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I’M OFF THEN














The Camino poses a single question to each of us: “Who are you?”

















June 9, 2001


Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port






I’m off then!” I didn’t tell my friends much more than that before I started out—just that I was going to hike through Spain. My friend Isabel had only this to say: “Have you lost your mind?”


I’d decided to go on a pilgrimage.


 


My grandma Bertha always knew something like this would happen: “If we don’t watch out, our Hans Peter is going to fly the coop someday!”


I guess that’s why she always fed me so well.


I could be lying on my favorite red couch right now, comfortably sipping a hot chocolate and savoring a luscious piece of cheesecake, but instead I’m shivering in some café at the foot of the Pyrenees in a tiny medieval town called Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. An enchanting postcard idyll, minus the sun.


Unable to make a complete break with civilization, I sit down right by the main road. Although I’ve never even heard of this place before, there seems to be an unbelievable amount of traffic whizzing down the road.


On the rickety bistro table lies my nearly blank diary, which seems to have as hearty an appetite as I. I’ve never felt the need to capture my life in words before—but since this morning I’ve had the urge to record every detail of my unfolding adventure in my little orange notebook.


So here begins my pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela.


The journey will take me along the Camino Francés, one of the official European Cultural Routes. I’ll be trekking over the Pyrenees, across the Basque country, the Navarre and Rioja regions, Castile and León, and Galicia, and after about five hundred miles I will stand right in front of the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela. According to legend, this is the location of the grave of Saint James, the great missionary for the Iberian people.


Just thinking about the long trek makes me want to take a long nap.


And here’s the amazing part: I’ll hike it! The entire length. I will hike. I have to read that again to believe it. I won’t be alone, of course: I’ll be toting my twenty-four-and-a-quarter-pound, fire-engine red backpack. That way, if I keel over along the route—and there is a real chance of that happening—at least they can see me from the sky.


At home I don’t even take the stairs to the second floor, yet sstarting tomorrow I’ll have to cover between 12 and 18 miles a day to reach my destination in about 35 days. The couch potato takes to the road! It’s a good thing none of my friends knows exactly what I’m up to. If I have to call the whole thing off by tomorrow afternoon it won’t be too embarrassing.


This morning I took my first wary peek at the start of the official Camino de Santiago. Uphill from the city gate, on the other side of the turrets and walls of Saint-Jean, is the entrance to the Spanish Pyrenees, and the first segment of the Camino Francés is marked by a steep cobblestone path.
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My route begins in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.


I see a gentleman of around seventy who has difficulty walking, yet is evidently quite determined to undertake this pilgrim’s marathon. I watch him in disbelief for a good five minutes until he slowly disappears into the morning fog.


My guidebook—I chose a wafer-thin one, since I’ll have to lug it with me over the snowcapped peaks of the Pyrenees—says that for centuries, people have undertaken the journey to Saint James when they have no other way of going on with their lives—figuratively or literally.


Since I have just dealt with sudden hearing loss and surgery to remove my gallbladder—two ailments that I think are perfectly suited to a comedian—it’s high time for me to readjust my own thinking. It’s time for a pilgrimage.




I paid the price for ignoring the inner voice that had been hollering “TAKE A BREAK!” for months. When I forged ahead with my work, my body took revenge and shut down my hearing. An eerie experience! I was so furious at my own folly that my gallbladder exploded, and the next thing I knew, I was back in the emergency room with the symptoms of a heart attack.


I finally paid attention and drifted into the travel section of a well-stocked bookstore in Düsseldorf, looking for a suitable destination with one thought in mind: I’ve got to get away! It was high time for a time-out.


The first book I happened upon was Bert Teklenborg’s The Joy of the Camino de Santiago.


What an outrageous title! Eating chocolate can be a joyful experience—or maybe drinking whiskey—but can a route bring you joy? Even so, I bought this presumptuously titled book. And devoured it in a single night.


The way to Santiago de Compostela is one of the three great Christian pilgrims’ trails—the others are the Via Francigena from Canterbury to Rome and the pilgrimage to Jerusalem from anywhere.


According to legend, the Santiago trail was used by the Celts in pre-Christian times as a path of initiation. Veins of electromagnetic power in the earth and lines of energy (called ley lines) are said to be aligned with the Milky Way along the entire trail, all the way to Santiago de Compostela (which may mean “field of stars”), and even beyond that to Finisterre at the Atlantic coast in Spain (then considered “the end of the world”). The Catholic Church kindheartedly forgives the sins of people who complete a pilgrimage to Santiago. But that’s not my primary incentive; I’m drawn to the idea that the pilgrimage will help me find my way to God and thus to myself. That’s certainly worth a try.




I spend the next few days in a near trance, scoping out my itinerary and buying a backpack, a sleeping bag, a sleeping pad, and a pilgrim’s passport, but once I’m on the flight to Bordeaux, I emerge from my daze and hear myself say out loud: “Am I nuts?”


 


It’s been two decades since I first visited Bordeaux. Perhaps I’ve been in a bad mood ever since? I arrived there for the second time, only to discover that it is just as ugly and gray as it was when I visited at sixteen. I decided to spend the night at the Atlantic Hotel, a stately neoclassical building across the street from the train station. This is meant to be a consolation for the coming five weeks of dilapidated dormitories filled with snoring Americans and belching Frenchmen and no decent sanitary facilities.


It turns out I would have been better off in a dormitory. I was greeted with a friendly smile, shown to a drab little hole-in-the-wall, and quoted an exorbitant price. Instead of a window, the room offered harsh blue fluorescent lighting. I didn’t complain, but I could feel my nonexistent gallbladder acting up!


If Bordeaux had been nicer, I might not have continued on.


But there is nothing to keep me in the room, since the last guy to sleep here had the good sense to empty out the minibar. So, out I go, back to the train station.


In the gigantic main hall, I marshal my high school French to issue this halfway decent sentence: “Mademoiselle, one ticket from Bordeaux to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, one way, second class, please.” The charming lady behind the counter beams at me.


