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To those who have walked with me
on the Way of Life
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Prologue





‘Pilgrimages are not athletic events, not only because they often punish the body but because they are often gone on by those who are seeking the restoration of their own or a loved one’s health. They are for the least equipped rather than the most.’


—Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking





I was always a wanderer, though I don’t recall ever getting lost. Lost, as in I couldn’t find my way. I never had the desolate feeling of isolation and the fear you can experience when you are in strange surroundings, and you don’t know where you are, or (as I was taught to say in another context) you ‘don’t know what the form is’ in a given situation.


My earliest memory of wandering is from my childhood in 1950s Kenya. I was visiting the capital, Nairobi, with my family. Country folk in the big smoke, we stayed on the edge of the city. I was six years old, and it was the middle of the Kenya Emergency – otherwise known as the Mau Mau rebellion. For me this had manifested in night-time terrors. Back in our Kisumu home on the shores of Lake Victoria, I would awaken and, hearing noises outside my bedroom window, I would scream, ‘Mau Mau, Mau Mau,’ until my parents arrived from the other end of the house – with assurances that the rustling outside my window was not a gang attack, but hippos up from the lake, grazing on the flower bed.


Staying with relations in the big city, we took a walk before dinner on a track which the local population used to reach their homes on a reservation outside the city limits. I lagged the rest of the family on our venture into the bundu, a Shona word imported into Swahili and meaning the back of beyond. It was open ground outside the city limits. The only reason I caught up was that the family had turned back for home. They told me I had just missed seeing an impala cross the track. I had badly wanted to see it and, perhaps petulantly, said I would go on and find it. My father may have wanted to call my bluff, for he told me to go ahead. And I did. Wandering into the unknown, on a mission, focused on a goal. And I kept walking, oblivious of time. It was some while later that I became aware of someone running behind me and turned to see my red-faced father rapidly approaching.


Many years later, reading Wanderlust: A History of Walking by Rebecca Solnit, I came across a passage that chimed with that childhood memory:




Children begin to walk to chase desires no one else will fulfil for them: the desire for that which is out of reach, for freedom, for independence from the secure confines of the maternal Eden.





Throughout the rest of my childhood, I continued to engage in wandering behaviour, but it didn’t involve much footwork. By the time I turned eighteen, I had been to five primary schools and two secondary schools, and I had called seven places home, all spread out over three continents: Europe, Africa and North America.


In my middle age, I felt a degree of satisfaction that my own children had reached maturity having gone to only one primary school and one secondary school and had called just one place home. They’d had lives that were anchored – at least in a physical sense.


But now, in older age, I wonder – is this type of security of place definitely the best way to go about it? I’m not sure. There was a lack of rootedness in my younger life to be sure, and perhaps a lack of stable bonds. From the age of seven to eighteen, I spent thirty-six weeks of each year in boarding school, with eight of those years being on a different continent to my family home. There was a great deal of movement – many hellos, but a lot of goodbyes as well. While a good deal of the latter brought elements of pain through loss, the changes compelled me to be open to whatever new situation might arise.


These questions of security of place were renewed by the pilgrimage described in the pages that follow. When I was on pilgrimage, my location changed every day, and I was comfortable with that. Not clinging to this experience or that person, but keeping moving forward towards whatever would come next. And I wonder if that isn’t the essence of pilgrimage, as of life.


After my secondary education was completed in England, I spent a year on an exchange scholarship in North America. California in the 1960s seemed to be a great place to be a teenager. I was dazzled by the hamburger stalls, by Sunset Strip and just by being that close to Hollywood. Yet there was a rootlessness to life there. I knew I wouldn’t settle in this place – though perhaps this was because I was under a curfew of sorts. If I didn’t leave the United States by the time my twelve months was completed, I would automatically be classified A1 in the military draft, and in the mid-1960s that meant certain transport to Vietnam. This was not the path for me.


While in the US, I completed applications for university entrance in Europe for the following October, including one to Trinity College Dublin, in the homeland of my stepmother, Peggy. The first offer to come through was from Trinity and, determined to add another country to my list of homes, I accepted the offer.


When I arrived in Dublin, I understood that this was going to be home for four years, and so I decided to let myself settle down in this place. So much so that I didn’t return to England for two years, spending vacations working in the Dublin area while classmates travelled to the canning factories of the UK.


I remained for five years in the same digs in Sandymount, emphasising, perhaps, my intention to become more settled. The landlord living in this small two-storey terraced home was a Garda and, with his wife, they had three children in primary school. In this accommodation, I was soon to be treated as one of the family and, as an only child – and an itinerant one at that – I took to it like a duck to water. So, just when I should have been breaking free and going wild, I heard the call to settle down in a place where I distinctly felt at home.


I studied Irish history and learned the language on an intensive course with Gael Linn on Grafton Street, and I even wore a Fáinne Nua (the pin badge worn to show a willingness to speak Irish) for a period. When that course was completed the only way to continue seemed to be with Conradh na Gaeilge in Harcourt Street. There, I was issued with a reading book that looked more suited to a primary school child, and indeed as a class we were seated at desks that were reminiscent of a primary school classroom.


In despair I eventually gave up trying to pronounce these strangely spelled words – which of course were the same ones I was familiar with from my Gael Linn course, where we did a lot of talking but no reading or writing. There’s a lesson there for those looking to promote the use of the Irish language among young people (though I’m not the one to lead that charge, I think).


