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Chapter 1

 

Just for a moment, I considered a wheelchair.

Just for a moment.

It was the first thing I saw when I stepped out of the plane at Biarritz airport. There, unattended by the terminal wall. Waiting for me. If it had been holding up a sign with my name on it, I would have jumped into it, unashamedly.

But no, a wheelchair would not be a good look. After all, I was there to walk the Camino de Santiago – the ancient 800km pilgrimage route from the French Pyrenees right across northern Spain. A wheelchair through the airport terminal would definitely not be a good look.

But my knee hurt. An old injury stirred out of hibernation by one of my last training hikes back in Australia, and aggravated by the long haul flight.

Bill, if you can’t walk from the plane to the terminal exit, how the hell are you going to walk 800kms across Spain?

I quickly rejected the wheelchair option and put the momentary weakness down to jetlag, and an airline boxed lunch. I limped through the terminal. I’d trained for months and my knee had been fine, except for the last week when it suddenly decided to be tetchy. But it would come good.

As I approached the Arrivals Hall I began to look out for Rosa.

Rosa was a Dutch woman who was to share the taxi with me to St. Jean Pied de Port, my starting point for the Camino. It was 70kms from Biarritz to St. Jean, and I’d decided to get a cab rather than a bus and a train. A couple of months before my departure I’d put a post in a Camino forum asking if anyone wanted to share the ride and split the fare, and Rosa confirmed immediately.

I’d subsequently swapped a few emails with her but didn’t have a clue what she looked like. From the reserved and slightly arch tone of her emails though I imagined she’d be in her 50’s – most probably a stolid lady who wore clogs and ate sausages and noodles for dinner. She would have hay-coloured pigtails and a full plaid skirt, and she would smell faintly of cattle.

I looked around for such a woman but couldn’t find her. Nor could I smell her.

I felt disoriented. Not from jetlag, but because I didn’t have to retrieve baggage. I had all my possessions for the five week walk in my backpack.

I was not a regular backpacker. In fact, this was the first time I’d ever worn a backpack. But I found it strangely liberating to walk past the baggage carousel and not have to worry if my luggage was heading to Kazakhstan.

Whilst I was not a backpacker, I was a seasoned traveller. As a film director working out of Australia, I’d travelled extensively during my thirty year career. And if you’re trying to figure out how old I was, I was three months shy of sixty. Which meant I had three months left of my youth.

I’d never done anything crazy like this before – a pilgrimage walk. I was not a hiker, and I wasn’t a Catholic. In fact, I wasn’t even sure I was a Christian. On the last official government census when I had to state my religion, I’d written down Buddhist, mainly because they’ve had such a hard time in Tibet and I felt they needed my statistical support.

I was also not an adventure traveller. I’d never kayaked down the Amazon or climbed Machu Picchu or trekked across Siberia. For me, adventure travel was flying coach. All this backpacking and wearing of heavy boots and flying off to France to walk ancient pilgrimage routes was a new experience, and not one that made me feel entirely comfortable.

In fact, I felt decidedly uncomfortable.

I was anxious about the walk and whether I’d make it, I was anxious about climbing the Pyrenees, which I’d heard was very high and very steep, and I was now anxious about my knee.

So if you have all these anxieties Bill, why are you doing this walk?

I had no idea.

I’d been to Spain with my wife two years earlier and I’d seen desultory pilgrims walking along various dusty trails following the Camino. It seemed such a futile and meaningless thing to do that it immediately appealed to me.

It appealed so virulently that within a few months of returning to Australia, I’d bought a pair of boots and I was out walking long distances four or five times a week, with the vague notion that one day I might just go back and do the Camino myself.

No sign of Rosa.

No sign of a squat elderly lady wearing Birkenstocks and munching on a fat slug of bratwurst.

During my months of preparation before leaving Australia, I’d done extensive research into the Camino, which involved reading Wikipedia and watching some YouTube videos. Oh yes, and the Martin Sheen movie, The Way.

The reason the movie was called The Way was because the Camino de Santiago is known as The Way of St. James. St. James was one of Jesus’ apostles, and it’s believed his remains were buried in Santiago de Compostela, the capital of Galicia in the far north-west of Spain.

Scallops are abundant in the seas off Galicia, and the scallop shell has become the symbol of the Camino. The route is way-marked with either yellow arrows or scallop shell symbols, and pilgrims heading to Santiago traditionally hang a shell off their backpacks.

Even though it’s been a pilgrimage route dating back even before St. James to pre-Christian times, it’s only been in the last twenty five years or so that the Camino has become hugely popular. More than 200,000 people each year come from all over the world to walk to Santiago – and each year its popularity grows.

I wasn’t doing the pilgrimage because I wanted to see some musty old relics. And I wasn’t doing it to prove anything either, to physically challenge myself before my body clock ticked over to the big six-oh.

I certainly wasn’t doing it to be fashionable. There were easier ways for me to be fashionable that didn’t involve walking 800kms across a country whose language I couldn’t speak or understand. I could buy a pair of Prada sunglasses, or I could pretend I knew who Pink was.

No, I was doing this pilgrimage because…

Yes Bill, why ARE you doing it?

I had no idea why I was doing it. All I knew was that I had to do it. There was no question about it. I simply had to walk the Camino.

I limped along the terminal concourse until I came to the top of a large set of stairs that would take me to ground level. I stopped. There was a crowd down below presumably waiting for the new arrivals, and I was conscious that in amongst that crowd would be Rosa.

Somehow I had to get down those stairs without pathetically clutching the handrail. I didn’t want Rosa’s first impression of me as being someone in need of a Zimmer frame.

Also, I immediately recognized the cruel symmetry of the occasion. Tomorrow I had to climb up the Pyrenees. Today I had to climb down the airport stairs. I couldn’t climb up the Pyrenees unless I climbed down the stairs. There was no getting around it.

I went down the stairs slowly, wincing as each step sent a stab of pain into my knee. I stayed close to the handrail – close enough to grab it if I stumbled, but not so close that I looked like I needed it.

A delicate balance.

A kindly gentleman in a tweed jacket, noticing my discomfit and caution, went to help me by taking my arm, but I hissed at him between clenched teeth: Get away from me sir!

I didn’t want Rosa seeing me nurse-maided down the stairs.

The gentleman stepped back as if I’d just told him I was 2IC in Al Qaeda, then he descended the stairs nimbly, looking back at me over his shoulder and muttering. I felt guilty, and envious. Guilty that I’d hissed at him, and envious at his mobility.

I reached the bottom of the stairs and began to mingle amongst the crowd, looking for Rosa. She was probably a cyclist as well as being a hiker. Weren’t all Dutch women cyclists? Didn’t they cycle everywhere? She probably had chunky calves. I began to look for a squat 50 year old woman with pigtails, a plaid skirt, and chunky calves.

As for me, I was wearing black Nike track pants, black merino wool long sleeved top and black jacket. Plus a red Sydney Swans football cap. I wasn’t wearing black to be cool, but for practical reasons. If needs be, I could go several days without doing my laundry if I wore black. The dirt wouldn’t show, nor the sweat stains.

I’d decided on the red Sydney Swans cap not because I was an ardent fan of the Australian Rules football club, which I was, but because the cap was red. Bright red. I figured if I fell down a deep ravine while walking up the Pyrenees, I’d be more easily visible to rescuers.

That’s assuming the cap stayed on my head.

Doing my own laundry though was one of the things I was going to have to deal with on this walk. The last time I did my own laundry was several years earlier when all my clothes came out of the dryer so shrunk they were only wearable by a fourteen year old. A stunted fourteen year old.

My wife, Jennifer, in fact had banned me from doing the laundry. She’d had to throw away several of her favourite outfits after I generously washed her clothes for her. At the last moment I’d thrown in my new Sydney Swans jumper, which of course was bright red.

And I thought she liked pink…

Whenever I was away on film shoots, I had minions do my laundry for me. I also had those same minions make me coffee, bring me lunch, and attend to my every need. So this would be another new experience for me. Doing my own laundry. And not having minions.

And while we’re discussing new experiences, let’s discuss my sleeping quarters.

To even use the words sleeping quarters made me shudder. I usually used the word suite, and sometimes even penthouse. I liked it best when the two words were co-joined – penthouse suite. On this walk however there would be no suites, and no penthouses, and not even any Standard Single Rooms. I was going to be sleeping in what were called albergues.

Albergues are dormitory styled hostels set up along the Camino to cater specifically for pilgrims. We’re talking bunk beds in rooms sometimes the size of small aircraft hangers. And just as draughty. Needless to say they don’t have air-con, nor do they have flat screen tvs, mini-bars, and turn down service. They have nothing, other than bunk beds.

The bunk beds sometimes have pillows, sometimes they don’t. Sometimes the rooms have heating, often they don’t. No sheeting, and in fact you’re lucky to get a blanket. And so you have to sleep in your sleeping bag.

Yes, tucked away in the bottom of my backpack was the sleeping bag I’d bought just for the walk. I was thirteen when I last slept in a sleeping bag. I’d gone on a school excursion into the Outback to see sheep being shorn and cattle being castrated.

When you’re thirteen and you’re in an Outback shed with all your school friends and you’ve just seen a procession of bulls have their knackers cut off, sleeping bags are fun. When you’re nearly sixty and you’re in a draughty aircraft hanger with dozens of strangers who snore, sleeping bags are not fun.

The albergues had communal showering and toilet facilities. Mixed genders. No quaint Male and Female here. I didn’t relish that. Not that I had anything to hide, or show off for that matter, it’s just that I like my privacy.

The one redeeming feature of pilgrim albergues though was their price. They were cheap. Rarely did it cost more than €10 for the night, and there was no set price – you donated whatever you could afford.

The other advantage of albergues though was that they provided a great opportunity to meet other pilgrims. Which brings me to my next anxiety – people.

One of my biggest fears I had about walking the Camino was meeting people. It’s not that I have a problem with people, or that I’m anti-social - it’s just that I wanted to walk by myself.

I wanted to think, and it’s hard trying to think when you have someone walking beside you who insists on telling you in vivid and unscrimping detail all the traumatic events in their life that culminated in them doing the Camino.

I’d also heard that Camino “families” quickly formed, cliques of pilgrims who banded together and didn’t let others in. There were also Camino “buddies” - people you met who became friends, and eventually life long pals.

I didn’t need any more friends. I had nearly three hundred friends on Facebook, thank you very much, some of whom I actually knew. I didn’t need a Camino buddy either. My best buddy was my wife of thirty-one years, Jennifer. She was buddy enough for me. I just wanted to walk by myself and be left alone.

Is that Bill Bennett? a voice called out from the crowd.

I looked around for the pig-tail flouncing Rosa. All I could see coming towards me was a bloke dressed in hi-tech hiking gear. He was in his mid 30’s, all muscle and buff, like he was ready for the Winter Olympics.

Is this Rosa?

He introduced himself as Balazs, from Hungary. His head was clean-shaven and his face was chiselled, yet he had a huge grin and he radiated light and warmth. I liked him immediately.

He told me he was going to be sharing the taxi, and led me over to two others who’d been waiting for me to arrive. One was a large, and I mean very large man named Laszlo.

Laszlo was also from Hungary, and when we shook hands, he laughed. It was a laugh that could have set off car alarms outside on the street. His whole huge body exploded in mirth. His eyes twinkled and my hand disappeared into his massive paw. I wondered if I’d ever see it again.

Finally he let me go, and I was introduced to Rosa.

Rosa was late 20’s, slim and lithe, blonde hair and cover-girl beautiful. She had a smile that could have thawed the snows off the Pyrenees. She was gorgeous. I introduced myself and, at a loss for words given my prior expectations, I asked her how much her backpack weighed.

I’d become obsessed with the weight of my backpack. Before leaving Australia, I’d weighed everything on my digital kitchen scales. I did this secretly, up in my office, in case my wife discovered I was weighing my underpants.

My Bonds Comfy Undies by the way came in at 65gms. My razor weighed 45gms, my toothbrush 15gms, and 6 plastic clothes pegs totalled 24gms. My deodorant weighed a hefty 84gms, so I left it behind. I figured that if I stank on the Camino, then it would be someone else’s problem, given I had a very poor sense of smell.

Rule of thumb has it that your backpack should weigh no more than 10% of your body weight. My body weight was 75kgs, so my backpack should have weighed 7.5kgs max. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get it below 8.8kgs. Which meant one of two things - I had to lose a further 1.3kgs from the backpack, or eat a lot so I weighed 88kgs.

That second option certainly appealed to me, given that it would be more fun and much easier than deciding what to ditch from my pack – but I couldn’t manage either, so I flew out of Australia having transgressed the sacred 10% rule.

I was curious though as to whether other pilgrims had been similarly 10% challenged – and hence my question to Rosa. She was coy about her backpack weight though, and I sensed she thought me strange for asking.

I quickly turned to Balazs.

His pack was at the 15% mark, which made me feel good, until I found out that along with everything else, he was carrying a coffee shop – an espresso machine, grinder, and a big bag of freshly roasted beans. Balazs liked his coffee.

Laszlo, himself being on the super-extra-large size, blew the 10% of body weight rule completely out of the water, so his pack weight was irrelevant. However, he did carry around his neck a big heavy digital SLR camera.

Immediately I got camera envy. I’d left my professional Nikon gear behind in favour of a smaller lighter compact camera. It was one of the most difficult and agonizing decisions I’d made when considering what to jettison. Being a film director, images are very important to me. I love taking photos. I looked at Laszlo’s camera and knew I’d made the wrong choice.

The taxi finally came and we threw our packs in the trunk and hopped aboard. I was exhausted. I’d been traveling for two days from my home in Central New South Wales. The others had come off short European flights, so they were fresh and bouncy.

We chatted, and I discovered that Laszlo was an architect, not married, and Balazs was a former restaurateur, and now a commodities broker. He was married, with a couple of children. Laszlo and Rosa were sitting together in the front, and so I didn’t really get to find out much about Rosa, but I didn’t have to.

I was just relieved she didn’t smell of cows.

The cab wound its way through lush green valleys, slowly heading up towards the medieval town of St. Jean Pied de Port at the foot of the Pyrenees – the traditional starting point of the Camino de Santiago.

I looked out the window and saw the massive mountain range looming in the distance, its impossibly high snow capped peaks shrouded in cloud. Tomorrow I would attempt to climb those mountains.

Balazs asked me what I did and I told him. I mentioned that I was soon hoping to make a film about intuition and that I wanted to walk the Camino intuitively. He looked at me strangely.

What do you mean? he asked.

I explained that I’d developed a concept called PGS – which stands for Personal Guidance System. I believe each of us has within us a PGS, like a GPS in a car, which tries to guide us through life. Several years earlier my life had been saved by a sudden intuitive insight, and ever since I’d been fascinated by intuition.

I told him that normally, I was a very organised person. Particularly when I travelled. But on this trip, on this pilgrimage, I wasn’t going to plan anything. I was going to let my PGS, and The Way, guide me.

Rosa turned around and smiled. That’s interesting, she said.

Why is it that when a pretty young girl turns and smiles at a sixty year old man – sorry, a nearly sixty year old man - that nearly sixty year old man suddenly realises he’s nearly sixty years old?

The taxi dropped us in the parking lot at the bottom of the old quarter of St. Jean, and we each paid our share of the fare. We were all staying at the same albergue, so we walked together through the historic centre, our packs slung rakishly over our shoulders, our new shiny scallop shells dangling off the back.

I was excited. I was thrilled. I was finally there. After two years of dreaming of walking the Camino, I’d finally arrived. I felt like a pilgrim. I felt special. I felt somehow … medieval. I felt a part of something that was beyond my immediate comprehension. I couldn’t wait till tomorrow, to start what I knew was going to be an extraordinary journey. Possibly even a life-changing journey.

There was only one problem –

To get to my albergue I had to climb up a long and steep hill. And I wasn’t sure I could make it…

I looked around for a handrail.
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Chapter 2

 

I have to admit to what some would see as a personal failing.

I am highly competitive.

If I’m stopped at traffic lights and a vehicle pulls up in the lane beside me, I’m the kind of person who takes a quiet pleasure in being first off on the green. Even if the vehicle beside me is a garbage truck. Fully loaded.

I don’t like losing.

The corollary to that is that I like to do everything well. Very well. Possibly even perfectly. Possibly even anally perfectly. Which of course is an eternal frustration to me, because I’m not really very good at much, other than dragging fully loaded garbage trucks off at the lights. Given this character flaw, there was no way I wasn’t going to be first up that hill to the albergue.

I looked at my competitors… sorry… my fellow pilgrims.

I could beat Laszlo, not a problem. After all, he was a big heavy guy. He’d probably need emergency resuscitation once he got to the top. If he got to the top. And Rosa. She looked fit, but there was a strong chance she might stop halfway up the hill and look in a shop window.

And then there was Balazs. He looked like he could climb up the hill and keep going over the Pyrenees and be back again in time for dinner. Balazs was the guy I had to beat. It had come down to him and me. Balazs was my garbage truck.

The thing about a race like this, you must never make it look like it’s a race. You have to be sly about it. You start off slow, you dawdle a bit, you even engage in superficial banter with your competitors, and then without them even realising, you’ve kicked in the turbo-chargers and you’re halfway up the hill.

And then you’re first at the doorway to the albergue, trying not to show how hard you’re breathing as the others straggle up to you, admiring how easily you managed the steep climb. Of course you shrug off the compliments and make some humble self-effacing remark, which makes the losers feel better about themselves.

Balazs knew. He knew what I was up to.

He caught me off guard. He surged up the hill. I followed. My knee pulled out a large butcher’s knife and stabbed me repeatedly. I ignored it. Balazs got to the front door ahead of me. He greeted me with a humble self-effacing remark.

Bastard.

The albergue was in a small stone building at the top of a hill which looked down over the old town, and the start of the Camino. To say it’s the start of the Camino is misleading however because there are several different Caminos.

In times past, pilgrims from all over Europe simply left their homes, wherever they lived, and walked to Santiago. Over the centuries various ways, or caminos, to Santiago became established – some through France funnelling pilgrims from Italy and other parts of Europe, a couple from Portugal and the south of Spain – but St. Jean Pied de Port was traditionally the starting point for many, the start of what was called the Camino Frances.

That’s what I was going to be doing, the Camino Frances. It would take me up and over the Pyrenees, then across the north of Spain until I reached Santiago de Compostela on the far west coast, some 800kms away.

First though, I had to check in and change out of the putrid clothes I’d been wearing since leaving Australia forty hours ago.

Normally after a long haul international flight when I checked in, a porter would immediately grab my luggage, put it on a trolley and whisk me up to my room where I would take a shower, pull the blinds, and snooze off my jetlag.

Not this time. This was the beginning of my New Experience. For starters, I didn’t have luggage, I had a backpack. And there were no porters. There were a couple of elderly hospitaleros – the people who ran the albergue - and nice as they appeared to be, no one was jumping to grab my backpack and put it on a trolley.

Also, there were no rooms. At least, there were no single rooms. Or even Deluxe King Sized Rooms with an Ocean/River/City view. There were just rooms with bunks. And that’s where I was whisked to - a room with six bunks.

The only slightly redeeming thing in all this was that Rosa’s bunk was in the same room. Which meant that technically, we were sleeping together.

I’m sleeping with Rosa on my first night?

I LIKE being a pilgrim!

There was a top bunk and a bottom bunk. I got a top bunk. This was both a good thing and a bad thing, as I was to learn throughout my walk. It was good not to feel hemmed in by having a bunk above me – like I was sleeping in a submarine.

But it was a nuisance if I wanted to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night, particularly if there was no ladder or easy way down.

A couple of times later in my walk I would need to take a midnight tinkle, and in my urgency to get to the loo I would tread on the head of my bunkmate below. The resulting blast of invective was not, I thought, appropriate for a pilgrim.

A hospitalero advised me to lay my sleeping bag out on my bunk, to claim it as mine. This was one of many Camino “rules” I was soon to learn. I pulled the sleeping bag out of its nylon sack. It was the first time I’d taken it out since buying it online a couple of months earlier. I looked at it anxiously. I’d forgotten how sleeping bags worked.

Irrespective, I laid it out on the bunk, as instructed, then had a shower and changed into fresh clothes. Same outfit – black, black, more black, and red on top. Then I was ready to hit the town. I had to pick up a credential, a “pilgrim’s passport” which I would need to get stamped each day at a church or albergue.

A pilgrim’s passport allowed you to stay in the various albergues along the way, and so take advantage of the cheap accommodation and meals. On arriving in Santiago de Compostela, you showed your stamped passport to the Pilgrim’s Office, and you received a beautiful Compostela, a signed and stamped official document written in Latin stating that you’d completed the Camino.

I went with Rosa to the St. Jean’s Pilgrim’s Office and queued for twenty minutes before it was my turn to receive my credential. I learnt from the staff in the office that there would be roughly 100 pilgrims leaving St. Jean the next morning. Not all of them would go all the way through to Santiago – some would be doing the Camino in stages, because they had limited time. And some no doubt would bail because of injury, or because they found it too difficult.

The office was issuing a warning to all pilgrims. There had been very heavy snows recently, which had closed one of two routes over the Pyrenees.

The preferred route, the scenic route, was following the traditional Route Napoleon, directly over the top of the mountains. It wound its way up through beautiful pastures, before crossing the Spanish border and dropping back down to a small village called Roncesvalles.

In saying “it wound its way up through beautiful pastures,” please don’t let me mislead you into thinking it was a gentle stroll. It was a long brutal climb. The total distance was 25kms, but “adjusted for climb,” the distance was 32kms. The highest point was 1,450m above sea level – with St. Jean Pied de Port being 170m above sea level. So it was a climb of nearly one kilometre.

This was the route that the Pilgrim’s Office had effectively closed. A pilgrim had died ten days earlier, trying to get to Roncesvalles via the Route Napoleon. He’d got lost in the snow. It took rescuers four days to find his body.

The other way was called the Valcarlos Route, because it went via a small town called Valcarlos. It was no less long and no less brutal, but it followed one of the National highways linking France to Spain, so it was usually always open, even in snowstorms.

The only problem was you spent a good deal of the time walking on a heavily trafficked highway, with trucks hurtling past around hairpin bends - so there was a distinct possibility you’d get run over.

Which meant I was left with a choice: Die by getting lost in the snow, or die by getting hit by a truck. And remember, this was only the first day. There were other ways I could die later on.

There are two guidebooks which most pilgrims use when they undertake the Camino – a Michelin Guide, and a guidebook written by a British surveyor named John Brierley. Both books break the walk up into daily stages, but the Brierley guidebook has become the unofficial bible of the Camino.

Most pilgrims slavishly stick to the Brierley mandated stage stops, so that at the end of a day’s trek there’s often a glut of walkers in the recommended towns along the way. But in both books, the first stage has you stop in Roncesvalles.

My wife wanted me to ease into the Camino. She was concerned about me hopping off a plane after traveling all the way from Australia, then the next day climbing 32 “elevation adjusted” kilometres over the Pyrenees. So as a concession to her, I’d agreed to walk only 8kms my first day – to a town called Orisson partway up the Route Napoleon. Below the snowline.

Doing this walk is a chance for you to break old habits Bill, she’d said. Go slow at first. Don’t charge at it like a bull, like you do with everything else.

I’d made a reservation at the only hotel in Orisson and pre-paid €32 for a room - a bit exxy for a pilgrim, but at least it mollified my wife somewhat. She had, after all, been putting up with my Camino obsession for quite a while. But it irked me. It irked me to ease into anything.

First though, I had to buy two things before I left the next morning – a knife, and a pilgrim’s staff. The knife had to be a particular kind – a French Opinel knife. They’re a traditional working-man’s knife, a classic piece of French design, and they cost about €7.

The pilgrim’s staff also had to be to my liking. It had to have durability, because I’d be using it to walk over 800kms of rough terrain, but it also had to be aesthetically pleasing. I didn’t want just any mass produced stick. I wanted a proper pilgrim’s staff.

I walked with Rosa around the town, looking for my two shopping items. Rosa too needed a staff, but she wasn’t as fussy as me. She bought the first staff that was the right size and price.

I found a couple of shops that sold Opinel knives, and finally selected one that was big enough to cut cheese and chorizo, but not so big that weight became an issue. But I couldn’t find a staff I liked.

I went from shop to shop. Rosa accompanied me patiently as I inspected every wooden stick offered to me. None of them were right. None of them called to me. They didn’t have character. Or they weren’t the right height, or weight. Or they weren’t made from the right wood. I rejected them all.

After an hour of meticulously examining every stick in every shop we walked into, Rosa finally had enough. She headed to a café, shaking her head and muttering as she sashayed off, leaving me now unencumbered to do a proper search.

I did a complete circuit of the town. It was apparent to me that finding exactly the right staff was going to be more difficult than I thought, so I had to do this systematically. I went into every store I hadn’t previously visited. I took out every staff, I scrutinized it, I walked a few paces with it and felt its balance, but invariably it wasn’t exactly right and I’d go to the next shop.

I slowly became aware that I was aggravating some of the shopkeepers. They made me aware of their aggravation by shouting at me. But given that it was in French, I took no offence.

Having walked the entire town and found nothing I liked, I arrived back at the café. Balazs and Laszlo had joined Rosa for drinks, and they invited me to join them too. I politely declined. I wanted to do a second circuit of the town. Maybe there was a shop I’d missed, or a staff I hadn’t seen.

They looked at me strangely. What’s the big deal with the stick? Balazs asked. There’s plenty of sticks.

Yes, there were plenty of sticks. He was right. But I was looking for one that was in keeping with The Romance of the Pilgrim. The Romance of the Pilgrim was very important to me.

I’d seen statues of pilgrims, and paintings, and they were all holding staffs. Not mass produced broom sticks, but old gnarled tree branches. That’s what I wanted. I wanted an old gnarled tree branch. Something you’d see in a painting in a church. However, it was getting late, I’d just flown in from Australia, I had a long walk ahead of me tomorrow, so I was prepared to compromise.

While the others sat around relaxing, I trudged off going from store to store again, going up and down the hill, looking at every staff with greater scrutiny.

After an hour, I found one I quite liked. It was slightly misshapen, which would pass for being gnarled, it had a knobbly head with a knot in the middle of it that looked like a blighted eye. It had character. It was also the right thickness and height, and it felt good in the hand.

Satisfied, I paid €8 for it then went back and joined the others. I now had my knife and my staff. It had taken nearly two hours, but I was happy.

Balazs and Laszlo didn’t have pilgrims’ staffs, they had trekking poles. They were like ski poles, and made a clack clack clacking sound on cobblestones as they walked. To me, they were the antithesis of The Romance of the Pilgrim.

They were metallic and cold and technical. They had no pilgrim chic. Pilgrims with trekking poles looked like stick insects. The sound of the clack clack clack was like the sound of an insect’s mandibles crushing ants.

Plus they looked dumb. In a church, you never gazed up at a statue of St. James, mid stride, clutching trekking poles. He had a gnarled tree branch.

He had The Romance of the Pilgrim.

So now I had everything I needed to walk the Camino. I could relax. I ordered a beer and a plate of cheese and charcuterie, shared it with my newly found friends, and as the sun began to dip behind the mountains, we chatted. But it was the nervous skittish kind of chatter of four parachutists before their first jump.

Later that evening, all the pilgrims staying in the albergue sat around a large table and we politely handed around plates of food and ate dinner together. Each of us then had to get up and say in a few words who we were and where we came from. I felt very uncomfortable. I felt like I was at a drug rehabilitation clinic.

Hi, I’m Bill, I’m from Australia, and I’m a Camino obsessive.

All I can remember of that evening, other than the discomfort of actually being there, was in a moment when the conversation died and there was a gap of silence, I told the pilgrims that at some point along the Camino, each of us was going to meet an angel.

They all stared back at me, blankly.

I quickly excused myself from the table, went back to my room and fluffed up my sleeping bag. Not realizing that I’d already met three of mine…
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Chapter 3

 

I don’t understand snoring.

I don’t understand the need for it.

Perhaps from an evolutionary standpoint I can see how snoring might have developed as a defence mechanism, to keep the species alive by warding off mammoths and other prehistoric beasts while our ape forebears slept in their caves.

That night there was a snorer in the room that definitely would have frightened off a mammoth. The offender was a young lady named Victoria, who I’d met briefly over dinner. Perhaps it was her defensive mechanism, to keep men away.

It certainly worked with me.

Her snoring was so violent it would have registered on the Richter scale in an undersea laboratory in Hawaii. If we’d been closer to the ocean I would have worried about tsunamis.

I jammed in some earplugs and went back to sleep, and dreamt of woolly mammoths stampeding over frozen plains, being chased by pilgrims wielding gnarled tree branches, using giant scallop shells for shields.

I woke bright as a button at 2:21am. I felt short changed. The Universe had short changed me a minute. Why hadn’t it woken me at 2:22am? That would have been propitious for the first day of my Camino. No, it woke me a minute too soon.

It didn’t bode well.

Victoria was still snoring. It wasn’t so much that I could hear her, but I could feel the pressure on my earplugs, like standing beside a jackhammer. A couple of fillings in my teeth were starting to work their way loose. I noticed a glass of water on a nearby table was shaking, as if a dinosaur were approaching.

Everyone else was asleep.

How can they sleep when there’s a T-Rex coming?

The albergue had a policy that no-one was allowed up until 6:45am. That enabled other pilgrims to get a good night’s sleep before the first big day. But I was jetlagged, and couldn’t go back to sleep. Which meant I’d have to lie in bed for more than four hours, enduring Victoria’s attempts to move the earth’s tectonic plates.

I’d found out the previous evening that a hospitalero from the albergue always did a bread run at 6am to the local bakery. This was my chance to get out of bed early, before Victoria’s nasal passages rendered the albergue structurally unsound and the roof caved in on me. I would volunteer to go to the bakery too.

I loved French village bakeries. And I particularly loved them very early in the morning, when they were in full production. I loved the smell of them. There was something very honest about local artisan bread.

So at 6am on the dot, bleary-eyed and slightly disoriented, as though I’d been standing near a mine site during three and a half hours of blasting, I got up and headed off to the bakery with Michelle, a lovely middle-aged lady who’d previously walked the Camino, and was now working at the albergue as a helper.

The lanes were dark and empty as we made our way to the bakery on the other side of town, the dew on the cobblestones reflecting the occasional street lamp. We passed houses and shopfronts that wouldn’t have looked much different two hundred years ago. Our footfalls echoed. In the cold, our misty breaths ballooned in front of us, and disappeared as we walked through them.

Suddenly I had to stop.

Ahead of me were the town’s massive stone gates – gates that had stood for centuries, and through which millions of pilgrims had passed on their way to Santiago. I’d seen these very gates countless times in photos and on videos. And now there I was, standing before them.

I was overwhelmed.

Later that morning, I too would set off through those gates to begin my own pilgrimage, following in the footsteps of some of Europe’s great men and women of history. I felt a part of something so huge, so timeless, so reverent it was awe-inspiring. But it was also confusing.

Why are you here Bill? Why are you doing this?

I didn’t know.

I did not have a clue as to why I’d just dropped everything, all my work commitments back home, to head off halfway around the world to do a pilgrimage. It was a complete mystery to me. Yet if I needed confirmation I was doing the right thing, it came when I made the travel booking.

After thinking about walking the Camino for so long, the dam finally burst and I made the decision. I just had to do it. I would leave in six weeks. So I called my travel agent and booked two coach fares, one for me and one for my wife, who would join me in Santiago at the end. The total cost came to $4,194.

Not long after, my PGS alerted me that for some reason, I should check my bank account. When I did, I discovered that shortly after I’d paid for the airline tickets, I received a deposit into my account of $4,392.

At first, I thought it was a mistake, and I went to call the travel agent to let him know the money for the airfares had bounced back. But then I realised the funds were actually a royalty payment for a past film.

I don’t get royalty payments often, sadly. I certainly don’t get them within an hour of making a payment to go on a pilgrimage. And I sure as hell don’t get them $198 more than the cost of the airfares, that $198 being the amount I needed to cover my ground transportation.

In other words, within an hour of paying my airfares to walk the Camino, I got all my transport costs covered. Out of the blue. I was gobsmacked. But it told me clearly that I was doing the right thing. That I’d been called to do this walk.

I stepped inside the bakery with Michelle. The smell of freshly baked croissants and brioches swirled around me. The floor was dusted with white flour. Stacked against a wall were baskets and brown paper bags full of baguettes and pastries, ready for pick-up by the various stores and albergues around the town.

Michelle grabbed her bag and we began to walk back. It was still dark, but pilgrims were now starting to leave St. Jean – making their way through the town gates and across the old stone bridge out of town, heading to Roncesvalles. They were moving slowly, yet with a quiet determination.

They had their backpacks on, and their staffs and trekking poles, and as they passed us they nodded and smiled distractedly, their focus clearly on what lay before them - the day’s climb over the Pyrenees.

At that moment, seeing these pilgrims leaving for the big climb, I wanted to race back to the albergue, throw on my backpack and just leave. Follow them. Head off to Roncesvalles too.

But I had a booking that night at Orisson. And I’d promised my wife that I’d ease into it. Doing the 8km walk would be my first demonstration to her that I was breaking old habits, that I wasn’t a bull charging at gates anymore.

So I helped Michelle carry the bags back to the albergue, and I had breakfast.

I popped back into the bunkroom, where the other pilgrims were packing up and getting ready to head out. I caught Victoria’s eye, and said to her kindly:

Hey Victoria, do you realise that you snore?

I thought I was performing a public service, telling her on the first day so she could remedy the situation and not put other pilgrims’ lives at risk. But she turned to me, looking like she was about to explode. So did Rosa, so did every other pilgrim in the room.

You snore! they all said in unison, trying to suppress their anger and rage.

Confused, and hurt, I said: What do you mean?

YOU SNORE! they shouted, eyes blazing.

It was lucky there wasn’t a rope handy. Red-eyed and exhausted from lack of sleep, they looked ready to lynch me. Even Rosa - my taxi-sharing Rosa.

There must be some mistake, I said, a little unsure.

Now, I must admit I have been known to snore. When I lie on my back, I do emit the occasional nocturnal nasal rumble. And when I thought back, I did faintly recall lying on my back last night. But I definitely did not recall snoring.

Still, it was an argument I couldn’t win. So, somewhat chastened, I turned and walked out. Victoria though was standing by the door, guarding the exit like a demented troll. In the confined space, I had to inch past her. Had she my Opinel knife at hand, I’m sure she would have cut off my balls.

Breakfast was a cursory affair – everyone was gulping down their coffee and wolfing down their baguettes and jam so they could get out on the road quickly. There was a palpable tension in the air. Kind of like the soldiers in those amphibious craft about to land on D Day.

Everyone knew it was going to be a tough day, and it was going to test them.

I watched them leave, one by one. I envied them. They would be doing the Big Walk. I would be doing the Easy Walk. The walk I’d told my wife I’d do, to prove I would come back a changed man.

The pussy walk.

I said goodbye to Rosa and wished her well, although my affection for her had waned somewhat, having witnessed her participation in the snoring lynch mob. I then said goodbye to Victoria. Given that we were both strung out and sleep deprived, it was a wonder we didn’t come to blows. But we were cordial, which was testament to our commitment to being good pilgrims.

I wished her a buen camino, and added that I hoped she didn’t fall off a cliff.

She told me that I not only snored, I farted. Then she left quickly, for which we were both grateful.

The albergue quickly emptied, leaving just me and my backpack, and my new pilgrim’s staff. The hospitaleros began to look at me meaningfully. They would want me out by 8am. I would then have to kick around town until lunch, before ambling up to Orisson.

I have to admit, I’m not a good ambler. If someone were to describe me, the word “ambler” would not spring to mind. The word “wanker” would probably be top of most people’s list, followed closely by the phrase: “pain in the ass.”

The morning was going to be tedious.

What am I going to do for the four or five hours before lunch?

I could wander off into town, and perhaps fill in my time going from store to store, to make sure I’d got the best pilgrim’s staff. But I was fairly certain a third circuit wouldn’t reveal a better staff than the one I already had. I’d been thorough the day before. Also, I’d be nervous going back into some of the stores. There were shopkeepers in town that would hurt me if they saw me again.

I couldn’t shop for anything else either, because anything I bought would only add weight to my already heavy backpack.

I’d read somewhere that film directors are inveterate shoppers. Francis Ford Coppola was famous for his shopping sprees. Fellini was a crazy shopper. And it’s said that Alfred Hitchcock liked to buy knives capable of dismemberment. Whilst I wasn’t quite in their league from an oeuvre point of view, I could shop anywhere. Dump me in any shitty little hole anywhere in the world, I could shop.

Not that day in St. Jean. No-sireeee. Anything I bought, I was going to have to haul all the way across Spain on my back. Souvenir and gift shopping was out. Browsing would only make me frustrated, because I couldn’t buy. I was hog-tied.

What am I going to do?

There was no point leaving early for Orisson because I’d get there by 10am and have to wait until 2pm before I could check in. There was not much I could do but wait. And I hate waiting. I hate having nothing to do. I hate easing into things.

I thought of those pilgrims setting off before dawn. Doing the massive climb up and over the Pyrenees. And at that moment I knew it would always eat at me. For years to come, I would always wonder if I could have made it. Could I have done that first stage all in one go? And was I really doing the Orisson walk to appease my wife, or because I was chicken shit?

Bill, you’ve made the booking at the Orisson hotel. You’ve paid €32 for a room. You’ve even reserved a table for dinner. Don’t be a moron. You’ve been awake since 2am, you’re jetlagged up the wazoo, you don’t need to prove anything to yourself. Why don’t you, for once in your life, just kick back and take it easy?

I looked over at my pilgrim’s staff. I looked at its deformed head, and I will swear to this day that the blighted eye winked at me, as if saying: Buen Camino...

That was it. I picked up my backpack, said goodbye to the lovely hospitaleros, grabbed that pesky staff and leapt out of my amphibious landing craft…
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Chapter 4

 

I strode away from the albergue down the lane and out through the old stone gates, over the bridge and out through the town. Because I’d been to the bakery a couple of hours earlier and I knew my way, I took a short cut onto the Camino.

I quickly left the town’s outskirts and found myself on a country road walking briskly, an easy rhythm to my gait. I breathed in the cool mountain air. The skies were clear. It was a perfect day for walking.

I lengthened my stride, I grasped my pilgrim’s staff, which felt good in my hand, and I felt happy. I was finally doing it – I was finally walking the Camino. I was finally on my way to Santiago de Compostela.

A farmer in a nearby field waved at me.

Friendly bunch, I thought. I waved back.

He waved again, this time a little more urgently. And he yelled out to me.

Probably wishing me Buen Camino, I thought.

I yelled back: I hope you have a good crop of EU subsidies sir. I gave him another cheery wave.

I kept walking. I had to make up time. All the other pilgrims had left long before me. I was the last one to leave St. Jean. The town had become devoid of pilgrims. It had become a pilgrim-free zone. It was as though a drone had flown overhead and taken out everyone wearing a backpack sporting a scallop shell.

The shell is worn like a badge of honour by pilgrims. Most usually buy them from a Camino store, all buffed up and ready to attach to their backpack. I bought mine from a supermarket freezer cabinet.

