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Prologue
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Iwas on a small boat in Norway when I first heard about it. ‘Now I am going to do the Camino de Santiago,’ said Per, and for a heady moment seemed primed to leap to his deck-shoed feet and perform a vigorously sensual one-man tango up and down the galley. When this moment had ended – and with Per being a bald and precise teacher of languages I couldn’t say it was a long one – he explained that the camino was a path or way in Spain, or in true accuracy across Spain, a path or way with a most particular historic and religious tradition, a... a...

‘A pilgrimage?’

Just so, said Per. A pilgrimitch. In the next summer. He looked through the porthole beside my shoulder and nodded distantly at the bobbing horizon.

It was the sort of revelation that made me glad we were puttering up a sunny fjord beneath a merry deckful of day-tripping divorcees, rather than alone together on a vast and wild ocean. The pilgrims I’d mumbled about in hymns and seen in Monty Python films wore pus-crusted hoods and hair shirts. They crawled across continents on bare and bleeding knees, fuelled by turnips and raw zeal towards that distant shrine where divine deliverance awaited those who pressed their blistered lips to the shrivelled gall-bladder of St Pancras.

I stole a surreptitious look at Per and saw him cowled in a filthy felt cloak, chanting Latin and smacking himself in the teeth with a stout plank. Eyes ablaze with fundamentalist fervour; clawed hands ready to force some sarky heathen’s face through a porthole of slightly inadequate diameter. Perhaps I heard the first echoing organ chord of John Bunyan’s ‘To Be a Pilgrim’, a school-assembly regular of wrathful, Old Testament righteousness, whose indefatigable protagonist fought with lions and giants and then, as the fearsome Judgement Day descant kicked mightily in, saw off the last wave of hobgoblins and foul fiends to inherit eternal life.

This was first-degree Christianity, ill at ease in the third millennium. On the ferry home I pondered that these days, in England at least, even its mildest churchgoing variant was no more than an eccentric if harmless hobby, as might be poodle clipping or my father’s enduring love for the Red Army Marching Band’s rendition of ‘It’s a Long Way To Tipperary’. Say ‘pilgrim’ in a questioning tone and people might mutter about the Mayflower fathers, or possibly a Gothic-scripted supermarket cheddar. But footsore fanatics? Not now, not in Europe. We’ve been there, done that and worn the hair shirt. Per might as well have told me he was giving up teaching to retrain as a cooper. Yet he had spilt his seed on my stony soil – I’m going to have a word with him about that when we next meet – and there it lay awaiting germination.

My wife Birna and I travelled, settled, bought a house. One Christmas a card from Per dropped on the doormat – he had met a new woman, been promoted to head of languages, and what he had learnt and felt while treading the hallowed path to Santiago had been the catalyst to it all. I thought, Well, good for him. Here was a man whose life had been a bit of a mess, and a nice long walk in Spain had helped him clear his head and sort things out. My life, pleasingly, was not a mess. But then we had a child, and then children, and suddenly it sort of was.

Pushing forty, or rather being pulled brutally towards it, I had felt the usual twinges of angst; not quite a what-does-it-all-mean existential crisis, perhaps, but the vague sense that my soul-ometer might benefit from a little recalibration. I’d find myself sitting on a Tube train with a Boots carrier bag on my lap, wondering how ‘Ideas for Life’ had triumphed as the under-logo corporate slogan, rather than ‘Just a Bloody Chemist’. The Power of Dreams, Engineered with Passion, Because You’re Worth It: all these preposterously overblown mission statements suddenly seemed the anthem of a consumerist society disappearing up its own two-for-one arse. But then what were my Ideas for Life? Why was personal growth just something I read about in medico–sexual junk emails?

Responsibility for three young humans sharpened concerns over the poverty of my spiritual bequest, and the mirror wasn’t shy in emphasising that I really ought to get my immaterial affairs in order for the next generation. With empathy furrowing my brow I read an interview in which Bob Geldof described the improbable tipping point that had caused him to reappraise his own life values: his innard-withering dismay on hearing a daughter tell two visiting classmates not to put their cup in that rack of the dishwasher, as her dad was very particular about how it should be stacked. ‘Was that really all I’d taught my children?’ he asked himself in anguish. ‘How to stack the fucking dishwasher?’

For this unkempt firebrand is describing a discipline in which I give quarter to no man, and outside that warm, white door it only gets worse. Has Bob browbeaten his family into ensuring that every Biro in the jar by the phone is correctly placed nib down? Does he press-gang and dispatch a junior litter patrol into the foot wells after a long journey? Are the perishable contents of his fridge arranged in order of sell-by date from the top shelf to— Oh, make it stop.

The medieval pilgrims did what they did because they believed. As a cop-out cynic, what did I believe in? I couldn’t even start the relevant sentence without finding myself sniggering through a Celine Dion chorus. Despite the fact that we had named our eldest son Christian Holy (well, in Icelandic), my exposure to the Scriptures has been limited to the Lord’s Prayer and The Omen. My solitary religious pursuit was at best metaphorical, the scrupulous quest for precision regarding the time within my house and the meteorological conditions without. I don’t mean to boast, but I apparently do mean to reveal myself as a career dullard: even my oven clock is synchronised to Ceefax Mean Time, and I have the outside temperature projected on to my bedroom ceiling in insomnia-sized red numerals.

Sixty-one per cent of Americans agree with the statement ‘Life is meaningful only because God exists’; in Britain, you’d only match that figure by sticking ‘alcoholic fermentation’ in there instead. Empirical knowledge, understanding the world through observable fact and experiment, might have killed off traditional religious belief as a mass phenomenon in twenty-first-century Europe. But without pledging myself to Hare Krishna or L. Ron Hubbard, it might be nice to imbue life with a little more... depth.

Per’s seed was beginning to crack and swell, but it took two newspaper features to force that frail stem up through the crust of shrugging inertia to unfurl majestically before a new dawn. The first was a poll in USA Today, which listed Santiago at number six in its top ten ‘great places to rejuvenate your soul’. I can’t remember where I read the second, but let its topic and salient revelation never be forgotten: prominent amongst the world’s cheapest holidays was walking the camino, the pilgrim road across north-west Spain.

