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  Prologue

“I Want to Hike the Camino”




    
  It was May 11, 2017, my wife Bev’s sixtieth birthday. Surrounding our dining room table were members of our family who had gathered in our home in suburban Kansas City to celebrate Bev entering her seventh decade. It was a festive evening, filled with wine and good food, reflection, and memories. In all the merriment, someone asked Bev what big goal she still wanted to attain. 
At this point in our lives, we had biked the Katy Trail across the state of Missouri and had completed a rim-to-rim hike of the Grand Canyon. And in less than four months, we were scheduled to begin a cross-country bicycle trip. In answer to this inquiry, she responded quickly and enthusiastically, “I want to hike the Camino.”
Six years later, she and I did just that.

    
  Bev’s fascination with the Camino de Santiago dates back several decades. Many years ago, during a time of deep spiritual exploration, she brought home a copy of The Camino: A Pilgrimage of Courage, a memoir written by the actress Shirley MacLaine. In this book, MacLaine uses a deeply personal and mystical approach to describe her journey to Santiago de Compostela. And Bev ate it up, with the actress’s spiritual tales of completing her pilgrimage reinforcing my wife’s desire to do the same. But like our dreams of traversing the Grand Canyon or biking across the United States, career and family obligations at that point in our lives made hiking across northern Spain just one more distant fantasy.
In time, though, career transitions and ultimately retirement made these goals much more attainable. We biked across Missouri in 2013, then hiked across the Grand Canyon in 2015, and finally biked across the southern United States in 2017. We thrived on these adventures, pushing ourselves to prepare for the challenge, immersing ourselves in the experience as we completed each journey, and walking away with a sense of satisfaction that came from dedicating ourselves to and then reaching lofty goals. As we reflected together after we arrived in St. Augustine, Florida, at the end of our long bicycle trip, Bev and I both knew we wanted, and needed, more adventures like that one. 
But some relatively minor but still pesky health issues soon arose. And then the world shut down because of the pandemic, an experience that affected our lives in ways that transcended the threat of the virus itself. Through all of this, we maintained our focus on our fitness and well-being, more to maintain our health (and, for a time, our sanity) than to prepare for any adventure trips. But suddenly, or so it seemed, it had been nearly six years since we had dipped our front bike tires in the Atlantic Ocean at the end of our cross-country trip. And though Bev and I have never dwelled on our advancing ages, we both found ourselves in our mid-sixties. 
The Camino was calling us, and we had a sense that, if we wanted to reach this longtime goal, we needed to start planning. That process began in the spring of 2023.

    
  The Camino de Santiago, or the Way of St. James, is one of the oldest and most famous pilgrimage routes in the world. Completing a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, Spain, had its origins in the ninth century after the remains of the Apostle James were supposedly discovered in Galicia in northwestern Spain. Since the tenth century, millions of pilgrims, or peregrinos, have made their way to the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, where the remains of the apostle are said to be buried. 
For the first 1,000 years or so, pilgrims completed the arduous trek on the Camino as a means of gaining a plenary indulgence from the Catholic Church, a way of reducing or eliminating the punishment followers would ultimately receive for their sins. Walking the hundreds of miles under primitive conditions was almost always completed for religious reasons, a sacred and holy journey through which pilgrims showed their devotion to God, Jesus Christ, and the Church. In modern times, there are still many who complete their Camino for religious reasons.
But over the past few decades, there has been an explosion of interest in hiking all or part of the Camino. As an illustration, in 1990, the pilgrim’s office in Santiago awarded a Compostela, or certificate signifying official completion of the Camino, to fewer than 5,000 pilgrims. By 2023, that number had increased to nearly half a million.
The bulk of this steady increase resulted not from Catholic Church-related religious fervor, but rather from individuals seeking adventure, a greater spiritual connection, or a combination of both. This was fueled by the depiction of the Camino de Santiago in popular culture. Paulo Coelho’s 1987 novel, The Pilgrimage, offered a mystical and novelized depiction of the author’s journey across Spain. Shirley MacLaine’s memoir about her Camino gained considerable readership, particularly in the United States.
But to many individuals, including Bev and me, the most powerful enticement to complete a Camino came from a 2010 film written and directed by Emilio Estevez that was simply titled The Way. In this film, Estevez plays a globetrotting young man who dies on his first day on the Camino de Santiago, perishing in an unexpected snowstorm as he hiked across the Pyrenees. Estevez’s character’s estranged father, played by his real-life dad, Martin Sheen, travels to St. Jean Pied de Port, the French border village at the start of this Camino route, to claim his son’s body. Sheen’s character has the body cremated and then carries the remains as he completes the Camino his son had just started. This journey, and the father’s interactions with a whimsical group of hiking mates, form the basis for the movie.
Filmed on location in northern Spain, The Way is a poignant and beautiful film that Bev and I have watched countless times. Though Bev’s dream of hiking the Camino de Santiago predated mine, I found this simple film to be a source of great fascination and motivation to tackle this adventure. I suspect countless others share this same reaction.
Regardless, what had started over a thousand years ago as a simple, primitive, and purely religious rite of passage has become a popular, at times commercialized, often crowded, but still beautiful and meaningful journey.

