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Klaus-Rupprecht Wasmuht


Two Brothers on the Camino Santiago de Compostela


What is important in this life?


Translated from German by Janette Patricia Marson, www.jan@promet.fsnet.co.uk




Prologue


An admonitory note with words of Rabindranath Tagore


Learning is not merely dependent on school. Much more important is the receptive mind of the student. There are many scholars who gain diplomas, but who learn nothing.


Just as many search for places of pilgrimage, and so leave the threshold of the invisible shrine where the eternal spirit of that place lives.


Their belief is that the mere journey to a place regarded as holy will bring blessings. Their minds are not troubled by the unspeakable pollution of water and air to which they themselves are contributing, or by the immorality which cares to spread there.


We seem to have forgotten that all worship implies the obligation to serve. In order to be able to get nearer to the divine presence in water and air we must keep them clean and pure and treat them with full respect.


The more our land loses its spiritual properties, the more elaborate are the expressed rites.




Preamble


How it happened that we walked the Camino


What is important in this life?


My brother asked me this question after the following incident.


He tried to reach me by phone and e-mail, but was repeatedly unable to do so. He complained to my partner that he couldn’t get hold of the “chap” and couldn’t discuss important matters with me. My partner confirmed that she was having similar communication problems.


Over a weekend at that time I was reading a book given to me for my birthday, “The Pilgrimage” by Paulo Coelho, whilst at the same time I was thinking a lot about my brother. When I learned from my partner that my brother had unsuccessfully been trying to contact me I wrote him an e-mail and asked him, amongst other things, ….what are the fundamentally important issues on Earth you refer to?


Kind regards.


The reply came:


I wanted to tell you that I have planned a trek for May 2008 to Santiago de Compostela on the Way of St. James, starting from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. Do you want to come with me? That would be such a significant event in our lives?


My reply was as follows:


You obviously have much more understanding for important matters than you generally show to the world. I am thinking here, for example, about you moaning that you can never contact me by phone and that you had to use an indirect way via Hanny.


The phone, or the now popular “mobile” seems to me to be more a disruptive device rather than a means for important communications. Since I stopped using it (additionally no newspapers and no TV at all) I can connect much better with the so-called morphogenetic field. This, for example, is a thought wavelength which people can connect with through intensive thought processes; a type of telepathy. So I am particularly pleased that “hermano major” (older brother) is synchronized and gladly reply to his question “Do you want to come with us?” as follows.


Yes, willingly, with great pleasure! Instead of May I would prefer June (that is not a condition, merely a suggestion), as the days are longer then.


Kind regards, Your Brother.


“Alea iacta est”, the die is cast. The departure date is not yet clear, but is imminent (in one year).


A further remark:


My brother` s text is italicized and centred.




Departure and Daily Journey


21.04.2008 by plane from Montevideo (My brother’s journey)


A Nandu in the Engine


On the 21.4.2008 our journey to Santiago de Compostela began with a flight, my wife and I flying from Carrasco/Montevideo airport to Madrid.


A neighbouring passenger, a wine-growing estate owner, and his wife, also intend to accompany us from Madrid.


Straight after take-off, and as the flight had already reached a considerable height, there was a sound like an explosion, which was accompanied by shuddering. After that came an announcement from the Captain, that due to technical reasons he would have to dump the fuel and return to Carrasco.


At the same time the rumour went round the cabin that a bird had allegedly gone into the engine, whereupon my friend said drily “that was at least a Nandu then!”


I asked the steward whether the dumping of kerosene could be avoided, considering the high price of fuel and also the effects of pollution. However, following his reply that he, and surely I, would prefer pollution to a crash, I resisted offering further advice.


We managed, together with rucksacks, to make it onto an American Airlines flight at the last moment, and then in Buenos Aires got seats on a direct Iberia flight to Madrid.


Despite a four-hour delay, we were able to take the onward flight from Madrid to Pamplona on the 22nd April. From Pamplona we took a taxi to Saint Jean-Pied-de-Port, where we arrived late afternoon and without any further events, found accommodation in the hotel “Central”.


The couple we had befriended were not so lucky, as they were only able to get a flight to Madrid a week later.