I found myself tentatively introducing Santiago into conversation, testing the holy water, and discovered a popularity in excess of all expectation. People would say, ‘Oh, I know someone who did that.’ Usually it was their yoga teacher, but not always. A bloke who painted my parents’ house had walked the camino to get over a divorce, encountering en route the young French girl who was now his wife. I learnt that a friend of ours, Nicky Chambers, had cycled to Santiago six summers before with an unconventional fellow thrice her years, in search of something spiritual; serenaded by a choir as she slept in a pilgrims’ dormitory above a church, she had found it. ‘A died-and-gone-to-heaven experience,’ was the conclusion when I quizzed her on the phone, and despite the explosion of derisive merriment which thereafter assailed my left ear I found myself impressed.

If a common theme was emerging to these crusades, then it was the search for something beyond the typical tourist routine, an antidote to the vacuous consumerism of contemporary travel. A trip to the moral high ground – I hear the view’s excellent from up there. ‘Pilgrimage’, even more so than ‘sabbatical’ and ‘retreat’, added an instant gloss of worthy righteousness to what on the face of it was just a very long holiday. Plus, three years on from the monstrous bike ride round France that represented my last proper workout, I was at the stage of my athletic career where triumph meant successfully returning the big Le Creuset to that shelf above the fridge–freezer. A physical service was long overdue, and this one came with a spiritual overhaul thrown in.

A structured rationale was taking shape in my mind’s eye, and I liked what I saw. A trip purged of the empty decadence that characterised most foreign trips, yet still demanded alcoholic indulgence in the name of historical authenticity. A holiday that wasn’t a holiday, even though it involved going to Spain. A journey of transcendental discovery that was also a stiff but sensible aerobic challenge, and whose inherent asceticism had the happy side benefit of economy. A medieval tale retold for our times, but at 1350 prices.


One

[image: missing images]

It’s 500 miles from St Jean Pied-de-Port on the French side of the Pyrenees to Santiago de Compostela near the north-western coast of Spanish Galicia. From the dawn of the last millennium until its final quarter, countless millions walked this route as the final leg of an epic hike from their own dusty thresholds, partly to stretch their legs in one of Europe’s most scenically appealing regions, and partly for remission of accumulated sins and a consequently more benign afterlife. Their goal was the cathedral in which were housed the crumbly mortal remains of Santiago, the patron saint of Spain: St James, as anyone who recalls Judith Keppel’s progress towards the first top prize on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? will be aware.

The fourth apostle recruited by Jesus, James was hardly an obvious choice for a thousand-year personality cult: so volubly stroppy his fellow fishermen nicknamed him and his similarly ill-tempered brother John ‘sons of thunder’, so petulantly arrogant he demanded to be placed at the Son of God’s right-hand side in paradise. When he was dispatched westwards by his doomed master on an evangelical mission, these attributes helped ensure that by the time James wound up on the left-hand tip of the Roman Empire, in north-west Spain, he had somehow managed to attract just seven disciples. That mouth clearly did him no favours after his return to the Holy Land: in AD 44 he became the first of the apostles to experience the afterlife, beheaded on the orders of Herod Agrippa.

Still, a martyr is a martyr, and after being sneaked out of Jerusalem, James’s body was taken by sea to Galicia, terminus of his inefficient prophetic crusade. If I reveal that this voyage was made in an unmanned vessel hewn from solid marble, you will begin to understand that we are now on a voyage of our own: a journey beyond the shores of Factland, now gingerly skirting the Cape of Myth, now steaming gaily through the Straits of Arrant Cobblers. (Precisely where this figurative journey of ours set sail is a matter beyond sensitive debate, though for contextual ends I’ll point out the lack of even biblical back-up for James’s previous visit to Spain.)

Washed up on the beach – a beach littered with the scallop shells that came to symbolise Santiago – Jim’s hefty aquatic hearse is met by a divinely forewarned army of disciples, perhaps all seven of them. His body is promptly absorbed into a large stone slab, before being carted away by oxen for interment on a hillside significant only for its peculiar remoteness: an ox-whacking 25 miles from the shore.

Despite the many arresting features of its history, Jim’s final resting place is quickly lost, and lost so completely that it takes 750 years to find it. By then the Romans have given way to Visigoths, who in turn are handing over the Hispanic reins to the Moors, rushing up from North Africa with Europe-alarming haste: by the early eighth century, Spain finds itself almost completely under Muslim control. I say almost, for in their impatience to get at the French they overlook a few Christian huddles hunkered down in the northern mountains. One might draw parallels with Asterix’s home village in Gaul, neglectfully unconquered by the surrounding Romans. And if one did, one would be more right than one supposed.

The embattled Christian guerrillas begin fighting back, assisted by Charlemagne, Holy Roman Emperor in waiting, who crosses the Pyrenees to harry the Moors. Yet it’s still proving difficult to form a front line across northern Spain, a bridgehead for the Christian Reconquest to start pushing the heathens back to Africa. If only there was something or someone to rally around, a figurehead to unify not only the various anti-Muslim factions in Spain, but focus righteous, fund-raising wrath across the Christian world. If only we could find some— What’s that, old hermit type? You saw stars twinkling over a cave on a hillside? You went in there and dug up these bones? Here, Bishop Teodomiro, check this skelly out. Really? Well, that’s a result. What about these other two? Fair enough. Hey, everyone: we’ve just found Santiago! And, like, a couple of other stiffs who are probably his disciples or something.

In a slightly random, Life of Brian way, it was all in place. Campus stellae, field of stars: Santiago de Compostela. The body of St James, a proper apostle, was one of the most prized relics in Christendom – two of them, in fact, because along with the humble Santiago Peregrino, Pilgrim Jim, the pilgrim’s pilgrim, we now had the parallel promotion of Santiago Matamoros, James the Moor-slayer. Riding out of the sky astride his white charger, Big Bad Jim was regularly spotted dispatching the heathen foe in splendid profusion: no fewer than 60,000 kills to his name at the (probably fictitious) Battle of Clavijo in 852. A mascot for the cuddly Christians who sought to love their neighbours, and an insatiable psychopath for those who’d sooner decapitate them.

