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PAMPLONA TO CIZUR MENOR 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Be for us our companion on the walk, 
Our guide at the crossroads, 
Our breath in our weariness, 
Our protection in danger, 
Our hostel on the Way, 
Our shade in the heat, 
Our light in the darkness, 
Our consolation in our discouragements, 
And our strength in our intentions. 
     – Ancient pilgrim prayer to St James 



I take the first steps of my Camino in Pamplona. The sun is 
shining. I have arrived here by train from Barcelona with a 
rather inadequate street map of this ancient city. I am trying 
to locate the cathedral where I am certain a yellow arrow will 
reveal itself to me. Yellow arrows are always visible near a 
cathedral in every place along the Camino.  

I am now officially on my second Camino. Two years 
ago I walked from Sarria to Santiago and, wanting to 
experience more of the Camino, I’ve decided to start in 
Pamplona this time and walk for nearly four weeks. I am as 
excited as I was the first time I came here, and I have high 
expectations for a spirit-filled journey. But I am a bit more 
relaxed this time, due in part to my having done this before.  

Outside the train station, I present my little map to 
a local man, and with much pointing and use of one-word 
sentences, (my Spanish is as inadequate as the map), I 
determine that the cathedral is about three kilometres away 
and involves a walk up a hill. A traveller from Ecuador stops 
to talk to me. I suppose he has recognized in me another 
wandering spirit. He is chatty and helpful, and assures me I 
am going in the right direction. He is not on the Camino, so 
not a bona fide pilgrim. But of course, he is a pilgrim in my 
sense of the word.  

Pamplona is the historical capital city of Navarre 
and famous for the San Fermín festival, which takes place in 
July, and in particular, the singular event that now seems to 



define this city – the Encierro, or the running of the bulls. 
Ernest Hemingway brought this event to worldwide 
attention through his masterpiece, The Sun Also Rises. I’m 
glad I am here in late May since I have no interest in 
encountering bulls running wild in the streets. 

This is an ancient city. Founded by Roman general 
Pompey around 75 BC, it is where his army set up camp. 
Subsequent raids by Vikings and Muslims, ongoing power 
struggles between the Moors and the Franks, the growth in 
popularity of the Way of St James in northern Spain in the 
Middle Ages, and considerable beautification in the 
eighteenth century have shaped this city to its modern day 
presentation.  

I see an elderly couple walking briskly, carrying 
packs, wearing hiking boots and sun hats. This is 
encouraging. I look up towards a bunch of street signs. Ah. I 
spot it – the yellow arrow. My first one. Relief.  

I keep a few paces behind the elderly couple as they 
make their way through the lively city. They are small but 
look strong. I can tell by the way they’re walking that they 
have been on the Camino for a much longer time than I have. 
There is ruggedness to them that Camino pilgrims acquire as 
they go along, strong muscular legs, a good solid stride as 
they carry their packs with ease. The men usually develop ill-
kempt beards. Women’s hairstyles take on the natural look, 
pulled back in an untidy fashion or tucked up under a scarf or 



sun hat. Brown skin. Sun-warmed faces that reveal an 
openness and kindness that invites you to speak to them. I 
speak to them. 

“Where have you walked from today?” I ask. A 
standard introductory question. 

“Larrasoaña,” they both offer. Larrasoaña is a town 
about 25 kilometres away from Pamplona, and this tells me 
that these two walkers have just come through the Pyrenees. 
Their names are Jill and Murray, and they are from New 
Zealand. Starting in St Jean Pied de Port, France, they’ve 
traversed the Basque lands and mountains.  

I explain to them that I have been on the Camino for 
exactly 15 minutes and that instead of staying in Pamplona, 
I am headed outside of the city to Cizur Menor. They are too. 
We walk a short way together. They notice that my pack is 
open, which puzzles me since I know I had secured it the last 
time I used it. They zip it up for me. I tell them I am going to 
stop in town for lunch and that perhaps I will see them later. 
They continue on, and I turn towards a busy commercial 
street.  

I am excited to be finally here in northern Spain, in 
this ancient place in what must surely be my spiritual 
homeland. I cannot explain this. I do not know why I have 
such a strong affinity with this land, why it calls to me like 
no other place. I am not of Spanish heritage. My blood is pure 
Dutch and my roots are firmly planted in Canada. My skin is 



fair. My hair is blonde. My ability to speak Spanish is 
limited. My surname is decidedly of the lowland variety. I 
suppose I could blame my parents for naming me Anita, a 
Spanish name if ever there was one.  

