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    Dedication


    To all the victims of the horrific train crash in Santiago of 2013, and their friends and families. Another tragic reminder to appreciate what we have and to live life to the fullest.


    Also to all the great friends we made, to my wife and relentless hiking companion, Laynni, and, naturally, to my shoes.


    

  


  
    Warning


    


    If you are going into this expecting a cheery, rose-coloured description of a carefree stroll across the sun-kissed, gently rolling hills of Northern Spain, occasionally stopping to revel in shared camaraderie, eat copious amount of cheese and get mildly bombed on cheap wine, brace yourself, my friends…it’s not that kind of book.


    I also talk about my balls a lot.
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    Buen Camino!


    “Buen Camino” is a Spanish expression that translates literally to “good road”, and figuratively to “have a good walk”. More importantly, it serves as the unofficial motto of pilgrims hiking any of the various Camino de Santiago pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela, Spain. This catchy little phrase will almost certainly be the two most common words an erstwhile pilgrim can expect to hear in any given day and can be used in any number of different contexts by Camino pilgrims, conveying an equally diverse array of meanings. Depending on context and intonation it can be any of the following:


    A casual greeting - ‘Buen Camino’ with a smile and nod.


    A friendly farewell - ‘Buen Camino’ while waving and turning to go.


    An expression of heartfelt desire to see a fellow pilgrim experience good luck - ‘Buen Camino’ said somewhat uncertainly with a slightly worried look.


    As a polite way of getting rid of an especially dull walking companion - ‘Well, um, Buen Camino then’ said rather sheepishly while you suddenly quicken your pace and rush off as they are relieving themselves by the side of the trail.


    As proof that you do, in fact, speak some Spanish - ‘Buen Camino, y, uh, thank you’.


    As an expression of frustration - ‘Dios mio! Buen Camino mi culo! Puta!’ while angrily staring at a newly formed blister.


    To cover up the fact you don’t actually remember the name of the girl who was sharing your bunk when you woke up - ‘Buenos dias...uh….amiga. Buen Camino!’ smiling broadly, slowly backing out of the room and carefully avoiding any sudden movements.


    Just to name a few. I have even heard of it being used as a way to transition between two very different topics when unable to come up with a suitable segue. Buen Camino!


    My wife, Laynni, and I tackled the Camino Frances in October of 2012, hiking roughly 800 kilometres from St. Jean Pied de Port in France to Santiago de Compostela near the Atlantic coast of Spain. There are numerous routes to Santiago, all of which are described as Caminos de Santiago. These famous pilgrimage routes have theoretically been in existence since the 1st Century when the remains of the apostle St. James were shipped to Iberia (modern day Spain) to be interred in Santiago de Compostela, presumably because this was an area he had spent a considerable amount of time spreading the word of God. Or maybe because he had always been a big fan of tapas. Opinions vary. In any case, by the 8th Century (the time of the first recorded visits) the pilgrimage to Santiago to visit them old bones had become one of the most popular in the Christian world with “peregrinos” (the Spanish word for pilgrims) from all over Europe braving the physical, mental and culinary hardships of this arduous journey on foot in hopes of reducing their time in purgatory. Of course, some were simply looking to lose weight and the purgatory business was just an added bonus. Either way, this expedition eventually became one of the most popular ways for Christians to prove their devoutness and physical superiority, and has remained such for over 1,200 years now. In many cases, virtually unchanged. Some of the bread, in particular.


    As for the trail itself, the route we took, and by far the most popular, was the Camino Frances, which can start at any of a number of locations in France but ultimately will pass through the tiny border town of St. Jean Pied de Port. From there it is roughly 800 kilometres of historic cities, quaint villages and wildly varying scenery to Santiago de Compostela. Here in the 21st Century the Camino de Santiago pilgrimage is experiencing another massive resurgence. German comedian Hape Kerkeling hiked the Camino in 2001 and then released a book about his experience in 2006 that led to a large spike in German interest. Today you will be hard pressed to find a German pilgrim who has not read Kerkeling’s book, or the equally popular Guide to Sounding Angry When You Speak German. Also, in 2010 Emelio Estevez released his movie, The Way, starring his father, Martin Sheen, even including a small role for himself. The movie’s popularity has since led to a large influx of North American pilgrims, especially people who had nothing better to do in high school than spend an inordinate amount of time watching Estevez shoot people and laugh maniacally in 1988’s Young Guns. He doesn’t do as much killing in this one but you’ll be happy to know he still looks like he’d be right at home wearing a varsity jacket and eventually confronting Judd Nelson.


    Wherever you choose to start your Camino, the first step is to acquire a pocket-sized passport referred to as a “credencial”, either in advance or from the Pilgrim’s Office in the town you start out from. This booklet is used to collect stamps at albergues, hotels, restaurants and bars along the way and it serves as an official record of your pilgrimage. You must have a credencial to stay in the albergues. Each location has its own unique stamp depicting something descriptive – usually the name, along with a symbol of some sort, and occasionally some added creativity such as a photo of a winking harlot or a self-congratulatory story about how the owner passed his driving test on the first try. Some people only collect the bare minimum of stamps, generally just where they spend the night, others seek them out at every café, bar, farmacía and candy store along the way as though the development of their callouses depended on it.


    It is also customary to purchase a palm-sized scallop shell and attach it to your backpack to denote your status as a pilgrim. A long time symbol of the Camino de Santiago and an emblem used in countless different variations along the Way, there are a number of theories regarding the exact origins behind the shell. For some it is a metaphor, with the many grooves signifying the many different pilgrimage routes that all come together to share a single destination point. Another, rather confusing, story alleges that the remains of St. James were shipped to Iberia on a magical crewless ship while a wedding was taking place on the shore, spooking the groom’s horse and causing it to dive into the ocean with him still clinging to its back, which apparently caused quite a stir as one might imagine, only for both man and horse to emerge from the ocean some time later mysteriously no worse for wear. It is suspected that the bride then called the wedding off, deciding against marrying someone who wasn’t smart enough to jump off a horse before it dove into the ocean, and the general consensus seemed to be that she dodged a real bullet there. Yet another legend claims that the ship carrying the remains, just a regular ship this time, was destroyed in a storm and the body lost at sea, only to show up later on the Galician shore completely intact but covered in scallop shells and, some claim, with a fistful of bar receipts and a tattoo of a butterfly on the small of his back.


    Other enduring motifs of the modern-day Camino are the omnipresent yellow arrows serving as informal directional markers. These arrows can take the form of anything from large solid signs to rough paintings decorating weathered rocks and fences to haphazard graffiti found sporadically on sidewalks, walls and lamp posts throughout bustling cities. Regardless of size, shape or precise shade of yellow, these frequent reminders form a rigid pilgrimage guide and ominous warning of all the myriad dangers that can befall a careless wayward pilgrim - from adding unnecessary kilometres to your already full hiking schedule to losing touch with fellow pilgrims to missing second breakfast to accidentally laying eyes on a mosque. By the end of the first week you’ll be seeing yellow arrows in your dreams, and not just pointing the way to the all-male sauna the way you normally imagine them.


    The final physical representation of the Camino, besides your irreparably damaged feet, is the “compostela”, an official certificate of accomplishment presented to weary hikers at the Pilgrim’s Office in Santiago upon completion of the route. In order to qualify your credencial must have stamps proving that you travelled no less than the final 100 kilometres for walkers, or 200 kilometres for bikers and those arriving by pogo stick. There are many benefits to earning a compostela, including priority enlistment at Catholic schools in the greater Santiago area and thirty seconds alone to do anything you want with the strangely lifelike statue of St. James inside the Cathedral, although previously the big draw was a reduction of your time in purgatory. Few Catholics actually believe this anymore, considering it more likely to simply engender God’s goodwill toward you and put you in the good books so to speak. Which could come in pretty handy if you’re trying to get bumped up from purgatory to the pearly gates and you’re competing against one of those women who always did all the baking for her kids’ school fundraisers, or if it turns out that kidney you bought on the black market wasn’t voluntarily donated after all but was actually stolen from a Korean man who passed out at a blackjack table.


    One of the main religious traditions of the Camino is the Pilgrim's Mass. These are held every day at noon in the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela and at various times, usually in the evening, in other cathedrals along the way. In Santiago, newly arrived pilgrims have their countries of origin and the starting point of their pilgrimage announced at the Mass. It used to be a given that each Pilgrim’s Mass include the “Hymn to Santiago” in coordination with the Botafumeiro, a metal container filled with burning incense and spewing smoke as it was swung from one side of the cathedral to the other in spectacular fashion. But apparently that tradition has been discontinued. Unless, of course, you’ve got around $600 you’re willing to part with, or maybe a used ’92 Nissan Sentra in fair condition to trade. Or you can get lucky enough to have your arrival coincide with someone else having already paid for the privilege. Another sad change that has occurred recently is the ban on touching the pillar at the cathedral entrance. Century after century, hundreds of thousands of weary and relieved pilgrims have entered the cathedral and placed their hand on the pillar just inside the main door - in relief, exhaustion, faith or because people just can’t seem to stop themselves from touching things. Over time all these filthy hands touching the exact same spot eventually wore a handprint right into the stone, a real and tangible reminder of all those that have gone before, sharing a similar path of hardship, faith and emotional discovery. And now they have it roped off so you can’t touch it because, what, you’re going to very, very slowly make it more of a hand print? Or maybe they were just in the process of coming up with a way to charge money for it because, let’s face it, nothing is more traditional than finding innovative ways to separate tourists from their cash.


    At the masses in other towns the priest usually says a prayer for the pilgrims and, if you watch very closely, sometimes winks lasciviously at you. The Pilgrim’s Mass in Roncesvalles is a particularly good one to attend since, for most, that is their first night actually on the Camino de Santiago, and because Roncesvalles isn’t really a town but just a pair of albergues so the service is made up entirely of peregrinos. Many see it as an appropriate introduction to the pilgrimage, a great way to bond with fellow pilgrims and a convenient opportunity to scope out the female talent.


    Of course, for every devout Catholic looking to barter down their time in spiritual limbo there is another pilgrim for whom the Camino does not hold any particular religious significance. Many, like us, aren’t even Catholic. And although religion is obviously the most common cause of temporary insanity, there are actually dozens of reasons an otherwise sane person might suddenly decide to upend his or her life and commit to hike most of the way across Spain with only two pair of underwear. Unfortunately, all too often non-Catholic hikers find themselves insecure about their motives and how they will be accepted by the more pious and faithful. But they shouldn’t be, for the Camino welcomes one and all, then punishes them equally.


    Despite the enormity of the undertaking - physically, emotionally and on your soon to be virtually unrecognizable toes – people of all ages and walks of life are now embarking on their own Santiago pilgrimages. And their reasons are as varied as the pilgrims themselves. As I’ve mentioned, for some it is a religious demonstration of faith. Others relish the opportunity to reflect on the direction of their life, while some see it as a rigorous (though generally unsuccessful) weight loss regimen. Maybe it seems like an enjoyably active way to visit Northern Spain, or merely a handy way to lay low until that whole pornographic slipper scandal blows over back home. Whatever their reasons, most pilgrims hiking the Camino have an incredible capacity to acknowledge and respect each individual’s personal motivation and quickly form bonds of friendship, camaraderie and mutual pain. And even when they don’t agree upon a common purpose most still find it beneficial to remain polite to anybody they might end up sharing a toilet with.


    But can it still be called a “pilgrimage”? Well, that all depends on the individual. Clearly it can when done for the traditionally religious purposes. For others, though, it can still become one, often when they least expect it. It can be a new outlook on life resulting from intense physical exertion, or a long overdue opportunity for isolation and introspection, maybe a change in perspective that leads to personal epiphany, or a renewed faith in human nature, a newly discovered camaraderie of shared purpose, or simply a re-prioritizing of morals and values when it comes to how dirty you’re willing to let your socks get. In any case, in my humble opinion, the only requirement for it to be considered a pilgrimage is for it to feel like a pilgrimage to you. Which is also exactly how I feel about purebred German Shepherds.


    Maybe the most important advice I can pass along from an emotional and motivational standpoint is to remember that things are always changing along the Camino. People, food, weather, health, moods, perspectives, aching body parts. Most people, even though they’ve heard and read about the difficulty and blisters and snorers and all that, still show up with an 80’s montage view of what the Camino will be like. Then they are completely blindsided when they realize how difficult and uncomfortable things can become, and are entirely unprepared to deal with the extreme swings in patience, enthusiasm and confidence that pilgrims routinely experience over the course of a single day, let alone five weeks. I know of people who were on the verge of quitting and heading home one day and talking about returning to hike the Camino Norte the next. The key is to roll with the punches and do your best to never get too high, too low, or too crazily hopped up on sugar and caffeine.


    A famous animated spy once said “I have an El Camino”, to which his stepfather responded, “Oh, so you’re all set. That will hold way more Hispanics and lawn mowers.” Unfortunately, even though that is funny as hell, it doesn’t really apply here. But another famous person once said, “Even if you fall on your face you’re still moving forward”, and that describes the Camino de Santiago to a tee. Although you had better get up pretty soon or else this thing is going to take you forever. Of course, I also like the one that says, “Expect problems and eat them for breakfast”. Mainly because we didn’t have a lot of luck with breakfast on the Camino, and that would have kind of killed two birds with one stone.
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    Unverified Historical Aside


    The scallop shell has been an iconic symbol of the Camino de Santiago for nearly as long as the pilgrimage has been in existence. As you probably know, when the Camino de Santiago pilgrimage first began, all of Spain was still at the bottom of the ocean. And trekking 800 kilometres underwater was difficult enough already without drowning to death as well. So innovative pilgrims learned to strap the shells over their mouth and nose to allow them to survive underwater. Later, when all the water was removed to fill backyard pools in California, people were at a loss for what to do with the shells that had become such an important part of the Camino experience. Some chose to wear them on top of their head like trendy new yarmulkes, others stuffed them down their pants to use as a protective cup, but most found other, more functional purposes, such as a wine cup, a rice measure or an impromptu chamber pot. Which is why when you see shells hanging on the outside of backpacks today it is usually because they need to air out after a chaotic night of chamber potting.


    It wasn’t long after these developments that pilgrims overwhelmed by all their unstructured time to think on the Camino invented the game of Clam Licker. Despite the factually inaccurate name, it really is jolly good fun. The way it works is that pilgrims watch for backpacks with shells hanging on the outside. Once spotted, their goal is to sneak up on the unsuspecting pilgrim and lick their shell. If they are able to achieve ten continuous seconds of licking, Camino Law dictates that the victim is to empty and clean the victor’s shell each morning, refer to the victor as Master Clam Licker and pre-chew all his or her bocadillos until they have reached a pleasing level of moistness. All three requirements last for a period of one week, or until the victor is caught urinating in the communal shower, whichever comes first.
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    Trail Overview


    One of the most intriguing things about the Camino Frances is the impressive variety of terrain and scenery hardy pilgrims will encounter along the way. Of course, a certain amount of diversity is to be expected on a trail that starts in one country, ends in another, crosses two mountain ranges and one of the most famously harsh stretches of dry prairie in all of Europe, but the constant shifting from forest path to medieval village to rocky hillside is fascinating, not to mention very helpful in staving off the suffocating boredom for at least an hour or two each day.


    We hiked the most common, but by no means only, route starting in St. Jean Pied de Port just over the border in Southern France. Other more daring, or foolish, pilgrims started at a variety of locations in France, a few of them even coming from as far as Paris. Others we met started all the way back in Switzerland in early summer. Obviously, those people were wrong to do so, and really had no right to make the rest of us look bad like that. And even though we are only qualified to describe a mere 800 kilometres we still feel that our hike was pretty cool and I still fully intend to use it to abruptly change topics whenever someone gets a little too interested in my spotty employment history.


    So, as I have now made abundantly clear, we started out in St. Jean Pied de Port. And, as I will no doubt allude to numerous times throughout the remainder of this book, our first day tackling 1,200 metres of elevation gain up and over the Pyrenees before descending steeply into the tiny hamlet of Roncesvalles was probably the single most difficult leg of the entire hike. All the lush green farms dotting the rolling hills was like something off the box of a Fisher Price farm set, ages six to ten. The gloomy fog that rolled in at the top created a haunting atmosphere and bonds of uneasiness among exhausted and uncertain pilgrims for whom finally reaching Roncesvalles was like discovering a verdant oasis in a barren desert. An oasis of stone run by German retirees with beds covered in plastic, but an oasis nonetheless.


    From there to Pamplona was a refreshing mix of idyllic pastures, sparse woods, recently tilled fields and one messy magnesite mine all leading to one of the most famous cities on the Camino. Pamplona’s beauty, history and penchant for pinxtos and beer all preceded it by word of mouth and guidebook description alike. Then there were more fallow fields slowly climbing through descending fog to the wildly panoramic viewpoint at Alto de Perdón. The slowly spinning wind turbines and expansive views delight the senses while the metal cut-outs of pilgrims desperately bucking the prevailing winds speak to the idiotic chuckler in all of us.


    Ancient Roman roads then lead us over rolling hills, across medieval stone bridges, through thigh-high stands of scrub brush and past stacks of recently harvested bales which make a great place to stop for lunch, especially if you yearn to spend the next two days picking straw out of your socks, backpack and, inexplicably, underwear. Around a week into the hike we see our first real change in the tone of the Camino. Coming out of Logroño pilgrims pass through a wild and partially manicured park before climbing through the first of many bountiful fields of grapevines and their rapidly ripening cargo. Unfortunately, this is also where you will get your first taste of, as the John Brierley guidebook describes them, the “soulless sendas”. These are purpose-built pathways that run immediately adjacent to major roads and highways, presumably to simplify the route, remove any needless meandering and guarantee that if you hadn’t started struggling with bouts of boredom yet, well, there was certainly going to be no denying it now. And don’t bother passing the time with interesting conversation about things like quick-drying socks and mysteriously disappearing leg hair, because all you’ll hear are the sounds of passing traffic, and maybe that clicking noise in your right knee. Your iPod awaits your imminent attention.


    This soon passes, however, as you head back to wooded hills and wide logging roads dramatically hemmed in by thick stands of pines (for the time being, at least), which slowly emerge into scenic pastures where you will suddenly face a number of route choices for the first time, but don’t let it stress you, since they all seem to culminate in huge herds of sheep and their typically furtive shepherds.


    After that is Burgos which, being approximately one-third of the way to Santiago, is a popular choice as a first (or next) rest day due to its size, wide choice of accommodation and the outstanding churro stand located just a stone’s throw from its famous cathedral. It is also a great place to mentally prepare for the next stage, the dreaded Meseta. Known in pilgrimage circles by any number of derogatory terms - Land of Eternal Flatness, Spirit Killer, The Hill-Less Wonder, Heat and Dirt Incorporated, Perfect Place to See How Far You Can Shoot an Olive With a Slingshot – this roughly one week stretch of featureless farmland and towns that become visible hours before you actually arrive has a well-earned reputation both for destroying morale and for dust that makes your clothes appear as dull and lifeless as pre-Pert Plus hair. This is a place where single lonely trees providing the only shade for hours in either direction make such obvious lunch stops that queues form around them. A place where you’ll suffer kilometre after kilometre of bladder pain waiting for even a shred of cover to urinate in peace. A place where the highest point for miles around, and by far the most attractive target for lightning, is the top of your head. A harsh, unforgiving place, much like the steppes of Mongolia, or Wal-Mart after midnight.


    Madeline’s Take


    We met Madeline in the early days of the Camino and quickly became good friends. The three of us walked together on and off the rest of the way, sharing the good, the bad and the ugly right to the bittersweet end. She wrote a thoroughly amusing blog throughout the Camino and I have taken the liberty of poaching some of her stories for your enjoyment. In return, I have provided her with a coupon for one nice warm hug, to be cashed in at her leisure (not valid on public holidays or during prime time Oprah Winfrey specials).


    The middle part of the Camino is called the Meseta. It’s long and flat, and in the summer unbelievably hot. Everyone talks about it being the most challenging part of the hike because even though it is flat it can be quite boring and so it is considered psychologically demanding. While I was in the Meseta, though, I didn’t think it was so bad. I thought it was kind of a lot of hype. I thought more than once that these hardships must not apply to us fall folk because it is so much cooler this time of year.


    Having come out on the other side of the Meseta and begun the hike to Galicia, I am realizing I was dead wrong. The hiking these days is a completely different animal then the Meseta. If the Meseta was an animal it would be the fat, banal cat your neighbor had. Completely calm. Nothing special to look at. Couldn’t get a reaction out of it if you tried. You spend time wondering how it got fat when it doesn’t seem to move at all. Even to get food. But you soon grow bored of thinking anything about the cat and eventually stop thinking of it completely even though it is still in your presence. Just lying there. Always lying there.


    Then after Leon you meet the most amazing German Shepherd. Tireless. Energetic. Happy. Playful. Something you actually enjoy spending time with. It makes a big difference in how the time passes. It’s like I have a permanent companion that makes everything more enjoyable.


    So things are looking up.


    As the full effect of the Meseta begins to wane both into and then out of Leon, another popular rest stop and an excellent city in which to shop for super-glue, the terrain finally starts becoming more and more varied, even if that variety mostly involves stubby little bushes and fields covered in manure instead of just plain old fields. Then ever so gradually the hills start to grow, the ferns appear with more frequency, as do the rocks, until finally you reach Cruz de Ferro, at 1,500 metres the high point of the trek. This enormous pile of rocks with a giant iron cross sticking out the top is traditionally where shattered and dispirited pilgrims leave, in addition to random unwanted items, some particularly meaningful rock that they have been carrying, I suppose, since the start and, wha-paw!, new lease on life. Or so I understand it. I kind of forgot about bringing a rock, or just couldn’t be bothered to add even a few extra ounces to my backpack, I can’t remember which any more, and it seemed a little stupid to just move one from the path to the pile at the last minute like that. So I remained shattered and dispirited, and slowly trudged on.


    From there it was a long and uncomfortable traipse downhill on loose shale and scattered rocks into the valley around Molinaseca and a transition into some serious wine country. Acre upon acre of grapevines as far as the eye can see, all sagging under the weight of their fruity burdens and dazzling in the multi-coloured splendour of autumn. Not sure what it would look like in the summer, although I’m pretty sure you’d be sweating more as you looked at it. Then hills, and more hills, and chestnut plantations, and soaring freeways looming far above tranquil rural scenes straight off the cover of Tiny Spanish Villages magazine. All gradually leading you upward toward the bleak windy ridge featuring O Cebreiro and its vaunted views of valleys on three sides, and a rather grim cemetery on the other.


    After that it’s all downhill, both literally in terms of elevation, and figuratively in terms of trading picturesque views from high mountain passes for ineffectual stone fences, disdainful sheep, occasional forests and eventually satellite towns. Not that the scenery is no longer lovely or verdant or serene or any other overly effeminate adjective you can think of, it’s just not as good as before. And by now you’re so close to Santiago you can practically smell it, although don’t be fooled, that is almost certainly just a passing Spaniard, but the point is you will now be finding it harder to concentrate, and living in the moment will finish a distant second to wistful daydreaming about fast food restaurants, ritually burning underwear and long noisy shits in private hotel bathrooms.


    In summary, the scenery and terrain of the Camino Frances is impressively varied, extraordinary in spots, highly mundane in others, and generally always agriculturally themed. It does not compare to more spectacular mountain treks such as those in Nepal, Chile or the Rocky Mountains. It lacks the sheer drops and ferocious dolphins of Hawaii, the Wonder of the World payoff of the Inca Trail and there is nary an African to be found, but what the Camino may lack in extraordinary views or Mediterranean sunsets it makes up for in cultural diversity, historical participation and a truly unsurpassed feeling of community. In my experience, this is the only place in the world you can achieve such easy friendships and relaxed camaraderie without committing to a three-year contract with the Vodafone family of mobile networks or joining the Bearded Collie Friends group on Linked In.
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    When to Go and Weather


    Two subjects that are often changeable and always controversial, especially considering that the Camino is open for business all year round. Historically, far and away the most popular time to hike the Camino has been the dead of summer, probably because July and August are when kids are out of school and when most people tend to take holidays. Of course, that reasoning only goes so far since in five weeks we literally only saw two groups hiking with a school-aged child. And it looked like hell, to tell you the truth. But then I tend to throw that comparison out there pretty haphazardly at the best of times, as there seems to be a fairly long list of things you can conceivably do with school-aged children that all strike me as pretty comparable to hell. Christmas concerts, sleepovers, bowling, shopping, eating in public, trying to avoid detection during a top secret military invasion, science projects. You get the picture. The point is, historical statistics tell us that July and August are the busy times on the Camino, June close but somewhat quieter, and that the shoulder seasons of May and September are ideal – warm without being too hot, and quieter without any danger of albergues and restaurants closing. April and October are seen as pushing it, weather-wise and from an infrastructure standpoint, while November to March are only for those hardy fools who either relish frozen appendages and feel that hiking 800 kilometres isn’t already enough of a challenge, or are just way too busy the rest of the year with their job as assistant manager of paddling pool security.


    So, that would be the conventional wisdom. However, based on nothing more than information gleaned from a few blogs, some friendly word of mouth over yet another uninspiring Pilgrim’s Menu, and the ever-present yet often unreliable Camino grapevine, we might be seeing a subtle shift in the pilgrim demographic. With the rapidly growing popularity of the Camino in recent years there is also far more information available about it. Past pilgrims, dedicated websites, opportunistic books (much like this one), all serve to create a much more informed and prepared pilgrim (mentally, at least - see the Packing and Advice chapter for ways to dispute this theory). Anyway, from what we have heard the Camino was actually relatively empty in mid-summer in 2012, probably the result of people actually listening to everyone telling them to avoid the hottest and busiest time of year. We also heard that, in fact, it was mid-September that produced the densest concentration of dirty moaning walkers, resulted in the longest albergue lineups and, as a result, the most winner take all games of marbles using old ball bearings collected here and there from farms along the way.


    But the bottom line is that when you choose to go will definitely affect everything about your overall experience so, just like when being offered wishes from Arabian genies or picking out skinny jeans, be sure to choose carefully. Based on the small sample size we personally experienced and everything else we learned from one source or another, I would summarize your choices thusly:


    June/July/August


    Still too busy for my liking, and way, way too hot. On the bright side, though, you won’t need to carry as many clothes and just the thinnest sleep sheet will probably suffice in place of a much heavier sleeping bag. And dropping ten pounds a day in sweat will help give you that borderline anorexic look that has become so fashionable these days and goes so well with your super-tanned calves. You’ll probably find yourself getting up earlier and earlier each day to beat the heat and at least give yourself a fighting chance of finding a bed for the night. A downside for most people, an upside if you usually get up to pee around 4am anyway, and just decide to head out from there.


    May/September


    The “shoulder seasons” theoretically provide ideal weather with warm, pleasant days and cool nights. There used to be fewer pilgrims on the trail during these times but they are now considered prime time for those in the know. Which, unfortunately, leads to more competition for beds, tables in restaurants, band-aids, and the like, not to mention far more trail-jockeying*.


    April/October


    Less predictable weather, and some places may be closed, especially around the fringes of these times. Uncomfortably cold mornings and a lack of heated albergues means more evenings spent huddled in your sleeping bag reading with a head lamp. On the other hand, the trail is far quieter, there is no need to get up particularly early since daytime heat is no longer a concern and there should always be beds available. And you know what they say – fewer people means fewer Greeks.


    November to March


    Colder than a witch’s tit, as the Shell station attendant would say, and lonely, so lonely. But you get to revel in the satisfaction that comes from having it harder than most, you will rarely break a sweat and should have a much easier time following the trail in the snow, assuming there is actually anyone hiking ahead of you.


    * The fine art of passing, being passed by, and re-passing pilgrims who, by chance or the inescapable realities of a communal breakfast, started out the same time as you that day. Expert trail-jockiers search out fat Americans hiding their sweat stains under voluminous wind jackets and spend the hottest part of the day drafting behind them. Despite increasing in popularity among the common folk in the 21st Century, trail-jockeying was originally considered a hereditary skill of the nobility along with condescending laughter and convincing dogs to kill foxes, a sport typically dominated by Englishmen named Harold.


    Of course, all of these are just vague generalizations. No one can predict the weather in Northern Spain with any real accuracy, so expecting the usual and being prepared for the opposite would seem to be the best course of action. As for us, we started out from St. Jean Pied de Port on October 1st and rolled into Santiago de Compostela itchily triumphant on November 5th. And overall we felt very lucky about the weather we got, approximately a week of rain out of 35 days, and it never got so cold as to be much of an issue, especially once you were actually hiking.


    We had nothing but sun for the first week and foolishly even started to complain about the afternoon heat, making a fair bit of noise about starting to get up earlier to avoid it. That never materialized. Then it started getting progressively cooler without me really noticing until one morning I left San Juan de Ortega in shorts and nearly froze my slender, vulnerable legs. It was a watershed moment – the last day I took my shorts out of my bag and the day I lost faith in the power of all that leg hair.


    We didn’t get our first taste of rain until Day 10. It barely lasted, and we actually referred to it as refreshing and said dumb things like “we knew it was going to rain on us sometime, it’s nice to get it out of the way” with ludicrous certainty like the two little sorority girls in a horror movie who think they’ll somehow be safe as long as they stick together. The next day it drizzled a bit in the morning before clearing right up and confirming our unfounded confidence, then we made it to Belorado just ahead of a downpour, further strengthening our conviction that we were leading some sort of charmed Camino. Then came Day 15. The Day of Revelation, as in revealing how little we really knew about the weather, and revealing exactly how waterproof our gear really was. That revelation – not too fucking waterproof. One bright spot was the beautiful sunrise as we climbed the hill out of Castrojeriz, made all the more spectacular and exotic by the dark ominous rain clouds in the background and the flamboyant rainbows that seemed almost close enough to dry hump. For the next two days numbing rain was our constant companion, damp uncomfortable clothing our clammy mistress. And as it continued unabated through Day 17 along with that weird cracking thing my big toe was doing and the way everyone we met just kept incessantly speaking Spanish, suddenly someone, maybe me, maybe someone else, wisely surmised that as humans we “need to suffer to know true happiness.” And, although there is a good chance that whoever coined that phrase didn’t have cold drops of rain slowly creeping down their ass crack every five minutes, there may have been some truth to it. One could certainly argue that it was because we were so bitterly unhappy all day long that the hotel room we found in Carrion de los Condes seemed far more thrilling than normal. Plus we got to enjoy the adventure of scampering through town with our backpack covers wrapped around us for protection from the rain (as well as fashion), then poncho shopping, then wearing those brand new ponchos back to the hotel because, let’s face it, they made a lot more sense than those stupid backpack covers. They had armholes for one thing.


    By the time we reached Sahagun on Day 20 the great weather had settled back in, albeit on average ten degrees cooler at all times, and slowly but surely over the long course of two to three hours we eventually forgot all about bad weather, and by the end of the day could no longer even imagine a scenario where it would ever be a factor again. We have photos of us leaving Calzadilla de los Hermanillos and walking the Calzada Romana, stopping for lunch on a bright, sunny and calm day wearing toques and jackets and another one that shows me with a little piece of salami on my chin. I can only imagine that July and August pilgrims who have struggled along that route under the blazing summer sun, sweating and wilting and cursing that crazily hot spot just underneath their scrotum, would literally choke on their refreshing colas to see just how different it was for us, and to learn how pleasingly moderate the temperature of my scrotum was at the time.


    Of course, rain wasn’t the only meteorological hurdle we faced. There were also the “Spiderman Skies”, as I liked to call them, on account of them being all purple and swirly and stuff just like those repetitive skies in the old Spiderman cartoons I watched when I was a kid. Although not much actually came of them, for a while they certainly appeared ominous hovering just outside Villa Manzarife, warning of coming storms, difficult times and maybe a dastardly lizard-man or two.


    Between Foncebadón and Ponferrada we were in and out of fog all day long, hidden in a grey haze one minute, emerging to a world of sunshine and annoying birds the next, before plunging back into the mist almost before we knew it. It was all very disorienting, and I must have put my sunglasses on and taken them off at least fifty times. Maddening. Of course, some days this unpredictability worked in our favour. Approaching the high point of the entire trek, the mystical Cruz de Ferro, in the dark of the morning still ensconced in a deep fog was nothing short of enchanting. Then, not an hour later, the clouds parted in titillating playfulness just as we were emerging from the rough rocky highland area to romantic views of El Bierzo valley unparalleled by anything this side of a romantic Seal music video. By the time we reached the heart of wine country along the valley floor the clouds had been wiped from the skies like old formulas from a finicky science teacher’s chalkboard. Days of pure blue skies followed, the kind of blue that makes you dream of children’s crayons and the Argentine national football team.


    Then for our final few days it was like the Camino gods (St. James, Herculito, and G-Pan, the god of white bread) decided to give us one last taste of everything as though to remind us of our powerlessness in the face of their wrath, and that it really is possible to get used to drizzle after a couple hours as long as you are properly dressed. Because we got it all – rain, wind, sun, fog, heat, cold - and through it all we realized the one inescapable truth that applies to both the weather and sharing a pizza - you can’t please everyone. Too hot, too cold, too windy, too wet, too dusty, too many people getting hit by lightning, the list goes on. Unlike that guy reaching up to test the wind with his new metal walking poles.


    


    

  


  
    Virgil


    Virgil is a fictitious character. I made him up. Therefore, it follows that none of these emails were actually sent by him. Nor did any of these things actually happen to him. And there’s no point in trying to Google him. At least I don’t think there is, I never actually tried. Anyway, the however of it is that although the character of Virgil is not technically real, he is an amalgamation of people we actually met while hiking the Camino de Santiago, and all of the stories and anecdotes in these imaginary emails actually took place involving some pilgrim or another. So, I know that is a lot of bolded words in one sentence, and I’m not sure where that leaves us, except that I am happy to be able to pass along a number of amusing stories and, hopefully, won’t end up offending any of our friends.


    ****************


    Virgil Larrimore is a 48 year-old Canadian who was recently divorced by his wife of 26 years. He has two kids who have been going to college for 11 years combined (and which he’s paying for). He worked hard to get in shape for the Camino and lost over 20 pounds, but is still a little overweight. He has never really hiked before, though, so it’s all pretty new to him. Although he probably wouldn’t admit it, he feels that completing the Camino will help him rebuild his self-esteem and prove to all the people at home who have been feeling sorry for him that he really is doing fine. And if some sexy European chick takes a shine to him, well, all the better.


    


    To Everyone (group)


    Bring on the Camino!


    On Sun, Sep 30 at 8:10 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    Made it to St. Jean Pied de Port, great little town right on the border between France and Spain. Gonna start hiking the Camino de Santiago tomorrow bright and early and should cross the border into Spain before lunch. Pretty crazy, huh? The first day is supposed to be pretty tough, 27 kilometres I think, and most of it uphill. But, hey, I didn’t spend all that time on the treadmill for nothing. Wish me luck!


    


    To Everyone (group)


    Oh, the horror


    On Mon, Oct 1 at 6:12 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    That was insane. I don’t think I’ve ever been so tired in my life. Everything hurts, right down to the inside of my bones, I think. But mostly my feet. Glad to have that part over with but it’s hard to think that this is only just the very beginning. My backpack felt so good wearing it around the house but by 10 am it felt like I was carrying a dead pony on my back. Ok, I should go rest up, and I’m gonna go through my bag and see if there is anything I can leave behind, or send ahead, or something. Anything I can do to make that god-awful thing bearable.


    


    To Everyone (group)


    Amazing!


    On Tue, Oct 2 at 5:06 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    Today wasn’t nearly as hard as the first day, although I’m starting to get some pretty ugly blisters. Someone told me that you’re not supposed to pop them, though, and gave me some of this Compeed stuff. It’s like a wax shell for blisters and apparently works wonders. So hopefully that will be one problem taken care of. Also donated a bunch of stuff to the local albergue – some shirts, jeans, a couple books, things I thought I could live without. My pack is a lot lighter now so I think it’ll be fine.


    Really beautiful hike this morning. Passed through Burguete, one of the towns Hemingway made famous in The Sun Also Rises. Apparently he spent a lot of time there putting the fear of god into the local trout and his seed into local girls. Ha ha. He even took the time to carve his name into a piano. Seems kind of rude but that’s Hemingway for you. It was pretty cold out but the sky was this really clear blue and all the grass and trees and horses’ manes were frosted over. Pretty cool.


    


    To Everyone (group)


    Making friends


    On Fri, Oct 5 at 5:35 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    Making progress, I think we’ve gone over 100 kilometres now. Just under 700 to go. Yikes. Feet are still killing me. Actually, I think they’re getting worse. When I took that Compeed stuff off it just ripped all the skin off with it. Now my feet look like I’ve been walking through fire or something. I decided my backpack was still too heavy too, so in Pamplona I went and mailed some stuff ahead to Santiago. Just some more pants, my extra jacket, my journal, a couple belts, a few other things. It’s way better now. I think I’ll hardly even notice it.