Two years earlier, while my wife and I were driving back to Galicia from France, we stopped in a town not far from Santiago to buy some groceries for lunch. I wandered through a supermarket and noticed some scallops on the shell in a freezer. Even then, I had a vague notion that one day I might need a shell for when I walked the Camino, so I took them all out of the cabinet and examined each one carefully.

I wanted a shell that had a classic scallop shape, with just the right colour on the inside and perfect alignment of sunray banding on the outside. After twenty minutes, and noticing that the scallops were thawing and would soon be unfit for human consumption, I finally bought three, thinking I’d decide later.

I put the others back in the freezer, and hoped that no-one subsequently died of food poisoning.

Back in our cottage in Galicia, I quickly dispensed of the now putrefying scallop meat so that I could properly examine the shells. Again I couldn’t decide. I’d grown fond of all three of them – they each had their own distinct personality – so I took them back to Australia.

The day I booked the airline tickets to do the Camino, I made a decision. I chose the biggest, pinkest, sturdiest shell. I took out my power drill and bore two holes in it, found a strong piece of cord and attached it to my backpack. From that day on, I did all my training around the small country town of Mudgee with a big scallop shell dangling off the pack. I drew strange looks from the locals.

Now as I walked out of St. Jean, I could feel that shell bouncing excitedly on its cord, as though it was thrilled to be finally on the road heading back to Galicia.

Up ahead I noticed a sign by the side of the track. It had the word ferme on it.

That must be French for farm,” I thought. “Bit dumb telling me there’s a farm coming up. There’s farms everywhere. I kept walking and some distance on I discovered that ferme means “closed.” I discovered this when I came to the barriers across the road.

Hmmm, I thought. How did all the pilgrims get around this? Did they go over the barriers, or did they step around them?

As I stood there pondering this, another farmer in a nearby field started waving and shouting at me.

The farmers around here must really like pilgrims, I thought. And to think that so many people regard the French as rude and arrogant. Why, they’re a lovely bunch.

Then I heard some words in broken English: …wrong way… Camino THAT way… you stupid imbecile!

Was he telling me I was lost? How could I be lost?

To put this in context – it’s almost impossible to get lost on the Camino, much less just outside of St. Jean. There are yellow arrows and scallop markers everywhere pointing you in just one direction, to Santiago. To get lost within spitting distance of St. Jean, you would have to be either: a) Visually impaired, or b) Just plain stupid.

I was lost. What was b again?

The reason I got lost was simple - the short cut.

Yes, I got lost taking the short cut. If ever you get the chance to look at a map of St. Jean Pied de Port, you’ll marvel at my ingenuity. Medieval town planners were uncomplicated people, and they planned their towns in an uncomplicated manner. It took a bold and imaginative mind to get lost walking out of St. Jean.

But I did.

What was b again?

As I retraced my steps heading back to St. Jean, I figured out why I’d got lost. I’d been excited. I’d been like a child on Christmas Eve. I could not remember having been this excited. At my age, it takes a lot to excite me. I’ve seen a lot. I’ve done a lot. And nothing much excites me anymore.

Except for walking the Camino.

I’d been excited six months out from the walk. I’d been excited even before I knew I was doing the walk. And I’d been excited from the moment I woke up at 2:21am. I’d been so excited that on leaving the town, I’d rushed past key markers pointing me to Santiago. I’d missed them entirely.

I finally found a yellow arrow and I set off, or at least I re-set off, presumably now in the right direction.

I looked at my watch. It was nearly 10am. I couldn’t put it off much longer. It was getting late in Australia. I would have to call my wife and let her know that I’d changed my plans.

If, at that moment, I’d been offered the choice between calling my loving wife, or having my dentist take out an impacted wisdom tooth, I’d have chosen the tooth. Without hesitation. The dentist at least would give me pain relief. There would be no pain relief in my call to my wife.

I called and she answered, brightly. Hi darling, she asked. How are you feeling?

I thought I would soften her up a little first, eek out some sympathy. Oh, I had a dreadful night’s sleep, I said. There was this unbelievable snorer in the room, kept me awake all night. I feel horrible now. You have no idea.

Actually I DO, she said sweetly. I know EXACTLY what it’s like.

Bringing up the subject of snoring was not such a good idea. I needed another tack. Anyway, how’s things there? I asked breezily, keeping the conversation non-specific for as long as possible.

Good. She paused, then added suspiciously. You sound like you’re walking. Aren’t you meant to be taking it easy this morning?

My wife has an uncanny ability to know exactly what I’m doing, and exactly what I’m scheming, no matter where I am. If she could extend this capacity beyond the bounds of marriage, she could get a job tracking serial killers.

I walked passed a road sign that pointed to Orisson 8kms in one direction, and Roncesvalles via Valcarlos 28kms the other direction.

Ummmm – yes, about my walking…

And then I told her. I told her of my change of plans.

I could bear it for a little while, but finally the decibel level was so high that I had to hold the phone away from my ear for reasons of Health & Safety. I noticed some sheep in a nearby field were scattering in fright. I saw a small bird fall from a branch and plummet to the ground - but perhaps it was after a worm.

She finally either ran out of names to call me, or ran out of breath, I wasn’t sure which, but it seemed that the screech level had abated somewhat, so I gingerly put the phone back to my ear and played the only card I had…

How can you send me off on a PILGRIMAGE with such negative energy? I said, with just the right amount of pathos in my voice.

Over the last thirty one years of our marriage, I’d slowly learnt how to adjust the ratio of pathos to righteous indignation, depending on the needs of the situation. If I managed to get the ratio absolutely spot-on, I usually got a reprieve. And sometimes, not often but sometimes, I even got an apology.

On that phone call to my wife that morning, I have to tell you that I got the pathos to indignation ratio pitch perfect. I almost brought myself to tears.

But my wife of course was unmoved. And she knows how to use silence like a scalpel. She waited an interminable period before she said: Bill, I thought after this walk, I wouldn’t have to apologize for you anymore.

Whuuuuup.

That’s the sound of my testicles retreating into their body cavity.

Then she softened a little. Did you get your staff? she asked. She knew how important it was for me to get the right staff.

So I told her all about the staff, how wonderful it was, how it wasn’t quite a gnarled tree branch, but it was a close approximation. I didn’t mention that I’d done two sweeps of the town to get the staff, and there were storekeepers around town who could have turned violent should they ever see me again.

I also neglected to tell her how the staff had encouraged me, and in fact it was the staff’s fault that I wasn’t easing into the walk. She didn’t need to know that it winked at me with its deformed eye.

All she needed to know was that I had a staff I was happy with, that I was on my way, and that I loved her. We said our goodnights, it being night time in Australia, and I kept walking.

I walked past the bird I’d seen plummet to the ground. It was lying on its back, with its little legs twitching. It seemed to be stunned. It hadn’t been diving for a worm after all. It looked up at me, squawked in fright, and flew off.

For the next hour or so, I walked along country lanes and back tracks that cut through lush fields dotted with the fattest healthiest cows I’d ever seen. Every now and then there’d be a farmhouse painted in stark white, which stood in contrast to the surrounding verdant green sea of hills.

The skies had become grey and threatening, but no rain had fallen. The air was cool, which was perfect for walking. I saw no other pilgrims. Everyone was obviously well ahead of me. I had The Way all to myself.

I’d bought with me a little iPod loaded with 16GB of audiobooks, music, and a spoken-word version of The Bible. Even though I’d been educated at an Anglican school, I’d never read The Bible, and I thought walking a pilgrimage would probably be as good a time as any to give it a try.

But that first day, I couldn’t bring myself to listen to the iPod. The sounds around me were so intoxicating. I heard cuckoo birds. Yes, cuckoo birds. And cowbells.

Anyone would think I was in Switzerland.

Then there was the sound of the wind through the trees, and water rushing in the streams – thaw from snow way up on the mountains. The sounds were so much a part of my walking experience.

As well though, I wanted to think.

I wanted my thoughts to bubble up from the rhythm of my walking. I didn’t want anything to interrupt or direct my thoughts. This to me was going to be the true value and luxury of doing the Camino – time to just think.

As I climbed higher, the roads got steeper. The walk began to get tougher. My training back in Australia had given me stamina, but I was exhausted from lack of sleep. From jetlag. The wind now was ferocious. I would round a bend in the road and a blast of bitterly cold wind would nearly knock me over.

Still I climbed. The route at times left the road and cut through into the countryside. The tracks often followed streams that were gushing with crisp sparkling water. The trees were still denuded of leaves from winter. There were occasional snowdrifts on the ground. The track underfoot was wet and muddy.

After a few hours I walked up into the small village of Valcarlos, about 9kms from St. Jean Pied de Port. I found a café, took my pack off and went inside to order breakfast. Ham and cheese sandwich, and two coffees. Plus a big bar of chocolate.

I then sat at a table outside and looked at my map, to check what lay ahead. From Valcarlos on, the route became steep. Seriously steep. The morning’s walk would be a jaunt in comparison.

I noticed a fellow at a table nearby. A pilgrim. He was younger than me, mid 40s I figured, and he had a Canadian flag on his backpack. We began chatting. He told me he was stopping in Valcarlos for the night. It was about midday by this stage, and I asked him: Why stop? Why not keep walking?

I want to ease into it, he said. I promised my wife I would.

He then got up and walked off. I watched him head over to the centre of the village, to check into his hotel. From where I was sitting, I could see three hotels and several signs for pilgrim albergues.

You could do the same, Bill. You don’t have to hammer yourself going up the Pyrenees. Why don’t you wander over and check into an albergue, or even pamper yourself and get a hotel room. Head off to Roncesvalles in the morning. Then you can call Jennifer and tell her you eased into it. Won’t she be happy…

I got up, paid my bill and kept walking.

The Camino followed the National Highway for a while, climbing forever up towards peaks that seemed impossibly high. As I walked I tucked in as close as I could to the guardrail, while huge Euro trucks hurtled past.

Every now and then the yellow arrows would point me to a track that left the highway and wound up through woods. The tracks were steep and slippery with mud. And they just never seemed to end. I would climb and climb, gasping for breath, completely exhausted, then I’d round a bend expecting a level stretch, surely – but the track kept on climbing.

I was meeting pilgrims regularly on the path now. They’d be sitting by the track, weary and taking a breather, or munching on energy bars. There was a glazed look in their eyes, as though they’d not been expecting such trauma.

My knee was starting to hurt. Off the roads and on the uneven surface of the tracks, it speared me with pain.

I saw Laszlo up ahead - Laszlo of the Biarritz Taxi Four, as I now dubbed the four of us who’d shared the cab from the airport. He stopped to take a photo with his large DSLR camera and I walked up to him, delighted that at last I could share my pain and anguish with a friend.

He turned and saw me and he laughed. It was an explosion of pure joy. I laughed too, more demurely, but it was as if we both saw the absurdity of the moment.

What are we doing here?

Why are we putting ourselves through this?

Ahead of us was a long and very stiff climb. We set off, Lazlo breathing hard and sweating. He was struggling, and he looked beat. How is he ever going to make it to Santiago? I wondered.

He was massively overweight, yet I could see he was determined. He stopped to take another photo and I said goodbye and kept going. The track ahead was interminable. It just didn’t let up. There were some sections that were so steep I wished I’d brought grappling hooks.

At about the 20km mark, I hit the wall. Marathon runners talk about this phenomenon in the last part of the race, when they have absolutely no reserves to call upon. I felt like that.

I knew I was fit from my training. I knew that this was a climb I could do – and yet my body had just packed it in. I reminded myself that I’d been up since 2:21am. That I was exhausted not only from lack of sleep, but from jetlag. Excuses aside, I simply could not go on.

I sat down, pulled out a muesli bar that I’d brought from home, and slowly ate, hoping it would restore my energy levels. I saw pilgrim after pilgrim passing me – and I could see they were struggling too.

After about fifteen minutes rest, I got up and continued on. My muscles were stiff and sore from cooling down. I walked like a rag doll on strings.

I tried to see up ahead, through the trees, to determine how much further I had to climb, but whenever I seemed to crest a hill, thinking I’d finally topped the mountains, I realised there was yet another section of mountain still ahead of me.

The track opened out briefly onto the road and I noticed an old fountain cut into the side of the rocks. With all the exertion of the climb, I was almost out of drinking water, so I walked over to fill my empty bottles.

But a sharp yell from behind stopped me.

No, don’t! The water, it is not safe.

I turned to see Laszlo lumbering up, the hill. Bill, he said, heaving and gasping, do not drink. It will make you sick.

I looked more closely at the fountain, and saw a faded sign, barely visible in the brush above, warning that the water was not potable. Not fit for drinking.

Laszlo offered me his water – but I could see he was running low too. And he was sweating heavily. He was going to need it. So I thanked him but declined. As we continued on up the mountain, I could feel dehydration taking hold.

I began to feel dizzy. My mouth was dry, my tongue felt thick and heavy. Both bottles of water were now empty. I’d purposefully only half filled them at Valcarlos, to keep the weight down. A litre of water weighs one kilogram. Two full bottles were 1.5 kilograms. I figured that because it was a cool overcast day, I wouldn’t need two full bottles.

Boy were you wrong, Bill. That farmer was right… you’re an imbecile.

The path zigzagged up a slope that was covered in mud. It was slippery – made more so by the sheer steepness of the climb. I was using my trusty pilgrim’s staff to haul myself up, step by step, wincing at the sharp stabs of knee pain.

I rounded a bend and saw a stream up ahead, cascading over rocks, right beside the path. The water looked clean and pure. I walked up, filled both bottles of water, then I drank. I’d never tasted more beautiful water.

They say “The Camino provides…” and it had.

Laszlo too filled his bottles, then we both kept going. Up and up.

I was now walking, or rather climbing, on pure force of will. My brief restoration of energy had been just that – brief. I was exhausted again. Utterly knackered. But surely I had to be close to the top.

Laszlo dropped behind me. He was going slowly, but he was still climbing. He was using a pair of those stupid trekking poles, which seemed to be totally ineffectual compared to my sturdy pilgrim’s staff.

After ten hours of climbing, I finally crawled out onto a road that was atop a range of mountains. The wind almost blew me off my feet. But I’d done it. I’d crested the Pyrenees. I’d climbed nearly one kilometre in elevation.

As I began to walk down the road towards Roncesvalles, I realised my knee had swapped the butcher’s knife for a claw-headed hammer. It was hurting like hell.

There was thick snow on the ground, and I was reminded of the Route Napoleon, and the pilgrim who’d died only a couple of weeks earlier.

I walked into Roncesvalles, and made my way to the large medieval hospital that was now a pilgrim’s albergue. I paid €10 for the night’s accommodation, got my Pilgrim’s passport stamped for the first time, which thrilled me, and was shown to my bunk. The albergue was modern, with several floors of bunks, each in bays of four. They each had a light and power outlet, and a locker for your backpack.

I had a quick shower in a clean and well appointed bathroom, then took my rank clothes down to the laundry. They needed to be affixed with a HAZCHEM warning sign. I gave them to a lovely hospitalero lady, who for €2.75 would wash and dry them for me.

Then I went to an adjacent hotel, went to the bar, hooked into their wifi, ordered a beer and a glass of red wine, took a moment to decide which to drink first, dived into a complimentary jar of nuts, decided on the wine, and started to think back on the day so I could write up my blog.

I’m not a blogger. Just like I’m not a backpacker. I’ve always regarded bloggers with an air of haughty indifference, as though they were some form of subterranean cyber-life that sat somewhere in the food-chain slightly above Twitterers, and just below reviewers for Trip Advisor.

My blog though was just for my family and friends, who were no doubt keen to know that I hadn’t died of a heart attack, a stroke or been attacked by someone I’d insulted by chance. Most importantly though, they wanted to know that I had actually slept in an albergue, in a bunk, in a sleeping bag, with a bunch of other pilgrims, and that I hadn’t at the last minute wimped out and gone for a hotel that put little chocolates on the pillows.

I considered the day. What a day.

I’d done the dreaded first stage. I’d climbed up the Pyrenees. I’d made it. No matter what else happened on my journey along the Camino, nothing would surpass the sense of achievement I now felt. It had been tough – probably the most difficult thing I’d ever done physically in my life. But, I’d done it.

Now I was a real pilgrim, with a scallop shell from Galicia on my backpack, and I was staying in an old hospital in a bunk for €10 a night.

And I had to admit, I was loving it.
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Chapter 5

 

My knee is a curmudgeon.

It doesn’t have a sense of humor. As you will gather from the following conversation we had, the second morning of the walk -

Me: (jocular tone) Hey knee, how’s about we get out there again, hit those trails. Whaddya say?

Knee: (churlish) I thought we were going to ease into it yesterday. You conned me.

Me: (uneasy laugh) You wanted me to do a pussy walk?

Knee: (harrumph) You got issues.

Me: (cajoling) I need you to behave for the next 780kms or so. Okay?

Knee: (defiant) Well take it easy for a change. Listen to your wife.

Me: (edge to voice) Get stuffed.

Knee: (conspiratorially) I’m working on it.

And it was. When my knee discovered the walk that day was in excess of twenty five kilometres, it reacted the best way it knew how - by stabbing me repeatedly with sharp pain. And its timing was exquisite.

I was going down a steep descent into a small town called Zubiri. The track was wet and slippery from recent rain, and not only was it steep, it was channelled with wash-aways and full of rocks.

Anyone who’s done any hiking knows that going down a mountain is harder than going up a mountain. It puts enormous strain on your knees. My right knee, the curmudgeon, decided it’d had enough, and so it took out a stiletto blade which it began to use with malicious glee to create as much pain as possible.

I hadn’t planned to spend the night in Zubiri, but I had to stop. I got to the bottom of the track, I saw a hostel on the outskirts of the town with a big WiFi sign out front, I walked up and checked in. I got a single room with a bed, power outlets to charge up my communications centre, and most important of all, I got space.

After only two nights in albergues, I realised the things I missed most were space and privacy. In an albergue, if you managed to get a chair by your bunk to sit on while you took off your boots, you were lucky. And if you wished to charge your phone or iPad, you always had to keep an eye on it in case a fellow pilgrim had a particular spiritual need to walk off with it.

Yes, pilgrims have been known to steal from other pilgrims. Theft is a big issue on the Camino. So having a room where I could lay everything out and not worry about security was a relief.

I needed privacy as well that night because in a couple of hours, I had an important conference call regarding the financing of my next movie. A billionaire financier in the US had been circling the project for months, and depending on how the call went, I’d find out if he’d totally finance the film’s budget of $8m.

I had a shower, then bundled up my sweaty muddy clothes, put them in a bag and gave it to the hostel owner, who looked at me strangely, then proceeded to take me into the laundry and show me how to use the washing machine.

Are you expecting me to wash my clothes MYSELF?

He was.

He showed me where I could find the washing powder, how to put it into the machine, how to turn on the machine (that part was difficult, because there were a couple of knobs which were a bit confusing) – in short, he showed me how to wash my clothes.

In my later years, when I look back on the major turning points in my life, I will regard that day in that hostel in Zubiri - learning how to do my washing – as being up there alongside meeting my wife, the birth of our children, and discovering I liked vinegar on my chips.

The hostel owner then walked out, leaving me with my bundle of festering clothes, and the open gaping mouth of a washing machine. It looked like it was laughing at me. I stuffed my clothes into that mouth, smacked it shut, then found the washing powder, put it in the top tray as I’d been instructed, then went to turn on the machine.

Which knob was it again?

The two knobs stared out at me, like two hateful spiteful eyes.

If I made a mistake, I’d end up with skinny fourteen year old children’s clothes again. That would be disastrous. I needed loose fitting clothes for the Camino.

Bill, you’re not an unintelligent man. Surely it can’t be that difficult?

I find washing machines intimidating. Why don’t they just have a knob that says CLEAN. But no, they have to complicate things with soak this and pre-wash that, and Delicates and Stains. Supposing you have a Delicate that’s Stained? What do you do then? I had Delicates that were Stained. My underpants – my Bonds Comfy Undies - that weighed 65gms. Exasperated, I rolled both knobs Russian Roulette style, and walked away and hoped for the best.

I then began to prepare for the call. The call that would impact the next two years of my life. I’d spent the past five years developing this film – a thriller to be shot in India - and this call was make-or-break.

The call was to be on Skype, and for Skype I needed wifi. But when I checked for wifi in my room, the signal barely registered. It would not be strong enough to handle a Skype call.

I asked the hostel owner where was the best place to pick up a strong signal, and he told me I had to be close to the router. Where was the router? In the laundry, right above my washing machine. The machine with the two hateful spiteful eyes.

I took my iPad into the laundry and yes, sure enough, there was the router right above the washing machine. And yes, sure enough, the signal was strong. The problem was, the noise was like a construction zone. And do you think I could turn off the machine? Not possible. The knob eyes stared at me defiantly, as if daring me to touch them.

Not only that, but more pilgrims were coming into the laundry and putting their clothes into other machines which were lined up in a row against the wall, underneath the router.

Soon there were five machines chugging and churning, making so much racket I was worried I might begin bleeding from the ears. How could I possibly make this crucial call from this room?

I had no choice.

To make matters worse, the pilgrims who had dumped their clothes in the washing machines were hanging around and chatting. Except they weren’t chatting, because chatting wasn’t possible over the noise from the washing machines. They were shouting chatting.

I couldn’t put the call off to another day. It had taken several months to lock this billionaire in to this particular time on this particular day. Evidently billionaires are busy guys. So I had to make the call at the appointed time, and I had nowhere else to call from.

I was stuck with the laundry.

When I’d made that sudden decision to walk the Camino, dropping everything and just simply going, I knew I’d have to keep working during the pilgrimage. So there I was, sitting in a thunderous laundry with an iPad on my lap, watching my dirty clothes swirl around in a washer, waiting for a call from a billionaire that would determine the course of the next few years of my life.

At the appointed time I took the call from the billionaire’s personal assistant, and I was put on hold. The pilgrims were still shouting at each other so I politely asked them to clear out and give me some privacy. It was a life or death call, I explained. They complied, somewhat peeved.

I was kept on hold for twenty minutes. I sat there in the laundry and after a while I got bored watching my clothes go around and around, so I watched the other pilgrim’s clothes. I amused myself by trying to find their underwear.

Finally the personal assistant came back on the line and patched me through to the billionaire. He was in his private jet somewhere over Iceland. Within three sentences it became apparent that the kind of investment he was considering was not the kind of investment that would work for me or the film. So I courteously thanked him for his time, and hung up.

I stared at my washing, which was now on its spin cycle.

I was devastated. I got up and quickly left to return to my room.

As I walked down the corridor I saw a woman entering the room next to mine. She was late 30’s, blonde hair and very attractive. We swapped niceties, I discovered she was Norwegian, then I went into my room and threw my insoles at the wall.

What was I going to do for next couple of years of my life?

I’d invested so much hope in that phone call. All the talk from his underlings in the months prior had led me to believe that the billionaire loved the project, wanted to finance outright, and I’d soon be on my way to India to start shooting.

Now with that brief and noisy phone call from the laundry of a pilgrim’s hostel to a private jet somewhere over Iceland, my dreams were dashed.

I was shattered.

Later, I returned to the laundry to hang my washing out on some drying racks. The blonde Norwegian woman was there, about to do her washing. Now being an expert in the methods and procedures of doing laundry, I showed her where the washing powder was, how to put it into the machine, and how to confuse the two hateful eyes. She thanked me, and I tried not to swagger as I walked out.

It was now raining outside so I put on my jacket and went for a hobble around the town, to look for a place to eat. I found my way to a café where I ordered a steak with fries. There was only one other person in the café – a pilgrim who I’d seen briefly the previous evening in Roncesvalles.

He was late forties, a tall man with longish hair and a mischievous face.

One of the ways I keep myself amused, apart from watching other people’s underwear swish around in washing machines, is to try and figure out a person’s occupation.

I take into account their body language, what they’re wearing, their watch and their footwear, the way they speak – all these little tiny details give me a composite picture of the person I’m observing.

This man, with his scrappy clothing and beaten up boots, his longish haggard hair and bad dental hygiene, looked to me like he worked outdoors. A contractor of some kind. Maybe an oil worker or a mechanic. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he worked in a saw mill.

He was actually a litigation lawyer working in the European Court of Justice.

On the Camino it was hard to tell a CEO from a production line worker, a doctor from a dock worker, a high powered lawyer from a timber cutter.

This bloke was British, based out of Belgium, but he had one week off from work so he’d decided to walk a section of the Camino. He’d left St. Jean Pied de Port the same day as me, but he’d walked over the Route Napoleon!

That route was CLOSED. It was snowbound! You weren’t allowed to go that way!

He laughed. He said he walked up to Orisson, which was where I was meant to spend the first night, then he just kept on walking. No one was going to tell him what he could and couldn’t do, he told me.

It was hard, he said, and at one point up top he measured the wind with a portable gauge – it was gusting to 160kms/hr - and the snow at times was up to his waist, but he made it through to Roncesvalles. And it was one of the best things he’d ever done in his life.

Immediately I wished I’d done it too.

I limped back to my room, dutifully checked my laundry and bumped into the blonde Norwegian woman again, whose name was Marte. While I folded my Comfy Undies we talked, and I discovered she was an architect working in Dubai. Very smart, beautiful, and a gorgeous smile.

Later we had dinner with some other pilgrims, and is customary around a Camino dinner table, we talked about our injuries. I told her about my knee, and my very real concern about finishing. She told me of an old back injury that was bothering her. She too was worried it might bring a premature end to her walk.

I left the table early because I wanted to head off before sunrise the next morning, to get to Pamplona 24kms away.

It was dark when I left the albergue at around 5:30am, and as the sun came up I found myself walking along paths that meandered beside creeks that rushed and tumbled into small waterfalls here and there. The trees covering the track were blossoming into tiny white flowers, and mists wisped around distant hills.

It would have been a perfect morning for walking, if I weren’t in so much pain. The overnight rest hadn’t appeased my knee. I used my staff to keep as much weight off it as possible, but I knew that in Pamplona, I’d probably have to see a doctor.

Limping into the outskirts of the city, I spotted a small Vodaphone store. I popped in and tried to talk to the sales girl about SIM cards for my iPhone and iPad. She couldn’t speak English, and I couldn’t speak Spanish, but she ended up using Google Translate on her computer to get me sorted.

I came out of the store and began hobbling off into town, then I heard a yell behind me: Hey Bill!

I turned to see Balazs and Laszlo walking briskly up the street towards me – my two Hungarian friends from the Biarritz taxi.

How I’d managed to get ahead of them, I really didn’t know – but they were both delighted to see me. And even though I was limping heavily and going much slower than them, they hung back and stayed with me as we walked around the high stone ramparts into the medieval city.

Balazs was organised. He had computer print outs of every albergue in every town along the Camino. He knew the best place to stay, how much it would cost, what facilities they offered – everything was mapped out.

Normally I would have done the same thing. But I’d decided to walk intuitively, and allow my PGS to guide me to wherever I should stay that night. I hadn’t booked accommodation. I didn’t have a clue where I’d be staying. But Balazs guided me to the best albergue in Pamplona.

We checked in, had our passports stamped, and the hospitalero realised I was in pain. He immediately organised for my knee to be iced. Balazs took out a towel from his pack – a hi-tech hiking towel – put the ice in it then wrapped the towel around my knee. Then he asked if I had any Ibuprofen.

Ibuprofen I discovered was an anti-inflammatory drug. In Australia they’re sold under the name of Nurofen. In supermarkets the maximum dosage you can buy is 200mg tablets. In Spain, you can buy 600mgs.

Spain’s Farmacias are a pilgrim’s best friend. They are part medical clinic, part hospital, part pharmacy, and part back street dealer. You can buy drugs over the counter in Spanish Farmacias that you can’t buy anywhere else in the world, except maybe Mexico.

My knee was the size of a football. Compared to my other knee, it looked elephantine. I took one of Balazs’ Ibuprofen – he kindly gave me a dozen tablets – and waited for the pain and swelling to subside.

Have you thought about getting some trekking poles? Balazs then asked.

He could not have asked a more morally confronting question. In effect, he was asking me: Are you prepared to spit in the eye of the Romantic Pilgrim?

Clack clack clack. Insect mandibles.

If I could summarize my feeling towards trekking poles in one word, it would be:

Ugly.

In two words:

Ugly and dumb. (Yes, that’s three words…)

I was being asked to discard my romantic pilgrim’s staff, my gnarled branch, for ugly dumb pieces of metal. I’d only had my staff three days, but already it had helped pull me up the steepest slopes of the Pyrenees, and had gently guided me down the rock strewn path into Zubiri. We’d shared some moments of great despair and very real exhilaration. We were bonded.

So I told Balazs I had a perfectly good walking staff that I’d carefully selected out of hundreds. It had got me this far, and I wasn’t going to trade it in on a pair of ugly dumb metal poles.

Balazs shook his head. Bill, if you want to take weight off your knee, if you want to have any chance of finishing the Camino, you need to use trekking poles.

Laszlo agreed. The hospitalero, himself an experienced Camino walker, came over and he too agreed. You need the trekking poles, he said. You will not make it to Santiago otherwise.

At that moment, I realised I was facing my first real test of the Camino.

I quickly saw that this was more than just a decision about my romantic notion of what it was to be a pilgrim. This was a decision about my flexibility. My capacity to do things differently. My preparedness to take on change.

One of my short-comings, as my friends had told me, was my inability to shift my thinking from the way I’d always done things. Here the Camino was giving me a very clear choice – take on new and different ideas, or you won’t finish your pilgrimage.

That then raised the question: Why are you doing the Camino? Was I doing it to indeed bring forth change? Did I truly believe that I actually needed to change? Or more importantly, that I could change?

I was nearly sixty. At that age can you press the reset button and hope that you’ll default to a nicer less complicated human being? That you can expunge the irksome characteristics of a lived life, and rid yourself of those personality traits that have made life so unnecessarily difficult? For you and for those around you?

I asked my intuition. After all, I was meant to be doing this walk intuitively. What did my PGS advise me to do?

Get the poles Bill. Don’t be a dick.
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Chapter 6

 

I bought the poles and I wasn’t a dick.

There in the hiking section of the Pamplona department store, Balazs and Laszlo helped me extend them so they were just the right size for my height. Balazs then did a little demonstration around the shop floor, showing me how to use them.

Clack clack clack.

Stick insect eating ants.

He showed me how to properly hold the grip and use the hand straps. I then tried. Balazs had used the poles so smoothly and effortlessly. I was throwing them around like a drunkard on a rolling ship.

They felt cold and hostile. My pilgrim’s staff felt warm and inviting. The poles didn’t have a deformed face and a blighted eye. How could they wink at me without a blighted eye? They had titanium perfection and were recoilable. They would absorb shock. I hated them, but both Balazs and Laszlo confirmed that I’d done the right thing, if I wanted to finish the Camino.

Later that afternoon we walked around Pamplona looking for a place to eat, and we bumped into Rosa. She’d just arrived into town so the four of us – the Biarritz Taxi-Four – had an early dinner together.

In a busy restaurant Rosa did imitations of my snoring. It almost got us thrown out. Being a pilgrim, I forgave her for joining the snoring lynch mob and we made amends. We all ate too much, drank too much, and laughed way too loud.

Maybe it was because my knee had been iced, or perhaps it was the Ibuprofen, or the copious wine at dinner mixed with the Ibuprofen, but for a while there the pain eased, and so too my concern that I might not complete the Camino.

Maybe it’s because you bought those trekking poles Bill, think of that?

Rosa was staying at another albergue and after dinner we said our goodbyes, not sure when we’d see her again. Her parting remark was that she was glad she was staying half way across town from where I was sleeping.

The next morning, Balazs made us coffee from his mobile cafeteria. He ground his freshly roasted beans, then we waited for the special brew to percolate. Laszlo, laughing way too exuberantly for that time of the morning, took photographs with his camera, the camera that I pined for.

The coffee was the best I’d had in Spain. I knew this because shortly after the first sip, I was able to speak lucidly. I thanked them both for their help with my knee, and I handed Balazs back his towel.

No no, he said. You keep it. But on one condition. That you keep using it to ice your knee.

I can’t take your towel, I said. You’ll need it.

It’s okay, I have another one. You keep it. But keep icing that knee.

I knew how much those hi-tech hiking towels cost. They weren’t cheap. Already he’d given me a tube of Voltaren - anti-inflammatory cream - plus a dozen Ibuprofen, now the towel. It was not only an act of generosity, but of kindness.

And then it was time for them to head off.

I took photos of them both outside the albergue, then I watched them depart. They’d be at least one day ahead of me, and they’d be walking swiftly. I would never catch them up, not with my knee. I would never see them again. I felt a very real sadness as they disappeared around a bend in the cobblestone lane.

Surprisingly, at that moment I felt lonely. I travel a lot in my job, and I’m always very comfortable being alone. I never feel lonely. But with these two guys gone, there was a strange emptiness. No more laughing.

And no more freshly brewed coffee.

But, there was no point feeling sorry for myself. There were things to do that day, the most important being to lighten my backpack. Perhaps if I got rid of some stuff I didn’t need and I reduced the weight, I’d have less pressure on my knee.

Leaving Sydney, I’d packed for cold weather, with the strong possibility of rain and snow. That’s what the forecasts had predicted. So I’d packed thermals, a windstopper vest, gaiters, extra warm tops and beanie.

Now having gone over the Pyrenees, and with the worst of the weather supposedly behind me, I figured I didn’t need these things, and I could post them on ahead to Santiago and pick them up when I arrived.

If you arrive, Bill. You’re making some big assumptions here mate. You still have over 600kms to go, don’t forget.

First though, I had to check in with my PGS, to see if it was the right thing to do. In deciding to walk the Camino intuitively, I had to be guided by my PGS when it came to making big decisions such as this. I didn’t want to be stuck in a snowstorm further along the Camino without the right gear.

So I closed my eyes, listened to my breath, found a still moment, and asked the question: Is it okay for me to get rid of my cold weather gear?

The answer came back yes.

I bundled up all the warm clothes I didn’t need, along with two books, and took them to the post office. The weight came to 1.7kgs. That meant my backpack would now be 7.1kgs – less than 10% of my body weight.

Perfect!

I then went back to the albergue to rest up.

I didn’t like resting. I’d come to walk, not rest. It irked me having to sit with ice on my knee, wrapped up in Balazs’ towel. But I knew it was crazy to try and keep walking at the moment. It would only aggravate the injury, and either force me to have more rest days, or stop my Camino altogether.

The whole day I sat in the albergue, knee iced, and all I could think of was Balazs and Laszlo and Rosa, leaving me behind. I felt stranded. Abandoned. Like a lame horse waiting for someone to come up and put a bullet through my skull, because I served no further use.

I had some wine and got over it.

The next morning I woke at 5am to leave early. In the dark of the albergue I got dressed, and put Balazs’ Voltaren cream on my knee. The swelling had reduced quite a bit, but the crook knee was still much larger than the other one. Testing my full weight on it though, the pain had reduced.

I was ready and eager to hit the road. But first I had to say goodbye to my sweetheart – my pilgrim’s staff. I took photos of it, and as I said farewell for the last time, I wondered whether there was a tear in its blighted eye, or was it just a reflection from a nearby light?

Then I left it in a stand by the door and walked out onto the street, clutching my two new hostile metal poles.

Balazs had told me the poles would take 25%-30% of the weight off my knees and legs, and transfer that weight to my upper body. That’s if I used them properly, which involved moving them out of sync with my footfall. For some reason I found this a-rhythmic and difficult.

Were these poles going to be a complete waste of time and money? Should I have kept my staff?

I walked out of the albergue using the poles, and I immediately felt gawky and uncoordinated. So I decided I’d use them in whatever way felt right for me, even if it meant I wasn’t going to get the full weight benefit. I threw the poles around, and gradually I found a rhythm. That rhythm involved doing the equivalent of a long distance swimmer’s kick.

If you’ve ever watched the Olympics, the long distance swimmers use an entirely different type of kicking action to the sprinters. It’s slower, but more efficient. It’s what they call a two-beat kick, or 2BK.

That’s what I naturally fell into. My walking 2BK. It wasn’t the way the Nordic pilgrims were using their poles, but it felt right for me.

I walked out of the old quarter of town, and through the commercial district of Pamplona. It was dark still, and I had a headlamp on to help me follow a series of markers out of the city - a line of metal scallop shells imbedded into the pavement.

Soon I was out in the country with the sun rising, the sky clear and violet blue, and the air cool and fresh. The fields were full of tiny yellow flowers, and I noticed several medieval villages on distant hills. It was breathtakingly beautiful.

My backpack was noticeably lighter, my knee pain was all but gone, my trekking poles were providing me with a strong stride, and I felt refreshed and full of energy after yesterday’s rest day.

After ten kilometres I checked the time and noticed that two hours had passed. That meant I was walking at 5kms/hr pace. That was the pace I’d been doing in my training walks around my home town.

I felt great.

My only niggling concern was what was immediately ahead of me – the Alto del Perdon, or Hill of Forgiveness. It was the first major milestone on the Camino. The hill itself wasn’t of Pyrenees proportions, but what made it distinctive was a line of metal pilgrim statues at the top. A mandatory photo op for any pilgrim.

As I began the climb up the hill, I started to think of those things that I needed to be forgiven for –

My aggression

My insecurity (which is probably why I’m aggressive)

My need for conflict (you talkin’ to me?)

My need for attention (which is probably why I seek conflict)

My selfishness (I gave my treasured staff away didn’t I?)

My vanity (actually I’m none of the above)

My pride (stop limping Bill, you look pathetic)

My ego (I don’t have problems with my ego. My ego has problems with me.)

That was a fairly comprehensive list. But it was far from complete. Then again, it wasn’t that big a hill. For the complete list I’d need the Himalayas…

I’m not sure if it was the rest day, or my lighter pack, or my poles, which were fast becoming my new best friends, or maybe it was the anti-inflammatories - but I scooted up to the top of the hill without breaking a sweat.

I then got a young Korean girl to take a tourist shot of me beside the line of cut-out metal pilgrim figures. It was a strange moment for me, because I’d seen so many documentaries and YouTube videos of pilgrims having their photo taken at this very spot.

I returned the favour and took photos of the Korean lass, which of course were much better composed than the photos she took of me, (Did you say you had a problem with ego Bill?) then I got out of there fast. I’d climbed the hill, I’d got my forgiveness, I’d taken the requisite photos, I wasn’t going to hang around and congratulate myself any further. There was a hell of a lot more Camino to walk.

So I began the trek down.

The path was very rocky and steep, and my knee felt every footfall. Yet the poles proved helpful. Not only did they support my weight, they also acted as a brake, and helped my balance.

See Bill? Taking on change isn’t so bad after all.

I’d been walking about four hours and hadn’t had any coffee or breakfast – only a couple of muesli bars which I’d brought from home - so I stopped at a cafe in a small village at the bottom of the hill.

There were two Australians sitting at a nearby table. Aged in their forties, they looked like husband and wife. I said g’day to them, as Aussies do, and they all but ignored me. Slightly miffed but undeterred, I asked where they were from.

They told me gruffly they were from Melbourne, which perhaps explained their rudeness. I’m from Sydney you see, and was clearly wearing a Sydney Swans footy cap. There’s no love lost between Sydney-siders and Melbourne-ites.

Melbourne-ites think that Sydney-siders are shallow and superficial. Sydney-siders don’t give much thought to Melbourne-ites, because they’re usually at the beach lying in the sun.

