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Preface


“The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”

— attributed to Lao Tzu, from the Dao De Jing



For at least six million years, we human beings have been bipedal. The ability to stand upright and walk on two feet was the first major morphological change that separated humans from our primate ancestors. Walking upright is a defining characteristic of humans. It’s fundamental to our existence. We stood up on two feet and walked everywhere. We walked upright so that we could more effectively gather food in our arms. In a sense, this is who we are as a species: we walk, eat, sleep, repeat.

Between five and seven million years ago, our earliest human ancestors took to their feet and became nomads.1 Then, around twelve thousand years ago, came the first origins of agriculture, and with that came domesticated animals. Until a mere two hundred or so years ago, walking was the main means of transportation for most of the global population. It’s only since the Industrial Revolution that we have largely stopped walking as a primary means of transport and propel ourselves mechanically instead.

We lose something by not walking.

We lose a simple, fundamental, and organic connection to the Earth itself. Having our feet on the ground is the simplest definition of what it means to feel grounded. We find this connection when we start walking again. And along with that, we find so much more.

What I found on the Camino — the collective name for all the various pilgrimage routes leading to Santiago de Compostela in Spain — walking, as I was, on layers of history, was a return to basic human needs. My life was reduced to little more than walking and eating.

We are the only species that consistently walks upright and cooks its food, and these two uniquely human activities2 are so primal, so fundamental, that it seems their stories belong together. I began to think about how these two intensely elemental actions are wrapped up in each other, how they feed each other, linking us to places both geographic and spiritual.

Along the ancient trail, I broke bread and shared wine with people whose language was not my own. I drank coffee with complete strangers, joined people I didn’t know at dinner, and plucked figs from trees along the path. I pulled chunks of chorizo, Manchego cheese, and rustic breads from my backpack. Snacked on huge green manzanilla olives and the sweetest oranges, on classic Spanish tortilla de patatas, on empanadas layered with cured meats, sundried tomatoes, and olive tapenade encased in beautiful, buttery pastry. I ate chocolate daily and shared it with anyone near at hand and quenched my thirst with water from centuries-old fountains and drank red wine almost nightly. I found a huge sense of healing, intense feelings of well-being, gratitude, joy.

Walking is propulsion. It is freedom. It is a commanding deceleration. By its very nature, walking is slow, deliberate, and grounding; it invites thinking. We walk for the sheer physicality. For exercise. We walk to get from one place to another. The further and longer we walk, the more we realize we walk to reconnect with the Earth, with the natural world, with our history, with our species, with our own bodies. We walk for enlightenment, for knowledge, for the powerful spiritual, medicinal, and meditative aspects. For the clarifying effects. We walk to give our lives meaning. We walk because it is purposeful. We walk to experience nature’s transcendent beauty. We walk to find courage.

We walk because it is who we are.




CHAPTER ONE Santiago Dreaming


“Midway on my journey through life, I woke to find myself alone in a dark wood.”— Dante Alighieri, Inferno Canto 1



Spain beckons. I am studying maps, making checklists, and endlessly researching the most appropriate hiking equipment. For years, I have been thinking about walking the Camino de Santiago. I have read several books about the long walk across Spain. Some, twice. One of them, three times over. I make notes with each book, compile whatever invaluable, critical information I can find, and on a photocopied trail map, in tiny print, I painstakingly note all the recommended places to stay and those to avoid.

I am obsessed with the transformative power of walking, drawn to the path, the trail, the walk, the hike, the trek. But more than anything, I am hooked on the idea of the physical journey as a mechanism for sorting out an inner journey, of walking as a path to sanity, to clarity, and the idea of both following and making trails in my own life. I am fixated on the profound relationship between walking and thinking. I need this long walk to find my way again.



I am in a state of transition, having spent decades moving between countries and continents, leaving great chunks of myself behind with every move. I have started from scratch over and over, never feeling that I truly belonged anywhere. My life spent working in various writing and editing jobs at universities has amounted to mere fragments of a career, that seem barely threaded together. My long marriage has fallen apart. My father, the intrepid mountaineer and long-distance walker, has fallen to cancer. My mother has been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease and is disappearing in increments. And my children have grown up and left home.



For as long as I have known about El Camino de Santiago de Compostela — which loosely translated means, The Way of Saint James of the Field of Stars3 — I’ve been besotted with the idea of this ancient trail that follows beneath the path of the Milky Way, a trail lit at night by a band of starlight thought to contain one hundred billion planets and as many as four hundred billion stars.

Known by the short forms El Camino, The Way, or simply the Camino, there are many routes to Santiago, all of them legitimate pilgrimages, and all of them converging at the magnificent Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, where it is widely believed the remains of Spain’s patron saint, Saint James the Apostle, are buried. St. James was one of Christ’s twelve disciples and is thought to have been Christ’s cousin. He was beheaded in Jerusalem in 44 CE, before his remains were spirited away to Spain. For over a thousand years, pilgrims have walked this route to pay homage to St. James the patron saint of Spain, who was thought to have once defended the nation against the invading Islamic Moors.

