DAY 7 on the Camino: Well-Rewarded

9 June 2007

(Logrono - Najera - Azofra)
The hospitaleros had warned everyone the day before that the doors would only be opened at 6 am. They wouldn’t entertain being woken up at 4 am to let anyone out. So when we woke up at 6 am, many peregrinos were already at the door, waiting like sprinters to make a burst from their starting blocks. Some, however, were hopping on the bus to Najera.

We left at 7 am as usual, after saying good-bye to Albert who saw us off at the door. It was sad moment, but that is how it is with the Way. People converge and part, like waves which ride up and then withdraw. We would miss his gentle humour and his caring nature, and also his bits and bobs of information about fellow peregrinos. (He has, however, been in constant e-mail contact with Peter since the Camino.)
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For more pragmatic and self-seeking reasons, I would also miss his guidebook, the 2007 edition of Do Do Miam Miam (lit. Sleep Eat) with its latest details on mileage and available albergues.  To a certain extent, you can place a nationality by the guidebook carried. The Belgians and French have the aforementioned Do Do Miam Miam, thin and slim. The Germans have Jakobsweg, almost half the size of Do Do Miam Miam. The Spanish and other Spanish speaking people lug the Spanish version of Camino de Santiago, a relatively hefty tome. The Malaysians carry 15 sheets of self-tabulated information downloaded from the Net, with absolutely no information on mileage or albergues, and a photocopy of rather skimpy details from the Lonely Planet.

Well, we still had Arnold and his Jakobsweg, and although the arrangement was that we would continue to walk together, I had the feeling that we would eventually but amicably part ways. First, there was the language problem. He didn’t speak much English. I only knew freude from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. Peter’s command of the guttural language was limited to what he could remember from the commando comics he had read in his distant youth. Second, Arnold had originally come to walk the Camino alone.

There were only two towns on the route today – Navarette, 13 km away, and Najera, another 17 km away. There were no stops in between, so it was going to be a long 30 km day.
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	It took a almost an hour to get out of Logroño, passing first through the old quarter where city council workers were sluicing away the evidence of the previous night’s drunken revelry and carousing, then through the streets, under a tunnel, and up a cement footpath through the park. It being a Saturday, the locals were walking, jogging and cycling alongside the peregrinos, the former as energetic as frisky lambs, the latter dragging their feet after seven days of long distance walking. 
 


	Of the peregrinos I remember were an elderly woman bearing a backpack twice the size of mine, and who was a hare to my tortoise pace, and another woman who had a large tumour on her neck and who was obviously walking for healing.

It was a pleasant surprise to come upon the Embalse de la Grajera reservoir, a large body of water as calm as any lake on a New Zealand postcard. Anglers had positioned themselves at choice spots, looking forward to a lazy sunny Saturday, probably thanking their stars they were not in the uncomfortable shoes of  peregrinos trudging their way to Najera.
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Another surprise awaited us. The most famous peregrino in Spain, Marcelino, was at his stall at the edge of the park, to stamp peregrino passports. You see a framed picture of Marcelino with his trademark bushy beard, dressed in  traditional pilgrim costume in many albergues along the Camino. At his stall, there were staves and gourds (real ones, not plastic ones manufactured in China) free for all peregrinos, and also free biscuits and free fruit. Of course, we couldn’t pass up this opportunity to take a picture with Spain’s most renowned peregrino. That said, he too was blessed to take his first picture with Malaysians. Ahem, ahem, ahem.
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	From then on, we were well and truly out of Logroño. Walking on dirt tracks through vineyards and on stretches of highway, we finally arrived at Navarette. 

Interestingly, the ruins the San Juan de Acre pilgrim hospital were the first thing we saw. 

It made me think about how difficult conditions must have been for the medieval pilgrims and how, after a week of hardship on the Camino, many would have succumbed to exhaustion and perhaps  to disease and infection.
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It was 9.35 am when we arrived and time for breakfast – the usual café con leche and bocadillo with jamon y queso. We met Toshio at the café-bar, well into his third beer. We didn’t see him again the rest of the day. The Asuncion Church was open. This 16th century church was what we had expected it to be like – all gold inside and heavily ornated. 