It was this broad fan base, tempted from their homes by a praise-one-get-one-free pilgrimage, that made Santiago de Compostela one of the Christian world’s must-sees. The local king, Alfonso, built a church and monastery on the site, around which a city began to grow up. The first authenticated pilgrims arrived in the late ninth century, and by the mid-tenth the Camino de Santiago was already an institution. At its twelfth-century peak, with anti-Moor Christian fundamentalism rampant and the crusades in full flow, it has been estimated that between 250,000 and 1,000,000 pilgrims were arriving in Santiago every year; even more in a Holy Year, when Jim’s feast day, 25 July, fell on a Sunday. (By papal decree, pilgrims arriving in a Holy Year received total remission, a plenary indulgence, for all previous badnesses committed. Notch up the pilgrimage hat-trick – Santiago, Rome, Jerusalem – and you could build up a credit balance, Sin Miles redeemable against the perpetration of future wrongness.)

At a time when there were fewer than 65 million Europeans, with an average life expectancy of perhaps thirty-five, the demographic implications are arresting: by one calculation (yes – it’s mine) between a fifth and a third of the medieval populace would at some time have paid personal homage to St James. As the Council of Europe noted when declaring the camino its first Cultural Route, ‘the Compostela pilgrimage is considered the biggest mass movement of the Middle Ages’.

Google-based curiosity was hardening into something like intent, and this new level of preparation was soundtracked by the weighty thump of footnoted product of academic industry on doormat. An early casualty of the reading was my Monty Python image of pilgrims as a brainwashed corpus of robotic, masochistic zealots: though that Get Out of Hell Free card was clearly top of the Santiago bill, it was difficult to generalise about the pilgrims’ motivations. The sick – the horribly, medievally sick – were lured by the hope of miraculous cure. So too the troubled: Thomas Becket himself recommended the pilgrimage to a woman who feared herself possessed by Satan. The curious came for education and adventure – Chaucer’s Wife of Bath, no sombre devotee, visited twice in the late 1300s (accurately fictional, as lone women of good repute were a pilgrimage rarity). The naughty came to plunder this invitingly vulnerable tourist army, by violence or deception; and if they were caught, they might come again, as criminals given the option of walking to Santiago in lieu of a less appealing punishment. (Actually, they’d have been strung up and left to rot by the road – on the medieval rap sheet only those guilty of less straightforward crimes would have been spared the noose, such as the Surrey adulteress who in 1325 was given the choice of visiting Santiago or ‘being beaten with rods six times around various churches’.)

Some were sent by their village to seek heavenly relief from famine or pestilence, and some by indolent lords and masters on a sort of pilgrimage-by-proxy. Your pain, my gain: by papal edict, the sin-remission was granted to whoever’s name decorated what was by now known as the compostela, the commemorative certificate granted at journey’s end. At Santiago, the good, the bad and the ugly came together.

And they came from the furthest-flung corners of the known world, or at least the well-known world. God-fearing, foolhardy pilgrims set off for Santiago not just from France, Italy, Britain and Germany but Greece, Poland and Hungary. One of the earliest pilgrim accounts tells of a Viking’s trip to Compostela in 970; an Armenian hermit recorded his visit in 983. As their paths converged and their numbers grew, so recognised routes were first trodden bare, then developed. The main route from northern Europe wound through western France and nipped over the Pyrenees just past the town of St Jean Pied-de-Port; gradually joined by other paths from the Mediterranean side, it proceeded ever westwards as the Camino Frances, the French Way, largely following roads laid down by the Romans.

Dropping coins on inn table and collection plate, all pilgrims left a thin trail of gold behind them, and some laid down a fat seam of it. Driven by piety and PR, medieval notables from St Francis of Assisi to El Cid walked to Santiago and most made conspicuous donations. Particularly the procession of monarchs, who arrived in such profusion that the Camino Frances became also known as the Camino Real, the Royal Way. Prince Sigurd of Norway, Louis IX of France, Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain: all keen to display their credo credentials, perhaps keener still to promote the fight against the forces of anti-Catholicism. (Our own Edward I copped out by sending a proxy, and Henry II, having sworn to the Pope that he’d pay personal homage to St James, later quietly switched to the less onerous Canterbury option.) If local entrepreneurship provided the inns and taverns that catered for a pilgrim’s physical needs, then the spiritual infrastructure, the gilded, jewelled shrines that sustained their faith along the way, was built by the wealth of kings and their noble henchmen. So too the network of fortified monasteries and churches that offered a haven from the Moors, and the castles dispatching the soldiery that provided protection in its more proactive form.

In 997 Moorish raiders turned Santiago over and nicked its hallowed bells: they were put to contemptuous use as olive-oil containers in the southern city of Cordoba until the Christians nicked them back 240 years later. Yet by the twelfth century the northern road to Compostela – the Way of St James, the Camino Real, the Camino de Santiago – was largely secure from heathen attack, and prospered not just as a holy procession but as a trade route. The grain and wool merchants of Navarre and Castille were now able to export their produce in confidence: wealth begat wealth, and in gratitude they too funded the cathedrals.

With the Moorish menace receding over the southern horizon, the hard-nosed religio-political rationale that had underpinned every cobble along the camino was now itself eroded. More and more would-be pilgrims were opting for a sort of no-win, no-fee approach: they would beseech St James from the comfort of their own homes, and if the leprosy cleared up, or it started raining, then it was off to Santiago in cheerful gratitude. With the urgent zeal diluted, penitential piety degenerated into tourist loutism: scuffles began breaking out at the Santiago altar, sometimes over queue-jumping at the apostle’s tomb, sometimes on crude racial lines, sometimes so bloody that more than once the cathedral had to close for re-consecration. Papal intervention was required to clamp down on stalls flogging ‘spurious’ scallop shells and other dubious souvenirs in the cathedral square. Professional beggars and quack doctors were beginning to ply their ignoble trade along the route in growing numbers; Louis XIV forbade his subjects from walking to Santiago because of the number of pickpockets, false priests and harlots. ‘Go a pilgrim, return a whore,’ declared an arresting adage. The golden age was at an end.

For the first time Christian Europeans began to think the unthinkable, and even to write the unwritable. ‘There is not one haire nor one bone of Saint James in Spayne in Compostell,’ carped sixteenth-century British traveller Andrew Borde – and that was while he was on his way there as a pilgrim. The Reformation, and the resultant establishment of Protestantism across much of northern Europe, turned the pilgrim tap down from a multinational flood to a steady stream of Frenchmen and Italians. The religious scepticism fostered by science and the philosophical Enlightenment in the eighteenth century reduced the stream to a trickle; the infrastructure of Church-run pilgrim sanctuaries, the refugios and hospitals where walkers found succour in all its forms, collapsed in 1835 after the Spanish state seized and sold almost all property and land from the major religious orders.