At this time I discovered Dublin city and its environs on foot and largely alone. This was the best way, unhampered by public transport schedules or the distracting conversation of others. I never thought of these ramblings as an odyssey, and certainly not a pilgrimage either (as I understood it then), but nevertheless these walks connected me to the new world I had come to live in, and in a sense they rooted me to the geography of the place.


These were not pastoral walks. The traffic, though less dense than you’d find today, polluted the air much more thickly in those days of leaded petrol. But a great deal of my walking, during and after my university days, was done to get myself to lectures or to work in a way that was economical. Simply put, walking saved bus fares, which meant I had money left over for more interesting expenditures.


Mentions of perambulating through urban areas, as I did, might seem out of place with the concept of pilgrimage and the intention of this book, but recent pilgrimages have demonstrated to me that to walk a path is to follow in the footsteps of those who have come before you. Pilgrims of old travelled by the same routes as merchants and traders, and the pilgrims of today often do the same.


I saw this most clearly when on the Portuguese Camino from Lisbon in 2013. As far as Porto on the way to Santiago, the path is close to main roads and passes through all the major towns and cities. This is why many pilgrims choose to start this particular Camino in Porto itself, thus avoiding the more industrialised section. But then, one of the delights for me of the ‘pre-Porto’ way is that, in every town and village where there is a fire station, the operators of that station are obliged to provide accommodation for pilgrims for the night and to stamp their pilgrim passport.


A fire station is not de luxe accommodation, but it is free, and I enjoyed it. Usually, there are just two dormitories – male and female. All the fire officers are on standby, so they go to bed fully clothed. I felt a bit of a wuss changing into pyjamas. There was never a call-out in my experience, and there was even one night when I was invited to join the station staff for a drink. This involved crossing the road and entering a bar by the back door to join what looked like a lock-in. Happily, they only wanted to see if I liked the local aqua vita. Being able to consume two shots without ill effect told them I liked it well enough, and I was allowed to return to what then felt like a luxury bed – and I had a very good night’s sleep.


My college days were a time of political awakening, if not so much for me, then for my fellow student travellers. It was a time marked by protests and marches. These were, essentially, gatherings and walks. I find it fascinating that Martin Luther King Jr, who led the Alabama March from Selma to Montgomery in 1965, and was a beacon on the road to civil rights, titled his first book Stride to Freedom. Some decades later, another titan of the cause, Nelson Mandela, published his autobiography Long Walk to Freedom. Both champions of that cause chose titles that echoed the act of walking, of what we do on pilgrimage, and of what children do when they get up off their hands and knees.


Rebecca Solnit makes the point that protest marches make demands while pilgrimages make appeals. The difference is in the authority with whom the walker is communicating. Protest marchers are speaking to fellow fallible human beings, albeit ones who wield what can seem to be godlike power. Pilgrims are talking to someone else. Is it God, the universe, themselves – and is there a difference? It’s something that can’t be contacted directly in the way that the governor’s office in Alabama could.


But these thoughts were nowhere near my conscious mind when I graduated from college. Pilgrimage, if I had been asked at that time, was for the religious freaks – the really holy ones, the ones who were sincere and didn’t just pay lip service.


The ending of my student days was marked by graduation, and in those times the expectation, both personal and societal, was of movement into a job and a confirmation of ‘settling down to life’. For me, as for others, this entailed being in one geographical location and following a fixed routine. A routine that brought with it tangible rewards. Like that child who rises onto their feet to walk towards desires no one else can fulfil, the worker commits to their routine to garner the comforts of life – a partner, a home, a family. It was to be a member of something, a part of the mainstream. Finding a job and pursuing a career was the obvious way to do this.


But when the career drew to a close and retirement arrived, I sensed a whole new world of possibilities opening up for me. I know people who dreaded the day of their retirement, but I couldn’t wait to get started. Like that child, all I had to do was get up and chase the desire. And for me, that meant walking, because it was something I could do, something I had done in the past, something that involved nothing more than putting one foot in front of the other.


So it began again. Walking in the Montagne Noire in southern France where I spent holidays during the closing years of my working life. Walking in the Wicklow hills to build strength and stamina for my pilgrimage to Santiago.


These were preparations for what I was committing to. But what was it like to actually walk a Pilgrim Way? I decided to find out. A year before the pilgrimage described in this book, I made a there-and-back pilgrimage between Castres and the Abbaye Saint-Benoît d’En Calcat.


On this last expedition, I had the experience not only of walking but also of arriving. This was new for me. The abbey is home to a silent order of Oblate monks and, as a single man, a cell was available to me inside the abbey, on the same corridor as the monks. Other pilgrims come here on retreat, but couples or those in families eat and sleep in modern accommodation in the grounds of the abbey and only enter the main building for Mass and other religious services. On arrival, I was met by the monk in charge of guests. He told me this was the only time he would speak to me, so I made sure to listen attentively as he told me the times and locations of Masses and meals. He also said I should sit at the circular table in the centre of the refectory – the monks would be on benches at long tables on three sides of the room. And after these words, I was on my own.


And in that quiet aloneness, I felt a peace like no other. If I had had this experience earlier in life, I did not appreciate it. The city bustle of walking in my student days must have drowned it out. Walking in rural France provided silence – and an appreciation of that perfect peace. During this brief pilgrimage in the year before my walk to Santiago, this aloneness was like finding a diamond, one that would be easy to lose on the crowded path to the tomb of St James, but also easy to find again.


