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VILA
And Its ParadorÁ he first known inhabitants of Ávila were the Vettons.

Although they were cousins of other tribes that lived nearby,
they fought fiercely for control of land and animals to hunt,

both of which were abundant at that time. Of that ancient Obila,
many sculptures of bulls and pigs remain. "Verraco" boars can still be
seen in the capital and around the province, such as the Toros de
Guisando in Tiemblo, or the boar that adorns and protects the
Parador.

Some time later, during the first century of our era, Bishop San
Segundo, one of the Seven Apostles, came here to convert the town to
the true Christina faith. The much-feared Sarracens also arrived,
taking advantage of the lack of interest shown by their enemies in the
lands known as the "Duero deserts".  They lived here in harmony
alongside the Christians until the town was conquered by Alfonso III
in the mid-9th century.

After many changes and events, the old Roman walls eventually
had to be rebuilt to make the town impenetrable. Legend recounts the
courage of Ximena Blázquez: Aballah-Alhazen took advantage of the
soldiers' absence from the town to besiege its walls with an army of
nine thousand or more troops. The valiant Ximena, who took the
reins as an impromptu general, "ordered hundreds of bonfires to be
lit, trumpets to be sounded everywhere and the women to line up
behind the parapets wearing soldiers' helmets. When the Sarracens
saw the size of the defending forces, they retreated, renouncing their
plans for conquest..." Since that day, five helmets adorn the town's
coat of arms in memory of the occasion and in gratitude to the town's
women.

The Jews were also had an important presence in the town at that
time. They were particularly active in commerce and ran the mills
and tanneries of the town's Telares district. Although their presence
was evident throughout the town, most of them preferred to live in
close concentration in the "Yuradero" district, close to the church of
San Vicente. The church is a fine example of Romanesque architectu-
re and definitely worth a visit. The Moors also made a great impact
on the town in the early 16th century. Their numbers were so great
that there were four mosques and they were governed by Moorish
mayors.

Starting in the year 1000, during the reign of Alfonso VII, this town
of granite streets and hardy souls, began to experience a combination of
military, religious and economic prosperity. Ávila's standards collected
numerous victories in battle. King Alfonso X "the Wise" held Court next
to the cathedral and King Sancho "the Brave" was crowned here. Here
also, the Bishop and prolific writer Tostado was known for his arrogant
defense of his limited stature before Pope Eugenio IV with this state-
ment: "The height of a man is measured from his hairline to his eye-
brows..."

T

Palaces That Move The Soul

"...This town of Ávila, so quiet, so silent and calm, is at the same
time a town of music and sounds. It sings the song of our eternal

history, and our ever- present hunger for eternity..."

Miguel de Unamuno
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Ávila would become a favorite residence of nobles and monarchs,
including the Catholic Kings, who enjoyed the cool summers here. It was
also a center for the Holy Inquisition against Jews and heretics, with
more than a hundred burned to death and many others publicly dishono-
red. The Jews grouped together in the brotherhood of "la Percha, la
Carda y el Peine" to protect their positions as dyers and weavers. The
town would finally judge and condemn Torquemada to his own death by
burning. This cruel visionary met his end in the hot embers of "El
Brasero" and a nearby field bears this name in memory of the event.

These granite lands were also home to the brave, but frustrated
comuneros, who waged an unsuccessful revolt. It also gave birth to
many artists and writers...

Travelers should take full advantage of what this town has to offer
and recall the advice of Unamuno: "Castile is the best of Spain. And of
all the towns in Castile, few, if any, are better than Ávila."

t is not clear when it began, but this building has always
housed nobility and people of high office.  It is known, howe-
ver, that the Palace of Benavides was formerly home to Juan

Henao, the town's governor. It was later the Sarmientos' mansion, a
barracks for the Civil Guard, home of countrymen and women and,
finally, a summer residence of the Marquis of Benavides.

This elegant building was the strategic operations center for
Generals Mola and Varela in 1936. It was twice visited by Franco and
his war council.

Wherever visitors walk, they will see palaces bearing shields with
the names of noblemen and warriors, and mansions that still have the
granite bench that was used by women to reach the horse's saddle.
There are ruins and relics that have endured the passage of time in
better or worse condition, all of which serve as reminders of wars and
heroic feats, mystical existences, and singular legends.