“À quelle heure, monsieur?”—Ah, yes; at what time do I want to travel? That’s a good question.


“At about seven A.M.” I decide on the spot, which is how I do things.


“What was the name of that place again?”




Great! None of the maps I studied listed a train connection to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port—so there must not be one! I mumble the name again while she pores over enormous timetables from past centuries with a quizzical look on her face, then announces, to my complete surprise, “Monsieur, there is no such place in France.”


I am as flummoxed as if she’d just claimed that God is dead.


“Waaait a minute,” I say, “the place does exist, but maybe the railroad doesn’t go there. Surely there’s an interstate bus or something of that sort.” The lady politely stands her ground: “No, no, the place does not exist. Believe me.” Naturally I don’t. There’s a principle at stake here!
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Who could seriously doubt the existence of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port?




After an excruciating couple of minutes, she discovers that the place exists after all! And there’s even a convenient set of connections. I feel as if I’d wished this place into existence. Maybe I’ll have the same good luck with God?


I leave the train station with my ticket in hand, wondering what I’m actually doing here, whether any of this makes sense. I look up, only to see a huge billboard advertising the latest technological gadget with the catchphrase “Do you know who you really are?” My answer is quick and clear-cut: “Non, pas du tout!”


I decide to give that some thought once I’m back in my hotel room. I leaf listlessly through a tattered city guide to Bordeaux to find out what I missed last week, and come across another version of the same ad campaign. This one declares, “Welcome to Reality!” Touché!


My room hasn’t sprouted any windows since I left. My cell phone charger doesn’t fit into the French outlet, and as a matter of fact I would like to go back home already—or should I go on? I opt for going on. Then I fall asleep.


 


When I arrive this morning, Saint-Jean is already packed with pilgrims of all ages and nationalities. The city evidently reaps a handsome profit from pilgrim business. Rustic walking sticks and scallop-shell pendants—the pilgrims’ insignia—are sold on every corner. There are kitschy statues of saints, pilgrims’ lunch platters—think French fries with meat course—and hiking guides in every conceivable modern language. I opt for a simple walking stick, although it seems much too long, much too heavy, and much too unwieldy.


On the way to the local pilgrims’ hostel I turn over in my mind how to say stamp in French. In Spanish it’s sello—that’s written in the pilgrim’s passport, the credencial del peregrino. In the entryway the word finally occurs to me: Timbre! Naturellement. I’ve got my sentence formulated in my head: J’ai besoin d’un timbre. Then I hear the elderly gentleman at the table speaking Oxford English while stamping the passports of a young four-man band from Idaho and assigning them beds one through four. It turns out he’s British and spends his summer vacations here in this little office, endorsing pilgrims’ passports and assigning bed numbers. And he seems to be enjoying it. My own enjoyment drains away the moment I realize that I am about to be allotted bed number five in an ice-cold, twenty-man dormitory, right next to the high-spirited country quartet from Idaho. Sure enough, they have their dreadfully heavy instruments in tow: three guitars and some sort of flute.


When my turn comes, the nice man asks me: “What’s your profession, sir?” I mull over some possible responses, then loudly announce, “Artist!” The man looks at me dubiously. This question didn’t come up with the musicians. The billboard said, “Do you know who you really are?” Evidently I don’t. Though my little white sunhat does make me look like Elmer Fudd.


Before he gets around to assigning me bed number five, I flee with my first official stamp in hand, although I have yet to trek a single foot. To make up for the previous night in Bordeaux, I’m going to stay at the Hôtel des Pyrénées, the best address in town! The albergue (pilgrims’ hostel) here is a bit too—shall we say—chummy for my liking. Sometimes it’s pretty obvious that I’m from Düsseldorf, Germany’s premier status-conscious city.


So the Catholic Church has it on record that I began my pilgrimage here. At the end, in Santiago, there’ll be a fabulous gilt-edged certificate in Latin—the compostela—signed by Secretarius Capitularis. And all my sins, which, as the Catholic Church sees it, are many, will be forgiven. I feel as though I’ve stepped into a clergy sitcom.


The stamps are issued only in official albergues, churches, and monasteries along the route. If you travel by car or train, you can’t get your hands on a pilgrim’s certificate, because the places that issue stamps can be reached only by foot or bicycle. You can claim to be a true pilgrim only if you have completed at least the last 62 miles before you get to Santiago de Compostela on foot, or the last 124 miles by bicycle or horse. Most people choose to trek the entire Camino Francés, the traditional pilgrim’s route. You don’t have to be Catholic to get a pilgrim’s passport. Though I was raised Catholic, I would describe myself as a kind of Buddhist with a Christian veneer, though that sounds more complicated than it is. You just have to embark on a spiritual quest—and that is what I am doing.


While I sit in the bistro sipping away at my café au lait, I consider my expectations for the pilgrimage. I could set off with this question in my head: Is there a God? Or a Yahweh, Shiva, Ganesha, Brahma, Zeus, Ram, Vishnu, Wotan, Manitu, Buddha, Allah, Krishna, Jehovah, etc.?


Since my earliest childhood I have devoted a good deal of thought to this question. As an eight-year-old, I enjoyed going to communion instruction, and I recall to this day exactly what was taught there. I felt the same way later in confession training, religious instruction, and confirmation classes. I never had to be coaxed into going (no one would have pushed me anyway, since I’m not from a strict Catholic family). My interest in all things religious ran high throughout my high school years.


While other children had to be dragged to mass kicking and screaming, I really enjoyed it, though I kept these feelings to myself. Of course, our parish priest’s sermons didn’t bowl me over, but they couldn’t squelch my keen interest. There wasn’t a single spiritual course that left me cold; every type of worldview fascinated me. For a while I seriously toyed with the idea of becoming a theologian or converting so I could become a Lutheran minister. As a child I hadn’t the slightest doubt about the existence of God, but as a supposedly enlightened adult I have to consider the question again.