My cell was sparse but had everything I needed. At mealtimes, there was no need to make small talk, it simply was not allowed. A bowl of vegetarian stew, produce from the abbey garden, was passed round. There was wine, and a second glass was possible. All I had to do was point or raise my glass and someone would react and answer my need. There was no uncomfortable silence during the meal, for one monk (who had taken his portion earlier) stood at the lectern and read from Scripture for the entire meal.


When it was over, monks started to gather plates and cutlery and take them to the kitchen. No one came near the guest table and, somehow, we spontaneously got up and cleared our own table. The washing up was in full swing, but we were handed tea towels with a smile so we knew what to do. Soon enough, the job was finished and we all made our exits – stage left and stage right, as if we’d rehearsed it all under a director. The chanting at Vespers was exquisite. I sensed that here was peace, perfect peace. And I realised that peace had been with me since my arrival: the gentle instruction of the guest master, the food and wine, the not having to converse and even the washing up. I wanted more of this, and I knew where to look for it.


I’d look for it on another Camino, this one to Santiago. This one, in France, had taken two days. But to Santiago would take much, much longer. I was ready for it. I started on this pilgrimage a year later, walking out of my holiday home in the Montagne Noire, south-east of the Abbaye Saint-Benoît.


And when I started on this long walk, I still hadn’t worked out what pilgrimage was all about. I knew it would involve moving, and keeping moving. I had faith in being able to do that. And I trusted I would experience whatever was to be experienced – up ahead, one step at a time.







   


A Quiet Aloneness: Leaving Home



They say the Camino has two Ways: the first is to search for God and find yourself; the second is to search for yourself and find God.


I don’t know which it will be for me, but I do know I’m walking an ancient route, retracing the steps of so many who have travelled this Way before me. Am I walking back to my roots, in some manner I don’t fully understand? Not a journey to find my roots in the genealogical sense but a journey to the roots of my humanity, that thing we all share but which becomes occluded by the hustle of everyday normal life. Or maybe we engage these routes to remove us from our roots – to a new way of living.


I’ve recently passed the crossroads of retirement, so is this a time to reflect on what comes next? Like Antoine, whom I’ll meet later, at thirty-nine recently retired from a French parachute regiment (he trained in Carcassonne); or like Serge, in his forties, the Breton chef who had sold his restaurant after surviving triple bypass heart surgery. As they walked, both were working out what their futures might be. Maybe we pilgrims are all, to some extent, searchers – casting our torches towards the future, hoping for some light to reflect back on us?


At 8.15 a.m. on Sunday, 10 April 2011, I walk out the door of our mountain home in the village of Mas-Cabardès, just north of Carcassonne. I have a rucksack on my back weighing ten kilos with a full water bottle strapped to it. Hanging around my neck is a scallop shell, the symbol worn by those on pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, no matter their starting point. There is also a second shell attached to the knocker on my door at my home in Mas-Cabardès – while I’m away, this will signal to passers-by that someone from the house is on pilgrimage.


Joyce, my wife, walks the first couple of kilometres with me and we say farewell at the hamlet of Massefans, and then I’m on my own for the next 1,300 kilometres – or so I think.


Fifteen minutes later, a white van passes me going the opposite way. The horn honks, the van stops and out jumps an excited Denis. He’s driving up to the village with the bread he will sell in his épicerie, and he’s delighted to see that I’m on my way, as he knows I’ve had a troublesome cartilage injury these past two months. He holds out both hands – almost in blessing – and wishes me bon courage. It feels like some sort of benediction.


My mind goes back to Enniskerry, two weeks earlier, when I met a group from UCD who were out on a training walk for their own pilgrimage later in the summer. Outside the coffee shop, as the walkers milled around, quietly and unobtrusively, Father John had given me his blessing – noticed only by God. Encouraged by the warmth of both men – one Irish, one French – I wave my second farewell of the morning, and I’m on my way.


The walk to Carcassonne is by road, which winds its way down the valley. Going the other way, it’s a climb, which dedicated cyclists take on in their numbers every weekend, and this Sunday is no exception. A woman in one group slams on her brakes and pulls in. Pointing to the shell, she asks: ‘Are you really doing the Chemin de St Jacques? All the way? On foot?’ And for the second time today I get a bon courage.


The walk beside the Canal du Midi and through modern Carcassonne to the walls of the medieval city is uneventful, and by mid-afternoon I have reached my destination hard by La Cité’s wall: Notre Dame de l’Abbaye. It’s now a retreat house and even offers accommodation to passing tourists, a continuation of its long-standing tradition of providing shelter to pilgrims on their way to Santiago. Those who come here with cars and cases – the trappings of 21st-century travel – pay the going rate for their bed and board. As an accredited pilgrim (I have my ‘Credencial’, which I surrender to be examined and then given the stamp of this religious house to show that I have passed through), I will pay much less: €25 for dinner, bed and breakfast.


After I’ve checked in at reception, I go to my room to shower and rest, but despite tiredness (the knee is doing all right, though), it’s hard to settle. I look out my window and there, across the cloisters, is the old city, very much ‘in my face’ and looking like a set from a Disney movie. Yet I know that it’s pitted with a history of conflict and pain: the price of not accepting difference. Leaving my room for the showers, I have a grandstand view through the corridor window of the Montagne Noire, where I started my walk.


I fancy a stroll through the old city before dinner, but soon return to my room – the bustle of tourists and the garish souvenir shops hiding any trace of the history that haunts this place. I feel ill at ease in a place I’ve often visited and crave quietness for a while.


And I don’t want to be late for dinner – I’m hungry. As I walk round the cloisters to the refectory, I try not to recall meals eaten in local restaurants as I prepare for my frugal pilgrim repast.