But well before Christ, and long, long before Christians claimed the route, the Celtic Druids of Iberia are thought to have forged this path under the stars towards Finisterre — the rocky, rugged peninsula plunging into the sea — then believed to be a pagan sun altar and the end of the world. The varying theories about the earliest history of the Camino trail suggest it may have been a path of initiation for the Druids, who made their way past rivers, through forests, and over mountains, creating a trail by using their maps of the heavens. Druids were the highest-ranking members of Celtic society — the religious, medical, legal, and political authorities of their era. But because the Celts did not use the written word, they left no account of themselves. Without scholars like Pliny the Elder, 23–79 CE, who wrote about the Celtic Druids in Iberia, there would be little record of the Druids at all.4

Pliny was a diligent documenter, churning out thirty-seven encyclopedic volumes of information of varying accuracy about the natural world. He was the first-century equivalent of the internet — the source of all knowledge, right and wrong. Amongst a vast array of topics, Pliny wrote about God (fifty-seven times); onions (thirty-one times); vomiting (thirty-one times); carbuncles (thirteen times); quince (seven times); mushrooms and toadstools; a perfume made of hair of the hare; avoiding drunkenness; hydrophobia; adders, earthquakes; and Pythagoras (thirty-one times).5 Pythagoras, Pliny said, had written an entire volume about onions and their medicinal virtues and properties, which Pliny himself meant, “to deliver upon in the next booke.”6

But it is not the pathway of the Celtic Druids, nor the Romans that followed; nor Pliny or the remains of Saint James; nor a desire to shore up my floundering faith that calls me to walk the ancient trail. What I am drawn to is the idea of a long, hard, slow walk.

I think of walking as medicine — the cure for all that ails us. I am drawn by the compelling lure of travelling so far on foot, of being part of a community that stretches backwards and forwards in time across hundreds and hundreds of miles and hundreds if not thousands of years through layers of civilization and antiquity. I am intrigued with Goethe’s idea that Europe grew up along the pilgrimage roads that led to Santiago. Enticed by the fact that the Camino is living human history. What I want is the distillation of self, the focus on nothing more than forward movement and the momentum of self. I am curious to learn more about a trail so imbued with spiritual power and meaning, and illuminated at night by the Milky Way.

It is the Camino Frances that I am drawn to — the oldest known path to Santiago, a route first described in the twelfth-century manuscript known as the Codex Calixtinus, a work intended as an early guide to pilgrims following the Way of St. James. The trail begins in the small village of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, France (hence the name Camino Frances), and then meanders west across mountains and plains for nearly eight hundred kilometres, ending in Santiago de Compostela, Spain. The Camino Frances is also the most heavily travelled route to Santiago and so offers more in the way of facilities and company — both of which strike me as important, especially as a female who is likely to be travelling much of the long trail alone.

I picture days spent crossing mountain ranges and big open fields and nights spent sitting in cafés drinking silky-smooth Spanish wine, eating tapas and rustic Spanish stews. And of mornings drinking cortados or café con leche and eating croissants a la plancha.

I go to Camino information sessions and take Spanish language lessons at night school, repeating after Carola, our instructor, a grad student from Peru: mi esposo — my husband. Mi esposa — my wife. Mi amiga — my friend. Un vecino — a neighbour. We conjugate verbs and speak awkward formal sentences badly to each other. Me llamo Lindy. ¿Como te llamas? My name is Lindy. What is your name? Su esposa es pediatra. His wife is a pediatrician.

At night, I sit up in bed, peering at the Duolingo app on my cellphone. Spanish is much easier when no one is listening. “Los gatos beben leche. Los perros beben agua.” The cats drink milk. The dogs drink water. I repeat the words aloud, over and over, perfecting my lousy Spanish accent. If I need to talk about the drinking habits of cats and dogs while I am in Spain, I am ready.

If ever there was a good time to take a long walk, this is it.



I come, after all, from a long line of roamers and trampers and mad keen hikers. For as far back as I can trace, very likely dating back to the Viking invasion of the north of England in 793 CE, my ancestors lived and roamed in the rugged Yorkshire moors. A beautiful, wild, desolate place of heather clad rolling hills, dissected by deep green valleys. A landscape perfectly suited to long days of solitary tramping.

A memory: I was barely five years old and newly transplanted to North America. My father, an engineer by week and mountaineer by weekend, was luring me up Mount Marcy in the Adirondack Mountains of New York State. I was kitted out with hiking boots, a small khaki green canvas knapsack containing an aluminum water flask, a raincoat, and a tiny pearl-handled penknife, and a child-sized walking stick that my father had whittled from a fallen branch. When I began to flag, he doled out peppermints, mini Mars Bars, and small red boxes of Sun-Maid raisins. He alternated between praising me, coaxing me, and sternly ordering me onwards.