Hidden in 1588 lest Sir Francis Drake follow up his routing of the Armada with a relic-pillaging raid, the bones of Santiago were lost once more. A trio of skeletons turned up under the cathedral floorboards in 1884, but even when the Pope hastily confirmed them as those of Jim and his two disciples, no one was really listening. The sacred way that had for long centuries resounded to the shuffle and thump of holy footsteps fell quiet, and much was gradually reclaimed by nature: by the 1950s, anyone intending to follow the route needed a tent, a compass and a machete. An American who walked from St Jean to Santiago in 1982 found herself regularly stumbling about in dark and forested circles, untroubled by human company save the occasional old soldier fulfilling a wartime vow to some heavenly saviour.

Anywhere else but Spain the whole business might perhaps have been forgotten altogether, and with some relief, as the shaming embodiment of religious extremism and intolerance. But because the Spanish still pelt each other with tomatoes in God’s name, and christen their boys Santiago and their girls Camino, it wasn’t. Built by King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, the Hostal de Los Reyes Católicos in Santiago’s cathedral square might have been converted from the grandest of all pilgrim hospitals to a ponced-up hotel favoured by Julio Iglesias, but by obscure decree the management still fulfilled an ancient obligation. Turn up at its regal reception in your filthy road-clothes with a compostela in your hand, and its management would serve you a complimentary meal, in fact three of them, every day for three days. Whatever they say about free lunches, I could taste them already.


Two
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If the Confraternity of St James suggested some sinister Masonic sect, then its Pilgrim Workshop had the ring of enforced labour in an airless peat-fired foundry. Almost a disappointment, then, to walk into a South London church hall one Saturday morning in early March and find it filled not with hooded moaning and the laboured wheeze of heavy bellows, but quilted gilets and Styrofoam cups of Nescafé.

A few shrewd-eyed, wild-haired academic types, two pairs of doughty bluestockings, a couple of note-scribbling loners and plenty of apple-cheeked, fol-de-ree fleece fanatics: this was the Continental arm of the Ramblers Association. Looking around and finding myself very possibly the youngest delegate, I contemplated the enduring truth that this pilgrimage was a senior pastime. The typical medieval pilgrim wasn’t a king or a bishop but a serf, a man who would only have been given permission to set out for Santiago once his master had worked him to the end of his productive life. In those days that would have been about forty-five; we might have raised the retirement bar a little since then but nearly all those around me were still wage slaves granted their belated freedom. On cue, a check-shirted greybeard who’d just walked to Santiago from Canterbury (‘Mmm – now that’s the way to do it,’ came an approving mutter) rose to address the hundred-odd pilgrim wannabees.

‘Hardness of heart and selfishness,’ he said, sweeping the room with eyes abruptly aglow. ‘These are your stones; leave them at Santiago.’

Well, that was slightly more like it. It had been proving difficult to square these hearty nodders with the Camino de Santiago’s recent spiritual resurgence, a renaissance that saw the number of annual pilgrims soar from 2,500 in 1986 to 154,000 in the 1999 Holy Year. You could certainly imagine them volunteering to rewire a refugio, or to paint yellow arrows on walls and tarmac, the arrows that apparently now waymarked the route with almost overbearing efficiency. But not, I’d felt, participating in the sort of business that I’d recently been reading about in accounts of the contemporary pilgrimage experience.

Would the small bearded fellow on my right have confided to a Californian anthropologist that whilst on the road to Santiago he had woken every morning with a painfully vast erection? Would that cardiganed librarian on my left have revealed to the same academic that throughout her pilgrimage the sound of church bells had brought her to shuddering orgasm? It was just possible to imagine the current speaker covering the entire route without eating, as I’d read that a German dentist had four years previously, but only just. And of course it was only a matter of time – seconds, perhaps – before I leapt to my feet and manifested a barefoot, filthy Shirley MacLaine, who would urge us all to make peace with our ancient emotions and live up to mankind’s moral obligation to seek joy.

Endeavouring to trace the origins of the camino’s rebirth, I’d had to look back to its birth, and that meant going back beyond St James. If I started this quest believing religious faith to be a form of delusional madness, then I’d soon be encountering many other forms. Shirley MacLaine’s The Camino, loosely billed as an account of her walk from St Jean to Santiago, mentions St James only twice, five pages from the start and five pages from the end. For Shirley, and not only for Shirley, the pilgrimage’s roots go deeper: the route is at least as old as the Celts, a route along – inhale, exhale – telluric ley lines, a route that lies directly under the Milky Way and ends not at Santiago, but further west, on the coast at Finisterre.

Finis terra, end of the earth – as Celtic geographers had calculated, this jutting promontory formed the left-hand edge of the known world (it seems unfair to criticise them for overlooking the rather more westward tip of Ireland, though if they hadn’t their Gaelic brethren would have been saved a bit of a hike). The Celts were big on solar worship, and it’s tempting to regard the camino’s undeviating drive to that western-most cliff as a beeline to the sunset of sunsets. Certainly, some of the cairns built up from stones left by passing walkers have been dated to pre-Roman times.

Shirley, most notable of the tens of thousands of Americans who have arrived in Santiago the hard way since the pilgrimage’s renaissance, walked the camino to – and clearly I quote – understand the destructive fragmentation of our own souls. ‘Thus I came to believe that the surface of the earth is the matter and form through which a higher subtle electromagnetic spiritual energy flows,’ begins the second paragraph of her book; later highlights include ‘I decided my stick was male’, ‘Taureans like to run with ankle weights on’ and ‘Was life my gorilla?’. Shirley is accompanied much of the way by an angel who smells of vanilla, reveals assassinated Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme as the reincarnation of Charlemagne, and describes at length – indeed for well over half the book’s 307 pages – her own amoeba-like birth in a tank filled with gold liquid, at some unknown point in cosmic history, in the now submerged realm of Lemuria (where the temperature never falls below 52°F and multicoloured electromagnetic lizards share the sky with extraterrestrial crystal transporters).

