
In northern Spain, Ribeira Sacra’s mystical riverbanks offer   
an unforgettable retreat to a place where time stands still.

TexT and phoTos by Hernan Patiño

A rural
escape  
to medieval 

Galicia
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The fog arrives almost unnoticeably with a 
fine mist, subtle and embracing. I feel like 
I am in a state of dreamy meditation, as 

though I have travelled back to a mystical time. 
My silent reverie is temporarily broken by the dis-
tant cry of an eagle. Almost as swiftly as it arrived, 
the fog retreats to the otherworldly depths of the 
forest. A medieval monastery’s faint features 
begin to reveal themselves, and the morning sun 
transforms the landscape with its rosy light.

tHe Sacred  
riverBankS
Located between the provinces of Lugo and 
Ourense, Ribeira Sacra (“sacred shore”) is a large 
territory comprised of 17 different municipalities 
with an extensive history of monastic life and 
Romanic influence.

Two main rivers, the Sil and Miño, converge 
in a deep canyon with a palette of pastels from 
the vineyards that cover the riverbanks. 

The climatic conditions of low humidity and 
sunny, dry summers, combined with the nat-
ural protection from the cold northern winds 
allow for a Mediterranean micro-climate: just 
the right mix for producing high-quality, award-
winning wines.

Along the riverbanks, stone terraces or muras 
dating back from the Roman times produce 
about a dozen different grape varieties, among 
them the predominant red Mencía and the 
white Albariño. 

Legend has it that during the times of Rom-
anised Gallaecia, wine from the Amandi zone 
of this region was the favourite drink of Roman 

emperor Tiberius. 
Elements of Roman 
architectural influ-
ence and the found-
ing of several mon-
asteries (some dat-
ing back as early as 
the 7th century) com-

bined with the beauty of the area culminated in 
this region being denominated as sacred: places 
of retreat and hermitage where the monks would 
find spirituality and communion with nature. 

MonaStic Life
A spur of Christian reformation against the 
expansion of Islam, and the discovery of the 
remains of the Apostle Saint James in Santia-
go de Compostela initiated a strong monastic 
movement in the 7th century. Construction of 
hermitages began, inspired by the unique beau-
ty of the region and its isolation. After having 
retired from a life in society, a group of monks 
dedicated themselves to a different life of con-
templation, sermon and holy sacrifice. 

Around the 9th century, monastic life 
flourished with the construction of Benedic-
tine monasteries and additional churches, 
forming what is now the biggest concentra-

tion of monasteries and churches in Galicia. 
From that moment on, throughout the Middle 
Ages, the monasteries of Ribeira Sacra devel-
oped into the main centre of spirituality, cul-
ture and power in Galicia. Thus, a feudal sys-
tem was established; monks were involved 
not only in the religious activities but also in 
the economical and social development of the 
region. With its favourable climatic conditions 
and the development of the grapevine (intro-
duced centuries earlier by the Romans), the 
winemaking tradition continued to improve 
and was passed from generation to generation 
over the centuries. 

Another tradition that began during the 9th 
century was the creation of one of the main pil-
grimage route to Santiago de Compostela, the 
Way of St. James, via the Silver Route that ran 
through Ribeira Sacra. Traditional trails were 
provided for the pilgrims and local farmers, and 
monastic life was further consolidated. One of 
the finest achievements of this monastic period 
is the impressive monastery of Santo Estevo de 
Sil in the heart of the Ribeira Sacra, now one of 
Spain’s most impressive hotels. 

a BLend of StyLeS 
As I wander through the Santo Estevo monas-
tery, it is as though I have embarked on a journey 
through architecture and time. The origins of 
this ancient Benedictine monastery are unsure, 
but some sources point to the 6th century. 

