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Reader Review:

A
man buys a pair of hiking boots and sets off on a journey to
Santiago de Compostela on the practically deserted "Camino
Primitivo" – the oldest of all the St James pilgrimage routes.
Delightfully tongue-in-cheek, Ralf Becker tells us all about
painful legs, clammy clothes, nocturnal snoring as well as remote
farming villages, primeval landscapes and authentic conversations
with his occasional fellow pilgrims. Read this book and accompany
Becker to the rhythm of his own improvised walking sticks on your
own pilgrimage to the moving finale in the cathedral – and have a
couple of cafés con
leche along the
way!

Dr. Kai-Uwe Stoll
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“……I took the one less travelled by,

And that has made all the
difference.”

By Robert Frost
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The Planning

 


Sooner or
later it catches up to all of us. Not what they call
wanderlust - I’ve never much fancied chasing that particular passion -
but rather the desire to drop out of day-to-day life for a while
and experience a totally new existence. Well, perhaps ‘new
existence’ sounds exaggerated. It would just be a few weeks in
which my life to date no longer has any relevance. But the desire
grew inside me to clear my overloaded head and see what was left
afterwards.

 


What route should I take? When
to start? How long would I need? What should I take with me?

 


Fortunately
there is plenty of information on the Internet. Unfortunately
nobody can tell whether any of it is applicable to you or
not.

Just take the
average speeds of 15 km or 30 km that you
can do on one day: The difference is 10 days over a distance of 150
km. Practice walking is not particularly useful in this case,
because an untrained person will probably have had enough by 15 km
and can barely imagine covering any more distance that day –
especially not with their backpack. Subsequent terrain and the
climate can’t be simulated, either. The only thing practice walking
really helps with is wearing in your footwear, and this is
something you should definitely do.

In the end, I
went for the 15 km per day option and
reckoned on about 420 km – that meant I had 28 days’ time. That
should be enough!

 


My
start date depended on Air Berlin’s flight plan
- outbound flight 29 September 2009 from Frankfurt to Oviedo,
returning on 27 October 2009 from Santiago to Frankfurt, each
flight via Mallorca.

 


After I had
booked both flights on 4 September for approx. 130 Euros each way,
I ordered my pilgrim’s passport from the Franconian Association of
St. James in Würzburg on the Internet.

 


The happy
news of my passport’s arrival reached me by text on 23 September
2009, which my wife sent to me at the beach. That was the starting
signal - there was no way back for me now.

As a novice
pilgrim I immediately informed my girlfriend Karin that she would
be spending a month without me. I was quite apprehensive about her
reaction; I hadn’t thought it particularly urgent to tell her about
my plans beforehand. I had considered this trip last year, too, but
wasn’t able to go through with it for personal reasons, so I
thought it better to wait and see if it all went to plan this time
rather than giving a false alarm.

 


But she bore
it with equanimity and then announced to all her acquaintances that
I would be walking the Camino de Santiago. That triggered a series
of questions: why, why now, what route, how many kilometres... I
was able to answer the ‘how long’ question to some
extent.

The fact is
that I sometimes make spontaneous
decisions: at 17 years of age I hitch-hiked to Paris with two
school-friends as soon as school was out for the Easter holidays
(and after a drinking binge at the pub). I told my mother the truth
when she asked where I was going. I took her answer “Don’t be late
home” to mean that she didn’t quite believe me, so I called her
again the next afternoon from Saarbrücken so that she wouldn’t
worry unnecessarily. I did think about coming back, of course, but
unfortunately I only had five Deutschmarks with me. It was my first
lesson in what hunger really was, and how you start to stink when
you haven’t washed for 5 days.

 


I didn’t want
to be quite so spontaneous this time, so over the next few days I
tried to plan my route. The complete Camino Francés from the
French-Spanish border was out for time reasons, plus it didn’t
promise me much originality. Only the Camino del Norte (Northern
Route) or the Camino Primitivo were left to choose from and I
agonised over it until shortly before departure. I once read a wise
saying somewhere that went: “It doesn’t matter which way you go,
the main thing is that you choose a route”. I also found the quote
by Chuang Tzu: “A path is made by walking on it” very
helpful.

 


In short, I
opted for the oldest of all the routes to Santiago, the so-called
Camino Primitivo. This was probably also to do with the fact that I
have rather inexpedient tendencies: when my chiropractor Tom
recommended avoiding the mountains and taking the Burgos-León route
because the terrain was flat, the decision was clear. Mountains it
was, then! The higher the better! So I bought the Outdoor Guide to
the Camino Primitivo.

 


The next few
days were all about arranging and purchasing the equipment. I found
a recommendation for hiking boots by the company Lowe on the
Internet, and after trying on about 10 different pairs I finally
found some that didn’t pinch. Admittedly they felt a bit on the
small side, but for 120 Euros and being relatively comfortable, I
couldn’t say no and decided to risk them. The unanimous
recommendation was to go for a pair one size too big because feet
apparently swell on such a long hike. Last year’s waterproof red
cagoule with built-in hood was also on the list, as well as a
suitable 10-litre rucksack. I also thought the thin cotton sleeping
bag was good for obstructing any insects, so in my opinion I
finally had everything I
needed.

Far from it.
There now began a race among my friends and acquaintances to
get me everything I might possibly need under
the sun: I got plaster packs in triplicate containing pretty much
every size you can think of. I got Hape Kerkeling’s book about the
Camino Ich bin dann mal
weg (I'm
off for a bit, then) from my mother; at
least it taught me that the recommended thermal sleeping mats are
unnecessary and so I did without these. But I couldn’t get away
without the deer tallow skin cream; the only other things I took
with me were rain trousers, mini compass, mini torch, clothesline,
instructions on how to pack the rucksack, thief-proof wallet,
pillow, sandals, 3 T-shirts, 2 long trousers, 4 pairs of underwear,
2 pairs of new hiking socks from Falke, 1 tube of Aloe Vera gel, 1
light sweater, mobile with charger, pen, sun glasses, ID, flight
tickets, credit cards, spoon, knife and fork, Swiss army knife,
0.75 litre aluminium drinking bottle, digital camera, 1 roll toilet
paper, hat, mini toothpaste tube, toothbrush, plastic cup, soap and
disposable razor, 1 pair contacts and my varifocals. Luckily I had
read that the rucksack should not exceed 8 kg if possible, so it
was onto the scales to check that the weight was okay.

 


Home wasn’t
the only place I was to wonder how I was
going to drag all that for more than 300 m, let alone 300
km.

As
day of departure approached, I started to wonder
more often whether I could actually handle the entire endeavour,
and what would happen if the weather was shitty. To reassure myself
I tried out the new boots and the wind jacket on a 2-hour walk in
the Taunus mountain range. The shoes didn’t pinch and I began to
sweat under the windproof jacket.

