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         In quoting the spoken word I have followed the colloquial custom in Andalusia of clipping the final consonants.
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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.
         
 
         Wednesday, November 8
 
         Went to Mass at 9.30 a.m. having ascertained the time on the previous evening. There was one of the most realistic figures of Our Lord carrying His Cross in this church that I have yet seen: life-size, dressed in a long purple robe edged with gold and having a shoulder-length wig of real brown hair – these pasos are carried through the streets in the Holy Week processions. At 9.40 a little altar-boy came up very politely and said that the Mass would start a bit late as the cura was just getting up. At 9.55 the cura appeared with his little red and white Tintoretto dog which heard Mass from the sacristy, after which it walked up and down the aisle impatient for its master to unvest, but never entered the sanctuary. When the cura reappeared I went up and asked him if there was anywhere in the pueblo where I could buy a rosary as I had left mine under my pillow at Santo Domingo. He said there wasn’t and pulled one out of his pocket and asked me to accept it. I was deeply touched and very grateful as I hate being without one on a journey.
         
 
         After a lovely breakfast of fried bread dipped in sugar and a huge cup of real coffee, my nice fat landlady made me a Spanish omelette for a picnic lunch which we wrapped in some brown paper with two pieces of fried bread over from breakfast and two bananas: what a fête champêtre!
         
 
         We set off later than I intended and the whole village, including the cura, came to see me off. I had the humiliating experience of having to ask for a chair to facilitate mounting. Nobody laughed. I made a royal exit from the pueblo raising my right hand in salutation to the crowd with the sound of the beautiful Andalusian farewell ringing in my ears: ‘Vaya Usted con Dio-o-o-o’ (May you go with God).
         
 
         In a cowardly way I decided to keep to the unmetalled country road, thirty kilometres of it, through a desert region with a vast and terrifying canyon some way away to my right, as I did not want to repeat my experience of getting lost in it. When I say desert, I mean that it looked very little different from the Syrian one but was actually arid ploughland, not sand. There were very few olive trees to start with, then none at all, and I was disgusted to see several large tractors, one pulling disc harrows with a chain harrow tied on behind. We met the Spanish railways delivery donkey with packing cases tied onto its back and led by a little man in a grey uniform and peaked hat, and passed two farm lorries and two young men in a little Seat car who waved to me. A little further on I rode over a level-crossing which turned out to be the only railway to cross my path in a month of riding. We trotted a good bit and while walking I was able to do my homework on Don Quixote as the scenery was monotonous.
         
 
         I rode through the lovely pueblo of Pedro Martinez and watered the Marquesa at the fuente in a little central plaza out of which a cobbled street ascended almost at right angles.
         
 
         I must now digress a bit about pueblos. The word pueblo (people) is the name given to a country village or town consisting of a few hundred inhabitants or a few thousand, and up to thirty thousand.11 Some of the larger ones, for example Ubeda (22,000 inhabitants), contain churches and palaces of great distinction and are tourist-ridden as a result. But in the smaller ones (population of 2,000 to 3,000), their charm consists, not in any outstanding architectural features, but in the way they have grown up over the centuries into a beautiful homogeneous pattern, all the work of craftsmen, nothing mass-produced.
         
 
         The houses vary from one to three storeys in height and are built of local stone, and although the walls are plastered and whitewashed the individual shapes of the stones often stand out and form patterns of literally infinite variety. The roofing is all of unglazed yellowish-pink tiles. The better houses round the plaza and the neighbouring streets have iron balconies on the first floor with pots of flowers standing on them. Outside some of the smaller houses there are often little open courtyards surrounded by low white walls, in which women sit and sew and children play. Sometimes they are shaded by a vine trained over a trellis.
 
         The beauty of the little pueblo is the beauty of texture. In their own individual way, our English villages had just this quality before ‘Progress’ marched into them with ill-designed council houses and hideous bungalows all fitted with identical steel window-frames and mass-produced tiles.
         
 
         Pedro Martinez is a typical but not outstanding pueblo, yet as I rode up and down its cobbled streets, passing traffic on four legs instead of on four wheels, and saw a handsome lean old lady seated in her forecourt, dressed in black and bending over her sewing, I was so transported by the harmony of the whole pattern – people, houses, donkeys, mules, tassels, tiles and cobbles – that I wished those minutes had been years.
         
 
         To the north of the little town is an enormous cobbled parade ground (perhaps an outsize threshing-floor?) on which I saw twenty long low ricks of green stuff tied in bunches. Some men with a snow-white donkey mare, her little jennet foal at foot, were in the process of building the last rick. They told me it was esparto grass! At last I had seen the stuff that is described in every travel book on Spain.
         
 
         A conference was held and it was decided that I should keep to the road, as the mule-track only saved about four kilometres and was said to be very difficult to follow. When I saw the nature of the country I had to traverse towards evening, I was grateful for this advice. We proceeded across a more interesting desert than the morning one, and met some donkeys laden with esparto grass, and then a string of mules and packhorses laden with fir branches for the baker’s ovens. Having learned from Pitirri the words of command given to animals I leapt from the Marquesa and said ‘Brrrrrrrrr’ as loudly as I could, whereupon the whole string stopped dead as if frozen to the ground; the men were surprised but delighted to pose for a photograph. This was the technique I always adopted when I wanted to get a good transparency for Women’s Institute lectures.
 
         There was no lovely glade for our lunch break, but eventually we found a bank covered with celvero which the mare grazed while I ate my tortilla and bananas. I could not face the fried bread, neither could the Marquesa, so I wrapped it up again in greasy brown paper and kept it for our next posada cats.
         
 
         As we rode on into some hills, sparsely planted with stone-pines from which the mules had received their loads, the same car passed us which I had seen in the morning and once more the occupants waved delightedly. About three kilometres further on a boy bicycled up to us from a white farmhouse standing back from the road and said his master would be very pleased if I went in, so I rode up to find my friends of the little Seat car. The younger of the two, aged about twenty-five, was the owner of the farm and offered me wine and liqueurs. I knew it was useless asking for my favourite drink (for which at that moment I would have given my alforjas) in this ginger-beerless land, so I asked instead for lemonade but had to be content with ‘coke’. He then asked all about my journey and I did my piece. He seemed very surprised I was riding alone. I said: ‘Many Englishwomen are mad.’ He said: ‘No, very brave.’ My bosom swelled with pride but I tried to explain how I thanked God for a plain middle age and how it was not brave for a female of fifty-one to ride through a beautiful friendly country where she was welcome wherever she went.
         
 
         My host, who, having a car, measured distances in kilometres instead of in riding-hours, told me I had still ten to go to reach Villanueva de las Torres where I wanted to spend the night, and that it would take me a long time as the road descended very steeply for the last five. The sun would win the race again.
 
         We rode on through the severe Piero della Francesca landscape of beautifully modelled white hills with black pines dotted frugally over them. I noticed that the ominous black canyon which had kept its distance to the right all day was now swinging round to the front. We rounded a bend and the whole of hell was spread out before us in the most extraordinary Doré picture you could fear to see – mile upon mile of completely bare hills set in a maze of shadowy gullies and gorges. It was the lunar landscape of southern Tuscany on a stupendous scale; a desert to intoxicate St Jerome and his lion; to drive the romantic painters of all ages to a frenzy. The sun began to set and the infernal regions glowed red and purple and orange, and I had to descend into them.
 
         The stony road wound down and down in a series of hairpin bends and soon we were enveloped in the blanket of the moonless night. I got off and led the Marquesa because I thought she might inadvertently step over a precipice. It seemed to be tempting providence to break such silence by our footsteps: something unpleasant must be lurking in the inky depths of those ravines, waiting to pounce on us. Then, without any warning at all, there appeared a hundred holes with lights in them in the middle of the shadowy hills, and the screams of demons filled the night.
         
 
         I had come upon a colony of troglodytes.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         I sat in the posada in hell holding court with eight young men while my landlady went upstairs to prepare my room. When you are still in the elementary stages of learning a language your only hope is to talk yourself, to prevent people talking to you, as they are sure to introduce tenses with which you are not yet familiar. So I added to my usual set piece by giving as long an account of myself and my family and my travels in Spain as I could. How I wished I had mastered the imperfect! I was completely confined to the present tense, to one present and six past participles …
         
 
         ‘I am English, I am on a tour in these mountains, I have come from the farm of the English Duke of Wellington and Ciudad Rodrigo. That [pointing to the stable] is his mare. I have come from London to Madrid in an aeroplane. I have seen the museum of the Prado and also Toledo. Muy bonito Toledo. From Madrid I have been in an aeroplane to Malaga. I have been in the house of two American friends in Churriana, a pueblo near Malaga. I have been by bus to Granada where I have seen the Alhambra and the Generalife and the Cathedral and Cartuja. Muy bonita Granada. I have been in a train to Cordoba and have seen the Mesquita. Then I have been on a twelve-day riding-tour in the Serrania de Ronda staying at Ardales, Ariarte, Almargen, Ronda, Cueve de la Pileta, Zahara de los Membrillos and le Burgos. I have been with five other English ladies. Then I have been in an aeroplane to Seville. I have seen the Cathedral and many  other churches and the House of Pilate with very beautiful tiles. Muy bonito  Sevilla. Then I have been to the farm of the English Duke of Wellington and  Ciudad Rodrigo near Illora from whence comes my mare. Sunday I have been  to Moclín, Monday to Colomera, Wednesday to Torre Cardela …’ No sign of  my landlady. ‘My husband is in Australia, he is a poet. I have a daughter of  nineteen, she is a mecanografa in London. She stays with the first cousin  of my husband. I have a son of twenty-four, he is a musician in London …’  Still no sign of my landlady. ‘In Spain you fight bulls (toros), in England we  hunt foxes (zorros). We hunt the foxes with a lot of dogs …’
         
 
         ‘Do you hunt them for their skins?’
 
         ‘No, the dogs eat the skins.’
 
         Silence. Surely I had been talking for twenty minutes? And still no  sign of my landlady. But this monologue gave the lie to my audience:  all eight young men started to talk to me at once, thinking that I could  understand their language as well as I appeared to speak it. ‘Claro’ I said  at intervals: ‘claro’, though Heaven knows their meaning was far from  clear. At last my landlady came down the stone stairs and announced that  my room was ready. I followed her back up again and she led me into a  little single bedroom with a rough stone floor, no glass in the windows, no  chest-of-drawers, not even a distorting or any other kind of mirror, and an  enamel basin in a simple iron frame in place of the usual wooden posada  washstand. I hung my alforjas over the end of the bed and my coat and  hat and plastic holdall onto the pegs fixed on a trellis to the wall. To my  surprise none came crashing to the ground. I laid my books and diaries  and writing materials in a row on the nice wide window-sill and felt very  content with my lot.
         