What will happen if at the end of the journey the answer comes back: No, sorry, He doesn’t exist. There is NOTHING. Believe me, monsieur!


Could I live with that? With Nothingness? Wouldn’t life on this funny little planet seem altogether pointless? I would imagine that everyone wants to find God…or at least know whether He does, or did, or will exist…or something.


Maybe the better question would be: Who is God?


Or where, or why?


This is how scientists go about it.


I’ll start with a hypothesis: There is a God!


Since it would be pointless to fritter away my limited time seeking something that ultimately might not even be there, I’ll go ahead and assert that it is! I just don’t know where. And should there turn out to be a creator, He will be pleased as punch that I never doubted His, or Her, or Its existence.


In the worst-case scenario, the answer would be: “There is a God and at the same time there isn’t one; you may not understand that, but once again, I’m sorry—those are the facts, monsieur!”


I could live with that, because it would be a kind of compromise. Some Hindus, by the way, subscribe to this seemingly illogical view.


So: Who is looking for God here, anyway?




I am! Hans Peter Wilhelm Kerkeling, thirty-six years old, Sagittarius, Taurus Ascendant, German, European, adoptive Rhinelander, Westphalian, artist, smoker, dragon (in the Chinese zodiac), swimmer, motorist, utilities customer, TV viewer, comedian, bicyclist, author, voter, fellow citizen, reader, listener, and monsieur.


Apparently I don’t have a very clear idea of who I am, so how am I supposed to figure out who God is? Maybe I should start with the smaller of these questions: Who am I?


At first I had no interest in confronting that issue, but since I am being called upon to do so by a constant stream of advertisements, I guess I have no other choice. The first step will be to discover myself; then I’ll take it from there. Maybe I’ll get lucky, and discover God here. Of course, it’s possible that he lives right around the corner from me in Germany, and I could have saved myself lots of trouble.


In my oxygen-deprived French cell last night, I got three hours of sleep, tops, which probably explains this muddled train of thought. Today I’ll get to bed early; tomorrow I want to be up and out by 6 A.M.


If there is a God, at least He has a sense of humor. Here I am, sitting with a café au lait on a potato-shaped planet racing at top speed through the universe. Not that I notice it, but it’s a fault.


Insight of the day: Start by figuring out who I am.















June 10, 2001


Roncesvalles






I’m so tired, I can barely hold my pen.


This morning I left my luxurious hotel shortly before seven and headed for Roncesvalles in Spain. Breakfast wasn’t served until eight, so instead I treated myself to a power granola bar. (I brought along three of them from Germany for emergencies.) I filled my one-quart plastic water bottle only halfway, because every additional ounce makes my backpack heavier.


The second I set foot on the official pilgrims’ route it starts pouring, and I quickly realize in this raw, damp air that my overpriced rain jacket lets in both the rain and the cold. Not a single other pilgrim is en route in this thick fog.


I was planning to get off to a nice slow start today so I could get used to the weight on my shoulders and my new walking stick. Fat chance! In this weather you walk to get somewhere as fast as you can. The stupid pilgrim’s walking stick keeps getting tangled between my feet, and every time I stumble just the tiniest bit, my backpack pitches forward, making it hard for a pudgy guy like me to stay on his feet. You can’t get a reasonable pace going like that. Either I race ahead breathlessly, or I move at a crawl.


In the rain and fog I can’t tell whether the scenery here is beautiful or not. The photograph in my full-color guidebook shows an enchanting panorama of a snow-covered mountain, topped by a spectacular sunset. The book declares this region one of the most magical in Europe, one that I must see. I’m told there are lush grasslands under steep rock formations, and sheep who enjoy the unconditional right of way. Maybe so; I’ll never know.


I stumble uphill on a three-hour trek, stoically working my way through the fog to the Pass of Roncesvalles at 3,468 feet, and trying to ignore my backpack, which clearly wants to pull me back downhill.


At some point, I just can’t go on. It occurs to me that if I collapse now, even my bright red backpack, reflectors and all, would do me no good. In this mountain fog I would be undetectable from above. This exceedingly tragic thought sends me into gales of laughter, which is, after all, the best medicine. But laughing wears me out even more. Reason prevails, and I decide once and for all that I will resign myself humbly to my fate and stop walking.


I sit down on a rock at the side of the road in the pouring rain, to enjoy the invisible panorama of the Pyrenees. A glance to my right tells me that I will not make the steep ascent, since my waddling pace suggests that the peak is probably hours away. A glance to my left reveals that I won’t be any more likely to handle the approximately three-hour descent. This qualifies as a bona fide emergency, entitling me to a granola bar and a cigarette. The sodden tobacco has taken on a distinctive tang. The rain no longer bothers me; everything is dripping wet anyway—including, by the way, everything in my “guaranteed waterproof” backpack. I sit on the rock, puffing away and laughing.


I stayed there for maybe fifteen minutes when suddenly, out of nowhere, a small blue minivan appears to my left in the fog. I spring into action and force it to stop, gleefully waving my walking stick. It isn’t about to get by me and my reflecting backpack on this narrow little street anyway. The creaky three-wheeled car comes to a stop. The passenger door is opened from the inside and a bright red farmer’s face greets me with a friendly smile.


“So, where are you headed in this lousy weather?” a voice rings out to me in an earthy French dialect.


“Up!” I reply, because for the life of me, I can’t remember the French word for “summit.” With a hint of a welcoming gesture and a muttered word, the farmer invites me into the car. Without unbuckling my backpack, I sit down next to the man, who is wearing his workman’s overalls and smoking a Gauloise. My nose is practically plastered to the windshield. Even so, I can’t help but catch a whiff of the stench emanating from the back. I turn around, and a gigantic ram’s head bleats at me from the cargo area. A second animal nonchalantly pushes his rear end up into my face. We’re heading toward the summit at full tilt.


“How far is it until…up?” I ask, to break the ice.


“Not much farther. Two miles, maybe?” he replies, while offering me a dry cigarette, which I light quickly.