The hospitalier nun meets me at reception and walks me round the cloisters to the refectory, where she shows me to my table and departs. I await the gruel.


Then, out of the kitchen bounces the young chef who doubles as waiter, putting my starter before me with a flourish. Not for the last time on this pilgrimage, my jaw drops. Here’s a huge seafood vol-au-vent accompanied by a shrimp-and-lettuce salad and topped with a large, unshelled prawn. If this be pilgrim food – cook on. A veal stew follows with haricot beans bound together with a bacon rasher, and then a chocolate brownie with custard and cream.


The modest quarter-litre carafe of wine disappears with the starter, but I’m a pilgrim now so I will be grateful for the little I was given. Then the stew arrives, and with it the offer of a refill of the carafe. The same offer is extended with the dessert, at which point I think it polite to enquire as to the provenance of the carafe’s contents. I’m told it’s from the Corbières and, to show I know a thing or two about wine and appreciate it, I comment on how pleasant it is, but noting that I prefer the more local Minervois.


‘Oh, I’ve got some of that too. Would you like to try it?’


Hesitation in responding to a question from the French is always a mistake (or a good idea, depending on your point of view), and a fourth carafe arrives. If I’ve done my maths right, I’m drinking a litre of wine here and I have a long walk tomorrow. Perhaps there’s a way out of this.


‘I’m terribly sorry, but I seem to be keeping you a prisoner here because of my drinking. Perhaps I should leave.’ It’s not elegant wording, but I can say it in the local language and know I will be understood.


‘No worries,’ comes the French reply, ‘I’ve got litres more of the stuff out in the kitchen – take your time, have what you want.’ I think it best to finish what’s in my glass and totter off round the cloisters before more wine is pressed on me, or before I break into hymn singing of a decidedly non-religious nature.


Next morning at breakfast, the nun appears with the photocopy of a detailed map of the city and environs with my route clearly marked out. I’ll be following the GR78, or the voie du Piémont Pyrénéen, from here to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, but in some urban areas the red-and-white waymarkings of the GR – Grande Randonnée in French or Gran Recorrido in Spanish – have been scratched out by people with not a lot to do, and the blue-and-yellow scallops of the voie du Piémont Pyrénéen have been taken away as souvenirs. The map the nun gives me will be invaluable for finding the right way out of town.


I leave Notre Dame somewhat later than I intended, at 8.30 a.m., and walk beside the city wall down to the Pont Vieux, which takes me west across the River Aude. There is a commotion behind me and then someone bumps into me as he runs past – an athletic man in white T-shirt and black shorts. He’s followed by many more in the same uniform, their shirts proclaiming they are from 3rd Marine Infantry Parachute Regiment, which is stationed nearby. There are some rather fine-looking women among them too, I notice. Too late, I reach for my camera to take a picture of these retreating soldiers in front of me – a picture for which I already have the caption: ‘Cream of French Army Flees Intrepid Pilgrim’.


My route turns south beside the river and then through the suburbs by back roads that save me from the morning traffic. A group of workmen watch me pass, and I hear ‘Saint Jacques’ spoken quietly – then there’s a shout of bon courage, and I thank them. I do appreciate the encouragement.


My plan is to do 25k today and stay in a chambre d’hôte at Montréal as there is no monastery before Fanjeaux, the birthplace of the founder of the Dominican order and home to one of the grandest monasteries in the south of France. I’ll stop for a lunch break in Arzens, the little village where Joyce and I first stayed when we came house-hunting in 2002. I know the place well, so it’s into the pâtisserie for a treat and lunch on a bench by the boulodrome, where petanque is played in the evenings.


Before leaving Arzens, I go to the phone box beside the pub to make my reservation for the following night – my bed in Montréal for tonight is already booked. A woman comes out of the pub and looks at me as I speak on the phone. Having arranged the booking and come out of the booth, I see she is still looking at me as though I am some kind of sad loser.


‘Are you a pilgrim?’


‘Of course I am’ – and I flash my scallop in her general direction.


‘There’s nowhere to spend the night between here and Fanjeaux.’


‘I know.’ I’m beginning to feel superior. ‘I checked out the route with the tourist office, Notre Dame, and Gîtes de France and I have a chambre d’hôte booked for myself in Montréal.’


‘That’ll cost you €50 or more.’


‘I know that already, thank you.’


‘If you’re an accredited pilgrim, you can stay here for €10.’


‘What!?’


‘This is a Relais Saint Jacques. I’m closing for the day, so if you want to stay you need to make up your mind now. You’ll be the only one in the dormitory – shower and toilets to yourself – and breakfast in the morning is an extra.’


‘Excuse me, I’ll just make one more phone call,’ I say, and I cancel my Montréal booking. I don’t offer a prayer, but I think to myself that St James must be looking after me already (he has that reputation with pilgrims). A third telephone call invites Joyce down for a meal in the evening – Mas-Cabardès is a 45-minute drive away, and the money I have saved on this overnight stay will pay for a meal for the two of us. So it’s a good feed for the second night in a row. Correction – it’s the third night, as the night before I left Mas-Cabardès, Alban and Hélène put on a massive farewell feast to send me on my way. Perhaps I’m going to have to watch my weight on this trip. Although well prepared by my training in Ireland, I was carrying excess weight as I started out. This was in my body not my rucksack. These concerns about weight may be an echo of the invisible burdens that a walking burden can carry on the journey.


