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It was the horse that brought me to Spain.





IT WAS THE horse that brought me to Spain. For years enthusiastic friends had tried in vain to make me go there. I pointed out that two countries, Italy and India, were enough for ten lifetimes. How, in middle age, could I be expected to mug up the history, language and architecture of a country about which I knew next to nothing? I had not even read a line of Don Quixote. I knew Italian fairly well and if I now tried to learn Spanish I should inevitably confuse the two and end by speaking neither. I dug in my toes and obstinately refused to be lured to the peninsula by ardent hispanophiles.


Then, in a Sunday paper, I read about conducted riding tours in Andalusia. My resistance suddenly broke down and I booked to go in late October.


St Thomas says you cannot love a horse because it cannot love you back.1 This statement proved a serious obstacle to my entering the Holy Roman Church in 1948. Then Evelyn Waugh pointed out that St Thomas was an Italian accustomed to seeing his father’s old chargers sent along to the local salami factory in Aquino. Had he been an English theologian he would never have written like that: his father’s chargers would have been pensioned off in the park. Now I was going to a Latin country where old horses ended their lives in the bull-ring. Could I stand such an attitude to animals? I who had always been full of the traditional English sentimentality towards them? This racial antipathy was well illustrated some years ago when I brought my daughter’s pony into the kitchen and kissed it in front of Gina, our Calabrian maid: ‘In Italia bacciamo uomini!’ (In Italy we kiss men) she had said in utter scorn.




* * *





When I first arrived at Alora, the starting-point of the conducted tour, and saw the wiry little horses of the sierras, I got rather a shock. Standing between fourteen and fifteen hands high they were so much narrower than our own mountain and moorland breeds, and their conformation was decidedly odd: they had ewe necks, cow hocks and unusually straight pasterns. Nevertheless they turned out to be extremely fit, and were surprisingly good rides. They walked out well, never stumbled down the stoniest mountain paths, and had armchair canters. The soles of their feet must have been an inch thick as they never bruised them on the roughest going nor went lame from any other cause. Their narrowness would have been tiring on long rides but the Andalusian saddles provided the width which the animals lacked. They were high fore and aft, had soft sheepskin seats and were almost impossible to fall out of. Beautifully embroidered leather alforjas (saddle-bags) were hung over the cantles at the back and it was astounding what a lot one could cram into them.


The feeding of horses in southern Spain is extremely interesting because it is so different from our own. They get neither oats nor hay but paja y cebada, which is chopped barley straw chaff and barley corn fed dry. According to Richard Ford2 8 lb barley is equal in feeding value to 10 lb oats because it contains less husk. The manger is first filled with straw chaff then the corn is mixed well into it. In the morning, before giving the first feed, any chaff that remains and any dust in the manger are scooped out onto the floor to form the deep litter on which the animals are bedded. In the posada stables this is a muck mystic’s dream, with the droppings of horses, mules, donkeys, pigs, goats, hens and human beings perfectly composted with chopped barley straw, wood ash, onion and other vegetable peelings. It is sweet-smelling, as all the best deep litter should be; nor did I ever notice any sign of thrush in the animal’s feet. Greenmeat is provided by lucerne cut and fed in the manger, or by grass when it can be found by people with no land of their own on which to grow lucerne. The animals are also taken out to graze when work and time allow, usually along streams or irrigation canals where there is always a bit of grass, or up on the mountains where there are several plants which are eaten with great relish. When grazing they are either hobbled or put in charge of a boy. Morning and evening they are led out to water at the fuente (a trough sometimes fed by a spring, sometimes by piped supply) and when on a journey they are encouraged to drink at every stream they ford.


In England I would despise a conducted riding tour because English is my language and I am a one-inch map maniac and a lot of my delight lies in working out routes on my maps beforehand and in poring over them afterwards. But going to Spain for the first time with next to no Spanish and very poor maps, I decided that the best preparation for a solo ride (my avowed ambition) was to go on a preliminary one with people who knew the ropes: thus I hoped to learn about Spanish blacksmiths, feeding methods, inns, and cross-country navigation. I would also mug up a stable vocabulary.


I chose one of the cheap tours run by Antonio Llomelini Tabarca which was wonderful value for money, costing only £28 for a fortnight, full board and lodging of horse and rider included. Antonio is a young Sevillian whose chief delight has been to explore the sierras of his native Andalusia on a horse and now he has made a business of it and established an excellent riding centre in the hills at Alora, 12½ miles inland from Torremolinos.


Antonio’s enthusiasm, seriousness of purpose and delightful manners do not answer to the description given of his countrymen 120 years ago by George Borrow: ‘The higher class of Andalusians are probably upon the whole the most vain and foolish of human beings with a taste for nothing but sensual amusements, foppery in dress, and ribald discourse.’3


Discourse in any case was limited by ignorance of one another’s languages. On the first evening at dinner (excellent gazpacho followed by a very good curry, his cook having spent two years with an Indian family) I attempted to talk about foxhunting. Antonio made, or rather I thought that he made, the astonishing remark that in this part of Spain vixen were milked and their milk was made into cheese. What he actually said was that poisoned cheese was put out on the hills to kill foxes. I tried to warn him against indulging in such practices when he went to work in the Cottesmore Hunt Kennels where he had arranged to go during the winter in order to learn English. Do foxes really eat cheese?


Antonio had a little rough-haired terrier on short legs, the shape of a small corgi, of which he was as fond as the most ardent English dog-lover. It always slept on his bed and was very friendly with his guests. One night I went to evening devotions in the big church across the plaza. I arrived late and fell flat across the corner of a confessional, which set a whole pew of children off into a fit of giggles. Then Chico came in, singled me out as his master’s friend and came and lay down at my feet. The Blessed Sacrament was exposed and instead of letting a sleeping dog lie quite innocently in the Divine Presence I got up and carried him out. On returning to my place I again fell flat over the confessional. I soon learned that it was the usual thing for dogs to wander in and out of church in Spain and that nobody minded. Many priests have dogs who regularly hear Mass sitting motionless in an aisle with apparent devotion.