23.04.2008 Journey: Mainz-Paris-Bayonne- Saint Jean-Pied-de-Port (my journey)


Before my trip I received well-meant advice and warnings from many dear friends, acquaintances and relatives. Stray dogs would be dangerous, lack of water during the daily treks could cause inflammation of the kidneys, there was the risk of becoming lost in inhospitable areas, we should take a GPS system with us so that it would be possible to get help quickly in the case of an emergency and a comprehensive first aid pack for hikers would definitely be necessary. Also, detours would be required with routes being impassable due to the construction of a motorway, with these only being possible by bus; “queues” of hiking pilgrims would get on our nerves with the clattering of their sticks and long stretches of heavy traffic on the highways would not only be dangerous, but also unhealthy, due to the carbon dioxide emissions from the endless queues of vehicles.


What occurred to me whilst listening intently was that each suggestion, however well-intended, reflected the person’s own fears or concerns and came from “city dwellers” who live the whole year in an inhospitable environment or who are constantly surrounded by noise and stinking motor vehicles, or who are regularly at home taking pills.


Besides warnings and well-meant suggestions, I also received wishes and requests from some friends and acquaintances, amongst these were wishes for rejuvenation and also a curious request.


This came from Eddi, a health practitioner colleague. He asked me to be on the lookout for beings of the heavenly world, which make themselves evident through unidentifiable flying objects at certain remote holy places of the Earth at a certain time of awakened spiritual maturity of a particular person, inviting this person on an interstellar journey into space.


On this particular journey the chosen homo sapiens is initiated into a higher cosmic order and released back on Earth to promote peace and freedom in our world, in the sense of a new order of society.


Eddi was sure, according to his belief in my capacity for exomatosis (out of body experiences), that I would experience such an “encounter”, and I would merely have to prepare intensively for this occurrence.


My reaction to this was quite reserved. This conflicted with my intention to act unselfconsciously. Instead of preparing myself intensively, I would prefer to take things as they come, was my reply. “He journeyed on his way rejoicing.” This baptismal verse was made known to me by my parents and has always served me well on my life journey.


“Unspoilt by Progress” and “follow your instinct”, two inspired advertising slogans from the Banks Brewery in Wolverhampton, a town where I was employed for 15 years, have become another two favourite sayings accompanying me on my journey. So, with trust and confidence I await the day of departure.


I also generally keep the wise proverb “More haste, less speed” in mind, but on this morning I unfortunately fail to regard this.


Against Hanny’s advice to set the alarm so that I get up on time at 4.30, I stay true to my usual custom and don’t rely on an alarm to wake me. I had mentally programmed myself to wake at 4.30, but I awoke one hour earlier and decided to spend the remaining “waiting time” in a semi-sleep.


However, I fell back into a proper sleep and was only awoken from my slumber by the early morning concert of blackbirds at 5 o’clock. The train departs at 5.40 and it is 20 minutes on foot to the station. There is not much time. I hastily pack the remaining items such as washing kit and train tickets into the rucksack, and the notepad and guidebook in my trouser pocket. No time for breakfast, nothing to drink, “up and away”.


It is only when I arrive at the station that I notice my sleeping bag is missing. I thought I had strapped it outside the rucksack on top of the tent. Somewhere on the way it had detached itself.


Without a sleeping bag it will be too cold in the tent; I need to get a replacement from somewhere. Then comes the announcement that the train to Mannheim is ten minutes late: More haste, less speed again comes to mind. The loss of the sleeping bag could have been avoided.


Change in Mannheim, then a further delay due to mechanical problems with the train. In Paris from Gare de Est to Gare Montparnasse with the Metro. There I remembered the saying “necessity (and time) is the mother of invention”, so in a nearby shopping gallery in “Sport” I find a replacement sleeping bag which costs me one hundred and fifty five Euros.


At ten past twelve the onward journey continues with the TGV via Poitiers, Bordeaux to Bayonne and from there with the “slow train” to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.


The wide, blooming rapeseed fields flit past as if in a time-lapse. No time to look in more detail, but I think how useful, or rather how foolish it is, to use the fertile arable land to produce bio-fuel. Instead of providing healthy nutrition for people, fertile areas of land are being cultivated to fill-up thousands of vehicles; what a topsy-turvy world.


In the row in front of me sits a young couple with two small children, the daughter may be five years old, the son two. The father has ruffled hair, he could be called Pierre, and the mother wears her hair in braids, which dangle down from her head giving her a somewhat childlike impression.


