DAY 6 on the Camino: Adios, Albert 
8 June 2007 
(Torres del Rio - Viana - Logrono)
The previous night, I heard the American who occupied the bunk above mine, ending his trans-Atlantic phone call with a rather sanctimonious, “I have to get up at five tomorrow.” No, you don’t HAVE TO, I thought, you WANT TO. So did everyone else in that room, as it happened.

Thus, at an hour when sleep was naturally the soundest, these peregrinos started packing to leave. A plastic bag makes as much noise as a sweet being unwrapped in the perfect acoustics of a concert hall, and is just as irritating. The collective rustles of multiple plastic bags being shoved into backpacks can raise the blood pressure of a peregrino trying to stay asleep, as can the constant zipping and unzipping of sleeping bags. 
Throw in loud whispers and stomping boots, and you have a sure recipe for (justifiable) peregrino rage.
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When we ourselves were ready to leave, we found that the hot drinks vending machine had stalled, probably from overuse, and no amount of fiddling by the senora could restore it. It was 11 km to the next coffee stop. Just as we were resigned to a caffeine-less start, the senora emerged from next door with a jug of freshly brewed coffee. 
She beckoned us into the kitchen. She had actually made coffee for us. Not wanting to take things for granted, I asked her, “?Cuanto?”, but she patted my shoulder and said it was free.

I was touched by the senora’s gesture. This started me thinking about the Spaniards who are the antithesis of the Thais smiling through all circumstances. The Spaniards often appear sullen, even aggressive in the way they talk, rather like the Foochows. But behind the unfriendly exterior is someone who breaks into smiles if you bother to break the ice, and will henceforth talk non-stop -- loudly, of course -- even if you don’t understand a thing. Julian had a few experiences of meeting Spaniards who he thought were angry with him until they started ruffling his hair and patting his cheeks.
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	It was market day at Viana when we got there. Rather similar to our pasar, there were stalls of clothes, shoes, bags, socks – probably all made in China – and fruit and vegetables. We were surprised by the presence of Carrefour in Viana, but not surprised that the church of Santa Maria was closed.
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	The final 9.5 km to Logrono were all concrete pathways and roads. How I wished I was wearing trainers instead of boots. Changing to sandals provided relief, but it meant carrying my boots, an extra 1.5 kg on the back. 

We passed by a wetlands conservation area and enjoyed the sight of birds riding the wind. 

After walking past a factory, we could see the spires of the Cathedral and construction cranes jutting out of the skyline.
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	It was still quite a long walk to the city, and a senora had strategically set up a stall to stamp our passports and sell (mercifully) ice cold drinks. 

She had also provided benches in the shade. In addition, she distributed flyers for Planeta Agua, an outdoor equipment shop claiming to cater to peregrino needs.
 




In Logrono, we crossed roads heavy with traffic and had our ears terrorised by Spanish pop loudly pounding from car stereos. Following the yellow arrows, we finally got to the albergue. It hadn’t opened yet, and there was a queue of noisy peregrinos stretching at least 30 metres. I fished out my photocopy of alternative accommodation in pensions and hostals, but Albert said we should wait. Even after the doors were opened at 2 pm, we waited in the hot sun for an hour, with no guarantee of getting a bed, before it was finally our turn to register. (And yes, we were their first Malaysians.)
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The three hospitaleros were amazingly patient despite the crowd. The albergue was a renovated 300-year-old building of solid stone which felt like an over-crowded hospital with bunk beds. Sometime, it works out better to be one of the last few in as this means that you get put into a smaller room. We got proper beds in the loft. It was a rather charming wall-less room provided you didn’t smash your head against the slanting low beams. Julian’s nose was a mere two inches under a beam when he lay down. It was also very warm there.

According to the hospitaleros, the albergue had filled up by 7 pm the previous day. Today, it was completo by 4 pm.
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	Bathrooms and toilets were single-sexed and on separate floors. However, when I saw the women entering and emerging from the showers with nary a stitch, I decided I wouldn’t enter the fray, but go for a beer instead. 
Jesse, who had just arrived in time to get the last bunk, joined us. 
The peregrino with a  tired Labrador arrived. It wasn’t easy to walk with a dog as few albergues welcomed canines, but he had a tent as a last resort.


Then Toshio showed up and was greeted with our usual rallying cry of “Toshio!” He was staying at a hostal, but his main story was that of buying a new mobile phone to call his wife – he still hadn’t succeeded – but something was wrong with the phone, so his mission now was to get the phone fixed.

After the beer, Jesse decided he wanted some Italian gelato. It didn’t take him long to come back. “There are mosquitoes all over,” he said. Julian confirmed this after having a look. As we weren’t prepared for mosquitoes to be part of our Spanish culinary experience, we went off to Planeta Agua instead as Arnold wanted a new backpack.

Toshio left to look for another mobile phone shop.

The counter at Planeta Agua piled up with backpacks as Arnold, under Albert’s guidance, looked at one pack after another. He ended up with only a 1 litre water bottle. Dora, the Hong Kong girl, came in. The last time we saw her, she was hanging out her clothes to dry outside the albergue in Zubiri. She was in the shop to buy a pair of comfortable walking shoes to replace the pair of feet-killing boots which had replaced the disintegrated trainers that she had worn at the beginning of the Camino. She wasn’t the only one with such problems. Indeed, all along the Camino, we were to see pairs of cast-off boots.

In Spain, the bigger towns come into their own late afternoon when the number of people (and dogs) gradually swells. The Square was bustling with people walking about, watching street performances, watching other people, or imbibing their pre-dinner beer or wine. We ourselves were at the Square for our last dinner with Albert who was waiting for the arrival of his niece with whom he would walk to Burgos. Although we had enjoyed walking with Albert, I knew we couldn’t afford to average the comfortable 20 km a day that he intended to walk. We needed to do more to get to Santiago in the time that we had planned.

We ordered two different types of pizza and two different types of paella. This was to be the worst paellas we would have in Spain, but of course we didn’t know it then because we had enjoyed it. I felt that the rice grains were a bit uncooked but I thought it was the way paella was done.
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Toshio appeared again. His efforts to get in touch with his wife were still unsuccessful. The poor man was getting flustered, and the lock of hair he kept to sweep over the bald patch on top of his head was hanging down his face, untidily longer than the rest of his hair.
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	The Logrono Cathedral towered over us as we sat at dinner. We had gone in to have a look earlier on, but what I remember most about the cathedral were the storks that had built their huge salad bowl nests of twigs high up on the bell tower. A stork or two would take off to sail with each gust of wind, and then sail back to the nests.

The albergue was closing at 10 pm, depriving us of Logro?o nightlife. I still had some laundry to do before lights out. A birthday was being celebrated in the courtyard and I was offered a biscuit which the birthday girl pushed into my mouth while I was wringing out my shirt.




Back in our bed-loft, I took out my ear-plugs in preparation for the night’s auditory assault.

Distance covered: 20.5 km
______________________________________________________________________
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	 jancan on Aug 2, '07
 Hey Tze-jie... no stalling... bring on Day 7. :-) 
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	Junglewallah on Aug 2, '07
Com.ng, coming.... Have started, but stuck on paragraph two. My full-time work is interfering with my life lah.


	
	

	
	