Irrespective, we were now in Spain, we’d just walked over the Alto del Perdon, we were sitting in a little café in the sun, and we were pilgrims. Australian pilgrims. Surely the mere circumstances would overcome the natural hostility that’s generationally existed between Sydney and Melbourne?

But no. Without even so much as a goodbye or a look in my direction, they quickly got up and left.

Bill, make a note: Check to see if you smell. Maybe throwing out that deodorant wasn’t such a good idea.

I ordered grilled pork and fried eggs and chips, which came with a bowl of pimento soup and a big basket of freshly baked bread. Along with two Coke Zeros, the bill totalled €8.

The Coke Zero had become my beverage of choice on the Camino. I needed the hydration, but also the caffeine. I was aware that health-wise I was probably better off drinking lighter fluid, but I needed the kick.

Still somewhat bruised by the rudeness of my fellow Aussie pilgrims, I quickly ate my meal and headed off. The sun was now high, the track had opened out into a long winding slash of white gravel across the lush green countryside, and I soon found my stride again.

After several more hours, I walked into the historic medieval town of Puente la Reina. I’d done about 25kms, which was sufficient distance for me to find an albergue and call it a day. My knee was starting to twinge again.

But it was lunchtime, and it felt too early for me to stop, even though I noticed most other pilgrims were quickly looking around for a bed in the town. As well though, there were other things swirling around in my pilgrim brain.

I felt guilty for having had a rest day. And I wanted to try and make that day up. I wanted to see if there was any way I could catch up to Balazs and Laszlo. But I was also conscious that this was Old Bill thinking. Not New Changed Bill. Not Camino Bill.

What’s the big deal with Balazs and Laszlo anyway? They were nice guys, sure, and they’d been helpful, but so what if I never saw them again? Why try and catch them up and threaten my whole Camino with the possibility of more injury?

Fact is, it was still early in the day. And even though I’d already walked 25kms, including going up one side of Alto del Perdon and picking my way down the other side, I could surely put in some more miles.

First though, I needed to have lunch.

Pilgrims tend to herd. They eat where other pilgrims eat, they hang out in bars with other pilgrims. They talk pilgrim talk. Pilgrim talk involves such subjects as blisters, tendonitis, and whether the paella is better than the pasta. Perhaps they are by nature gregarious social animals.

I’m not. I don’t tend to amble, and I don’t tend to herd.

So I walked through the town, past all the restaurants and cafes where pilgrims were already having lunch, and I found a small local bar just off the main town square. I ordered half a roast chicken and a sidre. Or cider.

I was in the Basque country, that unique part of Spain just behind San Sebastian and west of the French border, where the language is different, the culture is different, and the cuisine is definitely different.

In Basque country, apple cider, or sidre, is a traditional drink. It’s cold, fizzy, sweet and delicious. Also, there’s a certain theatricality involved in ordering sidre. The bartender pours it from a bottle into the glass, holding each at arm’s length so that a stream of sidre travels about six feet through the air before it hits the bottom of the glass.

Given this wonderful spectacle, and the parchness of my throat, and the delicious nature of the apple cider, is it any wonder that I had four sidres?

But I forgot that sidre is also alcoholic.

Basque sidre packs a subtle punch. But when you have four Basque sidres, four huge Basque sidres, the punch loses its subtlety. So by the time I walked out of that bar, I was smashed.

The next ten kilometres were slightly confused.

I do recall climbing up to this beautiful hilltop town. Ciriqui. Luckily I found an albergue and checked in. I had a shower and did my washing. I lost a merino top and never found it again. And as I was doing my smalls, I noticed that sitting on a nearby bench, staring at me malevolently, were the two Melbourne-ites.

In fairness, they could have simply been looking at me quite amiably, but in my quadro-sidre induced state, all I could see in their look was malice, verging on undisguised loathing.

What had I done to offend them? Why were they being so rude to me?

I wanted to try and talk to them again but I was unsure if the words would come out in the right order. It did seem crazy though that being Aussies in Spain walking the Camino and staying at the same albergue, that we couldn’t strike up a dialogue. So I went to say something amiable to them but I think I burped.

They ignored me totally. They began writing up their journals.

Understanding that I would never win their friendship, and that they were probably walking the Camino to atone for being murderers or hedge fund managers, I hung out my laundry and retreated to a private place where I could write my blog.

Ha, I thought. They were writing journals.

I was writing a BLOG.
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Chapter 7

 

The problem with beautiful hilltop villages is that invariably they’re on the top of beautiful hills. Which means you have to climb up to them.

And as certain immutable laws of nature would have it, unless you want to stay in that beautiful village for the rest of your life, you have to at some point climb back down again. And as I’d discovered before, walking down is way more difficult than walking up.

Especially in the dark.

The walk down the hill early the next morning wasn’t well marked, or at least I couldn’t find any markers for quite some time by the light of my headlamp. So I just followed my PGS. But what was more of a problem for me was the steepness of the climb, and the track itself.

The track was the broken remnant of an old Roman road, comprising scattered rocks and stones that were imbedded into the path. It made walking in the dark perilous, if not downright dangerous.

One misstep Bill and you’ll break your leg, and your Camino will be over.

I’m sure archaeologists and historians would have loved this section of the Camino. I didn’t. I picked my way slowly down the hill until the sun rose, and I was able to turn off my headlamp and see my way clearly.

The track eventually flattened out and soon I was overtaken by two men who’d been at the albergue the previous night. One looked like a high school principal and the other an aging bass player from an 80’s rock band.

The high school principal was neat and brisk in his mannerisms. The rock star looked stoned. He had long scraggy blonde hair, his clothes hung loosely off his rangy frame, and whilst he had trekking poles, he seemed to use them as an after-thought, as though with each step he was surprised they were in his hands, and he really should do something with them.

They stopped up ahead of me while the high school principal changed his footwear. He’d left the albergue in sandals, because of blisters, but the track up ahead was muddy and he needed boots.

As I walked past them we swapped cursory greetings – they were from the US and didn’t seem particularly friendly – and I kept walking.

I was beginning to notice that some pilgrims on the Camino seemed to be fixated with getting to the next village or town, or completing the day’s stage, to the exclusion of everything else.

They didn’t indulge in small talk, they didn’t stop in the villages, they certainly didn’t go into any of the churches or check out the monuments. They walked. They walked fast, refusing to be distracted by the magnificence of the history and culture around them.

Head down, poles flying, clackitty clack, they walked.

I was not a Catholic, and as I’ve stated before I wasn’t even sure I was a Christian, yet I found myself going into the churches along the way. They provided me with a place of contemplation, a place where I could allow my PGS to speak to me.

As well though, I respected the Camino. This was a Christian pilgrimage to a place where, supposedly, the bones of St. James lay, and visiting some churches along the walk was the least I could do to mark my respect for The Way.

I bumped into the high school principal and the aging rock star in a small bar a few kilometres down the track. Bars in Spain aren’t like bars anywhere else. They usually open very early – on the Camino sometimes at sunrise – and they serve coffee and breakfast.

Over my mandatory two coffees and a toasted ham and cheese sandwich, I got talking to these two blokes. The high school principal was in fact an insurance assessor for Lloyds of London. His name was Paul and he handled shipping. Pirates and such. He was polite but diffident to me over breakfast, as though he had somewhere else he needed to be. Like Santiago.

The aging rock star I’d actually revised down to a roadie. He didn’t seem to have the spark or panache of a rock star. And if truth be told, he seemed a little dumb. Lifting amps into the backs of trucks seemed more his thing.

On talking to him I discovered he was a former Emeritus Professor at one of America’s leading universities.

His name was Pete. He was slightly warmer to me, and he told me he was retired, and living on a yacht in San Diego. It had been a last minute decision to walk the Camino, and I sensed that he still couldn’t quite believe he was doing it.

Paul and Pete left the bar to continue on, and I ordered a piece of cake, fresh out of the oven. The bartender called it his mother’s cake, because his mum had just baked it. He hacked me off not a slice, but a slab. It disappeared fast, and I ordered a second slab, to go with my second coffee.

I was now taking Ibuprofen three times a day with meals, which meant my daily dosage was 1800mg. The kind of dosage vets would give horses. I was also using the Voltaren cream and had taken to wearing a knee brace, but even so as I walked out from the bar, I noticed the pain kicking in again.

Not only that, but because I’d been limping and favouring the left leg, I was now developing pain in my lower left shin. Shin splints.

Plus, I began to feel a hot spot on the back of my right heel. A hot spot is the first sign of a blister developing. I stopped, took off my boot and socks, and examined my heel. All I could see was a small faint patch of redness.

Nothing to worry about.

In preparation for the Camino, I’d walked about 400kms in my boots and never once had I got a blister. I’d well and truly worn my boots in over all sorts of terrain. I was also wearing merino hiking socks with sock liners, to minimise friction. I wasn’t expecting to have any problems with blisters on my walk.

As I continued on though, down some very steep switchbacks and along snaking winding tracks that were now taking me through vineyards, my knee got more painful, the shin soreness started to hurt like hell, and the hot spot in my heel got hotter to the point of being incendiary.

I decided to stop for the night at the next town. The problem was, the next town was a beautiful hilltop village. And I knew all about hilltop villages…

By the time I climbed up to Villamajor du Jardin, I was limping heavily. The pain was two fold – my right knee and my left shin. It seemed as though my body had found perfect bio-mechanical harmony. I hurt equally both sides.

I found an albergue and checked in. Did my washing. Had a shower. Did my blog. That’s what my day had reduced down to. I limped up into the village square and saw that Paul and Pete were sitting outside a bar having a drink.

I hobbled over and asked if I could join them. They said sure, I sat down, and we chatted. It was amicable, but I sensed a certain underlying tension. As though Paul didn’t want me there. As though he wanted the aging rock star Pete all to himself.

Perhaps it was because I’d so brashly joined them. But that’s the nature of the Camino. And after all, they were the only English speakers amongst all the other pilgrims who’d ended up in the village that afternoon.

As a director and writer, I’m pathologically curious about people. I’m always curious to find out their “story.” Everyone has a story, and like history it changes in the telling, according to who’s listening.

I was curious about the ex-professor because he appeared to have fascinating contradictions within him. So I started asking questions. I love asking questions of people, perhaps because I began my working life as a journalist. And I always assume that people love talking about themselves.

I know I do.

But some people don’t. Some people like keeping to themselves, and they regard a stranger sitting down asking them questions about their life as something of an intrusion – especially after they’ve just walked twenty five kilometres and all they want is a quiet beer and a relax.

You interrogate people, my wife often told me. You’re like a dog with a bone.

It is true that the more someone tries to duck and weave my questions, the more I think they’re trying to hide something, and the more curious I become, which them prompts me to ask more questions, which in turn makes them duck and weave even more. It’s a slowly devolving circular equation that usually ends in my subject standing up and leaving, or throwing a drink in my face.

Pete didn’t throw a drink in my face, but I did notice that my questioning made him consume that drink faster than I thought he might have otherwise done. The sun dropped, we ordered dinner, kept chatting, then they quickly left.

They couldn’t get away from you fast enough Bill.

As I made my way back to my albergue, a woman raced up. She was a very large German lady, and she’d been watching me limping around. She’d discovered a shop in the village that sold herbal remedies, and she wanted to take me to there to find something for my knee.

I’d not met this woman before. I’d seen her on the track a couple of times, and perhaps I’d said hello to her, yet here she was, taking it upon herself to try and heal my knee. We got to the shop and it was closed. She was bitterly disappointed and suggested I come back later, but I wanted to go to bed. So I thanked her and limped off.

As I was about to go to sleep, the albergue hospitalero walked up and said there was someone down stairs wanting to see me. I threw some clothes on and went down, and there was the German lady with a tube of Voltaren.

She had a box of tissues too, and she squeezed about half the tube of Voltaren into a bunch of tissues, and handed it to me. She told me to put the cream on my knee that night, and tomorrow morning.

Then she turned and walked off. I never saw her again.

The next day I decided to walk as far as I could without requiring an ambulance.

I’d revived this crazed notion of trying to catch up with Balazs and Laszlo. I didn’t know where they were, or where Rosa was either - I assumed they were all well ahead of me now. But I was hoping that perhaps they would take a rest day too, so we could meet up again.

So off I went, trekking poles flashing in the morning sun, and after many hours and walking 31kms I needed to stop - the little hot spot on my right heel had developed into a raging inferno of pain.

I walked into the village of Viana and checked into a hostel above a bar. I went to my room, sat on my bed and gingerly took off my boot, and then carefully peeled off my socks. The patch of redness was now a full-blown blister. It was small though, so I applied a Compeed patch.

A Compeed patch is like a second skin. It goes over the blister, takes away the pain, and absorbs the blister. I was confident it would blitz the little blighter.

I washed my dirty clothes in the shower, because the hostel had no laundry facilities, then I had a late pilgrim’s lunch by myself. After lunch, I went for a walk around the town. I found a church, went inside, sat and contemplated – and I asked:

Why are you doing this Bill? This walk is not easy. You’re in pain. Now you’ve got a blister. Why are you putting yourself through this?

Getting no coherent answers, I got up and wandered outside.

I made my way over to the old medieval walls of the town. Being on a hill, there were beautiful views out over the surrounding plains. The sun was starting to dip, and the air was dusky and gold. I looked at a distant range of snow capped mountains.

Soon I’ll be climbing those, I thought.

It seemed absurd. It was a long way even to drive, much less walk. But already I’d come so far – and those mountains weren’t my end point by a long shot. I had several hundred more kilometres to go beyond them before I got to Santiago.

I turned to go and noticed Marte on the phone, sitting on a bench near the walls. Marte was the Norwegian architect I’d met at Zubiri, on my second day. She spotted me too, finished her call and came over.

She’d planned to walk to Burgos and return to Amsterdam, because she only had a short time off work, but her back was continuing to trouble her and she was considering catching a bus the next day.

We both mused at the physical and mental toll of the Camino. She told me that already several pilgrims she knew had dropped out because of injury. Some had gone to hospitals or seen doctors and been advised to stop walking. Others had simply given up. It was all too hard.

Quite a few were now catching taxis or buses between towns, she told me, or getting their backpacks shipped ahead to where they planned to spend the night, so they could walk with a light “day pack.”

Catching taxis or buses or trains, or having my backpack shipped ahead, didn’t interest me. I’d come to walk the Camino, not taxi the Camino, and I’d come to walk it with a backpack.

Marte had made dinner plans with some other pilgrims and she asked if I’d join them. I accepted, but I didn’t stay long. I had to go back and write up my blog, which was starting to take on a life of its own. It had found its way onto a few Camino forums, and I discovered to my surprise that I was gathering a significant following.

The blog had been intended just for 25 relatives and friends. Now I had about 1,000 people following me, and each day it was growing. I was starting to get personal messages from people all over the world, and I realised with some horror that the blog was being taken seriously by people I didn’t know.

This meant I could no longer just write goofy stuff for the folks back home – I had an international audience, and I wasn’t really comfortable with that. It meant I actually had to think about what I was writing. I had to make sure my grammar was correct. And I had to lift my game photographically.

That day, after 7 days of walking and having taken about 1,400 photos, I’d finally taken a shot I regarded as half decent. It was a shot of some hay bales stacked high in a field. What made it special for me was the irregular stacking of the bales, the straw colour of the hay against the green of the grass, and the sense of infinity behind. For me, it held an ethereal tension.

The photograph was by no means perfect though. The light wasn’t right, for a start. Cloud was diffusing the sun, and I really wanted a high contrast image. I’d considered waiting for the sun to clear, but my need to keep walking overrode my need for a perfect image.

What was the hurry Bill? Why didn’t you wait? You could have waited fifteen or twenty minutes for full sun? Then you would have got your “perfect” picture.

I’d come to walk, I rationalised to myself. I hadn’t come to take photographs. And I wanted to catch up to my taxi mates. So I kept walking.

For the rest of my Camino, and for some time after, I would regret not having waited for the sun to clear – not because I wanted the perfect shot, but because without my realising it, I’d just faced another Camino test.

And I’d failed.
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Chapter 8

 

The residents of Logrono, a small but beautiful city on the Camino, must be very fit. Because there’s a long jogging track leading out of town, and it seemed that every man, woman, child, baby in stroller and decrepit half crippled octogenarian, along with their dog and the occasional donkey was out for their morning constitutional the day I walked along that track.

And as I walked, everyone passed me. Even grandmothers. Even grandmothers carrying their shopping. Even grandmothers carrying their shopping for their extended family. Even grandmothers carrying their shopping for their extended family, and toting their grandchildren on their shoulders. Whilst on crutches.

Everyone passed me.

But this had been happening almost from the first day of my pilgrimage.

During my training back in Australia, I was averaging about 5-6kms per hour relatively easily, even with my backpack loaded to 10kgs. Admittedly that wasn’t up and down mountains, but I regarded myself as a swift and strong walker.

My pace now though was between 3km/hr and 4km/hr. I was hobbling and trying not to look like I was hobbling, although I suspected I looked like a mongrel dog that had been hit by a car.

I had no problem with other pilgrims passing me. I admired their resolve and sense of purpose. Yet I did wonder how much their backpacks weighed.

I must admit though I felt a certain irritation at seeing grossly overweight exercisers, dressed in snappy tracksuits, passing me on the Logrono track. Especially with their pets. I took umbrage at being passed by a Chihuahua.

But there was nothing I could do. I could not go any faster. The Camino, by causing me injury, had hobbled me as surely as putting chains around my ankles. It was as though I were being punished for being so competitive all my life. I now had to endure the ignominy of being overtaken by a small Spanish rat-like dog that snapped at my ankles as it passed.

Struggling to keep some dignity, I began to imagine myself as an ocean liner, stately and majestic, slowly steaming towards my noble destination of Santiago – my trusty compass unwavering, my mighty engines thrumming - unstoppable. The overweight exercisers I saw as being the fat little tugboats that accompanied the grand ocean liner out of port - tiny and insignificant in comparison.

These thoughts amused me for a while, until I thought of the Titanic.

The exercise track finally came to an end and the ocean liner steamed out of port, leaving behind the fair city of Logrono and the piddling tugboats. And then it thrust its mighty engines to full throttle.

This meant I increased my speed from 3kms/hr to 3.5kms/hr.

As I walked through the heat of the day, shedding layers of clothing and ticking over the kilometres, I began to ponder. That was, after all, one of the things I wanted most from the walk, the time and opportunity to ponder. To consider the important things in life. And so my mind began to ponder something that had been plaguing me since the start of the Camino -

Why are the Spanish so stingy with their ice when you order a Coke Zero?

Most times you have to ask for ice when you order a Coke Zero. It doesn’t come automatically. And when you do get a glass with ice, it’s usually just one or two blocks. Hardly enough to make the drink cold.

What’s going on here?

Is it a cultural thing? Were the Spanish deprived of ice during the Franco era? Was ice used as a weapon of torture during the Spanish Civil War? Are they scared of ice? Is there a TID Syndrome in Spain? Traumatic Ice Disorder?

Or is it purely economic? Given the state of Spain’s economy, are they trying to save ice? Is ice a precious commodity? Does it cost a lot to produce ice in Spain? If I ordered ice with my Coke Zero, would I shut down small villages? Would it be the final ice block that broke the camel’s back?

Or am I simply reading too much into it - does it just have something to do with Coke Zero? Do the bartenders believe that ice dilutes that pure sweet taste? That it belittles Coke Zero? That anyone who orders Coke Zero with ice is uncouth? Unworthy of the beverage?

Or is it personal? Do the bartenders find it personally offensive to put ice in Coke Zero, just as they would if they were asked to put ice in a glass of 20 year old single malt? Do they see it as some kind of desecration? If someone orders ice with their Coke Zero, do the bartenders go home after work and kick the cat? Are they trying, in their own small way, to stop a global trend towards the watering down of Coke Zero?

I mean, how many white-coated scientists in their labs sweated blood for years, and made it their life’s work to get the balance of chemicals in Coke Zero absolutely right. Then a jerk comes along and wants to mess with it? With ice?

These were some of the great imponderables I pondered while I walked.

It had been an irritation with me for a while. You’re hot, you’ve walked 20kms, you’re desperately thirsty, you go to a bar, you order Coke Zero, they bring you a can and a glass, kindly, but you see there’s no ice in the glass.

You ask for ice, they look at you oddly, you ask for ice in Spanish, they look at you even more oddly because you thought you knew the word for ice but you don’t. They figure you mean ice though so they dig some out of a bin behind the bar, they gruffly hand you the glass and it’s two measly little chunks of ice. That’s all.

Thing is, the bartenders weren’t stingy if you asked for ice for your swollen knee. They were incredibly generous then with the ice. They’d give you enough ice to put your whole body into frozen storage for a hundred years.

So that ruled out the economic factor.

As I walked, and my mind considered all of this, I discovered a simple and elegant solution to the conundrum. Instead of being confrontational, which is hard anyway when you don’t speak the language, I would order a Coke Zero and ask for four glasses, with ice.

The bartender would probably look around for my three friends, and I would tell him sweetly that they were in the bathroom, but coming. So he would get me the can of Coke Zero, and four glasses, each with two measly ice cubes.

I would then empty those ice cubes into one glass, and bingo, problem solved. Except it might create another problem. The bartender might get cranky that he had to wash four glasses instead of one.

But, that’s his job isn’t it? He’s lucky to have a job, with unemployment so high. I’m doing him a favour, by giving him something to do. If his boss wandered in and saw him doing nothing, he could be fired. Instead, he’s washing my glasses, because I wanted extra ice.

Bill, you’re saving the Spanish economy and keeping people in employment.

Bill, this is crap. You wanted to walk the Camino so you could think. Is this it? This meaningless drivel about ice? Is this the best your mind can come up with? Shouldn’t you be thinking about more significant things? More spiritual things?

Like what?

The storks nest in the church belltowers. But won’t the baby storks have hearing impairment from the bells ringing all the time? Why doesn’t someone get up into those nests and save the baby storks from going deaf? And how can the parent storks be so cruel…

BILL!!

Walking ten hours a day, my mind did tend to wander. It was a constant struggle to reign it in. To focus on more significant things. The nature of happiness. The true meaning of love. Whether the Sydney Swans would win round fourteen.

So I began to concentrate on my footfalls. Coordinating each step with my breath. Listening to the sounds of boot on track, breath in and out. A kind of walking meditation. Soon my mind was back under my control, and it began of its own accord to think of deeper concerns –

Who ARE the Swans playing in round fourteen?

I had to still my mind however when I came into a town where I was likely to spend the night. This was the only way I could fully activate my PGS, so it could tell me where to stay.

Each town had its must-stay albergue, usually determined by posts and reviews on Camino online forums. Many pilgrims had computer print-out lists of these albergues, and I discovered they would often plan their itineraries days ahead so that they can stay at these celebrated places.

There were about half a dozen such albergues on the Camino, yet I didn’t have a clue which they were or where they were – I just knew that some pilgrims got into a cold sweat when they thought they might miss out on a bed if they arrived late. This to me was muddle-headed. It placed an immediate tension on the day’s walk. It affected the thinking of the pilgrim from the moment they woke up.

I must leave early, I must walk fast today so that I get to the cool albergue in time, otherwise I won’t get a bed.

For the whole day, they’re walking in fear. Fear of missing out. Fear of not being one of the lucky ones that gets to stay in the albergue that everyone’s been talking about. Fear of not having that great Camino experience.

Instead of the day being relaxed, it’s fraught with unease. The pilgrim doesn’t linger over breakfast, doesn’t stop to smell the pimento, doesn’t take in the surrounding beauty, doesn’t even have time to chat to others. The pilgrim becomes fixated with getting to the cool albergue before it becomes completo. Full.

So what’s more important – the walk? Or where you spend the night?

I was blissfully unaware of these things, because I didn’t have a clue what was up ahead, or where I’d be staying. So I’d linger if there was something to linger over, and I’d have a long lunch if I felt like it, and sometimes even if I didn’t. And then towards the end of the day I’d wander into the town or village where my PGS said I should sleep the night, and I’d look around and figure out where to stay.

I did this by simply feeling which was the best place for me to bed down. And even though sometimes I arrived very late, never once was I turned away because an albergue was full. A bed was always found for me.

Sometimes I’d end up at one of the must-avoid places, often unbeknownst to me, and I’d have a fabulous stay. One of the best nights I had on the Camino was in an albergue a woman had resoundedly trashed in a forum online.

I began to learn that none of us should pass judgment, because every experience is different for every pilgrim. No one experience is definitive.

As well, I began to realise there was more to learn by not following the throng – by following my own heartbeat, even if that meant I ended up at a place others might consider unfit for pilgrim habitation.

So what if the bathroom is faulty? So what if the hospitaleros don’t turn on the heat at night because they want to save on the power bill?

There was more to be learnt in adversity than there was in comfort.

That afternoon, my PGS led me to a gorgeous albergue in the small village of Ventosa. I was greeted warmly by two German hospitaleros who immediately made me feel at home. As it turned out, this was one of the must-stay albergues.

I was shown to my bunk, and later when I took off my boots and socks, I saw with squeamish horror that my itsy bitsy heel blister had metastasized into something humungous that threatened to engulf the whole of my back foot. I now had an open wound that would cause a triage nurse to gag.

I gently touched it and was squirted with a jet of yellowing fluid. It was like the alien bursting out of that guy’s chest in the movie. Just as disgusting.

It was obvious that the Compeed wasn’t helping things, so I tried to pull it off, which was a big mistake. It only opened the wound even more. So I put another, larger, Compeed patch on it.

Quietly congratulating myself on dealing with the blister so cleverly, I then went and did my laundry.

There was a garden outside the laundry room, and I saw Paul and Pete sitting at a table waiting for their clothes to dry. They’d obviously arrived at the albergue a couple of hours earlier.

I walked over and said hello. But once again I felt as though I was intruding into a private space that these two men shared, and no one else was allowed to enter. There was nothing said, and they weren’t rude to me, I just felt a lack of warmth towards me, especially from Paul, the insurance assessor.

Despite this, we had dinner together in a small restaurant around the corner from the albergue. Over a bottle of wine and a three course pilgrim’s menu, they were both friendly. I got to know them better, and we shared some stories and some laughs.

You were being too sensitive Bill. They’re okay.

Walking back to the albergue, I wondered where Balazs and Laszlo were, and Rosa too. They certainly weren’t in this small town, but surely they must now be close. I’d been piling on the kilometres, and I must have made up most of the ground I’d lost with my rest day in Pamplona.

I went to sleep that night with a thick sock over my blister, in case it leaked into my sleeping bag. I had dreams of aliens popping out of chests.
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Chapter 9

 

The next morning I woke up early, eager to hit the track so I could make up even more distance. I’d set my sights on a beautiful historic town called Santo Domingo de la Calzado, but it was 31kms away and I wasn’t sure my knee, my shin-splints and particularly the blister on my heel would allow me to go that far.

What’s going on here Bill? Are you doing some kind of dog race, with Balazs and Laszlo the mechanical hares?

I put my right foot into my boot and winced with sudden pain. The blister. It hadn’t settled down overnight. If anything, it was hurting more.

I noticed that Paul and Pete were also getting ready to head off. I wished them good morning – they were cool in response to me – but at that time of the morning before coffee, I never expect anyone to be particularly polite.

I know I’m not – but that’s because my mouth doesn’t work until caffeine crosses its lips.

I walked out of the albergue and decided I’d take a short cut and pick up the yellow arrows out of town. The last time I took a short cut I got lost, and that’s what happened this time too. It was dark, and I couldn’t find any yellow arrows by the light of my headlamp. I wandered around in the direction I felt they should be, and finally picked up the marked trail. I started walking.

Soon I was walking through vineyards. By the light of my headlamp the leafless cut-back grapevines were like old wizened hands reaching up out of the earth, clutching at darkness. It would be another hour before there was light in the sky, and a further half hour before the sun actually crested the horizon.

It was cold, and I felt sore.

I hadn’t yet taken my Ibuprofen. My maximum dosage had to be taken with meals, and breakfast was the next town away – possibly another three to four hours. I’d been warned that this constant high dosage level could a) cause a stroke, b) cause a heart attack, c) cause permanent liver damage.

I wasn’t really worried about c). I assumed my liver probably looked like a pickle anyway. After some forty five years of meaningful alcoholic consumption, I figured my liver was well out of warranty. It was embalmed. A bit more damage, in fact a lot more damage, would most probably go unnoticed.

A stroke and a heart attack were a bit more serious, but I’d always taken the view that drug companies listed side effects the same way airlines told you how to take the brace position just before you crash. Really? That’s going to stop me dying after both wings have fallen off at 30,000 feet?

However, I wasn’t completely ignoring the warnings. Having high dosage painkillers with breakfast made sense, it’s just that I often didn’t have breakfast until I’d walked 15kms. Which meant 15kms without my Ibuprofen.

Which was what I was facing this morning.

The vineyards soon gave way to bushland, and in the dark, the yellow arrows were hard to find. They were often so faded it was difficult to see them in the dim light, or they were in the oddest places, like on a boulder well off the track. I began to go long stretches without spotting an arrow, then finally I’d pick one up and feel much relieved.

I dreaded getting lost more than anything. It sapped my strength, retracing my steps, having to go back. A few days earlier I’d gone down a road and missed a yellow arrow, and walked for two kilometres before a farmer in a truck stopped and told me I was going the wrong way.

I thanked him and kept walking, believing there was no possible way I could be lost. I’d very carefully followed the directions on my map.

I walked another kilometre before someone else stopped – a businessman in an expensive car. He too told me in incomprehensible Spanish that I had to go back. He was quite insistent.

Finally I pulled out my map and, stabbing it with my finger for emphasis because I knew I was damn well right, I showed him the road I was on. He took the map from me and, stabbing it with his finger for emphasis because he knew he was damn well right, he showed me the road I was really on.

I’d missed a yellow arrow. He was damn well right. I thanked him and, chastened, I walked back three kilometres to rejoin the Camino. It was the longest three kilometres of the pilgrimage, because I was going back over old ground.

It was your own stupid fault Bill. If you’d taken that first farmer’s advice and hadn’t been so arrogant and stubborn, you wouldn’t have had to walk back so far.

I wondered whether Australians would do the same thing – or Americans. Would we stop our cars and try and help a stranger we thought was lost? Someone who couldn’t even speak our language?

I found this happened many times during the Camino, not only to myself but to other pilgrims too. If we were lost, or if we strayed off the path, someone was invariably on hand to point us back the right way – an old lady leaning out of a high window perhaps, or a farmer in a field hauling hay.

That particular morning though, there was no-one around to help me. I was walking in the dark through thick brush, and I hadn’t seen a yellow marker for quite sometime. My PGS began to tell me I was lost.

The path led me to a three-way junction. Normally whenever there was a split in the track, there was always an arrow pointing you in the right direction. Not this time.

By the shallow beam of my headlamp I scoured the tree trunks, the rocks and boulders, but still I couldn’t see a yellow arrow, or in fact anything yellow, because sometimes the arrows fade and all you’re left with is a smudge. But there was nothing.

I walked down the most obvious path, the well-worn track, thinking there would have to be an arrow further along somewhere. I walked for about a kilometre but still I found nothing. So I walked back to the intersection, and began to retrace my steps.

I walked back about two kilometres. In the pre-dawn gloom I couldn’t find any markers at all. But then I realised I was probably looking in the wrong places, because the arrows were positioned so that people walking towards them could see them. I was walking back.

Then in the distance I saw the twinkle of a pilgrim’s headlamp. Then I saw another. Two pilgrims. I watched as they peeled off down a side track, then they were swallowed up by the trees and they disappeared.

Okay, so now I know where the Camino is.

I walked back to where I thought I’d seen the lamps, and noticed a small track leading off to one side. This must be the track they took, I thought. No wonder I missed it. It’s so damn small.

I headed down it. But still I couldn’t see any yellow arrows. But this has to be the track, surely. Where else could they have gone? I estimated that already I’d added about 3.5kms to the day’s walk by getting lost. And still I wasn’t totally convinced I was back on the Camino.

I searched the distant brush and hills for the twinkling lamps, and thought I saw the silhouette of two pilgrims against the lightening skyline, but then they were gone again, so I just kept walking.

Something’s still not right. It doesn’t feel right.

I still couldn’t find any yellow arrows. But I’d now broken out of the trees and was again walking amongst vineyards, and the sky was getting lighter every minute. In the far distance I saw the glittering lights of a small town.

Breakfast! Café con leche and Jamon tostadas!

Ibuprofen!

There was thick cloud overhead, the sun had risen but hadn’t broken through, yet at least now I could see without the aid of the headlamp. There was still no sign of the pilgrims I’d seen earlier.

As I kept walking towards the distant lights – about 8kms away I estimated – I realised that the track was now running parallel with a road. And then I noticed two figures on the other side of the road. Two pilgrims. It was Paul and Pete!

Hey! I yelled out to them. Is that the Camino you’re on?

They turned, saw that it was me, but didn’t answer. And they didn’t stop. They kept on walking as though I hadn’t called out to them.

I spotted a place where my track dropped down to the road, so I crossed over and climbed up onto the other side. Immediately I saw a series of yellow arrows and knew that at last I was back on the Camino.

Paul and Pete were now a full kilometre ahead of me, and they were walking strongly. I wasn’t. With my limping and my pain, I was slowly dropping back. There was no way I could catch up to them.

Why do you want to catch up to them Bill? They’ve served their purpose. They’ve got you back on the Camino. You’re not lost anymore. Just walk your own pace.

So I walked my own pace. I concentrated on managing my pain, and I also tried to keep my gait and footfall steady and rhythmic. I didn’t want my limp to throw my body out of alignment, and cause any more problems.

The clouds overhead were heavy, there was a chilly wind, and the track now wound through vineyards full of dark gnarly plants. The blister on my heel was a constant throbbing pain, interrupted only by the regular stabbing from my shin-soreness. Along with the knee, I dubbed them the Triumvirate of Pain. Together they made a formidable team.

I put my head down to keep the wind out of my eyes, and when I next looked up I saw that Paul and Pete had stopped about a kilometre up ahead. They were sitting on the ground, their backpacks off, having breakfast.

It’d be good to walk with them for a bit. A conversation might cheer me up, and take my mind off the pain.

I increased my pace, which stirred the Triumvirate of Pain.

Paul looked up and saw me, and then they both began to pack up. I hurried on a little faster. I was now only about 300m away from them.

They stood up and began putting on their backpacks.

I yelled out to them – Hey guys! - just in case they hadn’t seen me. They both looked in my direction. I was only about 200m away from them now.

Then they both turned and walked off. I was staggered. They’d definitely seen me, I was so close to them, yet they’d just walked away.

I was hurt. Upset.

I watched as they increased their pace, pulling away from me, as though they wanted to make sure I wouldn’t catch up to them.

These are the guys I had dinner with last night. These are the guys I’ve been talking to on and off for the last five days. And they turn and walk away from me?

I felt snubbed.

In fact, I felt rejected. There was no other word for it. They’d rejected me. They didn’t want to walk with me. They didn’t want to have anything to do with me.

I felt crushed.

Not because I wanted their companionship, or their friendship. You wanted to walk the Camino alone Bill, remember? Yes, but no one likes being rejected.

Possibly because it was such a foul morning with a storm brewing, possibly because of my insistent pain, possibly because I was simply exhausted from having walked over 200kms in the past week or so, I began to feel pathetically sorry for myself.

And so I began to think of all the times I’d been rejected in my life.

I flashed back to the schoolyard, and being rejected by a group of kids that shared the morning bus. I wanted to be part of that group, but they never let me in. They’d built a high perimeter wall around themselves and I was only ever allowed to occasionally peep over the top, to see what fun they were having together.

I then flashed to high school, and all the rejections from all the pretty girls I’d ever set my heart on. Their sniggers and snide remarks. The football stars and swimming stars that they chose ahead of me - me who excelled at nothing.

And then I began to wallow in the times I’d been rejected in my professional life, making movies.

Making movies the way I do is intensely personal. When you write and direct, and you have A film by Bill Bennett credit at the start of the movie, then it’s hard to separate you from your work.

Certainly the critics don’t. If the film works, then I get lauded. I get a laurel wreath placed reverentially on my brow. And I get taken out to lunch. But when it fails, I get spat at. And I have to pay for my own lunches.

I only ever remember the times I got spat at. I never remember the lunches.

If one of my movies gets trashed by the critics, or gets ignored by the audience and is a box office flop, then I have to quickly construct psychological scaffolding to stop myself from collapsing emotionally.

That’s a defence mechanism that anyone working in the creative industries must quickly adopt, if they’re to survive. Because if you can’t cope with rejection, you very quickly find yourself in therapy, or worse still, teaching.

But there are industry rejections in other more pernicious ways too, that happen constantly.

Your phone calls aren’t returned. Your emails go unanswered. An assistant gets back to you, instead of the person you really need to talk to. You go to a red-carpet premiere and certain industry heavy-hitters adroitly avoid you. These are the same people who used to fawn over you before your last movie tanked.

All this dirty stuff started to swill around me as I walked along the muddy track, through gnarled vineyards with the sky overhead glowering with imminent rain.

Bill, you’re trawling through all these old piles of garbage, just because two blokes walk away from you? Two blokes you hardly even know? Get a grip, man.

Perhaps I was being too sensitive. Too thin-skinned.

I started to rationalise what just happened.

Paul and Pete were goal oriented pilgrims. They didn’t stop in churches. They weren’t interested in the beauty around them, or the history, or the “soul journey.” They wanted to get to Santiago as quickly as possible.

Perhaps they saw me as a hindrance. If they’d waited for me, then they would have been obliged to walk with me for a while, and they knew I wasn’t walking fast. I’d have slowed them down. Then again, maybe I read them all wrong. Maybe they intended to wait for me in a bar or a café in the next town.

Emotional Me: That’s crap Bill. They don’t like you. They never liked you. They couldn’t have made it any more obvious. But you were always wanting to cosy up to them, just like you always wanted to cosy up to that group in the schoolyard.

Rational Me: Hold on a second here. I was curious. That’s all. When I found out the roadie guy was a professor, I was intrigued to know his story. People with distinct contradictions interest me.

Emotional Me: More crap. You wanted them to like you. And by them walking off, they said really really clearly they thought you were a pain in the ass. Which you are, let’s face it. Hey, and you’re wearing black. Only wankers wear black on the Camino.

Rational Me: You think I care if they like me or not? I don’t need them to like me to feel good about myself. I don’t need to take on Camino buddies to justify my place in the world.

Emotional Me: Oh yeah?

I kept walking.

I realised the Camino had just cold-cocked me again. It had brought up stuff from forty and fifty years ago that was obviously still coiled in some dark grubby little recess of my psyche.

The hypnotic effect of walking and the dislocating effect of pain had reached into that shadowy long forgotten recess, grabbed my past insecurities, and brought them out into the light for me to see that they had no meaning in my life anymore. It was time to let them go.

This damn Camino is like a psychiatrist’s couch.

I kept walking. The lights of the town were getting closer. It started to rain, and it felt good. I felt good. Like I’d cleared sludge from a blocked drain, a drain that had been blocked for decades.

I never saw Paul or Pete ever again. But I didn’t need to. They’d done what they were meant to do – they’d come into my life, on that Camino, to clear that drain. To banish old thinking. Old fears. Old inadequacies. Things that had been limiting me, holding me back.