“Soldier on,” he said when I whined, which was often. So, I soldiered. But there were times when I shed tears. My frail five-year-old legs quaky, my heart thumping and hammering in my chest.

We made it to the summit, though failure had never been an option. Afterwards, we set up camp in a lean-to and ate a dinner of packaged Knorr oxtail soup cooked on a tiny portable backpacking stove, along with rye bread and big hunks of cheese that my father cut with his jackknife. I fell asleep before dark, while my father lit a fire and reassured me that the fire would keep the bears away during the night.

I learned early that physical exertion brings rewards, even when I was far too young to understand them: what it means to feel grounded, to be connected to the earth, to revel in the strength of my own body or to feel the curative powers of walking.



Every time I go to book my trip to Spain, my heart lurches and hammers and pounds. I hesitate, and snap my laptop closed. I’m not ready to walk that path. I will know when the time is right, I tell myself.

I will go in spring, I say, because spring is when everything comes alive, with forests and fields full of exquisite tender new growth in various hues of green. But once again spring passes, and I tell my friends I will go in the autumn, because the weather is apt to be more stable, and the trail will be less busy. Come autumn, I am hunkered down at my desk, meeting a book deadline. Next spring, I say once again. But when spring comes, I am working on another book and attending a writing retreat.

It is dangerously easy to procrastinate, and there are so many reasons to do so. I push my departure date back. Several times, in fact, over a couple of years. Each time, I legitimize my decision. It is because of very real work and family commitments. Because of my frail, elderly mother. Because of my big shaggy, needy dog. My daughters’ university graduations or birthdays. Because the trail will be too busy. Because the weather might be too hot. Or too cold. Or too wet. Because I haven’t done enough research. Or preparation. Because I don’t have all my equipment.

On what seems to me like a mere whim, a friend suddenly announces she is going to walk the Camino. She leaves in mid-July — the absolute hottest and busiest time on the trail. I wonder if she is well enough prepared. She acquires much of her equipment in a mass buying spree. I worry that her equipment will be all wrong. That once she is on the Camino, she won’t find beds for the night because of the sheer staggering volume of people on the trail. I fear that she will melt in the intense heat of the Spanish summer. That she has not properly broken in her boots. I shake my head. No good can come of this, I think to myself while nodding affirmatively as she tells me her plans. I am worried about her. Or possibly I’m just prone to overthinking everything and maybe even envy her courage and free-spirited nature.

She is undaunted by the travels, by the long walk, the heat, the lack of planning. She posts stunningly beautiful photographs of her travels on social media. She returns glowing, triumphant, joyful. She has had the most wonderful, informative, clarifying, and powerful time of her life.

Still, I waver, alternating between desperately wanting to go and not wanting to go yet. The employees at my local hiking store are starting to recognize me. I’ve already bought and returned three pairs of boots after test-walking them around inside my house. I’ve sat at my computer writing in hiking boots, I’ve cooked dinner and done laundry in hiking boots. I reject them all — they are too tight, or too loose, or too stiff, or just don’t feel right. I am determined to find the perfect boots, because more than anything else, I believe that the right boots are critical. I’ve done enough long-distance walking to know that boots alone can make or break the journey. I finally settle on an expensive but sporty pair of lightweight purple hiking boots and then pick up a fantastic ultra-stylish purple Swedish-made backpack that I am smitten with. The boots are a perfect fit, the most comfortable pair yet, and an exact colour match to the backpack. The cashier who rings in my purchases asks me, with what sounds like a note of disdain, if I made my choices based on the colour. I refrain from mentioning that they are the fourth pair of boots I have purchased. And that they are the first purple pair. The pack is one I have been eyeing for some time. Not only is it a perfect match for my boots, but it has also just been reduced in price. I am committed to this pack, these boots — they will not be returned. It seems that I, myself, have perhaps finally reached a turning point.

I already have a packable down jacket, a microfibre towel, and a compact, lightweight sleeping bag. After an inordinate amount of time spent studying the pros and cons of ponchos versus rain jackets and pants, I finally decide on buying the latter — a decision I end up regretting on the trail, primarily because of the weight. I will come to learn that almost everyone along the way seems to regret their choice of raingear. Those with ponchos liked them until they had to walk in the wind, when they said their ponchos were either full-time slapping them in the face or lifting up like a parachute in the wind. Others said that their flapping nylon ponchos made such a racket in the rain and wind that they couldn’t hear themselves think. Or that they were as wet or wetter under their ponchos as they might have been if they just walked naked through the rain. The descriptions made me laugh out loud. The truth is, there’s no perfect solution, and walking in the pouring rain and wind is far from ideal, no matter what gear you’ve got. Best to buy whatever you like and hope for sunshine and good weather.