Shirl’s is a book so mad it howls at the moon, a book that with any name on its cover but that of a Hollywood legend would have had orderlies with soft, placatory smiles knocking on the author’s door. Yet The Camino has inspired countless pilgrimages, and reaching the last page (a page I’m ashamed to say now features a large ballpoint bird shrieking ‘CUCKOO!’ into a speech bubble) I thought I understood why. Just as I’d envy any full-on Christians I’d meet for their appealing belief in an eternal paradise, so, in a less straightforward fashion, I envied Shirley: an understanding of one’s destiny in life, enhanced etheric vibrations in the brain, the multidimensional presence of gnomes, fairies and trolls – what’s not to like?

New Age mysticism offered answers to those big questions previously taken care of by organised religion: this was the pilgrimage’s growth area. At its radical Shirlean fringe were those who believed that coded messages had been left along the camino for us to find and unravel, that the extraordinary number of towns it passed through featuring the Spanish word for ‘goose’ in their names (um, two) linked it, in some mysterious manner tantalisingly beyond our current comprehension, to a traditional board-based pastime entitled the Game of the Goose.

In the mainstream were those content to ally themselves to the catch-all view I’d read in one introduction, that ‘the camino represents the human desire to seek beyond the self, to delve deeper into the soul’. A little mystery, some embedded energy – in any event, there was just something about the camino, its cosmic ambience, its pagan and post-pagan history. You walked it and you walked in the shadow of the past. Surely all those millions of medieval devotees had left behind something more than mere footprints.

These were the people who went to Santiago and embraced the apostle’s gilded statue as tradition demanded, then caught the bus on to Finisterre, burnt their clothes on the beach and ran nude into the crashing Atlantic. These, in fact, were my people, and one of them was up before me now, talking of inner transformation, of repaid kindnesses.

‘When you get up to the altar and hug St James,’ concluded the check-shirt in an air of sermonising drama, ‘you’re bonding old and new friends into the new you.’

I looked around the room: the new him, the new her, the new them... the new me. Was I really ready for this, or the slightly overbearing eye contact that seemed to go with it? ‘I guess I’m hoping it will change me,’ whispered the little man beside me in a matching voice as we rose for our coffee break. ‘I don’t know if that’s scary or not.’ One thing was certain: doing this walk never made anyone less weird.

Blowing steam off my Nescafé I mingled uncertainly with proto-pilgrims motivated by unhappiness, perhaps even a slice of spiritual desperation: people who didn’t like themselves, and wanted to do something about it. ‘Religion is for those who are scared of hell,’ I now remembered reading. ‘Spirituality is for those who have been there.’ This wasn’t just a long hike – somehow, though with a twenty-first-century twist, it remained a transcendental, life-altering experience. ‘It’s a kind of catharsis for tremendous grief or personal shame,’ said someone behind me, and I almost retched with foreboding. ‘The real camino only starts after you get back,’ announced the veteran of a recent pilgrimage, a woman whose intense features seemed at odds with the mellowness of her words. ‘These days I think about why I’m doing something, and the consequences when I’ve done it.’ People were talking about solitude and solidarity, about finding ‘a whole new set of things to learn’. Could I handle that? A tall order, certainly, for a brain that’s been steadily leaking facts and knowledge since about 1982. Learning curves have become learning cliffs. Three years I’ve had that Volvo, and I’m still indicating an intention to turn right by squirting foam all over the rear window.

It was a relief to take my seat once more for the technical workshop, to shift from chicken soup for the soul to Deep Heat for the feet. No sooner had we all settled than a red-faced woman leapt from her chair and, with a savage rip of parted Velcro, violently severed her trouser legs at the knee. ‘Two pairs in one,’ she barked. ‘Now, who wants to see my self-inflating mattress?’

For a middle-aged Englishman this was safe ground, home territory, and I wasn’t the only one happy to find myself there. Those around me oohed over a rucksack with integral water hood, championed the multifunctional utility of the safety pin, argued keenly over poncho designs. ‘Can we talk blisters?’ someone piped up, eliciting a hall-wide chorus of pent-up enthusiasm.

In its way, this particular debate proved more unsettling than the transcendental module. Prevention was all well and good – wear synthetic socks, soak your feet in surgical spirit – but oh, how much more rewardingly hard core, more medievally authentic, was the cure. ‘Obviously if there’s fluid under it you’ll just jab that out with a needle and stitch it up,’ intoned a weather-beaten three-timer. Obviously? Just? ‘But what a lot of people forget is to leave the thread under the skin,’ and here he fixed his hard, candid eyes on my saucered counterparts, ‘to wick away the badness.’

Of course, there were so many other ways the camino could ravage the mortal physique. The red cover of the Confraternity’s Pilgrim Guide to the Camino Frances was ominously laminated against inevitably brutal elements; within I read of temperatures that carelessly roamed the centigrade scale – from 2 degrees to 42, sometimes within a day, in my chosen departure month of April. One man stood to describe a storm so violent he’d had to link arms with four others while they dodged wind-borne farm machinery: ‘That was the day after two pilgrims ahead of us had been killed in a blizzard crossing the Pyrenees.’ There were still wolves in some of the lonelier forests, and bears had been reintroduced by someone with his heart in the right place and a desire to see mine in the serrated, slavering wrong one. And only the month before, fourteen pilgrims had been throttled in their sleep by hobgoblins.

The discussion turned to packing and minimum human payloads, and as it did the voices around were sharpened with the boastful harshness of competition, perhaps even obsession. ‘I take my lead from the original pilgrims,’ said a sturdy woman with a face like a toby jug. ‘A hat, a coat and a stick.’ Here were people seriously debating whether to cut their toothbrushes in half; whether to take just one pair of socks; whether not to wear any underpants. ‘Did that last year,’ blurted a man in army shorts with fearfully misplaced smugness. ‘Went commando. You know: nothing on under these.’ Either Cleanliness didn’t fancy the trip, or Godliness just sneaked off without telling him. As a vague but familiar sense of inadequacy settled upon me, an epiphany presented itself, a sudden understanding of an important truth about myself as a pilgrim: buggered if I’m carrying a rucksack.

Ignoring the fact that I would have to join these people, I didn’t see why I was obliged to beat them. Cut your pants in half and floss with a bootlace and you’d still be shouldering 8 kilos – the bare feasible minimum, yet nonetheless equivalent to piggy backing a set of fat new twins for 500 miles. And in any case there was something desperately dispiriting about rucksacks: put one on and the visual perception of your humourless inanity is boosted by as much as 24 per cent. People with rucksacks on don’t have fun, or if they do it’s the sort that involves a Thermos flask and brass rubbing.