I felt strong. I walked fast. The pain receded.

But I didn’t realise there were more recesses still to be unlocked…
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Chapter 10

 

After a quick breakfast of tortilla and my required two coffees, along with a side serving of Ibuprofen, I set off again – and soon the path opened out into a series of long winding trails that cut across lush green hills, punctuated regularly with huge squares of yellow-flowered fields.

The rain held off from bucketing down. And as the day wore on, it became perfect conditions for walking. High cloud, cool breezes, the air moist with a slight drizzle that kept me refreshed.

There were few pilgrims on The Way that day. I would crest a hill and see the path unfolding before me for two or three kilometres, and there wouldn’t be a single pilgrim in sight. It turned into a glorious day for putting in some serious kilometres.

Except for The Triumvirate of Pain, which had reconvened and was shifting mischievously and arbitrarily between my knee, my shin and my heel. Whenever I thought my shin was getting better, my heel would start hurting like hell. And when my heel calmed down, my knee would then start stabbing me with its trusty butcher’s knife.

They’re playing tic-tac-toe.

They’re messing with me.

But still I kept walking. The hills rolled out before me like huge mid-ocean waves of green and yellow. I am an ocean liner, stately and grand. I saw a young couple up ahead of me. They stopped, I walked up to them and we chatted briefly. They were French, and they were about to have a picnic. They invited me to join them.

I’ve just met these two and they want me to join them for lunch? How sweet is that!

I gratefully declined. I was in the mood for walking, even with my Triumvirate meeting regularly in various parts of my body, and so I moved on, while the couple began to pull baguettes and brie from their packs.

I’d noticed on the Camino that the French pilgrims, no matter what the time of day, always seemed to be either stopping for lunch, or peeing. Or stopping for lunch and peeing.

The men seemed largely unconcerned as to where they peed, as long as they had their back to you. Thankfully. Sometimes you’d see an arc of fluid and you’d know for certain they weren’t just standing there staring at the scenery.

As for the women, they’d jump into the bushes sometimes only a metre or so off the track, and whilst you couldn’t necessarily see them, you could hear them. And you could imagine the rest.

I saw many a French pilgrim walking with a bottle of wine jauntily tucked into their backpack. One pilgrim even had two bottles of Perrier strapped to his chest. No wonder they were always peeing.

The wonderful thing about the French though was that they were completely unembarrassed about their toiletry habits. It didn’t bother them in the slightest. It just bothered everyone else.

The Germans however were like cats. You never saw them going to the toilet. And you suspected they used little bottles of hand sterilizer. The Italians always seemed too well dressed to even consider unscheduled bathroom stops. The Swiss meanwhile were regular stoppers. Like clockwork. And as for the Americans, they were loud. Not loud in their actual activity, but loud talking while doing their actual activity.

Australians? Most Aussies drank a lot of beer and would urinate anywhere, with the more spiritually inclined making it a rule not to piss on a church.

In the early afternoon, exhausted and sore, I saw the Grim Reaper.

I was approaching the small town of Granon, and the Grim Reaper was on the road up ahead, complete with black cape and hood, and scythe.

Is all this Ibuprofen starting to make you hallucinate Bill?

I started to muse that anything can happen on the Camino, especially when you’re my age. Was I about to die from a heart attack or stroke? Remember the side affects of Ibuprofen Bill? Was this the Big Guy coming to get me?

As it turned out, it wasn’t the Grim Reaper after all. It was a woman pilgrim wearing a black poncho with a silver daypack slung over her back, which from a distance looked like a scythe.

She had a tape recorder that was blasting out American country and western music, and she was singing along at the top of her lungs, hugely out of key. Like she was at her own private karaoke party.

As I approached her she suddenly flopped down onto a bench under a tree, just by a fountain on the outskirts of the town. She saw me walking up and lowered her voice a little, but kept on singing.

She fixed me with her eyes and nodded to me, as if she wanted me to come over and join in – me doing the bass vocals while she screeched out the falsettos - but I tacitly declined, and kept walking.

I visited the town’s church, which was small but magnificent. I sat in a back pew and contemplated. I’d just said no to sharing a song with the Grim Reaper.

I stopped in a bar for a quick double Coke Zero (with four glasses of ice) plus a ham and cheese sandwich, then I walked out of town onto a series of wide sweeping plains. Glorious walking. My spirit soared.

This was what I’d imagined the Camino to be. Long rolling paths, vast cultivated fields on either side of me, dark grey clouds that roiled above me, tempestuously.

Stunning.

The feeling of worthlessness I’d battled with that morning, with the rejection by Pete and Paul, was now well passed me. I felt strong, physically and emotionally.

If only I wasn’t in pain.

I’d hoped to get to Santo Domingo, but it would make for a 31km day. Now with my pain, particularly the shin and the blister, I wasn’t sure I’d make it.

I set my sights on the town 8kms before it – but as I walked through, my PGS told me it wasn’t the right place to stay. The outskirts were full of recently built housing estates, all deserted, and the town itself was largely non descript.

I saw an albergue down a side street, and I noticed a couple of pilgrims walking in, but even though I was very tired and hurting, my PGS told me it wasn’t where I was meant to spend the night.

So, I set off again.

Later, I would bump into those two pilgrims again and they would tell me that their night in that albergue was the worst night they’d spent on the Camino. The bunks and bathrooms were filthy, the hospitaleros were rude, and the evening meal and breakfast the next morning were barely edible. They couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

It was late afternoon by the time I finally hobbled into Santo Domingo de la Calzada. Immediately my PGS told me this was where I was meant to stay, and not only that, I was to stay two nights. I was to have a rest day there.

Hey, who am I to argue with my PGS?

Soon I was making my way through the narrow lanes of the historic quarter. Ancient stone buildings loomed ahead of me in the drizzling late afternoon light, and even though I was utterly exhausted and my pain was almost crippling me, I knew it had been worth walking all this way. Santo Domingo was a special place, I could feel it.

Once again, I had no idea where I’d spend the night, but one thing I knew – I desperately needed to buy a larger Compeed patch for my blister. I found a Farmacia, walked in, took off my backpack and waited my turn to be served.

The Farmacia, a gentleman in his early 50s, finally served me. In broken Spanish and through a series of gesticulations, I told him I needed the largest Compeed patch he had. He asked to see my blister.

So I took off my boot.

I don’t have a sense of smell. This is unfortunate when I’m drinking a beautiful wine, or when I’m walking through a field of daffodils. It’s a blessing when I take off my boots.

The stench was immediate, and disgusting. Had that smell been bottled, it could have been deployed in chemical warfare.

An elderly couple walked into the Farmacia, took one sniff, and quickly left.

I then took off my socks, and revealed my heel blister in its full putrescent glory. The Farmacia’s assistant, an attractive young lady, blanched and immediately grabbed some tissues and put them over her mouth as she fled the room.

The pharmacist though was made of sterner stuff. He bravely stood his ground, his only sign of distress being a slight wrinkling of his brow, and some involuntary gagging. He stared at the blister, which since I’d last seen it had transmogrified into an alien flesh eating disease.

Mucho problema, the Farmacia said, his voice wavering. Mucho problema, he said again, levelling his grim gaze at me for theatrical emphasis.

He bought his young assistant back into the room. She was wiping her mouth with the tissues as though she’d just been hurling. He wanted to use her as a translator but she insisted she had urgent scripts she needed to fill out back.

Her boss prevailed though and through her, he explained to me that he couldn’t sell me more Compeed in good conscience. I had to go to the albergue near the Cathedral and get the blister seen to. There was someone working there who looked after pilgrims’ foot problems.

There was indeed someone at the albergue whose sole task it was to help injured pilgrims, but the foot angel, as he was called, was out and didn’t start work again for several hours. There was though a beautiful Spanish woman at the front reception who was checking in pilgrims, and she was a nurse.

She looked at the blister unflinchingly. Then she looked up at me and smiled ruefully, then shook her head in sympathy. Mucho problema, she said.

She quickly left, then came back with a first aid kit. Without using gloves (don’t these people worry about AIDS?) she removed the Compeed patch, dabbed an orange coloured antiseptic liquid on it called Betadine, which stung like hell, then proceeded to surgically dress the gaping wound, finally wrapping my entire foot in crepe bandage.

She told me I had to do that twice a day until the blister healed, and I was not to walk for four to five days.

Four to five days? Are you kidding me?

She told me I had to go back to the Farmacia and buy my own medical supplies, and added that if I wasn’t very careful, the blister would become infected and I’d have to spend time in hospital.

One day’s rest, then I’m off again.

I went back to the Farmacia. The young assistant saw me entering the store and quickly disappeared out the back, presumably to fill her urgent scripts. However the pharmacist gave me all the medical supplies I needed, and confirmed that I couldn’t walk for four to five days. The blister needed to settle before I put it under any more stress.

One day’s rest, then I’m off again.

Throughout the Camino, I saw people like me get injured and go to pharmacists, doctors and hospitals. Invariably they were told what I was told. Don’t walk for a while. This is what medical professionals should tell you. It’s their job, it’s what they’re trained to do - to tell stupid people like me that if you get injured walking, then you should stop walking for a while. It’s good sound medical advice.

One day’s rest, then I’m off again.

I now had a course of action, which made perfect sense. Put Betadine and antibiotic cream on the blister, keep it surgically clean so it didn’t get infected, wrap it in crepe bandage so there’s no slippage, and keep walking.

Now I need to find a place to sleep.

The albergue with the beautiful Spanish nurse wasn’t an option, because I wanted a room to myself that night, and they didn’t have private rooms. So I walked around the town trying to find a hostel, but my PGS couldn’t find anything at all.

By now it was raining quite heavily, it was late, and all I wanted was a room and a bed. I came back to the main square and found myself staring at a Parador. A Parador is a four or five star hotel housed in an historic building – often a refurbished palace or town hall. They are pure luxury.

Bill, would a true pilgrim sleep in a Parador?

A true pilgrim doesn’t spend upwards of €80 a night sleeping in luxury. A true pilgrim pays €10 tops and sleeps in a bunk in a room with forty or fifty other true pilgrims. A true pilgrim puts up with snorers, with no heat, with other true pilgrims farting in their sleep.

A true pilgrim certainly doesn’t wander downstairs to a buffet breakfast with a choice of continental meats and cheeses, and eggs cooked anyway the true pilgrim desires. No, the true pilgrim is lucky to get a cup of instant coffee and a roll wrapped in plastic.

I checked into the Parador.

For a cut rate of €60 a night, I got my own private room with a shower and bath. I couldn’t believe it.

I’m not a bath person. There are bath persons and shower persons. I’m a shower person. I don’t have the patience for a bath. I can’t see the point in lying around looking at your exposed flesh, delightful though mine is.

If I need to get clean, then it’s more efficient to stand under a shower. Get it done. Get on with more important things, like seeing what complimentary toiletries are worth pilfering. Showers are for Type A personalities. People who get on with it. Who make their mark in the world. Achievers. Doers.

Baths are for the indolent. The wastrels. Those who don’t have anything better to do with their lives than watch their flaccid white skin wrinkle in warm and perfumed bath-gelled water.

I went and drew a bath.

I took off the crepe bandage around my foot, took off the surgical dressing, and dipped my heel gingerly into the warm and perfumed bath-gelled water. Then I eased myself in and lay back, and felt my muscles immediately begin to relax.

Did I say how much I love baths?

I must have stayed there an hour.

My skin wrinkled.

When I got out, I discovered my room had a bed. An actual bed. Not a bunk. I wasn’t sleeping above or below anyone else. And I had sheets and a pillow. Two pillows in fact. And towels.

The towel that I’d bought from Australia I’d quickly discovered was useless. It was small, and it took forever to dry. So I’d thrown it away and I was now using Balazs’s towel, the one he’d given me to keep my knee iced.

I’d quickly got bored with icing my knee. It meant waiting around. Taking massive doses of Ibuprofen was more my speed.

Balazs’s towel though was a state-of-the-art hiking towel – a good size, and it dried almost instantly. But it was nothing compared to those Parador towels. They were so big and fluffy you could lose yourself in them for a week.

Where’s your romantic notion of the true pilgrim gone Bill? You in your five star Parador, with your trekking poles and your fluffy towels and your complimentary toiletries…

Yes, I had to give some thought to this.

Could I ever now see myself in the hallowed image of the true pilgrim? The selfless humble pilgrim that’s grateful to be sleeping in a barn or a grain shack, or to have a bowl of gruel to warm an empty stomach?

Yes, I will definitely have to think about this.

But first, let me call Room Service.
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Chapter 11

 

The following day it rained heavily – the first day of solid rain since leaving St. Jean. Perfect timing really, because I was nicely ensconced in my Parador with my fluffy towels.

I went down to breakfast – a large sumptuous buffet catering to every guest’s preference: cold cuts of meat and cheese, eggs, cereals, fruit, yoghurt, breads and pastries of all kinds.

Hmmm - I could pinch some of these goodies for later, for when I get back on the Camino. A few small rounds of cheese would fit nicely into my backpack. Oh, and that pear. A pear would be delicious for breakfast in two days time.

I noticed a hotel server looking at me suspiciously, and when she came over to my table to ask if I wanted coffee, she looked carefully at my room key. She was obviously making sure I was in fact a hotel guest and not some miserable pilgrim who’d just stumbled in off the Camino to help himself to the buffet.

I then realised I looked out of place in the breakfast room.

Everyone else was nicely attired, and they were wearing shoes, not boots. Clean shoes, not muddy boots. And they had on expensive clothes and they looked groomed. As though fluffy towels were their norm, not a thing of joy and wonder.

I on the other hand looked like I’d just walked nearly 300kms.

I had on my pilgrim clothing of course, because I’d forgotten to pack a separate outfit for breakfasts in Paradors. I was also unshaven, unkempt, and I limped. And when I looked across at the buffet table, I sensed that the look contained the hollow-eyed desperation of a shipwreck survivor.

As I hobbled over to get seconds – hmmm, that Iberian ham looks like it could be yummy in two days time – I saw an elderly couple sitting at a nearby table, going through the Camino Michelin Guide. They didn’t look like pilgrims. They were like the other clipped and coiffured tourists in the room, scattered amongst a smattering of suited-and-neck-tied businessmen.

But as I limped back to my table, barely able to hold my plate because it was so full of breakfasts from various countries, they stopped me.

Are you walking the Camino? the elderly lady asked sweetly.

How can you tell? I thought. The muddy boots? The Nike track pants? The dirty Goretex jacket? Or the limp?

Yes I am, I said politely.

Much as they seemed like a lovely couple, I didn’t really want to stand and talk. I’d piled the food high on my plate, like little Leaning Towers of Pisa, and I was embarrassed enough just being in the breakfast room – I didn’t want everyone staring at me when my pile of four mini croissants toppled to the floor.

So are we, the woman said, beaming.

She had an English accent, and she was dressed like she was about to meet the Queen. Her husband looked like he should be out hunting foxes with a pack of baying hounds. He stared at my plate like a schoolmaster considering a boy caught with a slingshot.

Knowing that it would be rude to just walk off after the nice woman’s obvious invitation for a chat, I asked where they were heading to next.

She explained that they were doing the Camino in stages, and that they were partway through a stage to Burgos, and from there they’d return home. She proudly showed me her Michelin Guide, where they had each overnight stop marked in pen, including the price of the accommodation.

€65 - €72 - €60 - €85. Wow. These pilgrims are doing it in style.

We only stay in the best places, she said, a little coyly.

Why not? the fox hunter chimed in, and winked at me conspiratorially, as though by my mere presence in the breakfast room of this luxury hotel, I was complicit in the flouting of basic pilgrim principles.

The nice woman explained that they had all their hotels pre-booked, and they had their luggage (luggage, not backpacks) shipped ahead to the hotel each day, where they were unpacked and laid out in readiness for when they arrived.

We manage about 10-12kms a day, she explained, and every now and then we take taxis.

More NOW than THEN, the fox hunter chortled, giving me another mischievous wink.

The nice lady then asked about my Camino. With one eye on my Leaning Towers of Croissants, and the other on my stack of sliced chorizo that constituted half a side of pork, I explained that I’d started in St. Jean Pied de Port, and apart from this little sojourn in a Parador, principally because of medical issues I was quick to add, I’d stayed in albergues most of the way.

The woman asked pointedly if I’d walked the whole way.

I have, I said, and added: Do you want to see my blister?

She graciously declined, not realising how lucky she was, but said in hushed tones to her husband: There you are! He’s a true pilgrim. Then she turned to me, and a little shamefully, she said: We’re not. We’re not true pilgrims.

I thought about this later as I stepped outside in the rain, and made my way to the Cathedral. What is a true pilgrim? I wondered.

If you stay in Paradors and get your bags shipped ahead each day, does that immediately exclude you from the rarefied ranks of True Pilgrims? What about if you take a taxi? As soon as the meter starts to tick over, have you blown your pilgrimage?

And if you do the Camino in stages, are you automatically excluded? Or do you need to have crossed the Pyrenees to be a True Pilgrim? If not, then what’s the minimum distance? 500kms? 400kms? You can get a Compostela having walked just 100kms. Is this the minimum distance required to catapult you up into the heavenly ranks of True Pilgrims?

A couple of days earlier, while I was hobbling around an albergue in obvious pain, a woman pilgrim came up to me and said: If you finish the Camino, you’ll go to the highest place in heaven, because you’re suffering more than any of us.

That got me wondering if heaven was like the Trump Towers. Were there Presidential Suites reserved for those that had suffered the most? The Nelson Mandelas, the Mother Thereas, and the wives of Tom Cruise?

And were there suites lower down reserved for Do-Gooders who hadn’t suffered - the likes of Bono and Bill Gates? Would they get rooms with a cloud view? And what floor would Rupert Murdoch occupy? The basement?

I then started to muse if there were degrees of True Pilgrim?

For instance, is the person who carries a heavy cross on his back and crawls on his knees all the way from his front door in St. Petersburg to Santiago - is that person more a True Pilgrim than someone who gets off a bus and walks the last 100kms with a tour group?

What about the person who rides a mule, as against the one who rides a mountain bike? What about someone who walks the whole way listening to rap music on their iPod, compared to someone who walks with a vow of silence, or saying their Rosary the whole way? Which was more a True Pilgrim?

Me with my fluffy towels – had I tarnished my True Pilgrim credentials by checking into the Parador?

I didn’t think so.

Hundreds of years ago, wealthy merchants, heads of state, government officials and church leaders would travel the Camino on horses, in carriages, some would even be carried in palanquins by bearers, and they would stay in castles and palaces on their way to Santiago.

Were they any less a true pilgrim than the commoner who walked the whole way and slept under the stars?

I found on the Camino that some were quick to judge others whom they deemed had contravened the unwritten Code of the True Pilgrim. These lesser pilgrims were the ones that caught buses or taxis. Or had their packs shipped ahead. Or only walked short distances each day. Or that stayed at Paradors.

They were deemed to be tourist-pilgrims, or tourigrinos. Not the real perigrinos.

I thought that was crazy. By even judging, it made the judge less a pilgrim. True pilgrims don’t judge. They accept. They don’t put themselves above anyone else by regarding that person as somehow lesser.

I recalled the dictionary definition of a pilgrim: A traveller from afar who is on a journey to a holy place.

It didn’t say anything about Paradors. (whew) It didn’t say anything about taxis or backpacks. According to the definition, anyone who was on a journey to Santiago, a holy place, was a pilgrim.

Somewhat relieved at this, I walked into the Cathedral.

The Cathedral at Santa Domingo de la Calzada is famous along the Camino because it celebrates a miracle, which is dubiously called The Miracle of the Cock.

I’ll let that one go through to the keeper…

Legend has it that centuries earlier, a family of pilgrims arrived at an inn in Santo Domingo de la Calzada one evening, on their way through to Santiago. Amongst the family was a young lad, who was particularly handsome.

The lad caught the eye of the innkeeper’s daughter who flirted with him, (as innkeeper’s daughters are wont to do) but the devout young pilgrim wasn’t interested. He rebutted her advances.

Hurt and angry at her rejection, the innkeeper’s daughter decided to get back at him. She hid a silver goblet in the pilgrim’s pack, then the next morning after the family left the inn, she reported him for stealing.

The lad was arrested, brought back to Santo Domingo, and sentenced to hang. The family continued on to Santiago to pray for his soul, not realizing that Santo Domingo, the Saint Himself, was about to intervene in this miscarriage of justice.

Their son was hanged, but he didn’t die. He was left hanging from the rope, still alive. The parents, on hearing this amazing news, rushed to the sheriff’s house to tell him, but the sheriff was having dinner. He heard their story, laughed in disbelief and said: If that boy’s alive, then so too is this cock on my dinner plate.

Whereupon the fowl is said to have arisen off the plate, and crowed.

The sheriff, stunned by the miracle, rushed back to the gallows and cut the young pilgrim free of the rope. He was given a full reprieve.

That’s the legend, and for hundreds of years, the Cathedral has housed a live cock and hen, in celebration of Santo Domingo’s supposed miracle. The two fowls are in an elegant hatch situated up high in a side section of the church, a marble crossbeam underneath the hatch.

According to the audioguide I was listening to, pilgrims would reach up with their staffs and smack this marble beam to make the fowls jump, hoping they’d scatter a few feathers which they could put in their hats. If you wore a feather from one of these hallowed birds, you would be well received in heaven.

I looked at all these large indentations in the marble bar, where pilgrims over the centuries had banged their sticks to make the fowls jump. I imagined their fervour as they whacked their sticks onto the bar, and then their elation if they were lucky enough to get a feather.

There’s one other legend that’s associated with the Cathedral: if the cock crows while you’re in the church, then it means you’ll have a buen camino.

I completed my audio guide and hung around, waiting for the cock to crow. I’d come this far, I wanted my buen camino send off.

But no crow.

I gazed at paintings that I’d gazed at before.

Still no crow.

I walked up to the cage, and looked pleadingly up at the cock.

Come on you stupid bird, I got things to do. SQWARK!

Still no crow.

What is WRONG with you cock?

I’d heard of cocks not performing when they needed to, but never in a Cathedral.

I thought about going back to my hotel room, getting one of my trekking poles, extending it to its full length, and banging it into the high marble bar. But it was still raining outside.

Did I really need this cock to crow to have a good Camino?

I turned to leave, and as I began walking out, it happened – the cock crowed.

It cut through the silence of the Cathedral and reverberated in the huge space.

Strangely, the sound of that rasping shrieking bird was more beautiful than the peeling of any church bell I’ve ever heard. The fowl’s crow vibrated deep into my very soul, and I found myself walking out of the Cathedral imbued with a belief that I could not be stopped. That I would reach Santiago.






  [image: Ch-12---Star_SW.jpg]



Chapter 12

 

He looked familiar. Yet I couldn’t quite place him.

We were sitting at a dinner table in an albergue in a little town called Ages, about 25kms from Burgos. Burgos is a large city on the Camino, and a major milestone. It’s about a third of the way to Santiago.

That day I’d walked 28kms, and I’d arrived tired and sore. My blister had shifted from being a sharp stabbing pain to merely a dull ache. My shin soreness was remaining unforgiving.

He was late 40s I guessed, and from Canada. I know you, he said. You were at that little coffee place in Valcarlos, weren’t you?

I remembered him now. That first day, walking from St. Jean to Roncesvalles, I’d stopped to have a snack in Valcarlos, and I’d got talking to him. He was staying in the town that night, and going onto Roncesvalles the next day.

You’ve changed, he said.

I was surprised to hear this. How do you mean? I asked.

He hesitated, as if choosing his words carefully. You’re more… relaxed now. You seem to be more at peace. Before you were… he paused, and I sensed he didn’t really want to say what he was thinking.

How was I before? I prompted.

Before you were very… I don’t know. Up tight. Full of yourself. Kind of prickly.

I was taken aback. I didn’t see myself this way. I quickly racked back over our brief conversation at Valcarlos to try and remember whether I’d said anything that could have rubbed him the wrong way. But my recollection of our brief chat was that it was both cordial and cursory. Not much was said.

You’re not like that now, he added, as if to apologize. You seem… yeah, more at peace with yourself. More… humble.

I was uptight that day, I said. I was really nervous about the climb ahead. Going up the Pyrenees. And I was jetlagged too. I’d just flown in from Australia the day before, and I’d been awake since 2am.

Uh huh, he said, unconvinced at my explanation. At my apology.

Full of myself? I thought. I have been known to exhibit that trait on the odd occasion, but I didn’t think I’d done so that day at Valcarlos.

But he was telling me I now seemed more humble. Humility was one of the things I was hoping to learn from walking the Camino. After 12 days, could this change be already underway?

There’s no doubt the pain, and my injuries, had already humbled me. Every day I walked, pilgrims passed me on the track. That humbled me. I wasn’t the fit strong pilgrim I’d imagined myself to be. I was struggling to stay on top of my pain. To even keep walking.

Has the Camino induced this pain to deliberately humble me?

My wife has a reading pile of books by her side of the bed. I call them her Weird & Whacky books, or WW books for short. They’re spiritual books, and some are very esoteric and complex. I thumbed through A Course in Miracles one time and it gave me a headache.

Another book, by Louise Hay, was simpler to understand. Louise Hay is a very famous metaphysical healer who believes that our ailments and injures are caused by deeply entrenched psychological and emotional issues.

Problems with knees and shins, according to Louise Hay, had to do with issues about moving forward, taking the next step, making change.

Making change.

The film industry, like a lot of industries at the moment, is facing enormous change. Piracy, digital downloading, the rise of the internet as a form of entertainment – they’ve all contributed to a huge shake up in the industry. It’s not what it used to be ten years ago. And independent filmmaking, which is where I reside, is undergoing even greater change.

Could these problems with my knee and shin and heel be somehow representative of my inability to keep up with the massive changes in the industry?

The Canadian pilgrim sitting opposite me that night saw change. And he told me so. He didn’t have to. He just blurted it out. Interestingly, I never saw him again after that night. It was as though we’d met that first day in Valcarlos, then that evening in Ages, just for him to tell me I was changing.

Implicit in that was a call to keep doing what I was doing, because it was working.

Maybe I should cultivate more blisters, to make myself more humble.

I got talking to another couple at the table. They described themselves as retired educators. His name was Bob – he was 69 and he’d been a high level administrator in the Californian education system. His wife Joan was 71, and she had a doctorate in something or other – and was not only very smart, she was also a hardy traveller. They’d both worked for the Peace Corps after their retirement, and had travelled to some remote and dangerous parts of the world.

They also loved cinema, and we talked movies for a while.

They told me that the walk into Burgos tomorrow would be fraught with difficulty – Burgos was a big city and there’d be about 10kms of very unpleasant walking beside busy highways and through industrial outer suburbs before we got to the city centre.

I mentioned that in the John Brierely guidebook – the bible of the Camino – Brierely suggested taking a bus the last 10kms, rather than spend hours walking beside noisy heavy traffic. He said this didn’t make you any less a pilgrim, and it would give you more time to look around Burgos, which was a beautiful medieval city.

Even the suggestion of taking a bus caused this elderly couple to blanch. They were purists, like me. They intended to walk the entire way. I liked these guys.

But then I started to wonder –

Okay, it’s about 25kms into Burgos. That’s about 6-7hrs walk, the pace I’m going. Let’s say I’m about 10kms out, and I’m struggling. The pain in my shin and my blister and my knee is unbearable. And I’m looking at 10kms on hard tar, walking beside a highway full of trucks and fumes. And then suddenly out of nowhere a bus magically appears beside me.

It stops, and I notice it has BURGOS displayed as its destination. The doors silently swish open – shooooosh – and staring down at me is a genial driver with kind twinkling eyes and the cheeriest of smiles. He extends his hand warmly, and I notice his teeth are pearly white and he smells faintly of orange blossoms.

He says gently – Hop in pilgrim. Let me take you all the way to Burgos. Come on in and take a seat. Take the weight off those legs. The fare’s only €1…

Seriously Bill, if that happened, are you going to say no? Are you going to tell him to bugger off?

I thought about this the next day as I set off early. Other pilgrims were mumbling about what a horrible day it was going to be, walking into Burgos. A few had said openly, seditiously, that they were going to take a bus.

I was in two minds.

I was going to let my PGS guide me.

If my PGS guided me to a place where a bus was waiting, its diesel ticking over just waiting for me to hop aboard before it sped off to Burgos, then yes, I’d jump on. But if my PGS took me another way, and I had to walk the 10kms through industrial purgatory, then that was okay too.

I had to trust that my PGS would take me the right way.

As I walked through a small village I noticed two young blokes just about to leave a café, having just finished breakfast. They’d been at the albergue in Pamplona while I was there, and they’d seen me in very real pain, with my knee iced.

They were surprised to see me now – surprised that I’d got so far, because as one of them said: I didn’t think I’d see you again. I thought you would have gone home, with that knee the way it was.

This was Bobby, a tall strapping Canadian. He’d been very sympathetic at the albergue, and we’d spent time chatting. Nice guy. His mate was Thor, from Sweden.

They’ll have to carry me off this Camino in an ambulance, I said, then immediately wondered whether I should be regretting my words.

In preparation for my walk, I’d begun to read from some of my wife’s Weird & Whacky bedside book pile. And I’d read that words had power. And thoughts too. According to some of these WW books, what you say and what you think are as powerful as what you do.

If you were to believe these books, then the Universe, or Spirit, or whatever you like to call it listens to you, and tries to fulfil your wishes. If you say: I want to be rich, and you believe it, then the Universe will try its darnedest to make you rich. If you think, I’m going to become fat, then the Universe will ensure that you become fat.

Thing is, the Universe doesn’t have a sense of humor. The Universe can’t tell when you’re joshing. If I tell the Universe: I want to be carried off the Camino in an ambulance, then the Universe doesn’t realising I’m fooling around. It will do everything in its not inconsiderable power to make sure that happens.

Consequently as I walked, I wondered whether I should believe these books and retract my statement about the ambulance. So I started mumbling a mantra under my breath:

I don’t really need an ambulance. I want to finish the Camino happy and healthy. I don’t really need an ambulance. I want to finish the Camino happy and healthy. Oh, and by the way, can you make the Sydney Swans win the flag again this year?

Bobby and Thor glanced over at me strangely as I mumbled. Ah, I said, lifting up my camera and staring at an empty field. Great shot. You guys go on ahead of me guys. I’ll catch you up later.

This was a ploy I often used to drop off pilgrims I no longer wished to walk with, or in this case, was too embarrassed to walk with.

It’s not that I was anti-social, it’s just that most of the time, I liked to walk alone. And in reality, I was always stopping and taking shots, usually of really stupid things that no-one else would find interesting - like peeling paint on barn doors, or bales of hay. I’d become fixated on photographing bales of hay. I liked the way nature conspired to thwart the attempts of farmers to establish order.

I stopped for a late breakfast and realized that the saturation dosage of Ibuprofen, which was largely masking the pain in my knee, was having zero effect on my shin-soreness. And my blister still throbbed a dull ache.

My mind began to wander into dangerous territory.

That bus isn’t such a silly idea Bill… 10kms on hard tar. With all that noise and fumes… and after all, if Brierley says it’s okay…

I put the thought out of my mind. I was going to walk the Camino, not bus the Camino. I’d bought trekking poles after all, hadn’t I? I set off again, Burgos now about fifteen kilometres away. If I were to catch a bus, then I’d need to go into the next town and go to the bus station.

But only if my PGS leads me there.

I kept walking, now open to all possibilities. Open to the possibility that I could suddenly hop a bus and blow the pledge I’d made to myself to walk the whole way - but equally open to the possibility of walking 10kms into Burgos in crappy noisy fumy traffic.

I really wasn’t fussed either way. I knew my PGS would guide me the right way. But as I approached the town with the bus station, I became unsure. I wasn’t getting any leanings either way. A road sign was coming up. As I walked up, I saw that it showed two ways I could go - into the town, to the bus station, or I could take a by-pass and miss the town, and the temptation of the bus, altogether.

I was tired, and sore. And the thought of 10kms beside a busy highway didn’t appeal. But something was holding me back from taking the route into the town.

I stood standing at that roadside staring at the sign, undecided.

Hey! I know a short cut! a voice boomed out from behind me.

I looked around and saw a couple approaching. He was tall, a good looking man with a face full of mischief and mirth. His wife was smaller, a very pretty woman with a pixie smile. From the man’s accent, and the dashing way they were both dressed, I figured they were Italian.

What do you mean “a short cut?” I asked as they walked up.

I have been this way before. Last year, he said. You don’t want to go by the highway. It is very bad. But I know a short cut, around the airport and into Burgos through the parks. It is very beautiful. And much shorter. If you want, I will show you.

THANK YOU PGS, I mutely screamed as I began to follow them. You saved me from desecrating my pilgrim dream.

I tried hard to keep up with them, but when they realized I was limping, they slowed down and walked at my pace. I don’t want to hold you up, I said. Please, you go on and I’ll find my way.

No no no, the man said. You will never find the way. It is not marked, but I know the way. It’s okay. We’re not in a hurry. We will stay together.

This is how I met Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna.

As we walked, Ivan explained that his was not a common name in Italy, but his father, shortly after he was born, went to the cinema to see a very famous Russian movie. He was so moved by the movie, called Ivan the Terrible, that he came home from the cinema and named his newly born son Ivan.

He explained that they were doing the Camino in stages. Last year he’d walked alone from St. Jean to Burgos, and this year he was retracing his steps with his wife, and they intended to go all the way through to Santiago.

The short cut was indeed through parkland, and it followed a small river that cascaded into an occasional waterfall. There were very few markings, and without Ivan’s guidance I could never have found my way.

We had a picnic lunch together by the river, and we chatted. They lived near Venice and he worked for a phone company. He had a wicked laugh and a cheeky sense of humor. His Beautiful Wife Giovanna had less of a grasp of English, but she emanated light from every pore of her body.

They shared their lunch with me because I rarely carried anything to eat, other than chocolate and muesli bars. I marvelled at their generosity and kindness. And after lunch we walked the final stretch into Burgos. I knew they were both strong walkers and yet they were hanging back to stay with me.

Soon we saw the spires of the magnificent Burgos Cathedral poking through trees up ahead. I’d trusted my PGS, and not only had it guided me gently and effortlessly into the city, it had kept me away from a bus. It had stopped me from breaking my pledge to walk the whole way.

We checked into the Burgos Municipal albergue, which was large and modern. Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna were given bunks on the top floor, I was allocated a bunk two floors down.

My bunk was in a bay of four. The other three bunks were occupied by young women, one of whom was Australian. Her name was Janelle. She was late 20’s, dark curling hair, dancing eyes and quick with a laugh.

Before leaving home, I’d been anxious about how the albergues would work with mixed genders. This albergue had no separate bathroom facilities. Everyone was thrown in together. My first test came when I saw Janelle in her undies and a tight t-shirt walking back from the showers. I politely averted my gaze.

Don’t be coy Bill. If she’d been on Bondi Beach she’d be in scantier clobber. You’re getting too old.

I too then had a shower, and walked back to my bunk in undies and a tight t-shirt. A few people averted their gaze too, but more because they were embarrassed for me.

I got dressed and did my laundry, and then quickly got ready to leave. I wanted to see the Cathedral, which I regarded as one of the best in Western Europe.

I’d been to Burgos before, two years earlier with my wife. We’d gone to the Cathedral one sunny morning, and happened to walk in during an investiture ceremony. The main chamber had been full of church leaders dressed in their ecclesiastical finery, and I remember sunlight shafting down in beams that gave the interior of the Cathedral an ethereal quality, as though my wife and I had entered a hallowed heavenly place.

It was with these memories that I walked back into the Cathedral late that afternoon.

It was dark and cold. There were no magical shafts of golden light. It wasn’t the same place I remembered. It felt all wrong. Plus it was full of tour groups. Even though they were trying to be quiet, they were making a racket. And my legs hurt. I couldn’t stand for any length of time on both legs. I kept shifting my weight between the two legs, to ease the pain.

As I shuffled around the Cathedral, peering in at the chapels as I passed and trying to avoid the amoebic tour groups, I wondered why my PGS had been so insistent that I come.

I’d had a very real need to see the Cathedral again. I’d thought it was because I wanted to replicate the experience I’d had two years earlier. But it was clear that wasn’t going to happen.

Come on Bill, get out of here. You’ve seen it before. You’ve seen it BETTER before. You’re going to spoil all your beautiful memories of the Cathedral.

But something kept me there. I couldn’t leave, even though the tour groups were starting to irritate me. The chattering, and the photo flashing, and the videoing of things that didn’t need videoing.

I walked away from them. I found myself in a dark empty corner of the Cathedral, at the entrance to one of the larger chapels. My PGS told me to step inside. As soon as I did, I knew this was the reason I’d come.

In front of me was a huge wall of statues, paintings, and religious iconography. It was stunning, but this wasn’t what had pulled me in. I felt compelled to look down at what I was standing on. I was standing on a star. A series of black and white blocks, laid in the shape of a star.

I looked up. Directly above me, way above me, several stained glass windows had been positioned into the vaulted ceiling to make the shape of a star.

I am standing on a star, and looking up at a star.

I suddenly felt an energy coming down from the star above, pulling all the divine energies out of the cosmos, and coursing its way through me to the star below. I closed my eyes and felt this energy rush through me.

The pain in my knee disappeared. So too the pain in my shin, and my heel. I felt no pain at all. I just felt an effervescent energy filling me with light. I didn’t know how long I stood there, letting this energy swirl around inside me. But then I heard a tour group approaching.

I opened my eyes, I turned and I left. I walked out of the chapel, out of the Cathedral, out into the main square.

Now I know why my PGS told me to go there.

As I walked back to the albergue, I thought about what I’d achieved so far – and what lay ahead. I’d walked a third of the Camino.

No Bill, you’ve walked only about two days. You’ve limped the rest.

Yes - my walk, my pilgrimage, had been very difficult so far. But I’d got to Burgos. That was a huge achievement with the injuries I was carrying. But what lay ahead was the biggest test of all – the Meseta.

The Meseta is a long stretch of high flat plains that goes for more than 200kms. It’s largely featureless, with little shade, few villages or towns, and it’s regarded with a mixture of fear, dread and awe by pilgrims.

I bunked down in my bay of four –

Bill, make a note: Don’t forget to tell Jennifer you slept with three women tonight –

I wondered how I could possibly make it across the Meseta with my pain the way it was. But I’d got this far. Nothing would stop me now. They’d have to carry me off the Meseta in an ambulance… Ooooops.
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Chapter 13

 

The albergue was bustling early the next morning.

Almost everyone was up and packing to leave by 6am. They were keen to get out onto the trail, not because they wanted to revel in the vastness of the Meseta, but because there would be a bed crunch later in the day.

There were few towns up ahead, and beds would be scarce. Everyone seemed to know that in six or seven hours time, there would be an overflow of exhausted bodies seeking accommodation. I could already feel the tension in the air.

Everyone was thinking: If I don’t leave early, if I don’t walk fast, I might miss out on a bed tonight.

I took my time. I didn’t know where I’d be sleeping that night, but I didn’t care. I’d find a bed somewhere. My PGS hadn’t let me down yet, and I was sure it wouldn’t tonight.

