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The Organisation

If, like me, you know nothing about Santiago de Compostela before setting off, you probably imagine an ancient path winding through meadows, worn over many centuries by the feet of solitary pilgrims. And you’ll be completely wrong, as you’ll quickly discover when you go to get the famous credencial, the pilgrim’s passport, an essential document if you want to stay in one of the hostels en route.

You will learn that the Camino de Santiago, the Way of Saint James (or just “the Way”) as it is known in English, is the object if not of a cult, then at least of an obsession, shared by many of those who have made the pilgrimage. Behind the path to Santiago de Compostela is concealed a whole, elaborate organisation: clubs and publications, guides, all kinds of specialist services. The road is a network, a brotherhood, an international. No-one is forced to join this organisation but you are made aware of it right from the start, when you receive your credencial, which is a lot more than a quaint piece of stiff folded paper. Once you have been duly registered as a future-former pilgrim you will be sent news about the latest scholarly research, invitations to walks and even, in some places, to evenings known as “le vin du pèlerin”, where you can reminisce with other recent pilgrims over a glass or two.

I discovered this world one rainy afternoon when I went into the little shop that serves as the headquarters of the Association of Friends of Saint James, on rue des Canettes in the Saint-Sulpice neighbourhood of Paris. It looked a bit out of place among all the fashionable bars and designer shops. Reminiscent of a church hall, full of dusty clutter, it had that special atmosphere I always associate with places where community groups gather. The member of staff who welcomed me was an elderly man – today one would say “senior”, but such a word has no place in the pilgrim’s vocabulary. There was no-one else in the shop, and had he not immediately done his very best to appear busy I might have wondered whether I had woken him up from a nap. No sign of computers here yet; this was still the realm of yellowing index cards, stencilled leaflets, the overinked rubber stamp and its pad with metal case.

I felt a bit awkward declaring my intention – not yet definite, so I thought – to set off on the Way. It seemed like going to confession and I feared I might have to explain myself, give a reason for wanting to make the pilgrimage. So I tried to take the initiative and blurted out a few justifications, which didn’t sound at all convincing. The man just smiled and returned to practical matters: surname, first name, date of birth.

Bit by bit he led up to the big question: did I want membership of the Association with the newsletter – which cost more – or without, paying just the basic fee. He gave the price for each option. The few euros’ difference seemed to him so important that he embarked on a lengthy explanation of the precise terms of each subscription. I put this down to a laudable belief in social inclusion: the poorest should not be denied their place on the Way. Later, on my walk, I discovered it was nothing of the sort: it was because pilgrims spent much of their time trying not to pay. This was not usually from necessity but rather a game, a sign of belonging to the club. I have seen walkers, and quite wealthy ones at that, doing endless sums before deciding whether to order one sandwich (for four) in a bar or walk another three kilometres in the hope of finding a cheaper one in a bakery. The pilgrims of Saint James, called Jacquets in French, are not always poor, far from it, but they behave as if they were. One might connect this behaviour with the first of the three vows which, along with chastity and obedience, has marked entry to monastic life since the Middle Ages; one could also, more simply, call it stinginess.

Either way, once you have your credencial you are asked to respect this approach and to follow it: whether or not you are on the path to God (that is your own business), you should always count the pennies.

Of course you will also meet many people who arrange an extremely comfortable pilgrimage for themselves, moving from hotel to hotel in luxury coaches and accommodating taxis. The Jacquets tend to say sanctimoniously that “Each follows the path in his own way”. But it soon becomes obvious that behind this display of tolerance lies the unshakeable contempt of the “real” pilgrim for the “fake” one. The real pilgrim spends as little as possible. Now, of course it may happen that these real pilgrims – because they’re ill or the hostels are full – have no alternative but to stay in a hotel (a cheap one if possible), alongside luxury travellers. But even then they will be sure to display their difference, for example by eating all the sweets incautiously left in a bowl at reception.

Still unaware of these customs, I made my first faux pas: I regally chose membership with the newsletter and, to make matters worse, let it be known that three euros more wasn’t a big deal.

The man thanked me on behalf of the Association but his tight smile made it all too clear that he felt rather sorry for me. “Forgive him, Lord, for he knows not (yet) what he does.”

The credencial issued by the Association of Friends of Saint James is a piece of stiff, yellowish paper folded up like a concertina. To be honest, the future-supposed pilgrim wasn’t very impressed and had a little chuckle as he made his way home. On paper that had probably been recycled three times, with its big squares ready to be stamped at every stage of the journey, it really didn’t look very serious. But in fact, like everything else, the credencial only reveals its true value on the Way.

When you’ve shoved it in your rucksack a hundred times, when you’ve pulled it out, soaked from a downpour, and can’t find a radiator to dry it on, when you are afraid you’ve lost it and start searching feverishly under the suspicious eyes of a hospitalero, when, after an exhausting leg of the journey, you have victoriously placed it on the desk of an employee in the tourist office who, with an air of disgust, barely touches it with his official stamp, clearly concerned that the stamp might get dirty, when, having arrived in Santiago de Compostela, you proudly unfold it before the representative of the town hall so that he can draw up in Latin your pilgrimage certificate . . . then you can measure the value of this holy relic. When you are back home, the credencial will be one of the surviving objects from the Way which bears the marks of the ordeal.

Although the comparison is entirely worthless, I’d say that my creased, stained, sun-bleached credencial reminds me of the bits of paper my grandfather brought back from Buchenwald: coupons for food or the infirmary, those must have been of immense value to the deportee, and I can imagine how carefully he preserved them.

