
Licence to Rome -  

my journey along the Via Francigena 

 

 

  

  

  

  

G Carlo Laurenzi 

2017  

  



The Route 

 

 

In planning the route I used a number of sources including the official site: 
http://www.viefrancigene.org/en/piedi/ plus various other websites. I also consulted a 
number of books. I enjoyed reading Brian Mooney’s, "A long way for a pizza"; it’s full of 
interesting anecdotes and historical facts. Unfortunately he chose a slightly different route 
to the official one, plus that man can really walk! Some of his daily stages cover up to 40K. I 
will struggle to manage 30. The two books I’ve leaned on the most during the preparation 
stage, are both by Alison Raju, Via Francigena, vols 1 & 2. They are simply excellent as 
background. The easy to read maps appeal to the geek in me. 

Some sources quote the overall distance as 1800kms, others 2000. I’ve used various sources 
to help me calculate a three month daily plan. I’m a man who likes a plan! I have tried to 
avoid walking more than 30k in any one day; and to give myself a day off once a week. By 
sheer coincidence the rest days do sometimes fall on a Sunday….all very biblical! 

The planned itinerary below is fairly firmed up, though only the UK accommodation has 
been booked, at the point of departure. Some nights I will be staying as a guest of the local 
parish, monastery, or convent; other nights, it will be hotels and B&Bs. There are some 
stages, where there is no obvious accommodation, so I’ll have to get a cab or bus to a 
nearby town or city and back again the next day to where I left off; for example, the stages 
around Tergenier and later on, Besancon. Some days I’ve left the option of staying over in 
one of two stops, depending on how tired I am; for example, on the leg to Lausanne. The 
stages I've chosen in Italy are shorter than France, this is for two reasons. First, the Italian 
section has more choice of places to stay; and second, the weather will probably be much 
hotter, so will have to stop walking by around 2pm. Which of course, means setting off 
before 7am on some days! 

http://www.viefrancigene.org/en/piedi/


In the appendix is a table of the actual route I planned to walk. I’ve spared you the really 
geeky data, where, for example, I have researched food sources en route. You may laugh but 
parts of France are fairly uninhabited and won’t necessarily have shops and bars 

 

My motivation for undertaking the walk 

The first is more obvious. You see that my name is Italian. My parents formed part of the 
mass emigration of the early 1950s. I was born in the UK and grew up in an Italian 
community in Leighton Buzzard, Bedfordshire. I have been back to Italy on many occasions 
though this will be my first time arriving on foot! I hope to use some of the freedom offered 
by the walk to consider the lives of my late parents, Franco and Maria, and how much they 
did for me, the wider family, and the local community. I aim to light votive candles along the 
way and leave photos of them in the sort of places they would have approved. 

The second reason may surprise those of you that know me well. I have struggled with my 
atheism over recent years, in that I can’t explain or accommodate certain personal 
experiences. It may, of course, be just the limitations of my knowledge or my aged cognitive 
capacity, in that I cannot slot-in those anecdotes and experiences, into my existing 
intellectual framework; one I’ve held dear for decades. Am I going insane? I hope not but at 
the same time, I’m surprised to be having to revisit something I thought I’d left behind for 
good, that is, to be considering the nature of god. You’ll notice that I’ve intentionally not 
capitalised the word. I will have a unique opportunity to consider the matter without the 
usual distractions like cooking, housework or DIY! 

A thousand years ago pilgrims carried small objects belonging to friends and family, with the 
aim of depositing them somewhere holy, like St Peter’s. I have offered to carry a message, 
by hand, from the church here in the UK to the Holy Father, in the Vatican. A message of 
compassion and concern for the plight of hostages around the world. I do not expect to see 
him personally, as I’m sure he’s incredibly busy, merely to be the messenger. 

  



Day 1 

1 July 

Easy start. Got the house cleaned and ready for renting whilst I’m away. It looked so good I 
almost stayed home! Kind Mia, next door, came out to wave me off. The cabbie remarked 
what a friendly street it must be. I said nothing! 

Got dropped off close to the Cathedral, in Victoria, and lit 2 candles for my parents in the 
same chapel as always, the Blessed Sacrament.  Not really sure why I go there but have 
been doing so since my father died, far too young, in 1990. I am now older than he was 
then. Don't bother doing the maths...it just means I'm old! 

 

 

Suitably in touch with my folks, nip across to the mainline station. Sadly, so did the entire 
borough of Westminster! The queues were huge and very slow. Eventually found a cash 
only ticket machine which no one else was drawn to. Jumped on the train, decided to try 
the loo with one of those scary electric doors; which according to my mother, waits until 
you're comfortably seated, and then they just open up to all and sundry! In my case, the 
train announcer helpfully informed the passengers that it was about to pull out and read a 
long list of stops, all the way to Ramsgate. The problem being that Canterbury is on the 
Dover line! It was quite energizing jumping off a train, fully loaded with rukkies plus a cup of 
awful coffee. 

Victoria station and the Dover train brought back so many memories. Each year we would 
set off on the train from LB via Euston, then Victoria to Dover. Boat to Calais and then across 
mainland Europe.  The journey would take around 40 hours and we loved every minute of it. 
I sometimes wonder whether it was the journey rather than the destination that my sister 
and I were excited about. Often we would rendezvous with my aunt and our two, later 



three, cousins, in northern France, in Thionville, en route to Calabria. No mean feat of 
coordination in the dark, especially as mobile phones had to wait almost 30 years to 
materialise. 

Had a Cornish pasty on the train and felt immediately sick. Make mental note to self that 
pasties and pies in railway stations are probably as healthy as hot dogs at a football match! 
Got lost looking for the hotel in Canterbury; which doesn't bode well for the forthcoming 
uncharted parts of the trip! But what a lovely town. 

 

Great cathedral complex. Was let in for free on production of my Credenziale or Pilgrim's 
passport.  Picked up some bits and pieces like a note book and 2 tougher carabinas than the 
ones I brought from home, both already broken! Feeling good about life and the trip but let 
the side down by eating a KFC takeaway.  It too, was awful! 

Tried to write the day's blog but couldn't work it out! I amaze myself just how IT illiterate I 
am. Gave up and watched a cracking old film, The scarlet and the black. Great cast, pity they 
forgot to give any of the important roles to women or Italians, especially as it was set in 
Rome! 

 

 

  

 

  



Day 2  

2 July 

Not a good night's sleep, the bed was too narrow, I nearly fell out several times! But the 
kind Aurelia, a Romanian woman, working there, let me into the breakfast room 30 minutes 
early so I could be away by 8am. In the end I left around 8.30 in the rain. I hadn't realised 
what a strange sight it must be seeing me in a large tarp poncho covering me and my front 
and rear rukkies... a cammo Quasimodo coming at them. No wonder other walkers avoided 
me! 

 

The stages to Shepherdswell were glorious, the villages of Patrixbourne and Womanswold 
were lovely. 

 

I passed a field of wild flowers so varied and colourful, all I could do was stare at it. No CGI 
could recreate its delicate beauty. 

 



 

Poncho off and legged into midway point of Shepherdswell. Pub closed down, after a short 
but intense walk up to the village's other pub, The Bell, only to find they no longer do food! 
Not surprised the pub was empty, the barmaid was so surly. I had to console myself with 2 
pints of orange and lemonade plus an energy bar. I had to struggle keeping Mr Grumpy at 
bay. Sadly, he made an appearance shortly afterwards and kept me company the rest of the 
way to Dover.  

Someone....anyone but me that is...thought it would be a good idea to follow a footpath not 
in the guidebook. A path that crosses the A2 trunk road can't be a proper route. Yet indeed 
it was an official LCD route. In the end I had to cut across a field of dry oil seed which 
scratched my legs into an attractive purple. The ensuing field of broad beans was gentler 
but sadly its resident insect life made up for it. I can't now remember why I chose to wear 
shorts! The net result was I added around 3kms to my journey and consequently failed to 
get to the tourist office in Dover in time for them to stamp my pilgrim's passport. 

 

The East Cliff hotel is cheap and right next to the ferry terminal. It's also what I might 
describe as quality-free! You get what you pay for I guess. What is strange is that I feel oddly 
comfortable here! 

  



Day 3  

3 July 

Odd and slightly stressful day. Leave the UK and end up in France. 

It began well enough but when I was joined, in the DIY breakfast room, by a monosyllabic 
fellow guest, who insisted on watching the shopping channel, loudly, whilst I was trying hard 
not ask where Lavazza was kept, to any who'd listen. Five minutes walk to the ferry terminal 
but was told the joining instructions said 60 not 55 minutes before sailing! It meant I missed 
my crossing but at least was guaranteed a place on the 9.30 sailing. Hanging about at a ferry 
terminal is not the most interesting thing one can do but at least there was coffee, if you 
can call Costa, coffee! 

Hundreds of noisy teenagers on this later crossing plus what seemed an outing of hugely 
obese people. Many of whom were doing each other's hair. Odd sight. 

I joined an American couple, for the crossing, who I'd seen in the terminal. A pleasant way 
to pass away time, just chatting. Realised that this later crossing didn't get to Calais until 
12noon which really will set me back. To make matters worse I could not find the route to 
walk in my desired direction upon disembarkation; there are too many canals and water 
bodies in Calais. Rescued by a sweet elderly woman who had a large taxi to herself and was 
going into town. So joined her as far as the station. She wouldn't take any money....the 
kindness of strangers? 

The unsympathetic railway staff informed me apparently there are no trains heading 
towards the burbs in my chosen direction. Head over to the tourist office and no queue. Not 
surprising really, as Calais is hardly a destination! Apparently, I can get a bus in the right 
direction along the Guines canal. Just need to cross town but have nearly 2 hours to wait, 
should have just walked it! Assuming I wouldn't get lost... 

Popped into a depressing shopping centre/mall where nothing seemed open. Legged it to 
the loos and it was only half a euro, bargain but in my haste I'd entered the women's toilet. I 
only realised this when a rather large and very disgruntled madame stood looking me up 
and down. Maybe she thought that I was transgendering but from what to where, was 
probably, unclear! 

Bus ride was great. Short and sweet and the driver, a kindly older woman, having discussed 
with whichever of her passengers would engage, where best to drop me close to the canal. 
In the end she made an unscheduled stop at a road junction. Waved off by the other 
passengers, I'm hoping out of goodwill, rather than relief! 

Ate a quick snack sitting on a culvert, dangling my legs over a dry ditch. Powered through 
the first three villages.  

 



 

 

 

One was notable for its amazingly grand houses, Campagne-les-Guines. Ducked under the 
Eurostar track near Broquehault but was still miles away from Licques, tonight's stopover. 

 

A little voice said let’s take a short cut through the wood. So I did, which might have worked 
had I not then taken 2 wrong turnings, which meant I was 180 degrees out when I hit the 
road once more. The little voice was later joined by Mr Grumpy for the rest of the walk! 



 

Finally got to Licques just after 7pm. The Pommiers camp site was a couple of kms further 
up but what a surprise. It was lovely. My cabin was small but clean and well apportioned. 
The campsite cafe was bistrot standard. The owners were friendly and efficient.  The only 
thing I didn't like was their 18 year old, three legged cat that hung about waiting for 
morsels. 

Bed by 9.30! 

 

  



Day 4  

4 July  

Happy Independence Day to my American chums, and to my son, Jack, over there in Seattle. 

Good breakfast at Pommiers but was distracted by the three legged cat, it seems to have 
got into a dairy delivery of sorts. Well, at least it wasn’t my breakfast! 

10 minutes out I realise I had no water.  Idiot.  Not many shops in the middle of nowhere. 
Fantasized about how long I could live in this heat without water and convinced myself I'd 
perish by lunch time. Walking past an isolated house I see a woman cleaning windows. Not 
wishing to frighten her I remove my hat and sunglasses, whilst asking for water.  I'd 
forgotten that I've not shaved for days and resemble the nasty Sardinian guy, with the man-
eating pigs, in last Hannibal Lector film. She gave 1.5 ltr bottle and would take no 
money....kindness of strangers once more? 

 

Got to Alquines in good time but had slowed my pace by the lunch time rest stop at Acquin-
Westbecourt. Sat on a fence and ate a stale piece of baguette, yesterday's Borsin plus an 
apple previously rejected on the grounds of being too manky. One cafe was closed, the 
other no longer did food...well what else does a cafe do? It's like a service station no longer 
selling petrol! 



 

In the heat of this irritation, I take the wrong road out of town. Find a track that will 
eventually join up with the right road. Google maps, on my phone, doesn't show you the 
contours.  My - it will only add a kilometre- theory was correct but it meant I had to tackle a 
hill which took 90 minutes to climb! 

 

Very dry air and my face reddened to an attractive beetroot colour. Saw lots of twisters 
hoovering above cut wheat fields. Combines out everywhere. 



 

Got to Wicques by 4.30. Staying with the Benedictines at the Abbaye de St Paul. My first 
time staying in a hallowed place and I'm slightly apprehensive. Met by the porter, also a 
monk, very tall, gaunt, but with a kind face. Soon my contact, whose name was never 
shared, he was simply, Pere Hotellier. I guess he looks after guests like me. Took my 
Credenziale and gave me the third degree. Seemed most displeased about me being 
divorced. I didn't have the courage to add....twice! In fairness, he did look after me well. 

6pm it was vespers. Not scooters but a sung service in Latin. Evocative of a bygone era for 
me. Short break then dinner. My hands were washed for me before entering the hall. There 
was silence throughout, except one of the monks read out loud throughout the 30 minute 
meal. Luckily, I was craving vegetables which was what there was for mains. The starter 
was new to me, a sort of chilled, flavoured milk. For dessert a rice pudding with a dollop of 
apricot jam. An interesting experience.  Not sure whether I'll see any of them during or after 
breakfast. 

Great room, in that it's clean and tidy and totally uncluttered. Pere Hotellier was concerned 
about the state it had been left in by a group of Scottish pilgrims. Why was he surprised? 

 

  



Day 5  

5 July 

Good sleep except the bells rang on and off from around 4am but that's a monastery for 
you. It was strange not actually seeing anyone or even saying goodbye. My breakfast of stale 
rye bread and instant coffee felt oddly reassuring. 

Shoulder playing up where the rukkie straps catch my blades. Decide action needed, so 
perform surgery. Not on my back silly, the straps! It's now definitely better. 

Climbed a 1km hill to get into Helfaut, only to find another cafe which doesn't do food! 
Grumpy owner didn't want to serve me but I just barged in. Coffee OK. His teenage son 
slipped me a couple of biscuits when his dad was chatting to a rep. It's funny I knew the guy 
was a rep. Does being rep make you into an irritating person or is part of the job spec? 

 

Got to Therouanne by noon but then waste over an hour looking for the tourist office and 
getting a snack. Decide to catch a bus for a short ride to catch up a bit as today is a long one. 
Mistake Flechin for Flechinelle and get off in quite the wrong village. Decide to make best of 
the situation rather than having a tantrum in a near empty village. 

Scorching weather and no shade to hide under. Get the gel hat on. It's designed to retain 
moisture so keeping your head cool. It does indeed do this but it dries all too soon. Saw a 
woman watering her window boxes and asked if she could spare some for my hat. She 
almost scooped up her daughter in fear.  It doesn't help that my French is poor. I bet she 
and her neighbours will be talking for days to come about the strange man who actually 
believes his hat gets thirsty! 

 



  

 

Found not one shop open since arriving at Flechin and had to blag some water from a kindly 
woman exiting an old people's home.  She not only wished me luck, refused money, but did 
not appear terrified to talk to me. 

 

 



 

Finally arrived at tonight's stop, Amettes. Found the tourist office and a very helpful 
Sandrine informed me that the Abri Peligrin centre was now stuffed full of teenagers and so 
not an option. Also the Estaminet cafe had closed down. And more....there are no shops or 
cafes in town that sell food. It's astonishing that a country that lead the world of cookery for 
the past 150 years, makes buying food in the countryside so difficult. The helpful Sandrine 
finds me a place at a nearby gite for cheap but they can't do dinner. Too tired to argue, walk 
the short way to the Two Limes gite.   

 

It's quite lovely and so are the owners. It feels like I've landed in the home of the French 
Waltons. There's even an aged grandpa. The well-informed Colette invites me for a beer and 
we all watch the final minutes of today's Tour. She offers me some fresh eggs which she 
extracts from the hen coop and finds me a little soup pasta and some tomato paste. So 
culinary Laurenzi makes dinner with these normally unassociated ingredients. It was fine but 
even if it wasn't it would not have gone to waste. I was almost fainting with hunger; mind 
you that beer didn't help. 

Sitting in the courtyard of the gite watching swifts and pigeons competing for a trophy of 
flying excellence. All I need now is a small Cohiba and an espresso! 

 

 



Day 6  

5 July 

This post almost didn't happen but more about that later. A day of heat induced 
befuddlement! 

 

Said goodbye to Collette after a good breakfast and got straight back onto the D341, around 
which I zig-zagged all day.  The forecast storm didn't come and the temperature stayed 
pleasant. Started raining on the outskirts of Ferfay so donned the poncho. It's an awkward 
thing to wear as it wasn't designed to cover a large rucksack, so invariably one's legs and 
lower arms are a bit exposed.  

Noticed a Mairie sign and barged in on a terrified looking woman on the phone. I gestured a 
stamping action, which mercifully she understood, and I was soon out of her hair.  

Kept the poncho on for a bit but a plastic or nylon layer in the humid heat is awful, so re-
packed it. Did an unplanned tour of a large village Camlain Chatelain; in fact whilst lost, I 
found a cafe, no they didn't do food but there was a boulongerie next door. I should have 
had a croissant or something light but instead Greedy Laurenzi chose a cream cake for me. 
Great. I'd been hankering after one since Calais.  

At 11am the storm arrived replete with thunder and some unimpressive lightening. The 
barman kindly refilled my water bottle, on seeing me add to it some electrolyte tabs, one of 
the half dozen pensioners, drinking wine, asked whether it was viagra. He asked with such 
sincerity that I fluffed my retort, instead I mumbled something incomprehensible about 
minerals! 



 

After an hour of heavy rain I reached a part of the route where D431 deviated and left a 
dead straight former Roman road, now mostly known under its more recent name, 
Chaussee Brunehaut or Brunehilda's Highway. I wish I knew its Roman name. There's an 
informative account of its history in Brian Mooney's book, Long Way for a Pizza. 
Coincidentally, I saw a photo of him at the 2 Lymes gite. Mde Collette remembers him well. 
How he manages 40kms a day I simply don't know! She took a photo me too as I left, with 
all my gear on. So not to be outdone, I took one of her! 

 

Enjoyed walking along the Roman road in ever-improving weather. The surface varied from 
dumped hard-core to mud. Took the wrong turn at the end of Rebreve-Ranchicourt and 
ended back in the centre. Had I not, then I would missed the knicker-less woman. Sitting in 
an unequivocally immodest manner on the curb. Was she insane; making a point; had 
dementia; or plying a trade. It was difficult to know what to do once she'd caught my eye. 
All I could muster was a timid and insincere bon jour! 

Took a well-earned break on the church steps of the same village. My wet clothes dried 
quickly. I could see net curtains twitching as I began removing wet gear. I half expected the 
gendarmes to turn up. 



By 2pm I still had a fair few kms to go along Brunehilda's Highway and it was hotting up. 
Asked some builders to top up my water bottle and you'd thought I asked for an 
introduction to their sister! Having agreed to it I got 2 litres of tepid, cloudy water which not 
even electrolyte tabs could improve. I don't know why people can't do things with good 
grace or don't do them at all? 

Heat getting to me, I leave my sticks in a glass bus shelter but soon realise. Later I left my 
phone on a roadside planter, which I'd sat on for a moment's break. I didn't realise this until 
I was about to get in the shower in Camblain d’Abbaye. Washed, dressed and determined to 
find it. I'm staying at a residential school mothballed for the holidays, Jean Baptiste des 
Salles, and after 15 minutes of wandering around calling out hello, I saw no one except an 
old, tired Beagle. Headed into the village looking for a bus or a cab but found kind Enric 
doing his front garden, I explained I'd left my phone in the neighbouring village and without 
any thought, he offered to drive me there. After 5 minutes I had my phone once more.  He 
even dropped off at the school. What a kind man. 

Met my cook for tonight, Father Joseph. What a sweet, if not a bit sad, man. Told me he'd 
bring me dinner around 7pm. He smiled when I recounted the story about recovering my 
phone, as if to say" what did you expect". I was not expecting to lose it, nor to meet 
someone like Enric, nor for it to still be there. Joseph is in marked contrast to the haughty 
priest who met me on arrival. Joseph and I arranged to have breakfast in the staff refectory 
tomorrow, after all, in this huge school, there are only two of us so neither of us will get into 
trouble. I've no doubt I'll dream of Jack Nicholson in the Shining. 

  

  

  

 

  



Day 7 

7 July 

Late start as Fr Joe overslept. It must be exhausting for teachers at the end of term. Curious 
breakfast of strong coffee and day old rye bread.  I am getting used to it! We were joined by 
the school's oddjobman, kindly fellow but sans teeth. Both suggested avoiding the D431. Fr 
Joe kindly walked me to the start of the alternative route. He is such nice man. 

 

The start of the meandering route to Arras, was marred by me speaking to tonight's B&B 
owner, who insisted no one could let me in before 6pm. It would leave me far too long 
hanging about sweaty and tired. She suggested I do some touristy things but with 20 odd 
kilos of bags, it would be tricky. 

Found not one shop or cafe open in Marouiel but carried on in hope. Stopped, somewhat 
ironically at a well, dedicated to St Bertille, soaked my feet in the icy, and somewhat 
ironically, non-potable, water.  Water, water everywhere but not a drop to drink! 

 



Eventually, gasping, asked 2 decorators outside a house in Louez, if they could top up my 
water bottle. This time it wasn't tepid. I've seen decorators in many countries and they 
always look pale. It can't be that they only use white paint; maybe it's the fumes? Anyone 
know? 

Grateful of yesterday's walnut cake remnants, which make do for lunch. Hit the outskirts of 
Arras and it’s so hot, plus not a shop or cafe in sight, as I cross one awful housing estate 
after another. Eventually find an American rib house and a Lidl. Chose the supermarket and 
eventually ate my food greedily on a bench in a motley square opposite a high rise block of 
flats, replete with beggars and drug dealers.  Lost in my own hunger, I ignored them. For the 
hour I was there, I was clearly the butt of jokes for three vape smokers sitting outside a bar 
close by. 

Refreshed, I walked into the centre of Arras, determined, much like John Simpson in Iraq, 
part commentator/part conqueror! Tourist Office staff helpful and the town hall 
magnificent.  In fact, the centre is quite stunning, in stark contrast to its down at heel burbs. 
Had a lemon tea in a snooty bar in Grand Place. The owners kept looking at my large 
rucksack disapprovingly. I made a point of using their gents fully bagged up, much to their 
horror. Managed the zigzag without a hitch but then my sunglasses slipped off my head and 
I nearly collapsed under the weight trying to retrieve them, whilst pretending it was easy! 
Popped into a lovely church, St Jean-Baptiste, which has an amazing Reuben's hanging in the 
middle. Odd place to put it but it's marvellous none the less. 

Am met by friend of Madame's outside the house as the bells were ringing-in the time. Nice 
guy but too earnest for tired Grumpy Laurenzi. It’s a lovely house in the local style. A bit like 
our 18th century Georgian homes but a little narrower.  Back out in 30mins to visit the 
launderette and sample another of the local beers, "Page 24". I'm afraid I haven't liked any 
so far. 

 

Desperate to eat but uneasy and a bit self-conscious; decided on a take away, one worthy of 
Glasgow.  A mountain of fries with a cheese covered saveloy in a deep fried bun. It was as 
awful as it sounds! 

 



 

Lots of school, year-end celebrations, lulling me to sleep. Hope I don't have a heart attack 
after that local delicacy! 

 

 

  



Day 8  

8 July 

Rest day in Arras. 

Pretty late start, breakfast not served before 9am at the weekend.  Very civilised but today 
I'm wide awake by 7! The couple next door got up at least 6 times in the night to use the 
shared loo. That's bad enough but they kept leaving the hall light on. Mr Grumpy 
unexpectedly joined me in the night. Not sure if they were embarrassed by their nocturnal 
meanderings but they didn't come down until I'd cleared out of the dining room.  Maybe 
they wanted a romantic breakfast without me, the bearded Albanian gangster, with an 
inexplicable English accent, which he must have picked it up whilst people trafficking into 
the UK! 

It was a good breakfast but the tea, like in the US and Italy, is Lipton’s Yellow Label. Fine if 
taken post-prandial with lemon but for anything else..... 

Got my face/head trimmed by a myopic woman, who, seemingly confused by what was 
asked for. I think I asked for a chainsaw rather than hairclippers. In any case, both staff and 
customers were unanimous, the strange man should go first. Which I did but the hairdresser 
was rushing and missed bits. Incensed, I took over with the chainsaw! 

Looking a bit more like myself, I headed towards the station district in search of a pencil. 
There doesn't appear to be an equivalent of WHSmiths, but found a nice HB in book/art 
store. I have no idea what any of the numbers/letters on pencils actually mean. I remember 
thinking the same at primary school....plus ca change, as they say in Dagenham! 

Picked up some food from an amazing Saturday morning market, which covered both of the 
main squares. By 2pm the local authority had swept/washed away all traces of it.  That's 
impressive.  

 



 

Took a guided tour of the underground caves starting below the town hall. Limestone has 
been quarried here underground since 5th century. It turns out during WW1 when Arras 
was directly on the frontline, the caves were tunnelled by Welsh soldiers so as to connect 
the building to the surrounding quarries and so hide 20,000 Commonwealth troops ahead of 
a major counter-offensive. The Allied troops are remembered with genuine fondness here, 
especially the Scots and Welsh. Just in the Arras area there are an estimated 140,000 
Commonwealth troops buried locally. 

 

Planned next week's detailed route and accommodation.  It requires 7 straight days walking 
and some pretty long ones at that. I can't get through to a couple of places, unfortunately, 
these are the first two nights! I posted another parcel to my friend in Besancon, containing 
clothes and gear, which hopefully will noticeably lighten the load I carry. 



Just heard that a letter from Cardinal Nichols, in London, is waiting for me in Besancon. I had 
hoped to pick it up on departure but there were crossed wires. He is also applying for a 
ticket for me for an audience with the Pope on Oct 4th.  It’s not a private audience like the 
one Donald Trump wished he hadn't had - by all accounts he got a good ear bashing! Not 
sure what on earth I will say, in the unlikely event we meet. 

Bags almost packed and I'm hoping to leave pretty early. Not yet made a departure before 
8am. I'm staying here on my own tonight, no owner or guests. I was thinking of trying all the 
beds, Goldilocks fashion, and if I get found out claim that I got confused...it’s my age you 
know! 

  

  

  

  

 

  



Day 9 

9 July 

Entered the film set of "whatever happened to baby Jane" in Bapaume but more about that 
later. 

Woke in the night to find the moon crossing behind the neighbouring church spire, the 
photo below, does no justice to the beauty of the sight! 

 

Odd start in that I'm alone in that tall, thin house, sorting myself out. Someone else's home, 
in someone else's city. It would help if I could get the coffee machine to work! End up 
making something too strong even for me. Am worried that once I pop my keys through the 
letterbox, I will realise I've left something behind. Waste time thinking how I could get back 
in if need be! 

The walk out of the city was straightforward and there was even some shade. Which sadly 
ended at Beaurains, followed by hours of heat-melting sun. In fact, even now, at 8.30pm, 
the town thermometer boasts 28c! I found today hard and it’s the shortest stage this week, 
at 22/23kms. I have 2 days of 32kms+ scheduled for Thursday and Saturday! 

Met an enthusiastic guy in the only bit of woodland on today's stretch. Dominic is 
responsible for checking his stretch of the VF. He regularly repairs signs and ensures the 
undergrowth doesn't obscure them. He's even taken over one of the numerous mini chapels 
along the way as a sort of shrine to the VF, and internationalism, in general. Shared some 
tips with me about ignoring the guidebook at certain points, and instead to follow his signs. 

We part at the edge of a vast wheat field, where his advice is to just follow the tractor lines 
through the cereal. It being Sunday, maybe there's no farmer about. I had a Peter Rabbit 
moment! 

 



 

 

 

Not a shop or cafe to be seen between Beaurains and Bapaume. Had to blag water twice. 
First from a nice woman in Boiseaux, with a massive minibus on her drive; and later from a 
group of 20-somethings in Gomiecourt, practising axe fighting for a re-enactment or so they 
said! The water tasted awful and I soon began to feel a bit sick. It smelt musty, like it had 
been there for days! Needless to say that I stopped drinking it but soon got dehydrated. 

The area continues to host dozens of WW1 commonwealth cemeteries.  The scale of the 
senseless carnage is hard to take in. I find it upsetting that each of the small, often 
anonymous crosses, had people at home who loved them. So sad. 

Dominic confirmed that it was difficult getting a place on the church hall floor, not because 
it was popular, but it was nigh on impossible to get anyone to answer the phone! He gave 
me details of a Chambre d'Hotes; a B&B in all but name. Got it booked first try, whist sitting 
on a part shaded bench, enjoying the first decent apple since arriving in France. The bench 
was outside the church where I was greeted by two guys clearly "not from these parts" both 
wearing wonderfully ornate outfits, possibly West African. A lay deacon (I think) runs out 
after me enquiring whether I was a pilgrim. Not wanting to confuse or prolong things, I just 
nodded. He went on to explain, to what turned out to be two African missionaries working 
in France, about the VF. Interesting turnabout, European priesthood now being 
supplemented by folk from Africa. I hope they do less harm to us than we did to them in the 
19th Century. 



 

Found a garage on the main road into Bapaume. The terrified woman behind the till was at 
a complete loss to know why I was staring like a loon at the cold drinks the way I was. 

Got to my accommodation and it was a bit odd to say the least. A strange dynamic between 
two older women. One confined to a wheelchair and the other, probably, her daughter 
interrogating me. I would have agreed to any demand at that point. The tray of cold drinks 
confused me, I thought it was juice, turns out to be a strong cordial. You guessed it...in my 
state of urgent thirst, I necked a glass of it and was almost sick over my hosts, who were 
staring at me in disbelief. I tried to play it down but needed to get away, just in case I did 
vomit! 

The two women have an uneasy but close relationship a bit like Crawford and Davis in 
Whatever happened to baby Jane. Interestingly, the director, I think it was Aldrich, also did a 
film version of The killing of a sister George. A ground-breaking film in its time. A little film 
trivia, which hopefully is correct? If not, someone is sure to say. 

Popped out for a bite around 7.30 and its unbearably hot and so hug whatever shade I can. I 
was told it was a Greek restaurant, which turns out to be Turkish! Not a problem as the food 
was excellent. The locals are really concerned about the unseasonably high temperatures. It 
can't be good for farmers. However, it’s going to rain on and off for the next three days. No 
doubt will give me something else to complain about in a subsequent post! 

 

  



Day 10  

10 July 

Unexpectedly, had breakfast with young Finnish woman cycling to Madrid. I thought I heard 
another guest arrive rather late. When I looked out of the window all I saw was a fire 
brigade wagon. It turns out she was going to sleep at the firestation, at the behest of the 
local pompiers. That is, until their manager found out! Oh yeah.... 

Bought enough food for an army and head off on the straight road out of Bapaume. 5 
minutes later the heavens opened and didn't close for the next six hours. To say I was wet 
would be a big understatement. Took shelter under a motorway bridge, trying to warm up a 
bit. Somewhat ironic as I nearly passed out with heat yesterday! A fuel tanker stopped and 
offered me ride a few kms up the road. It was such a kind gesture. It was over before it 
started and I was dropped off on a motorway slip road, with it still raining.  Shuffled into 
Perrone and headed straight for the tourist office.  

Toilets, laundrette and accommodation to sort. Got info and legged it, in the continuing 
rain, to the launderette. Luckily it was empty and had a row of chairs plus two large tables 
to myself, the sort people use to fold clothes etc. Took a deep breath and stripped my 
sodden clothing. I chickened out at my undies, as my French lacks nuance or any kind of 
subtlety, and the thought of trying to explain to the local gendarmes why I'm starkers in a 
public place might prove tricky. Even my front rucksack went into the drier. Got done in no 
time. Headed to the town hall which was supposed have some marvellous architectural 
details.  When reception asked me I was there, I explained that I'd read in guidebook etc etc. 
She looked at me as if I were on day release from an institution. She was right, there was 
nothing interesting about the inside at all. Having got in on that pretext I thought I'd see it 
through! The outside is a delight but don’t bother entering! 

 

 



 

Quick trip to yet another church dedicated to John the Baptist and back to the tourist 
office.  Their lunch break times have a somewhat notional quality about them, so head to a 
cafe. Mr Greedy must have got there ahead of me and ordered a large slice of Tarte 
Normande with two types of cream plus ice cream! I can't take him anywhere! 

 

 

 

Helpful Thibault, at the TO, has booked me a chambre d'hote in nearby Doingt. Pronounced 
nothing like it looks. So of course no one had any idea when I asked for directions. It’s run by 
a lovely couple of amazing looking octogenarians. Former farmers but what good nick they 
were in. When asked what I would like to drink, I thought of yesterday's near disaster with 
the cordial, so went for lemon tea. 

An hour later I realised that I'd not taken out any cash whilst in town. So somewhat 
shamefacedly asked for lift back to Peronne to look for a bank. It would be ironic if after all 
that I leave tomorrow morning without paying. 

Shortly after returning to the Les Iris - sounds a bit like cabaret act - a former employee 
arrives, thought I was nuts for walking anywhere and promptly ignored me. Each time he 
was asked about one of children, and he seemed to have quite a few, he would give 
colourful and animated descriptions of their ailments. 

Next came a daughter, her daughter, and her own son. Marie-Clare and Marc have 14 
grandchildren plus 6 great grandchildren. Granddaughter lived in Norwich for a bit and had 
very good English. It was fun having in a bi-lingual conversation, but my French is just not 
good enough to keep up. 

 



 

Marie-Clare made a four-course meal with wine. I simply can't believe she's 83. It was a 
lovely evening and after three small glasses of wine, I head off to the land of Nod via the 
neighbouring territory of Blogosphere. 

 

  



Day 11  

11 July 

Good night's sleep.  Wide awake by 6.30 and was waiting for a cuppa to be brought to me in 
bed...dream on Laurenzi! Amazing spread for breakfast. Marie-Clare had baked me a 
brioche loaf and an eggy apricot tart. Lord knows what time she must have got up. It was a 
pity that after yesterday's big meal I couldn't eat very much. Not a problem, as 84 year old 
Marc was soon polishing it off! As I was leaving she handed me half a baguette stuffed with 
cheese plus a piece of her tart. Talk about nice. Took photo and struck out under a 
reassuringly cool, grey sky but sadly not on the right road. Small correction needed which 
only cost me 1km. It meant I got to see some lovely but sad looking, long-abandoned houses 

 

The first of today's tracks (rather than roads) was very boggy and difficult to walk through. 
After a few miles I decided to avoid the long crossing over the Omigon; at this point it’s 
more a series of lakes rather than a single river. Too risky, best stick to roads for the rest of 
today. 

 



Getting low on water and ask a young guy gardening.  He insisted on giving me a new bottle 
rather than topping up the old one. Kind gesture. 

Planned a new route starting from Vraignes en Vermandois now going via Tertry instead of 
Trefcon. Just outside Tretry, yesterday's tanker driver, pulls up behind me and takes me a 
few kms down the road again. It saves about an hour's walking. So use the time to visit 
Ropy, a rather unfortunate name in English, its inhabited by a pretty miserable bunch of 
people. The church however was amazing. Its open steeple is a cross between Gaudi and 
Gothic.  

 

Staying in a cabin by a lake in a large campsite full of UK anglers. I read (well sort of, it was in 
French) that a lot of freshwater fish was not safe to eat. The local delicacies are carp and 
trout. So instead this evening, I'm feasting on a tin of lentils and sausages, with a locally 
produced, pain de campaigne. 

 

Had a strange situation earlier. The two cabins along from mine are occupied by two Dutch 
couples.  The men fish and play with remote controlled gadgets whilst their womenfolk 
seem to do little else than drink and smoke. The four of them walked past me earlier whilst I 



was sorting tomorrow's detailed route, sitting out front in a deckchair. I saw them mutter 
and look at me, I assumed it was the usual nonsense about a man on his own etc. On their 
way back one of the men quietly asked me for something I couldn't make out. Frustrated he 
said cocaine. I thanked him and firmly said I didn't want any. No ... it seems he thought I 
might have some. Dissatisfied, he re-joins his group, still muttering. I am none the wiser. 
Only later, looking in the mirror, I notice a smudge of white powder by the side of my 
nose.  Not coke at all but Dr Scholls foot powder! Maybe I should have sold him the some?!! 

Going for a gentle walk around the small lake opposite. I won't be out long as the insects are 
already biting tonight, and, I have yet to eat Marie-Clare's tart! 

 

  



Day 12  

 

12 July 

How and why I ended up in Laon tonight instead of Tergnier, and seeking medical help, will 
be revealed shortly but what happened earlier on? 

Up at 6.30 and made a cuppa - what a treat. But had to dash the 100 metres or so to the 
loo. Must have looked a sight with cup in one hand and toiletry bag in the other! 

Made eggs for breakfast with lashings of coffee. Sorted my packed lunch and was gone by 
8.15. Picked up some fruit from the marvellous local Superette and headed out of town. 

Could I find the suggested track, hell no. Gave up and took the road instead. Another open 
work spire in Castres but not as impressive as the one in Ropey. A ropey church! Sorry it’s an 
English joke and not a good one at that! 

It's rained gently on and off most of the day. It’s a pain putting on and then taking off the 
poncho.  The gaiters are causing me to overheat; so they all had to go. 

 

Got to the first lock on the lovely but functional St Quinten Canal by 11am. Today's half way 
point. Turns out the guide is wrong and there's only 5/6kms to go, not 10. Short break and 
head off. 90% of the rest of today's walk is now along the canal. A dream for someone who 
likes beautiful infrastructure. The canals are seen a means of transport here. They're 
managed by AVF a bit like our former, British Waterways. BW were dropped by Whitehall 
and encouraged to become a charity... the canals and rivers trust. Such a silly move, it 
should have stayed as part of the nation's assets. Slow water transport could really work in 
the 21st century. We already have solar boats; sustainable barges could be just around the 
corner? 



 

Got to central Tergnier by 12.45 and managed somehow to miss the forecast storm. Sorting 
my papers on a bench outside the station when the storm suddenly hits. Grab my stuff so as 
to run inside but step on what I assumed was a nail through into my heel. Hobble in and 
check the damage. No nail to be seen but can feel something. I carry a compact mirror, 
which revealed a crack had opened up from under my heel in line with the Achilles Tendon. 
Decide to catch train to Laon, where I'm more likely to get help plus I can leave my big 
rucksack at the hotel, with the aim of catching a train back to Tergnier, and so walk to Laon, 
as planned tomorrow.  Quick train ride to Laon. From the main station one used to pick up 
the funicular train up to the old city but it isn't working. Luckily there's a replacement bus! 
There was no way I could walk it. 

 

Check into hotel and go look for help. French pharmacies are great, you can ask for all sorts 
of advice, even take in wild mushrooms for identification! The helpful pharmacist tells me 
it's a surface crack and with some particular (read, expensive) cream, it should improve. It’s 
already less painful. Pop round to see its famous Cathedral. 



 

I now plan to catch a train a shorter distance so as not to aggravate my heel. Somewhere 
like Clacy et Thierret about 12 miles out. Leave as much weight behind as I can, and take it 
easy. 

I am known for a certain culinary discernment but the people running this hotel make me 
want to behave like Homer Simpson in their restaurant! The level of snobbery is 
insufferable; what’s worse is, this is not even a great hotel! 

Now there's an idea for breakfast. Where's Marge when you need her! 

 

 

  



Day 13   

13 July 

Easy day all round. Beautiful medieval city of Loan. 

Leisurely breakfast at the Banniere hotel. Made sure I got my money's worth! Told one old 
guy what I was up to and he told everyone else, most of whom were hoping for a quiet 
breakfast. Felt a bit embarrassed. 

Dropped off stuff at the Chevaliers, where I'm staying tonight. Great room. Took out 
everything from the large rucksack I wouldn't need and headed out for the bus station. Took 
a bus to Clacy and walked slowly back. Surprised to see prostitutes plying their trade along a 
road through a wood. Such young women too. Rude bus driver, so unhelpful. 

Making numerous small adjustments to the front/rear combo of bags. It feels like it's getting 
there but then again its empty today. 

Phone playing up. Can't access either 4G or Outdoor Active which is a disadvantage in the 
field. Relying solely on Google maps, I found an unbelievably steep, ancient and unmarked 
track, up to what locals refer to as, The Plateau, the old city. 

 

Found the now abandoned Abbey of St Vincent. I wish I could look around it but its sealed 
off and marked dangerous. St Martin's church was closed as were the public loos next door! 
Shaved off beard and said goodbye to the gangster in the mirror.  Mr Bic is cheaper than 
going to the barber's each week! 



 

Quick tour of the cathedral; the Templar chapel; and the Palais of Justice. Popped back for a 
snack and promptly fell asleep; found myself waking up at 7pm! I had the odd sensation of 
black lightening to the far corner of my right eye. I do my best to ignore it! Nipped out for a 
pint at Gibus, a pleasant bar; then picked up some grub and water to take back. 

Tomorrow is due to rain on and off with spells of sunshine. Complicated weather to plan for 
as I head for Corbeny. I will try out the new adjustments to the bags, shame I can't adjust 
my legs! 

 

  



Day 14  

14 July 

Happy Bastille Day, la France. I wish I'd known it was a public holiday, thus making food and 
water even more scarce en route. Arrived earlier than expected at my destination, Corbeny, 
but starving. 