As I was packing up, I noticed Janelle by her bunk putting on make-up. She had a big plastic bottle of cream, which she was applying liberally to her face. This was odd for two reasons – firstly, women usually didn’t wear make-up on the Camino. They weren’t particularly concerned about how they looked, and they weren’t there to impress anyone.

Secondly, it was a big bottle. Who takes a big bottle of face cream on a pilgrimage, when most people looked at their laundry pegs wondering if they were a weight extravagance?

I don’t want to get wrinkles walking the Camino, she replied defensively when I asked her what she was doing. She then admitted coquettishly that she had nearly 2kgs of cosmetics in her pack.

Janelle was robust young lady, but she wasn’t of pack-horse proportions by any means. So, given that most pilgrims’ packs were no more than 7kgs-8kgs in total, adding an extra 2kgs was a hefty call, just to stop wrinkles.

I heard of other pilgrims too who were copping extra weight loads to bring along things that were important to them.

Like the woman from Finland who was carrying 6kgs of cured reindeer meat to eat along the way, and the Japanese pilgrim who kept no less than six tins of tuna in her pack at any one time. Then there was the fellow who’d brought a house brick from his home in Texas to place at the base of the Iron Cross further along the Camino, and a couple from New Zealand who were carrying the full set of the Game of Thrones books. Hardback.

Several pilgrims carried guitars, one carried a large telescope on a tripod, because he said he could see the stars clearly up on the high plains, and then there was Balazs – my mate from the Biarritz taxi. His espresso machine, grinder and bag of coffee beans weighed nearly 2kgs too.

For Balazs, being a former restaurateur in Budapest meant that his fresh coffee each morning was a must. But not only that, he made coffee for other pilgrims as well before they headed out, so it became a way for him to form friendships.

If someone makes me freshly ground coffee at 6am before I walk 25kms, I’m their friend for life.

As for me, I was carrying nearly 2kgs of gadgetry. Two phones, an iPad, camera, chargers, batteries, cables and leads. Total weight? 1.75kgs. Everything I needed to keep in touch with my work, my wife, and my life outside the Camino.

I was aware that there were hard-liners walking the Camino who denounced people like me for using anything electrical, or computerized. They regarded Skype as heretical, and taking calls while you’re walking were grounds for immediate and summary ex-communication. These hard-liners would never regard me as a true pilgrim, because I talked to my wife regularly each day.

And even though I’d only bought a compact camera, my photography was vitally important to me. My camera helped me see things on the Camino that I would have otherwise missed - the tiny things that often defined the lives of those whose lands we so hastily walked through.

I left the albergue with Janelle just as the sun was rising. The ancient stone façade of the Cathedral was gold in the early morning light as we walked past, following the scallop markers out of town.

We stopped in a café on the outskirts to have coffee and some freshly made tortilla. While I charged up one of my phones and ordered a third coffee, Janelle took out her compact mirror, applied a bit more lippy, touched up her mascara, then said a quick goodbye and was gone.

I lingered, to allow my phone to get a decent charge, then I headed out of town. The pavement shell markers soon petered out, replaced by the ubiquitous yellow arrows that took me across highways and over a huge overpass and out onto flat lands, slowly heading towards the first stage of the Meseta.

The dreaded Meseta.

Quite a few pilgrims I knew had decided to skip the Meseta altogether, and catch a train or a bus to Leon – some 200kms away. The thought of walking for more than a week across featureless plains didn’t appeal to them.

I heard of an English couple that got two days into the Meseta, then gave up the Camino entirely. They’d been used to walking along British country trails that always provided a snug little village or a quiet county pub beyond the next hedge. They found the Meseta, with its long distances between towns, just plain tedious. So they bailed.

The local taxis had developed a thriving industry, taking people from town to town, or picking them up along the way. And I noticed vans shuttling back and forth, transporting backpacks.

I’d read that the Meseta could be intimidating, especially in bad weather. The winds can be debilitating, ripping at your clothing, buffeting you constantly and making you walk Arctic-like, leaning into gales that tear across the open plains.

Rain as well creates mud that clings to your boots, causing you to walk as if through bogs of treacle.

So far I’d been fortunate with the weather, and I hoped it would continue while I attempted to cross the Meseta. I say attempted, because I really didn’t know if I’d make it.

My shin had puffed up considerably, and the Ibuprofen was having no effect at either reducing the swelling or minimizing the pain. As well, a new blister had mushroomed on the outer side of my right big toe. It was like a fat bulging parasite. It was slightly bluish, with a bubble-like shiny sheen and it carried a defiant air of entitlement, as though it had taken up residence and did not intend to move anytime soon.

I wanted to stick a pin in it and deflate its smarmy arrogance. But I dared not, because it could easily become infected. It was in good company too because only centimetres away, my big toenail was quickly becoming redundant.

With all the walking, and with my big toe jamming into the front of my boot for several hundred kilometres, the toenail looked deformed. It looked like a mutant. It looked as though it really didn’t want to be attached to my toe any longer.

I began to climb up onto an elevated plain. The sun was now high, the skies were bright cornflower blue, and there was a wind, slightly chilled, which made walking conditions perfect.

I wasn’t yet on the Meseta – these were the pre-Meseta plains – but even so it was strikingly beautiful. Cultivated green fields that seemed to roll away into infinity, giant wind powered generators on distant hills, their tri-blades rotating like the arms of huge white aliens, the occasional tree that made a stark statement about loneliness in nature – it was all visually sumptuous.

But I can understand how some people might think this is boring.

I didn’t, perhaps because I came from Australia, with its vast red deserts and its treeless plains that stretched for thousands of kilometres. As a filmmaker, I’d grown to love those huge sparse landscapes.

And now in Spain I saw beauty in the shift of colours, as occasional clouds passed over the sun. I saw the subtle movement of hills as I walked. I saw the precision of the plough in fields under cultivation. Everywhere I looked, I saw something magnificent. Except I saw no pilgrims.

I was alone on the track.

Perhaps because I’d left late, but more probably because I was walking slowly, all the pilgrims who had left Burgos that morning were now well ahead of me. They were nowhere to be seen.

They’re probably already laying out their sleeping bags on their bunks, Bill. Where are you going to sleep tonight, hey? They’ll have taken all the beds.

I wasn’t concerned. I was soaking in the beauty of the green rolling plains, and I wasn’t in any hurry to get to Hornillas, which was where I was due to stop for the night.

Hornillas was 21kms from Burgos, and given the time it took to leave the city, it made for a decent day’s walk. The next town was Hontanas, a further 12kms on. For most pilgrims, 33kms was too far to walk in one day, especially in the company of my Triumvirate of Pain. So Hornillas seemed to be my destination.

It didn’t look good though when I walked into the town at about 1pm.

The first hostel I passed had COMPLETO on the front door. So too did a Casa Rural. I made my way to the main albergue and there was a line of pilgrims waiting for it to open at 2pm.

I discovered that some had already been allocated beds, and there were only four bunks left, with more than a dozen pilgrims waiting.

Best thing to do Bill is go have lunch.

I walked across the road into a near empty bar and restaurant. Better to sit down, have a bowl of bean soup and a plate of grilled pork chops, all washed down with two Coke Zeros with extra ice, then figure out what to do.

Bob and Joan walked in and sat at an adjacent table. They were the two elderly Americans from Berkley California, who’d been educators and were now retired. They told me they’d managed to score two beds in the albergue, but the town was now totally booked.

I opened up my map and looked at the next town, Hontanas, 12kms away. At my speed, that was four hours. Which meant I’d get in about 6pm or so. I was tired, very tired, and sore. The last thing I wanted to do was walk a further 12kms. 33kms for the day.

Bob and Joan said they’d scout around for me, to see if they could find me a bed somewhere in the town, but I thanked them and said no – I’d head on to Hontanas.

They looked at me amazed. What happens if you get to Hontanas and there’s no beds there either? Joan asked.

I hadn’t considered this, but it was a very real possibility. I’d assumed that most people on that stretch of the Camino would have come from Burgos, and very few would be stupid enough to walk 30+kms. That’s why I thought Hontanas was a safe bet.

Yes, but supposing a horde of pilgrims has kicked on? You could walk the extra 12kms and find yourself in exactly the same position – without a place to sleep.

My PGS told me clearly that Hornillas was not the place for me to be that night. It told me I had to finish up my lunch, get back on the trail, and head to Hontanas. I told Bob and Joan I might see them further along the way, and I headed off.

After a couple of hours walking, I saw a figure up ahead. Perhaps because of the monotony, or perhaps out of sheer exhaustion, I began to obsess that this person up ahead would take the last remaining bed in Hontanas.

The person was a lone black figure – a silhouette against the white gravel track slicing through the green rolling hills.

He – I surmised it was a he because it walked like a he – took on a sinister form. Like a bandit. The person who was going to steal my bed from me. This dark marauder, always staying ahead of me no matter how fast I walked. This usurper of my coming night’s sleep.

But was my mind playing tricks on me? Was this dark demon even real? Was this a manifestation brought on by my utter weariness and pain? Or was this yet another Camino challenge, a test to determine whether I was worthy of the title of pilgrim?

If I was a true pilgrim, I’d be unconcerned. I wouldn’t allow it to bother me, the thought that this man ahead of me might take the last bed in town. I would sleep in a field, or under the eaves of a church. I wouldn’t care. I would be grateful, no matter where I slept.

I did care where I slept. I didn’t want to sleep in a field, or in a church. I wanted to sleep in a bunk. Or a bed. And anyway, he wasn’t a man, he was a common bed thief.

I began to increase my speed. Bugger the pain. This villain wasn’t going to steal my bed! The last bed in town!

I was an ocean liner with throttles pushed to the max. My engines were roaring. The dust I was kicking up was like smoke from my funnels. The villain was getting closer. Kilometre after kilometre, I was slowly reeling him in.

Soon I’d be alongside him. I’d smile genially, and I’d say G’day mate in my broadest Australian accent, if for no other reason than to confuse him. Disrupt his equilibrium. Put him off his pace.

Then I’d discreetly surge ahead, so that by the time I got to Hontanas, he’d be a mere stick figure in the distance behind me, floundering in my churned white wake, and I’d have enough time to find the last remaining bed in town and claim it as my rightful own.

He stopped to get something out of his pack. And I walked up to him.

His name was Wolfgang, as in Mozart he told me. I asked him who Mozart was and he looked at me blankly. Then I laughed. Australian sense of humor, I told him. He still looked at me blankly.

He was from Germany, and he was a tax inspector, which in my mind put him in the same occupational category as people who club baby seals. Even so, he was a delightful bloke and we had a good chat as we walked the last few kilometres into Hontanas.

There were plenty of beds, and I checked into a hostel with a room that overlooked the village church. I took off my boots and surveyed my mutant big toenail. It was black and bruised and looked decidedly unhappy. As though it was telling me: Hey, I never signed up for this. I don’t want to be here no more.

So I obliged by ripping it off.

It hurt like hell, and I started to bleed like a stuck pig. Dollops of blood fell to the floor and began to congeal. It was quickly looking like a murder scene. I needed to wipe the blood up fast, but I didn’t want to use the towel that Balazs had given me.

I rushed into the bathroom, found some toilet paper and began to sop it up. If the hostel owner found all this blood on the floor, I’d be in big trouble. I could see the headlines in the Spanish papers –

CAMINO PILGRIM MURDERS TOENAIL

Heel blister to testify to pilgrim’s negligent walking.

Shin-soreness and knee to lay charges as well.

Says knee: “He promised he’d ease into it. He conned us.”

If convicted, pilgrim faces up to five days rest.

I flushed the blood soaked paper down the toilet, making a vow that in future I would allow my toenails to die of natural causes. Then I had a shower, feeling like Lady Macbeth, then headed out for a bite to eat.

I discovered that Bob and Joan had arrived in town as well. They’d given up their bunks to some late arriving pilgrims. Bob told me I’d inspired them to walk on.

Me? Inspire them? I don’t think so.

I think they’re just crazy – like me.
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Chapter 14

 

What is it about these high plains? Is there something innately purifying and cleansing in the vast spaces and the broad clean skies?

Because the next morning I felt no pain.

It was cold, and I noticed the leaves on the shrubs around me were covered in an intricate pattern of frost. My breath too was frosty. But the sun was out as I made my way along a track edging a high ridge, the first sunbeams splashing gold extravagantly on the hills on the other side of a deep valley.

Usually my pain was at its most pernicious in those first couple of hours of the morning, especially if I hadn’t taken my Ibuprofen. And I hadn’t, that morning So it was odd that I was pain free.

I was still walking slowly though. And I soon began to be passed by faster walkers. This happened to me each morning. I’d be one of the first to leave, but within an hour the ocean liner would be overtaken by the swifter sleeker cruisers and power boats, and by late morning the majestic ship would be out on the ocean all alone again, with the flotilla of speedier craft somewhere over the horizon, already seeking a safe haven for the night.

The ocean liner was unperturbed. It takes a lot to perturb an ocean liner.

Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna were amongst the first to come up to me and wish me good morning.

Beeel, what time you leave this morning? Ivan asked curiously.

6am, I said.

You are crazy, he said laughing, then he and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna kicked on, walking at a pace I could never match.

Next to walk up from behind were Bob and Joan. I’d got to know them a little in the past couple of days. In their retirement, they’d spent a good part of each year going to the kind of places you only ever see on Nat Geo Adventure. Always with their backpacks, always being frugal, always absorbing the local culture and adding to their extensive storehouse of knowledge, both of places and of people.

Often on the Camino, they liked to stay in Casa Rurals, which were like B&Bs - bed & breakfast places. There they could get a Bed Matrimonial, which was a double bed, although the term conjured images I didn’t wish to dwell on. Not at their age.

Joan had been an academic in the Berkley region in the 60s and 70s, and she was very political and a self proclaimed feminist. She was also a Catholic, although she’d fallen out with the church, in part because of its attitude to women.

Even so, I thought of Bob and Joan as being not necessarily religious, but certainly very spiritual. When I asked them why they were walking the Camino, they were offhand in their response.

It’s something we’ve always wanted to do, they said.

I asked a lot of pilgrims I met the same question. Usually it was the third or fourth question I asked on meeting them. The sequencing went something like this:

Hi, what’s your name?

Where do you come from?

How much does your backpack weigh?

Why are you walking the Camino?

Usually their response was similar. They would readily provide me their name. They would eagerly tell me where they were from. They would reluctantly tell me their backpack weight, as though it were a trick question, and they would never tell me the real reason they were walking the Camino.

Most would simply say they didn’t know. Because most pilgrims didn’t know. Like me, they’d just developed an irrational need to do it. And those that did know never wanted to tell a stranger why they were really there. They kept those reasons deeply hidden.

The pilgrims I was meeting seemed to fall into distinct camps.

There were some who saw it as just another long walk. They’d done the Pacific Crest, or the Appalachian Trail, now they were doing the Camino. It seemed their sole preoccupation each day was to get to their desired albergue early, (the best albergue on their list for that town), so they could nab the best bunk, get their laundry washed and dried before anyone else, then have a beer and watch the later pilgrims stumble in, while they got out their maps and planned the next day’s onslaught.

Then there were those that sauntered along, not fussed about how many kilometres they’d do in a day. They’d stop regularly to have picnics, or they’d canoodle with their sweetheart or simply sit in the shade and take a breather whenever they got a sweat up. You sensed they weren’t really driven by any real need to do the walk, and that it’d been a toss up between the Camino or Cancun.

There were those that simply walked, like me, who didn’t profess to have any particular spiritual or religious leanings either way, yet were drawn to the pilgrimage for reasons unknown, yet were curious to find out why. They would visit churches, sometimes even go to mass, and were keen to learn about the history of the places they were walking through.

You sensed they’d probably walk the Camino again.

Some were walking because they were at a crossroad or point of transition in their lives, and had come to the Camino to have some big questions answered - What should I do with my life now? Should I stick with this marriage? Should I change jobs – careers - professions? Have I been wasting my life? What does the future hold for me?

Many pilgrims I met had just finished school, or come through a divorce, or had quit their job or been fired, or had sold their business, or they’d just busted up with a long time partner. They were wondering what to do next, and had come to the Camino hoping they’d find the answer somewhere along The Way.

Often, they did.

There were others though that were walking because someone close to them had died, or they’d been diagnosed with a life threatening or debilitating illness, or they carried with them the remembrance of something past – a family tragedy maybe, or the guilt of something they’d done which they wished to expunge from their karmic record.

These pilgrims would engage with others on a superficial level. They’d join in at dinners and they’d laugh and be cheery, yet you sensed there was something much deeper going on underneath. You’d see them in the churches, praying, or just sitting on a pew staring up at the cross, and you knew the Camino held a deep significance for them. They’d come for reasons others would never know or understand.

Bill, at least now you’re starting to use your thinking time to ponder weighty stuff, rather than the ice conundrum, and deaf baby storks.

That morning I walked nearly ten kilometres before having a late breakfast in Castrojeriz, a classic Camino town full of medieval churches and buildings, and several ancient fountains that have provided water for thirsty pilgrims for centuries.

Walking long distances day after day allows you certain privileges – and one of those special privileges is what you eat. You can eat and drink the kind of things you’d never consider appropriate under normal circumstances.

You can eat and drink crap.

For breakfast I had two Coke Zeros with four glasses of ice, two slabs of Mother’s Cake, and a Mother’s cookie as well. Mother must have been busy last night.

Fully replete, I walked out of the bar and noticed a woman, whom I’d seen a few times along the way, sitting with a friend at a table outside. I walked over and politely said hello, then I introduced myself to the friend, who I’d not met. This second woman looked at me icily.

Yes Bill Bennett, you don’t remember me? Her eyes were like steel edged blades.

I looked at her, and I looked at her again. And I might even have looked at her a third time, because for the life of me I could not remember ever having met her. I shook my head and said: No, I’m sorry. Where did we meet?

It was immediately apparent this was not what she wanted to hear. Eyes now flashing, she snapped back: Are you seriously telling me you don’t remember me?

She had a Canadian accent. She was from Canada. Maybe that’s why I didn’t remember her. I started to quickly rack back. Had I met her at one of those communal dinners around a long table? Had she been at an albergue I’d stayed at? Had I slept with her? And by that, I mean had she been in a bay of bunks I’d slept in at Roncesvalles perhaps, or somewhere else?

I’m not good with names, but I’m good with faces. I remember faces. But I couldn’t remember hers. There was nothing distinctive about her face. No scars. No birthmarks. Her nose was regulation size and she had all her teeth. There was no hair sticking out of her ears. There was skin between her eyebrows. If she’d had one long hairy eyebrow right across her face, I would have remembered that.

But no, her eyebrows were not distinctive.

There was nothing distinctive about her clothing, either. If she’d been wearing unusual colors, or a jacket with signage like Alberto Volunteer Firefighters, or Camino Witness Protection Program, I would have remembered that too.

Then I looked at her backpack. No clues there either. An ordinary backpack. That was her problem. She had an ordinary face, she wore ordinary clothes, she had an ordinary backpack. With all the people that I was meeting on a daily basis, how could I possibly be expected to remember someone so ordinary?

Her flashing eyes were now pointed diamond tipped daggers.

I really must have made a big impression on you Bill, she said, her words full of sarcastic venom.

I looked to her friend for help. She was enjoying seeing me squirm. She wasn’t about to step in and save me from self-immolation. That’s not very pilgrim-esque of you, I thought bitterly.

I did one last google-search of my wine-impaired memory banks. Nothing. Zip. No Search Results. This woman was a complete and utter stranger to me. And yet she was acting as if we’d spent days together. As if we were Camino buddies. As if we’d been intimate. As if we’d shared a private special time together. Like we’d swapped state secrets over candle-lit dinners and run for our lives, hand in hand, down dark rain-splattered alleys, hiding from a man in a trench-coat.

Can’t you give me a clue? I asked, aware that I might have sounded desperate. Or worse still, pathetic.

No, she said simply, her words dripping with contempt.

If there was a hole nearby, I would have quickly widened it, to include my backpack, and crawled in.

There’s no getting out of this one Bill. You’ve obviously met her, you’ve obviously made a big impression, and you obviously can’t remember squat. Get out of here fast.

I told her I had to go call my wife because it was our seventieth wedding anniversary - and I left. I tried not to break into a run.

I never saw her again, thankfully.

Or if I did, I can’t remember.

As I walked briskly away, I started to regain some composure. I was feeling guilty for not remembering her, but really, it was her fault for being totally forgettable. And from her anger, it was clear to me that I wasn’t the first person to forget her. She’d obviously been forgotten before, probably by more memorable men than me.

I walked out of town, glancing nervously over my shoulder to see if she was following, and then I heard a shout –

Beeeeel! What are you doing here?

Ivan The Terrible was walking out of a store. He was grinning broadly, and behind him was His Beautiful Wife Giovanna, carrying a bag full of groceries.

But Beeeel, you are walking so well now, he said. The pain – it is gone?

I explained that yes, I didn’t seem to be feeling any pain today. Which was odd because I hadn’t done anything differently to any other day. I couldn’t understand why the pain had just vanished.

Ah, he said, you know why that is? It is because today, you are about to die.

I looked at him quizzically, but he didn’t seem to be joking.

Very soon, he said, we will be climbing up onto the high plateau of the Meseta. This is where you will die.

As we walked out of the small town and headed towards a long line of high mountains, Ivan the Terrible explained that an Italian priest had once told him the Camino was made up of three stages –

The first stage from St. Jean is representative of Life; full of highs and lows, joy and despair, strong emotions. The second stage is the Meseta, which is Death. Vast, limitless, serene and transcendent. The third stage, into Santiago, is Rebirth. After your life, after your death, as you reach Santiago, you are reborn into a new You.

Ivan the Terrible pointed to a track that led up an impossibly high mountain that seemed to rise sheer from the surrounding flat plains.

Up there, he said, is the true Meseta. And your Death. This is why you now feel no pain.

I looked at the distant track. It seemed to zig zag vertically up the side of the mountainous cliff. You mean I’m going to climb up to my death? I asked him, amused.

Yes Beeeel, he said, not amused. This is what the priest told me. And this is what I believe to be true.

Then please, after you… I said, gesturing courteously, so they could die first.

It was a tough climb up Alto de Mostelares. Ivan and Giovanna were both strong walkers and they soon were way above me on the track. When I finally got to the top I noticed they’d stopped and were having a quick picnic. They invited me over to join them, but I wanted to keep walking. While ever I had no pain, I felt I should put in as many kilometres as possible.

The view from the top of the hills back towards Castrojeriz was spectacular – but ahead, it was truly awe-inspiring. High green plains that stretched almost to infinity. In the distance were the barely visible outlines of mechanical windmills. Above it all was a vault of deep blue, completely unblemished by cloud. There were no trees, no bushes, nothing to break the straight lines of horizon and sky.

Ivan the Terrible was right, it was transcendent. It was like death.

I began walking, and after 6 kms I arrived at a tiny village, where I stopped and had a long lunch. I’d already walked about 20kms yet even though it was about 2:30pm, I didn’t feel ready to hunker down for the night. The next town was Boadilla del Camino. It was about 8kms away.

After a three course pilgrim lunch, I set off and walked slowly. I’d discovered during my Camino that the last 5kms of a day were always the toughest. For some strange reason they were invariably disproportionally longer than the first 5kms of a day. I stopped many times to take photos – of lone trees, of the track winding across endless plains, of a farmer’s shack sitting in an ocean of green.

As I was walking down a long gentle hill, two Japanese cyclists came up behind me. They stopped and asked if they could take a photo with me. They were masked, and in bikers’ tights and with their high tech helmets, they looked like they’d just stepped out of a spacecraft.

One of the bikers produced a gigantic camera, and immediately I had camera envy. It was a Nikon D800, which might not mean much to you but to me it sets my heart a racin’ and my hands a tremblin’.

He’s riding a bike Bill, weight is not an issue to him, I thought, thinking once again that I should have brought my Nikon.

One of them took a photo of his friend with me, then they swapped and a second shot was taken with the other guy. I didn’t question why they wanted to take a shot of me with them both. Was there something odd about me? Or was it just that they were Japanese, and Japanese are notoriously promiscuous with their photographic portraits.

They were about to ride off when I asked if I could take a photo of one of them.

No ploblem, they said in better English than my Japanese.

I positioned one of them to look straight into the camera, with the track winding out behind over his left shoulder. The biker took his mask down, so that I could see his face.

No no no, I said. Put the mask back on again. I want the mask on.

But then, no face, the Japanese biker said, confused. You take picture no face?

Yes, I said. You look great. You look like an alien.

The biker broke up laughing. I rook rike an arien, he told his friend. He put his mask on and I took the shot.

They then got on their bikes and I heard them laughing all the way down the hill and over the next rise. They kept on saying amidst their laughter: You rook rike an arien.

Finally I walked into Boadilla. It was nearly 6pm, and I kicked my PGS into gear. Where was I going to stay?

It was a small town, and there probably weren’t many beds available. As I walked through the near deserted streets looking out for an albergue, I saw an elderly couple approaching. They were locals, dressed up and holding hands. They must have been in their 70’s, yet they looked like teenagers heading off to a dance.

They looked cute, so I asked if I could take their photo. They confabbed for a moment, then agreed.

I positioned them in an exterior alcove of the town’s church, and took several shots, then showed them the pictures on the camera’s LCD screen. This was something I always did when I took portraits of strangers. It was my small way of saying thank you, and giving them back something for their time.

They laughed, seeing themselves holding hands, and said something in Spanish that I presumed was praise for me being such an incredible photographer. Or it could have been that they were telling me I’d wasted enough of their time, and could they now please go…

Not sure which...

We said our goodbyes and as I walked off I spotted an albergue.

As soon as I stepped inside the gates, I realized I’d seen this place on several Camino documentaries. It was one of the most desirable albergues on The Way.

It had a pool, and the grounds were large and full of weird and whacky sculptures. There were neatly tended gardens of flowers, and the albergue itself looked beautifully designed, with exposed timbers and a very cool vibe.

The grounds were also packed with pilgrims who’d obviously arrived hours before me. They were lolling on the neatly trimmed grass, some were sunbaking, others were sitting in chairs drinking beer. It had a festive atmosphere.

A couple of pilgrims who I’d met briefly some days earlier shook their heads as I walked in. The place is all full, they said. No more beds. They’ve been turning people away.

I’d come this far, and my PGS had directed me here, so I thought I may as well go and ask if they had a bed available. As I went to enter the office, several pilgrims began clapping me. Then someone yelled out: You made it Bill – bravo!

I was completely mortified. I glanced over and recognised various people who’d passed me over the past few days. They’d seen I’d been struggling with my pain, and going very slowly, and it seemed they were amazed I’d got this far.

At one of the tables I saw Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna. They too were grinning and clapping. Beeeel, Ivan called out. You walk so far today. You are craaaazy.

At another table I spotted Bob and Joan. They’d got in much earlier as well, and they too were clapping me. I felt excruciatingly embarrassed. I just wanted to race into the albergue office and hide.

Bill – they’re clapping you because they’re acknowledging your achievement. You got here. You walked a long way. They all probably thought you’d given up. But here you are…

I quickly ducked into the office, nearly bumping into a couple of pilgrims walking out, looking disappointed. They shook their heads at me dispiritedly and said: Completo.

I was about to ask the hospitalero if there were any other beds in town when he looked up at me and said: We have a bed for you. Then he asked for my passport so he could stamp it.

What just happened? One of the most sought after albergues on the Camino is full, completo, and suddenly they have a bed for me?

I put it down to one of three things –

The pilgrims that had been turned away were in groups, whereas I was just one person, and there was one bed left.

The hospitalero saw that I was exhausted, and took pity on me.

Or, he noticed I was wearing a Sydney Swans cap and he was a Swannies supporter.

Whatever the reason, my PGS had worked. Amazingly. I had made no plans, I had walked at my own pace during the day, I hadn’t worried, I’d meandered my way to this town, to this beautiful much sought after albergue, and even though it was apparently completo, I managed to get a bed. High five PGS!

As I walked over to the building where my bunk was, I heard a voice yell out –

Bill!!!

I turned, and it was Rosa! She laughed as she rushed up to me and we hugged.

Yep, high five PGS!
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Chapter 15

 

What just happened today?

I walked without fear.

You walked in blissful ignorance, you mean.

I was sitting on a terrace in the albergue’s walled courtyard, surrounded by trees and flowering shrubs. Everywhere there were eccentric modern sculptures, placed artfully amongst large decorative rocks that floated serenely on an inland lake of freshly cut green grass.

No, I hadn’t walked in blissful ignorance. I’d been aware there could be a bed crunch at the end of the day, but I didn’t let the prospect of having nowhere to sleep dominate my thinking and taint my walk. I’d trusted that my PGS wouldn’t let me down. That I would find a bed in a safe and comfortable place. And that’s what happened.

You’re lucky, that’s all.

I might have been lucky, yes, but perhaps the Universe is looking after me.

Why didn’t the Universe look after those two pilgrims who missed out – the ones who were leaving as you entered the office? What’s so special about you?

There’s nothing special about me, it’s just that I wasn’t fearful. The Universe retracts when you’re scared. You push it away. It can’t help you. If you’re not scared, if you trust, then it can step in and help you.

You’ve been reading too many of your wife’s Weird & Whacky books, Bill.

Perhaps.

But I did have a mini panic attack during the afternoon’s walk. For a moment, I considered the possibility of having nowhere to sleep. Of arriving in the town and finding all the beds taken.

But what gave me peace of mind, what flushed away that momentary flash of fear, was a very simple question I asked myself: What’s the worst that can happen?

I had to think about that. What’s the worst that can happen?

If there were no bunks to be had anywhere, I could sleep in a barn, or out in a field under a tree. That’s the worst that could happen. And really, that wasn’t so bad. The weather was good, I had a sleeping bag, the nights were chilly but not freezing. What’s so bad about sleeping in barn, or a field under a tree?

This was Spain after all, not Australia. In Australia it’s dangerous sleeping in barns, or outdoors. There are snakes, and deadly spiders, and crocodiles and Great White sharks.

Spain’s got none of those. So what’s to be scared of?

Bill, Spain’s got gypsies. Gypsies are way scarier than crocs and Great White sharks. They inhabit the night. They sneak up on pilgrims sleeping in barns or under trees in fields, and they steal the fillings out of their teeth. It’s a known fact.

Gypsies not withstanding, as soon as I figured out what was the worst that could happen, my anxiety disappeared. Because in facing the worst outcome and realizing I could handle it, my fear disappeared.

This was a revelation to me.

For so long, before the Camino, I’d lived in fear. Fear of making a bad film. Fear of losing professional status, fear of growing old, fear of running out of money, fear of so many things. And now, on the Camino, I’d discovered a way of blasting those fears out of their nasty little hidey-holes.

I would think – what’s the worst that can happen?

Whatever fear I faced, I realised the anxiety over that fear was worse than the fear itself. This hit me like a bucket of ice cold water tipped over my head. If I faced the fear head on, it would evaporate. Because invariably, the worst was never as bad as the fear warranted.

What’s the worst that can happen?

This became my mantra – it was a reminder that the worst wasn’t that bad after all. If I could take this concept back home with me after the Camino, then irrespective of anything else, any changes I might or might not undergo, the walk will have been worth it.

I put a truncated version of these thoughts quickly into my blog, and went inside for dinner.

The meal was well underway and the tables were packed. I wasn’t able to sit beside Rosa, or Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna, or Bob and Joan – so the hospitalero found a space for me down the far end of a table populated by a bunch of pilgrims I’d never met before.

They were a small group of young men. Americans. I knew they were young because they used words like dude, and totally, and hey man. The bloke sitting opposite me was a big boofy dude, and he introduced himself as Joe.

He asked what I did for a living.

I hate this question. Because if I say I make movies, then the next question is sure to be: So what movies have you made? Would I have seen any of them?

I then list off some of the films I’ve made, and of course they’ve never heard of them and I’m invariably met with a stare with a high blink rate, as if the questioner is wondering how he or she can extricate themselves from this excruciatingly awkward moment. They then quickly change the subject and ask something like: Is it summer or winter down in Australia right now?

Sometimes if I get bored, or I feel mischievous, I make up stuff.

So when they ask: What movies have you made? I reply something along the lines of: Look, I’ve just finished a movie with Angelina. Marty and Steven produced it for me. They were great, but I didn’t realize how SHORT they both are! And Angie was spectacular, of course. Brad though was a pain in the ass. Who’d have thought? Can’t tell you much more because it’s the studio’s big summer tentpole. You understand, don’t you…

They quickly nod in agreement, as if of course they understand.

So when Joe asked me this question, and I told him I made movies, and he asked what movies had I made, I mentioned the only one he might have heard of – the romantic comedy I directed for Warner Brothers, with Sandra Bullock and Denis Leary.

No shit! he called out loudly. Then he addressed the entire dining room. HEY THIS DUDE HERE MADE A MOVIE WITH SANDRA BULLOCK AND DENIS LEARY!

Everyone stopped eating and stared at me.

Where is that hole I jumped into earlier today?

Joe, as it turned out, came from the movie capital of the world. The porn movie capital of the world - the San Fernando Valley, in California. When I asked him why he was walking the Camino, he told me: To meet chicks, dude. Totally.

He said he had to get to Santiago fast because he was then going onto Prague. I told him Prague was like a picture postcard city, but he wasn’t really interested. I’m not into castles, man, he said. What’re the chicks like?

They’re beautiful, I replied. My wife and I had visited Prague just recently. But we’d also been to Poland, and I told him the girls in Poland were even more beautiful.

No shit! Joe yelled out, excited. He turned to his buddies. We’re going to Poland dudes. They then started making plans, and Joe began to text his travel agent.

After dinner, as I was walking back to the bunkhouse, I saw Rosa sitting on a bench in the moonlight. I walked over and joined her. I asked how her Camino was going and she told me she was having a good time, except that a creepy old man had attached himself to her and she was having trouble shaking him free. I jumped up from the bench and quickly wished her good night.

She grabbed my arm and laughed and said: No Bill, not you! ANOTHER creepy old man!

I wasn’t sure about the “creepy” bit but I did point out to her that I was three months off turning sixty so that technically, I wasn’t old. The conversation then thankfully turned to other matters.

She told me Balazs and Laszlo were about two days ahead of us. Even with my few long days, they’re still well out of reach. I was disappointed. I really wanted to see them again, if for no other reason than to give Balazs back his towel.

I said goodnight to Rosa, and gave her a chaste European-style kiss on both cheeks, acutely aware that I shouldn’t appear to be a creepy old man. She expressed her great relief that we were sleeping in different rooms, and that we were separated by at least three thick walls of medieval stone masonry. So I could snore as loud as I liked.

The next morning, the albergue was abuzz very early. There was a palpable sense of tension in the semi-darkness, as dozens of pilgrims packed up by the light of their headlamps, and got ready to leave. Everyone wanted to hit the road fast, to race ahead and make sure they snagged a bed later that day.

I took my time. Once again I didn’t know where I’d end up. I had no destination worked out. But everyone else was heading to Carrion de los Condes, about 26kms away.

Given that I’d had no real pain the previous day, I decided that morning to go cold turkey on the Ibuprofen. I also didn’t put any Voltaren cream on my knee. I was going to walk without the aid of any pharmaceuticals, and see how I went.

I followed the track past a grove of trees that seemed to suddenly erupt in flames as the rising sun crested a ridge and hit them with beams of sunlight. The path then made its way across to a long meandering canal, its banks covered in wispy reeds, its waters so still they offered a perfect mirror reflection of a stand of nearby trees.

I stopped to take some photos, and heard a familiar voice behind me. It was Rosa. She’d left the albergue later than me. She walked up and we chatted, and I took some photos of her in the gorgeous early morning sunlight. And then she headed off again – because even though my pain had abated, everyone still walked faster than me.

I walked slowly beside the canal, stopping regularly because the soft early morning sunlight and the unusual beauty of the place provided some terrific pictures. I gradually became aware though that within an hour or so, I’d been passed by everyone who’d stayed at Boadilla the previous night.

All the beds will be taken Bill.

You’ll have nowhere to sleep.

My fear was niggling me again. What prompted it was something I’d overheard the previous night before going to bed. I’d listened in on a nervy conversation between some pilgrims, sitting at a table deeply concerned about the bed situation the following day. Today.

There won’t be enough beds to go around, they concluded. We better leave really early, make sure we don’t miss out.

They had calculators, and that’s what really spooked me. They’d worked out bed numbers, and pilgrim numbers. How can you argue with a calculator?

As they got into their bunks I quickly pulled out my iPad and checked a few online booking sites, to see what accommodation was available in Carrion. The town was virtually sold out. There were a couple of beds left in a hotel, but they were €60 for the night.

I let my cursor hover over the BOOK NOW button. Should I book now? And make sure I nabbed a bed?

Do it Bill. That means you can take your time during the day. You can jerk around as much as you want with your camera. You can walk slowly, without having to worry. You can even have another one of your long lunches. Do it. Book now!

I hesitated. I felt that if I did book now, it would violate everything I’d been working towards. Trusting my PGS. Trusting my intuition. Banishing irrational fears. I’d proven to myself that my PGS could work magnificently. And that to keep my vampiric fears at bay, all I had to do was simply hold up What’s the Worst that can Happen? like a talismanic cross. Yet I was still gripped by irrational panic.

It’s okay to say you can sleep in a field Bill, but do you really WANT to? No, of course you don’t! You want to sleep in a bed, like a human, not under a tree like a sheep. Just BOOK NOW.

The BOOK NOW button stared back at me. I’d set it up as a One Click option. All I had to do was press the button, and the room would be reserved. Yes it was €60, but it looked magnificent, in an old restored town hall. Every luxury…

I put the iPad away, and chided myself for even considering it. And I marvelled at how my fears could be so persuasive and manipulative.

In the early afternoon I walked into Carrion and my PGS led me straight to a beautiful stone monastery where I booked a private room for €25. Once again, there’d been no need to worry.

The next morning was overcast and chilly. As I walked out of the old medieval town and crossed an ancient stone bridge, I passed the hotel I’d considered booking. The place with the €60 rooms. It was large and majestic and exuded all the trappings of five star accommodation – the complete antithesis of the spartan monastery where I’d ended up.

I would have had a miserable night there, even though it’s swanky. I’m so glad I didn’t BOOK NOW.

I dutifully followed the yellow arrows out of town, and then began to mentally prepare myself for a long section without any towns or villages or shops. No place to stop and get a drink, or something to eat. 17kms. At my pace, 17kms represented about four to five hours walking, without a Coke Zero.

Because I’d quite purposefully chosen to do the walk without planning ahead, I had no idea about this long stretch. But my PGS must have been looking out for me because the previous afternoon, I’d bumped into Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna. They were coming out of a supermercado, having stocked up with food and drinks.

Beeeel, Ivan said, beaming. It is so good to see you! But what are you doing here? Each day you walk such a long way with your bad knee, no? You are truly a crazy man.

Giovanna considered me shrewdly. You catch a taxi? she asked, her pixie mouth smiling but her sharp eyes pinning me with her suspicion.

No Giovanna, I said amiably. I don’t take taxis, or buses either. Each day I walk.

So tomorrow Beeeel, Ivan said quickly, it is a long way where there is no place for you to eat or to drink. You must buy food to take with you.

I usually didn’t like to carry food with me, because it just added extra weight to my pack. What with my camera and iPad, and the mobile drug store I now carried with me, the backpack was up around the 10kg mark.