 
         After eating a large tortilla and a slice of melon for supper I went and  called on the párroco to ask the time of Mass. He said it would be at 9 a.m.  I did not go to his house but to the cave-dwelling of a middle-aged widow opposite the posada, where he had all his meals. It was approached through a double iron gate up a garden path bordered with flower-beds and had a built-up façade of whitewashed stone. The living-room was one of the most friendly and comfortable I had yet seen in Spain, with cushioned rocking-chairs on either side of the open fireplace and a cosy-table in the middle. The párroco was a tall, good-looking young man but very shy.
         
 
         I went to bed at 11.30 p.m. with a bottle of white wine as a sleeping draught, as I had been sleeping very badly due to over-excitement. Swallowed five or six mouthfuls, read a little, then felt drowsy. Just as I was dropping happily off after midnight there was a clatter in the stone passage followed by a loud knock on the door. I sat up with a start and shouted ‘Adelante!’ as I switched on the light. In marched two Civil Guards with carbines slung over their shoulders, followed by my landlord who was embarrassed and apologetic. I was thrilled. At last I should be able to produce the Marquesa’s papers: for all Spanish horses and mules have identity papers with the names of their breeders and any change of ownership recorded on them to facilitate the police in case of theft. I dug out the plastic sponge-bag hidden in the depths of my alforjas, extracted my passport from it and the mare’s papers, and handed them to the moustached leader of the two Guards. He looked far longer and asked far more questions about her papers than about mine, which I endeavoured to answer as best I could. Then he wanted to know what I was doing here, so I started off on my piece: ‘I am English, I am on a tour in these Sierras; I have come from …’ During my recitation both the Guards lit cigarettes. Then the leader started to examine my few books on the window-sill. ‘Ah! I see you must be a Catholic as you have this Missal? Muy bien, muy bien.’ And they all left the room.
         
 
         Thursday, November 9
 
         In this village I at last discovered the Mass mystery in Spain: the church bell is rung three times. First of all about three-quarters of an hour before the Holy Sacrifice is due to start, then a second time about twenty minutes later, then the third and final time when the priest goes into the sacristy to vest. If he has overslept, nobody minds because they go by the bells, but it is very easy to lose count and often people say to you, ‘Was that the second bell or the third?’ I went along to church at 9 a.m. and Mass started at 9.15 just after the third bell. Half a dozen girls aged about twelve or thirteen sat in the front pew and one of them handed out dialogue Mass cards called in Spanish Misa participada. The phonetic spelling, to try to get people to pronounce the Latin correctly, was most extraordinary. In addition to the girls, five or six women were present. Only the girls and I and the little boy serving the Mass did the responses. Obviously the older women could not read.
         
 
         The village church at Don Diego has been rebuilt since the civil war in a pleasant unadorned classical style with a nave separated from the aisles by two rows of round arches. The whole building is whitewashed both inside and out and the east end is a windowless wall with a life-size crucifix hanging above the altar. This to my mind is the ideal retablo. At Mass I do not want to be distracted by vivid carvings of poor St John being boiled in oil nor of the Catholic kings conquering Granada. God knows I have enough distractions as it is of one kind and another. A large crucifix helps me more than anything else to concentrate on the matter in hand, the sacrifice of Calvary.
 
         This being a poor little church, it is not cluttered up with images. Nevertheless there are two niches on opposite sides of the nave, one containing the indispensable Mater Dolorosa in a stiff black brocade dress with glassy eyes staring out of her life-size doll’s face; the other, Christ on the via crucis as described in the church at Torre Cardela, with long soft brown hair falling round His velvet-robed shoulders.
         
 
         The morning was fresh and when I returned to the posada for breakfast I found the dining-room shutters were closed to keep out the cold: but the children of the pueblo had collected outside to see me. At intervals they pushed open the shutters and I got up and shut them again. Then one of the boys climbed up the iron bars on the outside of the window and pushed open two little flaps at the top of the shutters. These proved impossible to latch and as soon as I shut them the boy would push them open again and shout to the inquisitive crowds below him: ‘The woman eats! The woman reads! The woman writes!’ This was surely a worse intrusion on one’s privacy than is suffered by royalty? For I believe that even the Queen is not stared at during breakfast. Sometimes I got up, waved my arms and screamed ‘Go away!’ when my persecutor would disappear for a split second only to pop up again like a jack-in-a-box: ‘The woman speaks!’
         
 
         There was a school inspector staying in the posada. He seemed shy, and sat at a narrow table against the wall. He took no part in the battle raging between me and the children and sat unperturbed munching his breakfast of bread and sausage, which he ate off the point of his knife. His food had been wrapped in brown paper and he had taken it out of what appeared to be a pillow-case, his sole travelling bag. His shyness was infectious but at last I summoned up the courage to start a conversation and got him to help me with my verbs. He told me he had come by car to Don Diego from Guadix, and having inspected the four schools there was proceeding on a donkey to the next pueblo along the valley.
         
 
         The posada in Don Diego is not a cave-dwelling but a structural building in a row of whitewashed houses. There are two or three such streets in the village, one of them containing a general stores and a café, and another the church. In the small grey hills round the back of the village are the caves. The ground-plan of the posada consists of an oblong covered cobbled yard acting as a sort of narthex to the great dark stable beyond it. At one end of this narthex is a tiny kitchen with the usual open fire, and a windowless bedroom occupied by the landlord and his family, and at the other end the dining-room and the stone staircase leading up to the two guest bedrooms and a whole row of store-rooms leading one into the other and full of grain and vegetables and fruit: grapes and tomatoes hang drying along the beams. From all the upper windows of the inn and the other houses hang strings of scarlet pimientos.
         
 
         After breakfast my landlord, Rosendo Fernando Corall, led me into the mysterious depths of the stable and showed me a swelling on the Marquesa’s barrel which had come up in the night. He said it was caused by the girth having been done up too tight. I suggested hot fomentations, but he said cold water was best and he went and fetched some in an enamel basin and threw it, a little at a time, over the affected part. He was proved right as it gradually subsided with regular treatment until by the time I left Don Diego three days later it had completely disappeared.
 
         Rosendo loved animals and took a great pride in his mule which stood near to the Marquesa and was in lovely condition. Beside the usual paja y cebada he cut luscious bundles of lucerne for it from his own plot of ground. There was also a well-cared-for white donkey mare and her yearling foal in a loose-box off the main stable, which belonged to his father-in-law. It is wrong to say that Spaniards are unkind to animals. I do not intend to go into the morality of bullfighting. I simply wish to state that in their day-to-day relationships with domestic animals they are both kind and knowledgeable. You do sometimes see harness galls on mules and donkeys and packhorses but these are treated with a special lotion known to every muleteer and the offending breast-plate or breeching is left off until the sore is healed. After all, those of us who hunt or race or show-jump in England cannot avoid sometimes giving our horses and ponies bowed tendons, sprained shoulders, sore mouths and even sore backs, therefore we are not in a position to preach to other people. And if the various anti-sport societies succeed in stopping sport then our horses and ponies will become largely extinct and those that remain will be desperately bored spoilt pets. The happy horse is the working horse: fair work, fair food and fair rest, and that is what most Spanish animals get. With regard to deliberate cruelty provoked by anger or by sexual aberration this is alas common to all peoples owing to the beastliness of man, and is by no means peculiar to Spaniards.
         
 
         Rosendo said he would clean my tack and rub hog’s lard into the girth to soften it. Apart from her lump, the mare was due for a full day’s rest, so I decided to go for a walk in the vega which turned out to be a garden of paradise in the midst of the infernal regions. The little river Fardes runs through a narrow channel in a wide stony bed on the far side of the ravine and between it and Don Diego there is a strip of fertile land planted with peach and almond and pomegranate and fig and olive trees; close to the river there are several plantations of young poplars, their leaves shimmering gold in autumn glory. I managed to dodge the many children who seemed never to go to school in Spain and who started to follow me, and sat against an olive tree and did my homework for three hours on end. Suddenly half the olives fell off the tree, I shook it so with my laughter. I had got to one of those good coarse passages of Cervantean lavatory humour which was so applicable to loo-life at a posada that I split my sides reading it.
         
 
         I asked Carmen Corall Martinez, my landlady, if I could have jamón for luncheon so we went together to a neighbour’s house and bought a few slices which were then fried for me. After lunch I went to the village shop to buy myself a navaja, a jack-knife, which everybody carries in Andalusia. In the good old days it was useful for sticking into your enemy as well as into your meat: from now on I found mine invaluable for scraping my boots, picking out the mare’s feet and for eating off. The shop was well stocked with barley, flour, sugar, loops of sausage hanging from the beams, socks, canvas shoes and the sort of rope-soled sandals I had seen Fernando go to work in at Moclín. There appeared to be no tinned food. I bought a very nice comb as mine was broken, some chocolate, Marie biscuits (which seemed to be the only species obtainable anywhere) and half a kilo of boiled sweets for the children who were pressing into the shop to see exactly what I was buying. Another customer apologised to me for their behaviour, saying they were ‘sin educación’. I said that perhaps they did not see many foreigners. He told me that I was the first English person to come to Don Diego in living memory. This is the marvellous thing about rural Spain: the country roads are, thank God, sufficiently bad and full of hazards, such as potholes and fords, to deter the motorist; the smaller pueblos, though beautiful and unspoilt, contain no good pictures or outstanding architecture to attract culture-vultures, so that you may ride or walk for literally hundreds of miles without meeting anyone but Spaniards provided that you steer clear of the tourist centres.
         
 
         I left the shop surrounded by children clamouring for sweets which I distributed as fairly as possible. I asked them to take me to see their caves and we spent the next hour or so exploring them. I learnt the following facts from the inhabitants: that though troglodyte colonies have existed for hundreds (probably thousands) of years in this great ravine running northwards from Guadix (the famous trog-town)12 to the valley of the Guadalquivir, a distance of some eighty miles, caves are still being excavated today for families to live in. The hills out of which they are dug are of clay (argillaceous sandstone) and it takes two men approximately six weeks to cut out a four-roomed dwelling, one doing the hacking, the other wheeling the earth away. All the ceilings must be coved to carry the weight of the hill above them. The floors are often tiled and the walls are always whitewashed annually just as in the structural houses. More often than not the façade is stone-faced and whitewashed and there is a window in each of the front rooms with no glass in it, but iron bars to exclude thieves, not draughts. Further ventilation is provided by the tall wide round chimney which sticks so oddly out of the top of the little hill.
         
 
         In Don Diego you can buy a ready-excavated cavehouse, with electricity laid on, for £90 to £120 according to its condition and the number of rooms you require. Should you want to dig out a new one you do not have to pay rent to anybody for your bit of hill. Formerly it was the custom to pay a chicken a year to the lord of the village, Don Diego, by whose name the pueblo is still locally known though it is different from the one which appears on the map. To either side of your cave you can cut out hen-houses and stables and sties, according to the requirements of your livestock. There are always some bushes handy on which to hang your washing.
         
