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Away from the sun-soaked Costas, their beaches crammed with broiled English, Germans and Scandinavians baking in the scorching heat, the northern Spanish coast,  provides a welcome contrast – cooler, much greener, with spectacular mountain scenery a few miles inland. 


Not only does this Costa Verde afford a welcome contrast to the parched barren landscapes and the endless new urbanizaciones of Almeria and Málaga provinces, but Spain’s Cantabrian mountains also contain many early Christian shrines. When the fierce wave of Muslim invasions swept through Spain in 712 AD, many Christians retreated to strongholds in the northern mountains. They took with them their holy relics and holy books, to save them being destroyed by the jihadists. 


In the Principality of the Asturias, among the snow-capped 2600 metre Picos d’Europa mountains, the Christian knights first dared to resist the Arab invaders. There grew up the little Christian kingdoms, which over the next eight centuries would drive back the Muslim tide and set Christian Spain and Portugal free once again.   


At Covadonga the Christians honoured the Virgin Mary and implored her help in their struggle for liberation. The name is a contraction of “cova dominica” – the cavern of Our Lady. The monastery of San Toribio de Liébano conserves a fragment of the true Cross of Christ, believed to have been brought to Spain by a bishop in the fifth century. 

At Oviedo the Santo Sudario, thought to be the cloth wrapped around Jesus’ head in the tomb, is on view in the cathedral treasury – complementing the Shroud of Turin. Meanwhile, most famously, over to the west in Galicia, Santiago de Compostela claims the relics of the apostle St James the Great. 

Eastwards, just into Cantabria, up a mountain side-valley, is the tiny village of San Miguel de Garabandal, scene of amazing mystical phenomena and claimed apparitions of the Virgin Mary in the 1960’s. It is an unofficial sanctuary which time now seems to have passed by, despite eager groups of devotees in the USA.


Covadonga is the Marian shrine which has the deepest resonances in the Spanish soul, while the Principality of the Asturias is venerated as the birthplace of the Spanish nation. The heir to the Spanish throne holds the title Prince of the Asturias, just as H.R.H. Prince Charles is Prince of Wales.

In 718 a group of noble Visigoths, driven from the south by the Muslim invaders, gathered together in the Asturias. They did not wish to suffer under Sharia law, second class citizens in their own land, forced to pay the jizya or soul tax in exchange for practising Christianity inconspicuously – the other options being conversion to Islam or death. 


They elected as their leader a duke’s son named Pelayo. His sister had been abducted by the Muslim leader Munuza, but she drank poison the night before the wedding was due to take place. Pelayo himself was held a hostage by Munuza in Cordoba, but managed to escape to France, then back to the Asturias. 


Pelayo established his headquarters in the small town of Cangas de Onís – better known now for its Roman bridge and mountaineering shops. First he refused to pay tribute to the Moors. He began assaulting the small Berber garrisons in the area. He drove out the local Arab governor. In Cordoba Munuza had not the manpower to put down this pesky insurrection. In any case, he was preoccupied with raiding across the Pyrenees into Gaul and Narbonne.

In 721 the Arab commander Alqama was defeated by the Christian Franks at the Battle of Toulouse. Returning to Spain, he thought he could console his men with an easy victory over the Christians of the Asturias. 

They easily conquered many Christian villages. Pelayo, with perhaps 300 followers, retreated deep into a narrow valley in the mountains. Alqama arrived at Covadonga, and sent envoys to persuade Pelayo to surrender. The Christian bishop of Seville, cooperating with the Muslims, urged compromise and surrender, but Pelayo refused. The Muslim troops advanced into the narrow defile, to find themselves cut down by arrows and missiles and ambushed from caves.



Alqama was killed and his soldiers fled. The enslaved Christian villages rose up and slaughtered their Moorish occupiers. Munuza gathered another larger force to face Pelayo, only to be defeated yet again.


The Muslim chroniclers called Pelayo "un asno ignorante", a stupid donkey, and commented: "thirty Infidels left, what can they do?" Yet never again did they challenge the independence of the Kingdom of the Asturias. From this tiny seed of resistance developed the 770-year long Reconquista, ending with the fall of the Moorish Kingdom of Granada in 1492, and the re-unification of Christian Spain. 


King Pelayo died in 737 AD and was buried in the cave at Covadonga, la Santa Cueva, where the statue of the Virgen de Covadonga is venerated. The Virgin wears a diadem enclosing a dove, symbolizing the Holy Spirit.


The road from Cangas de Onís to Covadonga winds up through the forests. The snow-covered summits in the distance are glimpsed occasionally, but disappear behind the steep rocky bluffs at the head of the valley. Following the river, one passes wood-built restaurants, riding and canoeing schools, souvenir shops, and Asturian barns (horrea) lifted off the ground on triangular pillars with stone capitals and bases – a way of keeping the wheat away from the rats and dry in the damp climate.


At last the basilica, constructed in a pinkish stone, stands out high above the road. It has twin steeples in the French style, and small Romanesque windows in the nave. From any angle it is silhouetted against the steep, rocky, dark green hillsides. The surrounding parapet platform gives lofty views down onto the road and the river.

Most pilgrims make first for the Holy Cave. A long gradually sloping tunnel has been carved through the rock face to make access easier for pilgrims. A Polish Mass was echoing through the tunnel from the grotto at 8.30 am when I went down. The nearby waterfall provides a constant background cascade.  Sunlight was touching the mountain tops, but had not yet penetrated into the chilly valley. 


Amidst the candle racks was a stone engraved with the Hymn to the Santina – the Virgin:

“Blessed be the Queen of our mountain, who has for her throne the cradle of Spain, and shines in the heights more beautifully than the sun.

She is Mother and she is Queen. Come ye pilgrims, for in her presence you can breathe in the divine love, and in her is the soul of the Spanish people.
May God bless you, Queen and Mother of the people who now crown you, and with the canticles they entone may they give you their heart and soul.

Cause of our joy, our life and our hope, bless the Fatherland and show that your sons indeed belong to you. St Mary of Covadonga, pray for us.”


When Pope John Paul II visited Covadonga in 1989, he said in his homily: “Covadonga is one of the first stones of a Europe whose Christian roots are sunk deep in her history and culture. The Christian kingdom which was born in these mountains, started off a manner of living and expressing existence under the inspiration of the Gospel.”

The statue of Our Lady is vested in the Spanish style. Since it was the month of May when I was there, she was surrounded with flowers. A reproduction of Pelayo’s cross of victory stands by the altar as the processional cross – it was the cross on which he swore loyalty before his men in 718 AD. The original Cruz de la Victoria is in Oviedo Cathedral. It carries the image of Christ reigning as king from the tree – in the style of the Asturias, Cantabria and the País Vasco. 


The stone altar front is a delicious composition which – some would say - is to wimpish English Christianity oh so politically incorrect. Angels adore the Virgin with child, while King Pelayo wields his sword. Six Christian knights, three with swords and three hurling rocks, are driving away the fleeing Moors, while six angels descend militantly from the heavens to threaten those who have invaded Christian lands.

Hardly surprising then that several Spanish army units still carry the name Covadonga.

So this Wednesday, as we come to the Solemnity of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, let us beg her strength and inspiration. May she move us too to struggle for the rebirth of Christianity in our country, overrun as it is with an unthinking secularism and a doctrinaire relativism. Our Reconquista will be long and arduous, but we must never surrender.