I found it was easier, and often cheaper, to stop at a bar and get a sandwich or a slice of tortilla. That way I could also have my much needed double Coke Zeros, and I could access wifi and use the bathroom.

But a few days earlier, I’d been caught out. I’d been walking all morning and I was starving. I was wilting with hunger. Every step was becoming an effort. I looked on my map and saw there was a small village coming up – then nothing beyond that for a further 8kms.

That’s cool, I thought. I’ll get something to eat in the village.

As I walked into the village though, I saw that everything was shut. Even the little corner stores. There were no bars, no restaurants, no supermercados. Not even any regularmercados. There was absolutely no place to eat, and no place to buy anything to eat.

I noticed that two elderly women pilgrims were sitting on a bench at a picnic table in what might have constituted the village square, had both the village and the square been larger. I walked over and recognized them as two German ladies who I’d spoken to on and off during the past couple of weeks.

They had their lunch spread out – sausage, of course, and cheese, and beautiful fresh baguettes. To say that my mouth began to water would be a cliché. Let’s just say instead that saliva rushed to my mouth like Niagara Falls in the spring.

I asked if they knew of any place open, and they directed me to a salubrious restaurant and bar across the main road.

It looks a little too salubrious Bill. You sure you want to eat there?

I was starving. Of course I wanted to eat there. They were sure to have cheap pilgrims’ lunches. I crossed the road and walked up to the front entrance. I was about to walk inside when I noticed a sign up by the door. On the sign were various symbols – the kind that are in a red circle with a red slash across it.

There was a symbol for No Smoking. There was a symbol for no flip-flops. There was a symbol for No Prams. There was a symbol for No Dogs. And there was a symbol for No Pilgrims.

I stopped, stunned.

No pilgrims? Are you kidding me?

I felt like an African American in Mississippi in the 50s.

I felt outraged.

I felt slighted.

I felt insulted.

I also felt hungry.

So I walked inside.

It was dark inside, sinister and brooding. There were some well-heeled men at the bar, drinking and laughing. There was a menu on a board. It was in Spanish but I recognized some things I could eat.

Niagara Falls in the spring again.

The bartender looked at me darkly. Malevolently. He was better dressed than most bartenders, which made me think he owned the place. He also had a certain arrogant bearing that made me think this wasn’t his second job.

The men at the table turned and stared at me. All laughter stopped. All conversation stopped. You could have cut the air with an Iberian ham knife. I was aware that I was wearing all the accoutrements of a pilgrim.

Backpack – tick.

Trekking poles – tick.

Muddy boots – tick

Grubby tech clothing – tick

Scallop shell – tick

Limp – tick.

As these men stared at me, I felt like Rosa Parks walking onto that Alabama bus in 1955.

Out, the bartender snapped. He pointed to the door with an extended finger. I felt like a dog. I felt like a smoker. I felt like a flip-flop.

I just want something to eat, I replied.

I said OUT, the bartender said, advancing around the bar in a way that could only be described as threatening.

I wondered whether I should stand my ground, whether I should appeal to his common decency, or whether I should stab him in the face with a trekking pole.

I fled.

I went back to the German pilgrims sitting on the bench in the village square. Fortunately, they still had some lunch left. I looked at it longingly, and got a sudden image of myself as a large puppy with both front paws up on the table, staring at the food, tongue hanging out, panting.

They threw me their scraps. I scrambled under the table to gobble them down.

Actually, they were a little more civil than that, but not much. I think I offended their German sensibilities. You should have planned better. You should always walk with some food in your pack. You shouldn’t have to stand on your flipper tail and wait for us to drop a fish into your gullet.

They reluctantly gave me a couple of slices of bratwurst and a chunk of bread – enough for me to make the semblance of a sandwich, which in turn was enough to fuel me up for the next 8kms to the next town where I could find a restaurant that served pilgrims.

Given this past trauma, it’s little wonder I popped into the supermercado to stock up for the next day’s long haul.

I’ve said before I can shop anywhere. Let me expand on that. I have a problem when I shop, one that I’m sure can be fixed with therapy or drugs, however at that moment in the supermercado, I didn’t have the benefit of counselling nor of medication.

The problem is this: I can never buy one of anything. The corollary is that if there’s something small to buy, or something large to buy, I’ll buy the large one. And I’ll buy more than one of them.

So it was not possible for me to buy one small apple. I had to buy two big apples. It wasn’t possible for me to buy one block of cheese. I had to buy a block of cheese and a packet of sliced ham, even though I knew I was buying more than I could possibly eat over the duration of a 17km walk.

One baguette was enough, but I needed four cans of Coke Zeros. Bill, four cans of Coke Zeros weigh a ton! I didn’t care. I didn’t want to be stuck on a long lonely stretch of road without a Coke Zero. I saw it not so much as a chemical beverage but a psychological crutch. I knew it would get me through those 17kms. Ice or no ice.

I walked back to the monastery with my plastic bags of groceries so heavy they made my fingers turn purple.
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Chapter 16

 

Seventeen kilometres without a town, a village, a café, a shop, a gas station, a McDonalds or a Burger King. Not a problem. I was okay. I’d brought my provisions. It didn’t matter that I was staggering under the weight of my backpack, at least I wouldn’t starve.

As I walked, I looked out for things of interest that I could photograph. I was conscious that I had to post my blog each day, and my photos were a crucial part of it.

The blog, which I’d originally sent out to 25 family and friends to keep them updated on my progress, had mysteriously gone mini-viral and was now attracting a couple of thousand followers daily. I was getting messages from people all over the world, telling me I was inspirational.

One woman emailed me saying she’d had to pull over to the side of a busy Los Angeles freeway to read my message before she stepped into an important meeting. She chastised me for being late that day. I remember why I was late – I’d walked more than 30kms that day.

The idea of being inspirational though bothered me. All I was doing was walking, and being really really stupid about it. I was ignoring pain. I was walking long days. I was maxing out on Ibuprofen. I was risking strokes and heart attacks. This was not the sort of thing a sensible person should do.

But, at the end of each day I would write from my heart. I was going through some serious trauma, and serious reassessment not only of my life, but who I was. I was alone, and I had no-one to talk to. No-one I could thrash all this stuff out with. All I could do was write.

I found the anonymity of the blog was liberating, because I could write without fear of ridicule or criticism. It was my blog after all. And in a way I wasn’t using the blog to talk to all these people, I was using it to talk to myself. To make sense of what I was going through. And the folk reading the blog were merely listening in on these personal conversations.

I was unblinking in documenting my frailties, my fears, my hubris. And the more honest I became, the more my blog-audience seemed to appreciate that honesty. That allowed me to be even more self critical. And to be more spiritual too. Because that’s what was happening to me. I was becoming more spiritual, without me even realising it.

Each day though, I had to find something to write about. Sometimes it was easy. Something would happen, or someone would say something that would trigger an avalanche of thoughts, and I knew that would be the subject of that day’s blog.

That morning though, I was barren. Nothing had happened yet to warrant a blog post, and I’d not been touched with Camino inspiration. After an hour of walking, I found myself on a long straight stretch of road with bushes on either side. Photographically, there was nothing of visual interest either.

But then I saw something up ahead on the road that I thought would make a terrific shot. A shot I’d been looking out for this past week.

A snail.

Yes, a snail, slowly making its way along the road.

I wanted to get a good shot of a snail because it seemed to be the perfect visual representation of me. Slow, with its massive shell on its back just like the backpack I was wearing, but relentless nonetheless. Snails don’t stop. They just keep on sliming their way along a road until they get squashed by a truck.

I didn’t like to think of myself necessarily sliming my way to Santiago, and I didn’t relish the thought of being squashed by a truck, but the other visual metaphors seemed to fit quite well, so I decided to get the shot.

I am no longer an ocean liner.

I am a snail.

As I walked up to it, I could see that the snail was perfect. It had a beautifully shaped shell, and its little head was cute. Plus it was crawling along a stretch of black tar that would provide an ideal background.

It would be a difficult shot to get though. I didn’t want to shoot directly down on the snail so that it was an aerial view – I wanted the shot to be at snail height, so I could see the road and the horizon.

The only way I could get this shot was to go macro on the lens, and get the camera down onto the road surface as close as possible to the snail, and angle the shot so that the road stretched out in front.

The road was a secondary country road. It had virtually no traffic. So, I dropped my poles, and with my backpack still on I spread-eagled myself across the tar, trying to get the lens just off the road surface so I could get the shot.

But the snail kept moving.

Which meant it kept moving out of focus.

Anyone with any knowledge of photography knows that when you’re in macro mode – extreme close up – any slight movement shifts the subject out of the focal plane. The image becomes soft. So I kept having to reach out, grab the little critter, and reposition it.

But still it kept moving.

Each time it moved, I had to wriggle around to reposition myself in relation to the snail, and the road’s horizon. There were three elements to the image. The snail, the horizon, and the camera. All three elements had to be in perfect alignment.

It moved some more and I had to repositioned it again. This time I repositioned it so it would slime into frame. Into perfect alignment.

I settled. The camera was still. I could see the snail moving into the shot. In about fifteen seconds it would move into exactly the right position for me to take the picture. I held my breath so there’d be no shutter blur. I pre-focused. The snail was almost there. Slime slime slime.

The shot would be a cracker. And it would be perfect for the blog. The snail with its huge shell was me with my backpack, sliming my way to Santiago. And then I heard agitated shouting behind me.

Mein Gott! Oh mein Gott!

And another German voice, yelling out. Frantically.

Is er tot? Is er atmet? Mein Gott!

I could hear the sound of boots racing up the road. Heavy footfalls on tar.

The snail’s almost in position. Is there a car coming? What’s all the commotion about?

More yelling. In German again. I heard the word Docktor. DOCKTOR! The footsteps getting closer.

Something was obviously wrong. Very wrong. But right at that moment I had to keep my concentration and get the shot. That was my priority. To get the shot.

The snail was starting to line up perfectly. And then it stopped.

Nooooo.

And then it set off again. And it moved right into the centre of frame, with the road stretching out beautifully in front of it, and I took the shot!

A cracker!

I then turned and looked behind me. Two burly pilgrims were running up to me, obviously very distraught. One kept yelling out Mein Gott! Mein Gott!

I propped myself up on one elbow. What’s wrong? I asked. What’s happened?

They pulled up, breathing hard, and looked at me with a mix of surprise and relief. You are not dead? one of them asked.

I don’t think so, I said.

We thought you had died. Had a heart attack, the other one said, visibly distressed.

And then it occurred to me. There I was, splayed out face down on the road, my trekking poles scattered on the tar around me - to anyone seeing me from afar, it must have looked like I’d collapsed, and was either unconscious or dead.

I began to laugh, which confused the two Germans even more. They looked at me oddly. Why do you laugh? one of them said gruffly. We thought you were tot. Dead.

I was just getting a photo of a snail, I explained, between gales of laughter.

A SNAIL? they both asked incredulously.

I pointed to the snail. It seemed to have realized its fifteen minutes of fame was over, and was hightailing it to the edge of the road.

And then the Germans began to laugh too. They helped me to my feet and the three of us stood in the middle of the road, barely able to stand we were laughing so much. But then we heard a vehicle coming. A bus.

One of the Germans raced over and scooped up the snail into the palm of his hand, and held it there as the bus sped past.

He saved it from being squashed!

Their names were Nolbert and Josef. They were mightily relieved I hadn’t totted. We walked for a while, but like everyone else, they soon lost patience with me walking at a snail’s pace, and they kicked on.

I gradually found a rhythm, and my stride became effortless and pain free. I threw off my carapace and I shape-shifted back into my majestic nautical guise. I was grand again. I was churning the seas. I was full throttle. The sun was shining, the sky was a rich deep blue and there was a cool refreshing breeze. I enjoying myself so much I sailed through the entire 17kms and forgot to stop to eat.

Bill, you’ve carried half a supermercado on your back, and you haven’t eaten any of it? All that food?

I gave it away to some pilgrims who looked hungrier than me.

It was now well into afternoon so I dialled in my PGS to determine where I should stop. There were a series of small towns and villages coming up, and I stopped in at a couple, but none felt right.

I poked my head into one albergue, which looked great. It seemed like the perfect place for me to stay. But my PGS told me no. I didn’t understand why.

I went to find the hospitalero to see if they had any bunks. I walked into the bar and Joe was there. Joe from porn capital of the world. He’d arrived much earlier. He’d showered, changed into fresh clothes, and he was now at a table with his bunch of buddies, all of them drinking beer.

His face lightened when he saw me. For some reason, Joe had taken a shine to me. Hey dudes, he yelled out to the bar, here’s that guy I was telling you about. The movie director. He did that movie with Sandra Bullock and Denis Leary!

The bar turned and stared at me.

I wished I were that snail, so I could retreat into my shell.

Bill, he said, walking over to me and beaming. Tell my pals what the Polish chicks are like!

They’re beautiful, I said, meekly.

Beautiful! See? He says they’re beautiful! And this dude’s worked with Sandra Bullock, so he knows what beautiful’s like, doncha Bill. Then he lowered his voice. Hey Bill, you done any porno?

Ah no, Joe, I said delicately. I haven’t actually done any porno. My oeuvre doesn’t run to porno.

Dude, everyone does pornos, Joe said. Even Spielberg. But he does pornos with aliens… Man, if you need any contacts…

I very much appreciated Joe’s interest in furthering my career, and no doubt if I’d stayed at that albergue I would have hung out with him and his dudes, and I would have got some invaluable industry contacts, but I decided to keep walking.

I said goodbye to Joe, who seemed momentarily disappointed, but as I walked out he went back to the bar, rejoined his friends, and began talking about Polish chicks. I left them to it, and headed out onto the flat high plains.

The sky was now heavy with the possibility of rain. Fat grey storm clouds rumbled overhead, and the light was dark and dramatic. The fields glowered and the trees began to thrash in the kind of wind that runs before storms.

I loved this weather. I loved the light, and I loved the theatre of it.

I should have found a place to bunk down, because I’d already walked 28kms and soon it was going to pour. But I wanted to walk. I wanted to be out in this elemental exposition of nature.

I walked. And it was the most exhilarating walk of my life.

The track was empty, the sky kept changing shape and color, the fields were saturated with greens and yellows – and strangely the storms held their distance. It rained softly for a while, and then it stopped. It was a great day to be walking.

I had my sights set on a town called Sahagun, a beautiful medieval town I’d seen in a few Camino documentaries. It was a further 12kms, and if I got there, it would be 41kms for the day. A huge walk.

After a couple of hours I came to a small village. It had only one albergue, which had a bar and restaurant. I was exhausted, I was hungry, so I walked in.

Immediately I felt comfortable. As though this was the place I should stay the night. I ordered a ham and cheese sandwich, and my two Coke Zeros, and noticed a fellow sitting in the corner, reading. He was grey haired, wiry, tall.

He came over to pick up a drink and we got talking. He was a retired mechanical engineer from South Africa. His name was Ben. He asked why I was walking the Camino and I told him about PGS, intuition, and how I was attempting to do the pilgrimage intuitively.

We very quickly slipped into a deep metaphysical conversation. He was highly intelligent, a deep thinking man obviously on his own personal search. He began discussing intuition with me from a quantum, mathematical perspective.

I could have talked to the bloke for hours.

But I had to get to Sahagun. So regretfully, I said goodbye and I walked out. As I left that albergue, I got a sudden urge to turn around, go back, check in and talk to that bloke some more. I’d set my compass for Sahagun though, that’s where my PGS had told me to stay, and that’s where I had to go. So I kept walking.

But your PGS also told you to stay, hang out with that guy and pick his brains. Are you sure you’re not using your willforce Bill to override your intuitive impulse?

I was conscious that if I got to Sahagun, then 41kms would give me massive bragging rights. And I’d also prove to myself that I could overcome pain. Not only that, but I’d get closer to Balazs and Laszlo. They might even be in Sahagun.

I walked about three kilometres, then I began to have misgivings.

Bill, it’s your ego driving you to Sahagun, not your PGS. You want the bragging rights of 41kms. It’s got nothing to do with getting closer to those two taxi blokes. You should turn around right now, walk back that 3kms, and check into that albergue. You could learn a lot from that bloke Ben.

I didn’t listen. I kept walking.

I walked into Sahagun. I couldn’t find a place to stay. It was dark, it was late, I was utterly exhausted and my PGS had abandoned me. It had closed up shop.

Finally I booked into a drab hotel. The lady on reception was hostile and rude. They closed the kitchen on me and I had nothing to eat. I was halfway through my blog and they pulled the plug on the wifi.

I had my worst night on the Camino.

I’d made a big mistake. I hadn’t listened to my PGS.
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Chapter 17

 

In the days that followed as I walked further along the Meseta, my pain disappeared. It was as if the shiny polished air of the high plains had cleaned out those impurities in my body that had been causing my pain.

It was as though I’d died, because when you die you don’t feel pain.

I recalled what Ivan the Terrible’s Italian priest had said – that the Camino was divided into three stages - Life, Death, and Rebirth - with the Meseta being Death.

Certainly, it looked like I’d died.

I was walking through a surreal landscape, with featureless flat plains on either side, and a path ahead of me that stretched into infinity like train tracks disappearing into an endless horizon. The only punctuation to this desolation was a straight line of trees standing like replicant sentinels beside the track, offering a slash of green and the promise of shade.

On the mornings I set off early, I would watch the sun rise majestically up out of the plains, caressing the grasslands with a wash of soft gold light before rising higher and shifting the hue of the skies from dark purple through to burnished copper to a deep rich blue.

Those days when I walked across the Meseta, with the rolling plains like green swells, I really did feel as if I were an ocean liner making its way over an endless sea, heading for a destination beyond the horizon.

One day, towards the end of the Meseta, I stopped briefly at a store to pick up a sandwich. As I walked in, another pilgrim walked in too. He was a stocky bloke, and I’d seen him several times during the past few weeks. Even in the freezing cold he always wore shorts. He had to be from Canada.

Which he was.

His name was Rocky, and he worked in sub-freezing Canadian winters on oil pipelines. Hence the shorts. 2 degrees Celcius some mornings on the Camino was like Hawaii to him.

We sat outside the little shop and in a blustery wind we talked. The thing about the Camino, it’s like a confession box. You find yourself spilling out your innermost thoughts and secrets to complete strangers, with the surety that you’re never likely to see them again. Certainly not once the Camino is finished.

Also, no-one really knows anyone else’s name. You’re always too busy walking, or eating, or putting a needle through a blister. So it was no surprise that within five minutes, Rocky was telling me all about his disastrous love life, which would have brought a grown man to tears.

He was unmarried, and yet he sought, and indeed it wouldn’t be too Mills & Boon to say he yearned for a deeply satisfying relationship. But then his eyes lit up, and he told me he’d met this wonderful woman on the Camino. She was beautiful, blonde hair, and smart. She was from Norway, and she was an architect…

Hold on. This lady sounds familiar.

What’s her name? I asked.

Marte, he said. And he smiled.

Marte, from Norway. I remembered. I’d met her on the second day of my walk, and then about ten days later we met again. She’d told me she would have to leave the Camino early because of her back issues.

She’d struck me at the time as being a gorgeous lady. And whilst she’d obviously been very successful in her professional life – I didn’t know of many women who built skyscrapers in Dubai - I’d sensed there was something lacking in her personal life.

And now this bloke, whom I’d just met, was effectively telling me he was falling in love with her. And that this just might be the person he’d been searching for all his life. I felt an incredible sense of elation for both of them. And I marvelled at the Camino’s capacity to be such a wily matchmaker.

I stayed that night in a small hotel, tucked away on a back street of a small lonely town. I sensed that pilgrim traffic was all that really kept the place alive. After showering and changing into a fresh set of black pilgrim-wear, I went back down to the hotel’s bar, ordered a drink, and began to write. I needed to get my thoughts down about the Meseta - because I began to realise that how I was handling the Meseta defined my Camino.

For me, the Meseta proved to be transcendent. I loved its clear straight lines. I loved its expansiveness. I loved its solitude. It was the place where I came closest to the true nature of the Camino. It’s where I felt the presence of energies and influences beyond my understanding. It had laid me bare. And in that naked state, as though I were a new-born, I’d begun to believe there could be a God.

Pilgrims were constantly bailing out of the Meseta, and getting cabs to the next town, or getting their backpacks transported ahead. Perhaps they got injuries from the constant pounding on the hard gravel track. Or maybe they found it boring. But that’s what I loved most about the Meseta - the boredom. Because that’s when the Camino really started to work its magic on me.

It became hypnotic, the metronomic nature of the walking. It’s flat. It’s straight. There’s nothing. I would put one foot in front of another, in front of another, in front of another, in front of another. I would hear the sound of my boots on the gravel. Scrunch scrunch scrunch scrunch. My poles made a clack clack clack clack sound on the path.

The wind would whistle through trees, a constant white noise that would wrap itself around me, a mystical sound of places far away and long ago. There were no distractions. There was nothing else to do but to go inside myself. My robotic movements took me there, the sound of my breathing, the rise and fall of my chest, the tick tick tick of the metronome. That’s me, walking. Walking across the Meseta.

And once inside myself, I began to dream. Day dream. Thoughts came up uninvited. Unexpected. Things I’d buried. Things I’d forgotten. Things I wanted to forget. Those things, those dark dusty remembrances, were loosened by the metronome, and they bubbled up to the surface of my consciousness.

They became visible to my internal gaze. To my scrutiny.

I looked at them and I considered them. And I reflected. And within that reflection I began to understand. And I forgave. I found a certain peace within that forgiveness, and within myself. And then I discovered I was walking faster, because I felt lighter. Unburdened. After all these years.

This was the magic of the Meseta for me.

On the last day of the Meseta I walked 39kms into Leon. Leon is another major milestone along the Camino. A large city, one of the largest in Spain, with a magnificent cathedral and a large and bustling historic centre.

My wife and I had spent several days in Leon two years earlier. I remember going into a hiking store, catering for walkers on the Camino. There was a pilgrim there, and I began talking to him. He was an African American, and when I asked him why he was walking the Camino, he told me it was for the memory of his recently departed father.

But then he took out a diamond ring from a pouch around his neck. It was an engagement ring. He told me he was going to meet his sweetheart on the tip of Finisterre (on the far west coast of Spain) on the summer equinox – June 22nd – and he was going to propose to her. She had no idea he was going to do this.

Finisterre was regarded for centuries as being the westernmost point in Europe. Because of that, it was called Finis (end) Terre (world) - the end of the world. Even before the time of St. James, pre-Christians came from all over Europe to The End of the World to hold celebrations on the summer equinox. It’s been the end of a pilgrimage route for millennia.

I left that hiking store deeply moved by the fellow – both by his walking the Camino in memory of his father, but also by his intention to propose to his girlfriend at the end of the world. On an impulse, I decided I’d go to Finisterre on the summer equinox and see if I could find him, and meet his girlfriend. I wanted closure to his story.

So my wife and I drove there on the day of the equinox and I searched the town, and then we went to the tip of Cape Finisterre and searched there too, but I couldn’t find him. As the sun began to dip into the ocean ending the longest day of the year, Jennifer and I sat on the end of the Cape as pilgrims had done from before the time of Christ. I hoped that the two lovers were somewhere nearby watching the sunset, making plans for their wedding.

As we made our way back to our car we passed a weather-pitted stone cross that had stood there on the edge of the world for centuries. One last feeble finger of sunlight momentarily touched the cross, and it glowed. I knew then in my heart that one day I too would walk the Camino.

So there I was, backpack and poles, boots muddy and worn, walking into Leon a fully-fledged pilgrim. It was late on a Sunday afternoon, the city streets were quiet, and as I walked along an elderly gentleman approached me. He was dressed in a suit, and it looked like he’d just come from church.

As he approached he nodded and tipped his hat in a mark of respect. I was touched, deeply touched, that this elegant old man would do such a thing. But I was also confused. Did I deserve that acknowledgement of respect? I didn’t in my heart believe so. But then I figured he wasn’t showing his respect to me as an individual, but more to the concept of the pilgrim.

I was fine with that.

I followed the metal scallop shells in the pavement, and eventually they led me into the historic centre of Leon. I’d decided to stay a rest day. Even though I was concerned I might lose any hope of catching up to Balazs and Laszlo, I needed to stop and reflect on everything that had happened to me these past few weeks.

The Meseta had stripped me clean. Rid me of pain. Rid me of ego. It had reduced me to my essential self. And it had presented to me the face of something I could only describe as infinite. And un-knowing. And all-knowing.

Perhaps I had died.

My soul was still back there, on the high plains. I needed to stop, and let it return to my body.
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Chapter 18

 

Two years earlier in Leon, I’d been an amateur anthropologist studying the behavioural habits of that most peculiar of species, “The Camino Pilgrim.”

I’d sat in the square in front of the Cathedral for hours, and watched these very strange creatures come and go. I’d studied their boots, their packs, what they carried, what they ate, and where.

I studied their walk, their interactions with other pilgrims, I got a sense of hierarchy and status - those that had walked far and those that had just started. Those that had done many Caminos, and those that were newbies.

I observed the way they greeted each other, their elation at meeting someone they obviously hadn’t seen in a long time, their camaraderie, their strong ties, their social groupings. I noticed that they all looked happy. They all glowed, with some strange ethereal light. They all seemed imbued with a spiritual energy.

Someone’s put something in their cereal.

There was a coffee shop that sold delicious pastries right opposite the Cathedral, and it became my “hide” - like bird watchers or photographers use when they sit for days in marshes and watch Egrets. Instead of watching long legged waterbirds though, I was watching pilgrims.

With a cappuccino and an almond croissant.

I went back there on the morning of my rest day – sad that this time I was alone, and Jennifer wasn’t with me. The place was packed when I walked in, then I heard a voice yell out – Bill!

I looked around, and there was Joe sitting at a table with a bunch of his dude buddies. He got up and walked over. Shook my hand.

Dude, the chicks in Leon are unreal. Jeeez. Wish I was staying longer. But Poland calls, man. Poland totally calls.

He playfully punched me on the shoulder, then returned to his table, leaving me to wonder if I would ever play tennis again. I wasn’t sure where Santiago fitted into Joe’s plans. It must have been merely a stop along the way between the chicks in Leon and the chicks in Poland.

I heard him say to the table – See that guy over there? He’s made a movie with Sandra Bullock and Denis Leary! Hey, and guess what the name of his company is? BJ Films!

Then the table erupted into laughter, and the rest of the coffee shop turned and stared at me.

Previously, I’d told Joe that my production company was called BJ Films. B for Bill, J for Jennifer. Jennifer is my partner in the company. This immediately doubled him up with laughter, because Joe lives in the porn capital of the world - the San Fernando Valley in California – and around his neck of the woods, BJ doesn’t stand for Bill Jennifer. It stands for something else.

When Joe told me this, it all made sense.

When I first established the name of the company, I tried to secure the domain name of bjfilms.com, but it wasn’t available. It turned out that bjfilms.com was registered to a film company in… of all places… the San Fernando Valley.

At the time, I thought that was a very odd coincidence – that there’d be a Bill and Jennifer making movies over there. I mused that perhaps it was Brad and Janet, or maybe Bobby and Jules – surely it couldn’t be Bill and Jennifer. But thanks to Joe, I now knew differently…

After I finished the Camino, I returned home and on opening some credit card statements, I momentarily wondered if I should take Joe’s career advice and move into producing films more befitting the name of our company. I’d certainly make a lot more money, but I finally discounted it, thinking that it wasn’t really consistent with being a pilgrim.

I spent the morning wandering through the Leon Cathedral, and then I visited the Cloisters, which was to one side of the complex. There I got my passport stamped, because that was something that in my anthropological studies two years earlier, I’d seen other pilgrims do.

I then set off to find the hiking store, where I’d met the African American pilgrim on his way to Finisterre to propose to his sweetheart. I didn’t want to buy anything, I just wanted to go back and stand in the store. Why? Because when I was there, I wanted to be a pilgrim too. And now I was.

At the time I’d bought a hiker’s jacket at the store. I was now wearing that same jacket. Certainly it was sentimental of me, but I wanted to walk back into the store wearing the jacket I’d bought there and see if anyone remembered me. No-one remembered me, of course. And they accused me of stealing the jacket.

It’s always a mistake to go back and try and relive fond memories Bill.

Leave the past alone.

I then set off to buy a pair of sunglasses.

I usually wore my prescription sunglasses with titanium frames, however a few days into my walk I’d accidently trodden on them in my heavy boots. The resulting scratches were thick, and right in the centre of the lenses. When I looked through the glasses, everything seemed like it was covered in gloop.

I had to get a new pair. But, there was no way an optometrist could make up a pair of sunglasses with my particular prescription in two days. It would take a week, minimum, and probably longer.

I’d been wearing glasses for long distance vision for 15 years. But I’d noticed that since starting the Camino, my eyesight had been gradually improving.

In the mornings I would walk for a couple of hours without wearing glasses at all. I did this because that was the time when I took most of my photos, and I couldn’t take a shot with my glasses on. Usually if I didn’t wear my glasses, I’d get a thumping headache, but I discovered this didn’t happen on the Camino.

So I bought a regular pair of cheap sunglasses, thinking that if they didn’t work out I could always donate them to an albergue for another pilgrim to wear. But they worked fine. That meant my eyesight had improved so much I no longer needed my prescription lenses.

A miracle? I don’t think so. But certainly very strange.

I walked back into the historic centre of town and bumped into three Australian engineers, blokes in their mid sixties whom I’d met before. I called them the Aussie Storkers, because they rated towns along the Camino according to how many storks were nesting in their church belltowers.

The number of storks was their equivalent of Michelin stars.

They rushed through Ledigos because it was only a One Stork town. If more storks couldn’t find a reason to stay, why should they? Fromista was a Three Stork town, and they lingered there a while, taking in all that the town had to offer storks. But when they got to Boadilla, they were enraptured because there were five storks in its belltower. They excitedly phoned home to their wives, took photos for posterity, and considered staying in Boadilla for at least a week.

Leon of course had more church belltowers and more storks than they could count, so we figured this needed to be celebrated, and the best way to do that was a long lunch.

We found a typical little Spanish restaurant down a typical Spanish back lane, and we proceeded to order a typical Spanish meal. Giddy with ebullience because of all the storks, someone suggested the Iberian ham, which wasn’t cheap. Even so we gulped it down it like hungry dogs. To toast the celebrations someone ordered red wine, which was cheap. Even so we guzzled it down like thirsty dogs.

Bill, it was YOU who ordered the wine.

We have this quaint custom in Australia called “shouting.” If someone “shouts” a bottle of wine, then that means they buy a bottle of wine for the table. As the custom would have it, once that bottle of wine is gone, then someone else at the table has to shout. If there are four blokes at the table, there are four shouts. That’s four bottles of wine.

Now, you might argue that’s an Australian custom, and we were in Spain. But we were traditionalists. And we loved our country. So we all shouted. Until we couldn’t speak.

The lunch was memorable.

At least I think it was memorable.

It must have been, because I can’t remember it.

I staggered back to the hotel. Just as I was about to enter, I heard: Beeeel! What are you doing here?

I turned to see Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna approaching. Ivan had his arms spread wide in welcome, and a huge smile on his face. But mingled in amongst that smile was query.

You catch bus? Giovanna asked immediately. Without even saying hello.

No Giovanna, I did not catch a bus, I said laughing. I walked. Yesterday I walked 39kms.

Ivan eyed me with a sense of wonder and confusion. Beeel, he said, I am not sure if you are crazy or if you are stupid.

I laughed at that, too. Actually, after the long lunch with the Aussie Storkers, I would have laughed at a bus hitting a nun.

We have dinner tonight Beeel, no? Ivan asked, expectantly.

Right at that moment, I didn’t particularly relish the prospect of ever eating or drinking again, however it would have been impolite to refuse Ivan the Terrible’s request for companionship. I liked him. Even if his wife was ex-Stasi.

Later that evening we had a glorious meal in a small local place tucked away in a corner of Leon – the kind of place you could never find again. Well, I couldn’t. Not in my state.

Over dinner, and a bottle of wine, I tried to introduce Ivan the Terrible to the custom of shouting. It took a while for him to grasp the concept.

What you need to shout for? he said. The waiters, they no hear? But it’s noisy, no? With everyone doing the shouting…

I wasn’t sure if Ivan was messing with me, or he really didn’t understand.

If I shout this table a bottle of wine Ivan, that means I buy a bottle of wine for the table, and then if we finish that bottle of wine, then you have to shout, I explained patiently.

Yes, I shout alright, he said, because if I drink a bottle of wine, that, makes me drunk, and when I drunk, I shout. He laughed, and clapped me on the back.

Giovanna thankfully broke this deadlock by leaning forward and fixing me with an icy stare that reminded me of a snake considering a mouse. She asked: You walk all that way and you no take bus?

Later, after I’d returned to my hotel and reclaimed a semblance of sensibility, I began to think of what lay ahead. In the past three weeks I’d walked about 500kms. I’d climbed the Pyrenees and I’d walked across the Meseta. I’d hobbled through pain and come striding out the other side.

But I still had about 300kms to go. And some of it was going to be tough. There was a mountain climb that would take me to the highest point on the Camino – higher even than the Pyrenees. And there was a steep ascent up to a mountain-top village called O Cebreiro. On the elevation map, it looked gruelling.

I thought about the next morning - about getting up early, putting on my boots and backpack once again, grabbing my poles and walking out into the dark, following the little brass scallop shell markers that would take me out of Leon and back onto this ancient pilgrimage route, this “way,” that had attracted so many millions of people over the centuries.

With these thoughts swirling around me, I posted on my blog:

Every morning for nearly three weeks now, I’ve got up before sunrise, in the freezing cold and the dark, I’ve put on my boots, I’ve hauled on my backpack, and I’ve set off to walk some 20-30kms, which will get me incrementally closer to a place called Santiago de Compostela.

In the gloom, and as the sun rises and it begins to get lighter, I see ahead of me a beeline of several dozen others like me. I turn and see more behind me.

Elsewhere along this well trodden path of some 800 kilometers, at this same moment, thousands of people are doing the same thing - we’re all following little yellow arrows pointing us towards a distant cathedral on the west coast of Spain, where supposedly lie the bones of a Saint.

We’re all walking the Camino de Santiago.

Why?

That’s the question I ask myself each morning, when I see all these people.

Some of us are limping, some of us are bandaged, some are on strong painkillers, some of us have a jaunty lilt in our step and look like we’re out on a brisk Sunday morning stroll.

Some of us have started from Pamplona or Burgos, some have come from Le Puy in France or even further, and have already walked over a thousand kilometres.

We’re old, we’re young, some of us are sick, and some of us are dying. Some of us have our whole lives ahead of us. Some of us months. But we all share a fixed and common purpose - to walk to Santiago.

The statistics are interesting:

Last year, (2012) 192,488 people received their Compostela, which is a document you receive when you complete the Camino. You don’t need to have walked from St Jean Pied de Port or Roncesvalles to receive the Compostela, you need only to have walked the last 100 kilometres.

Of those nearly 200,000 people, 49.5% were Spanish. The next highest group was German, at 8%. Italians were 6%, Americans came in at 3.6%, British were 1.9% and Australians made up 0.98%. That’s about 2,000 Aussies walked the Camino last year.

The majority of those that walked were aged between 30-60 years, at 57%. Under 30 was 28%, and over 60 was 15%.

The genders were males at 56%, females at 44%.

The majority (21%) started at Sarria, 108kms from Santiago. The next most popular starting point was St Jean Pied de Port at 11.5%.

These statistics are somewhat misleading, because they’re only those that actually got their Compostela. Many thousands more drop in and do stages, and don’t go all the way through, often because they don’t have the time. They come back the next year and do another stage, and then another, until they complete the whole Camino.

So it’s not inconceivable that last year, around a quarter of a million people walked the Camino de Santiago.

Why?

Why didn’t they hike up Mt. Kilimanjaro? Why didn’t they do the Appalachian Trail, or the Coast to Coast walk in the UK? What drew them to the Camino?

If you ask them, as I’ve done on my walk so far, they’ll mostly shrug and smile and say they don’t know. Some are walking with their sons or daughters, or other family members. They see this as a way of bonding.

Some say they do it for the social interaction - it’s a way of meeting new friends. And I’m surprised at how many people cite the film The Way, starring Martin Sheen, as the trigger for them deciding to do the Camino.

But with all these people, if you dig deeper, you’ll often find there are more profound reasons.

In the evenings, after they’ve had a shower and done their laundry, many pilgrims will sit down and assiduously write up their journals. You can see the intensity in their concentration as they recall all those moments during the day that were significant to them.

You sense that this Camino will stay with them for the rest of their lives.

It’s extraordinary, really. All these people.

What’s called them to walk this path? There are other cheaper much easier ways of having a holiday or finding new friends. They tell me the internet’s good for that... No, there’s something else going on here.

Okay, so why am I doing it?

I still don’t know.

Yep, after all this time, I still didn’t know why I was walking the Camino.

But if what Ivan the Terrible’s Italian priest said was true then I’d lived up until Burgos, I’d died on the Meseta, and now I was about to be reborn.






  [image: Ch-19---Shed-with-arrow_SW.jpg]



Chapter 19

 

What got me up early the next morning, what helped propel me swiftly out of Leon through a chilly drizzle, what kept me walking for several hours before I stopped for breakfast, then several hours before I stopped for lunch, what caused me to miss a vital turn-off along the way and get completely lost, was…

Pasta.

Or more specifically, Pasta Carbonara.

To be more precise, the thought of Pasta Carbonara, home-made by Ivan the Terrible and his Beautiful Wife Giovanna - Ivan’s grandmother’s recipe, a regional speciality from their small village in the far north east of Italy.

We’d agreed to meet up that night in a small town called Villar de Mazarife, some 22kms out of Leon. Not a difficult day’s walk, especially since I’d had a rest day. Ivan had discovered an albergue in the town that had a kitchen, and so he’d decided that he and his wife would make me fresh Pasta Carbonara that night.

It’s hard to get good pasta in Spain. Just like it’s hard to get good tapas in Italy.

I love Italian food, and so the prospect of homemade pasta was enticing - so enticing in fact that in my eagerness to get to this town in plenty of time for dinner and pre-dinner drinks, which Ivan was shouting, I got lost.

I blame Rocky - the Canadian who always wore shorts, even in sub-Arctic weather. I’d bumped into Rocky earlier that morning in a café. Or rather, outside a café. He was standing out in the freezing cold and rain, smoking - his breakfast of coffee and croissants perched precariously on a window sill beside his ashtray.

He’d told me that his text-romance with Marte was going great, and that they’d even talked about meeting up in Oslo after he finished the Camino. I was delighted. The Camino works in mysterious ways.

I then followed Rocky out of town, which meant I didn’t have to concentrate on following yellow arrows. I was sick of following yellow arrows. It was much easier to follow Rocky.

But being a faster walker, he quickly disappeared over the horizon, and I was then an ocean liner without a pilot ship. So I let my PGS guide me, but my PGS must been having an off day, because after a couple of hours of inattentive walking, I realised when I checked a map that where I was bore absolutely no relation to where I thought I was.

This can happen easily on the Camino. All you have to do is zone out for a while, and you find yourself walking to Portugal.

