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PROLOGUE 









'But I hate walking… I've always hated walking.' My plaintive and frankly rather pathetic cry rang out around the dining room as we sat eating breakfast one fairly ordinary Saturday morning. My partner Nicky looked at me with a combination of concern and irritation whilst Jessica, our daughter, simply raised a curious eyebrow, gave a wry smile and held my arm in the way that you might an elderly gent as you escort him across a busy road.  




  The cause of my sorry angst was the fact that I was days away from embarking on a two-month, 850-km trek along the entire length of the Pyrenees; coast to coast from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean. I was, for better or worse, about to strike forth along the fabled GR10, a 'Grande Randonnée' footpath that begins in the small town of Hendaye on the Atlantic coast and follows the French side of the Pyrenees eastwards, all the way to Banyuls-sur-Mer on the Mediterranean. Quite why I was doing this I didn't know. Did I hate walking? Maybe. 




  Up until this point, the longest walk I had ever undertaken was a 24-km sponsored school walk with my mother across Ashdown Forest in East Sussex when I was twelve. All I remember is that it rained non-stop that day, and after we had finished we sat dripping in the school hall whilst they revived us with hot chicken soup. I had been on some pretty good day-walks since then, maybe four or five hours at the most, but I had never been on any kind of hiking or trekking holiday as such. The nearest I got to this was when, many years ago at the ripe old age of thirty, I decided to go to the Lake District for a week on my own; to walk and 'find myself' in the hills. Unfortunately, I didn't like what I found and lasted only a couple of days (which somehow didn't include a lot of walking) before returning back home with my metaphorical tail between my legs.  




  I am still not entirely sure where the idea of doing the GR10 originated. No doubt, at the age of forty-three, there was a flavour of mid-life crisis about the whole thing. We didn't have an au pair for me to run away with, I knew I couldn't climb Everest and I wasn't about to circumnavigate the globe on a spacehopper, but the idea of an epic mountain trek seemed both challenging and just about within the realms of possibility. And once this idea had entered my mind it just sat there, percolating for some months like a strong black French double espresso. 




  I hadn't mentioned anything to Nicky at this stage, although she knew that I was feeling a little stir-crazy and wanted to do something to haul myself, albeit temporarily, out of the clutches of suburbia and my somewhat stressful job as a child-therapist. Over the years I have banged on enough times about buying a house abroad or living on a barge or growing a beard and hiding in the woods down at our allotment, so all in all Nicky was well aware that I had the potential to do something stupid at some point in my life. I stumbled upon the GR10 itself whilst I surfed the Net looking at walking holidays in France, and somehow the idea of a coast-to-coast walk that incorporated mountains, French villages and beautiful scenery seemed just about perfect. I had always had something of a love affair with France, having spent many holidays there both with Nicky and Jess and with friends in my younger days. As for mountains, there is something very special about the intense sensation of height and space, the solitude and sense of escape and the way in which they transform one's perspective, both externally and internally. They have always captivated me. 




  So, with the idea half forming in my mind, I bought a couple of books on the GR10 and the more I read the more the feeling of wanting to embark on this mad adventure started to creep up on me, to the point where I started to become a little obsessed. I don't know if Nicky saw the book lying around or whether I unconsciously kept it hidden away like some guilty secret, but my actual 'coming out', so to speak, could have been handled a little better. We were on a family holiday in Cornwall for a few days with a good friend of ours, and during a pleasant evening in the local pub over a couple of pints of Frenchman's Creek I suddenly blurted out the fact that I had been thinking about taking two months off work, abandoning the family, buggering off to France and walking miles along some bloody mountains. That's not quite how I put it of course, but it's fair to say that was the gist of the translation kindly provided for me by Nicky. And, to be fair, whilst she didn't oppose the idea, she wasn't too impressed with the cowardly way in which I had told her about it. 