The day after the fox-milking incident Antonio had to go to Seville to get his papers in order for England. Having spent a couple of days hacking through the orange groves round Alora and getting used to our saddles and horses, we set off on our ride to Ronda. Our guide was a remarkable English girl, Vicki Sumner, one of the finest types our island produces: beautiful and tough, an excellent horsewoman, she speaks fluent Andaluz and, like Ivan Petrutski Skivar, can perform on the Spanish guitar. She has a deep-rooted passion for Spain and knows the Serrania de Ronda like the inside of her pocket.


Pitirri, the gypsy groom, also came with us. He rode a pack-horse with large panniers into which we could put the overflow from our saddle-bags and the great black oilskin riding capes which formed part of our equipment. Pitirri is a man of parts; there is little he doesn’t know about a horse and he acts as middleman in many a deal in and round his pueblo. He can also sing and dance flamenco with great skill and feeling. On our rides he sang endless verses in cante jondo, the haunting eastern type of singing in quarter tones which is common all over Andalusia. Gerald Brenan thinks it antedates the Moorish occupation and derives from a primitive type of Mediterranean music.4 All I can say is that it reminded me of Indian singing with no beginning and no end: it is the music of eternity and you never get tired of it.


Besides myself there were four other clients on this tour, all of us women, and we got along splendidly. My friend Mary Clive and her daughter Alice (neither of whom are experienced riders) rode for six-hour stretches without once complaining of fatigue; Frances Bell MacDonald, a professional photographer, helped me to put new films into my camera, and her friend Celia Irving carried a tape recorder for two hundred miles in her alforjas on which she recorded sheep bells, nightingales, Pitirri singing and hooves clattering on cobbles for a BBC travel programme. The tragedy was that the musical evenings at the inns described by all the nineteenth-century travellers such as Washington Irving, Cook, Ford, Borrow and Street had now been replaced by flamenco music broadcast from Seville, so poor Celia, who had hoped to record some live guitar playing, was done in by the very institution for which she was so diligently toiling.


The first evening out from Alora was magical: we arrived at our destination, Ardales, by the light of the full moon. The electricity had failed and the pueblo stood out, an unearthly white against a drop curtain of black rock. Not a glimmer was to be seen and it appeared as a city of the dead. As we rode into the outskirts, all the lights went on again and the children, till then completely silent, started shrieking with delight.




* * *





Lest the tourist trade be adversely affected by what is to follow I must explain that there are excellent hotels in all the great sight-seeing centres and coastal resorts of modern Spain. The exchange being so much in our favour (autumn 1961), you can stay in a first-class hotel for the same en pension rates as in a third-class hotel in Italy.


The name parador which used to denote a large caravanserai for horses, mules, wagons and their drivers, is now given to special government-run hotels (though a few of the old type still survive) usually consisting of beautiful renaissance palaces or convents brought up to American standards of comfort.


On the other hand the rural inns of the pueblos have altered little since Ford’s time and, according to him, since classical times. Thank God the end of all Spanish things has not yet come as the great man prophesied it would. The remoter corners of the peninsula are still ‘not to be enjoyed by the over fastidious in the fleshly comforts’.5


There is still the fonda, a brand of hotel which is found in the larger pueblos and which caters for people only, not horses. The bedrooms contain from one to four beds apiece which are tolerably comfortable, though the mattresses and pillows often appear to be filled with walnuts (actually lumpy flock).6 The eiderdown is unknown, so is the bedside mat. One pleasant respect in which these inns do differ from Ford’s time lies in the complete absence of small bed-fellows. In six weeks touring I did not meet with a single bug or flea and not because ‘Quien duerme bien no le pican pulgas’ (He who sleeps well is not bitten by fleas). Due to over-excitement and indigestion I often slept very badly.


The bedrooms of the fonda sometimes lead one into the other and at Almargen a strange gentleman occupied an inside one giving onto the corridor and having no windows, and I came next with one door leading into the gentleman’s and the other into Mary’s. The floors are of stone or rough cement and there is sometimes a spy-hole in one of them, or in the floor of the landing, about four inches in diameter, through which you get an excellent view of the room below and of its occupants.


The furniture consists of a couple of chairs, a tall chest-of-drawers, a distorting mirror, a few pegs fitting into some trellis work high up on the wall (one of which never fails to crash to the ground with whatever you hang on it) and an ingeniously designed washstand leaning well over to one side. This has an enamel basin resting in a crooked wooden frame, so that the water often spills onto the floor. Projecting from the frame on either side is some ornamental scroll work on which you may try in vain to perch your sponge and soap and toothbrush: within a matter of seconds they have fallen through the scroll work onto the floor.


The posada is an inn with stables attached, the animals being often better housed and better fed than the human beings. Both enter by the same front door, which in the smaller posadas leads directly into the living-room. Your horse is led through this into the great cavernous stables beyond, which are cool in summer and warm in winter. In the larger posadas there are big double doors, open during the day, which lead into a covered cobbled yard where the muleteers and the donkey boys sleep on straw palliasses. At the far end are the stables with rows of mangers, sometimes over a hundred, all along the walls with pegs above them (often the thigh bones of animals cemented in between the stones) to which you tie your halter rope. Borrow was fond of sleeping in mangers but if they were anything like the ones I saw, he must have curled up like a dog.7


On either side of the cobbled yard are the kitchen and dining-room and stairs leading up to the bedroom. The furnishing is similar to that of the fonda but in the more remote districts there is no chest-of-drawers, so that you have to keep your clothes in the saddle-bags, hung on the end of the bed, your books on the window-sill and risk hanging your coat and hat and camera on the wall-pegs which may or may not remain in situ. At least one of the bedrooms is used as a store for barley, maize, onions, almonds, pumpkins and pomegranates. There is seldom any glass in the windows. Ill-fitting and dilapidated wooden shutters keep out some of the draughts and all of the light, a feeble artificial variety of which is provided by a 15-watt bulb usually hung over the foot of your bed.