“Then I was nearly up already,” I sigh in relief.


“Are you one of those pilgrims?”


“Yup!” I answer, and think: There. Now I’ve said it. I’m a pilgrim!


“Don’t you think you’re in over your head?” he asks skeptically.


Yes, I’m in over my head, but I’m not about to admit it in the presence of two stinking sheep.


As the car wends its way up the steep slope, the bleating ram retches and vomits a stream of green sputum. The driver shoots me a jovial grin, as though this were a major accomplishment. I can’t come up with anything to say but “Isn’t he feeling well?”


The farmer sets my mind at ease: “He always does that! He doesn’t like to ride in the car.”


My driver lets me out on a hillock leading to a muddy forest path. The rain is coming down in buckets, the fog is as thick as can be, and the temperature is bone-chilling. He turns toward me, jolly as ever, the cigarette butt dangling from his lip, and announces: “You’re already past the hard part! The summit isn’t far away.” I give him a heartfelt thank-you, and can’t resist wishing the ram a speedy recovery. The car zooms away, and through the fog I make out signposts. Taking a breather has restored my spirits, and I’m ready to resume my hike to Spain. When I reach for my water bottle I realize that it must have slipped out of my backpack while I was in the car. It’s raining cats and dogs, and I’m dying of thirst.


After countless additional little ascents—the air is already getting a bit thinner up here so I stop more often—I make it to the famous Fontaine de Roland, right near the Spanish border, where Knight Roland fought so bravely but futilely against the Basques—or was it the Moors? This fountain is steeped in history: Charlemagne himself is said to have drunk from it, but I’m not in the mood for historical niceties—I’m dehydrated. Paraphrasing Brecht’s famous saying: “First comes food, then morality,” I’d say that first comes drinking, then culture. I hobble to the fountain as quickly as I can, my backpack perversely swaying up and down, tugging harder than ever at my poor shoulders. I press the stylish golden faucet of the Fontaine de Roland and—nothing! No water!


I try it several more times, but the fountain seems to have dried up.




Torrents of water to my left and torrents to my right, red, mucky, and muddy. But no water in the fountain.


My guidebook tells me that this is the only well with drinking water on this entire section of the trail, that Roland, the Paladin of Charlemagne, was brutally murdered by the Saracens—so it was the Saracens!—and that in bad weather it takes at least four and a half hours of hiking to get to my destination. Fantastic! Can’t someone send over a plumber?


I hear the sound of a motor approaching, and out of the fog, from the mountain slope above the fountain, a small fire engine veers into sight.


This is no hallucination! Two jolly firemen get out and slowly make their way toward me through the fog. “C’est tout bien, monsieur?” It’s nice of them to ask how I’m doing. My answer rolls right off my tongue (anyone this thirsty gains an instant command of French) : “I’m fine, but the faucet of the historic Fontaine de Roland is broken. It’s hard to believe, but there’s no water in it!” In a split second they come up with a solution. They don’t get the faucet to work, but in a joint show of strength, they yank a hose out of the ground behind the fountain and let me guzzle from it!


After I drink at least half a gallon, the guys repair the damage—neatly rendering the well unusable once again. I can’t help asking, “What in heaven’s name are you doing up here in this awful weather?”


The burlier of the two explains with a smile: “Nothing at all. My buddy started feeling sick. Yesterday we had a big firemen’s ball in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, and he drank too much. Now we have to stop every ten minutes so he can throw up.” And as quickly as the firemen had appeared, they vanished behind the wall of fog.


Humans and animals seem to have a tough time of it here, but for some mysterious reason, it winds up working to my advantage. I am grateful for the second time today.


The firemen were French, which means that I am not yet in Spain, and that the greater part of my journey still lies before me. With a spring in my step, I forge ahead through the forest, which is getting denser by the moment, and over my imaginary mountains. The sky simply will not clear up.


After three additional hours of hiking I’m still facing a good two hours on my feet. The rain is coming down harder and I’m growing weaker. By now I’ve slowed down so much that within the past half hour a dozen pilgrims have passed me. Where did they all pop up from? For hours I haven’t seen anyone, and now all these sodden people are trudging by without as much as a hello.


Finally the trail heads downhill again. My heart beats faster. The descent on the mud-and-scree path through the beech forest is at most eight inches wide but so steep that my left knee begins to throb and then to hurt like hell. Nothing helps. I groan out loud just to stand the pain, and I don’t care if anyone hears it in this godforsaken wilderness. I am feeling immensely sorry for myself.


Thank God I bought this walking stick during my little tourist spending spree. It did nothing but hold me down on the way up, but now it is holding me up on the way down. Without it I would not be able to brace myself on this mudslide. I can’t wallow in self-pity. I dragged myself up here, and now I will drag myself right back down. Of course, I have to be in Roncesvalles before sundown or it’ll be pitch black, and I’ll be in trouble up to my eyeballs. Up to now I haven’t come across any boundary stone, so I must still be in France. Spain, can’t you meet me halfway?


The pain in my knee is getting unbearable, and I’m close to tears! My clever little guidebook reassures me that every pilgrim will cry at least once along the way.


But not on my very first day! Another ten minutes and I’ll keel over! And then—miracle of miracles—just when I’m about to burst into tears, I emerge from the thick woods into a clearing and see the monastery walls of Roncesvalles. I feel like a medieval leper accepting a crust of bread from a good Samaritan. I did it. Sixteen miles on foot across the Pyrenees! Not counting my little jaunt with the rams, that is.


 


The massive Roncesvalles Monastery, the official albergue, looks like Sleeping Beauty’s castle, way too grand for this humble hamlet, and seemingly on the verge of swallowing it up. After a brief tour through the monastery, in which I stick to the ground floor, since I wouldn’t be able to manage the height of a curb at this point, it turns out that the dormitories, the toilets, and the showers do not live up to the grandeur of the monastery’s exterior. It is awfully cold and dirty. There are about fifty pilgrims camping in the main hall, with their soaking clothing spread out on the damp stone floor. Sweaty, bone tired, and contented people are draped in every corner. I must look just like them.


