In-‘land of castles,’

a Spanish

village is

reborn from ruins

By Edward Iginio Placidi

Special to The Inquirer

It is a silent village of dirt lanes,
stone houses, heavy wooden doors
and wrought-iron balconies and
street lamps. The only sounds perme-
ating the stillness are crooning birds
and, every so often, a peasant clomp-
ing by on his donkey.

But this is not just one of the count-
less Spanish villages of goat-track
paths and a jumble of crumbling
abodes.

As is typical of other villages in
rugged Castile, Medinaceli ‘domi-
nates its surrounding domain as it
has for centuries from high on a hill
above windswept plains. Yet unlike
clsewhere in the region, a legacy is
quietly being resurrected here, and
the village is no longer going unno-
ticed.

North and South Americans and
Europeans have bought and are re-
storing houses that were going to
ruin. Spaniards from Madrid have
been refurbishing ancient homes for
weekend retreats. And the writers,
professors, history buffs and art lov-
ers that now come visiting find even
the government at work restoring
the many historic monuments.

Among the sundry artists now liv-
ing or working here are two who
adopted Medinaceli as their home 17
years ago, becoming probably its
first foreign residents since Moorish
times as well as the driving force
behind its architectural and cultural
rebirth. When they stumbled upon
Medinaceli while searching for an
inspirational haven, it was seeming-
ly just one of the region’s many dy-
ing settlements. But before long, the
entire village had been designated a
national monument and a new 20th
century script was written for this

once important stronghold.

Castile means “land of castles,” and
it is a terrain that nature seemingly
created for castle-building. It is on
Spain's arid, sparsely populated Mese-
ta Plateau, where rivers twist
through ravines between jutting,
rock-capped pinnacles, mesas and
hills. The Castilian . campaign
launched in 1058 by Ferdinand I to
expel the Moors, which ultimately
united all of Spain’s kingdoms, pivot-
ed on the scores of fortresses built
atop these natural, bastion-like
summits, walled cities such as Avila
with its 11th century turrets and
portals. '

On a loop through Soria province,
an untraveled backwater of today’s
Castile, I discovered Medinaceli
hidden in a hinterland where peas-
ants plow their fields and tend their
sheep. in the shadow of forgotten,
crumbling castles and walls — lan-
guishing testimonials to Spain’s
birth. Not only the castles are lan-
guishing: With the young migrating
to the cities and leaving only the old
in ancient settings haunted by the
spirits of those fallen in great battles,
time is also running out for Soria’s
historic, intriguing villages.

There is Gormaz, where the few
remaining villagers live below the
ruins of what was once Europe’s larg-
est castle. Rello is almost deserted
today, but its stone fortress, clinging
to the rock face of a cliff, could be
Soria’s perfect movie set, with the
actors just temporarily on a break.
Amid ruined castle and walls, Calata-
nazor’s several dozen old inhabitants
still cook in huge, cone-shaped, Celt-
iberian kitchens.

Soria conceals many surprises, but,
alas, only Medinaceli is certain it
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