DAY 4 on the Camino: Vino Gratis 
6 June 2007 

(Lorca - Estella - Villamayor)
We had settled into the routine of getting up at about 6 am and leisurely packing to leave at seven or thereabouts. By that time, many peregrinos from earlier villages would have huffed and puffed past us, taking furious strides in tandem with their two walking sticks like some four-legged creature.

It was still and chilly when we left Lorca for Villafuerta, about an hour away.

Villafuerta was surprisingly quite a large village, and more surprisingly, there wasn’t an albergue for a village that size. A café was open for breakfast and we had the usual Spanish breakfast of café con leche and a bocadillo or a croissant.

Breakfast along the Camino can be a bit of a chore especially when only one café is open, and every peregrino goes there including the locals. Often enough, there is only ONE senora who takes the orders, makes the coffee, dashes into the kitchen to make the bocadillo or heat up the tortilla, rings up the till, etc so it can be quite a wait.

By the fourth day, I had learned that “first-come-first-served” does not exist in the vocabulary of the average rural Spaniard. So you learn to push your way to the counter. All perfectly acceptable. You can either pay there and then or pay later by telling the senora what you had. She doesn’t keep track.
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	With the crowd at the café, we didn’t leave until 9.30 am for our next major town, Estella. 

On the way, there was a very old church, San Migeleko Baseliza, set right in the middle of an open plain, surrounded by olive trees. 

It was a building that begged to be visited although the bare stone building had nothing but an altar inside. 

The altar bore pieces of paper with petitions, messages of thanksgiving and messages for other peregrinos, all weighed down with stones or religious artifacts. 

Albert, the must-know, had to read almost every note. That’s the hazard of knowing three or four European languages.
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The trail then led through farmland where the air was laden with the smell of rotting shellfish. We were pushing uphill and I was breathing hard, sometimes through my mouth, sucking in all those molecules of foul air. We heard, but didn’t see, barking dogs. We saw a Siamese cat, the second in two days. We were to see many more Siamese cats on the Camino. (Ironically, we didn’t see a single Siamese cat when were in Chiang Mai earlier this year.)

The 12th century Iglesia parraquial del Santo lay on the way into Estella, but it was locked. We seemed to be the only ones interested enough to take pictures of the interesting frescos, as many peregrinos either just walked or cycled past without casting it a second look.
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The albergues in Estella were in old medieval buildings but they had, of course, been tarted up with glass doors and fitted with modern plumbing. There were already many early-bird peregrinos waiting to be admitted although it was not even 11 am. We met the South African woman and the Swedish guy we had first seen in Zubiri. They had taken the bus! The young Korean couple we met in Roncesvalles had also taken the bus but this was their last day on the Camino. Holiday over for them. I’d have felt as disappointed as they did.

The next church, Iglesia de San Pedro de la Rua, was also closed, so we sat at the bottom of the stairway for fruit and drinks. Then out from the church emerged a whole battalion of teenaged schoolchildren. Instead of listening to their teacher’s explanation, I assume, of the church, some of them were eyeing us chinos with curiosity, while most others were vacant-eyed from boredom. Kids!
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Albert and Arnold had gone on ahead, but we were all stopping at Villamayor. The good thing about the Camino is that you can walk at your own pace to whatever place you’ve decided to stop for the day. Toshio had disappeared during the day.
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	Our next stop was to be at the monastery at Irache, famed for its Fuente Vino where red wine flows out of a tap – free. On the way, we passed by another albergue. The hospitalero was disappointed we weren’t staying as we would have been his first Malaysians. We met a very helpful Spanish senorita with a little Chinese girl she had adopted from Yunnan. We actually carried on a 15 second conversation and understood each other!

The Fuente Vino was not at the monastery but behind the Bodegas Irache near it. (bodega = winery) There assembled the greatest number of cyclists I had ever seen (and  would ever see)  in one place on the Camino. There were two taps – one for water, thoughtfully provided for you to wash your tumbler or your bottle, maybe) and the other for the vino.