The posada often has the advantage over the fonda in that it possesses only stable sanitation. When the water variety is attempted it is always a dismal failure, partly because there is never any water laid on. You simply ladle it into the pan from a large stone jar, and the stink from the drains is overpowering. The Spaniards possess a great variety of talents but plumbing is not one of them.


The technique of using stable sanitation successfully and without undue strain on the nerves is as follows: when you want to enter the stable to attend to your horse, you open the door with a smile on your face, switch on the light and advance towards the animal, welcoming any help from your landlord or fellow-guest which may be offered. When, however, you wish to enter it for the other purpose you go towards the door with a look of grim determination upon your face, do not turn on the light, and slam the door hard behind you. Should you hear a giant peeing close by it is almost certain to be a mule or donkey: and when your eyes, growing used to the dim light, discern the figure of your landlady squatting in a corner, the custom is for both of you to roar with laughter as if this clandestine meeting were the most natural thing in the world, which indeed it is.


The menus in fondas and posadas differ little but whereas in the former meals are provided, in the latter the traveller can please himself: he can either bring his own food and cook it on the open kitchen fire, or he can eat what his landlady sets before him.


Breakfast consists of a species of doughnut ring (churro) fried in olive oil in the street or market-place and dipped in sugar. If the pueblo is too small for a churro-frier then you will get fried bread dipped in sugar or simply dry bread. In either case your food will be washed down with roasted barley ‘coffee’ which, apart from the fact that it is hot, has very little else to recommend it. What is called café bueno, which is real coffee, can be had in the local bar and nobody takes offence if you go and break your fast there, but in the small villages there isn’t one.


The staple diet of rural Andalusia consists of vegetable soups and stews (cocidos and pucheros). These are made with a basis of dried chickpeas and different sorts of beans, all very high in protein, stewed together with potatoes, onions, pimientos, garlic and any available green vegetables. Sometimes the beans are replaced by rice, and now and then there will be the added thrill of lumps of fat pork. When eating these cocidos and pucheros day after day, week after week, the lack of relish is compensated for by the knowledge of how wholesome they are.


Fish soup is popular – fresh sardines or little mussels in their shells in a saffron-coloured broth with many cloves of garlic and bits of bread floating in it. Prawns, squids, hake, bream and fresh anchovies are also brought from the coast to the inland pueblos in Vespa vans two or three times a week.


The Spanish soup which is deservedly famous outside Spain, gazpacho, is always eaten cold during the summer months, fresh cucumber being one of its essential ingredients.


The home-cured hams of Spain are also famous throughout Europe and the exquisite flavour varies with the district, those of Estramadura taking the top place. Thick slices are eaten raw, not smoked, and are not easily dealt with by delicate digestions. One can however always ask for it fried, a practice which horrifies the connoisseur. Apart from the products of the pig, meat is rarely met with outside the tourist areas. Cattle are bred for ploughing or fighting and not for milking or eating. Karakul sheep are bred for the skins of the new-born lambs. Kid, hare, rabbit, chicken and partridge are occasional luxuries. I had rabbit twice in six weeks, chicken once and partridge three times.


Fresh eggs are everywhere plentiful and can be had boiled according to the number of minutes you dictate, or poached in oil, when they are served in a soup-plate floating in half an inch of it. This brings us to bread, the great mopper-up. Spanish bread is superlative and is a pleasure to eat dry, which is very fortunate as neither butter nor jam are to be had in the pueblos (though one can buy slabs of quince jelly which has the consistency of damson cheese and is a good stomach binder). It is all baked in flat, round crusty loaves in stone ovens preheated with brushwood, like the old brick ones of our farmhouses and bake-houses and cottages, some of which still survive. In colour it is just off-white, being not overrefined yet not over coarse and dark. It is eaten in prodigious quantities by the Spaniards and I took to it myself in a big way and after the first week forgot that there was such a thing as butter. To return to eggs, there is the famous tortilla, or Spanish omelette, which consists of fried potatoes and onions with beaten eggs poured onto them, fried on one side then tossed like a pancake and fried on the other. This can be leathery or light, according to the hand of the cook, and is actually at its best when eaten cold on a picnic. Many landladies can also do a tolerable version of a French omelette. Excellent salads and fresh fruit are available according to season.


Of Spanish wines, alas, I am not competent to write, having acquired a strong distaste for alcohol at the age of sixteen when I drank too much Vouvray on Shrove Tuesday at my school in Tours. Chapters XII and XIII of Ford’s Gatherings still form, I am told, one of the best guides.


Posada cats are really useful animals for clearing up food which turns your stomach. Every posada has two or three of them (large proportion of tortoiseshells) to catch the rats and mice which would otherwise devastate the aforementioned bedroom stores. Many is the fish soup which I have cleared up with the aid of the posada cats, giving them most of the boiled sardines and sopping up the broth with bread and dropping it under the table. They do not appear to be fed regularly and are therefore invaluable collaborators with foreign travellers who are unaccustomed to many of the dishes set before them.


To sum up, posada life must be entered into in a spirit of adventure. The lack of modern comforts and gastronomic pleasures, which the average tourist demands, will soon be forgiven and forgotten if you decide to become a posada specialist: to enjoy, in each new inn you come to, the different distortions to which the mirror subjects your face; the angle at which the washstand leans over to left or right; the beauty of the pumpkins and pomegranates and pimientos drying in the spare bedroom; and the skill required to fill your hot-water with a soup ladle from a frying-pan – for the kettle is unknown in southern Spain.