I sort the one set of clothes I will wear, along with one spare quick-dry T-shirt and a spare pair of ultra-light hiking pants that also zip off into shorts. I have three pairs of fast-drying underwear and three pairs of wool socks. The right socks, like the right boots, are critical for avoiding blisters and other foot problems that plague long-distance walkers. I have flip-flops to wear in the shower. My passport and a pilgrim passport known as a Credencial del Peregrino — the small, folded booklet that will enable me to stay in hostels, known as either refugios or, more recently, as albergues, along the way. I have a thin Moleskine notebook and a couple of pens. My guidebook. A compact medical kit. A pillowcase. A small bag of toiletries, laundry detergent, a folding brush, hand wipes, lipstick, mascara, toothbrush, a few clothes pegs, safety pins, and earplugs. Sunglasses, of course. An eye mask for sleeping. Phone and charger and super compact Canon camera. A battered paperback copy of Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises. A pair of cotton leggings that will double as both pyjamas and emergency pants. Half a dozen granola bars. One large chocolate bar — dark chocolate, fondant-filled. Two empty five hundred millilitre water bottles. A large stylish lightweight scarf for wearing over my sweater to go out at night. A polar fleece hat. A pair of micro gloves.7

When I try to pack my rucksack, it quickly becomes obvious that I have far too much gear, and it weighs more than the recommended ten percent of my body weight. I spend hours pre-emptively packing and repacking my rucksack. There is seemingly nothing left to remove, and still it feels too heavy.

One by one I take things out and weigh the pack again between each extraction. Even two hundred grams can make a difference. First goes the chocolate. Which I promptly eat. Then the leggings, the book (farewell, Hemingway), the shampoo, the small, overpriced packages of laundry detergent, lipstick, mascara, flip-flops, and large scarf. I have two scales going. My regular one on which I weigh myself (now with my pack on) and my tiny kitchen weigh scale. On the kitchen scale, I check the weight of individual items, balancing things like pairs of pants and flip-flops on the small platform. Finally, my pack is down to seven kilograms, and I can swing it about with ease. By the time I add water and food each day, it will weigh at least another five hundred grams. There is nothing further that I can shed.

I am set to go. I have used every excuse I can think of to not go. Except the real one. I know full well what is stopping me. I am terrified of flying.

The irony is that I’ve spent my life flying. I was born on an overseas business trip and have crossed oceans and continents my entire life. My fears were intensified by a series of horrible incidents on planes: a fire on an airplane over the vast South Pacific hundreds of miles from landfall; forced emergency landings; violent passengers. A miscarriage en route from Australia to Fiji. I was the one miscarrying, folded over in the tiny toilet cubicle, my body shuddering, gripped by pain and fear and sorrow, and managing to blame myself for flying pregnant. I decide once again against going.

I don’t need to walk the Camino. There are plenty of walks much closer to home. I start listing them in my head to remind myself of everything that doesn’t require a flight path. The Bruce Trail in Ontario is practically on my doorstep, and I’ve already walked most of it, so finishing it should be a breeze. The Rideau Trail is even closer, and I could embark on becoming an Adirondack 46er, climbing the forty-six highest peaks in the range. The Trans Canada Trail. The Appalachian Trail. The Pacific Crest Trail. Then, remembering Cheryl Strayed’s Wild, I quickly rule out the Pacific Crest Trail. Way too hard. With bears.

And then I catch myself. I have everything I need to do this trip: two feet, a heartbeat, and a well-organized pack. I am letting my full-on, brutal, stomach-churning fear stand in the way of my dreams. The very thing I’ve preached relentlessly to my children never to do.

“When in doubt, eat,” I can hear my late father say. I head to the kitchen and churn out traditional Spanish dishes instead. A classic lemon and olive oil cake; tortilla de patatas; caldo Gallego — the traditional Galician soup made with hardy greens, pork, beans, and potatoes; empanadas washed down with Spanish wine; gambas a la plancha — pan-grilled shrimp with olive oil, lemon, and salt; and a dreamy slow-cooked Catalan beef stew rich with tomatoes and olives.

When I exhaust my Spanish culinary repertoire, I borrow every Spanish cookbook from the library and continue exploring the cuisine of Spain, a country whose history is rich, fraught, and complex. Whose remarkable culinary history includes layer upon layer of civilizations, cultures, and faiths from the Stone Age hunters to the Druids to the Greeks, Romans, and Visigoths to the Berbers of North Africa, the Moors of Morocco and the Phoenicians, the Muslims, Jews, and Arabs of the Middle East, and Christians including Roman Catholics and the Knights Templar. All have left their culinary mark. Even General Francisco Franco, the military dictator who ruled over Spain from 1939 to 1975, left a lasting impact on Spanish cuisine, when he required by law that all Spanish restaurants offer a low-cost menu del dia: a three-course meal served with wine and water. The law stands to this day. The menu del dia guarantees that dining and drinking in Spain is a remarkably affordable prospect.

I knew it would be hard to visit Spain without falling in love with Spanish cuisine. The Spanish take eating seriously and value food immensely, and as a result, Spain is one of the world’s truly great food cultures. Spain is also one of the world’s most accessible, affordable food democracies. It is a place settled as many as thirty-five thousand years ago by the pre-Roman Iron Age cultures that controlled most of Iberia: the Iberians, Celtiberians, Tartessians, Lusitanians, and Vascones. They were joined by the Phoenicians, Carthaginians, and Greeks of the Mediterranean coast, plus the Basques, and the Moors and Visigoths, and various other Europeans including Jews and Christians. All brought their foods and set about growing, gathering, and cultivating more.