 

Left Laon via the impressive Ardon gate. Headed out of town straight south. Got to Bievre 
and had assumed all the businesses had gone bust. Then one indignant woman told me it 
was July 14th. I know the blasted date, I thought. It reminded of when I entered an empty 
pub, on the long slog into Dover on July 2nd.  The barmaid's pit bull went ballistic. 
Apparently, it didn't like sunglasses or walking sticks! There's obvious and then there's just 
plain absurd. How are folk not from these parts to know it’s a public holiday? 

 

Took a break on some interesting battlements on the edge of town. Ghost town more like. 
Next, found myself following a lovely, shady track towards Cheret. A red squirrel ran up to 
me, thought better of it and scurried off. Not seen one so near since Brownsea Island. Had 



some great times staying at the Dorset WT residential centre on the island over the years. 
Whilst there, on one occasion, I confess to having dressed up the statue of Baden Powell 
with a hat and glasses I'd found on my walk. Thinking these belonged to a colleague, took a 
photo of my irreverent creation, to show him. It turned out they weren't his and now he 
thinks me very strange! 

The village of Cheret is a delight. It retains its original running fountain. And has an 
attractive looking gite plus a clean looking but modest Mairie. 

The slog up to Bievres was testing. The sun was fully up and soon heating my brain. Arrived 
starving around 11.30 and could see no one but could smell roasting meats. I really thought 
I'd lost it, as I was now having olfactory hallucinations! Turns out there was a village fete to 
celebrate the 14th. The smell was real and so was the unfriendly welcome. They must have 
had enough food for an army.  Decided to sit on steps of the Mairie, the only place in the 
shade other than the space occupied with the fete, and ate my very modest cheese sarnie 
and an apple. 

Dissatisfied I head off towards Bouconville. A very long hill and its hot. Glad I left with 
almost 3 litres of water but the added weight to carry is the price of hydration. 

Am concerned about my right eye. Had a film, more like a dark veil moving constantly across 
it and it’s sore. Probably only an infection but the mind likes to consider all the unpleasant 
possibilities like tropical worms, detached cornea, or damaged retina. Could I live with one 
eye? Would I have to return home for an operation? This distracting, paranoid fantasy, very 
helpfully saw me to the top of the hill and onto a ridge path taking me most of the way into 
Bouconville. Sat in a bus shelter and tried not to think of food. Decided to eat one of my two 
emergency supplies. The biscuits taken from the BW hotel Canterbury on my first night. The 
package now consisted of chocolate flavoured crumbs. It was awful but when needs must! 

 

In the final 2 kms saw lots of fungi. A nice specimen of a minor bolette and somewhat less 
common, cauliflower fungus. Pity it’s too dangerous to eat most fungi raw! 



Warm welcome at les Chemin des Dames by the kind Elise. After a pint of orange and 
lemonade, she rustled up some fruit and a croissant.  Three more pints of water with 
electrolyte and I'm off for a bite. The restaurant was about only 200 metres away but felt 
further. The building was dull and cheaply made. The food was fine but the staff were a bit 
unfriendly. Glad that's not been a theme for the whole day. 

I checked out the ville and it is really dull. I seem to be staying in the best bit. Hoping to be 
able to book some monastery accommodation for next week.  I've generally enjoyed staying 
in such modest places, where there is strong ethos. Not sure I've yet found one to tempt 
me. Are there any mixed sex establishments? I suspect I'm missing the point of them 
somehow! 

 

Eye getting worse. There's a pharmacy opposite; assuming there's not another public 
holiday tomorrow! Long walk of 32 kms into Reims followed by a rest day.  Like in Besancon, 
people here pronounce it like "rance" but further away it's "reams or ream". I guess you 
pays your money...... 

No doubt I will dream of impending blindness or falling into the Canal Latteral fully laden. 
Either way I'm hitting the sack! 

  

 

  



Day 15 

15 July 

Being a Saturday, breakfast was served after 8am. Slept well but felt a bit groggy whilst 
getting ready. Breakfast was a treat, on offer was a range of homemade conserves. The 
breakfast room unexpectedly had a cabinet full of things dug up locally: fossils, Roman 
coins, and WW1 artefacts. I was astonished to read that 250,000 French soldiers died in 
Corbeny in 1917. Were we insane? Perhaps the question we should ask is, are we as a 
species collectively insane? 

Popped into the pharmacy opposite, which opened early. Very helpful mother and daughter 
combo tending to my increasingly sore eye. I can't focus properly through my right eye, 
which worries me more than the soreness. Leave with two packets of meds and almost 13€ 
poorer! 

Boulongerie still busy. There's just one very slow young woman serving. The food looks 
great. Pay my bill and see that Elise has given me a 10% discount on the strength of my 
Credenziale. Nice. 

To top it off it she offered me a ride along a nasty and very fast stretch of road out of town 
for a couple of kms. Pop to boulongerie for the umpteenth time but gave up. The ride took 
all of three minutes but helpful nonetheless. She asked that I send her a postcard from 
somewhere along the route. I noticed she had a number of such expressions of gratitude on 
a notice board. 

Got to Berry au Bac but it's only store was closed for the holidays and of course the cafe 
doesn't do food! Disgruntled I head for the canal but got on the wrong one! Hadn't realised 
from the map that there's a fork at Berry. My error allowed me see a family winching a car 
onto their large barge. Weird way of life. Not a bad one. Got onto the correct arm of the 
navigation system and started my 20 odd kms towpath walk. The walk itself was enjoyable, 
and aside from the continual camber, it was a good walking surface. Saw so many 
abandoned lock-keepers' cottages. It's such a shame when homelessness is such a big 
problem. Path busy mostly with cyclists. 

 



   

Stepped off my route at two small towns, Loivre and Courcy, looking for a shop. Gave up, so 
ate my left over croissant and an apple. Bought a Fanta orange, for the sugar, from a bar, 
where I was made to feel most unwelcome. I ignored them and sat quietly for 10 minutes or 
so, before re-joining the towpath. Whilst sipping my awful sugary drink I noticed a large 
magazine rack, it had 8 different publications with carp in the title. Perhaps it was a mis-
spelling?  I guess there are a number of anglers counted from within their clientele! Walked 
to the edge of Reims and the view became increasingly industrial, so caught an urban train 
from just one stop out.  Cost all of 1.20€! Amazingly my hotel was only 5 minutes walk from 
the station. The place was an apartment/hotel block.  It's fine in a soul-less kind of way. 
Stretch, wash, and promptly fell asleep! 

Head out for around three hours. Spent most of it at the renowned Notre Dame cathedral, 
reading the various English language interpretation boards. There has been a cathedral 
there since the 5thC! It's really hard to believe. I tend to associate big churches, rightly or 
wrongly, with the late medieval era. 

 

 



 

Tired, I head back via a supermarket, Monoprix, bought ingredients for the next two days. 
Tomorrow is my planned rest day.  I will have walked 7 days consecutively and next week it 
will be 9 days before a break! 

Quiet dinner, enjoyed watching BBC World news. Dose my eye with meds as I turn off the 
light. Hope I can see a bit clearer tomorrow don't want to end up in the wrong gender's loo, 
like in Calais! 

 

  



Day 16  

 

16 July 

Wow what a day. Ended up in A&E and worried sick. Writing this post on the Monday sitting 
in the hotel lobby. 

Late start it being my rest day.  Leisurely breakfast and watched almost 3 hours of BBC news 
and docs. The accommodation is like a small studio apartment. In the lobby there are lots of 
complaints going around but I thought it was fine. It meant, I got to cook/eat when and how 
I chose. 

Left for a touristy sort of day, full of expectation of seeing great sights and being ripped 
off.  Instead I got something quite different. 

Whilst at the tourist office I asked where could get a check up on my sore, and by now very 
unfocussed, right eye. They suggested the polyclinic about 4 kms away but on the tram line. 
Get there easily enough but the tram is like a mobile greenhouse; unbearably hot. The 
helpful staff tell me they're not qualified to do eyes! Looking around it is mostly strains, 
breaks, and signs of last night's violence. I'm told of an A&E dept at the main hospital. 
Luckily, it's also on the same tram line, in fact, it's the last stop. By now the sun is scorching 
and the "urgences" is nowhere to be found, and I'm wandering around the hospital complex 
with a hand-drawn map, helpfully produced by a porter, but still not able to find it. Decide 
to look for ambulances....bingo, see a row of them parked on an elevated section. It is 
indeed the A&E. Sympathetic receptionist makes some notes and copies my EU health card, 
an EHIC, to you. The building itself is falling apart.  The door frames widened, presumably to 
make access simpler but doors themselves weren't replaced, they merely added an extra 
panel to the old door! Very third world. 

Saw a nurse who politely grilled me about my eye, put a hospital bracelet on me, and 
disappeared. Soon after I'm ushered into an examination room with a very young doctor. 
After few questions, she announces they're not qualified to do eyes! I asked whether she 
could at least look into the problem eye. Repeating that she's not qualified, angry Laurenzi, 
joined the conversation. Soon afterwards a second duty doctor, also under 30, repeats the 
now well understood mantra.....not qualified for eyes! Politely I ask whether anyone could 
at least look at the problem. He agrees to it, takes out his phone, turns on the torch 
function, has a cursory look and announces it is not an infection, so probably its internal to 
the eye. Such as, I ask, ah yes, "a detached retina, probably, and you must come back 
tomorrow".  Agreeing to an appointment with the ophthalmology dept, I almost asked 
whether they would be qualified to do eyes but thought better of it. Tram ride back to the 
centre. I hoped to meet someone from the pilgrims welcoming committee before they 
disappear at 5pm. He was a nice, old guy who stood up to shake my hand. After a little form 
filling, I got my Credenziale stamped in vivid red ink. 



 

What do you do when alone and feel down? A beer of course, but as an hour's organ recital 
was about to start in the massive Notre Dame cathedral, I put that beer on hold. I had 
expected Bach but got something challenging - more like Schoenberg . The cathedral pipe 
organ is enormous and has a certain magnificence about it. Now where's that beer? Tried a 
Belfort; it was ok and very Heineken-like. Spent ages finding anywhere open to buy food. 
The choice available was turkey slices or sausages. Had enough dinde on this trip already, so 
it was the spicy sausages. Surprisingly, found a great flute a la campagne. 

Dinner over, laundry done, contingency plans drawn up re my eye. Either it's not 
serious/easily treatable; it’s very serious which could result in a big delay and/or have to 
return to the UK.  Drew up detailed costs/implications for each option. Could get to St 
Pancras in five hours and then be home in less than another hour. 

Decided to watch tv for distraction. Caught a film, Faubourg 36. It could only be made in 
France. It had elements of Delicatessen, l'Arist, and Moulin Rouge. Turned it off after 90 
minutes or so. Now left not knowing how it ends! I was too stressed to sleep but too tired to 
watch any more. The room was like an oven but managed to drop off eventually but woken 
by a friend calling at 00.30. Could not manage a deep sleep until around 4ish, and at 5 am 
the trains in the sidings, to the rear of the hotel, began being prepped for the day's travel. I 
love railways but you already know that! I can forgive them their noisy character, they are 
after all the original Transformers. From snaking metal boxes with a dragon's breath into 
luxury travel for the discerning 19th C voyager. In the 21st C it feels more like mobile metal 
boxes joined in a functional line ... 

 

  



17 July 

 

Day 16 

I now know that some of you out there have been reading my blog. Thank you for the kind 
thoughts and concern that you shared with me. It's much appreciated. 

My day began necessarily early. I needed to deposit my large rucksack, check out of my 
accommodation, and be on a tram by 7.30am. Had, what I felt was more of a notional 
appointment for 8.30, at the opthalmology dept at Debre hospital on the outskirts of Reims. 
It was helpfully suggested, by the "non-qualified", team during yesterday's visit to A&E, to 
arrive early. At 7.50 I'm there, along with around a dozen other patients! Reception 
suggested disregarding the usual ticketing option (red) but instead take a purple one. A little 
suspicious, that maybe I was being taken for a ride, I took one of each! A few minutes later 
I'm the first to be called. I later learned that the "viole" tickets are for emergencies. I now 
feel guilty at my lack of trust. 

Saw a nurse, a technician, and a doctor, twice. The last of which, looked like she was young 
enough to be there on work experience from school. More worryingly, she had "intern" 
scrawled in large red letters on her scrubs. I am hoping that intern means something 
different in French; and that I wasn't just discharged from the hospital by a teenager play 
acting; doing a Leonardo di Caprio, alla, "Catch me if you can"! My retinal scans were clear, 
which is a huge relief but I'm left with what is dark, fatty blob under the surface of my eye. 
It's also sore. When I enquired what can be done about the pain and getting rid of the blob, 
she merely hunched her shoulders, pouted her lips, opened her palms, and in true Gallic 
fashion said, "Rein. Yous ave to get used twit". Relieved and annoyed in equal measure, 
decided to have something to eat. Found a cafe, ate a sarnie, and enjoyed a cup of 
surprisingly decent hospital coffee. Got out paper and a pencil, and listed my options. I 
decided the best thing was to carry on. Obviously, if things worsen, I might need a rethink. I 
hope my full vision will return sometime soon. 

Dash to station to get info on buses and trains. Return to hotel and with plenty of time at 
hand, decide that I'm in no fit state to walk today. The effect of the test meds, lack of food 
first thing, coupled with the stress of the situation, made me more than a little nauseous. 
Decided to catch a train for the short ride to Chalons and pick up the trail from there the 
next day. Is this cheating? It doesn't feel like it to me but who am I to judge. 

The heat in Reims was unbearable just in the short walk to the station.  It was already 28c. 
Loaded up with water and a baguette/sarnie, headed south on an EST train for neighbouring 
Chalons en Champagne. 

Next I made the first of two confusing mis-pronunciations today. At the tourist office, when 
asked, where had I walked from today, I apparently answered "just from the war". I knew I'd 
made an error but only when "gare" and "guerre" were pronounced properly, did I realise 
my mistake. Much to our collective enjoyment. 



 

Unable to help me with pilgrim accommodation, the TO sent me to the lovely church of 
Notre Dame de Vaux but found no one there. Eventually an unusual, older man turns up and 
quizzes me for ages before stamping my Credenziale.  Just to be clear that's not a 
euphemism for anything untoward. He helpfully lines me with a local family and off I go, 
leaving him to discuss with a Flemish cyclist, en route to Santiago, the merits or otherwise of 
a tandem. The only problem being they had no language in common and they were getting 
nowhere fast. 

 

My host for the night was Mde Brigitte Cuvette and her family. My second pronunciation 
error was looming. I was confidently in full flow about a post-Brexit EU, amongst other 
things, when I stated that I had been greatly helped by a family of monkeys in Corbeny. 
Again, I knew something was afoot as my hosts were staring at me, possibly worrying that 
the seemingly normal Anglo-Italian with a squint, was possibly also a homicidal maniac. In 
unpicking my statement I realised that what had been my intention to say angels, des anges, 
instead I had said, de sanges. How we laughed. We didn't, I did, and they just seemed 
relieved. 



 

Fab dinner in their sheltered garden.  At 10.30 ish I head off. 

 

  



Day 18 
18 July 

Good night’s sleep but the beds are small even for a short ‘un like me. Pleasant breakfast 
with Brigitte but couldn’t eat much; turns out to be a poor decision, as I was hungry by 
11am. 

Bought a generous sized baguette sarnie and headed out. At 8.30 it’s already 20c. Got lost in 
Coolus; I blame the guide book, in true Basil Fawlty manner; then realise I’m an idiot and 
can’t read properly! Get to key fork in road and realise I’m about to run out of water. This 
next part of today’s walk is 17kms and very tempting, as it’s through a large wood. I 
desperately wanted to walk this track not only because it’s Roman but it’s mostly in the 
shade. Decide the absence of water is the bigger danger, so I take the route villages. After a 
couple of kms I find water at an aerodrome mess room full of Dutch trainees on a glider 
course. Nice bunch. 

  

 

Head through a number of villages along the River Coole. It’s now a dried up chalk stream. I 
saw just one small stretch with flowing water. It reminded me of the chalk rivers just north 
of London, in Herts. On the Coole it’s caused by the unsustainable levels of illegal 
abstraction by farmers, presumably made worse by the heat. 

None of villages are worth a mention. Functional, rural, homogeneous and dull. One even 
put a locked grill over its only bus shelter.  What are they protecting or preventing? Lots of 
dogs en route but none came past their property line. 



 

It was a shame not to have taken the Roman road as it was such a hot day and I’d had very 
little shade.  Had a long break at San Quentin; whilst there I received a call from my friend 
and colleague, Pete Rudge.  I think it was my first call from the UK, though the phone did 
ring in the night last Sunday.  Whilst I’m away it’s mostly sales calls. In 2013 I got a phone 
call from an estate agent, whilst I slept, in PNG. I let Rude Laurenzi deal with that one! 

Got to my destination at 4pm; very hot and sweaty to find no one home. Did a quick stretch 
of the muscles in the front garden, then my host popped her head out of the front door. Not 
sure how that scene was received. Red faced puffing man contorting himself on her front 
lawn. If it had been me I would have stayed hidden indoors! 

My hosts tonight are former farmers Rene and Nicole Peloire. They have a six year old 
grand-daughter staying, Julienne, who is constantly staring at me. Kids often do and say 
things that adults won’t or couldn’t. Whilst there, a neighbour popped round for a chinwag, 
with Nicole not me, silly! 

The couple retired some years ago but continue living in the farmhouse. We eat some of 
their own produce such tomatoes and eggs. Rene tells me the main produce is wheat for 
flour; barley for malting; and sugar beet for …? Sounds like East Anglia without the extra 
digits! 



After dinner we chat EU politics.  It’s funny how the same fears resound across the 
continent. Large numbers of legal migrant workers; refugees and illegal migrants; jobs going 
abroad; the world is changing too fast; and how Islam might change Europe. I don’t share 
these views but we do need to be sensitive to people’s fears and offer clear reassurance and 
friendly counter argument. For me how can France be overrun by anyone when so many 
houses are clearly abandoned. 

Farm dogs barking across the field but I can’t close my windows as it’s over 25c in my 
bedroom. A gentle breeze has been picking up, let’s hope it continues tomorrow.  I am 
booked to sleep in the town hall at Corbeil but it has no facilities apart from a camp bed, loo 
and sink. So no shower tomorrow…nice! 

 

  



Day 19 

 

19 July 

Great night's sleep in a good-sized bed. The temperature turned just after midnight and a 
cool breeze lasted all night. 

Ready, packed and downstairs by 7.30; I already knew there was no fresh bread but was 
peckish nonetheless. Nicole had been busy since 6.30 but Rene didn't show until almost 
8am. A quick meal by all accounts and Mde Peloire made me a packed lunch plus some 
sponge cake and two apples, which had seen better days. They both came out onto the road 
to wave me off or maybe it was to make sure that I actually went! 

They live on a tarmac section of the old Roman road, nowadays it’s known as the D4, and it 
runs straight as an arrow for countless miles. First stop Coole, the source of the river of the 
same name.  Found a random bench in the shade to take a short break. A km further up, the 
D4 branches off and the 2000 year road heads straight south. It a lovely dirty, white track of 
chalk gravel. This section is 9kms of uninterrupted walking rising up out of the Coole valley 
before descending once more towards Humbauville. Take a second break at the entrance of 
a nature reserve and suspect not many people visit it. During the leisurely descent at the 
only bend (put there recently) a large combine harvester almost runs me down, I had to 
virtually throw myself at a hedge. The ancient looking driver just smiled. I kept rude Laurenzi 
in check. 

Made it to Humbauville by noon. Found a picnic style bench on the green by a rather sweet 
looking church (inside and out). Got all my things out and took off my boots and along 
comes the rain but for all of 10 minutes or so. Followed by intense sunshine. As luck would 
have it, a large white marquee was just a few metres away, so I occupied it for almost an 
hour. Lunch, rest and planned the remainder of the day. Wondering what my room in a 
village town hall might be like. Blagged a refill of my bottle and off I head along a tarmac 
section again of the D4. After 3kms or so the track resumes. It's full of farm vehicles kicking 
up clouds of grey dust. Even the green verge has a ghostly pallor from the dust. The sun has 
burned away the clouds, that had given me great walking conditions in the morning. Head 
began to overheat.  Water running low I pop into two separate giant grain silos but both say 
they don't have water. I find this hard to believe but you can't force people to help. 

Eventually come across an unbearably smelly industrial pig farm, where they let me fill up 
from a dirty sink. The water tasted awful but at least I soaked my hat and bandana. Could 
not bear to drink more than a few mouthfuls. Took another break on the shady side of a 
large pile of straw bales. It always surprises me how sharp the cut end of straw can be. I 
remember as a child falling face down on straw stubble and actually bleeding. 

Was forced to walk past a second intolerably smelly industrial pig farm. One can only 
imagine what life must be like for the pigs themselves. 



Got to Corbeil around 3.30 and soon found the Marie - it's a very small village- the door was 
unlocked, as promised, and soon found myself in a disused classroom.  Open all the 
windows in a futile attempt to return it to normality from being a temporary 
greenhouse.  As stated there's no shower but it's surprising how clean you can get with a 
1ltr bowl of cold water.  Feel refreshed and drink a 1.5ltr of water with electrolyte, whilst I 
write this I'm half way through a second bottle. Wash today's clothes, stretch and like 
clockwork, dose off for a few minutes. 

 

As I'm planning tomorrow's walk, Michel one of my hosts pops by to say hello. On the phone 
his wife, Beatrice, kept calling me madame, so I guess they were in for a surprise. Very 
friendly and warm, he tells me he'll be back at 7pm with food for dinner and breakfast. A 
few minutes later he returns with a picnic basket laden with goodies, small quantities of 
pate, cheese, fruit, conserve, a baguette, plus a microwave meal. It was so sweet of them.  

 



 

We chatted for around 30 minutes, during which time I found the right entree to say that 
Rome ie the end point of the VF was actually 1500 kms and not 1000 as the sign on the road 
outside suggested. We pored over my figures and in the end, he agreed it was considerably 
further.  Otherwise it would mean that I was halfway, which self-evidently I'm not! It turns 
out the accommodation I had planned for the day after tomorrow, no longer exists in Bar 
sur Aube. He tells me of one of the hotels, also suggested in the guidebook, now gives a VF 
discount. 

 

I've spent so much on hotels etc last week, as there were no pilgrim options, I'm trying hard 
to get back to budget. Looks promising as far as Switzerland. 

Drizzled a bit earlier on. I had to sit outside for a bit as the temperature in this room is just 
far too hot. I plan to leave around 7 to 7.30 and so break the back of journey by lunch time. 
It’s frustrating being without internet but I remind myself that life still continues with or 
without technology! 

Around 27kms today and further still tomorrow! 

 

  



Day 20  

20 July 

Woke around 5.30 but lay still until the alarm went off at 6.10. Had breakfast and made stuff 
for lunch. Could really do with a cuppa. Tidied up, said goodbye to the town hall, and left at 
7.25am. 

Within a minute I could see that dirty, white track, a lasting remnant of the old Roman road, 
climbing to who knows where. From the start of this section and for the next 9kms, I saw 
just one person. 

 

For company I had an unbelievable chorus of skylarks for several kms. At one point I 
stopped to gaze at a field of sunflowers waking up and slowly tilting their heads towards the 
new sun. I had a John Muir moment, and half expected Vaughan Williams to join in! 

Had a short break sitting on some incomprehensible piece of abandoned farm machinery. I 
could see both the valley I'd just left and the next one below; both seem to be sleeping. The 
weather was windy and cool, fine for walking. Sad to see the track re-join a tarmac road but 
was rewarded with seeing a long-abandoned wash house or fontaine or lavoir. I've not seen 
one for years. My mother's sister, Elena, and her family lived for a few years, in an industrial 
town in Alsace/Lorraine. Her neighbourhood had its own wash house. As a small boy, I was 
struck as to how tiring washing sheets looked. We had a washing machine at home, so 
seeing dozens of women pummelling clothing on the stone sides of the wash house, was 
more than intriguing. My aunt explained that each trough was for different parts of the 
washing process. Soak/soap/scrub/followed by a series of rinses, each in different troughs, 
all centred around a constantly flowing stream of water. Not surprisingly I never saw a man 
there. The one today, in the village of Donnement, sits on the bank of a tiny river and is 
quite intact. 



 

Second break over and the weather is turning grim. Poncho on just in time for the rain. It 
rains, drizzles, gets unbearably humid, all in the space of a few minutes. Get to Braux but 
daren't risk walking the track route as my water has run out again. Find an unlocked 
disabled toilet, in a surprisingly large sports ground, for a tiny village, but it tastes foul. See 
someone leaving the mairie, who reassures me all the water is the same and it’s all potable. 
Pour mine away and use his outdoor tap and it tastes fine. It clearly it is not all the same! 

Leg it over the ridge to Rosnay l'Hopital.  Sit outside a real cafe which actually does food! 
Buy a coffee and wolf down my large sarnie made with bits given to me by Michel 
yesterday. Find the 12th C church but it's completely fenced in and locked. Eventually find 
an opening, and it was really worth the trouble. The main church was interesting enough 
but the crypt, which was the original place of worship; is wonderful. It has a sandy floor and 
lots of light.  It is said that the "troublesome priest" himself consecrated it in the 12th 
C....AKA Thomas a Becket. 

 



 

Stuck between two contradictory bits of advice; the guide more or less says take the road 
but locals suggest going the long way round to avoid the numerous trucks. Consult Google 
Maps and I might be able to piece together a route through some lakes. The lakes turn out 
to be water-filled sand quarries; which reminds me of growing up in Leighton Buzzard. 

The route through the lakes is long and circuitous.  Wish I'd taken the main road! The 
Tourist Office is not in the centre of Brienne but on the far side. Eventually get there and it’s 
open, despite it being a building site. A large and very unfriendly young woman sees to me. 
She was in such a hurry to get rid of me, I began to wonder how smelly I might actually be! 
Mind you at this point I'd already walked 26 kms so not at my sharpest. The pilgrim house is 
a self-service arrangement with several beds. What she didn't mention was that it out of 
town and up a long hill. The only thing near it is an enormous psychiatric hospital. 
Interestingly the hospital was the former military training school which produced French 
notables, like Napoleon himself.  From barracks to bin, and as they say, in Hammersmith, 
"plus ca change, plus rein changer" or words to that effect! 

 

The supermarket is over a km away, down the other side of the hill. Walking back up I was 
so tired, I fantasized about eating in the middle of the road, picnic style. Interesting, what 



would people actually do? I guess they'd assume I was an inmate, oops patient rather. You 
could just imagine the arresting officers trying to make sense of the situation or even decide 
what on earth to do with an English loon who picnics on the road. 

Had a pleasant meal all by myself in this large house on the edge of a wood. I'm trying to 
ignore the psychiatric hospital next door. Pigeons are having, what seems like, a cooing 
contest with the doves in the garden. I love these long evenings, the problem is that I could 
sleep right through to tomorrow lunch time! 

Plan tomorrow's detailed route.  Bar sur Aube is about the same distance as today. I am 
more worried about the day after tomorrow, the route to Chateauvillian. It starts to get very 
hilly there and it’s not a short day. I am writing this post sitting on the bed, getting into the 
slow groove of sleep. I couldn't type earlier on as my fingers kept cramping. Drank a pint of 
water with electrolytes, which has helped.  The bedding is so itchy and "not nice", I'm 
slightly dreading falling asleep in this scary and isolated spot! 

 

  



Day 21 

21 July 

Meet cycling legend, the badger, this evening but a lot happened before. 

Had the worst night's sleep since the start of the walk.  Bed was the sort you find in 
hospitals and other institutions.  The mattress being water thin, meant I couldn't lay on my 
side as my ribs hurt against the bed frame. The blankets were so itchy I began to have a mild 
allergic reaction, but as I was zonked, soon feel asleep. At midnight the fire alarm goes off in 
the building, a deafening sound. Get dressed, run around this large house looking for a fire 
but nothing. I am the only one there and there's no fire, so why did the alarm go off? Finally 
got it to turn off, and resume the important task of sleeping. Yesterday tired me out and I 
really need a good night's sleep.  Discard blankets but soon get cold. Pile on a towel and 
thick shirt and it starts to feel bearable. Took ages to fall asleep as I began to imagine all 
sorts of paranoid nonsense mostly involving escaped patients from next door! 

At 5am the thing goes off again and it must be waking everything in the neighbourhood. 
This time I just dismantle the alarm, everything is quiet once more, all that is, except my 
pounding heart! Can't get back to sleep and can see the first signs of dawn. Refuse to budge 
until the phone alarm goes off. 

Despite two cuppas of rather poor tea and three of coffee, I cannot fully wake up. Took 90 
minutes to get ready. Realise that I didn't eat much last night and there's lots of food left 
over, which I can't carry. The house rules state no food to be left in fridge...well actually it 
doesn't, but it meant to but the English is both complicated and incorrect! Decide to donate 
the bag of shopping to my one and only neighbour. Even the coffee, my own, was 
disappointing, maybe it has something to do with the ridiculous coffee cups here, an absurd 
cross between a ceramic goblet and an elongated egg cup! 

Drop off keys at TO for 8.15 and a note in Franglais explaining there was now no working 
fire alarm/smoke detector. Happy to be leaving Brienne but with this happy thought I 
immediately get a piece of gravel painfully lodged under my heel, in precisely that very 
painful spot I had to have treated in Laon. The adjoining village of Brienne le Vielle was 
equally ugly. Thinking this might the pattern for today, along comes Dienville, which was 
quite a delight. Had a short break on the church steps; followed by a tranquil walk to 
Unienville mostly in the shade. Only saw 2 cars (same car, twice); a scooter; and a motorbike 
during the 3kms. 

Blagged water and had another short break. During which time a family of three generations 
of Brits cycled through on old bikes. The sight cheered me up though can't explain why. 

Long walk to Jessains.  Thought I saw an old man being chased by two robbers but it turns 
out the three of them, all very old, were out for a jog. 



 

Cross canal which looks and smells stagnant.  Pick up a track which takes me all the way. See 
three kites seeming to play high in the sky, enjoying an invisible therm.  Later on, I surprise a 
large kite, which flies so low I could see its range of complex brown plumage. 

 

Everything in Jessains is shut and I need to break for lunch. It's only 11.30 but I'm hungry. 
Nowhere to sit, so use the grassy side of a very dry ditch. It's clouded over so shade not so 
important but as soon as I get my boots off the sun bursts through and my ivory coloured 
feet start to burn. That's all I need! Tend to my painful toes, my blisters have developed 
blisters of their own! Try to create a buffer pad between the blisters and the boot. Keeping 
the remaining Compeed for emergencies. 

Meet an old man clearly looking for something. He tells me a truck blew a wad of papers out 
of his hand. My search revealed nothing. What was that all about? Maybe he was looking 
for his three friends who'd gone jogging! Long walk into the lovely Dolancourt. A sweet 
village spoilt by now being the home to the unfortunately named Nigloland.  A cross 
between Dante's 7th tier and Thorpe Park... I know it's the same thing! Apparently niglo is 
Romani for hedgehog or was that hogwash? 



See a circus camped on the outskirts which explains the smell. It confused me until I saw the 
camels. Apparently, Zavatta circus is in town! I thought all the animal circuses had shut 
down? If not, then maybe they ought? 

Shortly came through Jaucourt, not truly ugly but trying hard to be, in the way lots of 
Calabrian towns look. Saw a vivid, small and very dead, blue snake. Looking forward to 
finding out what it is/was. Last time I checked on a snake ID was in W AUS 2013, when one, 
three times tried to bite me, in the sea. Turns out it was deadly. Had I known at the time, I 
probably would have panicked and maybe got bitten! 

 

The long slog into Bar sur Aube via Proverville was exhausting. My feet really began to hurt. 
I should have stopped earlier but genuinely thought I might not get back up. After another 
5km I am still 3 or 4kms from the hotel. Decide to take a break on steep bank of grass.  Not 
found a bench all day. Eat, rest, and soon feel better. Reach hotel by 4pm. It seems they've 
given my cheap/pilgrim room away, so I'm upgraded by a smiling, sweet, and slightly 
chaotic, Christophe. 

 



The room is fine. Get through my fourth 1.5ltr bottle of liquid today. Stretch but it's too 
painful, wash clothes and self. Hop onto bed but time is getting on and I need to reach the 
TO before it shuts at 6pm. 

Out by 5.30 back towards the centre of this nice little town. The TO had moved and now I'm 
rushing but the soles of my feet are so sensitive, I can't go as swiftly as I need to.  Get there 
at 5.50pm and the woman behind the desk was palpably annoyed that I'd deigned to disturb 
her. She made a mess of stamping my Credenziale, which upset me, and whatever question 
I asked, she said she didn't know! I asked what did she know about, she answered with no 
trace of irony, accommodation! I heard her lock the door as I left. 

Bank/cash point, then a meander. See a huge chocolate eclair in a patisserie window. It took 
about 30 seconds to polish it off! Saw a poster for one of France's most famous post war 
cyclists, Bernard “the badger” Hinault. He'd be attending an evening/night time cycle event 
in town. Organisers closed off the centre until 6am; holding events for all ages. I love fact 
that children as young as six have entered. The adults, obviously, start much later. 

The sports commentary box is situated by the town's attractive waterfront, along with beer 
tent and a bbq stall selling bits of pig. Nice local event which, apparently, has been running 
for 44 years. 

 

Crowd starts to get excited and I guessed the badger had arrived, no not Brian May but 
Hinault himself.  Took a poor photo of him but it was fun anyway. 

Tried an un-named beer; a bit weak but OK.  Couldn't have been too awful as I had a second 
with a piece of pig, in yet more baguette.  I have eaten almost nothing other than bread for 
three weeks. If epi-genetics is true, what impact would an intense regime of baguette have 
on my DNA?  Maybe make my chromosomes trickily hard on the outside but soft, in a 
crumby sort of way, inside!! Sitting on the bed, half comatose, wondering why on earth am I 
going to do it all once more tomorrow? 



Day 22 

22 July 

What a packed day. Did a detour ending up in a prison, another rude TO bureau, and I hear 
back from the Vatican. 

As predicted today's hotel staff would not know of Christophe's free upgrade from 
yesterday.  Left it with them whilst I chomped through a large croissant, which whilst tasty, 
seemed to shatter into dozens of flaky shards. A young lad pops an enormous armful of 
loaves into the bar area and within seconds it’s been couped and in a basket waiting to be 
married with butter and jam. I know it's still more baguette but today's is simply marvellous! 

Decided yesterday that I would do a detour first thing. The guide mentions Clairvaux Abbey 
and according to the SNCF timetable - yes I know it's the French train service - there's a bus 
from here at 9am. It's on the other side of the centre, from the perfectly nice, and very 
cheap, Pomme d'Or hotel. Pop into a Tabac to buy a large bottle of water but they have 
none, but helpfully add they do have large cans of beer. How they laughed! 

Found yesterday's patisserie and bought a sarnie for later. Picked up a1.5ltr bottle of Volvic 
and walked across the road into a wonderfully old fashioned indoor market. Couldn't hang 
around but bought a huge orange and legged it to the Gare. 

 

It was still boarded up at 8.30 and the only life visible were two very drunk, old guys, who 
may well have slept on the platform. Not sure why they snarled at me, when I politely asked 
about the toilet! At 8.45 it seems everyone arrives including staff. At 8.55 the same woman 
is still at the front of the queue asking yet more questions. I'm stressed at the thought of 
missing the bus therefore not seeing Clairvaux, and I really needed the loo. Finally got 
served with a couple of minutes to spare. Wait patiently by the parked bus, when a cabbie 
says that today he's the bus. I felt like saying well yes, today I'm Joan of Arc! Seeing my 
scepticism he explained that SNCF don't run the buses at the weekend as the numbers are 
low, so his company picked up the contract. Trying to understand this arrangement I ask, in 
Franglais, the government permanently remove trains to the hill towns and replaces them 
with SNCF buses, and at the weekends, it replaces its own bus replacement service with 



privately run taxis. Mai oui! I so want to hit Beeching and whoever was his French 
counterpart. 

I asked if I could sit in the front as I'm the only customer but he looks sheepish.  Opening the 
door I see why. There's a large incontinence pad over the passenger seat.  I ask if it could be 
removed, I certainly wasn't about to touch it. The driver explained that one of his elderly 
passengers had an accident a while back and now was trying to dry out the seat. He asked if 
I wanted a fresh one. How bloody old does he think I am! Mind you with the way he drove 
and my pressing need, it might have come in handy! 

Get to my first destination in no time despite the cab tracking the official bus route. Not one 
person joined us. Make dash for a cafe / hotel. Breakfast looked cleared away and no one 
around except a heavily pregnant young woman, who must have taken pity on me. For a 
moment I had to mentally check that the giant pad wasn't stuck to the back of my legs. 
Relieved, I order a pineapple juice. I don't know why, I don't even like it! 

 

Leg it up to the Abbey and its fabulous.  Pity all the internal sections are closed for another 
hour. The outer walls are just lovely, pity it's now a men's prison. Didn't get too close to the 
secure area just in case I got drawn in somehow. I once had a scary experience of visiting a 



British prisoner on deathrow in Malaysia, after the inspection cum interview, the authorities 
refused to let me out. I was stuck between security gates for about an hour in the baking 
heat. 

The giant statue of St Bernard, on the hill, is now obscured by tall trees. If you thought St B 
was a dog, well he might as well have been, you could only see the very top of his head. I 
read that they still breed and train the giant Alpine beasts but not for mountain rescue. 
What else could you do half a ton of fluffy carpet that eats its own body weight in meat each 
week? 

 

Need to catch up on today's walking. First hamlet, Outre Aube, very pretty all round but 
sadly after that, the following four places were quite unremarkable.  Stopped outside 
Longchamps for a break and sadly, it looked better from a distance! 

Got to Maramville having tried various means to speak to someone in the local TO about 
keys to tonight's accommodation.  Saw a tiny post office (which doubles as a library) about 



to close.  I ask for a different tel no for the numpties at the TO.  The cashier/librarian even 
dialled the number for me on her landline.  Each person I spoke to passed me on to another 
colleague or another bureau. I was beginning to lose control over Rude Laurenzi, who was 
itching to make an appearance. In the end I just gave up. I had the TO address in 
Chateauvillian and would head for it. Kind cashier, Liselle, I think, offered me a ride as she 
was heading home as the Poste shuts at noon. Her husband and daughter arrived promptly 
were bemused to find a red-faced stranger trying to cram his large rucksack into a space 
suitable for a carrier bag. Having got in, it was time to leave them behind, kind people. All I 
could focus on was what I would say/do to the useless team at the TO. 

Pass totally unmemorable villages, although the centre of Cirfountaine was sweet. Began 
wondering whether my destination today might just be a couple of photogenic streets in an 
otherwise grim town. Oh no, Chateauvillian is beautiful and it keeps giving. Get to the 
address given, only to find a notice saying the TO had moved to the outskirts of Ulan Bator! 
Didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Tried a mobile number which wasn't responding earlier 
and hey presto Catrine answers and she's only 100 metres away.  See her immediately and 
head over. She's organising a town fete of some sort.  She tells me she's part Italian which I 
find strangely comforting even if it is totally irrelevant. She gives me the address of the 
pilgrim flat and where to find the keys. All that hassle, when I could have just contacted her, 
a volunteer with the VF association, instead of the paid incompetents who work for the local 
TO. More about them later. 

  

Find the place easily, not pretty from the outside but large, clean and functional. Wash/ 
stretch/ change but not in that order! Plan the etapes from here to Besancon. Phone the 
Benedictines about putting me up tomorrow. All very easy, as there was an English - I 
assume nun- at the other end. All sorted for tomorrow, I still have to walk there through a 
large chunk of forest. I'm leaving my red cape behind! 

Wash clothes but it's so windy outside and they keep flapping around the balcony floor like 
multi-coloured crows who've lost their bearings. 



Process emails and there's one from Rome. Stele myself for the response and it’s a yes. I 
have a ticket for a general papal audience on October 4th.  Crazy but true. What on earth do 
I wear as I've only brought hiking gear. Got two months to sort it. 

Do a little sightseeing and its lovely. After 2 hours of slow walking in sandals, I need a beer. 
There was a bar opposite the fete, run by UK couple according to the book. Have 2 very 
small glasses of Stella (not French at all) and eavesdrop from the bar. First one, then a 
second, and finally a third member of the local TO prop up the bar. Their stall in the fete 
presumably neglected and the three of them in here drinking. That's probably why they 
were so busy and distracted when I rang them earlier. They were sorting the drinks venue, 
the various orders, and who would be paying! I didn't say anything, didn't see the point. 
Finished my drink and left them. Glancing at the TO info stand, the main item was a feature 
on the VF. It was all I could do to stop Angry Laurenzi from setting it on fire! 

 

  

Picked up a pizza from the Pizzabus.  Strange but true. Not very good.  Not sure goat crotin 
cheese and Roquefort work as toppings. Will now eat my orange and later try not to dream 
about popes in scary, dark forests, accompanied by an army of Benedictine nuns in red 
capes! 

 



  

  

 

  



Day 23  

23 July 

A long  day which included meeting a maniac in a dark wood, having a laugh in a convent 
with a mother superior, and almost became a tasty treat for a quartet of buzzards. 

Woke early as I'd planned to pop to the boulongerie before breakfast.  What a great shop. 
Buy a ficelle, yes it's baguette-like, plus a pain au raisin for a whole €1.65! 

Make myself something to take for later and eat some breakfast.  There's no coffee machine 
so rig up something out of two plastic cups. Valerie Singleton would be proud of me! 

 

Tidy up the flat. Feel bad about shuttering up but needs must. In the town square by 8.15. 
Leave via a renown gate, Porte Madame, and enter into a fairy tale woodland with fallow 
deer lounging in grassy glades. Quite atmospheric.  Try to exit the wood by the wrong gate, 
luckily it's locked.  See a rooftop ahead, which turns out to be the equestrian centre, and it’s 
big. Cross over river and head into main section of wood when a man waves me down. It's 
Francois a local farmer on the look out for snipers and for the next two and a half hours he 
decides to accompany me through a spectacular forest sharing his views of the world. Not 
sure where to start. 