At the end of the evening, Joyce drops me back to the spookily darkened hostel, which I have all to myself. We don’t know it now, as we have vague plans to meet along the way, but this is the last time we will be together for over two months, the longest separation of our more than 35-year marriage.


Next morning I head down to the bar at 7.30 a.m. It’s in full swing, with as many punters as you might expect to see there of an evening, all men. They seem to come and go in relays, stopping for coffee and a general chat with the assembly, and then on their way. Presumably to work. I’m the odd one out in every sense of the phrase, especially given that my table is spread with a breakfast of croissant, baguette, butter, jam and hot chocolate (which costs all of €4). Then I’m on the road again myself, walking through the vineyards.


As the day warms up (it’s only April but the temperature was up to 20°C yesterday and a worrying 30°C the day before I set out), I’m aware of fragrances wafting up to me from the path. It’s a heady mix of the wildflowers and herbs all around me, but I don’t know what most of them are. I can sense some mint and sage in there, perhaps, but that’s it. I breathe deeply, for this is fresh country air, so it’s healthy.


And then I hit a high. OMG – stop! I’m a pilgrim searching for God, not a hippie searching for the 1960s. My footsteps seem to lighten, I feel an increase in energy, and the thought comes to me that I have passed through some kind of perfumed portal – and with this the realisation that the pilgrimage has truly begun.


In Montréal I need to refill my water bottle. I ask a passing lady where the eau potable (public drinking water) is. She doesn’t know, but waves down the dustbin lorry and asks them. Armed with the information, she says she will walk me to the public tap. It’s a slow journey on account of her age. She tells me of the many different nationalities living in the town now, and that her husband, now dead, was German. I’m dying to ask how they met and married but return the conversation to the possibly safer ground of my pilgrimage until we reach the water.


At Fanjeaux I could have stayed in the convent, but opted for the grander, more historic Monastery of Our Lady of Prouille. My guide to the ‘Haltes Saint Jacques’ is a small booklet which only gives hospitalier names and mobiles, so I had no way of knowing that booking the monastery means I’m in for an extra walk that will take me three kilometres off track – adding another 3k to tomorrow’s walk as well.


As with last night, I’m the only pilgrim staying here, but there are various others on retreat. Board and lodging is given for free, though there is the possibility for guests to offer a donation in thanks for what they have received.


At dinner, grace is said by a Jesuit from Paris. He sits and, looking round the table, asks, ‘Do we all speak English?’ There is communal nodding. ‘All right, then we will use English during the meal.’ And they did – the French, the Germans and the Dutch, even when they were in conversations with each other that did not involve me.


I am sitting beside Hans, chaplain to the German border police. He tells me, ‘I do most of my work outside of Germany. Yes, it’s true. For instance, all our trains which are going to Paris have border police working on them until they reach the frontier. After that, the men must sit in a closed compartment away from the passengers as we travel through France. It is an excellent time to talk, and I often ride that train to have that opportunity to be with my men.’ The words ‘prophet’, ‘in his own land’ and ‘not’ come to mind.


Vespers that evening and Mass the next morning are sung by the nuns in a small chapel. The intimacy of the space reinforces the sense of a real community here. After Mass, Father Hans walks out with me towards the tree-lined avenue back to the road. He raises an arm in farewell – or is it blessing?


‘The Way you follow to Santiago is the Way to God,’ he tells me.


And off I go. Three kilometres later I’m back on track – then I realise: I didn’t leave a donation. I’m not going back, but I feel bad after the kindness I have experienced there, and I resolve to visit again at the end of the pilgrimage and put matters right.


I’m going south again, towards the snow-capped Pyrenees. The view is stunning, and I appreciate it all the more because I have to work to get it, it doesn’t just ‘arrive’ round a bend in the motorway. Irritatingly, when I look back, I can still see the Montagne Noire with the pic de Nore above our house. I left that place three days ago and it’s still there; it feels like I’m not making any progress. Right enough, the path does zigzag a good bit, but I tell myself there’s a lesson in this: I must look ahead, keep focused on what’s in front and the future – and not dwell on whatever is behind. That’s the past and it’s over.


Up ahead is my goal for tonight – the cathedral city of Mirepoix with its medieval timber-covered market square. I think I booked my bed here by phone yesterday – but I’m not sure. As there is no religious house in Mirepoix, the hospitalier is a local housewife who arranges for volunteer families to accommodate any pilgrims who might pass through town. When I called last night, she breezily told me to ring back this afternoon and she’d tell me where to go. But will I be able to understand her directions when she gives them to me?


Nervously, I dial the number again as I see the cathedral spire poking over a hill in front of me. As it turns out, the directions couldn’t have been simpler: ‘Be at the cathedral door at 6.30 p.m. and Margaux will collect you and take you to her home.’







   


There’s a Pilgrim Passing: The Ariège



And that’s exactly how it happens. Margaux looks as clapped out as her car, which thinks several times before agreeing to restart after we get into it.


‘How was your walk today?’ Praise God – she speaks perfect English.


‘Oh, it was exhausting – the hills, the heat. Please excuse me but I am very tired tonight.’


‘Stuff and nonsense! My husband and I are eighty-five and we do that walk there and back for a day’s outing. Look at those mountains – we’ve climbed every peak in the Pyrenees and skied down most of them. How old are you?’


Shamefaced, I confess to being more than twenty years younger than my hosts, and then try to salvage something of the situation by telling the story of my knee – injured in Irish set dancing, it curtailed my preparations for this walk. As Margaux goes on to tell me more about her outdoor activities, I resolve to stop judging people on first appearances – thanks for the lesson, St James.