 


The weather
report for Asturias was also very encouraging: cloudy on arrival,
sunny the next few days and a cold snap at the end of the second
week. But how dependable is a two-week prediction, I thought, and
didn’t worry about the threatening cold. Much more onerous to me
was the planned departure time - 4.25 am is a nightmare for a
late-riser like me.

 


 


Departure/Arrival

 


I’m sitting in the Air Berlin
Airbus from Frankfurt to Mallorca, expectantly awaiting the
delights that will probably be coming my way. A cheese sandwich and
a cup of coffee soothe me about my lack of sleep, but my craving
for a cigarette is growing.

 


In Mallorca I
desperately look for a place to buy a pack of Fortuna. I’m lucky I
still have an open pack, as there is nothing to be found in the
entire airport. So I just look for an ashtray, of which there are
none. I soon regret my bright idea of leaving the airport building
and succumbing to my addiction outside the entrance when I have to
go back through security control and spot the huge queue in the
8-row barrier. Another half an hour to take-off and I have only
moved 3 rows. Panic slowly grips me and I dive through four
barriers in order not to miss my connecting flight. That was close
and I vow to be more careful on the return flight.

We glide
towards Asturias and I manage to fish my rucksack from the rattling
luggage belt shortly after we land.

Are there
other pilgrims here? I look attentively at the people with
rucksacks. Only a small Spanish troop sits on the same bus to
Oviedo with me, but they want to take a different route south of
Oviedo to León.

 


 


Oviedo

 


As a single
traveller I get off the bus at the bus station in Oviedo and have
another look at the route to the hostel in my Outdoor guidebook. It
says something like: “You only need to follow the Camino symbols
and will reach the hostel just past the cathedral”. Not a single
St. James scallop is to be seen, neither as a flagstone nor a
signpost.

So
instead I set off in search of a tobacco shop
and buy myself a pack of Fortuna. Now I just need another coffee
and the adventure can begin. Beautiful sunshine draws me to sit
outside to study this new city. The price of a café con leche is
astonishingly reasonable for a city of this size.

Gradually I get hungry and find
an appetising ice cream parlour. Armed with three scoops of
delicious ice cream I sit back down on a bench, rucksack and all,
and send a couple of texts to my nearest and dearest to let them
know that I’ve arrived safely.

 


The sun here
is still beating down on me and as I quickly start to sweat I
notice the first damp patches on my T-shirt.
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I’ve been
trying to find the cathedral for an hour now. My confusion is
compounded by the fact that there are so many churches here, and it
transpires that what I thought was the cathedral is actually one of
the ordinary churches. Somehow I then ask my way to the cathedral.
My rucksack begins to aggravate me and it’s inconceivable to me
that I can walk even a kilometre with it. I have to stop for
another coffee. I like the look of a corner cafe on a small street
in the old town where two round outdoor tables are each occupied by
two Spanish women. My request to sit down is accepted and I begin
to enjoy the late afternoon with another coffee and a Coke. The
Spanish women do not stay long and are replaced by two excitable
young men who proposition every female passer-by. My Spanish is
enough to grasp a few nuggets of the conversation. “But I’m a
normal healthy guy… it’s completely normal to look at young
women...”

Suddenly a
police car races round the corner and four armed policemen storm up
to the entrance of the old building next door. They ring at the
door but no one answers. Another police car and two motorbikes
arrive as back-up. The cafe owner wants to know who they’re looking
for: they’re not at home, she says, and the police disbelievingly
retreat. It’s like something out of a crime drama, but it doesn’t
seem to bother anybody and is evidently just a small diversion to
the sleepy siesta time.

Time to find
my hostel. A presumably Scandinavian blonde wearing red hot-pants
and carrying a rucksack on her back outstrips me. The next corner
left and the hostel door is right there. The blonde has continued
over the traffic lights and is obviously looking for the entrance,
just unfortunately on the wrong side of the road. Well, whatever.
She could have asked me, I think, as I watch her disappear at the
end of the road.

 


The door to
the hostel is still closed; only the small wrought-iron forecourt
is open. I put my rucksack down and wait until five o’clock. The
door opens right on time and I am excited about what’s to come and
what the procedure is. To my surprise, there is a whole tour group
in the hostel who seem to be just setting off. A woman looks at me
in interest as if I’ve landed from another planet and enquires in
Spanish where I’m from. After exchanging a few words it turns out
that she has come from South America on a fact-finding trip about
the Spanish pilgrimage and this is probably why she’s staring at me
as the very first pilgrim she’s seen.

How odd
- I still don’t see myself as a pilgrim,
just a greenhorn who still doesn’t have a clue how to check into
the hostel. Fortunately an extremely friendly-looking hostel warden
greets me and would like to see my pilgrim’s pass. Her very pretty
eyes look at me questioningly and are obviously pleased that I want
to start my journey in Oviedo. “So seriously now, how old are you?”
is her next question. Somewhat surprised (is that supposed to be a
compliment?) I answer truthfully “53”. I still don’t understand why
this is asked at every hostel, given that it’s on your pilgrim’s
pass. Oh well. At least it’s the first and last time anyone asks me
in quite such a flattering manner. She shows me to the room with
sleeping facilities, showers and recreation room. I take the first
bed to the right of the door and put my things on it. After paying
my overnight fee of 3 Euros I get the key and a stamp in my
pass.

In the
meantime two more pilgrims have come in; two Spaniards. I’m
supposed to be back by 10 pm at the latest, and I am able to leave
the key in a little box specifically for the purpose the next
morning. The problem is that the two Spaniards want to watch the
football match that evening and there’s a brief back-and-forth
about how to deal with the key until it dawns on the kind hostel
warden that she has a second one, which she gives to the football
fans.

So
I take my most important possessions with me and
turn right outside the hostel, left over the road and right again
until I get to a small bar with a small round table and bar stools
in front of it. Darkness has now fallen and it seems like I’ve
entered Oviedo’s night life.

 


Happily, I sit at my table
outside and order a glass of wine. Merry conversation from the bar
drifts into my ears while the rest of the bar stools get occupied.
I get my glass of wine and the good-natured waiter brings all the
customers some warm tapas. Pleasure can be so simple... After the
second round of tapas I order another glass of wine. Delicious
fried potatoes on toothpicks, fried lamb, small balls of mince meat
and vegetable balls are the perfect finish to the evening. After my
third glass, I ask for the bill and am flabbergasted. The whole
revelry costs me just 3 Euros.

 


Back in the
hostel I notice that almost all the beds have been occupied. I lie
down on mine without turning the light on and try to go to
sleep.

Exhilarated but tired from my
long day, I soon drift into peaceful slumber despite the snoring
from some pilgrims.

 


 


Escamplero

 


My
tired eyes still manage to spot a pair of red
hot pants move past by bed and head for the exit. Looks like the
blonde eventually found the hostel, then.