 
         I was asked into the living-room of several caves, each one of which was as clean as a new pin and much more spacious and comfortable than those in some of the ordinary houses and inns I had seen. The cooking facilities were identical: a large open hooded fireplace burning twigs and banked up paja. I would like above all to make it clear that the word ‘cave’ is not synonymous with ‘slum’ as some people in England seem to think. There are poor people and better-off people and some quite well-to-do people living in troglodyte colonies just as in any of our council house estates; and most of the families living in them are of Spanish and not gypsy blood. In point of fact I only saw two gypsies in Don Diego.
         
 
         The trog children are clean and well-dressed in brightly coloured hand-knitted jerseys and home-made skirts or trousers. They cannot afford the luxury of expensive shoes but wear rope-soled canvas ones or sandals. I saw no signs of rickety legs and they have lovely skins and beautiful teeth. Their every gastronomic whim is not catered for and no ice-cream van drives past their caves playing an irritating theme-tune on bells. No cake shop tempts them with cardboard éclairs stuffed with mock cream and they have no pocket money with which to buy sweets. But theirs is not the starvation-level poverty of the east: their daily diet of cocidos and pucheros and excellent bread, and fresh fruit, and occasional eggs and fish, together with nine months’ sunshine in every year turns them into beautiful specimens of humanity and they doubtless have tougher bodies and better teeth than a lot of overindulged children in our welfare state.
         
 
         I returned to the posada laden with pomegranates and grapes from my trog hosts. The school inspector had gone and the only guest was a tinker boy who looked about fifteen and who rode from village to village on his donkey mending frying-pans and ollas. He was sitting on his pack-saddle in the narthex eating black pudding off his navaja. It was a cold evening and an icy wind blew in through all the cracks of the dining-room shutters, so I went and sat in the little kitchen where there was actually glass in the narrow window, though the wind managed to find a way in through the space between the wooden frame and the wall. Carmen was sitting on a low chair by the fire feeding cereal to her little eight-month-old Rhesus baby, Juan Jesús, with a spoon. Her daughter Pilar (named after the much-venerated Virgen del Pilar at Saragossa) was a healthy girl of six and had been born a normal baby. Her next two children died soon after birth because Carmen was a Rhesus negative (so-called because the blood factor was first discovered in the Rhesus monkey) with antibodies which destroyed the red corpuscles in the infant’s bloodstream. Her fourth baby was born in Granada hospital and within an hour of birth the infant was stretched out on splints in the form of a cross to help the lungs expand. A polythene two-way syringe was carefully inserted into the artery of the umbilical cord and the blood gradually drawn out of the tiny body. Meanwhile the same quantity of fresh blood from the hospital bank was pumped in through the other channel of the syringe, about two pints in all. There is now a national health service in Spain, each person paying 40 pesetas a month (5/–), so that all Carmen’s treatment was free.
         
 
         I sat and wrote letters at a small table against the wall in which was a drawer containing stale bread for migas, a soup made of garlic and breadcrumbs fried in olive oil with water added. The handsome old grandpa was there and at 9.30 p.m. we all had supper of cocido and bread: my word, chickpeas are good when you are hungry! In addition to the usual fuel Carmen burnt a few maize husks and fir-cones on her open fire and I noticed some pine brushwood in reserve to start off an extra large olla. In one corner of the hearth there was a small square iron boiling stove into the bottom of which red-hot embers could be inserted and with a few fir-cones on top of them a quick and efficient heat could be obtained.
         
 
         After supper Carmen took me, at my special request, to call on one of the village schoolmistresses, Doña Encarnacion, who lived two doors away. She and her husband and brother-in-law and her little boy of four, Antonito, were sitting round their cosy-table in a small room so that there was a nice warm fug. They welcomed me to the table. I explained that I was a catechist in my own pueblo, a member of Las catequistas de nuestra Señora, and that I would be most interested to attend one of her classes. She said she would be delighted and that the next one would be on Saturday afternoon and would consist of an exposition of the Sunday Gospel. She was an enchanting person, I should say in her middle thirties, breathing out goodness and happiness and enthusiasm like so many of her kind. Her husband, who worked their little bit of land, obviously adored her and his little son, and without wishing to be mawkish, I must say that they struck me as a living example of the Holy Family, but with the wireless always on. They invited me to come in whenever I wanted to read or write, knowing how cold the posada could be.
         
 
         Later, while heating some water for my bottle in a small saucepan with no lid, on Carmen’s iron stove, I observed a kettle with a folding handle up on a shelf and asked if I could use that but was told it was a coffee-pot.
 
         Friday, November 10
 
         We threw more cold water at the Marquesa’s lump in the morning and I decided to exercise her bareback so as to give it every chance of going down. We forded the stream below the village where the animals water and the women wash, then crossed the vega to the river Fardes and followed its course upsteam towards Guadix, crossing and recrossing it at the many fords. Along the dry part of the river-bed there was a sand path used apparently exclusively by goats judging by the droppings (developing an eye for droppings is an essential accomplishment in cross-country riding in Spain). When these led down to the channel of rushing water and out again on the far side, you knew it was safe to cross.
         
 
         About three miles downstream among the shimmering golden poplars on either bank, we came to a formidable black Mantegna precipice to the left beyond which it was impossible to pass. So we cut across the now narrow vega to the stony road which leads from Don Diego to Guadix. As we approached the pueblo I saw two mules tied up outside a solitary cave-dwelling with a whitewashed stone façade. Out came an old man and his beautiful daughter so I asked if I could photograph them. I was, of course, asked in, the old man tying up the mare with the mules. I was given an extra juicy pomegranate to eat, sitting by the open fire. There were two little girls playing on the floor so I asked if they were the young woman’s but she said no, their mother was dead so she was living here with her father and housekeeping for the caveholder and his children. There were four rooms in the cave, each of the two front ones (the living-room and best bedroom) having a window with a reja (iron bars) but no glass, and two bedrooms burrowed deep into the hill at the back. Curtains took the place of doors. I was shown a photograph hanging on the wall and covered with a piece of cloth. This was lifted up to reveal the face of a good-looking young man. It was the woman’s first cousin who, she told me, had been murdered in 1952 by another man. I asked was it over a girl? But she said no, it was ‘por nada’ (for nothing). So I supposed it was the result of one of those displays of Latin temperament when knives are drawn which Ford describes as being so common in his time. We returned to the table and she told me of her nephew aged ten who was studying at the seminary school at Guadix and of how good the local cura had been to him. She was called Caridad.
         
 
         That evening I rode a little way along the mule-track in the opposite direction and found a bank of delicious grass along the side of an irrigation canal where the Marquesa stuffed herself full. She thought of very little else but food and would go on grazing for much longer at a time than an English horse. I think this was because the grass was much shorter in this arid land so it took her longer to get it. Anyway it was a blessing never to have to bother to tie her up, and to know that for as long as I continued to do my homework on Don Quixote she would continue to guzzle at her grass. I could find no suitable place for mounting without the saddle when the time came to go home. Some inquisitive boys from an isolated cave above me were vastly amused at my unsuccessful attempts. In the end I had to invoke the aid of a passing muleteer who gave me a professional leg-up. He did not laugh but took it as a matter of course to help an elderly lady in distress. How far from being sin educación are these noble Andalusians!
         
 
         After supper of fried eggs and melon I went round and spent the evening with Doña Encarna and her family and at her request, attempted to tell her the story of my conversion to Catholicism.
 
         It was raining and icy cold when I went to bed at midnight so I slept in all my underclothes with pyjamas on the top of them and two jerseys pulled over the pyjamas.
 
         Saturday, November 11
 
         We rode along the same track as the night before but went further. We had to cross a tiny bridge over a narrow irrigation channel and nothing on earth would make the Marquesa do it. I got off and tried to lead her over: I coaxed, I threatened, I called her a cow, a mulo, but nothing would budge her. Then I broke all pony club rules and tied her up by the reins – that is to say I fixed a long piece of cord to the reins the other end of which I tied to a thorn bush on the far side of the minute bridge. I then went round to her rear and slapped her hard on the quarters (which hurt me much more than her) shouting loudly. Very dignified, she took a couple of steps back and broke both cheek pieces of her bridle. How often I have ticked off children for tying up their ponies by the reins!
         
 
         She won that round but I was more than ever determined to get us both over the canal because, like the proverbial chicken, I wanted to see what was on the other side. I carried half the bridle with the bit and reins in one hand and led the mare with the other, having tied the cord to the noseband. Fifty yards further on there was another wider bridge over which the maddening creature followed me like a lamb though it meant sitting on her haunches and sliding down a prodigiously steep bank on the far side. I managed to mount off the bottom of this bank and found the Marquesa was every bit as easy to control without a bit as with one, because all Spanish horses neck-rein and the cord would turn her this way or that and a pull on it with a ‘Brrrrrrr’ would stop her.
 
         I dismounted a mile further on by a rushing mountain stream and mugged up my Spanish catechism (primer grado) while the Marquesa had her elevenses which she so little deserved.
         
 
         After luncheon I went round to the school which consisted of a single oblong room on the first floor of Doña Encarna’s house. Counted thirty-seven little girls, after the last late-comer had sat down at her small blue desk, aged from six to ten years. There was only one tall narrow window (with glass) in the classroom, behind the teacher’s desk, and I thought how far better this plan was for concentration than the distracting glass walls of our modern English schools. When doing a WEA course in one of them the year before I spent most of the time looking across to a recreation room where the members of the local youth club were playing ping-pong. How could I be expected to fix my mind on medieval history?
         
 
         Before starting the lesson we all stood up and said together the oración de la entrada: 
         
 
         ‘Enlighten our understanding O Lord and move our will so that with attention and diligence we will learn more easily the things which are taught us for our spiritual and temporal good. We pray this for the sake of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.’
         
 
         There followed three Hail Marys, after which Doña Encarna read out slowly and clearly the Parable of the Wheat and the Tares. She then explained to the little girls exactly what a parable was and the inner meaning of this one and how the teaching contained in it applied just as much to our time as to the time when Our Lord lived in Palestine. I hoped so much that Don Jorge Borrow, with his passionate love of the Gospel, was listening with joy to this lesson.
 
         While it was going on an elderly lady dressed entirely in black sat on a low chair by the window sewing, while little Antonito, Doña Encarna’s four-year-old son, kept running in and out wanting this and that. The discipline was excellent and the children took no notice of him, even when he went up and flung his arms round a chubby little girl who kept her eyes solemnly fixed on the Maestra.
         
 
         Then followed some reading practice and arithmetic during which naughty little Antonito, fed up by his failure to attract the attention of the well-disciplined pupils, climbed up onto a desk and started to do his own version of flamenco dancing. The Maestra, her patience at an end, left the blackboard and carried him out to his father in the kitchen next door.
         
 
         At four o’clock we all said the five glorious mysteries of the Rosary together, it being Saturday, the day of the week specially dedicated to Our Lady. Then the children recited the oración de la salida.
         
 
         ‘We give Thee thanks O Lord, for having helped us with Thy light and we implore Thee to continue giving us Thy divine help, so that those things which we have learnt may further our spiritual and temporal good; we pray this for the sake of Jesus Christ Our Lord. Amen.’ 
         