    
  The Camino de Santiago is actually made up of several routes, all starting somewhere on the European continent but ending at the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela. These various routes are used by a limited but growing number of peregrinos, and on each is slowly being built adequate infrastructure (i.e., lodging and eating establishments) to service the increasing numbers of pilgrims. 
But by far the most popular route is the Camino Francés, the path on which most pilgrims travel to Santiago. The route travels in a westerly direction, beginning in the small French village of St. Jean Pied de Port. From there, the path crosses over the Pyrenees mountains into Spain, through the major cities of Pamplona, Burgos, and León, over innumerable hills and through countless small towns, across the relatively barren plateau region called the Meseta, and into Santiago de Compostela. The entire route is around 800 kilometers or nearly 500 miles. The trail encompasses long stretches of “natural path” of gravel and dirt, paved sidewalks and paths through towns and cities, and sometimes roads shared with motor vehicles. 
Though the distance traveled each day on the Camino Francés can be a personal preference, some of that decision is dictated by the availability of lodging. As a result, it is common for peregrinos to follow a fairly standard schedule as they cross northern Spain on this route. As Bev and I completed our Camino, we experienced several days of eighteen, nineteen, and twenty miles, but averaged around fourteen miles each day. The challenge is not only being able to hike over varied terrain (with a loaded pack, no less) for such long distances, but to do so day after day with only a few rest days. To hike the entire 500 miles of the Camino Francés, one must be prepared to handle the physical (and mental) toll such an arduous journey can place on the body.
With around six months until our desired Camino start date, we had a great deal of preparation ahead of us.

    
  As our hike approached, the three most pressing areas we needed to address as we prepared for our Camino included personal development, most notably gaining knowledge and proficiency related to the Spanish language and culture; travel planning, including flights, ground transportation, and lodging; and training for the physical rigors of the hike. 
My greatest apprehension as we pondered hiking by ourselves across northern Spain was our inability to speak the language. Over the years, I have read countless accounts of individuals completing treks across the Camino Francés, with all but the first ten miles or so taking place in Spain. Most of these authors suggested that many of the native people they encountered spoke English and that they had been able to communicate with those who did not. We found that outside of the major cities, relatively few people spoke English, but we were able to communicate with most of those with whom we didn’t share a language. Still, I remained apprehensive and believed our journey would be enhanced by being able to communicate in the local language.
I had completed two years of high school Spanish, earning solid grades, though never really approaching proficiency. But whatever I learned during those two years was seldom used, and in the fifty years that had passed, I had apparently forgotten everything. Bev, who had no formal training in Spanish, was less concerned about the language barrier than I was. An accomplished speech and language pathologist, in retirement, she has volunteered to work with individuals who have recently immigrated to the Chicago area. To her, deciphering conversations in different languages and dialects just comes more easily.
So, for the next few months, I devoted twenty to thirty minutes each day to completing online Spanish lessons. I signed up for Babbel and diligently completed the daily lessons, but soon found that I was not internalizing what I was learning. I could translate words and phrases when spoken slowly and distinctly, but using them in a conversation continued to confound me. But I plodded on. 
In time, I supplemented the Babbel training with online lessons offered through our local library. This helped, and though I could recall more and longer phrases, being able to follow a conversation completed at a regular pace continued to elude me. I finally started watching YouTube videos featuring a Ph.D.-level college Spanish instructor with a southern accent, writing the various words and phrases so I could engage my visual learning style.
But with just a few weeks before we were to depart for a month-and-a-half in Spain, I felt only slightly better prepared to engage with native Spanish speakers than I had when I started. I was just never able to make things click in my mind.
There is a body of research suggesting that it is far more challenging for older individuals to learn a foreign language. As we departed for Spain, I represented additional confirmation of those research findings.
Regardless, we were getting ready to travel to the European continent for the first time, we were still unfamiliar with the culture, we couldn’t converse in the native language, and we would be completely on our own. What did we have to be apprehensive about?