On the preliminary tour all the arrangements were made and the bills paid under the expert guidance of Vicki Sumner and the only Spanish I spoke was to Pitirri, the gypsy groom. He taught me to sing the Hail Mary and also a lot of words pertaining to the feeding and shoeing of horses. Every morning before starting I would write out a vocabulary to be learnt while riding along. By the time I set off on my own tour, therefore, I was equipped with a good string of nouns such as barley, straw, girth, crupper, saddle, horse-shoe, blacksmith, but not more than six past participles: I have come, I have been, I have seen, I have suckled, I have read, I have eaten. I could never remember more than the present tenses of the two verbs ‘to be’ and the two verbs ‘to have’.


Plunged into the heart of rural Andalusia I gauged my progress by the sermons I heard. The first one, delivered at Churriana in early October, was wholly incomprehensible; but by the end of November, after being on my own for a month, I could understand and enjoy the excellent preaching which is a great feature of Spanish church life – sermons of evangelical length lasting from thirty to forty minutes.


If you want to learn a language in middle age you must go back to the methods of childhood and pick it up largely by ear. To do this it is essential to live alone among the people who speak it: then come home and study your grammar books and have regular lessons. I tried to do this the other way round but owing to premature senile decay I could remember nothing from one lesson to the next. It was not until I lived and moved among Spaniards, far from any English people, that I started to speak and to understand their magnificent language, though Heaven knows I still have a lot to learn.


When Max Beerbohm8 imperfectly understood a French literary lady at a dinner party in London, he simply said ‘C’est vrai’ when she had finished launching at him ‘a particularly swift flight of winged words’. I found the magic Spanish word ‘claro’ (clearly) far more reliable. For whereas Max Beerbohm was badly caught out, ‘claro’ never once let me down, being a suitable comment on a positive, negative or interrogative sentence.




* * *





Having completed my entrancing conducted tour in the Serrania de Ronda I set about planning my solo ride. Thank God for Hercules Bellville who sent me to stay with his American friends Bill and Annie Davis in their villa near Malaga. They have a wonderful library of books on Spain and have together explored every corner of Andalusia accessible by car. Bill suggested that I make for Cazorla in the sierra of that name and Annie insisted that I visit Ubeda because of its architecture. I read up their Guide Bleu on that area and bought some very bad maps in Seville of the provinces of Granada and Jaén. My equipment I had hired from Antonio: an Andalusian saddle with triangular iron stirrups, beautiful leather alforjas, and a vast black oilskin Napoleonic-hooded coat. As to the horse, I had visions of a beautiful Arabian which of course I would call Sidi Habismilk after George Borrow’s beloved stallion which he kept in the little silent square of Pila Seca in Seville. But I learned that pure-bred arabs in Spain today fetch Crabbet Park prices – £500 and upwards. Bill took me to see some nice-looking Hispano-Arabs at Torremolinos (belonging to a gypsy who hires them out) but they were very young, three and four years old, and I thought they would not stand up to a long tour carrying a lot of weight in rough country, and that they might well throw splints and go dead lame on me.


Then the Duke of Wellington very kindly wrote from England and said that I could borrow an animal off his farm near Illora. So, at the beginning of November, Bill and Annie motored me up to Molino del Rey, some eighteen miles north-west of Granada, with all my equipment, and there I met and stayed with the Duke’s agent Eudo Tonsen-Rye and his wife Rosemary on the estate originally presented by the Spanish people to the Iron Duke for driving Napoleon out of Spain. There was a stableful of horses bedded on wheat straw and fed on home-grown oats and lovely lucerne hay. There were one or two part-bred arabs among them which might have deserved the noble name of Sidi Habismilk and my hopes ran high. But these were not for me. Eudo, an experienced horsemaster from Mallow, pointed out that they would soon lose condition on tour, standing in strange posada stables and being fed on barley and chopped straw. So he took me down to the home farm where there was a modern piggery, a fine herd of Friesians and a mule stud. Out of a barn a fifteen-hand bay mare was led, with one white sock and string-halt in the off hind. She was fat like a hunter at grass in midsummer and, but for her hogged mane, would have been a perfect Cuyp model. Not by any stretch of the imagination could she pass for Sidi Habismilk: she was the wrong sex and her face was convex instead of concave, denoting Spanish blood. Eudo explained that he had selected her for my tour because she was the greediest animal on the farm, a real good doer, and was accustomed to the fodder of the country – barley and barley straw chaff. She had only had one mule foal and had then proved barren and was used by the bailiff to hack around the estate. She was twelve years old, more or less equivalent in horse age to my fifty-one years. She was called La Marquesa, the Marchioness. So we were going exploring together – two middle-aged ladies in Andalusia.




* * *





Guy Fawkes’ Day


It was Sunday and we all went to Mass in the little sham-Gothic estate chapel in the yard with the house servants and bailiffs and farm-hands and their families. Then we had a memorable breakfast of bacon and eggs and tea and toast and butter and marmalade, after which I went upstairs and by a heart-searching process of elimination finally decided on cramming the following things into my saddle-bags (my complete luggage for the coming month): Daily Missal, dictionary, Ford’s Gatherings, Vol. I of Don Quixote in English, slim paperback of St Peter of Alcántara for Spanish reading practice, 1st and 2nd grades of the Spanish Catechism, two large exercise books for diary and notes, writing-paper and envelopes, sponge bag, hot-water bottle, 1 pair pyjamas, 1 change of underclothes, 2 shirts, 1 mauve jersey, 1 grey Terylene skirt rolled into an old stocking, 2 pairs stockings, 2 pairs socks, 4 hankies, and Mary Clive’s invaluable legacy – a plastic hang-up holdall divided into eight sections into which I put face cream, powder, films, shoe-polish, mending things, Elastoplast, tummy-trouble medicine, a comb, and some face tissues.