We drive out of the city and up a hill. Then my heart sinks – because I recognise where we are: I walked through this area two hours ago! Which means I’m going to have to do it all again tomorrow.


In as light a voice as I can muster, I mention this to Margaux.


‘No, no,’ she says. ‘Tomorrow you will turn right at the bottom of the hill. There are two GRs here, and you mustn’t take the one that goes through Mirepoix. It is not your Way.’ Is this another ‘thank you’ I owe to St James?


Back at the house, I will spend the night in the children’s bedroom. The children are long gone, of course – Margaux and Jean-Pierre’s eldest was sixty last year, and now they have grandchildren and great-grandchildren scattered throughout the south of France.


I take a shower and join my hosts on the terrace for apéro. I choose the local orange wine, into which Margaux had dunked orange peel and left it in the cellar for the winter. As I sip my drink, I look out at the snow-capped Pyrenees. I half expect Julie Andrews to skip across the garden followed by a line of children singing ‘Doe, a deer …’


Margaux points to a hump in the distance, below the mountains. It’s the hill of Montségur with its chateau, which we can’t see from here, on top. This was one of the last strongholds of the Cathars – the heretics of this region who were exterminated by a church-inspired, land-grabbing northerner-executed Crusade in the thirteenth century.


The Cathars preached equality of all peoples, and Jews, Catholics and Cathars lived peacefully in the local communities before the outside interference arrived. They put themselves several hundred years ahead of their time by including women among those who should enjoy equal status in society – history tells us that this idea proved too much for some, er, men. The Cathars’ real petard was their belief that the world in which we now live is the creation of the devil, not God, and that we must journey through it as virtuously as we can so that we might be judged worthy of entering the next world – that is, God’s world, or Heaven, if you prefer – when we pass on. Although this interpretation makes questions such as ‘Why does God let children die?’ and ‘Why does God let wars happen?’ redundant, and also allows us to understand why the devil was tempting Jesus in the desert with items that were supposedly within the gift of his own Father, since they were part of His creation – it yet again proved too much for some.


But now it’s time to move indoors to a table and the meal – a pasta starter, because ‘you’ll need energy for the walk tomorrow’; followed by veal stew, because ‘it is a speciality of the region’.


We fall to talking of pilgrimage and St James. I’m still a novice at it, but offer a story from my walking day: ‘I took my lunch break in a small hamlet, scattering my bits and pieces in the shade where I ate and then lay to rest on an expanse of thick grass. When I packed to walk on, I scanned the area to make sure I had everything – but discovered (two kilometres later) that I must have missed my green-framed sunglasses in the grass. Retrieval would mean an extra 4k onto the day, which had already sprung an extra three-kilometre surprise on me, so I walked on – saddened that I was losing gear so early in the expedition.’


Then a thought occurred to me, I tell my hosts: ‘I wonder if St James is trying to tell me something. Perhaps he wants me to experience his Way without filters, to see the whole thing in glorious technicolor, as it were.’ We all smile and silently I resolve to walk on without sunglasses, and see what happens.


They tell me of some of the other pilgrims who have stayed with them in recent times, a wide range of ages and nationalities, but soon it’s time for bed. This night, I sleep deeply. It’s the mixture of tiredness and wine that does it, but there is an important third ingredient: the total darkness in this hilltop home when I turn out the light, and the complete quiet – until the dawn chorus provides me with a wakeup call, gentler than the raucous electronic alternative I’m used to from home.


When I arrive for breakfast, there’s a pair of sunglasses on the table at my place. ‘Please take them,’ says Margaux. ‘They’re an old pair and we have others for ourselves.’


Jean-Pierre is pottering in the garden. Margaux explains he is in the early stages of Alzheimer’s. She points to a whiteboard nailed to the wall beside the fridge, adding, ‘He asks me the same things over and over again, so I have written all the answers here and now I just to point to the board when he asks me a question. It’s easier.’


Ready to depart, I return to the bedroom for my rucksack and leave my donativo in the box so labelled on the dressing table. This is my first encounter with the Spanish for ‘donation’, but at all the stops along the French Chemin de St Jacques, it is Spanish rather than French that is used to identify such items in the hostels and homes.


After fond farewells, and promises that we will meet again one day, I head out down the drive. There’s a baguette stuffed full of Parma ham sticking out of the rucksack now, so I’ve no need to look for a shop to buy ingredients for lunch. And, although I now find myself walking over old ground for the second day in succession, at least I know I’m on the right track!


The terrain is becoming hillier so I’m going up and down, but not as dramatically as the mountains to my left. I’m getting great views as I meander through pastureland. At one point I laugh as I disturb a sunbathing fox: I didn’t know they did that! Then through a patch of woodland, I send a feeding stag scampering back into the trees, barking his head off – is that in fright, or to warn his family to get moving?


At lunchtime I eat sitting on a rock, making it easy to ensure I have everything when I pack up to leave. It’s good I’ve learned the lesson early on, but my ‘new’ sunglasses are buried deep in my backpack: I really am going to do this thing of not blinkering myself, and I notice that on this hot sunny day I’m not troubled by glare.


As I chomp into the baguette, I look down at my legs dangling from the rock.


‘Oh dear, this won’t do!’


Because I’m walking west, the left side of my legs are developing a healthy-looking tan, while the right side is completely white. I’m going to have to walk all the way back from Santiago if I want to have an even suntan for the beach this summer.


After lunch I dip down into a couple of valleys with farming villages. In one, the church is locked, and I have to ring a mobile to get it opened. Who’d be bothered?


