DAY 8 on the Camino: Church Chooks 

10 June 2007

(Azofra - Santo Domingo del Calzada - Granon)
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	I was reluctant to emerge from the warm cocoon of my sleeping bag, in the exceptional sense-surround quietude of the Azofra albergue, but all good things must come to an end.

Even so, the rest and even just one night of relative solitude must have rejuvenated my mind so much that, despite the insistent drizzle and the mud which clung tenaciously to our boots, I felt that the walk to Cirueňa was one of the most beautiful I’ve done.  There were rolling hills of fresh green wheat fields and extensive tracts of sweet peas, their snowy flowers dotting the patchwork of land like the prints on a summer dress.


On the way, we saw a girl with injured knees painfullyly limping along until her friend came in a taxi to rescue her. Indeed, at the Azofra albergue were some business cards bearing the telephone numbers of taxi drivers for cases such as this.
We arrived at Cirueňa at 9.30 am, a decent time for breakfast. Cirueňa must have grown in recent times as it had mainly modern buildings and houses, plus a golf club! The 200m detour to the café-bar was well worth the effort.

	In addition to the café con leche (now our regular morning pick-me-up), we had sandwiches made with proper square sliced sandwich bread, and bocadillo with chicken or sausages. I never found such wonderful sausages again on the Camino. They were bursting with fresh  pork mince, juices flowing with every bite. What’s more, there was a fresh chilly condiment to go with the sausages. 

And - there was free Internet!
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A Norwegian girl walking solo was at the café, and because she wasn’t eating, Peter offered her a sandwich. Arnold explained that many such young people were on a very tight budget which meant minimal indulgence in food. Unbeknown to us or to her, things were to change much later. Of course, at that time I didn’t expect to see her again as she was travelling a lot faster than we were.

Peregrinos were striding purposefully into Santo Domingo de la Calzada when we got there. This is one of the most important towns along the Camino and still has a wonderfully medieval feel. Santo Domingo, who was a monk before he was canonized, has contributed some remarkable legends to this place, the most notable being the Legend of the Cock and the Hen.
	The legend goes like this: 
A maid, rejected by a becoming young boy on a pilgrimage with his parents, plotted revenge by putting a gold goblet in his bag. 
Accusing the boy of theft, a judge sent him to the gallows. His grief-stricken parents proceeded to Santiago. 
On their way back, they stopped by the gallows to find the boy still alive, his legs supported by Santo Domingo.
Happy and excited, the parents rushed to the judge to ask for the boy’s release. 
The judge, who was just sitting down to a dinner of roast chickens, shouted, “If the story is true, these chickens will stand up and crow.” 
They did. 
He released the boy.
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	The motto of the city has thus remained, “Donde la gallina canto despues de asada” (“Where the hen crowed after being roasted”) to this day. Up to today too, a pair of white chickens are kept in a coop in the Santo Domingo Cathedral. They are changed every fortnight. However, I don’t know whether their time in the Cathedral saves them from being deep fried, sautéed or stewed. Apparently, in 2001, five chicks hatched inside the coop. 

Another miracle concerned a pilgrim who, having fallen asleep by the roadside, was run over by an oxcart and killed. Through prayer, Santo Domingo raised him to life.


Legends and miracles notwithstanding, Domingo would still merit a sainthood for the work he on his own volition and expense did. Most of his life was spent in improving the infrastructure along the Camino. He built a hospice, the Oja bridge and the road between this city and Redecilla, no mean feat.
	It was a Sunday when we got to Santo Domingo, not just any Sunday but Corpus Christi Sunday, a day instituted to celebrate the Holy Eucharist. 

For that reason, there were flower-filled murals on the ground, much like what the Hindus do for Deepavali with coloured rice. 

There was a service in the Cathedral when we arrived, and a group of musicians was warming up outside in readiness for the procession which was due to begin from the church entrance.
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	We found ourselves strategic positions in the Square so we could watch the procession, much like Zaccheus waiting in the tree to catch a glimpse of the Lord. Finally, the carriage which bore the monstrance (a vessel used to exhibit the Host) emerged from the Cathedral. The musicians struck up the first notes and the procession began.

As they started to move away, the thinning crowd enabled us to notice Toshio who, because of the rain, had taken the bus from Najera. 

Again, our chorus of “Toshio!” greeted him. Toshio was visibly excited, not at the sight of us or the procession, but because he had finally managed to talk to his wife.




“First time I talk to her,” Toshio exclaimed.

“Was she happy to hear from you?” I asked.

“No,” came the crestfallen reply.

“Why?”

“Too long I am away. So she wants me to buy necklace for her. From Tiffany.”

I’m afraid I laughed. Mrs Toshio was evidently not your stereotyped submissive Japanese wife. However, Toshio didn’t stay too anxious for long because he met two Japanese women standing in front of their parado. Paradors are  historical buildings converted into expensive hotels well beyond the means of the average peregrino. Thereupon began an animated conversation in Japanese accompanied by equally animated bows and re-bows. I could understand Toshio’s joy at being able to talk in his mother-tongue. 
If Peter hadn’t been on the trip, I think I would have missed speaking in Hokkien too.
	Before we left Toshio who was staying in a hostal at Santo Domingo, we had a beer with him.