In a flight of fancy, my imagination has crafted a 
tragic little story about an illicit love affair between a Dutch 
peasant girl and a dashing Spanish soldier during the Eighty 
Years’ War, fought between Holland and Philip II of Spain. 
That war took place more than 400 years ago. I descend from 
these two young people who were brought together under 
impossible circumstances in the harsh and violent landscape 
of war. There flows through me a few drop of Spanish blood, 
the lingering remains of this enduring love through time and 
space. This is the way the incurable romantic in me explains 
my own love affair with Spain.  

~	  
Back on a Pamplona street, I spot an inviting tapas bar. I 
enter and make my way to the bar while surveying the tapas 
nicely arranged under glass covers. A portly, fatherly-looking 
man is seated, enjoying what is apparently his regular glass 
of wine and tapas. He nods to me in a kindly way. I remove 
my pack and turn to place it on the floor, an act that 
unleashes a sequence of disastrous events. Just as my pack 
had opened itself while I was walking with the little elderly 



couple, it has repeated this malfunction now but in a more 
dramatic fashion. There on the floor, at the feet of this 
gentleman, lies as neatly as though I arranged it, my bra. I 
am mortified with embarrassment. Of all things that had to 
explode out of my backpack, did it have to be my underwear? I 
hurriedly gather up the offending garment along with my 
bag of toiletries – a clear plastic bag that reveals more 
intimate, personal items to this unfortunate spectator – and 
shove them all back into my pack. I cannot look at him.  

Ten minutes have gone by, and I have made my way 
through most of my lunch of patatas bravas and spiced clams 
before I finally glance over at him. He is smiling and asks me 
if I’m on the Camino. He tells me he walked it once when he 
was a younger man. I am calmer now and less self-conscious, 
perhaps because of the glass of crisp white wine I am 
drinking. Perhaps because of the man’s welcoming nature. I 
am pushing thoughts of the recent mishap away and try to 
engage in light conversation, attempting to convey a 
measure of worldliness and sophistication, knowing in my 
heart that I failed at this persona miserably the moment my 
bra landed at his feet.  

“Buen Camino,” he says, all friendly and smiling. I 
know what he is really thinking. As I leave, I etch a mental 
note in my brain: fix the damn backpack.  



This little spiritual adventure of mine will include 
moments of the ridiculous and absurd, it seems. Small and 
insistent reminders of just how human I am. 

I find a bed at a private albergue called De Maribel 
in Cizur Menor, and it is here I will spend my first night on 
the Camino. The people are friendly and represent several 
countries – Holland, Germany, France, United States, New 
Zealand, and Canada. I am not the only Canadian here – 
there is a woman named Cheryl from British Columbia. I am 
having dinner with the small couple I met in Pamplona, Jill 
and Murray, and with Ina, who is Dutch but has retired in 
France. She is walking for only five days. The local restaurant 
– one of two, I think – in Cizur Menor is basic. The wine is 
ordinary, as is the food. But the company is delightful.  

Jill is drinking wine at a rate twice my own and 
becoming more cheerful with every sip. Murray is obviously 
completely charmed by her. They are not married, Jill wants 
me to know. Murray is a retired chemistry professor, and it is 
clear Jill is smitten with him. They really are adorable 
together as they flirt and tease each other. Jill tells me how 
Murray has taken her to places all over the world.  

On the way out, I stop at a table to greet an 
American couple I met earlier at the village church and their 
new friend, Patrick, who has been walking from Paris. He is a 
gentle Frenchman with limited English and an unlimited 



eagerness to communicate. He led the American couple out of 
Pamplona from where they began their Camino, like me.  

Back at the albergue, Jill, who consumed more wine 
during a meal than I ever could, is now silly and giddy. She 
and Canadian Cheryl are consumed with fits of laughter. 
Hysteria, really. It’s contagious, and soon we are all laughing 
and nobody really knows why. Something about Jill and her 
bottom being exposed to unsuspecting men walking into the 
room. She admits to having lost all sense of modesty since 
she began walking a few weeks ago. The woman must be 
nearing age 70, and yet she is flitting around the room, 
arranging her bed and cracking jokes. Murray quietly goes 
about his business of preparing for bed. It is a funny scene all 
around.  

I am amused and distracted enough not to feel 
homesick or lonely. 
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CIZUR MENOR TO CIRAUQUI 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
I'm just a poor wayfaring stranger 
Traveling through, this world alone. 