    
  A major step in our preparation involved completing our Camino travel plans. But before we could make those plans, we had to decide what kind of Camino we wanted to complete. And that decision was more complicated than we had expected. 
We originally had an almost idyllic view of how we wanted to trek across the Camino Francés. The traditional approach, the one peregrinos have been following for centuries, the one Camino purists suggest is the only way to truly experience this journey, is fairly simple. One departs from St. Jean Pied de Port when ready, hikes as far as they want each day, and when they arrive at the city or village in which they would spend the night, seeks a bed in an albergue, or pilgrim hostel. Albergues offer the quintessential Camino experience, often large, barrack-style rooms with rows of bunk beds and communal bathrooms in which groups of pilgrims, most strangers to one another, spend the night close to each other.
But with those large rooms come smells, snores, burps, and other bodily noises, and occasionally unsavory challenges like uncleanliness and bed bugs. Albergues are relatively inexpensive and provide the camaraderie that comes with a diverse group of peregrinos sleeping in a confined space. To be fair, albergues have evolved in recent years, and some are modern, very clean, and designed to offer more privacy than what I have described. Still, we were concerned that such lodging would not provide our aging bodies with what was needed at the end of each long hike.
Camaraderie and fellowship are noble and certainly desirable, and we admired the many pilgrims who followed such a communal approach to completing their Camino. But for Bev and me, at sixty-six, we needed sleep and rest more than we needed camaraderie. Early in our research, we decided to seek a travel company that would book in advance a private room at each stop along a pre-determined route with daily distances that would be, for us, challenging but doable. Such a company would book our lodging in advance, schedule any transfers from the trail to and from the inn if needed (they were), and assist us if we ran into difficulty along the way.
Camino purists would likely cringe at following such a pre-determined schedule. Where’s the spontaneity? What if you want to go longer one day? Shorter the next? What if you get injured and need to take a few days off the trail? These are valid questions, and we pondered them in depth as we made this decision. But finally, we decided that peace of mind (and sleep) was ultimately more important than spontaneity. Ultimately, based on our approach that not every inch of the Camino had to be traveled on foot, we found we had a lot more flexibility than we had anticipated.

    
  After some extensive research, we learned that several travel companies offered full, self-supported trips across the Camino Francés. Bev found a company based in Scotland, but with a presence in the United States, that offered services we needed and for which customer reviews were very positive. We soon were talking with a US-based representative for Macs Adventure and ultimately purchased a travel package with that company. It was a good choice. 
We would begin our Camino in St. Jean Pied de Port on September 2nd and arrive in Santiago de Compostela on October 8th, with two rest days built into the schedule. For our thirty-five hiking days, we would average just over fourteen miles each day. We would have rest days to explore the cities of Burgos and León and an extra day in Santiago de Compostela before returning home. We would have a guaranteed reservation each night in an inn or hotel with a private room and bathroom. Sometimes, the lodging would be rather primitive, but the best available in the city or village in which we would be staying. And though we understood and though it was not ideal, because of a lack of available lodging at the endpoint of a few of our hikes, there would be instances in which we would be taxied to and from the trail to an inn or hotel in another town. It seemed to be just another moving part that could go wrong, but the back-and-forth shuttling ended up being far less of a hassle than we had expected. 
Once the itinerary was finalized and our sizable deposit had been paid, this notion of walking across northern Spain, which had previously been a mere dream, suddenly became quite real.
One idyllic Camino practice we were hesitant to eliminate, at least at first, was carrying all our possessions in our packs as we hiked from one town to the next. A component of the “traditional” Camino experience, whatever that means, is for peregrinos to be self-sufficient as they travel toward Santiago, much like travelers of ancient times. And to reduce the weight on their backs, pilgrims often whittled their travel possessions down to a bare minimum. I recall reading a memoir of a hiker who maintained one hiking outfit he walked in each day and one evening outfit he wore every night after showering and getting settled in the albergue, with a few extra garments to be worn when he regularly washed his primary outfits. While I admire the tenacity of folks like this, I’m not sure my preparedness instincts would allow such a spartan existence. (What if one of us ripped out our only pair of hiking shorts?) Still, we toyed with the idea of carrying all our possessions instead of having our luggage transported from one inn to the next.
This issue arose because the travel package we purchased included the daily transfer of one suitcase per traveler from one lodging establishment to the next, so we were paying for this service already. As we were speaking with Dan, our contact with the travel company, I mentioned we were considering not using the luggage transfer service. The phone was quiet for a moment, and then he said calmly but with authority, “Oh, you don’t want to do that.” Unstated but still clear from his tone, Dan was intimating, “Why would you not want to take advantage of this service?” It was a reasonable question and one for which we didn’t have a valid answer. Maybe we wanted to have a more authentic Camino experience. But also, perhaps we were concerned about what other peregrinos might think about two people not carrying all their clothing and equipment as they trekked across Spain.
That was the last time the issue was discussed, and we ended up using the luggage transport service. Each morning, we dutifully placed our suitcases at the designated drop-off point. And every evening, without exception, those same suitcases were waiting for us when we walked into our next inn. We found that as many pilgrims used such a service as did not, with luggage transfers seeming to be more popular among the older folks on the trail. Though we ended up taking more clothing and other items than we needed, we were glad we opted, again, to “walk our own Camino.”
On the trail, Bev and I each carried a daypack that was heavier than we might have expected. For example, in my pack, I placed a jacket, a poncho, an extra set of clothes, sunscreen, and a pair of hiking sandals in case I encountered untimely blisters. (Really, any blisters would be “untimely.”) But simply out of caution, I also carried my iPad, a small bag of prescription medications, and my travel documents, items that, for different reasons, were vitally important to me. We each also had in our daypacks a hydration bladder, basically a bag of drinking water we could access through a little tube that attached to the front of our packs. Wanting to be over- rather than under-prepared, I almost always filled my hydration bladder to its three-liter limit. With all of this, my daypack at the start of each day weighed at least twenty pounds, lighter than a full pack with all our belongings, but still a substantial weight to lug around for six to eight hours a day.