A general
euphoric mood prevents me from dozing any longer, so I start my
morning ritual. Look for my soap, rummage for my shaving stuff,
shower, roll up my sleeping bag, dress and pack my rucksack. A bit
of panic - I could have forgotten something important! I go back
twice before leaving the hostel.

A beggar is
sitting at the door to the next-door building and I ask him to take
a photo of me saddled with my rucksack. As a thank you I give him a
Euro and then go for breakfast at the bar next door. Two
cafés con leche, a croissant and three Fortuna give me the boost I need to
set off. I buy some more drinks in the nearest supermarket to be on
the safe side.

 




The way from
Oviedo is well studded with St. James scallop signs and I am
suddenly overcome by the involuntary sensation that I’m searching
for a treasure island on a mysterious path. After the hustle and
bustle of the streets, noisy main roads, a small bridge over the
railway and a very new pilgrim statue from 2009, I finally leave
the last suburb of Oviedo behind me.

The weather
is great, a little too hot for this season, but I can’t help
feeling it’s better to sweat than be rained on. I climb up my first
forest path; behind me three elderly walkers are catching me
up.

The route forks and I puzzle over
which direction to take. Just as I am about to follow the route
indicated by the straight lines on the scallop and not the little
loop on its right, a cautionary voice rings out from behind me.
“The lines don’t point the way in Asturias; it’s the heart that
tells you which way to go.” I thank the Spanish walkers heartily
and ask whether they too are on the road to Santiago. It turns out
they only want to do a short walk of about 30 to 40 km and are
amazed when they hear about my short stage.

I mean,
after Escamplero it’s only 12 km! They
recommend I carry on, but I just don’t want to go for broke on the
very first day. The right path now under my feet, I snake through
farmland, see cows, donkeys, screeching chickens and
sheep.

Not a single
pilgrim, let alone a human being, is to be seen. Pure countryside
and I slowly forget the annoying rucksack on my back. A shady
forest trail leads me through eucalyptus trees and I start
thinking

 


 


[image: tmp_440e383a9b9ffc3abae59c313849ce5e_ub2N90_html_7f1d946b.jpg]

 


about the
walking staff that lots of people recommended, but which I
neglected to buy, when a crack sounds out
from the undergrowth.

A forest
worker is collecting fallen eucalyptus branches. I see an older
branch and ask the worker if I can take it with me. He just nods
and I am very pleased with my new walking stick. I would never have
thought what a difference it actually does make to walk with a
resilient third leg.

How far am I
now? I’ve no idea. I’m dying to know how many kilometres are behind
me now, though. It’s not that I’m exhausted, but it’s reassuring
nonetheless when I read the next sign: “Escamplero 6 km”. Easy, I
think, and descend a gravel path 1 km to discover the River Nora,
which looks almost black under the shady trees. Unfortunately, of
course, I now have to go up the other side of the valley. Later I
read in my book that this was a detour of 1.2 km, but nonetheless
it was the original path. Well, the exertion wasn’t completely
pointless then, I think, and walk the next few kilometres to the
entrance of the village of Escamplero.

Here I see a
bar to the right, but I ignore it because the hostel key has to be
collected from a different bar anyway. After another kilometre I
see the bar and stand a little helplessly outside the closed door.
A note is hanging outside, declaring that the owners are on holiday
and that the key can be collected directly at the hostel. Eight
hundred metres down the hill I see the former school building that
functions as the hostel. Nobody there, no key in sight, but I do
spot an old woman in the building next door, whose advice I ask.
She explains that the key is under the mat up the steps.

It’s true.
After a short search I find it and open
the hostel door. My first action is to reserve a bed by the window,
which provides a view of a cow paddock and farther away the rest of
the village – and the bar. I take a shower and make my way back to
the bar as at 3pm it’s still too early to sleep. Once at the nearly
empty bar, I ask for the menu. The waiter looks at me rather sadly
and explains that you can only eat in two hours at the
earliest.

So I settle
for an ice cream from the freezer, two cafés con leche and a Coke.
I decide not to spend hours waiting there, because the prices on
the menu don’t match my planned budget.

After a
hundred metres or so I find a small butcher’s also selling fruit
and vegetables, and buy a banana. I wouldn’t mind another coffee,
but the bar opposite has run out of hot water so I have to do
without. Then I find out that there is another bar about 2 km on,
which also sells cigarettes.

A small
street leads up the hill past a bizarre, ramshackle old building.
In better days there was a fine sports complex here, but the tennis
courts, football pitch, bowling hall and abandoned restaurant have
all been closed. Everything is overgrown and the walled-up windows
indicate that it’s probably been years since anyone looked after
it. The investor probably never imagined all that when he decided
to build this oversized leisure centre in such a deserted
landscape.

After another
kilometre I find a huge restaurant for day-trippers on a hill
offering a wonderful view back to Oviedo and a panorama of the
surrounding mountains. A lonely waiter, who is preparing for a
private party, lets me have a café con leche and a smoke. The
restaurants and bars here in northern Spain do have “no-smoking”
signs, but nobody takes it seriously. Spanish tolerance is
legendary.

Refuelled, I make my way back to
the hostel and am excited to see if anyone else has arrived. I had
put the key back under the mat and when I noticed it was still
there, it dawned on me that I was still all alone. Was I the only
pilgrim on this Camino? I knew that the route was not as busy as
the Camino Francés, but still, I could hardly believe it was
deserted.

After a few
hours it becomes clear that I have a snore-free little nest all to
myself. The cows in the meadow slowly vanish in the dusk as I go to
sleep rather exhausted.

At
this point I am ripped from a very nice
dream involving passionate clinches with my ex-girlfriend Nora by a
stupidly crowing cockerel. Drowsy, I remain in bed for a moment
longer and wonder whether the sweet slumber is reality or just a
dream.

It’s no use;
the cold shower snaps me back to the Camino. I had just unwittingly
sampled one of the curious things that happen to you on the Camino.
Your own personality is somehow reflected, whether you like it or
not, in the craziest of occurrences.

The name of
the River Nora was surely the trigger for my dream and yet, as I
leave the river behind, it seems to me as though this important
chapter of my life has finally ended.

 


 


Cornellana

 


I throw three
Euros into the hostel’s cash box and press the second stamp in my
pilgrim’s pass.

What will
today bring, I wonder? There is no coffee here so I walk 4.3 km in
the sunshine to my breakfast outside a small bar in an equally tiny
place called Promono. The elderly señora is also having breakfast
and is happy to make me my three cafés con leche, which I take out
of the door. As I pay she asks whether I need a stamp in my pass. I
say no, as I’m not sure whether there will be enough space for all
the stamps to my destination. She wishes me buen camino and I find
myself in a typical one-street village on the way to
Grado.