His neighbours are a front for a group of supporters of Louis 14th whose aim is to make 
France a monarchy once more. If you know the French for 14 you'll see why I thought he 
was talking about Qataris for about 2 hours. Not surprised to hear of his dislike of Muslims, 
which he collectively called Talibanische. He seemed pro EU, Europeans, Catholics in 
particular and Christians in general. None of that surprised me. However, the fact that aliens 
had control over the Jewish elite, who in turn were masquerading as Christians. Indeed, 
they are also today’s masons. In fact, it was they, who were behind the slaughter of the 
Templars.  Poor, gentle, peace loving Templars! 

When I asked were these aliens from Mars he laughed out loud. Mars is just a mineral 
store.  Silly of me how could I have forgotten! 



During the 10kms walk at no point did I stop for a break, despite fear induced fatigue setting 
in. I also didn't want to pee as I'd have to turn me back on him. In the end I could hold out 
no more.  Also didn't want to feel I had to share my water in these circumstances; it might 
just prolong his accompaniment. 

He wore new looking blue moccasin shoes, an odd choice for a farmer on patrol. I didn't 
mention this anomaly.  I was dreading him asking me about my family, so before he asked, I 
proffered they were Italian, and so very European. Also very Catholic. I neglected to 
mention that my recent DNA analysis confirmed that whilst I'm definitely human, which may 
surprise some of you, and that my father has genes strongly representative of both 
Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews. Hang on a minute... did he have alien blood after all, he was 
also a Christian and had remarkable reflexes but rubbish with money and no control over his 
own home, let alone planet Earth. Dad was one of them! 

True to his word as the forest ended at Cour l'Eveque he said goodbye and then dived 
straight into the trees. I was exhausted by the experience, desperate to pee, and 
dehydrated. See a church steeple and head there. It's been three hours and no break. 

 

Take the first mouthful of food, and then a sort of French equivalent of a redneck stops his 
motorbike next to me and gives me the third degree. I assumed he was an off duty 
gendarme but who knows. Eventually he gets bored and moves on.  Began to worry that 
passing through the wonderful Porte Madame that somehow I'd entered a version of the 
French countryside created by David Lynch! 

Got to Arc en Barrois for noon. I see someone rushing to close up the TO and its one of 
three from last night's bar. I so wanted to go in and ask long winded, unrelated questions so 
he couldn't get away. I thought maybe something around pigeon fancying. Something I 
know nothing about and certainly could not begin to find the words in French. Alas I just 
scowled and left him to it. Popped into the sweet church on the square, it was plain as it 
was lovely. I sound more Amish as this journey unfolds! Sat on a bench just outside the 
exclusive looking Chateau hotel. A good place to crash for an hour sitting barefoot, eating 
my sarnie, and scribbling in a pink notebook. People generally nodded but didn't engage 
however a couple of people did. A cyclist who bemoaned Froome's impending victory; and a 
slightly bonkers woman who clearly had not seen my boots under the bench, asked how my 



feet were doing. I should have said that now we're leaving the EU the Brits are going 
barefoot. 

It's a long 7kms haul to Giey but decide to do a detour to find the renowned Chapelle at 
Montrot. Could I find it?! Spent ages looking and gave up but was desperate for a rest. I find 
a sawhorse propped up against a road sign and make this unexpected gift my rest stop. 
Drink then shut my eyes for a bit. Hear lots of screeching and find four large buzzards 
circling overhead. Is it me they're after, what do they know I don't? Remembering that 
disturbing novel by Golding (or was it Goldman) Pincher Martin; where the only character in 
the story was recently dead but failed to realise that what he was experiencing were the last 
remnants of consciousness.  Decide I would confound the birds by walking off, appearing as 
alive as my tired body could manage. 

Giey seems no closer, when all of a sudden there's a delightful and very old stone bridge and 
yes a bench. Alright it's covered in bird droppings but any port in a storm as they say...well 
obviously they don't say that around here. 

 

Giey is simply lovely. A wonderfully preserved piece of French countryside. It has half a 
dozen benches throughout plus two lavoirs or fountains for clothes washing. You'll be aware 
by now I hold these long lost pieces municipal infrastructure very dear. One of these still 
had running water.  For a moment I forgot I was about to keel over with exhaustion. 

 



 

Saint Loup, where I'm staying tonight, is a couple of kms further. I struggle up the short hill 
into the village, not noticing anything, my focus is the convent up that hill. Find the 
appropriate door quickly enough and I'm soon greeted by an English nun with a French 
accent but that's the East End for you I suppose. I'm handed over to a Spanish or Portuguese 
nun, Narcisse, who shows me around, and to my room. Offers to stamp my Credenziale and 
return it later.  By this point she could have stamped my forehead and I'd have offered no 
resistance. I heard her mention that there were 2 American priests, with whom I'd be 
sharing the dining room. Struggled to stretch and shower.  I seem to be hot and cold at the 
same time. Hear the bell for Vespers and I'm the last one in the chapel.  It's a good size and 
has reasonable acoustics. There are only seven nuns in this entire place. It was in French and 
I couldn't easily follow, in part due to only one nun actually being French. It's wonderfully 
multicultural, a picture undreamed of by the Vatican 50 years ago. Nice sister Narcisse tells 
me dinner is ready and takes me down. And sternly says this is your food on this side of the 
warming oven. I misread this as don't go eating other guest's food. What she meant was 
these two pots are just for you. Not only was it delicious, it was also nutritious and 
abundant. I wolf down two big platefulls but couldn't tackle a third. Followed by a mixed 
salad and slice of cake. Washed up my things and met a couple from NZ who were there as 
guests of the mother superior. 

Later on I meet all three of them in a communal space near the guest wing. Mother 
Seraphim is a young Chinese Australian from Sydney and she's great. We had such a hoot 
over the excessively modest food at the Benedictine monastery in Licques. She gave me her 
card and a blessed medal, to keep me safe. She says that I'll get a picnic lunch to take with 
me. The convent's policy is not to accept money from pilgrims not even donations.  How 
good can it get? Naughty Laurenzi just whispered a suggestion in my ear, which I'll try to 
forget! 

Tomorrow its about 20kms and should make it to Langres by around 2pm. Which is just as 
well as I've no accommodation sorted. Earlier I emailed the TO but might show up and if 
they're unhelpful, I might do the pigeon fancying routine entirely in English and gesture.  I 
could of course find myself in a secure unit instead! 



I am trying to forget this morning's experience as I don't want Francois's ideas invading my 
dreams. Images of aliens, masons, Templars, the Taliban, on one side and me and the 
magnificent seven Benedictine nuns on the other. Could make an interesting Tarantino 
movie though! 

 

  



Day 24  

24 July 

A long, wet and hilly day's walking and mercifully no nutters, other than me. 

Can't believe I got mozzied several times in the night.  A bit concerned about 2 bites on my 
feet but in the end, they were trouble-free all day. 

Had a pleasant breakfast, alone, in the convent's guest dining room.  As I was washing up, 
the mother superior and a nun whom I had thought was French, who turned out to also be 
English joined me. So no French nuns in a convent in France! We had a brief and amusing 
exchange. Sister Serphim is a hoot. She gave me details of another Tyburn convent in the 
Vatican, which I might try at some point in early October. Armed with a packed lunch and 
plenty of water, I head off around 8.30. It's a grim, grey day with the finest of drizzle. It soon 
starts to really rain so the poncho goes on. I didn't get a proper look at St Loup; from what I 
saw it's very much smaller than the village of Giey, next door, and not as interesting. The 
convent is by far the most attractive feature in the village, especially as I've now left! 

 

Notice a large number of tiny bolettes have popped up in the verges. What a treat for 
someone in a week or so. Later on I see around 1000 large edible snails again along a stretch 
of roadside. Together it's a forager's dream. Did you know the oldest farm unearthed in the 
UK was a snail farm? I have a silly snail joke. Mr and Mrs Snail are out for a walk and they 
find an old sandwich, which would be a real treat for any snail. Mrs Snail says to hubby "Go 
and fetch the kids whilst I keep guard" "How do I know you won't eat the sarnie when I go?" 
He replies.  Mrs Snail assures him she won't; sceptical of the arrangement, he slithers off . 
After 2 days he's still not back, Mrs Snail assumes the worst, mourns for her husband, and 
decides carrying on is what he would have wanted. She starts to eat the sandwich, when a 
voice hidden behind a leaf says "I knew you would eat it if I'd left!" 

First stop in Vauxbons. A plain sort of farming village but it does have a very nice lavoir. 
Guess where I took a break? 



 

Then it's a hill followed by very complex instructions to find Mardor. The guide was spot on 
but I was very sceptical. A long entree into Mardor. Found a bench opposite the none too 
interesting church. A small, timid dog decided to befriend me. It kept sniffing the back of my 
neck and trying to lick it. I can't imagine what could have held its interest for so long? Fill up 
bottle and head for St Ciergues. More hills for an hour.  I can just make out the cathedral 
spires of the distant city of Langres. Reach St C at noon. It's none too shabby but not very 
interesting either; later on looking back across the valley, it's definitely better from a 
distance! 

Stop at the recommended cafe, which does do food, not that I needed anything, as I’d been 
given a packed lunch. Had a coffee which was both tepid and bitter.  Didn't complain on the 
grounds that I had a whole table to myself and was airing my feet! 

 

Walked over the reservoir dam which has a road across it. Think Hoover (dam not vacuum 
cleaner or J Edgar) only very much smaller. I remember in 2004 almost passing out stuck in 
traffic on the Hoover Dam. There is no A.C. on a motorbike, even an expensive Harley D! 
Although it did have a great CD player which really surprised me. You could still hear it 
clearly even at 80mph! 



From the valley it's close to an hour's walk straight up to an odd sort of plateau. Followed by 
the steepest decent into modern town of Langres. I felt unsafe as the road was narrow and 
trucks were almost brushing against me. Having got down it's a climb back up to the 
medieval city. It's really steep, lots of stationary traffic, road works, and then the heavens 
open. For some reason my poncho wouldn't go on properly and I get wet and cold trying to 
sort myself out. 

Signs for TO stop for no reason, which doesn't augur well, so head towards the town hall 
where I was surprised to be greeted someone dressed in what I'd describe as ready for a 
hen party in Essex. I know I can be a snob sometimes but the reception role in a public 
building is an important function. As it turns out she was helpful and showed me how find 
the TO. Walk across the small town centre and there I am, no queue.  I had nothing booked 
so was starting from scratch. Prices in the old town began around €90 a night which is about 
double my total daily budget. She agreed to make a call, for which I had to pay a euro! 
When I mentioned about asking for a pilgrim's discount, she hung up and pointed to a 
footnote in their brochure, which looked more of an afterthought; the presbytery had 
resumed offering accommodation.  I had been told it had stopped. Great. I head over there 
early as there are only two beds - turns out there are three! Am there 30 mins early but 
phoned them anyway and an elderly caretaker let me in. He has a strange, slightly Flemish 
accent and a rather dogmatic manner. Satisfied with my Credenziale, he stamps it. I nearly 
came over all Ken Doddish, luckily for all concerned there wasn't a feather duster in sight! 

Nice apartment with a 1970s bedsit feel to it. Reminded me of living on the Portobello Road 
in 1977/78. Quickly stretch and shower. Sitting in my underwear planning tomorrow's route 
when I hear voices below. I had assumed I was alone. It was a woman with a lot of bags 
being shown in, not by the caretaker but by a tall elegant Lady Bountiful type. As I was 
typing that last line it auto-corrected to something altogether very different! 

I had a neighbour for the evening.  Angela from Aachen. She was surprised that I'd heard of 
it, even more surprised that I cycled through it in 1982! We shared a very basic dish of pasta 
and salad. Discussed the refugee crisis in Europe; my VF route; and hers to Compostello. A 
pleasant change from eating alone. It also meant that I didn't wolf down my food for a 
change. 

Only 20 odd kms today but a lot of hills. Still I felt a lot better than yesterday.  Tomorrow is 
well over 36kms to Champlitte. On the bright side I have cheap accommodation sorted.  Bed 
early as it’s a big walk in 10 hours or so! 

 

  



Day 25  

25 July 

Started wet and cold and has ended dry and warm.  Ridiculous distances.  And more trouble 
with the TO! 

It must have been cold in my room last night as the clothes, I hand washed, yesterday were 
still very damp this morning. Quick brekky and I'm off by 7.45. Say bye to Angela. And head 
for the boulongerie.  Buy the biggest pain au raisin I've ever seen, it's like a dinner plate. 
Woman serving there sends me in wrong direction which added more distance to an already 
long walk today. 

Stop for coffee around 9 and it tastes awful. Only ok for dunking the burnt bits of my PAR. 
France once had a proud tradition of cafes and coffee drinking. What's happening over 
here? 

Got lost around Chalindrey. Ugly place. Distances between towns are long. Stop at an 
amazing house, obviously once a chapel.  Chat to the owner, a youngish farmer, and his very 
quiet wife, they tell me the other branch of the VF is nicer. There's no way I could get there 
having committed to going via Grenant. So they drive me to Grandchamp. They're big VF 
fans and believe that Sigeric stayed at their house.  Seems unlikely going by the architecture 
but who knows; it was good of them to share experiences and take me to the other branch 
even if it didn't shorten the distance.  It was hard to see much of Maatz as it was pouring 
and my only view of it was when hiding in the bus shelter! Next village Coublanc. A couple of 
kms out I see a random VF sign so follow it up the hill. As I crest it I notice a large golden 
retriever and further back a man, presumably its owner.  I wave to ensure both dog and 
owner see me. Dog is friendly but its owner not. As I'm walking faster, I catch up with him 
and notice he's carrying a pale green doggy poo bag, which in the countryside is laudable, 
except this is brimming full. No way a dog that size could have produced that lot and neither 
could it's owner unless he's just come off some hard stuff- remember TS1? He moves over 
to let me pass and the bag is clearly full of faecal matter and only a few inches away from 
me. Decide best not to chat, we exchange a few words and I stride off. What can you say to 
someone carrying that lot? 

Coublanc is another pretty village. Remembering I need water, I see no one around until the 
last house. There's a grandmother, presumably her grown up son, and his three kids. All 
staring with the same sort of face as I approach.  I want to say something funny to break the 
ice but know it will only complicate things. Bottle refilled I head for my planned lunch stop, 
Leffond. As I enter I notice a man standing purposefully peeing on a specific plant in his front 
garden. Not sure of the protocol for these situations. He does a bon jour and so do I, whilst 
legging it. Unperturbed by the earlier nitrogen fixing caper, I find a nice spot by the church. 
It's an unusual lavoir, it's fed by a spring whose source comes from under the 
church.  Known locally as Fountain St Jean. It’s an intriguing and complex set up. Boots off, 
eat, sleep in the recently exposed sun. Lovely. I see an old woman peeking from her window 
frequently.  She'll dine out that one for a while! 



 

Only 6kms to Champlitte, today's destination, and stupidly attempt it in one go but soon flag 
and so am forced to lay down on the verge, for a bit, under a stone cross. Probably a 
sacrilegious act but too tired to care. A km out I pass an awful looking camp site and an 
empty sports ground. Walk into town the same direction I first drove into it, in 1985. That 
time it was in a 1966 VW split screen camper. In those days I still had some hair and sported 
a long thin plait which unfortunately resembled a rat's tail! 



 

Got to the Mairie well before 5pm in order to see Mde Miller, whom I had arranged to meet 
on the phone yesterday.  Very friendly but sends me to the TO whom she says are expecting 
me.  She looks a little like a young Prunella Scales but where's Basil, you ask? 

Get to TO and they tell me they know nothing about a Mde Miller and that if I wanted cheap 
accommodation I should go the campsite. Oh yes I thought that really attractive resource I 
passed earlier. I told him firmly to call Mde Miller but he refused. So I threatened to report 
him to his bosses across the road in the Mairie.  He makes a quick call to someone, who 
turns out to be the local VF coordinator, and formerly his boss, who agrees to come over. 
She's a very friendly, helpful retiree who's into promoting the VF. Drives me around the 
corner to a great residential centre; which is being cleaned by a very thorough Veronique. I 
am left confused by the TO's action why did I need to threaten him, in order for the 
residential centre to come to mind. Was he dim or just obstructive? Either way he got off 
lightly, Rude Laurenzi was champing at the bit to get at him! 

Get settled in and it costs the princely sum of €15! Shower, change and pop out for a couple 
of hours. Visit the old chateau but it's expensive; so mooch around the gift shop. I notice 
that all four women behind the counter are staring at me not out of interest but with a look 
of sheer boredom. I try to make a joke about it being quieter than a church but before I'd 
finished, there was a sudden rush of tumbleweed! 

 



 

Found an open air bar and had a small beer. It a weird sort of place, it looks better from a 
distance. The men are 40 plus and faux alternative whereas the women seem barely adults. 
No one comes to take my money, so I head inside.  It's full of teenage boys and one girl plus 
a very large, bloated white haired man with a stick and bandaged foot.  He had his shirt 
open so his belly sank towards his lap. All very fetching! 

 

Up the hill to the only shop still in business other than the boulongerie, a Carrefour Contact 
a sort of French Tesco Express, and just as awful. Bought fruit and salad bits, which I ate in 
the large canteen on my own. 

I'll be staying with Brigitte for the next three nights. Not seen her since 1986!  I am so 
looking forward to the 28th as it will be my first day off for a while and only the third of the 
trip. 

On the 25th July each year I think of my long dead, childhood best friend who would have 
been 63 today had he not taken his own life some 20 years ago. It really upset me at the 
time and it still does. What a tragic waste of a human being. We were inseparable as 
children. I have a wonderful photo of my 7th birthday party, and amongst all the children, 
he and I can be seen holding hands.  He is, quite coincidentally, buried just a few feet from 
my parents. 

Tomorrow and the 27th are also long distance days but then it's a day off; I hope to wonder 
around Besancon, which I've not seen for 31 years.  Will it remember me?  

 

  



Day 26  

26 July 

Arrived in the region of Franche Comte; forced off the road; and take the first of what I'm 
sure will be a series of detours. 

Strange waking up in a residential centre on your own but it does have the benefit of not 
having to give the extraordinary long salutations which are so common here. Kissing of the 
cheek, shaking hands, and picking nits. Alright I made the last one up but it all takes so much 
time. Well, at least we're not Benobos - can you imagine the chaos of just saying hello! 

I prefer the sullen grunt of the red-faced boulongerer who sold me a sebastain (not 
Sebastian), she corrected me, almost mustering a smile. Apart from the nose, she reminded 
of the puppet, Mrs Punch. I half expected her to whack me with a small plank. 

Head out of Champlitte around 7.45 and within minutes am forced to return as there is just 
not enough room for me to walk; trucks are hooting and can't risk them getting any closer. 
Consult the first five-fingered person I find and apparently there's a bus to the ominously 
named Gray. Consult Google maps and I can piece a VF route closer to the official one 
instead of the one in the guide book. It was a difficult choice, either get crushed by trucks or 
take a different route towards Besancon.... 

 

Get to neighbouring Gray by 9am and it’s brighter than I had imagined. Stop for coffee and a 
pee. The coffee was awful, the pee on the other hand, was just fine! Find myself on a sort of 
ring road not unlike a smaller version of SCR. For you non-Londoners, the South Circular 
Road. Spot my turning and take my life in my hands crossing in front of lorries. 

Get to Battrans around 10 and it’s not a bad looking village. Clean, tidy, and above all has a 
beautifully restored lavoir. 



 

Have 11'ses at next village, Echevanne, which apart from the Chateau's Comptois style roof, 
is an ugly place. Sit in a long abandoned bus shelter listening to a chorus of dogs upset by 
my arrival. As I depart towards a large wood, looking for a sentier, I pass what I imagined to 
be the world's largest cannabis field. Took 20 minutes to walk past it. I suspect it was only 
hemp. 

 

Footpath through wood starts off promising and after a couple of kms peters out. Luckily 
still picking up Google maps but the footpaths shown simply do not exist anymore.  Decide 
to plot a route to a fixed destination using a compass. First to a small lake, and then a 
numbered road. Got out around 12.30ish very muddy and wet. Nowhere to sit for a break 
and the ground is wet. Get to next village, Onay, and find a wall to sit on. Boots off, check 
messages, eat lunch, and kip for a few minutes. It would have been relaxing had it not been 
for loud voices from a large farmhouse opposite. They probably weren't fighting at all, 
probably just discussing the weather.  I remember, in the depths of time, I brought a 
girlfriend home and she got upset when she thought my parents were fighting at the dining 



table. It was probably nothing more serious than disagreements around which ingredients 
to use in a specific recipe! 

  

From Onay it was a pleasant walk to Cugney, which was quite sweet. Very large farmhouses 
and a decent small church. It's now a long stretch to Virey and as I approach the T-junction I 
notice a footpath straight ahead into what Google maps show to be the start of a complex 
set of paths. The road on the other hand is busy and narrow. What Google doesn't show are 
contours which would have told me it's up and down for several kms. It's wasn't too muddy 
but boy was it steep. I ate tons of blackberries from the bushes, as I had, by then finished all 
my food. They were smaller and sweeter than normal. Came across an abandoned memorial 
to the Resistance. It's had a lost and forlorn look about it; made me sad. I read somewhere 
that between D Day and VE Day the French authorities wiped out almost as many resistance 
fighters as the Nazis had, on the grounds that, as communists, they would pose a threat to 
post-war France. I really hope that's not true. 

Came out of the wood into what looked like an Alpine meadow but it was just the top end of 
Virey.  The slow, steep walk into the centre showed many abandoned properties. At one 
point someone has placed gaudy statutes around the crossroad. Full marks for trying but 
zero for outcome. It left me with the impression that a loon owns a number of those 
abandoned properties, and that outsiders are not welcome. The one of Venus de Milo 
caught my eye as someone had tried to glue on forearms from something else. Why?  



 

Short hop of 2kms to Arigney, to my digs for the next three nights.  I'm staying with 
someone I've not seen for 31 years. Brigitte was a university lecturer, now a retired prof of 
English Studies.  She and my then partner were at Besancon at the same time and got to be 
friends. It was great seeing her again. She has a lovely home and I have a semi-autonomous 
studio for the next three nights. Very nice. After a late dinner, I crashed out like a light! 

As it was I can tell you I did have weird dreams. One involved the Wildlife Trusts going into 
the hotel business; a second, had people getting stuck under water, in complex looking 
lavoirs; and another is probably not the sort you share in a blog! 

  

 

  



Day 27 

27 July 

Lots of detours; complex travel; and revisiting my past. 

Woke around 6.30 but lay there listening to the rain until the alarm went off at 7am. Out of 
the door by 8, which is not easy in someone else's home. Walked into the neighbouring 
town of Marnay, which I barely recognised, it has so much improved. Bought a delicious 
looking PAR for a princely €0.85! The town is situated on the river Ognion where it crosses 
the old Roman road, the same road I've tracked since leaving Langres. 

My big detour was to head West instead of South. Popped into see my former landlady, 
Annette and her husband, Michel. It was awkward and so only stayed long enough to make 
contact. 

 

Disappointed, I walked to neighbouring Morogne, also on the Ognion, where I had lived for 
a year during 1985/86. It hadn't changed a bit. There were no longer cows wandering 
around the place and my old place had a new roof. As I was photographing the place, the 



new owner popped out and he had guessed who I was, as he was a former colleague of 
Brigitte's at Besancon. He showed me around and we talked about what it looked like in the 
1980s. The summer kitchen had disappeared, which I had liked plus he put in a modern fire 
inside the magnificent 17th C fireplace. He too is a Michel, and now the local mayor. The old 
lavoir next door is still a mess! The barn owls stopped returning a few years ago. I remember 
it would pop out of an old, high window in the top of the barn every day around 5pm. It's 
sad to see another piece nature disappearing. On my way back to Chenevrey saw a couple of 
horse-drawn gypsy caravans but it was a marketing exercise but it did get my attention! 

Walked to the outskirts of Besancon via Pirey and it just got uglier. Ended up in a depressing 
housing estate with the local DSS at its centre. Walked miles towards the centre; not helped 
by the endless road realignment works.  Finally to a small bus depot outside of Viotte rail 
station and had just missed a bus; next one at 5pm, ordinarily ok but had a leg massage 
booked at 4.30. Nothing doing public transport wise, so book cab. Cost €50! Very unpleasant 
driver, snatched my large rukky to put it in the boot and one of the dangling carabinas 
chipped his paintwork.  Hard not to smile. We ignored each other until it came to pay. 

Brigitte's friend, who offered to drive me to the physio, asked that I be ready for 3.45 but 
turns up at 4.15, so it's a rush to get there on time. I learn on the way that she'll be ready to 
leave Marnay at 6.45, so I now have almost 2 hours to kill. Massage okish. Post office just 
closed and despite having customers inside they refused me entry. Well wouldn't you? 

Wander round the town. It's hugely improved and many houses nicely restored.  Buy a 
massive slice of egg tart and head for trendy cafe where they too don't do food. I was 
surprised how good the east African blend worked as a filter. The cake was too much but 
finished it; someone had to! 

Meet Michelle at her father's retirement home as agreed. She mentions butterfly nets for 
Brigitte. I assumed it was something lost in translation. We head quickly to the hardware 
store which looks like it shut a few minutes early. See movement and offer to pop in. Decide 
against asking for anything specific in case it was apple pectin for making jam and not 
butterfly nets. I say did they have something for Brigitte? Out come two butterfly 
nets...doubting Thomas! 

Michelle tells me we met a few times during my year there but I honestly have no memory 
of it. Indeed I thought I'd only been to Brigitte's house once and that was in the dark for 
dinner. I remember Jack, as a beautiful toddler, on my lap stuffing his face with black olives 
and then spray vomitting across the dining table. I also remember being criticised by my 
host for letting him eat so many. 

Michelle has in tow a sweet natured grandchild, Aurelle. A bright and well-mannered boy. 
He'll go far. 

After a lovely meal Brigitte shows us her "cave". I've always wanted a cool room or larder 
for cold meats and cheese; a fridge is just too cold. Her's was just right.  One entire wall 
dedicated to wine! First one to flag, and so head off to bed. I would write the blog in bed but 
the router signal is a bit weak. Very much like the author of this post! 



Day 28 

28 July 

I am writing this post later than hoped as I've been out of phone signal for a couple of days 
let alone internet access. 

It's my rest day, so of course, I plan to spend the day walking around Besancon doing 
touristy things. Nothing like giving your body a rest! 

Up early as I want to catch an 8am bus from the neighbouring town of Marnay. Brigitte, 
despite still hobbling gives me a ride in. It's better than walking the 5 kms. It’s not great 
road, I know, I did it yesterday! Bus gets me into the St Pierre district of town and I'm 
hungry. Grab breakfast in a boho cafe and try to plan my day but I'm too easily distracted by 
the ethnically ambiguous waitress. 

 



Plan in play. Uphill past Roman ruins to the cathedral of St Jean. Curious design. Seems to 
have two apses - I assume that's the plural of apse. As a result, there's an altar at either end. 
Must be confusing for visitors, do you bow, genuflect, cross yourself, twice, if so, which one 
first? Find someone to stamp my Credenziale.  She's impossibly old and very petite, she 
speeds along the cathedral quickly doing a sort of manic shuffle; gives me a disbelieving 
stare and snatches my document. Spends an age staring at it and announces loudly there's 
something wrong, it's not a proper one. Calmly I try, it's a new style one; which works. I 
have no idea what she thought was wrong with it! Finally gets out the official seal and 
almost misses the blank box and at the same time obliterating the one above. Her eye sight 
must be so bad she couldn't see her mistake. Tempted to look at it for ages and say loudly 
there's something wrong with this stamp but didn't.  I found her oddly scary, something 
Chris Carter might have invented for X Files! 

Tried the Museum Horologue but closed. So start the long and steep walk up to the 
magnificently well preserved Citadel. Designed by Vauban for Louis 14th. Despite it housing 
the Nazi regional command for a while, it’s still in very good nick. Saw good exhibitions on 
the resistance and the deportation of Jews. It pulled no punches around collaboration but 
the resistance expo could have benefited from less detail on sabotage and more human 
interest features. Very good section entitled, "and now Britain stands alone" and of De 
Gaulle's time in London. 

 

What annoyed me was the collection of non-native fauna. Why? France has a rich 
biodiversity and it could have featured a number of alternatives. Filling the moat with 
African baboons is barmy. It’ too easy for a child to fall in and those long toothed, fur balls 
would soon pounce! I don't really get most zoos, generally, it's painful seeing large 
mammals caged up but why have them at all, and in an historic monument? 

 



 

Back down to the Museum Horologue but no luck. Peckish, so instead of eating what I 
fancied, had a coffee and large eclair! Why when I wanted salad. It’s a curious and 
frustrating thing I do! 

A footnote on the Roman ruins dating back exactly 2000 years when it was known as 
Vesontio. Turns out that the good burghers of 19th C Besancon decided to attempt to put 
the ruins back together again. A poor job but the overall effect is not that bad. Most of the 
interesting stuff is still underground.  I could glimpse it just using my torch. The Porte Noire 
next door is worth a look as is the Roman arch. 

Third time lucky with the Museum Horologue? Nothing doing, so head down to the TO to 
sort out tomorrow's accommodation.  Got trainee, Lea, who was very helpful. Bought 2 
international pre-paid parcel boxes costing me €100. One for Rome and the other, for 
home. Not cheap but useful. Now what to send where and what to dump? 

Got to bus terminus and got confused about exactly where I would catch the bus back to 
Marnay.  At 16.50 it was the last bus! Could not find which of the 6 stops went my 
way.  Someone said it was further down the road. After around half a km I gave up. I was 
sure that it stopped at the main station, so legged it at full pace up from the magnificent 
river Doubs to Viotte, in the sweltering heat. Picked up the tram line and followed it to the 
station. Could not find anyone to break a €50 note, it was bad enough this morning with 
tenner. Eventually asked a driver from another bus company, who was very obliging.  In fact 
she came out of her cab and begun chatting. She introduces her husband, a small, shy and 
retiring man, and to my surprise she starts flirting with me in an unambiguous manner. I 
kept taking small steps back but she simply filled the space. Typical, my bus was late so I had 
no place to run for cover. I decide to ask the husband about what he'd enjoyed about their 
recent trip to Dublin. He shrugs his shoulders and tells me he doesn't like Guinness and 
walks off. Sensing trouble, I scan the road for a sign, and I am rescued by my bus eventually 
arriving. Say goodbye and almost fly into the cover of the coach to Gray. 



Call Brigitte, who tells me her partner, Jean Claude, will meet me in Marnay. Sounds fine but 
neither of us knows what the other looks like. As I descend a man approaches me with an 
outstretched arm, I respond but praying that it wasn't someone on a blind date mistaking 
me for their companion for the evening. JC is very nice, with excellent English. He's a prof of 
chemistry at Lausanne. He's Swiss but wants to be a citizen of a united Jura. About as much 
luck as Ireland becoming a single entity once more. 

Have a lovely meal outside and by 11ish I have to crash.  Brigitte is a good cook and a 
generous host. It's strange that I remember so little from my time here in the 1980s. 

Being a Saturday tomorrow there's only a lunch time bus to Besancon. Bite the bullet and 
book a cab to take me to the right side of the city to pick up the VF trail once more. It means 
that I will now have time to complete my packing tomorrow.  Phew... I really need to sleep 
and hope not to have stress dreams of chaotic transport options, overly friendly bus drivers 
swigging tall glasses of the black stuff! 

 

  



Day 29 

29 July 

Odd day, started and ended well but too much time spent in cars. 

Slept like a log.  Despite cab booked for 10.30; the earliest they could do, I still got up before 
7am. Crept down and made myself coffee and toast. The hour difference means it gets 
lighter later, and therefore stays lighter later. Very clumsily put but you know what I mean! 

Stripped my bed; packed my gear; and even got the two packages I'm sending on sorted. By 
9.30 I was ready. Brigitte and I chatted until I left. Jean Claude and B's grandson, Alex, a 
strapping 20 something, were putting away two truck fulls of sewn logs for the winter. So 
neat and tidy... well they do mostly live in Switzerland! Say goodbye and head off. 

 

I wait at the village lavoir and my cab arrives on time. The owner/driver is the very sweet 
Natalie. It's a metred fare and I'm worried about the cost. We quickly get around Besancon 
and she finds the road suggested in the guidebook. The fare is €75 but she only asks for 60. 
Kind as well as sweet. 

See an unopened restaurant and ask if they would make me up a sarnie to go. After a little 
negotiation they agree. I was surprised to pay €4.50 but there were no other options, even 
on a Saturday. 

Take a break in an abandoned rangers' lodge and feel shattered.  It's been a slow and steady 
incline and it's only going to get worse. The villages and hamlets were disappointingly dull. 
Even the small town of Tarceny was boringly functional. After the climb through the town I 
finally see someone in their garden to ask for water. Walk another 100 metres or so and 
take a break under a small walnut tree. Boots off and food out. The sarnie was great.  Best 
ham I've had for ages. So bulky couldn't finish it! 

After a decent break I hit the road once more. It's just another 8kms to Ornans. Get about 
2kms out and it's clear that this road is dangerous for pedestrians.  It's just too narrow and 
cars, let alone larger vehicles, have to cross the white line to get past. After a few hootings 
from annoyed drivers, someone pulls over and offers me a ride down into town, which I 



take. The town of Ornans is lovely and would have enjoyed it all the more but for that last 
leg. 

 

It had an artisan market and a gallery opening party.  The artists and their guests/patrons 
ate a late lunch in the square. The scene looked like an English impression of the French. I 
wish I could have joined in. Popped into TO for directions to tonight's VF oriented 
accommodation.  Google has two sites showing, so wanted to be sure. The polite women 
working there assure me it's only 200/300 metres, a five minute walk.  Buoyed by this I head 
off. The river and mountain tops are the key features of the landscape.  It’s by no means the 
highest part of the Jura. That pleasure is tomorrow. Lots of outdoor activity centres plus 
being the home town of Courbet, there's a lot of artists' studios, galleries and a second 
artisan market. 



 

After 2 kms I am not at my destination. Go to knock on a farmhouse and a massive dog, of 
unclear provenance, comes at me baring teeth and barking loudly. About to get my sticks 
out when its owner rescues me. I have another 1/2 km to go she tells me. 

Get there late afternoon and it's a very quirky place. I have a cabin which has been nicely 
roasting in the afternoon sun; an outdoor solar heated shower; and a dry toilet. My host is 
Laurent, a genuinely nice guy with sad eyes. His wife had been admitted to a psych unit, and 
he was understandably worried.  

Open up the cabin but it's sweltering in there. No phone signal or wifi available. Weirdly I 
did get a text from my son, George. Cold shower outdoors was fine but not good for 
washing clothes. Hang clothes on volleyball net! 

Laurent mentioned that he's been encouraging people to use his place as a bar/bistro. First, 
his son's girlfriend, Flavi, comes and soon goes. I decide the sun is getting too much and I'm 
asleep within seconds of laying down. Around 6pm, the first pair of couples and then a third 
show up for happy hour. I join in with a shandy. Laurent won't stop doing two things. Saying 
the word "shandy" repeatedly and telling people my age. I know that I look a bit younger 
than I am but continual reference to it is making me uncomfortable. 

By 8pm its back down to just us two. He gets dinner on the go; his recently bereaved friend, 
Michel, shows up, shortly followed by recent Romanian arrival, Florian. Only three of us are 
eating dinner and by 9pm I'm famished. Drunk too much wine but nothing compared to the 
other three guys. Good conversation; sadly, it got too dark to play petange. 

The weather here is strange. It was roasting whilst the sun was out but as soon as it crested 
the ridge, it was sunglasses off. Within minutes the temperature began to drop. Within 30 
minutes I had to put on my hoodie and half an hour later the hood itself went up. It was so 
cold in the night that my almost-dry clothes were dew-wet in the morning. 



No electricity or running water in the cabin. The bed was short, which at 5'8" takes some 
doing. Nice bedding and slept well listening to the trickling of the nearby stream. I find 
rivers, and waves, a comforting sound. Laurent tells me he's popping into Ornans sometime 
after 6.30am and we'll have breakfast together at 7.30am. I fall asleep listening to the three 
of them chatting in the dark, as the stream sings me lullabies. 

  

 

  



Day 30 

30 July 

Long and very surprising end to the day. Got to Switzerland earlier than planned. 

Up at the usual sort of time but without running water, getting washed was a challenge. It 
was a toss between wet wipes or a freezing shower. The chicken won! It's 7.30 and no sign 
of Laurent.  Decide to get my phone, which had been charging, from inside his home, knock, 
call and enter. Hear some startled noises and a dishevelled host comes to life. Made some 
comment about baguettes and off he drives. I continue packing and within a few minutes 
he's back replete with an armful of fresh, crispy goodness. He waters down an espresso for 
me, brings out salty butter and jam, and in I tuck. 

Yesterday evening he had mentioned a great sentier that gets me into Pontarlier in no time. 
He drives me to the closest access point near Villafrans and we part company. Mercifully I 
had remembered to pay him. He only charged me €25 all in. It helps me, as Switzerland is 
known to be very expensive. 

 

Glorious start and I'm soon in Lods. Decide I need more coffee. Find the Hotel de France 
ready and waiting. Not the most welcoming of places. It's only me and an elderly couple. 
They have a sort of faded rock star look about them and must be about 80. We all leave at 
the same time and I take a couple of minutes out to photograph the beautiful river 
Loue.  She takes the wheel and promptly hits the car next to her but drives off as if nothing 
had happened.  Various people look over their balconies, shrug, and it's not their car that's 
damaged, so go back to minding their own business. I return to my walk and it's not even 
9.30am. 

Slow but steep climb upwards for the next three hours. The Jura is not like most mountain 
ranges. It seems to be made of gigantic blocks of limestone rather than pointy peaks. It is 
also said to the coldest region of France. Stocked on food and water and there's plenty of 



shade. Hit the outskirts of Pontarlier by 1ish and it’s awful. Set on a high plain its flat, 
greyish, and utilitarian. 

It's also the home of absinthe; until it got banned about a century ago. The problem for the 
new owner, Mr Pernod, was how to re-brand a discredited drink. His detractors began 
calling it a pastiche. Clever bit of marketing and we end up with pastis! Well that's what a 
small green fairy told me, as she handed me an alcoholic sugar cube, on the climb up. 

The TO tell me of a bus to Les Fourgs but it leaves in five minutes time from outside of the 
station. The sight of a middle aged man, fully laden, waving maps, and charging up the road 
would have cleared any gathering of folk out on a gentle stroll. Not that there were any to 
be seen, probably still hungover from the current absinthe festival! 

Just made it in time, was helped by very much older and slower women who had caught the 
driver's attention. He was probably thinking the same as me, why do they have so many 
separate bags? 

€3 gets me close to the border but soon realise that I had neglected to get my Credenziale 
stamped.  My next disappointment was the border wasn't really any sort of frontier. No 
armed guards; no one asking for documents; people just drove through. I had in mind the 
sort of queues you see between countries in Asia and that I would just waltz through on 
foot. Instead, the vehicles just flew past me! 

It's been a long day and I've finished my grub, so dip into my refreshed supply of 
complementary chocs and biscuits. There seems to drinking fountains everywhere, so no 
chance of running out.  Starts raining about an hour before St Croix. Wind picks up and any 
view of the landscape is obscured. Head down and march on. Even the road into St C is 
incredibly steep, and lucky for me, it’s in a downwards direction. 

Waste time trying to get hold of the parish coordinator for pilgrim accommodation.  As 
coincidence would have it, I see their building but no one's around.  Ring both numbers on 
their internal notice board but no answer. I am opposite the elegant looking Hotel de 
France; must be chain as I had coffee in one of the same name earlier on today. 

Decide to bite the bullet. It's Sunday late afternoon and everything looks closed. Once I had 
entered the lobby I knew it was the right decision. Everything about the place was clean and 
worked. The manager whose name I neglected to ask was polite, helpful, and seem to speak 
no end of languages.  I really liked her appearance, very short grey hair and an outfit not out 
of place in a theatre production of wind in the willows. Nice. 

Quick walk around but it was very cloudy, windy and everything seemed closed. Head back 
to base and try a local beer, Voisine, recommended by mein host. It wasn't bad but not my 
thing. Dinner was great. Small fillets of perch, a mountain of fries, a few veg plus a huge 
plate of mixed salad. Despite feeling sated my stomach began rumbling within an hour. 



 

Tried to watch TV for a bit but the stormy weather had disrupted the satellite signal. Oddly I 
could see BBC News 24. I was soon out like a light. 

I had regained a day on the schedule, which might come in handy, if illness or injury strikes 
later.  I only hope that it's in Italy, if it happens at all, I couldn't afford to stay too many 
night's in Switzerland! 

The forecast says lots more rain overnight. The rumbling of thunder across the Jura tonight 
is the only thing drowning out the noise from my belly! 

  

 

  



Day 31  

31 July 

Started the day in the freezing rain and ended up roasting in Orbe. 

Up at the usual time and enjoyed a very good breakfast. Made a sarnie for later. It had been 
raining pretty much all night and as I leave for the valley below, there's a pause in the rain, 
so I leg it but the visibility is poor, 50 metres at best. It makes planning ahead, as to which 
path to take, very difficult. 

Reach the outskirts of Ste Croix and it starts raining once more. Poncho and gaiters on, 
sticks in hand, I head down the first slope but can't see where it leads. Stop often to read 
detailed guide. It’s surprisingly cool but I'm sweating profusely. I am aware that very shortly 
there will be a long and steep gorge. I am starting today at an altitude of around 1100 
metres and due to end around 450. A vertical drop of over half a km! 