    Been meeting all kinds of people. You wouldn’t believe how many different backgrounds you run into here. Asian teenagers, middle-aged priests, lots of 30 year olds “in between jobs”, Polish women who like to give advice on everything from where to stay to making sure I walk without letting my heels hit my legs. Delightful woman, that one. But most of the people I’ve met are great. It’s such a festive, exciting atmosphere. Except when everyone is working on their blisters. Then it gets kind of quiet and serious.


    


    To Everyone (group)


    Chicken anyone?


    On Tue, Oct 9 at 4:04 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    Still having really good weather but, boy, it just seems like one thing after another. Every time I think I have one blister under control I find another one. It’s really frustrating. Or one day it’s a sore ankle, the next my hip hurts, it’s really just very demoralizing. Plus I got really lost the other day trying to find my way out of one of the cities. They are the worst for directions because the arrows are often hidden among all the other signs and stuff. Anyway, I must have taken a wrong turn and ended up wandering around the downtown area for over an hour. Finally some guy showed me the way back to the Camino and it turned out I was further back than I had started in the morning. I almost got on a bus then and there. It really made me question my purpose for being here.


    A couple days ago I stayed in a neat little town called Santo Domingo de Calzada. It had this huge 3 story albergue that worked on a donation basis even though it had TVs, a bunch of couches, a huge kitchen and dining room and a foot therapist that came in and worked on our feet (for donations also). My feet are wrapped up like disgusting, painful Christmas presents now. But they seem to feel a bit better. Not sure how I’ll ever re-wrap them myself, though. Anyway, Santo Domingo is famous for this kid who was hanged back in medieval times but came back to life thanks to a mystical chicken or something, so now they keep a bunch of “mystical” chickens right in the cathedral and pray to them and stuff. They keep them up in this glass cage way up in the wall like they are hookers in the red light district or something. They keep a bunch more chickens in the yard near the clotheslines (spare mystical chickens I guess). They seemed pretty excited and squawked a lot when I hung up my underwear so I’m going to take that as a good sign.


    


    To Everyone (group)


    I hate my backpack


    On Tue, Oct 16 at 8:16 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    Almost half done! Actually, that almost depresses me more. My feet seem to be getting a bit better, at least some days, but I hurt my back the other day lifting my pack and that’s made for a tough couple of days. I’ve started leaving my pack on as much as I can now since it’s too heavy to get on and off easily. People make fun of me when I stand there drinking my morning coffee with my backpack on but it’s better than putting it down when I only have to lift it back up. Sometimes I hate it, I really do. Most times in fact.


    On a brighter note, went to Catholic mass in Burgos a few days ago. What an experience! I’m not a Catholic but it was fascinating to see the whole process. It is so solemn and focused. Really helped me understand how big a deal this is for the people doing the Camino for religious purposes. But these cathedrals, the extravagance is unbelievable. Feels like being in a Vegas casino – this incredible building where everybody’s all intense and serious and handing their money over. Weird vibe.


    


    To Everyone (group)


    Bored


    On Fri, Oct 19 at 8:22 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    There have been some different route options the last couple days and I ended up hiking all by myself for the first time. Didn’t really see anyone I knew for over a day and half. That is a lot of time inside your own head. Realized something. I am SO bored with hiking.


    


    To Everyone (group)


    Some people


    On Sun, Oct 21 at 3:34 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    Almost packed it in the other day. It’s been raining forever, it seems like. We’re constantly wet and cold and tired and in pain and I don’t know how but it seems like my backpack still isn’t any lighter than before I got rid of all that other stuff. I thought it was going to be easier by now. Plus the last three nights in a row I’ve been sharing a dorm with the same group of Germans. What next?


    Oh, yeah, almost forgot. Yesterday it actually stopped raining for a bit in the afternoon so I quickly did some laundry and hung it on the balcony. Then I went for supper (about my hundredth Pilgrim’s Menu, if I see one more tough pork chop I might snap) and when I came back all my laundry was gone, blown off the line I guess. I went looking for it and a guy in the restaurant below had my pants and socks but not my underwear. How the hell does that work!? What would anyone want with my old underwear!? Seriously, I don’t know how much more of this I can take.


    


    To Everyone (group)


    Welcome to the livestock


    On Thur, Oct 25 at 6:19 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    We’ve made it into Galicia now. The scenery is more impressive but the hiking is harder. A lot more hills. A lot more cows. A lot more cow shit. Almost every farm has those little stone fences like you’d see in Ireland or somewhere. I assumed it was to keep the sheep in until I was sitting having lunch the other day and I saw one jump right over the wall, eat some grass for a while in the ditch, then just jump back over like it wasn’t even there. How long must it have taken to build those things, and they don’t serve ANY purpose?


    


    To Everyone (group)


    Crazy old men


    On Thur, Nov 1 at 7:04 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    Was a really long day today and guess what? It rained all damned day again. What did we do to deserve this? Is it because I got my son to download all that free music for me? I knew that didn’t seem right. Just make the rain stop, please. When we finally dragged our asses into whatever town we’re in now, I can’t keep them straight any more, Palace something, we’re passing by this run-down old church in a pretty bad mood, all of us. Then this little old man comes out and starts yelling at us in Spanish, and I couldn’t understand much. So I plod over to him (I almost didn’t since I had to go up at least 8 steps), the rest of them just ignore him and keep walking. He waves me over and tells me to lean down to listen and he starts whispering in my ear in Spanish. I only caught a couple words, “dry” and “saviour” and “Tiago” and then he smiled and touched my arm, kind of slow and weird, but then all of a sudden it was like all my fatigue and pain just melted away. It was the strangest thing. I started walking in circles, to see if my legs really were as much better as they felt, and that I wasn’t imagining it. But I wasn’t. Then I turned around to thank him and he was gone. What the hell is going on around here?


    


    To Everyone (group)


    TV and tampons


    On Fri, Nov 2 at 9:19 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    I’ve been hiking with the same three or four people most days and for the last week or so we’ve been trying to find 4-person dorms so we know what we’re in for at night. You wouldn’t believe what it’s like to sleep in a room full of strangers every night. People are disgusting beings, seriously. Tonight we’re actually in a 4-bed hotel room. It was connected to the albergue but when we trudged in soaked and tired and cold the woman at reception sold us on the fact the hotel room had heat, where apparently the albergue does not. Well worth the extra 5 euro each if you ask me. We even have a TV. Just finished watching an episode of Numbers in Spanish and now there’s a How It’s Made show on all about female sanitary napkins. Their history, tips on use, and technical details like how much fluff per tampon. And I’m completely enthralled, just because I’m actually watching TV. I think I’m losing my mind. Thank god it’s almost over…


    


    To Everyone (group)


    Finished!


    On Mon, Nov 5 at 10:26 AM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    We’re done!!! I am officially a full-fledged and licensed Compostela Pilgrim. And I’m pretty sure no one cares but me. Hoorah. Hard to believe it’s actually over. Woke up in a real hotel room this morning with a pounding headache and it took a minute to figure out where I was. I almost got up and started getting ready to hike. Then I remembered I didn’t have to and I just about cheered out loud I was so happy. 800 kilometres in the books! Gonna stay here and relax for a couple days I think, some of our friends are going to be showing up today and tomorrow.


    


    To Everyone (group)


    A Little More Maybe?


    On Tue, Nov 6 at 2:41 PM, Virgil Larrimore <rockinvirgil@gmail.com> wrote:


    A few people I know have decided they’re going to hike to Finisterre now. It’s another 100 kilometres but it’s right on the ocean and is apparently really amazing. It’s weird but I’m considering it. It just seems too strange to be done, not sure how to stop…
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    Packing and Advice


    Welcome to the practical portion of our Camino journey. Or, shall we say, relatively practical portion because, really, anything seems pretty practical compared to that bit about the scallop shells. Seriously, I apologize for that.


    Anyway, the way I see it is that people who have already hiked the Camino want to reminisce and read about the funny things, places and people they encountered along the way. People who are planning to hike, on the other hand, demand at least some specifics, some information that will shed light on what to take, how to carry it, when to use it and how to subdue an amorous Frenchman sleeping on the bunk above them. We are very grateful for all the terrific information we, and by “we” I mean Laynni, were able to find on the internet prior to embarking on our hike which meant we ended up having surprisingly few regrets about what we took. I suggest you do the same, spend some time on the Camino de Santiago forum and any number of other dedicated Camino websites. Even travel agency sites often provide a lot of useful material. I believe that the hardest part is planning for the weather since, first of all, there are never any guarantees when it comes to weather regardless of what time of year you go. Secondly, most websites don’t differentiate much by season so it is hard to tell if their advice applies to all seasons or only if you go at a certain time. My advice is to go to travel blog sites such as TravelPod, TravelBlogs or TravelBlog, just to name a few, and find blogs of people who hiked the Camino at the same time of year that you will be there. For a more detailed discussion about the kind of weather to expect check out the chapter dedicated to When to Go and Weather.


    Something else to think about is your plan for accommodation. If you expect to spend every night in albergues sleeping in dorms and sharing bathrooms your packing list will be different than that of someone who plans to stay exclusively in private hotel rooms. However, we hiked with a few different people who were staying in hotels, one who even had an agency pre-book them for him, and they all ended up spending at least a few nights in albergues at one time or another. So unless you are absolutely sure you will always have a hotel bed to return to, with real sheets and everything, you’ll probably want to make sure you have a backup plan (i.e. sleeping bag).


    Packing


    One of the first choices you need to make is what backpack to bring. Normally this is a very subjective discussion that is dependent on where you are going and what you will be doing. Well, in this case we know both of those things. So I’m going to come right out and say that you do not need a 70-litre backpack! I don’t care if you are travelling alone (and therefore can’t share toiletries and such), or have a large sleeping bag, or a cute and fluffy favourite jacket, or plan to really stock up on free grapes along the way. If you can’t fit everything into a 50-litre pack you have too much stuff. And that is being generous. Realistically, a well-packed 50-litre bag weighing 10 kilograms (22 pounds) or more is only going to be manageable for a large man in better shape than most of those showing up every day in St. Jean. You should shoot for 30-40 litres and 7 kilos (15 pounds). Nothing has more bearing on how much you enjoy your hike than the size and weight of your bag. On our hike I carried just under 10 kilos and Laynni around 7 and we found our bags to be reasonable. But if I could have found a way to drop another 2 or 3 kilos from my bag you’d have seen me dancing naked in the streets (sober this time). But everyone has their own list of priorities and things they “can’t live without”. Some of the things we carried that some people might be able to go without were long underwear, e-readers and chargers, rain pants, extra sunscreen and a set of lounging clothes (pajama pants, and at least one shirt not stiff and crusty with trail sweat).


    Now, after a considerable amount of observation and experience I have come up with a new system that I hope will clarify your packing goals. It is a far less technical method than most for measuring the relative size and weight of your backpack. In my opinion, it all comes down to how you handle your backpack when stopping at a restaurant for lunch.


    You easily carry it through the doorway in just one hand


    Great job! You have packed like a true champion, although inclement weather probably still deals you some adversity and it is possible your clothes occasionally run off on their own when left unattended.


    You saunter in with it draped over one shoulder


    Very acceptable. This means you have done well at eliminating all the truly superfluous items but are still able to track down a clean shirt now and again and aren’t stuck begging for a swipe of deodorant every morning.


    It takes both hands to lift it off the floor and you wobble slightly as you swing it onto your back


    You haven’t been quite as discerning as you should have been. You probably have a few items of clothing that you haven’t even worn yet and once that first burst of new energy after lunch starts to fade you routinely find yourself thinking of self-mutilation techniques that would allow you to get out of this mess with your pride intact.


    Someone else has to lift it onto your back while you grimace and tense up like a toddler taking a stubborn shit


    Nobody can explain what you were thinking when you packed that hardcover copy of the Bill Simmons Book of Basketball. And do you really need to be carrying a full week’s supply of yoghurt? Twenty kilometres per day is your limit and even by the end of that you are about as fun to be around as an angry case of gonorrhea.


    Your backpack requires its own chair because if it makes it down as far as the floor nothing short of a forklift will get it moving again


    You insist on carrying your laptop, backup bottles of shampoo and Just for Men hair dye, an expedition-calibre winter parka and a bag of rocks you are collecting to take home as souvenirs. You require daily motivational pep talks from your friends while they team up to clean and jerk your backpack into its usual position slowly crushing your vertebrae into something that resembles an old banana.


    Madeline’s Take


    When I write my memoirs I will note that the biggest mistake I made on this trip was underestimating the importance of a light pack. Lighter is better. Way better. Infinitely better.


    In terms of relative weight I am doing ok, I suppose. I fall somewhere in the middle of the pack. Maybe on the heavier side. I keep trying to justify my weight but I really could have done better.


    For instance. My sleeping bag. It’s like, 4 lbs. That’s a huge portion of my overall weight. It’s too big. It’s too warm. I didn’t think it would be a big deal when I was preparing for this journey. But it has really taken on a life of its own. My resentment towards any extra weight is growing. I have started to hold grudges against belongings I deem to be too heavy. Secretly wishing them ill will as I pack them up every morning.


    I think the Camino has started to affect me in ways I never imagined. It’s a bit concerning.


    Making Choices


    Sure, we’d all love to bring several changes of clothes so we only need to do laundry once a week and can occasionally surprise and delight our friends by showing up for dinner in a hilariously ironic t-shirt they haven’t yet had the pleasure of laughing along with. But if you want the six hours of hiking to be at least somewhat bearable you have to make some sacrifices in the six hours that follow. Just get used to the idea that when it comes to evening wear your only choices are jacket or no jacket. And, yeah, the albergue pillows are flat and smell a bit like raw yeast but you’ll make do. The local shop may be closed outside of 5:00 pm to 5:25 pm each day and only stocks one loaf of stale bread, two kinds of fruit you’ve never heard of and two full shelves of goat hanks but that is still no reason to be carrying two boxes of granola bars and a watermelon. You need to be brutal. A good rule of thumb is to take everything you are thinking of bringing with you and spread it out on the bed, then get rid of anything perishable, anything that comes with its own case and anything by John Grisham.


    But, just for argument’s sake, let’s pretend you did not set forth from St. Jean the very picture of a trail-hardened minimalist who can’t wait to grow a gnarly unkempt beard. All is not lost. We know a number of pilgrims who re-evaluated on the fly and decided to mail things ahead to wait for them in Santiago. From Roncesvalles, Pamplona or even Burgos we saw people put together care packages and send them off to themselves, newly invigorated to get started the next day one, two or, in one case, five kilograms lighter. The post office in Santiago officially will only hold packages for thirty days. But we know of some people who had stuff waiting longer than that and did not have a problem. If you are concerned, though, there is also a baggage storage service in Santiago that charges €25 or less per bag.


    If you happen to be doing some additional travelling before and/or after the hike you may want to send a package directly from St. Jean to Santiago. This is a little more complicated but can be done for about €50 in total by having Express Bourricot transfer it from St. Jean to Jacotrans in Roncesvalles, who will then take it to the post office and send it from there to Santiago for you. Both of these companies also offer a regular baggage transfer service for about €8 per bag where they pick up your backpack at your albergue and leave it waiting for you at the next town of your choosing. We saw a number of people taking advantage of this, especially those suffering from particularly troublesome physical ailments like sprained ankles, sore knees, spasming backs or runner’s nipple. Or sometimes they just didn’t feel like carrying anything that day.


    A better option than packing too much and ending up sending some of it ahead is to err on the side of less and then hope you can pick up anything you need along the way, the way the U.S. military does it. There are a decent number of well-stocked hiking shops along the Camino as well as a gigantic Decathlon sporting goods store in Burgos where you should be able to find whatever you may need – more hiking socks, a pair of gloves, a bike.


    Another thing to remember is that while we have generally been happy with any of the high-tech hiking gear and clothing we have purchased over the years, spending hundreds, or thousands, on indestructible toothbrushes and ultra-light sunglasses is by no means a pre-requisite to having a fun, successful hike. One of the friends we met on the Camino was among the least technically prepared hikers we’ve ever met, other than her expensive leggings which I suspect were chosen more for comfort and style purposes than for their more practical benefits of warmth and versatility. The waist-belt on her backpack had broken a couple years earlier and not only had she not bothered to have it fixed, but I’m pretty sure that to this day she still doesn’t believe it would have made any real difference, despite my vehement, and increasingly shrill, claims to the contrary. But, while she clearly dealt with her share of discomfort like all of us, she had no problem finishing and probably ended up in better shape than most. So, the moral of the story is that there are no hard and fast rules, just hard and fast girls.


    Things Everyone Should Bring


    Sleeping Bag


    If you invest in a good quality light sleeping bag that packs down nice and small you will pat yourself on the back every single day. The most common mistake we saw was people carrying heavy bulky sleeping bags that took up a lot of room in their backpacks (or didn’t fit at all and had to be tied to the outside), were a pain to pack up every morning and weighed a ton. I know that good lightweight sleeping bags aren’t cheap but I don’t know of anyone who regretted theirs. Some of the albergues provided sheets, and a few more would reluctantly hunt some down if a person cried, begged and promised suggestive backrubs, but I wouldn’t recommend that you count on that.


    My biggest problem was that my sleeping bag was actually too warm. It is rated to 0 degrees Celsius and considering they tend to only be comfortable to a few degrees warmer than their rating and we were hiking in the fall when the temperature routinely hovered around freezing at night I assumed that would be perfect. But even though many of the albergues were not heated, or at best only minimally heated, I guess the fact that we were indoors at all, and on beds rather than in a tent on the cold ground, made a bigger difference than we anticipated. I don’t even like to think about how many times I woke up in the middle of the night drenched with sweat, thrashing and panicking to try to get my sleeping bag zipper opened before I spontaneously combusted and destroyed my only pair of clean underwear, frustratingly interrupting fanciful dreams about becoming a renowned hip hop artist with white guy dreads routinely getting invited to party at Jay-Z and Beyonce’s place. Over time I learned to leave my bag completely open (as much as a mummy bag opens) and just kind of drape it over me no matter how cold it felt when I first laid down, but that is also a sure fire way of ensuring that all of your body parts are completely different temperatures. A simpler solution, I think, would be to bring a thinner sleeping bag. A two-season bag good to 10 degrees Celsius would probably be fine if you don’t mind sleeping in clothes occasionally, or 5 degrees would probably be ideal for those who prefer sleeping nude even in a room full of strangers, or maybe especially in a room full of strangers. It will be more comfortable and, maybe more importantly, a lot smaller and lighter. And in the summer I daresay you could probably get by with nothing more than a sleep sheet (silk is the best and lightest).


    Good Hiking Shoes


    This may be the single most influential item you will bring with you on the Camino. A high quality pair of (at least partially) waterproof hiking shoes that offer support without weighing too much, and are well broken in (don’t even think about bringing brand new shoes), can be the difference between having the greatest experience of your life and simply enduring five weeks of torture. A little later I will go into more detail about the various physical ailments and challenges one faces when hiking 800 kilometres in one go but suffice to say good footwear is the cornerstone of any good hike.


    There is no one shoe style that will work for everyone or every situation but there are a few criteria I would suggest considering. First of all, the Camino is more a test of stamina than a strenuous and demanding technical hike. So you don’t really need boots. Now, if you prefer boots, or have a good pair of well broken-in boots already, there is nothing wrong with using them. Personally, though, I find them to be heavy and bulky and would only wear them in the most extreme conditions. Second of all, while we encountered a number of pilgrims who hiked in cross-trainers fairly successfully, we also know of a number who regretted that decision mightily. In general, they don’t have the necessary support to deal with the more rugged sections of trail without putting unnecessary strain on your feet, which may not be too big a deal when day hiking with healthy rested extremities that resemble those in a tube sock commercial, but it is a whole different matter when your battered, bruised and blistered feet are into week three of a grim regimen of daily abuse and damp socks.


    The latest craze in active footwear seems to be those barefoot sports shoes with the individual toes and no soles to speak of. Let me just say, we saw several pairs of those on the Camino, each and every time hanging off a backpack while their owner limped painfully along in stiff new hiking shoes they picked up in the last town.


    Wool Hiking Gear


    Especially socks. When it comes to ranking the relative importance of hiking gear, a good pair of socks follows hard on the heels of good shoes. Thick socks designed to withstand long days on rugged trails can make all the difference in the condition of your feet and go a long way towards preventing blisters. Have two pairs handy at all times and change back and forth every time you take a longer break. Wool socks dry much quicker than most and if you hang them from the back of your pack they are usually good as new again within a couple hours. You’ll be amazed at how good it feels to put on a dry pair of socks after a mediocre lunch and three large beer. I added a third pair for the Camino so that I could wash a pair in the evening without worrying about them drying by morning while hanging in a stuffy dorm room without a trickle of air movement.


    We are also completely infatuated with our merino wool shirts, both long- and short-sleeved, and their outstanding hiking qualities. They are lightweight, comfortable, warm if needed, and by some suspiciously magical trick of nature never seem to smell, even after a week on the trail sweating like an Estonian lumberjack. I was carrying a merino t-shirt which I hiked in and a long-sleeved merino which I would wear in the cooler evenings. As the average temperature continued to drop, though, I eventually found myself wearing it during the day as well, leaving me short one dry, clean evening shirt. Expressing this unfortunate dilemma one afternoon on about day 25 a friend of ours suddenly produced an almost identical one from his bag and told me to keep it since he had lots and hadn’t actually worn it yet…at all. Much appreciated, and an excellent example of over-packing.


    Quick-Dry Clothing


    While wool works for shirts, socks, toques and yoga mats, it is important to make sure that everything you bring is relatively quick drying. See, there is this unfortunate conundrum that always seems to occur when it rains all day – all your stuff is wet but there is no sun to dry it. Plus, you will want to wash things now and then and won’t always be lucky enough to have a bright sunny afternoon with a healthy breeze when you need it. Dank dorm rooms with lots of people exhaling wetly is much more common. So synthetic pants, jackets and underwear will make your life much easier, and at least marginally cleaner. Prior to the hike, against every fibre of my being, we each spent $80 on two pairs of Ex Officio underwear that are specifically designed to dry faster than your pubic hair, so we were able save a bunch of weight on underwear by taking only those and washing a pair in the shower every day. The only downside was constantly having moist, limp underwear draped on the bars of our bunk beds.


    Waterproof Rain Jacket


    I would say this is essential. Laynni and I both thought ours were waterproof but apparently we had never tried hiking for six hours in a downpour before (of course, one could wonder about the rationality of doing so ever). We both ended up buying new gear in Carrion de los Condes (at the little camping shop off to the left as you enter town), a €45 ultra-light jacket for me and a €7 poncho for Laynni (which is completely symbolic of our respective approaches to shopping). We were both very happy with our choices, mainly because they were actually waterproof (fairly key, we learned), and that they were both built to go right over top of our backpacks so there were no worries about getting our meagre belongings wet. Backpack covers work fairly well but in some cases water pools near the top and slowly leaks in, or the entire cover will want to blow off in strong winds. Likewise, a regular rain jacket doesn’t provide quite as much protection but can still be a decent choice in that it can do double duty (dryness and warmth). Didn’t see many people sitting around in the evening reading in their rain ponchos. On the other hand, Laynni did find that her poncho was great for creating impromptu privacy for emptying her bladder along the trail (The Privacy Poncho™).


    Medical Kit


    It is good to have at least the basics in case of emergency although, on the bright side, there are literally hundreds of well-stocked pharmacies along the Way that do brisk business, especially in the areas of pain relief and blister care, and are usually run by people very used to dealing with grumpy, whiny pilgrims with a limited grasp of the Spanish language.


    Ear Plugs


    You stay in dorms, you need ear plugs. That’s all I have to say on the matter.


    Pack Towel


    This is a tough one for me because I absolutely despise my pack towel. It is small, small enough that I have to choose whether I cover crotch or ass, never both at the same time. It has a unique quality that keeps it from sliding comfortably over your skin, instead grabbing and tugging like a big damp piece of velcro, or a piece of duct tape that has already been used on some leaky plumbing. And it starts to smell funny after just a couple days (and not marijuana funny, or coconut shampoo funny, more like damp, poorly taxidermied otter pelt funny). And, scary as it is, this one is way better than the first kind I tried a few years ago, which was more like a vehicle shammy. But at least they dry relatively quickly, although only if you go to the trouble to hang them out, unlike Madeline who had heard a rumour that “they never dry” so never actually tried. I was shocked to learn that after four weeks on the trail her towel hadn’t been completely dry once. Plus, they don’t take up much room. Trust me when I tell you that you do not want to be trying to force a big wet beach towel into your backpack every morning (or have it hanging from the back of your backpack like a big cape with a photo of the Doritos cat on it).


    Another, possibly better, solution is to carry a sarong. Personally I find them very difficult to dry off with but other than that niggling detail they do offer a number of advantages. They are larger and can actually be used to cover all the socially unacceptable parts of your body, but are still very light and dry in no time flat, especially if you can find even a hint of a breeze somewhere, or maybe blow on it for half an hour. Plus, Laynni occasionally used hers as a makeshift pillow cover or as a way to turn the bottom bunk into a secluded fort where she could play naughty shop owner in private.


    Small Valuables Bag


    When you finish hiking for the day you are going to want to get as far away from your hated backpack as possible so you’re going to need something smaller and more discreet to carry all your valuables around in. Things like your passport, iPod, unused bars of soap, diamond earrings, etc. Although the overall atmosphere and tone of the Camino makes me believe the albergue dorms are about as safe a public place as you are likely to find it still makes sense not to tempt people. And you never screw around with your passport. It’s one thing to spend a month and a half enjoying the quaint Spanish lifestyle of heavy jackets and afternoon naps but it’s another thing completely to be stuck there forever eating giant baguettes and copious amounts of cheese until your bowels eventually just give up and run off to join the circus.


    And, although it may sound like I'm suggesting a day pack, that is misleading. What you really want is much smaller, just enough to carry the aforementioned items without unduly hampering your afternoon and early evening schedule of shopping for junk food, eating junk food and napping off your junk food high. The smaller, and less like a fanny pack, the better.


    Hat


    Protection from sun, rain and pigeon shit. A stylish option once you’ve gone a month without a haircut and only sporadic showers.


    Flip Flops


    How do you spot a Camino pilgrim in the city?


    He is the one at the grocery store wearing flip flops.


    It feels sooo good to take off your hikers at the end of a long day. Plus, almost every albergue will make you leave your hikers at the door so you’ll need something else to wear around anyway. I favour the “slide” style with a band across the top of the foot instead of a strap between the toes. That way I can easily wear socks in them when it is cold (ignoring the fashion ramifications of that for the moment). You could also take it another step further and pick out some really light and/or collapsible shoes that can be worn around town even when it’s cold.


    Head Lamp


    I often find myself rambling on and on about the merits of head lamps to anyone who will listen, which is usually only for a short time before they suddenly need to rush off because they forgot something they were supposed to be doing, or maybe thought they heard someone calling their name in the distance. So I’ll keep it brief. A good head lamp comes in handy when you are trying to quietly pack up in a dark room full of grouchily sleeping pilgrims, or when the sun doesn’t come up until 8:30 am on those irritatingly short fall days and you are trying escape a city in the dark and having trouble spotting those dastardly yellow arrows among all the street signs and graffiti, or want to keep reading past 9:30 pm some night, or need to give your eyesight a boost when trying to determine if that red bump on your pinky is a bite, a splinter, or the beginnings of a flesh-eating disorder, probably contracted from that suspiciously fragrant breakfast sausage.


    And don’t even get me started on handheld flashlights – I have a hard enough time accomplishing anything even with both my hands free.


    Duct Tape


    If you aren’t already aware of the magical troubleshooting qualities and preposterous versatility of duct tape then I’m not sure you have any business backpacking at all. But just in case you need a reminder: Every single item in your backpack can be temporarily fixed using duct tape with the single exception of your condoms. Leave it to the World Health Organization to take the fun out of everything.


    Small Multi-Tool Knife


    A tiny little knife with tiny little blades and a tiny little pair of scissors will come in handy over and over for everything from repairing backpacks to subduing stubborn old bread to chest hair maintenance.


    Super Glue


    This will take care of everything else (i.e. the soles of shoes, broken watch faces, partially torn skin tags).


    Guidebook


    We used the John Brierley guidebook – A Pilgrim's Guide to Camino de Santiago – and found it useful every single day. We have been travelling basically full time for the past 5 years and, as you can imagine, have used a lot of guidebooks in that time. And I have to say, Brierley’s maps were as accurate as any we’ve seen, probably at least partially because he updates them every year. The fact that they are generally not to scale takes a little getting used to but is more or less irrelevant. I could have lived without his “Mystical Path” sections where he includes spiritual suggestions such as when it is appropriate to tickle a shepherd with a feather and how to train yourself to dream only about hot chicks and never your mom. Just kidding, who doesn’t want to dream about their mom?


    We seriously considered going with his more basic book of maps that does not include any of the trail, town or albergue descriptions but, in the end, were happy we chose the slightly larger version as that info came in handy all the time. Because things are constantly changing Brierley no longer rates the albergues, but after a while you learn how to read between the lines and figure out which places he would recommend.


    This was far and away the most popular English-speaking guidebook on the Camino yet for some reason it became something of a cultural phenomenon to bash it for even the slightest inaccuracies, both real and perceived. Maybe as a way to deflect the blame from whatever flawed decision-making process resulted in them finding themselves exhausted and in pain with ten kilograms of gear on their back that they would rather donate to the Struggling Actor’s Guild than ever see again. In any case, among our group of friends and acquaintances, the few who did not have a copy were constantly either following those who did, or borrowing one, or were never seen again because they took a wrong turn a few kilometres back. Anyway, as I said, we know guidebooks and I can tell you that none of them are flawless, and this one is much better than most.


    Optional Stuff


    Rain Pants


    We carried cheap, light pairs of rain pants and used them a lot, both for rain and, later in the hike, for warmth on particularly cold or windy mornings. Their importance will vary with the size and length of your rain jacket. Although be aware that the more waterproof your jacket is the more rain will funnel off directly onto your pants.


    Toque and Gloves


    For those of you who did not grow up on the frigid Canadian prairies, home to "minus fifty with wind chill" and sticking wet things to metal things, you may know “toques” by a different name such as “wool hats”, “ski caps” or “knit helmets”. They hardly take up any room, keep your head and ears warm and make you look like a member of an up and coming British garage band. Outside of the hottest part of summer I can’t see any reason not to bring one along.


    I would also categorize gloves as an essential during the shoulder seasons and would probably recommend them all year round since they don’t weigh much and are intensely appreciated when needed. A pair of lightweight waterproof gloves would be ideal but are hard to find and generally expensive. At the very least you will want a small fleece pair that are light, packable and come in extremely handy on particularly chilly Galician mornings when fishing around for your penis by the side of trail.


    Summer Wear


    In the summer, heat will probably be your biggest daytime concern so you will want a couple pairs of shorts and t-shirts to rotate, preferably in quick-drying materials (avoid cotton).


    Rape Whistle


    Fluorescent orange if possible. Not that we expect you to need it, and we heard one used for practice once and you never, ever want to blow one of those things for fun, let me tell you. But it will surely become a running joke among your friends, and you just can’t put a price on that kind of levity at the end of a long day.


    Walking Stick(s)


    A lot of people swear by them but on a trail like this one, to me, they seem like more trouble than they are worth. This is Spain, not Mt. Everest, or even a giant five-story used bathing suit bazaar, so there are really only a handful of steep ascents and descents. People that use them religiously will still find them useful I'm sure, as well as those who had physical ailments such as sore knees and the like. The telescopic ones that can be easily attached to your backpack when not needed (i.e. almost always) are less troublesome to carry, but in my experience at least half the people click-clacking around ineffectually actually have no clue how to use them properly and generally just settle for irritating other hikers with the noise and trying to find a good place to lean them while on a break.


    Small Canary


    Bright yellow is best, although any colour will do when trying to determine whether there is truly enough oxygen to go around in a miniscule dorm room jammed with twelve gasping pilgrims who just finished a huge meal of turkey and baked beans.


    The Water Debate


    One of the most useful and fascinating things about the Camino was the number of public water fountains along the way. You could also fill up at bars and cafés and rarely had to go more than five kilometres (ten at most) without passing some source of water. There was usually at least one fountain in every town and numerous others in helpful locations along the route. They were all clearly marked in our guidebook and proved immeasurably useful - logistically (less water to carry), environmentally (we didn’t buy a single plastic bottle of water in five weeks), and from a convenience standpoint (they served as natural stopping points for pilgrims to gather and compare open sores).


    The big question is whether to go bottle or bladder. We chose to go with a bottle and carried it in a pocket on the outside of Laynni’s pack. It was a piece of cake to refill at the occasional fountains, bars and cafés we came across every couple hours so there was no need to carry large amounts of water during the day. For two people we usually only carried a full one litre bottle, much less than we would have if we were using a bladder. The downside was that we needed to stop each time we wanted to drink because on most backpacks it is difficult to get the bottle in and out by yourself. We also had to go to the trouble of refilling it throughout the day.


    On the other hand, if you take a backpack with a suitable place to hold a water bladder then you can drink out of the hose while you hike without having to stop. The downside to them, though, is that they are such a pain in the ass to refill that you will probably end up carrying all of your water for the day right from the start and, considering that water weighs approximately two pounds per litre, carrying an extra litre or two can be pretty noticeable.


    So, in my opinion, if you are travelling with someone else a bottle is probably better as they can take it out and put it back into your bag for you, but if you are travelling alone a bladder and hose makes more sense since it is easier to access and even if you stock up for the whole day you only need half as much water as a couple would.


    Technology


    On the off chance you didn’t already suspect this, the internet has most certainly made it to the Camino Frances and you will be able to find a wireless connection in almost every town or village along the route. Most albergues have free wifi now, and even if you find yourself in one that doesn’t you should have no problem finding a bar or restaurant that does. Actual computers were not nearly as common but were still available in maybe half the towns we stayed in (usually coin-operated). And, while there were a number of people who were specifically hoping to avoid the distracting trappings of internet while on the Camino, those people certainly did not include us, or a very large percentage of the people we met. Therefore, most people will want to have some device that can be used to pick up a wifi signal to keep in touch with friends and family back home, as well as to save money (internet stations were sometimes quite pricey), avoid lineups for computers and to stave off boredom and homesickness throughout those long, dark evenings of healing and moping.


    Smartphones offer the added convenience of not needing a wifi connection at all but because of the prevalence of free signals I wouldn’t say they are strictly necessary for the purpose of internet alone. We did not have one, however, and we ended up envying others' ability to text more than we ever expected, maybe because we never imagined getting to know two or three dozen people that we may have wanted to track the locations of from time to time. Far more efficient than trying to use email. Some of the other benefits, depending on the phone, were the abilities to take photos, send photos and play music. Oh yeah, and making phone calls. I can’t tell you what it costs to do all these things in a foreign country since every phone is different. But for people who find this financially feasible it is a terrific all-in-one tool that can save you a lot of space and weight on other devices. We did not have a phone that would work in Spain but we did have an iPod that we could use both for music and internet (when we had a wifi connection).


    There were a few people carrying laptops or netbooks but even the smallest of these would seem to be a lot of unnecessary weight relative to the benefits. Of course, in some cases people may have special circumstances that make having a laptop indispensable – work emergencies that need to be ironed out, a saucy blog that involves a lot of typing and absolutely needs to be updated daily because its readers are just waiting for a reason to forget about it, or an inability to get off to porn unless the women on the screen are at least four inches tall.


    iPads were far more popular, both because they are much thinner and because they at least appear to be lighter. In fact, I am always a little shocked at how heavy they really are, although there is a good chance that by the time you read this we will be three more versions along and that current iPads have now been whittled down to the same thickness and weight as a layer of elderly forearm skin. Of course, that still doesn’t solve the problem of looking like an idiot trying to take photos using a device the size of the trapdoor in a pair of 19th Century long underwear. And it doesn’t exactly just slip into your side pocket to be there when you need it. Bottom line, in their current incarnation I would strongly discourage anyone from taking an iPad on the Camino. Sure, you’ll find uses for them - watching movies maybe, or delighting your friends with digital birthday cakes, but in a long-term hiking situation they just don’t make a lot of sense. They are not a substitute for a laptop and while on the trail they are of no use as a phone or a camera or for music. They can be used as to read e-books but, once again, are much larger and heavier than most e-readers. Of course, I don’t want to be responsible for a sudden outbreak of iPad withdrawal-related voyeur and towel-snapping incidents either, so please make your own decision.


    Obviously, you are also going to want a camera, whether you carry a small travel camera like we do or have a phone that takes good photos (and they have improved incredibly in that respect) it is the best way to immortalize your experience. There are some who suggest travellers have become far too enamoured of taking photos and that we have difficulty truly appreciating the moment we are in since we are always too busy looking for the perfect shot. And, I’ll admit, this theory has some merit. Occasionally I try to remind myself to put the camera away for a minute and just soak it in without worrying about capturing it for future reminiscences. But, overall, I find I’m pretty damned happy to have all those great photos to remind me of the experience later.


