

[image: ]




Call of the Camino




[image: ]






Call of the Camino
Myth and Meaning on the Road to Compostela







Robert Mullen







[image: ]

F I N D H O R N   P R E S S



© Robert Mullen 2010

The right of Robert Mullen to be identified as the author of this 
work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, 
Designs and Patents Act 1998.

Published in 2010 by Findhorn Press, Scotland

ISBN 978-1-84409-510-0

All rights reserved

The contents of this book may not be reproduced in any form, 
except for short extracts for quotation or review, without the 
written permission of the publisher.

A CIP record for this title is available from the British Library

Edited and typeset by Maggie Aldred 
Front cover design by Lisa-Marie Graf 
Printed in the European Union

Published by 
Findhorn Press 
117-121 High Street, 
Forres IV36 1AB, 
Scotland, UK

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 18 17 16 15 14 13 12 11 10

t +44(0)1309 690 582 
f +44(0)131 777 2711 
e info@findhornpress.com

www.findhornpress.com





For Mary,
who held the fort








[image: ]


Andate pur andate, non saran sparsi
i vostri passi in vano



(Go, then, go; your steps will not
have been taken in vain)







Domenico Laffi
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PROLOGUE

For more than a thousand years pilgrims have been making their way on foot or horseback to the Spanish city of Santiago de Compostela, the purported resting place of the remains of Saint James, one of the disciples of Jesús Christ. While bicycles have for the most part come to replace horses, the majority of pilgrims still choose to walk the hundreds of miles which make up the “Camino,” which in Spanish means a path, a road, a route, a way.

Pilgrims from every background are today drawn to the Camino from all over the world, and for a wide variety of reasons. What is nevertheless common to them all is that they will have left behind what is familiar, and habitual in order to wake each day to a new vista, to a new stretch of road, to the scents and the flavours of a land other than one’s own.

Different viewpoints, different gazes. No two pilgrims, even of the same tradition, are likely to experience or to understand the Camino in exactly the same way. Some will have walked a hundred miles, some five hundred, some more than a thousand; some will be ill, some grieving, some confused, some celebrating; some walk out of devotion, or in fulfilment of a vow, others are simply curious. Different gazes, and ways of looking, different ways of seeing, even different ways of walking.

The Camino de Santiago is an ancient itinerary which has over the centuries attracted to itself numerous myths and legends. Before being established as a pilgrimage route to the shrine of a Christian saint, it was in all likelihood walked by earlier peoples, amongst them the Celts of northwestern Spain, whose deity was the sun. Countless pilgrims have trodden this ground, ascended the same hills, crossed the same rivers, braved the same elements, sat down when the day’s walk was done beneath the same stars, and listened to the same stories.

My own fascination with the Camino began with an interest in how it had been created and how it had flourished and evolved, reinventing itself in order to survive. As a writer of stories myself I was interested above all in the myths which had become attached, and which continue to be attached, to the Camino. From its invention up to and including its present-day existence, the claim that the Camino is more than simply a long distance footpath depends on accounts of its origin and history which stretch the credulity of historians.

A myth, according to the Roman historian Suetonius, is something that never happened, but always is. A myth is a truthful lie. Myths deal not with the facts of the world, but with our experience of those facts, tapping into strata of our psyche of which we are at best only partially conscious. Myths do not exist to be questioned: myths state what appears to those who accept their account to be obvious, but to those who reject the account, as risible.

The verification of a myth, on the other hand, is to be sought not in the world beyond, but within itself, in its power to persuade. Myths exist in order to persuade us of those things which we most want to know, giving meaning to what could not otherwise be explained. Myths can fill a gap and fulfil a need. Where a torch is lacking, we light the surrounding darkness with candles.

A pilgrim on the Camino is a pilgrim across time. Some conform more, some less, to what has been long since laid down. Some are open and outgoing right from the start, others keep their own counsel. There are many different ways to be a pilgrim, and each new pilgrim who sets out, and persists, adds one more way.