I wore lightweight jodhpurs, strong jodhpur boots which I bought in Illora, a shirt and tie, and a grey Sevillian hat to shade my eyes from the sun. At the last minute Rosemary Tonsen-Rye lent me a small rucksack into which I put an extra jersey, my picnic lunch and a dandy brush (I carried this and my camera on my back). In place of dees, Andalusian saddles have several pairs of leather bootlaces dangling from them and with these I tied my black oilskin cape and three-quarter-length tweed coat onto the front of the saddle, together with my bota (leather wineskin) containing lemonade, and hung my alforjas over the high cantle behind.


At 11.30 a.m. I mounted the Marquesa and set off with Eudo and one of the bailiffs in the direction of Illora. After riding together for some three kilometres they left me and I found myself alone with the fascinating problem of cross-country navigation in a land which was completely strange to me. Suddenly I realised I had learnt nothing of this (as intended) on my first tour because Vicki and Pitirri knew the Serrania de Ronda so well they never had to consult a map or ask the way. I actually had two different maps of the provinces of Granada and Jaén, scale 1 cm to 10 km on one, no scale at all on the other. In comparing them I observed that whereas one marked a certain village north of another, the other would mark the same village south of it. Neither had any contours. One put in the names and heights of the chief sierras, the other didn’t. One printed the main roads red and the secondary ones green, the other marked all the roads in black. Neither recorded mule-tracks, which were the only roads along which I wanted to ride. How then did I proceed? In the morning before starting I would decide on the village where I meant to spend the night. I would write this down in block capitals in a small pocket note-book together with the names of the one or two other villages I had to pass through to reach it. I used block capitals to avoid having to put on spectacles and I referred to these names continually because owing to my failing memory I could never remember them for two minutes together. I would get good directions from my starting-point in the morning and after that took Annie Davis’ excellent advice: ‘You are never alone for long in Spain,’ she had said, ‘you will always find a ploughman or a shepherd who will tell you the way.’ In point of fact these people know the tracks from their own village to the next but have seldom heard of the one beyond it: neither will they tell you how many kilometres it is to a certain place, but how many hours of riding, five kilometres to the hour being their measure. I found this dead accurate at a walking pace but if we trotted and cantered a bit we could do eight kilometres to the hour except over steep sierras when we were rather slower than donkeys. When you want to ascertain the distance from one place to another therefore you ask ‘¿Cuanta hora de camino?’ (How many hours of riding?). The sun is another great comfort in cross-country navigation. I was riding due east on my outward journey to Cazorla and as long as the sun worked round my right shoulder all day and set in my back I knew I was getting always closer to my destination. What makes riding in this part of Spain so marvellous is the complete absence of barbed wire. You can take your direction from the sun and ride straight to a place with no man-made obstacles to hinder you. There are of course natural obstacles such as rivers and ravines but they are nothing like so unpleasant as barbed wire, the scourge of the English countryside.


After leaving Eudo I followed his directions to Illora, skirted round the south of the Moorish fort and rode along an unmetalled country lane through olive groves for five or six kilometres. I had three villages on my block-capital list but had an open mind as to where I should spend the first night. From the map, Moclín appeared to be in a direct line to the other two. Actually it turned out to be well to the north of the line and I should not have gone near it. But it was so beautiful that I am very glad that I did. The splendid inaccuracy of the maps led me to many such places which I would otherwise have missed.


Across the main Cordoba–Granada road there was a broad earth track, suitable for carts as well as pack animals, leading over rich plough-land, part of the fertile vega of Granada. I was looking forward to a canter along it, but on asking a ploughman the way to Moclín he pointed to a low range of rocky hills to the north, up which I could vaguely discern a path ascending steeply. So I turned the Marquesa’s head and up we went. Near to the top of this, our first pass, I dismounted and ate my cold tortilla while the mare cropped the mountain herbs and my two apple cores. Then I led her on along the now indistinct goat path which sometimes appeared but more often disappeared among the rocks on the steep side of the hill. I mounted, hoping to see the path better from above, but it became narrow and the ground sloped away so steeply to our left that I thought the Marquesa’s feet must surely shoot from under her. I dismounted uphill, on the off side, started a landslide and slid right under her belly! She was very surprised, moved forward and inadvertently trod on my left calf. I finally managed to scramble to my feet again and somehow we slithered down to the plough level together, when I returned to the saddle, and after riding over ridges and furrows for some two kilometres we came to a country road which led past a Moorish watchtower, a cemetery, and a large Guardia Civil barracks to Moclín. On the outskirts of the pueblo there was a stone drinking trough but the Marquesa would not drink. Above us there was a large Moorish fort and across the vega to the south was the great range of the Sierra Nevada, the peaks powdered with the first falls of snow. I had only ridden twelve kilometres but decided to stay here the night. I rode up to where four old men were gossiping and asked, ‘Is there a posada here?’ No, there was no posada. ‘Is it then possible to stay anywhere?’ One of them thought for a moment and then said that it was. He led me down a little cobbled street and spoke to a young woman outside a house, who turned out to be his daughter-in-law Eugenia. She angelically agreed to put up the Marquesa and myself for the night.


We had some difficulty in persuading the old girl to go in through the front door which was rather low and she was rather tall. I pulled and coaxed while the old man pushed and shouted. Together we got her safely into the living-room of the little house: the floor was paved with stone but a path of cobbles led across it from the front door to the stable door at the back through which we led her to her quarters for the night. Meanwhile Eugenia’s husband Fernando had appeared, a gentle young man of twenty-seven with a saintly smile. He set about getting water for the Marquesa, chaff from the loft and barley from the village shop. I asked him to buy her four kilos which cost twenty pesetas, the price varying from place to place between five and six pesetas a kilo. Another door led out of the stable into a hen and pig yard, rising in three wide cobbled terraces to a rough stone wall at the top. There was no loo. You could take your choice of the stable or the yard.