 


*** 




 


Over the next few months the idea continued to crystallise and one evening I mentioned it to my good friend Rob who immediately declared his hand. 'Count me in,' he said. Now, Rob is a lovely chap and a man of many talents: builder, cook, singer and guitarist, alongside a healthy dose of the more quirky and eccentric. Amongst his many talents, he is the world's number one Chitty Chitty Bang Bang fan and knows by heart the words to all the songs (to which we have been subjected many times over dinner and a glass or two of red wine). Indeed, one of his numerous alter-egos is Grandpa Potts and his rendition of 'Posh' is very fine. So, when Rob said 'Count me in' I was very glad to have him on board; although I was a little anxious about how the two of us would manage such a long and intimate journey together. However, to be honest, the idea of doing the walk on my own was daunting, both physically and emotionally, so I welcomed the idea of Rob's company. To his credit, he had done a fair bit of long-distance mountain walking and orienteering over the years. Certainly, in this respect, he was much better qualified and equipped for this venture than I was. He also kindly volunteered to be my 'case study' whilst we were away. I wasn't exactly sure what this meant, but I got the strange feeling that he knew something I didn't. Still, I thought, if Oliver Sacks can write The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat, I can write The Man Who Walked the Pyrenees with Grandpa Potts. 


  As time passed the idea of the walk slowly became more of a reality in my mind, as opposed to some kind of wishy-washy abstract fantasy. The more people I spoke to about it, the more the possibility became a probability; it was as if the simple act of talking about it was enough to bring it gradually into being. As a therapist I was curious about this process in the context of my work with children, in which I often use stories and narratives to enable a child to begin to make sense of their very troubled experiences. Here I was creating a narrative for myself and ultimately reaching a kind of 'tipping point', wherein I had told enough people to somehow commit myself to having to undertake the journey. The response I got from people when I told them of my plan was varied. Most common was along the lines of: 'Hey brilliant, you'll really lose some weight', which roughly translated as 'You fat git, you'll be lucky to get halfway'. Other people said: 'Make sure you wear a decent hat', for which of course you can read 'You bald idiot, you'll get burnt to death'. Other people seemed envious and some genuinely interested. For many people the idea of the walk seemed to tap into their own fantasies and unfulfilled dreams. 




  What finally made it real for me was taking the plunge and broaching the idea of taking a couple of months off work with my boss. His first words were: 'You bastard… I've been wanting to do that that for years.' His vicarious pleasure in my venture led him to insist that we record the decision there and then, so that it couldn't be reversed in his absence; it was set down in tablets of stone (well, at least in my supervision notes). This, then, really seemed like it. 




  In the months that followed, Rob and I went about our slow and rather haphazard business of getting ourselves ready for departure. I was starting from scratch and had to buy boots, rucksack, sleeping bag and all sorts of odd trekking paraphernalia: things like water-purifying tablets, inner socks, a penny whistle and a bright orange survival bag. We would bump into each other in various trekking and camping outlets around town, each wandering around in a GR10-induced daze. I thought I had better get some training in, so I went for a walk in the woods around Ranmore Common in Surrey – and got lost. I also walked up Box Hill, leaving my rucksack in the car because I couldn't be bothered to carry it, and that really was the extent of my preparation. Being self-employed, Rob had to work hard to get together enough money for the trip, so he wasn't able to get much preparation in either. To be honest, the whole affair still felt abstract until I took some decisive action and bought two one-way tickets to Biarritz in the south-west of France. The whole escapade seemed an outrageous, ridiculous idea and as the deadline approached the two of us swung precariously between manic excitement, desperate anxiety and persistent denial. Walk? What walk? 




  Then there was the fact that I was going to be away from my family for seven or eight weeks. I had never been away from home for this length of time before and the excitement I did feel was laced with a sense of guilt and unease that perhaps this was all a big mistake. But Nicky and Jessica supported me all the way, gently indulging my grand whim and tolerating all the tedious pre-trek bluster and bouts of self-doubt. 




  Inevitably, the morning finally came when I awoke to a sudden jolt of anxiety in the pit of my stomach. This was the day. Having made a pact with Rob and a bet with Jess that we wouldn't shave until we reached Banyuls-sur-Mer on the border between France and Spain, I razed my facial stubble to a smooth finish for the last time and then, with a heavy heart and a tear in my eye, waved Jess off to school, knowing I wouldn't see her again for almost two months. Nicky then gave me a lift down to the station where I met Rob, resplendent with his hat and ukulele. Nicky and I hugged as we said our tearful goodbyes, and she gave a last wave and tentative smile as Rob and I waddled and wobbled up the station steps, like two unsightly insects carrying our worldly belongings upon our backs.   
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ARRIVAL IN HENDAYE 









As we sit in the plane on the tarmac at Stansted, waiting for our take-off 'window', the pilot suddenly announces, 'Cabin crew, prepare to land.' The fact that we haven't even left the ground at this point doesn't fill me with confidence. As a somewhat nervous flyer, I like to think that the crew, and especially the pilot, are in full possession of their faculties and at least have a working idea of what they are doing. The fact that our poor pilot does not seem entirely sure whether we are in the air or on the ground immediately pushes my anxiety level up to an early five out of ten. 