 

Rain abates and the light improves.  The sun is slowly burning away the low cloud. Find the 
start to the Gorges de Covetannaz.  As I descend, the ravine deepens. The surface is very 
slippery and I can only imagine how deep, the drop. Decide to not stop for a break until I 
reach Vuiteboeuf. Not a soul in sight so decide to pee without leaving the path. The one 
place I didn't look was down. To my shame, rather too late, I see a woman brushing her 
teeth about 20mts away. Pretending that nothing had just happened, I ask if she's alright. I 
half expected her to say she was fine until I starting peeing in her direction! Slowly begin to 
see more people climbing up the gorge, so no more peeing until I reach a cafe! 

Reach the bottom of the ravine in the village of Viuteboeuf by 9.30 and celebrate with a 
coffee and small cake. Next stage is a lovely, flat, and wooded walk to Baulmes. Sadly, it’s a 
very dull town despite some nice houses. Took a photo of the Jura Mountains with the town 
in front, and again, it looked better from a distance! 



 

Reached Rances as my water ran out. Fill up at the fountain and find a bench next to a 
church. Take a decent break and enjoy my sarnie and a hard boiled egg. Simple pleasures!  

 

Just as I leave, it rains once more. Poncho back on and head down to Valeyrus. Picked up the 
old roman road once more. Those Romans got everywhere! In Orbe they have recently 
unearthed the ruins of the largest Roman villa found outside of the Italian peninsula. 



 

Finally, reach the outskirts of Orbe and the housing is disappointingly drab. It soon passes, 
and the town I expected to find, starts to appear. The old centre is lovely. It's the old Roman 
town of Urba.  It boasts the oldest bridge, still in use, in the country, which I hope to cross 
tomorrow. 

Get to my hotel, le Chasseurs, at 2pm. Can't believe I covered that distance in 6 hours 
including breaks. Not bad for me.  I flirted briefly with the idea of continuing onto the next 
town. The notion didn't last long, as the clouds finally burn away, leaving bright blue skies 
and a scorching sun. 

Shower, change and head out to the TO. A very helpful young woman answered all my 
questions in a kind and informative manner. Might try her suggested local VF route 
tomorrow. Go for a short walk around the town but it's far too hot. Now my head won't cool 
down this evening.  Even put it under a cold shower for a while! 

 



 

Enjoyed a small beer, then picked up a takeaway, which I ate in my room. Caught some CNN 
news and by I'm starting to flag and its only 9pm. Can't believe I thought I could walk to the 
next town! 

A typical country style hotel. A slightly mad owner/chef but very nice. His sidekick confuses 
me.  He/her is so totally sexually blended that I don't know how to address him/her. I think 
the protocol in these circumstances is to avoid titles and if you must say something, 
mumble! 

Long walk tomorrow all the way to Lausanne, so better get some sleep, assuming the 
temperature starts to drop any time soon. I hope not to dream of Roman mosaics depicting 
sexually ambiguous servants waiting on a group of walkers innocently brushing their teeth! 

  

 



Day 32 

1 August 

 

Strange sort of day all round. Lots of pain. Weird weather.  And no food to be found….it’s 
the Swiss national holiday. Best wishes Switzerland. And of course, I had a showdown in the 
TO at Lausanne! 

Slept badly. It’s too hot. Bar customers below a bit noisy but then again it is a bar! Noisy 
fireworks start at midnight for a couple of hours. This is followed by a one hour conversation 
between two drunk guys. No real chance of a good night’s sleep! 

Up and about but didn’t head down to breakfast until the agreed 7.30am.  Was warmly 
greeted by a bushy tailed he/she. I am veering towards woman but not committing to that 
determination quite yet. I am reminded of the female taxi driver character in League of 
Gentlemen. S/he misunderstands my request to add hot water to the espresso and brings 
something very milky indeed. She did it with such pride that I didn’t have the heart to say 
anything. When the bread does turn up it’s sliced, not Mothers Pride style, more a sliced 
bloomer but where’s the crispy baguette? I ask about buying provisions and there’s only one 
food store open. Great! 

Settle up and head towards this alleged convenience store and it is open. No bread or 
pastries and the fruit looks it was rejected by mainstream shops! Nonetheless I buy two 
apples, hours later they reveal they were probably days past their eating date let alone sell 
by! Find a fountain and fill up. See a beautiful woman with an armful of bread and ask her 
for directions to the boulongerie. She had the loveliest smile, I was probably still staring at 
where she had stood long after she’d gotten home and eaten her breakfast. Find the Mattoz 
boulongerie and it’s full of goodies. Ask for a sarnie and she hurriedly wraps it; it’s only later 
that it’s clear why the hurry, it’s stale. You can imagine the joyous lunch I enjoyed later. 
Stale sarnie and over ripe apples! 

Leave Orbe via the oldest bridge in the country and start my walk towards Lausanne. Decide 
to try the local VF route via Cossonay. Starts well but my knee begins to hurt. It has 
obviously decided that if my left hip can click its way across Europe then the right leg should 
also be able to express itself. 



 

I am an easily distracted sort of person. I have seen lots of buzzards, the common sort, 
pretty much daily since crossing the channel. The last two days I have spotted a number of 
sparrowhawks. This is unusual. Back home I rarely see any at all. For a few minutes I forget 
about the pain that’s making me walk, like one of my hero’s, David Attenborough. 

Amble through the easily forgettable La Serraz and onto Cossonay, my half way point today. 
It was wonderfully cloudy earlier but the sun has broken through and the temperature is 
steadily rising. Knee now very sore but can’t reorganize the weight to make it less painful. 
Do my best to ignore it. 

It’s funny, 24 hours ago I was clambering down from the High Jura and today its flattish 
farmland.  See a pair of peregrines and they’re flying like RAF fighter pilots. They are quite 
the most extraordinary fliers. 

Knee playing up so I take another break to rest it. Rethink my plans for the day.  I could carry 
on today and hope its better tomorrow or could stop soon and increase the odds of 
amelioration.  Decide to catch a train if they run on this national holiday. As luck would have 
it, there’s a through train in 30 odd minutes. It was an empty platform and I got this info 
from a timetable which didn’t have a “qualified column” for public holidays. As I wait for the 
train I consider how far I might have had to walk today. One comes the other way and it 
corresponds with the timetable. Dum spiro spero as they often say in Paisley! 

Get on train without a ticket; could not for the life of me work out how to get the machine 
to work!  25 minutes later I’m in Lausanne, home to the IOC, and the most expensive station 
toilets.  At 2SFr, about £1.80 in old money, it brought tears to my eyes. Mind you if I didn’t 
go there and then, I may had more than tears to deal with! 

Find the TO immediately.  It’s staffed by three blonde, stick-thin women and one beckons 
me over. I see her eyes glaze over when I mention pilgrim accommodation. Asks her 
colleague about info given out by the cathedral and is told they don’t do it any more and 
anyway the office will be closed today. She gives me sheathes of info, maps and general 
tourist stuff.  I said I would go somewhere quiet and consider my options. 



Buy coffee and cake, then plough through the papers. Most of it is shortlets or miles 
away.  Find three possibles. Head back to the same person and she’s clearly not pleased to 
see me. I ask if she could call on my behalf. It’s not her job apparently, and anyway she busy 
with hotel bookings. Doing my best not to be overly rude, I ask isn’t my request an 
accommodation booking too? She snatches my list from me and victoriously announces it 
doesn’t have a telephone number.  I ask whether she actually wants to help me or not. She 
repeats that she’s very busy but at this point there is only one other visitor in the entire 
room. I snatch the paper from her and say loudly that if she doesn’t want to help me 
because I’m not spending 300SFr a night, then I’ll sort it myself.  Which I did with one 
telephone call, to Mdme Liu, who’s French was quite possibly worse than mine but where’s 
a will there’s a way, an off quoted expression in Barnet! 

Go to bus station and they give me the info on a printed card but charge me SFR3.80 for two 
short bus rides. 40 minutes later I’m in a lovely but dilapidated 400 year old house.  Mde Lu 
is relieved I speak English and hers is pretty good too! Shows me round the place, I think in 
more recent times it was some sort of convalescent home.  Beautiful setting with a redwood 
pine in the front. I ask if it’s ok that I wash what I’m wearing, if so, where can I hang it. She 
smiles and says she’s about to put her stuff to wash so why not put mine in too. She even 
showed me where she’d hang my stuff. I can’t help contrasting the nature of these two very 
different women today. 

 

Shower, change and head out.  I am walking rather gingerly, in fact, I wouldn’t go out at all if 
I wasn’t so hungry and need my Credenziale stamped at the cathedral. Well I could hardly 
go back to the TO to do it! 



  

 

Quick walk around the centre, with its oddly northern European architecture despite a 
heavy use of terracotta tiles. It’s so steep, I mean unbelievably so. I am sweating once more. 
The cathedral has a pilgrims’ corner where all the loons gather but don’t speak to each 
other. After 10 minutes of what started to feel like a support group for folk with 
commitment issues, I leave. 

The numerous steps are doing me no good. Decide to eat centrally as everywhere else 
seems closed. I see a Chinese restaurant where the fixed meal start at 40SFr! Eventually, get 
a 10SFr kebab at Ali’s and catch the bus back. 

It’s been threatening to break into thunder and lightning and with these loud fireworks I’m 
confused whether the storm has arrived or not. Mdme Lu has invited me to watch the 
fireworks with her on the steps down to the garden at 10.30; the problem for me is staying 
awake that long! 

Tomorrow is a long day. I plan to catch the ferry across lake Geneva or Lac Leman, over 
to Villeneuve and then start the slow ascent into the Alps. Much as Sigeric did over a 



thousand years ago. Hope to stay at Saint Maurice but have no accommodation sorted yet. 
People not answering their phones once more! All being well I hope to have a room at the 
Abbey. 

Praying for some sleep tonight but with the fireworks still going strong, little chance of that 
happening. My old school friend, Dave, offered to invent me a special TO weapon. I shall 
hold onto this kind offer as I dream into tomorrow! 

 

  



Day 33 

2 August 

First day in the Alps. Baking weather. Switzerland wakes up from its day off. 

Before I delve into today.  I did watch some of the fireworks but could barely stay awake. 
Hadn’t realised that Mdme Lu was sitting on the steps, just below me, the whole time. I was 
grumbling loudly about the dark eye blobs dashing across my vision once more. It was a full 
five minutes before I realised it was actually tiny pipestrelle bats. Not in my eye, silly, in 
front of me. I laughed at my own stupidity and it’s at this point that my host must have 
considered her guest had caught too much sun. She kindly offers me a cushion; a deadly 
kindness, my head starts nodding forward repeatedly.  It’s time for bed. 

I woke around 6am and as I head towards the loo there’s a blond woman doing her hair in 
her PJs.  Thankfully I had remembered to put something on. She was still there an hour 
later; she finally left for work at 8am. Can it really take 2 hours to get ready for work? The 
answer is, regrettably, yes! 

Mdme Lu is kind in her presentation of breakfast.  The toasted floppy bread was none too 
appetizing but the madeleines were great.  She was apprehensive about my coffee – wise 
woman – when I ask her why, she explains that in China only rich people, in larger cities, 
drink it, so she has little in the way of a yardstick to gauge how to make it. 

We agree on 55Sfr for my stay. She knocked off 5 and did my washing. Sweet. As I leave she 
mentions that I can also travel on the trains with my pre-paid bus ticket but it must be 
within the hour. Armed with this knowledge I decide to skip the ferry as it won’t get me to 
Villeneuve until 11ish and by train, it would be around 9ish. 

Am at Lausanne Gare by 8.40 and see a train at 8.50, too good? Well not really, as it’s the 
wrong one. Mine doesn’t go to Villeneuve, the first stop after Montreux, is Aigle, about 
8kms further up the Rhone.  Could go back to Lausanne but decide it’s a case of divine 
intervention! 

Stock up on food and water and head out. It takes an age to reach the Rhone. The river is a 
kind of khaki colour, almost 100 metres wide, and fast flowing. From here on in, the river is 
my companion until I reach my destination in Saint Maurice. 

 



 Possibly one of the nicest stretches I’ve done so far on this trip. There’s no camber but you 
can feel it’s on a gentle incline the whole day. Clean, grey asphalt and very popular with 
cyclists.  I see no other hikers all day. This surprises me as it’s only three days walk to the 
Italian border. 

 

  

Lose my breath when I detour for a break and order a lemon cordial…5SFr. Well, I may as 
well make the most of it. Boots off and sarnie out. Hadn’t realised the cafe is attached to a 
gun club. The only people I saw were lots of elderly folk having lunch. I hope they’re not the 
ones shooting! 

Didn’t rest enough and my feet soon ache. The blisters on my toe blisters have burst in my 
right boot. I ignore it. I’m wearing a wet bandanna, gel hat, and a sun hat. I know I must look 
a loon but its better frying my brain. 

Saw very few birds. Got excited whilst sitting at the gun-for-geriatrics cafe. Thought I saw an 
eagle, then two. But as they came closer I realised they were buzzards. Putting down my 
binos I notice a tiny dog licking the straps of the large rukky. Why? What could possibly 
interest a dog other than maybe dried sweat! Didn’t shoo it away just in case it sprinkled on 
my stuff out of fear. 

Thought I’d arrived at the Abbey as it had medieval looking towers and built into a 
mountainside. It was the bloody fairy grotto. It was as I walking out that I realised why 
people were staring as I entered…a fairy grotto, I ask you! 

 



  

 

Was kept waiting by a very young woman at the Abbey and after 30 minutes she suggested I 
go for a walk around the town. A walk…tried to keep rude Laurenzi in check. Who wanted to 
say he’d walked here up the valley.  Chose to go for a short walk.  Saint Maurice is a lovely 
little town. Nice buildings (except the fairy grotto!). The Abbey and its Basilica are 
beautiful.  It has one long pedestrianised street full of bars and cafes. As I have a fair bit of 
time, I search for shade to make a few calls. This time everyone answers their phones and 
have the next 2 nights’ accommodation sorted. Sadly the one place I most wanted to spend 
time, Col Grand San Bernard, is fully booked.  Not sure what I can do. As it’s around 8000 
feet up and in the middle of the Alps, there’s no chance of me sleeping outside without the 
proper gear. 

Cheer myself up with a beer. Sadly, I hadn’t noticed it was a Portuguese bar and the only 
beer was Sagres.  It’s like drinking in SW8! Not bad but not my fav. Sitting there quietly, 
making notes, when I notice there’s a wasp floating in my bottle. I could have swallowed the 
thing. I don’t mind the digesting part, it’s more in case it stings my throat on the way down. I 
try to explain to the waitress why I wanted a glass but she thought I was suggesting she had 
put the wasp in my beer bottle. Why? She takes it away and brings me another bottle and 
pours it into a glass, and to make sure, she pops a paper coaster on top. As I write this note 
I’m wondering why I felt sorry for the waitress.  She was probably about 70, dyed black hair, 
stick thin, and dressed like a teenager. I rather hope it’s her choice of presentation and not a 
requirement of the job. 

Return to the Abbey at the required time and I’m warmly greeting by Fr Thomas. Friendly 
and very matter of fact. I liked it. Instead of inviting me to breakfast he said “you will meet 
me here at 8.15 for breakfast”. Which of course means it will be a later start than usual, for 
my trek up to Martigney. 

Fell asleep, so sadly, missed Vespers. Decided I needed food. Large pizza and giant bowl of 
salad. Couldn’t finish the pizza; unheard of! Well, that’s lunch sorted! 

 



 

 

Whilst writing this post I’ve been enjoying watching a petange competition, accompanied by 
piped accordion music. A moment ago it served up a rendition of roll out the barrel. I can’t 
tell you how amused I was. The little things! I have no idea who is winning. Oh it’s just 
finished and the compare’s comments are met with a mixture of boos and cheers. A 
thankless task. Before he’s finished speaking most people have decanted to the bar 
alongside! 

I’m signing off for tonight. Praying that the cool alpine night air will shortly kick in, so I can 
sleep. Dreaming of nothing scary or stressful like large golden praying mantises, following 
my tiff with the Lausanne TO staff. Dave, where’s that weapon? I’ll be in Italy shortly and 
they’re said to be even worse; oh joy! 

 

  



Day 34 

3 August 

Top and tailed my day in holy places. But before I recount today’s events, a couple of you 
have mentioned photos. I have taken lots so far. I’m not yet posting them, as the last time I 
did so on my 2013 blog, they appeared out of format. I know I’m a techno numpty but at 
least I’m not a Luddite! I plan to put them in retrospectively once I return home. 

Got up later than usual as I’m having a late breakfast with Fr Thomas at 8.15 or so. It turns 
out that he was originally from Bavaria. It was odd eating separate from the other visitors 
but as they were on a silent retreat Fr T thought it wiser to let me chat to him on our own in 
a large wood panelled dining room. The rye bread was homemade, as was the delicious 
raspberry jam. The coffee was made with water from their very own “source”. Only the 
butter was bought. I helpfully suggested getting a cow. Apparently they were got rid of 
theirs 30 years ago. Bring them back I say! We did a quick tour of the gardens, most of the 
stuff growing was either edible or aromatic. 

Wasted time finding a croissant for later. In the end bought two from a supermarket. 
Turned out they were wholemeal. A bit like eating unsoaked soya, in texture, and just as 
appetizing! 

Tough incline to reach the first village and then flattish for a few miles. First stop, the chapel 
of the martyrs, said to be the precise spot St Maurice was decapitated.  The images show 
the Romans looking quite medieval.  Never let the truth get in the way of a good story, as 
they say in Dundee! 

  

Route flattens around Balmaz and is picturesque.  The hamlet of Mielville was pretty and I 
availed myself of one of its numerous benches to sort yesterday’s burst blisters. Can’t find 
the new pack of Compeed, so try a plaster, which of course, is off by the end of the village! 
Saw a lot of beehives but none in the one place, which presumably was named after its 
honey production! 



 

Gravel track most of the way to Vernayaz and stops by the entrance to the Gorges de 
Trient.  Find a short track up an impossibly steep slope and hide away next to what looked 
like a mountain rescue camp. Whilst having a kip a sporty sort of woman and two very well 
trained, large dogs shows up and shoves me politely off my rocky plinth. Turns out it was an 
underground military installation, now owned by a leisure company specialising in escape 
games. Whatever the hell that is! Back on the road for a bit and the wind unexpectedly 
blasts fiercely for a couple of minutes and stops. What was that about? See a nice set of falls 
called “cascade vachepissee” could you ever imagine English Heritage or the National Trust 
agreeing to a cascade being called Cowpiss falls! 

  

It’s then back to a long path through a wood. I didn’t feel the sun until exiting and it felt like 
a blow torch on my face. Saw my first other hikers in the middle of the wood but didn’t stop 
to chat as one of them had a truly aqualine face with very starey eyes - all three of them!  I 
am now sweating profusely but keeping well hydrated and my hat wet. Hit the loveliest little 
town, Biataz, now a suburb of Martigney. It has an impressive set of fortifications up on 
high. Cross an amazing wooden bridge, which also takes cars, and get to Martigney proper. 
Get to the priory and the very sweet Corinne looks after me. At present I’m the only one 
staying. I opt to have dinner and breakfast with the priests located across the street. 



 

As I’m hanging my wet washing along comes Veronique from Argentina. She’s a professor of 
physical education and has not an ounce of body fat, giving her a slightly gaunt appearance. 
So now we are two. 

I pop to Vespers and the church seems full of random people milling about. And one by one 
they disappear off. Is it something I said? I know, it’s my smelly, natural leather sandals! 
Maybe as I’ve not shaved for a while I’m become once more that scary Albanian gangster? 

Interesting dinner with the priests and their guests. I’m the only VF bod and they seem 
genuinely impressed that I started in Canterbury. Two of the older priests talk to me in 
Italian. Not sure whether it’s because, in the unbearable heat of the dining room, my French 
had evaporated along with most of my bodily fluids; or maybe they just want to show off? 
The food is plentiful and tasty.  Leave at 7.30 needing a cold shower to cool down. 

Sit down to plan tomorrow’s route and it’s a tough one. Its only 18 or 23 kms depending on 
the choice of path. My bigger worry is that it also rises 800 metres mind you the day after it 
rises 1200! Am I nuts?! 

Whilst I’m contemplating my relative insanity, two French guys, of Spanish origins, arrive. I 
think they are father and son. A handsome and friendly pair. To begin with we speak French 
but soon it turns to Spanish. I think the sun had fused my neurons in such a way that I seem 
to understand perfectly what they are saying. I reply in my odd style school boy French or 
my Leighton Buzzard Italian. Both of which should show me to be an incompetent linguist. 

We discuss the nature of god for a bit; followed by what is it to be Swiss; and of course, 
what the hell are we doing in the basement of a priory in the Alps. The sort of conversion 
they might have any night of the week in Burton on Trent. 

Shattered, I’m the first to head to bed. It’s an early start for all four of us and I need a clear 
head for what will be my biggest test to date. Send me good vibes… 

 

  



Day 35  

4 August  

Staggeringly hard day. Can’t believe I’m in Liddes, just one stop from the border. 

Slept lightly and couldn’t settle. Maybe it’s the effect of sleeping with three strangers in a 
basement! I forgot to set the alarm and was woken by one of the guys, who’s name escapes 
me, I thought he told me that it was 6.30 so I just dosed. It was 7.30 and I was due to have 
breakfast with the assorted gang of priests. I was the last to arrive and dived into the first 
vacant seat I could find. Good grub but my mind was on the route ahead. Said my goodbyes 
to my hosts and dashed back to my basement lair but the others had already gone and I 
hadn’t said goodbye. Felt bad about it. Packed and out the door by 8.15 and then wasted 
time looking for a boulongerie.  Bought a nasty sarnie, but later found what I was actually 
after – a good bakery. It turned very handy having a spare sarnie, even a poor one. 

Could not find the start of walk up the first of today’s mountain paths.  Finally found it near 
the station, and headed up, and I mean up! I see the eagle faced guy and his companion just 
dawdling along. When he saw me he cocked his eyebrows in a bird like manner. I half 
expected him to start crowing. I made some remark about seeing them in the woods 
yesterday.  He merely said yes and she just looked disdainfully at me. It was a pity they 
weren’t a nice pair, as I really liked her hair and would have said so. It was sharply cut and 
naturally grey. The sort of style that is common in some parts of Stoke Newington. It always 
surprises me how much time and money women spend dying their hair. Grey looks great. It 
looks better with a changed skin tone than any dye. Some of you might be surprised that 
anyone as bald as me, would have any interest in grey hair, or indeed hair at all. 

The walk up was steep, long and at times, a bit scary. Didn’t see another soul until I reached 
the next town. I found the steep descent harder to handle, as the surface was dry thin soil, 
on top of rock. Almost flipped over a few times. The views were breathtaking. I cannot 
remember ever sweating quite so profusely. 

Popped into the next town in this new valley, Bovernier, and had an almond cordial. It’s a 
drink which always reminds of childhood holidays in Calabria, being taken out to a local bar 
by my recently deceased uncle, Nino. Good times. 

   

The next mountain took a couple of kms to start but when it did, it was tough. It rose and 
fell whilst slowly rising overall. It was hard to get any sort of rhythm going, above my rasping 
breath. Saw lots of bolettes. I think they were Grevellii. Small with almost florescent yellow 
pores. I ate a lot of these in Yorkshire with smoked bacon and large yoked eggs. I’m 
hallucinating for food. Pause to eat half my nasty sarnie, then carried on. Eventually the 
track drops into Sembrancher, where I stop for lunch. Find a great spot. It in the main 
square opposite the church of St Etienne, the patron saint of Scunthorpe FC. Strip off boots 
and shirt and drop legs into an ice cold fountain. I ate my entire baguette sarnie whilst my 
feet recovered in the icy water. Remembered that I don’t have Compeeds and made a 
mental note to get some on the way out of town. The far side of town is characterised by 
unusual wooden houses, part barn part home. I couldn’t work out what type of wood had 



been used and how it managed to last so long. The Compeed costs 10SFr! I hope my blisters 
appreciate it. 

  

The next mountain side to cross, leads up to Chamomile where I find lots more of those 
unusual wooden houses.  Get confused about a fork in the road and an old woman stops in 
her car. As she unwinds her window there’s a waft of mints, the sort my paternal 
grandmother, Ada, chewed constantly.  It would be fair to say that she and I weren’t close, 
and so the smell took me back a bit. She mentioned that for some reason lots of walkers 
take that path, pointing at a track, but it’s much longer and anyway the road takes you 
straight to chapel. When I get to it was worth a visit. Its set back a bit and appears 
somewhat stark against the mountain opposite.  

  

As I exit the village I see a young, middle aged woman doing her gardening in a tiny bikini 
and she was really going for it, hacking and gathering. She already had brown leather look 
skin and wore no hat or gloves. I don’t mind her outfit at all but no gardening gloves is 
inexcusable! 



Down the other side of the mountain into Orsieres. Not a bad looking town but its 
inhabitants seem to scuttle from one doorway to another. Not very welcoming. Headed 
toward the central fountain and found Veronica, who herself has just arrived. She was 
hoping to stay in pilgrim’s accommodation but can’t get hold of anyone. She says that she’s 
not eaten since breakfast. I would have passed out by 10am! We part, as I’m heading up 
to Liddes further up the valley. In the guidebook it seems to suggest it’s very close by, see p. 
217. Imagine my horror when the track marker says it’s another 160 minutes. I was already 
tired. The track up was made up of gravel alternating with patches of asphalt. It’s a steady 
climb up for over 90 minutes; about an hour in and I need to eat. All that’s left is the other 
half of the nasty sarnie and a bit of apple. Find a bench in the middle of nowhere and 
devour what I can find. It’s an equally painful descent, feels never-ending.  

 

Finally reach Dranse, so there’s only a km or so to go but it’s an almost vertical climb up a 
grassy footpath. Can barely breath by the time I reach the top. Totter into Liddes, feet killing 
me, red faced, and dripping in sweat. Try to speak to the barman about my booking but 
words, in any linguistic sense, do not materialise. I mention a dormitory but he thinks, not 
unreasonably, that I’m looking for a doctor. Then I’m rescued by the helpful Melani from 
Aosta, in Italy. Apparently, she drives back and forth each day and it only takes 40 minutes. 
Now there’s a commute hard to compete with! 

Re-hydrate and try to rest but am too tired. So wash clothes, shave, shower and dress. Try 
to rest but need food. Order a salad and a house roesti. It’s heart attack food but with the 
calories I’ve burnt today I shouldn’t worry. 

Laying on the bed and I can feel insect bites from today including a quail egg sized lump on 
the back of my head. Not sure what a frenologist would make of it? 

I can’t believe that I’ve covered that distance and the steep gradients of today’s etape. 
Tomorrow is a shorter walk but with a vertical rise of 1200 metres. It’s disappointing that I 
don’t have a bed at San Bernard’s hostel. It would have a wonderful end to this section. I 
have probably done just over half the distance but the psychological marker is crossing the 
border into Italy. After tomorrow it’s mostly downhill towards the Po valley where the heat 
will be fierce. 

I am definitely setting my alarm and will attempt to enjoy tomorrow’s breakfast before I 
cross the final frontier. Where’s James Tiberius Kirk when you need him? 



Day 36 

5 August 

Well I made it to Col Grand San Bernard. Wished a fellow walker a good market! And told a 
waitress that Mrs May was the leader of the Jam party! 

Up and ready early, it’s a big walk and mostly upwards! Hotel owner unhelpful and 
unsympathetic about not having accommodation booked for tonight. Last night my waitress 
said she’d leave me details of a good place to stay just over the border, however, he 
couldn’t find her note and he didn’t really care to look further. It was a pity as the food was 
fine, even the coffee, which was made as individual cups, thought I was pushing it in asking 
for a second but really wanted a third but chickened out. Road out of village blocked so 
walked to the bypass and then round. Met a woman walking her dog who confirmed the 
route.  She had an enormous Chinese breed dog. It was like a four legged giant ball of fluff! 
The sun didn’t crest this side of valley until nearly 10am, so it was no surprise that I was 
covered in dew for the first hour or so. The first 90 minutes were quiet and tranquil. Saw a 
large bird I couldn’t identify and it was the only one I saw all day. It was odd walking past 
chair lifts in the summer; it’s hard to imagine it being a ski resort. 

Bourg St Pierre reminded me of many small towns in the Rockies. Petrol station, hotel, cafe, 
and large barns. Lots of walkers wishing each other well or good luck. In response to such a 
salutation, I mistakenly said bon marche instead of bon march, thereby hoping they have a 
good market and maybe they did! Dropped into a cafe full of locals, so invariably got that 
“you’re not from this parts, are you boy” look. I like to challenge this mild sort of hostility, so 
I got chatting to 2 farmers about the usual ie EU, CAP, and Brexit. One said something like 
the UK having another Thatcher. I, being too clever for my own good, yes but only as she 
was in November 1990. Totally lost on them. I describe Mrs May as the leader of the 
conserve party by mistake which caused smiles to break out. I think the Jam party sounds 
better than the Tories anyway! 

The next section of walk into the mountains was barred, and the detour would add at least 
40/50 minutes walking time. Decided to check the problem for myself ie how risky was it. 
Snuck over the barrier and soon found that the wooden platform bolted to the 
mountainside, as a sort of bridge, had been damaged in a minor rock fall. I looked for a long 
beam under the surface layer and walked on that. Looking back at it, it was fair to say it was 
badly damaged. Having made my assessment, I was hardly now going back! 

Crossed two further barriers at connecting points and started my long ascent. Found a 
lovely recently refurbished house on its own. Looked for a tap but nothing. The downside to 
the place is that the edge of its small but pretty garden was a 100mt drop down to the river! 
I had decided at breakfast, that as I’d found water everywhere, I wouldn’t fully fill the 
bottle, but today, not one tap or fountain after Bourg St P. 

 



 

Reached the dam and continued to look for water.  Gave up and asked for some from one of 
two large RVs parked, who obliged me.  Looks like you can free camp up here; nice. 

 

 

 

The walk along the lake, created by the dam, was far from easy.  It rose by around 500 feet 
and then descended back to water level. Felt a lot of effort for no elevation. Then it was all 
up hill from here; unlike my life! 



The path picks up gradient and just keeps going. Eventually reach a sign-posted hamlet, La 
Pierre, and certainly lives up to its name. It sits at the base of a massive chunk of stone. 

Path rises as it approaches Hopitalet, once the site of a hospital but now it’s an air vent for 
the road tunnel under the mountain. Someone very helpfully had put an electric cattle-type 
fence across where the path joins the car park; and, of course, the top of my rucksack gets 
caught, I get a small shock, and have to use the sticks like nun-chucks to disengage myself 
without touching the electrified cable. I can only imagine what an absurd sight I must have 
looked, but what a place to put an electric fence! 

 

Reach the actual Hopitalet and it too is a giant air event today. I am so tired and hungry I can 
barely think. Its time for a second sarnie. Rest up and rehydrate. See four people on the 
path but they are walking so slowly that even doing my present shuffle walk, I overtake 
them. From the vent to the top it’s 2kms and a vertical rise of 200 mts. As I crest the hillside, 
I see a roof top and know I can soon stop. The last 100mts or so were very slippery and I had 
to really concentrate. I was surprised to see so many people milling around at the top, 
mostly day trippers. A few cheered as I made it up the last slope. It was strangely moving 
and glad no one spoke to me. 

I see a notice “pilgrims welcome”, I head for some steps which I walk up very slowly but 
determined.  Am shown into the pilgrim lounge and soon am being offered a cold drink by 
Frederic, the same person I’d been corresponding about accommodation.  After he stamped 
my Credenziale, I tentatively ask about a bed for the night. He thinks for a bit and says it 
should be fine. Yippee. No complex or exhausting plan B to hatch; plus I can stay for two 
nights, which of course means, I can have a rest day tomorrow. Had a short walk literally 
around the block. The pads of my feet very tender. The Compeeds didn’t stick to my feet but 
boy are they firmly adhered to my socks! 



 

 

I didn’t much enjoy Vespers it was a bit happy clappy. Dinner was great. Lots of tasty and 
nutritious grub. Ate like pig. Some of us found a lounge and played cards. I taught three non-
English speakers the elements of wist. Silly really but oddly relaxing. I’m in a dorm which has 
now filled. Someone is snoring and there’s much snuffling. I can’t complain, I snore 
sometimes but usually only when I’m asleep! Went to brush my teeth and there were a few 
women doing likewise. I thought the washing block was just for men. Earlier on I was 
walking about in my underwear, certain it was men only. Luckily didn’t get caught. I am so 
looking forward to not rushing off in the morning and just relaxing. Might pop across the 
border to Italy for lunch! 

 

  



Day 37 

6 August 

Rest day at last. Meet a marmot face to face.  Pop over the border to Italy for lunch. And 
climb a mountain. 

Slept badly.  A mix of noisy neighbours and a racing heart.  I must have really pushed it 
yesterday, as my heart rate was still high at breakfast. It was the same group of people as 
last night’s dinner; and the food just as good. I am in no state to go walking, so leave the 
others to go ahead. Slip quietly into an unused lounge and plan next week. Got the next 7 
nights’ accommodation sorted.  A mix of pilgrim and cheap hotels. Also decide to combine 
two shorter days into a single long one. 

Over the next 48 hours I will drop 2 vertical kms. In the previous two days I rose by the same 
amount. You’d have thought they would dug a pilgrim tunnel by now! News reports 
describe the ongoing heat wave in Italy. Today it was so cold up here I used my thermal 
layer for the first time on this trip! 

Feel better around 11ish and decide to go for a hike for a couple of hours.  Pick the lowest 
peak, close by, La Chenalette, at 9100 feet.  The weather is cool but fine until I get half way 
up and the mist rises up from the Swiss side and soon covers all but the highest peaks. From 
La Chenalette all I can see are a line of very high mountain tops. As I descend, the mist sticks 
to me and everything else. I am soaked by the time I reach the lake once more. On the way 
down I had to really focus on my steps but kept hearing an accompanying squeak.  I come 
within a few feet of a beautiful marmot, large, slate grey, and curious in fretful sort of way. I 
didn’t take a photo, so you’ll have to take my word for it. 

 

 

I got down around 1pm and my blood sugar felt very low. Walk to the other side of the lake, 
past long abandoned border posts, in an eerie blanket of white. I can hear geese close by 
but can’t see a thing. I am more concerned about not getting knocked down by speeding 
vehicles. 

 



   

Go to the restaurant in the Hotel Italia. Food is good but it’s marred by an irritating and 
unfriendly waiter. No tip for him! Get back to the Hospice and fall asleep for almost two 
hours. Decide to wash some clothes, shower, change, and sit in quiet reflection for bit. I 
thought a lot about my father, Francesco, today, and what it is to be a father. Genetics plays 
an important, but  not an exclusive element, in how we turn out. My physical abilities, for 
what they are, and those of my own two sons, come directly from Franco. He also gave us 
all, including to my sister, Emilia, a generosity of spirit, for which I am forever grateful. He 
always made people visiting our modest home, very welcome. 

   

 

Return to what was earlier an empty dorm room to find it full of children leaping on beds. I 
have been invaded by a group of French families. One of the mums tells me I’m being 
moved but no one knows to where. Decide to play nicely but it’s hard with all those children 
screaming. As I don’t know where to billet myself, I dump my rucksack and boots in the 



corridor. It’s pointless searching for Pere Hotelliere as it’s Vespers. Wait patiently and he 
soon shows up, good ol’ Frederic.  Puts me on a different floor, and so far it’s just me. 
Lovely! 

Get to dinner late and there’s no place for me, so I’m squeezed in next to a nice Parisian 
family. He was originally Corsican. I said that made him more Italian than French, he laughed 
nervously in response! He and his delightful wife, had two young daughters, the youngest of 
which stared at me throughout dinner. Sweet. Probably thinking that when I grow up I will 
avoid weirdos like him; the nutter has walked here, when he could have flown! There are 
days when my body would agree! 

 

Looking forward to the long descent into Italy and of speaking Italian, albeit, with a “Later 
Buzz” accent! 

  



Day 38 

August 7 

Descend 1200 vertical metres. Had awful retching in St Oyen. And made a table of nuns 
laugh. 

Woke early and lay there for almost 20 minutes until the alarm went off. What a good 
night's sleep.  No one joined the dorm whilst I was asleep. Threw open the window and 
quickly closed it. The air was so cold you could see it roll into the room. 

Packed. Took all my stuff down three flights of steps into the allocated dining room by 
7.30am and went for a stroll around the perimeter, along with about a dozen Italians, many 
of whom complained about the lateness of breakfast i.e. 8am. I agree it's late but that's the 
protocol at these Christian venues. It's not a matter of laziness, it's just the priests are at 
prayer before that. 

  

Ate more bread than usual, as the guidebook said there'd be nothing to buy en route, 
certainly not sarnies. Decided to risk it without cramming my pockets with bread. The walk 



off the col was wonderful. A clear blue sky but the temperature cool, to the point of cold. 
Saw another marmot, a small one and even got a picture; except that all you can is a bit of 
its tail. Looks like someone threw an old paintbrush amongst the rocks. I am surprised as to 
how few birds there's been in the past three days. 

There are five walkers behind me with large rucksacks. The group of four Italians I had 
breakfast with and a tall, young German.  Never really crossed paths after the first hour. Last 
I saw of any of them was at the memorial stone for the dozens of Roma gypsies who 
perished one winter trying to cross this section of the Alps. Interestingly the exit for the road 
tunnel is directly beneath; and it’s covered, for at least the 2kms that I can see. It looks like a 
child built it out of giant Lego! 

 

Found a cafe in St Rhemy with some nice homemade sponge cake. No sarnies but espresso 
and cake, all you can eat! Made the mistake of having 2 coffees. Got lost taking the shorter, 
harder route. Terrible signage. The descent at this point was really tough. My knees were 
already sore from the initial 800mt drop and now there was more. The path was too narrow 
for an adult, unless you're a goat that is. Mind you judging by the smell of me, I could quite 
possibly get reclassified as one! I nearly slid off a number of times but it wouldn't have been 
too serious as the profile was around 45 degrees, sadly so was the camber of the path. 
Eventually reach a road and can barely walk upright. Decide to make use of a bench outside 
of St Oyen and took off my boots and rested, around noon. Suddenly felt very sick and 
retched for about 5minutes.  Nothing came of it as there was nothing in my stomach to 
throw up. Hunger and espresso don't mix well. 



 

Stopped at the first place I could find. They asked me to sit on the balcony I suspect as a 
form of exclusion from their proper customers. It's exactly where I would have chosen 
anyway! Great views and fresh air. Ordered a crusty roll with mozz and grilled veg. Sounds 
great but the veg were raw and couldn't taste the cheese.  The mint cordial was almost 
certainly a chemical mint not anything remotely natural. Dissatisfied I paid and left. Got to 
the village of Etroubles around two. 

Had already booked a bed so was expecting no problems except maybe a restriction on the 
time of entry, but none of it. The manager, Anna, an older woman, was a firm and fair sort. 
She asked whether I wanted to share or have a room to myself. Well what would you say? I 
got a 6 berth to myself. It was a strange meeting as she looked and talked like my late aunt 
Vania, my cousin Vera's mum. Got sorted, washed, changed and promptly fell asleep with 
my legs up in the air. Why you ask? I have found that my legs recover quicker if I put them 
up in the air for a few minutes. I don't usually fall asleep like that. It was an uncomfortable 
sensation waking up in that absurd position. 

 

Went in search of cash as I'm down to my last €10 and might need this tomorrow for a 
sarnie. ATM out of order; bank only does cash business in the mornings; and the post office 



is closed. So no cash. Wanted a beer but could hardly pay for it by card; having said that I 
bought a bar of lovely orange flower soap with my debit card. I aim to banish the goat living 
inside of my clothing. I used to have an inner child but the smell got so bad it left home! 

 

Etroubles is pretty sort of place, a mix of dark wooden and stone houses. Nice bell tower but 
church a bit baroque for my tastes.  I blame the Spanish. Why? No reason, I just like to 
blame them. There is no museum as such, as they've taken on board the idea of the outdoor 
museum. There's art and artifact everywhere. Great photos of cheese production around 
WW1. I hope they don't decide to try this policy out on the handful of public toilets!  It’s 
funny to think that at the time the photos were taken, Italy was mostly fighting along the 
Austrian front, which is why the Italians now have the Sud-Tyrol, or Alto Adige, as they call it 
in West Ham. 

Plan to dump/post on another 2 to 3kms of weight. Couldn't decide what to lose so I'm 
sending on my left arm. I'll do this in Aosta tomorrow, if I get in early enough. 

Get downstairs around 7 for a 7.30pm kick off. In all there are 20 or so for dinner. I felt a bit 
embarrassed as before grace, the retired priest, introduces me specifically because I've 
come a long way and on foot. Some of the nuns look horrified that anyone would actually 
want to walk 2000kms. I feel like that myself sometimes. 

Food was great. Simple and tasty. Soup, as in brodo; spinach flan with Italian style potato 
salad* and piles of fresh salad; some fruit; all topped by a delicious apricot tart. One of the 
other visitors even gave me a small glass of wine. I talked too much as usual. The guy I was 
sat next to, had the habit of repeating the last half of my sentence. I was tempted to say 
something like" don't you hate it when the other person repeats what you've just said". I 
didn't, of course.  Once the food arrived, I began to worry, as a slurping competition seemed 
to have broken out between Mr Repeater and the guy opposite.  The more they slurped the 
quieter I ate! Silly really as me being quiet won't reduce their noise. When I went to get 
some fruit, the table of nuns, almost in unison, said you must have the tart. I said something 
like, if there's room, patting my stomach. Innocent enough but they all started laughing and 



giggling. I had a terrible feeling like I'd unknowingly said something risqué; or my flies were 
undone; or patting one's stomach was a local euphemism for something unrelated to 
eating.  They were still tittering as I tucked into a delicious orange. 