There were about eighty walkers in our group, and, in a separate huddle on the other side of the hall, perhaps fifteen cyclists. Panniers, trailers, baskets... the weight seemed to be lifting from my shoulders. I was half out of my seat en route to their ranks when a whispered comment from the barrel-chested sobersides three chairs down caught my ear. ‘I’m thinking about taking a mule.’

‘Not a mule,’ someone I couldn’t see replied. ‘Terrible animals in inexperienced hands. Wilful. Everything they say about them is true. I live near the Army’s Mule Pack Transport Troop in Melton Mowbray, and even they’ve switched to ponies.’

I sat back down and listened.

‘Not a horse neither. I did it last year and on day two we saw a woman in tears with this big mare. Couldn’t cope with it.’

‘Fussy eaters.’

‘Hypochondriacs.’

‘If I could find one, I’d take a donkey,’ said the anti-mulist. ‘They eat anything and they’re incredibly resilient.’

A distant but determined smile annexed half my face, and it was still there when I walked out into the spring wind half an hour later.

In 1878, Robert Louis Stevenson went to the South of France, bought a canvas sleeping bag and set about finding himself a holiday runabout. ‘What I required was something cheap and small and hardy,’ he wrote in the subsequent journal, ‘and all these prerequisites pointed to a donkey.’ In my mind, of course, they pointed to a Fiat Panda, but a résumé of Stevenson’s adventures with Modestine provided heady inspiration. For 65 francs and a glass of brandy, he had bagged himself a slow but steady beast of burden, and one – as I could not stop reminding myself – with a uniquely authentic pilgrim heritage.

In recent years there has been some theological debate, mostly fought out on bumper stickers in America’s more rural states, as to how the Son of God might sort out his transportation during any second coming. A derivative of the ‘What Would Jesus Do?’ mantra of youth-oriented evangelism, ‘What Would Jesus Drive?’ has inspired entertaining reinterpretation of the Scriptures. Chiefly to the benefit of Honda: it’s well known that Jesus endured three Civic trials, and clearly dissatisfied with these test drives bagged himself something a little bigger – we learn in the Book of Acts that ‘the disciples were in one Accord’.

Reluctantly discarding this tempting solution to the mysterious origins of that central initial in Jesus H. Christ, the more pertinent question should surely be: What Did Jesus Ride? And here we have an answer beyond speculation – from foetus to saviour, the Son of God was carried about on the back of a donkey. As I’ve said before, albeit only in regard to long hair and immortality, if it’s good enough for him...

‘A donkey?’ blurted my family as one. For a moment it didn’t seem they’d ever be able to list all the reasons that made this so entertainingly ludicrous. Almost at random, my seven-year-old daughter Lilja alighted on just one. ‘He’ll... stamp on your toes.’ And then she laughed, and laughed, and laughed.

There was to be a lot of this in the weeks ahead, and I soon honed the gently beatific smile that was my response: forgive them, Lord, for they know not why they hoot. Yes, I’d never ridden a donkey on a beach or petted one at a city farm; never even pinned a cardboard tail to one’s throat after the jelly and ice cream. There were obvious counterbalances to that momentous unburdening of the rucksack, yet any logistical disadvantages could, with a little imagination, be repackaged as spiritual bolsters. For a lifelong Londoner with mild farmyard phobia, assuming care of a proper, large animal instantly upgraded my camino from big walk to revelatory voyage of self-examination.

So a donkey would be my hairy-coated hair shirt, making the journey a truer test of the will, a trial. The contemporary pilgrim, I’d read, departed with a burden of doubt or distress – in charge of a jackass, I’d saddled myself with a ready-made bundle of both. Maybe even a little bottle of Christian spirit, in an All Creatures Great and Small kind of way. And because I’d already proved myself unable to resist pondering the opportunities for labour-saving pilgrimage dishonesty – bicycles, hitch-hiking, public transport – here was a guarantor of moral correctitude. How could I cheat with a donkey? A question I hoped not to be asking Birna on my first night home.

‘You don’t want to over-prepare,’ someone had said at the Confraternity meeting. ‘Without surprises it’s not a journey of discovery.’ Waylaid by donkeys, in thought if not in deed, this was a homily I embraced so tightly that after a month you could read it backwards on my chest. I downloaded a Spanish language course off the Net, but as is often the way with such material found it hacked by some corrupted absurdist. I tried, really I did, to concentrate on ‘I am not from Venezuela’ and ‘Here is the ferry terminal’, but it was never going to be easy when ‘Eat shit and die’ and ‘Get the fuck out of here’ were on offer. Then I bought a torch, and some safety pins, and – may the Lord have mercy on my soles – a pair of open-toed sandals. I knew there’d be something I wouldn’t be able to find when the time came to pack. Why did it have to be the safety pins?

We were into April, I was nowhere near finding myself a donkey, and the Internet, for once, had failed to unearth a willing ass. But it did add grist to the mill, with a surprisingly large number of contemporary paeans to the donkey as long-distance porter. All were in French, however, and because I don’t even know what fetlock or withers mean in English, I was obliged to make use of an online translation service. Being complimentary, this was also magnificently wayward, referring to God as ‘Our Mister’ and to sundry European towns as ‘Population of Fields’, ‘Queen Bridge’ and ‘Pony’. Thus I read of the Breton man who had taken his donkey across France ‘not as physical exploit, or tourism, but order gait witty’. There was the retired optician whose donkey had been led through Lyons’ dark streets by ‘girls of small virtue’ and – oooh – the Belgian couple who had walked with a pair of donkeys and two young daughters all the way from their home to Santiago. I was also, in more general terms, appraised of the ‘Five Advantages of the Luggage Donkey’.

First of these was, of course, that ‘one not carry more’. Here, having explained why 56 kilos is not large issue for donkeys, the author rails against the misplaced nostalgic sentimentality that, to atone for cruelties past, now aims ‘to treat our modern donkeys as living-room toutous’. Advantages two and three emphasised that a donkey does not cost nothing and provides an amicable and confident link with the native populations. The donkey’s mischievous nature as a joker who will imagine sometimes the worst stupidities to go interesting was explored in ‘Comedy – The Fourth Advantage’. And finally, with my mouse arrow hovering shakily over the ‘clear screen’ button, I read of the donkey as a small companion, very discreet, very complicit, who will know to share you a beautiful love history.