  Take-off is pretty uneventful; although, in my opinion, you can hardly call sitting in a metal tube and being blasted into the air by a pair of massive jet engines uneventful. That's the thing about flying: the whole experience is designed to stop you from thinking about what it is that you are actually doing. Unfortunately, I can't stop myself from thinking about what it is I am actually doing and my general coping strategy is to fixate on the facial expressions of the cabin crew with the aim of detecting any kind of early flight malfunction. Of course, the problem with this strategy is that I begin to resemble a slightly psychotic sweaty terrorist with mad eyes who may be about to blow up the plane at any minute. 




  As we climb, my anxiety level gradually flattens out (along with the plane) to a manageable three, and with the help of a large gin and tonic falls rapidly to a barely registering one. With a glint in his eye, Rob turns and asks me if I want to 'touch his furry puma' and I shoot up to a rather alarmed nine. I begin to feel a little concerned about the days and weeks ahead; we are only hours into the trip and things have already taken a sinister turn. Thankfully, it turns out he is referring to the little embossed Puma logo on his new shirt. Rob has been struggling with the fact that in the general rush to get organised over the last few days he bought a couple of 'brand' shirts – whatever Rob is, he's not a 'brand' man. Still, he's pleased with his little furry puma, so to speak. 




  As we fly, we both seem a little lost in our own thoughts. It's hard to believe that after all this time we are actually on our way. I wonder aloud about the idea of getting a taxi tomorrow from Hendaye to Biriatou to save a couple of hours trudging out of town, but Rob is unmoved. He's right, I know, but the idea of a little head start is very appealing. I am also aware that I am already thinking of ways to avoid walking before we have even started. 




  We file off the plane, pick up our rucksacks and wander outside in search of a taxi to take us to Biarritz station. It's not far, but even Rob agrees that it would have been a dispiriting walk along the hard shoulder of a busy airport road and that we should save ourselves for better times ahead. At the station I have to employ my rusty, schoolboy French for the first time and manage to buy us tickets to Hendaye. Rob's grasp of French is, to be generous, limited and one of the daunting aspects of this trip, apart from climbing a thousand-plus metres every day, is the prospect of having to be the chief communicator. Apart from the language, this is a particular challenge for me, as I am known as something of a 'sociophobe', in the sense that any kind of human interaction tends to instil in me a degree of apprehension. At home I rarely answer the phone and Nicky tears her hair out in frustration when I will do anything to avoid calling on the neighbours to ask them to feed the cat. God knows how I ended up becoming a therapist (or then again, maybe that's exactly how I ended up becoming a therapist). Anyway, I have always relied on Nicky in the past for general 'front of house' activities and I feel uncertain about how I am going to manage over the next couple of months. 




  We find ourselves with an hour or so to kill at Biarritz station and so, unsurprisingly some may think, decide to fill the time with a couple of beers and a few games of pool. Bang on time, the train for Hendaye pulls in and we run, stumble and haul ourselves aboard, and in a slightly beer-induced cheerful state allow the train to carry us off to our destination. I suspect we both feel a little frisson of anticipation as we pull into Hendaye. This is, after all, the beginning of our great journey. Over the last year or so I have dreamt about, contemplated, even fantasised about this moment. 




  As we get our bearings, I inform Rob that the only really significant moment in history that this little coastal town can lay claim to is that in 1940 Hitler had a meeting with Franco on this very station platform to discuss Spain's possible involvement in World War Two. Franco remained unconvinced apparently, but it is strange to think of the places that played some part in the shaping of history. Rob is mildly interested but does not seem too impressed with my little factoid, probably because he knows I have just read it in our guidebook. 