My washing dried in a couple of hours and I've sorted my stuff ready for tomorrow. I think 
I'm staying in a residential school in Aosta, located just off the wonderfully named, Via 
Edelweiss. It doesn't get more Alpine sounding than that! 

* I should just say for the record that the potato salad as good as it was, doesn't come close 
to Aunt Adelaide's. Phew...  

 

 

  



 

Day 39 

8 August 

Storms all day. Met lots of walkers. Found another great place to stay. Aosta is beautiful. 

Woke around 6am and the sky was clear and would have been a sunny day but by 7am it 
was thunderstorm central. It was hammering down. Got packed and downstairs by 7.45 and 
rather naughtily begin to eat before the dining room was properly open. I’d seen two nuns 
sneak an espresso from the machine, so I thought it must be ok for us lesser mortals. It was 
funny hearing them talk about it being their holiday and so weren’t getting up for the early 
mass; and then one of them winked at me. She was a really sweet old woman. The sort 
every family wants and needs as a close rellie. 

Mr Repeater was late and his place was taken by a young woman, so when he arrives he’s 
totally confused and cannot bring himself to sit in the empty spot opposite me. I think he 
must have OCD. Never liked the term, instead preferring the European DOC. Just as 
obsessive but about something important…food! I read that had the UK stayed within the 
EU it would have applied for DOC status for Melton Mowbray pork pies. Why? Whatever 
next, protection for the Bedfordshire Clanger or Morecombe Bay potted shrimp? 

Leg it out of the nice little Casa Alpina, into the cold rain and put on the poncho before 
leaving the protection of the eaves. Post Office still closed and cash point still broken. 
Decide to carry onto Guignot regardless and look there for an ATM. 

 

The walking surface was slippery all day. The first 2kms was mostly uphill. The next 5kms 
was following the ancient irrigation system known as a Ru. These are common structures 
across mountainous parts of Europe. I’ve been lucky to walk these in both Madeira as well 
as Spain’s Picos d’Europa. It’s very relaxing, listening to water gurgling alongside of you 
whilst walking. Someone has built a small alter to the Madonna in a cliff side recess. Italians 
seem to put these up everywhere. In fact, my mother had one on her landing with photos of 
long passed rellies, adorned by an endless supply of candles. I assumed everyone had one in 
their home until childhood friends came round and were freaked out by it! 



 

The final 2kms or so into Guignot were truly painful. My left knee is still sore. It was a steep 
drop of around 300mts followed by a gentler 500mts into Aosta. 

 

Stopped at the first cafe I found, just opposite a campsite. Service was poor, in that it was 
rushed and unfriendly but the coffee was great and only a euro. Listened to various group 
conversations. Seems like everyone is staying at San Giuseppe’s. Meet young couple from 
breakfast, Matteo and Michaela. We chat and walk together for a bit until the edge of 
Guignot. I think they got bored and made an excuse, they needed to buy cheese.  At the 
edge of Aosta I bump into another couple who were walking with M&M earlier, no not Mr 
Mathers or sweets once known as Treats. 

They seem to be going backwards. I check my Outdoor Active app which had spontaneously 
started working again after a four week hibernation, and yes they had gone wrong. I wave 
to them and we walk into town together. As they have nowhere to stay, I suggest trying San 
G’s.  They get the last room. Delighted for them as searching for somewhere to stay in the 
pouring rain can be disheartening. The three women congregated in reception are very 



excited about my Credenziale. Apparently 99% of VF walkers are Italian and start at Saint 
Bernard; so to get a sort of Brit walking from Canterbury was out of the ordinary. I put 
modesty aside and milked it for what it was worth! 

Do the usual routine plus a shave. Enjoy a relaxing sleep but need to get stuff sorted. My 
walking shorts are just too big and keep sliding down. It’s all I need now, to get done for 
exposure, especially when considering my inattentive approach to urinating in the 
countryside. I also need to ship my warm weather gear to Rome. 

Look and find a natty pair of shorts in a pedestrianised street. PO around the corner and a 
very helpful Fabrizio sorts me out with packaging.  It’s a pity it’s so wet because Aosta is a 
small but lovely city. It’s the old Roman town of Augusta Praetoria, founded in 25BC. It’s 
very attractive and compact. I never seen such fit and healthy Italians. Almost everyone is in 
outdoor or sports gear. It’s no coincidence then that the Italian Alpine military academy is 
based here. It’s also the birth place of St Anselm, a former Archbishop of Canterbury.  I 
wonder whether he did the VF walk to arrive at his UK posting or did he have a donk? Not a 
typo see below….. 

 

Get back and my blood sugar collapses as I reach reception; I have to ask for a snack or 
something. They kindly bring me an enormous salami roll and, of course, refused payment.  I 
try hard not to forget kindness shown me. 

Check tomorrow’s route and there’s a big warning note saying do not take the sign posted 
route if the weather’s bad as it’s dangerous enough in good conditions. There are some 
things that I don’t need repeating! I am hoping to stay with the Capuccins tomorrow in 
Chatillon. No not the monkeys the monks but who knows with this section of the guide! It 
reminds me of my mother’s unique take on the English language.  A monk was a small furry 
mammal, whereas a monkey was a member of a religious order. How she ever became a 
supervisor at Woolie’s I shall never know. Maybe it was because she was an extraordinarily 
decent and kind person? 



St G’s is a residential education centre so everyone gets an en-suite room. Dinner and B&B is 
only €40. It’s great value. I need to save a bit this week as my second week in France and my 
route across Switzerland cost a bomb. 

Had dinner with an unusual mix of people. Food good. Finally got a plate of pasta! A 
Japanese pensioner who I’d already seen at St B; a seriously ill woman receiving care at the 
hospital next door; and the young Italian couple who came in with me. Until around 10pm, 
we three walkers chatted about life, the VF, and making big decisions. 

It still raining heavily, as I’m getting ready for bed.  It’s been raining since 7am and tracks 
will be waterlogged and slippery.  Luckily it’s only a modest overall descent to Chatillon. Pity 
not to have seen more of this very nice place. In another life maybe? 

 

  



Day 40 

9 August 

Beautiful Aosta. Roman ruins. Ferocious dogs. And 30 kms of up and down…. 

Woke early, which is just as well, as my phone turned itself off after a software update. 
Imagine if I’d a plane to catch! It reminds me of a story told to me by a deaf campaigner, 
Jock, to whom it actually happened. Jock was at a convention for deaf people in Helsinki and 
had an early flight to catch, so he asked that he be woken in plenty of time to get ready. He 
reminded the staff that it was no good ringing or knocking. The duty manager seemed to 
have understood and he leaves a note for the night staff. Jock wakes up the next day well 
after his flight had already taken off and complains to the hotel staff.  The indignant staff 
member explained that he did as directed, which was to put a sheet of paper under the 
door with the words “wake up ” scrawled across it! 

Packed and downstairs for breakfast by 7.15 and chatted briefly with the young couple from 
dinner. Thanked staff and was soon striding along the pedestrianised streets of old Aosta in 
the early morning sun, it was quite beautiful. Walked along the ancient via Porta 
Praetoria past Roman arches, walls and even a 2000 year bridge still in use. Just lovely. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stopped to buy a sarnie for later. Mistake. The rather dim woman behind the counter 
neglected to tell me that they weren’t geared up for sarnies. She points to the fridge so I 



select some prosciutto.  All she did was to cut the ciabatta roll badly, open the packet of 
ham, and deposit it in the roll. I could have done that much myself! 

 

    

 

Start the climb out of the city. Walk past the Beauregard hospital. Saw the first black person 
for days. I think she may have a nurse judging by her uniform. The Alps are fairly 
homogenous! 

  

 

The climb to St Christophe is manageable but the following few kms are tough. I thought it 
would be a gentle descent to Chatillon but oh no. The villages of Balma and Moulin are 
pretty. The descent doesn’t start until 2kms from Nus and then it’s steep. Nus was named 
after its distance from Aosta, 9 old Roman miles. Its castle is famous, legend has it that 



Pontius Pilote stayed there en route to France/Gaul where he was exiled for allowing 
Christ’s crucifixion. Not sure how true it is but I did get a decent espresso there! 

 

Crossed the SS, or superstrada, as they say in Norfolk. And walked into the pretty but very 
touristy town of Femis. Good facilities and nice castle but the climb up out of the valley was 
exhausting. Had to take an early lunch break. 

 

The road just kept climbing albeit gradually. Eventually I gave up and cut down to the river. 
Another mistake. The SS was narrow and cars too close.  I find a trail but it’s so steep and 
rickety I can barely climb it. It brings me into a hamlet seemingly full of ferocious 
dogs.  Lucky for me, all chained up. They looked demented with rage. I didn’t hang about 
even after an impossibly old woman took a large stick to two of the monsters. 

I wasn’t sure that the trail went anywhere, especially as it seemed to stop at a long 
abandoned village. Had to find a route down towards the railway line.  I was so tired I 
tripped often but didn’t fall, which as well as there was quite a drop. 

Find a tarmac road into a village which has now been subsumed into West Chatillon.  Just 
another couple of kms, I tell myself. Saw two guys tearing down a poster they seemed not 
to like and letting the paper strips fall to ground. Before I’d realised, Indignant Laurenzi was 
lecturing them about the environment.  He can be so pompous! 



 

 

It’s not bad looking town but it smells damp. Not helped by all the torrents flowing through 
it, now exacerbated by the recent downpours. Get to the Capuccins and there’s not a 
monkey in sight, sadly, neither is there any coffee! I see a guy knocking and join him, 
forming an orderly queue. A concept unknown in Italy and it caused much confusion. Turns 
out that we’re to be room mates for the night. It’s a three-bed room plus a small 
bathroom.  The loo is the now rare, Turkish ceramic hole in the ground, and converts into a 
shower by placing slatted wooden board over it. Sounds, and indeed, looks awful but it sort 
of works in a scary sort of way. 

Short nap followed by a beer and back to rest. I am so tired tonight. My room mate is 
Christian from Veneto. Go to Vespers but turns out it’s a rosary service and the friar leading 
it keeps mentioning me and dedicating prayers to my endeavours. I find it both touching 
and awkward. 

We get something to eat at a nearby cheapy restaurant and chat. He heads for a stroll and 
it’s all I can manage, to walk up the hill back to the room and write this post. It due to rain 
all day tomorrow once more. I’ve seen none of this heatwave indeed it’s so cold sitting on 
the bed that I’m having to use my towel as an extra layer to my bedding. 

As I brushed my teeth I notice the interesting assortment of insect bites on my face. It’s a 
fetching sight and one which will no doubt cause mothers to gather up their children as I 
approach the town of Verres tomorrow, calling quietly to no one in particular, “Esmerelda”! 

 

  



Day 41 

10 August 

Awful weather. Got lost. Slide down a hill and get injured. Land a nice room in the town 
of Verres. 

My roommate left at 6am. Must have been keen, as the storm was still raging. It had rained 
heavily all night. At 8am there was a temporary lull I so left quickly. Headed straight for St 
Vincent. 

  

It’s an interesting place. It is said to host Europe’s largest casino; a Roman bridge; and some 
great shops. On leaving town I pick up a VF trail which just kept rising. Lose the trail and find 
myself stuck on a hilltop. Decide to find a route down, with none available, I begin to 
traverse the slope holding onto various small trees. Until that is until the tree becomes 
uprooted, it and I go flying down the muddy slope still holding onto the said tree. A sore 
bum and covered in mud, I decide to just keep going.  The next few hours were 
horrendously tough. Muddy, slippery, and more than a little dangerous. 

 



 

Eventually reach the pretty village of Ruelle and finally an asphalt surface. The rain is so 
heavy that it’s hurting the top of my head, despite wearing a hat and the poncho hood! 
Decide to leave the high path and head into Montjouvet for a coffee and a break from the 
rain. Decide to walk along the SS and its spray city but as I’m already soaked, I ignore it. And 
about a km later a pavement starts and goes all the way to Verres. Get to hotel early but my 
room wasn’t cleaned! So return to reception until ready. The staff are pleasant and helpful. 

 

 

 

 

Have to dry my gear including my boots. Everything is muddy and I’m making a terrible mess 
in the room. Eventually my stuff is ready to hang up but it’s so damp outside, despite the 
covered balcony, I wonder whether it will dry in time. 



Head out for a quick look around the town. They’ve closed down the TO but when I explain 
it’s to stamp my Credenziale, town hall staff insist they get the mayor. I felt a bit 
embarrassed but when a young guy in jeans and t-shirt shows, I was oddly relieved. We 
shake hands and part company after the official stamping. 

Look for a food shop but there’s only a small supermarket, surprisingly, and yet the food 
available is excellent. Buy fruit and nuts and pop into a bar for a beer. 

During a break in the rain, I leg it back and plan tomorrow’s route. Hang up an assortment of 
washing and head out for a bite. 

Next door’s pizzeria are doing a discount for hotel guests, so I head over. Food fine and 
helpings generous. There’s an eccentric older English couple who talk to the waitress in such 
long and complex sentences in English she can’t possibly gfollow. I see her frustration but 
the couple were just being complimentary about the food. He was asking whereabouts in 
the oven they cook the pizzas. He was waving his arms so wildly I doubt she had a clue what 
was going on. I could have intervened but it seemed rude, a bit like joining a party uninvited. 
I wonder what she’ll make of it, if she considers it at all, later on. 

I have a fetching blue buttock where I landed this morning. I wonder whether it’s righted my 
clicky hip? It’s just starting thundering across the valley. These storms simply won’t go. Italy 
is split north/south. The north is being flooded by storms and the South is on fire. Two areas 
were mentioned on the tv news as suffering severe forest fires, Umbria and Calabria. Which 
by sheer coincidence are the two regions my family are from. My cousin Roberto is a 
firefighter in Reggio, I hope he’s alright. 

It’s hard to sleep deeply when storms rage overhead but worst still is my imagined state of 
the VF trails tomorrow! Will I get another, matching blue buttock? 

 

  



Day 42 

11 August 

Some great sights. Weather improved. A shorter and easier day. And my left buttock 
changes colour once more. 

Thunder and lightning most the night. It was quite a sight. Fortunately the storm stopped by 
the morning but it left a very damp, cool, and cloudy day. Can’t complain as it didn’t rain all 
day. The effects on the streams and rivers has been severe. Lots of which spilt over their 
banks but no real damage.  The tornado was very much worse further south.  It’s now due 
to be sunny for a couple of days around here.  I’ll probably moan about the heat by the end 
of the weekend! 

Tremendous breakfast at the Hotel Evancon. Varied and tasty spread only the coffee could 
have been improved. Nice little hotel. My hip was sore this morning. The bruising turned 
from bluish to yellowish. It’s a fetching sight, the colour not my bottom that is! 

Within a few minutes of starting off I meet young couple, Aida and Michele, whom I’d met 
in Aosta. Unusually, I walked with them for most of the day. He has downloaded Outdoor 
Activ onto his phone and loves it. It was Pete R who put me into it. 

  

I probably missed a few things from chatting too much. Walked through some stunning 
scenery.  Most of the route was fairly flat and on a solid surface albeit inside a deep valley. 
The first place was Arnad, renowned for its pork fat products like lard. Here it’s seen as a 
really positive thing, back home it’s like saying it’s a town renowned for its athlete’s foot! 

The town of Hone was stunning.  It’s a medieval town spanning the Dora Balthea and Ayasse 
rivers. At the far end of town is the district of Bard. Not a sign of Shakespeare anywhere but 
its ancient fortress is astonishing. Apparently it’s used as a backdrop in lots of films and TV. 
The VF trail winds past a site of Neolithic importance, unfortunately called, Archeoparc! 



 

We’re soon outside of Donnas.  Where there’s an unchanged section of Roman road plus an 
arch. It still has wagon wheel tracks clearly visible. Absurdly I had to touch the surface. It 
been around 2200 years and I am just another of the many millions of pedestrians who’ve 
walked along it. 

 

The town of Donnas has some lovely frescoes in all sorts of random places. The town 
seemed to blend into Pont St Martin.  It too was very attractive. It had an amazing, whole 
Roman bridge from 1st century BC and still used by traffic! 



 

We decided to have a plate of pasta. Delicious penne with a matriciana sauce made, of 
course, with local pork fat. I could have eaten three plate fulls. We part company and I go in 
search of the TO. No luck, so try the town hall but no one about. Gave up; walked about the 
place taking a few photos. Just had to walk, over the Roman bridge! 

  

A few short kms later I’m in Carema at Carla’s hotel. Carla grumpy at first but soon warmed 
up. Finally got my Credenziale stamped! Looked at tomorrow’s detailed route and it’s long 
but straightforward. I’m doing two short stages in a day. 

Search for 30mins for the recommended restaurant which I eventually find but its full and 
I’m not encouraged to wait by grumpy waitress. See lots of VF walkers inside, which I 
recognise. 

Walk miles looking for somewhere to eat. I’m starving at this point.  Finally find another of 
the recommended eateries but it’s closed for the holidays! At this point any residual 



humour, I may have been born with, left me. Eventually find a pizzeria half way up a hill 
sadly didn’t fancy one but when you’re hungry you don’t get fussy. 

Food good but service variable. Can’t believe how cold it was outside and me with no hat. 
People still arriving at Carla’s and it’s almost 10pm. Lots of overseas number plates visible in 
the small car park out front. 

Looking forward to tomorrow’s revised stage to Ivrea. I’m confused as to tomorrow’s 
accommodation. It’s called the canoe club. Maybe it’s a floating hostel? 

  

 

  



Day 43 

12 August 

Flying start. Hip hopping.  Meet new folk. And re-meet some earlier ones. 

Awful wind last night. Not me silly, the gusts down the valley. I had to open all the external 
blinds to stop them rattling. At first I thought it was the person in the room next door 
arriving late and unsure how the blinds worked. I even swore at them, through the wall that 
is, then felt bad about it, as it was eventually clear that all the blinds were rattling. I had 
hoped to say something over breakfast but they’d left before sunrise; probably afraid they 
might meet the loon shouting at them in English in the middle night. 

Breakfast in the bar. Carla seemed stressed and was clearly running late. She’d made a 
wonderfully light sponge cake as part of breakfast. Couldn’t finish breakfast, so took a cream 
croissant with me. In this region they call croissants brioche. Odd local variation. 

Within a few minutes I’d crossed from Valdosta to Piedmont, which means literally, foot of 
the mountain. It too is strongly influenced by French. The guidebook says that this section of 
the VF is characterised by gentle, flat trails.  Obviously the author has not walked this 
morning’s route. It was very steep for an hour or so.  Some of the abandoned farmhouses 
and church buildings were interesting, old, and characterful. There was a hill top hotel for 
sale plus several 19th century industrial buildings. Tempting as it was to fantasize owning 
one of them, making them work is a whole other thing! 

 

 

 

The path up and back down was, for about an hour, very dangerous, especially for anyone 
with injuries or inflexible joints. I only just managed but even then my knees and hips 
ached.  I can’t believe I reached the half way point in 150 minutes. Had a coffee and a long 
break in Borgofranco and the owner confirmed it usually takes around 180. Must be Carla’s 
cake! Sadly, later I slowed down considerably and had to avoid the next climb and it’s hilltop 
lake, as my bruised hip had started hurting. Got lost trying to piece together an alternative 
route; during which time a dog actually tried to bite the back of my leg. Italian dogs do seem 
to understand English profanities and generally back off. 



 

Got to Ivrea at 1pmish, just it was beginning to heat up. The town has an amazing castle 
which for centuries was used as a prison, until 1970s. It has a large river flowing through it 
and they’ve used their system of weirs to create an internationally renowned canoe course. 

 

As I had to hang about until 3pm to check in, decided to eat. The black eagle restaurant was 
just up the road.  The food was fine. Ended up there again this evening with Lorenzo and 
Marco. I am staying at the same B&B as them tomorrow. I’m in an 8-berth dorm with five 
Italian guys. The three others were a foursome who followed me down from CGSB. The 
fourth seems to have dropped out or been eaten by the other three. They are Tuscan after 
all! 

On the way back to the digs, a woman calls my name. In Italy I tend to ignore it as I don’t 
know anyone this far north. Turns that I did. It was the couple I met at breakfast in 
Etroubles, who’d managed to confuse Mr Repeater. I loved the expression on Michaela’s 
face when I described the bathroom in Chatillon, ie the combined toilet shower! 

We chatted for about an hour until most of us had given enough blood to the mosquito 
species to start a whole series of interesting new mutations.  Maybe we could have a 
mosquito which just buzzed in your ears but didn’t bite. Or one which just caresses your skin 
with its wings. I can dream can’t I? 



Tomorrow there’ll be lots of mozzies as it’s the start of Italy’s version of paddy fields. I’ll be 
crossing the largest rice producing area in Europe. Assuming I don’t catch malaria from all 
these insect bites, I should reach Roppolo tomorrow afternoon. 

 

  



Day 44 

13 August 

More fierce dogs. Very old churches. Another bout of retching. Endless vineyards. And 
goodbye to the mountains for now. 

Room mates Lorenzo and Marco up at 5.45 and later learn they had departed at 6.30. I sort 
myself a little breakfast and leave around 7.30. The town of Ivrea is still very much asleep. 
As I cross the river and look back towards the hostel the sound of the weir, across the Dora, 
is still deafening but it quickly disappears by the time I reach the first square. A couple of 
late party goers head home and a handful of older folk, seem to shuffle along staying close 
to the edges but where are they going? Church, bakeries, or to run some urgent errand. 

As I head out of town towards Cascinette I follow behind an old man who seemed to be 
having his very own phlegm expulsion competition.  I hurry past him as I didn’t want any 
passers-by to think that awful sound was coming from me. 

Miss the VF turning early on but join it just a couple of kms later. Cascinette, Burolo, and 
Bollengo are pretty ugly and I try hard to get through them quickly. Take a short break 
sitting on a crash barrier. Had I gone a bit further, as far of the first of the ancient churches, I 
could have enjoyed a bench in the shade. Took a couple of photos of the fifth century 
building. It really doesn’t look that old. I don’t hang about as the smell from the cow shed 
opposite is rather overpowering. 

 

Look for coffee in the town of Palazzo but its dead and there’s no evidence that it has any 
shops at all. I try to ask an older woman about coffee but couldn’t hear her above the 
deafening sound of around 8/9 very aggressive dogs; we had to move away just to have a 
conversation. A shame as it’s not a bad sort of place.  

I’m surprised how much is open in the neighbouring town of Piverone just 4kms away. 
There’s even a brass band playing, presumably to welcome me! I later learn it’s the village’s 
annual fair. I would have stayed but felt sick plus the central feature of the day seemed to 
be a display of antique tractors! Buy some supplies and head out. Find the ruins of a sweet 
chapel, climb in and eat lunch.  On the way there had another bout of retching along the 
trail through endless vineyards. Not sure what causes it. I do know I’m an idiot for drinking 
espresso when I’m hungry. 



 

Feel better and walk into Viverone which also seems to have taken a day off! Not sure I saw 
another pedestrian, just a few cars driving through. 

A beautiful chapel has its doors open, so I enter.  Light candles for my parents.  It’s the 
chapel of St Defendante. Never heard of him but unsurprisingly, as he’s a sort of patron 
saint of farm workers. Well, he was hardly going to be for deep sea divers or husky mushers, 
located here! 

My destination of Roppolo seems pleasant enough. About three large B&B’s on entry. But it 
too seems to be dormant. Find my digs and it’s a very nice sort of converted large 
farmhouse. I’m the first to arrive, soon followed by M&L who had been for a swim in the 
lake. I got enough bites despite applying the anti-mozz rollon, without stripping off so they 
could get at the rest of me! 

Wash a pile of clothes and of course fall asleep until 5pm! Lots of friends of the owner, 
Susanna, arrive and they all take off together. 

Another two walkers arrive, Francesca and Thomas, whom I share room with. At 7.30 all five 
of us go for a bite to eat in the only place open. It’s pretty good and reasonably priced. As 
we leave the owner insists we try his very own 60° grappa. Tastes like alcoholic toilet 
cleaner but he’s very proud of, so I keep my opinions to myself. 

M&L are concerned about today’s Supercoppa, a sort of Italian Charity Shield. I hide away in 
my corner and let everyone do their thing. I have an easy day ahead of me tomorrow, 
14kms but I need to find where to pick up the key for the dorm. Apparently it’s in cafe…a 
likely tale! 

 

  



Day 45 

14 August 

Short walk. Lots of dogs. No breaks. And dinner for 10. 

Nice start, all five of us had breakfast in the garden; which coincided with the start of my 
insect invasion; a battle that I was always going to lose that day. Said good bye to everyone 
but ended up travelling with M&L all the way to Santhia. 

A fast pace of around 5kph without breaks meant that we were sitting in a cafe eating a 
second breakfast at just after 11am. It was like having a rest day. I’ll try this model for a bit 
longer ie skipping rest days and having easy days instead. You thought I meant second 
breakfasts, I’m not a hobbit, after all! 

The entire walk was through farmland.  A mix of maize, soya, and rice. I had never seen a 
soya plant before. The green part is a bit like potato crossed with broad bean. It’s a pity that 
the final produce isn’t! At times we couldn’t chat over the volume of dogs barking. Most of 
whom were tiny pinchers. 

Whilst farmland is generally easy to walk through because it’s flattish, around here it has the 
added factor of mosquitos. I mean millions of them.  At one point Lorenzo noticed my 
rucksack was covered in them. I had become a sort of entomological version of meals on 
wheels! 

Not one rest point or cafe along the 15kms. Today I learned that Marco’ s first name is 
actually Gualtiero, or Walter to you! He designs printed circuit boards. We had a hurried 
drink and toasted sarnie and parted company, Marco’s treat. The bread was surprisingly 
awful, it would have made Mother’s Pride taste good! 

I had yet to find the hostel but knew it was nearby. It was around the corner in the main 
square but was locked, so tried the cafe and then the named estate agents, both closed, so 
rang Mario as his details were on the door. He turns up on his bike very soon 
afterwards.  He’s a kind and unassuming sort of guy and suggests that I sleep downstairs by 
the office as its cooler. It turns out the two party-groups, who’d stayed in Piverone 
yesterday, were upstairs. 

Sort the usual stuff and I’m ready by 2pm. Decide to visit the local Coop supermarket for 
some bits.  I don’t think it’s related to our Coop as there were no GM products visible and 
they were genuinely helpful and probably ethical! 

Eat a massive ciabatta roll stuffed with black olive flavoured cream cheese and mortadella. 
Nice. Sleep for a second time. Go to Vespers which lasted all of 15 minutes and was a little 
dull despite the priest being a respectable tenor. 

Arrange to eat with the three Tuscans, who in turn had arranged to eat with a group of five; 
two more Tuscans and three Lombards. Tuscans struggle with the letter C; it comes out as 
an H. It’s not only amusing to my facile mind but difficult to follow what they’re saying. 

Another Tuscan, Ricardo, turns up late on his bike. Not sure whether it was a delayed 
reaction to something Norman Tebbitt may have said in the 1980s! They are all very nice to 



me and quite attentive. Italians are known to be nice to children, older people and sick 
animals. Not sure which category I’d been put in? 

We meet in the same cafe as the awful sarnies and notice there’s what I assume to be a 
homeless person sitting behind me. I see that he’s reading a VF book, so talk to him in 
English. Turns out he too started from Canterbury and has nowhere to sleep tonight. I direct 
the Columbian, Sergio, to the hostel and to call Mario and within minutes he’s back and has 
a place. Turns out he’s in my room, and he lives in London. We stop talking, after sharing 
football allegiances, he is after all, a Chelsea supporter! 

Dinner goes well and is even funny at times. I just can’t see them getting up at 5am! I cover 
myself in ammonia to stop me scratching the 30 or so bites, most of which are on my head 
and face. It’s given me an unusual look, a sort of Quasimodo crossed with Tom the Barge. If 
you’re not from LB, you won’t know Tom but just to say he would not have made it as face 
model, even in Bedfordshire! Tomorrow apparently is worse still, as it’s 26kms of rice fields. 
I can only imagine what I will look like by the end of the day! 

Sergio seems hyperactive and Ricardo sniffs. It will just take for me start snoring and we’ll 
have an orchestra of nocturnal sounds! 

  

  

 

  



Day 46 

15 August 

It’s a holy day. Got lost.  Awful allergic reaction to something. See amazing wetland wildlife. 
Have fun with new friends. 

Woke feeling awful. I could feel something coming on yesterday and through the night. 
Heard the group leave around 5.30ish but stayed put for another hour. Ricardo was the first 
to leave at 7; followed by me at 7.15; not sure about Sergio, as he turned up at the hostel 
this evening around 5.30. Where’s he been all day? 

Been trying to think what I could be recently allergic to. It’s either all the chemical sprays 
people have been using to deter mozzies or it could be the salted peanuts I bought 
yesterday. It might just be me reacting to my own arrogance and unrealistically high self 
confidence. It’s enough to make anyone sneeze! 

Got to cafe around the corner in a couple of minutes and had an enjoyable breakfast. The 
nice woman who works there promised me she’d have pastries ready in time and she did. 
Gave her a big tip, the no.13 at 2.30 at Newmarket. I can’t think why she had no idea what I 
was talking about? 

In a few minutes I’d crossed the railway line via an absurdly long ramp and was soon at St 
Rocco’s chapel. I was disappointed, I was expecting more. It may well have a marvellous 
fresco inside but it needs to be open for people to see it. It also had a large yellow neon 
cross on top.  More Vegas than rural Italy! 

I got lost at this point. The guidebook brought me back to the town. Could I find the stated 
left turn off the bridge. After crossing it a number of times I gave up. Felt awful anyway and 
wasn’t thinking straight.  Caught a train to Vercelli, today’s destination and walked back half 
way towards Santhia, later retracing my steps to Vercelli. About 21 instead 27kms. I 
surprised and confused the gang by meeting them going in the opposite direction! I get in 
an hour after them. Everyone is washed, soon fell asleep. Someone’s phone rang around 
5pm and everyone got up and somehow ended up in an outdoor section of a bar. 

Vercelli has a nice historic centre but quite ugly on the outskirts. Its endless rice fields don’t 
help make it any more appealing. Aside from millions of insects, there were egrets, ibis, two 
types of heron, and remarkably, musk rats. During a sneezing bout, it frightened a small 
group of quite large musk rats, who scuttled down the river bank into the safety of the 
water. 

My revised turning point was Montonero. It looks like one of the numerous places built by 
Mussolini to bring the backward countryside into the 20th century. Most of the houses look 
like nobody’s ever lived in them and remain boarded up. 



 

A quick update on my Tom the Barge look. I have a few more facial bumps and a fair few on 
my legs including my knees.  I thought these were out of bounds to mosquito? Someone 
should tell them! 

The walk back into town seemed longer. The sun was at its hottest, 34°c. The staff at the 
Sancti Eusebi hostel were great. They had an outdoor sink for clothes washing but it was in 
the sun. Good for drying clothes, bad for one’s head! 

I have miscalculated tomorrow’s distance; I had it as 17 but it’s 35! Will now leave a bit 
earlier.  Left the gang at the restaurant as it’s their last night. All of them leave the VF for 
this year. I couldn’t walk a few sections each year, I’d never finish. 

I am so tired that I’ll drop straight off but will no doubt get woken by the drunken crowd 
returning. Today was Ferr’Augosto, a holy day dedicated to the Madonna, so fewer people 
were around and most places were closed. I’m getting eaten by mozzies but don’t want to 
apply the citronella roll-on, just in case it’s what’s making me feel bad? 

Will I recover. Will I make it to Mortara. Will the sun bake me. I expect that, that will form 
basis of tonight’s dreams! 

 

  



Day 47 

16 August 

Great start. Had most of my gear prepped and in the hallway, so not to wake up the other 7 
cellmates but in the end most of them got up anyway. Davide, one of the hostel volunteers, 
made me a quick continental plus a pot of espresso! 

Was on the road by 7.15 and really pushing it. Walked around 5kph for 2 1/2 hours all the 
way to Palestro. On the way saw another muskrat swimming lazily towards a bridge.  A large 
buzzard soaring above. Dozens of ibis and egrets in the rice fields. The whole thing could 
have been set in Asia. 

Waste 30mins looking for a cafe and for info but back on the road by 11ish. Had a coffee 
and cake in a Chinese run cafe. I actually ate two as I’d snuck one into my bag at breakfast. 
The young guy serving was oddly rude, not sure how long he will last. 

Decided not to take the long route via more rice fields but instead to take the road to 
Robbio. It was so quick I’m now about an hour ahead of time. References to Napoleon and 
his invasion of northern Italy, and the battle of Palestro, everywhere. I didn’t see the 
renowned ossuary. Mind you after visiting the deeply upsetting (Pol Pot’s) Killing Fields in 
Cambodia a few years ago, not sure I feel the need today to see more human bones. 

Robbio was quite nice. All the factories and workshops were closed for the holidays, so very 
few people about. Decided to re-join the path at this point. Lots of rice fields, plantation 
trees, and irrigation canals. I’ve had an accompanying sound for these past three days, a plip 
plop, as I approach.  It’s the sound of frogs launching themselves into the water, making an 
oddly comforting sound. 

Reach the aptly named Mortara around 2ish and the only place open and willing to do food 
was a Chinese run cafe.  A very handsome young couple but so miserable. Ate my second-
rate roll and left. Walked along a depressingly awful road with abandoned factories and 
terrible social housing until I reached the Abbaye.  Was let in early by Franca a friendly no 
nonsense, older woman. In fact, there are no friars or monks here at all. I’m in a large room 
with 8 fold-down beds. In the end there’s 11 guests for dinner and staying overnight. We 
collectively agree to a 6.30 breakfast! Keen bunch. 

Nice meal. Risotto a formaggio, followed by chicken escalopes and salad. Fruit to round off. 
Plus 4 bottles of red between us. My kind of grub. 

After dinner, a small group of us chat about stuff like motivation; travel; and the nature of 
god. By 9pm everyone’s tucked in bed, whilst I write this post. 

Just realised that I didn’t get a nap this afternoon but did rest for a couple of hours. 3 people 
in from Vercelli, so four of us walked it. The rest walked from Robbio. Met three nice 
Americans tonight: Frank, Danny, and Cindy. 

The dorm hall is next to a wonderful 5th century chapel, renovated by Charlemagne in the 
8th century. His name literally means big/magnificent Carlo. I think there’s something there I 
can work with….. 



Day 48 

17 August 

Tough walk. Fierce heat. An industrial yellow brick road. 

 Franca marshals us half asleep folk up for breakfast at 6.30; by 7am all 11 people are on the 
road. The first hour was slightly dull, as it was the same landscape as the past 3 days, mostly 
rice fields. It was great watching the sun come up and to start to burn off the heavy dew. I 
took a break by a radar station around 8am but had nowhere to sit. The second hour was 
characterised by more rice fields, heavy humidity, and increasing temperatures. Had a 
second break also standing up and enjoyed a nectarine plus a handful of freebie biscuits, the 
sort they serve with an espresso. 

Finally, got to somewhere with a café - Tromello. Had a cream doughnut and an espresso. 
Whilst sitting outside, a VF volunteer came past to chat. An old guy, and like almost 
everyone in the past 3 days, riding about on a bike. Not a sign of lycra anywhere. He came 
back minutes later with a VF badge. Sweet guy. He seemed really pleased to see someone 
doing the entire route. 

Decide to take an alternative route and plot a course to Garlesco. The first 30 minutes are 
textbook but then the path ends. The app says it continues but the visible path goes miles in 
the wrong direction. I assume it’s only a bamboo barrier for about 100mts or so and can 
push through it. The leaves were sharp and cut my skin with ease. The path was in fact a 
narrow space between rice fields, held together with young bamboo. At the end I had 
assumed the path would materialise but no it’s 200m to my left, of even denser bamboo. By 
now I’m covered in sweat, grass seeds and an assortment of insects. Stumble many times 
but manage not to fall into a paddy. Get to the end and there’s a 5m wide river blocking my 
exit. Retrace my steps a bit and spot a 4inch wide sluice gate across the stream.  How I 
didn’t fall off it, I don’t know.  I am now filthy, bleeding and behind schedule. Walk the 
remaining 3kms into the nice town of Garlesco but feel self-conscious of my appearance. 

Find a bakery and buy a small bready, aubergine pizza and an Italian sausage roll. Walk to 
the far side of town looking for a fountain but find none, so choose a concrete bench, partly 
in the shade, for an early lunch.  Meet father and son Roberto and Ricardo, who’d been at 
both Vercelli and Mortara with me but we had not really spoken. They were heading on and 
keen to arrive at tonight’s destination. I told them of my stupidity but neither looked 
surprised. I wanted ask why but thought better of it just in case they thought I was just the 
sort of idiot to do something like that! 

Decide I might follow the road another km and then join the official VF track a bit further 
down. Get to the identified spot and cross the railway line but the route to the VF track is 
blocked by a high fence. There is however a brick road running parallel to the railway line. 
Get out the binos and it seems to stretch for miles, so follow it right into the start of 
Gropello. The only thing along this new and unused road are two factories, both as yet 
unopened. It reminds me of Calabria, where almost all the new public buildings remain 
unfinished. It’s an old trick perpetrated by the mafia. Demanding vast quantities of dosh to 
finish the job. 



It turns out that the VF trail is really dusty, which explains why my boots were muddy brown 
and the others a white/grey. 

Gropello, from the little I’ve seen, is a bit dull. There are four of us guys plus waiting for a 
woman to occupy the third room. I’m sharing a room with Sergio whom I’ve seen regularly 
since helping him in Santhia. R&R sort shopping for dinner; Roberto cooks whilst he and I 
chat in the super-heated kitchen. It’s a lovely meal, tuna pasta in a tomato sauce, followed 
by turkey steaks, salad and bread plus of course 3 bottles of local red. Nectarines for 
dessert, which came to €6 each! Ricardo even washed up, all I did was set the table and 
tease Sergio all evening. 

The woman traveller doesn’t show, so I now don’t feel bad about having eaten most of her 
share of the grub, we’d set aside! 

Late start tomorrow and short walk of around 14kms. It will feel like a rest day. I hope to get 
a chance to see a bit of Pavia. I no doubt will dream of fighting through an endless sea of 
bamboo, in a quest for a holy cafe, in order to rescue an espresso and cream cake, from the 
hands of an evil rice grower! 

 

  



Day 49 

18 August 

See a huge fungi. Walk “through” a bridge. Get eaten alive by mosquitoes. And enter a 
beautiful pre-Roman city. 

I am the last to leave. Had hoped for a longer lay-in but the church bells went wild at 7.30, 
so got up. Sergio left around 6am as he had about 41kms ahead of him. Father and son, 
R&R, were going to Pavia, and then quitting for this year. 

Had breakfast downstairs in the church run cafe/bar. Popped in to say hello to St George the 
Martyr and an impressive church it is too. A little Baroque esp first thing. Gropello, a small 
town, must have about a dozen cafes open and buzzing with life. In marked contrast to most 
of France! One small fly in the ointment is there’s a bar called, LUNCH, which only opens in 
the evenings! 

It’s a predictable landscape. Rice fields, irrigation canals, bamboo hedges, and occasional 
soya. After a few days it’s a little boring. There’s a small gradient leading to my first stop, 
Villanova. It’s a bit quiet as most businesses are on holiday but the town centre cafe is open. 
To my surprise they had a pain au raisin.  Locally called a girello con uvetta, and very nice it 
was too. 

Saw a couple of agritourism sites which clearly were being used to house African refugees. 
Not sure putting dozens of young men in a fenced off environment is a good idea. Saw a 
large specimen of a wonderful fungi, chicken of the woods, growing at right angles from a 
tall tree. A beautiful gold, yellow, orange mix. 

 

The path follows the meanders of the Ticino, a tributary to the mighty Po, Italy’s longest and 
most important river. I wouldn’t mention that fact to anyone in Rome! The river is 
impressive as it’s birdlife but the mozzies are even biting me inside my boots. How can that 
be? 



 

Meet one the numerous walkers called Ricardo and we chat until Pavia. He works as a rep 
for German steel giants, Wurth. It’s his first walk of this kind and he seems to have enjoyed 
it. He’s also at Santa Cristina tomorrow evening. He is dressed from head to foot, literally, in 
new, grey gear. 

Before meeting him, I had asked at two pop-up bars and neither would give me any tap 
water. This surprised me, as Italians are known for their welcoming nature.  It meant I had 
to make a half litre last almost two hours. Not easy in 34°C temperatures. 

 

We enter the ancient city of Ticinium, Pavia today, by crossing the Po by means of a covered 
bridge. It’s a beautiful piece of design engineering. On the far side we part company and 
head to our respective B&Bs. The owner rang earlier and didn’t seem happy to come back to 
let me in before 2pm. I made it clear that I’d go elsewhere. Finally find the spot, it’s behind a 
trendy bar, called Mood. 

Cristian, the owner, turns up moments after I do, so he could not have been 20kms 
away.  The small apartment is behind the trendy bar which he also owns. He casually 
mentions it’s a two bed flat and he’s hoping to fill the other room. I am a bit annoyed at this 
news plus there’s no breakfast. The advertised price of €32 becomes 50 with tax and 
cleaning fees! 

He turns up later on with a woman who is booking it for her two friends. Not what I bought 
into, plus the A.C. is broken, which makes me fractious. 



Pop out, do some shopping and get my Credenziale stamped by 2 nice young women in the 
local TO. Back at base enjoy a homemade sarnie made of sliced pancetta on Pugliese bread 
with a generous spread of Aosta butter. 

The heat in town and in the flat are overpowering.  Head out and visit the cathedral. A 
magnificent building, sadly is held upright by concrete blocks. The bell tower collapsed in 
1989 and most of one side of the building with it. 

Joined a service half way through, at a lovely red brick church. Predictable demographic of 
the congregation. I felt positively young and proud of it. 

 

Decide not to bother with a cold beer, so head back for a real lemonade, which I sip whilst 
prepping dinner. Ask Cristian how to use the TV. It now only receives 3 channels, and one of 
these is the regional station for Naples! 