    
  With our start and end dates confirmed, we began searching for flights. And it was a bit of a shock, very expensive fares that largely constituted one-way flights to and from Spain. We had long wanted to visit Barcelona, known for its unique culture, odd architecture, and the 1992 Summer Olympics. So, we decided to fly into Barcelona and spend two nights in that amazing city, time to do some exploring, but also to work through some of the inevitable jet lag we would experience. We would then take the train to Pamplona and then be shuttled to St. Jean Pied de Port, where we would begin our Camino. After we finished, because flights from Santiago de Compostela to the United States are both limited and very pricey, we planned to fly to Madrid, stay overnight, and then return to the United States. 
We would be away for a month and a half. As we confirmed all our travel arrangements and posted each flight or train trip on our calendars, it all seemed like an odd combination of surreal and blatantly real. On the one hand, it still didn’t seem possible we were actually going to complete this long-imagined trip. But with payment confirmations from travel companies, airlines, and Renfe, the Spanish rail system, it was suddenly clear we were going to walk the Camino. And by the time we had completed all these travel arrangements, our departure was just a couple of months away.

    
  By this time, we had been seriously training for months. Compared to most people in their mid-sixties, Bev and I are in reasonably good physical condition. For the past decade, in an average week, we have typically walked four miles two or three times, pushing ourselves to maintain a pace of around four miles an hour. We have usually biked either outside or on an indoor trainer twice each week, with a target distance of around fifteen miles for each ride. We had gone to a fitness center two times most weeks, completing hard elliptical workouts of thirty-five to forty minutes, followed by a weight workout. While we couldn’t claim to be in stellar physical condition, we had a solid base from which to start our Camino preparations. 
As Bev and I have prepared for these adventure travel trips in the past, our goal has not been to simply be able to finish the trip, but to be in good enough condition to enjoy the journey. As a result, whether biking across Missouri on the Katy Trail, hiking across the Grand Canyon, or biking across the southern United States, we worked hard enough that we felt surprisingly fresh each time as we reached our destination.
But the Camino posed unique challenges, some of which would be difficult to prepare for. In Spain, we would complete long walks that averaged over fourteen miles almost every day, making our four-mile power walks seem far less significant. And while just six years earlier we had completed a cross-country bicycle tour in which we averaged over seventy miles each day, cycling places far less stress on the body, particularly the knees and hips, than even walking. While Bev’s joints were relatively healthy, I had some mild arthritis in my knees and had undergone a hip replacement just three years earlier.
Adding to the constant stress on our legs and joints, we would carry packs weighing fifteen to twenty pounds. Plus, we would hike over varied terrain, with some significant climbing, including a steep twelve-mile ascent over the Pyrenees on the first day. To prepare for such conditions, we would logically start climbing some long hills. Our challenge, though, was that we lived outside of Chicago where there are very few short hills and almost no long ones.