– American spiritual 
 
 
Today is the first real endurance test for my legs and my 
equipment. As I climb ever higher, on a cool and windy 
morning, my goal is to walk 24 kilometres to Cirauqui. The 
terrain is rocky and the path is winding. I see pilgrims ahead 
of me and some behind, but I am very much alone. The Alto de 



Perdón, a large metal sculpture dedicated to pilgrims, is my 
first destination, an upward climb of about 400 metres. 

I put one foot in front of the other on a progressively 
difficult and wind-battered path. I can see enormous 
windmills off in the distance – that’s where I am going. My 
mind is churning, and yet I am aware that intense 
concentration is required for this walk; one wrong step and 
injury is likely.  

I have water and a package of cookies with me, but I 
was not able to get coffee yet. My addiction to morning 
coffee is one that I have not been able to overcome, and I 
don’t particularly want to. But it is becoming increasingly 
clear that there will be no coffee for me until I climb to the 
top and then down again. I am in a wild and beautiful place, 
and my drug of choice is nowhere to be found. Breathtaking 
scenery will have to suffice.  

I am thinking about a twelfth-century Spanish poet 
named Gonzalo de Berceo, a Benedictine monk in a northern 
Spain monastery. His poems, though mostly devotional, also 
contained exquisite reference to the natural world. Today, I 
understand his words, 

Flowers with the sweetest odors filled all the sunny air, 
And not alone refreshed the sense, but stole the mind from care; 
On every side a fountain gushed, whose waters pure and fair, 
Ice-cold beneath the summer sun, but warm in winter were. 



I walk on, breathing in the same sweet odours as the 
old monk did. The huge, evocative Alto de Perdón rises in 
front of me as I get closer and closer to my first place of rest. 

The monument at Alto de Perdón stretches 
dramatically along the top of the mountain. This is a famous 
pilgrim stop and an inevitable photo opportunity for 
virtually every person who comes this way. It provides an 
interesting contrast to the wind generators I have just 
walked beside. Both are manmade, but the windmills, 
although an engineering marvel and elegant in their own 
way, set themselves apart from the natural world. They seem 
out of place. The monument, however, seems altogether 
appropriate here, despite its large scale. It is fluid; it moves 
with all the energy of a million or more pilgrims. Bronze 
cutouts of people and donkeys all line up in the same 
direction, walking into a fierce wind. I am experiencing this 
same wind, and I feel a collective pilgrims’ energy. 

An inscription carved into one of the bronze 
pilgrims reads, Donde se cruza el Camino del viento con el de las 
estrellas: Where the path of the wind crosses that of the stars. 
A rather poetic reference, I think, to the Camino de Santiago 
and the Milky Way, which supposedly covers the night sky in 
northern Spain following the same direction as the path.  

Accomplishment. I have successfully passed my first 
test, and I feel great, despite the lack of coffee and a relentless 



wind that has battered my face all the way up this steep 
climb. My feet are fine, my pack is comfortable.  

And now I see a man perched on a stool by a truck 
from which small clouds of steam rise – hot coffee! And fruit 
and pastries! I want to kiss this man.  

I purchase my much-needed fuel. “Only 30 minutes 
down the hill,” the man tells me in fairly good English. He  
points to the village in the valley, Obanos, where I will stop 
for lunch.  
 

 
Alto de Perdón	  



“Gracias. Muy bien,” I say, drawing on my less than 
extensive Spanish vocabulary. “Gracias” and a smile go a 
long way in this country, I have discovered. 

I ask a young German woman named Nicole to take 
my picture beside the monument. I then return the favour. 

Warming my hands around the hot coffee cup, I seat 
myself on a pile of rocks, take a few more gulps, and then 
begin to make my way downhill now. The descent proves to 
be almost as difficult as the ascent. Every step along this 
road must be considered; here again there is no room for 
error. With walking, as in life, being in the moment is best.  

I encounter Nicole again and we walk together for a 
while. She is young, not yet 30, and fit and fast. “Oh, I love to 
walk,” she says. Spoken like a true German. I am reluctant to 
invoke a stereotype here, but so many Germans I have met 
both on this Camino and my previous one love to walk. They 
are all intrepid walkers; this activity seems to be part of the 
collective German soul.  

Nicole waits for me at the top of the first and then 
second of the many hills we must climb to get to Cirauqui. I 
finally tell her to go on without me. I don’t want to slow her 
pace and I cannot keep up. She leaves me, practically running 
up the stony paths.   

~	  



Just outside of the medieval village of Cirauqui, exhausted, 
hungry, and thirsty, I approach a young woman seated on a 
bench to inquire about the albergue. Maybe she knows the 
way to the nearest cold drink and bed, I think, which would 
save me having to look in my book. Young pilgrims are 
always more informed about the next stop. They plan ahead 
much better than I do. 