A couple of
dogs snuffle around me and accompany me along the tarmac road,
before it bears right and becomes an intricate forest path leading
down to a clearing. Here the road bends in a huge curve to the
right in front of a green meadow on the forest edge. Doubt begins
to nag at me about whether or not I’m still on the right path. No
scallops have been seen for a few kilometres now. To my joy, I
discover a yellow St. James scallop beaming in the sunshine as I
pass a saw mill, announcing that my destination of Grado is 10 km
away.

There is no
other pilgrim to be seen; I walk and walk and walk. Finally the
village of Paladin comes into sight.
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It’s time for a rest and I sit on
the street outside the bar with my coffee.

Somehow, I
find it tiring walking through the area on my own. Just at that
moment a couple of pilgrim cyclists speed along the road. They’re
soon gone without so much as a wave.

Just as I am
about to pay, I see a figure coming down the road. He looks a bit
like what you’d imagine Rumpelstiltskin to look like, I think, as
he comes nearer. The thought races through my head that in fact it
must be a pilgrim and I beam at him in joy. He comes to my table
and greets me equally happily. Pure affinity! It is immediately
clear to me that Martin from the Basque Country is my first pilgrim
friend. He asks whether I have met anyone on my way here and I
report about the two cyclists who whizzed by.

We decide to
walk to Grado together. A very new feeling: here is someone with
the same load on his back and a similar speed. The next few
kilometres pass by twice as quickly as the previous ones. He is
obviously taking my somewhat ambling speed into consideration and
so we swan thus into Grado. He asks me if I’d like to eat together.
Usually I’m more thirsty than hungry, but today I’m not going to
refuse a good meal at a restaurant. I would, however, like to sit
outdoors in this nice weather, I say, so we look for a suitable
restaurant. The first place we spot has five different menus and
Martin is visibly impressed by the reasonable price. On the other
hand, you can only eat inside and there’s only one waiter. Martin
agrees to carry on and I joke that it would be even better if we
found a great restaurant with outdoor seating and a blonde with
huge boobs to wait on us and give us a massage. He laughs and says
she would have to massage us with her boobs.

At the next
petrol station he asks about a roadside restaurant which used to be
on the right side of the road. The attendant tells him that it no
longer exists, but that there is a very good restaurant just before
you exit the village on the last road to the left on the
right.

It’s just
before half past one when we find the great restaurant. There are
seats outside, with a round table free for us. Perfect. We go in
and soon my attention is drawn to two pretty Spanish women who are
staring at us like we’re the eighth wonder of the world. What are
you eating, I ask, and get the name of the fish on their plate. May
we take a photo of you, we are asked, and their enthusiasm about
meeting real pilgrims is boundless. They are both visiting Grado
from Barcelona and want Martin in their picture. He doesn’t want
to, however, so they get stuck with me. My shirt is looking so
sweaty, I’m now so thirsty so Martin comes outside with me to eat.
A full-bosomed dark-haired waitress takes our order. A bottle of
red wine, a bowl of fish soup to start, bread, two salmon fillets
and an ice cream with fruit for me; a bottle of water, lamb fillet
and a créme caramel for Martin. The whole meal costs 8 Euros
including drinks. We also forgive the waitress for not being
blonde, and for leaving out the massage.

In actual
fact, I want to stay in Grado, but Martin
thinks it’s still too early to stop. Recharged by a bottle of red
wine, I get rather jaunty and tell him I’ll take the next 10 km
with him, too.
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The two
beauties come out of the restaurant and wave us goodbye, somewhat
disappointed.

We drink up
and shoulder our rucksacks. Leaving Grado, a huge hill rises in the
distance and as if to mock anyone wanting to climb it, an old
monastery with its fortress boasts at us from the peak. I soon
regret my quick decision to take this on. I begin to wheeze after
every twenty metres, and take a break. Martin’s tip not to stop in
order to get up the hill more easily isn’t much help to me, either.
He says it’s the smoking that’s making me huff and puff so much.
Probably the 1.3 km of steep uphill path, too, I think.

He’s probably
right, though, and I slowly start to feel the kilometres I’ve put
behind me today and yesterday. Another hundred metres and we’re at
the top. A couple of old farmers are standing outside their houses
and Martin asks them the way. I don’t quite follow the
conversation, but apparently it’s just a short way away.

Martin
also explains to me that you have to talk to the
people you meet. They like it, and my Spanish would be good enough
to do it. You have to talk to people! he says.

Okay, I think
to myself, and am later grateful to him for this
insight.

We
drag ourselves up the hill, down another
valley and back up another smaller hill. The path suddenly forks
and Martin asks a man looking out of an old building for the right
way.

He
sends us along the tarmac road, instead
of down the small slope and consequent downhill route, which would
have been a short-cut of some kilometres. Never mind; we come onto
the road, following a huge curve around the mountain down to the
river.

A kiwi
plantation with fruit that is unfortunately still hard now lies
before us on the left, as we move down the street kilometre by
kilometre in the opposite direction. My feet hurt with every step;
my knees are worn out by the time we finally arrive at the
monastery in Cornellana.

You’re
supposed to collect the key to the hostel in a bar called Bar
Taberna. Unfortunately we find no bar by this name and are lucky
that just as we were standing in front of the monastery gate, two
English ladies come out and explain that they have just picked up
the key and are now off to the little village for something to
eat.
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They
take a taxi when the Camino de Santiago
gets too difficult, they relate frankly. At that age – about 70 –
it’s completely understandable and I think that each pilgrim should
do it in the manner that best suits him or her.

We walk into
the San Salvador monastery, in which the hostel is located. A
beautiful interior courtyard with two bedrooms and a sufficient
number of showers await us.

We wash our
sweaty clothes, get our passes stamped, shower and dress and draw
our last remaining strength to set off to find an open bar in the
village.

Martin
invites me to my first sidra and tells me about an
Italian couple with whom he walked on the Camino Francés for a
while. They started from Rome; it turns out that he himself has
come from Oviedo today and started near Bilbao. Which means that
he’s walked about 40 km today - my hard-fought 27 km seem a little
measly in comparison.

 


Walking into
the bar reminds me of the 25 km Olympic power walkers just before
they reach their goal - you’ll know what I mean if you’ve ever seen
that wobbling walking style.

Equally bow-legged, I now totter
into the nearest bar with Martin. I invite him to a beer and we sit
in the mild evening air, when all of a sudden he spots the Italians
he was just telling me about. They already have a reservation at
the neighbouring restaurant, however, so we go on to enjoy our
second beer by ourselves.

The
alcohol begins to make itself felt and my
Spanish gets better with every one tenth. We talk rubbish about all
sorts of things. I want to know why he is walking the Camino.
“Ralf,” he says, “at home I work almost every day at a cement
factory, and besides that I have pretty much no one to talk to. I
do the Camino every year because of my loneliness.”

A little
sceptical, I take a look at him and tell him I can hardly believe
that. He’s not bad-looking, speaks Spanish so it should be easy to
meet a nice Spanish woman.