 
         Sunday, November 12
 
         I went to the first Mass at 7 a.m. because I woke up very early. It was fairly well attended by women, who sat on the right of the aisle, the few men sitting on the left. The cura preached for twenty-five minutes on the Parable of the Wheat and the Tares and I was delighted to understand so much of it thanks to having been well prepared by Doña Encarna. I reflected on how much easier it is to drive home the teaching of Our Lord in rural Spain where Biblical methods of agriculture are still practised, than in England where everything is mechanised and you have to explain what a reaper is as opposed to a combine harvester. I decided to go to the second Mass at 10 a.m. to hear the sermon over again. This was well attended by a lot of women and children, among them naughty little Antonito and his Mama, and a fair proportion of men. But I was much distracted by thinking about the chicken I had asked Carmen to kill for my Sunday luncheon. It is dreadful how often my thoughts stray to cooking when in church. I may start off with the best intention to hear Mass well, but my attention is quite another thing and soon wanders off into recipes and menu-planning until recalled by the Sanctus bell.
         
 
         After the second Mass I went along to Doña Encarna’s house to write letters in the schoolroom which was both light and warm because of the glass in the window. Meanwhile she and her husband were preparing their Sunday lunch in the kitchen next door. This consisted of a thick pancake made without eggs or milk but simply with flour, water and olive oil beaten together and fried over the open fire in the largest iron frying-pan I have ever seen. It must have measured at least eighteen inches in diameter. Señor Barros sat on a low chair over the fire and when the great moment of tossing arrived, he got up, took hold of the long pan handle with both hands, threw up and caught the gigantic crêpe on its top side, and returned the pan to the fire where the cooking process continued for a further ten minutes. When it was ready Doña Encarna begged me to have a little. She said it was called miga (which actually means crumb) and that most people in Don Diego would be eating it today because it was a favourite cold weather dish. I could not help thinking of all the roast Sunday joints on the tables of England. We sat round and ate the pancake straight out of the pan with some little white grapes, the traditional accompaniment. It was excellent, but I felt very ashamed returning to the posada afterwards to devour my chicken in solitary state. It had only been killed that morning as poultry and meat is never hung in Andalusia even in cold weather, so it was rather tough: but any sort of meat was a treat after a week of vegetable soups and stews. I was given a leg and wing and the liver, heart, gizzard and kidneys, the three last delicacies being very much appreciated by my good friends the cats. Then I had a tin of the local peaches. A feast fit for a Queen.
         
 
         After luncheon I went across to Señora Lola, the Balzacian character who provides the local cura with his main meals. I wanted to ask him if he would like me to play the harmonium for Benediction. But he had finished his lunch and left the cave. Did he too have miga? Señora Lola invited me in for a gossip and piled her fire high with maize husks which provided a nice blaze. We sat in rocking-chairs on either side of the fire and you got the sensation of being in a very nice sitting-room in an ordinary house. Neighbours kept dropping in for a few minutes and when they left more came. I practised the verbs I had learnt from the school inspector with great success and told them all about foxhunting.
         
 
         I decided to give a dinner-party for Doña Encarna and her family at my posada, so asked my landlady to get a bottle of vino tinto and make us a tortilla apiece. Then I went and invited the schoolmistress who beamed all over and thanked me profusely. The time fixed was 8.30 p.m.
         
 
         Doña Encarna and her husband, Señor Barros, his brother, and little Antonito arrived at 8.20 but Carmen mistook the time and we did not get our dinner until 9.15. I racked my brains as to how best I could entertain my guests, limited as were my powers of conversation. Finally I hit on drawing, an art for which I have singularly little talent, having failed twice to get my Girl Guide’s artist’s badge. But my burros and caballos and even a cocodrilo kept Antonito vastly amused. Then I became more ambitious and drew St George and the Dragon and St James and the Moor until at last a series of vast tortillas appeared and a bottle of wine with a plastic straw through the cork which we passed round and drank as from a porrón. Slices of melon completed the menu.
         
 
         While we were eating two girls came in and said the Juez (Justice of the Peace) wanted to meet me before I left; he had not been able to invite me to his house before owing to illness. So when we had finished eating, Señor Barros kindly offered to take me down to the house in the lower half of the pueblo. The old gentleman was sitting at his cosy-table surrounded by his family and I told him as much as I could about my riding tour and about England and foxhunting. Then I said how sorry I was to find that nobody in Andalusian pueblos played the guitar any more.
         
 
         ‘But,’ I said, ‘many of you sing cante jondo very beautifully.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Fernando does,’ came a chorus from the cosy-table.
 
         ‘No, no, no,’ protested the young man on my right.
 
         ‘I suppose you only sing when you are drunk,’ I said. This feeble joke, my first in Spanish, brought the house down.
 
         We returned to Doña Encarna’s house because it was warmer than the posada, and she showed me her bedroom with an almost life-size figure of the infant Jesus in a crib on her dressing-table. Such figures are not only brought out at Christmas as they are in England, but seem to be a permanent feature in many Spanish households. We then talked about education and she told me that owing to the shortage of teachers and accommodation most of the schools were run in two sessions, the morning one being for one group and the afternoon for another. This explains why there are always children playing in the pueblos, even during school hours. She also said that two new school buildings were under construction in Don Diego and that when they were finished four more teachers would be sent to the village so that all the children would soon be able to attend the full school day. We finally exchanged addresses and promised to write to one another and parted with much affection, the Maestra giving me a copy of the life of St John of God as a farewell gift.
         
 
         Monday, November 13
 
         I had arranged for Juan, my landlady’s first cousin, to guide me out of the infernal regions as there were no roads leading to my next port of call: only a labyrinth of mule-tracks and I knew I would never find the right one to lead me over the pale grey sierras on the far side of the canyon. When Juan had first called at the posada two days previously to fix terms, he wore his working clothes and had three days’ growth of beard on his chin. So I simply did not recognise him until he came up and told me we ought to start in half an hour. He wore a neat blue suit and a grey homburg hat and had evidently just emerged from the barber’s. He was a smallholder and had a nice, stocky black 13 hands 2-in. pony which he rode in an aparejo, the mattress-like pack-saddle used for all pack-animals in Spain, and a headcollar with only a rope to guide it by.
         
 
         I think the whole pueblo was there to see us off, including a great crowd of exceptionally beautiful and healthy-looking children. As usual my landlord had to fetch a chair before I could climb up onto the Marquesa and as usual everyone was too nice to laugh. I made my customary royal exit, this time enhanced by my mounted attendant Juan, and I shouted ‘Adios! Adios!’ while Doña Encarna and all the children shouted back ‘Vaya Usted con Dio-o-o-o-o.’
         
 
         We set off along the same track through the garden of paradise as that which led to my scene with the Marquesa, only Juan knew of an alternative path which led over a wide bridge. Further on we turned right across the valley, riding through peach plantations, then through wilder country with casuarina trees and bamboo and oleander, to the banks of the river  Guadiana Menor which we forded easily in spite of Juan’s fears that it might  be too deep after the recent rains. I put my feet up on either side of the  Marquesa’s shoulders and reached the further bank without getting wet.
         
 
         We then rode along a soft grey track which led up into the bare  beautifully modelled clay hills of Giotto’s frescoes. As we got higher there  was an ever wider view of the river valley below and the interminable grey  sierras beyond it. This sort of landscape gives you an insight into Eternity:  it is so vast and so beautiful and so still that you would like it to go on for  ever.
 
         Once out of the infernal regions we rode across a plain where flocks  of sheep grazed on invisible grass. We passed a boy about eight years old  riding a nice grey pony with a black mane and tail in a string halter with  just a blanket thrown over its back. He was carrying a large basket of  cabbages and had the natural seat of the born horseman. Then we came to  some low grey hills covered with small round towers which turned out to  be the chimneys of another trog colony. When I looked closer I could see  some very superior cave-dwellings with front rooms of whitewashed stone  built against the hill with strings of red peppers hanging from them, and  brightly coloured shirts and frocks drying on the bushes near the doors.  The Marquesa was going very short and I found a stone lodged in her off-fore  foot which neither Juan nor I could dislodge with our navajas, so I led  her the remaining half-mile to the posada in Cuevas del Campo where a  hammer and pincers had to be produced to remove it. The animals then  went up a very steep step into the stable and were fed cebada y paja while I  went to explore the pueblo.
         
 
         There was one long main street with a church half-way up it. Most of  the houses here were free-standing but some of them were built against  the hill behind them with caves forming the back rooms. On either side of  this main street there were grey hills riddled with troglodyte dwellings, far more than at Don Diego but in a less romantic setting. I spoke to the cura who was standing outside his little church and asked if he minded if I went into it in jodhpurs. Discovered that he spoke French rather better than I did Spanish so we conversed in that language. He very kindly took me into the church himself and explained that it was only thirty years old as Cuevas had grown to its present size of four thousand inhabitants during the past half century. The building was whitewashed both inside and out and had pointed windows and a nice little tower that blended well with its surroundings. To the right of the high altar a door led into his presbytery where there was a smart Hispano-Olivetti typewriter on the desk. He offered me a glass of brandy which I felt ungrateful at refusing but I just cannot swallow spirits unless pushed by acute pain. So I had a large glass of refreshing cold water while we talked of the coming Ecumenical Council and the problems connected with reunion. He offered me lunch but Juan was waiting to have it with me at the posada so back I went.
         
 
         I had brought the remains of my Sunday chicken along in a small cardboard box and Juan and I set to at a cosy-table, for some inexplicable reason in a bedroom on the first floor. It was all quite proper because we were surrounded by the landlord and his family and several of their friends, including a poor little crippled boy who dragged himself about the floor on his hands because his legs were paralysed. Eating tough cockerel with nothing but a jack-knife and your fingers before an admiring audience is a typical ordeal to which you must get accustomed when touring in rural Spain. Our landlady provided bread, tomatoes, melon and pomegranates and having eaten all we wanted I settled the account, including Juan’s keep for the night and extra cebada for the pony. He could perfectly well have returned to Don Diego that afternoon (a three-hour ride) but I had originally agreed to pay a night’s keep at Cuevas for him; he had five children and a sick wife, so I was delighted to treat him to a night out.
         
 
         At four o’clock I set off on my own, along the straight flat unmetalled road to Pozo Alcón, eleven kilometres away. Suddenly a young man with a coal-black bristly face galloped past me sitting sideways on a donkey, chasing his leading donkey which had gone on ahead towards home while its master had stopped to have a drink in Cuevas. Such an extraordinary feat of balance I have never seen outside a circus. When he finally drew halter rope (as opposed to rein) he shouted back at me that he would accompany me to Pozo, which was an appalling bore as I longed to be alone for a bit. So we rode along together while he ate his lunch: an enormous quantity of bread and raw fish which he slit open with his navaja, removing the guts with his little finger which seemed to me an unnecessary refinement. He of course offered to share his meal but I protested, as politely as I could, that I had only just had lunch at the posada: I was, however, delighted to accept some walnuts and dried figs which he next produced out of a grimy pocket.
         