    As for reading, both Laynni and I (particularly Laynni) read a lot, and from the beginning have been all over the ebook revolution like white on rice (or mucous green on Brussels sprouts). We used to carry six to eight books with us at all times while we travelled, never trusting to find an English book exchange when we needed one, or something to hold down our beach towel in a strong wind. E-readers have changed all that and we couldn’t be more thrilled, not even if we were given a free hiking donkey to share on our next anniversary. Of course, before you head out and buy a new e-reader just for the Camino you need to assess how much you expect to read and decide if it’s worth it. Even though we technically had a lot of time on our hands each day we always seemed surprised at how fast it flew by, what with showering, laundering, napping, shopping, eating, socializing, drinking, moaning, lying very still and staring at the old gum on the underside of the bunk above us. There are a lot of people who carry paperbacks, but usually only one, so you may need to try to coordinate your finishing times in order to make trades happen. Therefore, if you only expect to read a book a week and don’t consider being book-less for a day or so to be a disaster on par with scientology, then just grab an old paperback and hit the road. If you’re like us and start to break out in hives when you are down to your last hundred pages without a replacement, well, then an e-reader is probably for you on the Camino, as well as in real life.


    Money and Costs


    YES! There are lots and lots of ATMs on the Camino. Almost every town has one, and even if you find yourself in one of the smaller places that doesn’t, or it happens to not be working for the moment, which is far more likely, you are probably only five kilometres or so from the next town that will have one. Which means, of course, you will only have a problem if you, like basically every person we met on the Camino, go to great lengths to leave it to the very last minute so all that’s left in your wallet is 70 cents and a fading set of photo booth pictures of you and an ex-girlfriend pretending to choke each other while laughing uncontrollably. At that point it is possible there will not be an ATM quite as conveniently located as you would like (i.e. hidden in the secret pocket of your jacket along with your inventory of fake Rolexes).


    As for what things cost, as always, it can vary widely depending on how frugal or extravagant you want to be (instant noodles versus imported shark penis, that sort of thing). We averaged around €70 per day for the two of us (just under $100). But we also spent six or seven nights in hotels and weren’t particularly careful about our spending. Staying in albergues and eating Pilgrim's Menus (or partial menus like many of the girls did) you're looking at the following:


    €5-10 / night for a dorm bed (the higher end of that scale was only for the nicer private ones).


    €8-12 for a Pilgrim's Menu (starter/main/dessert/water or wine) or €5-7 for just one course.


    At lunch we usually spent around €3-5 each for a Coke and a bocadillo, which is basically just a plain baguette with meat or cheese.


    For breakfast we usually bought some combination of bread, cheese, fruit and pastries the night before for around €2-3 each and just wolfed that down cold before we left.


    Beer is cheap, but can add up (and has been known to lead to those embarrassing Facebook photos that get forty comments, at least thirty-eight of which you don’t find as funny as everyone else does), and then there are things like coffee (which we don't drink but which was VERY popular with most) and hot chocolates and chocolate bars and anything else that will help you get through the day mentally.


    I would recommend staying in hotels any time you plan to take a rest day (if any) so that you can sleep in and really take advantage of not being in a dorm for at least a short time. We stayed in pretty nice hotels in León and Carrión de los Condes for less than €35 per night for a double, and singles were even cheaper.


    Overall, travelling as a couple you should expect to spend a minimum of €25 per day each and probably more likely around €35-40 if you can afford it and don’t want to be worrying about money all the time. If you are on your own the minimum is probably the same (couples don’t save anything on dorm beds) but the mid-range amount probably increases to €40-50 per day if you stay in a few hotel rooms by yourself.


    So, while they aren’t exactly paying people to hike the Camino (unless you choose to squat in an abandoned building to sell fruit and provide awkward physical encounters – see the section The People That You Meet for more information), it is still far cheaper than it would normally cost to travel in Europe.


    Packing List


    Although I’ve already discussed some of the things we took with us and how much our bags ended up weighing, here is a more specific list to use for reference. Remember, of course, that we did the Camino in the fall when it was much cooler than most times of the year. Also, when it comes to toiletries we carried shampoo, Laynni’s conditioner, a bar of soap plus a small container of liquid laundry soap while some people carried just one multi-purpose soap for body, hair and clothes. On the other hand, there were people carrying all the same stuff as us plus a variety of lotions, pills and makeup. So that is an example of how you can be more, or less, extreme in your minimalism depending on your priorities.


    Clothes (Dean)


    Jacket


    Toque


    Gloves


    Hat


    Hiking pants


    Rain pants


    Shorts


    Thin pajama pants


    Merino wool long-sleeved shirt


    Merino wool hiking t-shirt


    Cotton evening t-shirt


    Quick-dry underwear (2)


    Hiking socks (3)


    Small ankle socks


    Hiking shoes


    Flip-flops


    Added along the way


    A second long-sleeved merino wool shirt since I started hiking in one after it got colder


    An actual waterproof jacket/poncho that fit over my backpack and went down to my knees


    Clothes (Laynni)


    Her list was similar to mine except for the following:


    Sarong


    Bras (2)


    Tank top and shorts to sleep in


    Long underwear


    Vest


    Laynni bought a cheap (but large) poncho (and seriously debated acquiring a small umbrella but never actually went through with it)


    Other


    Sleeping bags


    Toiletries (everything in the smallest containers possible, plus scissors and nail clippers)


    Watch (with alarm)


    iPod, cord and ear buds


    Camera (with charger and extra battery)


    E-readers, cord and AC adapter (that also worked for the iPod)


    Flash drive (for sharing photos with other pilgrims)


    Power adapter (2 round pin European style)


    John Brierley guidebook (tore out the relevant pages each day and carried them in my pocket)


    Ear plugs


    Headlamps


    Sunscreen


    Water bottle


    Wallet


    Small valuables bag (passports, bank cards, Visa, Mastercard, health cards, driver’s licenses, insurance card)


    Photocopies of all of the above (we also scan copies and email them to ourselves)


    Medical kit (band-aids, antibiotics, disinfectant, oregano oil, painkillers, Imodium, Pepto-Bismol, tensor bandage)


    Small sewing kit


    Folding knife


    Mini multi-tool knife


    Bandana


    Notebook and pen


    Several Ziploc bags and a couple garbage bags


    Things we took and never used


    Combination lock


    Deck of cards


    Compass


    Matches


    Filipino house-boy


    


    

  


  
    Rachel


    Yeah, Rachel is made up, too. But wait until you see what she gets up to!


    ****************


    Rachel Harrington is a 34 year old Londoner with curly hair and a nice smile. She prefers not to wear much makeup, which is fine because her body never fails to turn heads. She’ll be turning 35 while hiking the Camino and was recently “downsized” from her job as a pharmaceutical rep. She was given 2 months’ severance pay and her boyfriend of 6 years, Chad the IT Guy, just told her last week that he still loves her, he’s just not IN love with her. But he might be in love with the new temp at his office and, frankly, owes it to himself to find out. They have a lot in common, he said, like doing ecstasy and things like that. Rachel hasn’t done much hiking but a few of her friends hiked the Camino a couple years ago and told her it would be a great way to “figure out her life”. And with the cost of gym memberships these days she thought, hey, why not?


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    I guess I’m really doing this


    On Sun, Sep 30 at 7:04 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    Well, here I am, in some little town in France ready to start the Camino tomorrow. Looking at my backpack and wondering how I ended up here. Seriously, I’m supposed to hike 27 kilometres up and over a mountain tomorrow. Why? Not sure. Oughtta be interesting, that’s all I can say.


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    Ouch!


    On Mon, Oct 1 at 8:48 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    This may have been a mistake. That was, like, ridiculously hard. And not really any fun at all. I started before 8 am and didn’t finish until after 5. At one point I literally thought I was going to pass out right there on the trail. First thing I did when I got here (well, besides lay down and cry for a while) was to dump a bunch of crap out of my bag. They have this “left items” table here for people to ditch stuff they don’t want to carry. Goodbye makeup, sayonara sweater, catch you later Crime and Punishment. I think I should have got that ereader you told me to get, Liz. Well, supposedly it just gets easier from here. It better, that’s all I can say.


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    Pamplona and blisters


    On Thu, Oct 4 at 9:04 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    That about sums it up so far. Pamplona was a really cool city. It’s where they do the Running of the Bulls (not now, though) with lots of old buildings. Went for pinxtos (what they call tapas here) and drinks with some of the people I’ve been hiking with. Have met a lot of cool people. Got a little too tipsy on sangria with these two German guys (one of them hiked all day with his heels bleeding through his socks) before I went down to the post office to send some more stuff ahead to Santiago (Seriously? 4 pairs of leggings? What was I thinking?) so that was all very foggy, confusing and Spanish. Really picking up the Spanish already, probably know 8 or 9 words by now. Ha ha. I have more blisters than that.


    Oh yeah, today we climbed up and over this huge hill called Alto de Perdon that had amazing views and wind turbines and these metal cut-outs of pilgrims fighting hard into the wind. Took some really cool photos and happened to meet up with a lot of people we knew while we were hanging out up there. It was a pretty good day, all in all. Getting better, I think.


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    Getting the hang of it


    On Mon, Oct 8 at 6:29 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    My feet still hurt quite a bit and it is still hard to put my backpack on every morning but other than that I think I’m really starting to feel the spirituality of the Camino. It is just this really unique atmosphere, everyone is so different, but they are all here doing the same thing, but all for different reasons. It’s like a big family almost. But I do try to hike by myself most of the time. You know, reflection and inner peace and all that. I really think this is going to help me figure out what I want out of life.


    Our group of friends seems to be growing all the time but I have become good friends with Shauna (American), Stewart (English) and Blaine (Scottish). I had already met Stewart and we noticed Shauna and were discussing her shoes, then we ended up meeting her at lunch and have been walking with her ever since. Shauna and Stewart hooked up in Pamplona and a couple nights later missed curfew at the albergue and ended up getting a hotel room together. It’s the talk of the Camino.


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    Gross!


    On Wed, Oct 10 at 7:14 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    You’ll never believe what happened today. Shauna and I had snuck off behind a cemetery and some trees to pee and just as we were coming back we turn the corner and there’s this guy just standing there looking at us, smiling, with his cock in his hand, like he was presenting it to us for our perusal. We didn’t know what to say. Just stood there in shock for a second then got the hell out of there. What the hell was his plan? Just showing us, was that the whole point? What a creep.


    My feet are starting to feel quite a bit better but I’m still wrecked at the end of every day. Not as bad as some though. I was in the same room as this group of Germans last night and at one point a guy was working on a girl’s foot blisters while she massaged the shoulders of a different girl while that girl helped wrap a second guy’s ankle. It was pretty symbolic of the Camino as a whole, I think.


    


    To Lizzie, Brandi K


    Just between you and me


    On Wed, Oct 10 at 7:27 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    This one is just for you guys, but do you remember the Scottish guy I mentioned before, Blaine? Yeah, we kind of hooked up a few days ago. He’s a great guy, a DJ in Edinburgh. It’s going pretty well, I thought it might be weird but so far so good. Wasn’t planning on hooking up within the first week but whatever. Don’t mention it to anyone else yet, mom will just get all judgemental and start asking a bunch of irritating questions. I’ll keep you posted.


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    Finally, a break!


    On Sat, Oct 13 at 1:30 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    We are in Burgos today, doing absolutely NO HIKING! We all decided to take a rest day here, and even treated ourselves to hotel rooms. Something as simple as having your own bathroom is brilliant when you’ve been sharing dorms for 2 weeks. I had a 2 hour bath last night. I felt like a filthy sponge being rung out. Going to go to mass tonight, then we’ll all get together for dinner. I think we really needed this.


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    Bacon in the rain


    On Tue, Oct 16 at 7:04 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    It’s been raining like crazy for the last couple days. We couldn’t take the thought of another night in a cold wet dorm so we found a hotel with some cheap rooms to dry out and at least start the day dry tomorrow. The couple that runs the hotel also run the grocery store next door. We accidentally ended up going down some back way into the store and the guy was there cutting meat and he kept calling us over to give us free bacon samples. All the people in line were getting pretty annoyed with us. The strange situations we find ourselves in…


    I got a new poncho finally since it doesn’t look like the rain is letting up any time soon. I wore it all morning and it was working pretty well I thought, until after lunch a friend of mine pointed out that I had my head sticking out the arm hole.


    


    To Lizzie, Brandi K


    Things are looking up


    On Thu, Oct 18 at 8:01 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    Things are going great with Blaine and I. He is so laid back and funny. I think you guys will really like him. We’ve been talking about him moving down to London after we finish on the Camino. He’s a DJ so he can pretty much work anywhere. I don’t know if I would have been able to do this without him.


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    Solitude


    On Mon, Oct 22 at 5:12 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    Our group has been splitting up a lot lately, there seem to be more routes to choose from now. Blaine and I left Calzada de los Hermanillos yesterday morning at 8 am which is actually a little late for us to get started and yet there was not a soul moving in the entire town. It was almost spooky. One of our friends was staying in the municipal albergue (we had stayed in a private one) and we knew she didn’t have any food for breakfast because she didn’t get to THE store (it was a really tiny quiet town) in time. So we stopped there to give her some food and it was completely dark, no one around, even though everyone’s shoes were all still sitting out front. So we left some bread and chips on her shoes and kept going. Talked to her later and she didn’t know where they came from so she threw them in the garbage. Eventually we figured out what had happened. We think it must have been daylight savings time today.


    On our way out of Mansilla we met up with a German guy we met back in Pamplona, thought he was long gone. But he apparently got sick (all over the floor of a crowded dorm), got moved to a private room and was holed up for two whole days. He was just hitting the trail again when we ran into him, saying goodbyes to the hotel owners like they were his long lost family. People get close quick on this thing.


    


    To Brandi K


    Need your help


    On Tue, Oct 23 at 9:41 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    Hey, could you do me a favour? I need you to casually ask around at the office and find out if there are any rep positions opening up in Edinburgh. I’m considering moving up there after this, because Blaine kind of needs to stay there since he has a lot of steady gigs and that. Let me know!


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    Grape harvest


    On Thu, Oct 25 at 6:55 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    Apparently there was NOT a time change this past Sunday, and we still haven’t figured out why everyone in one particular town decided to have a lay-in on the same day. Besides that, though, we have been hiking through some really beautiful scenery lately. This is wine country and the harvest is starting, the grapes are huge and all the leaves are changing to a hundred different colours. It’s pretty amazing.


    We stayed in this really huge albergue in Ponferrada yesterday that was three levels with a huge kitchen full of Asians cooking things all afternoon plus a basement filled with French kids. We got loads of laundry done and had to be quick on our feet to barely avoid sharing a room with this really dodgy disgusting guy we had been stuck with back in Foncebadón. Lucky we recognized the distinctive kid’s doll attached to his pack when the guy tried to show us into the room.


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    Attack of the killer bed bugs


    On Sun, Oct 28 at 8:33 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    Blaine got ravaged by bed bugs the other night. I don’t know if we should be upset or feel lucky that it took this long and that I didn’t get bit. Because we were staying at the same albergue. He has these huge blisters all over his arms that are apparently really painful and itchy. Then today we stumbled across the Chelsea-Manchester United game in this tiny little village where we stopped for lunch. There were a bunch of guys there watching the game and this nice old guy, Tiago I think his name was, came and helped us out. Gave Blaine some kind of lotion for his bites, well, he kept calling it “lubricant” but I think it was just a mistranslation. Anyway, the stuff worked great and his sores are getting a lot better.


    Getting close enough to the end to really start thinking about it now. Everyone is getting pretty ready to be done. I agree.


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    The Big 3-5


    On Thu, Oct 31 at 6:18 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    Thanks for all the great birthday wishes! Really wish I could have been around to see everyone on my birthday. Had a good time here though. We all hung out and drank a lot of wine, then whiskey and then anything else we could get our hands on. Let’s just say hiking the next day wasn’t all that pleasant. And this group of nice older people who I barely knew found out it was my birthday and actually got me a present. It was really sweet of them but guess what they got me – a set of 5 candles in a wooden box. Seriously? Am I supposed to carry this big thing in my backpack all day, everyday? I mean, they’re on the same hike we are aren’t they? What would make them think that was a good idea? I almost laughed when I opened it, I thought they must be joking. But they weren’t. Maybe I’ll just keep one and throw everything else away and if it comes up I’ll tell them I already used them all and they were really amazing, so sensual.


    I did treat myself to a hotel room, though, which was really nice. Then in the morning it was really weird, we had just gotten up and I opened up the window to see how cold it was outside and I saw two people walking by over on the road but they were too far away to make out in the dark. Then they sort of stopped and it looked like they were talking to each other then suddenly the guy says “Rachel?” I was literally shocked speechless for a second then figured it out, “um, William?” Turned out it was a couple of our friends we hadn’t seen in days. Really weird timing, especially since he couldn’t actually see my face. It’s just the sort of thing that seems to happen all the time on the Camino.


    


    To M & D, Lizzie, Adam, Brandi K


    Santiago!!


    On Mon, Nov 5 at 12:34 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    Can’t believe we actually made it! It feels like my feet have grown 2 sizes, and with all the blisters and bruises definitely aren’t going to be worthy of public viewing any time soon. But the important part, I hiked 800 kilometres, how crazy is that? Although now it feels almost crazier to be done, I’m just so used to getting up and going everyday. It’s going to be strange.


    Arrived in Santiago with a pretty good group of friends which was really nice. Then we all went to get our compostelas (official certificate that proves we hiked it), went to mass and then spent most of the day and night drinking and celebrating. I’m gonna miss these people. See you soon!


    


    To Lizzie, Brandi K


    Men are bastards


    On Mon, Nov 5 at 1:07 PM, Rachel Harrington <theracheteer@gmail.com> wrote:


    So apparently Blaine has a girlfriend that he somehow forgot to mention until last night. Even then I think it only slipped out because he was drinking too much. This Swiss girl who speaks exceptional English kept taking the piss out of him saying she needed someone to translate his Scottish accent. Every time he said something she’d say “Translation? Translation please.”, and did it like a hundred times. He eventually got so mad and said “You’re just like my girlfriend, you never know when to stop!” Then he saw me looking at him all shocked and goes “Not you, obviously”, and it all went downhill from there. He tried to cover his tracks a bit by rambling on about monogamy and how unnatural it is and loads of other rubbish. What an asshole. Can’t wait to see you guys.
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    The Physical Challenge


    The first question a lot of people ask is a fairly logical one – how hard is the Camino? Excellent question, and I applaud your thoughtfulness in considering that element in advance rather than five days in with fourteen different ailments and a completely bewildered look on your face. The short answer – it’s really hard. I mean, you have to hike for eight hundred kilometres. Eight hundred! Just take a moment to sit and ponder that number for a minute. Still not sounding that bad? Well, why don’t we try to give it some perspective for you? It is roughly the same distance as New York to Cleveland. Or the bottom of England to the top of Scotland. Or Amsterdam to Milan. Or Saskatoon all the way through Alberta to the British Columbia border. So, yeah, it is going to be a challenge.


    On the other hand, the terrain is not particularly difficult. From a sheer thigh-burning, ass-crack sweating, collapsing in a destroyed heap sort of way it doesn’t compare with really strenuous mountain hikes like you might find in the Himalayas, Andes or Rockies, or even any number of Central American volcanoes a person can climb straight up and straight back down if so inclined (and cursed with poor decision-making skills). There are definitely some demanding sections, first and foremost being, both literally and chronologically, day one from St. Jean Pied de Port across the Pyrenees to Roncesvalles on the Napoleon Route. And even the infamously flat, boring areas have their fair share of hills to climb and descend (which is often worse than going up) in any given six-hour stretch of hiking. And once you make it as far as Galicia it is more or less all hills the rest of the way. So I don’t want to give the impression it is a gentle stroll at the country club, sipping gin and tonics while admiring each other’s creased white tennis shorts and discussing the latest problems in hiring illegal immigrant gardeners. It isn’t nearly that leisurely, and I can tell you from experience that by day three your white tennis shorts will be off-white at best and starting to develop some troublesome wrinkles.


    However, the main difficulty of this hike is the sheer enormity of it. It is just SO long. So many days of hiking under the hot sun, so many days hiking in the pouring rain, so many mornings when you would rather be forced to see your dorm mattress under a black light than get out of bed and face that backpack for another day, so many times where you find yourself saying “I can’t believe I’m already out of band-aids again”. And most people are very reluctant to take rest days because they are afraid of losing touch with the friends they have made along the way. So you hike through the pain, the exhaustion, the mental fatigue, and sometimes it passes and things get better, and sometimes it doesn’t and they just keep getting worse. But eventually you reach the end, and you find yourself thinking about those days three or four weeks ago when you were questioning both your ability to finish and how much you really gave a shit if you finished or not and, well, they just seem like part of a strange dream, followed by some foggy stuff, then you’re done. Except that for some reason you have twice as many photos of yourself in farmacias than churches, and even though you still don’t know how to request a bottom bunk in Spanish, you do know how to ask for eleven different kinds of painkillers fluently and can accurately describe crotch-rot. There were evenings along the Camino where we would gaze around the dorm room and simply marvel at the amount of medical attention being paid to such a shocking variety of body parts, all in very amateurish fashion. At times it felt like we were living in a hospital ward, except it usually smelled less like disinfectant than sour socks, and the guys wearing rubber gloves weren’t doctors, they were just Danish. We hiked with a girl who had so many blisters on her feet that she lost entire layers of skin and sometimes preferred to just keep going rather than take breaks and let her feet get their hopes up. We hiked with another girl who was still recovering from a pre-hike broken foot when it became necessary for her to make an emergency dental appointment. We hiked with a guy who was ravaged by bed bugs and had his body react so poorly that his arms resembled a layer of bubble wrap around a red fire log. Girls with badly sprained ankles, guys with dislocated backs, women with broken toes, men with neck spasms, Brits with sunburns. It was a real horror show some days.


    As bad as that all sounds, though, we only knew of one person who had to quit because of injury (blisters), and another who only had two weeks planned but probably wouldn’t have been able to go further anyway (once again, blisters). There were a few who ended up using the bus to skip a stage or two. Some that occasionally sent their bags ahead so they didn’t have to carry them. Lots who spent entire days fighting through considerable amounts of pain. All of us took morbid pleasure in sharing our difficulties and wallowing in self-pity. And in case you are already working on your Christmas list you should know that by the time you’re done your feet will be at least a half a size larger than they are now. All things considered, though, I think you will be more physically prepared and emotionally resilient if you have at least some idea what to expect going in. Obviously everyone is going to be different, arriving in vastly varying physical conditions, with all different medical histories, different methods for dealing with blisters and an exhilaratingly wide array of socks. But a chance to learn from history and the pain of others is never a bad idea, and can make for some fun reading, as well.


    Problem:


    Knee


    I have been lucky enough to have never experienced anything beyond minor physical inconveniences while hiking (such as blisters, sore toes and that weird cracking jaw issue that went away about the same time I stopped having that recurring dream about sharing a vat of salt water toffee with my barber). Which is why I became loudly annoyed, and quietly concerned, when my knee started aching less than two hours into the hike up the Pyrenees on day one (a little less than 1% of the way to Santiago).


    Solution:


    I just kept walking while favouring it slightly and swearing under my breath. Then I frowned as hard as I could until eventually it just went away.


    A German girl we knew was actually hiking with arthritic knees and spent much of every afternoon doing what she could to bring the swelling down in lieu of any nearby ice machines, apparently the next best thing being rags dipped in lukewarm water. I don’t know that there was any solution exactly, but she finished the Camino before we did and then, as if she hadn’t already made us look bad enough, continued on another hundred kilometres to Finisterre. Now that I think about it she kind of pisses me off.


    Of course, countless other pilgrims also found themselves dealing with countless other knee issues, some that eventually sorted themselves out and others that lingered and stymied like a Republican filibuster after a drinking lunch at TGI Friday’s. The steep downhill sections were the worst, maybe only outdone by the steep downhill sections on loose shale. The steady hum of complaints was hard to accurately compare, consistently bitchy as it was, though it did seem especially loud at the end of those days.


    Problem:


    Big Toe Knuckle


    No, that’s not the name of my high school air band. Well, not just that, anyway. Over the years soccer has done a bit of a number on the big toe on my right foot, the one I use predominantly when shooting, passing, tripping or kicking the ground petulantly. It turns out that Big Toe – Right Side, let’s call him Ed for now, gets angry when asked to spend long days hiking while stuffed tightly into stiff leather hiking shoes. And Ed deals with that anger by aching like a son of a bitch and swelling up like a bunion in training (yet another trait that seems to have trickled down from my McFadzen side along with gambling poorly and a love of cursing).


    Solution:


    A nifty little trick Laynni suggested, one she probably got from a hiking magazine or cobbler’s convention or something like that, is to knot the laces part of the way up so they can be pulled tight at the top (“tight like a tiger” she would say, inexplicably) but remain loose and relatively comfortable at the bottom (like my dad’s pants in his wedding photos).


    Problem:


    Neck


    The debate rages on as to whether my backpack is to blame for not fitting tightly enough against the top of my back or, as Laynni suspected, my neck gets sore because of the way I walk.


    “What do you mean by that?” I asked. “How do I walk?”


    “I don’t know”, she replied, “just kind of weird”.


    Solution:


    I continued to experiment with different packing configurations in my backpack – a little more weight to the middle, a little less to the bottom, sleeping bag up top, turn the mesh bags sideways, etc. – remained vigilant about keeping the top straps tight and did my best to encourage my neck muscles to hurry up and get stronger. And after a week or so it only ever became an issue at the tail end of an especially long day. Chalk it up to the power of positive thinking, and as a lesson in treating your body like a responsible adult.


    Problem:


    Mouth


    Specifically, a bevy of cuts traversing the roof of my mouth like wagon trails across the old west, but surrounded by yellowing teeth instead of dead buffalo. The unpleasant result of eating several hard old bocadillo buns each day. Sharper than a vasectomist’s scalpel or Jewish wit, these chunks of hardened flour and carbs ravaged my tender mouth anew every four hours or so.


    Solution:


    I began taking really small, tentative bites, bracing myself and squeezing my eyes tightly shut in anticipation of the painful jolt of newly pierced mouth skin. And swallowing the last several bites whole. I also found it helped to tenderize the bocadillos with my fist for a few minutes first, or sometimes flip a few coins to a local child to have him walk around barefoot on them for a while first.


    Problem:


    Overwhelming fatigue


    This happened occasionally for the obvious reasons, and once in particular because I realized that the face of my watch had fallen off (it’s a technology thing, you wouldn’t understand) and was pretty sure it happened about half a kilometre back (based on that being when I caught it on the strap of my backpack while trying to put it on and ended up spinning in circles like a dog chasing its tail, the only difference being that I was swearing the whole time). So while Laynni waited, grateful for the rest after having already hiked for six hours that day, I let ego supersede logic (just like the time I took a cycle of performance enhancing drugs right before going to a poker tournament) and jogged all the way there, found the rest of my watch, and jogged all the way back. Fifteen minutes later my folly truly kicked in and I nearly had to be carried into the albergue, and not just because the stairs were almost too far apart for the length of my legs.


    Solution:


    No more running, ever.


    Problem:


    Hair Loss


    And I don’t mean the hair on my head, which is misleading, I suppose, just as it was when I emerged from the bathroom in in Arzua and announced to the room that “I found something in the shower you guys have to see”. Once we got past their initial reluctance I was able to astound one and all by showing off the perfectly oval patch of hairless skin on my thigh. Not exactly what some of the women and one Australian man had been hoping to see, but fascinating nonetheless. After discarding theories about miniature alien crop circles and ellipsis-worm outbreaks we eventually deduced that this strange anomaly was the result of carrying our camera in the same pocket of my pants every day.


    Solution:


    We quit hiking, upped my Vitamin C dosage, gave up eating chorizo, left Spain, and started carrying the camera in a bag. The patch has since filled in just as fluffy and luxuriant as ever.


    Problem:


    Nausea


    This affliction hampered Laynni all the way from Astorga to Villafranca del Bierzo (roughly three days). It didn´t appear to be anything serious, like tuberculosis, or a leaky colon, but was nonetheless accompanied by a small fever, aching joints, fatigue and general bitchiness.


    Solution:


    Rest (as much as possible while still hiking 25 kilometres per day), vitamins, a hot whisky and Neo-Citron concoction and plenty of angry glaring. So far, so groggy.


    Problem:


    Strained Calf


    A recurring issue Laynni has been dealing with on and off for the past few years, popping up inconveniently while jogging, hiking, playing tennis or kicking homeless people in the ribs. We just felt lucky it didn’t occur until day 28.


    Solution:


    She asked the woman at the front desk of the albergue in Foncebadón for some ice and before she could even specify that it was for her leg (as opposed to her drink, or to build a small outdoor hockey rink) the woman reached under the counter and came up with a bag of ice specially prepared for just such occurrences. The ice helped, and then, just to be on the safe side, she also awkwardly favoured that leg for a few days which helped her calf, but unfortunately led to several new, and less familiar, aches and pains, as well as the nickname Tipsy.


    Problem:


    Feet


    In an overall, general aching sort of way. Just a constant ache that comes from strapping all your belongings on your back and walking, walking, walking, all the damned time. The kind of ache that makes you groan like you’re having a catheter removed every time you take off your shoes and put your feet up on a chair. The kind of ache that leads you to opt against showering after eight hours on the trail just so you don’t have to stand up. The kind of ache that makes you stumble when you get out of bed in the morning like a war vet after an afternoon at the Legion. It never really got any better even though it was the sort of thing we all assumed would pass over time. Eventually we learned why, from a friend who had previously hiked the six-month long Appalachian Trail – apparently “it takes a good six weeks or so to get your feet under you”. Hmm, didn’t see that little destroyer of hope in the Camino brochure.


    Problem:


    Blisters


    I am, and was, very happy to report that although I did have to fight through some sporadic blister outbreaks, when all was said and done, I had it much easier than most. Probably partially due to having good hiking shoes that I’d already worn on previous treks, and partially because my feet are far too flat to create much friction, like the last kleenex tissue lying in the bottom of the box. Even so, I did get a few blisters here and there, especially during the first week, but kept them under control by drawing on the vast wealth of blister knowledge available on the Camino (see below). But even then, every time I got to thinking blisters were a thing of the past, only a concern for the foolish, the tenderfoots, the fetishers, suddenly a new blister would appear as if by magic, as round, shiny and irksome as a ball of petroleum jelly and lint. It was especially disheartening when I discovered a new blister at the end of day 32 of all things. Sure, it had been an unusually long day in and out of the rain and subsequent rain puddles, but to have a new blister appear after more than four weeks of doing little else but hiking and tending to my feet felt tantamount to finding out you had a wet dream after you nodded off at the table during your 80th birthday party.


    Blister Solutions (and the Camino Pharmacists Who Make a Good Living off Them)


    As you have probably gathered by now, blisters were far and away the most common physical grievance among pilgrims voluntarily torturing themselves on the Camino. And, while there was certainly no shortage of free advice being handed out by us pilgrims who routinely credited ourselves with improbable levels of knowledge on all things hiking - from how much water should be consumed hourly when hiking in short pants to how much noise is too much noise to make with walking sticks to what type of sunglasses are best for surreptitiously staring at cleavage - far and away the most commonly shared tidbits of advice involved blisters. How to avoid them, how to treat them, how to keep them from getting infected, how to make people at home understand they aren’t a laughing matter. Unfortunately, as one might expect when receiving such vast amounts of information from so many different sources occasional contradictions and discrepancies arose. Sorting out truth from myth, the efficacious methods from the futile, the useful ideas from the bullshit that just made things worse, well, that was the real trick. So here is the list and, while I’m tempted to tell you what I think really works and what doesn’t, who’s to say I know any more than the next guy?


    Cover your feet in Vaseline


    Apparently, the idea is to make your feet all slimy and slippery like a spunky greased pig at a town fair. And I’ll bet you’ve never heard of a greased pig having blister problems, have you? Didn’t think so. The downside is that now your socks are full of vaseline and, eventually, enough dirt, dust and hair to build a fairly comfortable nest for passing rats.


    Cover your feet in Vick’s Vaporub


    A similar concept to the Vaseline, except you will also experience the confusing sensation of a cool burn and Vick’s distinctive smell combined with your normal foot odour, the result of which will remind fellow pilgrims of the bowling alley on Senior’s Night.


    Cover your feet in baby powder


    Drier, and less prone to collecting tumbleweeds, used newspapers and other wind-born items, and used to keep your feet from becoming sweaty and vulnerable. However, once again the smell can be confusing, especially to suspicious mothers, and if not properly packaged the powder may cause problems at border crossings. On the other hand, it has been known to also come in handy for post-coital relief (see the Camino Pickup Lines section for ways to become pre-coital).


    Change your socks every time you take a break


    This gives your feet a chance to air out before going back into a nice dry pair of socks for the next leg of your journey. Dry, comfortable feet are less likely to develop blisters, plus it feels amazing, like when you take Demerol before a wrestling party, or line dancing with your great-aunt.


    Don’t shower before you hike


    This one doesn’t come up too often since showering before hiking all day is somewhat counterintuitive. Either way, I was skeptical, and pretty sure it was just some gross lazy dude’s way of justifying his uncouth hygiene. But both times that circumstances led to a morning shower (each time in an effort to squeeze every last euro of value and pleasure out of a private hotel room) I found my feet got sore more quickly and were definitely more tender, much like my tongue after a long day of licking stamps for my UFC fan mail.


    Only take cold showers


    The cold water brings down the swelling in your feet (and everything else, let me assure you) which will supposedly lead to less friction and fewer blisters. Not to mention ruining the one decent part of your whole day.


    Tie your shoes tight


    Less movement, less friction, less blood flow to build blisters with.


    Leave your shoes loose


    More movement, only light friction, more blood flow to let your feet fight blisters.


    Pop blisters with a needle


    This relieves the pressure and helps make further walking bearable. There are three methods of doing so:


    
      	Simply pierce the blister, drain the fluid and cover it back up. This is fast and easy but will usually need to be repeated every few hours.


      	Stick a needle all the way through then wrench it back and forth to ensure it doesn’t re-seal and fill up again. Of course, this opens it up to bacteria and the possibility of infection, not to mention requiring you to allow a volunteering stranger to do painful and absurd things to your feet.


      	Tie a piece of thread to the needle then stick it all the way through the blister. Cut the needle loose, leaving the thread behind. This will keep the blister from sealing itself and re-filling with liquid, doesn’t involve a Spaniard with a ponytail hunched over your foot working up a sweat and does not leave the blister as open to infection as the second method. Unless you use a piece of thread you found stuck to the wall of the shower.

    


    Do not pop blisters with a needle


    That fluid buildup is your body’s way of protecting the area from further irritation. The best course of action is to simply leave it as is and stay off your feet until it goes away on its own. Usually no more than three to four days and you’ll be good as new.


    Wear solid hiking shoes or boots


    These provide good support and do less bending and twisting while you walk on rocks and other rough surfaces. They also make satisfying clunking noises on pavement and can be used to intimidate fellow patrons in restrooms of tapas bars, not to mention making your feet look big and healthy.


    Wear light comfortable cross-trainers


    These are usually lighter and more comfortable than hikers but don’t deal well with rough trails or rain. And they are practically useless when it comes to kicking large rocks down the road to pass the time and show off your soccer skills.


    Wear thick socks


    More padding, less direct contact between your feet and your shoes, and when you put them on it feels like you’re wrapping your feet in your favourite comfy duvet, the one with popcorn stains that smells like nachos and hand lotion.


    Wear thin socks


    I don’t even know what the reasoning is supposed to be behind this one. I think he just wanted to be included and had run out of ideas that didn’t involve lubricants.


    Wear socks with individual toes


    The idea is that they keep your toes from rubbing together and accidentally starting small brush fires in your shoes. The downside is the way they create less room for your toes and end up jamming them all together like a fat family in a Smart car.


    Wear dirty socks


    Yeah, there is actually a myth that if you want to avoid blisters don’t wash your socks. Not surprisingly, no specific or even remotely plausible explanations were given as to why or how this would work. My theory is it made her feel less self-conscious about the smell emanating from her feet.


    Put on a band-aid as soon as you feel anything


    Hey, as far as I’m concerned it can’t hurt, and it’s as good an excuse as any to take a break. Of course, the term “anything” needs to be taken with a grain of salt since your band-aids aren’t likely to accomplish much in the case of appendicitis, or pangs of guilt over how badly you treated the guy who gave you a parking ticket for being just two minutes late.


    Tape up every toe


    Not just the ones with blisters. Because, as some of our friends found, if you tape one toe then, sure, it’ll be fine, but then it rubs on the one beside it and the next thing you know you have a blister on that toe, too. So you tape it up, then it starts rubbing on the third toe and, well, I think you get the picture.


    Put Compeed, like, everywhere


    This stuff seems to be the new big thing in blister technology and blister-related activities. They are wax-like poultices that are applied to the affected area where they harden into a protective shell, supposedly even keeping moisture out. I have not tried Compeed myself, but one important lesson I learned from other pilgrims was that the key is to put it on BEFORE the blister is bulbously filled with liquid and, you know, all blistery and that. Because if you wait until then you should expect that when you finally remove the Compeed it is going to greedily take as much skin with it as possible. In the case of a certain female friend, that amount turned out to be, well, all of it.


    Brought to you by the makers of Compeed (also known for their custom Halloween masks and incredibly lifelike sex toys). Specializing in long walks to Halloween orgies since 2005.