What had confused me was a split in the Camino. Every now and then, the Camino offers an alternative - a scenic route, and a painful route. I of course had taken the painful route.

The painful route invariably has you walking on concrete or compressed gravel, often beside a highway. Sometimes it’s shorter than the scenic route, but that doesn’t make it any easier. Often because of the noise, the hard tracks, and the eye-sore areas you walk through, the painful route is, well… painful.

I’d walked about 12kms before I realised I’d inadvertently missed the yellow arrows to the scenic route, which led to Villar de Mazarife. Instead, I was heading to a town called San Martin, which would make my day 7km longer.

The painful path straddled a long straight highway, which seemed to never end. And it was noisy. Not only had my eyesight improved, but also my hearing. I’d become highly sensitive to loud sounds.

I was tempted to listen to my iPod, to drown out the trucks and buses that hurtled past, but I figured this was all part of the Camino. Then it began to rain, and I was soon tramping through puddles and mud. It wasn’t pleasant. And I started feeling sorry for myself.

Here I was, heading in the wrong direction, I’d miss out on a beautiful home cooked pasta dinner, I was walking longer than I needed to, on a hard ugly noisy road, and to top it off it was now raining. I started to think to myself: This is a tough day at the office.

Yes, but why should every day be a walk in the park Bill, in sunshine with birds singing? Life’s not like that. Why should the Camino be any different?

There are times in our lives when we have to put our heads down and just do the work. Shift that paper from the Inbox to the Outbox. Grind it out. Yes it’s boring, yes at times it’s unpleasant, yes it’s repetitive and yes it deadens the senses, but it has to be done.

So I put my head down and I walked. After several hard hours I came to San Martin and found an albergue and walked in. A pilgrim and his wife had just checked in. The bloke took one look at me, exhausted and bedraggled, and said: Wow, you look like you’ve had a tough day at the office.

He couldn’t understand why I burst out laughing.

This was Dale. Dale and Roberta, his wife. Dale was a very successful businessman from Newfoundland. The next morning, out on the Camino, they would prompt me to seriously consider my attitudes to beauty.

I’d stopped to take a photo of a rundown and abandoned stone shack in the middle of a field, a couple of hours walk out of San Martin. Photographically, it was appealing. Faded paint, a busted window, a yellow Camino arrow painted on one wall. I was carefully composing the picture as Dale and Roberta walked up.

Whatcha taking a shot of? Dale asked, curiously.

That, I said, nodding to the old dilapidated shack. Isn’t it beautiful?

Dale looked at the shack. Then he cocked his head and looked at it some more. He looked at it the way someone with no understanding of art would look at a Jackson Pollock, knowing it had just sold for $100m.

Roberta looked at the shack too. Then she glanced over at me, wondering whether I was making fun of them, the subtext being: Just because we’re from Newfoundland Bill, doesn’t mean we’re stupid.

I could see they were struggling, so I offered: It’s beauty lies in its simplicity. I hoped this might help them see what I was seeing.

Dale took another look at the shack, to make doubly sure. Then he turned to me, shaking his head, and said: It’s simple alright Bill, give you that, but darned if I can see the beauty in it.

Dale of course was right. The farmer’s shack was certainly no Palace of Versailles. The farmer who built it wasn’t quite in the same league at Frank Gehry, or I M Pie, or Frank Lloyd Wright. This was a weather-beaten shed that probably housed fertilizer.

Dale slapped me on the back and laughed, a little nervously, then he swapped a glance with Roberta and they quickly departed. I sensed in that hurried glance something along the lines of: This guy needs to get back on his meds. Let’s get outa here.

The whole episode made me think about the nature of beauty, and what sort of photographs I take, and why.

Dale didn’t see beauty in that old shed. I did. That doesn’t make him a visual Neanderthal, nor does it make me aesthetically superior. It just means we see the world differently. He sees it through the eyes of a businessman from Newfoundland, I see it through the eyes of a filmmaker from Australia.

Some people see beauty in vast vistas and glorious sunsets. I don’t. I see beauty in old doors and bales of hay. Each of us sees beauty in different things. But we all see beauty. And it feeds us in the subtlest of ways.

The day I walked 41kms along the Meseta, what kept me going was the beauty. The beauty of the changing light, the roiling storm clouds, the newly ploughed fields and the colours and textures of grass and crops and soil.

The beauty took away my fatigue. It took away my pain. It made me feel light. It energized me. It RELAXED me.

For me, beauty is like love. It affects you chemically. You shift into a different space. You disengage from the real world. You do feel lighter. You do feel stronger. You find yourself doing things you wouldn’t ordinarily do. Beauty and love are intoxicating.

Through my photography, I sought to find beauty in those ordinary things along the Camino that would give me a deeper understanding of where I was in the world, who the people were around me, what I was doing there…

Later that day I found the most perfect mountain of hay bales. Rolled tight as a drum, each one of them, then stacked one on top of another a couple of stories high, golden straw coloured with a deep blue sky behind. Visually, it was stunning. For me, it was a photographic feast. I began taking shots.

Then I noticed there were two backpacks on the ground leaning up against the bales. They were ruining the clean lines of the image. I looked around but couldn’t see anyone, which was strange. Who would abandon their backpacks in the middle of a field like that?

I reframed my shot to crop the packs out, and kept taking photos. I was excited. Ever since starting the Camino, I’d been looking for the definitive hay bale shot. This was it. And then I noticed something. A dark lump, up top. Two dark lumps. Right down the back, almost out of sight.

The two backpacks. Bill, you moron. There are two pilgrims up there, making out.

They must have known I’d seen them, because they slowly stood, rearranging their clothing. Embarrassed, they slowly came forward. I recognized Janelle immediately - Janelle with the 2kgs of make-up. She was with a guy I’d met a couple of times along the way. A rangy good natured Canadian named Declan.

It looks like Janelle’s investment in cosmetics has paid off.

I took some photos, with their permission, and quickly departed to leave them searching for their needle in the haystack – or whatever it was they were doing up there.

Overall, I’d found the Camino to be largely, and strangely, chaste. I say strangely, because the walk had all the prerequisites to be a veritable hotbed of steaming lust and unbridled passion.

What you’ve got is a lot of people in close proximity, sharing extraordinary and difficult experiences in an exotic and romantic country. At the end of the day’s walking you’re often eating and drinking together, talking into the night, then sharing sleeping quarters. And showers.

Perhaps the most important ingredient for trysts though is the level of intimacy that quickly develops on the Camino. Strong bonds swiftly form between people through the experience of a shared hardship.

As well, the barriers that usually keep people separated in normal society quickly disappear on the Camino. You find yourself talking to someone you’ve just met, and pouring out your heart to them. You do this because the Camino fosters this level of trust and confidentiality.

As well, there’s no better aphrodisiac than climbing up to the top of a mountain with someone you like, and together feeling a rush of exultation that comes with achieving something physically demanding. Isolation too can play a part - that “desert island” factor, which can bring couples together with a level of intimacy not possible in the real world, outside the closed biosphere of the Camino.

As well, there’s the element of availability.

A lot of people walking the Camino are between relationships, and unattached. They might be open to someone new entering their life. There are some who walk the Camino because of a past trauma, and are emotionally vulnerable. A simple act of kindness, or even a sympathetic ear over a few glasses of wine at a village bar, could lead to a deeper intimacy.

And then there are those that walk the Camino with the primary intention of finding a partner. The Camino for them is their alternative to an online dating site. At least you can see what you’re getting.

So why then isn’t the Camino flush with sexual liaisons?

Because it’s a pilgrimage.

Many people take the Camino seriously as a spiritual journey. They’re walking to Santiago to work stuff out. They’re self absorbed in their internal musings. They’re turned inwards, so they’re not open to the advances of others. It doesn’t interest them. As well though, they might feel that a sexual union could somehow tarnish their special and very personal experience of the Camino. It might befoul their pilgrimage.

And then there are other more prosaic factors.

No-one looks good walking the Camino. In fact, appearance wise, there’s probably very few times in your life when you’ll look worse. You’re at your low water mark. On a spring tide.

There’s your clothing, for a start. No-one walks the Camino wanting to make a fashion statement. So it’s hard to get excited about polyester trekking pants. And your tech t’s and Goretex jackets aren’t really going to get a potential admirer’s heart racing.

Then there’s your heavy backpack. You don’t really cut a sexy line wearing a backpack. A 48 litre Osprey tends to inhibit a provocative sway of the hips, or a jaunty lilt. Trekking poles too are a bit of a dampener. The fact is, kitted out you look like a walking machine, not a sex bobbin.

Let’s not forget about personal grooming. There is none. Unless you carry 2kgs of cosmetics in your pack. Most women walking the Camino forgo make-up. And they cut their hair to be functional rather than fashionable. Men tend to grow beards, or shave only when it occurs to them.

Then there’s the smell.

Most don’t use deodorant. Women don’t wear perfume. Both genders sweat. And the laundry facilities are often crowded or inadequate, which means you can go a day or two, sometimes longer if it’s raining, without clean clothes.

If under these circumstances you find someone attractive, chances are it’s going to last. Because you’re never going to see them any worse than when they walked the Camino.

After several hours, I found myself in a small village where a farmer and his wife caught my photographic eye. They were walking down the road with a tractor coming up behind, and I quickly asked their permission to take a shot.

Just as I was positioning myself, I heard a voice yell out from behind –

Beeeel! Where were you last night?

I quickly took the shot, then turned to see Ivan the Terrible approaching, along with His Beautiful Wife Giovanna. Ivan had his arms spread wide again in welcome, but he also looked puzzled.

So Beeeel, he said, I make the Carbonara, but you no turn up. And now, here you are? What happened?

I explained how I’d taken the wrong turn, got lost, and walked through to San Martin. And how disappointed I was that I didn’t make the dinner. I was really looking forward to the homemade Carbonara.

You get here fast. You take taxi? Giovanna asked, her eyes slit with suspicion.

No Giovanna, I didn’t take a taxi, I said patiently. I didn’t take a bus either, nor did I get airlifted in by a chopper. I walked.

Hmph, she said, not convinced.

Beeeel, the Carbonara, it was beeeeautiful, Ivan said, passionately. In the albergue, I get a bunk, I make sure the bunk is by the window so I can look out to where I see the track, and I look out for your red cap. Your duck cap…

Swans cap, I politely corrected him. Sydney Swans. They’re a footy team.

Yes, I look out, I no see red cap. And I am saving the Carbonara for you, but it get cold.

I immediately felt guilty – and regretful too. Guilty because he’d gone to all that effort and I’d been a no-show, and regretful because there’s nothing more I would have loved than to have had a home cooked meal with those two.

Bill, the Camino is about having no guilt and no regrets, and following your own path, wherever that might lead you.

As we talked, Rosa walked up. This young lady I’d shared a taxi with such a lifetime ago had a way of emitting a radiance that lit up whatever space she entered - even walking along a country road in the middle of the day.

How did you get here? she asked, after we hugged. You catch a taxi?

Oh don’t you start, I moaned.

I asked about Balazs and Laszlo. She said that they’d split up. Balazs was moving faster than Laszlo, and was about two days ahead. He had to be in Santiago by May 12th to catch a flight back home.

I wasn’t planning on getting into Santiago until May 15th or even a couple of days later, which meant I’d miss him. And I wouldn’t have a chance to give him back his towel, and personally thank him once again for his kindness and help.

Rosa and I walked together for a while, idly chatting, like we were life-long friends. Yet I’d only known her a few weeks, and in all that time I’d only spent a couple of hours with her, at the most. Even less with Balazs and Laszlo.

Yet there was such a strong connection between us all. When we first met in the Arrival Hall at Biarritz airport, none of us realized at the time that it would be the start of such a strong and lasting friendship.

The camaraderie I believe was forged by our starting the Camino together, facing the Pyrenees together, facing our fears together – like the bonds that develop between soldiers in a trench before going over the top.

Even though we were enjoying our chat, Rosa eventually got bored with me stopping and taking photos, so she kicked on ahead. I then walked into Astorga with Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna - Ivan insisting on recounting in vivid detail just how delicious his pasta had been.

And every time a bus passed, Giovanna looked at me askance.
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Chapter 20

 

Walking into Astorga, I noticed the town was full of buses. And the buses were full of pilgrims about to start their Camino.

I watched as the buses disgorged these freshly minted offerings into flash hotels. They had clean boots and unsullied clothes and even from afar, they smelled nice. They didn’t smell like pilgrims.

I tried really really hard not to hate them.

The next morning, in army formation, they attacked me.

I’d left the albergue early with Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna. It was a crisp bright morning, and we had the road all to ourselves. Up ahead in the distance we could see a barrier of impossibly high snow capped mountains – the last real challenge before the homeward slide to Santiago.

Somewhere up in those high mountain mists was O Cebreiro, the place I was now most anxious about.

I stopped to take a photo of something completely inconsequential, and my two northern Italian mates left me to it, Giovanna’s parting words ringing in my ears: I will be checking the buses Beeel.

I took the photo, a supremely artful shot of three dirty rain splattered plastic chairs with a scallop shell way marker on the wall behind, and with my creative spirit thus energised, I kept walking, the road now all mine.

Then I heard their boots. Coming up from behind. Like an army on the march.

CLOMP CLOMP CLOMP

I heard shrieks of laughter. My heart started to pound. My pulse started to race. After weeks of walking through silent forests and vast Meseta plains, this kind of noise was deeply disturbing.

HAHAHAHAHAHAHA – SHRIEKS

HAHAHAHAHA - SQUEALS

It was like the ocean liner had hit an iceberg and was sinking fast. I had to keep afloat. I had to remain a pilgrim. There was a very strong chance that 500kms of pilgrimage could be wiped off my soul’s karmic slate in an instant, simply by me turning around and screeching –

SHUT THE FUCK UP YOU MORONS.

But I didn’t.

I tried to love them.

But that failed miserably.

Then I tried to understand them.

That failed too. Even more miserably.

I then tried to rationalize.

Why was I being like this? Why was I being so precious? It was their Camino too. Probably more so, because they looked Spanish. They had every right to be happy. First day on their walk, why shouldn’t they be exuberant?

They were getting closer. The army was approaching my personal space.

CLOMP CLOMP CLOMP.

I watched them as they began to pass me. There were about twenty of them, each bright, shiny and new. They were laughing and shouting and doing what invading armies have historically always done – they were wreaking havoc.

They’re NOT wreaking havoc Bill, they’re just excited on their first day.

I didn’t begrudge them their exuberance. First morning of a new adventure, of course they were going to be chirpy. I didn’t begrudge them starting in Astorga either, doing a Camino-lite. That didn’t make them any less a true pilgrim in my eyes. And I didn’t even begrudge them their newness. Their new packs and their new boots and their nice new smell.

But I’d come to regard the Camino as an 800km church. And you don’t goof off in a church. You don’t chortle and squeal like a stuck Iberian pig in a church. You treat it with respect. And that’s what irritated me.

I made an effort.

Where you from? I asked one of them.

One of the chief squealers glanced over at me like I was a bedraggled rodent, which is how I probably looked, and said: Madrid. It is the start of our Camino. Then he asked me arrogantly: What about you. Where you start?

From St. Jean Pied de Port, I said, matching his arrogance, and upping him. I’ve been walking nearly four weeks.

The squealer blinked. And something subtly shifted within him. A couple of the other troops looked over at me, and they stopped laughing. The squealer nodded to me, and said respectfully Buen Camino, then they tramped on. More subdued. Disappearing quickly into the distance, leaving me once again with the road my own.

The church nice and quiet again.

I spent the day climbing up towards those snow-capped mountains, that mysteriously got closer and closer the longer I walked. It amazed me, that I could change the geography of the world around me, by simply walking.

I could never get over it. I would stand on a hill and look into the distance and see a village. And then I’d set off, and within a few hours I was actually walking into that village. The power of the small step. A lot of small steps gets you extraordinary distances. If you keep taking those small steps.

I began to think of what else I could achieve, through small steps, Through increments. If I ate a little less each day, I could lose weight. If I did a little more exercise each day I could get fitter. If I spent a little less each day I could save more. You don’t have to take big strides. Little steps are fine, but just keep taking them. And then you find you’ve walked across a country.

Before the pilgrimage, I could never think in terms of small steps. It was anathema to me. The whole concept of doing anything incrementally offended my gargantuan sensibilities. Things had to be done in a big way. They had to be grand, demonstrative, expansive. Doing things small was pussy.

The Camino changed all that.

Late in the afternoon after a vigorous climb up a steep and rocky path, with my knee miraculously remaining pain free, I walked into an ancient stone village called Foncebadon. Most of the houses were in a state of disrepair and many were just piles of rubble. I was high in the mountains now, the air cold and clear.

I found an albergue, checked in, showered and gave the hospitaleros my laundry, then went exploring with my camera.

I walked down to the edge of the village, taking photos of crumbling buildings festooned with weeds in the fading light. I noticed a bus pulling in - very modern and sleek. Out of the bus stepped some pilgrims. Or at least, I thought they were pilgrims. From their chatter, and their beautiful clothing, I figured they were from Italy.

They were all very beautiful, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if the bus had come straight from Milan. It was as though Vogue Italia were about to do a fashion shoot in that rundown stone village.

I stood and watched, fascinated, as these gorgeous slim lithe creatures from another universe began to explore the village. They weren’t burdened with pesky backpacks, of course, yet they each had a pair of trekking poles, so their companions could take photos of them in pilgrim mode.

The female creatures wore outfits that looked like they’d been designed by Versace, or Armani. A couple had Hermes scarves tied recklessly around their thin milk white necks. These scarves must have been €350 a pop, minimum. Their hair was immaculate, as was their make-up.

This wasn’t make-up slapped on by the light of a headlamp out the back of an albergue bathroom at 6am. This was cosmetic styling of the highest order. Janelle, with her 2kgs of cosmetics, wasn’t in the race with these babes.

The male creatures looked like they owned Maseratis and skied in the French Alps - that is, when they weren’t sailing their yachts off Cap d’Antibes or sipping Krug in their box seats at the Monaco Grand Prix. They moved with an effortless grace, which made you wonder whether they actually had legs.

Their newly purchased hiking boots weren’t belittled with mud.

Every now and then one of the designer-clad women would stop in front of a particularly decrepit stone cottage and, with pouting lips and trekking poles set at a carefully conceived jaunty angle, she would pose.

One of the Maseratis would be there in an instant to record this glorious moment for later adoration, using a camera that I knew to be worth more than $6,000, but more importantly weighed more than 4kgs. Weight obviously wasn’t an issue for these creatures from another universe. It was as though they defied gravity.

Just as quickly as they arrived, they got back into their spaceship and left. I stood there, wondering if I’d just been witness to a sequence from a Fellini movie. I never saw them again. They must have been fast walkers. Or perhaps they went back to their universe.

The next morning I left at 6am because I wanted to reach the Iron Cross before sunrise. The Iron Cross, or Cruz de Ferro, was one of the singular landmarks on the walk. A large cross sitting on a hill near the highest point of the Camino, it was famous for being the place where pilgrims deposited a stone brought from their home, or affixing to the cross a photo or memento of a loved one.

I’d brought a piece of Mudgee slate that my wife Jennifer had selected from home, and as the sun was rising I placed it at the base of the cross. And then I said a little prayer, for the safety and health of my wife and my family. Having completed that Camino ritual, I kept walking.

In the next hour, I climbed to the highest point of the Camino – and it felt like I was on top of the world. I followed a ridge that looked down on mountains clouded in mist and capped with snow. The sun’s early golden rays were just starting to gently kiss them, and they glowed. The sky was clear and blue, the air was chilled but not cold, and as I walked along this ridge I felt completely overwhelmed by the beauty of it all.

I felt lucky. Lucky to be there. Lucky to have a wife at home who loved me. Lucky to have children who sometimes called me just to say hello. Lucky to be alive.

I tried to take photos but I knew it was useless. No photograph would ever capture the magnificence of what I saw that morning. It was a waste of time even taking out my camera. It was not possible for any picture to do justice to the sublime perfection that nature had laid before me.

But in nature, as in life, whenever there’s a high, there always follows a low.

Coming down off those mountains into the small village of Acebo was one of the hardest things the Camino threw at me, and my knee. Several kilometres of a small track, near vertical at times, studded with rocks and gouged with watercourses. Going up had been tough, but it was a breeze in comparison to coming back down.

It’s the same though with life. Reaching the giddying heights of fame, glory, power, wealth, or all of the above might be hard, but toppling from your elevated throne is even harder.

Think about the high flyers who fall from grace so fast, so painfully and often so publicly. The sports stars, the politicians, the moguls and the show-biz celebrities. Famous, riding high on public adulation, the world at their feet, then it’s discovered they’re fakes, frauds, criminals, cheats.

The fall is ugly.

So was the descent down into Acebo.

After carefully picking my way down the treacherous track, averaging about 1.5kms an hour, I finally made it into the small village, which was full of postcard houses made of stone and rough timbers.

The sky was a brilliant blue, the air was crisp and clean, the sun was gentle and warm. The hardship of the struggle down the mountain was soon forgotten as I sat at a table on a sunny terrace outside a café and ordered breakfast - scrambled eggs and ham. With two coffees, I was in heaven.

Bob and Joan, the couple from Berkley, had passed me on the track coming down, and were already sitting having their breakfast. These two amazed me with their agility – Joan being 71 and Bob 69. They never looked like they were walking fast, but one minute they’d be passing me, and the next they’d disappeared over the horizon.

Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna arrived soon after me.

I must have really confused them. They’d passed me the day before on the track leading up into Foncebadon. And now here I was in this small village having breakfast, ahead of them once again.

Giovanna knew I couldn’t have taken any taxis because there were no taxis up there to take. And no buses either – although I might have got a lift on the Italian spaceship. But the subject was never broached.

Over the next couple of days leading to the climb into O Cebreiro, I would cross paths with both couples several times. That’s the nature of the Camino. Whilst I enjoyed their company, I walked alone because I didn’t want to be tied into the rhythms of others. And my constant stopping and taking photos didn’t allow for any long term walking companions.

There’s nothing more boring Bill than standing around waiting for you to take a photo.

I’m not a point and shoot snapper. I like to consider each shot, make sure I’ve got the framing right, check my histogram to make sure I’m not clipping any highlights or I haven’t lost shadow detail, check my focus and then reframe. And then having taken the shot, I’ll check it on the LCD, and take another one, usually from a slightly different angle.

I estimated it took me between 30 seconds and 90 seconds to take a single photograph. And on any given day, I’d take between 200 to 300 shots. Let’s make this simple and round it out – let’s say it took me a minute to take a photo, and I took 240 shots in a day. That’s 240 minutes, or four hours.

So I was spending four hours a day taking photos? No wonder I was slow!

It was mid afternoon when I walked into a beautiful little village called Villafranca del Beirzo. It had a classic main square surrounded by centuries old buildings, full of cafes and restaurants, with tables covered by umbrellas spilling out into the square, tourists and a scattering of pilgrims sitting having lunch or drinks, chattering and laughing. There was a palpable springtime buzz in the air.

I checked into a hotel overlooking square, and found a local restaurant down a back alley well away from the tourists. I wanted an authentic meal from the region. I had a half a bottle of wine, which I needed because I was anxious about the next day - the climb up to O’Cebreiro.

It was going to be tough – more than 30kms, the last section very steep. Before I left Australia, I’d poured over all the maps, particularly the elevation maps, and the two climbs that were the steepest were the Pyrenees into Roncesvalles, and O Cebreiro. That night I hit the sack early but I couldn’t sleep, I was so worried about the climb.

This is nonsensical Bill. You’ve come this far. You’re fit now. You got over the Pyrenees, and you were jetlagged. O’Cebreiro will be easy. Why are you so anxious?

The next morning I got up at 5:30am and left the room by 6am, having had only four hours sleep. It was the start of one of the longest toughest days of my pilgrimage, and already I was tired.

In the dark, and probably because of my tiredness, I got lost walking out of town. I spotted a group of girls up ahead led by a guide who seemed to know where she was going, so I followed them. They’d just stepped out of a hotel with a big tour bus parked out front, and they walked with the giggly excitement of this being their first day.

I followed them for an hour, and then they suddenly stopped by the side of the highway, and I thought they must have been lost. But as I approached, I realized they were about to have breakfast. There were ten or twelve girls in the group, aged in their mid 20’s, and as I got closer I saw they were Spanish.

You want some breakfast? one of them called out to me as I walked up.

I hadn’t had breakfast yet and I was starving – so I gratefully took up their offer. Their goodies included hot chocolate, home-made cookies, and sandwich rolls with ham.

Their English was about as good as my Spanish, yet we were able to communicate enough for me to learn they were from Madrid, and they only had a short amount of time off work, so they were doing a truncated version of the Camino.

I was bowled over by their generosity. To them, I’d been just a shadowy figure looming up out of the darkness behind them – a complete stranger. And yet they’d invited me to share their breakfast, simply because we were all pilgrims. That’s what we had in common. We were walking the Camino

Feeling a little guilty for snatching their food from their mouths, I thanked them and headed off again.

As I began to pile on the kilometres and the sun rose, my tiredness turned into sheer and utter exhaustion. And still I had a huge climb ahead of me.

As I made my way through a village before the climb kicked in, I noticed Ivan the Terrible sitting on a bench in the shade, with His Beautiful Wife Giovanna tending to his feet. Ivan had his boots off. He’d developed a very bad blister, and Giovanna was administering some first aid.

You should take a taxi Ivan, I yelled out, and kept walking.

I stopped at a bar in a small village and had three Coke Zeros. I needed some rocket fuel to shake off my exhaustion and get me to the top of the mountain. I walked out of that bar feeling I could climb to the base camp at Everest.

Up ahead I could see a man trudging up a slow incline. As I approached I saw that he was elderly. Slim with grey hair, grey moustache, a weather-beaten face full of character. His elderly-ness was confirmed when I came up alongside and spoke to him. He told me his name was Zoren, he was 72, and he was from Switzerland. He said he’d been going slow because he’d been admiring the views.

He had clear blue eyes and a mischievous smile. He stepped up his pace to keep up with me, and I began to worry that he might have a heart attack, now that I was walking at my rocket-fuel speed.

I felt a pang of concern for him. How was he ever going to do this climb? I thought seriously about staying with him, walking at his slower pace just in case he suddenly went tits up and I had to call in emergency aid.

Bill, he knows his capabilities. He’ll be fine. Don’t worry. Politely disengage, move on, and he’ll drop back to his regular pace.

So as politely as I could, I said: Zoren, I need to kick on, mate. But I’ll see you up there when you get in, and I’ll buy you a beer.”

And with that, I smiled genially and walked off.

This was a big moment for me. I was actually passing someone. The first time on the entire walk I’d overtaken a pilgrim. Yes he was 72, and yes he was probably suffering from some debilitating illness that he didn’t wish to divulge to someone he’d just met, yet even so I was leaving him in the haze of my after-burners.

I would have to write this up in my blog. Today I passed someone. It’s a pity I hadn’t taken a photo of him – but then that would be cruel. Poor bugger. What ignominy, to be passed by me. Actually, it’s probably best I didn’t take a photo of him. He did look a bit infirm.

I began the climb. And the slopes were as steep as I’d imagined. But I was Coke-Zeroed up and I surged. I felt great. I powered up the side of the mountain. But then I began to wilt. It was as though I’d guzzled through my tank of rocket fuel and I was now running on fumes.

I began to slow down.

I began to trudge.

The exhaustion from lack of sleep hit me in a soft blindside. Every step was now an effort. I felt like my jacket was lined with lead. My boots were made of cement. The way I was going, it would take me hours to get to the top.

I should have had four Coke Zeros.

Then I heard the tap tap tap of trekking poles behind me. I was too tired to turn. But I didn’t need to, because Zoren appeared at my side, walking sprightly. Elderly Zoren. He smiled genially as he passed me, then he yelled back over his shoulder: See you up top. I’ll buy you a beer, mate.”

He very quickly disappeared around a bend, and then he was gone. He’d tricked me. His elderly guise was just that – a guise. I discovered later he’d spent most of his working life repairing telecommunications towers in the Swiss Alps. His job required him climbing up and down mountains. No wonder he was fit.

Bill, make a note: Never be condescending to “elderly” folk. They’ll kick your ass.

As I struggled into O Cebreiro, I noticed Zoren sitting casually outside a bar. It looked like he’d showered, washed his clothes, and been for a 4km jog around the mountain top. He grinned and raised his beer to me in a toast.

The village was bopping. It was Sunday, and mid afternoon. The township, full of beautifully restored traditional stone buildings, was packed with tourists and pilgrims who’d just bussed in to start their Camino the next day. I saw a dozen or more horse floats in a small park. A few of the magnificent horses were out, prancing eagerly. A group of wealthy Brazilians was going to ride to Santiago.

There was a lively festive atmosphere in the village as I found my way to my hotel. I’d pre-booked the day before, because my PGS had warned me that by the time I got into O Cebreiro, it would be hard to find a bed.

I’d come to understand that allowing my intuition to guide me didn’t always mean “winging” it. Sometimes it told me to plan ahead. So I walked straight to my hotel and checked into my room.

Later I watched pilgrim after distraught pilgrim tramping around the town, desperately seeking a bed. But the town was fully booked.

My PGS was right again.

I sent Balazs a text to find out where he was. And he texted back to say he was two days ahead of me, and planning to go to Finisterre before returning to Santiago on the 12th of May, before flying back home.

With a few long days, I’d made up some time, but to get to Santiago to see him before he left, I’d have to really push it the coming week. But I worried that if I put my knee under any more stress, it might just give out entirely, and then I wouldn’t complete my Camino.

I did want to give Balazs his towel back though.
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Chapter 21

 

Before I started the Camino, there were a few things I was looking forward to – climbing over the Pyrenees, walking across the Meseta, and sleeping in the monastery in Samos.

I’d been to Samos two years earlier with my wife. We’d stopped there while driving back to our cottage in Galicia. At the time, I had no idea the small quaint village was historically one of the most important stops on the ancient Camino pilgrimage route.

I went for a walk around the village, and discovered a huge monastery. A small creek curved around it, and white swans swam serenely in its waters. The massive stone structure was obviously very old, and I later discovered that it was not only one of the oldest monasteries in Europe, but one of the largest in Spain.

I wandered around the outside, and poked my head into the albergue. It was a dimly lit cavernous room at the back of the monastery, and even though it was just on lunchtime, it was already packed with pilgrims laying claim to a bunk.

Two years later, as I looked at a map making plans to see if I could somehow get to Santiago in time to meet up with Balazs and Laszlo, I saw Samos would require a deviation of 7kms from the recommended route in the Brierley Guidebook.

I really didn’t want to walk extra kilometres, but I’d been there two years earlier as a tourist, now I wanted to return as a pilgrim. I didn’t care if it added 50kms to my journey. I had to go to Samos.

The next day I took the deviation and found my way onto a meandering path that took me through small stone villages hundreds of years old, beside creeks cascading over little waterfalls, along tree-tunnelled paths lined with moss-covered rocks, alongside fields flush with thick green grass, following a small river that murmured and bubbled and disappeared at times into a vault of lichen and green, only to re-emerge later frolicking briskly as it led me the way.

The sky, when it could be seen between a canopy of trees, was overcast and the air moist with a soft drizzle, which only added to the magic of it all. A journey that should have taken two hours ended up taking nearly twice that, because I was always stopping to take photos.

At one point the cavernous foliage cleared to reveal the monastery of Samos way down below, laid out like a three dimensional model of what a medieval monastery should look like. I made my way down and walked into the albergue where I was to lay claim to a bunk, just like I’d seen others do two years earlier.

There were very few times during the Camino when I actually felt like a pilgrim, but when I entered that grand monastery in Samos seeking shelter for the night, I finally felt worthy of calling my walk a pilgrimage.

That night I attended Vespers in the cloistered interior of that hallowed place.

I wasn’t quite sure why I wanted to attend Vespers, because I wasn’t Catholic and the chanting would be in Spanish and Latin, so I wouldn’t be able to understand a word. But it seemed an appropriate thing to do, given I was sleeping under the roof of one of Europe’s great monasteries.

I was amongst a group of a dozen pilgrims that was taken to a simple but elegant chapel where a similar number of monks filed in, wearing robes and looking solemn. Some of them were tiny, with bald heads bowed low in humility. As reverent as the occasion was, I couldn’t help but think they looked like creatures out of a Star Wars movie.

I wasn’t allowed to take photos, which was a pity because on the walls of the chapel were delicately painted murals of saints that radiated a spiritual glow. They seemed to be watching us.

We pilgrims had to stand for most of the forty five minute service, and my knee was aching. All I wanted to do was sit down. The Vespers were dignified and strangely emotional. One of the monks began to cry, and he tried to hide his tears, but it was obvious to everyone in that chapel.

The monastery albergue was by donation, and again I donated €10 for a bunk in the huge dormitory. The facilities were basic, but I didn’t mind. I was sleeping in that same place I’d checked out two years earlier. I went to sleep content. I went to sleep a pilgrim.

Since leaving Astorga, The Way had become crowded with walkers dropping in to do the last stages of the Camino. Some of the more seasoned pilgrims, or perigrinos in Spanish, dubbed these blow-ins tourigrinos - tourists using the Camino as a vacation. They regarded them with disdain, as if they were befouling their sacred path. I could never understand this.

As far as I knew there wasn’t one proscribed way to walk the Camino. And there wasn’t one clearly defined set of rules as to what constituted a pilgrim. There were no signs up in the albergues stating how a pilgrim should behave, or what they should wear, or what kind of backpack they should carry.

Admittedly these “tourigrinos” irritated me with their noise, but as I got closer to Santiago and the numbers increased, I had to learn tolerance, acceptance, and how to shut out their incessant shrieking laughter.

My knee was once again starting to register on my pain threshold. Each day I was taking the maximum dosage of Ibuprofen and applying Voltaren cream, but once I’d done 20kms or so, it began to hurt. Seriously hurt.

Why don’t you just stop at 20kms then Bill?

If I did only 20kms a day, I wouldn’t get to Santiago in time to meet up with Balazs or Laszlo. I had to keep averaging about 30kms a day, minimum.

But there was a complication.

My wife.

She was flying in on the 12th of May, the same day Balazs was flying out. And I’d always envisaged arriving into Santiago a few days after her. I’d thought it all through very carefully.

If I got into Santiago the same day as her, she’d be jet-lagged and cranky after the long flight from Australia, and she wouldn’t be in a fit and proper condition to give me the hero’s welcome I so deserved.

If I arrived into Santiago the next day, she would at least have had a decent sleep, and something to eat, but knowing her she would still be tetchy. I didn’t want a tetchy welcome. After 800kms I wanted something more befitting the occasion – I wanted something more… jubilant.

That’s why I’d planned to come in two days after my wife’s arrival. Of those forty-eight hours, she would have slept forty-two. She’d be in a good mood, albeit slightly disoriented, and she’d be pining to see her newly transformed husband.

We would set an hour for my arrival into the Cathedral square, and she would wait for me there, beautifully attired – nothing too sexy or provocative, because she was meeting a pilgrim after all.

Her clothes would be elegant but simple. Let’s say classic. Linen rather than silk. A little perfume, and some lippy. Not too much, for when we kiss. Unbecoming for a pilgrim to have lipstick on his cheek.

She’d be anxious, of course, anticipating the arrival of her valiant husband after so long, and she’d be constantly glancing towards the corner of the cathedral hoping to catch sight of me, not realizing that in fact I was in a cafe up the street, writing my blog, making her wait.

There’s nothing like making my wife wait to have her appreciate me more.

After about an hour or so – after I figured she’d waited long enough - I would leave the café and walk gallantly down the stairs beside the cathedral before emerging triumphantly out onto the square, the ragged pilgrim finally arriving after weeks out in the wilderness, battling deprivation and pain.

She would rush into my arms in a perfect “Oh Heathcliff” moment, lavishing me with kisses, and trying not to gag on my smell.

I would be swamped with emotion as she breathlessly expressed her admiration at my extraordinary feat and unsurpassed courage, and then we’d leave the square arm in arm, she still sobbing with joy, and we’d then discreetly retire to our hotel room where I would gently position her on the bed, my wife quivering in anticipation as I pulled out my iPad and showed her the online gallery of my photos. All five thousand of them.

Perfect.

That’s how I’d imagined it.

Now this damn towel had screwed everything up. Because it meant getting into Santiago before my wife.

I could have posted it to Balazs, but it wasn’t really about the towel, it was about something deeper. I wanted to show him I’d made it. I wanted him to see that his investment of kindness and generosity had paid off, and the bloke he thought wouldn’t make it even to Burgos had walked all the way to Santiago.

My plan was to get there one day ahead of Balazs, on the 11th. But to do that, I’d have to do two very unpleasant things: Firstly, I’d have to walk a couple of extremely long days – one day more than 40kms. Secondly, and even more unpleasantly, I would have to tell Jennifer.

I knew my wife well enough to know what her reaction would be. She would not be happy. She would think I was reverting to old ways. Old habits. Bad habits.

She had graciously put up with me doing the Camino for one reason – to see a transformation in me. By pushing myself to meet what she would consider to be an arbitrary deadline and possibly doing major damage to my knee in the process, I’d be repeating past patterns of behaviour - pushing myself until I dropped over the line, exhausted and hurting.

And so I had to seriously ask myself – why was I so hell bent on doing this - walking the last week like a mad man to give a towel back to a bloke I hardly knew, on a knee that could give out on me at any time? Was this a genuine repayment of an act of kindness, or was I simply showing off?

Was I wanting to show Balazs that I was made of tougher stuff than he thought? Or was I wanting to show myself that I was made of tougher stuff than I thought?

Had this whole walk come down to one gigantic ego trip?

And if so, was my overriding determination to get to Santiago effectively nullifying everything I thought I’d learnt so far on the pilgrimage? Was this rigid desire to get there fast the complete antithesis of the pilgrim’s journey?

Only my PGS can guide me through this one.

My PGS told me to meet up with Balazs. It told me that it was important that I do this – that it wasn’t ego, it wasn’t the antithesis of the pilgrim’s journey. Balazs and I had made a soul contract as part of our Camino, and that contract had to be honoured.

And so that day I walked 31kms.

It was late by the time I walked into Portomarin, a beautiful town astride a large and windy river. I hadn’t made a forward booking – my PGS hadn’t told me to, yet as I walked around, looking for an albergue, I overheard several pilgrims say the town was booked out.

Your PGS has screwed up today, Bill.

I was tired, it was almost dark, and I didn’t relish the prospect of walking 10kms to the next town. I bumped into a German pilgrim, his name was Gunter, and he’d heard there was one hostel that had some beds, so we both headed off.

It turned out there was only one bed, and given that Gunter had arrived in the town ahead of me, there was no question he should take it. I then turned my PGS up to high frequency, to see if I could find a bed for myself. And I did. Right across the road. Once again, my PGS led me straight to a warm and comfy bed.

The next morning I left as the sun was rising. If I were to have any chance of meeting up with Balazs, then I needed to put in some heavy miles. As I was making my way out of town in the gloom of the overcast dawn, I saw a figure up ahead. Where had I seen this person before?

Is that Laszlo? I yelled out.

The man turned, and as I approached I could see it was indeed Laszlo!

I hardly recognized him. He’d lost so much weight. In Biarritz, he’d told us he wanted to lose 20kgs on the walk. It looked like he’d lost twice that. He beamed with joy when he saw me, and we hugged. He wrapped me up in his arms like a huge bear, and he laughed.