 
         As we rode along he told me he was a coal merchant and had just delivered some coal to Cuevas. As I was a traveller I probably did not want to buy any coal. But would I like to buy some of his excellent home-cured jamón to take with me? Or perhaps his leading donkey to carry my belongings? I said that everything fitted very well into my alforjas and that the Marquesa was well able to carry them as well as me. This was a social occasion on which I badly needed my lost bota: Juan had one and I had had to drink out of it repeatedly on our morning ride for the sake of etiquette.
         
 
         The coal merchant now proceeded to cross-question me as to how much I had paid at this and that posada, how much I had paid Juan, etc. (I quoted lower figures all the time), till I got so bored that I asked him to sing in order to stop him talking.
         
 
         ‘Give me a hundred pesetas.’
         
 
         ‘No – ten.’
 
         ‘A hundred.’
 
         Exasperated, I started to sing myself and treated him to all three verses of the Lorelei in German, one of my set pieces. All I got for this was to be told how poor he was as he pointed to his knees sticking through his trousers. In self-defence I said I would give him twenty-five pesetas if he would sing to me for the rest of the journey.
         
 
         ‘Give me a hundred pesetas!’
         
 
         I handed him a twenty-five peseta piece which he could not resist and he started to sing cante jondo very well indeed. But not for long.
         
 
         ‘¡Me da cien peseta!’ he shouted threateningly, barring the Marquesa’s path with his sweet little burro.
         
 
         ‘I go alone to Pozo!’ I shouted back as I dug the iron points of my Moorish stirrups into the Marquesa’s sides so that we set off at a smart canter along the soft sandy side of the road, alforjas flapping madly. I could hear little tiny galloping feet pursuing me, but not for long: the Marquesa’s long stride soon outdistanced the donkeys, though I kept her cantering for at least a mile to put a comfortable distance between me and the nearest thing I ever got to a bandit.
         
 
         Up till now I had felt too self-conscious to say ‘May you go with God!’ to people I met or took leave of; but speed gave me courage and I shouted: ‘¡Vaya usted con Dio-o-o-o-o!’ at the top of my voice to everyone we passed. It was very exhilarating.
         
 
         Pozo Alcón is a large pueblo of 12,000 inhabitants with three doctors and three priests. It has a big cement factory and an olive oil refinery. About fifty men are at present employed in building a dam nine kilometres away which will be used for electricity and for irrigation.
         
 
         The posada to which I was directed had a very grand-sounding name: ‘Parador del Carmen. Camas y Comidas’ (beds and meals) ‘GARAGE’. I led the Marquesa through the usual covered cobbled yard into the garage which was full of mules, but I was told that they were tied up there temporarily while their masters were drinking at the bar, and that the real stable was beyond. My landlord’s eldest son, a smiling boy of sixteen, delightedly removed the saddle for me and fetched some cebada, and during the two days I spent in this inn he was the mare’s constant attendant, taking her out to water, seeing she had a continual supply of paja and saddling and unsaddling her. The corn feeds I always gave myself.
         
 
         I had a single bedroom with a narrow window facing north which actually had some glass in it. But as the top pane was half out and the shutters did not shut properly and the pueblo stood on a high plain at the foot of the Sierra del Pozo with an icy wind blowing off it, the room was extremely cold and draughty. I unpacked my saddle-bags to find that my nice Dayella pyjamas had been jolted out in my flight. So the coal boy had won after all – having picked up a prize worth at least three hundred pesetas! Perhaps he would wear the striped legs on his rounds in place of the torn pants with which he failed to arouse my pity?
         
 
         Opposite my bedroom there was a loo with the most ingenious plan for embarrassing the occupant which I have yet come across: it was L-shaped and the door was too big for its frame to shut properly. In the upper half there should have been four panes of frosted glass but one of them was missing so that any passer-by could look right in. When you slammed the door from the inside it stuck to its jambs for half a minute then burst open with a triumphant squeak. Impossible to reach round the angle of the wall to shut it again.
 
         Having had no time to myself on the road all day and supper not being for another four hours, I sat in my bed with two pairs of socks on, two jerseys and my overcoat and wrote some letters. But the snow-laden wind blew into my bones so I got up and went to evening devotions. Surprised to hear ‘Dios te salve Maria’ coming through a loud-speaker onto the plaza outside the church. This was the priest speaking through a mike as he led the congregation in the recitation of the Rosary from the pulpit. Afterwards I asked him what time Mass would be as the posada was ten minutes’ walk away and I might not hear the three bells. He said ‘Eight-thirty, no eight forty-five, no nine o’clock mas seguro.’
         
 
         Back from evening devotions I went to the stable to give the Marquesa her supper but could not open the door for the sheep which were leaning against it. Eventually forced my way in and fell flat across a fat ewe. She smelt deliciously of lanoline. When I finally got to the Marquesa there was another ewe lying on the chopped straw in her manger. She looked so cosy that I could not bear to dislodge her, so I moved the mare down a peg. Besides the sheep there were several large pigs, a string of nine mules, five donkeys, seven goats, two ponies, two white turkeys and a lot of chickens in the stable, which resembled Noah’s Ark. As I left I caught the naughty Marquesa directing a sly kick at one of the poor pigs.
 
         When I went along to the dining-room for supper my nerve nearly failed me: there were no less than seven men sitting at an outsize cosy-table eating saffron-coloured fish soup. I got the same sort of sinking feeling as I did thirty years ago before going into a deb’s dinner-party. But now, as then, I had to go through with it so I sat down between an electrician working on the dam with the face of a Byzantine Saint, and a jovial round-faced pig dealer who had been buying pigs at the market and had seen and greatly admired my mare.
         
 
         ‘Que buena jaca’ (What a good hack!) he said, little knowing that the Marquesa was doing her best to maim his purchases.
         
 
         I asked him if he had any horses of his own. He told me he had a farm near Pozo and used to keep two horses on it but they ate so much he sold them. Now he only keeps mules for farm work.
 
         Maria, the seventeen-year-old girl who waited on us, had flashing black eyes and flirted outrageously with the customers. Afterwards while sitting in the kitchen waiting to fill my hot-water bottle I met my host and hostess and their nine children. She did all the posada cooking while the children played in and out of the kitchen and the garage and the stables. Talked to a dam engineer and his wife who had not been at my supper table. They came from Madrid and she was lamenting her fate at being stuck in this remote provincial town. I suggested that she ought to buy a horse and explore the surrounding sierras but she did not seem to think it a good idea.
         
 
         In this large posada the cooking is not done on an open fire but at a tiled charcoal stove all along one wall. But even here there was no oven, so that the menus were confined to fried foods and stews.
         
 
         Pyjamaless, I went to bed in two sets of underclothes, including a lovely long pair of pants I bought at Malaga, my two jerseys and two extra blankets provided by Maria; with a very hot hot-water bottle and my overcoat on top of the lot, I really was warm at last.
 
         Only the French know how to deal with St Antony so I dozed off reciting … 
 
         
            
               Saint Antoine de Padou 
               
 
               Grand cocain, grand voleur, grand filou 
               
 
               Qui connaissez tous les p’tits trous 
               
 
               Rendez nous c’qui n’est pas a vous!  
               

            

         
 
         which had made him cough up so much for me in the past. But in my heart of hearts I felt that there was nothing he could do about my Dayella pyjamas.
 
         Tuesday, November 14
 
         I went to Mass at 9 (mas seguro at that hour the priest had said) to find that the Gospel was half finished. Oh! Mass times are the most exasperating of all the cosas de España! Excellent espresso coffee from the posada bar for breakfast, after which I went along to the hairdresser, having made an appointment the previous evening. I was now three-quarters of an hour late but the Señora had not even put the water on to heat, I was so punctual according to her ideas. The ‘salon’ was the small living-room in a small house in a side street. There was no window at all, so the front door had to be left open to let in light to aid the low-watt electric bulb. Eventually a saucepan of hot water was carried in from the next room and I was subjected to the following ordeal:
         
 
         
            1. A very large shallow basin was placed in the circular frame of a chair without a seat.
 
            2. I knelt on a cushion in front of it and bowed my head as for decapitation.
 
            3. An icy snow-laden wind blew in onto my legs.
 
            4. The basin was part filled with hot water from the saucepan and cold water from a bucket by Natividad, the Señora’s daughter.
 
            5. My head was thoroughly washed and rinsed in two waters while the hairdresser told me the sad story of her life: how her husband had walked out on her when her baby was still unborn; how he had never been heard of since, so that Natividad had never seen her father; how she had gone to stay with an aunt in Alicante for six months to learn her trade. While she first cut and then set my hair, her little girl shivered in a cotton frock and cardigan and handed out the rollers. Finally, I was put under a gloriously warm modern electric drier while Natividad sat close beside me eating her breakfast (11 a.m.) of dry bread and nut milk chocolate.

         
 
         The hairdresser charged me fifteen pesetas for my wash, cut and set – under two shillings. I was horrified and gave her twenty-five for which she was touchingly grateful. I then decided to go along to the saddlers to get some extra straps put on the flaps of my saddle-bags. Nothing shuts properly in Spain: neither windows nor shutters nor alforjas nor loo doors. Natividad returned to the posada with me and we fetched the bags and the bridle (which had been temporarily stitched with esparto thread by my landlord at Don Diego) and she took me along to the main street of Pozo which leads uphill to the church and where I had already noticed a great variety of shops: grocers, ironmongers, a clock shop, two chemists, cloth merchants and a covered municipal market where you could buy fish and meat and vegetables and fruit and groceries. We went into the saddler’s shop which was hung with beautiful samples of his craft: embroidered saddle-cloths and bags, breastplates and breechings and lovely shocking pink and scarlet burro bridles. I explained about the cheek pieces of the Marquesa’s bridle and showed the saddler where I wanted him to sew on extra straps and buckles to prevent my losing any more treasures out of my alforjas. I also bought a rope halter for tying the Marquesa up at night. Up till now she had only had a bit of string round her neck.
         
 
         Lunch at 2 p.m. consisted of very good cocido, a French omelette and tinned peaches. My only companions were a good-looking young officer in the Civil Guard, and a furniture maker from Baeza who said he was planning to go to Switzerland to practise his trade as he had some friends there to go to and could earn more money. He told me he was not married though he looked about thirty years old, so I advised him to get a pretty Swiss bride.
         
 
         When the evening light was just right for photography I walked up to the winding hilly streets at the top of the town and as I was wandering about taking picturesque groups of women sitting knitting and sewing outside their houses, a young woman came up to me and asked if I had lost anything on the road yesterday. Astonished, I followed her back to her house, went in, and there was the coal merchant, sooty as ever and grinning from ear to ear as he handed me my pyjamas. What could I do but give him cien pesetas? He had won hands down all along the line. And all that talk about poverty! I had nothing but a thousand peseta note for which he gave me nine hundred pesetas change straight out of his bulging wallet. We shook hands and parted the best of friends.
         
