
Thick smoke fills the cobbled streets of San
Bartolome de Pinares as the clip-clop of
galloping hooves edges ever closer to a

bonfire crackling nearby. Suddenly a horse and
its rider burst through the flames as the mysteri-
ous age-old festival of Las Luminarias kicks off
in this village nestled deep in snow-capped

mountains near Madrid. Some 130 horses follow
suit, ridden by young and old alike, with cou-
ples, parents and children taking part in the
annual ritual village historians say is unique in
Spain.

The event may have originated as a pagan
ritual practiced by the Celts who lived in this
area of Castilla y Leon more than 1,000 BC,
says Salvador Saez, a 64-year-old retired
teacher from the village who has researched the

festival. Fire-the great purifier-was thought to
protect animals from diseases and give their rid-
ers fertility. The ritual could have been
“Christianized” later by the Catholic Church, he
adds. But that is mere conjecture. There are no
written records and villagers have simply faith-
fully replicated the same annual routine for cen-
turies. “We’ve all asked the question of where it
originates from, to our parents, our grandpar-
ents, and the response has always been ‘since
forever’,” says Saez. “No one has been able to
give a concrete response.”

Revival 
So every year on the evening of January 16,

the 600-strong village fills with smoke as resi-
dents light bonfires at regular intervals, warming
cold onlookers but also forcing them to cover
their mouths and noses. Riders from the village
and neighboring areas assemble at 9 pm (2000
GMT) and set off on a procession around the
streets led by two walking locals playing the
drums and dulzaina, a Spanish oboe-like instru-
ment, clearing the fires one by one and downing
local wine or soft drinks in the process. The final
stretch on the main Road of the Virgin sees the
more fool-hardy careering up, their horses leap-
ing over the flames or passing next to them, nar-
rowly missing-and at times hitting-people in the
crowds pressed together to watch.

After the ceremony, residents cook meat on
the blazes before partying the night away. The
next day, the bonfires are lit again to smoke up
the streets in honor of Saint Anthony, protector
of animals. After almost disappearing in the
1960s as people left the village for the lure of

cities, Las Luminarias was regenerated by a
group of youths keen to preserve the ritual. The
difference now is that the horses used to jump
the fire are no longer farming the fields, but are
prized possessions of keen riders.

Animal rights concerns 
Before nightfall, Diego Martin prepares his

horse Dandy, a handsome brown Selle Francais
who has never before participated in the ritual.
As he braids his mane and covers his tail with a
cloth to protect them from the flames, Martin
says he isn’t worried. “If he wants to go through,
he will. But if he doesn’t like it and he gets
scared, he won’t,” says the 38-year-old, whose
parents are from the village but who grew up in
Madrid. Activists have denounced an event they
believe scares the horses. In 2016, the PACMA
animal rights party published footage showing
several riders hitting their horses and one of the
animals falling over.

On Tuesday evening, a few riders were seen
with sticks but a large majority went without,
many throwing their hands up in the air while
they jumped to show they were not hitting their
animals. One horse fell down near a bonfire, and
promptly got up again. Residents in San
Bartolome de Pinares insist no horse is forced to
go through the fire and add the animals belong
to people who love and tend to the them all
year, and would not put them in any danger.
“There hasn’t ever been an accident, and no
burns,” says Jose Luis Escapez, 57, one of the
organizers of this year’s event. — AFP
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Fe a t u r e s

Horsemen jump over a bonfire in the village of San
Bartolome de Pinares in the province of Avila in central
Spain, during the opening of the traditional religious festi-
val “Luminarias” in honor of San Antonio Abad (Saint
Anthony), patron saint of animals. — AFP photos

Spanish village ‘purifies’ horses
with fire in age-old ritual

There hasn’t ever
been an accident,

and no burns

The auto industry is famously male dominated, forc-
ing women in the field to fight sexism, discrimination
and unequal pay-though woman car experts say

having Mary Barra at the helm of General Motors is a
“very significant” development. In the midst of the
#MeToo movement against sexual misconduct, industry
experts Maryann Keller, Michelle Krebs and Rebecca
Lindland say they have never faced harassment compara-
ble to that described by the accusers of, for example, film
producer Harvey Weinstein. But speaking to AFP on the
sidelines of the Detroit Auto Show, one thing was clear:
as women, they felt unwelcome in the “old boys’ club” of
the automobile world.