Somewhere around 4 p.m. Eugenia and Fernando sat down to their lunch of cocido which they ate out of a bowl in the middle of the table, each having a spoon but no plate. I was of course asked to share it but told them I had eaten a good lunch on my little sierra.


In the big open fireplace of her living-room Eugenia lit a fire of olive twigs and banked up barley straw chaff. I thought of all the wood feeding the flames which were consuming the thousands of guys up and down England that night on giant bonfires – wood which would be worth its weight in gold in Spain. But Eugenia knew nothing of our great anti-popery festival so she did not grudge our children their bonfires. She boiled some cereal and goat’s milk together for Maria, her eight months’ old baby, who ate it with relish and was then put to the breast while her mother and I had a nice talk on the merits of breast-feeding. I was told that lots of girls in the village who were quite well off and had plenty to eat protested that they had not enough milk to feed their babies. This seems odd as there are no distractions such as theatres and dances to tempt them away from home. Interesting point: has TV led to an increase of nursing mothers in England?


We had our supper at about 9.30 p.m. consisting of very good broth followed by a French omelette which Eugenia insisted on making especially for me. Having been in service for five years in Malaga before she married she had learnt a lot of cooking. We also had fresh sardines dipped in flour and fried in olive oil. After supper an old lady came in, wrapped in a black shawl, and we all knelt round the table and joined in a novena to St Rita, the patron Saint of housewives, Fernando reading out the prayers from a little book. Eugenia told me afterwards that her intention was for the recovery of her husband from his deafness. I was given the best bedroom next to the living-room, Eugenia making up her double bed with clean embroidered sheets for me. Maria’s cot was moved next door and her mother and father slept on the floor in front of the fire while the grandfather slept in the bedroom on the first floor.


Monday, November 6


Fernando went off to work at 8 a.m., having breakfasted off a poached egg floating in broth. He wound a piece of white calico round each foot before putting on leather sandals, pairs of which I subsequently saw hanging in every village shop. He was a day labourer: yesterday no man had hired him but today somebody had.


After my breakfast of delicious crusty bread and barley coffee I asked Eugenia to boil me an egg for my lunch and I went to one of the three village shops to buy some lemons and Marie biscuits. At 11 a.m. I set off, the old grandfather helping me to saddle up. He then walked beside me till we reached the outskirts of Moclín, and put me on the right track which zig-zagged steeply down between two craggy hills. I got off and led the Marquesa. We passed several patches of pale mauve autumn crocus whose stamens, when dried, are called saffron. Curiously enough I did not observe any cultivated strips of this Spanish crocus though I saw plenty some years ago in the Abruzzi. No wonder saffron is so expensive when you think how many flowers are needed to sacrifice their stamens to make up a single ounce of this culinary spice.


We passed through the small straggling village Los Olivares, which was not marked on either of my maps. I enquired about the mule-track to Colomera and was directed onto one bordered by flowering aloes and clinging to the base of the little sierras we had ascended yesterday further back. Got a crick in the neck from repeatedly turning round to look at Moclín, a Castle in Spain perched on the edge of what appeared to be a sheer precipice. I had slept up there in a fairy-tale and could not imagine how the mare and I had descended such a cliff wall. We had lunch on a hillock a hundred yards off the mule-track in an Elysian landscape dominated by the great Sierra Nevada across the fertile plain of Granada. The Marquesa cropped grass and acorns for which she apparently had a passion: there were clumps of holly oaks on our little hill.


During our lunch breaks I always removed the snaffle bridle, leaving the noseband on for moral effect. I also removed the saddle-bags but not the saddle as it was too heavy for me to lift on again. I brought no corn with me as I believe she enjoyed a change of diet and although an English horse might have snorted in derision at Spanish grazing, she seemed to do herself very well on it. I never let go an opportunity to let her water at irrigation canals, streams or village drinking-troughs. As to drink for myself, I found that I was without it, for the string of my bota must have slipped over the saddle-bow and disentangled itself from the bootlaces. Perhaps it was covered with shame at being asked to carry lemonade instead of wine and had deliberately jumped off and hidden itself among the aloes or blackberry bushes of the wayside. So I sat and sucked a lemon under a little holly oak and ate my hard-boiled egg with bread and Marie biscuits and some of the delicious milky almonds which Eugenia had given me as a parting present. These I cracked between two stones. One is never without stones on which to crack nuts in Spain.


By 2 p.m. we were in Colomera, unimpressive from this western side, but from the north-east along our road to Benalua, wonderfully dramatic – a large church just below a Moorish fortress with the village houses clustering round the foot of the hill. I was walking along leading the Marquesa as I always did for two or three miles every day to stretch my legs and take some of the weight off her back, when I caught up with three men, one of whom asked me home for the night, saying he had a wife and five grown-up children but that there would be room for me too. He got on behind a boy on a large donkey and we turned off the road and crossed the river running through the valley and jogged along a lovely cart-track bordered by poplars and with the houses of smallholders at fairly regular intervals all along it.


After riding for two miles we came to Francisco Martinez’ house which was called Santo Domingo and consisted of a long bungalow built by himself and his family, the back rooms being carved out of the hill behind it. At one end there was a stable for two mules, at the other a pigsty. The Marquesa was put into the stable and fed with barley and chaff but when the two mules came home from the fields she had to move over into the sty. It was actually the same size and shape as the stable but was inhabited by two pigs to which, like all her race, the Marquesa strongly objected. I don’t know how many well-directed kicks the poor pigs received in the night.


The large square Señora insisted on my having a second lunch with her husband at 5 p.m. He ate raw home-cured ham but I asked for it to be fried: we also had fried eggs, plenty of bread, and little white grapes. Then my host went out shooting and I accompanied him across the river through groves of young poplars but we saw nothing but goats. He seemed very contented with his lot. His sons did all the work of the smallholding and his wife and three daughters all the work of the house while he himself led the life of a gentleman of leisure, living on the produce of his land, walking into his local pueblo every day for a gossip and a drink, and going out shooting whenever he felt so inclined.