A sweet but tired face reveals a person in need of 
care. She is immobile.  

“Hola,” I say. “Do you know about the albergue here?”  
She shakes her head. “I have no idea. I can’t take 

another step.” Her English is excellent, with an accent that I 
can’t place. She tells me about her feet, which are burning 
with blisters.  

She attempts a smile through her unhappy face, as I 
sit down beside her and pull out my guidebook to research the 
albergues in this town. I immediately begin to worry about 
her feet.  

“Here we go – the Albergue Maralotx,” I say, reading 
from my book. “It’s a short walk. But we better get moving. 
There are only 30 beds and it’s getting late in the day. They 
are almost certainly being claimed at this very moment. Can 
you go a few more steps?” 

She stands up gingerly and winces; her pain is 
palpable. Her name is Mirjam, and she’s Swiss. She started 
walking in Pamplona and will only be walking for five days. 



She hobbles beside me, and we climb various stone steps and 
stairs, wind around small streets, and get lost in a square. I 
encourage my young companion along. By this time she is 
incapable of speaking coherently. She alternately smiles and 
winces. Finally we discover the albergue at the top of another 
set of stone steps. We’re told there are two beds left!  

Mirjam assures me she can make it to the second 
floor for one of the beds, and I take the other on the first floor. 
My room has six beds, and Nicole, the young woman I walked 
with earlier, has one of them. Two Dutchmen, whom I 
recognize from the albergue the night before, are settling in. 
My bunk is above one of them. He is a serious snorer. I am 
crestfallen.  

There are two problems. First, I have a ridiculous and 
irrational fear of climbing a ladder, even a teeny one with 
three rungs. I have never fallen from a ladder, but I have an 
injured back that sends searing sciatic pain down my right 
leg at the most inopportune times. I fear that climbing into a 
bunk-bed will cause me that kind of pain. Second, I cannot 
sleep with snoring people. I have yet to find a set of earplugs 
that works for me. I am steeling myself for a sleepless night. 

Mirjam and I meet again in the lineup for the ritual 
daily shower (followed by clothes-washing, arranging one’s 
bed and pack, and finally seeking a friendly server in a local 
bar who will pour me a cold beer – my reward for all the 
walking and chores). I shudder at the sight of her feet, swollen 



and red. I run back to my room and find her a plaster 
specially designed for blisters, although I think hers require a 
level of care I am not able to provide. We arrange to meet at 
the pilgrims’ dinner later.  

~	  
Church bells are ringing and I decide to go to mass. Most of 
the small village churches along the Camino offer mass in the 
evening, a holdover from a time when Catholicism was deeply 
entrenched in Spanish society. Today that is not the case, as 
the country becomes more and more secular.  

The Iglesia de San Roman is a twelfth-century 
Romanesque church. I am admiring the intricate patterns 
carved into the semi-circular stone tympanum set above the 
massive wooden door when someone comes along and 
unlocks it. I hold the door open for a stout, older woman who, 
upon entering the church, dips her hand in the holy water, 
and turns to me with a kind face and stretches her wet hand 
toward mine. I accept her offer and allow her to pass a few 
drops of water to me. Church is not well attended, and 
tonight, as I find a pew among a few other pilgrims, I see that 
the locals are all women of middle and senior age. Where are 
the men of this village, I wonder?  

My relationship with the Roman Catholic Church 
has been a complex one. It finally ended about the same time 



my marriage ended in divorce fifteen years ago. I suppose 
that was a significant breaking point for me. I left a 
marriage in which I was unfulfilled and unloved. Similarly, I 
was spiritually trapped in a church that ultimately set up 
obstacles along my spiritual path.  

I could not reconcile my faith with the teachings of 
an archaic institution that makes claims of salvation and 
promises of truth – as long I behave in the prescribed code as 
dictated by a seemingly endless roster of Christian 
theologians, the dubiously named “church fathers” who were 
responsible for establishing the Roman Catholic institution 
from about the second century onward. 

I find nothing in these teachings for me, and why 
would I? They have been written and instituted by men who 
have virtually ignored or conveniently placed half of the 
population in a subservient role in the church and in western 
society.  

Yet, despite my dissatisfaction with the institution 
that seems to spend more time explaining away its past 
crimes and so much energy on sustaining an outmoded 
power structure, I have had a surprisingly difficult time 
peeling off the many layers of Catholicism. I cannot deny this 
– Catholicism has shaped who I am as a person on a spiritual 
quest, as a pilgrim.  