‘You can give the donkey a happy ending, but the miserable beginning remains for ever.’ Scrolled beneath Eeyore in its promotional material, it’s this ethos that has made the Donkey Sanctuary one of Britain’s most successful charities. Largely funded by bequests from women old enough to remember doe-eyed long-ears being beaten in field as on beach, it now raises £13 million a year. Its founder, Elisabeth Svendsen, has done her job so well that 3,500 living-room toutous – three quarters of the entire UK donkey population – now browse the sanctuary’s 2,500 rolling Devonian acres. Three quarters! Yet still sixty full-time sanctuary inspectors roam the land, looking for donkeys in distress, or really just any donkeys at all. Now there’s a job. ‘Dr Svendsen? Inspector Forty-six here. Listen, I’m at the Savoy tonight... Yes, same story as Claridges, really – loads of people, couple of dogs, no donkeys... Actually, no, that’s a very good point. I’ll check under the bed right away.’

It had recently lodged in the back of my mind, and more regrettably at the front of my mouth, that I was about to do something bad to a donkey. When I’d phoned up the sanctuary to book a place on their Basic Donkey Care training course, why hadn’t I lied? I could have claimed to be researching a horsefly-on-the-wall TV docu-soap, or said that my vastly rich and terminally ill grandmother had asked for a report on current levels of deserving poignancy in the donkey community. The woman I spoke to didn’t approve at all of my intentions as I outlined them on the phone, and it was hard to blame her. Slave-driving a donkey up and down the Pyrenees and onwards for almost 500 miles, with a backload of stuff I couldn’t be arsed to carry myself: precisely the type of persecution they’d been set up to eradicate, and here was some bloke asking them to help make it happen. It was as if I’d gone to Help the Aged for advice on tattooing a confused uncle.

Instead she’d given me the phone number of a husband and wife of their acquaintance who’d recently taken a mule through France. ‘Talk to them first, then see if you still think it’s a good idea.’ Her tone said I certainly would not.

In fact, Rex Johnson and his wife tried their very best to encourage me when I spoke to them – a shame, as I’d have dearly loved to dismiss almost everything they said as defeatist propaganda. ‘A bit nervous, was Sparkle. Bolted a lot. Didn’t like forests much – any large trees, really. Or birds.’ This revelation caused me to emit a noise which Rex interpreted as implying modest curiosity rather than distraught panic. ‘Yes, funny thing. Swans in particular. I think it was the reflection of their wings on the water. I had to sit up with him all night a few times.’

The terrible red tape at the borders, the importance of teaching the animal to drink from a bottle – it was some time before the Johnsons stopped supplementing the burgeoning stock of equine tribulations I’d already built up. I’d anticipated that saddling up in the morning might prove a mild chore, but by their estimate, leaving at 9 a.m. meant getting up in the dark. Every two hours thereafter you had to take everything off again to let him rest, prior to the early night that ensured what my Internet translator had so engagingly described as ‘evenings of grass and of water’. As a result the best they’d ever managed in a day was 16 kilometres, and even averaging that, seven days a week, would mean fifty days from St Jean to Santiago – at least ten too many if I wanted to stay ahead of the summer rush of Spanish student–pilgrims the Confraternity had warned me about.

The train of thought that all this set in motion was a one-way express to Sod That, and before it scooped me aboard I quickly phoned back the lady at the sanctuary. ‘I’ve never felt more sure about anything,’ I boomed, sweeping aside her scepticism more melodramatically than intended. There was a silence, presumably while she contemplated the alternatives: accept me on the course, or let a clueless novice loose with a donkey in a land not known for its enlightened attitude to animal welfare. ‘You’re not to ride him,’ she said at length, in a scolding tone. ‘I promise,’ I replied: don’t tell Jesus, but an adult’s weight comfortably exceeds the maximum humane payload for a donkey. Another pause, ended by a sort of defeated sigh. ‘We’ll see you on April the 8th.’

So there I was, in a room wallpapered with best-in-show rosettes and a floor space dominated by a four-legged skeleton. Without having yet beheld a living counterpart, I was reminded by the dimensions of this fleshless beast that by being larger than a cat, the donkey fell into that category of animals I was at least slightly scared of.

My fellow training-course delegates were three schoolgirls, their teacher and a family group that included a pair of pre-teenage boys. The schoolgirls were there, I suppose, because of the peculiar hold that equine beasts exert on young females, and the family because they were hoping to adopt a pair of Sidmouth donkeys as living-room toutous – sorry, as cheerful additions to their weekend farm in Hampshire. ‘It’s no longer clear what donkeys are for,’ I’d read in a newspaper critique of the sanctuary’s success. Well, I was putting that right, I thought, bolstered by the pronouncement on the Donkey Breed Society’s website that ‘a busy donkey is a happy donkey’. At the time this seemed a pilgrim’s charter, but looking from face to kind and earnest face as Judy, our tutor for the day, doled out the information packs, it tolled out in my mind as the slogan beneath which I’d have driven through the sanctuary gates had Dr Goebbels been in charge.

A scent of manure wafted in through the lecture-room windows along with the springtime Devonian sun. Two girls in sanctuary sweatshirts popped their heads round the door to announce they were ‘taking the donkeys out into the woods for a bit of a jolly’, and I looked in vain for someone to share a ribald smirk with.

We kicked off with a video. The donkey, I learnt, evolved in Africa and first came to Britain with the Romans: jackass beat Jesus to our shores, but – by happy historical coincidence – only just. Being biologically designed to roam arid landscapes in search of food, the modern British-based domestic donkey’s chief enemies were over-feeding, lack of exercise and moisture-related fungal conditions. Everyone else scribbled frantically; for once I smiled and folded my arms. (This was perhaps two weeks before the twin discoveries that Galicia’s meteorological reputation has earned it the nickname ‘the urinal of Spain’, and that I would be starting my pilgrimage at the end of the month known colloquially as ‘water thousand’.)