    
  Beginning a year ahead of when we hoped to start our hike, we began increasing the length and frequency of our walks. The Chicago suburbs offer many “forest preserves,” large blocks of open land on which there are walking and biking trails. In the months leading up to our Camino, we frequented many of these large natural areas. Additionally, there are lengthy walking trails near our home. With these options, we could regularly complete long hikes without getting bored (at least with our surroundings). 
As our departure approached, we were walking six to eight miles, six days a week. Our longest walk before we left for Spain was twelve miles along a river trail, a hike that was characterized not by its physical difficulty but rather by the mental challenge of walking for four hours through terrain we had experienced countless times in the preceding months.
But all these trails were largely flat, unlike the Camino Francés with its mountains and undulating terrain. To build up climbing strength, Bev focused on bumping up the resistance on her elliptical workouts. I shifted some of my workouts to a stair climber machine, climbing 120 to 150 floors at a pace fast enough to raise my heart rate and generate copious amounts of sweat. I also shifted some of my walking sessions onto our treadmill, going three to four miles at inclines of up to ten percent in workouts I found to be physically and mentally challenging. And whenever we traveled in the months before our departure, to Missouri, Tennessee, and Wisconsin, we found hilly areas to hike.
When we started our Camino, we quickly found that we were relatively well-prepared, at least physically, for the rigors of the trail.

    
  During this time, though, I faced two physical challenges, one of which threatened to derail our Camino before it even started. During our past hiking adventures, especially as we traversed the Grand Canyon, we found that hiking poles were helpful as we climbed and took some of the strain off our knees and hips as we descended the very steep trails. For the past few years, I had noticed increasing numbness in my right hand as I grasped items like bicycle handlebars and elliptical handles, and occasionally at night while I was sleeping. As I used my hiking poles for long stretches as we trained for our Camino, I noticed my right hand going numb, often preventing me from using that pole. 
The doctors diagnosed the problem as carpal tunnel syndrome. They prescribed some exercises that I dutifully completed each day, but the problem persisted. I had a cortisone shot in that wrist, but that, too, failed to stop the persistent numbness. Finally, I began working with an occupational therapist who specializes in hand issues. Though that didn’t eliminate the problem, the wrist exercise routine I followed made the condition a little more manageable.
The wrist issue plagued me on our Camino with my thumb and forefinger going numb, occasionally forcing me to grip the right pole with just the last three fingers on my hand. However, I experienced fewer issues than I might have expected from an issue that would eventually require surgery.