I continue to be drawn to the mystery of Christ, but 
memorizing prayers, listening to boring sermons delivered 



in monotones by old men in robes, and studying to take the 
sacraments did nothing to satisfy my thirst for knowing. On 
the contrary, it deadened it. But the mystery of faith is 
another story that continues to unfold.  

In the astonishingly sublime houses of worship, in 
the cathedrals that soar to the clouds, and in the tiny, humble 
village churches, I find beauty. I have been moved to tears at 
the sight of towering spires and glistening stained glass, 
reflecting coloured light, bathing me in a warm glow, as 
happened to me in the Sagrada Familia in Barcelona only a 
few days ago. Diego Velázquez's seventeenth-century 
painting, Christ Crucified took my breath away when I 
visited the Museo del Prado in Madrid a few years ago. I am 
filled with joy as I walk amidst tall trees that line a path on a 
misty morning. And my heart sings when I reflect on the 
loving relationships I am so blessed to have in my life. Art, 
beauty, and the imagination are the key ingredients of my 
faith, and these serve my deepening understandings of 
Christ’s message of love and compassion.  

Here, in this old stone church, on a cool evening in 
June, I am captivated by the intricate design in stone and 
wood, the sheaves of wheat arranged in an old vase set into a 
deep window and drenched with evening sunlight, the 
polished wooden pews, and the gentle voices of the women 
responding to the priest’s prayers. For a few moments, the 
mystery is revealed to me. 



~	  
The pilgrims’ meal is a truly wonderful experience. Fellow 
pilgrims gather in a rustic dining room. Large carafes of red 
wine on the tables, the murmur of conversation, and 
clanging of pots and dishes in the nearby kitchen create an 
atmosphere of community and family. No matter our age, 
gender, nationality, or faith, we join in a shared meal. At this 
time, it is never more apparent that we are all pilgrims.  

Dinner tonight consists of garlic soup served from a 
large caldron, shared among the seven seated at my table, a 
generous portion of pasta with tomato sauce and meatballs, 
yogurt for dessert. The food is nicely prepared, fresh, and 
entirely satisfying for a hungry pilgrim. The wine is good, 
too.  

I am transfixed by one of my dinner companions, 
Lars, a 21-year-old German who has been walking for two 
months from his home country. He is the most confident, 
composed, and intelligent young person I have ever met. 
Without a doubt, he is on a spiritual journey all his own. He 
tells me that when he completes his Camino, he is going to 
university to study Latin and theology. I do believe there is a 
monk in the making here.  

Back in my room, I notice that Lars is occupying one 
of the beds, and he and I chat some more before the lights go 



out. He proudly shows me his pilgrim’s passport, which 
contains a multitude of stamps from the various pilgrims’ 
hostels he has stayed in. He tells me he has had to sleep 
outside a couple of times in places where the Camino is not so 
well developed, in Germany and France. 

The Dutchman on the bottom bunk explains to me 
that he and his companion get up at 5:30 and asks if that 
would bother me too much. Of course it is fine with me, I tell 
him; it is considerate of him to have asked.  

Lights go out. Snoring begins within minutes.  
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CIRAUQUI TO LOS ARCOS 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Solvitur ambuland. 
(It is solved by walking.) 

– Origin unknown, sometimes 
attributed to St. Augustine 

 
 
I find a rhythm in my steps on my third day of walking. The 
weather is brilliant and I am remarkably well rested. The 
high-decibel snoring of last night has been replaced by bird 
song and the sound of rushing river, the Rio Salado. Every 
part of my body, not just my legs and feet, yields to the grassy 
and stony paths. I absorb the energy of a million pilgrims 
who have stepped along this same way.  



I heed the lesson of the Danish philosopher Søren 
Kierkegaard, who entreats us to never lose the desire to walk. 
Every day, he says, “I walk myself in a state of well-being and 
walk away every illness. I have walked myself into my best 
thoughts, and I know of no thought so burdensome that one 
cannot walk them away.” 

The adventurer and writer Bruce Chatwin likened 
the act of walking to religion, saying, “My God is the God of 
Walkers. If you walk hard enough, you probably don’t need 
any other God.” My own walking experiences take me into a 
contemplative state. My steps match the beat of my 
thoughts. I become a prayer. 

Smiling inside at my good fortune to be walking 
under a Spanish sky through spring flowers and alongside a 
river that won’t be silenced, with a bit of food and water 
packed away, I recall a little poem my life-partner, John, likes 
to recite: “I have bought bread, and I have been given roses. 
How happy I am to hold them in my hand.” This morning I 
truly understand the sentiment of that small prayer. In this 
moment I have all I need. It’s so exquisitely simple. 

