
Waiting for the Sun
 As much as I  love being in the mountains,  I ’ve always been reluctant to spend the

night up there.  I  love staying in campsites during hiking trips –  that’s  how I ’ve seen a
decent chunk of the American Southwest.  However,  I  thought that wild camping or
bivvying just wasn’t  for me, and I  could even argue why.

For starters,  I  don’t  enjoy hiking with heavy packs –  the l ighter,  the better.  Secondly,
I ’m a terrible sleeper in my own bed, let alone in a sleeping bag on the ground! And
finally ,  I  love a hot shower,  a cold beer,  and a home-cooked meal after a day in the
mountains.

Was I  aware of what I  was missing out on? Sort of ,  yes.  Multi-day hikes without the
need to climb up every morning,  and down every evening,  plus freshly brewed
coffee-with-a-view for breakfast (according to countless Instagram posts) .  But to me,
the negatives sti l l  outweighed the positives.



I  called him on WhatsApp and as we
were arranging everything,  he said,
“Great,  then it ’ l l  be three full  days with
two nights of wild camping outside the
mountain hut” .  Before I  had time to
think,  I  heard myself  responding,
“Hmmm, that’s the only way,  isn’t  it?”
“What do you mean?” ,  he asked. What I
meant,  of  course,  was if  we really had
to spend two nights in a tent without
any facil it ies (apart from the hut bar!) .
“Absolutely” ,  he confirmed promptly.
And just l ike that,  I  was f inally going to
wild camp.

After my initial  reluctance,  I  decided to take it  for what it  really was –  an
opportunity.  My partner and I  had been talking a lot about wild camping, but we
were taking no steps towards making it  happen. Now someone had decided for us,
and he was going to lend us a tent!  It  was time to get our hands on some lightweight
sleeping gear to replace our heavier equipment from previous road trips.

As an avid reader of outdoor magazines and books,  a recurring topic I  come across is
packing l ight.  I f  you’re thinking “chopped off  toothbrush”,  you’re right –  that’s  one of
the pro tips for shedding some weight.  But I  wasn’t  wil l ing to go that far for my first
time. Instead of sacrif icing my poor toothbrush,  I  bought a foldable one,  which
didn’t cut down on weight but did take less space in my minimalistic toiletries bag.
To hike with as l ittle weight as possible,  we decided against buying a gas stove –
cold food for three short days in the summer? No biggie.  The one con I  found was
forgoing my morning coffee,  but saving those extra grams would be worth
weathering my bad mood for a couple of hours every day.  On the other hand, coffee-
with-a-view pictures seem to be the seal of approval on Instagram for wild camping
adventures.  Oh, well ,  we’d have to f ind a different way to make people believe we
really camped, hopefully a sunrise photo at 2,000+ meters would do it .

I ’m based in the UK and, l ike many people,  I  couldn’t visit  my family in Spain for
almost two years due to the pandemic.  In the summer of 2021,  I  planned a trip home
to finally see them and work remotely for a few weeks.  After all  the ups and downs we
had gone through, and such a long time without setting foot in my homeland, I
decided to make this trip an extra special  one.  I  would see my family at last ,  but it
was also an opportunity to visit  a place that had long been on my l ist  –  the Picos de
Europa, a national park in the northern provinces of Asturias,  Cantabria,  and León
renowned as the cradle of Spanish mountaineering.

A couple of months before the trip,  I  got down to work.  I  opened a new tab in my
browser and googled mountain guides in the area.  After narrowing down the l ist ,  I
settled on a local guide and contacted him on WhatsApp (the preferred way to do
business for many outdoor adventure guides and companies in Spain) .  He was busy on
our dates,  but as a freelancer myself ,  I  knew what to do when the person you want to
work with is  busy:  ask for recommendations.  Sure enough, he gave me three names,
and one of the guides,  Pablo,  ended up being available.

https://www.komoot.de/plan/@43.1633898,-4.7893295,10.054z?sport=mountaineering


We drove to Asturias the evening before and
spent the night in a town near the national
park.  The following morning,  we set out at 6
AM to gain the 920 metres between us and the
refugio Vega de Urriellu,  the mountain hut at
the base of the iconic Urriellu peak (or Naranjo
de Bulnes) where we’d meet our guide.  Under
a wide,  dark sky l it  by tiny stars,  we let our
headlamps lead the way as we tried to stay on
the trail .  We were completely alone,
surrounded by darkness and a hushed si lence
only broken by the sound of cows’  bells .  With
every step,  the beam of the headlamp made
me more aware of the blackness.  I  felt  excited
and intimidated in equal parts by not being
able to see the big picture.  Where were we?
What was around us?

Less than an hour in,  the darkness gave way to l ighter hues that unveiled the
massive rock faces of Picos’  central  massif  in front of us,  but also the Cantabrian
Sea behind. Completely mesmerized, we were unable to move for a few minutes,
trying to take it  all  in and make sense of nature’s grandeur.  