 
         On the fringe of the town there were several mountain streams with women washing clothes in them against the blue backcloth of the Sierra del Pozo. Women never seem to stop washing in Spain: morning, noon and night. I was fascinated watching two boys on a trotting donkey stallion having a wrestling match. They were sitting facing one another and each was trying to throw the other off. I never cease to admire the wonderful balance of these Andalusians. They are equally at home sitting forwards or backwards or sideways on a trotting or galloping animal and I believe that without any preliminary training they could ride a horse over the largest show jump.
 
         By this time I had inevitably collected quite a following of children. Every foreigner must be prepared to play the rôle of the Pied Piper in Spain and the sooner you accept the rôle the better. Shrieking at the niños does not rid you of them, as I had learnt at Don Diego. As we got back to the pueblo I said I would buy them some sweets and they led me to a shop where I bought half a kilo. But as soon as I got out into the street and started to dole them out, three or four to each child, more and more children appeared from nowhere until I seemed to be surrounded by a thousand outstretched arms. In desperation I threw the remaining sweets into the air, causing a rugger scrum and much yelling from two poor little girls who got trodden underfoot. Realised I must try to think out a new technique of sweet distribution.
         
 
         When I got back to the posada I went and wrote letters in the family sitting-room next to the kitchen. But one is never left undisturbed for long. Soon a mule dealer came in dressed in a grey cotton smock over corduroy trousers. He wanted to tell me how much he admired the Marquesa. He had seen her in the stable where he had just been to feed his nine mules. Next day he would take them home to Baza. Would I consider selling her? No, I explained, because she was not mine to sell. Would I ask her owner then? I was by now accustomed to offers for the Marquesa and had worked out a stock answer which, if not strictly speaking true, always deterred her admirers from bothering me further:
         
 
         ‘She is the English Duke of Wellington and Ciudad Rodrigo’s favourite mare,’ I said. ‘He always rides her when he comes to his estate.’
 
         This middle-aged dealer, one of the handsomest men I ever saw, had such a gentle way of talking and such courtly manners that were he to discard his smock for a white tie and tails, he would hold his own at the grandest dinner-party.
 
         I now heard ear-piercing screams coming from the covered yard. The pigs, to which the Marquesa had so much objected, were being weighed in scales suspended from the ceiling before being loaded into a lorry and driven away. I went to feed the old girl and found that all the sheep and pigs had left the stable. But the nine mules belonging to the aristocratic dealer were still there contentedly munching paja y cebada.
         
 
         My friend the pig dealer had gone home having seen his purchases safely onto the lorry. The men at supper were chiefly connected with the dam and a fascinating young Sevillian electrician was the object of Maria’s flashing eyes tonight. As a token of her affection she finally plunged under the cosy-table and burnt his legs with a hot cinder.
 
         Wednesday, November 15
 
         In the morning I set off for Tiscar. It was warm and sunny and the unmetalled road led up into the sierras and I determined to enjoy my own company at whatever the cost. Hit upon a plan which I subsequently put into operation for the rest of my ride: if I wanted to overtake somebody on the way I would trot steadfastly by them chanting ‘Vaya Usted con Dio-o-o-o-o.’ If I had been dawdling along or sitting contemplating the scenery while the Marquesa had her lunch break and I heard hoofs approaching I would climb up into the saddle with the help of a bank or rock and go off at a good canter. I simply had to have the day to myself if I was to shine in the social life of the posadas at night. But on this ride I did not have to resort to either of the above stratagems. I was passed by two lorries in twelve kilometres but met nobody either walking or riding. The mountains were thickly planted with pines and I saw a large white notice board which read: Ministerio de Agricultura. Patrimonio Forestal del Estado.
         
 
         Tiscar is a Grimm’s fairy-tale village, an aldea as opposed to a pueblo, having only about two hundred inhabitants. It sprawls down a rocky gorge at the head of which colossal crags dwarf a minute Moorish castle and it is difficult to distinguish between the work of God and the work of man fashioned out of the same rock. We turned off the road down the steepest stone path I had negotiated since riding over the two Himalayan passes into Kathmandu thirty years ago. Everywhere there were gushing, tumbling, sparkling mountain streams. Came to a mill with wheels underneath it lying parallel to the water instead of at right angles to it. Later learned that the flour ground in the mill is baked into bread on the premises in the only oven in the village. Just below it stood a row of three little crooked houses and outside the middle one two men were scalding the bristles off a vast slaughtered pig of the English large white breed, lying across a table. I asked for the posada and the elder of the men said: ‘This is it.’ He removed the saddle and led the Marquesa in through his very small front door (she could only just make it), past five women peeling a mountain of onions in the living-room, past the crooked stone stairs under which two little live pigs were sporting in a minute cellar – ‘These are for another year,’ explained my landlord – along a rocky stone passage and into a dark stable where the family mule Española was munching paja. The litter was largely onion peelings. I asked for two kilos of barley which the Marquesa tucked her nose into. I was then taken upstairs and given the choice of four beds: two in a bed/store-room and two on a dark landing. I chose one of the latter as being the furthest from the little window, suffering as I was from a sore throat contracted by the abominable drains at Pozo Alcón.
         
 
         Having unpacked my alforjas (nothing lost thanks to the extra straps on the flaps) to the repeated cries of ‘Water! Water!’ from the bristle removers, I returned downstairs to find the whole of the pig’s intestinal tube in a pale pink tangle on the table. The enchanting posada children offered to take me for a personally conducted tour of their village: there was Maria Bargar aged nine, and her brother Alberto, six, and their first cousins from over the way (whose father was working in Barcelona): Juanito aged twelve and little Vicente, bubbling over with charm, aged four.
         
 
         They took me first to the great cave of the Virgin of Tiscar. Through the vast wall of rock above the village a powerful torrent has cut a deep ravine: below the road there is a waterfall and below this a huge natural cavern with a two-hundred-feet span. In a recess at the back, framed in stalagmites and stalactites, there is a tiny white statue of the Virgin, a copy of the famous one venerated in the church. You look across the ravine to the cave from a wooden platform guarded by a balustrade to prevent pilgrims from falling over into the water rushing and hissing below. This platform can only be reached by bending double and walking through a long low tunnel beside a little irrigation channel. It must require remarkable powers of organisation to deal with the crowds who come here from all the pueblos around, within a seventy-kilometre radius, for the romería on the feast of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin on the 8th of September.
         
 
         We next puffed and struggled up to the church which stands in a level courtyard above the road. It is pleasantly plain with dark brick walls and a roof of shallow cupolas. In the sanctuary there are some modern frescoes in the style of eleventh-century manuscript painting and at the back of the altar stands the famous image of the Virgin of Tiscar, patron of Quesada, a characteristic Spanish Madonna figure in the usual stiff brocade dress, very wide at the bottom. As a priest only comes out from Quesada to say Mass on Sundays, the Blessed Sacrament is not reserved at Tiscar. Adjoining the church is the sacristan’s house and beyond it the huge pilgrim’s hostel, where people sleep in rows on their straw palliasses at the time of the romería. On the other side of the courtyard there is the series of rocky crags at the head of the gorge, with the Moorish fortress perched almost imperceptibly among them, and there is a path cut in the rock, up which you can make the Stations of the Cross.
         
 
         The children then led me down again to buy throat tablets at the village shop. The lady was astounded because I wanted the whole packet. She was accustomed to selling them in pairs. She shook them out of the packet onto the counter and proceeded to count them and to try to work out the total cost. In the end she had to call for the assistance of her husband to help her solve the problem.
 
         We scrambled up and down the steep rock paths amid scenes of Arcadian beauty with the music of water forever in our ears: alongside every track ran a little rivulet tearing down to the torrent in the gorge below. There were wild fig trees growing out of crevices in the rock; vines trained over trellises to give shade outside the little houses, some of which were colourwashed Reckitt’s blue; green strips of autumn-sown barley; almond and olive and peach trees and groves of poplars glittering with golden-brown leaves; a young man led a nice dapple-grey pony with pricked ears and an intelligent eye past us. All the young people wore gaily coloured clothes and the girls had red lipstick on their lips and undyed hair and looked so beautiful and so happy. And what washing! Jerseys and skirts and shirts and socks of vermilion and crimson lake and emerald and saffron and shocking pink drying on grey-green bushes and grey-blue rocks!
         
 
         We scrambled down a precipitous path to the river where the ladies of the posada were on their knees washing the coral-coloured intestines in a misty blue pool. And by the time we had climbed home the intestines had beaten us to it and were now cosily coiled up in a large earthenware crock. Such a scene of domestic industry I have seldom witnessed: the eldest son of the house, Hilario, was turning chopped onions simmering in olive oil in a gigantic black frying-pan standing on an iron trivet over red embers: his lovely young wife, Felicidad (Happiness), far gone with child, was washing tripe in an enamel basin on the table with Juanito’s mother helping her; his elder sister Paquita (engaged to an accordion player from Bellerda) and her mother Señora Bargar (my hostess) were crisping pimientos in smoking hot oil for a minute apiece so that they could afterwards be ground to powder; other women were cutting up onions, chopping parsley, peeling cloves of garlic and pounding peppercorns in a small brass mortar with a minute brass pestle. I was allowed to indulge in one of my favourite pastimes: blanching almonds.
         
 
         At roughly 9 p.m. we all downed tools and sat round two tables put together and ate a simple form of paella directly out of another huge frying-pan with dessert spoons. It was sloppier than the Valencian variety but very good all the same: saffron-coloured rice with sliced potatoes, garlic and pimientos with the seeds left in so that you had to cram masses of bread into your mouth to prevent the roof being removed. ‘Picante! Picante!’ observed Hilario shovelling it in.
         
 
         Back to work after supper, for we were making Morcillas Negras – black puddings. Three large saucepans of rice were put on to boil in quick succession and as one lot of onions finished cooking it was tipped into the largest black olla (cauldron) I have ever seen while another lot replaced it in the frying-pan. The cooked rice joined the cooked onions in the olla together with a mountain of bread crumbs, several pints of rendered lard, the chopped parsley, pounded peppercorns, nutmeg and cinnamon with the following ingredients put through a large meat mincer: the crisped pimientos, about fifty cloves of garlic and at least two pounds of blanched almonds. Then the blood of the pig was poured in, the mixture stirred well together and fed into sections of the intestinal tube each tied at one end, the other end being pulled over a metal tube fixed to the mincer. When a section was full, it was removed and tied at the other end and there was a long sausage-shaped black pudding. This process took most of the night. The children and I retired to bed at 11.30 p.m. but all the women of the household and their neighbours worked through until 5 a.m. the next morning.
         
 
         When I came down at eight o’clock to feed the Marquesa I counted eighty-two loops of black pudding hanging from the beams. Breakfast was sopa, bread broken into a bowl with sugar and barley coffee poured over it. Got through as much as I could, leaving a few sops at the bottom. The poor women were yawning a lot but all up and about their business.
         