    German foot rub


    The specific healing properties of this activity are somewhat debatable but, still, where is the downside in having the clammy hands of a citizen of a European superpower knead your tender feet submissively for twenty minutes while you daydream of mall foot baths and that slender podiatrist who coaches your kid’s soccer team?


    Scowl at your blisters for long periods of time


    Supposedly if you concentrate your anger strongly enough sooner or later the blister will begin to cower in fear and eventually wander off to live on some teenager’s palm at a tech school somewhere.


    Quit hiking


    The only method that has been proven 100% effective.
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    On the Trail FAQ


    Why would anyone in their right mind want to hike all day long?


    Well, “right mind” is a very subjective term. And something that one could argue was in short supply on the Camino. It seemed as though everyone had a different motivation. For some it was meant to be a meditative experience – time to think, get to know oneself, maybe let your tongue rest and recover from an exhausting summer. Others were specifically hoping to get in shape, which rarely worked as well as expected thanks to limited changes in actual heart rate and eating patterns that would disgust a Mongolian pony breeder. Although basically everyone did quickly became enthralled with the new shape of their thighs. Some of those hiking for religious purposes treated it a bit like penance, I suppose in lieu of a portable cat o’ nine tails or a Twilight novel. Maybe most surprisingly, there were a fair number of pilgrims who I can safely say never actually considered the actual hiking part of the Camino, as hard as that may be to believe. Whether it was because of how “The Way” conveniently glossed over the meat of the undertaking, or the fact that the actual walking requires the least amount of planning or, more likely, simple delusional rose-coloured glasses, a lot of pilgrims seemed shocked – shocked! – at how far they had to go. To reach the first rest stop, to make it to lunch, to make it to their destination for the night, to Santiago… You could always recognize these mentally underprepared souls, usually sitting on a semi-flat rock by the side of the trail staring at their guidebook with a puzzled look on their face, before reading something that changed their expression to one of horrified disbelief, glancing down the road ahead skeptically, then looking with suspicion back the way they had come, suddenly certain that those seemingly innocent little Spanish villages were pulling one over on them. Then denial, suppression, moving on. And do it all over again tomorrow.


    Who is responsible for all those damp tissues sprucing up the edges of the trail?


    Behind trees, in small thickets of bush, around the corner of cemetery walls, under stately medieval bridges. In fact, in every single spot along the Camino that provides even the slightest modicum of privacy you can be sure to find a large collection of used tissues scattered about like tawdry white flowers by maddening women who clearly hate three things in life:


    
      	Holding it until the next town with a bathroom


      	Drip-drying


      	The ecosystem

    


    In fairness, each nauseating pile generally also contains at least some evidence of more graphic and disgusting issues that could just as easily be attributed to men and, in some cases, it was pretty clear why they weren’t willing to just yank up their old zip-off hiking pants and mosey off. But for the most part the obvious culprits are simply insensitive women with no concern for those following behind, although I was assured repeatedly throughout that none of the women we knew were guilty of such transgressions. Mostly because they were too lazy, but still. On the bright side, I only spotted the one used tampon, which was really only one too many.


    Are bikers born douchebags or is it something they learn as they go?


    Well, as an avid biker myself I can tell you that a good portion of it is bred into us. How else can you explain those fingerless gloves? But even so, a fair number of those that choose to bike the Camino in a mere week or ten days instead of plodding along for a month seem able to quickly achieve a whole new level of obnoxiousness on the way to Santiago. For starters, what is with the communal aversion to bells? I spend much of my time biking in the city and find the use of a bell constant and essential, even if it is a tad effeminate and pedophiliac ice-cream salesman. But on the Camino nobody has them, nobody uses them, and nobody comes around selling ice cream or offering to take photos of me trying on pants. It’s maddening. We saw a lot more bikers over the first couple weeks, probably because both the terrain and weather were more conducive to biking, and some days there was a steady stream of spandex-encased hotshots coming out of nowhere behind us to suddenly brush past our elbows, each time as startling as the time your girlfriend brought that horse whip to bed with a weird smirk on her face. Occasionally some of the more considerate bikers would announce themselves before arriving, but rarely with the simple and effective statement “on the left” spoken a good twenty or thirty metres back, but rather only once they were within one giant knobby off-road tire of using your ass as a temporary bike stand, and really loudly hollering something like “BUEN CAMINO!!” or “FROMAGE! FROMAGE!”, shocking us into spastically throwing ourselves to one side or the other, something that statistically should be a fifty-fifty proposition but sadly never seemed to work out that way.


    So, to answer the question you never actually asked, do we feel some bitterness toward people who bike the Camino? Yes, I suppose we do.


    Is there something fundamentally wrong with me if I listen to Pink’s Greatest Hits while hiking the Camino?


    I think there is something fundamentally wrong with you if you listen to Pink’s Greatest Hits at any time, whether while hiking the Camino, taking the bus to your cake decorating class or waiting for your new blonde highlights to set. At least that’s the sort of thing Laynni taunts me with. It was funny, though, we’ve never really listened to music while we have hiked in the past, probably partially because we are usually hiking together. I can see it being much more addictive when you hike by yourself. But we’d also never hiked for a month straight. It took about ten days but eventually music became a fixture in our daily routines. I think we really just started to run out of things to talk about – Laynni and I by the afternoon of day two, the rest of our on-again, off-again walking companions after a week or so together. It’s not like people became anti-social or anything, we’d generally still chat it up in the morning while we were all still relatively perky and painless, but by the time we reached the Afternoon Doldrums* most of us were in dire need of some sort of pick me up or inspiration and in lieu of a syringe of Adderall or the latest copy of The Girls of Jai Alai we usually resorted to inserting the ear buds and letting our eyes glaze over for a while.


    * The last hour of hiking, regardless of the time of day. Over time we learned that they could be greatly alleviated by taking a good long break around five kilometres out, no matter how badly we felt like “just getting it over with”.


    Does Spain follow the metric system?


    They do, which turned out to be a never-ending source of chagrin for our American friends. The entire first week was filled with tedious conversions and explanations.


    “So we’ve hiked how far? 25 kilometres? So that’s like, what, 12 miles? No? 16 miles! Oh, well, that makes sense then. What do I mean? Well, I mean that’s pretty far. No, of course I’ve never hiked that far before. Why don’t I just think about it in kilometres then? Well, I don’t know, because 16 miles seems really far, I guess.”


    By week two most had managed to adapt their thinking to the metric system, putting each day into the perspective of the Camino, previous days along the hike and how we tended to feel after certain distances. Since none of us routinely walked that far, though, all the numbers felt rather ludicrous and arbitrary anyway. Although there is certainly something to be said for being able to say we would walk 500 miles instead of 800 kilometres. Although I’m not at all sure that I would be willing to walk 500 more, and as for doing all that just to be the man who walks a thousand miles to fall down at your door, well, I think I might just rest a while instead, have a Snickers and maybe send you an email, if it’s all the same to you.


    What is that smell?


    That, my friends, is almost certainly cow shit. Maybe real cow shit, just dropped steaming out of the ass of some or another of the roughly seven and a half million cows living, loving and staring vacantly along the trail once you reach Galicia. Or maybe some version of cow shit. Maybe under the slightly more palatable guise of “manure”, covering the fields for some agricultural reason I’ve never completely divined. Maybe just stuck to the bottom of farmer’s boots. Or maybe nothing more than the smell itself, slowly but steadfastly having seeped its way into said farmer’s clothes, the wooden walls of nearby restaurants, the fur of roaming dogs and the very fibres of passing backpacks and unkempt hair. Insidious would be a fair description. Although before you get your nostrils all worked up, for the first few weeks or so it’s really only the occasional manure-covered field and even that can often be a welcome distraction from those wafts of your own pungency.


    Is that why there are so many flies?


    That’s definitely one of the reasons. Another is that flies are native to this part of the world and typically get very active in the autumn in preparation for winter’s hibernation. Another is that pilgrims rarely do a very good job of cleaning their clothes, or their hair, or anything really, and the resulting cornucopia of smells can prove irresistible to scavenging flies in search of refuse, decomposition and filth. Those are three things most pilgrims have in abundance thanks to their remarkable assortments of half-empty bags of chips, long-forgotten sausage stumps and musty underwear, respectively.


    And why are there still mosquitoes around in October?


    There is no easy answer for this one. Usually once overnight temperatures start dropping close to freezing the time of the mosquito is long past, a small measure of consolation for mornings spent gingerly tiptoeing across frozen hardwood to shiver through a long pee before rushing to the nearest vending machine for some second-rate hot chocolate or café con leche. However, the mosquitoes of Northern Spain are apparently made of tougher stock than those giant lazy behemoths that plague Northern Saskatchewan in summer, swarming innocent hikers and campers in huge mindless clusters for two to three months before succumbing to the dropping temperatures of late August with about as much fight as one of those infamously gutless wet paper bags. No, these Spanish mosquitoes do not fade into winter quietly or easily. The only reasonable explanation is a steady diet of chemically enhanced blood from all the massive cattle combined with a burning desire to find out who is going to win the World Series.


    What is your favourite part of backtracking?


    Oh, my, it is so hard to narrow it down to just one. I mean, there is the dawning realization that even though your ultimate destination for the day is 28 kilometres from where you started this little detour is going to take the total hiking distance for the day well over the 30 kilometre mark, which makes for a nice milestone. Then there is the knowledge that most of your new blisters tend to take hold around the 20 to 22 kilometre mark, which means you will get to enjoy them for even longer now. Or the fact that your left pinkie toe has been making a disturbing squeaking noise since about eight hills back and that maybe walking all this extra distance will help it fix itself. And, of course, every additional minute you spend hiking is another minute you don’t spend eating vast quantities of chocolate. In fact, studies have shown that nothing does a better job of getting you back down to your high school weight than getting lost and venturing off-track several times per day, with the possible exception of pork-based tapeworms.


    Mind you, you may occasionally meet some pilgrims who, believe it or not, are not intent on pushing the limits of their pain threshold or hoping for some illogically magical cure or losing their pastry weight. Those peculiar individuals tend to only be focused on accomplishing their daily goals of reaching a particular town, finding a suitable bed for the night and making it one more day without contracting mononucleosis. They generally disdain and avoid backtracking in all forms with an admirable passion, whether it be a several kilometre detour to visit the vaguely recognizable ruins of the 14th Century tree fort of St. James’ third cousin’s family cobbler, or turning around to return to what was apparently the only bar in town serving food three blocks back, or simply going an extra few feet off-trail behind a bush so the local children don’t catch a glimpse of your wiener while you pee.


    Do people start hiking in the dark because they are shy?


    That, of course, varies on a case by case basis depending on whether you have access to somewhere private to apply your makeup and tighten up your hair extensions, and how long after getting out of bed your morning hard-on lasts. But in most cases we found ourselves starting out in the dark simply because the days were getting progressively shorter. By late October the sun wasn’t fully up until after 8:30 am and considering that most albergues had a policy of kicking everyone out by around 8 am we usually weren’t left with much choice. Plus, it only takes one or two people waking up, coughing, blowing their noses and rustling plastics bags to and fro at 6:30 am to ensure that everyone is up and at ‘em soon after. Once the Daylight Savings Time change took place at the end of the month it got light out an hour earlier and we were able to spend much less time trying to avoid shining our headlamps in each other’s eyes and periodically stumbling over protruding rocks and stepping in cow shit.


    Even though sunrise is several hours earlier in the summer, overwhelming fears about the heat of the afternoon, the possibility of albergues running out of beds and a greater number of Frenchmen who specialize in being infuriatingly perky at 5 am usually lead to the same daylight issues as we faced in the fall. Except with far more sleep-deprivation and back alley stabbings.


    Hey, the stain on that guy’s thigh looks familiar. Have we seen him somewhere before?


    Probably. Probably a lot. One of the few things you could count on every day on the Camino, besides back sweat and large quantities of white bread, was that not long after starting out you would encounter a number of other pilgrims who you would, without fail, see no less than half a dozen more times throughout the day. Particularly further along the trail it began to feel as though most people hiked at more or less the same pace, or at least it seemed that way since you only saw faster hikers once before they quickly left you behind and likewise with slower hikers who soon fell behind you. But usually the people you saw as you left town ended up being the exact same people you passed an hour later sitting at a bar enjoying a morning joe with their shoes off and feet up on a chair soaking up the feeble morning sun. The same people who then passed you an hour later halfway up a hill while you stripped off a number of sweat-soaked cold weather layers to pack away, at least until the next set of chilling clouds arrived. The same people who you sat near at lunch but passed because it took them so long to pick out a salami with the perfect blend of greasy entrails and inedible wax wrapping. The same people who then passed you an hour later again, nodding at you with a knowing chuckle as you emerged sheepishly from a sparse stand of spindly saplings while doing up your pants. The same people you then passed at the edge of a new town an hour later sitting on the first bench you’d seen in 20 kilometres, scouring their guidebook for directions to one of the four albergues that make up 44% of all the buildings in town, all located right on the trail. The same people standing next to you brushing their teeth after you emerge from the shower to stand at the mirror examining the day’s new crop of shoulder pimples. The same guy sleeping across from you who apparently found it too hot in his sleeping bag and is now pointing his ass directly at you in the moonlight, his threadbare tightie-whities no longer doing a thing to conceal the gloomy darkness of his ass crack.


    What is the most stunning piece of architecture on the Camino Frances?


    An argument could be made for any of the sensational Catholic cathedrals (particularly León and Burgos), the whimsical little stone churches found in the tiniest villages or the numerous medieval bridges so impressive in their durability and indifference to all that graffiti. But push comes to shove I need to go with the incredibly intricate set of stairs and crosswalk outside Astorga comparable to those found in 60,000 seat football stadiums. Even though its only purpose is to help us safely cross a set of railway tracks that are roughly two metres across and seem as lonely and abandoned as the bottom half of a stale muffin, someone decided it would behoove us to climb up, across and down approximately 150 unnecessary clanging metal steps at the end of a seven hour day. I never felt safer.


    Does everyone follow the same schedule?


    Early on that seemed to be the case, especially among the groups of English speakers who almost all seemed to be following the Brierley guide and his carefully regimented daily hiking segments. But after a week or so, right around when Brierley somewhat optimistically laid out a pair of 30 kilometre days for us to tackle back to back, folks started to stagger their routes a bit more. Around day 10 most people had worked through the worst of their ailments, having acquired useful knee braces, diligently treated blisters and dumped those ridiculous shoes with individual toes and no support whatsoever, and it was at this point that we started to see a concerted shift from mere survival to active planning. Those on tighter schedules, or experiencing less pain, or an inability to sleep past 6 am, or with longer legs, or intent on ditching the persistent Finnish guy who knows a lot about universal health care and absolutely loves discussing the downsides of Greece, you know, racially and all that, starting to outpace the guidebooks, never taking a rest day and always pushing on an extra five kilometres at the end of every day to ensure a more consistent diet of pain and suffering.


    Others, those with more or less unlimited time to finish the Camino, or who had friends behind they wanted to wait for, or who lacked the motivation to push themselves beyond the barely acceptable minimum effort, or whose bodies were falling apart at a pace that would have them wheeled into Santiago a month from then in a child’s wagon as nothing but a pile of discarded Mr. Potatohead pieces, or who were really looking forward to staying in a hotel and wandering around a strange town all day with no backpack on with their scarred and disfigured toes gazing happily out of a pair of rubber flip flops, they tended to go only as far as prescribed by “The Book”, sometimes even less, and jumped all over the idea of a rest day in Burgos with the unbridled enthusiasm of a guy with a sweater wrapped around his shoulders in a Volkswagen commercial.


    From then on paces and schedules were all over the map right up until the last four or five days, at which point suddenly everyone bore down and decided on a finishing date that became inexplicably etched in stone, regardless of the fact most were chosen based on completely arbitrary and unrelated reasons.


    Unclear timing issues (we fly out of Barcelona Nov 17th so we need to get to Santiago by the 4th).


    Vague religious notions (we want to arrive in time for Sunday mass).


    Commendable attempts to arrive with friends (we’ll all approach the Cathedral together, run around and squeal in a girlish manner, then take off our pants and build a human pyramid, you know, for Facebook).


    Astonishing decisions to continue hiking (if we don’t make it there by Monday we won’t have time to hike another hundred kilometres to Finisterre).


    Or shady sexual motives (it has been a very dry month and I really want to get there Saturday before all the really drunk chicks are taken).


    Is there anywhere I’m NOT allowed to shit?


    Well, funny you should ask because, yes, apparently there is one place. A specifically designed rest stop somewhere between Santo Domingo de Calzada and Belorado, nicely fenced in, a handful of scrawny trees planted to provide a modicum of shade and some flowing stone recliners that do a much better job of looking comfortable than actually being so but which, at the very least, make it clear that we aren’t despoiling some children’s rural playground or a sordid Friday night frolic zone for closeted gay farmhands, but that we are both welcome and encouraged to stop and loiter without any nagging concerns of imposing while we’re wolfing down crumbling old sandwiches and inspecting the raw blisters on our sweaty bare feet as though they are the most fascinating thing we’ve seen since that Welsh fashion critic. A welcome respite in the midst of a long numbing day trudging through open fields and colourful grapevines. Everything about this place assured us it was a ready haven for relaxation, recuperation and mediocre snacks. But apparently some enthusiastic pilgrims in the past, more than a few I’d imagine, to warrant a permanent sign, must have taken things a bit too far, hence the prominent “No Shitting” sign presiding over the area, complete with the standard large circle with a red line through it and festively graphic photo of a stick-thin pilgrim doing exactly that.


    What do you get when you cross a colossal downpour with a stuffy café filled with day-old egg pastries and two dozen grim unwashed pilgrims?


    For me, usually a bocadillo and a Coke. Maybe a Snickers if there’s one kicking around. But, seriously, those trailside bars get mighty full on rainy days. Like lustrous beacons shining out of the drudgery promising so much comfort and sustenance. Some much-needed warmth, up to three different variations of highly similar coffees, a luxurious thirty minutes to an hour backpack-free and the kind of hair-curling humidity you only find when you cram a couple dozen people in a tiny space, or spend time in a bio-dome with Stephen Baldwin.


    How many people do you suppose have been murdered and quietly buried in a shallow grave in the abandoned rest area outside Calzada de los Hermanillos?


    Thankfully not us, anyway. We had spent the past few hours hiking in almost total isolation (leave it to two lousy bikers to force me into using qualifiers) and had been carefully scanning the horizon for much of that time on the lookout for a comfortable bit of shade where we could take a load off and maybe share a chocolate bar with minimal bickering. So we were unreasonably optimistic when we discovered this rest area hidden away in a slightly depressing copse of straggly poplars nominally equipped with a couple crumbling cement picnic tables, a mildew-encrusted fountain softly leaking a bit of murky water and the strange feeling that a lot of cats had died there fairly recently. Of course, we were exhausted so it was going to take a bit more than a mere spooky feeling or enigmatic creepy cold shadow passing directly through our bodies to get us back on the trail before we finished our snack. Besides, everyone knows ghosts of cats past don’t mess with The Northface.


    Don’t you get bored hiking for that long?


    Yes, basically all the time. That first hour usually goes pretty quickly since you generally need to concentrate on finding your way out of town and make sure you’re settled on the right trail. And every now and then we actually spent time in the evening outside the company of whomever we happened to be hiking with that morning. In those rare instances we could usually kill an hour or two getting caught up on everything that was missed – which restaurant we had a Pilgrim’s Menu in, how long we waited in line at the local grocery shop to purchase three bananas, whether we napped then changed our Band-Aids or changed our Band-Aids before we napped. Then we’d usually hit a bleak spot after our first rest stop as we all gloomily considered how long it was going to be now before we stopped for lunch. Then the last few kilometres before lunch typically went fast enough as we all kept ourselves absorbed in watching for tell-tale signs of our next stop appearing on the horizon – a slightly greater density of farmhouses, a barely noticeable increase in ragged dogs slinking in ditches, the faint smell of wood smoke and garlic, or maybe a sign stating the number of kilometres to the next town.


    The period immediately after lunch tended to be very hard, but less due to boredom and more because of the lethargy that comes from sitting too long and letting your legs stiffen up, the knowledge that you are exhausted and still barely halfway there, and a stomach filled with musty bread. It was generally about an hour later when our legs finally loosened up again (completely the opposite of what was happening to our bowels by that point) and our mind reached that blank neverland also known as the “afternoon doldrums” (see: Is there something fundamentally wrong with me if I listen to Pink’s Greatest Hits while hiking the Camino?) or “questioning all the choices I’ve made in my life that have led me to this point”. But usually we just called it “iPod time”.


    Music certainly helped, although there were actually a number of different coping mechanisms people used to deal with the inevitable onset of boredom:


    Finding new people to chat with


    Games in your head


    Sexual fantasies


    Scratching


    Finding old stuff in your teeth


    Shadow boxing


    Contemplating how ugly people end up with eight kids


    Definitely, when it comes to getting through the long dog day afternoons on the Camino, make sure to keep all these great options in your arsenal, do your best to maintain a positive attitude and concentrate on relishing the beauty of nature, the freedom of the open road and the invigorating power of exercise. But make no mistake, a lot of the time you’re going to be bored as shit.


    Is the Camino safe?


    Only a fool with an excellent mob lawyer would say unequivocally yes, but I will say that it certainly never felt unsafe to me. Of course, I’m not a single woman so I was never treated to the full “Camino Flasher” experience which, I’m told, wasn’t nearly erotic as it sounds. Mostly just shock, some disgust, and maybe just a bit of lip-licking before it was time to go. Reported by an alarming number of females in situations when they found themselves hiking alone, it struck me as a relatively strange, pointless phenomenon that couldn’t possibly end in marriage, children, picket fences and happily ever after sectional couches more than, say, 40 percent of the time. Could it? Or is there a kind of wild allure to the exposed male scrotum that I’m missing? Is having a stranger’s bare penis suddenly thrust toward them one of those things women actually find irresistible, like pirates with torn silk shirts or Ellen’s dancing? Whenever I find a box of Toffifee in front of me I simply can’t help myself, I just have to start shoving them in my mouth. I suppose it could be similar to that.


    Sexually ambiguous gestures aside, probably the most dangerous scenarios we encountered along the Camino were Sundays in wine country. For that is when all the great beige hunters emerged, surrounded by packs of flea-ridden mongrels and practically invisible in their full body camouflage (right down to the sticker on their cigarette pack). Fully equipped with an impressive arsenal of shotguns and an aggravating Saturday night hangover, you certainly could not question their eagerness to kill something. Probably just some birds that look like really, really small chickens but, hey, you know what they* say, “what happens in the grapevines…”


    * “they” in this statement usually refers to winemakers and their trusty burros, but the beauty of this particular expression is its versatility.


    Did you know that chestnuts are a real thing?


    I didn’t. I alternated between thinking they were just a catchy word made up to fit the strangely discombobulate lyrics of a certain Christmas carol, and a handy bit of slang used to describe my balls in a marginally less vulgar way. But as it turns out, not only are they a real live nut, but on some sections of the Camino Frances the trees were literally sagging under the weight of millions of these suggestive little brown nuggets. After back to back nights below freezing leading up to the wonderful little town of Villafranca del Bierzo, autumn had finally come rushing around the corner in the form of unexpectedly multi-coloured leaves and millions of chestnuts weakening their grip on formerly life-sustaining branches. On a ridge just beyond, and high above, Villafranca we spent the morning walking along an amazing woodland path with the sun of an impossibly blue sky filtering through the yellow, orange and red leaves like a delicious smoke haze in a stripper bar during Sunday brunch, with chestnuts literally raining down on us from above like waves of Loonies and Toonies slapping off a dancer’s buttocks, still warm from the tight pockets of Wrangler jeans. It was truly a magical time.


    How can you motivate yourself to hike longer days and make up some time?


    Realistically, there are three choices:


    
      	An iron will


      	Chocolate


      	A leather bullwhip embroidered with the name of your couples therapist

    


    At some point along the way it seems that everyone finds the need to stretch a day out beyond the distance they’ve become comfortable with. The reasons may vary – catching up with friends, fleeing enemies, an illegitimate child from a previous Camino experience is celebrating a birthday, or you’ve heard tell of a café with simply sublime cupcakes – but whatever the reason, it is always a chore convincing your body to do something it is not accustomed to. Sort of like hiking 800 kilometres, or tap dancing to Tom Petty’s solo stuff. A couple tricks I used were setting my watch back a couple of hours, or wearing a bouquet of pleasant-smelling tulips around my neck. Sometimes when I was feeling particularly winsome myself I would try to help other pilgrims by offering my own set of rewards for the first to arrive, customarily allowing them to join me for their choice of five minutes of either cuddling, showering, crying or playing Twister.


    Is the trail hard to follow?


    Most of the time it is no problem at all. Nearly every even remotely confusing spot has a yellow arrow or two to ensure you don’t veer off-track. It is also in the best interests of all the albergues and restaurants to keep you from wandering off. Where you have to watch out is where there are albergues or restaurants that are slightly off-route because they often do their shady damnedest to confuse you into ending up on the trail less travelled, where you may just end up stopping off for a tortilla and coffee, or maybe to spend the night in one of their creaky bunk beds. Cities are always tough as well, mainly due to the sheer number of route options and the difficulty recognizing one small arrow among the modern urban chaos. And because there are usually distracting girls around wearing something other than filthy and shapeless nylon pants.


    Besides the odd inefficient zig zag in some of the larger centres we never actually “got lost” until someplace between Arzua and Arca do Pino on day 34 – I must have taken a wrong turn somewhere and walked for a good half hour, feeling suspiciously more and more alone before finally deciding to turn around just as Laynni, who was a couple hundred metres behind me, was being accosted by a woman telling her we were going the wrong way. Ironically, just minutes before it had been the Camino shells along that very woman’s fence that had convinced me to set aside my doubts and continue on a bit further. Anyway, while we never did figure out exactly where we were on the map, we were able to just backtrack to the highway and follow it to the next town on our list, only a couple kilometres out of our way. Not as pleasant as a quiet forest path, but considerably more pleasant than turning up somewhere in the middle of Portugal, confused, and two weeks later for dinner.


    How can I really make a difference with generosity and ironic humour?


    Some rely on their bubbly personalities and a genuine desire to communicate with the locals. Others gush about every meal, every coffee, every lightly scented bathroom soap, and then tip really well. Some use self-deprecating humour directed at their own physical abilities, personal hygiene and unpredictable bowel movements. But if you really want to make your mark, leave a legacy, amuse and delight the masses, well, really your only option is to leave an old pair of hiking shoes perched on a Camino kilometre marker. I mean, each of the several times each day we saw this we couldn’t help but laugh out loud that someone could be so clever, and witty, and metaphorical, that they could manage to take what many would call irresponsible and tasteless littering, and turn it into such a work of art. Brilliant, just brilliant.


    Are the grapes along the trail fair game?


    This one seems to be up for a considerable amount of debate. We heard all of the following responses at one time or another:


    “Sure, that’s what they’re there for.”


    “I think it’s fine as long as you don’t overdo it. One or two garbage bags full, max.”


    “No way! It’s stealing. Would you take that farmer’s tractor just because it was sitting next to the road?”


    “The way I look at it there has to be some give and take. The farmers know there are hundreds of hungry pilgrims passing through their fields every day and expect a few to get nicked here and there. Just like they expect to occasionally lose a dog or two, and maybe one of their daughter’s bras off the line now and then.”


    “Those are grapes? I thought that’s where rabbit shit came from.”


    One day we were just shy of Belorado and had been loosely walking in a large fluctuating group through expansive fields of grapes for most of the morning with people occasionally pilfering a handful here and there with no one really thinking much about it. The wide open fields and waist high vines offered little opportunity for discreet urination for a tall lad such as myself, so at one point I had just spent a considerable amount of time working to create some space for myself – lagging behind the frontrunners, staying comfortably ahead of the slow group, doing a really exaggerated stroll so as not to arouse suspicion – and finally decided that my moment had come. A quick detour on to a side trail offering just a hint of vine coverage (both literally and metaphorically) and I was just about to let loose with a bright yellow burst (bright yellow because it was a Vitamin B day, not because it was a severe dehydration day – we did that on Thursdays) when a little truck came bombing up the hill and inexplicably decided to pull a U-turn right where I guiltily stood with my hand on my fly. I scrambled to zip back up and reduce the level of awkwardness by portraying an intentionally casual demeanor while returning his wave with one hand still on my crotch. Exactly why I thought this swarthy little farmer would be at all upset about some guy pissing in the ditch in the middle of nowhere, or why he would prefer to see that guy instead waving at passersby while loitering in a ditch with his hand on his junk just around the corner from a dead badger is a mystery I can’t fully explain. But for whatever reason, at the time I felt I needed to hold off until he was gone. Which he almost was, back the way he had come for some reason, and I was just starting to experience some blessed relief when I heard the truck skid to a sudden stop. I desperately pinched it off, foolishly worrying that for some reason he had belatedly figured out what I was up to and was coming back to show me what they did with guys who defiled dead rodents in these here parts. I ignored the stabbing pain in my urethra, yanked up my zipper in a panic for the second time in less than twenty seconds and staggered back to the road looking, I’m sure, completely unsuspicious, like I was just another average pilgrim enjoying the Camino, enjoying the scenery and every once in a while taking a short break to play with a dead animal carcass. At which point I was tremendously relieved to see he wasn’t even looking my way but rather was now entirely focused on a friend of ours caught in mid-grape pilfer, his large backpack causing him to wobble slightly as he bent down to get at the juiciest low hanging grapes and scavenge the ground dwellers, his other hand already overflowing with round purple goodness. At the sound of the truck he straightened up clumsily to return the farmer’s intent stare with a kind of half-wave of his overflowing palm and a kindly purple grin exposing a mouthful of similarly purple teeth. His florid grin soon faded as the irritated farmer proceeded to berate him through the window in rapid Spanish (meanwhile Laynni was backing up in comically slow fashion, palms up in the universal sign for dubious innocence, and I continued to linger at the corner fumbling unsuccessfully with my fly). He was speaking too fast for us to understand everything, but I did catch a few phrases here and there such as “my grapes”, “thief”, “industrial strength pesticide” and “permanent pubic hair loss”.


    Is there somewhere I can enjoy my cold tortilla and hot chocolate without staring at pruned feet covered in festering wounds?


    No, not really. One of the enduring traditions of the Camino, and the main reason I was there, to be honest, is taking off your shoes and socks in restaurants. It is a great way to air out your sweaty feet, give your filthy socks a chance to become just a tad drier, assess your current blister situation, and wiggle your toes at Scandinavian women in a racy and suggestive manner.


    We did encounter a few adorably optimistic restaurants along the way, mostly towards the end, that actually put up signs to the effect that you were not actually welcome to brandish your bare and unhygienic lower appendages in their place of food preparation and consumption. But I really doubt they were serious, I mean, what’s the big deal, right? Plus, we were leaving soon anyway, and that big blister, the oozing one, well, if you’d seen how bad it was a few days ago, well, you’d be thankful you were looking at it now instead of then, believe you me.


    On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 representing the absolute slowest (Mit Romney’s tongue) and 10 being the absolute fastest (a low-fat butter slide), how fast does Camino gossip travel?


    I’d have to give it a solid 8. Just slightly faster than the 7 of a Swiss luge, but still just a hint slower than the 9 of post-Glenfiddich foreplay.


    


    

  


  
    Zoe


    Twitter, for those of you who remain unfamiliar, probably on principle, is yet another massive social networking website that specializes in taking our society’s declining attention span down yet another level by limiting its users to posts of 140 characters or less. Roughly two lines. It is used for many different purposes, from sharing stories and websites with friends to impressing strangers with your own unique brand of wittiness to promoting products to even communicating with business networks. Usernames come in the @dinojay2 format, which is also how you direct a “tweet” to a particular person. Hashtags, for example #thirdnipples, are used to categorize your tweet for discovery by people who have an inexplicable desire to read really truncated discussions about a certain topic they happen to be really interested in for the moment. In order to stay under the 140 character limit links to websites are often shortened online, which is why they end up looking like a random jumble of consonants and numbers and nothing like the normal hyperlinks you are used to seeing (i.e. http://www.touchmeagainscotty.com/fetishes/toiletbrushes). In Zoe’s case they denote photos but are not live links so just use your imagination.


    As for Zoe, well, she may not be precisely factual, but doesn’t she sound exactly like someone who would tweet mean stuff about you when you drink too much? I know, right? Please, read on!


    ****************


    Zoe Mills is a single 26 year-old Californian who just completed her Historical Literature degree in May, then spent the summer waiting tables at a tourist bar on Huntington Beach. This was actually her 8th year of university and 2nd degree (she previously received her Philosophy of Modern Music diploma), plus she has about half the necessary credits toward a Women’s Studies degree. Not surprisingly, she hasn’t received any job offers related to these fields as of yet (although hasn’t really applied for any either) and considers her life to be in a serious state of limbo. She got the idea to hike the Camino from a couple friends who did it last year, then she watched the movie “The Way” and decided to give it a shot. She is an avid surfer and is reasonably fit although she has not done much actual hiking previously. On the other hand, she does speak some Spanish. She has travelled quite extensively and is one of those people who can disappear for weeks at a time without a word. Her friends and, particularly, her family find this extremely frustrating. But lately she has developed a passion for Twitter and its pithy biting style, which she hopes can serve as an acceptable middle ground for keeping those back home informed without wasting all her time writing emails. She is really big on “living in the moment”.


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Sep 30


    In St. Jean Pied de Port! That’s France, bitches!


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 1


    Hiking the Camino de Santiago. It might just be one big hill. #exhausted


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 1


    Met 11 new peeps today and destroyed my feet. What’d you do? #caminodesantiago


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 2


    Freezing my tits off here but at least there are cows everywhere


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 2


    Just passed by two people jogging the Camino while some dude films them. Gonna follow and wait for the obligatory sex scene #creepyhikers


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 2


    Can blisters spread the same way cancer does, or Beliebers? #thingsthatcausemepain


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 3


    So many great people on the Camino, gonna be an amazing month (plus)


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 3


    Just love saying the word “Pamplona”. And “gluten”. And “rubbery”. #drunktalk


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 3


    @ronniewazzer went to shitter and disappeared kidnapping or quitter?


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 4


    Not so loud @veronicat11 my head hurts!


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 4


    Leaning into the wind at Alto de Perdon bit.ly/XxJkgR


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 4


    Hiked 8-4. Slept 4-8. Eat, then bed. #hangover #caminodrunk


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 5


    Is it me or is paella just rice?


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 6


    Reached free wine spigot outside Estella before 8 am - good morning to all!


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 7


    Impersonating a log in Viana bit.ly/12rCrjU #peoplethatlookdead


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 7


    Logroño has a nice bridge and lots of mangy dogs #logrono #timetogo


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 8


    Candy run! #eatingwaytoomuch


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 8


    Another candy run!


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 9


    @morganready peeing behind a church bit.ly/129uv7Q #publicurination


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 10


    Ready for some alone time #myfeethurt


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 10


    Must everyone be around all the time?


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 12


    Airing out my tired dogs on the lawn of the BMW dealership with M and M bit.ly/XxJkgR


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 12


    Taxi driver got me to translate his English email – it said “this email could not be delivered”


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 14


    Just bought around thirty pounds of Spanish jujubes and I’m not sharing


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 15


    Having our sunrise WOW moment outside Castrojeriz bit.ly/37xCcR


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 15


    Rain, rain go away. Chocolate cake is cool, though.


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 17


    Wine and tapas with the gang! bit.ly/XtCklR #drunkenirish


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 17


    Old dude snoring already and still light out. Anyone got a big strong pillow?


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 19


    Albergue mgr in Mansilla frkd on me for helping friends who sent bags but staying elsewhere…ever hear don’t shoot the translator? #settlethefuckdown


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 19


    Booked a hotel in Leon but can’t remember name of it. Why? Why?


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 19


    If one more person asks me how my day was my head’s going to explode


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 20


    Left everyone behind in Leon. Finally a little peace. #solohiker


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 21


    WTF am I doing here? I mean seriously, what is the point?


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 21


    Ready for home…


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 22


    Why did I ever think I could do this?


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 23


    Met up with M and the boys this afternoon. Like a sweaty tiring reunion…#drinksontheterrace


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 23


    Anyone care to share a pie? Never mind, I got this.


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 24


    Wine country in all the colors of my grandma’s sitting room #beautyofnature


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 26


    Met a wise old man named Tiago. He said the darkness always passes, but some things are worth seeing in the light #deepthoughts #touchyolddudes


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 27


    I don’t know what I’ll do without all these great people when this ends


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 27


    Highways soaring above rural villages seems like the future, a future with lots and lots of sheep bit.ly/lY33lD


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 28


    O Cebreiro could be heaven if I had a warmer jacket


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 30


    Never…ending…hike #sotired


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 30


    No, I don’t want to see how your blisters are doing, but thanks for asking #twat


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 31


    Apparently in Spain they honor their dead on Halloween. I prefer candy.