What makes the Camino de Santiago different is that it is not a punishment but a voluntary ordeal. At least, that is what you think, though this view will be swiftly challenged by experience. Anyone who walks the Camino will sooner or later end up thinking they were condemned to it. The fact that they condemned themselves alters nothing; the punishments we impose on ourselves are often no less rigorous than those society inflicts. You set off for Santiago thinking you’ll find freedom, and soon, like everyone else, you discover you’re just another Camino convict. Filthy, exhausted, forced to carry your burdens in all weathers, you know the simple joys of brotherhood in the same way that prisoners do. How many times, sitting on the ground outside a hostel with other down-and-outs, rubbing my painful feet, eating some evil-smelling and meagre meal, for which I paid ridiculously little, haughtily ignored by normal, free, well-dressed, well-shod passers-by, did I feel like a zek out of Solzhenitsyn, one of the forced labourers of the Way, known as pilgrims?

This is what the credencial condemns you to. And when you get home again you’ll remember, in amazement, that you actually paid to get it.
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Starting Point

We need to be clear what we’re talking about here. The “real” credencial, in my opinion and that of those pilgrims who consider themselves worthy of the name, is a document issued in your place of residence, which accompanies you on a long journey. However, you quickly discover that at every stage of the route right up to the last, it is possible to acquire exactly the same document. Authentic pilgrims regard those who only walk the last few kilometres and then have the nerve to get themselves a credencial as imposters. As if this pedestrian tourism lasting a few short days was comparable to the endless treks of pilgrims who set off from France or elsewhere in Europe! There is a degree of snobbery in this reaction. Still, as you progress along the Way you gradually understand that there is also some truth in it. It has to be admitted that time plays an essential role in shaping the “real” walker.

The Camino is time’s alchemy on the soul.

It is a transformation that does not happen immediately, or even quickly. The pilgrims who trudge along for week after week come to realise this. Beyond the somewhat childish pride they may feel at having made a considerable effort compared to those who only walk for a week or so, they perceive a deeper and more humble truth: a short walk is not enough to shrug off old habits. It does not radically change a person. We remain rough stone, and for this stone to be carved it requires a more protracted effort; more cold, more mud, more hunger and less sleep. That is why what matters on the Way is not where you arrive, which is the same for everyone, but where you start. It is this which determines the subtle hierarchy that exists among pilgrims. When two walkers meet, they don’t ask each other “Where are you going?” because the answer is obvious, nor “Who are you?” because on the Way you are just another poor Jacquet. The question they ask is “Where did you start?” And the answer tells them right away who they’re dealing with.

If the pilgrim has picked a departure point a hundred kilometres from the cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, then you probably have a simple certificate-hunter: this is the minimum distance required to obtain the famous compostela in Latin, certifying that you have made the pilgrimage. Those who acquire this mark of distinction with the minimum effort attract barely disguised mockery from “real” pilgrims. In practice, only those who have followed one of the long Spanish routes starting in the Pyrenees see themselves as members of the brotherhood of walkers. Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, Hendaye, Somport – these are all honourable starting points. Setting off from Oviedo is also acceptable, for historical reasons. Although it is a lot shorter, the Camino Primitivo that begins at the capital of Asturias is respected for two reasons: it runs across high mountains, so the pilgrim has to cope with greater differences in altitudes and, above all, it is the original route, the one taken by King Alfonso in the ninth century, when he went to see the remains of Saint James that a monk had just discovered.

The vast majority of pilgrims take these classic routes, either the Primitivo or those that start at the French border. But you find a few who have come much further. They don’t look especially rugged. Indeed, some frankly appear to be struggling. One might almost feel they had a delicate constitution. And they know how to add to the effect. To the question: “Where have you come from?” confidently asked by a pilgrim sure of his own achievement, since he has started out in the foothills of the Pyrenees, they will pretend to hesitate, lower their eyes modestly and say “Le Puy” or “Vézelay”. These claims to glory will be followed by a silence. If those present were wearing hats, they would doff them in respect. Once these exceptional pilgrims have delivered this first uppercut, they will usually add a figure, as the knockout: “One hundred and thirty-two days”, they announce. This is how long they have been putting one foot in front of the other, morning after morning.

I walked for a while with a young student who had begun his journey at Namur in Belgium. He carried a huge rucksack, full of all kinds of useless things that he had gathered as souvenirs en route. I encountered Australian women who had come from Arles, and one German who had started out in Cologne.

On a ferry across one of the rias on the coast of Cantabria I met a man from Haute-Savoie who had set off from his home in Marignier, just outside Geneva. I kept bumping into him after that. He wasn’t a great walker. In fact he had a rather lopsided gait, and often got lost. But whatever he did, for me he was now on a pedestal, looking down from his two thousand kilometres.

Apparently some pilgrims come from even further away. I never met any of them and I don’t think many people have been lucky enough to cross their path. They are mythical creatures, part of the legends of the Way – of which there is no shortage – whose stories pilgrims share in hushed voices. Having walked from Scandinavia, Russia, the Holy Land, they are wondrous chimeras. Confined at its end by Santiago de Compostela, the pilgrimage, thanks to them, has limitless beginnings. On pilgrimage maps, you can see all these paths flowing down towards the funnel of the Pyrenees and thence to Spain. Rippling across the surface of Europe, they are the stuff of dreams.

But the starting point isn’t everything because there are still ways to cheat. The most common consists of doing the Camino one bit at a time. So it is that you sometimes meet walkers who, during the ritual of introductions, take out a big map: Vézelay, Arles or Paris. Suspicion arises if they look peculiarly fresh and clean considering the hundreds of kilometres they claim to have walked. To get the truth, you only need to ask the killer question: “Did you come all the way from . . . in one go?” At which point the boaster will lower his head and confess that he has set himself ten years to complete the journey, in one-week stages. And in fact he started yesterday. “We all follow the path in our own way.” Sure, but you don’t have to take us for a ride.
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““Walking in Rufin’s company is a joy”
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