It’s touching how they take care of their children and patiently entertain them. The children are content and amazingly quiet for a long period of time. However this changes after the parents give the children Cola Light and some sweets. A while after consuming these, the children begin to wail and point to their small stomachs which feel bloated.


The pressure in their small bodies seems to increase and they become more restless and finally begin to cry. It took a long while before they returned to normal.


I arrive on time at 17.30 in Bayonne. At 18.15 the journey continues almost in slow motion to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, past small villages in the traditional Basque province of Labourd. The names of these idyllic villages make you think of another planet: Ixtassou, Louhossoa, Biderray. Beautiful houses in the Basque building style can be seen, with medieval bridges crossing small, lively rivers.


The scenes change in rapid succession. High mountains rise up majestically, then woods, then the train rattles leisurely over several bridges which have been built over the small mountain river, which winds like a snake from right to left. Every now and then the water swirls up to form rapids.


Here the water is still clean, young and lively. My thoughts follow the currents of this small idyllic river and I imagine how later it will get wider through its tributaries, flowing into large rivers, becoming bigger and bigger, but also more laden and more unwieldy, then finally flowing into the open sea.


I think of the concluding sentence of Sri Swami Sivananda, where he ends his explanation of the Bhagavadgita:


“The purpose of the river’s movement is to reach the ocean’s immovable state. Just as all our efforts are necessary to reach the effortless highest state of consciousness”.


The sky smiles aquamarine blue, the sun shines light gold and this most agreeable brightness is interrupted by profound darkness as we go through one tunnel or another. Sheep and cows graze on lush green meadows. After the “time-lapse travel” by TGV I feel a deep beneficial peace and a certain longing and anticipation that I will soon be allowed to roam through this glorious landscape.


In Saint Jean-Pied-de-Port my carriage on the train stops, as if staged in a play, directly next to a bank on which my brother and his wife are awaiting my arrival in their full hiking gear. A big Hello and joyful greetings follow. We stroll through the sleepy towns and enjoy a lovely evening.


24.04.2008 From Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Roncesvalles


At seven o’clock my brother is already prepared to set off. However, the previous evening his wife had suggested half past seven which was fine with me, as I assumed this suited my brother. Around seven o’clock my sister-in-law and I went to a spring in the opposite direction to fill up our drinking bottles and to a Panderia to buy some rolls. At that moment my brother lost his patience and marched off without us. Later he told us, that shortly after walking through Santiago Gate he was caught up by Roland - a weighty person in every respect.


Roland recounted his life-story; a retired official from the countryside department in Wolfratshausen, Bavaria, he had already lost thirteen kilograms through his hiking travels, he was mad on cheap flights to Palermo, Greece and exotic places, all costing around forty Euros.


In Huntto (Honto) my brother left Roland and waited for us. Now for a climb upwards.


Col Bentarte and Col de Lepoeder are summits which try to elude us. Although we had walked a good distance these peaks didn’t seem to be getting any closer.


We passed Roland’s spring. A moment for reflection: Not far from here the rear guard of the retreating army of Charlemagne the Great, under the leadership of another Roland, Roland the knight, was attacked by a Basque army.


In this retaliation campaign – due to the destruction of Pamploma by the Franks – Roland and eleven of his knights were killed.


The later “Roland’s Song” portrayed the attackers as Moors, Roland was lionized as a brave hero and Charlemagne was celebrated as the saviour of Christendom.


“Jacob’s Way” was already known in the pre-Christian era. The Christian “Jacob’s Way” is based on a legend, in which Jacob, in fulfilling the task as missionary of Jesus, is said to have preached Christian beliefs in Spain.


In the course of time this legend has assumed increased importance and European dimensions. Its national significance has been recognized since the 10th Century.


In the early Middle Ages Santiago de Compostela was already ranked with the distant places of pilgrimage of Rome and Jerusalem. James became a “Matamoros”, the Moor-slayer, and spiritual symbol of the Reconquista.


The “discovery” of the grave and the emerging James’s cult created a stronger identification for the expanding Asturian empire and helped legitimize it. As so often, faith is used to strengthen political power.


At last we make it, and we stop off at Roncesvalles in “Posadas”, where we stay for the night. Here I notice that my Pilgrim Pass is missing.