    
  The second physical issue was potentially much more critical but ultimately had a positive resolution. Around two months before we were to depart for Barcelona, on a warm and muggy Saturday afternoon, Bev and I completed a long hike along a river trail not far from our home. Just a couple of hours before we started walking, we had eaten some spicy Mediterranean food, something I normally didn’t consume before exercising. About halfway through our six-mile walk, I started to experience some slight “burning” in my chest. It was like indigestion or heartburn, but somehow different. 
Believing this issue to be a simple case of heartburn, I didn’t mention it to Bev, and when I got home, I took some antacid. But after some time, the burning sensation was still there. I took my blood pressure and it was elevated, as was my resting heart rate, all no doubt made worse by my mild panicking. I have been treated for some mild heart issues over the past few years, so different scenarios were racing through my head. Adding to the situation was the constant realization that, in just a couple of months, we would hike an average of fourteen miles a day in a foreign country in which we didn’t understand the language, much less the healthcare system. And here I was experiencing what could be the beginning of a heart attack… or, more likely, just a bad case of heartburn.
Out of an abundance of caution, Bev took me to the emergency room.
If you have ever experienced a modern emergency room, you know that once you’re hooked up to the requisite monitors and the doctors determine you are stable and not at significant risk of a sudden bad outcome, everything moves slowly. The nurses hooked me up to the monitors, inserted an IV, and took several samples of blood. The ER doctor, who was likely more used to dealing with car accident injuries and actual cardiac events rather than what I was presenting, came in and asked a series of questions. He seemed skeptical but still determined to rule out any cardiac issues.
After a variety of tests had been completed, and around four hours had passed, the ER doctor returned and told us that all the tests had ruled out that a heart attack had occurred. He suggested it was likely I had suffered a bout of what he called GERD, which I later learned stood for gastroesophageal reflux disease. He did, however, suggest that I talk with my primary care physician about scheduling a stress test. 
I made an appointment with our family doctor early the next week, and a basic stress test was scheduled for the following week, around six weeks before we were to leave for Spain. I wasn’t particularly concerned, as I have completed these procedures in the past and the results have never uncovered any cardiac issues. The greatest challenge as I completed this stress test was walking fast enough and on a steep enough incline to get me to the target heart rate, which was 130 beats per minute. Finally, I reached that level of intensity, and the test ended shortly thereafter.
The cardiologist on duty at the imaging center came into the exam room to discuss the results. He indicated the test showed evidence of some abnormalities, and he suggested that I likely had some blockages in and around my heart. Blockages like this are a precursor to a heart attack, and again, we were scheduled to begin our Camino in a month and a half. 
Also, if I had some cardiac blockage, as the cardiologist suggested, there would likely be procedures and treatments available to control that condition. But there would never be a “cure” that would eliminate the heightened risk of a heart attack. With that possibility unexpectedly hanging over us, our Camino trip was likely not going to be simply postponed; at that point in time, it seemed likely it would never happen.
Because of an unrelated cardiac condition, I have been under the care of a cardiologist for the past several years. When we moved to the Chicago area in 2022, I needed to find another specialist to monitor my cardiac issues. I had only seen this new cardiologist one time, just a few months earlier, and I was impressed by his patient-friendly manner. Though he was out of the office, the day after I had completed the stress test, he sent me a message suggesting he thought the result might have been a “false positive,” or an indication of abnormalities when none actually existed. He suggested his office would be in contact with me the following week.
The next Monday, the cardiologist called me. “Rob, this is…” sharing his first and last name when I answered the phone. As I had never received a phone call from a specialist, it took me a moment to get my bearings and realize who I was talking with. He expanded on his text message from the previous week and briefly explained why he thought the results might be misleading. He suggested that a more expansive stress test could provide more information and that the results would dictate what other tests might be warranted. When I explained we were scheduled to start a long hike in Spain in a month, he recommended I complete a cardiac catheterization procedure that would not only determine if there were any blockages but would also allow for any obstructions to be treated with a stent. Given the ambiguity of the original stress test, it was perhaps an aggressive approach, but the results would be instantaneous and conclusive. Our rollercoaster of emotions was continuing, and now our expected journey might still happen.
The following week, we reported to the hospital for my early morning procedure. We were three weeks from our scheduled departure for Spain, and we had continued our near-daily long walks, though there was a cloud of uncertainty hovering over our planned Camino. For the cardiac catheterization, I was given a general anesthetic and then a scope was inserted into my arm that was moved up and through my heart; pretty amazing stuff! Based on the results of the original stress test, and despite the uncertainty expressed by my cardiologist, when I went to sleep on the gurney, I fully expected that I would wake up after having had one or more stents inserted during the procedure.
The next thing I remembered, I was in a recovery area and Bev was at my side. Though my memory of the conversation remains a little fuzzy, I recall the cardiologist telling us he found very little “disease,” and certainly none that needed to be addressed. It was largely a clean cardiac bill of health.
After all that uncertainty, our journey on the Camino de Santiago was, amazingly, still on schedule. Ready or not, we were leaving for Spain in three weeks.






  
  Chapter One

Our Introduction to Spain (and France)



    
  As we boarded the plane for the eight-hour flight to Barcelona, Bev and I had a strange blend of interrelated emotions. We were excited almost to the point of exhilaration, but those positive feelings were colliding with the countless nervous thoughts coursing through our heads. We were relieved to be undertaking a journey that, just three weeks earlier, seemed doomed not to occur. But we were still uncertain that, at our age, we had not made a huge mistake in undertaking the trip to begin with. Nonetheless, we were beyond grateful we had the opportunity to have what we anticipated would be an amazing experience. 
We left O’Hare International Airport at 6:30 p.m. on a Boeing 777, the largest plane on which I had ever flown. With a capacity that approached 300 passengers, most of the wide-body plane on our sold-out flight had three aisles of three seats, nine across through the vast economy section. Bev and I had selected seats near the back of the plane on a side aisle with only two seats, allowing us a bit more freedom and privacy on this long, non-stop, trans-Atlantic flight. After taking off (often a lengthy process at O’Hare) and reaching cruising altitude, we had an adult beverage and then a light dinner before most of the passengers settled in to get a little sleep. Never one to sleep much under these circumstances, I dozed for around forty-five minutes and Bev a little more before the cabin got active again, a couple of hours before we were scheduled to land. After a light breakfast and coffee, we started our approach into Barcelona.
With a seven-hour time difference, we landed in Spain at around 9:30 a.m. at the end of a flight that had been more pleasant than we might have anticipated. After a long walk through the terminal, we arrived at customs only to find a long line of travelers, a by-product of hundreds needing to be processed and Bev and me de-boarding from the back of the plane. The Spanish customs agents were very efficient, however, and we were soon granted entry into Spain, our home for the next month and a half.
We picked up our suitcases and then ordered a taxi through the Uber app, our first of many transactions made with euros. Barcelona is a very Western city, and much of the signage in the airport included translations in English. But even though we were directed to what we believed was the correct pickup point in the adjacent parking garage, we were unprepared for the organized (sort of) chaos that greeted us as we waited for our cab. Finally, we located our ride, and the friendly driver helped us as we loaded our bags into the trunk.