Those who have completed the Camino often report that, having set out with one purpose in mind, their eyes were subsequently opened to other possibilities and aspects of the pilgrimage, and many profess themselves to have been changed by the experience, both in their attitude to others and in their conception of themselves. It is claimed that such transformations can come about whether or not they were sought or anticipated.

Motives are seldom pure, nor do they come singly. Motives come in bundles. The more that I read about the Camino, the more curious I became. Once it had been the Apostle who was believed to work miracles on behalf of the pilgrim, and now it was the Camino itself. This I found intriguing, and the opportunity which the journey would present for looking into this matter further was one of the motives in my own bundle.


GETTING GOING
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Beginning is everything.
Spanish proverb



Certain birthdays concentrate the mind. For years I had been toying with the idea of walking one of the pilgrim routes to Santiago de Compostela, but it was not until I began my sixty-first year that it occured to me that the time for such an undertaking was at hand. Not only would it mark a milestone in my life, I would be engaged in a useful piece of research, and I would also be putting myself to the test.

“When have you ever walked that far before?” my wife argued. “And with a rucksack on your back?”

“Never,” I admitted. “But I’ve never turned sixty before either.”

“All the more reason why you should have more sense.”

A number of different pilgrim routes could still be followed to Compostela, some commencing in the north of Europe and some within Spain itself. Within France, three of those routes converged at the foot of the Pyrenées to become, upon entering Spain, the Camino Francés, the best known and most travelled of the routes. Following the Camino Francés to Compostela from the small French town of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, in the foothills of the mountains, would entail a walk of some five hundred miles, surely far enough for finding out what I wished to know.

I began to prepare. I joined a walking club in Edinburgh, the city in which I had for some time made my home, and took to traipsing up and down the far-flung hills of Scotland every weekend, regardless of the weather. I equipped myself with a compact sleeping bag, a top of the range rucksack, and a jacket “engineered for extreme wet weather.” Never mind if the medieval pilgrim would have set off equipped with what was already to hand, I was prepared to sacrifice authenticity for comfort.

The Scottish winter dragged on. The weather maps of Spain that I called up on the Internet still showed snow flurries in the Pyrenées. While waiting I listened to language tapes, watched Almodóvar movies, and, instead of the Scotsman, began reading, from cover to cover, El País.
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No early documentary evidence exists to support the claim that James, brother of John, James the Greater, James the Apostle of Christ, ever proselytised in Spain, and yet, upon this claim, all else rests. The Apostle was also called “Bonarges”, Son of Thunder, for his strong arms, his short temper, and the deep booming voice with which he was said to terrify the wicked and wake the sluggish. Nevertheless, according to later tradition, James made little headway in Spain, being opposed in his efforts by the indigenous Druid priests, men already skilled in protecting the crops and the livestock of the populace from harm, inasmuch as it was within human power to do so. So discouraged did the Apostle become that only a timely vision of the Virgin Mary rescued him from utter despair.

Historical evidence is lacking for the seventh century accounts of James having planted the first seeds of Christianity in Spain, but within a hundred years those first accounts were being further embellished. Having finally abandoned Spain and returned to Jerusalem with his few followers, James soon came up against the unconverted Jews living there and was brought before Herod, thus becoming the first of the Apostles to be martyred. Were this the end of the matter, the story that Spain would soon be constructing about itself would have lacked its hero, its warrior saint, its champion in the centuries-long conflict between Christian and Moor.

Legend has it that, although few in number, the disciples of James were devoted, so to preserve his corpse from mutilation they placed it in a marble sarcophagus, which miraculously, as in a dream, was transformed into a sailing vessel. Although rudderless, the vessel had as its pilot an angel of the Lord and as its destination the far distant coast of what is today Galicia. And there, (in the version presented by Gonzalo Torrente Ballester,) the holy body, having been taken ashore, was laid on a rock, which softened beneath the sacred remains, making a niche for it.