The surroundings of the
Parador still evoke the wande-
rings and tribulations of Teresa de
Cepeda, Saint Teresa of Ávila.

The Palace was built in the
early 16th century, with two main
buildings, a courtyard and latti-
ced windows. It was built against
the old Roman wall over the now
buried Calle de los Caños, the
former water course "that gave
abundant and good water."

Shadows with Eyes of Wax

I
At the beginning of the century, a diligent researcher and writer des-

cribed the palace as follows: "The original section, both inside and out,
is in good condition, with the room layout and windows. All this, toge-
ther with the luxurious period furniture in all the rooms, creates a
delightful atmosphere." And we hope that visitors continue to find it so.
But the most interesting parts of all were the museums and a library
containing some 35,000 volumes, 25 manuscripts and approximately
800 early printed books. "In the time of the last Marquis of Benavides,
the Teresiana section was by far the best in Spain. There were also two
sections on bullfighting and one on Cervantes."

The last Marquis took the generous decision to cede his possessions
to the State in order to maintain their integrity.

Visitors should be aware that they are privileged to be in a house
whose walls, corridors and rooms have experienced numerous miracles,
adventures and even the persecution of Avila's saint.

Teresa was born in a house
nearby where she lived in the
early 16th century, when smoke
already rose from this Parador's
chimney. An aunt of the girl's
mother was the lady of this noble
house at that time. The girl and
her friends would break into the
garden to steal the fruit from the
mulberry tree that offers shade
and fruit to visitors even today.

The Los Verdugo Mansion can
be found easily on any walk
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through the town. It is an imposing building protected by a Celtic boar
that killed Lorenzo de Cepeda, Teresa's beloved brother. Its windows,
decorated with Plateresque features, were the origin of weeping and
wailing during the horrors of the past, evoking the spirits of adventu-
rous Moorish infidels and frustrated martyrs. 

Taking the street named after the heroine Ximena Blázquez, visitors
will come across a neo-Classical building with Baroque features, built
in the 17th century on the site of Saint Teresa's birth. The Carmen and
Santa chapels were the Cepeda family's living room and bedroom.
They are now adorned with polychrome statues by Gregorio Fernandez.
Outside is the garden where Teresa and her bro-
ther Rodrigo used to play and dream toge-
ther...Today, the church is also a museum and a
commercial center selling relics and souvenirs of
Saint Teresa.

The Mercado Chico plaza transports visitors
into the "modern" times of five centuries ago. It
was used for bullfights and was the permanent
center of the town's life. There were bars, res-
taurants and inns in abundance, recreation and
commercial centers, artisans, sellers of religious
icons and beggars. This was the center for spee-
ches, proclamations and royal receptions. The
Church of San Juan has dark Visigoth origins
with subsequent Romanesque, Gothic and
Renaissance additions. It was Teresa's parents'
local parish, and is where she first practiced the
faith. From the church bell tower, the sound of
the bell came forth, broadcasting good and bad
news to all the neighborhood.

Ávila was Jewish until it was converted to
Christianity. Saint Teresa spent her youth in
these streets experiencing a mixture of childish
loves and the dark drama of the convert. Her
paternal grandfather was "one of the rich Jewish
merchants of Toledo." Her father had come to Ávila to escape the
Inquisition and married twice into local nobility. He was so intent on
hiding his origins that he turned his back on commerce and lived solely
from the proceeds of his capital. He died in poverty, much to the dis-
tress of Saint Teresa.

Just on the other side of the wall, near the Rastro, is the convent of
Nuestra Señora de Gracia. Teresa spent a year here at the age of seven-
teen when she was so "taken by distractions and adolescent escapades
that her father considered the virtues he wished her to maintain to be

in danger." At that time, she showed no signs of her future piety.
"Nothing was further from my mind than becoming a nun" she confir-
med later in life. These walls, that are now a magnificent Renaissance
chapel, were also home to the daughter of the unconquered hero of
Lepanto, Juan of Austria, during her exile. Her uncle, the Emperor
Felipe II, was obliged to confine her because of her amorous intentions
towards a false king of Portugal, the Pastelero de Madrigal, who was
eventually sent to the gallows.

The monastery of La Encarnación deserves a lengthy visit. It was
built at the height of the Teresiana movement.