All working as industry analysts-with expertise in a
world which seems incomprehensible to many-Keller,
Krebs and Lindland are regularly consulted on the battle
between US and Japanese manufacturers, the ambitions
of Tesla or the arm-wrestling of BMW and Mercedes
Benz. But the 62-year-old Krebs, of AutoTrader.com,

recalls that when she started, “There was some skepti-
cism that I wouldn’t be sticking around.” “I don’t know if
I was taken seriously initially,” echoes the 74-year-old
Keller, who was a financial analyst on male-heavy Wall
Street before she became an automobile expert, eventu-
ally opening her own consultancy. She remembers “silly
events” and “inappropriate remarks” from salesmen, but
declined to go into further detail.

Golf, fishing and car racing 
Krebs and Lindland, meanwhile, explained some of the

discrimination they faced. “I had to make sure that I knew
everything because they doubted that a woman would
know everything,” said Lindland, who is in her 40s.
“There were a lot of male bondings that I was excluded
from,” added Krebs, referencing the golf, fishing and car
racing outings enjoyed by her colleagues.  “In the very
early days... when you go on car drives you usually part-
ner up,” she said. “Nobody would ride with me.” A former
journalist, Krebs began her auto career in 1980 at a local
newspaper in Michigan.

She worked her way up to become the first woman to
review cars for The New York Times in the 1990s-but
found herself on the receiving end of insults from misog-
ynistic readers. “I got a letter from someone in Texas that
said, ‘Women have no business writing about cars-they
belong in the kitchen making cookies and making mine
chocolate chips.’ I never forgot,” she said. And for
Lindland, who has been passionate about cars since the
age of nine, auto shows are often frustrating. 

“The assumption is that I’m part of the support staff,”
she said. As for pay, Lindland added she had “no doubt”
that is another area where women lose out. “Myself and
other female colleagues are paid less... that’s probably for
me the most frustrating and upsetting bit,” she said.

Meanwhile, troubling allegations have surfaced about
mistreatment of women workers at two Ford Motor
Company factories in Chicago. Last month, Ford’s CEO
apologized to employees at the plants after a scathing
expose detailed decades of sexual harassment and abuse.
In recent years, auto groups have made efforts to hire
more women-but the majority of employees are still men.   

‘Petrol in your blood’ 
“It seems to me that there are safe places where you

can have women... you can be an economist, you can be
in HR,” said Keller. In fact, Barra, CEO of General Motors
since 2014, is the only female at the head of a large auto-
mobile group-an appointment Keller described as “very,
very significant.” However, she said questions were raised

about Barra’s credentials-despite the fact she had spent
her entire career in the auto field.  Meanwhile, she added,
Ford’s newly appointed, less experienced CEO, Jim
Hackett, faced no scrutiny. “I think it was... because she is
a woman,” said Keller, who compares perceptions of
women working in the industry to manufacturers’ view of
female consumers.

“Starting in the 90s, probably if I went to a dealership
to buy a car, they would say bring your husband,” she said.
Indeed, it took years for the three women to earn their col-
leagues’ respect  a moment Lindland will not forget. “I still
remember when they said, you know, we now know that
you have petrol in your blood,” she said. — AFP

In the auto world, women still battle to crack old boys’ club

File photo shows General Motors CEO Mary Barra shakes hands at the official debut of the new 2019 Chevrolet Silverado
1500 at the 2018 North American International Auto Show January 13, 2018 in Detroit, Michigan.

Auto trader Executive Analyst Michelle Krebs speaks with
her male counterparts and reporters during the Cox
Automotive Detroit Industry Insights Breakfast in Detroit,
Michigan. — AFP 