A walk over the remains of a Roman road leads me 
to a medieval bridge, and there, resting against the bridge’s 
stone wall, is Mirjam. Looking much less forlorn than she did 
when I first met her, but still a little bit pained, she is pleased 
to see me. She obliges me by staying silent while I try to 
capture the song of the cuckoo bird on my tiny digital 



recorder. Cuckoos in Canada don’t sound like this, and I 
would like to bring a version of this enchanting song home 
with me. 

Mirjam agrees to walk with me to Estella, about ten 
kilometres away. Her feet are still giving her trouble. She 
sheepishly admits that she purchased the shoes she is wearing 
only about three days ago. She has bleeding blisters. Silly girl, 
I think, but I don’t tell her that.  

My maternal instincts swing into action, my mind 
busily considering all the possibilities for treatment for this 
poor young woman, who is the same age as my youngest son, 
Nathan. He would probably buy his hiking boots three days 
before setting out on a big hike, too. He would put on a show 
of strength, as Mirjam is doing now, but I would know he was 
in pain. Someone once said to me, you’re only as happy as 
your unhappiest child. There is truth in that adage.  

So, here is Mirjam, intelligent and interesting but so 
very young. I want to take care of her. Yet there is an air of 
sophistication about her, perhaps because she’s an airline 
attendant with SwissAir and frequently flies overseas, 
spending time in New York City and other such 
cosmopolitan places. She is a slender blond, with an open face 
that is both inquiring and kind.  

“Sometimes when my plane flies over the Swiss Alps, 
I cry, it is so beautiful,” she tells me. Ah, I think, a kindred 



spirit. Someone who sheds tears over natural beauty. She has 
endeared herself to me even more.  

At a park on the outskirts of Estella, Mirjam can 
hide her limp and her agony no longer. I have an idea, which I 
am thrilled to share with her. “We’ll stop on this park bench, 
and you can put my sandals on. Give your feet a breather,” I 
say. 

At this point, she is willing to try anything, even 
wearing an old lady’s Birkenstock sandals over her socks. Her 
high-fashion standards seem to evaporate at the thought of 
relief from her burning blisters. As she removes her shoes and 
slides the sandals on, she exclaims with all the heart of 
someone who has just discovered ice cream or something 
equally delightful, “You are a goddess. You are an angel!”  

A meal of Spanish tortilla and potata brava in the 
bustling town of Estella, with a population of 13,000, and 
Mirjam and I are on our way again. We stop at the Fuente del 
Vino to fill up our bottles with free wine provided to pilgrims 
by the Bodegas de Irace. It is here we pick up another pilgrim, 
Martin from Hamburg. He joins us in the wine-filling 
operation and is practically run over by a man who has just 
pulled up in a beat-up old car. Martin doesn’t understand a 
word this fast-talking man is saying. I pick up on the word 
“Roma” a couple of times and assume that is what he is. He is 
helping himself to the free wine and enthusiastically fills a 



couple of two-litre pop bottles, all the while yammering on to 
Martin and pointing at the cameras, installed, I presume, by 
the vineyard’s owner to discourage people like this guy from 
availing themselves of the company’s generosity. Mirjam and 
I are at once sympathetic to our new companion’s inability 
to communicate with Mr Freewine and amused at the 
silliness of the whole scene. Martin is a good sport about it. 
We drink some wine together by the side of the road and re-
fill our bottles with tap water, also provided, and prepare to 
move on. 

 
 

Martin and Mirjam walking to Villamayor de Monjardin 



 
The day is growing hot and the sun is blazing. I am enjoying 
the companionship of Martin and Mirjam immensely and I 
am glad that they both can speak English well enough to me 
and that they can converse amongst themselves in German.  

Martin is a 42-year-old father of two. He recently 
lost his job in Hamburg but seems unconcerned about this. 
His plan is to try to figure things out while he walks to 
Santiago. He is a big, handsome fellow with a generous spirit 
and eager to embrace the entire Camino experience, although 
he has only been walking for a day. He is impressed at the 
pace I keep – I do walk much faster than he does but tell him 
he will soon be in pilgrim-shape. 