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Oct 31


    Oh look, everyone dressed up as boredom for Halloween. Boredom with unkempt beards. #shaveitalready


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Nov 1


    Somebody call me a cab


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Nov 2


    The end is nigh. Unfortunately nigh doesn’t mean now. #sodonewiththis


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Nov 2


    Look what the cat dragged in bit.ly/6resL4 – and the gang’s together again


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Nov 3


    Good till the last…13 miles or so #neverhikingagain


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Nov 4


    Well, hello Santiago, fancy meeting you here. No, it was no trouble. No trouble at all.


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Nov 4


    I’m thinking a double? Triple, you say? Don’t mind if I do. #celebratelife


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Nov 4


    V is for Victory! And Vaseline. And vagina. Just sayin’


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Nov 4


    Tlod you I culd hold my OWn hair back bit.ly/37xCcR the rest’ll wash RTF out


    Zoe Mills @zoemills86 Nov 5


    Who is this guy and what the hell is he doing in my bed? #wineheadache #dirtygirl
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    Food and Drink


    No matter how much we prepare for a given trip or destination we always end up somehow surprised at how the food situation shakes out. We had read a few things about the food on the Camino but most people just talked about the tapas (tiny appetizers designed to be awkward to eat in more than one bite but just a little bit too big to have all in one go) and Pilgrim’s Menus and wine but there was a glaring lack of information about breakfast. I am a fairly plain and picky eater at the best of times and, although I am considerably more flexible late in the day (much like a daytime hooker), in the morning I tend to have a very limited selection of foods that don’t turn my stomach just thinking about them. And it seemed very unlikely I was going to be breaking out a big bowl of Honey Nut Cheerios and cold 1% milk every morning so it looked like a Plan B was in order. And not like last call at the bar Plan B which just means settling for the one wearing a Philadelphia Flyers jersey over noticeably lopsided breasts, but a more serious compromise like eggs, fruit or, ugh, porridge. Which is only part of the reason that preparing for breakfast soon became the bane of our early evenings. Despite the vast quantity of restaurants and bars (not bars the way we think of them in North America, Spanish bars are more like cafés that also offer numerous ways to get tipsy) catering to the pilgrim community a shocking few actually opened their doors before 8 am. And since most pilgrims were on the trail by then, breakfast quickly became a skip it or pack it the night before proposition. So most afternoons Laynni and I, and usually Madeline and whoever else we happened to be hiking with at the time, would find ourselves not so patiently waiting for the one store in town to re-open its doors following afternoon siesta so we could stock up on buns, packaged meat and cheese, maybe some yoghurt and an uninspiring selection of bruised bananas. We mixed it up occasionally based on the circumstances – if there was a decent kitchen at the albergue we might pick up some eggs, during mediocre bursts of creativity or out of necessity we sometimes went with oranges or apples instead of bananas, and I think porridge made a sludgy, beige appearance once or twice. Following a supper in San Juan de Ortega where we received an absolutely ludicrous amount of cheese, the kind of cheese platter that could bung up a Mexican toddler, we had a filling, if rather unbalanced, breakfast of yet more cheese, plus an imitation Twinkie from the vending machine.


    Occasionally, when we hadn’t generated an adequate amount of initiative to plan our breakfast the previous day we would just head out in the morning on the strength of a hope and a prayer, and maybe the remains of an old chocolate bar we found in one of our pockets. One particular morning, despite having nothing for our rumbling stomachs to cling to and seeing nothing promising on our map, we decided to chance it, hoping a café or International House of Pancakes would just magically appear along the way. Not surprisingly, I suppose, to those with the benefit of a fully fed and functioning mind, that didn’t happen. In fact, a good part of the morning ended up being just one disappointment after another, one town or loose jumble of houses after another, while we plodded on shaky and irritable, culminating around ten kilometres out in an uncomfortable moment when I spotted a woman and her child through a screen door and, for some reason that defies logic, approached her hopefully, somehow convincing myself there was a chance that this was actually a cleverly concealed café where we would soon be fed, watered and showered in glorious bacon grease. Nope, turns out it was just her house, and she was just busy getting her kid ready for school. I can’t even pretend to know how my face must have looked to prompt her to hesitate uncertainly for a moment before cautiously offering “to find something for us”. While grateful, and impressed once again with kindness of Spanish strangers, even in my foggy haze of hunger and distress I was far too embarrassed to accept her gracious offer. Instead I redeemed myself greatly by mumbling my thanks, then accidentally slamming her door and rushing off.


    Another problem found its roots in the group dynamic. While one of the best things about the Camino was the tremendous feeling of community and abundant social interaction that took place on a daily basis - whiling away time with easy conversation, finding solace in shared suffering, revelling in the excitement of group camaraderie - travelling in such large packs did have its drawbacks, one of which being the epic food search. I often have a really hard time deciding what I want to eat, let alone where I want to eat it or when. Put Laynni and I together and it becomes twice as hard. Put twelve to fifteen starving pilgrims of all ages, nationalities and walks of life together and send them out into a city filled to bursting with tiny cafés and cramped bars with limited, yet highly diverse, menus and you would probably have an easier time teaching a troop of howler monkeys to build your garage. Or me.


    As for the vending machines, they played a much larger part in the overall scheme of Camino life than I would have expected going in. First of all, because there were so many of them, and so many cleverly located in places where the choice of restaurants was either limited, uninspiring or mostly closed, and often all of the above. Secondly, the variety of products on offer was nothing short of astounding. Of course, they had all the usual packaged junk food one would normally expect – chips, pop, candy, chocolate bars, gum, the aforementioned knock-off Twinkies, in dozens of colours, varieties and flavours, even though when it came right down to it they pretty much all tasted just like a pencil eraser dipped in NutraSweet – and the fancier ones, usually found in the albergues themselves, were eagerly awaiting their chance to spit out several variations of coffees and hot chocolates into a tiny paper or ecologically catastrophic Styrofoam cup, piping hot and bland as a pair of khaki pants with brown loafers. But the fun didn’t stop there. Some of them had actual sandwiches, others real fruit, wet wipes, individual packets of olive oil, some offered juices with a vast array of sugar concentrations ranging from a relatively healthy 70% to diabetes-inducing 103% (these ones also featured a coating of sugar on the cap that could be sucked off the way my parents taught us to do with pennies found in the street, for luck and all), and you might even come across a meagre selection of panties, presumably to replace the ones that just kept falling off every time the bourbon came out. Even more surprising were the places that also offered a free but intentionally weak wifi signal designed, I would imagine, to entice people that would normally have returned to the warmth and communal spirit of their albergue to instead spend long periods of time hanging out in a bleak vending machine vestibule surfing the internet and chowing down on junk food and panties. Hey, colour me caught up on email and my Christmas shopping. Another variety peddled just one specific product, cigarettes, something that used to be commonplace in Canada but fell out of favour sometime in the late 80’s when we realized how bad inanimate objects were at judging the age of children jonesing for a nicotine fix. Of course, the vending machines weren’t entirely about the magic of convenience, sugary breakfasts, destroying the health of eight year olds and subtle eroticism. Sometimes they just seemed designed to piss me off, like the time in Sarria I put in €1.50 for a can of Coke, but apparently the machine had run out of Coke, so it generously returned my money – in the form of thirty nickels.


    Once we had breakfast out of the way it was time to embark on an epic journey of self-indulgence limited only by the paltry selection of food available in the bars along the way which typically focused more on promoting cheap wine and grotty bathrooms. In most cases, having the option of either salty prosciutto (creating a desperate thirst) or greasy chorizo (for thick lustrous sideburns) in your bocadillos was akin to a buffet of choice. Now and then you might be lucky enough to come across something roughly resembling a cake made of egg and potato inexplicably referred to as a “tortilla”. Limited selection aside, however, we were amazed at the sheer volume of food we consumed while on the Camino. Which I suppose is understandable considering we were hiking more than 20 kilometres per day. The surprising part was that roughly 90% of everything we ate was some form of heavy white bread. Filling, and excellent for cutting the shit out of your gums. The other 10% was generally comprised of salami, Snickers bars, Sugus (the poor man’s Jolly Rancher), cheese, bananas and ice cream. I kept hoping that if I looked close enough I´d eventually find some vegetables on the list of Snickers ingredients. How is there not a carrot in there somewhere? Then, as we neared the end we began to wonder just how we were going to break the habit of eating five meals and three desserts per day once we were no longer hiking for eight hours (not to worry, though, it turns out that most of us are just way too lazy to rustle up food that often). All of which probably explains the depressing disappointment felt by all those plump hopefuls hiking the Camino at least partially with the expectation of ditching the life preserver around their waist. Even most of those who weren’t specifically there to lose weight still secretly expected that one of the fringe benefits of putting themselves through such an ordeal would be returning home slimmer, trimmer and suddenly attracting suggestively lingering glances from the shampoo girl at their usual hair salon. With a handful of exceptions (mostly people with terrible eating habits, like not eating before 2 pm, or adhering to a strict granola bar and coffee diet), for the most part those people were dead wrong. In fact, I am pretty certain that a lot more people actually gained weight than lost it. As much as we wanted to believe those long days of drudgery would provide this particular silver lining the extra exercise was barely even competition for the sheer number of sugary bread products, sugary treats and sugary drinks we would consume throughout any given day. A couple cappuccinos, maybe a Coke or two, a few beer in the afternoon, some wine with supper – it all added up, then attached itself to our thighs along with all the lumpy new muscles. So it wasn’t that we got thinner, really, just that we ended up changing proportions (smaller arms and stomach, bigger thighs and feet and, of course, raw swollen nipples).


    As for what we ate, with my palate being among the least experimental of our group of friends (something that could also be said for my attitude toward bidets), my diet was particularly weighted towards hefty bocadillos, but where I really turned things on their head was in my preference for custom designing them so that, while still lacking butter, sauces, lettuce or anything else resembling a vegetable, they included both salami and cheese. Dare to dream, that’s what me and the guy who quit practicing law to open his own Sunglass Hut franchise like to say.


    Our evening meals were dominated by the ubiquitous Pilgrim’s Menu. These meals are specially designed for the unnaturally hungry pilgrim with limited Spanish and a tight budget. In most cases, restaurateurs can spot a pilgrim a mile away, but in certain instances you may need to substantiate your status by either showing your Camino passport, or rubbing them with your foot blisters, or maybe letting them sniff your Camino shell. Usually around €10, the meal normally includes three or four choices each of starter, main dish, dessert, and the ever-symbolic choice of water or wine. And, of course, there is always more than enough white bread to go around, which we would casually use to mop up pork grease while engaging in a lively conversation with the rest of the table about what body part hurt most today.


    Some of the albergues offered communal dinners that often turned out to be among the best meals of the trip. Besides the convenience of eating in the very same place that you scrub down and pass out, communal meals are a great way to meet people, tend to be quite fun and boisterous and occasionally give you a chance to find out things about your fellow pilgrims besides the current state of their calf muscles or how much they hate the sun.


    Even if they didn’t offer communal dinners, most albergues still had communal kitchens hungry pilgrims could use to whip up their favourite comfort food, patch together a cheap evening meal or pee in the sink if the queue for the bathroom became unmanageable.


    Madeline’s Take


    The traditional diet while walking the Camino can leave a person wanting. You know, for things like vegetables, or whole grains. Or really anything that is isn’t salami, cheese, dried out white bread, or jam. Let me give you a brief look at a standard day’s sustenance.


    Most places offer breakfast for a few extra euros. Traditionally toast. Or the leftover bread from last night’s dinner toasted, served with margarine and some sort of preserve. There is also usually cafe con leche, thank god, and some sort of juice. Often there are also pre-packaged sweet cakes in various forms but a standard low quality smattered around the tables free for the picking up. You see breakfast is usually a “buffet”. Meaning you can have as much toast as you would like to bone up for your 5-6 hours of hiking that day.


    Because I metabolize this hearty meal in about two hours lunch usually comes pretty early on the Camino. Around 10 am we usually wander into the first cafe we find where I am usually faced with a tough choice. At almost every stop bocadillos are available to satisfy a pilgrims hunger. Don’t be fooled by their cute name. They usually resemble an entire baguette cut down the middle, with a few slices of ham, salami, or chorizo. Sometimes you can add cheese. And that is it. Clearly a balanced meal.


    Dinner can be a variety of things. But normally Spanish eat a lot later than really fits with the pilgrim schedule. Waiting until nine to eat doesn’t work so well when you go to bed at ten. Because of this some restaurants open early for pilgrims menus. This is usually a three course meal that typically includes the following:


    First course (a choice of):


    Pasta with red sauce

    Soup of some form.

    Ensalada (iceberg lettuce, tomato, onion)


    Second course:


    Some sort of fried fish with fries

    Pork with fries

    Beef with fries

    Meatballs….. with fries.


    Dessert:


    Yogurt

    Ice Cream bars

    An apple or banana

    Pre-packaged flan.


    Of course, bread is served with every meal. And wine. Every night. Every night the same.


    I try and fit in a banana when I can.


    Some of our food highlights:


    Pinxtos in Pamplona (they are really just tapas with a cooler name).


    Making our own chicken stir fry in Puente la Reina (with lots of rice and no less than four chicken breasts for some reason).


    Had my first Spanish paella at the American Café in Estella (basically fried rice with a few vegetables strewn about for colour).


    Fifteen person meal in a courtyard outside the cathedral in Los Arcos (followed by nearly getting trampled in the grocery store when it finally re-opened at 7 pm).


    The beef lomo (type of cut) in La Viana that was so thin that if I held it up and looked through it like a magnifying glass I could just about make out Laynni being embarrassed by me.


    Having a taxi driver take us to Pizza Hut in Burgos on a Saturday night (where the Domino’s Pizza we found confused all involved until we later learned Domino’s had bought out all the Pizza Huts in Spain) where we enjoyed an unbelievable €6 all-you-can-eat special along with every teenage boy in the city looking to fill up cheaply before heading out for some serious underage drinking.


    The terrible hot dog I bought outside the Burgos cathedral, followed by an equally terrible doughnut.


    The excellent beef stew in Hornillos (stew being far less popular in Spain than large swathes of preposterously dry bread).


    The big night of drinking and huge “American” burgers at a pub in León playing big screen videos of AC/DC and Abba.


    The way we could have found just about any genre of food we wanted in a city the size of León yet still ended up having bocaditos (very small bocadillos) for breakfast and another bocadillo for lunch.


    The wild goose chase all over Ponferrada following signs for McDonald’s (the closest we came to finding it was a homeless guy with a bulbous red nose and shoes that were much too large).


    Drinking two glasses of wine in one sitting (as a person who generally despises wine but has dedicated his life to consumption of beer and other barley-related products, that was roughly equivalent to putting back eighteen Coors Lights on just a rink burger and seven salt and vinegar chips).


    Actual bacon and eggs for breakfast in an actual restaurant in Arzua.


    Now, for a serious discussion about alcohol, also known as “one of only two things that kept us going through the tough times, along with meeting people who were feeling even worse than us”. As I mentioned, wine is huge in Northern Spain being, as it is, “wine country” and all. A term that generally refers to areas of gentle hills, small trees and people passed out drunk in playgrounds at 9 am. In fact, there was even one spot, Monasterio de Irache just outside Estella, that sported a “fuente de vino”, which translates roughly to “place for tired and already hung over pilgrims to drink free wine way too early in the morning”. Despite my earlier braggadocio and occasional attempts to join the club, so to speak, we never really did fully jump on the wine bandwagon, which meant my teeth never did achieve that pleasing purple colour so many others sported proudly. The benefit, though, was a chance to dole out the unused wine from our pilgrim’s meals like benevolent prohibition smugglers, which always led to an exciting, albeit short-lived, spike in our popularity.


    More up my alley, as always, was the beer, also a very popular beverage in Spain. Mind you, I think I can count on one hand the number of places we’ve been around the world that are not really into their beer (Islamic countries, France, and Saskatchewan’s home-made wine district come to mind). A slight oddity, though, were the three distinct sizes it was served in. There was my usual pick, the “jara”, which means jug and is usually a pint or slightly more, and is always the largest they have to offer. The middle one is called a “caño” and could be served in anything from a small squat whisky glass to a tall skinny canister called a “tubo”. Even when I asked for a jara I often ended up being given a “caño” anyway, along with a skeptical glance to let me know they really didn’t favour the chances of a guy like me handling a jara all by myself. It was the last size, however, that surprised me, called a “caña”. It was usually served along with tapas (or pinxtos) and only amounted to about a third of a regular beer. For a seasoned beer drinker slash frequent embarrassment to his family like myself, this hardly seemed worth the effort of getting the bartender’s attention, let alone bothering to get up and attempting to walk all the way to the bar without getting spanked in the crotch by Spaniards describing mundane daily occurrences with loud proclamations and wild hand gestures. On the other hand, that warm and flat final bit you always have to force down when drinking jaras, or schooners, to use the Canadian term, are a thing of the past in tapas country.


    An alcoholic concoction which became popular among our group of friends was something one of the girls coined the “Pilgrim’s Spirit” (also known as the only thing standing between a pilgrim and a deranged outburst over long farmacia lineups). Now, surely they weren’t the first people to ever think of combining booze and hot chocolate, but it sort of seemed that way at the time. Part sugar, part alcohol, part warmth, part soothing painkiller and artificial motivation, the Pilgrim’s Spirit is surely responsible for countless kilometres of hiking that seemed unlikely to ever happen, not to mention some seriously hot make-out sessions.


    Probably the only beverage more popular than that bevy of mind-altering treats was that global icon of pep and somehow getting people to work on time, coffee. A conservative estimate would be that over 70% of all Camino pilgrims were dedicated coffee-philes with very strong opinions as to favourite flavours, temperatures, caffeine levels, milk temperatures and bowel stimulation properties. Another 20% didn’t care much one way or the other, they just needed it to survive. Another 8% were getting up there in years and could only drink coffee before 9:30 am or risk not being able to sleep until the following Wednesday. The final 2% were non-coffee drinkers, a group that included just us, a handful of child hikers and Phil the morning alcoholic. I’m not going to lie, it was a lonely, yawn-filled island at times. But coffee is just one of those acquired habits that somehow neither of us have ever managed to pick up, sort of like showering before going in a public pool or closing my mouth when I chew. Or maybe I’m just too cheap to pay four bucks to burn my tongue. Laynni, for her part, does fancy her liquids hot now and then, but in a possibly coincidental homage to our Commonwealth overlords tends to prefer tea, something typically much more difficult to track down in Northern Spain. She also usually goes in for a type and method of preparation that would be wholly unfamiliar to some elderly literature teacher with a passion for knitting while enjoying her afternoon special in a Piccadilly teahouse. Green tea with no milk and four tablespoons of sugar, anyone?


    The John Brierley guidebook maps use a symbol of a cup to denote places where hungry, parched pilgrims can expect to find comfort, sustenance and loads of artificial verve. It was only after about three weeks of having Laynni regularly refer to them, plan days around them and, in many ways, worship them, that a friend of ours, an intensely dedicated coffee drinker, finally pointed out to her that while it may make perfect sense to her to refer to these symbols as somewhat magical “tea cups”, almost everyone else agreed they looked much more like coffee cups, not to mention denoted locations that always offered coffee and only sporadically were even familiar with tea, or the type of damaged soul that might prefer it to a good ol’ cup o’ joe.


    A good example of the way coffee had gradually become a non-negotiable staple of our days occurred on one of the last days of the Camino when two friends arrived in a small village, desperately in need of some food and a hefty caffeine fix. However, in the short time it took them to explore the seemingly deserted town it appeared as though luck was not going to be on their side that morning. But just then they heard voices down a narrow side street and quickly followed the sound to a tiny café where they found two people standing talking to a third comfortably seated at a nearby table sipping his steaming cup of something at least resembling coffee. They swept in, thrilled and relieved, only to be stopped short by three startled looks and a woman uncomfortably, yet precisely, assuring them the café was closed. With their caffeine-starved brains unable to immediately fathom the full ramifications of this statement they remained standing as though rooted to the spot, uncertainly glancing back and forth from the woman to the cup of coffee beckoning them from the man’s hand, confused, and clearly unable to process the prospect of leaving empty handed. After a suitably awkward amount of time passed like this, finally one of the forlorn pair decided to press the issue.


    “That guy has coffee.”


    “He is just a friend who is visiting.”


    Unable to come up with any logical response that would increase their chances, the two simply continued to stare back, hungrily despondent.


    More time passed.


    “Ok, fine. Sit down.”


    Another dietary obsession that rapidly took on a life of its own was that of candy. Candy, like coffee and dirty denim, is disproportionately popular in the towns the Camino Frances passes through. Even the tiniest villages along the way, lacking a school, grocery store or even a surly barber shop, would inevitably still have two things – candy stores and a pharmacy. So no matter how much candy you stuffed down your insatiable gullet there was still never an excuse to run out of floss. There were times along the trail, more frequent as time went on, when even the briefest of breaks quickly morphed into an impromptu session of group candy therapy. It would start like a less structured, and far less healthy, game of Go Fish – “Ok, now, hmmm, any chance you have some jujubes in there?” – or something bordering more on desperation - “Does anyone, anyone, have any chocolate left?”– although in certain instances of abundance, stashes were voluntarily disclosed in a teasing, almost flirtatious manner – “You’ll never guess who’s got a gigantic bag of… sour tarts…”


    As for my sweet tooth, I certainly love me some chocolate, but am generally as indifferent to other types of candy as I am to letting my belt touch public urinals. Most of the time Laynni could take it or leave it, but put her in an unpleasant, uncomfortable or otherwise stressful situation and she can swiftly find herself filling her cheeks with the comforting sweetness of tangy black licorice, sour treats and gelatinous blue whales like a squirrel stocking up on cotton baton for the winter. Especially when all around her pilgrims succumbed in like fashion, descending in force upon conveniently located candy stores at all different times of day, and in all different moods. Sometimes swaggering with excitement, sometimes quietly desperate, or occasionally alone, shamefaced and secretive. The old saying “Whatever gets you through the day” was bandied about frequently and casually during this time, a bit too casually if you ask me, a man who has always felt that long johns with icing, chocolate and sprinkles have always been criminally underappreciated. And this sudden obsession with the more juvenile side of sugary comfort food did nothing to change my opinion on that. Not by a long shot.


    


    

  


  
    Ambiguous Shower Reference Leaves Pilgrim Baffled, Concerned


    October 5, 2012


    Puente la Reina, Spain – Camino de Santiago hiker Dean Johnston is anxious to get to the bottom of the recent homoerotic insinuations levied against him by a fellow pilgrim in a popular albergue in Puente la Reina in Northern Spain. Johnston claims that he was going through his final preparations for the long day of walking ahead and was on his way to pack his gear when he was intercepted by a young man wearing a pair of well-worn jeans and no shirt. Johnston said he had seen the man around the previous evening and, although he had not actually met him, reported that from what he could tell “he seemed a little off, but then again so many people on this thing do”. The man allegedly approached him briskly and nervously, thrusting his hand out before him in a friendly but aggressive manner. When his handshake was accepted the man looked deep into Johnston’s eyes and said, “Sorry about what happened in the shower yesterday”, then paused for a few seconds while continuing to grip Johnston’s hand, extending the handshake well beyond the normally accepted length of time, before adding in a solemn and sincere manner, “You are a good man”. He then finally broke his grip and hustled off to a remote corner of the room where he huddled under his sleeping bag and peered around suspiciously.


    Johnston is currently discussing the situation with anyone who will listen in hopes of determining an appropriate course of action. While the majority of people believe it was simply a harmless misunderstanding, some are suggesting a mix-up occurred and that he may have accidentally scrubbed a different man’s balls. There is also a small but vocal faction of the pilgrim fraternity that believes it may be attributable to a rare affliction related to sleep-walking and referred to by medical professionals as sleep-sodomy. Johnston expressed his dismay at the situation, “I just want to find out what happened once and for all so I can move on with my life. If it turns out I buggered the poor kid then, fine, I’ll do the right thing and hire him as my live-in decorator.”
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    Communal Living


    There are all sorts of different sleeping options on the Camino de Santiago. Grubby, exhausted pilgrims can choose to rest their weary heads anywhere from the most basic refugios to extravagant five star paradors (traditional monasteries or castles turned into luxury hotels), and there is no right or wrong way to do it despite what you may hear now and then from overly self-righteous pilgrims hoping to somehow prove their worth through a lack of nightly amenities. We stayed mainly in albergues - basic pilgrim hostels with accommodation provided in dormitories of varying sizes. However, we did stay in private hotel rooms for a couple nights during each of our “rest days” (Burgos and Leon), as well as twice during the worst of the rains and on the last night before arriving in Santiago because we wanted to be close enough to make it in for Pilgrim’s Mass at noon the next day. Even among our friends, however, accommodation choices ran the full gamut. We hiked with people who were determined to stay only in albergues, others who stayed in a mix of albergues and hotels similar to us, some who stayed mostly in hotels but settled for albergues here and there when the situation called for it, and one person who actually had a travel agent pre-book all of his hotel accommodation in advance, mainly because he had no idea what to expect. In the end I think he regretted the lack of flexibility and several times gave up his hotel to keep pace with friends and occasionally take in the albergue experience. We didn’t personally get to know anyone that was there on an organized tour but we did see the groups around at times. We even had one person ask us “what group we were with” in a way that made it clear she didn’t really think there was any other way to go about it. My point is that there are as many different ways to hike the Camino as there are ways to get pregnant after an innocent back rub and who is to say which of them is better or worse?


    Overall, it seemed that most people chose to stay in albergues. There are a number of different types of albergues, and even those in the same general grouping are not all created equal. It is important to note that these descriptions are huge generalizations and that there were plenty of exceptions.


    Private Albergues


    Usually the most modern and expensive. They often allow people to book beds ahead. With a vested interest in their guests’ satisfaction the proprietors tended to be more helpful than most. Albergues that were part of the hostel “network” were supposedly held to a higher, more consistent standard, but we didn’t really notice a difference.


    Municipal Albergues


    Generally cheaper and more basic. They were also normally the busiest and most popular. For some reason, the general consensus seemed to be that staying in the main municipal albergue of each town was the “right” way to do it, and that you needed a good reason to pamper yourself by choosing a private albergue. Although it did seem that as time went on this became less of a thing.


    Parish Albergues


    Affiliated and run by the church. Usually following a system of voluntary donations these were commonly the most basic, although there were a couple of notable exceptions (i.e. Santo Domingo de la Calzada). The “hospitaleros” (hosts, essentially) at the parish albergues were usually volunteers who had specifically applied and been trained for the job. As a group, these were the friendliest and most helpful people we encountered anywhere along the Way.


    Ourselves, we did not follow any particular pattern, and certainly not the “municipal or bust” credo, staying in mostly private ones, and maybe ten municipal, and even a few parish. We based our choices on a combination of Brierley’s vague recommendations, word of mouth, and where people we knew were staying, or wanted to stay. We also mixed in a handful of hotels which we found essential for recharging our batteries, so to speak. Meaning mostly luxuriating in the private bathrooms, marvelling at the TV even though there was nothing of interest on it, and sleeping without someone hovering a foot and a half above (or below) our faces. We chose hotels for two nights for each of our rest days (in Burgos and Leon) partially so we didn’t have to change albergues first thing in the morning. Supposedly you are only allowed to spend one night in an albergue, although we never tried staying longer and it may not have been a problem considering most were only half full in October. I can see this being a strict policy earlier in the season, though. Plus, staying in a hotel meant we could stay out late, get irresponsibly hammered and sleep in late, moaning and farting, without bothering anyone except each other.


    We did not personally stay in any refugios, despite being viciously harangued by a condescending Irish woman about how refugios are the “true” way to experience the Camino. It seemed at least possible that her opinions were slightly skewed that way considering that she, a “true pilgrim”, just happened to be staying exclusively in refugios. Also, from what we could tell, the only differences between refugios and albergues are that refugios are smaller, harder to find, and no one stays in them.


    So now you are aware of all your options, but will obviously be following in our wise yet humble footsteps by staying mainly in dormitories since, clearly, carrying a backpack all that way isn’t nearly punishment enough. You really should add sleepless nights, lack of privacy and practically unbearable smells to the list. Just sayin’.


    Rules for Communal Living


    1. Ear Plugs


    2. Ear Plugs


    3. Ear Plugs


    I cannot stress enough how important it is to carry several pairs of good ear plugs. Unless you are one of those people who can sleep through just about anything, such as barking dogs, traffic noise, or the conception of your third child, you are going to thank your lucky stars every time you stuff those greasy little nubs back into your ears and give yourself at least some hope of a tranquil night’s sleep. Of course, no ear plug is perfect. I prefer the spongy flesh coloured ones because I can stuff them way down into my ear canals (three out of five ear, nose and throat doctors just shuddered) but for some reason this type won’t stay in Laynni’s ears at all (something to do with head shape and a dislike for team sports, I suspect) so she uses the hard wax ones. Either way, the trick is to find a pair that works for you and use them… all… the… time. Sometimes I’d even put them in during dinner, depending on the company, and quite often whenever I found myself brushing my teeth near an Italian on the toilet. Of course, there is no way to keep out all noise save for pouring an entire melted candle into your ears or leaving your ear drums at home for safekeeping. There are just certain dog’s barks that have exactly the right pitch to pierce through any protection, and certain snores that simply won’t be denied, usually that really deep rumble that causes ominous ripples in your water bottle and makes your testicles tremble uncomfortably. After nights like those you’ll probably prefer to keep your dreams to yourself…


    4. Leave your privacy at the door


    Don’t worry, it will have plenty of company, such as the skin off your feet and your will to live. And the sooner you get used to the fact you no longer have “your own space”, and that it is no longer acceptable to sit on the couch and “pluck ingrown pubic hairs” the easier you will find the whole transition to eating, sleeping, changing, packing and scratching in close proximity to perfect strangers. Of course, after a couple days they will no longer be complete strangers but will have graduated to that elite group of “people who know you have holes in your underwear”. Even among friends, however, it is only a matter of time before you grow quite weary of listening to other people poop.


    5. Be very careful about when and where you masturbate


    It doesn’t matter how often, or loudly, you scream “It’s natural! Everybody does it! Natural!”, that old Austrian florist and her thirteen-year old granddaughter are going to keep being real bitches about it.


    6. Bring along some comfortable “lounging” pants


    You are rarely going to find the opportunity to wash your hiking pants, meaning that by day 4 you won’t want them any closer to your sleeping bag than you would that Portuguese guy’s ringworm, and by day 10 they’ll be stiffer than a Gap mannequin’s navy blue Dockers.


    Also, as dumb as it may look, you may want to make sure they are short enough to not touch the ground. There are liquids you don’t want to even think about puddled in those bathrooms, just waiting to explore the hem of your pants.


    In general, you need to put some serious thought into your overall lounging attire. We saw every variation of evening wear from a woman in just a t-shirt, smiling sheepishly as she desperately tugged it down over as much of her ass as possible, to an uncomfortably modest man lying board-stiff on top of his sleeping bag in full hiking regalia, boots included. You’d rather not be either one of them.


    7. Flip flops


    First of all, you will quickly develop a love-hate relationship with your hiking shoes every bit as unhealthy and passive-aggressive as the one you’ve had with your new stepmom ever since you felt each other up in the closet at last year’s Grey Cup party. So you will need something different to put on your feet when you’re done hiking. Second of all, the floors of these albergues are virtual land mines of unappealing refuse, hastily discarded underwear and mysterious dampness.


    8. Practice shitting quietly


    Almost none of the bathrooms are private, and a lot are unisex which, for some reason, always makes me even less comfortable making all those unpleasant noises. It’s not like there is any more chance of romantic involvement with that 67 year old nun brushing her teeth outside my stall than there is with the bearded 24 year old French biker waiting his turn, yet somehow knowing a woman was listening made me shy. Shitting shy, not first date shy. You know the difference.


    9. Avoid the old men


    Old men are disgusting. Wait, let me re-phrase that. Old men are disgusting. Smells, sounds, saggy underwear, and how the hell can it take that long to shower? And what is with all the grunting in there? And why does it sound exactly the same as when they are taking a dump? Or eating? Anyway, I understand that I’m rapidly approaching the ill-fated “old man” category myself, but that is precisely why I feel as though I am qualified to expound on the topic. Because I can see myself getting progressively more disgusting each year, and it makes me frightened for the future. A new hair here, a strange bowel mix-up there, a weird armpit smell that seems like it might be new. It’s all very disturbing. At least I haven’t taken up snoring… yet. But based on the evidence it has to be coming sooner or later. The point is, whenever you have a choice – avoid them! Don’t choose the bunk above them, don’t pick a room full of them, don’t rush into the bathroom stall they just vacated, don’t go to the bathroom at 3 am because you’re bound to cross paths with at least one, and certainly don’t let them touch your food. They can be perfectly pleasant hiking companions, or funny people who have great stories to share over dinner, and often the most considerate when it comes to splitting a bowl of complimentary bread in a fair and equitable manner. You just don’t want to live with them.


    10. Charge your electronics whenever you get the chance


    Pretty much every albergue had electrical outlets that could be used to charge phones, iPods, etc. (for a detailed discussion on whether or not to bring such things see the chapter on Packing and Advice) The problem is there are usually far fewer outlets than there are items that need charging (iPhones seem particularly high maintenance in this regard) so it is a good idea to make sure everything you have is fully charged any time you have access to a free outlet. I never saw anyone grumpier than when their iPod ran out of juice with two hours to go and they were suddenly forced to listen to the life story of the English major from Massachusetts who used to work at Starbucks, and you’d never believe all the interesting people he met there, and has become, if he does say so himself, one of the foremost authorities on Brazilian politics, and trust me, it always comes down to Brazilian politics. Again.


    11. Learn to recognize the sound of all the different bodily functions


    Just to pass the time, mainly.


    12. Brace yourself for the night terrors


    I don’t know exactly what causes them, or why they seem to be so much more prevalent in situations where people routinely subject themselves to many, many hours of pain voluntarily each day, but I can tell you that it scared the shit out of me the first time I was startled awake by one of our roommates thrashing and yelling like a snake had made it into their sleeping bag and was scouting around in the vicinity of their underwear. And the second time. The third time wasn’t as bad, but I still squirted a little surprise! piss into my freshly laundered underwear, which I wasn’t too happy about. By the fourth time I think I was subconsciously starting to expect it and it just made me a bit grumpy until I fell back asleep. By the end, though, we had pools going, and had started screwing with people by lying to them about things they screamed in the night, like having sex with their aunt Gloria and making her promise to keep it quiet, or bragging about fitting two apples in their mouth at the same time.


    13. Learn to pack in the dark


    Every now and then all the stars would align and everyone in the room would suddenly blink to life at the same time, as though we were all robots programmed to travel as a solid, unthinking mass of aches, pains and petulant complaints. On those rare mornings the lights could be turned on without fear of retribution and it was suddenly much easier to pack our bags, mentally prepare and spend some time quietly sobbing about the day ahead. But you will rarely be that lucky. How they can still be sleeping after going to bed at 8 pm may be a mystery, but assuming you possess basic social niceties, all it takes is one late sleeper to throw a wrench into the works and force the rest of you to stumble around in the dark futilely attempting to minimize your coughing, bag-crinkling, zipper-zipping and clip-snapping while resigning yourself to the fact that it is basically certain that you will accidentally leave something behind, and just hope it won’t be something important like sunscreen, or that half a chocolate bar you’d been saving.


    14. Learn to sleep through people packing in the dark


    Some mornings your dorm mates will not emerge from their smelly cocoons early enough for your liking, and the rest of the time it will seem as though they are all absurdly early risers suffering from genetic birth defects that cause them to savour the darkness and perform entire orchestras with their loudly creaking joints. Developing a skill for ignoring the sounds, smells and constant clumsy shuffling of people trying to discern the colour of a pair of socks in the dark can help you steal an extra half an hour of sleep here and there after nights when one glass of wine turned into seven, or you’ve simply lost the will to live. You know, mornings like that.


    15. Practice washing clothes in sinks and showers


    You know you’ve got it when you’ve mastered scrubbing the two sides of your underwear against each other, instead of just picking away at stuff with your fingernails, or using a small rock and your teeth like the Belgians.


    16. Picking up girls in unisex bathrooms is an art form


    As hot as that recently divorced Portuguese school teacher wearing men’s boxer shorts and a toque may look while trimming her ample nose hairs, that is not the time to make your move. Even if you were already passing by on the way to drop the kids off at the pool and thought you might be able to kill two birds with one stone. Instead, savvy playboys steal all the toilet paper then wait patiently for their moment of chivalry to arrive, usually plaintively and highly vulnerable.


    17. Night farts are to be expected, but don’t flaunt them


    We all know they’re coming, it’s just a fact of life. And fact of drinking wine. But that doesn’t mean you can’t be respectful and courteous. Hold them in as much as you can, no boisterous blasts followed by much guffawing and bumbling high-fives. Spicy food is okay once in a while but there’s no need to make spicy tamales your evening comfort food. And no passing the buck with suspicious looks at the heaviest person in the room, the way we do at home. Remember, you’re all a family now. Of course, if this kind of full disclosure is still a bit advanced for you, just try to quietly contain them in your sleeping bag, allowed to seep out quietly and anonymously throughout the night. But I would suggest showing off your confidence at least once by vigorously turning your bag into a makeshift fireplace bellows, expelling the warm pungency and chuckling…confidently.