  After taking a couple of pictures outside the station, we haul on our packs and head off to find somewhere to stay. In keeping with my fairly laissez-faire attitude to life I had told Rob that we didn't need to book ahead, as we were out of season and it would be easy to find a room in a cheapish hotel down on the seafront with the help of Douggie, our guide. Douglas Streatfeild-James is the author of Trekking in the Pyrenees, our guidebook of choice, and will be our friend, foe and virtual third companion over the next two months. Famous last words, of course. Our first-choice hotel is surrounded by scaffolding and loitering French workmen puffing on cigarettes. 'Fermé!' they shout, with unconcealed amusement, in response to our inquiring looks. The next couple of places we try are also either closed or full, and so it's with some relief when we stumble into a place with a very kindly female proprietor who says she has one room left. 




  She leads us up a couple of flights of stairs to a bedroom at the end of a long corridor, opening a door with a flourish to reveal a small room with a solitary bed in the middle. Rob and I exchange anxious looks, each expressing the same unsaid question: are we ready for such intimacy at this early stage in our adventure? In the face of our uncertainty we say a polite 'non merci' and head back down to reception. Still, our exceptionally kind hostess seems determined to help us and after a flurry of frantic phone calls informs us that there is a two-bedroom, self-contained apartment just across the road, and if we are happy to wait for an hour or so they will get it cleaned and ready. That sounds good to us, so at the invitation of our hostess we throw down our packs, get a drink and sink into the comfy armchairs in the hotel bar. 




  The other seats are occupied by some friendly elderly folks, two women and a man, who seem genuinely perplexed and somewhat amused by our presence. We attempt to engage in a conversation of sorts, aided by much frantic gesturing and arm waving. The Monsieur in particular is holding court and seems to be laughing uproariously at his own jokes, which of course we don't understand. Our hostess and a younger woman who, it transpires, is her daughter turn up and join in the laughter, which at this point we gather is being mostly directed at us. Our hostess beckons us over: 'He's a comedian,' she whispers. Monsieur le Comédien then goes through an elaborate series of gestures, which ends with the very explicit suggestion that we should go upstairs and have sex with the hostess' daughter. Everyone laughs, so that's all right then, but we gracefully decline the kind invitation and manage to get the conversation around to the slightly safer topic of rugby. After a short while of pretending we know what we are talking about we get the all-clear from Madame and with some relief make a hasty retreat across the road and up to our very own little apartment. 




  After a pointless bit of settling-in behaviour – turning the television on and off, opening and closing all the cupboards and some totally unnecessary flatulence (is this some kind of male territorial rite?) – we decide to head out to downtown Hendaye to find something to eat. We agree we must have moules frites, and after a little mooching around we find a good-looking place right by the seafront. It's perfect and we each get stuck in to a huge cauldron of mussels in cream, accompanied by chips, bread and a couple of carafes of red wine. Strangely, there is some extremely frenetic piano playing in the background, which makes us feel like we are taking part in a kind of Gallic culinary challenge on an ancient episode of Bruce Forsyth's Generation Game. 




  A couple of glasses of wine later, the piano-playing begins to slow down and I get the urge to smoke, so I go out on a mad dash to hunt down some Camel cigarettes. Rob has decided to temporarily give up smoking, but only being an occasional smoker myself I have a small vested interest in him keeping up his habit, which isn't particularly the kind of positive reinforcement that he really needs. I wonder if this slightly dysfunctional pattern of mutual smoking dependency is something that will accompany us throughout the trip. 




  Exhausted and a little merry we get back to the apartment and collapse into bed. I speak briefly with Nicky and Jess on the phone and they simultaneously sound just round the corner and a million miles away. As I finish writing the first entry into my new moleskin notebook I get a text from my friend Rupert. It feels good to hear these friendly voices from home: the thought of embarking on this walk tomorrow seems totally unreal and I wonder what I am doing here. Rob is asleep already and the sound of snoring starts to resound around the little apartment. Hmm, it's going to be a long two months. 
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DAY 1 





HENDAYE TO BIRIATOU 











Waking to the momentarily disorienting feeling of 'Where the hell am I?', I become aware of a strange kind of deep growling sound and wonder for a moment if somehow a small dog has got into the room. But no, it's Rob of course, still snoring like a trooper. I feel pretty exhausted having slept fitfully, so get up and do a pointless bit of rummaging in my rucksack, not knowing quite what I am looking for. Maybe it was the mussels last night, but my stomach feels a little fragile and so I head to the toilet for a rather noisy and unpleasant ten minutes. At least Rob is still asleep, I think, conscious of my bowel movements, but then I hear him groaning and shouting something about keeping the noise down and that he hasn't heard anything quite so terrible for a long time. 