The first official documentation took place 
in 921 when King Ordoño II donated a ruined 
monastery to Abbot Franquila for restoration. 
The monastery, however, gained more recog-
nition in the tenth century when nine prom-
inent bishops resigned from their important 
positions in order to retire to the monastery. 
The original construction is of Romanesque 
style, but through the centuries it underwent a 
series of different architectural periods includ-
ing  Baroque, Gothic and Renaissance. Follow-
ing the arrival of the Benedictine order in the 
16th century and the region’s economic pros-
perity, the monastery entered a phase of build-
ing reforms that went on through the Renais-

this region has 
been sacred since 
the 7th century.

riGHt 
from the breakfast table, the 
view opens onto the 
courtyard. 

sance period. The main cloisters were built dur-
ing this period, including the bishops’ cloister. 
In the year 1530, Santo Estevo was converted 
into a college of arts and continued as such for 
the next three centuries. With the last Benedic-
tine order leaving in 1836, much of the monas-
tery was abandoned. 

The building was declared a historic and artis-
tic monument in 1923. In 1998, the state started 
a restoration project which lasted six years, cul-
minating in an elegant blend of old and new, 
with steel and glass added to the grand cloister 
which had partially crumbled down. After the 
repairs, the monastery was inaugurated a “Para-
dor de Turismo” (a historic inn), and opened its 
doors to the public in the summer of 2004. 

Although some of the new decor is perhaps 
a bit too modern for my taste, it doesn’t, how-
ever, interfere with the overall medieval feel of 

Legend has it that wine from this region was the 
favourite drink of Roman emperor Tiberius.

toP riGHt
Santo estevo de Sil monas-
tery is now one of Spain’s 
most impressive hotels.
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the place. The artfully incorporated spa has 
an indoor pool and an outdoor Jacuzzi over-
looking the forests and canyon.

a WindinG drive tHroUGH  
tHe canyon
Spread over 30 kilometres, Ribeira Sacra 
offers a colourful array of vistas, farmhous-
es, vineyards and old forests. Nestled in 
the area is the old village of A Teixeira, an 
hour’s drive east of Santo Estevo. 

Following the Sil river, I steer along the 
winding road that traverses across the 
wildness and ruggedness of this terrain. 
The conditions are ideal for a slow drive 
to absorb the region’s beauty. Grapevines 
in stone terraces cover vast areas of the riv-
erbanks. Chestnut trees introduced by the 
Romans are predominant. Chestnuts were 
used to feed the troops and legions during 
their occupation. The shiny round nuts now 
litter the ground, and only Roman monu-
ments left from the occupation remain. 
Ancient churches and farmhouses dot 
the landscape, as well as small villages 
untouched by modernisation. Time has 
slowed down. 

From the top of the canyon, at 600 metres, 
the views are magnificent.

artS and craftS
Antonio, an entrepreneur who works in 
Ourense, a nearby city of just over 100,000 
inhabitants founded by the Romans and famous 
for its Burgas hot springs, is proud to show visi-
tors the area’s unhurried way of life. “I love this 
kind of traditional rural lifestyle, it’s good for 
my wellbeing,” he says, as he walks along the 
narrow road towards some of the local grape-
vines and centuries-old farmhouses. Chickens 
run free here and there, and a herd of goats 
is being brought into 
a stable. 

Nearby, a gorgeous 
medieval stone house 
is the home and work-
shop for an artist cou-
ple, Anna Champeney 
from Norfolk, Eng-
land, and Lluis Grau 
from Catalonia. Anna 
is an ethnographer and weaver; Lluis is a basket 
maker. They produce high-quality handicrafts 
such as linen shawls and towels, felpa (terry 
cloth) cushions, and woven baskets, all in Gali-
cian style that they sell to different clients in 
Spain and other parts of Europe. The yarn that 
Anna uses comes from local sheep and is tinted 
using a mixture made from natural dyes using 
local leaves, fruits and flowers. Lluis uses cher-
ry and wild willow for making baskets.