After thinking a while – we should look with our heads - I “see” the pass, lying on the counter at the “Panaderia” in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. R.I.P, I think, it won’t be stamped.


However my brother and sister-in-law persuade me to get a replacement pass here in Roncesvalles and accompany me to the hostel, where I acquire a second pass plus stamp and the remark “Credential de Saint-Joan perdido” (lost).


We attend Mass in the church and treat ourselves to an excellent supper after the long trek, climbing one thousand metres in altitude.




25.04.2008 – from Roncesvalles to Zubiri


Now is time to descend. On the way my brother is caught up by a couple from Linz, who ask where he is from.


I come from Uruguay, which is not in Africa. “No, no” says the husband, “South America, I believe.” He says he is responsible for buying material for BMW in Linz and asks whether Jos knows what BMW stands for. Yes, I know, my small grandson explained that to me once. As he was being disciplined by his mother, my daughter, he retorted “You are a BMW.”


His mother replied that she was not a car. “No” said the little one. “You are a böse Mama Wasmuht” (bad tempered Mama Wasmuht). That is my connection with BMW.


The husband smiled, amused, and said he had heard a lot in connection with BMW, but so far nothing like that.


Zubiri, our destination for the day, is overrun with pilgrims. Brother Claas, who has hurried ahead, manages to get the last three beds in the local “Refugio” and has already paid for the night. As we go to prepare the beds two of them have already been taken. From a conversation overheard by chance, I can conclude that a German couple have seized them and have put their rucksacks on them. As they are talking the wife says that it isn’t fair to grab the beds this way, but in their plight it is justified.


I speak to them and ask whether they believe this behaviour is compatible with the spirit of the pilgrimage. They are amazed to be confronted with their behaviour and leave the hostel sheepishly.


In the meantime my brother’s wife, who didn’t like the atmosphere in the hostel at all, has tried to find alternative accommodation and, surprisingly, has struck lucky.


She contacted her angel, “Senora del Rosario de San Nicolas” imploringly, and the Senora has sent her a lady in Zubiri, who lets her have an apartment in a skyscraper with kitchen, bathroom and two bedrooms. We moved into this “Chalet” and handed over our beds in the hostel to exhausted late arrivals, who were very grateful.


My sister-in-law had already previously told me of her angel. She had received a medallion from a teacher in a ceramics painting class which showed Nuestro Senora del Rosario de San Nicolas. The following day she went walking with her daughter on the beach and saw something in the sand, shimmering in the sun. It was a chain with a medallion which simply showed the Senora. She kept the chain and since then the Senora helps her in critical situations, for example along a ridge-walk in the mountains with my nephew, when she nearly lost her nerve.


26.04.2008 – from Zubiri to Pamplona


The apartment was left “picobello”, my sister-in-law even making the beds. Later the departure is at half past nine, across the medieval bridge, past the magnesite factory, through the “charga” (open wound) of the works. My brother explains to me that his son, our “coordinator” and engineer of metallurgy earns his money with magnesite. This is needed as furnace lining in steel production. Eighteen kilograms of magnesite are used for one tonne of steel. Magnesite withstands higher temperatures, is however not as resistant to temperature changes as dolomite.


Along the way we meet a young family with a donkey, Joshu, and two small children, a boy and a girl. The father, Christoph, is travelling to Pamplona with his family. The four of them beam with joy. Their light blue eyes twinkle like little stars and Joshu patiently carries the luggage.


In the Albergue Doris and Ernst stamp our passes “Friends of Paderborn”. This charming couple interrupt their supper to do this and tell us that they take turns with others to run the hostel for three weeks on a voluntary basis. They have been here just a few days. You can stay the night here for two Euros and in addition can have breakfast.


Sometimes there are troublemakers, for example like some Koreans, who set off early morning from Zubiri to arrive after four hours – at ten o’clock in the morning – to make sure they get a bed and then set off again noisily the next morning, at five o’clock, chatting loudly in the shower room and disturbing those still asleep.


We don’t spend the night at the hostel; not because we are concerned about such Koreans, but because we prefer a more comfortable stay today. So we spend the night in the “Hotel tres Reyes”. This hotel is regarded as a “Superior First Class Hotel”, in the centre of Pamplona, a town which Ernest Hemingway made famous as a fascinating town in his novel Fiesta: The Sun also rises.