‘What you’re seeing here,’ said Judy, as on the screen two pony-tailed girls chaperoned an unenthusiastic long-ear across what was probably a paddock, ‘is a pretty outdated method of leading a donkey. We don’t teach that now.’ I couldn’t begin to see what rendered their approach so shamefully démodé, but the prospect of being tutored in state-of-the-art leading techniques was one that quietly excited. I saw myself being fêted by grateful locals as Don Burro del Futuro, the man who brought Castilian donkey handling into the twenty-first century.

I’d smelt the donkeys, and I’d heard them – an extraordinary, painful noise, not so much a hee-haw as someone trying to push-start a seized-up traction-engine. After lunch I finally got to see some. We were led into a small, cobbled courtyard, and there before us stood half a dozen examples of the beast known to the rosy-cheeked and exclusively female Training Centre staff as ‘donks’. They’d seemed big enough on the screen. Now, here, around me, they were huge. Huge and stubborn and indomitable.

Judy informed us that Coco, a feisty male dedicated to the detection and ruthless humiliation of ‘donkophobic’ visitors, had been locked away. This still, however, left my asinine virginity in the hands of one animal who routinely battered visitors about the chest and legs with the business end of a jaw-gripped traffic cone, and another who specialised in the removal of jewellery by dental means.

‘Oh, Mimosa’s a sweetie,’ I heard someone say. And: ‘George – he’s a terrible tinker.’ I’d been told that the dearth of published donkey-handling guides was down to the impossibility of generalising usefully on such individual animals, but this lot seemed almost identical to me: idling about the courtyard with expressions of bleary bemusement, like big-eared ponies with hangovers. These were show donkeys, yet they looked, and indeed felt, as if they’d been stitched together from old doormats. The girl next to me patted one and a great brown dust-cloud rose up into the sun.

One of them shared my name, a fact regrettably divulged only after I had entertained the courtyard with a panicked response to the command ‘Shift your bum, Tim, you daft lummox!’ He wasn’t the only one, in fact: I’d found another in the index of Elisabeth Svendsen’s A Passion For Donkeys (not a book, I’ve discovered, you’ll want to keep spine out on a prominent shelf). ‘Some six years ago,’ began the relevant page, ‘Timothy was a happy, normal gelding in his early thirties.’ A personally memorable introduction to an unforgettable tale of friendship, of jealousy, but above all of almost continuous Timothy-directed mutilation. The final episode was recounted with lurid relish: ‘Armed with a carving knife, the gang attacked Timothy, slicing through one ear and then the other... He was still blundering desperately around the field, blood flowing down his eyes, when the unsuspecting owner arrived with his evening carrot.’

It was gratifying, therefore, to turn to this more junior namesake and find him fighting fit, fully eared and displaying his Fifth Advantage in the form I believe is known as a ‘lazy lob’. As we watched, this already majestic appendage developed further still, inspiring him to engage Mimosa in an activity described by Judy, with the junior delegates in mind, as ‘playing wheelbarrows’.

That wasn’t strictly speaking good news, but it was as good as it got. Even a small donkey, I was told, could drag a 20-stone man around a field. Wrap the leading rope absent-mindedly round a digit and if the animal bolted you might – and in two reported cases actually would – find yourself thumb-hunting in the hedgerows.

I couldn’t begin to master the crucial knot used to attach the donkey to anything: the simple loop Judy held in her fingers was, by some innocuous flick of the wrist, magicked into a multi-whorled, Gordian worm-cast. George bit a hole in my new coat. Asked to indicate Sam’s ‘withers’, I inaugurated another round of jolly guffaws by displaying the anatomical competence of a blindfolded child in a party hat.

All this, of course, was before I’d actually touched one. I’d noticed while watching the video that the more donkeys I saw the bigger they seemed, and as Judy eased me towards Sam’s shoulders I felt hopelessly overawed. It wasn’t just the size, or even the strength. I’d become accustomed to assuming executive control for all my personal transportation needs: you pressed one foot on a pedal and you got somewhere fast, or both feet on two pedals and got there more slowly. But here the boot was on the other hoof. I was not in charge. Finally, displaying the tactile relish of a man compelled to operate a humming light switch with wet hands, I jabbed a finger into Sam’s offside haunch. It yielded and he flinched slightly. I had poked my first donkey.

As new dawns go, few have proved falser. I put the head collar on the wrong way round, was butted indecorously throughout the parade section, and spent so long worrying about how to inspect the back hoofs without having them forcefully applied to my throat that Sam actually fell asleep on his feet. (I’m particularly ashamed to admit it would be over a month before I accepted this as the default stance for a dormant ass.) ‘Use your shoulder,’ urged Judy. ‘Lean into him and he’ll let you take his foot up.’ Everyone else, even the small boys, had long since dealt with their animals and now inevitably gathered round to watch. I applied my weight to Sam’s heated bulk, and gradually, in a procedure that had less in common with veterinary best practice than an attritional arm-wrestling contest, pivoted his knee backwards and brought a foot hoof-side up into my lap. Then I dropped it in disgust and jumped upright. Where once had rung chortles now startled silence reigned. ‘What?’ I said indignantly, challenging the frozen faces around. ‘Come on, it was all full of bits of crap and stuff.’

I did in the end manage a quick couple of scrapes, but neither of us enjoyed the experience. ‘To them it’s just like having their nails cut,’ said Judy bracingly as Sam lashed out once again.

‘Pulled out, more like,’ I muttered.

Sam needed to be appeased, and Judy showed me how to do it. ‘In fact, why don’t you all give this a try,’ she said, happily plunging her hand into a nearby donkey’s cavernous ear and rasping the oiled contours of its internal landscape with an extended knuckle. The hearty delight that warmed the crisp air suggested that for everyone else this was a fully mutual pleasure, but as I eased up to my watch-strap in Sam’s nearside waxen head tube and watched him dribble and quiver in response I felt dirty, as if coerced into an obscure act of wrongness. Here I was, in the dark corner of a West Country stableyard, fisting my donk.

I barely slept in my cosy little b.& b. up the road, beset with misgivings of the most fundamental sort: the day had impressed upon me that what I didn’t know about donkeys you could write in an enormous empty book entitled The Donkey. I’d hoped day two might fill in at least some of the gaps, but in fact it just added in more blank pages. This was Basic Donkey Health Care, and back in the lecture room we were soon in the realm of perioplic horn. A labelled line drawing, the sort of thing you might have found in a Haynes manual, betrayed ‘withers’ as merely a drop in the huge and murky ocean of
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