DAY 9 on the Camino: Just Another Long Day's Walk 

11 June 2007

(Granon - Belarado - Villafranca Montes de Oca)
The seismic Daniel and his gang had gone by the time we had breakfast – a simple affair of coffee, bread and butter, marmalade and jam, and biscuits prepared by the hospitaleros. In Spain, be prepared for overnight bread to be teeth-cracking hard.

We said our goodbyes to the French woman whose husband was coming to pick her up, to Leon, and to the hospitaleros.

All told, it was a blessing we had breakfast, as you can see:
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	8.30 am. Arrived at Redecilla. For a small town, there were three water fountains and at least four times as many cats at the little village square.  There was the 13th century Virgen de la Calle Church, but no coffee.
9.00 am. Arrived at Castidelgado, a quiet non-happening village. It looked like everyone was away. No coffee.

9.30 am. Arrived at Viloria where a home-made sign announced the happy news that we were now 547 km away from Santiago. Santo Domingo was born here in 1019, and the font in which he was baptized can still be seen in the parish church, Nuestra Senora de la Asuncion. But there was no coffee.


	10.35 am. Arrived at Villamayor where there were dogs loitering around, happy for Julian to give them a scratch and a pat on the head. Still no coffee.

11.30 am. Finally, arriving at Belarado with its many signboards put up by competing albergues, each enticing peregrinos with pictures of their facilities, we were hopeful of a cuppa. The first albergue we passed was flying a row of flags to boast  its internationality – alas, there was no jalur gemilang. We followed the yellow Camino arrows down the main street (called Calle Mayor in almost all the towns) to arrive at the town square.
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A morning market was in progress. There were vendors of all kinds of goods, again most probably made in China. Indeed, the only Spanish products were agricultural, and the only ones in which I had some interest were from the butcher’s stall. I took in eyefuls of sausages, hams, chorizos and bacon in all sizes and cuts. Lucky Spaniards!
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	We did have a café con leche while waiting outside a bar-restaurante, seated in the sun, for lunch to be served at 1 pm. 

Meanwhile, peregrinos, some we knew and others we didn’t, came and went. I went into a small shop a la kedai runcit to buy a boligrafo in case my only other pen ran dry. 

There was a medley of everything from X-rated magazines to an Anna and the King DVD dubbed in Spanish. 

I wondered how Keith sounded in Espaňol.


	The lunch menu del dia was superb – paella mixta with generous helpings of mussels, clams and shrimps; sopa pescado also with mussels and clams; veal and croquettes. 

And vino tinto, but of course. 

I’m not a teetotaler but I’d always felt it was quite inappropriate to have a tipple at lunchtime – until I came to Spain where the farmers add a happy slosh of alcohol to their breakfast coffee at the bar.
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Then guess who came bounding up the stairs into the restaurante? “Toshio!” we greeted him. He bowed theatrically, shook our hands, ordered his cerveza grande and polished off the remnant of our vino tinto. Toshio was spending the night at Belarado, but we were moving on, so we said our usual “Hasta manana”, thinking we would see him again the next day.
From Belarado, the Camino passed through a very quiet and very rural Tosantos where we sat and watched a rooster fuss possessively over his harem of hens. Farther on, we passed the rupestrian Chapel of Virgen de la Pena which was surrounded by ancient caves. Unfortunately, it wasn’t possible for us, in view of time, to explore that.
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	Another 3.5 km later, just out of Espinosa del Camino, there were the remains of the ruins of San Felices Abbey, founded in the 9th century. 

What was left was a dome of ancient bricks which housed the tombs of San Felix and the Count Diego Parcelos. 

A barred gate, however, prevented entry.


	Then came the last hot walk to Villafranca Montes de Oca. 

Today’s route had gone through mainly wheat fields, and quite a distance had also been spent on concrete roads, intensifying the heat. 

In fact, the last stretch to the albergue at Villafranca was a heart-in-the-mouth experience, during which I constantly worried whether we would have our guts splattered  by the trucks and trailers driven by Formula One wannabes.
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It was almost 6 pm by the time we arrived at Villafranca, The Canadians, Maureen and Cannon, were already seated outside the bar with their pints of beer. Maureen had earned considerable fame as the woman who had cut away the top ends of her shoes to relieve the pain in her toes. They had checked into more up-market and private living quarters with attached bathrooms, as sharing bathrooms and dorms was, in Maureen’s own words, “not me”. Much as I would like to enjoy that luxury, we with less well-endowed pockets resignedly trudged into the albergue.

And horror of horrors – Daniel was also at the albergue! Thank goodness he was in a different room where he could give some other people a taste of his turbo-charged nasal renditions.

Despite its large size, the albergue was a rather comfortable one. For a start, the bunk beds were singly and decently spaced, so we didn’t have to sleep cheek by jowl with snoring strangers. There also appeared to be a tacit agreement that noise should be kept to a minimum level. People tip-toed and spoke in hushed voices. They gently opened and closed the dorm door. You’d have thought you were in the hallowed hall of some venerable library. This thoughtfulness and consideration for other people restored some of my eroded belief in civilized behaviour.
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One of the more notable characters in that room was this very young French girl who reminded me of the sighing listless protagonist in a French art movie, speaking in a low lifeless monotone, pursing her lips in the way that only lips speaking French can  be pursed. There was also a very young North American lesbian couple who  had difficulty keep their hands off each other. At the risk of sounding judgemental, I felt that being on the Camino called for a certain degree of discretion and restraint regardless of one’s sexual orientation.

Anyway, we had our customary beer at the bar together with  tapas of lamb stew and a spicey sausage. Very delicious indeed.

Back at the albergue, it was laundry time. The senora had a machine which could spin dry your clothes, so while I was hand washing my things, I was practising in my mind how to ask her for that favour in (broken) Spanish. “?Por favor, puede ayudarme girar seca mi ropa?” I said over and over to myself. As it happened, the senora who was sitting there and waiting, came over as soon as she noticed that I had finished, put all my clothes in the machine and spun them dry. So, after all that practising, all I needed to say was, “Gracias, senora.”  Ah well…
Distance covered: 28.7 km
______________________________________________________________________
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	janstu  on Aug 20, '07
Another fascinating episode..:-)

One of these days, Peter and you must come over to my place to taste MY paella...!.
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	Junglewallah on Aug 21, '07
    Janstu wrote
   “must come over to my place to taste MY paella...!”
Ooooo...we can hardly wait. I hope you also do a squid ink paella :-)))


	
	

	
	