  So this is it: the first day of two months of solid walking. It's pissing down outside and I feel daunted and a little nervous. My greatest worry at the moment is the state of my back, which has been giving me quite a bit of trouble over the last few weeks. A fear has been lurking at the back of my mind that I might have to finish the walk early due to back problems, though Rob and I have discussed the possibility of finding masseurs and chiropractors along the way. Rob seems a little too interested in the possibility of a friendly massage ('Le fin agréable, monsieur?'). Still, it's no good worrying about that now. Following Rob's lead, I dig out the small pot of Vaseline from my rucksack and prepare myself for what proves to be one of the most soothing and pleasurable physical rituals of the weeks to come. No, it's not what you think. I'm talking about the daily practice of rubbing Vaseline into my toes and feet to prevent the possibility of blisters – one of the best bits of advice I have ever been given. There is indeed something quite gratifying and soothing about the process and added to this is the somewhat contemplative element to the task, which helps prepare the mind and body for the travails ahead. 




  Feet done and boots on we engage in a final bit of mutual sack rummaging (that's not what you think either) and head across the road for breakfast. Our kind hostess ushers us in and, lo and behold, we find that our compère for the morning is our friend Monsieur le Comédien. Once again he seems much amused by our presence and goes into a long routine that ends with something about us 'pissing dans les pantalons'. It's with some relief that we finish our breakfast and say our farewells. Rob admits that he was quite attracted to our hostess, in a motherly kind of way. Remembering his offer to be my 'case study', I make a mental note about Freud and Oedipal complexes. 




  Hendaye, seen in the half-light of this rather wet morning, seems a fairly non-descript and somewhat unprepossessing kind of place. The town is split into two parts, the main town, Hendaye-Ville, where we walked down from the station yesterday, and Hendaye-Plage, the more touristy area that stretches along the sandy strip of beach. Being the most south-westerly town in France and a good launch pad for both France and Spain, with a nice coastline and child-friendly beaches, it probably is a popular resort in the holidays; but standing here outside the hotel with the cold rain drumming on our ponchos like Ginger Baker we aren't quite seeing Hendaye in all its Atlantic glory. Looking out to sea the Jumeaux rocks are visible: two distinguished columns of rock rising proudly from the water, long eroded and carved off from their parent cliff. A few small fishing boats make their slow passage across the bay, perhaps on their weary way back to the fishing port of Caneta after a long night on the nets. 




  The fact that Hendaye pretty much sits on the border at this south-western Pyrenean gateway means that it has had its fair share of trouble over the last few hundred years – being reduced to rubble on several occasions after being caught up in cross-border conflicts. The Treaty of the Pyrenees was signed in Hendaye in 1659 to end the Franco–Spanish War. Another interesting snippet of information about this town is that it is home to the 'Hendaye Cross', a 3 m-high carved stone cross that can be seen in the town square. It is apparently something of a holy grail for doom-merchants, in that the carved symbols on the cross are supposedly some kind of cryptic code, which if deciphered spell out a catastrophic end to the world. Well, let's just hope that nobody deciphers it in the next couple of months, otherwise Rob and I are buggered. Where's Tom Hanks when you need him?  