He wants to
know what I do when I want to get to know a woman. I tell him that
I talk to her, sometimes she talks back, and afterwards either
something comes of it or it doesn’t. There’s no point thinking
about it too much, as it’s mostly the women who decide and you
can’t force it anyway. He becomes thoughtful and changes the
subject. He tells me about his time in Argentina, his divorce there
and the fact that there is hardly any opportunity to find a
girlfriend. I recommend that he travel to Cuba; he’s sure to find a
girlfriend there. Probably three, I add, and he laughs
uproariously.

We ponder a
little more on the magic of the Camino; sometimes it appears as
though you are telling someone something, but in truth you are
merely distilling your thoughts for yourself and the other person
simply becomes the medium. As the other person is also experiencing
the same thing, each encounter helps you to understand yourself –
and the other person - better.

The waiter
comes over and tells us that he opens at 7 am tomorrow, in case we
want breakfast. I reserve two cafés con leche for myself. Martin
asks if I would like to walk with him again tomorrow; he normally
walks more quickly but if he likes someone he will reduce his speed
accordingly.

My
legs ache and I am absolutely sure that I only
want to do a short stage tomorrow so I give him my business card so
he can send me an e-mail when gets back home. We head back to the
hostel and say goodbye before my burning, aching feet go
dead.

 


 


Bodenaya

 


The general commotion of the
morning departure rouses me and I collect the clothes I washed
yesterday. The problem is that they have hardly dried overnight, so
my attempted solution is to tie them to the outside of my rucksack.
It only occurs to me much later that I have left some of my clothes
hanging on the line at the monastery garden. One pair of underwear
and one T-shirt lighter I make my way to my pre-ordered breakfast
in the pleasant fresh morning sun. As I cross a small bridge, the
salmon in the stream that Martin showed me yesterday cross my mind.
I didn’t realise that there were wild salmon in Spain. That said, I
don’t particularly want to catch any salmon anyway, so I’m assuming
that the fishing ban signs are aimed more at Spanish
poachers.

It is already
9 am and I am the last one to arrive at the cafe. The waiter
recognises me immediately and promptly brings me a coffee and a
croissant. Martin is already on the move and I am somewhat relieved
that I don’t have to fly through the miles with him today, but also
a little sad that I am to wander through the countryside alone
again.

To my
surprise, the two English ladies also come to breakfast here. We
greet each other briefly and after a couple of cigarettes I set
off.

Shit, I
think, where am I supposed to go now? as I step onto the main road
pumped full of new energy. Just ask the locals, you have to talk to
people! is indeed now my new motto. ¿Dónde está el Camino? I ask an
elderly señora. She simply waves
downstream and then seeing my sceptical expression adds something
like: “All the routes are right in this direction”. I have opted
for a very short stage destination for today: only too well do I
remember yesterday’s exertions. Martin explained to me that 20 km a
day is the norm and even grinned when he prophesied that I would
take 30 km in my stride by the end. I can’t imagine that – I’ve
only done 11.2 km today. To Salas and not a step further! There is
supposed to be a new hostel just near the village, in addition to
the infamously derelict and life-threatening other one. I decide to
head for the new one. I quickly fill my aluminium bottle at a
fountain on the way out of the village and continue west along the
river.

After half an
hour, serious doubts as to the correct direction begin to assail
me. After another ten minutes there is finally a branch-off from
the tarmac road.

Five hundred
metres later I see the cement factory
described in the Outdoor guidebook. That’s funny - Martin works at
a cement factory; I bet that would interest him, I think
immediately. An endless tarmac path greets me after the next curve.
It leads up the hill and I can make out a couple of farms at the
top.

Once at the
top, I encounter two male pilgrims and a female pilgrim at a rest
area complete with route sign and fountain. They seem nice, about
35 years old, and the woman is not at all bad to look at, I
appraise the sporty-looking group admiringly. We make a bit of
small-talk in Spanish; they soon hit the road again while I pour
some fresh spring water down my throat.

The next village sign reads
Llamas. It is gradually getting warm and my T-shirt becomes soaked
in sweat again. The very natural landscape decorated with blue
skies is enough to exhilarate any wanderer. There is practically no
breeze, so I feel every bead of sweat on my body, despite just
having replenished myself with water. A light salty crust forms
both on my red cap and my twenty-year-old blue Gaulloise T-shirt.
On the plus side, I no longer feel the weight of my rucksack as I
did on the first day; it simply belongs to me - as if I had a hump
on my body. I only notice that it’s not a natural part of me when I
take it off to stop for a drink. I look at my watch to ascertain
that I now have three hours’ of marching behind me.

The new
hostel in Salas must be soon now, I think. A couple of kilometres
on and I’m standing at a crossroad with a sign indicating the
village of Salas. No St. James scallop in sight, so I simply follow
the sign on the country road to the centre of the village. I follow
the flat tarmac road through the solitude for 2 or 3 seemingly
endless km to a bus stop where I change my sweaty clothes and enjoy
a little siesta in the sunshine.

I have now
given up hope of finding the new hostel when I pass the industrial
estate at the entrance to the village. On the right is a large
merry crowd of people behind a fence, probably celebrating some
sort of festival or party. The smell of food wafts up my nose as I
pass. It then occurs to me that I haven’t eaten anything since my
croissant and I resolve to eat something at the next inviting cafe.
In the meantime I have found myself just outside the old town and
pass a park on the right-hand side. There is nobody to be seen at
this time of day. The town presents a beautiful medieval gate
behind which a restored house with modern-looking hotel is located.
Curious, I look for the price for one night. Unfortunately I can
only see the restaurant menu, but it is enough to give me the
impression that stopping here would far exceed my planned budget.
The two English ladies suddenly emerge from the next street. They
ask me how far I’m walking today - they still want to go on to
Bodenaya. I reply that I actually wanted to stay here but there is
probably nothing here but a 16th century palace, a tower and a
couple of pretty old houses. You’re right, they say in farewell,
and wish me buen
camino. I walk on to the end of the road
where I find a bar with a view of the old town. On the right
outside the door, the owner is at the barbecue sizzling some sort
of meat in front of him. I put my things by the table outside the
entrance and order a Coke and an ice-cream inside. The sandwiches,
sausages and bakery products don’t look very appetising – one look
is enough to satisfy me. The dog is probably buried here, I think,
and consider whether I should indeed walk to Bodenaya. It’s only
another 7.3 km, which on its own would still be acceptable, but in
this case it’s almost completely uphill. But what am I supposed to
do all day (it’s 2 pm), and, besides, the hostel is also supposed
to be pretty vile.
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Oh well, it
won’t be that bad, I think, and am in
agony a short time later on an uphill shady forest path. After
about an hour I cross a country road several times and follow the
serpentine path that now leads through pastureland along various
hills.