Thus the legend and the first miracle worked by the Apostle, after his death, in the lands of Galicia, and the surely somewhat shaky foundation upon which, in centuries to come, so much else would come to depend.
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By the end of March 2005 I could wait no longer. Spring in the Pyrenées, I decided, meant April. I had read that a fair proportion of those who set off from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port each morning gave up after the first day, so I was anxious to get that first day out of the way. I was also weary of being asked why I wanted to do a pilgrimage to the tomb of a saint when I wasn’t in the least religious, a question for which I had no ready reply.

The cheapest way to reach the Middle Ages from Edinburgh was a budget flight to Biarritz. The day of my departure was grey and damp in Britain, and no better in France. Waiting at the airport bus stop in Biarritz was another individual with only a rucksack for luggage, a dentist from San Francisco who had walked the Camino the previous year and was back to do it again on account of how much he felt that he had missed. I smiled, being reminded of a Scottish friend who would read a book or see a film twice, once for the story and again for the symbolism.

Biarritz, with its Boulevard du Prince de Galles and its Avenue de la Reine Victoria appeared to be deserted. I had the Esplanade all to myself that evening, apart from an elderly woman walking her dog under an umbrella large enough for them both. The season had not yet begun, which explained the bargain that I had been offered on a hotel room.

In the old harbour I chanced upon a fish restaurant run by a Spaniard. The menu was chalked up on a blackboard, and I chose rape, having first consulted a small pocket dictionary and ascertained that this was the Spanish for monkfish. I was tempted, after consuming most of a bottle of wine, to reveal to the proprietor my plan to walk five hundred miles through his homeland, but good sense or superstition suggested that I wait to tell that story until I had walked at least the first twenty.

From Biarritz it was a short bus ride the following morning to Bayonne, from where a local train ran up into the foothills of the Pyrenées to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. A wide assortment of pilgrims had already gathered at the station by the time I arrived and they were being entertained by an ancient individual with a bushy white beard and displaying an impressive assortment of pilgrim insignia pinned to his clothing.

“Bonne chance,” the old man kept repeating as he made his way along the platform, shaking the hands of the male pilgrims and kissing the cheeks of the females. “Bonne chance, monsieur. Bonne chance, madame. Bonne chance, mademoiselle!”

Once out of the city the small train ascended through a valley down which was flowing a river in full spate. My gaze met that of another pilgrim, a large Korean seated across the aisle from me. He smiled. His huge rucksack, which he had been unable to stuff into the rack above, was balanced on the seat beside him. His round face exuded good humour and confidence, but surely a rucksack that size was bound to take its toll.

We stepped off the train together, pausing on the platform of the tiny station to get our bearings. Park was his name, or rather one of his names, the one which non-Koreans found it easiest to pronounce. We made our way in the same direction as the other pilgrims, up the narrow Rue de la Citadelle to the Accueil Pèlerin. There, I had heard, we would be questioned as to our motives for making the pilgrimage, but Park, as a convert to Catholicism from Confucianism, wasn’t worried.

“They can ask me anything, brother. Even a priest once said to me, ‘Park, you’re more Catholic than the Pope.’”

Neither of us was questioned. Our credenciales, the pilgrim passports which would from now on identify us, were stamped and we were assigned beds for the night in a small male-only dormitory. Already unpacking his saddlebags on the bunk above mine was a French Canadian pilgrim who knew the Camino well and who pointed out, on the list of refuges and their facilities which we had each been given, those which he considered to be most “genuine.” There was the official version of what was what on the Camino, and there was also the grapevine.

I had to wait for Park, whose unpacking was slow and deliberate. In addition to what any ordinary pilgrim would have brought along, Park had a framed photograph of Pope John Paul, whose funeral would be taking place on the following day in Rome. Park polished the glass with a handkerchief before propping it against his pillow.

“That looks heavy,” I said. “Did you bring one of your wife as well?”

“Somewhere,” Park replied. “Also one of my children.”