  After a bit of stocking up at the local supermarket, in which we weigh ourselves down with several pounds of chocolate and dates (just in case we become trapped on a cliff edge for several weeks in a blizzard that has blown away all the bread, cheese and sausage we have also crammed into our laden rucksacks), we set out in the rain to try and find the official start of the GR10; which Douggie tells us is by the casino building at the seafront. We amble around for a good half an hour, looking like bedraggled hunchbacks in our all-weather ponchos, before we discover that the casino is in fact the place where we had our meal last night. Seen in the light of day it's an impressive building, late-nineteenth-century and somewhat Moorish in design, though no longer home to any gambling. Having finally discovered our official start point we walk down onto the beach for a quick photo opportunity: a picture of our bare, wrinkled feet in the sea. The water isn't too cold but the sea itself is a murky grey, reflecting the dismal sky overhead. Hopefully, the next time we are standing like this in the sea it will be the warmer, bluer waters of the Mediterranean. And so it is with a twinge of apprehension that we put back on our socks and boots, take a final gasp of briny sea air, face south-eastwards and take the first faltering steps of our great 850-km journey.  




  This first day should involve a 'relatively straightforward' six-hour stint to Olhette, where we plan to stay in a gîte d'étape. These are the basic hostels and bunkhouses that tend to lie somewhat off the beaten track and are frequented by hikers, cyclists and other assorted travellers. However, with all our dithering it's nearly midday and Rob suggests that we just walk the couple of hours to Biriatou and then get ready for a good early start tomorrow. The plan sounds good to me, so we slowly make our way out of Hendaye. Slowly really is the operative word here, as we get hopelessly lost and can't seem to find our way out of this bloody town. We spend a good two hours walking in circles trying to find the red and white GR10 markers that indicate the trail and I'm starting to feel wet and a little miserable and begin to wish that we had got that taxi to Biriatou. On two occasions a car pulls up and we are offered a lift to where the 'real mountains' begin, but Rob insists that we walk. He's right; we would only be cheating ourselves and feel the worse for it down the line, so – with a few groans – I plod on. 




  Eventually, we make our way out of town, crossing over the N10 and under the motorway. As the countryside opens up around us it is a relief to leave behind the wet concrete and the sound of cars speeding their way across the border into Spain. We both immediately start to feel better – in fact, not just better, good. This is it; we're walking into the foothills of the Pyrenees, being enveloped by the mountains with a stunning view of the Atlantic coastline to our left. It still feels totally surreal to think we have even got to this point and I am relieved that the trek has finally begun. As we walk we amuse ourselves with a first French lesson for Rob, although considering the poor quality of my own French I use the word 'lesson' very loosely. My initial tactics amount to just hitting him with a few interesting words to juggle with and it works quite well. We cover 'bouilloire' (kettle) 'sanglier' (wild boar) and 'souris' (mouse), which for starters isn't too bad, and Rob is quickly away with the task of putting them into a useful sentence – 'Le sanglier est dans la bouilloire.' 




  To be fair, whilst it is good to get out of the town, this first stage of the walk is not that exciting and we can understand why several of the books that we have read say that it is not until you pass Biriatou that the real walking begins. Still, the morning rain has eased off and a cattle track leads us away from the coast and through woods and fields, the cows following our progress with disinterest. The rain has left freshness in the air that adds to the enjoyment of the lush green hills spread out before us. The path is easy going and we climb barely more than 150 m as we make our way up towards the village. We've been walking for a couple of hours and Rob's kettle is getting rather full with wild boar, so it's with some relief that we stroll into Biriatou and book into the only, and considerably expensive, hotel. Biriatou is a pleasant, quiet village nestling on the edge of a low-lying hill that rises gradually eastward to form the very modest 'mountain' of Xoldokogaina, which sits at a gentle 486 m. It's certainly an evocative name, sounding more like it belongs in Greece or perhaps an episode of Xena: Warrior Princess. The village is dominated by a large church that rises up majestically from a surrounding cluster of white buildings with their distinctive terracotta roof tiles and brown shutters, and from the height of the impressive church steps you get a sweeping view of the Bidasoa Valley. 




  We spend a relaxing few hours sitting around watching the locals play pelote in the fronton, the large outside court that dominates this and all other villages in the Basque region. Pelote (or pilota in its Basque form) is a little like a large-scale, outside version of squash and is clearly taken very seriously by the locals. We watch some youngsters play for a while, who use a small wooden bat known as a pala or paleta to strike the ball against the large stone wall of the court. Later, a very serious and rather burly guy comes along alone to practise and he dispenses altogether with the need for a bat and just uses his cupped hand. I sense that Rob wants to get down there and give him a game but, perhaps rather wisely, decides to postpone his pilota playing debut until another time. But it's very pleasant, sitting here on the wall above the fronton court, listening to the sound of the children's laughter and the regular, keen thwack of the leather ball against the stone wall. The sun even puts in a late afternoon appearance and there is a real sense of entering a different world, a different culture. Certainly the Basque Country, which straddles the French–Spanish border at this western end of the Pyrenees, has a strong sense of difference about it. The distinct blend of French and Spanish – the language, fierce traditions, regional food and of course the warm and wet sea climate – creates a rich, vibrant culture that we look forward to engaging with further as our trek proceeds.   