A climb of
300 to 650 m above sea level over the
last hundred metres of my stage is practically like a climbing
tour, what with all the loose pebbles and scree. It’s next to a
motorway currently under construction and it almost finishes me
off. Once I have managed to get to the top, I am met with the sort
of landscape that you might see at the Alps: a couple of scattered
farmhouses, meadows, a couple of sandy paths... I ask a passing
farmer for the village of Bodenaya. She is visibly happy and says I
can keep going as it’s practically around the corner. Yeah, but I’m
a wimp, not a walker, I think, and stop for a short
rest.

Here it is
beautifully quiet, almost too quiet for me; just a couple of cows, hens and goats. Somewhat
exhausted, albeit happy that there’s no more climb in front of me,
I follow the St. James scallop signs to Bodenaya.

Then I see
someone coming towards me in the
distance; he looks like a gritty, outdoorsy sort or how you’d
expect a herdsman to look. When he reaches me, I ask him where he’s
heading. He replies that he’s just on a paseo, basically just
wandering through the region and wants to know what my destination
is.

I tell him
that I would like to get to the private hostel of
Alessandro in Bodenaya. He rattles on in rather
incomprehensible Spanish something about Alessandro not being
there, but that the hostel is surely good and that we’ll certainly
see each other there. How far is it? I ask and he says: “About 500
metres more or less”. Two kilometres later I am finally in front of
the hostel and warmly welcomed by Francesco. I get a stamp in my
pilgrim’s pass and the revelation that I can just throw any dirty
laundry I might have in the washing machine and I’ll be sure to get
them back washed and dried.

My mattress
is on the first floor of a traditional little old stone
house. Watch your head at the top of the
wooden steps, he calls after me, as I head off for the storage
area. I successfully navigate my way there without even hitting my
head, although on the way back up from the showers it’s a sharp
thud on my freshly washed and forgetful bonce.

The hostel
is furnished with thick wooden panels and
a huge dining table at which dinner is served at 8 pm. This is
perfectly laid out for pilgrims. There is still a little time
before dinner, so I enquire about the small village. There is a bar
on the country road below, and I choose to drink a cool glass of
lemonade and a couple of cups of coffee in the open air. Then I
head back to the hostel. What a surprise - the two English ladies
have appeared in the meantime. A little old French couple from
Brittany, a bald Belgian aged about 60 and the cowherd, who turns
out to be the temporary hostel warden and goes by the name of
Anselmo, have also arrived.

When the last
person has showered and bagged their
mattress on the floor upstairs, we meet for dinner as arranged.
Anselmo cooks. There is an Anselmo special salad with tuna, olives
and fresh green stuff. Tasty white bread followed by an Anselmo
special vegetable stew and liberal amounts of red wine.

The Belgian
relates that he once went on a pilgrimage
from Antwerp to Jerusalem with a donkey. The most expensive thing
about it was having to transport the donkey back by plane, he
announces full of pride. He remains the centre of interest the
whole evening, something to which he seems accustomed. The
resemblance of his voice and looks to my friend’s husband back home
is so uncanny that I take a photo of him on my mobile the next day
and send it to my friend in Germany. I could have guessed the
answer. “Hm, interesting,” she texts. Had his eyes been open in the
photo, the similarity would have been even more
astounding.

Anselmo
explains the next stages and mentions that the mountain stage past
Borres should only be done in good weather. What does he do when it
rains, the Belgian wants to know. “I don’t go,” grins
Anselmo.

We are asked
when we would like to have breakfast tomorrow and I say
9 am. The others want to start at 8 am, so we
agree on half eight. Anselmo and I smoke another cigarette outside
the door and chat about Granada and his friends there. Sceptically,
he looks at the skies and says: “It will probably rain tomorrow”. I
reply that I don’t think so, because you can actually see the
stars. Very possibly, he replies, but he wants to start out on the
Camino again the day after tomorrow, which means that it’s almost
certainly doomed to rain.

Surprised
that he is also walking my way, I reply
that we will surely see each other in Borres, as tomorrow I will
definitely only be walking a small stage. It’s just 12.3 km to
Tineo and if I were constantly to walk longer distances, I would
arrive in Santiago much too early. This makes sense to him and he
tells me that in that case we will probably run into each other
again.

The
dormitory is pretty full. Some torches flash
around as I lie in my sleeping bag on a mattress. There are a few
minutes of general goodnights, bon nuits, etc. and then
everything falls quiet.

An angelic
voice softly singing Ave Maria penetrates
my ears and it gradually dawns on me that I am not in Heaven, but
listening to the wake-up call coming out of the hostel
loudspeakers. It’s impossible to wake up immediately; I have to
enjoy it to the end. Eyes damp, I lie there almost as in a trance,
thinking of the beautiful and unique sound. Some happy moments can
be so simple and beautiful. It’s a similar experience for the
others as they stir slowly from their beds. There are
cafés con leche and some warm slices of white bread with marmalade awaiting
us on the ground floor. My clothes have been washed as if by magic
and it’s almost unbelievable that they’re my socks, jeans, T-shirts
and underwear that I get back.

 


 


Tineo

 


As
usual, I am the last one to leave the
hostel. Early morning just isn’t my time of day. The Camino has
already taught me that. I really didn’t have to hurry today: the
weather is perfect and the stage not particularly strenuous. The
route mostly leads me parallel to the hill, on a path about halfway
up. A fountain at El Pedregal, a couple of bushes and some short,
narrow forest paths are the highlights of this short stretch to
Tineo. I walk and walk, enjoying the moment - so much so that I
have probably missed another signpost somewhere.

At
a fork in the road I see the hill above a
valley, behind which Tineo must be situated. I ask an old man with
a black hat and walking stick for the St. James Way. He indicates
that I can of course continue walking on the road, but the small
path through the underpass and up the opposite hill would be safer.
He doesn’t have anything planned, so he wants to accompany me
through the outskirts to the hill. He is apparently 76 years old,
his son, whom he visits from time to time, lives in Benidorm, his
football club is FC Gijon and he doesn’t know where Frankfurt is,
he tells me. It is somewhat of an effort to understand him
sufficiently, what with my as yet imperfect Spanish. I notice that
he whacks the plants on the edge of the path with his walking stick
as though he is trying to scythe them.

Pondering a
little on the meaning of this mannerism, I bid him farewell and set off past a football pitch to
Tineo’s hostel. There is nobody there except two Spaniards dressed
in trade guild clothing with a donkey, who are just leaving.
Reluctantly, the Belgian with his donkey comes to mind. He is
surely near Borres by now, I think.

I ask for a
good restaurant nearby and enjoy a top
meal there. First a bowl of vegetable soup, bread, then veal shank
followed by créme caramel, washed down with a bottle of red wine
and water – all for 8 Euros.

It’s Sunday
and the town is asleep except for the
bangs coming from an underground car park. Somewhat curious, I walk
down the steps to the marquee below. A horse market also takes
place here. That is my highlight of Tineo.