Spain is the world’s biggest producer of olive oil8 and the world’s third largest producer of wine.9 It produces almost all its own livestock, dairy, and produce and is also the largest producer of frozen seafood in the European Union. Most of Spain lives on the Mediterranean diet — a diet based on fruits, vegetables, plenty of legumes, fish and seafood, liberal amounts of heart-healthy olive oil, small quantities of meat, whole grains, red wine, and very little processed food. The Spanish love affair with tapas means that they are accustomed to eating sensibly small servings of remarkably delicious, healthy, flavourful food. Though fast food does exist in Spain, it is neither prevalent nor particularly popular. One could walk for days without seeing any kind of fast-food outlet or chain restaurant.

With its myriad of influences from the Ancient Greeks and Romans to the Phoenicians, North African Moors, and early Jewish communities dating as far back as 70 CE, Spanish cuisine may well be the earliest fusion food culture. Spain’s remarkable history and diverse geography show up over and over in the wonderful variety of flavours found in its foods and abundance of restaurants, including the world’s oldest continually operating restaurant, Sobrino de Botín, established in Madrid in 1725. Neither the Spanish Flu epidemic of 1918 nor the Spanish Civil War of 1936 to 1939 saw the restaurant cease operations. The only time the restaurant closed in its nearly three hundred years of operation was in Spain’s mandatory nationwide shutdowns during the global COVID-19 pandemic.

Quite simply, Spain is a global food powerhouse.



In my kitchen, laden with books and armed with recipes, I cook my way through Spanish history and Spanish geography. I am immersed in a world of Basques and Catalonians, Andalusians and Galicians, the Islamic Moors who ruled Spain for nearly eight hundred years, Kings and Queens and dictators.

And then I stumble upon the words of Spanish journalist and author Josep Pla, who said of Spanish cooking that it is “merely the landscape in the saucepan.”10 I read the words over and over again. I am besotted by the idea of the landscape in a saucepan. I imagine peering into my pan and seeing a whole nation contained within it. No wonder Ernest Hemingway loved this country so much.



Suddenly, just like that, I am all in. I need to get myself to Spain and see for myself this nation where the cuisine is the landscape in a saucepan. No more procrastination. In celebration, I head straight to the kitchen and make a pitcher of white Sangría with fresh ripe summer peaches. After a large glass, I call my friend Celine, a busy doctor, and ask her if she’ll come with me for the first week of the Camino. She seizes the moment, immediately books the flights, and purposefully refuses cancellation insurance.

“Send me a packing list,” she says.

And with that, we’re on.


A SHORT HISTORY OF SANGRÍA

Spain is one of the world’s biggest and most important wine cultures, with more acres of vineyard than any other country on earth. Wild grapes have grown in Spain since the Pliocene period, before the existence of Homo sapiens. In other words, grapes predate humans, and therefore predate civilization and cultivation. Archaeologists believe that grapes were first cultivated in Spain sometime between 4000 and 3000 BCE.11 By 200 BCE, vineyards planted by the Romans covered large tracts of the country.

As early as 1000 BCE, a drink known as hippocras was made by the early Greeks and Romans. Hippocras, a precursor to sangría, was made by mixing wine with sugar and spices such as cinnamon. Hippocras was drunk both warm and at room temperature and was thought to have both medicinal and aphrodisiac properties.

Alcohol largely disappeared in Spain in 711 CE, when the Islamic Moors crossed the Strait of Gibraltar from Northern Africa and invaded the Iberian Peninsula. For eight hundred years the Moors ruled Spain, making many advances, especially in terms of agriculture, scientific techniques, literature, and education. They brought with them rice and new spices including cumin, caraway, nutmeg, sesame, coriander, aniseed, mint, and cinnamon, and introduced crops including oranges, lemons, peaches, apricots, figs, dates, pomegranates, sugar cane, and saffron — all of which have had a lasting impact on the cuisine of Spain.

In 1492, the fall of Granada marked the end of Muslim rule in Spain, and with it came the return of alcohol, including a new interpretation of hippocras, known as sangría. Spain is a drinking culture, but not a drunk culture. Alcohol is treated with reverence. It is often served well diluted, as is the case with sangría. Traditionally, sangría is made with Spanish Tempranillo or similar young fruity red wines, typically from Rioja, along with citrus fruit (usually orange slices and sometimes lemon slices), brandy, orange juice, soda, sugar to taste, and ice. Mix everything except the soda water and ice the night before or at least several hours ahead of serving and add the ice and soda immediately before serving.