    
  It was a thirty-minute ride to our hotel, a scenic drive that offered our first look at the Mediterranean Sea, the Barcelona skyline, and the famous Sagrada Família Basilica in the distance. We had booked three nights in a boutique hotel in the Gothic Quarter, an ancient section of the city close to the Cathedral of Barcelona. This part of the city is known for alleyways diverging in different directions, all lined with shops and restaurants. We would find the Gothic Quarter to be both fascinating and confusing, and we got lost there on several occasions. 
The Hotel Barcelona Catedral is prominently located, but its location in the Gothic Quarter requires restricted access for motor vehicles, including taxis. We were informed by the driver that he could not drop us off at the hotel, but rather a short distance away, requiring us to find our way to its entrance. He pulled over to the side of a very busy thoroughfare, removed our two suitcases, and with the cacophonous sounds of this vibrant city making it even more difficult to understand his broken English, he quickly gave us directions to our hotel. As he pulled away, I looked at Bev, who hadn’t understood the directions either. So, for the first of countless times we would do so on this trip, we pulled out our phones and found our way to the entrance of our hotel.
The Hotel Barcelona Catedral is a fairly modern establishment with a restaurant and bar and complimentary wine and snacks each evening. It was around noon when we arrived and were greeted by a nice young man who spoke impeccable English. Luckily, at this early hour, our room was available. When we arrived at our room on the third floor, we found it small but clean and updated, except we couldn’t get the lights to work. As we played with the various switches, we finally assumed that the power was turned off just in our room, as the hallway was brightly lit. I finally went back down to speak to the same nice young man at the front desk. After I explained our issue, he tried to describe a special slot where we needed to place our key card. Seeing the befuddled look on the face of this old American guy, he decided to simply come to our room and show us. As we would find in most of the over thirty rooms we would stay in over the next six weeks, there was a special slot where the key card had to be inserted to turn on the power to the room. Whenever we left the room and needed to take our key card with us, we had to turn off the power to the room. With no lights left on when no one was in the room, it is a logical energy-saving strategy we had never experienced in the United States, but which is common in Spain. We thanked this nice young man, again, and settled into our room.
We were exhausted, having slept little in the past thirty-six hours. But we knew that taking a nap in the middle of the day would throw off our biological clocks just as we were preparing to begin our Camino in a few days. So, instead of taking a nap and risking being awake that night, we sought a diversion. 
We walked the short distance from the hotel to the Catedral de Barcelona, the primary cathedral serving the city. While we would tour several huge churches during our time in Spain, this was the first. And it was magnificent. Construction on this most recent iteration of the cathedral began in 1498 after an earlier version had been destroyed; it wasn't completed until over a century later. As we toured the main sanctuary and the different wings of the church, we were struck by the ancient artwork, paintings, and sculptures that permeated the facility. The main sanctuary is enormous, with a towering ceiling and parts of the edifice flaked in gold. Not for the last time, we were struck by what these over-the-top cathedrals must have cost nearly a thousand years ago when so much of the Spanish populace was mired in poverty. Even so, it was impressive.

    
  Before we left home, we met with our next-door neighbors who had visited Spain and whose daughter had studied in the country while in college. They had some restaurant recommendations for us. After we visited the cathedral, we were hungry and still wanted to remain active as we tried to ward off sleep. One restaurant on the list of recommendations was called Cal Pep, and though it was a considerable distance from our hotel, we walked there for lunch. What followed was one of the most memorable meals we have ever had. 
Unknown to us, this restaurant with an unassuming façade has been named one of the fifty best restaurants in the world. This would be our first meal in Spain, and we didn’t know what to expect when we walked through the entrance. We were greeted by a server standing behind the counter, and he motioned for us to sit in two available bar seats at the counter with two chefs cooking right in front of us. There was no menu offered to us, but the amiable gentleman who had seated us asked us in very good English if we knew what we wanted. We kind of played dumb (which really wasn’t “playing” in this setting), which caused the server to take charge. On a notepad, he started listing what he would suggest in this famous restaurant known for tapas, which are small plates of appetizers or snacks that can be combined to make a meal. When he had finished listing his recommendations, we naturally said it sounded great (it did). We each added a glass of vino blanco, and he brought us each a glass of Rioja white wine. Then, one by one, the server brought us delectable menu items that we shared. We enjoyed fried calamari and prawns, a Spanish omelet made with eggs and potatoes, steamed clams served with a white wine sauce, and tuna tartare served with house-made crackers. It was all amazing. And while we had little idea of what our meal would cost, we soon found that we had experienced the first of many reasonably priced meals we would enjoy during our time in Spain.
We wandered through the Gothic Quarter on our way back to the hotel, trying to better orient ourselves to this bustling city. Later that afternoon, after enjoying our complimentary glass of wine at the hotel and still kind of full from lunch, we found a Spanish chain sandwich shop and had a small, nondescript sandwich for dinner. As we made our way back to the Hotel Barcelona Catedral, we savored the end of what had been a good, albeit very long, day.