Three of us arrive at Villamayor de Monjardin, or, as 
I like to call it, “the town of a thousand sun-baked steps.” It is 
a tiny town built on a hill. Our weary bodies almost fail us as 
we climb stone step after stone step to find something that 
looks like either an albergue or a bar for a cold drink. After 
much more climbing, our throats parched, and our legs 
shaking with weakness, I tell both Mirjam and Martin to 
stay put and I will go on ahead, find a bar, and come back and 
get them. I admit it, they are slowing me down, and I am 
desperate for something cold to drink.  

I find the one and only bar in town, situated beside 
the one and only albergue. I drop my pack and order a half-
pint of beer, which I guzzle – a wildly uncharacteristic act for 



this pilgrim, who only drinks beer while on the Camino and 
only drinks a half-pint each day. I ask for permission to leave 
my pack while I go fetch my amigos.  

At the same bar, Mirjam and Martin put away a 
pint each in short order, and I drink another half-pint, 
breaking my self-imposed rule. We discuss the plan for the 
rest of the day. The albergue is full, except for floor space. 
Martin decides to stay there, feeling he will be comfortable 
enough with a mat. There is a private house with rooms 
available, but I have determined to walk on to Los Arcos, 
another eight kilometres away. Mirjam considers her 
options, which are to sleep on a mat in the albergue, take a 
room at a private house, or walk on with me. She decides to 
come with me even though I remind her how hot it is and that 
eight more kilometres in this heat will take at least two 
hours, probably more. It is now close to 4 pm. Martin 
attempts to convince her to stay as he can see how tired she is 
too. But she has made up her mind and I detect the same 
stubbornness in her that my son possesses.  

They are both Scorpios – that explains it. While I 
don’t put much stock in astrology and am not familiar with 
the study of this arcane practice, it never ceases to amaze me 
that so many significant people in my life all share the same 
sign of the piercing scorpion. I will add Mirjam to this list 
since I have just learned that she shares the same birthday as 
John, my best girlfriend, MJ, and my first husband. I don’t 



know the significance of this. Is it more than coincidence, or 
is there really something in the stars about people born in 
November and their relationship with me? I tell Mirjam we 
were destined to meet and she laughs at my story of birthday 
coincidences.  

We bid farewell to Martin who is quickly making 
friends with some fellow Germans who have appeared at the 
bar. Loose plans are made to meet up with him tomorrow, 
although no one seems to take this too seriously. It is my 
experience that such plans seldom work among pilgrims on 
the go.  

~	  
The sun beats down relentlessly. A road sign that reads “Los 
Arcos, 5 kilometres” encourages us, but our enthusiasm 
quickly wanes when all we can see ahead of us is the long, 
dusty road that stretches and stretches seemingly to no end. 
My skin is burning; no amount of sunscreen slathered on 
will fortify my fair complexion from the late afternoon rays.  

We stop occasionally and grab a little bit of shade 
while we drink water and eat the snacks that we picked up in 
the town of a thousand sun-baked steps. I am both 
disappointed and disgusted at the garbage left at virtually 
every shady spot we want to stop. Plastic bottles, food 
wrappings, tissue, and shockingly, shit. Of the human 



variety. This is, in my opinion, the biggest insult anyone can 
hurl at the farmers who own these fields, at our host country, 
and at fellow pilgrims who want to rest under a bit of shade 
while having their lunch. I can understand that nature calls, 
and that public washrooms are not readily available out here 
in rural Spain, but I wonder at the lack of consideration of 
people who could easily move a few steps away from the only 
tree that stands every three or four kilometres and employ a 
more discreet technique to cover up their own business. I 
recall my sons coming home from wilderness camping 
training in Algonquin Park during their teen years and 
describing to me the way camp counsellors dispensed specific 
instructions in plain language. “You walk away from the 
campsite, you dig a hole, you poop, and you cover it up.”  

The road to Los Arcos 



Obviously and sadly, not everyone learns these important 
life skills. 

Mirjam is starting to reveal more about her life to 
me. She has just broken up from a long-term relationship, and 
I sense that it was an ugly ending and she is still frightened 
by her former boyfriend’s controlling ways. Her parents 
divorced when she was a young teenager, and she stayed with 
her dad when her mother moved to another country. Her 
brother had more trouble adjusting than she did, especially to 
the breakdown of the relationship with his mother. 
Inevitably I make comparisons to the failure of my own 
marriage. The picture of my own sad little boys when their 
father left and moved to another country is as vivid in my 
mind as though it happened yesterday.  