Anna and Lluis fell in love with the local cul-
ture and settled here nine years ago. Their Casa 
dos Artesans (The Craftmen’s House/ www.
casa-dos-artesans.com) is a holiday cottage 
available for rent. According to Anna, people 

the unhurried rural 
lifestyle is good for 
one’s wellbeing. 

tHiS PaGe 
a stone statue depicting the 
nun of Montserrat blessing 
the chapel of Santo estevo 
Monastery. 

from different parts of Spain and Europe, main-
ly England, come to the Craftsmen’s House to 
take courses in textile or basketry techniques 
while enjoying nature, local organic gastrono-
my and the peaceful surroundings. 

octoPUS à feira  
and tHe atLantic diet
Ribeira Sacra is renowned for its dishes of beef, 
pork and seafood. Beef is often prepared in a 
succulent Galician stew called cocido Gallego. 
Galician ox is another favourite for those who 
prefer their beef well done. As for pork, no part 

of the pig goes unused. 
Cooked ham (lacón) 
or the typical smoked 
and salted ham served 
with cabbage is also a 
favourite, while sausag-
es are common in the 
form of chorizo (com-
prised of several types 
of pork) and salchich-

ones (a thick sausage served sliced). A speciality 
of the region is seasoned boiled octopus. 

The Galician coast is a treasure trove of sea-
food. Galician fishermen supply the fish mar-
kets with a wide variety of species ranging 
from lobsters and crabs to different kinds of 
fish. Tuna, pollock, mackerel, sardine and cod, 
to name but a few, have long been part of Gali-
cia’s cuisine. Oysters, mussels and goose bar-
nacles supplement the menu of Galicians, who 
consume the highest amount of seafood of all 
Spaniards. This, combined with healthy eating 
habits, has created what is called the “Atlantic 
Diet,” which combines top quality produce with 
basic preparation techniques such as steaming, 

oPPoSite PaGe 
toP Left
a farmer in a teixeira 
displays some of his produce, 
a caki fruit.

toP riGHt
Mencía grapes adorn the 
slopes of the river Sil.

BottoM
an abandoned old water mill 
is tucked into the forest on 
the way to a texeira. 
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grilling or boiling. The coastal proximity means that fresh sea-
food is readily available in Ribeira Sacra, as well as fresh river 
trout from the river Sil. 

After having meticously boiled the octopus, Antonio adds the 
final touches and sprinkles some red pepper over the octopus and 
boiled potatoes. He then pours a generous amount of olive oil, 
adds some sea salt and says, “Buen provecho y salud!” (“Enjoy your 
food!”) We toast to a fine day with queimada, a local liqueur which 
is set on fire before drinking, and has a warm syrupy taste. 

 
for WHoM tHe BeLLS toLL 
The day of my departure arrives. As I sit sipping tea at the monas-
tery-turned-hotel, I gaze out over the inner courtyard. The fog has 
returned, slowly enveloping the monastery. A monk walks through 
the courtyard as the bells toll announcing mass in the chapel, where 
the monks begin to congregate. His wooden cross swings back and 
forth like a pendulum, and then he too disappears into the fog. 

finnair flies nonstop to Madrid daily. from Madrid, it’s a one-
hour flight to Santiago de compostela or vigo which  
are close to the ribeira Sacra region.

the Galician coast is 
a treasure trove of 
seafood. 

BeLoW Left
a speciality of the region is 
seasoned boiled octopus.

BeLoW riGHt
Galician fishermen supply 
local fish mongers with a 
varying catch ranging from 
lobsters and crabs to differ-
ent types of atlantic fish.

toP
fresh homemade bread is for 
sale at ourense market. 

Kalevala Koru Jewelry shops • Unioninkatu 25, Helsinki, between the Senate 
Square and the market place • Kamppi Shopping mall, Urho Kekkosen katu 1, Helsinki 
• Factory outlet, Strömbergintie 4, Helsinki • Terminal 1, Helsinki-Vantaa airport 
• Aseman kello, Finnair tax free plus shop www.kalevalakoru.com

Looking for a little fun? Some bubbling laughter 
and butterflies in the stomach? Who said that jewelry 
is supposed to be serious!  The impressive but delicate 
Bubbles series radiates a charming playfulness. 
Bubbles is jewelry for moments of laughter, 
spine-tingling expectation and radiant joy.

BUBBLES
Design: Mari Saari
silver, onyx

Join the story.