    
  I am a notorious short sleeper, with six hours representing a pretty good night of sleep. Bone tired the previous evening, we had gone to bed at our normal times. I woke up after around six and a half hours, a good night for me. I got up, read some e-mails, but then went back to sleep for another hour and a half. It had to have been the first time I slept for eight hours in one night in years. Bev slept even longer than she typically sleeps, so, with both of us much better rested, we were ready for a good day exploring Barcelona. 
Our first task was to find some breakfast. This would be the first time we would experience how Spain follows a different schedule than the United States, especially as it relates to when meals are typically eaten. We left the hotel at around 7:30 a.m. and simply couldn’t find a restaurant that was serving coffee at that hour, much less breakfast. Finally, we found a little shop that served bread, pastries, and coffee beginning at 8:30 a.m.
When we visit a new city, Bev and I often look for any noteworthy art museums that may be available, and Barcelona was no different. We toured the Museu Picasso, which featured works created by the artist during his time in Barcelona. As impressive as the artwork, which showed the developmental years of Picasso’s career, was the setting. The collection was housed in five adjoining medieval palaces, interconnected buildings that had been fully restored while maintaining their ancient appearance. It was an impressive display of some of the early works of one of the city’s most famous residents.
After a quick lunch, we walked to the beach on the Mediterranean Sea. The sky was overcast on this late August day, and the breezes coming off the water were, as we have so often found, restorative. We sat on a bench and watched couples and families enjoy the small urban beach and individuals seemingly on their break from work as they sought a brief, calm reprieve in this fast-moving, modern city. 

    
  On our way back to the hotel, we toured the Moco Museum ( Modern Contemporary Museum), which showcased a small but impressive collection that included works by Warhol, Basquiat, Koons, and my favorite, Banksy. It was housed in a building constructed in the 1500s that formerly served as the residence of a prominent Barcelona family. And like in the Museu Picasso, the ancient vibe of the facility could be felt as we looked at very contemporary works of art. 
That evening, we followed another recommendation from our neighbors and dined at a very famous and classic restaurant called 7 Portes, which has been serving delectable meals since 1836. Knowing we were in for an elegant dining experience (our server wore a formal white dinner jacket), we chose from our limited hiking wardrobe the nicest outfits we could put together. It didn’t much matter, as at our early dining hour (for Spain), we were among only a handful of customers.
With a bottle of Spanish white wine, we started our meal by sharing a large tureen of steaming monkfish soup, one of the house specialties. Then we each had the seafood paella with lobster, large portions of this classic Spanish dish. From the service to the food to the ambiance of the restaurant, it was a memorable meal.
On our last full day in Barcelona, we took a bus tour that included stops in all the major areas of the city. From our seats on the top of the double-decker bus, we had a great view of the many sights of this amazing city, from the waterfront to the business district to the main stadium and other venues used in the 1992 Barcelona Olympics. And with the provided headphones, we heard a steady stream of English-language information regarding what we were seeing.
But in many respects, Barcelona is the city of Antoni Gaudí, the Catalan architect whose whimsically weird buildings are on prominent display. Known for buildings designed with wavy and undulating lines, we drove by famous structures like Casa Milá, Casa Batlló, and buildings near Park Güell. Built in a style that became known as Catalan Modernism, viewing these designs had an almost dizzying effect on us.
But by far the most famous of Gaudí’s building projects, and one that is only now nearing completion after over 140 years of construction, is Sagrada Família. With its towering spires, the huge cathedral is the most prominent building in Barcelona and the most visited monument in Spain.
We enjoyed our time in Barcelona, but our focus in the weeks before our trip had been on the upcoming Camino. As a result, other than making a hotel reservation and getting dining recommendations from our neighbors, we had done relatively little research to prepare for our time in the city. So, when our tour bus pulled up to the enormous edifice of Sagrada Família, we were struck as much by the throngs of people as by the structure itself. As we weaved our way toward the entrance, we saw signs in English suggesting that tour tickets should be pre-ordered online. We wanted to enter the cathedral to view the
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