Sadness is never too far from the surface when I 
invoke this traumatic time in my life and the lives of my 
sons. The three of us – Adam, Nathan, and I – all grew up 
together. I sold the family home, bought a little stone house 
in the country, found a decent job that could support us, went 
to university to finish my degree. While the boys struggled 
with their math and science homework, I struggled to write 
papers about Geoffrey Chaucer, Jane Austen, and Virginia 
Woolf. They endured Grade 6 testing; I endured three-hour 
exams in an auditorium with hundreds of other students 
closer in age to my children than to me. Adam and Nathan 
graduated from elementary and high school; I got my degree. 



We laughed and fought and cried and grew and loved. I know 
we’ve done all right, but a deep scar of sadness remains – and, 
I suppose, guilt, for failing my boys in some way. It doesn’t 
take much to recall those feelings. Now, listening to Mirjam’s 
story and recalling my own, a rush of sorrow overtakes me. I 
push back tears because I don’t want to inflict this show of 
emotion on my young friend. I turn to her once I have 
composed myself and see that she is holding her stomach and 
on the verge of her own little meltdown. 

“Mirjam, what’s wrong?” I ask, feeling as though I 
should have been paying more attention to her. We had 
stopped talking while I was lost in my thoughts and I had 
momentarily forgotten that her feet were still aching.  

 “I think I’m going to be sick,” she says. “I don’t think 
I can make it.” And now she is crying.  

I put my arm around her. “Oh, sweetheart, we’re 
going to make it. Don’t worry. We’re going to get there 
together. You can do this. I promise.” 

I invoke all the motherly-type pep talks now. We’re-
in-this-together. I-have-faith-in-you. And so on. And I mean 
it. I never thought for a moment that we wouldn’t make it, 
although I must admit I am more than impatient for this 
damn, long, dusty, hot road to end and that there be some 
small sign of a town. A church steeple, perhaps. A car or two 
driving by.  Anything to indicate we are near a civilized 
place. This is the longest eight kilometres I have ever walked.  



We finally arrive in Los Arcos, nearly tripping over 
each other in our desperation to find first a cold drink and 
then a place to stay. We’ve agreed to share a hotel room 
together rather than go to the albergue. The orange soda we 
purchase from a vending machine disappears down our 
throats in about one minute. We are mildly refreshed and so 
seek our accommodation, which is at the far end of town. It’s 
a decent hotel room with a balcony, a clean bathroom, and 
two beds covered with bright, white bedspreads. Mirjam flops 
down on one the moment we arrive.  

The plan was to shower, wash our clothes, rest a bit, 
and then find a nice place to eat. It is now about eight in the 
evening. But there is nothing left in either of us. I used up the 
last of my reserves to run out and buy a litre of cold water. I 
pour us each a glass, making a show of it, as though we are 
drinking fine wine.  

We discuss dinner but without any real conviction. I 
am feeling unwell. I think I have sunstroke. Too much 
exposure to sun and not enough water has left me fevered and 
shaky. My muscles are seizing up. I know that if I lie down, I 
will not likely be able to get up again tonight. And that is 
what happens. My back, which has been holding up well for 
the past few days, is failing. My head hurts. I am hungry but 
not enough to pull myself from the bed. I attempt to get up 
and adjust the window blinds, and feel like a 90-year-old lady 
– not that I really know how a 90-year-old lady would feel. In 



truth, I feel like a 52-year-old woman with a bad back who has 
just walked 35 kilometres in scorching sun. Now it is Mirjam 
who is caring for me. 

“Stay there,” she commands. “I will close the blind. 
And bring you more water.”  

She is concerned but also amused at my debilitation. 
About an hour ago I was holding her up, and now she is 
giggling at my little-old-lady impression. I am laughing too. 
The Ibuprofen is kicking in and my muscles are relaxing.  

“I phoned my mother while you were in the shower,” 
she says. “I told her about our day and about my feet. She was 
concerned and interested to hear that you are the same age as 
she is. I told her that you helped me. I said, ‘Don’t worry. She’s 
from Canada. She hikes all the time. She’s strong.’” 

I smile at the stereotype she conjures up of the 
rugged, outdoorsy Canadian. Yup, we Canadians, I think, 
we’re such a tough, pioneering bunch. I don’t disabuse her of 
that myth since I kind of like it, and I don’t mind reinforcing 
it here. 

I say a silent prayer of thanks for the gift of Mirjam. 
She’s a sweetheart and a kindred spirit. My heart warms 
more when she notes that we have similar hair colour and 
complexion and wonders if people think we are travelling as 
mother and daughter. I wondered the same thing.  

Sleep comes quickly and without effort. No snoring. 
No ladder to climb to a tiny bunk. Friendship. Comfort. Peace.  



 

 

 

Walking along a dusty road 

Walking along a dusty road 


