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 Sierra – Mountains 7

The abbreviated Latin inscription expands into an elegaic 
couplet:

aD ChriSTVM perGVnT QVoS iVnXeraT aVLa 
ViCiSSiM: CVM ChriSTo iVnCToS ConTineT aVLa 
SVoS

or, as it might have been put into english of that time:

To Christe proceyde they whome the Chyrch hath splic’d:
in turne the Chyrch its owne keepeth join’d with Christe.

as the classicist, Dr peter Jones, has observed, the pleasant 
Latin verses would suit a marriage chapel, and so it turns 
out to be, in a way. The chapel was paid for by a prosperous 
Jaca citizen, Juan de la Sala, and his wife Juana Bonet. if it 
was meant as a funerary chapel for them, their tombs are 
not marked. Just outside the cathedral in the market square, 
no 3 is the house where the couple lived. Two portrait 
medallions on the wall still show the features of the husband 
and wife.
 The iconography in their chapel suggests the parallel between 
marriage and the union of Christ and his Church, for the arch 
is flanked by the ecclesiastical founding apostles, St peter and 
St paul, and the four evangelists appear in roundels above. 
Two popular helper saints offer their intercession: St  roche, 
pointing to the plague sore on his thigh and accompanied by 
his faithful dog, and St Christopher, carrying the Christ Child 
over the river. For all its thoroughly academic neoclassicism, as 
an exercise in renaissance art (built by a Florentine, Giovanni 
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San Lorenzo, Sahagún, drawn by Salvador de azpiazu, 1927.
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 Bellotas – acorns 57

means ‘magpie’, or rather the magpie was given the woman’s 
name Urraca, just as in english the pie was given the prefix 
mag-, short for Margery. no one knows the origin of the name 
Urraca, but it definitely does not come, as some had tried to 
derive it, from the Latin furax, ‘thief’. it is a pre-roman word, 
from some language of old iberia, just possibly Basque.
 anyway, Ferdinand had a penchant for marrying Urracas. it 
was also the name of his third wife, in the last year of his life. 
his first Urraca, the daughter of the King of portugal, was put 
away on the grounds that she was his cousin, but not before she 
had conceived a son, whose own son was Ferdinand iii – the 
celebrated San Fernando.
 That first Urraca lived thenceforward as a nun attached to 
the monastery of St John of Jerusalem, which was the original 
owner of this church of St Mary Magdalen, while the father of 
her child went to war against her father, the King of portugal. 
Urraca died, like Ferdinand ii, in 1188, but all the archives of 

Tomb in Santa María Magdalena, Zamora,  
drawn by G. e. Street, 1865.
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The design by Sebastiano Serlio that inspired the palace at Zafra.
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88 The Train in Spain

entering the nest of a griffon vulture, a drawing  
by willoughby Verner, 1909.
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100 The Train in Spain

occasional windows it dazzled white to the eye, bleaching the 
world outside. high on the wall at each corner, the ramps had 
been numbered on glazed tiles, with mannered blue digits on a 
white ground.

Thirty-four ramps, slightly less steep as they went up, brought 
the visitors to a final flight of 17 steps up to the platform 
under the bells. The names of the bells were inscribed on the 
girders supporting their stocks: San Miguel, Santa Cruz. on 14 
February 1981, one of the ring suddenly broke: San Cristóbal. its 
fragments remain on display in an alcove halfway up the tower. it 
had been cast in 1663 by Juan Gerardo, whose name can be seen 
on one shard. its weight had been 19 quintales and 55 libras. 
notionally, a quintal is a hundredweight, though pre-decimal 
Spanish measures are notoriously variable from place to place.
 From the top of the 300-foot bell-tower, the strongest 
impression given by the view was the tangled complexity of 
old Seville’s narrow streets. Just as in Venice the canals are 
invisible from the top of the campanile, so here the surface of 
the streets themselves was hidden by the tight jumble of roofs. 
But it proved a good place to examine the exoskeleton of the 
cathedral that John harvey, the great english historian of 
Gothic architecture, called ‘the highest overall achievement of 
Gothic europe, and possibly of european culture of all times’.
 on 8 July 1401, the dean and chapter had resolved to build a 
new cathedral which, one of them declared, would be ‘so great 
and of such a kind that those who see it finished will think we 
were mad’. The cathedral is 454 feet long, and an ample 295 
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 Sol – Sun 101

feet wide, for on each side of the central nave were built not one 
but two aisles, as at Toledo. This produces an extraordinary 
interior sense of space.
 From the tower above, the outer surface of the roof below 
looked like a sea with a high swell as it followed the shape of 
the internal vaults that supported it. above the double aisles, 
double flying buttresses leapt up to the top of the higher nave 
walls, and at right angles to these, others supported the tall 
transepts. These intersecting buttresses were weighted down 
and adorned with tall spindly pinnacles, giving the inter-
branching stonework an organic sense of movement. Far, far 
below, the Court of the orange Trees still lay in fresh morning 
shade, its golden fruit shining between the dark green leaves.