When I collect my first real pilgrim’s stamp, the stocky Basque senior citizen behind the desk asks me, “How come you want only a pilgrim’s stamp; don’t you need a bed?”


My Spanish—in contrast to my French—is not too shabby. Spanish was one of my two major subjects in high school, and I still love this language. So I reply breezily: “No, I don’t need a bed; I’ll sleep at a hotel.” The man rises up from his desk in a rage, bangs his fist on the table, and snaps at me: “What’s wrong with you? That’s some new trend! Pilgrims need to sleep in an albergue to share their experiences with other pilgrims; they can’t isolate themselves in a hotel!”


I look at the bed monitor in disbelief and say, “I am happy to share my experiences, but I have no interest in sharing athlete’s foot.” Then I turn on my heel and go. Instead of sitting around griping, this guy might think about wiping down the shower stalls. I wouldn’t sleep in this monastery if my life depended on it. I am enduring the hike of my life, and I can’t add insult to injury by sleeping in this refugio. Admittedly, you can’t expect too much from a place that bills itself as a “refuge.”


I hobble to the other side of the village’s only street.


I decide to stay at the little boarding house directly across from the monastery. It is reasonably priced and in good shape, and the warm room they give me has a bathtub. The first thing I do is spread out my wet belongings on the floor and over the heater. Every step I take sends terrible pains shooting through my knee. I hope I won’t have to quit my journey after the very first segment. At least I don’t feel the pain when I’m not moving. Unfortunately, the only free room is on the second floor. It takes me forever to get upstairs, and to be on the safe side I eat something downstairs as soon as I arrive (calamari in its own ink) so I won’t have to climb down and up again. My (misguided) travel guide says there’s a grocery store here—but there isn’t. I have no idea how I’ll be getting food and drink tomorrow. Even if there were a grocery store somewhere, there’s a chance I won’t be able to make it down to the ground floor in the morning.


So this is what I accomplished today. By hook or by crook, I made it up to a summit. My body, especially my lower limbs, is sending me another clear message. It has taken the form of a single dull pain. Maybe my quest for meaning is like my search for the summit in the fog—I may not be able to see anything, but it’s there! I’m glad to be in Spain, and tomorrow I’ll continue on. I feel as though I traveled through a foggy birth canal to get to Roncesvalles. It was a difficult birth, but mother and child are doing well, and the umbilical cord is cut! I will simply ignore my aching bones.


Insight of the day: Although I cannot see the summit through the fog, it’s there!














June 11, 2001


Zubiri






This morning the pain in my knee is as good as gone. I can move my knee without wincing! After a decent breakfast in the restaurant I got going at about 10 A.M., heading toward Zubiri. According to my travel guide, which lists distances between stop-off points, today’s trek will take only six and a half hours. The trail once again leads across the mountains.


Since my hiking boots are still soaking wet, I have no choice but to start walking in my flip-flops, which I originally bought on the advice of the very German tourist books I consulted, to avoid direct foot contact with unclean shower stalls. My heavy Canadian boots are hanging on my backpack to dry.


[image: image]


How would I have made out without my Canadian boots?




The beginning of the trail is easy and lovely to walk. On top of that, it now feels like the middle of the summer. I feel as though I’m getting yesterday’s damp cold air out of my system. The trail takes me through beautiful forests full of butterflies and lizards, but unfortunately there is no sign of other pilgrims.


Finally I can also enjoy the mountain panorama, which resembles the Alps. Too bad the signposts marking the route are so unpredictable. You have to look carefully for the hand-painted yellow arrows on the street, on trees, fences, or stones in order to stay on the right trail. Even so, I get the feeling not that I’m flip-flopping my way to Santiago but that Santiago is striding right toward me!


The first Basque villages I pass through are absolutely beautiful. The Basque country as a whole strikes me as a huge enchanted forest. The houses are fanciful, and the architecture reminds me of Cochem on the Moselle River or the Timmendorf beach houses at the Baltic Sea. And I wonder how the ETA, the Basque nationalist separatist organization, can plant bombs in an enchanted forest.


 


On a beautiful path running along the mountain range, I see twelve enormous birds of prey circling right over me. I count them up several times, then hasten to capture this majestic sight with my disposable camera. I have no idea whether there are eagles in the Pyrenees, and my know-it-all travel guide doesn’t mention them, but these birds certainly look like eagles. I hope they’re not vultures that see me as rich pickings. It’s a good thing that I don’t know my ornithology; I decide to call them eagles.


After the third mountain path with an absolutely indescribable view, my knees begin to throb like crazy.


Once again I am plagued by doubts as to whether I, a pudgy couch potato, am really in good enough shape to cross the Pyrenees in flip-flops. Hiking eighteen miles a day is no walk in the park. Tormented by recurrent throbbing and stabbing pains in my knee, I am forced to reduce my pace, particularly because I am shuffling along in flip-flops instead of in proper footwear. Every once in a while I pass by a Basque farmer staring at me in amusement, knowing full well that the beach is more than a hundred miles away.


[image: image]


A touch of Moselle River and Baltic Sea in the Basque country


I finally arrive in a town that consists of little more than a small bar. I treat myself to some food and drink and stash away some bananas, water, and bread for later.


Revived, I forge ahead, and even after a good half hour I am pleasantly surprised by the spring in my step. But something is missing. A sound! I’m not hearing the scraping of my walking stick on the asphalt. That’s just great! I left it in the bar. I double back to get it. The downhill sections are impossible without my stick, and in some crazy way I actually miss that thing.


The scorching heat quickly saps my strength, and I’m about to throw in the towel—or should I say walking stick? What am I doing here? Am I out of my mind? If my doctor only knew how I am overdoing it! I should just take myself, flip-flops and all, down to the sea.


But I adjust my attitude and cheer myself on: “Keep on going, fatso! You’re going to make it.”