    18. Show up last


    One trick that took us far too long to recognize was that the last people to arrive at the albergue always ended up with the best beds. Since the hospitaleros had no idea how many guests to expect they normally filled rooms up in an orderly fashion, never leaving any empty spots just in case they were to eventually reach capacity. Plus, there was always the possibility of a large group showing up together looking to all stay in the same room. However, this rarely happened, and because it was October the albergues almost never filled up, so the last few stragglers, a mix of exhausted but determined injury cases, fat people, the dejected and despondent, or loud glassy-eyed Spaniards who had really been enjoying some wine over lunch, often ended up with entire eight bed dorm rooms to share between two or three of them. Personally, we were far too anal about even the slightest possibility of albergues running out of space to jump on this loophole very often, but when we finally did, at the end of a really long day to Palas de Rei on Day 32, it worked like a charm. Pro: our choice of beds in the largest, roomiest dorms in the whole place. Con: all the hot water for the shower had long ago been used up.


    Of course, during busier times of the year this won’t work nearly as well, as you’re likely to find yourself replacing “best bed” with “no bed”, a significant downside unless you are desperately searching for an acceptable excuse to get a hotel room. And already used “genital wart flare-up”, I mean.


    19. Learn to love sleeping on plastic sheets


    Not only are they terrific protection against exhaustion and wine-induced bed-wetting, but they are the best defense against bed bugs this side of a military-grade titanium exoskeleton. So before you get all up in arms focusing on the negatives – these beds make too much noise, these sheets keep sticking to my anus, this plastic isn’t aesthetically pleasing – remember that even though they may be really uncomfortable and every time you roll over you sound like an ashamed kid sneaking a bag of chips out behind the outhouse at fat camp, they are there for your own good. When you find yourself getting irritated, or having doubts about where the urine will go if you do happen to pee a little, just remember that the very bed you are lying in may have, just yesterday, been occupied by that limpy Dutch guy with the eye patch that smelled like spam and flaking skin. Or a rat.


    Unfortunately, although these tightly sealed plastic mattress shells were quite common early on, they started disappearing somewhere around the Meseta, and by the time we reached Galicia were nowhere to be found. The trade-off, of course, was that there were a lot more instances of bed bugs. Go figure. And don’t be fooled by those disposable sheets sold by some of the albergues, presumably to guard against anything that has difficulty navigating past a flimsy bit of fabric thin enough to see through that most resembles a large fabric softening sheet with an elastic around it. Great if your biggest concern is static cling.


    Anyway, if you think getting a taste for the feel of grabby plastic rubbing uncomfortably against your bare skin sounds unpleasant, I would suggest practicing ahead of time. Maybe get your brother to give you a massage while wearing gardening gloves, or spend some time at the local playground naked but for a long trench coat.


    20. Train yourself to take a dump in fifteen seconds or less


    In the apparent interest of saving miniscule fractions of pennies every time a guest pilgrim heads in for a bowel movement, many albergues have installed timed lights in the bathrooms which, in my experience, tended to vastly underestimate the time necessary to complete the job in an effective and hygienic manner. At least most of them are motion-activated so it is possible to extend your time now and then by waving your hands around like some kind of parade queen, or your mom’s cousin trying to get your attention as you slink out of the X-rated section at Blockbuster.


    21. Work on “shooting daggers with your eyes”


    Call it what you will – “dirty look”, “if looks could kill”, “eyeball bludgeoning” – but it is imperative that you cultivate an alarming and effective nasty look to deal with the inevitable dirtbags of the albergue circuit. You know:


    The acned German kid that spends four hours hogging the free computer to look at beach photos of his cousin and her friends on Facebook.


    The really big Norwegian guy who, until recently, always had a woman to clean up after him which probably explains the current state of the communal kitchen.


    The obnoxious American woman loudly berating the hospitalero for the way she speaks English with such a strong accent.


    The Australian woman disparaging people staying in hotels as “not real pilgrims” while firming up her plans to take a bus across the Meseta because her skin is very sensitive to the sun.


    The self-satisfied Irishman who claims to normally do 55 kilometres per day, but can’t seem to lift the toilet seat before he pisses.


    The long-haired Canadian guy pushing your clothes into a bunch at the end of the clothes line because he really needs his stuff to dry.


    The Spaniard with the sleep apnea mask who smells like untended meat and doesn’t believe in flushing after he shits.


    The American woman who doesn’t speak a word of Spanish causing a scene and threatening to change albergues because she “doesn’t feel wanted”.


    22. Stop sweating so much


    It is simple math. The more you sweat, the more you stink, the more often you need to brave the dingy dorm showers and the more often you need to scrub your underwear in the sink. Mind you, I don’t sweat all that much, yet I still found showering at the end of every day’s hike to be a useful exercise. Laynni, on the other hand, tended to be more discerning about extravagances like showering, by day 9 even coming to the conclusion that “only seventeen kilometres” was hardly worthy getting wet over.


    23. Don’t get all skittish if you end up in a double bed with a stranger


    Some of the dorms tried to squeeze more beds into the same room by pushing two sets of bunk beds together, essentially creating two double beds. Not a problem in and of itself. The problems tended to arise when they seemed to delight in sticking perfect strangers together on these intimate contraptions, creating all sorts of confusing etiquette issues, mingled night clothes and unrequited sexual tension.


    Laynni and I ended up sharing one of these makeshift doubles a couple times and for us, the old married couple, the situation was more or less just handy. No need to be so careful about keeping our stuff on the right bed. And for the apparently quite new “spring-fall” couple below us in Belorado it was a great opportunity to lick the inside of each other’s mouths for a good long while. But for Madeline, being stuck side by side with a seemingly mute Canadian girl in Santo Doming de Calzada, it involved a lot of one-way small talk and uncomfortable staring. You just never know.


    24. Don’t be afraid to move


    It is 4:30 in the afternoon. It was a long, hot day of hiking. You just finished unpacking your stuff and showering. Now you’re ready to settle in for a well-deserved nap. You lay down. You close your eyes. Suddenly you hear something. The old guy two beds over is snoring… already. You get that sinking feeling in your gut, like when you realize you left your keys on the metro next to the guy with the pierced chin. Now is not the time to worry about pride, or hurt feelings, or having to touch your wet socks with your clean hands. Pack it up and get the hell out of there. There’s no telling what the next room will hold, except that it won’t be that guy.


    25. Don’t stick around too long in the morning


    First of all, most albergues insist you be gone by 8 am anyway so they can prepare for their big day of supervising the check-in book and napping. Secondly, you will find no comfort in being around to witness what passes for “cleaning” in most albergues. When we lingered a little too long at the grotty old monastery in San Juan de Ortega, the one with the cold, echoing rooms and nasty bathrooms with no door on the shower, we were unfortunate enough to spot the hospitalero walking from bed to bed briefly straightening sheets and fluffing pillows for about five minutes before retiring back to his welcome desk with a satisfied smile and already heavy eyes.


    26. You may need to plan ahead


    We started our hike on October 1st and only ever saw one albergue get lined up. In fact, a bigger issue towards the end was that some of the albergues were closing for the season, which reduced our options but never caused any problematic bed shortages. But if you were to start your hike in mid-September or earlier there is a very real chance that finding a bed each night will become your number one worry, even more stressful than deciding which superhero should adorn your wearing-around-the-dorm underwear. And slowly but surely you will find yourself leaving earlier and earlier every morning, and stopping earlier and earlier each day, and eventually placing such importance on having a bed that you start taking photos of them to send to all your friends, until one morning you actually find yourself unable to tear yourself away from your bed, shaking, sobbing and announcing your intention to run away to Cabo with it, regardless of whether those marriages are legally binding back in the U.S. or not. It’s not pretty.


    Therefore, my best advice to deal with this problem: hike outside the busy times.


    Second best advice: Find a cow with some time on her hands and get her to teach you how to sleep standing up. I’m only kidding – I’ve never met a cow that didn’t have plenty of time on her hands.


    27. Teach yourself a second language while you sleep


    It’s all about making lemonade when life gives you lemons. When the French guy at the foot of your bed spends half the night muttering French phrases related to various methods of contracting venereal diseases, protectively covering his groin with his pillow and sporadically yelping, just look at it as your chance to learn a little Francais to impress your friends and antagonize former lovers.


    28. Lights out at 10 pm


    Sometimes. Sometimes 10:30. Occasionally even 11. After a particularly rough day, maybe 9:30. I guess it would be more accurate to say there is no general consensus on when the lights can be turned off without interrupting people’s reading, packing, blister maintenance or creepy leering. Once in a while you’re bound to end up in a room with one of those guys who goes back to the room while everyone is still at dinner, goes to bed and turns out all the lights like it works on a first come, first serve basis. Like you’re supposed to tiptoe around, digging through your stash of q-tips trying by feel to find one that hasn’t been used yet, just so some narcoleptic can demonstrate just how little they are enjoying the whole experience. In such circumstances I found it great fun to go in and out repeatedly, turning the lights on and off again each time and, if I ever caught his eye, smiling inanely like I had done him a huge favour, or maybe just finger-banged his cat.


    29. Only let one item of clothing get wet per day


    Most albergues are furnished with one small rack for drying clothes, usually about the size of a relatively small love seat, or maybe a really large feeder hog. Shared among forty to sixty damp pilgrims at the end of a hot sunny day, or a cold rainy one, means you can probably count on a space allotment the size of a single Kleenex tissue. Perfect for women’s underwear or my jaunty blue neckerchief, but not much else.


    After a particularly rainy day it may be worth getting a hotel room if for no other reason than to have a radiator all to yourself. Some hotels (and occasional albergues) will even do your laundry for you. Just know that they are less likely to come back smelling like your mom’s fabric softener than garlic and wet leather.


    30. Think up some pithy graffiti for the really cool albergues


    Much like the world of drug-ridden youth hostels, intermittently you will come across an albergue that just goes right ahead and takes cool to a whole new level. With all sorts of campily unrelated decorations, posters with ironic sayings on them, road signs - normally found on roads with the intention of saving lives - comically displayed indoors, hilarious t-shirts pretending that the name of the albergue is really a type of beer for sale at the front desk. Many of these trendy albergues are so hip and cool, in fact, that you are actually allowed to write on the walls if you want, they don’t even care! Hell, they even encourage it! Because they are so cool, remember. So while lying on your bunk you can pass the time, and just maybe learn a thing or two about life, by reading profound philosophical nuggets such as:


    “dream it and it shall be yours” (which I suppose means I can expect a visit from Mila Kunis any day now)


    “don’t sweat the small stuff” (this is the Camino, everything is covered in sweat)


    “still up, even when I’m down” (the new Viagra slogan?)


    “reality is wrong, dreams are real” (written by an unemployed Pringles addict and author of Harry Potter fan fiction)


    “the crazy never die” (yes, they do, and usually sooner than most)


    31. Do not eat, smoke or heal in the rooms


    A prominently posted sign at an albergue in Astorga. Comprehensive and unequivocal, I thought.


    32. Be fiscally creative


    It took us longer than I’d like to admit to catch on to this strategy, but tailoring the room to the size of your group just makes good sense. It takes the wild card (i.e. chatty Russian, or drunken Korean) right out of the equation. If you have four people, specifically look for places with four-person rooms. If you have three people, consider paying a few extra euros to have a four-person room all to yourselves. Or a six-person room and play musical dorm beds at three pre-determined and equally separated times throughout the night. Or pay for an entire dorm room for yourself then spend the whole night pretending to play Monopoly really loudly.


    33. Don’t talk about communal living


    34. Don’t talk about communal living


    Sorry, every time I make a list of rules (which is surprisingly often for some reason) I need to throw in at least one Fight Club reference. Just be thankful I didn’t go with the whole “ass or crotch” on a plane schtick, or “A dildo, never YOUR dildo”, like I normally do.
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    Survivor


    As I may have mentioned at some point, while hiking the Camino people end up spending a lot of time, arguably an unhealthy amount of time, deep inside their own head. Which, personally, I found led to all sorts of peculiar and unsettling thought patterns. Lizards, classic Oasis songs, the Wins Above Replacement baseball statistic, the evolution of the pinky toe, things like that. Strange things. Disturbing things. Things like how one can draw a lot of unexpected parallels between hiking the Camino de Santiago and the long-running television series Survivor. For those of you unfamiliar with Survivor, it is a reality program that dumps 18-20 divergent Americans into a wilderness situation, usually tropical, where they spend up to 39 days attempting to survive the elements, succeed at physical and mental challenges and outlast their fellow competitors as people are voted off one by one. Highlights usually include a variety of awful beards, a few ludicrously buxom girls in tiny bikinis and at least one sassy black woman who drives everyone crazy within the first two days. Jeff Probst oversees the whole dramatic adventure with a mixture of witty antagonism, suspiciously prominent dimples and a closet full of safari shirts.


    The following is a lesson in the dangers of a lack of external mental stimulation. Don’t blame me, blame the guy who monopolized the electrical outlet so that I wasn’t able to charge up my iPod before spending a long hot afternoon trudging across the bleak featureless fields of the Meseta.


    Survivor vs. Camino Comparison


    Living with strangers


    You go immediately from your normal life with family, friends and tolerably familiar co-workers to spending large portions of every day surrounded by strangers of all ages, and from all walks of life, most of whom choose to wear highly inappropriate clothing in order to exude a certain contrived identity. And trust me when I tell you that some of the albergues aren’t that different from a bamboo shelter in the bush.


    Tight living scenarios


    Far from the spacious king beds and multiple bathrooms of home, suddenly you find yourself sleeping in virtual contact with people you hardly know and who unfailingly smell like rice.


    Physical hardships


    Pushing your body beyond anything it has previously experienced in the interest of reaching a lofty but difficult goal. However, unlike on Survivor, where the winner receives a million dollars and the dubiously prestigious title of “Sole Survivor”, finishing the Camino only entitles you to a paper certificate and hours spent showing your friends on a map exactly where you walked before they eventually pretend to be impressed.


    Exposure to the elements


    Under normal circumstances, sane people go to great lengths to avoid suffering the harsh effects of inclement weather. In fact, this desire is universally considered one of life’s basic necessities along with food, water and internet access. Yet on both Survivor and the Camino contestants/pilgrims voluntarily put themselves at the mercy of the great outdoors – heat, cold, rain, wind, insects, infections, mischievous rodents. And smells, so many smells.


    Alliances


    Originally considered a despicable form of cheating, alliances have become standard practice on Survivor and follow much the same pattern on the Camino. From the day one scramble for acceptance, to the desperate attempts to ingratiate yourself with a new group as yours is slowly decimated by failure and circumstance, to strategic manoeuvring in an attempt to control who you share your triumphant Santiago arrival with, it’s all very tactical, calculated and Grade 7 girl passing notes in class.


    Romance


    One of the more surprising developments was how frequently romantic entanglements occurred. Surprising, if for no other reason than the fact we all spent every day wearing the same clothes, sweating incessantly, and brushing our teeth far less than was recommended by that giant animated tooth in the video they made us watch as kids. And I would argue that it seems at least a little bit inappropriate that during an endeavour promoted as a solitary journey of accomplishment, reflection and self-discovery, or a cutthroat game of individual accomplishment, one would suddenly find themselves struggling with the bra clasp of an “account executive” from San Diego.


    Betrayal


    Alliances are built on loyalty, trust and the sharing of bland tasteless food. Which is why it hurts even more when that trust is shattered - when you find yourself suddenly voted off for being too likeable, or left behind in León because you are too hung over to keep up. Whether your friends don’t agree with your proposed strategy, or simply decide they need to go it alone, or callously better deal you for a group with more single moms, it will surely make you want to rage impotently at a hidden camera in the jungle (or, let’s say, the back of the door in a bathroom stall).


    Monotonous food


    Whether it be coconuts and weevil-ridden rice or hefty portions of stale white bread and greasy chorizo, the tedium of the staples will try your patience and appetite throughout. But under duress your body needs sustenance, not the pleasure of variety, and certainly not any goddamned onions.


    Stretches of hunger


    Unlike in our normal everyday lives, when even the slightest inclination toward hunger is ruthlessly stamped out with bags of chips, guilty pleasure chocolate bars or impromptu cheese slice and bread crust sandwiches, both Survivor and Camino participants routinely find themselves struggling through uncomfortable stretches of time where their food intake doesn’t perfectly match up with all their fondest desires. The difference is that on the Camino you know that despite the surprising lack of restaurants you may have encountered on a particular day, sometime before you tuck in for the night you will surely find an opportunity to stuff yourself beyond the state of perfect health. Which makes it easier from a mental perspective, and ensures your clothes continue to fit just fine.


    Racial inequalities


    Both Survivor and the Camino suffer from a disproportionate lack of black people. Conspiracy? Or simply a group of people with the collective good sense to avoid activities of self-inflicted torture?


    Occasional reward


    Just as those lucky and determined enough to win a reward challenge on Survivor are suddenly treated to a highly incongruous feast and unhealthy amounts of alcohol, so are pilgrims on the Camino known to sporadically treat themselves to an expensive and unrestrained night on the town filled with disgustingly large meals, copious alcohol consumption and lots of talk about how much they already “love you all so much” and “deserve” another piece of chocolate cake. In fact, I have heard rumours that in popular rest day stops like Pamplona, Burgos and León city officials are discussing ways to work the phrases “you deserve it” and “one more cerveza, por favor” into their existing town mottos (most of which currently involve pay toilets and selling miniature figurines of famous cathedrals).


    Bug bites


    On Survivor it can be anything – mosquitos, spiders, sand flies, or anything else that looks cool in those atmospheric segues they use coming out of commercial breaks. On the Camino there was the occasional mosquito, probably more in summer, but the big culprits were bed bugs. But they all look the same in an ominous camera close-up.


    Follow a schedule


    On Survivor it usually goes reward challenge, immunity challenge, tribal council (man, when I start using these made-up terms so casually even I find it hard to respect myself), repeat several times, the merge, more challenges, final tribal council. On the Camino it goes hike, ailment, equipment catastrophe, repeat several times, rest day, hangover, hike, repeat a couple times, big push to the end, brood about sudden loss of purpose, hangover.


    Homesickness


    Emotional breakdowns to a hidden camera vs. quiet sobbing in the night. Erratic behaviour that sheds doubt on your place in the tribe vs. enigmatic social media posts that lead to confused questions and people discussing your sanity. Videos from home sponsored shamelessly by major electronics companies vs. video Skyping with someone who can’t get over how dirty you look. Painful struggle with lack of companionship vs. painful struggle with too much companionship.
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    The People that you Meet


    The biggest surprise of the Camino for us? That an 800 kilometre trial of physical and emotional endurance would end up being defined, not by the landscape or the hiking challenges, but by the people we met along the way. Some became great friends and almost constant companions. We became very tight with others for a short period of time and then went our separate ways and never ran into them again. Some people we thought were gone would suddenly reappear just when we least expected them, like long lost t-shirts tucked in between the sweaters in your bottom drawer. Many more were casual acquaintances that would drift in and out of our social orbit at random intervals, or we into theirs, depending on your perspective. It was a social dynamic similar to others we’ve experienced while travelling but on a far greater scale. More people, more interaction, a longer time frame working toward a more definite and concrete goal. It reminded me of how I always imagined it would have been to be part of the pioneer rush to the Old West, but instead of hunting buffalo for food, wearing tattered overalls and dreading small pox we hunted tri-daily doses of chewy salami, wore filthy Northface gear and dreaded picking up the annoying dry cough that Dutch guy kept on with all night. The scarcity of pillowcases was probably the same, though.


    The bottom line, however, is that we made a lot of good friends and spent far more time with them than we had expected to, and when the Camino ended and we all left in different directions it felt abrupt, shocking and sad all at the same time. Kind of like when I found my first grey belly hair. Of course, the list of people who influenced our Camino was hardly limited to people we hiked with and came to consider friends. For better or worse, every day was filled with interactions that alternately enriched, frustrated or brightened our days and nights. Every bartender, every passing pilgrim, every unshaven old man lurking in the bushes with his fly undone had an effect on what we ultimately took away from the whole experience.


    Random Encounters


    The bartender in Pamplona who turned out to be a kindred spirit. He walked me through the different pronunciations for the different sizes of beer, then we commiserated over our shared dislike for Cristiano Ronaldo.


    The tiny bald shopkeeper in Calzada de los Hermanillos, probably around sixty years old, who seemed so excited to have us in his shop at first, then got really shy when two old local women came in and started heckling him. Later that day he worked up the courage to ask a female friend of ours, to join him for a photo. Despite the fact she was a woman of fairly average height, her arm seemed to completely envelope his tiny frame, and with his shiny little head barely reaching the side of her boob he looked almost like a little hobbit. A really happy hobbit.


    The hippy squatting in a deserted building on the way to Astorga (apparently semi-permanently so keep an eye out, you can’t miss him) offering a number of goods and services for free (well, if you were to put a little something in the donation jar he wouldn’t say no, I guess). Biscuits, fresh fruit, or a short wait while he whips up some rice and vegetables, or take a load off in his hammock, how about some massages, or maybe you’re in the mood for some really uncomfortable hugs and kisses? Just say the word. Or fail to back up quickly enough.


    The German girl whose very first words to us were “I’m going to pee right over here so try not to turn around.” Obviously, we ended up becoming good friends.


    The French-Canadian we shared a room with in Ponferrada who had started his hike near Paris way back in August and was “just ready to be done”. A nice man who, unfortunately, did not smell so good. As I was preparing a load of laundry Laynni tactfully, and cleverly, offered him the chance to throw a few things in. Nope, no need, he’s good.


    The Russian guy who kept playing his Russian music really loudly in the dorm, only turning it down briefly so that he could make his move on Madeline by commenting how rough her feet looked and offering to do a little work on them for her.


    The gruff lunch woman near O Cebreiro who was all business, but not so good at seeing things any more. When I paid her in something other than exact change she became quite annoyed and made me come around behind the counter to make my own change. When I later ordered another sandwich to go she brought it to me, then tossed a box of tin foil on the table dismissively. Just when I had decided I had probably irritated her enough for one day she saw us looking through our guidebook and tottered over to ask if I would translate the description of her restaurant for her. When I did she patted me on the head rather roughly and made a couple “tsk”-ing noises like I was a misbehaving puppy who had just peed on the carpet. On our way out a little while later I noticed a photo in the window of a beaming woman presenting her with a large gift - she was squinting back, looking angry and suspicious. It made me feel a little better.


    The Friendship Dynamic


    Having all these vastly different types of relationships with such an assortment of different people made for plenty of variety, if nothing else. Although we spent a good portion of the Camino with a few people in particular, there were still times when we were apart from them for significant amounts of time and it seemed as though every day brought something, or someone, new to the mix. Another fascinating part of it all was the way we were really able to pick and choose who we spent time with. Unlike at home, where certain activities take place in the company of certain people with precious little variation. You see your work friends at work, your sports friends at those sports, your drinking friends at the bar, your building’s caretaker at the seedy motel just off the highway during your wife’s Pilates class. And the only variation in the system is when you’ve drank too much and start making new friends or reconnecting with old ones from high school via creepy Facebook messages. And if you were to suddenly bring a work friend to your ball game and then sit apart, just the two of you, at the same bar as the rest of your team after the game, well, that would be strange. Or if you brought a girl you met at the bar on the weekend to work and gave her a chair so she could watch you do data entry. But everything was different on the Camino. All of your friends were “Camino friends”, they were all on their way to Santiago and, just like you, were all putting themselves through a considerable amount of pain and suffering to achieve a goal for reasons they couldn’t accurately explain. So basically what I’m saying is that it was a free for all. You could hike all day with two Swiss music teachers then sit down for dinner with the group of Asians you remembered from a few days back. Or settle into a four-bed dorm room with a French-Canadian couple with a passion for rugby then spend the rest of the afternoon shopping for breakfast food with the organic farmer from Oregon who really knows his stuff when it comes to cucumbers. Our last few days on the Camino were a confusing mess of shifting groups, fluctuating schedules, unrealized plans and found and lost friends, much like those first hilarious minutes after you light an animal shelter on fire.


    Despite some of those rather petulant descriptions of certain people we encountered I don’t think there was anyone we got to know on the Camino that didn’t have some redeeming qualities about them. It’s a strange thing being part of such a homogenous undertaking. Even though you couldn’t have created a more racially, nationally, linguistically and physiologically diverse crew if you were getting Tommy Hilfiger to help you cast the perfect family for a banking commercial, the fact remained that we all chose to be in that particular place, doing that specific thing, at that exact point in time, which meant we had at least that much in common with everyone we met. And whether we lived like family for days and weeks at a time, hiked side by side for a few hours, spent an hour sharing a meal or simply made some muffled small talk while brushing our teeth, inevitably we were always able to find some common ground – a joint admiration for the scenery of the day, a shared interest in football, similar views on how long food can be on the ground before you give up on it, or just simultaneously climaxing blisters.


    In fact, there was a real skill behind the subtle art of the nebulous friendship. It was all about knowing how to casually modify your schedule and avoid unnecessary commitment. You might decide to extend lunch for ten minutes after everyone else has gone, or maybe find out when a certain group is leaving for supper and ask them to wait up since you are heading out anyway, or even go against the grain and choose a different albergue for the night. Mind you, nice as most people are, sometimes there simply isn’t a sufficient amount conversation to fill an entire afternoon of hiking and you may decide that some time alone (or more accurately, apart) is in order. This is where you need to get creative. Stopping to take a photo, or several, struggling mightily with the normally straightforward process of retying your shoe, excusing yourself to heed the call of nature for an amount of time that will naturally dissuade anyone from hovering in wait, or going the other route - busting your lungs up a tough hill like this whole thing is just moving too slow for you, or skipping lunch with some mumbled words about “stomach problems”, simply putting in your ear buds, turning on your music and falling silent, or oddly setting your pace to always remain exactly three paces ahead or behind. Of course, if all else fails there is always the wonderfully versatile and ambiguous “Buen Camino” – followed by just walking off.


    Another oddity about Camino friendships was the way every time you left someone, or were left, you knew there was always a chance it would be the last time you saw them. Paces, schedules, rest days, injuries, illness - any or all of these things could quite easily contrive to make that very moment the last time you ever set eyes on each other. Which meant that it was always tempting to make something more of it than would normally be required, sometimes leading to awkward exchanges. It always felt a bit foolish spending the night in the same room with someone you had just traded all your contact information and a heartfelt goodbye with, or passing someone on the trail you had just made plans to meet up with in London in a month. And, let’s face it, no one wants a big hug right before heading off to take a dump in the bushes.


    “The Conversation”


    Any time you travel you end up developing a standard first conversation that you have with almost everyone you meet. Part of it is just habit (why reinvent the wheel?), but there is usually an element of logic behind it as well. They tend to be the questions that are relevant to what you are doing, where you are going, and how this new person might possibly fit into that beyond those first five minutes. Are they headed the same direction as you? If so, this might be a relationship that could evolve. If not, is it worth trying to talk them into a quick bout of Indian Leg Wrestling that will later fade into memory like a strange dream?


    Well, outside of a mere handful of certifiable souls who were hiking back the way they’d come, like they just couldn’t get enough, or were confused about the rules or something, basically everyone we met was heading the same way. So, for once, that wasn’t all that relevant. And Indian Leg Wrestling was obviously out, concerned as we all were with conserving our leg strength. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t still a tried and true conversation standard most pilgrims stuck to almost religiously (if someone varied from the script you immediately knew they’d either had too much wine with lunch or were having a reaction to all the antibiotic creams in their system).


    Are you going all the way to Santiago?


    As much as we try to be better people, it was hard not to feel just the slightest bit superior to people who were only hiking a short stretch. Even though they were almost always doing so out of necessity rather than choice, and those thoughts always seemed to be immediately followed by us suffering some type of humbling physical problem or another, or having a loud accidental fart escape, which I figured mostly evened it out, karma-wise.


    Where did you start?


    This one runs along the same vein as the first, a subtle and friendly way to gauge their relative hardiness compared to yours. Did they only start in Burgos and therefore warrant the kindly - but with just a hint of patronizing condescension - smile? Or had they started months ago in that place in France that you still can’t quite pronounce, and therefore deserve your admiration and submissiveness, like a former alpha dog who just had his favourite bone snatched by a tiny but fearless Yorkshire Terrier?


    How far are you planning to go today?


    You can learn a lot about a pilgrim from the answer to this question. How much distance they cover in a single day tells you if they are the casual, take their time types, or if they are averse to making decisions and prefer to simply follow the stages in their guidebook, or if they are mainly concerned with impressing people with their speed and utter disdain for enjoyment. And if they are planning to go further than you today it means you won’t see them again tonight, and quite probably never again, so there is no point wasting your time or your limited store of cheerfulness on them. Better to save the few smiles you have left in your arsenal for people who may end up in the shower ahead of you in the hope that this most tenuous of friendships is enough to keep them from spending fifteen minutes using up all the hot water and clogging the drain with what will appear to be the remains of a scruffy gopher. And if they are not only staying the same place as you tonight, but seem to hike at a similar pace as well, that means you can probably expect to see them often in the future as well. In such instances you may want to sow the seeds of even further friendship in hopes of reaping the benefits in one of the three forms of Camino companionship – drinking together, eating together, or lying on your respective bunks and sharing surly grievances together.


    How long do you have?


    This is a subtle but telling variation on a couple of the earlier questions. This tells you if their pace is going to be affected by time constraints (i.e. an early flight home) and gives you an idea of the pace they are likely to follow going forward and what that says about them. For example, if they vastly overestimated the time needed then, by extrapolation, they don’t think much of their own physical capabilities. Are they probably going to have a week to kill in Santiago after they finish and, therefore, be a likely candidate to join you in a celebratory bender? Or will they be long gone by the time you arrive, already unhappily ensconced back at work posting wistful comments on Facebook about how they already miss everyone, how hard it is to adjust back to real life, and how they were surprised to find themselves breaking down in tears after removing a band-aid and realizing even their last blister was gone?


    Camino Gossip


    Not surprisingly, throughout the course of an undertaking as convivial and full of brief friendships and constantly changing social groupings as this, the network of Camino gossip typically flowed as fast and furious as a high school dropout in a pimped-out Dodge Challenger. With people coming and going all the time and relationships often as fleeting and unpredictable as the female libido it seemed a good portion of every evening was spent catching up on the trials and tribulations of various mutual friends, acquaintances and nemeses. Of course, as our network of friends and acquaintances grew over time so did the size and breadth of the Camino grapevine, as it came to be known among those of us embarrassed to admit we were gossiping like a morning talk show. Early on, before we had gotten to the stage of trading names, or had and had simply forgotten already, these discussions could come off as borderline offensive. When all you have to describe someone is a rudimentary description it can be difficult to avoid sounding racist (Did you see how fast that French woman smoked?), or rude (Eric told me that Alicia missed curfew last night because she was out with the fat German guy, the one with the mole on his cheek shaped like a Toyota Camry), or unnecessarily horny (I heard that the hot Turkish girl always sleeps in a really thin Running of the Bulls t-shirt). Luckily, as time passed we got to know people better and were soon able to describe them in a much more polite and complimentary manner – the French woman became Anne-Marie, the fat German became fat Wilhelm, and the hot Turkish girl became that bitch who accuses people of spying on her in the shower.


    Types of pilgrims


    Hundreds of pilgrims of all ages, nationalities and walks of life meeting, greeting, conversing, sizing each other up and doing their earnest best to describe sausage in all sorts of languages. The variety of the pilgrims on the Camino de Santiago is well-documented, and glaringly evident every time you glance around the dorm room to see who is surreptitiously watching you change your pants this time. And just because all these wonderful pilgrims we met had their own particular situation, story and typical blister pattern is in no way going to stop me from taking all these fascinating and unique individuals and trivializing them through the use of some loose generalizations and offensive categorization. Because, let’s be honest here, these groups are all very real.


    The Mid-Life Crisis


    Recognizable traits


    A minor change in appearance that seems unrealistically major to them, such as a haircut or a fledgling beard. Repetitive use of phrases such as “still got it”, “back in my day I could…” and “no, really, don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine”. An inability to have a conversation that does not somehow circle back to their job at home.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    Fiercely determined to make this the single greatest experience of their entire life. Having grossly over packed, by day 5 they will be giving away all sorts of expensive gear. They will spring for dinner any time they get three glasses of wine in them.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    Drawing continuous comparisons between fellow pilgrims and things their children have done. Their mood gets a little dark when the novelty of shared bathrooms wears off. There is a fifty-fifty chance they will try to sleep with you.


    The Bucket List


    Recognizable traits


    Grey hair and two walking sticks. Spending an abnormal amount of time in the bathroom. They never go outside without a hat with a large brim.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    A pleasant demeanor stemming from a true appreciation for this opportunity. They never want to take a turn on the shared computer but always give away their cheese.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    They always need a bottom bunk. Snoring is seemingly mandatory. Who the hell is Jimmy Carter and why do they like him so much?


    The Journey of Self-Discovery


    Recognizable traits


    Seem bewildered and confused as to how to start an epiphany. Often seen trying to figure out the new phone they bought to replace the one they lost along with their job. Walking alone in intense concentration.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    Obstinately open to anything the Camino has to teach them (including new card games). They are seriously humble. Will believe anything.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    Deep meaning is attached to everything from beautiful rainbows to prematurely ripe bananas. Often seem one broken strap or new blister away from a sniper-in-the-clock-tower episode. Self-reflection often makes them cry.


    The Gap Year


    Recognizable traits


    The large noise-cancelling headphones that make them look like they should be waving a plane in for landing. Earnestly trying to convince people to keep drinking past 10 pm. Referring to it as Santiago de Consuela.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    You’ll never be the drunkest one. Having someone around to bum cigarettes from. A handy reference for all Rihanna-related questions.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    Waiting while they do their hair. Repeated use of the terms “yolo” and “cray cray”. Their only travel stories are about spring break in Cancún last year.


    The “True” Pilgrim


    Recognizable traits


    Asking for directions to the local “refugio”. The pity in their eyes when they see you reading a guidebook. Eating alone.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    A cautionary tale regarding only children and homeschooling. Their unbridled enthusiasm makes your moaning seem almost laid back. The look on the hospitalero’s face when told that charging €5 per night for a bed is equivalent to slapping St. James in the face.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    Feeling ashamed about checking your email. All the arbitrary rules can cause stress headaches. Getting caught checking into a hotel is punishable by caning.


    The Movie Buff


    Recognizable traits


    Their backpack matches Martin Sheen’s from “The Way”. Constant complaints about the movie “not mentioning anything about the pain”. Crossing the Pyrenees on day 1 they suggest travelling in a group for safety.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    They can point out all the landmarks from the film. They still believe all Dutch guys are jolly. They no longer expect Canadians to be.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    They actually believe you could take a swing at a cop and walk away the next day. They think it’s cute to fail in an attempt to quit smoking. The goatee that matches Emilio Estevez’s.


    Just Here for the Party


    Recognizable traits


    Spanish. Drunk. They appeared out of thin air in León.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    Lightening the atmosphere. Learning a lot of new Spanish profanity. Feeling energetic when you start hiking before anyone else in your dorm room has woken up.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    The difficulty of falling asleep to the clink of wine glasses and people bellowing “Salud!” every eight minutes. Wine belches in a small space. Morning lineups for the toilet.


    The Returnee


    Recognizable traits


    A ridiculously small backpack. Enthusiastically describing the next town in great detail while still in the one before. Taking lots of breaks to just soak it all in.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    Relentless grinning. Hearing about how much harder everything was last time around. They know all the best places to buy bananas.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    Getting tired of sentences that start with “last time”. You start having nightmares about the Meseta a week before reaching it. You know the complete life story of three of their previous pilgrimage companions and have become Facebook friends with a fourth.


    The Hiker


    Recognizable traits


    Baffled looks every time a stranger talks to them. Stories about where their backpack has been. Leaning against things to stretch out their calves.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    The extra state-of-the-art-carabiners they can lend you. The detailed hike overview they prepare daily. An endless source of hiking advice.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    Knowing how many ounces their sleeping bag weighs. They refer to rest breaks as “time theft”. An endless source of hiking advice.


    The Upper Class


    Recognizable traits


    Trying to pay for a café con leche with a platinum card. Peering at you from the window of a van during the difficult stretches. Their bags are waiting for them in their hotel room with a view of the cathedral.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    Unifying outrage toward them brings everyone in the albergue together. They can get you as many individual shampoo packets as you want. Feeling superior even while you are sobbing on the toilet.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    They get upset when the bar doesn’t have a bottle of 2001 La Rioja Alta Viña Ardanza in stock. The exhaust fumes from their passing van makes it hard to breathe on that steep uphill section. When they visit the albergue just long enough to take some photos of the “dorm folk”.


    The Breakup


    Recognizable traits


    A hang-dog expression and red-rimmed eyes. Stories starting with “When [blank] and I were still together…” Long hours spent on Facebook intently examining party photos for tell-tale gestures and dead giveaways.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    Wingmen always get free drinks. One word – rebound. They are used to splitting the cost of things.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    Their schedule is based entirely on that of the cute guy with the hat that said hi to them at lunch. Weeping in the middle of the night. Asking you thrice daily what your take is on the “hottie situation”.