Florence bore him; Seville starved him

SeViLLe LonG ThoUGhT itself the first city of Spain. Much 
of that perspective remains, to a stronger degree than for the 
citizens of most towns and even villages in Spain, for whom 
the world seems naturally made to be viewed from the place of 
their birth.
 a reflection of Seville’s elevated status is the street number 
displayed outside the cathedral. as in France, every house in 
Spain must display a number, often set into the wall on blue 
glazed tiles. here at the cathedral, although there is no letter 
box for the postman, the number is cut in stone on a slab the 
size of a tabletop: ‘The holy patriarchal Church, number 1’.
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Boabdil presenting the keys of Granada to Ferdinand and isabella, from 
Lockhart’s ancient Spanish Ballads, 1841.
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 Cuevas – Caves 137

and staring. on the corner with the Calle Corredera stood a 
roman milestone from about the time of Christ’s birth, a plinth 
and column 10 feet high, inscribed:

Before the earthquake, under a serrated metal canopy or halo, 
an expressive stone statue from the seventeenth century was 
elevated on the column, depicting St Vincent Ferrer, reputed to 
have preached at the spot. he was the son of william Ferrer, 
an anglo-Scottish soldier, the story goes. Vincent became a 
Dominican friar and during the papal schism of the fourteenth 
century spent his days wandering europe in penance, preaching 
reconciliation and devotion to Christ. at the death of Christ 
on the cross, he said in one sermon on Good Friday, ‘There 
was darkness over the whole face of the earth, the sun took off 
his robes of brightness and was clothed with black. The earth 
quaked and the rocks were rent.’
 a stone plaque 400 years old remains, let into the wall, next 
to the place where he preached in Lorca, inscribed with six lines.

Hic, ubi consuevit praeco Vincentius illud
Clangere terribili voce Timete Deum.
Terribilis locus iste! Dei domus ista Tonantis!
Sit sacer iste locus sacra columna Deo.
Sitquoque et hoc nostri monumentum et pignus amoris
Semper in (outinam) posteritate ratum.
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 Horchata – orgeat 167

José aixa’s nineteenth-century proposal for an ironwork  
belfry for the Miguelete, never built.
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 Claro – of course 197

‘reinando Carlos iii la n. Villa de Bilbao por el bien publico,’ 
it was inscribed. ‘ano de MDCCLXXXV. restaurada en 1915.’
 The façade and tower of the ancient cathedral nearby date 
only from 1885, built in a Gothic revival style by Severino de 
achúcarro. he is better remembered for Concordia station, an 
art nouveau extravaganza in coloured ironwork and stone 
built in 1902, on the opposite bank of the nervión. above its 
gate, ironwork lettering declared: ‘FC de Santander a Bilbao’ 
(‘railway from Santander to Bilbao’).
 ‘is this the right station for León?’
 ‘Claro,’ answered a middle-aged woman in blouse, skirt and 
sensibly flat shoes. ‘of course.’
 henry Blackburn, travelling through Spain in 1864, soon 
learnt not to ask strangers the way. ‘Travellers who depend 
upon being told what to do and where to go at the various 
stations and junctions are continually being left behind,’ he 
wrote. ‘This is not thought much of in Spain, and amuses the 
officials immensely.’
 Blackburn was a prickly traveller, mistaking differences 
of culture for incivility. Most rules of life are unwritten. a 
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 Esperar – waiting 219

observations in a small, neat hand, went on show at the popular 
exhibition called ‘Brains’, at the wellcome Collection, London, 
in 2012. on 16 october 1934, on a right-hand page, he noted: 
‘i cannot keep down coffee.’ at the bottom of the page, in 
a different hand, his son noted that in the early hours of the 
next day he breathed his last. Beyond the grave lay the street-
signs in his honour, and the last station before the terminus. 
‘Chamartín,’ the announcement says, ‘ fin de trayecto.’
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