My next social engagement was coffee and a gossip in the house of some neighbours a little further along the track. We all sat round the big open fireplace in which burned the usual fuel of straw chaff and olive prunings. When it got dark the beautiful wife of my host lit a little open iron lamp containing home-produced olive oil. It was of the same design as those carried by the wise and foolish virgins in Byzantine mosaics, and gave very little light and smoked a lot, but there was no electricity in this valley and burning your own oil was cheaper than buying candles. While I drank my barley coffee the man and his wife and two of their friends drank wine from a porrón, the communal glass wine-jar with a long spout which is passed from person to person but never touches the lips: the wine is poured into the mouth from at least six inches away. I had my first try at doing this and the wine went all over my face.


My host was a very good-looking man but difficult to understand; by insisting on his speaking very slowly, however, and repeating many phrases, I gathered that there used to be bandits in the surrounding hills who would come in and demand half the food and money in the house. They were a great nuisance and were mostly men from the losing side in the war, but they were finally cleared out in 1955. I told him that my husband had been very worried about the bandit question as many English people were under the impression that they were still rampant in Andalusia. He had written to implore me to take out an insurance policy with a bank in Seville as he would not have enough money to pay my ransom. But he was reassured when I asked Eudo Tonsen-Rye to write and tell him that there was no danger any more and that the people through whose country I was going to travel were peaceful and law-abiding.


I walked home to supper at 9 p.m. and we had a very good puchero – vegetable stew. We each had a spoon and ate out of a bowl in the middle of the round table and drank out of the communal wine-jar. I also had a glass of delicious spring water. Places here are known by their water and you speak of such and such a place having a buena agua as if it were wine. Lobo, the family dog, a large friendly mongrel, was given a big bowl of stew for his supper with bits of bread broken into it. I was again given the best bedroom, lit by a wise and foolish virgin lamp, and divided from the living-room by a curtain instead of a door.


Tuesday, November 7


At 8.30 a.m. a hand was thrust through the curtain holding a little glass of aniseed liqueur. I thanked my host very much, drank a sip or two and poured the rest into my washing water.


We had a wonderful breakfast of fried ham and eggs and bread and barley coffee and I was given a second glass of liqueur which I managed to pour unseen into a handy pot of geraniums when my host went out to help harness the mules. The two little pigs, released from their sty and the company of their disdainful guest, kept running in and out of the room.


It was a fresh sunny morning and I wore my red sweater when I set off soon after 10 a.m. along a little path which led backwards and forwards across the river and up onto the unmetalled road to Benalua. As I was trotting past a mule cart the driver shouted that I was losing something. It turned out to be the dandy brush, so I thanked him warmly and got off and put it back in my rucksack which had come untied at the top.


I had three names on my block-capital list for today: Benalua, Dehesas Viejas and Torre Cardela. It was at Benalua that St John of the Cross, on one of his mule-tours as Vicar-Provincial of Andalusia, threw down a hat between two men who were fighting to the death with knives and stopped them and made them kiss one another’s feet as a sign of forgiveness.9 I rode through this pretty little pueblo and out onto the far side where there was an enormous chaff rick, at least fifty feet long. I cannot understand how the chaff sticks together. Building a hay rick is difficult enough but I wouldn’t know how to begin on a chaff rick.


Passing a group of labourers, both men and women, lifting sugar beet and loading it into an enormous lorry drawn up by the side of the field, I asked them the way to Dehesas Viejas, and was told there was a good mule-track a couple of kilometres up the main road to the left. I stopped and had a fizzy lemonade at a wayside bar – Citrania – quite the best mineral I have ever drunk, ginger beer not excepted. The main road was tarred, but they have a civilised rule in Spain that the verge of all such roads must be left unmetalled on either side for the benefit of beasts of burden.


The mule-track was easy to find and led across beautiful hilly farmland. I saw the sower going forth to sow: there were plenty of rocks for his seed to fall on, also my path with briers alongside it. On the good soil the seed was not harrowed in as in England, but ploughed in by six teams of mules, a pair to each plough. We had our lunch break in a grassy glade with plenty of little oak trees and acorns. I followed the mare’s example and ate some of these but they were bitter and not a patch on Eugenia’s almonds.


After lunch, as we were continuing along the track, I saw a ploughman and his team working at such an angle on the side of a steep hill that I realised with awe that Spaniards are not subject to the law of gravity. Neither are their mules. The mule-track was clearly defined to Dehesas Viejas, a sad, deserted-looking village through which I rode northwards, and then turned off the road onto a track leading towards the east which satisfied my sense of direction and put the sun where it ought to be. I had asked a group of men on the outskirts of the pueblo for directions to Torre Cardela but they never seemed to have heard of it.