 “Hasta manana,” we said as we hauled our packs onto our shoulders to start our walk to Gra?on and then to Redecilla, knowing that somehow, we would see him the following day.
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	The clouds must have rained themselves dry in Santo Domingo, because the weather decided to turn hot all the 7 km to Gra?on. Julian was dragging his feet, and complaining of knee pains. I didn’t pay much attention because, as this stage, everyone had one pain or another in one part of the body or another. However, arriving at Gra?on, I realised something wasn’t quite right when Julian flopped down on the front steps of the church like a puppet whose strings had been severed. He was running a temperature, so we dispelled the idea of Redecilla, another 4.6 km away.


Arnold was already swigging his beer with a group of peregrinos which included Mercedes, the American who was born in Venezuela and spoke fluent Spanish. “It’s the best so far,” she called out to us, referring to the albergue here at Gra?on. We took her word for it.

“Senora, donde es albergue?” I asked a woman passing by.

“Rat a tat tat tat, rat a tat tat…..” she went on in that vein.

And that’s the problem with trying to speak Spanish. You may have learnt how to ask the question, but it’s usually impossible to understand the answer delivered at M-16 speed.
	We followed the direction of her finger, pointing to an inconspicuous “hole” in the thick wall behind the church. We tentatively walked up the flight of stone steps in semi-darkness calling out, “Hola… Hola…!”. Suddenly, a well-dressed senora appeared. I was just overwhelmed by the warm welcome she extended. She hugged us even though we were far from smelling like Johnson’s Baby Powder. She removed the packs from our backs. She invited us to sit down. As she only spoke Spanish, she got another hospitalero, a German who could speak English, to attend to us.
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The albergue was actually part of the 13th century San Juan Bautista Church and shared the same roof. It was like being in a castle and the yellow tungsten lights might well have been flaming torches. We actually washed our clothes in the vault, a dark dungeon like chamber with hillocks of rock.
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	Sleeping arrangements, however, were far from ideal. Mattresses were laid out side by side with hardly a centimetre between them. On the far side lay the  French woman who had dined by herself in Azofra. Both her feet were tightly swathed in bandages. She was giving up on the Camino because of her blisters. She had been walking for her daughter who was ill. I thought of telling her to remove the bandages and allowing the blisters to air dry, the fastest way of healing blisters in my experience. But she was a paediatrician. Who was I to advise a doctor on such matters?


Mercedes later came in with her friends, a Frenchman called Daniel, and three Italians Vaute, Enzo and the other one I can’t remember. The albergue was now starting to fill up. Daniel started some jokes with his newly-arrived compatriots which I knew were at our expense, but Arnold was no help as he spoke only German.

Of the crowd there, I remember only Leon, the tall lanky soft spoken Dutch who was reading a book on Buddhism but rediscovering Christianity. He was more than 6 feet  tall. So far, all the Dutch people we had met on the Camino had been strapping six-footers, including the woman at the refugio at Villamayor. If we hadn’t known our Dutch-Malaysian Jan, I’d have thought that the Dutch all towered  6 feet and above.
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	The hospitaleros cooked a simple meal of ensalada mixta and carbo-loaded us with pasta which just hinted of mince. 

I wish the Spaniards would cook their pasta al dente, but as a peregrino, I shouldn’t complain. 

After dinner, those so inclined went to the church loft for a simple ceremony while those not inclined did the dishes.


In the gathering darkness of the church, about twenty of us sat in the upright centuries-old wooden seats with a lighted candle at the end of each arm rest. We were asked to reflect on our journey and what it had meant to us. I felt that this journey was a conflict of emotions, that I wasn’t feeling the goodwill towards fellow peregrinos (like Daniel) as I should, that I wasn’t thankful enough for the blessings we received along the way. 
On the other hand, I had enjoyed and was thankful for God’s bounty in the nature He created, and of course, I was grateful for the opportunity to walk the Camino, and the blessing of good health to do it.
A lighted candle was passed along. Some people said a prayer with it while most held the candle in retrospective silence. The French woman sang a prayer in Latin, her voice wavering with her tears. We all felt her disappointment and her sadness. At dinner, she had told me a few times, “I am not strong enough.”

Then we went to sleep. If Toshio’s snoring had been a 5 on the Richter Scale, Daniel’s must have been an 8. He sent mighty sound waves into Julian’s left ear the whole night with plenty left over for the rest of us. And of course, he had back-up performers, too.
Distance covered: 23.5 km
______________________________________________________________________
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	janstu  on Aug 8, '07
    junglewallah wrote
   “And that’s the problem with trying to speak Spanish. You may have learnt how to

    ask the question, but it’s usually impossible to understand the answer delivered 

   at M-16 speed.”
Haha, yes, so many times that has happened to me..
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	Junglewallah on Aug 9, '07
Having said that, one does feel a little satisfaction that one is, at least, understood :-) 
One of our language experiences was meeting this man along the way, and we were all trying to speak and understand each other's terrible and limited Spanish until we discovered that both sides spoke English.

	
	

	
	