Get email from old friend Chris P who was in Barcelona, and had to be escorted out by 
police, past dead bodies. Awful incident for everybody. I am sure many people there will 
feel, rightly, relieved it didn’t happen to them, but PTSD is the sort of condition which 
creeps up on you, when you least expect it. Lots of madness about this week. 

Head back, cook, watch a wildlife documentary on mimicry. I’m sure it was made by the 
Beeb and edited down for an Italian audience. 

Need to be up early tomorrow, only hope the pair next door are quiet. Really tired and my 
legs are sore. I’ll probably dream of being chased across endless paddy fields by terrorists 
dressed as Ronald McDonald! 

 

  



Day 50 

19 August 

Snakes but no ladders. Great breakfast and a good dinner. Frustrating divide between guide 
book and local signs. 

Woke early and irritated that the second bedroom was rented out which meant I had to 
make virtually no noise in making breakfast, plus they had nicked my fresh bottle of water 
from the fridge.  I begrudgingly left them bread, butter and a full pack of coffee. 

My breakfast was marvellous.  Cold sausages, German rye, a fried egg, and a stove top 
espresso machine full of coffee. 

The walk out of town was long but straightforward.  My knee had been hurting all night and 
wasn’t getting better. Cross a canal which links Pavia to Milan, it’s elegant and very straight, 
unlike its counterpart, the Grand Union, back home. 

 

I spot the three Americans I’d met in Mortara and we walk together for about 4 hours. My 
knee improves around 8am for no apparent reason.  It makes no sense how or why. 

We follow the signs rather the guides and it’s a pleasant enough walk through San 
Leonardo. Belgioso was a nice little town, where we took a good break. I left the guys 
around 11.45 hoping to finish by around 1pm, instead it was 3pm! 



 

The guide says to go by road which would have been 8kms but the signs take you a very long 
way around. The 8 soon became nearer 18! I walked past possibly the ugliest house I’ve ever 
seen and it was up for sale! There were forced detours around huge sandpits; past snake 
tracks; and a strange weir. Whilst eating my sarnie a caterpillar slid down the back of my 
neck and I think it triggered a weird reaction as both my arms went dappled. Which would 
look fine on the underbelly of a trout but less attractive on human limbs. 

 

 

Got as far Casa dei Nobili and ran out of water.  Luckily it’s elegant cemetery had a tap and a 
toilet. The final 3kms through rice and maize fields were hard. The planned 26kms were 
closer to 36 and my body was feeling it. My left shoulder was so sore but couldn’t do 
anything about it, whilst still wearing the large rucksack. 

The hostel is fine and only €10 a night but without any food or drinks provided. Inside was 
Ricardo, who was hobbling. He is going home tonight after a large heel blister burst. At 4.30 
I become concerned that my three American chums haven’t arrived. Get dressed and go 
out. They are just a few metres away but seriously tired. Help them in and spirits soon rise. 



We four head to church next door but it’s a mass not Vespers. The church was Baroque and 
very warm.  We come back to sort some domestic stuff out. Decide to eat out, which is as 
well as it’s like an oven in the kitchen! 

Go for a pizza and salad plus booze. Nice waitress who was patient with us. She was 
rewarded by us underpaying €10 and she had to run after us.  A bit embarrassing, in fact 
Danny went back to apologise. The guys paid for me, which was kind. 

We chatted about our motives for this sort of trip. I find that sort of conversation 
interesting.  It tells a lot about the person. During our discussion we were left with the 
unanswered question:  could one tell the difference between genetic memory and an old 
soul? What do the philosophers say? 

Have another slog planned for tomorrow to Piacenza or maybe Montale. Need my beauty 
sleep uninterrupted by furry caterpillars or waitresses chasing me! 

 

  



Day 51 

20 August 

Pains, trains, and absolutely no automobiles. Lots of errors, miscalculations, and 
misjudgements. Ended up in Fiorenzuola instead of Piacenza or Montale. 

I had shared a room with my three American chums who were planning a late start, 
whereas, I was due out around 6.30; as it turned out they too woke up early and so got 
ready. Not sure what they were planning today, I really should have asked. I think it was 
Orio Litto. 

Said my goodbyes and we agreed to try to meet in Rome in about 5/6 weeks. I’m hoping to 
finish the VF in about 4/5 weeks and then scoot down to see my sister, for a few days before 
my Vatican event on 4th. I also want to spend time with Don and Giovanna from Hostage 
Italia around 30th/1st. That was a long way for me to say that early October is a viable time 
to meet up with Frank, Cindy and Danny. 

 

 

 

It’s the first time, on this trip, I’ve hit the road with an empty stomach. It being a Sunday and 
very early, there’s nothing open locally. Am very soon at the VF trail by St Cristina station 
and a decent grassy path opens up. It was lovely catching the sunrise albeit over transport 
infrastructure! The grassy path gets increasingly unruly, made worse by dew. I lean down to 
remove what I thought was a stone from inside the ankle of my boot, not sure who was 
more surprised, me or the grasshopper that leapt through my fingers!  The path is situated 
on a bank, so by nature, not wide. After a couple of near slips into the irrigation canal, I 
decide to strike out. Cross the railway line and a large field sewn with clover, and onto a 
very quiet “statale”. Leg it into the outskirts of Miradolo; I’m the first customer for breakfast 
at a small but clearly very popular cafe, situated close to the station. A short hop to 
Chignolo, again on the road and not the VF path. Lambrini next; which sounds like an awful, 
cheap white wine popular at hen parties in Basildon. Am I being unkind? 

I begin to get a pain in my right groin; which, by coincidence, Cindy mentioned yesterday, 
might be hip-related. As always, my approach is to ignore the pain. By Orio Litto it’s hard to 



walk, so stop in the shade to review. This is where I spot my miscalculation; I’ve not added 
in the mileage for my chosen optional route of the VF trail which I’m now on. Had it down as 
a long 34 but it’s 16kms more. There’s no way I would attempt that; and now I’m having to 
take shorter steps so as not to exacerbate the pain/injury. 

It’s bad enough that I’m walking like someone who should have worn an incontinence pad 
and is now dealing with the results; but you can’t exactly look at your groin on a park bench 
or massage it, like you might a foot or even a shoulder. 

Make enquiries; there are no buses today but there’s a station close by. I’m soon on a slow 
and very smelly diesel train heading to Piacenza. It’s a short ride even with a change at 
Casapusterlongo. I have no pilgrim accommodation info on the town, so head over to the 
TO. Helpful but oddly unsympathetic pair of young women tell me my options are: local 
hotels, which seem expensive; taxi or walk 5kms to Montale, which has a hostel; or get a 10 
minute train ride to Fiorenzuola, which has a hostel close by. They did say there’s a local 
youth hostel nearby but in such a way that I was put off asking any questions or pursuing it 
as an option. 

 

Armed with these rather poor choices, and still in pain, decide to have a beer but instead my 
eye catches the word “granita”, a sort of iced drink, commonly espresso flavoured, served 
with a type of Chantilly cream. In my mother’s home town, Reggio, it comes with an orange 
brioche as standard, and quite possibly the best I’ve ever had. Sadly, here it comes with 
nothing; had to ask for the cream, and they sell nothing that even looks like a real brioche. 
To add insult to injury there’s no espresso flavour and they bring me a strawberry flavoured 
one in a tall glass. I decide that I’m going to enjoy it even though it cost €5! 

Look at my options and decide to catch a short train ride to Fiorenzuola. Start fresh 
tomorrow and try to do something about my groin strain tonight. Take a few photos of the 
town as I head to the station. Pop into the Duomo to get my Credenziale stamped.  They’re 
an irritating bunch of helpers located in a room which could have appeared in a Pratchett 
novel; the situation is not helped by my humour having hired a car and gone for a beach 
holiday without me! 



.i 

 

Fiorenzuola is like a ghost town and it’s an oppressive 34°c. Hostel has a late opening slot 
and I’m a few minutes early so sit on my rucksack and lean into a shady corner. I hadn’t 
noticed I’d nodded off until a stern volunteer spoke loudly to me. To make it worse I 
couldn’t get up as my legs had seized. I had to rollover on all fours. Thankfully there were no 
witnesses to my shame! 

I’m sharing a four bed room with someone constantly wearing an over-confident smirk. I 
don’t engage much and anyway he’s busy clearing his sinuses with a series of grunts and 
rough inhalation. I wanted to say that he’s either already dislodged whatever was in there 
or it’s not going anywhere! I had thought to say it in English but chickened out. I just hope 
he doesn’t do this in sleep. If he does, I think I’ll squirt warm, salty water up his nose and see 
what happens! He might actually think his entire set of facial sinuses have emptied in one 
dramatic go! 

Go in search of food. Walk to edge of town and only a pizza place open. Order a beer whilst I 
consider just how many pizzas I can eat on this trip? Decide not to have one but find nothing 
else. Am told of small Indian shop. Oddly surreal place. The fruit and veg were fine but the 
dry goods were a very odd mix.  I had to laugh when I spotted an entire range of tinned fish 
called CRAP. It must surely have been a mis-spelling of carp? No one in their right mind 
would market a product called crap. Mind you Ford are said to have come up with the 
model name, Capri, at the 11th hour, when it’s original choice Caprinolo, which was found 
to mean goat shit in many parts of Europe!  

Two more cyclists have joined our room, it’s now a furnace, in part driven by body heat. 

Had a nice chat with Gianni and Cristina in the dining/common room. She lives in Battersea 
and is taking a sabbatical.  She too is heading southbound on the VF. Gianni has a 2 day ride 
back to his home in Brescia. My bed makes me itch and the mozzies are going nuts, just like 
young butterflies on buddleia. 

Hoping everything is tiptop tomorrow morning and I can walk normally. I say normally but 
that’s in the context of broken knee (R) cartilage (since I was 15!) and a clicky hip (L)! Got a 
postcard from my humour saying he was having a great time without me. Nice!  

 



Day 52 

21 August 

Less pain; no trains; and just one automobile. Too many fierce dogs. Got lost, again. 

After a roasting night with four men in a small room, I was surprisingly well rested. The 
cyclists were up at 5.30, lights on, making noise and taking forever to go. They took so long, 
that despite me getting out of bed at 6.30, I still left before them. Talk about faffing around! 

Found a cafe about 50mts away and was striding out of town by 7.30am. Trying to keep my 
stride short, is harder that it sounds. Found the illusive “break in the crash barrier” 
instruction cited in the guidebook and strode on like Cpt Kirk but with very little enterprise.  

Looked for more signs but nothing appeared and by 9.30 I was clearly lost.  I should have 
been at Castelnuovo by then but find myself several kms to the SW of there. Get to an 
intersection looking at the road signs trying work out how to catch up, when the answer 
pulls over and bellows out of the window. It’s an Italian Margaret Rutherford telling me to 
get in her car. I had yet to tell her where I was going but at least her car was pointing 
northward. Explained my dilemma which she promptly dismissed and asked me where I 
wanted to go. In a few minutes we’re entering Castelnuovo.  She gets out of her tiny car and 
points me in the direction of a cafe run by an old people’s association.  

Desperate to get back on track, I grab an espresso and a table and spread out my papers. I 
was the object of interest for a couple of minutes, then it all went back to whatever the 
group of old men were arguing over before I arrived. 

 

 

Couldn’t work out where I’d gone wrong but saw that I could now re-join one of the VF 
routes towards Fidenza. Cake and coffee safely tucked away, I crack on. 



Not seen a single rice field today; it’s mostly maize and tomatoes. Hills in the distance have 
been growing in size as I slowly approach. I’ll see far more of them as I approach the Cisa 
Pass. The last big climb of the trip, across the Apennines. 

Dogs barking insanely as I pass. Outside of one farm about 20 of them ran out after me. I 
threw a kick at a couple and then got out one of my sticks. Must have been quite a sight 
with me kicking at the dogs and waving my stick wildly. I wonder had I spoken in Italian to 
them would have they understood? Somehow, I doubt it. 

Walk through some desiccated looking landscape; it’s off road and pleasant. Endless fields 
of tomato. Reach Formio on the edge of Fidenza and pick up the cycle track into town. Get 
to the town hall by 11.45 and am soon in possession of the hostel keys. Fidenza is a lovely, 
small city; a short hop from its larger, better known sibling, Parma. Some wonderful 
medieval buildings and once more, everyone on bikes. 

 

The hostel is great. The location not brilliant but the facilities are well thought through. In 
the end it’s just 2 of us in 3 large rooms. It felt like luxury after yesterday. Cristina and I 
agree to buy food to cook. A quick hop to a supermarket and then I head off for a bit. 

The town is full of shops we no longer see in London like a dressmaker. I popped into one to 
ask if they could modify my silk liner. We discuss the task, not easy as she’s Chinese and has 
limited Italian; but you could tell she was a smart cookie. We haggle over the price and 
agree on €6. 

Head over to Vespers but it’s already started, I leave so as not to interrupt. Find a knife 
store, not weapons but kitchenware.  Explain to the helpful old man behind the counter that 
my Swiss Army Knife scissors keep sticking and it’s probably the spring. His expert eye says 
it’s dirty. No surprise as I use it every day. I’ve had it since 1978 and would feel lost without 
it. He beckons me into his workshop blasts the knife with compressed air and a squirt of 
WD40. A good clean with a rag and a tiny drop of sewing machine oil and its perfect. Sweet 
man wouldn’t take any money. 

A quick beer on Via Cavour but don’t enjoy my poor choice of bar and soon head off. 

Between Cristina and I, we produce a veritable feast in the well-appointed kitchen. By 9pm a 
wave of exhaustion hits me and I head to bed.  I realised that whilst I had had a good 
stretch, I didn’t get a rest. That’s why I didn’t finish this post until the next day. It’s 9am and 



I’m still in a cafe in Fidenza. That’s confidence for you; that, and the fact that I had a nose 
bleed first thing…who gets nose bleeds at my age?!! 

 

  



Day 53 

22 August 

No pains, trains or any sort of automobile. Cause a flood and a security scare. Unexpectantly 
visit a parmesan factory. And go off piste once more. 

Cristina left around 7.30 and we’ll probably rendezvous in Medesano later. I’m in no hurry 
today as there’s a 4pm entry bar and it’s only 17kms. After a late breakfast and posting of 
yesterday’s blog, I head straight eastwards for 3 to 4kms and then south to Santa 
Margherita and neighbouring Borghetto. Decide to take an alternative route as it’s been all 
roads so far, albeit minor ones. Outdoor Activ app shows some paths leading to within a 
couple of kms of Medesano. I am low on water and certainly won’t find any on my selected 
route. Not one house I pass has any sign of life except for barking dogs, which seem to 
become hysterical at my arrival! Maybe it’s not territorial aggression but the smell of me 
that’s driving them mad. Once, after some 36 hours of travel, entering New Zealand via 
Auckland airport, a sniffer dog went mad, which I put down to me having developed travel-
stress related pong, which by sheer coincidence, approximates some sort of canid 
pheromone! 

See a farm/factory so head in. A small group of visitors are chatting to a man in white 
regalia, who clearly works there. They leave as I approach – no link – with what I imagine to 
be a very large wheel of parmesan. The guy was very kind and knew right away what I was 
doing and needed. It turns out this factory unit is one of the region’s numerous independent 
parmesan producers. 

Fully laden with water plus a small bag of bits for lunch, I go in search for these illusive trails. 
I had noticed on the app that there was a military installation close by.  There is a short road 
which becomes a track. The guards give me strange looks, I wave back with a nectarine in 
hand. A vehicle soon leaves the gate but it can’t proceed very far after me as there’s a 
barrier across the road. I continue up over a small ridge and notice a tiny drone overhead 
but try to ignore it. I had intended to use my binos to look at a large bird in flight, which I 
couldn’t identify, but thought better of it! The gravel tracks were exactly as shown and I’m 
soon on a country road still heading south. 

I find a nice shady spot along with four chairs. It’s the front of a restaurant closed for the 
holidays - just what I needed. I am hounded by small flies which seem hell bent on my 
sweat. What on earth can be that interesting to them? It reminds me of that small dog in 
France who kept licking the back of my neck whilst I rested. If it’s that good I might have to 
try it myself! 

Back on the road I spot a sparrowhawk elegantly gliding over freshly ploughed fields. Earlier 
there had been a field full, of what seemed like gulls until I got closer, but were little egrets, 
dozens of them. As I enter the outskirts of town there’s a kite looping lazily, looking for a 
morsel or two. 

Medesano is not pretty but it does have life. It gives you a sense of high employment and 
much activity. Lots of shops, cafes and restaurants. I soon find the hostel but am 2 1/2 hours 
early so decant to a bench. A young man, quite probably with severe special needs, starts 
talking to me and my first instinct is that this conversation could take a while and I need a 



nap. It was unkind of me as all he wanted to know was a little about my VF experience and 
where I’d started. Turns out he knows the priest and rings a button and five minutes later Fr 
Erik, from Poland, is welcoming me inside. I thank the young man but continue to feel guilty. 

It’s a clean hostel but with very few beds. I mention Cristina who has yet to arrive; she must 
be on some major detour, as I averaged around 4kph plus one short break. She eventually 
arrives at 5pm having taken a long nap on the outskirts, either that or was trying to avoid 
my sneezing and snoring. I’m such an attractive room mate! 

So far 3 out of 4 beds taken but the room is still relatively cool. C and I compare notes for 
tomorrow’s route and they look very similar. I like her guidebook (Terre di Mezzo) it seems 
more current than mine. I also preferred the layout and style of the one used by my 
American chums, by Lightfoot. 

Earlier I managed to flood the entire bathroom and the floor outside. Look for mops etc but 
find a broom which is only making the floor dirty. Find something hard to describe, a cross 
between Ronald McDonald’s wig and a mop but this only manages to move the water about 
and not away. Later, I do find a mop, and open all the doors and windows to facilitate 
drying. Looks like I may have got away with my stupidity. 

Head out for a bite to eat at Silva’s. It’s a decent pizzeria not so sure about the menu. It took 
a while to decide, as the names of the pizzas are taken from Greek mythology. Clever. 
Notice there wasn’t one called Medea on the children’s menu! 

Am back in the room by 8.30ish. It’s a shortish but steep 19kms walk tomorrow and the 
hostel in Sivizzano only has two proper beds, apparently; and it’s first come first served. I 
read somewhere the nextdoor church’s bells go off at 6am, so no need for the alarm! 

 

  



Day 54 

23 August 

Motor at pace. Get caught short. Start up them there ol’ hills. Sleep underground. 

Left around 7ish in search of a cafe. Said good bye to Cristina whom I’d be seeing later on in 
Sivizzano. Found an open cafe straight away. It’s another Chinese run bar and this one’s very 
good. I didn’t like the fact that some of the early morning customers were mimicking the 
waitress’s inability to pronounce the letter R. Italy, like Ireland, has historically had to deal 
with the impacts of emigration; and now is struggling culturally to cope with immigration 
esp of people from different races. The UK and the US seem like paragons of tolerance in 
contrast, which of course, they’re not. 

I am flying along a cycle track parallel to the main road. Quickly reach the outskirts of 
sleepy Felegra and get awful stomach cramps and know beyond knowing that I can’t contain 
the situation until I find somewhere more conventional like a cafe, assuming one’s open! My 
search gets a slightly frantic feel to it as I scan the horizon for possible solutions. I see an 
abandoned farmhouse in a ruinous state, so clearly can’t risk entering. You can imagine the 
headlines on the internet if it fell on me whilst compromised! Use leeside of building as 
cover; and so, the day, as well as my clothes, are saved. I was once lent a book whose entire 
content was devoted to the science and technique of evacuating in the wilderness, called 
“how to shit in the woods”. Not joking. In our temperate climate, one should bury one’s 
parcel between 4 and 8 inches deep; plus burn the paper. Sadly, I had neither the time nor 
inclination for such preparations today. 

Soon through Felegra and onto an off-road trail, snaking its way along a seasonal gully 
towards Fornovo. Scare off two young roe deer and see the largest ever dragonfly squashed 
on the ground.  The terrain is a typical Italian grey gravel and boulder, flood plain. 

Enter Fornovo originally the Roman town of Forum Novo or Newmarket to you! Has a 
wonderful square, considering what a dull looking town it is, dedicated to the VF. It even has 
a lovely Romanesque chapel dedicated to the Assumption and St Rocco. Had a quick coffee 
and a cream croissant but irritated by the fact they were playing awful 1980s hits when 
Manfred Mann’s Earth Band’s big hit “Blinded by the light” came on. Love that song but 
don’t really get the lyrics but they seem to speak to me at a non-cognitive level, which I 
enjoy. Anyone any idea what the song is actually about? I feel similarly about Wings’  “Jet” 
the lyrics make a bit more sense but nothing in them tells you who or what Jet is! 



 

It’s the start of the uphill section for today and is due to continue for the following three 
days. Respiccio comes and goes and I hit Sivizzano at 11am. A record arrival time even for a 
short stage of 17kms. 

It’s a straggling sort of place but the centre is very nice. Great local shop, a bar, a play area, 
and church replete with hostel. No one answering the doorbell, which means I have at least 
2 hours to kill. Bought some fruit from the shop opposite and really liked the woman 
serving/owning/running it. She has an intelligent, if not mischievous, look about her. 

After about an hour Cristina has joined me sitting on a narrow ledge with ever diminishing 
shade. Eventually we are forced to move and end up standing by the hostel gates hugging 
whatever shade is on offer. The hostel looks lovely, though it’s unclear from the outside 
which part of this once monastic cloisters, it is. 

 

Eventually someone arrives to let us in. Pietro, who lives upstairs; he and his wife look after 
the pilgrims’ accommodation. It’s located in the lower ground floor. It’s like sleeping in a 
medieval Andersen shelter – just great. It has a separate and well-resourced kitchen diner. 

We both buy food to cook. I decide despite the heat to go for pasta e fagioli. One of my 
favourite soups. In my haste I forget the pancetta and buy vegan instead of chicken stock 



cubes; the shop closed at 1pm! Despite all that, it still tasted fine. Shared a little with 
Cristina who was struggling eating a deep sandwich with the fattest slice of cheese I’ve ever 
seen! Turns out that what she had thought was a fridge, at Medesano, was in fact a freezer, 
so she couldn’t slice the frozen cheese! Likely story! 

 

Go for a quick drink as we’re both leaving early tomorrow and later meet Pietro who joins 
us as we’re planning our respective routes. I am not sure how much he wanted to chat to us 
or how much he wanted to avoid, Enrica, his wife. She pops down to take money and stamp 
the Credenziale. Pietro eventually leaves 8ish which is when I would have to have liked to 
have finished eating, let alone start to cook. In true Laurenzi fashion soup is simmering in 
about 15 minutes and I’m sorting gear. Want to get up about 5.30 as it’s a longish stage ie 
24kms to Berceto through a severely hilly region plus the afternoon heat is unforgiving. 

I’ve enjoyed Cristina’s company, she’s a bright young thing with a great future ahead of 
her.  But should we maximise our potential? I know lots of people, including within my own 
family, whose abilities far exceed their achievements. I, on the other hand, am quite the 
reverse! 

 

  



Day 55 

24 August 

Hills, lots of them. I’m motoring again. Amazing views. Surprisingly beautiful Berceto. 

Up at 5.30 and gone by 6.15am. Said goodbye to Cristina, who I’m now unlikely see again on 
this trip. But as she’s promised me a bottle of Pedro Jimenez (sp?) one of my favourite 
dessert wines, we’re bound to catch up at some point in London. 

I saw a group of early VF walkers talking to a taxi driver, whom I would meet later in an 
awful cafe in Cassio. They had rigs like giant pushchairs they pull behind. They reminded me 
of a group of prospective actors in an audition for a Bunuel production about the trials of 
Sisyphus! 

Saw no one else all day.  I saw lots of people obviously but no other walkers. The first stop 
was Bardone only 3kms up the road but the route was so steep I had to halt for a minute to 
catch my breath.  When I looked up there was a sweet old woman at her window waving 
her dog’s paw at me. Obviously, I waved back, but using an old croissant I found in my 
pocket. Well clearly people here don’t use their hands to wave! 

 

Just as I thought the road was levelling out, it resumes its rise up to Terenzo. Where the 
small town’s lady mayor was already working at 7.30 and popped out to see me, or so I 
thought, so I stopped to greet her but it turned out that she’d left something in her car! To 
avoid embarrassment I asked about why there were so many mosquitos this high up. I wish I 
hadn’t as she launched into data about rain fall, climate change, and hose pipe restrictions. 
With my allotted time for a break now used up, all I had time for was to pack away my outer 
shirt, which had been drying on a bench! 

From Terenzo to Casola it’s all uphill on gravel tracks. It’s painfully steep and sweat runs off 
my face and head. As soon as I’m out of mozzie range, it’s the flies’ turn. I’ve become some 
sort of entomological mobile food store. The trail continues upwards for a couple more kms 
and then re-joins an asphalt road, albeit a very quiet one. Slowly climb another km and then 
it’s about two down into Cassio. It a nice sort of mountain town. Pop into the bakery where 
I’m served by an older, and very alternative, woman. Ask for a filled roll and we get talking 
about London. She gives me a slice of pizza for free, in return I nearly gave her a hug! Next 
stop second breakfast – yes, I watched Lord of Rings part 1! I pop into a cafe for a break and 



it couldn’t be more of a contrast.  An Eastern European woman who managed to serve me 
without uttering a word or coming close to a smile. Later when I came to pay and asked for 
my water bottle topping up, she pointed to the toilet sink! Walk past a funky looking hostel 
which is where I believe Cristina is staying tonight. 

It’s just gone 10am and I’m half way. It’s now all road until the last km. Feeling strong but 
it’s getting hot, and soon start to become concerned about running out of water.  At 
Castellonchio find a pilgrim’s shelter which is a really useful resource. Ask about water and 
there’s a fountain just 100mts away. Fully laden, rested and eaten, I head towards Berceto 
but it’s climb after climb for a further 5kms. Lovely views, from this road on a ridge, into 
both valleys. The final km of gravel path was a struggle to climb but worth it, at its apex is a 
tiny chapel to St Rocco, Patron Saint of the VF replete with picnic type tables. The descent 
into the town is on an ancient road and it’s uncomfortably authentic.  My feet were sore 
even before this surface. 

 

Berceto is small but undeniably beautiful. The VF is a main feature of the place and its 
original route through the town is marked by the reproduction of this uncomfortable 
surface. Looks great but hard on one’s feet. The duomo is fabulous. It’s pure medieval 
monumentalism, somewhat spoilt by Baroque decor in the side chapels. You’ve guessed by 
now that I’m not a fan of the Barocco! 



 

The hostel is just minutes away but it looks dirty, boarded up, and closed for the next two 
hours. Not wanting to make any rash decisions, take off my boots and eat my roll, and have 
a stretch. A very odd woman starts talking to me about the state of the Italian economy and 
how she’s been fired three times in the past month. Well judging from the dribble stains 
down the front of her dress, I’m not surprised. Once the conversation came down to African 
refugees taking local jobs, I thought it a good time to check out the other hostel. It’s in an 
old seminary and it’s great. For €20 I got an en-suite twin room to myself and use of the 
kitchen. The downside is that there’s an international convention of teenagers. I have mixed 
feelings about this group of humans. I wonder whether teenagers actually existed in early 
human societies or have they evolved as a consequence of urbanisation and social 
development? 

 

 
 

  



I caught Rude Laurenzi before he made a complete fool of us all. Seething, as I listened to a 
Chinese guy shout down the phone for ages, I launch myself at my open window, draw 
breath and ready with ” will you bloody shut up” and notice it’s a teacher addressing a 
group of pupils practicing their routines.  Lucky break there! 

Pop out to buy food which is a frustrating exercise as there’s only one food shop is open 
today and it’s awful. I try not to argue with the inane answers I get to perfectly reasonable 
questions. For example, does Descartes’ supposition on existence only apply to non-
technologically based societies? Or why is the butter €4; answer: oh, that’s the price! 

Catch a few minutes of a group of Indonesian girls doing a flag waving dance. Not sure of 
the point of it but hopefully the children will remember their trip to Italy with fondness. 

Cook dinner and prep food for tomorrow’s journey. Crossing the Cisa Pass and then 20kms 
more onto Pontremoli. Hope to leave around 6am and arrive by lunch time. I’ll cross briefly 
into Liguria and then its the length of Tuscany for several days. Can’t wait! 

 

 

  



Day 56 

25 August 

More hills. Cross the Cisa Pass. Meet my first seriously obese Italian. Leave Parmesan 
country and enter Chianti land. Pontremoli is a sweet town. 

Up at 5.30 and out by 6.15. I heard voices of departing walkers around 6am. Not sure why I 
thought having milky coffee was a good idea, been feeling sick since! I’ve got snacks, lunch, 
fruit and bag of coffee in the rucksack, and I can really feel the extra weight. 

 

Pass along the improbably named via E Colli! And join a steep gravel track which goes up for 
a couple of kms to Il Tugo. It turns out to be more of a marker on the route than a village. 
Re-join the road for a further 5kms to Cisa Pass; again, it’s up hill all the way but at least the 
gradient is gentler. Pass the renowned hostel of the same name but there’s no sign of life. 
Which was pity as I really need to go. It’s back to the woods but I’m now well prepared! 

 

 
 



 

 

A bit further along and the start of the cluster of buildings which make up the Cisa Pass. 
Looks quite Alpine, sadly all the cafes seem closed! Catch up with the Italians with the 
wheely ruck sacks. They are arguing about whether to stop for coffee.  Irritated after saying 
hello, I push on, which was a mistake as I missed the turning for my footpath. Later on this 
error would cost me almost an hour. 

 

Push on down the road and it is almost entirely downhill into Pontremoli. From Cisa it 
should be 20kms but getting off track added about three unnecessary and difficult kms. 

Look for viable connecting routes and notice what is described as a hard, high level route 
which puts me onto the road I should have been on. What I didn’t know was how 
punishingly hard the next hour was going to be. 

 



 

The track goes up steeply for a km and then descends all the way to Groppoli, where I 
should pick up the right road. The large stone and gravel track is painful to walk down and 
within minutes my knees and feet are hurting. Decide to unleash the poles. Walking sticks 
not people from Poland, although the latter might have been more help! Even with the aid 
of the sticks, I still stop every minute to rest my legs. 

Met two women from Garda, the Italian town not the Irish police force; although I didn’t 
actually ask them what they did for work! I think they were looking forward to the descent. I 
was looking forward to it being over! 

Arrive at Cavezzana and there’s a section of around 100mts of soft soil. I could hear my feet 
breathing a sigh of relief but it was short lived as there was another km of large gravel and 
rock down to Groppoli. 

Reach the road with such relief, I could kiss the tarmac. Had to stretch my calves before 
proceeding. It’s a local bovine pastime in these parts! 

Almost didn’t notice the miles down to Molinello, it was downhill but gentle. Stop at the 
first bar I see….big mistake, it’s filthy and owner was sitting outside, so I couldn’t easily back 
track. Ask for a bottled cold drink which I then had get myself otherwise it might take a 
while for the enormous woman to walk there. Pick something which won’t give me anything 
nasty and is definitely unopened.  Have a Fanta orange, not something I would choose in 
other circumstances.  Am starving but can’t easily get out my lunch with her sitting next to 
me. I could not help staring at her. She was much younger close up, I’d say late fifties, 
weighing around 40 stone. Her lower abdomen stretched down to her knees. She talked 
briefly about her health problems whilst continuing to stuff her face with square shaped 
crisps. It would be fair to say that I wasn’t at my empathetic best. Driven by hunger, I pay 
and leg it.  Eat my lunch hurriedly sitting on a crash barrier, half a km away. 

The following 8kms are downhill and the road surface is good but I’m getting tired but plod 
on hoping to avoid the ever-increasing heat. Reach Pontremoli around 12.30 but it’s almost 
another hour before I’m at the hostel. The town centre is quite lovely. It’s full of squares and 
bridges. Marred by an ugly railway line, like a scar across the face of the town. They should 



do something similar to Reggio Calabria, where they covered the ugly mainline into the city 
with an elegant walkway, thereby re-joining the city to the beach. 

Get to the hostel of San Lorenzo but it’s shut until 3pm and it’s baking.  Sit on a wall to 
consider options when along comes a Chinese Franciscan monk who lets me in through the 
first door where I have to wait for the next 90 minutes, but at least it’s in the shade.   I call a 
number to let them know I’m there. A pleasant voice belonging to Gabriella, says she’ll try 
to get there before 3pm. Put on my sandals, stretch, finish my water, and fall asleep sitting 
on the steps. Gabriella arrives at 2.30 and she’s soon showing me my room.  Got a room for 
€10 but share loo and bathroom with other folk on my floor, which is so far, is empty. My 
floor has a large kitchen and dining room. 

Wash my clothes, shower and fall into a deep sleep until 5.30ish. Pop to the shops to buy 
food to cook. I fancy a plate of spaghettini in an arabiata sauce. Easy enough to make. Need 
eye drops and soap. Stop for a beer in Piazza della Republica. Am back in the kitchen 
cooking for 7pm. Stuff my face with tasty comfort food, wash plates and head back to my 
room as I’d arranged to speak to my son, Jack, in Seattle, it will be 11am his time. 

Plan route for tomorrow down to Aulla; it’s about 32kms, barring getting lost or being 
distracted by arguing Italians! 

I bet I dream of Jubba the Hutt arguing with me over coffee! 

 

  



Day 57 

26 August 

Seriously long walk. Knees very sore. Got lost – my fault. Met up with Anna and Franca 
several times. Interesting mixed dorm. 

Weird being the last to leave this morning. Had the kitchen/diner to myself. Didn’t rush as 
there is said to be a strict entry time of after 3pm. Out of the monastery complex by 7.30 
and head southwards out of town. 

The various VF routes coincide for the next couple of hours, snaking around the SS62 road. 
The same road I took through the Cissa Pass.  The route goes through some wonderful 
millennial towns. These would have been there during Sigeric’s time. The first is the Borgo 
of Ponticello. Apart from repair work and modern windows, the layout and exteriors are 
original. Quite wonderful. 

  

  

My route goes back and forth; lots of different landscapes and a broad range of surfaces. 
Nothing as tough as yesterday! Meet A&F just before Soranno and we talk together for a bit. 
Part company at its famous Pieve or church. It was closed so can’t tell you much about it. 
The exterior suggests its early Christian. 



 

I go in search of a coffee and cake. Leave my stuff outside and pop inside to order. An odd 
reaction to my offer to carry my own stuff to the table. The waitress started braying 
hysterically.  I wasn’t sure whether it was normal for her or if I should get help. It certainly 
wasn’t normal! Maybe she has some throwback ass or donkey DNA? 

It reminds me, last night, someone had a donkey bray ring tone on their phone. Why? I have 
a sort of tango playing on mine. Every time it rings two inflated, very large, orange coloured 
washing-up gloves slap me! 

Got to Villafranca in double quick time.  Visited its 1000 year old borgo.  Not as interesting 
as Ponticello but good nonetheless. It had a lovely old bridge, which is where I went wrong. I 
confused it with the main river and bridge, which is why I ended up on a hill in the wrong 
direction. I stopped to check and yes I’m now going to be about an hour behind plan. The 
next 90 mins were painful because even when I crossed the right bridge, it’s another 5kms 
up hill and then straight back down later on! 

 

Slow and painful walk up to Lusuolo. A quaint mountain top village. My humour had left me 
on the climb up as had my energy.  Crawled through the village and stopped just before the 
start of the steep descent. I was going no further.  Took a bench from outside a B&B and 
placed it in the shade. Took off my boots, ate my sarnie and some fruit, and promptly fell 
asleep. As if to move me on, someone began playing some awful Italian pop music. Took the 
hint! 



 

The walk down to Barbarasco was boiling and was too low on water to risk wetting my hat. 
It’s a long, straggling sort of non-descript place. The bar was open for business and I tried a 
San Pelligrino tart orange.  Very nice. Topped up my bottle and even found a fountain to 
soak my hat. Got a second wind; it’s been bothering me all day! 

 

Soon in Terrarossa but miss the VF turning which means I’m on the main road until the 
outskirts of Aulla, tonight’s stopover. Cross town in no time and find myself behind the noisy 
group with their wheely ruck sacks outside of the hostel. A nice priest shows us all round. I 
take in little of his tour, as I’m both starving and need to sleep. One thing I noted was, I 
didn’t want to share with that group. One of the woman, the friendliest of the bunch asked 
me if I wanted to share their dorm. I said I’d rather re-do today’s walk than share with the 
old bossy grumpy guy. Alright, I only said that in my head but needed to get out of the offer. 
I mumbled something about needing a bit more space, smiled and disappeared into an 
empty room. Joy! 

It now has a German Swiss couple as well as A&F and its serenely quiet. Meanwhile next 
door they are hammering and cutting the metal frame of their wheely contraptions! 

Wash clothes and rest a bit. At 6.30 A&F and I head out to find food. Decide on a small 
pilgrim friendly restaurant the other side of the bridge. Food was good and only €10 each. 



Wander around a bit looking for a café, which might be open in the morning and find one 
which opens at 4am. I think that’s early enough even for me! 

 Tomorrow is a short but very steep walk. 17kms compared to 36 today but the profile is 
scary. Looks like all three of us are staying in the same town of Sarzana. It’s an odd, almost 
ephemeral, friendship you develop with people on the road. It’s good and all parties know it 
can’t continue beyond the point of separation by either time or geography. A bit like life 
really. 

 

  



Day 58 

27 August 

Walked all day with A&F. Hard route. Beautiful villages. Baking heat. 

Had decided on a lay in but everyone in my dorm started getting ready from 5am, at 6.30 
gave up trying to ignore it. Got to the selected cafe for 7am and the owners, mother and 
daughter, are very helpful, competent folk. The mother looks so much like a small Vanessa 
Redgrave. I mentioned it to her and she wasn’t quite sure it wasn’t an insult. 

We three head out of town and follow the Italian guide book. I had earlier decided to try 
one of A&F’s mountain alternatives to my more road-based routes.  It was one of the 
toughest 14kms I’ve ever done. Normally I could do it in around three hours or so. Today it 
took seven! The gradients were hard to climb and painful to descend! 

The reward for taking difficult routes is finding little gems. One such find is the village 
of Bibola. It’s precariously perched on a peak and is a medieval star. Spent about 30 mins 
walking around it. It’s a honeycomb of narrow streets and oddly connecting passages. Looks 
like the town planning was designed by Escher! 

 

Descend for all of five minutes followed by an absurd incline for about two hours 
towards Vecchieto. Sweat is running off me in rivulets. Am desperate to eat but have only 
one sarnie. Eat an orange and an old energy bar.  The roads through the village are narrow 
and steep. How on earth does Tesco do home deliveries up here?! 

Pass through Quatro Stradi without realising it was a named spot, on the grounds it was a 
crossroads of footpaths in the middle of nowhere! Mercifully the route starts to descend. 
Sadly, the path soon gets rocky and very steep. It was a long walk down into 
sleepy Ponzano, where we eat our sarnies, top up water bottles and sit in a bar enjoying an 
ice lolly. Weirdly, instead of a stick, it had a liquorice rod. I bore A&F with my scant 
knowledge of the liquorice plant and the UK centre of production in West Yorks. I remember 
this odd fact from my days living in Wakefield because it vaguely corresponded with 
the rhubarb triangle. It’s like the more famous Devil’s Triangle except it has poisonous 
leaves and where not much happens! 



Another hour of painful descent where the only reward is the ruins of la Brina castle. 
Eventually reach tarmac and it’s about 2kms to the historic centre of Sarzana where we’re 
staying. No hostels here so it’s a cheap hotel. Too early to check in so find a shady outdoor 
area of a nearby cafe and buy cold water. Heaven. 

Do an equipment check. Lost clip from chest strap on large backpack. Main waist strap 
keeps unlocking. Two zips on small rucky broken.  Boots wearing down on the heel section 
of the sole. All in all not bad considering the daily treatment they get. 

La Viletta hotel is fine and its staff friendly. We’d arranged to meet at 5pm for a wander but 
when the time arrives I’m too tired and hungry to move off the bed. Arrange for A&F to 
swing by for me at 7. Time for a nap! 

Dinner is in a local fish restaurant called Da Carlo. Good grub but ate too much. That’s the 
down side of fixed menu meals. A quick walk around the old centre which seems to be 
entirely pedestrianised. Visit a photo exhibition in a preserved lavoir. 

 

Got back 9.30ish. I will see them at tomorrow’s digs in Massa. I think they’re keen on a 
repeat of today’s walk. Me, being chicken by nature, will go by asphalt! It’s only a couple 
days to Lucca, which I’m looking forward to seeing. Said to be a beautiful walled city. I can 
barely stay awake to write this post. Please excuse typos etc but I need to sleep! 

  



Day 59 

28 August 

A day of snakes and ladders played with a curate’s egg! Got told off and moved along. Lost 
both my hat and patience. 

Having decided to leave later than A&F, whom I heard around 6am, it was frustrating that 
the breakfast staff didn’t show up for work! Three times I popped down between 7 and 7.15 
but no joy. Gave up, had coffee and a croissant in an unfriendly bar on the southern route 
out of Sarzana. 

 

It would be a couple of hours later that I would realise I’d left my hat in the hotel. I’ve 
decided to blame them for the loss of a cheap but treasured, piece of gear. I bought it in 
Sidney in 2013; after having lost the identical hat in NZ, a week earlier! Is there a pattern? 
Had to use my bandana to protect my head. Grateful that I’m not wearing an eye patch, as I 
would really look like a trekking pirate! 

 

Follow the SS1 out towards Luni. I get pulled over by a nice but very firm Luciano, who on 
discovering I’m on the VF, insists I leave the road and join the official VF route. I mumbled 



some excuse or other following a UK guidebook. He was having none of it. He almost 
dragged my rucksack off my back, which he threw into the boot of his tiny car. Does he go 
forwards? No, he takes me back to the edge of town. He gets out of his car and with an 
expansive flourish of his arm, indicates my route! Thank him through gritted teeth and off I 
go. The route is indeed good but it’s illogical often taking three sides of a square but I stick 
to it. Stop for a coffee close to the ruins of the Roman town of Lunae but can’t see anything 
as it’s enclosed by a fence and is somewhat overgrown. Eat another croissant and go. 

