OVER THE HILLS AND FAR AWAY
Do you remember the Sharpe series on ITV – about 15 years ago now? The theme music included the old nursery rhyme ‘Over the hills and far away’.   It’s associated with the Rifles, and Sharpe and his Chosen Men were generally shown walking away up some Spanish hills to that tune at the end of each episode.  Sharpe, played by Sean Bean, was pretty much a desirable hunk, with a gritty Sheffield accent, and my wife was a slavish devotee.  The stories were set in the Peninsular Wars, (1809 – 1814), and we twice travelled to Spain and Portugal in Sharpe’s footsteps.

This year I went back again to the Pyrenees to continue my walk along the Camino di Santiago, and one of the things I really dreaded was going ‘over the hills’ into Spain.  The mountains are very high, very steep and very spiky.  I could see the line of peaks from miles away as I started my walk and thought ‘gosh, I’ve got to climb that lot in a week or so’.

I took a train to Pau, and a taxi to the little town I’d stopped at, footsore and very weary, last year.  I had to help the driver read his satnav: he’d never been to this little town before.  On the way he asked me what I was doing.  Being told, he said ‘Ah, you are going on a pilgrimage to find your true self’.  I had to explain that, no, I was going to find other people.  The joy of a long walk is all the friends you make as you go along the Way.

I did indeed meet some lovely people, who shared meals and conversation.  I also met some oddballs, including a retired teacher who coughed noisily at night (and French coughs last for ages and are infectious).  She talked to herself while she packed and did clothes washing, complaining in a compulsive way about the hostel.  

Two days before the attempt on the Pyrenees I had a sort of practice run.  The route of the walk led up to a high point, where there was a chapel with stunning views.  There was a rather silent Frenchman having his lunch, but we fell to talking, and he thawed out a bit when he found I could speak his language.  That night I booked into the hostel which is half way up the Pyrenees, and was told they didn’t have any more beds, but I could sleep in a tent.  As the weather was fine I thought it would be OK.  So two days later I set out to walk uphill from the little town of St. Jean Pied de Port, up the Road to Spain, and then onto the Route of Napoleon.  I really felt sorry for those Napoleonic soldiers walking under 

heavy coats and packs up this very steep road – climbing from 120 to 800 metres above sea level.  The clouds and mist rose up from the valleys, and the day became very hot and hazy.

When I reached the hostel I sat on the terrace watching the eagles soar far below and rise up on the thermals.  When I came to check in, I found I was to share my tent, and it turned out to be the chap I’d met by the chapel two days before.  He was used to modern tents – three feet high and just room enough for two single mattresses.  I was very dubious, being much less agile.  It was on a kind of pallet, in case rain needed to flow under it.  H’mm, I thought.  We spent the rest of the afternoon getting to know each other, since we were to sleep in such close proximity.  (You lose your English inhibitions on these jaunts).   At one point he asked why the UK did not join the Euro.  My French couldn’t cope with that one! 

By evening the haze had become lowering clouds.  Around 9.00 it was quite dark, so I used a torch to stumble up the hillside to my (our) tiny tent.  At about 10.00 the thunder started.  At 10.30 it came on to rain.  Very heavily.  It went on raining till about 3.00.  Amazingly the inside of the tent was dry (mostly).  The rain flowed under the pallet as promised.

Next morning it was still dark when I got up at 6.00, and the rain came back again with further vengeance.  I struggled to put on my new poncho, and finally set off into a force ten deluge, on up the very steep road to about 1400 metres above the sea.  Within seconds my feet were soaking wet inside my walking shoes.  Fortunately the rest of my clothing was designed to dry very quickly, and under the poncho I was mostly dry.  The thunder continued rumbling half the morning, and though the clouds lifted a bit, they came down again, so I never saw the stunning views  - it was ‘over the hills with no view at all’!

Journey’s end that day was Roncesvalles, where there is a monastery and several guesthouses and hostels, and little else.  There are two ways down (though it’s only to 950 metres, so not so far down as it had been up), and I chose the steeper one, going carefully to avoid slithering down through woods of tall beech trees.  And, true to form, the rain, in Spain, stayed mainly in the plain: up in the hills and high valleys, the sun at last came out.  I had come ‘over the hills’ and was now very ‘far away’.
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