In the next valley, the village church is being renovated so the workmen have it open, and I can go in. Here in the middle of nowhere I find a stunning display of stained glass – most of it in the huge rose window in the ceiling, rather than the walls, of the church. It casts a spectacular display of coloured light on the floor just in front of the altar. Hmm, maybe I should bother with these little places of worship off the beaten track.


At five o’clock I arrive in Vals, where I will stay with Evangelina and Gilbert: he from Belgium and she from Greece. It’s another small village, so I’m off to visit the church before I call to the home where I’ll stay. This is a twelfth-century Roman building, the notice tells me, and it’s built into the rock on the side of the hill. I climb the steps to the door and open it, but I’m not in a church. Before me are more stone steps wending their way through a cleft in the rock to another door high above. When I reach this second door I enter the church, much smaller than you’d think from the outside and beautiful in its simplicity.


Back at my night stop I discover that they can take eleven pilgrims in their huge home (in two dormitory-style rooms) but I’m the only one again tonight – and I’m the first Irish pilgrim they’ve ever had. They’re delighted I called to their church to have a look – it does attract some tourists, they tell me.


‘Did you visit the church in the village of Mazerettes? It’s locked, but if you ring the number given, Alex comes up very quickly to open it. You didn’t call? What a pity! Whenever it’s a pilgrim, Alex asks them to ring the church bells. When there’s a lull in conversation, the French say “An angel is passing over”; when they hear the church bells, the villagers can say “There’s a pilgrim passing”. It’s a nice idea, no?’


Yes! I’m sorry I missed out on that. But let’s move on to more important matters: what’s for dinner?


‘This is veal stew. It’s a regional speciality, you must try it.’ And, not for the last time on this trip – it was octopus in Galicia and garlic soup through Léon – I find myself eating the same meal two days in a row.


We three foreigners in France sit around the table talking in French – the language we all have in common. It makes a change from the Fanjeaux mealtime experience, and I’m getting to be a dab hand at it. This is because the questions I’m being asked about myself are pretty much the same as last night (where from, what family, what work) and I can trot out monologues, which anticipate further questioning and so spare me the need to try to comprehend whatever question I may be asked after a briefer response is made.


I’ve been hoping for a response to the phone message I left during the day with the hospitalier in Pamiers, seeking a bed for tomorrow night. I did give my mobile number very clearly. Then Evangelina excuses herself to take a call on the house phone. When she returns, she says, ‘That was Marie-Thérèse. She says you have a bed for tomorrow night.’


‘But how did she know I was here with you?’


‘Ah! That’s what we call the Camino Radio. We who offer hospitality in the Ariège have a support network. We meet together once a month, and at other times we’re on the phone about this or that. We let each other know what’s happening. In fact, it’s helped Gilbert and me get to know people in the area, and we’ve made some good friends locally by being a Halte Saint Jacques.’ She then added, ‘How is your knee after today’s walk, by the way? You know, I love to watch Irish dancing.’


Next morning I leave at eight. There’s a bit of a climb ahead and I want to get it over with before the sun gets too high. I’m not too hot when I reach the top and start down to the next valley. I’m carrying route notes but no map, so I simply follow the GR waymarks and turn left to walk along the side of the valley when I reach the bottom. I accept the right turn that takes me across the valley, but become more and more irritated as I find myself walking back up the valley until I reach the point directly opposite the one where I arrived into the valley.


I’m happy to zigzag up steep climbs, but I don’t see the need to do this in a completely flat valley. What are they playing at? Extending the walk to keep pilgrims in the area for longer so they’ll spend more money here? I give a little ‘harrumph’ and trudge up out of the valley. Then, on a left-hand bend, I see a path to my right signed for the village I came through on the far side of the valley. With the advantage of height as well as familiarity with the terrain now behind me, I can see that the Way split in two when I first arrived in the valley – the direct route to speed me straight over and on to my next night stop, and the longer one that meandered down the valley to take the pilgrim into Saint-Amidou for a rest in the safety of the village and perhaps to offer a prayer of thanks for the journey so far in the little church there. But this is the twenty-first century, so I found the church to be locked when I passed.


I finish off my climb, thinking it might have been wise to have brought a map along with me. Months later, with the pilgrimage well behind me, I will look at maps of where I have been walking and discover that this whole day between Vals and Pamier was one huge detour – a giant arc of a walk to the north of the direct modern highway!


As I finish off my day heading into the largest town since leaving Carcassonne, my annoyance subsides as I’m rewarded with several kilometres of straight, flat walking along the bed of a disused railway line. It takes me through Le Carlaret with its old station, now a private home – and a Halte Saint Jacques. It’s a lovely looking, spacious property, but I’ll be staying somewhere much more classy tonight: the bishop’s palace beside the cathedral in Pamiers. Pilgrims do it in style!


I cross the old bridge on the outskirts of the city, the gradient making it accessible only to pedestrians. It’s now on a walking track well away from all the comings and goings of present-day commerce and usage in the region. Passing through the suburbs, I arrive in the main square at lunchtime, hours ahead of my appointment with Marie-Thérèse. After a huge breakfast, including two fried eggs from Evangelina’s hens, I don’t want anything to eat – but a beer would go down well.


Off comes my rucksack as I take a seat outside one of the bars, and before long I’m clutching a cold one. It has a predictable effect, and soon my eyelids droop and my head drops.


‘You’re a pilgrim, aren’t you?’