I get a different “flavour” of the place. My room, number 511, has not been cleaned, the bed is in a complete mess and the towel in the bathroom lies crumpled on the floor, the tooth mug has been used. After I complain everything is made nice and in addition I receive a fruit plate with the name cards of the couple who are the managers, with best wishes for a pleasant stay.


However, the nicely polished bright red Fuji apple proves to be totally rotten inside. Nonetheless the kiwi, banana and pear are edible.


I leave my clothes, which are damp with sweat, on the railing of the balcony to dry. Jos and Caris do the same thing with their hiking gear, which they have washed by hand.


In his time as President of the hotel chain Cesar Park in South America my brother would have ejected such hotel guests together with their balcony washing. This would have perhaps been better for us, as later became apparent.


We wish to eat at “La Cepa” as this restaurant has been recommended by connoisseurs.


As we look around for a table in the totally empty restaurant the Waiter tells us in a friendly tone that unfortunately there is no room. A strange, contradictory situation, but it’s no use. As a substitute we decide on having our evening meal at our hotel. Nouvelle Cuisine, plaice and trout for the brother and sister-in-law, rice with vegetables for me, and with it a bottle of red wine. All served with a lot of theatre for one hundred and sixty three Euros. A spot of colour here, a spot of colour there, the rice is mushy and soft and the vegetables are overcooked.


We are too tired to play skat today, so off to bed. In the night – it is Saturday – a lot of young people drift around, they have been drinking and make a noise until late after midnight, clearly training for the celebrations in honour of the patron saint San Fermi (Sanfermines) from the 6th to the 14th July and particularly for the bull runs (encierros), when the people abandon themselves to a collective frenzy of feast and alcohol.


An overnight stay in the house of the friends of Paderborn would probably have been more comfortable.




27.04.2008 – from Pamplona to Punta la Reina


Our way leads us over a mountain crest with a wind farm, which is followed by a stony descent.


A conversation develops with my brother about our youth in the time after the war. When he was ten years old he was pushing a handcart not far from our parent’s house near to the “Viermärker Eiche” (a famous Oak tree at the joining border of four municipalities) to fetch water from a well. He was stopped by a German soldier who wanted to borrow the handcart to transport ammunition and crates with other contents to a nearby camp.


Suddenly the soldier was shot in the stomach by the enemy and urged my brother to run home quickly. There, an anxious mother was waiting for him in the cellar, which also had its own entrance from outside. Outdoors an air raid was taking place. Therefore her anxiety was understandable and mother, by way of greeting, slapped the face of her son, who was still wearing his steel helmet. Bravely the boy stood there and retorted “it is forbidden to slap a German soldier”, whereupon he got another smack.


On our way we met with Harald and Elisabeth from Australia. Both are seventy seven years old. He was an Engineer with the Navy and by his own account worked hard up to the age of twenty eight, by which time he had already earned enough money. Elisabeth is a qualified nurse.


Harald and I started to philosophise playfully on the topic of “luck”. Harald was of the opinion that we can’t influence anything, everything is in the genes.


The argument with the genes is well known to me. In my opinion this is a popular alibi for one’s innocence or victimhood. The example given is often that the Grandfather and the Grandmother have suffered an illness and therefore one’s own illness is pre-programmed.


My reply is: The genes carry the most diverse potential for development, but we can have control over this. Here I quote an incident from the famous golf player, Gary Player:


At a big tournament Gary chipped the ball straight out of the sand bunker into the hole, to great applause from the golf fans standing nearby. As he stepped onto the green to fetch the golf ball from the hole he heard a spectator calling to him “that was lucky Mr Player”. Gary continued leisurely, bent down and seized the ball and went up to the lady, passing her the ball with the words “Madam, the more I practise, the luckier I am”.


This doesn’t only apply to sport and leisure. I try to demonstrate this philosophy to Harald in the light of modern Psycho-Neuro-Immunology. PNI recognizes the corresponding effects between the psyche, nervous system, and the immune system in the sense that all information – through hormone distribution – is put in motion for corresponding interaction.


Actually this was recognized in ancient times, as for example the bible confirms. Belief, love, hope, joy and happiness have a lifting and freeing effect, while hatred, envy, conflict, rage, and aggression have a lowering and adverse effect. Fortune or misfortune don’t just occur, they depend on practice, on how one deals with situations.
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