If I had imagined wine would be gushing out like petrol from a pump nozzle, I was disappointed. Peter had to crank the lever rather vigorously to persuade about ½ cm of wine to fill our modest tumbler. We abandoned all thought of filling up a bottle. Actually, if you remember that wine is so cheap in Spain, you wonder why you bother at all to go to such lengths to fill up on free wine – the human kiasu streak?
Meanwhile, a group of tourists had arrived. As the tour leader distributed paper cups, I remembered reading that the fuente was for peregrinos, but obviously, everything falls prey to the euro.

The Romanesque Monastery of Irache was a pilgrim hospital in medieval times, and a university during the 17th and 18th centuries. It was built of such solid stone that perhaps only Samson could have shaken it. Huge pillars held up the domed roof, but it was really quite austere.
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At 1 pm, we thought it was time for a rest and some food at a rest area. Peter made tea and we had oranges, and this morning’s leftover bread with yesterday’s leftover chorizo (a spicey sausage). Chorizo is very tasty but definitely stroke-inducing upon daily consumption.

From here, we followed a hot and dusty trail through wheat fields and fields of poppy. The final stretch to Azqueta was a steep uphill. Three French and two Italians suddenly appeared. The struggle for accommodation had begun. Our Kiara-trained legs stood us in good stead. It was our turn to be kiasu and we arrived at the Villamayor albergue way ahead of them. Albert, Arnold and Toshio had arrived earlier and had “booked” three places for us even though that’s not usually permitted. But the hospitalero was German. So was Arnold. Favouritism is all right as long as it’s in your favour.
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This was a very basic and simple refugio run by  turn taking hospitaleros. Charges were by donation. In one room were the showers and toilets and bunk beds, while the other room had mattresses on platforms.

Every small village along the Camino has a church. The 12th century church of San Andrew was under renovation and so we hung our washing behind it. Overlooking Villamayor, on top of a hill, were the ruins of what looked like a castle.

Dinner was for everyone (including peregrinos from the other refugio) at a bar-restaurante just behind. We sat at a long table, served by a gum-chewing pregnant senorita, who frisbee-ed to us whatever we needed by way of food and implements. In British 18th century lingo, she’d have been referred to as a “wench”. But she wasn’t unfriendly, just lacking in finesse, like the food. However, what the food lacked in elegance, it certainly made up for in taste and quantity. This was one of the best beef stews, complemented by a merlot, I’d had in a long long time and also the first (and last) meal in which we were given seconds, cheerfully slopped onto our plates by the wench.

After dinner, we went with our German hospitalero to a prayer meeting at the other refugio which was run by a warm and welcoming Dutch couple. We sang hymns in English and German, briefly meditated to music, listened to a Bible reading and received a blessing. This reminded us that the Camino was not a mad rush from one albergue to another.

Before bedtime, Toshio apologized in advance for his snoring. His wife, he added, often complained about the noise he made. His wife was right. His fitful rhythms, irregular pitches, and erratic volume were as jarring as any wild avant-garde composition. I wore my ear plugs all night long. If we hadn’t been that fond of Toshio, one of us would have pressed a pillow to his face until there was silence....

[ From BASIC RULES for pilgrims at the Villamayor refugio:  “And keep in mind that the PILGRIM IS GRATEFUL for the things he gets; the help offered for free, the wind in the trees, people greeting him, the mountains around…AND THAT THE TOURIST DEMANDS IT.]
Distance covered: 22 km
______________________________________________________________________
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	jancan on Jul 21, '07
junglewallah wrote
“who frisbee-ed to us whatever we needed by way of food and implements. “
This is exactly the kind of service I would appreciate when I'm feeling ravenous -- no need for frills and niceties. 
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	Jancan on Jul 21, '07
junglewallah wrote
“His fitful rhythms, irregular pitches, and erratic volume were as jarring as any wild avant-garde composition. I wore my ear plugs all night long. If we hadn’t been that fond of Toshio, one of us would have pressed a pillow to his face until there was silence.... “
Tze-jie ahhh... hahahahaa.... I'm beginning to suspect that you and I have the same gene in this regard. The only difference is that I can't voice out my thoughts as precisely as you did. Chioh see nang, really.
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	junglewallah on Jul 21, '07
jancan wrote
you and I have the same gene in this regard
I think so.... Julian is blessed otherwise. He slept next to Toshio, unperturbed by the thundering in his ears.