 

The route drives me mad. After an hour I am barely any nearer to Avenza. Have enough and 
return to the SS1, which, incidentally, was built on top of the fabled Roman road, Via 
Aurelia. Ironically, it’s probably the route Sigeric took. I can’t imagine him doing three sides 
of a square! 

It’s not a nice route but it’s fast. Stop at a supermarket and buy a punnet of nectarines but 
the first bite tells me they’re not yet ripe. Pity as I now have an extra kilo to carry, so decide 
to eat them anyway! I would describe them as crunchy at best. 

Decide to look for a parallel route as the pavement ended some time ago. Google maps 
shows a small road running for about a km. Good enough for me. Sadly the road ends in 
someone’s garden about 500mts later; neither they nor I were in anything like a gracious 
mood! 

Swearing all the way back to the road, I resume my journey on the SS1 for another stretch 
but it’s getting hot and it’s not exactly safe walking. Give Google another go and it shows a 
longish parallel road. I head down it with understandable reticence. Pass another of the 
dozens of marble yards and worryingly, the road ahead narrows. Assuming it’s about to end 
I continue anyway but it carries on past railway sidings, bamboo hedges, and rather ugly 
self-built homes. I recognise the style from my extended family’s efforts down south. 

Realise that I’m famished, so decide to stop somewhere for a bite. The Blue Devil trattoria 
appears on the next corner. It’s a good quality no frills sort of place. Enjoy a bowl of penne 
and crabmeat, then devour half a basket of bread. 

Restored, I head out of Avenza into Massa. As I head eastwards the marble quarrying comes 
into sight. 



 

There’s a haze where the accumulated dust has built up. The source of the famous Carrara 
marble comes into focus. From afar it looks like frozen rivulets or straggly glaciers but it’s 
the white stone made visible through the softer; and now eroded, surface layer.  The sides 
of the SS1 are literally filled with blocks of white marble, the size of minibuses for mile after 
mile. 

 

Reach the outskirts of Massa around 1.15 but it takes another 45 mins or so to reach the 
hostel, and, of course, it’s closed until 3.30! Notice a young Indian guy leaning out of the 
window and ask him to let me in but quite rightly he refuses but points to two women 
enjoying a coffee in the square. Feel bad about disturbing them, so have a quick stretch 
keeping them in sight. As soon as they rise, I’m bounding after them. I’m surprised they 
didn’t run away.  A sweaty middle aged man charging at them. One of the women, Ade, 
kindly decides to let me in. 

An hour later, showered, washed my gear, rested, A&F arrive. Their route sounds awful. 
They had to climb the side of a mountain on their VF route. Mine was about 25kms, I can’t 
imagine how long theirs was. 

We three decide to head out early. First stop was the ice cream store. It was OK but once 
you’ve had ice cream from Cesare in Reggio Calabria, nothing else quite compares! 



 

An aperitif before dinner followed by a quick visit to the Duomo. It was a spectacular 
building but poorly decorated. It had an amazingly large side chapel, which had its own side 
chapels! Rounded off the evening with a pizza in yet another beautiful square. 

 

I’m going to be leading the walk tomorrow using my English guidebook. I think they’re fed 
up with the constant detours on the official Italian VF route. I will aim to get us into 
Camaiore by 2pm. Feeling a bit of anxiety as I seem to get lost at least about half the time! I 
don’t want to tarnish the UK’s reputation with my incompetence! 

 

  



Day 60 

29 August 

No bank holiday here, for a change. Roasting temperatures. Long haul. Patience dropped in 
but humour took a break. Hostel not actually in Camaiore! 

A&F popped out at 7am to pick up pastries for breakfast, which we ate on the fourth floor of 
the hostel. The sun had yet to crest the ridge, so the square below is bathed in an odd but 
attractive light. It reminded me of when I worked in Gothenburg one June; coming out of a 
club at 3am, the town was bathed in a similar light, which is not like dawn. I remember 
seeing people with golf clubs heading off to play as I was heading for my bed! 

The walk out of town was uneventful and uninspiring. The old Roman gate was the only 
thing I can remember! After following the fast moving SS1 for a while, the route mercifully 
moves onto a small road leading into Prato. A dull sort of place, seems like a dormitory 
village. 

The road climbs up steeply to the village of Strettoria, where we stop for a coffee. I, of 
course, have a cream doughnut. I am told the cakes are homemade.  Whether they were or 
not, mine was certainly delicious. There seemed to be no break between Strettoria and the 
next door village of Ripa; which itself seemed joined to Vallecchia, which in turn was joined 
to the very long town of Pietrasanta! The VF follows the remnant of a river, hemmed in by 
dozens of marble yards. Watched a block of 25 tonnes being moved – big kid! Later was 
mesmerized by a giant stone cutting machine in action. It took us ages to reach the town 
centre, where we bought rather poor food from a local Spar for an early lunch and rested in 
a shady corner. 

  

  

Took a side street towards our exit out of the town and came across a lovely pedestrianised 
area leading to the duomo. There was a display of umbrellas creating shade down the length 
of the street. Pietrasanta’s main square too, was lovely despite the rest of the town having a 



somewhat industrial feel about it. Marble is so common here that the kerbstones are made 
of the stuff! 

The walk uphill towards Camaiore is not a killer but the temperature is. I’m having to keep 
my bandana wet to prevent my brain overheating.  Reach the outskirts of the town just 
after 2pm but it’s another 90 mins until we reach the hostel. The VF route goes around the 
houses for miles and then the hostel itself is not in town! The place is pleasant enough and 
feels new. 

 

A quick rest and we’re off to see the town. The next door church has a beautiful simplicity 
about it, medieval block stone and vaulted wooden roof, but sadly they’ve plonked an 17th 
C side chapel in the middle of it. It looks totally incongruous and gauche. Which sounds a lot 
like my face at the mo. My large, head bites have gone down but the bite on the bridge of 
my nose was made worse by my sunglasses rubbing on it. It now has a big brother on my 
forehead. I can’t remember how I came to head-butt the soap dish in the shower, but it’s 
left me with a ridge above my eyebrows. When I wear my bandana tomorrow I will no doubt 
have a certain Cro Magnon look about me. 

The duomo is not as interesting as our church next door but not bad. In the square outside 
there are a few frescoes still in evidence. Lovely pastel colours. 

After much deliberation we agree on a restaurant but the service is scarily slow. Took 90 
minutes to get two dishes apiece. No tip for them! The area seems full of German tourists 
for no obvious reason. The closest thing to a Brit was a talkative Irish guy at lunch time. 

Another long haul tomorrow into Lucca. It’s said to be a beautiful, walled city. I’m hoping 
that’s where I’ll find my departed humour, fully rested and raring to go! 

 

  



Day 61 

30 August 

Roasting day. Lucca is lovely. Long walk. Get told off again. Act as interpreter at an 
emergency centre. 

Enjoyable self-service style breakfast at 6.30 with A&F plus an irritating young guy, who 
thought it was too much to walk back into town to catch a bus to the station. I kept quiet as 
the alternative was that I give a lecture in Italian which I didn’t have in me. 

The three of us head back into Camaiore and pick a route out of town. A&F stop for more 
coffee whereas I head off in search of food, as it’s said there are no shops whilst crossing 
these last hills before the descent into Lucca. A&F catch me up at St Rocco’s chapel. It’s a 
mildly disappointing building especially as he’s the patron saint of the VF. 

 

  

We travel together for a bit and after a km I stride onto Montemagno.  Stop for an espresso 
and an awful rice cake. I had assumed it was like a Portuguese Nata but it was more like a 
rice pudding cupcake! A&F catch me up and we walk along the Provinciale for bit before 
their route ducks into the woods. I march into Valpamaro, pick up some more grub, and rest 
outside the local hostel. Some bright spark has placed a brass fish head under the tap, which 
whilst aesthetically pleasing, makes it impossible to fill a water bottle! 

It’s a steady climb up to Piazzano and mercifully it’s mostly in the shade. Sadly, the 
remaining 14kms are not! Around 11.30 find an old wall in the half shade and rest, enjoying 
the Valdestano pie I’d bought earlier.  It’s great. It’s like a flat pie with ham and cheese 
covered in rosemary and fennel seeds. 

The long, slow descent continues through the painful midday sun, taking me via San 
Macaria, and San Pietro. Take refuge in a strip of shade by a cemetery.  It’s too hot to eat 
anything else.  Pick up the pace and want to cross the river Serchio and find shade, before it 
gets any hotter. Just outside San Pietro I walk past a long abandoned farmhouse which now 



has new tenants, a handful of goats and chickens. Around the side of the building someone 
has cut up some hose pipe to form the words, l’orto d’Anna. It was not much of a vegetable 
patch but the lettering was impressive. 

Cross the bridge and choose not to continue on the VF route as it seems to go around the 
houses.  Opt for the main road.  Big mistake, it was almost 2kms before pavements 
appeared. Took shelter in a bus stop and chatted to a woman, whilst kind, she was also keen 
I ate at her pizzeria tonight, which was miles away from the hostel! 

Find the accommodation reception which doubles up as the voluntary ambulance service. 
Whilst trying to get in early, one of the ambulance drivers rushes in and asks for an English 
speaker. I offer, thinking someone from the UK is giving birth or an American has had a 
stroke but no. It’s a German tourist refusing to budge their car thus preventing the 
ambulance from moving.  The problem was not of a medical nature but sat nav. It was 
telling her to drive through a building. I had to translate how to get to her hotel without 
demolishing her car, the building, or the ambulance service. My reward was to be allowed 
to wait until 3pm in the drivers’ rest area. 

Ate part two of my lunch and rested.  I was careful not to put my bare feet on the sofa but 
an officious twit shouted at me from across the room. I tried to explain but was dismissed 
me with a wave. Rude Laurenzi tried to make an appearance but I guess he too was tired! 

A nice young man from Ghana, Richard, with shockingly poor Italian took my details and 
escorted me to the pilgrim’s flat around the corner.  He was relieved when I spoke in 
English. A&F turn up after 4pm and we settle into the compact 3 bedded studio flat. 

Head out for a tour of the main churches. St Michael and St Martin were both fabulous; with 
more grand masters between them than you can shake a stick at. I’m not familiar with the 
artist, Lippi, but his use of gold and blue were amazing. 

 

Pop to amphitheatre square where there’s a large metal head identical to those I found on a 
recent visit to Pompeii, with my son George.  



  

 

Pick a restaurant but Franca not really hungry but it doesn’t impede Anna or I. Young waiter 
tried to insist that Nastro Azzuro isn’t brewed by Peroni. I just looked it up on my phone and 
showed him. Good but pricey food. Will need to save some dosh on food next week. 

Asked a cobbler to put extra holes in my belt and he refused to take any money. Kind of him 
I thought. Head back and we’re all hobbling. My knees have been sore all day. 

A&F head home tomorrow whereas I head out to Altopasco.  Couldn’t book a bed, as the 
hostel is run by the local library service and will need to ring again, in the morning.  You 
couldn’t make it up! It’s like the nursery school run by the sewing circle, or meals on wheels 
by the angling club! Fingers crossed my bones behave tomorrow… 

 

  



Day 62 

31 August 

Say goodbye to A&F. Meet new roomies. Awful walk. Lose a sock. Buy a Beretta in a gun 
shop. 

Poor night’s sleep, as we had to keep the windows open due to the heat; and the noisy 
tourists seem to walk by all night. The studio flat is located on a corner and bathed in light 
from two street lights. Not restful but the place was nice. 

The three of us had breakfast together and enjoyed some fresh pastries. Pity the coffee 
machine in the flat made such awful espresso. Said our goodbyes and I head east out via 
Porta Elisa into the burbs of Lucca. Feel myself missing the gals already. 

 

The walk out of town, followed by towns of Caponnari and then Porcari, was dull as it was 
hard. Solid asphalt all the way except for a short stretch by Pozzeveri. I manage to miss the 
only thing worth seeing on this tappa.  It’s the Abbadia, a former leper colony situated in 
the middle of what we’re once medieval malarial swamps. I saw it from about 1/4km but 
was too tired to go back. A pity, as it looked interesting. Today’s landscape was a mix of 
industrial estate and post-industrial waste land. Hence few photos. 

The walk into Altopascio was hot, dry and dull. The Library also doubles up as the tourism 
office as well as running the pilgrim hostel. Staff helpful and kind. No need for the weapon 
here, Dave! 

Library is part of the tiny town hall complex and is located in the main square.  As I fight my 
way through market traders, clearing away their wares, heading to the hostel. It’s a 
reminder that life goes on regardless of the pilgrim route running through their 
neighbourhood. 

The hostel is fine. Located in a pleasant square. A band are doing their sound check, much to 
the excitement of a group of young people. The female lead had a good voice, Tamla-ish. It 
reminds me of a short stint I did as a roadie in the late 70s. Seriously late nights, living off 
fish and chips, and sleeping in a smelly camper along with the drum kit. Not at all the sex 
and drugs and rock n’ roll life style I was expecting! 



I’m joined on my floor by a young, and seemingly nice, German couple. Plus two large 
Italians, friends from Brescia way.  It’s certainly getting busy up here. On the lower floor 
there’s only an old guy, who just grunts at you, which is why there are five of us on this 
floor! Clever strategy, might try it myself. 

As someone from the town hall was showing the Italian pilgrims into the hostel, I thought I’d 
move my washing from the windows but notice I’m missing a sock which presumably blew 
away in this afternoon’s rapidly changing weather. I couldn’t see it anywhere in the square 
below and begin to resign myself to life without it, when the old, but spry, guy from the 
town hall waves it at me. Phew…. no lecture or implied criticism, just a kindly smile. Nice. 

There’s an outdoor film screening tonight but can’t find details. I return later but find no one 
about who knows. Might have to give it a miss. 

 

Pop in the church and its unmemorable plus a service is about to start and I need food. I’d 
heard about a local aperitivo bar that has free grub as long as you pay over the odds for a 
drink. Sadly, it doesn’t open until 6.30, so go for a wander, buy bite cream as I’ve got 
through an entire tube of Afterbite. Its Italian replacement costs over €9! Go in search of a 
hat but no luck. Meandering down a back street, I pass a gun shop, I notice they sell bright 
orange gear, which I don’t really want. Once inside I notice a hat very similar to the one I 
lost a couple of days ago, this one is a pukka Beretta. I baulk at the price of €22, the guy, 
unsmiling, proffers €10. Bargain….I didn’t even get to barter. I enjoy a good barter. 
Something I learnt from my mother. I guess it was cultural for her and it seemed to work. 
She did come acropper when she and I visited LB’s first supermarket.  She tried to get them 
to round down the total, without any hope of success, much to the annoyance of fellow 
customers in the queue behind! 

The Dogana bar was ok. A soul-less place where people go to be seen. The food was fine as 
was my beer but the music was unbearably loud. I hadn’t realised that Italian rap could be 
worse than its French equivalent, but, oh yes! 

Head back with a small box of fritto misto, which is definitely fritto but none too misto! It 
was fine and the two large nectarines were really good. 



Plan tomorrow’s route as I write this post. Sound check for another band happening. Italian 
rap is awful but what passes for pop over here is in a league its own. Had Dante been writing 
his Inferno today, he would have put in a new category which might include pop producers, 
estate agents, and hedge fund managers! I might hold onto that thought as I drift off! 

 

  



Day 63 

1 September 

Definitely a curate’s egg.  Bank robbery. Crazy Russian. Get lost, again. Weird weather. 

Woken at 5am by slamming doors on first floor. Could only be the old whitehaired guy who 
doesn’t speak. This is followed by a one-handed sinus clearing competition and later the 
slamming of the main door. 

The two Italians both get up, wash and then return to bed. Why? It’s been bucketing down 
since around 4am. I force myself to stay put until 6.30. Then put into play my now well-
rehearsed packing routine. I’m out onto the wet streets, poncho clad, in search of breakfast. 
Find an unfriendly cafe and the cream croissant is amazing. Pop back to a food store I saw 
last night but it wasn’t open.  A shame, as the old woman running it was sweet and the food 
looked great. 

The first few kms were miserable. It ran along the Provinciale and there was no path. 
Surprisingly little spray from the trucks. A couple of kms from Galleno a VF path springs up 
and cuts through a wood. It is such a contrast to the miserable walk along the main road. 

Along this delightful track I meet the crazy old whitehaired guy coming towards me. I 
introduce myself and ask why he’s going back. He insists it’s the right way, I try to tell him 
otherwise but he’s adamant, so I leave him. 

 

Arrive in Galleno shortly afterwards and stop at the first cafe I find. Opposite there’s much 
excitement which I couldn’t understand. I assumed they were changing the front window of 
the bank but in fact it had been robbed in the night. A gang had rammed the cash point and 
dragged it off. The sound would have been deafening but of course no one heard anything! 
Apparently, the same gang has been pulling off similar cunning stunts across the region. The 
numerous problems I’ve had with ATMs over the years, I can see the temptation to get your 
own back. 

There’s a wonderful trail for about 5kms through woods and scrubland. The smell of the 
damp soil reminds me of home. The drying puddles smell oddly of vegetable soup. Maybe 
that’s where Maggi get their ingredients?! 



Whilst enjoying the walk someone almost knocks me over trying to get by. Can you guess 
who? Yes he’s back once more, the old white haired guy. I later learn he’s an orthodox priest 
from Moscow but used to be a physicist. He started two days ago in Lucca. I would bump 
into him many times today. 

We sort of walk together towards Cappiano. Occasionally exchanging information and ideas. 
I follow him into town and we lose the VF thread, whilst talking. We go our separate ways in 
looking for it. I confuse an administrative boundary line for the VF on the Outdoor Active 
app which takes me to the outskirts of Santa Croce, whereas I should now have been in 
Fucecchino. Plot a correcting route but I’m tired and don’t enjoy the next 4kms. Find a cafe 
and eat a cream cake, and whilst resting, along comes the Russian priest. We walk together 
into San Miniato. I assume I’m staying in the newer, lower part ie Basso but as I don’t have 
the hostel address can’t be certain. Eventually get a call back from the owner, whom I don’t 
get to meet but do meet his wife and younger son. I’m staying in the old town, high on the 
hill, indeed, its half way down the other side. Not seen the Bear for a bit as I start my final 
ascent of the day, and there his is, on a wall looking a little worse for wear. Wish him well 
and don’t see him again today. The 2kms up are tough, it’s hot and very steep. Once there 
it’s about 1/2 km across town and another half down. 

 

My humour had left me at this point. At the entrance to the property I decide to leave 
behind my irritability and play nicely with whomever greets me. I am met a young Japanese 
woman, Tomako and an Italian guy, Fabrizio. Both nice and very welcoming. Later joined by 
the owner’s son, Francesco. Looks like I’m the only walker staying. Not sure where the four 
people from last night’s hostel are sleeping, as they were all booked for San Miniato? Later 
on a friend of the owner, Gian Carlo turns up, you can imagine the confusion over our 
names! Next arrive a youngish, and very handsome, couple on their first day on the VF. In 
truth they only walked from the station. 

  



 

Later the wife of the owner, Rossella shows up.  She has very good English and is fun. We 
enjoy a wonderful meal cooked by Fab and Gianca. The highlight for me was Fab’s story, 
which is published as a book. When I find the details I’ll post it. 11 years ago Fab had been 
given 2 years max to live. He underwent the conventional course of treatment such chemo 
but wasn’t improving.  He told his wife and family that as he was due to die soon, he’d like it 
to be on a long walk, and off he went. 11 years later Fab’s still walking and he really looks 
like his name suits him. He’s used this approach to work with young people languishing in 
prison. He takes them, one to one, for a 3 month trek. He has about a one third success 
rate. Much higher than most prison regimes. I can’t see it catching on in the UK. I found his 
story moving and there was a general blowing of noses. 

After clearing away stuff and prepping for breakfast, I head up to rest and post this update. 
It’s been a very long day! 

  

 

  



Day 64 

2 September 

Good weather but quite windy. Got horribly lost. Met some nice people. Reconnected with 
some previous folk. Staying in a modified 13th C outhouse attached to a 12th C church. 

Nice start to my day. Had breakfast with Fab and Gianca. Chatted a bit but there’s always 
pressure to get going. Head out by 7.30 and by 7.45 I’m not where I should be. Can’t get a 
GPS signal, so can’t correct the error until I’m in signal range. This happened after I 
descended into the wrong valley. It’s now been three hours of solid walking and it seems 
I’ve been heading south rather than southeast. The necessary correction is still unclear as 
the Outdoor Active app is not showing any paths across to the VF. Start to walk the long 
route back eastwards along the road; I stop to ask for local knowledge from two old guys 
who clearly had been out shooting. They kindly drive me, in an old banger which would 
never pass any kind of inspection test, the 5 kms back to the VF.  It’s relief to be back on the 
right trail. 

  

I don’t have an in principle objection, to hunting, especially if people need it in order to 
survive. There are plenty of invasive species to be got rid of e.g. the American mink in UK or 
feral pigs in NZ. I do however take huge objection to the pointless blasting of small birds 
here in Italy as well as in neighbouring Malta. I’ll now come down from the pulpit! 

The walk is magnificent. It is true Chianti country. A pity that the region has had so little rain 
this year. The grapevines look stressed and the hayfields are positively crisp dry. Lots of 
evidence of sporadic fires darkening the terracotta coloured soil. 

There is a strong wind from right to left which is making me walk at an angle thus putting 
pressure on my left hip. It’s now clicking more often than a rattle at a football match! I 
shouldn’t complain about my body, as it’s held out remarkably well, considering what it’s 
been through during the past two months. 



 

Am sharing an odd shaped space with the Russian priest and the German couple, Max and 
Zia, in the outskirts of Gambassi. Who at this moment are playing semi-clad cards. It’s a 
young person thing, and yes, I can remember that far back. 

Met up for a quick beer with the three Tuscan guys (Marco, Diego, and Marco) I met up 
north back in August. All three live in Gambassi and have been friends since childhood. The 
town is compact and very pleasant. The area just reeks of the medieval.   It was a bit odd 
meeting up on the VF when it also formed the basis of our connection to begin with. 

Very pleasant dinner in a side room to the church. There was a table of six Italians and a 
table of four English speakers ie Vaclav, the Russian priest, plus the German couple and of 
course, me. The two staff Chiara and her aunt Antonella, are friendly and kind. The 12th C 
church is simply fabulous. It has a basic block design with almost no ornamentation. There’s 
a decent fresco tucked behind the main door plus a reasonable side chapel, again kept 
simple. 

Just crossed the court yard as a massive storm broke. Thunder and lightning followed by hail 
and then heavy rain. It is hammering down; tomorrow’s forecast is sunny and 23°C. Perfect 
walking conditions. 

I can barely stay awake, and need to leave sharpish in the morning, so will head to bed in a 
mo.  I need to arrive before 12noon tomorrow, in San Gimignano. Think “Tea with 
Mussolini”. Great film but only gets to the town at the very end. It’s famous for its towers, 
medieval not Manhattan! 

 

  



Day 65 

3 September 

Fab day. Great weather, easy walk, beautiful San Gimignano. Grilled by nun/monk. Italian 
gospel concert. 

I was concerned that the storm last night might create difficult walking conditions but not at 
all. Up and about by 6.30, five people had already gone by the time I went down to 
breakfast. Ate on my own and enjoyed what was on offer. Carefully crafted by the delightful 
Chiara and her sweet aunt, Antonella. 

Said goodbye to the beautiful church of Pieve da Santa Maria a Chianni and was on the road 
by 7.15, no hurry today its only 14kms and the only time restraint is getting there before 
noon; otherwise it means hanging about for a 3.30 entry. 

Yesterday Marco mentioned that the VF sign posts walkers into Gambassi intentionally; it 
takes you in a loop through the old town. To avoid this I should take the first road out on the 
left.  Good advice and soon I’m looking across valley with Gambassi behind me. 

I know the Americans use the term God’s own country for the US but looking across at these 
terracotta coloured rolling hills covered in vines and olives groves it is hard not to see this 
extraordinary landscape as something, if not created by, then inspired by a supreme being. 
Maybe it’s a version of the one we consider as exemplifying kindness, beauty, and 
tolerance. We’ll let the Americans have the slightly scarier version of the creator in the Old 
Testament! 

The weather is a little cool but the sky is a perfect azzuro with small puffy cottonwool 
cumulus clouds. The ground has almost dried and mostly poses no problems. 

I walk through a valley called Chianti and many of the vineyards have a mix of medieval and 
modern buildings to house and sell their wares. I see wine and olive oil in every direction. 

I meet a woman on a shady path sprinkling breadcrumbs from a brown bag. I assumed she 
feeding something particular but she explains that she can’t bear to throw away even a 
handful of crumbs, so, was leaving it for the birds. There is something positively primal 
about bread in the Med. Every culture there has their version of it and each holds it dear. 
Obviously I’m biased but bread from the arc consisting of Spain to Italy via France must be 
where the best bread comes from and where it still holds an important role in people’s lives. 
The Romans gave Europe so much but one thing above the rest must be a love, 
appreciation, and created the centrality of bread within society. 

Stopped briefly at Pancole where the old sanctuary dominates the small village. In fact, the 
modern road now passes under it. Popped in to see the crypt and it was awful, simply full of 
plastic figures in varying sizes, just tat! 



 

  

In marked contrast, I am rewarded by my detour up to the monastery of Bose. It looks like 
it’s had a makeover recently and is lovely. Sited on a small hilltop looking across a valley 
towards San Gimignano. 

 

I see the four Milanese pilgrims up ahead, who were at the hostel yesterday, and am about 
to reach them when I’m purloined by a man who wanted me to appreciate a pilgrim tile on 
his gate post. We get talking, well more like he talks at me, about Chaucer, Canterbury, and 
Sigeric. Stupidly I refer to Boccacio as Italy’s Chaucer. He went into lecture mode and to 
great lengths to tell me that Chaucer was actually England’s Boccacio. I didn’t care at that 
point but made a note to check dates etc, after all, he could be right! Catch up with the four, 
who walk at a gentle pace and a little later I find and soon leave Vaclav sprawled between 
vines drinking juice. I am motoring along today! 

Met an older Norwegian couple cycling towards the coast and we chatted a bit. They live 
near Trondheim, on the coast facing Scotland. I mention I’ve been twice to Norway and 
they’re surprised. Can’t think why, it’s a great country and I really liked Oslo. It houses two 
of my all time favourite sculptures, in the national gallery.  It also has the slightly disturbing 
Munch museum. Not sure whether he was actually insane, but if he produced those pictures 
today, he’d either be very rich or sectioned or both! 



 

Enter San Gimignano via its medieval portal and I’m soon at the convent. Am greeted by a 
large nun who refers to herself as a monk. I should have asked why. She shows me to my 
room and stays for about 40 minutes chatting. Well more like a grilling! Why I got divorced; 
why I don’t practice Christianity in any recognisable way; what is my sense of God; and 
importantly am I a Catholic! I answered truthfully and confidently, which I hope she 
appreciated. 

Have a proper lunch nearby and barely make it back to the monastery and fall asleep for a 
couple of hours. I always wake confused; not even sure whether I want to carry on 
sleeping.  Hear a sound check taking place across the road in a chapel belonging to the 
monastery of San Girolamo, where I’m staying. It only has 4 female monks. Why they’re not 
called nuns I don’t know but they leader is called mother. Sounds like a character out of a le 
Carre novel. 

Head over at 4.30 for the concert. It was brilliant. Totally surprised to hear Italians sing 
gospel and apart from some iffy pronunciation, they were great. 

Head into the tourist throng that defines San Gimignano most of the year. It’s a beautiful 
medieval town. Architecturally unique, sadly, I now associate it with Maggie Smith’s 
character in Tea with Mussolini! 

Pop into an art gallery where the exhibition, is entitled, broadly, where art meets nature. It 
puts the annual RSPB event, in the Mall Gallery, in its place! The sculptures by Andrea Roggi 
blew me away. One piece, who’s name I sadly forget, gave me the sense of a primal creation 
of womanhood from a stem or plant; all cast in a soft coloured metal. Extraordinary! 

After a meander I sit in one of the numerous bars and have a Moretti blond. Just watch the 
world go by.  I had forgotten how awful the Tuscan dialect is. They convert the letter C into 
H as in, things go better with a hoha hola! 

I am not hungry and it’s 8pm. Maybe it’s because it was a short day or that I ate a decent 
lunch but must ensure I eat before bed. It’s long trek to Monteriggioni tomorrow and I need 
to bulk up. Decide to eat at the bar and it’s a disappointing plate of Pici – large spaghetti to 



you – with a Tuscan ragu. The sauce is fine but the pasta has stuck to itself! The wine was 
good but I’m now almost €20 poorer and have little to show for it. 

Get back to my dorm and I’m the only one in my room. Just great. Don’t have to worry 
about waking people in the night if I need to pee. Check route for tomorrow and there’s 
only one food stop at Elsa. Must remember that. I’ll be staying in another medieval 
splendour tomorrow at Monteriggioi but before that it’s almost 25kms of walking but if it’s 
anything like today, it will be heavenly. Let you know tomorrow! 

 

  



Day 65 

4 September 

Long walk. Good weather.  Got filmed for a documentary. Sharing room with the Russian 
priest and Mauro. Staying in a medieval hilltop fortress. 

Ate breakfast on my own in the monastery refectory. An oddly a quiet and still experience 
but not unpleasant. Made myself a very poor sarnie and took a manky apple. On the road by 
7.40ish; the route out of the beautiful San Gimignano was straightforward and easy for the 
first few kms until St Lucia. From there it went off piste a bit. Saw some odd beetles on the 
fencing of a children’s play area. At first I assumed it was mouse droppings but when they 
began to move I realised they were similar to tiny wood lice. I itched for the following hour. 
How much was psychological and how much was due to real insects, I couldn’t tell. 

The off road section is steep both up and down, mostly through olive groves. I noticed that a 
number of households have a bayleaf or rosemary hedge. The slightest contact gives off a 
hunger provoking bouquet. Whilst I am partial to the smell of privet in bloom, it’s hard to 
compete with bay. 

The guide warns me that the next off road section to Colle de Val d’Elsa is badly signposted. 
In fact it had one sign at the start and a handful towards the end! Luckily Outdoor Active 
was working and took me accurately to the town. The path actually goes through a vineyard, 
I mean through lines of vines, I just followed the tractor tyre tracks! Lots of old people 
working on the land, worryingly, one looked like a volunteer for LWT called Clive Cohen, 
who gave me a look of recognition! I thought he would give a lecture on shooting birds in 
Italy, one of his pet hates! 

A second breakfast at d’Elsa. I’m going to miss these cream-filled croissants! Decided to 
follow the road for the following 8kms or so. It was uneventful and uninteresting.  One small 
observation was the smell. The verge was a mix of wild fennel and mint. I found it irresistible 
not to touch it as I walked past. It is hard to describe the subtlety of that combined smell. It 
was more hinted at than fully present. A bit like me at the moment! 

 

Took an off route detour to Abbazia a Isola. Not as interesting as I’d expected.  In medieval 
times it was known as the Abbey island as it was surrounded by swamps. A bit like Norwich 
surrounded by Norfolk! 



Got to today’s destination of Monteriggioni around 2pm and the young guy on duty at the 
hostel let me in an hour early. Got done quickly and was sound asleep until around 4ish. 
Woken by the arrival of the Russian priest and later, Mauro. 

 

We’re approached by a documentary maker about doing a piece to camera, we’re keener 
on a beer and agree to do it later. 

At the bar we meet two American couples on holiday and chat to them for ages. They even 
pay for a round of beer. They’re from the Chicago area. I win a bet meaning that Mauro has 
to pay for the other round of tasty but quite unpronounceable, Sardinian beer. 

The interview is quite straightforward and easy for me. It’s nice just to say what you think 
rather than take a party line. I’m told I’m the only walker/pilgrim starting from Canterbury, 
so far interviewed. 

The temperature has really dropped and I need to wrap up warmly. Eating outside was 
probably a mistake as my head is freezing.  We are joined by the Russian priest, at my 
invitation, he says little but shows us a lot of photos of his travels. I would really like to ask 
him, how to spell his name, why he gave up science, and how he could afford to travel so 
extensively, during the Cold war. Naughty Mauro snuck in and paid for my pizza and yet 
another beer! 

Tomorrow is Siena.  Just 17kms but can’t leave early as none of the cafes will be open. Looks 
like 8.30 at the earliest. Looking forward to seeing Siena once more. I remember the main 
square, which hosts the annual palio; and the nearby and beautiful duomo. Hope it’s not as 
cold tomorrow as it is tonight! 

 

 

  



Day 66 

5 September 

A day of medieval delights. A great toilet in the middle of nowhere. Siena is still amazing. 
Meet Oz couple over dinner. 

Late start as no cafes open in Monteriggioni until 8am. Mauro was up all night and the 
Russian priest then got up at 5am! Luckily I don’t sleep that lightly. On the road by 8.30 and 
it’s already baking. 

 

The route down into the valley is easy and I’m soon off road on a delightful track. Meet up 
with a nice couple Eluisa and Fabbrizio. Walk together to a known VF rest area in the hamlet 
of La Villa. It’s a great spot. A tiny public space with shaded seating, a fountain, and stamp. 
There is also a pop up cafe in a front garden, run by walker, Marcello. It’s a donation 
arrangement. The best part is the pilgrim bathroom. Its brick built with shower and bidet. 
Brand new facility but the local authority wouldn’t let him have it in a public space so it’s 
down the side of his house! 

 



Temperature hadn’t increased much which is a relief, but it’s still 26°C and its only 10.30am. 
The area rests on a number of small hills with the brown soil characteristic of this part of 
Tuscany. Just around La Villa alone, there are four medieval towers plus tons of stone farm 
buildings from the same era. Quite lovely. 

Decide to take an unsignposted VF route. I don’t get lost today. The route is now mostly on 
the road without pavement. Doesn’t feel too dangerous but it is busy.  It’s a long walk from 
the northern end of Siena down through to the southern central area where the hostel is 
located. The road is peppered with Roman remnants like portals, arches, and columns. It’s 
extraordinary to see bits of renaissance frescoes behind places like bus stops. 

The hostel is in a great district of Siena but the building itself is not pretty and staff and 
volunteers are flat out helping homeless people. There’s a floor for pilgrim accommodation 
and I’m in a dorm with five other people. One of the older guys has moved my boots from 
the window sill saying there’s enough smell in here! I hope he wasn’t referring to me! Mind 
you my sandals are enough to make an adult pass out and I’ve just put them on the window 
sill. They came, new, already infused with the odour of cow pats – thanks Keens! 

Went for a couple of beers with Mauro who has not let me pay for anything tonight. Kind 
man. Mind you I’ve spent a bomb buying various bits from the pharmacy. My feet are itchy 
and now also covered in bites. My feet have become a standing joke in dorms as they are 
white compared to my brown ankles; looks like I’m wearing socks! 

As I’m writing this post there are two guys snoring in uniquely different ways. Together it 
reminds me of an imagined alternative soundtrack to a Dali-Bunuel film, the Andalusian 
Dog. 

Saw lots of American actors’ names today. Pacino on a doorbell outside a house; Gandolfini 
the butchers; and Coppola the removal firm! I wonder how many American Italians get in 
touch with their cultural and familial heritage? It would be nice start, if Gary Sinese, would 
pronounce his name properly! 

 



After a couple of beers, in a rock bar, which was playing great tracks from the late sixties; 
we bump into the Russian priest, who is mysteriously handed a tiny package from a young 
Russian speaking woman. His sole comment to me was, it’s complicated. Isn’t it always! 

 

Eat a very large meal near the hostel and I’m drawn to a table close by, as I can hear English, 
well sort of, it’s Oz or Aus. Nice couple from Christmas Island, who’ve just quit their jobs and 
decided to travel. A familiar tale these days. 

Get to bed late and fall asleep whilst writing this post in the dark, hence the delay! 

  

 

  



Day 68 

6 September 

Despite all efforts to locate the 6th, it seems to have gone into the grey zone between the 
digital and corporeal worlds. Below is a summary of what I remember of yesterday. But first, 
I was wondering what would happen if the original turns up and my summary takes a 
different perspective of events? Well here’s to risk! 

 

Said goodbye to Mauro who was heading home later this morning.  I suspect he would have 
enjoyed carrying on walking. Our few evenings together have been fun. He had a 
disconcerting habit of telling anyone in earshot that I was a hero for doing the entire thing in 
one go. I imagine most of his listeners would agree with my feet, that I must be insane, and 
so best avoided. I received a note from my lawyer saying that both of my feet have now 
filed for divorce from me on the grounds of unreasonable behaviour. It pales into 
insignificance compared to my skin, which has submitted a case to the European Court of 
Human Rights, on the grounds of cruel and unusual treatment! 

Strode out of Siena through the Porta Romana and onto the Via Certosa; up to an outlaying 
district of the same name. Shortly afterwards I’m on a gravel track parallel to the main road 
and heading into a dull looking industrial zone. Decide that the cafe on the main road might 
be the only one on the route, so stop for some juice. The po-faced woman behind the 
counter took a break from sucking vinegar from between her teeth, long enough to hand 
me a small bottle of apricot juice. I like the fact that in Italy, and presumably the rest of the 
EU, that you can buy fresh and wholesome juice in a bar. Imagine trying to order peach juice 
in your local Wetherspoons? 

About to leave when I spot the French couple from breakfast, who turn out not to be a 
couple at all. A fact she impressed upon me when he was out of earshot! Helped them with 
my GPS, great when it works! Leave them on the outskirts of Isola d’Arbia and stride on. 

The track takes me on an elaborate three sided square, which Rude Laurenzi starts ranting 
about to anyone around. I caught him shouting about it to a flock of sparrows at one point! 

Decide this section might be some sort of game or test, so cut across country into Cuna to 
look for food. Unpleasant walk along the road but find someone willing to make me a super 
Italian sarnie. A long roll cut down the middle, smothered in Bel Paese and with four slices 



of mortadella. I meant to eat it later but couldn’t resist it.  Found a bench under a shop 
canopy, outside the local dry cleaners, certain in the knowledge that it wasn’t intended for 
the likes of me but took it anyway! The sarnie was great. 

I also bought what I would call Victoria plums but here they’re called Sheldon; must be 
named after the Big Bang Theory but whatever the link might be, I’ve no idea. Must be a risk 
having a fruit or plant named after you.  It could go horribly wrong at the PR level.  Children 
choking on it; widespread allergies to it; or it becoming associated with a serial killer etc. I 
wouldn’t mind an edible fungi named after me but knowing my luck I would be associated 
with a horrid disease which manifests itself as exploding pustules of the groin resulting from 
walking too much! 

Back on the VF track and the brown rolling hills of Tuscany unfold before me. Olive grove 
alternating with vineyards. I’m on a beautiful ridge walk heading towards Greppo. I notice 
someone in the distance on what I assumed was a motorbike kicking up dust, heading 
towards me. It reminded of the scene when Coburn meets Steiger in A fistful of dynamite. It 
turns out to be a very old woman on an equally ancient Lambretta. No helmet but a tightly 
knotted head scarf. She stops by a tractor, checks something on it and rides off. It all struck 
me as a totally improbable scene. Something Sergio Leone might have come up with.  All it 
needed was a little background gunfire and an Ennio Morricone soundtrack! 

After Greppo there were several kms of track following the railway line. As it had no 
gantries, I’m assuming it was a little used branch line with diesel trains. 

The final stretch was hot and uninspiring but luckily I was indoors at the empty hostel by 
3pm. Grabbed a bed in the corner by a window as always. Which is why I have so many 
bites! My washing soon dried in the warm wind. Fabbio and I decide to cook. There are 
seven willing participants which brings the cost close to a euro each! Vaclav buys a couple of 
bottles of wine, which was kind. I find ingredients to make an egg mayo dip and sliced up a 
mozzarella plus toasted some stale bread, as a starter. Fabbio knocks up a mega pan of 
tortiglioni with fresh tomatoes. As were about to eat, a young German couple turn up and 
they ask to join us. At the table we are now nine and the conversation flows easily until we 
discover that the German guy is in fact Ukrainian and is sitting next to Vaclav, a Russian. 
Detente all round until he makes a throw away comment about al dente is just undercooked 
pasta! Brave or stupid, you decide. 

With no 4G or wifi I get dressed and cross a bridge to where I’d heard there was a better 
signal but no luck.  I had visions that I’d fall into the river in the pitch black never to be seen 
again. But then who would post these blogs?!! 

 

  



Day 69 

7 September 

More medieval delights. Long hot day. Guide book barmy. Hit 200kms to Rome milestone. 

Noisy and chaotic start. People up and about from 5am. Three people had gone before I got 
up at 6.30ish. Annoyed that someone took most of the coffee from my espresso stove top. A 
capital offence around here! 

The first half an hour was lovely but when I discovered that having been up and down two 
large hills, I was only 300mts away from the hostel, I decided to walk along the road; and I’m 
soon in Buonconvento. A beautiful medieval town. The billboard boasts it is one of Italy’s 
finest, and it doesn’t disappoint. Unlike the coffee. Well it’s not the coffee but the cafe. It’s 
full of miserable people intent on discussing what they could win on their scratch cards. The 
actual coffee and croissant were fine but boy what a dreadful atmosphere. 

 

The food shop was no better.  I thought the guy serving me might have a stroke at any time 
judging by the disapproving looks he gave me. That kind of thing just emboldens me, which 
makes their stance somewhat counter-productive. Someone should tell them. Rude 
Laurenzi maybe? 