I sit up smartly. It’s been Carcassonne since anyone noticed I’m a pilgrim, and I’m concerned I might be doing the wrong thing. I’ve hidden my scallop – but I don’t think I should be seen drinking beer if I’m somehow advertising the fact that I’m a pilgrim.


The young man in front of me is smartly dressed and looks cool and fresh.


‘How do you know?’ I ask.


‘It takes one to know one. You stand out a mile here in the square.’


I puff my chest with pride – and then I’m not sure that I should.


‘Where have you come from?’ I ask.


‘Le Mas-d’Azil.’


‘How can you, that’s up ahead?’


Alex is a Basque man, living in Germany, where he works with the United Nations. On a two-year sabbatical from his job, he’s walked from Mannheim to Santiago and is now en route between Santiago and Rome.


‘After Rome I intend to walk on to Jerusalem, if I have the time. If I make it to the Israeli border, I’m not sure I’ll get any farther. It was an incident in a bar in Tel Aviv a few years ago. I expressed some opinions about the situation of the Palestinian people. Not long after I returned to my hotel that evening, some men visited me. I was taken to the airport and put on a plane. I think the guys must have been Mossad.’ He paused. ‘You look ready for another beer – let’s have one. It will be a while before we meet Marie-Thérèse. You have been in touch with her, haven’t you?’


Alex is the first of many pilgrims I will meet before Santiago who are ‘walking the wrong Way’.


Next up will be a sweet young couple some days later: ‘Have you been to Santiago?’ I will ask.


‘No, we’re from Lourdes. We’re walking to Bethlehem.’ Good grief, I say to myself. As in life, there are obviously many different directions to choose from on the path of pilgrimage.


Alex and I finish our second beer and go to meet the hospitalier, a nun in plain clothes, who walks us up to the cathedral. It’s an impressive structure, but the building is closed to the public. While it looks fine on the outside, apparently, it’s dilapidated and dangerous inside. As we cross the square, it strikes me that the bishop’s palace is in the same state – it would have been a good ‘squat’ back in my student days. Once inside, the impression is confirmed by bare floorboards, a repainting job overdue by several decades, and general shabbiness.


But my bedroom is huge – did the bishop sleep in this one? The shower has abundant hot water, and the bed is so comfy. Marie-Thérèse, who must sleep in tonight as she has two pilgrims, will cook for the three of us in what looks like the old garage – and this is where we’ll eat. Alex and I head out to buy some wine to go with the meal. Why not? Everything else we get for free – or a contribution into the donativo box.


We eat our meal with the garage doors open looking out onto the courtyard, which is in need of a good weeding. We’ll go our separate ways tomorrow, never to meet again, so this is what we’ll remember each other by. I describe the village I walked from in the Montagne Noire.


‘Ah, Mas-Cabardès,’ says Marie-Thérèse, ‘I remember it well, and I can picture your home opposite the épicerie. It has a terrace, doesn’t it?’


‘Yes, it does.’


Back in the 1960s, before she took orders, she worked for a friend who kept bees in Lastours, just down the road from Mas. We talk about how those mountain communities have changed in the last fifty years from bustling villages to last-chance saloons – except there’s not even a saloon anymore.


Salsigne, to the north of Carcassonne, was the site of a gold mine the Romans opened sometime before Christ, and it was in continual operation from then till 2004 – how many of our present-day enterprises will be able to claim the same longevity in the centuries ahead? Mas-Cabardès has families with Polish and Spanish names – those who came to work in the mine, married local and stayed. Each day they would walk the mountain path – it helps if you’re a goat – to the mine and back. I’ve done the walk as a holiday hiker and was certainly in no state to do a day’s work at the end of it.


My knee is doing well, but the legs are tired. This may be a result of my attenuated training during March, owing to that self-same knee problem. I excuse myself and am the first to head up three flights of stairs to bed.


‘Oh, I nearly forgot. I have a message that your bed is ready at Les Hills for tomorrow night. Madame is expecting you,’ says Marie-Thérèse.


I want to reply with, ‘Good Heavens! I’d forgotten all about that too.’ But the only expression of surprise I know in French is merde, so I go with that.


‘By the way, Evangelina thinks you speak very good French.’ That Camino Radio has been broadcasting again.


We’re breakfasting early next morning, as we’ve agreed to go to nine o’clock Mass with Marie-Thérèse. She walks us out of Cathedral Square and across town to the smaller parish church.


‘Would you like to receive benediction before you leave? I can arrange it. Père Antoine is saying Mass and he’s very nice.’ Alex and I agree that would be lovely, though I’m not too sure exactly what is involved.


In the event, benediction turns out to be something inserted between ‘the Mass is ended’ and ‘go in Peace’. Father Antoine comes round to the altar steps and announces that pilgrims are passing through town. He then calls Alex and me by name, and we walk up to stand before him for the blessing.


It’s Saturday morning and the church is quite full. The locals all seem to have taken the trouble to dress up a bit for the service, and I feel a little under-dressed before this huge altar in my shorts and walking boots. The loose cloak worn by the pilgrims of old would have been more appropriate – the surprise that I will meet a modern pilgrim so attired in the heat of Spain still awaits me.


The benediction over, Father Antoine leans down to us and whispers, ‘Bon voyage.’


And that’s it – we’re out of here. Alex going east, and me going west. In my case, it’s a stroll back through town to the cathedral and then down to the river, which I follow before my first real climb of the day. I’m enjoying the sight of a body of water beside me and the flat walk. My energy level feels good, I’m ready for anything – and I break into song. The words come out of nowhere:




He who would valiant be ’gainst all disaster,
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