Back at the
hostel, a priest from the Pater Christi
sect (who runs the hostels) opens the door for me. In the front
garden are a few Spanish men and a rather plump Spanish woman, all
about 20 years old. The Spanish woman seemed to have aching calves,
so I ask her whether her feet are hurting, too. “My feet?” she
responds. “Everything hurts!” I later found out that she never
quite got to Santiago.

After a
while, a Mallorcan, Xavier, and a guy
from Madrid, Joaquin, join us. They don’t seem particularly nice at
first impression, but then first impressions can be deceptive. I
soon recommend the bar I passed on the way to the horse market,
where I noticed a Mallorca versus Gijon football match was playing
on the TV. The Mallorcan is none too happy about the current score,
which is 3:1 to Gijon. The two immediately head for the pub to
watch the rest. I do my laundry and have a shower before taking
another one for the road at the bar. Yesterday is still taking its
toll on my physical constitution, so I am the first one to retire
to my mattress. Half asleep, I perceive that the other beds are
occupied and doze until I understand for the first time what true
snoring really is. Usually I’m relatively insensitive to noise;
once when I was really tired, I even slept at a disco, but even I
couldn’t escape this monstrous roaring tonight. Short pauses
between the snores followed an explosive ‘Uarhh’, but I am unable
to pinpoint exactly where the animal roaring in my ear is. I
eventually manage to doze off gracefully somewhere between the
worst bellows.

 


 


Borres

 


As I already
mentioned, mornings are just not my
thing. Everyone is already off when I lock up the hostel and put
the key in the letter box as requested. Shit, the very next moment
it occurs to me that I’ve left my eucalyptus walking stick
inside.

Sod
it. Waiting until the hostel reopened is
out of the question and walking all the way back to ask for the
priest at the bar doesn’t seem worth the effort, either.

Never
mind, there will surely be another stick
on the way. Happy that I didn’t buy any luxury high-tech equipment
in Germany, I begin to catch the others up.

A beautiful
forest path greets me when the others stop for
photos. The view of the misty valleys has
surely been photographed a thousand times. From a distance the
settled mist looks like a lake, so I have to record it in my photo,
too.
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As
nobody waits for the others here, I
naturally drop behind, even more so as I am always on the look-out
for a new palo. Discarding some
still-too-supple fresh branches, I soon find two suitable sticks. I
immediately think of my chiropractor who said that two walking
sticks are better than one, so that’s what I do from now on.
Click clack they go with every step uphill.
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The going is
actually much better than before. After
half an hour the forest comes to an end, making room for a green
chain of hills, and I catch the others up abruptly. They are just
stopping for a drink as I stride past them with a cheerful
“buen
camino”.

You get double the speed with two
sticks, I call over my shoulder, and sprint up the path. There’s a
short country road crossing and I speed along a dense forest
trail.

I encounter a
woodcutter with motor saw accompanied by
his two daughters and call to him that he should leave a couple of
branches. A bit of small-talk later and I feel fit as a fiddle for
the next few kilometres – this is probably my biorhythmic peak.
It’s the first time I pay attention to when I’m at my best: my
muscles apparently thaw from 11 am to 1 pm.

No trace of
the others as I have a short rest at a
bus stop on a small country road that curves down the valley. The
now treeless green landscape provides a clear view of the past
several kilometres. A couple of cars drive past, and a glance into
my water bottle warns me to try and find a bar at the next
opportunity.

Campiello is
the name of the next village and in the first best bar with
adjoining grocery shop I eat two ice creams, drink two lemonades
and am just finishing off my second coffee when I see the others
approaching.

The weather
is sunny with scattered clouds and so I am sitting right outside
the bar when the others greet me with the words: “You must have got
the bus!” A new pilgrim from Mexico has joined them and immediately
offers his food specialities. Juan asks me whether I am walking on
through Pola de Allande or Borres/Hospitales to Berducedo. The
first alternative entails more kilometres, but provides more time
for the climb to the pass tomorrow. On the other hand, I don’t
really feel like it anymore and, besides, Anselmo is walking
through Borres and will thus meet me at the hostel. I wish them
a buen camino
and buy a couple more bottles of water and a
bottle of red wine, as tonight and tomorrow there won’t be any more
shops on my route.

Just
under 3 km and my daily workload of 16 km
is done. At the fork, the cow trough points the way to the old
school that now serves as Borres’ hostel. At this time, 3 pm, there
is no one here yet so I find the key untouched next to the
entrance. Shoes off and then a shower. My black pyjama bottoms
serve as trousers as I hang my freshly washed jeans and T-shirt on
the wooden handrail outside the entrance.

I comb
through the hostel guestbook and discover that the Belgian and two
English ladies were here last night. Suddenly the clouds draw
together to form a dark brew and just a short time later it starts
raining cats and dogs. A good thing I didn’t go further today –
it’s pelting down. Better take down my laundry so that it has a
chance to dry, I think, and hurry outside the hostel to lay it over
a chair under the roof. The wind whips the rain under the little
covered corner where I’m sitting. I remember my wine bottle and
leisurely drink half of the contents. On one hand I feel something
akin to schadenfreude
at the thought that the others are now in the
middle of this storm, but on the other I feel like Robinson Crusoe
must have done on his island. This is probably the price you have
to pay for comfort, I think, and console myself with the fact that
Anselmo will probably be here soon and I will have a companion for
tomorrow. The thought that it will still be raining then does not
at all cross my mind until that moment.

After a
couple of long hours looking out of the
window, a rain hood moves past the window. The route is uphill
outside and the figure slowly appears. I am as excited as when
Robinson Crusoe saw Friday for the first time and hurry to the door
to greet him. “My name is Pierre,” the man introduces himself in a
French accent. “There are more people behind me” he adds and heads
off for a shower.

He must have
had a big lead, as it’s another half an
hour before the next people arrive. Peru and Rosaria shake out
their wet raincoats and greet me in a friendly way. Then come Juan
and Manuel from Madrid.

The next to
enter are Anselmo and Katam. After
everyone has taken his or her bed, I offer the rest of my wine
around and Peru shares his coffee liqueur. A bit of cheese and some
mushrooms are plonked on the dining table and we begin to introduce
ourselves. Peru has walked from the Basque country and on the way
met Rosaria, with whom he has been walking with ever since. Juan,
Manuel and Katam started in Oviedo like me and collided with
everyone else in Bodenaya. At 30 years of age Pierre is the
youngest, comes from Lille and has already dragged his 1.85 m tall
body along the Atlantic from the French border. Juan and Manuel are
about 40 years old and typical Spaniards; ready for fun and
radiating total optimism. Katam is originally from Chile, but has
lived in Madrid for decades and has very Indian
features.