 
         I took Juanito to school at Bellerda, the little village a mile further down the gorge. He got great prestige through riding the Marquesa. I rode in front for part of the way, when the path became so steep that I dismounted and led her. Bellerda was extremely pretty with a vine trained up the wall of nearly every house. The school was a long, low, new building standing in a small playground. The walls were of stone covered with smooth whitewashed plaster and the windows were a sensible size to induce concentration, not great sheets of glass down to the ground. I left Juanito and the aldea behind me and rode on to explore the mountain mule-tracks. We got onto a very narrow one above a little river and I was wondering whether to proceed or turn back when a kind ploughman called after me saying that a horse could not get along that path. He then left his pair of sleek brown oxen and took the trouble to lead me back for a quarter of a mile to a ford where we crossed the river and he put me onto a safe path.
         
 
         The track zig-zagged up and up while the river receded into a narrow silver ribbon below. A precipice fell away to my left and rose up to my right. I was far more frightened than when being chased by the coal merchant. It was impossible to turn round and I thanked God when we eventually came to the stoniest little olive grove I have ever seen. Got off and led the Marquesa back along the way we came. I always get vertigo on narrow mountain paths and do not like them.
         
 
         When we got back to the posada in the late afternoon everyone was busy in the kitchen making pork sausages and white puddings. Three enormous bowls of mince stood ready on the table, the one destined for the puddings containing, among other delicacies, the colossal lights of the pig, boiled and put through the mincing-machine and the tripe treated in the same way.
         
 
         That night we had a royal feast to celebrate the matanza (pig killing): ten grown-ups sat round the two tables while the four children sat on low chairs by the fire. We had no plates or glasses or forks, just a spoon and a navaja apiece.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         First course: Pig’s broth with bits of bread floating in it.
         
 
         Second course: Extra good cocido (chickpea and potato soup with cloves of garlic).
         
 
         Third course: Two large earthenware bowls containing slices of fried black pudding and assorted chitterlings eaten off the points of our navajas with pickled pimientos.
         
 
         Fourth course: A delicious pork and chicken stew served in the olla in which it was cooked, swimming in yellowish brown gravy and accompanied by a mountain of olives. This was great fun: you jabbed your navaja into a bit of meat and took pot-luck; you gnawed all the meat off the bone held in your fingers and tossed it over your shoulder onto the floor. At one point Felicidad fished out a hen’s claw which she sucked clean with great relish.
         
 
         Fifth course: Pomegranates.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         White wine was passed round and round in a porrón, and after the excellent meal was over the women washed the spoons and the serving dishes, scrubbed the tables and swept up all the bones off the floor, leaving the kitchen cleaner than many a one I have visited in the British Isles, and what a way to solve the washing-up problem!
         
 
         Owing to bad weather and the extraordinary charm of the children I stayed three nights at Tiscar feasting on pork flesh. For lunch each day we had little titbits of tenderloin and liver grilled in hot embers and eaten off the points of our navajas with wonderful Spanish bread. One morning I went and watched this being made in the bakehouse attached to the tiny mill just above the posada. A youth with a wooden-pronged pitch-fork was stuffing the vast stone oven with brushwood which had been brought there on the miller’s mule. Then he set it alight and it roared away for about a quarter of an hour, then he raked the ash to one side and put in a hundred round flat loaves which had been silently rising in rows on wooden shelves and tables under linen cloths, then he shut the iron door and left the loaves to bake into the most delicious bread you could wish to eat.
         
 
         On my last afternoon, while the rain poured down, I retired to the bed/ store-room beyond my landing to try to catch up with my diary, writing on the end of a treadle sewing-machine. There was a string stretched across the two beds with dresses and coats on clothes-hangers strung along it. There was a barrel of barley in one corner and a good sample of a distorting mirror covered with brown spots on one of the walls. On another there was an oleograph of the Blessed Virgin appearing to the souls in purgatory who seemed blissfully unaware of the flames licking their lower limbs, so intent were they on the heavenly vision above. ‘Some shall be saved, yet so as by fire.’
 
         When I went to the stable to feed the Marquesa little Vicente came too and proceeded to fling both his arms round the mule Española’s hind legs. I remonstrated and pulled him hastily away but he struggled free and hugged her legs again exclaiming: ‘Muy buena Española.’ And she certainly was very good for she never moved anything but her great ears, which went forward in appreciation of the affection shown to her by the little boy.
         
 
         Felicidad had begged me to come and see her house lower down the village before I went away, so hand in hand with Vicente we slithered together down the mud and rock path, approached the vine-covered porch, entered the front door and walked straight into the carcass of an enormous split pig! I was told the matanza had been at five o’clock this morning and all the poor women were hard at it again: black puddings, white puddings, sausages … onions, garlic, tripe, lights, herbs, spices, rice, almonds, breadcrumbs, and yards and yards of my old friends the pale pink intestines. Alberto had made a balloon of the pig’s bladder stuck into a short piece of bamboo: the only toy I saw in Tiscar apart from skipping ropes.
         
 
         Again fourteen of us sat down to supper which was on the table in a colossal frying-pan. Felicidad’s mother, who lives with her, said grace including two Hail Marys which we all joined in. She was an old lady of great dignity with a lined and leathery face and the calm beauty of suffering accepted. She told me later that she had had ten children and lost five and that the lovely Felicidad was her youngest.
 
         We did not have a five-course feast as at the first matanza, but one great mess of pottage in the frying-pan containing chickpeas, onions, potatoes, pimientos, garlic, saffron, and lumps of streaky pork. In place of the usual fresh fruit we had home-bottled peaches from the Bargars’ orchard. Hilario (Felicidad’s husband) told me that they also have their own almond trees and olives and grow enough barley to feed Española and visiting beasts at the posada. He also discoursed on different eating customs (we had been given forks at this meal but nobody used them except myself and Felicidad who had received them as a wedding present). Some time ago, he said, he had gone to work in Madrid for a year and a friend of his who had been a waiter told him that at the hotels each person used several knives and forks and spoons and plates and glasses at every meal. Did I think this was really true? And what was the point of it? I admitted that it was, in fact, true, but that I could not see the point of it. The custom in Tiscar, I assured him, was far more sensible and friendly, as well as saving the women a lot of work.
         
 
         At this matanza I had actually come in for the cooking of the black pudding. On the floor three purple serpents floated in a shallow crock of blood and water waiting their turn to be boiled. Beside them in a wide round basket further serpents reclined, draining on a cotton cloth, having been boiled. On a large iron trivet sat a great black olla with a host of wriggling serpents simmering in it. When they boiled too fast someone would throw a little cold water onto the pine-wood fire to damp it down. This is the way you control your cooking heat in Andalusia. The serpents were the black puddings, which the women had been making all day, enclosed in lengths of the pig’s faithful intestinal tube. After supper they set to work again to finish off the white puddings and the sausages and to feed the mixtures into the remainder of the intestines via the mincer.
         
 
         I sat in a corner by the fire and wrote a considerable part of my report on Ford’s Gatherings from Spain for Jock Murray. The interruptions were many and varied but by this time I had become impervious to them: people kept standing between me and the only light, a circa 15-watt naked electric bulb hanging from the ceiling in the middle of the room. The older women kept commenting on how remarkable it was that I could write so fast when they could not write at all; then Vicente tried to deflate Alberto’s pig’s-bladder balloon and there was a lot of yelling. Eventually I stopped writing and took naughty little Vicente onto my knee and jogged him up and down playing mulos. Then I went through my limited art repertoire, drawing the usual burros, caballos, and cocodrilos, working up to my two masterpieces of St George and the Dragon and St James and the Moor. The little four-year-old niño then fell asleep in my arms, where he remained until Felicidad insisted on taking me up to her bedroom to show me her wedding presents.
         
 
         All her girl friends came up too and I was shown embroidered sheets, nightdresses galore, pants and petticoats and finally the layette which provoked much giggling, especially when the mackintosh sheet was produced. Behind the double bed there was a glass-fronted niche containing a large plaster figure of the Holy Child in the crib with the young couple’s wedding bouquet laid beside it and a coloured picture of St Damian, Apostle to the Lepers. Felicidad gave me a pamphlet about him and a copy of a Jesuit magazine she takes in. Most of her generation in the south of Spain can read and write, education having made much progress under the present regime: it is the grandmothers who are largely illiterate.
         
 
         I had throughout my tour admired the local earthenware bowls out of which we ate, and the amphorae which are still used for carrying and storing water, there being a special wooden stand in every house into which they fit. When we returned to the kitchen Felicidad showed me with pride, some ugly modern plates arranged for show along the mantelpiece, and a green plastic cruet: further wedding gifts. Blast and damn all plastic consumer goods seeping in to spoil the virgin beauty of Tiscar.
 
         Saturday, November 18
 
         Early in the morning, when it was still dark, I had a call to the stables and in stumbling down to answer it I woke the two little pigs under the stairs who woke my landlord by their screams who thought it was a thief. ‘It’s only the English Señora!’ I shouted nervously: whereupon he kindly switched on the light to reveal me crouching under Española, and discreetly returned to his bedroom on the ground floor.
 
         When I came down dressed, at eight o’clock, the ceiling decoration excelled the most beautiful Adam plasterwork both in colour and design; for added to the purple loops of black puddings there were carmine loops of sausages and shell-pink loops of white pudding, all of them exuding a most delicate scent – which an Adam ceiling does not.
 
         Maria and Juanito now accompanied me on a farewell visit to the vast and mysterious cave. I wish I could convey something of the simplicity of these Andalusian village children: they possess no toys bar those provided by a pig’s inside; they eat the plainest of food and have no outings to the seaside in luxury motor-coaches; they have never been to a cinema nor watched television; they live in a non-atomic age knowing nothing of the world beyond the two pueblos on either side of them, Quesada and Pozo Alcón. And yet even the older ones appear to enjoy a sense of fun and wonder which it is increasingly difficult to find in a land of plenty where God is the Internal Combustion Engine and children’s teeth are ruined at an early age by surfeits of sweets. What is the answer? How can one preserve a balance between poverty and plenty so that true happiness is not corrupted by a false sense of values? Of course I do not know. If I did I should have solved the riddle of the Universe.
         
 
         On our return to the posada I was given a small earthenware bowl containing the pig’s brains grilled on pinewood embers. Eaten with bread and salt it was a breakfast to remember.
         
 
         Sorrowfully, tearfully, I gave Española a farewell pat, then kissed and hugged each of the children in turn, thanked my host and hostess for their marvellous hospitality, and reluctantly rode away.
 
         Tiscar is far more impressive from the Quesada side than from that of Pozo Alcón and I kept having to stop to take photographs of the great rock screen and the tiny Moorish tower and the grey mountains which appeared through the cutting and which seemed to be floating towards the infernal regions on a sea of white cloud. About five kilometres beyond the village I noticed a boy with two donkeys turning off along a track to the left. I followed and passed them as it was obviously a short cut to Quesada. It rejoined the road some way further on and then another track branched off, so that three parts of the journey can be made by mule-tracks. 
 