By the time we stepped back into the street the rain which had been threatening since the day before began to fall in earnest, sending us scurrying for the nearest restaurant. We ordered trout, which the proprietress told us had come out of the very river which ran through the town.

“Trout,” Park pronounced. “Truche. Trucha”

He had left no stone unturned. As well as studying the history of the Camino and carving his own bordón, or pilgrim staff, he had spent hours learning the rudiments of French as well as Spanish before leaving home.

“Brother,” he continued to rehearse. “Frère. Hermano.”

Our bottle of wine arrived, followed by two huge trout. I watched as Park, with his large hands and thick fingers, deftly removed the backbones from them both. Was he a waiter back home? A fishmonger? Park then confessed that, back home in South Korea, he was a surgeon.
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The stones of Galicia were more accommodating than Lupa, the pagan queen of that still wild land. Asked by the companions of the saint for a plot of ground in which to bury his remains, the queen at once gave orders for the strangers to be imprisoned. Had they asked, or had they demanded? An angelic intervention ensued, the captives were released from their chains, and the soldiers who pursued the disciples of the Apostles suffered a similar fate to the Egyptians who pursued Moses and the Children of Israel across the Red Sea. They were swallowed up by a river.

A queen of Galicia would at that time have paid lip service to Zeus, but Rome was a long way off. Summoning her Druid magicians, Queen Lupa ordered them to conjure up a serpent of monstrous proportions and to place it in the path of the strangers. Shown a cross, however, the monster was cowed, lowered its head, and allowed the mariners to pass.

Approached for a second time, the queen appeared to give way. Not only could they bury their precious saint in the soil of Galicia, she would even give them a cart and a team of animals, but this, too, was a trick. The beasts she provided were not the placid oxen that she had promised, but four ferocious bulls.

“Let’s see how they enjoy the ride,” the queen said.

Once more, an evil plan was foiled. No sooner were the bulls shown the cross than they bowed their heads, accepting the yoke, becoming docile and biddable. The beasts themselves chose where the saint would have his repose: where they halted was where the sacred remains would lie.

The queen, discovering that the tomb was to be within her own palace, admitted defeat and was forced to concede that the marvellous symbol employed by the strangers was more powerful than any that her own magicians could wield. She gave up her own sepulchre for the saint’s remains. To free the sacred precinct from the beliefs that had formerly prevailed there, an exorcism was performed and the Apostle was at last laid to rest. Afterwards, for the pieces of the story to add up, the whole business would need to be forgotten completely for nearly eight hundred years.
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I was awakened early by the sound of Park repacking his rucksack by the light of a small torch, repeating in reverse his ritual of the evening before. In went the photos of his wife and children, and the Pope. From my sleeping bag I could hear that the rain was still pelting down outside.

Coffee and croissants were waiting for us in the kitchen, along with a weather forecast. Continued bad weather was expected, and poor visibility, and we were advised to avoid the higher pass and keep to the valley route. Park was nevertheless determined to stick to his original plan and attempt the more difficult mountain track.

“Don’t worry, brother. God will look after me, God or an angel.”

At the door of the refuge, before putting up our hoods, we shook hands and wished each other well. The exit from the town, appropriately enough, was through the Porte d’Espagne, after which yellow arrows painted on the pavement and on rocks would mark the turnings. It felt good to be underway at last, even if most of the twenty-seven kilometres that had to be walked that day would be uphill.

By the time I reached Valcarlos and the Spanish border, the rain had turned to sleet. The venta into which I ducked for a coffee was already crowded with lorry drivers putting away brandy, beer, and wine while they waited out the storm. These were the very individuals with whom I would be sharing the next stretch of the road.

Val-Carlos, Valley of Charlemagne. Thus was the landscape immortalized in the tenth century epic poem, Chanson de Roland:


Huge are the hills and shadowy and high,

deep in the vales the living streams run by.