    The Biggest Loser


    Recognizable traits


    Noticeably overweight. Asking shopkeepers where they keep the celery. Drinking Coke Zero.


    Reasons they are great to have around


    They make you feel good about your slightly smaller paunch. The book of celebrity diets you can borrow. Every time you say “I had no idea how many calories were in just one cup of ice cream” they will give you theirs.


    Why you might want to take a break occasionally


    Repeatedly asking what you think about the girth of their thighs. Always mumbling “no more for me” with their mouth full. The way they leer at you while you eat doughnuts.
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    Spanish Culture


    One of the big draws of hiking the Camino de Santiago is the opportunity to immerse yourself in the authentic culture of Northern Spain. It offers an up-close and personal look at the lives and traditions of local people that is much harder to find in tourist enclaves such as Seville, Barcelona or the Real Madrid “Shower with a Famous Footballer” promotion. Even though the growing popularity of the Camino certainly lends an air of tourism to the experience and a large number of people you meet along the way rely on it for their livelihood, countless more are simply going about their day-to-day lives, endlessly encouraging and genuinely excited to see hikers from around the world taking an interest in their region.


    Starting in France, moving on through proudly independent Basque country, the infamous Meseta and then finishing off in rugged Galicia means there are plenty of differences throughout the hike itself, however, and I make no claims to any particular expertise in this area (unlike hair salons built out of Lego). But I do notice things. Interesting things, mundane things, racist things, you name it.


    Is the daily siesta a symptom of widespread narcolepsy?


    As logical an explanation as that seems, apparently not. Some people explain the daily siesta as a logical boon to efficiency, a widespread pause of commerce during the hottest part of the day when people are at their most lethargic and least likely to fuel the economy anyway. Others consider it a sort of bonus for how much work it is simply being Spanish, what with all the effusive arguments and tiring hand gestures. Others seemed simply bemused by the question, as though they had never considered anything different and their mother had just never bothered to wean them off those naps they took every day as a baby. Of course, when that led to questions about breast-feeding they became agitated and quickly changed the subject to something safer, like apple trees or the death of space travel.


    Do Spaniards lisp naturally or because they like sounding like the manager of a Miami flamenco club?


    For most it comes naturally, or at least is ingrained from an early age, usually dating back to the first time their parents taught them to spit when saying thank you. Finding yourself in a large crowd of Spanish people conversing you may mistakenly think that sound you hear is a giant in polyester pants walking around with his thighs rubbing together, but you are probably mistaken as more often than not it is simply hundreds of people pronouncing soft c’s in a completely illogical manner. In some rare cases, the lisp occurs as a physical affliction brought on by canker sore epidemics back in the 80’s when salted snacks were at the height of their popularity.


    Are all those eerily quiet towns really abandoned?


    Well, not according to the guidebook, or those perky little Welcome to _______ : Population 400 signs. But we rarely saw any proof of life ourselves. Just a lot of neat and tidy little towns with narrow streets, spotless little churches and utter silence. The occasional yellow Camino arrows were often as not the only sign that anything took place there other than afternoon napping and quietly peering out from behind drawn curtains.


    What is more important to Spanish men – football or tiny glasses of beer?


    Based solely on visual evidence in any given Spanish bar on a Sunday evening it would seem to be a toss-up. Clearly, what happens on the pitch is of utmost importance to your average Spaniard – a middle-aged man in a checked short-sleeved button-up shirt with a blossoming bald patch. In particular, nothing revs them up like a good controversial foul (or non-foul as the case may be). But they certainly do like their little glasses of beer, 4 or 5 ounces each, that go down quick and easy and provide plenty of opportunities to head back up to the bar, slap some backs jovially, maybe toss a derogatory comment or two in passing, and make a bit of small talk with the bartender about the most recent foul (or non-foul as the case may be) or how shitty the goalkeepers are looking, even if they have yet to actually concede anything, and of course pick up another tapas in the form of a stuffed mushroom or unappetizing chunk of raw fish. Then the clock strikes 10 pm and they burst out of the bar like rabbits on fire, scattering to the winds like, well, rabbits that are still on fire.


    Barcelona or Real Madrid?


    Arguably the two biggest football clubs in the world at the moment, this may be the one question you can ask in any bar, anywhere in the world, and be guaranteed to receive an opinion in return. However, contrary to popular belief, there are actually a number of football teams in Spain other than those two. A lot more, actually. Based all over the country. With long histories, avid supporters and - with the possible exception of cash-strapped Málaga - their very own uniforms. Most of the people I talked to on the Camino followed Athletic Bilbao in La Liga, that being the closest first division squad. At least up until reaching Galicia where we saw a steady shift in focus toward Deportivo la Coruña and local cattle racing.


    Having said all that, however, it seems that everyone in Spain also has a preference for one or the other of the big clubs. How could they not, considering how regularly those two teams represent the country against other European and international powerhouses with inspired demonstrations of classic Spanish skill, passing and crafty diving?


    Why is Xavi Alonso in classy ads for expensive men’s suits while Andres Iniesta signed on to promote Cornettos packaged ice cream cones?


    It can’t be football related, as both are key components of the two big clubs, and Iniesta was named 2012 FIFA World Player of the Year (to Cristiano Ronaldo’s classy disgust). So it must be because Xavi is a handsome, well-built dude who practically invented cool stubble, and Iniesta is tiny and balding with the face of the kid who plays the Bette Midler parts in school plays. On the plus side, baby-faced Andres has never looked as excited on the pitch as he apparently was to be aiming that phallic ice cream cone at his grinning mouth.


    Do those overwrought Spanish soap operas have any redeeming qualities?


    Well, at least they aren’t overwrought Spanish talk shows. And there must be something to them considering the one time we found ourselves lucky enough to have access to couches and cable TV (parish albergue in Santo Domingo de Calzada) it was one of these shows that all the Spanish men crowded around to watch, not football, not the news, not even that woman who dances the weather forecast in a halter top. Plus, the actors speak really slowly and dramatically which makes it easy for even the least accomplished Spanish speakers (i.e. every person in England) to understand them and, eventually, form a strong opinion as to what Carmela thinks she is up to having an affair with Alejandro’s brother when everyone can tell the person she really wants to be alternately slapping, kissing and crying on is the Admiral’s wife, Roberta.


    Fact: 42% of all Spanish women have sex for money.


    Fact: Sometimes I just make shit up for no reason.


    What is the etiquette when waiting in line for a bus?


    First of all, we were only taking the bus back downtown after shoe, toque and scarf shopping at Decathlon sporting goods store, so don’t start thinking there were any shortcuts taking place. Second of all, it seemed as though the rules were very similar to home. Namely, the first people to arrive go to the front of the line. The last people to arrive go to the back of the line. Simple enough, right? What may differ is what happens when two teenage boys (I could tell they were teenagers because of their dramatic faux-hawks and smirking mouths that made you just ache to destroy them with a metal toaster) buck the system and suddenly show up and insert themselves third and fourth from the front. In Canada this would probably result in some dirty looks and a bunch of angry muttering. In Spain, however, this apparently means that anywhere from six to eight elderly ladies with tightly permed gray hair and unstylish coats that smell like mothballs will surround the culprits with a quickness that belies their use of sensible walking canes and proceed to harangue them vociferously and shrilly for a number of humiliating minutes, occasionally poking them weakly in the chest to emphasize their point. That point being, it seemed, that their indiscretion was serious enough for their souls to burn in hell for all of eternity.


    Is it gross being around all those Spaniards?


    Sometimes, but if you can get used to sharing a bar of soap with a Scottish prison guard you can get used to anything.


    Why do Spanish waitresses hate me so much?


    Normally I would chalk it up to the hickey on your neck shaped like a goat’s mouth, but it is just possible there is more to it than that. First off, we did meet a number of very friendly, very competent waiters and waitresses throughout our five weeks. It’s just that they happened to be in the minority, and highly weighted toward people who remained behind the bar and didn’t have to run back and forth to our table every time we remembered some other little tidbit we’d forgotten we had a hankering for. As for reasons, one could have been the fact that we were making our way through exhausted towns and villages at the very tail end of a hectic season of having cheap, dirty pilgrims ask for things that aren’t on the menu. Some suggested it could be as simple as staff being tired of tourists and fed up with serving free ice cream cups for dessert. Or maybe language played a part, or a lack thereof, in the case of most pilgrims, many of whom, even after four weeks on the trail were still pronouncing ham (“jamon” in Spanish) as either “jay-men” or “HAM!!” Personally, I think it is simply a cultural thing and that all Spanish wait staff would be well-served to invest in some looser, more comfortable underwear.


    How would you describe All Saints Day in Spain in one word?


    Underwhelming.


    In one sentence?


    Underwhelming, and all the stores are closed.


    


    

  


  
    Dylan


    I’m not gonna lie, Dylan isn’t my favourite. But he has stories, too, and fits a certain profile, so who am I to say his stories are less deserving than Zoe’s?


    ****************


    Dylan Davidson is 20 years old and hails from Des Moines, Iowa. He is a business major at Iowa State, or at least he was until he decided to take a year off “to find himself”. This seems to mean very different things to him, his parents, his friends and his girlfriend. Dylan is a pretty decent-looking guy who feels a bit trapped by the fact he’s been dating the same girl since his senior year of high school. But he’s fun to be around, likes to drink and thinks hiking the Camino de Santiago is just the kind of story he needs to make himself a little more interesting to girls in the bars back home.


    


    To Wally & Anita Davidson


    I’m here, and ready to hike!


    On Sun, Sep 30 at 8:10 PM, Dylan Davidson <dillybar92@gmail.com> wrote:


    Hey, just wanted to let you know I made it to St Jean Pied…something… all right and am getting all set to start my hike tomorrow. Already met a couple other hikers at supper, they are from Pennsylvania and are starting tomorrow too. We talked a bit about the hike but she kept coming back to The Bachelor. Apparently she really likes that show. And the guy was way out of shape, we’ll see how that all works out.


    Planning to get going pretty early tomorrow as its supposed to be a kind of tough day, up and over the mountains. But I think it will be good to get the hardest day out of the way early. I did all that walking along the river last week so I should be all right but I think some of the people I see around here are going to have a tough time.


    Say hi to Lynn for me, oh yeah, also I left my car at Ryan’s place, can you pick it up and take it to your place sometime? Thanks.


    Dylan


    


    To Jared Bellman


    Holy shit, bro


    On Tue, Oct 2 at 4:43 PM, Dylan Davidson <dillybar92@gmail.com> wrote:


    Hey, how’s it goin? This is hike is totally fucked bro. You would not beleve how hard it is. The first day I went like 18 miles or some shit all straight uphill. I just about through that fucking backpack in a ditch. Now I’m going through my bag and getting rid of all kinds of shit. No way I’m carrying all that crap all the way to Santiago.


    Tons of chicas around though. And it seems like they’re all just coming off breakups. As soon as my feet stop hurting this thing is going to turn into an orgy, my firend!


    Dill


    


    To Cassidy Welker


    Miss you


    On Thu, Oct 3 at 7:29 AM, Dylan Davidson <dillybar92@gmail.com> wrote:


    Hey, babe, how’re things on the home front? I miss you like crazy. The hike is goin great so far, but I’m surprised at how many old people are doing it. I mean, it’s fine for a guy like me but their’s no way some of these ancients are going to live through it. It’s only been 3 days and I’ve already gone like 50 miles or something. Met a few people so far, mostly couples, but also a cuople younger guys who seem pretty cool. Stayed in Pamplona last night, that’s where they do the running of the bulls. But it’s in summer so it wasn’t happening right now, too bad, cuz I totally would have done it.


    Dill


    


    To Wally & Anita Davidson


    Your son’s a hiker


    On Mon, Oct 8 at 5:41 PM, Dylan Davidson <dillybar92@gmail.com> wrote:


    Sorry I haven’t written much, it’s been superhectic over here. Just walking, and walking, the whole time. I have like a hundred blisters on my feet. I think theres something wrong with these shoes or something. I think I’ve gone like a hundred miles or something now. Still 400 to go. Meeting lots of people, some Americans but mostly Eruopeans. A lot of Germans. Been hanging out with a couple from Ireland mostly. Everyone wants to talk about 50 Shades of Gray all the tiem, it’s really annoying.


    We were hiking with this Dutch guy yesterday who had on this big tilley hat and cargo shorts and a big mustache and we were coming into this town and there was this big painting on the wall of a guy who looked EXACTLY like him. It was crazy, like they’d taken his picture and blown it up. And when we pointed it out he didn’t get it at all. Thought we were nuts.


    Talk to you soon


    Dylan


    


    To Cassidy Welker


    Hey baby wish you weree here


    On Sat, Oct 13 at 10:14 PM, Dylan Davidson <dillybar92@gmail.com> wrote:


    Hey Cass, miss you soo mujch! Sorry I have’t written in a hwile but its so hard you know. So tired. Always so tired. Fuck blisters man! Seriously


    Not as ugly as we expected out of Burgos. Wandered around wondering why no restaurats – then suddenly…city! Then park. Then that weird kid. Then a hill. Then hot. Stopped early in a nice private. Got laundry done then drunk and tapas in a nearby bar. Lots of pilgrims but none we cared to meet. Weird groc store thing, then “home”. What is the point? Thnk were out of beer.


    Luv ya


    Dill


    


    To Jared Bellman


    Like shooting fish in a barrel


    On Thur, Oct 18 at 2:28 PM, Dylan Davidson <dillybar92@gmail.com> wrote:


    What’s up, bro? Finally starting to get used to this whole racket, feet don’t hurt nearly as much any more. For a while there thought I was going to have to pack it in. Nothing a good drunk couldn’t fix, though. And a piece. Totally put it to this Asian chick a bunch of times, like Thai or Phillipino or something. The perkiest little tits you’ve ever seen. But she’s gone now. Fucked up ankle and couldn’t keep going. But last night I hooked up with this Irish broad. Hot, and funny as hell. Snuck off to the backyard like we were still in high school or something. Then afterward she tells me she’s not looking for a boyfriend. I’m like, no problem, casual’s good with me. Then I convinced her to give me another blow job. This place is awesome, you woulnd’t believe how easy it is.


    Later


    Dill


    


    To Cassidy Welker


    Getting closer


    On Wed, Oct 24 at 9:37 PM, Dylan Davidson <dillybar92@gmail.com> wrote:


    Hey babe. Sorry it’s been a while, hard to find internet around here. We’er down to like the final 150 miles now I think. Feels like I’ve been hiking forever. Wish you were here. Wait’ll you see my legs though. They’re huge.


    It rained all day today, it was horrible. I don’t think I’ve ever been that wet or cold. When we got to the alberge it just had this tiny drying rack next to front door with 50-100 sopping wet pilgrims still on their way so we (me and Rob and Tania, his girlfriend) took a hotel room with our own radiator which was great, but then the heat was off when we got back from dinner, and the woman running the hotel thought she could fool us into beleiving that “no hot water left” was the reason the radiator was off (after she promised heat) even though shower worked still and then she sold us on breakfast, which was just twinkies and coffee. A real bitch. Man, I wish this was done. Really can’t wait to see you.


    Lots of love


    Dill


    


    To Wally & Anita Davidson


    Chickens and Coke


    On Sun, Oct 28 at 6:35 PM, Dylan Davidson <dillybar92@gmail.com> wrote:


    Hi, thought I should check in. Things are going pretty good. Everything still hurts, but not as bad as before. Walking along today and passed this chicken jumping straight up and down trying to get at some branch. It was really weird. Then some old guy had just finished doing his luandry then he opened up a can of Coke and it just exploded all over him. It was hilarious. Got talking to him later though and he turned out to be pretty interesting. His name is Tiago or something like that. He’s got a really strong accent, not sure where he’s from, but he knows a lot about the Camino and the pilgrimage thing and all that. Made me really think about how significant it is to hike the Camino. He’s right, everybody needs to focus on their own journey. Kind fo weird the way he’s always walking around in his underwear though.


    Talk to you soon, love Dylan


    


    To Jared Bellman


    What a shit show


    On Thur, Nov 1 at 9:44 PM, Dylan Davidson <dillybar92@gmail.com> wrote:


    Hey, just a few days left. Can’t wait to be done. I am so sick of hiking all day and wearing the same cloths everyday and all the same people. Just ready to get out of here. Got into it with that Irish chick awhile back too, when she saw one of my emails to Cass. Wonders why I didn’t tell her I had a girlfriend. What does she think? Damn. Anyway, that’s been pretty awkward. Been hanging out with a couple girls from Madrid though, invited me to come visit after the hike is over. Thinking about it, one of them is pretty hot, hard to get her alone though.


    Got really drunk the other day watching Lord of the Rings 3 in Spanish and had dinner with this big group that I barely remember and broke down and had a few cigarettes. Holiday cigarettes, am I right? Then the next night it was this girl’s 30th birthday so we got hammered again, talked for a long time with these gay dudes from Holland, then got cornered by this Brazilian milf but I couldn’t understand a word she said. They’er all fucking crazy. See ya soon.


    Dill


    


    To Cassidy Welker


    I am so done with this


    On Sat, Nov 3 at 5:35 PM, Dylan Davidson <dillybar92@gmail.com> wrote:


    Hey babe. Sorry it’s been so long, never a computer when you need one. Just about done. Finally. I swear I’m going to burn all these clothes and throw my shoes into the river. Gonna get a hotel room too and just sit there in the dark for hours and hours and just enjoy the silence. Every night its just so loud, always snoring and belching and farting. I am so sick of all these old people.


    Thinking about going to see Madrid for a few days after Santiago. Some friends are going (you remember Rob and Tania that I told you about?) and everyone says its an awesome place.


    Can’t wait to see you, love you lots


    Dill
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    Most Memorable Moments


    People often ask me what the highlights of the Camino were and I always have a hard time answering. There were just so many that it is hard to know where to start, and I would be willing to bet that if you asked ten different people you would get ten different answers. But when it comes to the most memorable, meaningful and/or spectacular moments along the Camino the following stand out in my mind, in no particular order. Well, actually, more or less in chronological order, now that I look at them more closely:


    Crossing the Pyrenees from St. Jean Pied de Port to Roncesvalles.


    Unquestionably the most difficult uphill stretch of the entire hike. The fact that it was day 1 for most pilgrims added some conflicting elements to the difficulty as well. On the positive side, everyone was eager and excited, we had been mentally prepared by everything we had read and everyone we had talked to, and we were still ailment-free. Well, except for those lunatics that actually chose to start an 800 kilometre hike while already suffering from some injury or another - a bad knee, a broken toe, a sensitive scrotum, for example. It’s taking that old tough guy sports refrain, “just walk it off”, a little too far if you ask me. Of course, as usual, no one asked. Unfortunately, the downsides of starting on such a demanding section were numerous as well. Other than those rare few who actually trained in anticipation of this expedition, most were basically throwing their bodies to the wolves, so to speak, going from a sedentary office job and a couple relatively motionless travel days to climbing up a mountain while carrying a backpack considerably larger than the over-the-shoulder laptop case that had represented the height of physical labour for them over the past few years. Packing was also a problem for many, as it took several days to work out the most comfortable way to organize their packs, not to mention weeding out every spare item they suddenly realized they could live without after all, now that it came to lugging it up and down hills for eight hours a day. Bottom line, between the physical hardships, the stunning views over the peaceful green hills and placid rural villages, the excitement of commencing a month long journey of fortitude and supposed epiphany, and the camaraderie of being surrounded by dozens of like-minded pilgrims, well, I think it’s safe to say everyone comes away with a clear and lasting impression of day 1.


    Cold clear morning leaving Burguete


    This one obviously owes much of its haunting impression to the whims of the weather but nonetheless provided a couple of hours that stand out in my mind when I try to summarize what the Camino was all about. It was the first time (of many to come) that I felt compelled to stop and just soak it in. Gazing around at the tranquil, frost-covered rural scene that was like something out of some dead gay guy’s painting, I almost found myself getting choked up, thinking that this, this is why I was here, trying to clumsily extract my penis from my pants without taking off my gloves so that I could take a piss and wondering what would happen if the stream connected with the electrified barbed-wire fence.


    Alto de Perdón


    This was the next really impressive viewpoint. First day out of Pamplona, a highly picturesque ridge with a large stone monument, clusters of atmospheric wind turbines and a whole ménage of life-sized metal figures depicting a group of diverse pilgrims leaning hard into the prevailing winds. An extraordinary setting at any time, it was made even more so by the evocative and blinding fog we had hiked through all morning which, by some magical trick of timing, deigned to part ever so briefly just as we arrived at the top, presenting us with unparalleled views of the surrounding countryside spreading out from the foothills of the imposing ridge as it curved off into the distance. Plus, we talked to a couple bikers who were absolutely hating life, and vigorously swearing that if they had it to do all over again, they wouldn’t. Which made us feel good, for some reason.


    In La Viana, lying on the grass on the terrace outside Albergue Andrés Muñoz


    It had been a long hard day, much like all the other long hard days, but it felt different since it was also one of those times when the whole thing just seemed so overwhelming and pointless. I think there were times when we all struggled emotionally and questioned ourselves:


    “What the hell are we doing?”


    “Can we really still have that far to go?”


    “Another new blister? Are…you…fucking…kidding me?”


    But usually a shower, a nap, a beer, a pair of freshly scrubbed underpants later and the world would feel manageable once again. But some days, days like these, well, even those things seemed like too much too handle. Which is how I found myself lying prone and limp in the grass like a teenager taking a minute to recover his wits and leg muscles after finally getting his turn with the local cop’s daughter. Listening to my iPod, staring up at the impossibly blue sky feeling the energy and motivation slowly seep back into my body like a soothing balm, or a particularly invigorating case of ringworm.


    Mass at the Cathedral in Burgos


    We attended this with our ecclesiastical friend, Father Frank from Chicago, which just added another tinge of the unfamiliar to an already foreign proceeding. Neither Laynni nor I are Roman Catholic, and my religious history is mostly limited to sweating through my suit at summer weddings while sitting on uncomfortable wooden pews watching ministers try their hand at wit by putting their own awkward spin on traditional vows. Well, that, and exorcism movies, of course. Either way, Catholic mass at one of the largest, most famous and most outrageously gaudy cathedrals in all of Spain was bound to be a memorable experience with or without a past that included pretending to cannibalize Christ on a weekly basis or fearing divine retribution over my love of dirty dancing.


    Climbing the hill outside Castrojeriz as the sun rose


    While this may sound like an energetic undertaking planned well ahead with carefully set alarms and fully charged camera batteries, you have to remember this was October, and before Daylight Savings Time kicked in, so the sun didn’t actually come up until after 8:30. We were hardly blazing any trails. Nonetheless, a fortunate confluence of hazy fog shrouding the rising sun behind us, its growing light painting a myriad of colours on the seemingly sheer valley wall blocking our path, and rapidly shifting rainbows highlighted against the ominous backdrop of dark clouds looming heavily in wait at the top of the ridge all combined to create an electric atmosphere of wonder and impending doom. Even though we knew those rainbows and black skies promised nothing good we still couldn’t help but marvel at the beauty of the moment and feel thrilled to have experienced it. As if on cue, the skies eased open just as we crested the hill, politely giving us time to gear up in a relatively light drizzle before settling in with more serious intent soon after in what would turn out to the be the start of several difficult days of rain, cold, wind and no longer finding it possible to dry my socks and underwear on the outside of my backpack.


    Changing colours of grapevines near Villafranca del Bierzo


    This one owes as much to timing as anything, but there is no question that the cacophony of colours created by the changing of the seasons was a major benefit to hiking the Camino in the fall. The grape harvest was at varying stages throughout and could change from field to field, let alone town to town. But you could tell they were all close to ripe, and most were already in the throes of autumn colouring. A particularly vivid memory for me was the day we walked from Ponferrada to Villafranca del Bierzo, first through a number of practically inanimate little villages, then into some of the most peaceful wine country of the entire trek, literally strolling along the gentle inclines and declines, wholeheartedly relishing the calm, cloudless day while listening to a bunch of old Tragically Hip songs I hadn’t heard in years. I occasionally even found myself stopping to take one of those long, overly dramatic breaths that demonstrate to anyone watching that I was either passionately appreciating my current surroundings and overall position in life at that specific moment, or was wistfully fighting a losing battle with a punctured lung.


    Walking through the forest with chestnuts falling around us


    The Villafranca area turned out to be a good stretch for us as the very next day also warrants a spot among my Camino highlights. There were two choices for the hike out of Villafranca - a high route and a low route. The low route was shorter, easier and mostly followed a road the whole way, although all accounts promised it was a very quiet road, and that the valley scenery was still impressive. The high route, on the other hand, involved, not surprisingly, a lot more climbing, and a much rougher trail, but never approached anything resembling pavement and boasted all-star views from a high tree-lined ridge. After tackling the steep climb out of town that was tempered by the spectacle of the sun rising behind us to slowly but inexorably shed light and colour across the whole of the valley, we melted into a forest of overripe chestnut trees with sunlight filtering through the red, orange and yellow leaves like urine slowly dripping from a toddler’s untended diaper. The first time a chestnut fell, unbidden and unexpected, to the ground behind me I jumped in shock, as startled as a cow being milked for the very first time, feeling oddly uncertain, unsafe and unmanned all at the same time. As more and more chestnuts continued to make their fatal leaps ground-ward like bushy little M & Ms balefully determined to end it all, eventually familiarity begot ease and we found ourselves actually enjoying the exotic surrealism of walking through a vibrant forest on a perfect morning while fuzzy nuts rained down around us. The occasional groups of workers we encountered who were engaged in the relatively backbreaking labour of collecting the chestnuts by hand from the ground in burlap sacks did not seem to share our feelings of wonder and bliss, although they sure did smoke a lot.


    The moon leading us up over the pass at O Cebreiro in the dark


    The previous day had been particularly lengthy and we had debated long and hard (that’s what sheep said) about tackling the final hour up the hill to O Cebreiro before finally relenting and settling into a cozy little albergue in Laguna de Castilla instead. O Cebreiro, located on a cold, windy ridge with commanding views over the lush hills falling away in all directions, was frequently described as one of the best places to watch the sun crest the bleak, harsh ridge and slowly illuminate the lush green land beyond. But Castilla had a fireplace, and beer. And, as it turned out, we had no problem making it to the top before the sun surfaced for the day, although the real highlight came before that, trudging up the hill in darkness with a full moon hanging directly in front of us as though it was a giant wheel of cheese waiting patiently to reward us with yet more boundless dairy consumption at the everyday low price of a few more days of constipation. Meanwhile, the ghostly moonlight added an entirely different dimension to the serene rural surroundings and eerie solitude, tinged with just the faintest aroma of fresh cow shit, like it had been produced just this morning, just for us.


    Seeing church spires in the distance


    This could describe almost any church, in almost any town, and the resultant anticipation that accompanied that first spotting of tell-tale signs of human habitation and the promise of commercial transactions. Sometimes it was just a chance to rest for five minutes, maybe enjoying a can of Coke while glaring at your briefly jettisoned backpack with only thinly-veiled hostility. Sometimes we were ready to treat ourselves to a full lunch break with filling bocadillos, sumptuous chocolate pastries and stolen moments with our bare feet propped on restaurant chairs to cool in the breeze of pilgrims passing back and forth from the bathroom. Sometimes, though, it actually signified The End! Only the end of the day, of course, not the whole expedition, and only rarely even a milestone of any particular importance. And even though we knew it only meant a brief, teasing interlude before we would find ourselves back in the exact same position again the next day, plodding wearily along, longingly scanning the horizon for the next set of church spires and the resulting triumphant declaration – “Church!” – that would continue our cycle of pain, the anticipation of pain, and the occasional absence of pain, it was still just as exciting each and every time.


    Trudging through the pouring rain next to a busy highway…by choice


    There were many moments, in many desolate and depressing locations, where rain pelted us remorselessly as though determined to both break our spirit and completely ruin our expensive hiking socks. And nearly all of those moments were more nauseating than Piranha 3D, or rancid yoghurt. But there was one stretch of time that really stands out in the annals of our misery. It was between Frómista and Carrión de los Condes, and the rain was intense right from the start, seeming to gain strength throughout a long, depressing night in order to greet us at the door and heavily, almost viciously, dogging us relentlessly every step of the day.


    Ensconced in uncomfortable layers of so-called rain gear that were rapidly proving themselves far more water-“friendly” or water-“collective” than actually water-“proof”, and with my fleece gloves soaking up water like a really thirsty glove with an unquenchable thirst for rain water (or an Arab visiting Florida? Maybe that one is better), an unsuspecting outsider would probably have looked at us and said we were all sorts of negative things. Like angry, aggravated, depressed, long-suffering, catatonic, overly cautious when it came to non-prescription drugs. And that flippant outsider would have been right on the fucking money. And you know what the worst part was? The thing that really stretched our spirits to the limit? We didn’t have to be there! Nobody was making us! It wasn’t like we had some inspirational reason for doing this, or were pursuing some lifelong compulsion to prove our worthiness as pilgrims, or were fulfilling the dying wish of some bald kid (who obviously really sucks at picking wishes). So, in addition to our obvious physical discomfort, it was knowing that we chose to do this, and could change our minds at any point, but for some reason wouldn’t even consider it, that added a whole extra layer of confusion and emotional wonderment to the situation.


    Probably the main reason we were able to keep going was the fact that, in response to the previous awful day of rain, we had actually planned ahead and booked a hotel room. A real hotel, with a room to ourselves, with nobody sleeping just above our head, or sporadically brushing our feet with their damp towel, a heater that no one could stop us from fiddling with, and a shower all to ourselves which meant, presumably, that we wouldn’t have to wait for the slightly hard of hearing German suffering through a raging mid-life crisis to finish up, the whole time wondering, while fighting hard to not wonder, just what he was up to in there for fifteen minutes.
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    From the Mouths of Actual Pilgrims…


    Barry Brooks


    United States


    In 1999 I was working in Albuquerque, New Mexico. At Christmas our company had a gift exchange and one of my co-workers gave me a plate with my family crest he had found at a garage sale. I looked at the plate and thought it was odd that my family crest (Brooks) had three scallop shells. No lions, no charging knights wielding swords. At first I was a little disappointed, then I became curious as to the origin of the unexpectedly ferocious shells. I searched the web and soon found the story. It seems there was a pilgrimage in Spain called "The Way of St. James", or "Camino de Santiago", that ended in Santiago de Compostela and used a scallop shell as its symbol. I soon forgot about the Camino, though, and life went on. In 2004 I moved to Seattle, Washington and soon learned that it is home to the Cathedral of St. James and that the building itself is based upon the Cathedral of St. James in Santiago, Spain. I found a brochure about St. James and again became intrigued with the story and felt a stronger desire to explore this ancient pilgrimage. I told myself I was going to walk the "way" one day just as my ancestors did. The years went by but the idea never left, surfacing from time to time. Then in 2012 my stars aligned, so to speak, and I found myself with the time and means to undertake this journey. I had no idea what to expect or, to be honest, why I was doing this…? Mid-life crisis? A desire for one great adventure? Escape from the daily grind? All of these contributed, but to be honest I somehow felt compelled. I had to do this! What a wonderful, magical and spiritual experience it became. Like any adventure or journey of this nature which involves physical and emotional endurance, you experience a bond with the people you experience it with. I think everyone had a unique experience but we all miss the journey. As I reflected upon arrival in Santiago November 6th, 2012:


    Man do my feet hurt! It has been an amazing journey and exceeded all expectations. This pilgrimage has too many metaphors and life lessons to share in one page, but I will share one. On the third day I stopped at a church and met a nun who gave me a copy of the pilgrim beatitudes. The gist of which is that we are here to care for one another and the Camino begins after you leave Santiago. We are all pilgrims in life. We do not need much but we need each other. That was I think the biggest surprise for me. I thought this was going to be a solitary journey. But the opposite happened. I hope this pilgrimage has made me a better person. To my fellow pilgrims, it is hard to integrate back into our lives as we are all going through Camino withdrawal. Always keep the Camino in your heart, and stay in touch!!!!


    [image: http://thumbs.imagekind.com/member//uploadedartwork/650X650/.jpg]


    

  


  
    


    


    Laynni Locke


    Canada


    Misgivings


    I had first heard about the Camino about 12 years ago when a co-worker’s husband did his pilgrimage and I immediately thought "That's ridiculous. Why would anyone ever want to do that?" Over the next several years it came up occasionally and my attitude changed very little. However, as we did more and more hiking we realized the Camino has aspects to it that are unusually desirable - particularly that it is essentially hut-to-hut hiking, that there are lots of restaurants and cafes along the way and the reported camaraderie. I had realized a while ago that while backcountry hiking can take you through amazing scenery that you can't otherwise reach I was not a fan of carrying my food and accommodation on my back. When we started travelling more extensively about 5 years ago I began looking into the Camino again and came to the conclusion that we had missed our chance and that it was already too popular now with horror stories of overcrowding. The thought of the albergues filling up and not being sure of having a place to sleep at night was literally abhorrent to me - I tend to panic when I don't have a reasonable surety about details like that which makes being around me less than pleasant, or so I am told. But then we watched the movie 'The Way” and the discussion came up again, along with a random comment regarding the concept of hiking in a shoulder season. And so started the research.


    I used my favourite research tool - reading other peoples' blogs - and was able to see that October seemed to be reasonable for weather and was definitely quieter. However, we already had a trip planned for the fall - the Tran-Siberian railway starting in Moscow and ending in Beijing with a stop off in Mongolia to ride a pony and stay in a yurt and finishing with a couple more months in China in various locations that were as yet to be determined. So I looked into March which looked possible though with significantly sketchier weather. That summer, just before we bought our flights, Dean had what can only be described as a hissy fit and decided that if Russia, Mongolia, and China were going to make it that difficult for us to get visas for them then they weren't going to be getting our money. And immediately, our plans changed. Suddenly it was possible to go during what was, to me, a more desirable time period.


    But even once we were officially going I still had a few concerns:


    I am not a dorm kind of girl. I go to great lengths to avoid staying in a dorm and when I have had no choice I didn't particularly enjoy the experience. It was not the shared bathrooms so much as people disturbing my sleep, especially drunken idiots coming back in the middle of the night.


    I couldn't quite get my head around the concept of hiking that far, especially knowing that we would have to average 25 km a day when our previous longest hike in one day, ever, was 24 km in Scotland which we described at the time as 'epic' before collapsing for several days. I think that because we had done some hiking before we were more aware of the enormity of what we were taking on and all the things that could go badly than many of the people who started the Camino with us.


    Boredom. I knew that walking for that many days was going to be monotonous. The longest we had hiked before that was for 10 days in Nepal and I remembered how happy I was to be done. How would I react to three times that length? How would we pass the time for all the hours that we weren't walking?


    How would our bodies hold up over that kind of distance?


    How much rain would there be? I have inherited an intense dislike for rain falling on my head and neck from my father.


    The fact that we weren't doing it for religious reasons. Would this cause any issues about staying in the albergues or how people perceived us?


    What would the other pilgrims be like? Especially since we would be in such close, daily contact with them.


    Also, as an added precaution, before we left I also set out a list of acceptable reasons to quit: injury, boredom, getting tired of the other pilgrims, illness, rain/bad weather. I let my family and friends in on my list which, in my mind, would make it mentally easier if we did decide we wouldn't / couldn't finish. I don't tend to be able to quit easily and I didn't want to feel like I had to finish something that I wasn't enjoying or wasn’t capable of.


    So my attitude to starting the Camino could be described as excited but unsure. And, in the end, this is what I discovered:


    I enjoyed the dorms. I liked the camaraderie and the random encounters and the conversations. It turned out that the shared living aspect didn't bother me as much as I thought it would. My wax earplugs worked like a charm, my choice of bringing a sarong for showering and a pair of shorts and a tank top to sleep in meant I wasn't daintily scurrying around like some of the girls, and my plan to get to the bathrooms first in the morning in order to miss other people's 'morning ablutions' tended to be effective. Dean and I went in with the plan that we would stay in the albergues until we had a bad night and then would get a hotel room the next night. Turns out that we never did have a bad night. I think that it really helps that everyone is doing the same thing so we were all tired and ready to go to sleep around 10 pm and then wake up around 6:30 am. Pretty much my schedule at home so my sleep went as well as could be expected - except for the aching feet and muscles.


    We worked our way up slowly in our daily distance. Starting out at averaging 20 - 22 km a day in the beginning, 25 km a day in the middle and having some bigger (35 km) days in our last push at the end. It seems that your body can get used to anything. I would be tired and dragging myself into the last town every day and it never got easy but it was all do-able. And, really, that is all that I felt I could ask for.


    Shockingly little boredom to be had - amazing how entertaining your own brain can be when it needs to be. And music helped. And walking with other pilgrims. As for the hours when we weren't walking, they seemed to fill up quickly. Getting checked in at the albergue and getting your bunk, showering, doing laundry, getting snacks, eating snacks, napping, chatting, having a few drinks, going for a pilgrim's menu for supper, reading, writing in a journal, getting food for breakfast etc. all took time. Most days it seemed there was barely enough time to get it all done.


    Bodies held up well - strained calf from an old injury and two blisters. Lots of aching muscles and my feet hated to touch the ground after being in the bunk for an hour and especially the next morning and a brief cold with lots of sniffling but, hey, I'm pretty impressed all told.