It occurs to
me immediately that she is looking at me
in interest most of the time, in much the same way as a snake eyes
up a rabbit when it’s hungry. Pierre makes a couple of remarks
about her large breasts and tries to flirt with her; Anselmo stops
him in the attempt and brings the conversation back to more decent
topics. Katam tells us that she has soothing cream with her and
she’ll put some on our face if we want.

After nearly
everyone is sitting at the table with
smeary faces, she announces that she can also massage. I’m the
second to get a back massage, lying on my stomach on a hurriedly
rolled out cover. She’s not blonde, though. I automatically think
of Martin and imagine what he’d say if he knew what he was missing.
We need to return the favour, I say, and we lay little Katam on her
stomach on the cover on the floor. Pierre massages her back and
Anselmo and I simultaneously take her soles as promised and massage
her feet. Katam laughs her head off as though her feet are
ticklish.

Peru has an
excellent, dry sense of humour and interjects witty comments from
time to time. Pierre had the last of the hot water in the shower so
the others had to make do with cold. This provides additional
material for countless jokes along the lines of how Pierre’s height
means he has to shower for hours. We keep laughing long into the
night until sleep overcomes us. Anselmo, who has a natural
authority thanks to his experience of the pilgrim route, asks at
what time he should set the alarm - 7 am. One of the most strenuous
stages on the Camino Primitivo awaits us.

 


 


Berducedo

 


Gentle
snoring fills the dormitory as a voice
calls “¿Qué hora
es?” It’s Anselmo from his upper bunk,
enquiring about the time. It’s 5 o’clock, comes the first tired
answer. No, it’s 6 o’clock echoes the next voice. Rubbish! it’s
only half five, calls someone else. No, it’s already half six, says
another voice in the darkness. Before the next person can call out
amid loud laughter, Anselmo turns on the light and prompts everyone
else to get up. Shower, pack, and then it’s out into the breaking
dawn. After 3 km the first and only cafe for the next 22 km
appears, and we eat breakfast together: two cafés con leche and
some scrambled eggs have to suffice for the following climb to the
pass.

Contrary
to my otherwise bad habit I smoke just
one cigarette in order not to start wheezing too much. Beyond the
Chapel of Mortera it’s up another narrow mountain ridge little by
little. The soil is soft from yesterday’s rain and is thus
unrecognisably mixed with cow shit.
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The weather
today is fine i.e. lightly cloudy and not
too hot. Over the next 7 km of constant ascent I sweat quite enough
even without the heat. There is a vast panoramic view when we
finally arrive at the top of the pass at 1146 m above sea level. We
cross a pasture dotted with roaming horses and have a rest there.
Anselmo is forced to play torero when a cow trots towards
me in a wildly determined fashion just as I am trying to lift up my
stick. It must have sensed that I’m a Taurus and wanted to say
hello, I imagine. But when half a ton on four legs starts jogging
toward you, you still get an uneasy feeling in your stomach, so I’m
grateful that Anselmo manages to divert the animal and bring me my
stick.

We
start walking again: Katam, Anselmo and I have
unintentionally fallen behind. We enjoy the view up here by
starting a photo session and immortalising ourselves in the most
impossible of poses. Completely intoxicated by the mountain air,
Anselmo nudges me when Katam is walking behind us. He points to his
belt, which he is loosening, and on command we drop our trousers
and hold our naked bums out to Katam. She roars with laughter and
decides to photograph us. Unfortunately – or perhaps fortunately -
we never do see the pictures.
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Before
descending, we smoke another Fortuna and
let the slowly intensifying sun warm our bodies.

 


[image: tmp_440e383a9b9ffc3abae59c313849ce5e_ub2N90_html_1d328543.jpg]

 


Passing a few
ruins we reach the next half-deserted
village of Montefurado through a gate, with a friendly St. Bernard
in front of it. Little stone walls, bushes and heather adorn our
way down to 900 m.

Having
arrived in Berducedo, we collect the
hostel key at the bar with little corner shop.

The hostel is
a little narrow, but with 12 places for
sleeping, it’s big enough for us. When we go to the restaurant next
to the bar that evening, I’m astonished to encounter the two
Spaniards from the hostel in Tineo. They apparently got completely
soaked yesterday and wanted to stay overnight in Pola de Allande.
However, the hostel was closed so they had to spend the night at a
guesthouse. After our excellent dinner we all troop off to the
neighbouring bar and celebrate our arrival in Berducedo with
liberal amounts of alcohol.

Back at our
hostel, we discover that the street light
is shining directly through my half-open window, which consequently
leads to visits by some mosquitoes.

Peru is
always stung first - almost exclusively - so he asks whether anyone
happens to have anything to protect against the midges. After
everyone has said no, I tell him to try the red wine. He asks me in
all seriousness whether he is supposed to rub it in. “No, give them
some red wine to drink - they’ll mistake it for blood and get so
drunk they won’t be able to find you,” is my answer and the whole
room erupts in laughter.

 


 


Grandas de Salime

 


The
beige jeans I washed yesterday must have come
into contact with one of my fellow lady pilgrims’ pinky-red nail
polish. The main thing is that they’re reasonably dry, I tell
myself, and crush them onto the back side of the rucksack before we
go for breakfast at the bar around the corner. After some
cafés con leche it’s on to today’s stage of just under 20 km. The route
descends from 1000 m above sea level to 200 m to the dam at the
River Navia.

At a short
drink break, I am overtaken by a
weekending pilgrim from Ireland. Our small group gets divided more
frequently by our varying paces, yet at some point everyone finds
themselves together again. This time we meet at a small rest point
on the dam wall. Manuel and Juan are last to catch up. It soon
dawns on me that Manuel can hardly walk from pain in his knee. The
long, narrow and uneven forest path beneath us can hardly have done
it any good. But he struggles it out and manages the following
climb on the other side of the river; 500 m over approx. 12 km. The
evil thing about this stage is that you can see the destination of
Grandas de Salime as you descend, but it’s not easy to
reach.

After the
climb there is fortunately a fountain,
which I make the most of straightaway. Since I have shared my last
bit of water with Katam, I fill my aluminium bottle to the brim and
then do the same with myself.
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We are
the first to reach the somewhat Spartan
hostel in the old town hall. Katam is thus first in the shower
while I hang my sweaty things up to dry. After showering, Manuel,
Juan and Rosaria meet up with Peru. Anselmo sits outside at the
cafe on the opposite side and explains that he wants to walk
another 5 km to Castro with the two other Spaniards in order to
stay the night at a private hostel whose owner he knows. Katam,
Peru and I visit the Ethnographic Museum and marvel at various
tools from the smith’s tools to the scythe. An old dentist’s chair
with fully extended drills and an operations bed with anaesthesia
apparatus from the 1960s awaken queasy memories in me. During a
long-repressed appendix operation, I experienced a choking feeling
before counting to 100 whilst tethered to the bed.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/12945
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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