After a three-hour ascent,  we arrived at the hut to meet our guide.  He handed
over the tent,  and we started to set up camp before the temperature soared. We
found a cozy spot under a big boulder with an overhang that would serve as a
roof.  We hadn’t pitched a tent for a long time, and this was not our tent,  so it  took
us a few more minutes than expected, but we figured it  out.  As every part of the
tent came together,  I  couldn’t stop thinking about the sleepless nights ahead and
how they would affect my enjoyment during the day.  But that didn’t  really
matter,  whatever had to happen, would happen. It  was time for some action!

In the afternoon, we went over some climbing and mountaineering skil ls  in order
to feel safe and comfortable on the rock.  We learned different knots,  abseil ing
techniques,  and how to progress as a rope team. By the time I  hit  the sack,  I  was
as exhausted as excited about the next morning.  My mind was racing and
unwill ing to shut off .  I  mentally went through the day.  Flashes of the blurred l ines
of the trail  under the headlamp, the sunrise,  the f irst sighting of the peaks,  and
knots… countless knots.  Slowly,  I  drifted into a f itful  sleep. As expected, I  didn’t
rest very well ,  but I  told myself  not to worry about it  and instead enjoy every
minute.

https://www.komoot.es/highlight/175952
https://www.komoot.es/highlight/3697584


5:30 AM. Time to get up.  Bread, peanut butter,  some water to wash it  down, and we
were ready to go!  I  unzipped the tent,  popped my head out,  and boom! There it  was,
the sheer rock face of Naranjo de Bulnes peak shooting up into the starry sky.  And
then it  dawned on me: this is  why people wild camp in the mountains!

I  don’t know what you see from your window when you open the curtain in the
morning,  but I  know my view is far less impactful .  I  felt  the mountain staring at me
with daring eyes,  inviting me to get closer.  We were alone in the world,  the two of
us,  sleepy face to rock face,  getting ready for a big day –  I  was going to embrace its
body,  and I  was si lently asking for its permission.  I  stood outside the tent and
looked around – sti l lness,  cool air ,  bare rock,  and tiny me. I  was f i l led with serenity,
which doesn’t  happen often (or ever) . . .  I  realized right then I  had just unlocked my
way to peacefulness –  waking up in the very heart of nature.

From below, it ’s  easy to feel the snug embrace of the huge walls ,  shielded by their
shadows and the sometimes narrow passages between them. I  love the strange
intimacy that develops between human and mountain,  similar to what I  felt  at
sunrise,  alone with the towering rock face.  But once you climb to the top,  all  you
see is a vast ocean of gray rock formations,  and you feel as vulnerable on account of
your size as powerful on account of your strength,  which has brought you to such
heights.  We spent the afternoon chil l ing at camp, slowly processing the
uncountable thoughts and emotions that had knocked on our door that morning.

What had just happened? Climbing one of the most iconic mountains in Spain was
not in our plans when we set out on this trip.  The guide thought we would love it ,
plus it ’d be a way to prove to us that we needed to focus on climbing on rock to
become better at cl imbing mountains.  He was right about both.  But my head was
too busy to realize that r ight then. It  was buzzing with warring forces –  skepticism
versus confidence,  trying to make sense of that vertical ascent.  As always in l i fe,  the
good vibes soon buried the bad ones.  I  was beaming with happiness,  I  was high on
endorphins,  I  was so tired,  I  was exactly where I  wanted to be.  

The following morning,  our last ,  we met Pablo outside his tent after enjoying the
same pre-dawn gourmet breakfast.  We were ready to hike up the highest peak in
the park’s central  massif  –Torre Cerredo. One hour in,  we stopped for a very special
show at a privi leged spot.  It  was pitch black,  but we were promised it ’d be worth
the wait ,  so we just sat on a rock and waited for the sun…

We met Pablo outside our tent.  Although we
could see some headlamps climbing up the
face,  most people were sti l l  asleep. Moving
quietly,  we crossed the trail  and left  behind
the bivouac area,  getting deeper and deeper
into the entrails  of those rock giants in
search of the south face,  the more forgiving
terrain for newbie climbers.

https://www.komoot.es/highlight/2839682


And there,  unable to utter a sound, hypnotized by extraordinary beauty,  it  really
dawned on me why I ’ l l  start wild camping in the mountains (freshly brewed coffee
and all ! ) .  Without realizing it ,  I  had been searching for that sense of inner calm for
years –  music,  yoga,  running – to no avail .  At that moment I  found it .  I  wil l  forever
crave the serenity I  felt  that weekend, and luckily for me, now I  know where to f ind
it on tap.

We stayed glued to the rock for 45 minutes,
sitting sti l l  watching the sky go from black
to the brightest blue,  boasting a palette of
different purples,  pinks,  and oranges in
between. The si lhouette of several rows of
mountains slowly unfolded before our eyes,
their  tops tangled in delicate clouds.  The
sea of peaks seemed to continue all  the way
onto the actual sea,  which disappeared at
the touch of a f iery orange horizon. 
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