Sangría is sweet, fruity, and modestly alcoholic. Contemporary sangría can be made with red, white, rosé, or sparkling wine, with sliced oranges, lemons, and other citrus fruits. Additions often include a small amount of sugar, liqueurs such as peach brandy, Limoncello, Triple Sec, brandy, or cognac, soda or sparkling water, and ice.

Tinto de Verano, a simple sangría, is incredibly popular in Spain. It is both less expensive than sangría, and less likely to mark you as a tourist. It is made from a simple combination of red wine and a sweetened, lemon flavoured fizzy drink, plus a slice of lemon, over ice. Unlike sangría, it does not generally contain other fruits or the addition of any liqueur and does not need to be made in advance.



Tinto de Verano


	Serves 4–6

	750 mL (3 cups) of red wine (vino tinto)

	2 × 355 mL (approx. 3 cups) cans of any lemon-flavoured soda (or ginger ale as a substitute if you prefer)

	1 lemon, washed and sliced



Combine the ingredients in a pitcher, stir, and serve over ice.





CHAPTER TWO To Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port

October 7–8


“The beginning is the most important part of the work.”

— Plato, Republic



As if by miracle, the seat beside me in the otherwise completely full airplane is empty. Celine is beside me, on my other side. We are flying from Toronto to Paris on the Friday before the Canadian Thanksgiving weekend. Just as we were leaving for the airport, the entire rest of the nation was going home to join family, practise gratitude, and eat a Thanksgiving feast. We spent most of the day getting to Toronto, as the roads were choked, the buses packed, and the trains sold out.

Up in the air, Celine and I are drinking French wine and leafing through the in-flight magazines. After dinner, she falls asleep, awkwardly slumped over in her seat. I watch movies, half-awake, half-asleep, until well into the middle of the night. I finally doze off, only to be jolted fully awake almost immediately, with the plane buffeting about horizontally and vertically, things thumping in the overhead bins. The seatbelt signs are lit up, and the intercom crackles to life with the pilot’s deep, calm, authoritative, voice telling us to stay in our seats and reassuring us that the turbulence will only be temporary. I clutch my bottle of Ativan in my hand but am wary of taking any, lest I need to be alert. Celine stirs from her sleep briefly, opens her eyes and looks vaguely alarmed, but promptly shuts her eyes and resumes sleeping. I slump down as best I can, pull the blanket over my head. The plane pitches, my stomach lurches. Breathe, I tell myself, as I concentrate on remembering to draw in air slowly, hold, and then exhale fully. Hours into the flight, I eventually peek out from under the blanket, and just as I do, France makes its first appearance on a map on the seatback screen. Its appearance in the middle of all the quaking and jostling is so heartening that I finally manage what feels like a few minutes’ sleep. I wake just as breakfast is served, and the little white airplane on the onscreen map appears mere centimetres from Paris. I calculate that I’ve had forty-five minutes of sleep, possibly less. It’s not quite three o’clock in the morning Toronto time, and yet here we are all merrily drinking coffee and eating croissants. Vive la France!

In theory, we have two hours to find the train station and purchase tickets. In practice, our airplane lands twenty minutes late, and by the time we make it through customs and navigate the airport, we have little time left. We are racing through Charles de Gaulle airport in hiking boots, packs on our backs, trying to find the train station to purchase tickets. We find the ticket office with minutes to go, stand in line and manage to get tickets for the only train of the day with connections. The train leaves the station at 10:10 a.m. We have ten minutes to find the track and board the train.

After all the rushing around, the train feels strangely slow. It shuffles off through tunnels and under ribbons of crisscrossed overhead wires. It is gray and grim as we head through the Paris suburbs. I’ve never seen this side of Paris before. It bears so little resemblance to the famous city with its tree-lined streets, colourful awnings, legendary buildings, and impeccable, impossibly beautiful, formal gardens. Here, it’s all graffiti-covered building backsides, broken down fences and walls, and ditches full of litter. It’s hard to tell where the suburbs end and the industrial outskirts begin.

Eventually we emerge into the French countryside, and soon we arrive in Bordeaux. The Gare de Bordeaux-Saint-Jean, the city’s elegant train station, has been in operation since 1898. In the station café we order cappuccinos and a jambon-beurre, the traditional French baguette filled with butter and ham, and use the free wi-fi to touch base briefly with home. With time before our connecting train, we wander around the vicinity of the station, admiring the architecture, the wine shops, and the signs advertising Vin Blanc Nouveau, €2.50/litre, which we regard with more than a little envy.

A second train takes us to Bayonne, where we disembark and wait again. We leave the train station with the intention of taking a short walk, but bleary eyed and too tired to navigate, we promptly return and sit leaning up against our packs, struggling to stay awake. We do not want to miss our final train connection. When it eventually arrives, the third train of the day is old and short — only a couple of carriages. The few of us waiting climb on board and then, like the little engine that could, the elderly train sets off on a slow steady incline, huffing and puffing its way past smaller and smaller villages, into the Pyrenees mountains.

The Basque village of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port is our destination for the day. It’s the second-most popular starting point of the Camino Frances or French Way, so called because of its starting point in France. The most popular, for the record, is Sarria, in Spain, one hundred kilometres from Santiago.