    There was some rain. Resulting in a couple days where I was incredibly unhappy. Before I bought my poncho. I used to believe in the rain jacket/pants and pack cover combo but I am now a convert to the poncho. Keeps everything dry including your backpack straps and allows more ventilation, which, as I am a sweat-er, is very important for me. Once I had my hat, poncho, and rain pants combo the rain no longer bothered me. An important discovery for the rest of my hiking career.


    Turns out that people are walking the Camino for every reason possible and there seemed to be no judgement as to what that reason was.


    There is an amazing sense of community on the Camino. People of all different ages, interests, and backgrounds all walking together. In general, people were incredibly helpful, thoughtful and interesting. Which made meeting new people along the way a pleasure instead of becoming tiresome.


    All-in-all, the Camino was one of the more memorable experiences of my life so far. I didn't think that I would feel anything when it ended other than happiness to not have to walk the next day. Instead, as I was wandering the streets of Santiago the day after I felt that there was almost something missing to be no longer part of something so much bigger than myself. Even though I clearly remember all the painful and uncomfortable parts I would absolutely be willing to do it all over again - and am already considering 2014…


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Melinda Dobsova


    Slovakia


    We started off that day in a remote place, just after Leon. The previous day we chose the road less traveled and we ended up in this nice albergue, where there were only four people, including me and Sofia, my constant companion ever since day 1, the tiny Swedish girl. She was the slowest walker ever, I was probably the fastest one. We knew this would be the last day we saw each other, as I just wanted to keep going and she wanted to slow down and enjoy a day in Astorga. So I walked ahead of her all day, and I sort of had an epiphany, just like Paul in the Bible on the way to Damascus. I felt so much love that I thought I knew the answer to everything. At the next coffee stop I caught up with my other constant companions, Dean, Laynni, Father Frank and Barry - later it turned out that was their last day together as well. I was so happy to see them again. Sofia arrived, we said good bye and off I walked with the group, crossed the oldest and longest bridge on the Camino... it was such a long and eventful day, now that I think of it. Caught up with others as well and from then on we sort of followed each other all the way to Astorga. Me always in the back as I still refused to walk with anyone, but at the same time I did not want to lose sight of these people who grew so close to my heart without any effort being made on either side... After a long time, and maybe for the first time in my life, I felt it was okay to be completely myself, I did not have to pretend to be someone else to please others and no one had expectations towards me. I was completely free of all the prejudices. And that is when the magic happened. My group of Camino friends was ahead of me, they had just climbed a hill and I followed. When I got to the top they were all sitting there with this mystical Catalonian called David, inviting me to have some organic food, while I was more interested in this blue-eyed blond alien who lives outside on the Way to Astorga, welcoming pilgrims as his friends and giving everyone a big hug who accepts it. Of course, I was doubtful at first. I kept asking everyone, who is this guy? What is he doing here? I kept asking him as well, and he probably thought I was a bit nuts, because I asked him the same questions again and again. He tried to answer them with his broken English and all I could do was believe him. It was not his words that convinced me, but his presence. He was the bravest man I have ever met! He managed to do one thing that I had longed for and I will always long for: make himself independent of the sick world. By that time I already wished that the whole world would be one big Camino! And he built his whole world around the Camino! Doing service, not just begging for money, but cleaning the surroundings he lives in, cooking for pilgrims in a humble way - my English friend still talks about the amazing dish he had there half a year later. If you go along the Way with an open heart, you will find David and you will go and accept his hug. If you walk past him, you will think of him as a bum, who probably went nuts while walking the Camino. Once I realized what he achieved and I looked into his blue eyes, I felt I could stay there forever. Once everyone left, we stopped talking, I lied down in his hammock and read the quotes people left behind on his wall. I felt that I had arrived, this is how much I loved him. And no, I am not talking about cheesy romantic love at first sight. I loved him as a human being could love another one with all the respect and acceptance of what he was and what he had achieved. He lived in a world where there was no money, no society, no judgement, no mortgage, no stress, no career ladder, only timelessness. He carried this air of eternity, the natural state of an enlightened human being, the knowledge that this life is just temporary. And of course love that he wished to share. I asked him whether he was lonely, he said no, he has all his friends on the Camino, ergo pilgrims. Of course, I wished he had someone beside him. I really hope next time I go back he will have already have found a woman to stay. Because he was beautiful inside and out. I wish I could have stayed, but I was not ready. I wish I could have left behind something, but I had nothing to offer him, as he needed nothing. So, I left my heart there and my promise that I will tell everyone about this magical place before Astorga and about the bravest man that I have ever met. How many of us long for it: to run away, to be completely free of all the restraints society puts on us? And how many would do it…? When I left, I was filled with love! After my Camino friends and I arrived in Astorga we decided to cook that night. And since I am a soup expert, I opted for a garlic soup. Eight people signed up for it and I freaked out a little bit, as I had never made food for so many people before. It turned out to be the best soup I have ever made. You know why? Because whatever love I gained from David, I was willing to share it with the others, so I put my love into that soup. After this day I was a much nicer, less grumpy, pilgrim on the Way, and I stopped rejecting approaches from my fellow pilgrims. You cannot love someone without loving others more. Thank you, David!


    El Camino de Santiago – it is over, it is hard to say anything, you have to experience it yourself. One thing is for sure: the journey does not end, it goes on forever. I just walked part of it on my own. We all have our own Camino. Saw amazing places, met amazing people, found peace and got my wings back. Thank you Spain, I will be back.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Aisling Daly


    Ireland


    We Found Love in the Strangest Place


    No, it’s not a song escaping the collagen-filled lips of a scantily-clad pop star; it’s the true story of two Santiago-bound pilgrims who discovered in each other a beautiful friendship, followed by a much deeper connection. But the “strangest place” certainly hits home, because who would ever expect to find a shag, or more importantly their soul mate, on an 800 kilometre pilgrimage across the north of Spain? I mean let’s really consider the conditions we are talking about here. You are on a daily basis at the most intense level of exhaustion your body has ever felt. This means you are dragging yourself with an often zombie-like posture; your body is sweating from the most unlikely places (and you’re just too tired to care enough to dry it off), you couldn’t be bothered fixing your hair, or applying make-up to the raccoon-eyes that you’ve acquired thanks to the obese Italian man that was snoring two beds down from you yet again. Or how about your feet; you can take your pick from the smell, the blisters, the red-raw colour, or the toenails that are hanging on for dear life; whichever you choose, none of the options really make for physical attraction. Or maybe your fashion sense, when it’s gotten to the stage that your fellow pilgrims recognise you from a kilometre away because of the clothes you’re wearing, which of course is bound to happen when you’re rotating between two outfits during the whole 30+ days of walking.


    And all of that is really just what you look like. What about the things these companions see you do? What about constantly having to stop and squat behind bushes to relieve yourself (and not always of the liquid variety)? What about brushing your teeth and showering in the same communal space where there are also cubicles that allow you to both hear and smell what your fellow pilgrims are doing? What about when they see you cry and whinge like a little child because you’re just too damn tired to walk any further and the next hostel is another 6 kilometres away? What about when they watch you drive a needle through your blisters and make a disturbing satisfied noise when the liquid escapes and you’re given relief from the pain?


    And yet despite all these obstacles love prevails, and ours wasn’t a rare story either. For any of you who find that unlikely, I’ll just say that numbers don’t lie, and out of our group of 15 friends that met and formed a walking party, 6 turned into couples (and were still together 6 months later), and of the remaining 9, there were 4 who were couples that started the Camino already in a relationship and 2 were brother and sister. And love was certainly in the air outside of our group as well. We witnessed many awkward introductions on the first days that ended in hand-holding in Santiago a month later. Of course, not all the hook-ups were of the clean variety. We also saw what appeared to be a very cute getting-together of two people a few days before reaching Santiago, only to arrive in Santiago to see the man walking around holding the hands of his actual wife and young child.


    Whether it’s meeting your knight in shining armour or witnessing a tawdry affair, there’s no denying that something in the air on the pilgrimage definitely throws people together. Who knows what it is that makes people turn to each other in such dire conditions? Maybe we become needy for comfort when both our bodies and minds reach such a level of exhaustion. It’s true that on those evenings after completing a day’s walking your body craved whatever comfort you could give it; food never tasted better; the red wine never so delicious. Or maybe when the endless walking has made you clear through all your emotional baggage and empty your mind (as it eventually does with everyone), you are truly in the right place to connect with another person. Or hell, maybe 30+ days is just a long time for some people to go without getting any, and we don’t always have the luxury of being in a nightclub when we are hoping to score.


    And let’s get down to what everyone really wants to know...the actual scoring. Anyone with even minimal knowledge of the Camino will know that pilgrims sleep in low-budget hostels called albergues or refugios, which are often just a large, cold, musty room filled with a hundred creaky bunk beds shoved together. Doesn’t exactly make for a comfortable setting for getting your freak on does it? Sure there are other hostels and hotels that have private rooms, but the cheapest rate you will usually find is €25 each for one of these babies, and to spend €25 a day on just accommodation for over 30 nights you’d want to be a Rockefeller... plus you’d be scorned by all the “true pilgrims” for not doing the “real Camino”. So you make love (or whatever you can manage) with your newfound darling in the cramped albergues. And while you may think that the unzipping of swishy sleeping bags, the creaking of million-year-old bedsprings or the somewhat muffled pleasure noises might wake or disturb other pilgrims, there’s sure to be at least five people in the room snoring their heads off, and definitely a few night farters. And any self-respecting pilgrim should have purchased earplugs anyway, so as far as I’m concerned if they’re disturbed by what they hear it’s their own problem.


    Despite the unpleasant sounds, sights and smells, the Camino was one of the best things I have ever chosen to do, and I would do it again in the morning without thinking twice. It sorted out all the dark crap I had in my head, gave me a healthier body (which went right back to normal when I finished), and introduced me to someone I had thought I would never meet, my soul mate. So you shouldn’t be put off by all the negatives, you should do the Camino as well, whether you’re hoping to meet the love of your life, have an uncomfortable shag, or just stick to walking.


    Blisters, bedbugs, broken toes, bunk beds, aubergines/albergues, 6.30 alarms, 10.00 curfews, tinto de verano, Gangnam Style, new friends from round the globe, Scottish person, tortilla de patata, sore feet, walking shticks, Tin Tin, 'sex on a plate'(patatas con alioli), solamente Hugh, vino tinto, overweight rucksacks, 'Oh yeah, Giggity!', smelly socks, 'English is not my first language', Pilgrim Spirit (Cola Cao con brandy por favor), AIGO, you go, we all go...TO SANTIAGO!!


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Dean Johnston


    Canada


    Our last four or five days were spent glumly trudging through steady drizzle and intermittent downpours alternately dreaming of a not so distant future which would see us indoors or travelling by (gasp) vehicle like normal people, and vaguely dreading the looming spectre of a life of decisions, unfamiliar situations and dry feet.


    Nonetheless, we successfully completed our chosen route, strolling up to the Santiago cathedral, reputed resting place of St. James’ dusty old bones, giddy and triumphant 35 days after setting out into the darkness of the French-Spanish border apprehensive and clean. In fact, everything fell into place almost like a Hollywood script, the elusive sun making a brief but invigorating appearance just in time for the arrival of our ecstatic group of seven who had all travelled together at different times throughout but that morning only found ourselves gathered rather coincidentally along the way via fortuitous open windows, conveniently shared head lamps and strictly-enforced cohabitation. As people were always fond of saying, “the Camino provides”, and we saw enough examples to believe there was at least some truth to that. Or that when people need things they go find them, and pay for them with a universally accepted form of currency, often at borderline extortionate rates.


    Anyway, back to our big entrance. We arrived at the Cathedral, took a bunch of weird photos, laughed gaily, hugged each other a lot for no discernible reason, went and got our compostelas at the Pilgrim Office, then attended Pilgrim’s Mass, an otherwise normal Catholic mass except that they announce the nationalities of arriving pilgrims and where they started, and the pews were randomly littered with filthy backpacks and the musty odour of damp merino wool. There we revelled in our accomplishment for about five minutes and struggled to keep our eyes open for the next forty. After that it was a night of debauchery, pasta and draft beer, a foggy and confusing route home through the maze-like streets of the old town, a wonderful chance to sleep in past 8 am, then emerging into the world groggy and disconcerted by our sudden lack of purpose, and the fact I finally had more than two pair of underwear to choose from. Periodic bouts of moaning, some errands, a bit more moaning, some Ibuprofen, a long string of sad goodbyes, one last moan, some hair of the dog, escalating spirits, another great sleep in a real hotel and voila, there we found ourselves in Porto, Portugal, afraid to leave the room and feeling really weird about ignoring my hiking shoes all day.


    So there you have it. El Camino de Santiago – in the books! I think the hardest part has been walking away from all the great people we met, hiked with, drank with, slept with (well, near), celebrated with and commiserated with for a month plus. Gonna miss them all, but we’re also looking forward to regaining a little mystery regarding things such as the condition of their feet, how they react to bug bites and the way their breathing sounds at night after a few too many… Buen Camino to all!
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    Camino Pickup Lines


    I know I have talked a lot about all the different hookups and prospective hookupping (I just made that word up – kind of like ‘hiccupping’, but more useful when trying to explain why you got home at 5 am missing your belt and one of your socks – ‘I had a long crazy night of hookupping’) but it is probably important that I clarify that a bit. The Camino was hardly a one night stand factory (that, of course, would be Taco Bell). Some of the reasons it wasn’t were pretty obvious – a constant lack of privacy, debilitating exhaustion, unpredictable digestive reactions to Spanish food. But also I think that most of the pilgrims who entangled romantically actually hadn’t arrived with any intention of going on the sexual prowl but were, in fact, just as surprised by it as the early morning cleaning lady was when she found them in her mop closet. Basically everyone we knew that got together along the Way at least planned to remain together after it was over, pending various logistical problems such as living in different countries, some even on different continents, and obvious concerns about whether the magnetic attraction would still be there once they had both washed away the intoxicating scents of fatigue and sour chorizo and replaced their standard hiking rags with normal, real world clothes (like mesh tank tops or sequined leggings).


    Nevertheless, in case one was so inclined, here is a handy list of opening lines you may want to use to get the ball rolling. Take care not to use too many of them on the same person or they may catch on to your amorous ways sooner than you were planning to break it to them (I usually prefer springing the news at the same time as the bra clasp, but go with your gut). Happy hookupping!


    “You haven’t lived until you’ve experienced one of my special blister lancings.”


    “I’m not going to eat my salami rind. You play your cards right, it could be yours.”


    “You know what they say about guys with big blisters, don’t you?”


    “Need someone to stand lookout while you pee?”


    “You look lonely under that umbrella all by yourself.”


    “From where I sit those blisters on the bottom of your feet look pretty raw. Raw enough to eat.”


    “I haven’t showered since Pamplona.”


    “How would you feel about pigging out on garlic and sleeping facing away from each other?”


    “Can you take a photo of my penis for me? For Facebook, I mean.”


    “You think my face is hairy? I’ll show you hairy.”


    “I love a girl who never changes her pants.”


    “Can I have that toenail when it falls off?”


    “I’m writing a book about this and am still working on the climax. Interested?”


    “I have over a hundred photos of girls washing their underwear in the sink.”


    “There is a condom machine in the bathroom. What do you think about that?”


    “Excuse me, but did I hear you say you had herpes, too?”


    “Sure, I sweated a lot today. But it’s all dried up now.”


    “I’m pretty sure St. James would have wanted you to blow me.”


    


    

  


  
    Sexual Predator Taken Into Custody


    November 12, 2012


    Triacastela, Spain – An elderly man was arrested Saturday on suspicion of sexual assault, indecent exposure and public urination. Sixty-two year old Tiago Herrera, a farmer from nearby Fonfria, allegedly approached pilgrim hikers facing crises of motivation and gained their trust under the guise of providing fatherly and spiritual advice before either exposing himself to them or fondling their breasts, depending on their age and level of attractiveness. Also, with Tiago being the Spanish form of the name James, that of the famous saint and his eponymous pilgrimage, many unwitting victims incorrectly read some meaning into the connection.


    Police were un unwilling to comment, but it is believed that Mr. Herrera has been charged with 174 counts of indecent exposure, 43 counts of sexual assault, 735 counts of public urination and one count of wielding a banana in an overtly inappropriate manner.


    Friends and neighbours of Herrera were disappointed, though not entirely surprised, to hear of the allegations, saying they should have recognized the signs, such as his trademark shabby Athletic Bilbao team jacket and his love of vanilla extract. On the other hand, he reportedly bakes the best cupcakes of anyone in the local church group.


    Witnesses do admit that, despite the uncomfortable physical nature of the encounter, his advice was often right on the mark. They report that he had a particularly unique ability to find the positives in such normally disparaged parts of the Camino as fatigue, homesickness and rancid open blisters. Victims claim his most profound observations generally took place during heavy petting, while his least helpful occurred during naked piggy-back rides.


    


    

  


  
    Acknowledgments and Disclaimers


    This is a work of fact, fiction and exaggeration. Any similarities between characters in this book and real people are probably intentional but most likely highly inaccurate.


    I’d like to thank the following for their indispensable help, support and oral pleasures (in no particular order):


    Laynni, for being there through it all, for unfailingly offering to take the top bunk (even if it was partially for the selfish reason of minimizing the disturbance I caused during my inevitable late night trip to the bathroom), and for keeping my somewhat imaginatively selective memory on track while writing this. It’s funny how certain things manage to secure places of much more prominence than they rightfully deserve as time goes on. It’s also funny to throw things to her, because she doesn’t catch very well.


    The fellow pilgrims who were kind enough to contribute their thoughts and ramblings to this book which was sorely in need of some variety in its thoughts and ramblings. I very much appreciate Madeline, Barry, Melinda, Laynni and Aisling taking the time and giving up even more of their privacy.


    Father Frank for showing us a different perspective on what it means to be a “pilgrim”.


    Newlyweds James Cleland and Vida Harrison for the terrific cover art and the great Pilgrim’s Spirit drawing, respectively.


    All the great friends we made along the way. Even those in tight hiking pants.


    Emilio Estevez for making a movie that added that final little push to get us started on the Camino. And for showing us that trying to quit smoking is just stupid.


    Everyone who had worse blisters than we did. We appreciate your sacrifice, although if you were to finally put your socks back on and stop talking about them we wouldn’t try to stop you.


    


    

  


  
    Author’s Request


    Reviews are the lifeblood of our industry, helping readers the world over find great books that suit their tastes, entertain them and occasionally cause a little half boner. So if you enjoyed this book please take the time to write a review to help other readers discover it. I’m currently working on a reward system using ropes, pulleys and fridge magnets but at this point it is still in the developmental stage (I keep running out of healthy salamanders) but will do my best to acknowledge any favourable reviews in person with an enthusiastic and heartfelt slap on the ass.


    And if you did not enjoy it but still managed to finish it then you have just demonstrated exactly the kind of indomitable spirit and mindless stubbornness you will need to complete the Camino. Congratulations!
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    Bonus Excerpt


    From Random Acts of Travel: Featuring Trepidation, Hammocks and Spitting


    


    Apparently the Word “Indian” Still Flies Down Here So Get Your Fill


    The taxi ride from the Trivandrum airport was in one of those ubiquitous and awesome old white Ambassadors, and resulted in more serious concern for our lives than full contact table tennis at Alan Alda’s sixty-fifth birthday party. It was a wild blur of palm trees, swerving, honking, banana stands, narrowly avoided oncoming traffic, cell phone signs, the smell of onions, far too much time spent on the wrong side of the road and men walking along the shoulder wearing some type of skirt-like contraption with the bottom tucked up and out like a large linen penis, faded and frayed as though it had been scrubbed far too vigorously, probably using unhealthy amounts of bleach. Although we really needn’t have worried, what with all the precautionary honking going on. Also, as an added safety measure we occasionally closed our eyes.


    Then, next thing you know, we were settled in a rickety little hut way up on the South Cliff in Varkala with great views, one comfortable chair and more wildlife scuffling loudly around the bamboo walls than either of us remembered requesting. Within hours we had seen cockroaches, centipedes, an unnervingly large snake, some overly curious crows, thousands of ants and one gigantic, heart-stopping spider that, by comparison, instantly banished those legions of large Guatemalan arachnids to “cute and perky” status. Somewhat impulsively, I took a bold swing at it with my trusty “Flip Flop of Death” but he/she/Your Majesty was far too quick, suddenly reappearing three feet away before we even heard the slap of rubber sole on dry, crumbling bamboo (normally the chilling sound of mortality). Which I suppose was just as well since, in hindsight, the two most likely results of that hasty offensive were either having the sandal slapped out of my hand dismissively, which of course would be embarrassing, or actually angering it and ending up pinned to the wall by the front of my shirt being forced to play a rough game of “Why are you hitting yourself?”, in all likelihood ending with me either crying or peeing myself. So, as I said, just as well.


    Although the actual beaches of Varkala are somewhat average (as average as hot sand in January fronted by gorgeous blue water and warm rolling waves can reasonably be called), the big highlights are actually the stunning cliffs looming over the beaches. From nearly anywhere along the many kilometres of cliff top walking paths you can enjoy dramatic views out over the ocean and down onto the legions of white, ant-like creatures far below. From certain vantage points it can feel like you’re sitting in nosebleed seats at a “Leather Skin” game (just a little creation I’ve been working on that involves practically nude people competing at sleeping, sweating and quietly developing melanoma. New moles are like a touchdown). All of the hotels, restaurants and shops are located along the cliffs as well, jumbled together haphazardly like drunken frat boys wrestling at a sausage party, or a large plate of mixed vegetables. We still really liked it, though, finding it sort of a middle ground between some of the untouched stretches of overly quiet sand found in places like Indonesia, Belize or Nicaragua and the teeming pockets of humanity one often finds in Mexico, Thailand or Hawaii. I can only imagine, though, what it must look like to someone who loved it ten or fifteen years ago. Seeing the rampant development and crowded sea side would have to be sadder than a snowman with a rotting carrot penis, or being David Schwimmer’s agent. The views, though, the views! I literally had to restrain myself from overdoing it on the cliff top photos, since it seems that around every corner is a scene just begging to be captured digitally forever, much like Sofia Vergara’s cleavage, but at some point you just have to say enough is enough. Which is really more like Pam Anderson’s cleavage.


    We truly loved our time in Varkala even though, when all was said and done, we hardly spent any actual time on the beach. We usually started our days with a leisurely breakfast on the roof of the hotel gazing out upon Life in a Fishing Village, watching wiry little guys climb thirty to forty metres up branchless palm trees with nothing but a short piece of rope and a machete, long lines of men hauling fishing nets in tug o’ war style from hundreds of metres out to sea as all the while majestic crows squawk, tussle and drop shining globs of white feces on hot tin roofs. So, really, it was little surprise that we ended up extending our time there indefinitely (we were waiting for just the right moment to break it to Goa) deciding that there was nothing a fifteen hour train ride away that we couldn’t already get in Varkala – great scenery, an easy going vibe (“sossegado”, they call it), a good variety of beaches, tons of food options, a plentiful range of hotels and tourists who, as a group, have undoubtedly the worst posture and strangest breasts to be found anywhere in the northern hemisphere. Maybe the reason for this abnormal demographic of turtlebacks and cone breasts is Varkala’s fame as an Ayuverdic Healing Centre (to the best of my knowledge Ayurveda is the practice of healing through excessive body waxing while casually flicking extremities with your finger). Or maybe they come for the yoga, which is everywhere, manifesting itself in a seemingly endless number of yoga teachers, groups, retreats and comfortable, yet suitably Indian-esque, garb. Morning and sunset are by far the most popular times, when everywhere you look are duly focused people with self-satisfied smiles, colourful rubber mats and sweat stains on their inner thighs reminiscent of an early bird flea market.


    Now for our:


    Big List of Indian Firsts!


    Head Wobble


    While checking out some tiny cabins isolated on a bluff overlooking the beach. The ancient - and presumably tanked - manager was able to give us a confusing and pointless tour of the grounds despite his head waving around at the end of his skinny little neck like he had lost seven vertebrae on his way to victory in an inane smile contest and had simply reattached his cranium with a length of wiry brown string, superglue and some used tissue.


    Swim


    Short and refreshing. Quite warm, not so salty, rough enough to get your attention. Hey, now that I think about it that is almost exactly what my Craigslist personal ad says…


    Indian Man in Skinny Jeans


    This wasn’t actually on the list to start with but for all future visitors to India….it should be. I did a cartoonish double take (whaaa???) when I realized that those awful ill-fitting tapered jeans, designed to look so trendily repulsive when wrapped around the meaty thighs and drooping asses of Europeans and those kids who think simply carrying a skateboard around is cool enough, take on a whole new meaning when draped loosely over an Indian man’s hairy narrow femurs. Think MC Hammer, only in denim. U can’t touch this, indeed.


    Along that same line…


    Stared at by Male Gawkers on the Beach


    Less than fifty steps onto the sand, our meagre beach attire suddenly turning heads, eyes widening in surprise, then admiration, then leering, murmurs of “have a look at those legs”, “I bet you could barely get your hand around those calves” and “do you think he dyes the hair that colour?” Laynni wavers between relief and indignation by pursing her lips.


    Spicy Food Causes Nose to Run


    Night three, me, and that most typical of spicy Indian dishes – penne arrabiata. Bring on the curry!


    Rickshaw Ride


    These noisy, gaudy three-wheeled contraptions can be found all over the world now, but when it comes to rickshaws, and traveller’s diarrhea, the magic all started in India. Our very first journey in one took us across town to our hotel. So? you ask. I agree.


    Met our first “Apu”


    We rented an umbrella from him on the beach, offhandedly suggested we may be interested in renting a boogie board at some vaguely indeterminate point in the future we casually referred to as “later” and next thing you know we found ourselves being tenaciously urged and cajoled to choose colours, set appointment times, engage in blood oaths to not deal with other boogie board pushers, eventually making intimate dinner plans and, I believe, promising to hold the foreskin at his youngest son’s circumcision. And to be steady about it, too.


    Washed Underwear for the First Time (Day Fourteen)


    I carry six pairs. But, as I so patiently explained to Laynni, some days I only wear swimming trunks, so…


    “How Do They Live Like This?” Moment


    Based on both my research and a real, live search, to the best of my knowledge the Super Bowl was not televised in Varkala. Maybe not in India. Not live at 5 am, not delayed to a more reasonable hour, not as part of a sports blooper clip like we do with Japanese game shows. Epiphany moment right there. It is a hardship like this that really makes a person realize how privileged we are in North America, where millions and millions of people sit blithely around on their sectional furniture eating chips and dip (made with real trans fats), watching their giant screen TVs, taking for granted HD so vivid that they can tell at a glance exactly how much bigger the tight end’s left testicle is than his right, drinking beer that comes in a reasonably sized bottle with no shrimp pesticide, all at a pleasant time in the early evening, not at some ungodly hour normally reserved for perverts, degenerates and dairy farmers. For ninety-nine percent of those carefree drunks it won’t ever even cross their mind to think about the poor traveller, lazily wasting his life in India, complaining about too much sun and Thai fried rice that wasn’t quite spicy enough, and how he might be suffering, powerlessly staring at his netbook screen waiting for ESPN Gamecast to update, making do with the most rudimentary of descriptions (“TD GB – 15 yd pass / Rogers to Jennings”) only to realize the internet has cut out again and he is going to have to start over and (shudder) sit through the entire trailer for Gulliver’s Travels again. These, my friends, are the truly forsaken. Where’s that portly Sally Field now?


    First Indian Penis Spotting


    Not surprisingly this one was all Laynni (she has such an eye for detail, that one). Well, her and just a small portion of the old umbrella hawker on the beach caught attempting to surreptitiously adjust his lungi, or maybe he was just trying to give the old sock puppet a quick bit of air. Either way, while the sighting may have been accidental, I found the suggestive winking fairly inappropriate. Although it’s possible he didn’t even see her doing it.


    On a completely unrelated topic, honest, it appears that over time we have developed a new favourite past time – people watching. Not sexually, like your old lamaze instructor, or even suspiciously, like the eighty-four year old Walmart greeter when he sees you walking out with nothing but a travel-sized tube of toothpaste. More just observing, you know? Sometimes with a beer in hand, though not always, especially in Kerala where alcohol is generally frowned upon and very few places are licensed so even though they will serve it you usually have to keep the bottle hidden underneath the table. Nobody seems to mind, though, as long as you don’t overdo it. Like slow dancing at family reunions. Anyway, there are few things better than being comfortably ensconced in a lounge chair in the front row of a cliff-side restaurant, watching people from all walks of life stroll by, the sun glinting off the ocean as you sip beer from a coffee mug while listening to the Backstreet Boys threaten to “sex you up”.


    More Spiders


    Different hotel, same hairy nemesis. Not, not Robin Williams, not this time. Spiders! Again! Even bigger than the first time. Well, truth be told there had been many, many spiders since that first rudely exotic introduction to southern India back on day one but all smaller, and most now dead (it was early in the trip for me to have reached the level of Stern Faced Efficient Killing Machine). Long story short, it was about five inches across (from toe to hairy toe, so to speak) with a body the size of a golf ball. We had chased it around earlier in the day but lost it, really hoping it had gone out the door but deep down knowing it was still around… somewhere… lurking. Like Jack Black after the Teen Choice Awards. Then at around 11:30 pm, in our darkened room, while we slept on obliviously, he must have been making his way across the ceiling, or maybe the top of the curtain, possibly struggling from some glancing blunt force trauma picked up earlier in the day at the hands of a dusty blue Puma, when suddenly he lost his grip, or maybe let go, we’ll never know for sure, plummeting eight feet to land with a noticeable thump and bounce, legs now tangled slightly in a long mane of brunette hair, before disengaging itself to lay inertly on the pillow. Meanwhile, its now alarmed pillow buddy struggled to her feet in search of a light, apparently in shock and trying not to wake her husband who still slept soundly a couple feet away. But then there was light! And her worst fears were confirmed! And death, wild shoe-throwing death, rampaged among the sheets, and innocence was lost forever.


    Next up: a spot of sarong shopping. I bought my first, and only, two sarongs back in Bali over ten years before ever setting foot in India. One was like my attachment to clean underwear - long gone - but the other was still in use, although definitely looking worse for wear – threadbare, torn and with little bits of debris picked up from hundreds of questionable guesthouse sheets all over the world. The big question, though – how to find a sarong masculine enough to match my rugged, virile, kicking-rocks-down-the-road persona? I hate shopping and definitely never look forward to long, drawn out searches, but it needed to be just the right sarong, something in a coal black or security guard blue, and ideally patterned with something sufficiently male like maybe a bunch of swords, or some fierce rhinoceroses, or maybe just a lot of penises. Something manly like that. Well, rest easy, one and all, the quest has been successfully completed. And how. Picture, if you will, a bright lilac background, interspersed with patches of faded mauve, lavishly decorated with an abundant collection of blocky white sea turtles with dreadfully misshapen heads and extraordinarily muscular legs, a disarming combination that skillfully serves to emphasize the cartoonish design and, therefore, enhance the overall irony of the piece. And the little tassels on the end tickle my neck when I sleep.


    The food in Varkala was also quite good, that wonderful sort of place where a person almost never needs to actually resort to eating Indian food (I had a system where I alternated between Thai and Italian), although Laynni inexplicably chose to spurn this auspicious omen and took to trying at least one Indian dish per day. Show off. Anyway, one thing we found interesting, besides the shapes of people’s breasts, was that unlike most other places in the world where finding an actual vegetarian restaurant generally involves a lengthy search and a terrifying parking lot in a dodgy part of town, in Varkala almost everything comes sans carne (English, French and Spanish all in one sentence, how far I’ve come) and it’s the tiny list of meat options that is usually hidden away in a small section on the back page of the menu. Not surprisingly, while in Argentina we didn’t notice a whole lot of Hindus scarfing down eight pounds of assorted muscle and entrails at 11 pm like everyone else. Probably wouldn’t find as many in the cardiology ward either.


    Anyway, time rolled on in Varkala with us up to a whole lot of not much, with the occasional bout of very little, interspersed with a pinch of almost nothing every now and again. Sure, we went to the beach a few times, went for some walks here and there, played some cards, watched some shows, wrangled the odd herd of cattle, walked the restaurant circuit counterclockwise one day, and sent a postcard of an old Hindu woman with her boob sticking out to Ellen DeGeneres, but for the most part we just took it easy. Then I went and got sick. Yeah, so much for “I suppose we’ve just been lucky, but we’ve never really had any stomach problems on any of our trips”. Never mind that I was following a strict diet of fried eggs for breakfast (universal) and a free-flowing mix of Thai and Italian food for all other meals. Delhi Belly, they call it. Even though we were still almost three thousand kilometres away from Delhi. Or Traveller’s Diarrhea, to use the medical term. Why they had to focus the name so much on that one small part of the ailment I’m not sure, but I suppose it’s for the same reason a headline will read “Will Ferrell Murders Prostitute!!”, instead of “Will Ferrell Gets Free BJ!!”. Nevertheless, in addition to the so bluntly stated symptom built right into the name, I spent several wonderful days laid out in a tense fetal position anxiously battling fever, chills, headaches and debilitating stomach pains. The bright side was those days were already surprisingly free so we didn’t even have to shift anything around in our day timers. The down side, feeling just so…so…common. The Lonely Planet claims that between thirty and seventy percent of visitors to India end up with TD (I’m currently working on a detailed point by point comparison between the affliction and the goofy but likeable underdog Canadian chartered bank – they aren’t as different as you might think) in the first two weeks. Setting aside the absurd vagueness of that numerical range, it hurts to be so much like everybody else. So predictable. So transparent. So shaved head/neck tattoo combo.


    “How was the beach?”


    In Varkala this is used exactly the way people in Canada might say “How’s it going?”, “How are you?” or “How’s it hangin’?” (if you were born in the mid-70’s and still work at a gas station). In other words, as a meaningless greeting that is less abrupt and empty than “Hi” but still safer and more generic than “What’s new with you?”, “How’re the kids?” or “Did you know we can see the outline of your clitoris ring through those shorts?” The first few times we made the mistake of explaining that we hadn’t, in fact, just come from the beach but had actually just been walking north of the village, and that we stopped for lunch at this place with a view, and that Laynni had a Greek salad and asked for no onions but, of course, it came with onions anyway, wouldn’t you know it? Eventually we realized, though, thanks to the blank looks and people literally walking away as we talked, that this was actually a rhetorical question based solely on the fact that going to the beach is the most popular activity in Varkala and that they no more want to hear the details of our day than you want to know about how the woman working at the lottery ticket booth hasn’t been sleeping too well, on account of the neighbour’s dog, and how once she’s awake she can’t stop thinking about how her ex is three months behind on the child support, and is it normal for a seven year old kid to collect cat ears and keep them pinned to a piece of plywood sorted by colour, age and how much of a fight it put up?


    Lifeguards


    There are a surprising number of lifeguards down on the main area of Papanasam Beach, although we’ve found their specific duties somewhat difficult to pinpoint. Automatically one would assume their main task would be to keep people from drowning. However, based on visual surveillance we suspect their mission statement may not actually be so straightforward. First of all, they don’t wear swimming gear but rather crisp, heavy baby blue tunics with very uncomfortable looking dark blue short shorts. Secondly, the only time we saw one of them get within ten feet of the water he suddenly realized his error and went scampering away from the incoming ankle high wave like a Greek from body wax. Thirdly, any time they resorted to blowing frantically on their desperate little whistles we were unable to identify any particular water related dilemma taking place. It was always the same – “tweet”, “tweet”, “tweeeeet!” eventually getting the attention of everyone on the beach and in the water who then alternated between looking at the whistle blower and looking all around in a confused manner trying to determine what the hell they were whistling at exactly. The answer to that, we have decided, is actually far less likely to have anything to do with safe swimming than with warning groups of Indian males that they have spent just about enough time staring at the blonde with her top undone and the very becoming thong, and that they will almost certainly not be allowed to finish working on the impromptu sand hill they recently decided to build at the foot of her towel. Not a bad gig, if you can get it, chasing off horny gawkers while being paid to search out the most likely victims of gawking yourself, although we never did figure out why they usually chose to sit two and three to a single plastic lawn chair, squeezed between the spindly legs of the guy behind them while locking in a third friend between their own sweating thighs like they were about to tackle the Matterhorn at Disneyland, or were posing for a Skinny Men in Uniform spread for Hindi Skin magazine.


    Power Cuts


    They happen a lot, and there is no way to tell if the power will be out for seconds, minutes or hours. Since we only saw approximately three clouds in all our time in Varkala we feel we can comfortably rule out thunderstorms. And I doubt that many of the four second long power cuts are caused by reckless taxi drivers demolishing a power pole with their sluggish Ambassadors. When it comes right down to it, though, my guess is that it’s probably as simple as fifty million people all plugging in their moustache trimmers at the same time.
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    He would also love to hear from you at any of the following sites unless, of course, you only plan to ask more questions about the way he’s parting his hair these days. It’s become something of a touchy subject.
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    Camino de Santiago Photos


    Random Acts of Travel Photography
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