  We go for a wander around the outskirts of the village and I get the fright of my life when a dog leaps out at me, causing me to jump at least a couple of feet in the air and perform what Rob later christens 'Dave's Dog Dance of Biriatou'. He is of course highly amused by my pathetic behaviour, more so because the dog is chained up behind a fence at the time. Dogs aren't my strong point, I tell Rob, and appoint him as my official canine guardian for the rest of the walk. The idea of a 'dog dance' is something that could probably catch on in these parts. Apparently, there is an old traditional festival in Biriatou called the 'Goose Day' (Antzar Jokoa) that takes place each November. The ritual involves villagers on horseback galloping along the main street and pulling the neck of a (dead) goose that has been hung high up on a wire stretched across the street. Sounds fun. 
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DAY 2 





BIRIATOU TO OLHETTE 











After a good breakfast of toast, croissants, ham and cheese, washed down with a couple of cups of strong coffee, we set out on what should be a pretty solid seven-hour stretch. We will be covering about 20 km today and, although the height we have to climb is only around 500 m, it will be a good tester for what's to come. I slept badly last night due to a combination of Rob's snoring (which is, strangely enough, beginning to sound like an angry sanglier in a kettle) and my own partial insomnia. As we walk, we are both struck by the lushness of the Basque countryside that gives off a verdant glow. The experience still feels new enough that I don't feel bothered by the weight of my rucksack or the physical effort of walking. As we leave Biriatou the lane sweeps down the village below the church and then turns into a rougher footpath that begins to climb quite steeply up towards the Col d'Osin. 




  We pass through wooded valleys and alongside a lively stream that tumbles down from the hills above. There is a reassuring comfort about the sound of the water as it gurgles and chatters its way past us and the beginnings of some early morning sunlight flits through the leaves of the overhanging trees, picking out points of light on the water. As we walk, I am reminded of the hours I spent as a child playing in the river that ran close to our house, catching bullheads and stone-loaches in jam jars and taking them home as trophies to impress my elder brothers. We pick our way along the wet, stony path, occasionally jumping large stepping-stones that are carpeted in velveteen, pale green lichen, and tendrils of moss hang beard-like from the trees by the stream's edge. Where the path leads us up and out of the valley to a more open vista we catch glimpses of the Atlantic, a reminder of how close we still are to the coast. We are getting the hang of the distinctive red and white GR10 markers now and Rob is acquainting himself with the maps and acquiring a good sense of the route ahead. The route markers consist of a white stripe above a red stripe daubed on a tree, fencepost, rock, sheep or anything else that seems to have been available at the time. Where there is some doubt about the route, for example at a fork in the path, a red and white cross signals that you have gone the wrong way. Of course, the GR10 is just one of the several hundred Grande Randonnée trails; a network of long-distance paths that criss-cross much of Europe. In France alone the trails cover approximately 60,000 km; that's a lot of walking. 




 


*** 




 


We make our way over the Col d'Osin where a friendly sign points out that it is only another three hours and twenty minutes to Olhette. Still, it feels manageable. The path drops down briefly and then there is quite a stiff climb up to the summit of Mandalé, which peaks at 573 m. The views from here are great, with the Atlantic still forming an aquamarine backdrop behind us and the green hills opening up ahead. The sun continues to burn off the dampness from yesterday's rain and it is with a spring in our step that we begin to drop down from the hills towards Venta d'Inzola, a settlement that straddles the border between France and Spain. 