Its Renaissance and Gothic fea-
tures complement one another.
The Saint of Cepeda lived, wor-
ked, prayed and worshipped here
for thirty years. According to
Pope Leon XIII, here visitors
"walk on the most holy ground
outside the Holy Land."

These stones listened to the
trials and tribulations of love of
San Juan de La Cruz when he
was chaplain here. "It is not pos-
sible to talk to Father Juan about
God" confessed Saint Teresa,
"because he is transported and
takes you with him..."

The monastery was also a
place where other illustrious and
saintly visitors stayed, such as
Francisco de Borja, Pedro de
Alcántara, Luis Beltrán...There
are also important relics of Saint
Teresa, such as the crucifix that
always accompanied her on her
travels, a pitcher, a jug, a piece of

her tunic, her signature and a drawing of the crucifixion by San Juan
de la Cruz that would eventually be the inspiration for Dalí's Christ.

Visitors to the Parador are invited to relive its most glorious
moments and recall the Renaissance period when Teresa's Ávila shared
the doubts,  rebellions and eternities of Tomas Moro's "Utopia", the
enemy reforms of Luther and the works of other illustrious con-
verts....Lorca surrounded the songs and murmurings of these streets in
"damp shadows with candlelit eyes..."
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he climate of these lands is cold, healthy and dry, and the
food reflects both this and the ancient nobility of the area.
There are stews and casseroles with medieval aromas, as well

as simple yet elegant meat dishes. This is a land of meat, with pork
cuts from the snout to the tail offering a hundred different, surprising
flavors. This is a paradise for lamb, particularly mountain lamb from
Arévalo.

It is the Mecca of beef, both read meat for the more expert palate
and veal for neophytes. Some
game can still be found, inclu-
ding turtledoves, pigeons, par-
tridge and quality, rabbits in
abundance and some hares.

El Barco produces excellent
beans that are just as good as the
more famous varieties. Potatoes
are grown everywhere, lentils and
chickpeas are predominantly
grown in the Peñaranda area on
the edge of Salamanca.

There are abundant and exce-
llent vegetables of all types, and
cheeses made from Gredos goats'
milk. All these ingredients come
together to create delicious dishes
that appeal to both refined pala-
tes and sturdy stomachs alike.

Castilian Garlic Soups are served along with Beans from El
Barco cooked with 

a variety of ingredients that usually include pig's ear. Lentils and
chickpeas are also stewed with a number of ingredients. Machacona
Potatoes, once tried, will always be remembered.

Hare a la Cazadora or with Pipos, as the local variety of red
beans is called, is also a favorite,
as well as partridge and quail,
stewed or cooked with mixed
vegetables.

Roast suckling pig, prefe-
rably from Arévalo, where the ani-
mals are killed at 17 days old
rather than the 21 days that are
standard in Segovia, with special
trimmings, is a sheer delight to
eat. The veal and beef are both
excellent and Chops and Steaks
cannot fail to please even the most
knowledgeable of diners.

There are also dishes quite sim-
ple in appearance such as breaded
or stewed pork snout. Tripe is coo-
ked either in a spicy sauce or

Stoves Fired By Ancient Knowledge
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Madrileña Style, or simply added to other stews.

There is a wide variety of salads, including a small-leafed water-
cress known as pamplina or maruja that can be picked in the still
waters of many of the local streams.

There are also fish in these cold, clean waters. Trout can be found
at the source of the Tormes, near Navarredonda in Gredos. This is
also the source of Frogs' Legs, which
are usually cooked in breadcrumbs or
with sauce. The crabs and snails are
often served in a spicy sauce.

There are also excellent cold sausages
and hams as an appetizer or in between
courses. The Morcilla blood sausage is

particularly famous and was described by Baltasar Gracián as "worthy of
praise" for the very special flavors achieved during the mysterious proces-
ses of preparation. Bútago pork sausage is to be found in the towns and
villages of the Sierra, as well as goats' milk cheese.

The deceptively simple-looking desserts are invariably the result of
very careful preparation. Las Yemas de la Santa are a mystic
delight made form egg yolks and sugar that should be bought as a
souvenir. And make sure to leave room for the Leche Frita (fried

custard squares dusted with cinnamon
and sugar), Arroz con Leche (rice
pudding) or the excellent Flan (cus-
tard baked in a caramel-coated
mould.

Textos: Miguel García Sánchez  Dibujos: Fernando Aznar
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