The 17 km to Najera from Navarette felt like forever. It was hot, and the dusty trail ran alongside a busy motorway through stretches and stretches of vineyard. Finally, in great relief, we turned away from the highway, away from the sound of traffic and its fumes. It was still very hot, forcing many peregrinos to rest in the shade wherever there were trees. We met the young Spanish boy who had earlier walked with his group of gung-ho (and noisy) mates. He was now walking alone. His friends had dropped like one fly after another from various injuries. We didn’t see him anymore after this.
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	At about 1.30 pm, we stopped near a vineyard where Peter made a cup of tea under the shade of a tree. 

I could have been lulled to sleep then, fanned by the pleasantly cool wind, but we had to move on as it looked like we were going to be the last ones to arrive again.


It started to drizzle as we walked past the outskirts of Najera. This part of town looked like it was frequented by females in netted stockings and stillettos at night, so I was pretty relieved when it became a bit less dodgy after we had crossed the river. There was the unlikely presence of a Chinese restaurant there.

The albergue was right at the other end of town. On our way, we met Kurt who told us the albergue was already full, as indeed it was. Unlike the senora at Torres who would willingly spread out mattresses on the floor, this senora turned us away without so much as a how do you do.

There were hostals, of course. Arnold looked at his Jakobsweg. Azofra was 5.5 km away. We were already tired from today’s 30 km walk, but we decided to grit our teeth and move on. It was drizzling, but it was cool for a change. No one else was on that red clay dirt trail besides us. It was a long walk on auto-pilot mode. I think I was very much glassy-eyed and zombie-motored. But we did get there, and how wonderful it was to find a clean and spacious albergue with a friendly hospitalero.
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	Most of all, there were only two beds in each small room. This was the first time since Uterga that we had the luxury of privacy but at a minimal cost of €5 each.

Each room had a small balcony with a louvred wall where we could air our boots and hang up our wet jackets. 

There weren’t many people there, so we also had the bathroom to ourselves. 

If I were a dancer, I would have danced, or sung if I had been a singer. Being neither, I just enjoyed my hot hot shower sans fear from intrusion.
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We met Sung, a Korean girl. Our paths were to cross again and again until Santiago. We also met Brook, a lovely chatty American girl on a two-year stint in Spain to study Spanish. The Canadian couple who had slept in the church porch at Torres were also here.

When we went for our menu del dia at the Peregrino Restaurante, we met more friendly people from England, Ireland, New Zealand, Kenya, France and Canada, continuing proof that the Camino is indeed a melting pot of nationalities. Our Malaysian accent was merely an addition to the many accents on the Camino.

An elderly French woman sat quietly alone at her table with her bottle of wine. She didn’t join in the conversation that flitted from one table to another like a shuttlecock gone haywire, but seemed sad and withdrawn. We all have our own reasons for walking the Camino.

This was the meal I discovered cuajada, a dessert of milk curd served with honey. Julian, and eventually Peter, grew to like it too.

That night, I didn’t even bother to take out my ear-plugs from my bag.
Distance covered: 36 km (It turned out Azofra was 6 km away from Najera.)
______________________________________________________________________
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	jancan on Aug 3, '07
Thanks! :-)) Just edit the caption to Day 7. Now I believe you were not stalling but really boh oi. :-))) 
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	stuif  on Aug 3, '07
Daily I visit your site to see if there is a new episode available...:-) Your story is addictive.
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	junglewallah on Aug 4, '07
    stuif wrote
   “Daily I visit your site to see if there is a new episode available...:-) Your story is 
     addictive”

Thanks, Jan, for the encouragement. I also find other people's Camino blogs on the Net compulsive reading. I think it is the Camino itself which has this effect rather than any great literary merit.
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	keithypoo on Aug 4, '07
   junglewallah wrote

   “we decided to grit our teeth and move on”
I'm sure you were glad you made that decision. =) 
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	junglewallah on Aug 4, '07
    keithypoo wrote
   “we decided to grit our teeth and move on”

Yes, it was one of the best decisions we made on the Camino.
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	kiarabunch  on Aug 4, '07
It gives me much pleasure reading your write-up. Like Jan, I look forward to it almost on a daily basis - unfortunately, it doesn't come so often!! Keep it up. Seriously, I think you should document it into a booklet (if you do not want to sound as if you are an "author" of a voluminous book!!) and keep it for posterity.
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	junglewallah on Aug 4 '07
    kiarabunch wrote

   “unfortunately, it doesn't come so often”

Thanks for your encouragement, too. 
I would like to step on it a bit more, but unfortunately, I'm enslaved by my bread-and-butter responsibilities -- the four letter word called 'WORK

 

	
	