         When I got to Quesada I had half a mind to proceed to Cazorla. Then I thought the Marquesa would like a feed so I led her down a very steep cobbled lane to the main street which was narrow but tarred. There was a nice posada with a bedroom which had two panes of glass in the window and two panes broken out. The stable was stuffy and smelly with all the household refuse thrown down on the litter, not at all up to the usual standard of compost. The poor Marquesa was tied up close to a huge pile of logs and they kept slipping down between her legs (later, when some mules left I moved her lower down). I bought two kilos of barley in the shop next door as the landlord had not got any, then went and called on the párroco.
         
 
         Don Antonio, an exceptionally charming man, was sitting at a desk in his office, wreathed in smiles and busy receiving an endless stream of parishioners who came to him for papers to be signed and questions to be answered. I asked him to tell me the story of the Virgin of Tiscar. He welcomed me most warmly to his pueblo, invited me to luncheon, promised to tell me the story afterwards and in the meantime insisted on taking me to the town hall to meet the Alcalde (mayor), Don Antonio Navarrete, who is a nature poet of distinction and has recently published a collection of lyrics describing the rocks and streams and birds and plants of his wild sierras. I subsequently showed this book to the American poet Gamel Woolsey, the wife of Gerald Brenan, and here is her translation of one of the Alcalde de Quesada’s poems….
         
 
         
            The Jackdaws
            
 
            
               There are mountains like brooding hens to hatch jackdaws
 
               With their croaking and their mineral feathers:
 
               So that the unmoving cry of the darkness
 
               May knife-pierce the eyelids of the dawn.
               
 
               They are children of stone, like water and lichen,
 
               And carry through the wind ancient messages
 
               Of nights without horse-breaking and without cooing.

            
 
            
               They ignore the birds, because their pure sheen
 
               Limits them to a flight of broken crystals,
 
               In the folds of hidden geology;
 
               And they stare at the flesh which flies, daughter of other flesh,
 
               Gazing at it with a gaze of quartz.
 
               When a jackdaw dies an ivy plant appears
 
               In the crevice where it had its nest:
 
               It is so that the stones renew themselves
 
               Instead of with children of their entrails.

            

         
 
         I was now led by the priest and the poet across the plaza to a pleasant little picture gallery, just completed and containing the works of Rafael Zabaleta, son of a Quesada cloth merchant who died last year at the early age of fifty-two. Thanks to his friend the cultivated Alcalde, this painter had been honoured in his own country. His early work shows the influence of blue Picasso, then there are traces of pointillism, Braque, Matisse, the Douanier. A master of composition, he comes into his own painting his pueblo and its surrounding sierras and some of his harvest scenes are worth a special journey to Quesada to see. I was deeply moved to find this nest of culture in such a remote mountain fastness: the theologian, the painter and the poet.
         
 
         I returned to the posada to change into a jersey and skirt. My landlady was suitably impressed when I said I was going to lunch with the parish priest. I told her that I had now definitely decided to stay the night as it was unlikely that the meal would be over before 4 p.m., there were two churches to see and it got dark soon after six.
         
 
         Back in the presbytery Don Antonio introduced me to his sweet old mother and father who lived with him, and his mother told me she had two younger sons both studying for the priesthood in the Diocesan seminary at Jaén. The house is one in a row, the small rooms having tiled floors and the study containing glass-fronted bookcases crammed with theological works in Latin and Spanish, including complete editions of St Teresa and St John of the Cross.
         
 
         For luncheon we had rabbit and potato stew followed by liver, and ending with a surprisingly English beige cornflour pudding sprinkled with sugar and cinnamon. When we had finished the priest told me, with much patience and repetition, speaking very slowly and clearly so that I could understand him, the story of the Virgin of Tiscar …
 
         ‘St Isicio, disciple of St Peter, was Bishop of Carcesi, Cazorla and Quesada, in the first century. It was he who, according to tradition and the history of Escudero de la Torre, brought the image of the Virgin of Tiscar which was venerated by the people until the Moorish invasion in the eighth century.
 
         ‘When the Moors conquered Tiscar, they took the image of the Blessed Virgin prisoner for six hundred and three years. They did not destroy it but used it as a hostage with which to extort payments from their Christian subjects.
 
         ‘In 1309 the Archbishop of Toledo Don Gutierrez Gomea and the Infante Don Pedro of Castile, conquered Quesada and ten years later Tiscar. As they were marching on the latter the Muslim governor of the fortress, Mahommed Handoun, thinking that the motive for the attack was to recover the image of the Virgin, hurled this into the torrent below the great cave known as “The Cave of the Water”. But instead of being broken into a thousand pieces by the force of the stream against the rocks, it floated safe and sound to the bank. Twice more the infuriated Moor hurled it back into midstream and twice more it returned to him undamaged. The fourth time he pushed it back into the raging torrent he struck at the head of the image with his sword and slashed the Virgin’s forehead after which she finally sank. This was told to the Infante and the Archbishop after they had taken possession of Tiscar by one of their Muslim captives. They at once hurried to the great cave, whereupon the sacred image immediately reappeared so that they were able to lift it safely onto the bank. It was subsequently repaired and put in order by a Christian craftsman but he was unable to efface the scar on the Virgin’s forehead made by the infidel’s sword.
         
 
         ‘Tiscar became Christian once again and the miraculous image was placed in the church built on the site of the Muslim prison where Our Lady had spent so many centuries as a hostage of the Moors.
 
         ‘Some years later the Archbishop decided to move the precious image to Toledo and with this object in view he had it tied onto a horse. He rode behind on another horse but when the Virgin reached the second watchtower on the road to Quesada, the image slipped off its horse and returned miraculously to Tiscar. The Archbishop and his train turned their horses round and hurried back to the wild and rocky stronghold where they found the image back in its place in the church. The Archbishop then perfectly understood that the Blessed Virgin wished to remain in the prison where she had spent six hundred years. So the image remained in the church until 1936 when the reds hammered it to pieces and threw them into the torrent below the cave.
         
 
         ‘In 1939 the sculptor Hinqueras made an image of the Virgin of Tiscar which he was able to copy faithfully from photographs. Three years later the scar appeared on the Virgin’s forehead which she had received from the angry Moorish governor in 1319. It may be seen to this day.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The story finished, we talked about the Anglican Church and the doctrine of infalibilidad. Theology is the only subject on which I can have anything approaching an intellectual conversation in Spanish because the terms are the same as in English, both being of Latin origin: you simply substitute ad for ty and it nearly always works: Trinidad, Caridad, infalibilidad; or ción for tion: concepción, contrición, transubstanciación, and that works equally well.
         
 
         Don Antonio was astounded when I told him that several religious orders in the Church of England recited the whole of the Divine Office in Latin, and how widely read were the Spanish mystics by Anglicans, both lay and religious. Before taking me off to see his churches he presented me with a book on the Rosary. My tour was now becoming like George Borrow’s the other way round: whereas he distributed sacred literature I was receiving so much that I should soon have to hire a donkey to carry it.
 
         We went first to the smaller of the two Quesada churches, pleasant provincial baroque dated 1634. Then we walked uphill, through streets with more pots of flowers to the balcony than in any other pueblo I have seen, to the parish church above the town, built on the site of the Moorish castle of which it retains the tower. The interior is cluttered up with images of little merit but Don Antonio told me he was going to transform it and clear a lot of stuff out. He also said that the Virgin of Tiscar is carried here each May, fourteen kilometres along the mountain road on the shoulders of his male parishioners, including those of the literary Alcalde, and returns to her own village at the end of August in time for her birthday on September 8 when the great pilgrimage takes place. He then went on to say that the British had said some unkind things about Spain: that we did not understand that Franco’s rule was quite different from that of Mussolini or Hitler; that before the civil war communist infiltration was rife; that Franco had saved the country and preserved the Catholic Faith; that there was great respect for the priesthood in these parts (indeed I had seen two men come up and kiss his hand in the street), and that the people were poor but happy, and that everyone had enough to eat.
         
 
         As I was producing and rearing my son during the civil war, 1936–9, my ignorance of its origins is profound (when I have finished my homework on Don Quixote, I hope to do some on Gerald Brenan’s Spanish Labyrinth and Thomas Hughes’ Spanish Civil War) so that I can only judge a small corner of Spain as I see it today. Having spent six months in fascist Italy in 1928 and been present at the famous adunata in Rome on the eve of the Abyssinian war in 1935 and having lived in Berlin for three months in 1933, I can only agree with Don Antonio that the present regime in Spain has created a very different atmosphere to that in the hundred per cent fascist countries of Italy and Germany before World War II. Naturally there is known to be a certain amount of anti-clericalism among people whose husbands or fathers were shot by the nationalists and who would rather die than darken the doors of the church: but I didn’t myself come across any of these, whereas in Italy every other man I sit next to in a train or a country bus hates the church and there is an aggressively anti-clerical atmosphere up and down the country which is very unpleasant.
         
 
         After Saturday evening devotions in the little baroque church, where the Hail Marys were said nice and slowly so that I was not left miles behind, I returned to my posada to be greeted by the now familiar screams of pigs being weighed in the narthex. A bright idea struck me: I would get weighed myself together with my equipment to see just how much weight the Marquesa had to carry up and down the sierras. So I queued up and took my turn sitting in the rope scales, followed by my saddle with its great iron stirrups, then by my alforjas, boots, and vast oilskin coat. Total weight: 131 kilos or rather over 18 stone! The saddle alone weighed just on half a hundredweight. Decided to augment the Marquesa’s already generous corn ration to that of a heavyweight hunter in full work – 16 lb. per day.
         
 
         For supper I had two fried eggs and dry bread, followed by grapes. I was not very hungry, having had a three-course lunch at the presbytery. Afterwards I sat round an open brazier in the cobbled narthex and talked to a man of unknown profession who was anxious that I should warm myself. He offered me some of his supper of dry bread and raw fish but I protested that I was full right up. The other guests consisted of a young married couple who went out and bought their supper and came back and ate it at the brazier: bread and herrings. My landlord (whose right arm was shrivelled below the elbow – he told me he was born like it) and his wife had fried fresh sardines which they ate with their fingers, using their navajas with which to cut off huge hunks of bread. Loaves and fishes everywhere: the symbols of Christ and the Eucharist.
         
 
         I filled my hot-water bottle with an enamel mug from water heated in a frying-pan – a very skilled job – gargled in strong vinegar provided by my landlady, and went to sleep sucking penicillin throat tablets which tasted of peppermint.

      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/map_online.jpg
Dehesas Viej

oFenalia de las Villas

*GUADIX

*GRANADA \‘N"/ o,

\\\\\VH\\\ %
R 0

\“\i //II///H”HMI i ,ﬁ,,, 1 n
; I 17, a

3 S \\\ul/ ‘\ll/, \\u”\\mu.o T % ;/l“\w
=) 7

uxll 74 ‘\\

q/r"mﬂ"l\\\\\ = ]
#Lanjaron

%d‘

ANDALUSIA
Granada

MOROCCO

Miles

° 100

200






OPS/a0_2_online.jpg
ELIAND

T.ondon





OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OPS/a151_online.jpg
EIAND





OPS/9781906011857_cover_epub.jpg