We followed the track of my choice through hilly olive groves; then the hills rolled out into broad down-like sweeps and there were no more olive trees planted on them, no landmarks of any sort: everywhere you looked the landscape was uniform – a desert of plough without a blade of grass to be seen. The track reached the top of a hill from where I could see a great black wall of mountain to the south, the Sierra Arana, according to my map, with snow-capped peaks of the Sierra Nevada rising behind it. The sun was correctly behind my right shoulder when the track became a ‘T’ turning sharply north and south. To the east where I wanted to go there was a steep hill of plough. Very annoyed I turned to the left and sank back into a valley where without any warning a little lost pueblo appeared where none had been before, complete with church and the faint cries of playing children. This was Domingo Perez which I had intended to bypass. I wondered whether I had suddenly become psychic and was having a vision of a village which did not really exist, but I was brought to earth by the very material sight of two Civil Guards, one enormously fat, with rifles slung over their shoulders. I thought they would wonder who on earth I was and would demand to see my papers so I started to recite the little piece Eudo had taught me: ‘I am English, I am on a riding tour in this province. I have come from the farm of the English Duke of Wellington and Ciudad Rodrigo, this is his mare …’! ‘Muy bien muy bien!’ said the circular Guard and did not ask for my papers. He pointed out the mule-track to the right at the bottom of the hill which he told me was the way to Torre Cardela. We rode happily along for the next five kilometres, forded a river where the Marquesa had a nice drink and on the far side my track turned bang south. I took my bearings and knew that I should go straight ahead where there was a hill at right angles to the ground, and not be drawn to the Sierra Arana though all roads seemed to lead to it. So I again rode northwards along an indistinct track which soon deteriorated into a goat path leading along the edge of a dried-up stream which wound in and out of a deep gully between steep hills, the tops of which were ploughed. But it was evening and the ploughmen had all gone home with their mules and their dogs and there was not even a bird to be seen or heard. The sun kept dodging about all round us as we wound our worried way through the silent deserted gully, for we were completely lost. Sometimes the thorn bushes were so thick across the path that I had to get off and tread them down before the Marquesa would proceed. On one of these occasions I remounted from the off-side putting my left foot, out of habit, into the stirrup and landed back to front in the saddle. The gully seemed interminable and to pretend that the path was a path any more was simply wishful thinking: it was alarmingly obvious that it had petered out altogether. It was getting towards sundown and I began to think we would have to spend the night in this valley of the dead. There was no water and just a very few dusty weeds for the Marquesa’s supper, a lemon and a good supply of Eugenia’s almonds for mine. I got extremely annoyed with St Christopher for getting us into such a pickle. Then I knelt down, squashed between thorn bushes, and prayed to the Blessed Virgin to help us, pointing out that it was evidently too big a task for St Christopher whose rightful province it was to look after travellers. I looked up and noticed that the almost perpendicular hill above us was ploughed half-way down. I started to scramble up it on all fours, pulling the mare behind me. By superhuman efforts we reached the plough level and then plodded our weary way up to the top of the hill. About a kilometre to the south-east stood a large white farmhouse. No shipwrecked sailor was ever more thankful to see a sail.


It took us about twenty minutes of panting up and down to reach it, and to my delight I found it stood beside the secondary road I had hoped to cross two hours earlier. A woman standing by the door told me that it was an hour’s ride to Torre Cardela and that a good track led off the road to the right a little further up, so we rode north for a kilometre or so and then turned due east onto the mule-track which was broad and clearly defined and evidently meant to get somewhere important. It wound round the low hills past several large farmhouses and I saw a small boy galloping bareback on a donkey driving in some hobbled horses from pasture. The sun beat us to it and set with the most glorious afterglow I ever remember seeing since leaving Delhi. It was between moons and the darkness came down rather suddenly but the camino de mulo had banked-up edges so was easy to follow and I saw the headlights of a car in the valley so that I knew we were approaching the main road and the pueblo we were making for. The track descended gently and in twenty minutes or so some white houses became dimly discernible on either side of us. I asked the way to the posada and was directed across the untarred main road. The large double doors were open and led into a covered cobbled yard at the far end of which was a long manger against the rough stone wall with a few mules and donkeys tied to pegs above it. The landlord unsaddled the Marquesa and led her to water and when she returned she fairly tucked into her cebada y paja. There was plenty of deep litter for her to roll and rest on.


All the children of the pueblo seemed to have collected in the covered yard and I took refuge in the living quarters to the left: a very high room, one end of which was used for dining and the other for cooking, there being the usual great open fireplace with a twig and straw fire. I was then taken up to a double room on the first floor with a light unusually near the bed, one chair, a few wall-pegs and an absolutely up-to-standard posada wash-stand leaning well over to the left.


Supper was at the ‘cosy-table’, which is always round with a wooden platform underneath it six inches off the ground, in the middle of which a brazier fits into a hole specially made to receive it. Into this brazier hot cinders are scooped from the open fire and your toes toast deliciously while a thick baize tablecloth covers your knees. The other guests were a simple young hawker who travelled the countryside selling his goods off a donkey, and a tough young troglodyte from Guadix who had left his family at home in a cave while he buzzed around on his ‘moto’ selling socks and shirts. He was the wit of the party and made a lot of jokes which I laughed at when everybody else did. We had saffron yellow fish broth with a lot of fresh sardines and bits of bread and cloves of garlic in it, followed by the usual eggs poached in half an inch of olive oil; they were actually a cross between a poached and a fried egg. I liked to mop up the yolk mixed with the oil on bits of bread, according to the custom of the country. Afterwards we all sat round the hearth and one of the daughters of the house knitted a sock on two needles which she said she would afterwards sew together. Another one did some writing practice. I told everybody as much as my Spanish would allow of my family history and then, having satisfied the demands of good manners, I wrote my diary. I always fed the Marquesa last thing before going to bed in keeping with the best Cervantean tradition (as when the carrier went down in the middle of the night to give his mules their second course):10 thus she got three regular feeds daily, the first at 8 a.m., the second as soon as we got in in the evening which was any time between 5 and 7 p.m. and the third between eleven and twelve at night. I had put up her barley to two kilos a feed so that she was getting six a day, that is a good thirteen pounds English measure. I always had a fight with my host over the manger to stop him putting in too much chopped straw, as I had worked out a very practical system whereby I put the mare’s corn into one manger together with three or four double handfuls of chaff, everything well mixed together. Then I filled up the neighbouring manger with chaff and tied her to a peg from which she could get her nose into either manger at will. In this way she would eat up all her corn and then help herself to roughage as she pleased. The custom of the country is to sprinkle a little corn into a lot of chaff but I wanted to be certain that the mare got her full corn ration before stuffing herself up with paja. Her midday feed usually consisted of grazing only: grass and acorns when they were to be found, and herbs in the mountains, especially a little one which looked prickly but wasn’t, locally called celvero.
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