I come upon an old hamlet and find, in the shadow of a big tree, an enormous wooden cattle trough with a steady flow of fresh, ice-cold spring water splashing into it. I stick my head into the water and feel decades younger. After making sure that there is not a soul around, I slip out of my clothes and bathe my whole body. Good thing I have my flip-flops on! My swollen ankles and knees slowly shrink back to their normal size.


Naturally, two pilgrims pick this very moment to appear. They are German ladies of a certain age, who appear to be retired high school teachers. Luckily, their water bottles are filled to the top, which means that they can manage without my bathwater. They sit down next to me looking somewhat miffed, but eventually they can’t help grinning at the sight of me. I act as though I’m French, and hop out of the trough with a “Ça va?” The ladies continue on, and I help myself to a cigarette and a banana with bread. I pour some of the bathing water into my water bottle, which I am now watching like a hawk. It is just as important as the walking stick.


It wouldn’t be so bad to leave behind my backpack, which weighs a full twenty-four and a quarter pounds. Twenty-four and a quarter pounds! Not that there is very much in it. A pair of long pants (I have my shorts on today), two long-sleeved shirts, two T-shirts, my porous poncho, one sweater, two pairs of underwear and socks, one toiletries bag, a tube of portable laundry detergent—since every day is wash day for me—Band-Aids for blisters, antiseptic spray, suntan lotion, my cell phone, a camping mat, a sleeping bag, a towel, a rather thick book, my damp travel guide, and my power granola bar for emergencies. All that—plus my drinking water—adds up to twenty-four and a quarter pounds.
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In this wooden cattle trough, the “Frenchman” sat and called out “Ça va?” to the ladies.


By now the sun has dried off my hiking boots, so I’m ready to go, and I set off for Puerto de Erro, which is 2,625 feet above sea level. For two and a half hours, the path runs uphill. My body is not amused, but the pain is bearable. Here and there I take a little break and smoke a cigarette.


My travel guide explicitly warns me about the steep descent to Zubiri, which is not for novices. But the two German grandmas are ahead of me, and I figure that if they can make it, I can too. I’m an easygoing guy.


When I catch up to them just before the top of the pass, both are clutching their knees and groaning in pain. The two other people I meet in the course of the day, a middle-aged Dutch man and an athletic French woman, are also suffering from pains in their knees.


This descent, which continues for an additional two and a half hours, is sheer hiking hell! Who cares that the weather is nice? The trail down through the forest is devilishly difficult. I twist my ankle six times, the last time so badly that I’m certain I’ll wind up with a torn ligament. The only way to make any forward movement without a walking stick would be to take a nosedive. I can hardly bend my knees. The torment is unending! I can’t see the trail; everything looks like a ravine straight out of Karl May’s Travel Adventures in Kurdistan. I start to doubt that this is still the official pilgrims’ trail. It’s more like a dried-up waterfall. I have no choice but to approach all this climbing as an exercise in meditation. Just concentrate on the next step, and don’t look ahead, or else I’ll fall flat on my face before I even get to the tough part.


These muddy paths are full of big rocks, so turning around while you’re walking can be hair-raising. Don’t do it! Keep your eyes straight ahead. If you do want to turn around, pause first.


I am really getting to know my body, and I have to say that it is cooperating quite nicely—in two regards. If I don’t push it to the limit, but talk sweetly to it, the way I would to a sick horse, and don’t rush it along, it’ll do what I want. This is how I make it all the way to Zubiri, which you reach by crossing a medieval pilgrims’ bridge over the Río Aga, popularly called puente de la rabia (“bridge of rabies”).


When I arrive at the albergue, I am greeted by the sound of music from the Idaho four-man band. They are sitting on the playground right under a clothesline full of laundry. There would be no way to complete this trek on foot with small children. I won’t bother to describe the refugio; suffice it to say that I will once again be spending the night in a nice little hotel. By happy coincidence, the innkeeper is the cousin of the pharmacist, so I’m able to get analgesic gel and elastic kneepads. As bad luck would have it, though, my room is up on the fourth floor, and there’s no elevator. Someone is evidently out to get me. I hope I’ll be able to continue on to Pamplona tomorrow.


Tonight I’m going to eat calamari in its own ink again. Sensational! It does look a bit revolting, but it seems to be the national dish here, even though the sea is several hundred miles away. I guess if I can hike in flip-flops, they can also eat squid.


Insight of the day: Don’t turn around! Ever onward!














June 12, 2001


Pamplona






I could have predicted as much: nothing is working, least of all my legs. Last night the pain was so bad that it was practically impossible to fall asleep. At nine this morning I tried to get up, and both legs, from the soles of my feet right up to my thighs, were stiff and everything was hurting: soles, heels, knees, shins, muscles.


Somehow I managed to work my way down to the breakfast room on the ground floor. And yet, even though I’m stuffing my face more than I ever have in my life, when I caught my reflection in the hotel’s hallway mirror, I saw less fat.


After breakfast, I tied up my heavy bundle and tackled the pilgrim’s route, which offered me a wonderfully steep ascent. After less than a mile, I’d had it. My body needs to rest up for a day, ideally in Pamplona, which is eighteen miles down the road. There is no train or bus connection, so today this pilgrim becomes a hitchhiker.


This street is not meant for stray, limping pilgrims; it’s extremely dangerous. I get into position with my thumb raised, but I am barely able to stay on my feet. Now and then, a car races by me like a bat out of hell. Most passengers greet my attempt to hitchhike with a shake of the head, or even by giving me the finger. The whole thing seems doomed to failure.




No sooner do I light a cigarette than a small white Peugeot appears in the distance. So I put out my thumb, take off my sunglasses, and smile! The last time I did this was in Greece, when I was eighteen. It didn’t work then, either.


The car comes closer, and I make out at least three people and lots of luggage. So I put my thumb back down; not even my red backpack would have room there. And yet the car slows and comes to a stop. The license plate tells me they’re French: a middle-aged gentleman and two middle-aged ladies.