Dusk is descending when we disembark. After two full days in transit, during which I calculate that I’ve slept for a total of about two hours, possibly three, we are both dishevelled and disoriented. And we are already late for dinner at the hostel.

Inside the door of the hostel, there’s a long line of boots and walking sticks and a great heap of backpacks. Our smiling host appears. “Leave your boots and walking sticks with the others, and leave your pack here,” he says, pointing to the heap. “We will show you to your beds after dinner.” Dinner begins with baskets of bread, jugs of red wine, and a large tureen of vegetable soup. We are asked to introduce ourselves and say where we are from. The host then translates so that everything is said in French, Spanish, and English. I am so tired that I can hardly follow. I drift off a little and am jolted fully awake when the main course is finally served — a large green salad and tortilla Española, the classic Spanish omelette made with eggs, potatoes, sometimes onions, and plenty of olive oil. When one tortilla Española disappears, another arrives, along with more bread and more red wine.

Between courses, we are asked to play a game in which we are required to call out a name of one of our fellow diners and toss an imaginary ball at that person. Addled by lack of sleep, the only names I can remember are Phillip from Brazil, Pierre from France, and Uda, an older woman from Germany. Pierre stands out in part because he is good-looking in the surliest, darkest sort of way. Like me, he is scarcely interacting and seems defensively aloof. Although I wonder if I am just overwhelmed by fatigue and red wine, or perhaps projecting a condition that I understand all too well.

When we are asked to answer why we are walking the Camino, Pierre answers gruffly, “I will know why I am walking the Camino when I have walked the Camino.” To me, this makes perfect sense: how would one begin to explain to perfect strangers, most of whom do not share a common language, the millions of reasons we are here about to embark on this particular walk? The evening goes on and on. Eventually dessert is served — Natillas, a classic Spanish custard. Maybe it is the lack of sleep making me slightly unreasonable, but serving an egg-based dessert, right after an egg-based main dish, seems quite odd to me. Nonetheless, I eat up every last spoonful and thoroughly enjoy it. Moments later our relentlessly cheerful host brings us each a small glass of port. We raise our glasses together and toast each other’s journeys.

Finally, at long, long last, we are shown to our rooms for the night.

The large bunkroom on the main floor appears to be full of men. Uda, Celine, and I are led up a narrow staircase to a series of closed doors and are shown to a room towards the back of the building. Our small, surprisingly cheerful room has three single beds with bright red covers, one overhead light, one electric outlet for charging cell phones, and three hooks on the wall — one for each of us. It is perfect. I cannot wait to lay my body on my skinny little bed and close my eyes.

I find my way to the single bathroom on our floor. When I come back, Uda has somehow managed to wash all of her undergarments and is merrily hanging her underpants, bra, and socks on the three hooks. I climb into bed as Uda turns off the light and plunges us into darkness. Within seconds, I am oblivious to the world.

What feels like minutes later, I am jolted awake by the sound of choirs of what I think are heavenly angels singing loudly enough for all the heavens to hear. It is pitch black, and at first I have no idea where I am. My eyes begin to focus. For some reason Uda is up and gathering her undergarments and packing her bag like a seasoned pro. She looks over at me. “You were asleep the second your head hit your pillow,” she says.

I am too dazed to respond. Surely, I have only just fallen asleep. What is this music, and where is it coming from? Why is she up? It’s pitch-black outside, the middle of the night. She looks at me and recognizes my confusion. “It is six o’clock in the morning,” she says. “Time to get up and get on the Camino!” She opens the door to the hallway, and the hall light and piped in music floods the room. “Breakfast time,” she calls out gleefully. It takes me a moment to remember: I am in France, about to embark on what may well be the greatest walk of my life.

I stagger from my bed and make my way to my backpack. I stuff it clumsily and then head to the main floor for breakfast. There, at the same table we ate at last night, is a huge flask of coffee, a jar of hot chocolate powder, a large jar of muesli, baskets of sliced baguette, jam, and foil-wrapped triangles of cream cheese. Pierre from France is making a large bowl of hot chocolate and dunking his bread in it. He is just as surly this morning, and yet I find this strangely comforting and enormously appealing. He is genuine in his gruffness despite being amongst a sea of idealistic peregrinos looking for answers. He lights up when I ask him about his walking stick. When he finally smiles, surly Pierre is devastatingly handsome. “Je l’ai trouvé dans la forêt,” (I found it in the forest) he says. “Maintenant, c’est mon ami.” (Now it is my friend.) It really is a beauty, a staff more than a walking stick, really — a tall, weathered, gnarled, and knotted piece of wood that has been polished with wear. Pierre is walking the long route from Le Puy all the way to Santiago, 1,550-plus kilometres. A god among walkers.