I’d forgotten Laszlo’s laugh.

It careened out along the river and bounced off the nearby hills before hurtling back into Portomarin to nearly knock me off my feet with its high peeled squeal and screech of pure delight and happiness.

He was pleased to see me. As I was to see him.

Now big fella, I said, let’s go find your Hungarian mate…
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Chapter 22

 

Meeting Laszlo, as wonderful a surprise as it was, created a big dilemma for me. Because much as I loved the guy, I didn’t want to walk with him. I wanted to keep walking alone, especially now as I was coming to the end of the Camino. These last couple of days were precious to me.

But he wanted to walk with me. And I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

I could tell he was an incredibly sensitive man. And there was no doubt there was a very strong bond between us, as there was between all of the Taxi Four. For some inexplicable reason, that taxi ride from Biarritz airport to our albergue in St. Jean had joined us together in a way that defied logic. We’d hardly spent any time together, and we hardly knew each other. Yet the bond was very real.

Bill, the taxi ride was boring. You were jetlagged and nearly falling asleep, and none of you guys talked much. What’s the big deal? It’s not as if you all had a life altering experience in that cab…

So my dilemma was – how did I separate from Laszlo without upsetting him?

Up until then, if I wanted to get free of someone, I’d just stop to take a photo and tell them I’d catch them up later. That didn’t work with Laszlo. He was a photographer too. He would just beam at me and say: No problem Bill. I watch you take photo.

Laszlo was one of the sweetest human beings I’d ever met. I don’t think he had one bad bone in that big body of his. But I had to walk alone.

As we walked into a small village he spied a café and suggested we stop and have coffee. I was dying for a coffee, and breakfast, but I saw this as my opportunity to break free, as indelicate as it would be.

I told him I wanted to keep walking, and no doubt he’d catch me up. I couldn’t look in his eye as I said this. And immediately I could tell he was hurt. He just said simply: Okay Bill, I understand.

He said it with sadness, and a sense of resignation, and I had a sudden feeling that this was just yet another rejection he’d had through his life, and really, it was to be expected. Because why would he, Laszlo, be entitled to any happiness?

Bill, you’re full of yourself again. You think you were that important to him? He was probably desperate to get rid of you, and he was actually doing an inner Happy Dance that you were splitting off.

I turned and walked briskly away, because I didn’t want the awkwardness of him catching me up later. I needed time to sort through a lot of conflicting emotions.

The walk was almost over. In two days I’d be in Santiago, and then this whole episode in my life would come to an end. It wasn’t just four or five weeks of walking that would end, it was more than two years of anticipation and planning and dreaming that would no longer occupy my life.

I’d become obsessed with the Camino. How would I cope when I got home?

And would I be different at the end of it all? I thought so. I thought the Camino had wrought some fairly significant changes within me, but once back home, would I revert to my old self? Was it possible to hang onto what it meant to be a pilgrim when I returned to work, and my everyday life?

And the nagging question kept tugging at me: Why?

Why had I felt such a need to do this pilgrimage when I wasn’t a Catholic, I wasn’t even a follower of any Christian religion, and I certainly wasn’t a walker. What had compelled me to put myself through this pain and hardship?

Because it had been hard.

I don’t like pain. My pain threshold, on a scale of one to ten, ten being the highest, would probably be minus three. I’d always imagined the walk would be physically demanding at times, but I never thought I’d have to deal with so much pain over such an extended period of time. Really, when I thought back on it, the Camino for me was about pain management.

Yes Bill, but perhaps that’s what you needed to sort yourself out…

The pain had stripped me back - like a purging bushfire burning off all the old brush and cover so that the forest could regenerate. Was then my pain actually an agent for my third stage of the Camino? For my rebirth?

There’s no doubt the pain truly humbled me. And that’s one of the key things I’d wanted to learn from the Camino - humility. It also tested my resolve, my determination, my need to complete the pilgrimage the way I’d intended. It reminded me my body was fallible. That my idealized notion of myself would have to be retooled.

I also had to reconsider the world I’d spent decades carefully creating for myself back home.

On the Camino, I lived in a cocoon. Everything had been reduced to very simple things – I wake, I walk, I eat, I find a bed, I get my passport stamped, and then I sleep. The next day, I do the same again.

The only complications that could possibly cloud my day were: Where will I sleep tonight, and how should I deal with this blister?

There were no phone calls, (except from my wife), no work hassles, no bills to worry about, no traffic jams, no news from the outside world, no garden to mow or garbage to put out.

It was a hermetically sealed biosphere, cosy and comfortable, and every now and then I’d invite a nice person in.

Generally, pilgrims are nice. And they’re interesting. If you were to throw a trekking pole anywhere along the Camino, chances are it would stick into the back of a nice and interesting pilgrim.

There are some that aren’t nice, of course, and there are some that are painfully self-obsessed. I would probably fall into that latter category. But by and large, Camino pilgrims are a genial and fascinating lot.

So here I was, in this cosy protective cocoon, populated by an unusually high percentage of friendly nice interesting people. But it wasn’t the real world. The real world awaited me, with sharp knives and foul breath, as soon as I returned to Australia.

I’d stepped out of a complicated life to walk the Camino. Just how complicated was best epitomized by my razor. It was a Gillette razor – one of those ones that required a AAA battery so it could whir and shake and make shaving easier and nick-free. Each blade for this razor cost $6. Yes, $6 for a razor blade. Not $6 for a packet of razor blades, $6 for one razor blade.

I hadn’t taken this razor with me on the Camino, It was too heavy. Instead I’d brought a disposable razor. I hadn’t used a disposable razor in over 20 years. And I was a bit anxious about taking it, fearing it would cut up my face.

I very quickly discovered something quite wonderful. It shaved me just fine. I didn’t get any shaving cuts, and not only that, it was cheap.

Somehow over the years I’d evolved into a person who required a top of the line razor. Fear had been a factor - fear of getting a shaving cut. With the battery powered razor I never got cuts.

I’d also bought into the marketing guff – that this particular blade, which in fact had four micro blades plus an Aloe Vera moisturizing strip, would give me a cleaner closer smoother shave. In fact it didn’t. Or if it did, you’d need to be a forensic scientist to measure the difference.

In other words, the AAA battery powered razor with the $6 blades represented the fearful and overly complicated life I’d been living. It took walking the Camino for me to see that there was another way, a simpler way, to live. Without fear, and without excess.

Laszlo and I met up again and we parted again over the next two days. Each time I was delighted to see him. Each time I was delighted to say goodbye to him - because by now, I had figured out my trajectory into Santiago.

It meant two average days, 22kms and 26kms, then a big 40km walk the final day. If I could manage that, then I’d get in on the 10th, exactly a month from the day I’d left St. Jean Pied de Port.

The Brazilian Cavalry was an issue though.

I’d first seen them up top of O Cebreiro standing around their horse floats - fifteen riders ranging in ages from mid 20’s to late 50’s. They were impeccably attired in their britches and shiny knee length boots.

The women wore silk scarves and gold bracelets, and the men had Prada or Gucci sunglasses and sported Tag Heuer or Maurice Lacroix watches. Their hand-tooled leather saddles were works of art, and their horses must have been well fed because they pooped huge dollops of manure everywhere and often.

It seemed that each time I found myself on an empty stretch of track – a feat this close to Santiago – I would hear a shrill whistle behind me, which was the signal that the Brazilian Cavalry was approaching.

I’d have to step aside and wait for them to pass, gazing up at the beautiful dark haired women who glided past on their high mounts, sometimes deigning to glance down and acknowledge me with the merest of haughty smiles and the slightest raise of their riding crops.

I was, after all, only a filthy pilgrim. On foot.

The men held their reins like in the Olympic equestrian events, and in fact it wouldn’t have surprised me if some weren’t of that calibre. They had the arrogance of the supremely successful.

The Brazilian Cavalry liked to stop regularly for lunch, even when it wasn’t lunch time. And because I didn’t stop for lunch, or for anything really, it meant I was constantly passing them as they lounged outside a restaurant. Then later I would hear the shrill whistle behind me again, and again they would ride past me.

The Brazilian Cavalry created two problems for me. Firstly, how should I regard them? As genuine pilgrims? Or as equestrinos? And secondly - how did I avoid stepping in the piles of manure that littered the narrow tracks? I didn’t want to have to clean horseshit off the bottom of my boots at the end of the day.

The next morning though I was thankful for all this constant fertilizing of the track. I’d left early again, before sunrise, and I’d been following the yellow arrows along a narrow country lane by the light of my headlamp.

I came to a fork in the path but there was no yellow marker indicating which way to go. So I took the track that seemed the most obvious, but after fifteen minutes of walking and not seeing a yellow marker confirming I’d come the right way, I walked back to the fork.

I then went the other way. I directed my headlamp from side to side, trying to find a yellow arrow on a tree trunk or boulder, but again I could find nothing. By this stage I’d probably walked 2kms, and wasted half an hour.

I was about to return to the fork again when I smelt something - the familiar pungent odour of horse manure. I looked down to the ground. I hadn’t realized the path was covered in horses’ hoof prints. And yes, by the light of my headlamp, I could see up ahead a mound of horse dung. And then another mound. And then another.

The Brazilian Cavalry had been this way late yesterday. I was on the right track. Their horse-shit then became my yellow arrows, leading me to Santiago.

Late in the afternoon, my knee finally spat the dummy. It started to pain me with a sharp stabbing intensity I’d not felt before. I was about 2kms from the town where I intended to stay the night, Azura. But that last 2kms was excruciating.

I checked into a hostel and a private room, where I showered and took a look at the damage. The knee was swollen again – as big as it had been in Pamplona. And it was hurting. Even walking a couple of blocks to find something to eat would be difficult. How could I possibly walk 40kms tomorrow to Santiago?

In Pamplona, I’d taken the next day off and iced my knee and rested. If I did that tomorrow, I’d miss Balazs. And I wouldn’t get to give him back his towel. Was this the final challenge the Camino was presenting me?

I went downstairs and hobbled along the street until I found a bar, where I asked for a bowl of ice.

I wrapped the ice in Balazs’s towel, then wrapped it around my knee. I put my foot up, ordered a beer and a plate of ham and cheese, and asked my PGS what to do.

Should I rest up, and allow my knee to settle down? Then make my way into Santiago at my leisure? Or should I risk long term damage to my knee and push on, just so I could give the towel back to someone who wasn’t expecting it, and who I hardly knew…






  [image: Ch-23---arrow_SW.jpg]



Chapter 23

 

The side effects of prolonged or excessive use of Ibuprofen, according to the Food and Drug Administration, are these:



May cause an increased risk of serious cardiovascular thrombotic events, myocardial infarction, and stroke, which can be fatal. This risk may increase with duration of use. Patients with cardiovascular disease or risk factors for cardiovascular disease may be at greater risk.

May cause an increased risk of serious gastrointestinal adverse events including bleeding, ulceration, and perforation of the stomach or intestines, which can be fatal. These events can occur at any time during use and without warning symptoms. Elderly patients are at greater risk for serious gastrointestinal events.



Risk may increase with duration of use. I’d been taking maximum dosage for a month now. I was three months off being elderly. I had high blood pressure. I had high cholesterol. I was high risk. I could have a fatal stroke, or my stomach could rupture, at any time without warning.

Yeah, but I just want to get to Santiago.

So that last morning I took two tablets before I set off.

Before breakfast.

1200mg on an empty stomach.

It seemed to work because I left the hostel at 5:30am relatively pain free. My knee was functioning. Or at least if it wasn’t functioning, I couldn’t feel it.

So I put my head down and I walked.

It was a beautiful clear spring morning and as the sun came up, shafts of golden light speared down through a canopy of trees that overhung a small winding track, fenced in by moss covered rocks.

The air was crisp, dew sparkled on the grass in the fields, and I felt fit and strong as I surged up hills and scampered down the other side. If this were to be my last day on the Camino, then it would be memorable.

It wasn’t long though before the sun wasn’t a warm and welcoming gentle light slanting through trees, but overhead and harsh. I’d emerged from the country paths into more urban areas, where there wasn’t any cover. And the deep blue sky of morning had bleached white into a hot and enervating day.

The heat was sapping my energy.

I stopped for lunch at a small restaurant that overlooked a creek and an ancient stone bridge. Lounging out front, splayed on chairs under large umbrellas, were the Brazilian Cavalry. Some were laughing and drinking from large wine goblets, others had their faces angled up to the sun, and with their eyes closed they were tanning their already beautifully tanned faces.

With their riding britches and crops and Dior scarves and Ralph Lauren shirts, these riders exuded the lolling laziness of the incredibly rich.

I went inside to escape the sun and order lunch.

They were inside too, paying for their platters of raciones and bottles of expensive wine with credit cards.

Credit cards. I haven’t used a credit card in over a month. I’ve paid for everything in cash.

They were crowding the bar, wanting to either pay or give their lunch orders, their urgency at odds with the casual indolence of the others outside. They didn’t like waiting. They were impatient. They were obviously used to others getting them their meals.

I ordered my ham and cheese sandwich, with my two Coke Zeros, and sat in a corner and observed them. I had to fight my urge to dismiss them as mere tourists using the Camino to have an adventure holiday. But who was I to know?

What gives me the right to judge them anyway?

Just because they were obviously not short of a quid, as we say in Australia, it didn’t mean they were any less a pilgrim than me, or anyone else walking The Way. So what if they were on horses? So what if they ordered expensive wines for lunch? All that meant nothing.

All that mattered was what was in their hearts, and given there was no way I could determine that, I had to regard them like I’d regard any other pilgrim.

They were not the problem here, I was. Because I was being judgmental. And I had no right to be. They’d been placed in my path for me to learn. They were my teachers. And as such, they had to be respected.

And let’s not forget Bill, their horses gave you yellow arrows!

I finished my lunch, said hello to a few of the riders who’d previously waved at me or wished me Buen Camino. We got talking, and I discovered they were doing the ride for a church-based charity back in their home country.

I walked away feeling like the Camino had just slapped me around the head.

I set off again, the track still strangely empty of pilgrims. I could feel Santiago getting closer with every step. I could feel its energies radiating out, reeling me in. And as I walked those last kilometres, I began to think about my life - about my wife and children, about all the mistakes I’d made. And there’d been some doozies. And yet they still loved me.

I thought about Jennifer - my companion, my best friend, my confidant, my guide, the person who has stood by me and trusted me and believed in me all these years, without wavering, her love for me like a beam of gleaming crystal, connecting her heart to mine - her to me, me to her.

I stopped by the side of the road, and I called her, and I broke down and cried.

For no reason, other than it overwhelmed me. Everything. My love for her, all she’d done for me over the years, all my failings… the Camino cleaved me open and I could barely talk to her, I was sobbing so hard. The words just came tumbling out garbled, and they made no sense.

Pilgrims passed me and looked over. Some asked if I was okay, others looked away, embarrassed. Some just smiled and nodded, understanding, and kept walking. I didn’t care. I didn’t care what anyone thought.

As well, it hit me. That in another three or four hours I’d be in Santiago de Compostela. Weeks ago, I’d thought I wouldn’t make it. I thought my injuries would stop me - that I’d have to give up and return home.

And yet here I was, on the outskirts of this historic and holy city, and soon I’d be standing outside the Cathedral, as pilgrims have done for centuries, having walked the same path I had walked.

The enormity of it overwhelmed me. There was no coherence to my thoughts, as I stood by the side of the road, openly weeping. I was just aware of this rush of feeling, of emotion, so strong I couldn’t express it any other way but to cry.

Jennifer listened, and without words I knew she understood. And when she did speak, her words soothed me like a gentle hand to my head, caressing me, letting me know everything was alright.

I told her I loved her more than I could ever express, I finished the call, and I kept walking.

My knee was holding up, thankfully. But now getting closer to Santiago, the track was now largely on the side of the road, or on pavements. It was hard on the legs. And the roads seemed interminably long.

You’re walking 39kms today Bill, that’s a long way.

It was a long way. And I began to flag. By early afternoon the sun was at full intensity, the sky was white with heat, and I started looking around for a restaurant or bar to take a breather and have something to eat.

Up ahead on a long stretch of road, I saw a walker. A lone figure. As I gradually got closer, I realized it was a young woman. She was slower than me, because she kept stopping to adjust her backpack, or her boots.

She must have started the walk only recently.

I finally caught up to her, and as you do on the Camino we began talking. She was soon joined by her friend, who’d been a little way ahead but she’d dropped back to join us.

They were two young Irish lasses, on a quick seven day walk. They were full of life and laughter, and they were funny. As I walked with them, I began to laugh too. They lifted my spirits and soon my exhaustion left me. We chatted, and the next 8kms seemed to go by in a flash.

Before I realized it, I’d arrived on the outskirts of Santiago.

Had the Camino, knowing I was getting exhausted, given me these two delightful young girls to whisk me through to the city?

I politely said goodbye to them then, because I didn’t want to walk with them into Santiago. I wanted to be alone. I felt as though they’d done their job. They’d lifted me up and carried me on their laughter to the front gates of the city.

They moved on ahead, and soon they were lost in amongst the bustle of the outer suburbs of Santiago. My trekking poles made a tap tap tap on the pavement as I began to follow the markers into the centre.

Up ahead I saw a group of pilgrims sitting outside a café. I’d noticed them before. They’d been sitting outside a restaurant earlier in the day, and they’d stared at me as I went by. I’d felt uncomfortable at the time, and wondered why.

As I approached, they began to stare at me again.

What is wrong with these people? Okay, I’m walking slow, but there’s no need to STARE.

I got closer, and they all turned to look at me.

This is nuts. I don’t even have my underpants hanging off my backpack. What are they staring at?

And then one of them yelled out to me: Go the Swannies!

They were staring at my Sydney Swans footy cap! They were Aussies!

I laughed and walked up to them.

They’d come from Leon, and were Collingwood supporters, for which I forgave them, given I was now a pilgrim. I must have looked pretty ragged, and one of them asked where I’d started from. I told him St. Jean Pied de Port.

He looked at me oddly, then said: Mate, you have no idea how much respect I have for you.

He said it with such genuine sincerity that I immediately felt embarrassed. I had to quickly say goodbye and leave.

Aussies don’t usually express their thoughts or feelings so openly. Especially not to strangers. But it had a profound effect on me, what he said, because it made me question the significance of what I’d done.

It was no big deal. Hundreds of people arrive in Santiago each day, having walked from St. Jean Pied de Port. Many walk considerably further, under greater adversity. I didn’t regard what I’d done as being worthy of his respect. But I was grateful for his words. It affected me deeply.

I kept walking.

I was now about 5kms from the Cathedral. Each corner I turned, I tried to catch a glimpse of the spires in the distance, but all I could see were blocks of ugly apartments and the shopfront clutter of the inner suburbs. There was traffic everywhere. The sound and the noise assaulted me. Buses whooshed past, cars honked and screeched to a stop at traffic lights.

I tap tap tapped my way in closer.

I was no longer tired. Or hurting. Soon I’d be there. It was May 10th, one month exactly from the day I’d left St. Jean. So much had happened in that month. The Camino had changed me. I now looked at the world differently. I no longer hankered for status, respect, wealth, success. I now had a very real appreciation for simple things. Important things.

How was it possible that a long walk could be so transformative? But this wasn’t just any long walk. This was the Camino de Santiago. This was a pilgrimage.

Tap tap tap.

I was getting closer. I crossed at traffic lights, I dodged office workers and elderly women pushing trolleys full of groceries, having come from the market. It was late afternoon, after the siesta, and all the shops were open again. There was a rush and bustle around me that was disquieting.

I’d become used to the serenity of the Camino. Those long lonely stretches across flat grassy plains, those meandering mossy paths through huddled stone villages.

But all those thousands of yellow arrows I’d been following for the last month were leading me to the Cathedral, now only a couple of kilometres away. The Camino was coming to an end. All the various paths across Europe, all the myriad of “ways,” led to the city I was now walking through. Santiago de Compostela.

Through a gap in the buildings I caught a glimpse of the spires of the Cathedral. It was now so close! I quickened my pace as I entered the historic quarter.

I knew this area. My wife and I had spent several days in Santiago two years earlier. I knew the geography. And I knew that the Cathedral was now only about five minutes walk away.

And then something very strange happened.

I had a sudden urge to stop, and go no further.

I looked around and saw a little bar attached to a small boutique hotel. I walked in, ordered a beer and plate of chorizo and cheese, and sat down at a table.

I wasn’t ready to walk into the Cathedral square. It didn’t feel right. I knew my PGS was holding me back. Was it that I didn’t want the Camino to end? Or was it that after all the walking, and such a long day, I wasn’t emotionally prepared…

Emotionally prepared for what?

What was I expecting when I walked into the square and gazed up at the Cathedral? Was I expecting a celestial choir to break out into a rousing hymn? Was I expecting other pilgrims to kneel down before me and give me a We are not worthy salaam? Was I expecting some revelatory spiritual answer to the question as to why I’d done this walk?

Certainly there would be no-one to greet me. I’d got there a day before Balazs. I wasn’t sure about the others I’d walked with – Ivan the Terrible and His Beautiful Wife Giovanna, Bob and Joan, even Laszlo. And I didn’t have a clue where Rosa was.

I’d been so determined to get to Santiago in time to see Balazs and hand him back his towel that I’d walked on alone, and left most of the others behind. That meant today I would walk into the square by myself.

That didn’t bother me. I’d walked most of the Camino by myself. Walking into the square alone wasn’t a problem. I didn’t need a ticker-tape parade. I didn’t even need a shake of the hand, or a kiss and a hug. But I did need to centre myself, get myself focused, quieten all the raging emotions and conflicting thoughts that were coursing through me.

I slowly drank my beer, and picked at my plate of chorizo and cheese.

Still I wasn’t ready.

The barman, the bloke who’d served me, was also the manager of the hotel. I asked to see a room. I had no intention of staying in the hotel. I’d already booked a hotel elsewhere. But still I asked to see a room.

Bill, what are you doing?

I was stalling. I just didn’t want to walk into the square. I still wasn’t ready.

I stood by the lifts and made small talk to the hotel manager. He showed me a room. It was very nice. Big fluffy pillows. Nice toiletries. I resisted stealing them while he wasn’t looking. I made more small talk as we waited for the lifts to take us downstairs again.

I asked about the room rates. I asked for a card so I could phone back later and perhaps make a booking. I had no intention of phoning back later and making a booking. I was still stalling.

Finally I could stall no longer.

I’d eaten my chorizo and cheese, I’d drunk my beer. I’d checked the rooms and I knew the rates for the ones with the views as against the ones that didn’t have views. I preferred the ones with the views. I paid my bill and I stepped outside.

I could not put this off any longer.

I walked up the cobbled lanes, following the markers to the Cathedral.

And I got lost.

Just like I’d got lost on the very first day 100 meters outside St. Jean, here I was in the centre of Santiago, about 800 meters from the Cathedral, and I got lost.

A pilgrim walking by saw me, read my confusion, and came over. She was a Canadian, Canadians are very helpful. She said she’d lead the way, so I walked with her. But she wanted to talk. I didn’t want to talk. I was not capable of talking. And yet she just yabbered away, on and on and on about nothing, and I got more and more tense.

I had visions of stabbing her with one of my trekking poles and being hauled away by the police, only three hundred meters away from the Cathedral.

I politely thanked her, said I now knew where I was.

Not a problem, she said. I need to go to the square anyway. I’ll come with you.

She kept walking beside me. She kept yabbering. Finally I stopped by a beautiful old fountain and took out my camera. I said to her: I have to take a photo. Thanks a lot. I know my way from here.

Oh, she said. I love photography. What sort of camera is that? It’s a bit small, isn’t it? I bought my Canon. Big camera. But boy I’m so glad I did…

I wondered what my small Fuji camera would look like implanted in her forehead.

Thanks very much but I’ll see you later. Okay? I said the okay very pointedly, with a levelled gaze. She got the message loud and clear. Miffed, she walked off.

I waited until she disappeared into the crowd, and I kept walking.

I’d imagined this moment for years. Walking down the cobbled street beside the Cathedral, entering a large vaulted stone tunnel in which a busker played soul stirring music, walking down several flights of ancient stone steps then emerging out onto the square and turning to gaze up at the magnificent Cathedral.

Two years earlier I’d watched pilgrims arriving, and seen their joy at finally getting there. At the time, even back then, I’d imagined myself one day doing the same. During my months of training, and the pilgrimage itself, it was those visions that kept me going during the difficult times when I considered giving up.

And now I was about to do it.

There was a busker in the tunnel playing the bagpipes. The stirring music wafted up through the tunnel. Using my trekking poles, I carefully picked my way down each step, one by one. I was slow, not because I wanted to stretch out each moment, but because my knee was hurting. Having come all this way, I didn’t want to stumble and roll down the stairs and enter the square like a tumbleweed.

I got to the bottom of the stairs and I walked out of the stone-vaulted tunnel, out onto the square, and just as I’d imagined, I turned and looked up at the Cathedral. It was jaw dropping. As magnificent as I remembered.





I stood there as a pilgrim - having walked the Camino de Santiago.

I’d done it.
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Chapter 24

 

But I felt nothing.

Standing in the square, looking up at the Cathedral, I felt absolutely flat. I felt no sense of achievement, no waves of exultation, I had no spiritual or religious epiphany, the clouds didn’t part and a shaft of sunlight didn’t suddenly bathe me in a golden spotlight. Cherubs didn’t flutter down playing tiny harps.

The only feeling I had was one of immense relief.

I’d done it.

Apart from that, it was one gigantic anticlimax.

I saw the two Irish lasses and I went over and congratulated them. I then offered to take their photo in front of the Cathedral. I positioned them carefully, took the shots, then they offered to do the same with me.

I wasn’t happy with their shot – too much headroom - so I got them to do it again. And again. And again. After about six or seven attempts, I got a shot that was okay, and I posted it on my Facebook page. The only text I put with it was:

I made it.

I then went into the Cathedral.

I wandered around, and I felt myself drawing taller, puffing myself out a bit, feeling a certain sense of ownership. I now had a claim on the joint. I was now officially a pilgrim, so the Cathedral was mine, or partly mine. I was prepared to share it with other pilgrims, but definitely not tourists.

Bill, did you learn ANYTHING from this walk?

I walked around, but I felt agitated. I needed stillness, I needed to sit down and contemplate. I noticed there was a cordoned off section of pews right up the front, which was empty. I walked up and stepped over the velvet rope, drawing a glance from a security guard.

Just try and stop me buddy. I own this joint.

I sat down, I found a stillness, and I allowed the sanctity of the Cathedral to enter me. And I asked the question I’d been asking even before I left Australia: Why?

Why had I done this pilgrimage? Why had I put myself through this pain?

Now’s the time and place to give it to me straight.

I waited.

I was hoping a dove would flutter down from the Cathedral’s high vaulted ceiling with a message tied to its foot with a golden cord, written on parchment and giving me the answer.

Or a wizened homeless man would shuffle in and casually sit beside me, and with a pure clear gaze of bright blue eyes, he would stare into mine and give me some mumbled utterance, in English of course, that would stun me with its insight and wisdom.

Or at the very least, my phone would suddenly flash with a text message from a mysterious and unknown caller that would suddenly snap everything into place.

None of that happened, so I walked out, went to a bar and had a beer.

That didn’t help either, so I checked into my hotel.

A few important things happened once I got to my room. I took off my backpack and pulled out all my pharmaceuticals. Enough to cover the bed. Enough to keep a small African nation pain free for a week. I rang down to reception and asked them to bring up a wheelbarrow to carry it all away.

I then took off my boots and knew that I would never, in the foreseeable future, have to put them on again for a long day’s walk. I liked my boots. They’d been my friend. But it was time to sever the relationship.

I then unwound the crepe bandage on both feet and marvelled at how grotesque these appendages at the end of my legs had become. They looked like they should be put in a jar of formaldehyde and donated to medical science. I took the bandages and put them on the windowsill, hoping a bird might take them away and use them for a nest.

I then showered, and considered my future. I had to get my Compostela – the document that proved I’d walked the Camino. I then had to have a slap up meal, to celebrate. I also had to get the towel ready to give back to Balazs tomorrow.

I made my way to the Pilgrim’s Office to collect my Compostela. There was a forty minute wait. I looked at all the people in the queue. I recognized a couple of faces, but hardly anyone else.

Who are all these people? Where did they come from? Why hadn’t I seen them on my walk?

I saw Bob & Joan. They joined the line after me. We congratulated each other, and made plans to have dinner.

As I inched forward along the line, I began to wonder – is there going to be a drug test, like at the Olympics or the Tour de France? If so, I’d fail. My blood was full of Ibuprofen, and Coke Zero. Performance enhancing drugs.

Finally it was my turn to get my Compostela and I sat down at a booth in front of a young man who examined my passport in minute detail, to make sure it wasn’t a fake. Then he asked me a lot of very pointed questions.

The Spanish Inquisition…

He asked if I’d walked the whole way.

Yes.

He asked if I’d carried my backpack the whole way.

Yes.

He asked if I’d done the pilgrimage for religious or spiritual reasons.

You bastard. Why did you have to ask me that?

I hesitated. The room suddenly darkened and it was just him and me, sitting in a stark room across a table, lit by a single cone of light from an overhead bulb. I was sweating. There was a large mirror on the wall that I knew was a two way mirror, and sitting on the other side was God, with cartons of half eaten Chinese take-out by His side, and a stale cup of coffee.

He leaned forward, waiting for my answer.

I did it for spiritual reasons, I said, truthfully.

God leaned back and looked over to St. James, standing beside him, holding a cigarette pensively. The Apostle took a long drag, exhaled, and nodded. They were satisfied.

The Spanish Inquisitor filled out my Compostela, handed it to me, I went outside and paid €1 for a cardboard tube, rolled it up and put it inside, and walked out. I was glad I got it. It ticked the relevant box. But it meant nothing to me. The walk meant everything - the paper was a memento, nothing more.

I made my way back to the hotel slightly confused.

Tomorrow I didn’t have to walk. I didn’t have to get up early. I could sleep in. My only commitment was to meet Balazs out front of the Cathedral before the midday Mass. What was I going to do for all that time until then? I couldn’t walk even if I wanted to. A bird had taken all my bandages.

I did sleep in the next morning. Until 7am. I had a shower, trying hard not to look down at my hideous feet, then I looked over all my photos until it was a respectable time to go out and get a coffee. Spain is not an early riser. It’s hard to get coffee and breakfast before 9am.

I made my way up a cobblestone lane and saw a café bathed in sun, facing a small square. And sitting at a table out front was Rosa!

She saw me and squealed with delight, jumped up from the table and ran to me, and we hugged. Even in the early morning sunlight, Rosa glowed and it lit me warm. I ordered coffee and joined her. She too was waiting to see Balazs before the Mass. Laszlo would be there too.

We chattered away excitedly like two school kids catching up after a summer vacation, and then we wandered down to the Cathedral square.

Balazs wasn’t there, but Ivan the Terrible was, accompanied by His Beautiful Wife Giovanna. Ivan threw his arms open wide and grinned broadly. His whole face shone with delight.

Beeel, he said. You MADE it!

He came over and we hugged. Giovanna too was delighted to see me. And you no take bus, she said, beaming. Then added, uncertainly: Did you?

I saw the Aussie Storkers – the three blokes who’d critiqued every town on the number of storks that nested in the church belltowers. I went over and we swapped congratulations. Then, knowing that I was a photographer, they got me to take a shot of them, standing sideways one behind the other, to show their wives back home how much weight they’d lost.

I’d just finished when I was slapped on the shoulder from behind. It was Balazs. I hadn’t seen him since that morning in Pamplona when he’d given me his towel before heading off with Laszlo.

I produced the towel. With due ceremony befitting the opening of a bridge or the launching of a ship, (an ocean liner?) I handed it back to him. Rosa took photos, and I thought I heard polite clapping from an assembled throng, but perhaps I imagined it.

Balazs bundled up the towel, put it in his pocket and then he shook his head and laughed. I never thought you’d make it, he said, and here you are.

Laszlo then joined us, and more photos were taken of the Taxi Four. I flashed back on that first afternoon in St. Jean Pied de Port, when we’d sat together outside a café and chatted nervously, each of us wondering what lay ahead.

That was a lifetime ago.

We went into the Cathedral but it was packed. Standing room only.

I stood beside a huge stone pillar where I could see the ceremony, which was soon to start. I looked at the crowd. I saw pilgrims I recognized. Bob and Joan were sitting up the front. They must have got there early.

My eye wandered back along row after row of pews. There must have been more than a thousand people waiting for the Mass to commence.

I caught the eye of a Korean lass who was sitting with her mother. I’d seen them on and off during the walk. The mother, like me, had developed bad pain in one of her legs. The daughter saw me, and her face lit up. Her eyes widened and she literally put her hand to her mouth and gasped, like she’d seen a ghost.

She got up off her pew and began to make her way through the crowd to get to me, on the other side of the Cathedral. I watched as she threaded her way between the packed pews, moving with a sense of urgency that confused me.

Finally she reached me and she rushed up and threw her arms around me, giving me a huge hug. She was crying. This was a young lady whom I’d spoken to maybe half a dozen times over the past month. I didn’t even know her name. So I didn’t quite understand why she was being so emotional.

She disentangled herself from me and, with tears still streaming down her cheeks and eyes wide with wonder, she said: You made it! And then a crease furrowed her brow, and she asked: You take taxi?

I laughed. And told her that no, I’d walked the whole way.

She looked relieved.

She returned to her pew and kept looking over at me, and nudging her mother who stared at me too. They both smiled and blew me kisses.

The service started.

It was all in Spanish but I didn’t care. I just let the words wrap around me, and nourish me in ways I couldn’t understand.

I was hoping that the service would include the swinging of the Botafumeiro – a huge canister made of bronze and brass, hand carved and hundreds of years old. It contained incense, and was hoisted up on pulleys mounted in the high ceilings of the Cathedral, and swung in huge arcs by eight men in red robes.

Originally it was used to smoke the church and clear the air of the stench of filthy pilgrims. Today it’s largely a crowd-pleasing ceremony, which is quickly followed by the handing around of the donation box.

The service, as redolent and comforting as it was, dragged on. My knee was hurting. I had to shift my weight from leg to leg, like I did during vespers at the Samos monastery.

Finally the pain got so bad I had to go outside and sit down. I made my way out, winding my way through the pressing crowd until I reached the exit, but it was closed.

Don’t they have fire regulations in this country?

Unable to get out, I returned to my large stone column, and stood beside my Taxi Four mates. And then several red robed churchmen hauled out the Botafumeiro and hoisted it up, and swung it high and wide. Smoke billowed out from the ancient golden canister.

My PGS had made it impossible for me to leave. It wanted me to see this.

It was a magnificent spectacle, and it ticked the last remaining box on my Camino To Do list. I’d seen the Botafumeiro. It concluded the ceremony, and it concluded my pilgrimage.

Afterwards, we Taxi Four filed out of the packed Cathedral, and we had lunch. We found a small little restaurant down a side street and we ordered up big. We laughed, and we took photos, and we got other diners to take photos of us too, because didn’t you know? We were famous. We were the Biarritz Taxi Four.

And during this lunch, something occurred to me. Something hit me very powerfully. I realised I was happy.

I was utterly and completely happy.

Right at that moment, I was free of all the burdens of my life. Nothing mattered, other than our laughter, and our tall stories, and the swiftly reducing level of the wine in our glasses.

I looked at these people I was sharing this happiness with. A month ago I’d never met them. Now we had a friendship beyond words.

We redeployed to a bar and sat outside in the afternoon sun, and a couple of other pilgrims joined us, and sometime during that vague and hazy afternoon and on the pretext of going to the bathroom, I slipped away.

I didn’t want any emotional farewells. There was nothing more I could say to them that I hadn’t already said. I walked along an empty lane deep in shadow, deep in thought.

I was in emotional overload.

I didn’t understand what just happened. I’d walked an ancient pilgrimage. And it had changed my life. I was now a different person. I could feel it. I could feel that my life would now be divided into Before the Camino… and After the Camino.

The next day I met Jennifer at the airport. I had to take a bus, which felt traitorous. Buses had become anathema to me. They were vile evil things. They were the work of Satan, sent to tempt me into eternal damnation by Giovanna.

But I was buggered if I was going to walk to the airport.

I waited in a café for her flight to arrive, and then there she was, coming through the sliding glass doors, so beautiful and smiling and full of a light that came from some other place, a place I wanted to be. A place I might just have been…
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Epilogue

 

To walk the Camino is to do a pilgrimage.

That’s what I did - I became a pilgrim.

I followed in the footsteps of millions of other pilgrims who, over the years, the decades, the centuries, have made their way to Santiago.

What did I learn?




GRATITUDE:


I learnt to be grateful. Grateful for simple things.

For a bed at night. For clean clothes in the morning. I was grateful when it didn’t rain. I was grateful when the pain receded.

I learnt the meaning of gratitude.




HUMILITY:

I learnt humility.

My pain humbled me.

Other people humbled me too –

People who walked much further than me. People with pain much greater than mine.

Ultimately though, I was humbled by the occasion. By just walking the Camino.

That in itself was humbling.




THE POWER OF INCREMENTS

I learnt I could achieve big goals by taking small steps.

A lot of small steps.

But only if I didn’t give up until I’d reached my goal.




MY POSSESSIONS ARE MY BURDEN:

I carried everything I needed on my back. Up and down mountains, across plains, over rivers.

My possessions were my burden. Anything unnecessary was an unnecessary burden.

It’s the same in life. My possessions are my burden.




JUDGE NOT:

There were so many times I judged people.

People I thought old and frail. People I thought not as capable as me.

Actually I mis-judged them. I was wrong.

I learnt that I must never judge, and never underestimate others.




MIRACLES ARE POSSIBLE:

I discovered I was able to overcome obstacles I didn’t think possible.

And I saw miracles.

My pain left me on the Meseta. My eyesight improved. But perhaps the greatest miracle of all is that I changed.




I BRING FORTH WHAT I FEAR THE MOST:

I learnt that what I fear the most, I bring into my life.

I was scared of steep climbs. Scared I wouldn’t make it. And because of my fear, I nearly didn’t.

I was scared my knee would thwart me.

It nearly did.

What I fear, I attract.




THE WORST THAT CAN HAPPEN ISN’T SO BAD:

I discovered a magic mantra: What’s the worst that can happen?

Say that, and my fear disappears.

Because the worst that can happen invariably isn’t so bad after all.

I can deal with it.

So why should I live in fear?




I CAN TRUST MY PGS:

I learnt I could trust my PGS – my Personal Guidance System – my intuition.

It shepherded me dextrously along the Camino.

The times I ignored it were the times I had difficulties.

The times I trusted it were the times I experienced something wonderful or profound.




EVERY DAY IS A PILGRIMAGE:

I learnt that I don’t need to walk the Camino to be a pilgrim.

I can be a pilgrim every day of my life…

If I see my life as a pilgrimage.




WHAT DID I ULTIMATELY LEARN?

That the only thing that matters - that truly matters - is love.

 










  About the Author

 

Bill Bennett is an Australian based film director. He lives in Mudgee, in Central New South Wales, with his wife Jennifer. The Way, My Way is his first book.
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