The story goes that Roland, the nephew of the king, having fallen into an ambush, was too proud to summon help until too late, and so perished either at the hands of the Moorish enemy (following the courtly version), or was despatched (according to the historians) by renegade Basques. The sound of Roland’s horn, the olifant, is said still to be heard by passing pilgrims, and a rock can be seen, by the imaginative, to be weeping bitter tears for what once transpired there.

After walking all morning without encountering another pilgrim, I began to get glimpses of a ghost-like figure in the gloom ahead. Only when I had caught up did I realize that, beneath what had turned out to be billowing plastic sheeting, there was a human being, a female pilgrim with a rucksack on her back. Simply by cutting a slit for her head, she had transformed the sheeting into a poncho.

Her name was Yvette. She spoke neither English nor Spanish.

“Vous êtes,” I remarked, “très chic.”

She replied, with a Gallic shrug, that people had to take her as they found her, and we fell into step. In the rain and wind and with her glasses as steamed up as my own, two sets of eyes were certainly better than one for spotting les flèches jaunes. Above us, when the clouds permitted a glimpse of the peaks, we could see that they were covered with fresh snow.

The last stretch of the climb was on a steep grassy track, and brought us out at the pass of Ibañeta. Only a short descent now remained before we reached the Augustinian monastery at Roncesvalles, which we could soon see spread out below us. The pilgrim hospital once run by the monks had famously welcomed all pilgrims, sick or healthy, Catholic or pagan, Jews, heretics, the idle and the vain.

Suddenly my companion’s feet slid out from under her and she was left sitting on the muddy path, embarrassed, in a heap of plastic sheeting.

“Merde!” she cursed.

Seeing the look of fierce indignation on her face, I found it hard not to be amused. I asked her, in the best French that I could muster after such a tiring day, if she ate with that mouth.

“Imbécile! Aidez-moi”

In the reception room of the monastery we found half a dozen wet and bedraggled individuals waiting on the benches without the strength to take another step. Anyone who had set out that morning from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port would by now have spent some eight hours on the road, more than enough of a day’s work considering that many more such days were to follow.

No one there had run into Park on their way. Leaving my rucksack in the queue I went, with Yvette in tow, in search of the hamlet’s single small bar. Among the clients drinking there was an English pilgrim called Lawrence, who said that he had seen no one all day. Nor would he have recognized a Korean, he added, if one had leapt out of the bushes and bitten him.

Yvette asked me to order her a cup of tea, which struck me as perverse. How difficult could it be for a French speaker to ask for a cup of tea in Spanish?

“So who is this oriental chap?” Lawrence asked. “A friend of yours?”

“I met him yesterday,” I explained. “We had dinner together last night. He insisted on taking the mountain trail.”

“And you are your brother’s keeper, or some such nonsense?”

Lawrence ordered another beer, in English. An experienced pilgrim who had walked this way before, he passed on the useful information that pilgrim suppers at the bar had to be ordered and paid for in advance.

“Don’t ask me why. People here make up the rules as they go along. Today there’s one rule, tomorrow another. There’s only one thing that never changes, and it’s that everyone here does as he bloody well pleases.”

There was only a single dormitory this time, with no segregation. The room was huge and contained a hundred or more double bunk beds, with each pair of adjacent bunks having been pushed together to save space. Yvette laid out her things above, Lawrence onto the mattress beside mine.

“You see what I mean? Once upon a time you couldn’t even look at a woman in this country, and now it’s one big free-for-all.”

Park showed up just as it was getting dark, limping, suffering from blisters, but with the usual broad grin on his face. He hadn’t been able to see much on the way, his boots weren’t properly broken in, and he was carrying much too heavy a pack, but he would never have been able to forgive himself, he said, if he had taken the easier path. That, I supposed, was the difference between a Catholic and a Confucian.

Pilgrims were encouraged to attend evening mass in the monastery. As the final act of the service, those pilgrims who had arrived that day were summoned forward to the altar to be blessed by the priest. God was called upon to accompany and guide us, to be our shade in the heat, our light in the darkness. In the past, the monks would have washed our feet.