It is still dark out when I leave the hostel, even though I am one of the last to leave. Celine is finishing breakfast and needs to organize her gear, so we plan to meet at the Pilgrims’ Information Office when she is ready. I stand alone on the narrow cobblestone road outside the hostel, listening to roosters crowing and looking up at the stars above, watching the first glimmers of dawn in the sky. Down the hill below me, the village is coming to life, one small, yellow, lamplight at a time. A trail of pilgrims is already heading off, disappearing into the dark, their walking sticks clickety-clacking on the cobbles as they go.

I am thinking of my mother and remembering my last visit to her in the nursing home shortly before I left for France. She lives a six or seven-hour drive from where I live in Eastern Ontario. A trip I make about every six weeks, weather permitting. It is never often enough nor long enough.

On this particular visit, I remember feeding my mother, holding the cup to her lips. Lifting the fork to her mouth. Each time, she opened her mouth before the fork reached it, forming a small o with her lips. Her pale blue eyes were locked on me.

The role reversal felt simultaneously tragic and tender. I feigned a false bravado, leaned in towards my mother, encouraging her to eat her dinner. I wiped her chin just as she must have done for me when I was too young to remember. Always small, my mother is now a tiny wisp of a woman.

“I could pick you up, put you in my pocket, and take you home,” I told her.

“I wish you would,” she said softly, longingly. Everything about her is diminished, her voice scarcely more than a whisper. Most of the time, though, she makes reasonable and appropriate answers even though she has Parkinson’s, crippling arthritis, and lapses in and out of lucidity. She is completely immobile and needs two people to lift her in and out of bed.

Outside the nursing home window, the leaves had begun to turn colour. I told my mother that I was leaving for Spain and that by the time I came home it would be well into November and that the leaves would have fallen. I told her that I would be gone for almost six weeks, that I was going to walk the Camino de Santiago. That I would come to see her as soon as possible, after I return home.

“Will you start in that small French village?” she asked. “What is its name?” She was searching for something. Some memory. “Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port,” I said, haltingly. I could not believe my mother knew anything of the Camino, let alone that it started in a small French village, whose name was escaping her.

“That’s it!” she said. “Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.” She looked alert and triumphant. It was her turn to lean in towards me. She told me that she and my father were there sometime in the 1990s while touring France and walked the first day of the Camino, while I was off living in Australia. It is true that my parents went to France many times, and that they were always walking and hiking and exploring the various regions. My father lived for the mountains.

“We walked all that day,” she said. “We stopped along the way and had a glass of wine and lunch at a little place with a patio cantilevered over the mountain valley. It was just magnificent, breathtakingly beautiful. I’ve never forgotten that day. We always wanted to return and walk the whole long trail.”

This was more than she had said to me in many visits. She stopped and was lost again, searching through her memories. But I remembered what followed that trip. Not long after, my father was diagnosed with cancer for the third time in his life. He died in a great hurry, leaving my mother to plummet alone into depression and old age.

A minute or two passed. We were both thinking, remembering. “I expect that you’re walking it for us,” my mother said clearly, brightly, and with purpose. She took the fork that I had put down into her own hand and guided it shakily towards her mouth. I added this to the long list of reasons for walking the Camino. For the bloodline of hale and hearty walkers.

I am still thinking of my mother as I look down the hill at Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port below me. I can imagine her standing here, right where I am standing. I can see her clearly — her wooden walking stick, a small rucksack on her back, a floppy hat on her head, secured by strings below her chin. Quiet and determined. She loved France. She would have adored this historic village. She would have spoken French to everyone, inquired about all the local dishes, and collected all the tourism information brochures — she was an inveterate collector of pamphlets and booklets. She would have simply loved Pierre, his handsome exterior, his prickly interior. “Un vrai français,” she would have called him.

I reach inside my pocket for the stone I am carrying for my mother. The small, black, smooth, round stone I picked up from the waterfront in front of her home on the shores of Georgian Bay. In accordance with Camino tradition, I will leave the stone along the trail for my parents, so that they might have a place here, on this path for eternity.

Standing here at the start of this path, the path; I have visualized this moment for so long. I have seen myself, here, in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. In my mind, this walled village on the Nive river has near mythical status. I pictured myself here, sitting in a café near the river, my backpack at my side, maps spread in front of me on the table. I would be brimming with anticipation and without a worry in the world. The sun would be shining. I would be eating a generous slice of Gâteau Basque — the legendary local flan filled with black cherries and pastry cream, or perhaps a wedge of Basque burnt cheesecake. I would be fuelled by enthusiasm and strong black French coffee.

And yet here, now, it is cold and dark, I have barely slept, and my bag already feels heavy. I never once imagined setting off in the cold and the dark, filled equally with excitement and trepidation. I think back to my
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Basque Burnt Cheesecake



	Serves 6

	454 g (1 lb) cream cheese, at room temperature

	133 g (2/3 cup) white sugar

	½ tsp fine salt

	17 g (approx. 2 tbsp) flour

	1 tbsp vanilla extract

	3 large eggs, at room temperature

	150 mL (2/3 cup) whipping (or heavy) cream
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