  It's an odd little place, which in times gone by was probably quite a lively cross-border market that no doubt relished its duty-free tax status. As it is, it seems rather tacky, with a number of shops lining the single road selling cheap tat, food, booze and cigarettes. I do, however, find myself a good-looking walking stick, which immediately gives me a sense of comfort and security. Donald Winnicott, the renowned psychotherapist, would perhaps have called it a 'transitional object' – and in a way it does provide me with a sense of emotional security and help me manage this temporary separation from my family. It also makes me feel like my father, who always walked with a stick in his latter years. 




  After buying some bread and brebis cheese we sit eating lunch and drinking coffee and both feel pretty good, especially as this is our first experience of stepping across the border into Spain, albeit by a few feet. It does, however, make us pleasingly aware of the way the GR10 pretty much follows the French–Spanish border and we hope for more of these little cross-border forays. The local brebis is particularly good. Made from ewe's milk, it has a thick, yellowy-orange rind whilst the ivory body of the cheese itself is firm, smooth and compact. It has a rich, strong and slightly nutty flavour and lends itself very well to being eaten in large chunks with our rustic bread and energising coffee, although I suspect it would also go down very well with a glass of fine red wine. This Basque speciality is apparently particularly good in the late spring and early summer when it has a fragrant, floral quality due to the abundance of flowers that grow in the meadows of the grazing sheep. 




  The sun is out and Rob suddenly realises that he left his hat back in the hotel room at Biriatou. He's pretty gutted at his loss; particularly because he has (so he says) an unusually large and oddly shaped head, meaning it is very hard to get a hat that fits. Still, he tries to leave his disappointment behind him, a bit like his lost hat in fact, and makes it his mission to find a new one along the way. I try to impress him with my stick but he's not too interested. Rob, perhaps trying to compensate for the loss of his headwear, tries to persuade me that we should sleep in the Basha tomorrow night. 'Basha' is a Malay word meaning 'shelter' or 'hut' and is essentially an army issue bit of canvas and groundsheet that was given to Rob by a friend. Apparently it can serve as an emergency tent when need be, using cord to attach it to a nearby tree, or in our case a couple of walking sticks. I am not exactly taken with the idea of sleeping in the open under some green bit of cloth and not sure that our present circumstances count as an emergency, but I can sense this is going to become something of a running theme as Rob likes a spot of wild camping whilst I tend to prefer a nice warm domesticated hotel, given half a chance.  Anyway, suitably fed and watered we stride on, making our way along the road and away from the shops and relative civilisation of Venta d'Inzola. The tarmac road soon gives way to a rough stone-strewn footpath and after crossing a stream we make the last short climb of the day up to the Col du Grand Descarga. Is it so called because it looks a bit like a big snail, I wonder? From here the path traverses the side of the valley, taking us though woodland, bracken and gorse, and the gentle downward trajectory makes for easy walking at a decent pace. The red-brown earth of the path, sprinkled with grey stone, contrasts with the abundant green of the countryside as it snakes its way downward and the air is fresh and invigorating. Every now and again we pause just to take in the view, breathe in the air and relish the simple beauty of the open landscape as it stretches out around us. It doesn't feel like long before we drop down into more woodland and make our way towards the little village of Olhette. 




 


*** 


 


As we approach the village we see what must be the gîte on our left, and lo and behold the woman proprietor beckons us over with a shrill shout, clearly not wanting to miss out on passing trade. This being our first experience of a gîte d'étape we are not too sure what to expect, but it's fine: pretty basic but with a good kitchen to cook in and enough bunk beds to sleep about fourteen people. Among the good handful of fellow trekkers, ten or twelve perhaps, there is a bit of mutual sizing-up going on and surreptitious checking out of rucksacks and footwear. We keep pretty much to ourselves and Rob cooks up a good dinner of pasta and sausage whilst everyone else disappears to the main farmhouse for the 'demi-pension' meal provided by the family running the gîte. After eating we sit outside in the garden to enjoy the lovely evening watching kites soaring high in the sky and listening to a virtual orchestra of little birds singing in the bushes nearby. It's a peaceful, tranquil spot with just the low murmur of our fellow trekkers to disturb the peace. As the light fades around 9.30 p.m. we decide to call it a day and clamber into our bunks, where I acquaint myself for the first time with my sleeping bag and assorted night-time paraphernalia. It feels strange to be sharing a room with strangers; I pull the hood of the sleeping bag over my head and prepare for the long night ahead. 
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