The monks would continue to pray for us on our journey, and we, in turn, once we reached Compostela, were asked to offer up a prayer for them. I found it difficult to believe in the efficacy of prayer, except as a device for concentrating the mind, but I did believe in reciprocity, and in the desirability of connecting the end to the beginning.

In the comedor of the bar the tables had already been laid with bread and wine. As we were taking our places an Australian woman, Sheila, asked if she could join us. She was an artist, she declared, and an energy worker.

“You repair power lines,” I asked her, “after storms?”

“An energy worker performs healings,” she corrected, “using energy drawn from the earth. I repair human beings.”

A large tureen of soup was placed before us, at which point Yvette informed me that she was a strict vegetarian and that the mere sight of meat made her nauseous, so would I please find out from the waiter what ingredients the soup contained. I suggested that she check for herself, as the waiter was busy serving other tables.

“A vegetarian?” said Sheila. “She’ll be lucky. She’d better learn the Spanish for ‘egg and chips.’”

Park then asked if we had been able to make out the words of the vespers hymn. Park had certainly done his homework. The traditional psalm sung at a pilgrim mass, and so the one he had expected to hear, was: “He keeps my eyes from tears and my feet from stumbling.”

“Voilà”

On Yvette’s fork, held up triumphantly for all to see, was a small piece of very fatty pork. It was perhaps wiser not to look too closely at the contents of the soup. Having deposited this unappetising morsel in an ashtray, Yvette asked me if, once the waiter had serving the other tables, I would be good enough to order her a salad followed by an omelette.


LEARNING THE ROPES
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As you follow the path, you also make it.
Confucius



Centuries passed during which the Apostle was allowed to rest in peace. The palace of Queen Lupa eventually crumbled and a forest called El Bosque de Libredón grew up over the tomb of the saint. Nowhere in the chronicles of the early Church is there any mention of Saint James having preached or been interred in Galicia, but much of Spain was by the ninth century in the hands of the Moors, and that residue of the peninsula which had remained Christian was in great disarray.

It is likely that the story linking James to Spain emanated from the monasteries of France, and it was a story waiting to be heard. The Muslims of the day had entered battle bearing an arm of their dead Prophet as a talisman, and had so far, on all fronts, emerged triumphant. The suggestion that James the Great, who was not just an apostle but also a close relation of Christ, watched over Spain, thus fell on fertile ground.

In Galicia, in the year 813, an unusually bright star was seen in the sky above the dense and mysterious forest of Libredón. Word reached Teodomiro, the bishop of the region, who ordered a path cleared into the forest. At the spot indicated by the star, excavations were made which revealed a tomb. No further proof was needed. Here, surely, the bishop proclaimed, lay James the Great, Santiago Apóstol, and work was soon underway on a chapel to house and protect the tomb and its sacred remains.

A bright light, celestial music, a sweet fragrance where one would have expected the stench of decay, a corpse still intact long after it had been buried, these were signs not to be ignored. The miraculously preserved remains of a saint spoke to believing Christians not of death and its corruption, but of the eternal life which they too had been promised would one day be their lot. So it was that for the faithful, in addition to the roads to Rome and Jerusalem, a third itinerary now beckoned.
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The lights in the huge dormitory, which had been switched off at precisely ten o’clock the night before, were switched back on at six the following morning. Some sixty half-awake pilgrims sat up, yawned, saw where they were, and began pulling on their trousers.

“Am I going blind,” Lawrence the Englishman complained as we were rolling up our sleeping bags, “or is it still dark outside?”

Not only was it still dark, but there was a surprise in store when we looked outside. More than a foot of snow had fallen during the night, and it was still snowing heavily. Along with tea and biscuits provided by the two Dutch hospitaleros, there was a warning to keep to the road, as the paths through the forest would be impossible to follow.

“Be careful today. Walk in groups. Buen Camino”

Park had not yet begun to pack
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