“Où est-ce que vous allez, monsieur?” Where do you want to go?


“To Pamplona!” I say. Please, God, let them be driving to Pamplona!


“Montez—get in. You can’t keep walking, the way you’re feeling!” the man says, to my surprise, and I ask, “How do you know?”


The lady in the backseat smiles at me and says, “You’re wearing a kneepad! When a pilgrim cannot continue on his own, he ought to be helped out, don’t you think? That’s a good deed.”


I agree wholeheartedly, and squeeze into the backseat next to the lady, where it turns out my backpack and I fit quite nicely. The distinguished gentleman continues driving, while remarking to me, “You are lucky we are French!” I look at him in confusion and ask why, hoping that these otherwise pleasant retirees are not planning to make racist remarks. “You know,” he continues, “the Spanish flatly refuse to pick up pilgrims. They feel that anyone who doesn’t complete the route on his own steam doesn’t complete it at all.”


I immediately feel guilty about accepting the ride, but my foot hurts, and maybe some good will come out of our encounter.


The three of them are from Toulouse. We start a lively conversation. My French is not too shabby, as my travel companions confirm. The lady in the front seems rather dejected, so I ask, “Where are you headed?”


“To Logroño,” she replies tersely. “It’s also on the Camino.”


The lady next to me, who is in her midfifties, is more approachable. “The husband of our friend in the front was hiking from Toulouse to Logroño on the Camino de Santiago, just like you. Shortly before he got to Logroño, he drank contaminated water from a fountain, and nearly died of it. We’re going to visit him in the clinic, and we hope he’ll be released in a week.”


For a moment I’m speechless. The poor guy had walked nearly three hundred miles, and then this! I’m going to drink nothing but bottled mineral water.


It doesn’t take us long to get to Pamplona. These folks are nice enough to drive me directly into the center of town, where I find a vacancy at a small hotel called San Nicolás. The window of my third floor room looks out onto a dark airshaft and has acoustics like a cathedral. Somewhere in the building a baby screams his guts out. But this concert sets me back only seventeen marks a night, so who am I to complain? It’s clean, centrally located, and an official albergue.


Later I hobble off to have a look at the grand capital of the Navarre region, which was once a Roman settlement. Every step is painful, so I soon opt for a seated view on the Plaza del Castillo. I see several pilgrims limping through the town. The Camino seems to take its toll on everyone, but apparently young people and Germans suffer the most. Luckily, the famous Pamplona “running of the bulls” is still weeks away, so no one will be required to run for his life.


Since I haven’t a clue what to do with myself on my free day, I just sit and watch people go by on the main square. And since you can virtually never go wrong by eating, I order a plate of tuna with pepper and some mineral water. As the tray comes closer, I catch a whiff of rancid oil. When the waiter puts the food down, I see that the meal looks even worse than its stench had led me to suspect. I am looking at the crowning achievement of rotten cuisine. The fish is gray, I can’t find even a hint of pepper, and the oil—sure enough—is rancid. There’s no need to take a taste to figure that out. I drink up the mineral water, jump to my feet, and scoot away as fast as I can. Without paying! I’ve never done that before. The pilgrim as pilferer. Of course, I drank up the bottle of water, compliments of the house. The last thing I need now is gastritis.


But I’m also grouchy today, which I attribute to the pains in my knee, and I feel a bit lonesome. Naturally, I could call home, but if I do that, I’m likely to end the journey on the spot.


Still, I have no desire whatsoever to join up with other pilgrims. Most of them appear to be ultra-Catholic, and so sure of themselves that I wonder why they’re on a pilgrimage in the first place. They will be the same people when they complete their journey as they are now—assuming they make it all the way to Santiago.
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Pamplona, where I became a pilferer


I would like to steer clear of any preconceived notions and see what new experiences each new day brings. This journey ought to transform me in some way.


I keep running into the middle-aged Dutch fellow named John and the athletic French woman in her midforties. Both always call out a friendly hello and I can see that they would welcome a longer conversation, but I exchange just a few words with them. That’s plenty, as far as I’m concerned, unless I sense some sort of connection—and I don’t!


Since I’ve started my walk, I have the sense that my ingrained habits are loosening. Somewhat like my backpack, I am soaking things in. I used to push aside so many of my thoughts, figuring I had no time for them; now I let them take me where they will.


 


As I walk along the trail, I think about how my career took off and the lucky twists of fate that made my dream come true when I was between the ages of fifteen and twenty.


Even as a child, I just knew that one day I would be in the limelight. Things really got going in 1981. I said to myself, If you want to become a comedian, you need material! So I started jotting down notes.


Every once in a while I read some of my motley absurdities to friends, who invariably gave me quizzical looks and asked, “You think that’s funny?” I kept on going, because I did think it was funny—very funny, in fact! My family was somewhat taken aback but let me do what I wanted.


One afternoon I was having coffee and cake at my godmother Anna’s house, and she plunked down the latest issue of the German TV guide Hör Zu in front of me: “So you want to be on TV? They’re doing a talent search.” I saw a picture of Carolin Reiber and under it a straightforward question and an invitation: “Are you talented? Get in touch with me!”


Great, I figured. My friends may not laugh at my jokes, but those jokes are sure to knock Carolin Reiber’s socks off. Although the contest deadline had been a week earlier, Aunt Anna set me straight: “So what? Just write a different date on the letter! Who reads postmarks anyway?” She was right.


I blathered my endless supply of sketches onto a cassette and, after listening to it several times, decided that it would be best to provide background material for the sketches. So I added another cassette with a five-minute explanation of each sketch.


Four weeks later, I received an invitation for two to a broadcast in Berlin.


“Congratulations! You and five other contestants have been selected from a pool of over six hundred submissions to display your talent in Berlin!” Great! It was probably my (unintentionally) comic supplementary cassette that had tipped the scales. My father and I set out for Berlin. I was sixteen at the time.


As bad luck would have it, our departure date coincided with my first day of school after summer vacation, and in theory I was supposed to be sitting in geography class, not at the airport in Düsseldorf. But my father thought this special occasion was worth missing the first two days of school for.


As we sat at the gate, waiting for our flight to be called, my high school principal—who was also my history teacher—sauntered in. The timing could not have been worse. Of course, he saw me right away and rushed toward me, stating the undeniable truth: “You’re flying to Berlin on the first day of school!”


My father took over and spun an outlandish tale about an aunt who had died in Berlin. He pointed out how sad this whole thing was, and how attached to her I was. Herr Dr. Koch looked solemn and left us to our mourning.


Once we were in the airplane, I took my father to task, insisting that telling the truth would have worked out better. When I arrived in Berlin, I had to fasten a four-inch paper daisy to my lapel so I’d be recognized by the editor picking me up at the airport. It declared: “I read Hör Zu!” How else would the staff from Hör Zu recognize me? So, shortly before I got off the plane, I pinned on the giant daisy. When my principal said good-bye to me, he couldn’t take his eyes off the flower.


 


The contest took place in a hall at the Berlin Convention Center, with lots of people walking by. The jury was a group of top-notch experts. When it was my turn to perform, I did exactly what I’d tried out at family celebrations and school functions, and before I knew it, my humor had struck a chord in the crowd of the convention visitors as well. At the end of the contest, I was declared a winner in every category.


After that I bombarded every broadcasting company with my cassettes. And one station actually got back to me. Lutz Hahn, who worked at Saarland Broadcasting, helped me revise and improve all the material for my sketches. Twenty-five scripts were taped in Saarbrücken and later broadcast, which brought me a big fat check. Working for Saarland Broadcasting was fun and fabulous. Without Lutz Hahn’s support and personal encouragement, I never would have made it on the air.


The Saarland Broadcasting tapes caught the eye of West German Broadcasting, and Georg Bungster, the commissioning editor, invited me to participate in a little series of WGB radio productions. It’s amazing that these two men stuck their necks out for me, a seventeen-year-old snot-nosed kid, and let me make recordings for them. I am eternally grateful! Then Dieter Pröttel invited me and “Nicki” (whose name was Doris at the time) to be on his “Talent Show.” The only thing I got out of it was the realization that radio was not my medium—television is.


Shortly before my eighteenth birthday, I wrote more of my infamous letters, this time to Bavarian Broadcasting and all the other TV stations for which I had yet to work, enclosing an updated sample cassette.


I was showered with nasty rejections. Only a single reply, from Bavarian Broadcasting, was very polite. It was a kind and lengthy rejection letter. But because it was the last in a long series of rejections, I replied with an insolent note, whereupon this woman called me up at home to say: “You know, if you are really as talented as you say you are, then sign up for the first Passau Cabaret Contest. They’ll be awarding a new prize for up-and-coming cabarettists, the Executioner’s Hatchet! But first you need to learn some manners, and my only bit of advice is this: Never write anyone this kind of letter again.”


Of course, I was already picturing myself onstage, shiny trophy in hand. So I got in touch with the people at the renowned jazz and cabaret stage there, the Scharfrichterhaus (Executioner’s House). I may not be a political cabarettist, but my texts are certainly mordant.


The rejection letter from Passau was quick in coming. It contained a friendly explanation that this contest was for cabarettists from southern Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, and added that my material lacked conviction, since it was not political in nature.


Okay, so that was that! But my buddy Achim Hagemann and I had also applied to the West German Commercial Television Springboard Theater. We had developed a musical sketch revue for a theater in Cologne owned by West German Commercial Television.


The two of us again applied, with the help of a cassette that we recorded in my bedroom. Its questionable quality did not stop us from getting an invitation for an audition. We were in! Every seat in the little theater was filled. A hundred twenty German TV hopefuls stared tensely at the professionally floodlit stage. There were tap dancers, singers, comedians, ventriloquists, magicians, and acrobats.


The manager, Ingrid Jehn, struck a haughty pose and explained to us in her Saxon dialect, which sounded oddly pleasant coming from her, how very hard it would be to make it to the top, and that she was able to take only three of the more than one hundred people present, because the rest of the available spots had already gone to others—including to the future winner of the forthcoming contest for the coveted Executioner’s Hatchet.


When she finished her impressive monologue, her glance fell on me: “You! You have such an honest face! You start.” Achim and I made our way onto the stage. He headed for the piano, and I went to the microphone. Achim played for dear life, and I gave it all I had.


We weren’t even nervous. The innocence of youth! The crowd of competitors watched impassively from their plush armchairs.


None of our songs swept them off their feet, and not one of our jokes brought a smile to their lips. Achim and I stayed cool, calm, and collected, but our act was a fiasco. I got my first little snicker when I tried desperately to yank the microphone out of the stand. I wanted to move around the stage and not just stand in place.


Never had I encountered a microphone stand like this. How would I get the microphone out? I tugged at it until it popped off and banged into my tooth. It split apart—not the mike, unfortunately, but my right incisor, a piece of which flew into the roaring crowd in a high arc.


We were rewarded with enthusiastic laughter and wild applause. Everything an artist could wish for. That bit with the tooth would be great in Vegas!


Horrified, I ran across the stage, shouting: “My toof, my toof, has anyone seen my toof?” They roared with laughter. Maybe I was a born comedian after all. The only one who helped me look was my man at the piano, Achim. The tooth was gone! Frau Jehn was clearly unimpressed by our outrageous presentation. She gave us a limp handshake and said coolly, “We’ll be in touch with you!” My false tooth—a right incisor—is my permanent souvenir of this performance.


Three days before the contest in Passau, I got a telephone call from the director of the Scharfrichterhaus. One of the cabarettists, he explained, had fallen ill, thus opening up a space for one more participant. Thirteen contestants would be a good number for the cabaret. Might I still be interested? Only the hotel costs would be covered. I jumped at the chance, and pleaded with my grandma to help me. She gave me the money I would need for the trip and a hundred marks on top of that.
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