Am soon out of town and start, what is described as a 12kms track to Torrenieri; nearer 20 
I’d hazard. The guidebook is clear on the subject but it doesn’t take me four hours to walk 
12k! Was shattered by 12noon when I arrived but couldn’t settle or rest, as I still had 6kms 
to go and it looks like it’s up hill. Someone has set up a small rest area, in the shade, with 
seats and a fountain.  It has interesting historical references to the area and the VF. Meet 
the Italian couple who left around 6am. 



 

After a short break I go for the last leg of today’s stage. It’s up 2kms, down 2, followed by a 
very steep 2 up! Get to the town of San Quirico d’Orcia just before 14.00 but both hostels 
are shut until 3.30. I have no booking, so choose whichever one opens first; which turns out 
to be the church run one. It has a decent kitchen and I’m soon planning a meal. At the 
moment it’s just Vaclav and I. Others have booked but not yet arrived. 

We head out to buy some food and meet Fabbio who just done the same. Pity all round, as 
it means leaving food behind. There is a cyclist Marco now in our dorm. Fabbio turns up 
without food but with two large bottles of beer. Whilst drinking, two women turn up but 
we’re not allowed to let them in. They call today’s volunteer, Carlo, who arrives promptly to 
help them. Kind man. 

We eat late and chat for ages. Fabbio heads back tomorrow, a shame as I enjoy his 
company. Sensibly, we exchange no contact details. 

 

Dinner over, we all head to bed.  We bid farewell to Fabbio, and as I’m falling asleep, the 
two women cyclists come crashing into the dark dorm.  

Earlier on today I came across a 200kms to Rome milestone.  A rather old looking one, 
somewhat hidden away by years of encroaching vegetation. It means that I’m now over 90% 



of the way to completing the walk. When I’m asked about crossing France it feels another 
trip altogether. It’s been such a long trip but how will I handle completion? Pipe and slippers 
and concentrate on re-building up my waistline! 

 

  



Day 70 

8 September 

Fab walk. Medieval town to medieval town.  Long hot day. New friend. Odd band of folk at 
hostel. 

Got up a bit earlier than usual, partly because Vaclav is so noisy and in part due to it being 
the longest remaining stage. 32kms up to Radicofani. Plus I was warned that the final 8kms 
are very steep. 

Left piles of food for the three cyclists. I later learned that the two women were seriously 
thinking of giving up, after their first day. Marco on the other hand was very grateful of the 
grub! 

 

 

On the edge of town by 7am and surprisingly there are lots of cafes open. Don’t mind as I’d 
had a long leisurely breakfast. Made toast in a frying pan, camp style, which was pretty good 
with butter and jam. Just needed a poached egg this morning to make it complete! 

The walk to the first town, Gallina a bit unpleasant, along the busy Via Cassia. I missed the 
spa town of Vignoni. The pictures of it look amazing. Meet three Italians on the road: a 
couple, Vanessa and Giuliano plus Fabrizio. Fab and I walked together the rest of the day. 

A quick stop for coffee and to buy a sarnie for later; the guy was so miserable, I’m sure he 
used yesterday’s bread. 



Route goes off piste from here and the old gravel track becomes an abandoned asphalt 
road, which is easy to walk on despite the heat. Clouds are building quickly, a worrying sign 
of thunderstorms. Marco appears out of the blue on his bike but chooses to walk with us as 
he’s saddle sore. We stop at a long-abandoned crossroads to have a third breakfast/early 
lunch. Next thing I know Marco has got his espresso machine on a camping gas stove.  Very 
good it was too! 

 

  

V&G turn up and we soon break up into earlier formations. It’s now off road for a few hot 
kms on this pleasant walk. Cross an oddly coloured river and work out it’s from a nearby 
thermal spa. We were tempted to have a dip. 

During the long hill climb up to Radicofani we share tales of walks and whether there might 
be something deeper to cammino type walks. We discuss at length the nature of God. 
Interesting and deep conversation which took us to the top of the hill. 

On the way up we meet an English couple who had also started in Canterbury, back in May. I 
was aware of them as I’d heard mention of them many times. So now I know Nell and Luke. 

Arrive before the hostel opening time so pop for a beer next door and were greeted by 
tonight’s volunteer, Guzmano. A really sweet guy. Lots of very interesting folk staying 
there.  Long chat with Laura plus L&N about the randomness of coincidence vs intention. 

Dinner was due to be with V&G but when we got there was no spare table so we decided to 
join existing tables of diners, Fab and I join the two women cyclists from yesterday, whilst 
V&G join a French couple they knew. It was fun seeing Martina and Elisabetta once more. It 
turns they work together in recycling furniture into a functional and artistic use. 

Great evening but all my clothes are still soaked including my shirt and shorts. Not sure how 
I’ll manage tomorrow. I may just have to wear them damp! It’s 10.30 and a marching band 
has struck up, which, along with Fab’s snoring is making it difficult to concentrate, let alone 
sleep! 

  

 



Day 71 

9 September 

Autumn descends in the mountains. Pilgrim hit by car. Three breakfasts. Leave Tuscany and 
enter Lazio. Finish up in another lovely town. 

Was almost the last one to leave; I was heading to the cafe with Fab at 6.45! Had had a 
quick bite at 6.15ish and still ate again, less than an hour later! 

The weather was cold and misty. Radicofani is 850mts above sea level and today feels 
autumnal. The mist meant that we missed the expected panorama; in fact, visibility was 
about 50 feet as we left the town. I could recite the guidebook on the details of the view but 
that would be silly. 

  

During the foggy walk down towards Ripa, we meet an anxious hunter whose dog had not 
returned.  In the gloomy descent, Fab and I discuss what a post-Human future might look 
like and it’s not all good! Glass can last 10,000 years but modern concrete won’t. 

The route through this last section of Tuscany was along the Ex-Cassia, another long 
distance Roman road. Stop at a bar after 9am and it’s packed with last night’s hostel guests 
minus one. Staff miserable and appear over-worked. 

An odd bunch of folk on the road this morning. An Italian couple, Fab, 5 Danish female 
pensioners, 2 Brazilians, and the British couple. The single Italian woman, from last night, 
has gone off piste. She would repeat this many times over the course of the VF! 

We cross the regional boundary from Tuscany into Lazio, the final VF region, which also 
houses Rome. The transition was marked by no off road tracks after the first 2kms. The 
Cassia is a great road but it’s too fast and too busy to walk along. Find a large, recently dead, 
adult female badger, presumably hit by a vehicle. There’s some respite in the village of 
Centemo. It was where Galileo hid after being condemned to death by the inquisition. 



Today, it’s a pretty village, sadly, its water supply is currently contaminated with arsenic. It’s 
useful being able to read the notice above the tap! 

 

We walked with V&G, the Italian couple, for the rest of today’s route up to Acquependente. 
The town is very nice. The hostel is a bit cramped and there are four of us men in a small 
room. I had to wait ages for a shower. The kitchen is small and ill-equipped, so I’ll be 
heading out for a large plate of the local handmade fresh pasta, Pici. Reminds me of the 
pasta my grandmother, Ada, used to make, known in Umbria as ciriole. 

Didn’t eat pasta tonight but had risotto with zucchini instead. My stomach is bursting it’s so 
full. I will sleep well tonight. The large Greek guy recently arrived has opted to sleep on a 
spare bed in the lobby area. The guy in question is called Stephanos and is travelling from 
Rome to Canterbury. A sort of reverse Francigena, if you will! 

It was he who was hit by a van a few days ago whilst walking the VF. He opted not to 
prosecute, which may not be the best decision as he’s not yet fully out of the woods re his 
injuries. 

Two days of rain ahead of me. Tomorrow is Bolsena, by the lake of the same-ish name. 
Tomorrow’s forecast suggests thunderstorms all day. Oh joy! 

A quick update on my bites as I know you were waiting to hear. I got to 44 on my right leg 
and gave up counting. My ankles above the sock line are badly bitten. I don’t mean that the 
mosquitoes don’t know how to bite, I mean the sheer volume of the bites is worryingly 
widespread. The clustering on my face has given me a second cheek bone look. It looks ok 
from one side but from other perspectives I do have a certain Quasimodo about me! 

  

 

  



Day 72 

10 September 

Storms. Near misses. Crash in temperatures. Lazio floods. 

Up and about early and on the road by 6.15am as we were expecting a day of storms. Pretty 
cool outside but no rain yet. We only got as far as the edge of Acquependente when thunder 
and lightning announce the arrival of several hours of torrential rain. 

 

The VF path is almost unwalkable. Old tyre tracks have become many metre long puddles. 
Large tracts are covered in silt as the soil has simply been washed across the path. It’s often 
deep and always slippery. Even in the downpour, the soil around here looks beautiful. The 
darker, chocolate coloured earth has blended with the lighter sandy soil in large swirls, 
reminding me of my mother’s Italian marble sponge cake. 

The gaiters hold back the wet for a bit but within 30 minutes my feet are swimming inside 
my boots. The four of us have lost all traction and the first leg of 12kms takes over 3hours. 

Soaked we seek shelter in an abandoned farm outbuilding as we enter we’re confronted by 
two enormous rats who begrudgingly yield the space. 

Get to San Lorenzo, the half way point, around 9.30 and all the previous night’s walkers are 
already in the cafe trying to warm up. The five Danes are catching a bus later on apparently; 
similarly, the Italian couple V&G caught a cab; the Brazilian and British couples decide to 
stay put for the night; leaving just four of us to walk the second leg of today’s stage into 
Bolseno. 

Warned to stay off the remaining VF track, as it’s becoming impassable, we follow the old 
faithful, Via Cassia, or today as it’s known, the SS/SR 2. Sadly, today it’s full of maniac drivers 
even in this pouring rain. One driver overtakes and almost takes out the four of us; the wing 
mirror flicked my flapping poncho. Any closer and I would become another statistic. 
Visibility is poor, rain still heavy, and the risk of skidding or acqua-planing high, so why take 
risks like that? Laura tells us that she uses a mirror to look behind her whilst walking. The 



rest of us thought it be fun to stick tiny wing mirrors on one’s glasses. Joking aside there’s 
merit in the idea. 

Rain abates to a drizzle as we enter the delightful town of Bolsena.  It’s on the lake which is 
called Bolseno! An unnecessary confusion. A kind woman hiding under her umbrella takes 
us through the maze of pedestrianised streets to the hostel. I joke she might get end up 
being allocated a bed, if she hangs about with us; her retort was that she might actually get 
some rest that way! 

We are greeted by the delightful Rina, an elderly woman living next door to the hostel.  She 
is kind and firm, and at the same time talkative and funny. The four of us are in an eight 
bunk room with plenty of space. There’s an unwell man in a small room on his own; and the 
taxi-riding, V&G are in a small double. Whilst I’m in the shower, the five Danes arrive and 
have a large room to themselves. Everyone accounted for! 

We four get showered, sort wet gear, and use washing machine; and are sitting in a 
restaurant by 1.30. We make a plate of pasta and a glass of wine last two hours; and then 
it’s time for a nap. I doze a little but don’t sleep, yet still enjoy two hours of warmth and 
rest. 

Go for quick tour of this old Roman town, which seems to have come into its own after the 
renaissance as a lake port and spa town. Enjoy a beer in the main square until it begins to 
rain again. Get very damp heading towards the restaurant. A short one course meal with 
wine and fizzy water, a total of €10 each. Not bad. The restaurant specialises in ultra-thin 
crust pizza, which they bring to you on a tiny wooden table-like structure. Each one is 
loaded with sections of everyone’s chosen pizza; the remainder staying warm in the kitchen. 

Another stage of around 20kms tomorrow. It’s still raining tonight. It might have to be a day 
of minor roads and lots of caution. A different group of four tomorrow head out tomorrow 
on what is sure to be a damp Monday morning in Lazio. 

 

  



Day 73 

11 September 

A big day in NYC but also in Orthodox Christendom. Hit 100km sign. Leave a Roman city and 
enter an Etruscan town. Just missed the rain. 

Surprisingly I was the first up in our dorm around 6am. Tried to make coffee using a 
Nespresso pod but it was awfully watery stuff. Said goodbye to Laura who was still in bed. 
Fab joins Vaclav and I for breakfast and we say our goodbyes. I am sure we’ll meet up in 
Rome very soon. 

The walk today is straightforward and fairly short ie 17kms. We follow the Cassia once more 
for almost an hour. There’s surprisingly little traffic considering it’s a Monday morning.  At 
one point we pass a vine which obviously had gone feral and is weighed down with grapes. 
Vaclav and I greedily stuff down a couple of bunches apiece. 

 

Once the path leaves the road it begins to climb on a gravel track deep into a wood, mostly 
of holm oak, interspersed with small patches of olive. We cross the divide 
between Bolsena and Montefiascone, created, in part, by a small river which apparently has 
no name! It does, however, have two lovely sets of falls which make quite a din for their 
modest size. 

 



Having crossed that administrative line, the path continues to climb, as does the humidity, 
and of course, the number of mozzies.  My head is a mass of bites and so is my right 
thigh.  My left one remains unscathed.  Why? I am certain that mosquitos, and possibly 
other biting insects, have no concept of left and right; so why go for that leg and not the 
other or indeed both! 

Today is a symbolically important day not just for NYC but for Americans everywhere. It is 
also an important day of religious observance in the Orthodox church, as it marks the death 
of John the Baptist.  It is said that everyone remembers where they were on 9/11. I was 
guest of honour at my Alma Mater and was still living in Wroxham Gardens. The live images 
on TV, of the second plane striking the twin towers, shortly after I got home, stays with me. I 
still have many pictures I took of the twin towers back in 1979. They were so tall that if you 
lay on the ground between them, and looked up vertically, they appeared to touch. 

The final 4 kms are an interesting set of detours and traffic avoidance routes as we slowly 
head into Montefiascone. On the outskirts we cross the 100kms to Rome milestone. It’s 
really only a ton if we stay on the Cassia but on the VF is nearer 120, which is still 
manageable. The last half km through the great arch into the old city is delightful if not a bit 
steep. We hit the bell of the monastery at 11.05.  Both pleased to have got in on time, and 
are quickly and efficiently processed by the delightful sister Marie-Clare. A generous and 
warm hearted nun, originally from Gabon. We pay a tiny bit extra and have single rooms. 
V&G turn up a couple of hours later. I still can’t work out how they arrived so late when they 
left before us? 

 

About 2pm, as we’re about to go out, the five Danes arrive and I help with my informal role 
as translator. I sometimes wonder whether that sort of intervention actually helps in the 
long-term? Maybe people would try harder to communicate with each other across the 
linguistic divide? In any case, I help and all parties seem appreciative. 

I agree somewhat foolishly to accompany Vaclav on a little sight-seeing.  Montefiescone is 
built around a steep hilltop; once an Etruscan fortress, later captured by the Romans. Like a 
lot of towns in the region they also held important roles in Medieval Italy. 



 

The cathedral is an odd shape, essentially it’s circular under a giant dome. Architecturally 
interesting but decor is sadly Baroque, which I find a bit OTT. There is a small 12th/13th C 
church at the very top, about the size of a small chapel, St Mary of the Snows, which is more 
me. Modest, plain and somehow, feels more sincere. It has a remnant of a fresco hundreds 
of years old, where all the faces are clearly visible, quite brilliant. Sadly, the church also 
hosts a tiny statue of a Black Madonna, which looks like doll dressed by an over-imaginative 
child! The church gets its name from the time the local bishop visited the church in the 14th 
C and it was in such a bad state of repair that snow had settled in the inside! 

 

After a quick sarnie, a little more sightseeing, I want to get back to my room for a nap. Just 
as we reach the monastery gates it begins to rain. Intermittent showers, nothing like 
yesterday. 

At 5pm I attend sung Vespers. It’s wonderful. I’ve attended several of these recently and 
those sung by nuns definitely have an edge over the others. I have no idea what is being said 
but the melodic short sentences really appeal to me. 



Catch up on some personal admin and it’s time to eat. There are 13 of us. Oddly biblical but 
when I mention this to the nun looking after us, she failed to see my point or maybe she did 
get it but thought it irrelevant!   Nice grub, light but plentiful. The veg, fruit and wine are all 
home produced. Discovered that V&G took the longer route out of Bolsena, so they were 
behind us, not in front! 

Tomorrow is another shortish stage and should arrive in Viterbo by noon. It’s as well as I’ve 
not booked anywhere to sleep and I doubt Vaclav has either! I plan to take a day off and so 
spend a couple of nights in one of the most famous Etruscan cities. I’ve not had a day off 
since arriving in Italy. 

As I fall asleep I’ll think about the loved ones of those lost on 9/11 and what they must be 
going through today. 

 

  



Day 74 

12 September 

Got lost and added 2 hours to today’s walk. Checked out some Etruscans. The rudest pilgrim 
host to date. Might not take my day off tomorrow.  Lots of Angry Laurenzi today! 

Up and ready to leave the fine monastery of St Peter by 7am. See Brazilian couple whilst 
eating breakfast in a cafe. In an odd sort of dance they replaced Vaclav and I at the cafe 
table. 

Got immediately lost exiting the old centre. None of the streets mentioned in the guide 
appeared on Google Maps. Hopeless really. Went too far west and spent the day correcting 
the error. A four hour journey took six. Angry with myself as well as my travelling 
companion’s lack of money sense and engagement with the details of the route. He’s aware 
that he’s on his own tomorrow. 

 

Missed the Roman road Ex Cassia Antica. Which also annoys me. Caught another Roman 
road, a very long, straight gravel track with the occasional bend in it, all the way south until 
we find an eastward track. This latter route is surprisingly long, takes an hour longer than 
the map suggests. 

We reach the outskirts of town around noon and it’s filthy. The motorway underpass has 
become a large rubbish pile. The hostel takes another hour to reach, and the sun is at its 
hottest. I can taste the pollution. Earlier a military helicopter hovered over us repeatedly as 
we walked past the base’s fence. My luck to get arrested for looking the wrong way. I kept 
an eye on V in case he decides to take pictures of the base! 

The pilgrim host is as obese as he is rude. Got immediate shrift from me which probably 
helped; that, and that I spoke to him in Italian. Later Luke and Nell would be treated really 
badly at his hands. He continued his rudeness even after I was asked to help translate. 
Ironically he kept saying he was late for his lunch. In my mind he’s already had far too many 



lunches! No ID docs are asked for, which is odd and no forms to complete….is someone on 
the take? Is there an Italian equivalent to Crimewatch? 

Go into town and it’s like a dirty version of the Spanish district of Naples. I am saddened and 
disappointed by just how dirty the place is.  A quick plate of pasta and were off! Bump into 
the two Brazilians and one of them is covered in similar bites to me but hers are 
everywhere. Some talk of bed bugs but who knows. 

Cathedral is really interesting architecturally, it’s almost brutalist grey exterior, which would 
sit happily in Aberdeen, is balanced by five airy domes inside. I found the side chapels 
uninspiring, all that is except one….there’s a mummy of Santa Rosa, the local notable from 
the 12thC. It’s macabre to say the least. It put me off lighting candles for my parents! Her 
heart and intestines are in special reliquies. The Catholic custom of such things comes across 
as very odd. 

 

Next stop the national archaeology museum. Very interesting but the staff hopeless. The 
Etruscan exhibits are really interesting but it lacks proper context ie what was happening in 
the peninsula at the time, known languages, range of influences other than Greek. When I 
ask about the Etruscan language the unhelpful woman shrugs and tells me nobody knows. 
So enlightening! 

Grab an ice cream and head back to get some belated rest and to book accommodation for 
Vaclav. Chat to Luke and Nell for a bit, who tell of an alternative route which bypasses 
Vetralla; instead follows the rim of an extinct volcano which today hosts lake Vico. If Viterbo 
had been a little nicer I would now be happy to have a day off! I’ll let you know what I 
decide to do, tomorrow. 

Meet the Swiss couple in the dark as we head for dinner. The waiter is thoroughly irritating 
but the food good. Wanted to mention to V that he owes me money but then he gives me a 
tiny Russian doll as a parting gift. 

Really tired but can’t sleep just yet. So writing this post helps me prep for bed. Funny going 
to bed without a plan in place. New territory for me. I’ll let the dream process decide! 



Day 75 

13 September 

Pull a double etape. Great weather. Another volcanic lake. Carmelites keep me hanging on. 
Sutri is a surprise. 

Vaclav is up at 6am and out the door by 6.45; he’s aiming for Vetralla today, where I’ve 
booked him into a monastery, plus a haircut in a pet shop.  Might not see him again, but do 
have his email address. His surname is Smirnoff! 

Decide to try the route I heard about yesterday which misses Vetralla altogether and goes to 
Sutri. I have only a photo of a handrawn map to go by plus of course my apps to verify my 
location. Leave by 7.30 and feel strong this morning, must be all that pasta I ate yesterday! 

Get to the bottom of the road and something is not right with one of my boots. I can feel an 
unusual rub on a toe. Whip off both boot and sock and find nothing; must have been the 
tiniest fold of the sock.  After 10 weeks you notice these small things, which, if ignored can 
result in painful blisters. 

On the foot front. The final adjustment to my right insole has worked well and the pain in 
the balls of my right foot have receded. I am close to losing two toenails, and only hope that 
it happens after I finish! 

All I have with me are a handful of the delicious grapes left by Vaclav. Each cafe bar seems 
teeming with noisy teenagers and it’s not yet 8am. Must be the first day back or something. 
Odd, the place reminds me of Istanbul. I need to eat and to buy food, as I believe I will pass 
very few towns on this choice of route. 

Find myself walking out of Viterbo with little water, no food, and not having had breakfast. 
Very poor start for me. It will be three hours of uphill walking which I hadn’t appreciated. 
Need grub and quick! 

Soon pass through Bel Colle which is really just a massive hospital complex. It’s a bit ugly 
and not the sort of place you want to end up in.  A few kms later along a dangerously 
narrow SP9, it’s the delightful respite of San Martino de Cimino. It’s a small place with an 
impressive square lined with shops. Find a bar and eat! A couple of doors down is a 
wonderful general alimentari store. Buy large bottle of water, fruit, a massive filled roll, and 
an emergency slice of focaccia! I am a bit over laden and the way out is up and I mean up. I 
could barely walk up past the church, so as to leave by the southern gate. 

Exit town and it’s almost an hour up hill on the SP81, to the suggested path through the 
extensive woods overlooking lake Vico. I notice an odd looking cat, it had perfectly circular, 
deep-set eyes much like an owl, it was staring but not moving. Makes you wonder whether 
other mammals actually think in any way we could detect or understand? 

Reach the edge of the wood and it’s uphill for another 30 minutes and then it’s a long ridge 
walk through miles of majestic beech. I love this tree even though it has a tendency to lose 
branches and fall over for no reason. Maybe it’s just clumsy? 



The view of the lake to my left is limited as the woodland vegetation is so dense, likewise 
the valley below on the other side. The lake, like its near neighbour, Bolseno, is a volcanic 
crater, extinct, and then filled up with rain water over thousands of years. It’s a huge 
attraction for water sports enthusiasts as well as for wildlife. 

The woodland path is soft and damp smelling much like the walks I often took in the 
Washington Cascades. Reminds me how much I miss my son, Jack, who is struggling to 
survive in the cut throat world of US retail. 

I am out of the woods at noon and seek a spot to sit and eat part 2 of my lunch. The beech 
have been replaced by oak initially, and then field after field of hazel. It must be the world 
centre for the nut. The legendary chocolates, Baci, are made just down the road in Perugia, 
with their distinctive hazel nut centres. Like a loon I’m gathering up fistfulls of those I find in 
the road, what I plan to do with them is unclear. Finally find a wall which sadly was in the 
sun but you can’t have everything. I notice three people across the road sitting on the 
ground eating. I ask whether they’re gathering up nuts, which they confirm. As I leave they 
ask me questions about where I’m from etc. They have a look of genuine astonishment at 
my answers, as if I’m a fictional character suddenly come to life before them. 

 

Half an hour later I’m in the marvellous town of Ronciglione. Totally unexpected. It has an 
amazing medieval borgo or old town. Absent mindedly wandering through it I find myself 



deep in a seasonal gully, which of course means that I now have to walk up the other side 
with all my gear on! Decide on a route but Google maps neglects to show that the road hits 
an embankment which is only a few metres deep and below the raised main road. Decide to 
climb through the dense vegetation and find myself bleeding from bramble tears.  Soon on 
the road for the final 6km leg into Sutri. 

It’s turning hotter but there’s a decent amount of intermittent shade.  It’s uninspiring except 
where someone dumped a loo (excuse the pun), a bright spark put up a notice saying 21st C 
toilet welcome to use. It reminds me of an April Fool joke we played on the fire brigade 
trainees who shared a floor with us, when I was at LWT. There a was an unused drinking 
fountain which we made look like a bidet replete with towel and standing stool. The look on 
the faces of the unsuspecting trainees will remain with me. Childish yes, but certainly funny. 

 

As I’m writing this post I can hear that someone nearby also has a donkey/ass braying ring 
tone. Why? 

Get to the monastery at 14.40 but it doesn’t open to pilgrims until 3.30 and 4.30 for 
everyone else.  Wait patiently despite having finished my water and it’s hot. At 3.30 begin 
ringing buzzer at the third attempt someone tells me they’re not able to take in anyone. Am 
slightly annoyed but ring a B&B and get a room straight away.  The Seminary B&B is in the 
main square. Sort myself out and promptly fall asleep. I awake feeling tired and drowsy. 
Head out for a meander but am just too tired. Go for a pizza and salad in a decent sort of 
place. The type that exist all over Italy. On the way back I bump into V&G, an effusive pair, 
whose company I enjoy. We discuss the mysterious, but as yet, un-named, now returned 
woman, who’d gone off piste like a yo-yo! 



 

 

Am back inside by 8.45 and zombie-like, must have really overdone it today. Tomorrow is 
shorter at 24kms down to Campagnano di Roma. It seems to be an orbital town to the 
capital. It will put me less than 20kms from the Vatican. What on earth will I do with myself 
then? Take up knitting; breed snails; start gambling, the world is my oystercard! 

 

 

  



Day 76 

14 September 

Run across a busy dual carriageway. Guidebook sends me into an industrial estate. Spend 
two hours alone in an empty hostel. Arrive in Campagnano by lunch time. 

 

Leave Sutri around 7.15 and it’s a beautiful day. Stop by the amphitheatre made from a 
quarried mound of tufa. It’s more sculpted than constructed. The walk along the road at this 
point is fine. There’s a gravel track which runs for 3kms and ends at an odd complex of golf 
venues. It is, apparently, the Italian national golf centre. 

  

The track becomes asphalt before entering the town of Monterosi. Where it’s time for a 
second breakfast! V&G arrive just before I leave; I try to explain the inappropriateness of 
the cafe’s name, gorgeous. The funny part is that the aged male waiters with gorgeous 
written across their shirts seem to do so with no sense of irony! I tried to explain this to the 
owner but he just shrugged! 



 

Forget to take an early crossing over the Cassia and end up on the wrong side of a dual 
carriageway.  Decide its better, overall, to clamber over the barriers and run across four 
lanes. Quite a feat of reflexes and coordination but in reality an exercise in lunacy! Must 
have been quite a sight! Walk along a protected lane, where the protection soon fizzles out 
but it still feels safe. Cross a bridge and follow the slip road onto the southbound Cassia and 
the trucks are mightily close and very fast. Guidebook says there’s a footpath in 400mts. 
Find something but it fizzles out and comes to a halt with a 3mts drop into a recycling 
centre. Drop bags and slowly lower myself down. I’m in the middle of an industrial estate 
and the only way out is the fast flowing SS2. Take a glimpse and the hard shoulder is narrow 
and the speeding trucks large. Ask advice from a young woman parked on the slip road who 
gives me a ride to the next exit about 500mts away. Cross over and head south on the 
opposite slip road and come out where I should have been. It is lunacy to suggest to readers 
to walk along the dual carriageway. I’ll be having words with Ms Raju when, and if, I ever get 
home. 

 

It’s a long 6kms into Campagnano. The VF path takes an indirect route, as always. Find a 
pleasant fountain in the middle of nowhere and eat an early lunch. Yesterday’s foccacia, 
some of the harvested hazel nuts and an orange. Decide to air my damp clothes in the bright 
sunshine. A gust of wind leaves my T shirt in the dirt and my pants in the water.  Rude 
Laurenzi has a field day ranting, peppered with loud expletives. 



The walk into town and getting to the hostel seems to take forever. Get to the hostel at 
12.40 it’s open but no one there. Find the office but it too is empty. Decide to do some 
personal admin but get cold sitting on the marble stairs. Find a bed and get sorted. Leave a 
note saying where I am. Have hot shower and about to wash clothes when V&G say there’s 
a spare bed in their B&B style hostel, pack my stuff once more, remove note, and cross town 
into the old borgo. I was in a building for two hours and the management were unaware! 

There are now five of us staying in a former chicken coop, including an elderly Sardinian 
couple. It’s cosy to say the least. They decide to eat out and I offer to cook pasta, fusili 
all’arabiata to be precise. Go for a quick tour and food shop. The nice Sards buy us three 
large bottles of what is currently my favourite Italian beer, Ichnusa, from the Greek 
Hyknusa, their name for Sardinia. 

 

Whilst the sauce is cooking, we talk about loss and adjustment; and, of course, the nature of 
God. Interesting insights all round. 

The Sard couple return and we chat for a bit before everyone heads to bed, leaving me a 
quiet moment to write this short post. Two days walking left and around 40kms to go. Its 
hard to believe that in 48 hours I’ll be sitting in a Roman bar wondering what all the fuss was 
about! 

 

 

  



Day 77 

15 September 

One day to go. Throw up. More Etruscan ruins. Helpful TO staff in Formelo. Talk Seattle. 

Pleasant start to today’s early start. Breakfast with V&G around the small dining table.  Even 
had a cup of tea albeit not very nice. Said goodbye to the Sardinian couple. Start long call to 
my son, Jack, in Seattle, which took me most of the way to Sorbo. It was great talking to 
him. I miss my boys. 

The sanctuary of the Madonna of Sorbo is a very pleasant and tranquil place. I really liked 
the modest, small church, with its complex yet enduring fresco. 

 Bumped into V&G and we walk to Formelo together, sharing many an anecdote. For the 
first time today I realised that I’m well travelled.  An odd thing to realise, yet, this fact makes 
no direct difference to my life whatever but maybe it does to other folk? 

The old town of Formelo is lovely. It has in its museum a partial reconstruction of a Roman 
Mansio. Its 2 staff were great. Helpful, informative, and generous with their time. Stick that 
Viterbo! 

We three walk out of town together and I leave them at the start of a very long track, made 
of compacted earth alternating with dirty white limestone. Later it would be replaced by 
long stretches of hard, jagged lumps of tufa or tuff. Tufa really tears at my soles, whilst it’s 
light like pumice, it’s also very sharp. My boot soles have worn down through the Vibram 
layer, so cannot now be re-soled. I only hope they will last another 24 hours! 

Start to feel ill around 12ish ie after 5 hours walking and I still have about 4kms to go. Say 
hello to 2 guys who walk swiftly through.  I follow but can’t maintain their pace. The path 
cuts through some former Etruscan burial sites in the ancient province of Veii. Reach a 
former medieval watermill and decide to follow the four feet high tunnel lit by my trusty 
torch. Hadn’t realised that my hat and the top of my backpack are now covered in cobwebs. 
I thought I had merely surprised the rather large family of three but on reflection I must 
have looked a sight emerging into the daylight like some trogdelite creature woken after 
millennia. To make matters worse I walk about 20mts and start to retch. I don’t vomit very 
much but I’m not well. The two guys who passed me earlier were picking figs and took pity 
on me and offered me a ride into La Storta.  It’s only 2kms but they drop me at the wrong 
place and I have to walk up hill through hundreds of school children. 

The nun on duty here is sister Ornella. I love her: everyone says the same. I wonder whether 
I can adopt her as an aunt? The place is clean and tidy, and it soon fills up with pilgrims.  My 
dorm is full by the late arrival of Vaclav, who’s on the bunk above me. 



 

The various groups head towards the same bar, and later on, the same restaurant. I hear 
that there’s an American couple from Seattle, researching the Francigena. I introduce myself 
and next thing they’ve joined us for dinner. Tim; Joanie (sp?) and I chat freely about Seattle, 
the VF and God. They very kindly pay for my meal. It was good chatting about Seattle and 
WA. A part of the US I’m now familiar with.  In the end, all I paid for was the Nastro Azzuro 
beer for us four, which doubled up as an aperitif! 

Saddened by news that my adopted home of London, where I’ve lived most of my life, has 
had another terror attack. It is self-defeating in the end. It’s a great city and won’t be 
browbeaten by a bunch of nutters. 

Feel more human again. Tired but ready to finish this thing I’ve started. Something tells me 
that this is only the start of something but of what I cannot say. For now I want to complete 
the VF tomorrow and then rest for a couple of days.  I really want to eat eggs, I miss them. 
Silly really, the small things that I’ve missed, like the Today Programme and poached eggs! 

 

  



Day 78 

16 September 

Made it to the Eternal City. Said goodbye to folk. Made a new friend. Feet very sore. There’s 
flooding all round. Nearly get run over. 

Up at 5am and on the road after a quick breakfast by 6. Walk down a road that has almost 
become an old friend, Via Cassia, for almost 5kms. Today it’s V&G, Vaclav and I. Wave the 
Cassia goodbye and cut down into a nature reserve, Parco Insugherata.  It’s a scrappy 
looking place, like many European urban reserves. Most of us got bramble tears on our legs 
or clothes. The slope up at the other end was tough. My legs hurt, consequently my pace 
dropped a fair bit. A bit further along Vaclav throws his walking pole in a dumpster, which I 
remove, then lean it on a fence. Someone is bound to want it. 

 

Stop for a second breakfast in the Monte Mario district. Decide not to have coffee but a sort 
sausage roll made with German sausage and spinach. Gave some to a beggar from Africa, 
who swallowed it almost without chewing. He was a hungry young man. 

 

Follow the Triomfiale for ages and then cut through another park, Monte Mario. Another 
steep walk up followed by a silly, steep descent. I wish I’d gone around the long way. The 
rest of the walk was easy and flat, swerving around bins, badly parked vehicles, and 
impatiently driven cars. Eventually catch the top of the famous Basilica and head straight 
towards it, along with countless tourists. I leave the group once we’re inside Bernini’s 



famous colonnade. I do a quick tour of the obelisk and re-join the group for a hug and 
photos. We are the first to register for the testimonium today. A sort of certificate to 
confirm completion.  In reality one would only need to walk from Lucca. I would have liked it 
to say I began in Canterbury. 

 

Inside the Centro San Lorenzo, I recognise the artwork on the walls I’d seen in a dozen 
hostels across Tuscany. Then the artist Andrea turns up and we have a long chat. A sweet 
guy. Some of his Christian inspired monochrome work is quite beautiful. 

 

The four of us head for a plate of pasta and a beer. I am falling asleep as I say goodbye to 
the three of them, to go in search of my accommodation. Irritatingly Google doesn’t 
recognise the address so it takes me longer to locate it than it should have! 



 

Short nap and meet with Don, who’s kindly been looking after 2 parcels of mine, sent ahead, 
so that I’d have some decent clothes to change into. Don, an American, is a great guy and 
we exchange details of our respective Italian ancestry over a beer. 

I head back, excited to see what’s in the parcels. I sent them so long ago, I’d almost 
forgotten. Lay everything across my room and decide it’s too complex to decide how to 
repack my stuff today. Am just too tired. 

I decide I fancy a kebab, so Google my options.  Get dressed and head out 7.30ish. In a few 
minutes it’s a torrent. I’m soaked. Google no longer shows the kebab shop so head off in 
another direction to my second choice. In the meantime the first one re-appears on my 
phone screen. I am now in between two places and my blood sugar is very low and have a 
headache.  Decide to head to my first choice and, of course, it’s no longer trading! Head 
towards the other, on the far side of the Vatican for choice number two and it’s bucketing. 
I’ve now been out an hour and besides my low blood sugar, I’m thirsty. There’s no sign of 
the second shop. Give up and go for a takeaway pizza. Which I order without a hitch. There’s 
a lovely German Swiss girl of about 8, speaking to a waiter in Italian, she tired me out 
watching her dash about. Her dad was tall, large and subdued and remanded me slightly of 
the Panzer tank-driver in Kelly’s Heros. 

Walking back to my accommodation when a young woman decides to overtake stationary 
traffic and jump a red light almost knocking me over on a crossing.  Luckily I could hear the 
roar of the engine over the rain. I won’t repeat what Rude Laurenzi shouted, very loudly. 

Ate my pizza; planned my travel to Calabria; and tried to watch a little TV. Italian TV is even 
worse than the US, which take some doing. The only thing I could bear to watch was a black 
and white 1960s production of Maria Callas, singing various pieces. That woman can sing! 

I am trying to stay up a bit longer than usual, so that I might lay in tomorrow. I am brain 
dead tonight. I will head to St Peter’s tomorrow but beyond that who knows?  I am too tired 
to review where I’ve got to. I will, of course, add in some photos and do a final edit once I 
return home. But for now I’m signing off until the next big adventure. 

Thanks for having followed me. 

 

  



Review 

Introduction 

Well I managed it in the end! Barring a day on the train and the odd bus ride across town 
and short lifts, I walked the length of the ancient Roman road, the Via Francigena, 
connecting Britain to the heart of the ancient empire, Rome. My journey began in 
Canterbury, the official starting point and ended in the Vatican Square, outside of St Peter’s 
basilica. 

 
 

The official route suggests its 1800kms but I suspect I walked well over 2000kms; especially 
when taking into account the number of times I got lost, walking to and from 
accommodation and food sources, and detours to explore local places of interest. 

 

https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/11/08/review-section/20170701_165011-2/


 

 

I had set myself a couple of tasks. Obviously and unstated, I hoped to finish and not need to 
be hospitalised! The first, was to reflect upon my late parents, Franco and Maria; the 
second, was to consider the nature of God or god. How did I do? But first, a very brief 
summary of the more memorable elements of my journey across Europe. 

 

Memorable bits 

Good things 

Friendships made en route albeit necessarily temporal but meaningful nonetheless and far 
too many to mention; 

Historic places, towns, and ruins. The entire route is full of them; 

Beautiful places of prayer such as churches, chapels, convents, and monasteries; 

Restful accommodation eg St Loup’s Tyburn convent; and at Brigitte’s, near Besancon; 

Kindness of strangers eg Enric in Chamblain d’Abbe, helping me to rescue my phone; 

Food in Italy eg pinci pasta; Italian cream; doughnuts and croissants; 

Equipment taken with me eg silk liner instead of a sleeping bag; 

https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/09/17/september-16/img_2410/


Follow up meetings eg Cristina in London, and Fabrizio in Rome; 

The two weeks rest before returning home; 

Ichnusa beer in Italy; 

Seeing both sides of my family in the days afterwards; 

Cresting the Alps at Col Grand San Bernard; 

 

 

 

Less good things 

Getting lost so many times, not helped by my out of date guides; 

The painful walk through bamboo hedging in the Po Valley; 

Falling down a hill in Val D’Osta and hurting my hip; 

Bad water in France; 

Lack of food, signage, or free drinking water across most of France; 

Eye problems in France; 

Pain throughout most of the journey esp hips, knees and feet; 



Heel splits and blisters; 

Getting caught short a few times; 

Unbearable heat in France and Italy; 

Overly heavy rucksack; 

Vicious dogs; 

Intentional misdirection eg en route up to Radicofani; 

Various tourist information staff esp Lausanne and Champlitte; 

Collapse of energy upon arrival in Rome; 

 

 

Weird things 

The sarcophagus of Santa Rosa in Viterbo, Italy; 

Toilet/shower arrangement in the Franciscan hostel in Chatillon, Italy; 

Small dog licking the back of my neck in the village of Marador, France; 

Farcical toilet incidence en route up to Radicofani, Italy with Fabrizio; 

Buying ingredients in a supermarket with a total stranger, Angela, in Langres, France; 



 

What could I have done better? 

Loaded the VF software onto my phone before departure; 

Should have started off with much less weight in the large rucksack; 

Trained harder beforehand ie carried a heavier rucksack and walked further; 

Bought better sunglasses for the journey; 

Read Beloc’s excellent book on his VF journey before my departure; 

Bought a European plug to USB adapter rather than carrying a UK plug and adapter; 

Taken a tube of savalon; 

The fundraising for Hostage UK has been disappointing, not even reached 15% of my target! 

 

  



My emotional and conceptual challenges 

My objective here was to be able to talk about my late parents without being disabled by 
emotion; to this end, I had thought that allowing myself the time and space to consider 
them as people; to develop a more balanced view of them; and reflect upon what they 
actually did for me, the extended family and our local community, I would find a place to 
locate them in my memories and so develop a form of words that would allow me to talk 
about them more freely. 

To some extent I have achieved this. I feel a huge burden of debt to them, in that, they 
provided my sister and I with a stable, loving home. We ate good food but in the context of 
very limited material wealth, such as books and toys. We may well have been the last family 
on the street to own a car; not on environmental grounds but due to our financial 
limitations. Oddly, my parents set high standards of where they wanted to see me as an 
adult, they felt I should become a doctor or a lawyer, after all they thought I was bright 
enough as a child; and they had sacrificed much since their arrival in the UK as migrant 
workers in the early 1950s. What they didn’t know, therefore couldn’t share with me, was 
how I supposed to achieve this objective. I certainly had no idea, and ending up in an awful 
secondary modern school, I was given little or no encouragement to study or to think 
beyond traditional forms of employment such as industrial apprenticeships. 

My father is without doubt the source of physical abilities, what little I have that is, and 
these are consistent with many of the Laurenzi males, however, I didn’t get all the genes, in 
that, I’m the only bald one! My father was an emotionally literate character and a 
tremendously good host, warm and welcoming, however, he was stubborn, irrationally 
biased against all sorts of things, in way we would, today, consider it, bigoted. He liked the 
idea of being a sort of community leader but couldn’t really deliver on this task, and much 
was left to my mother and I to sort; whereas he got the credit. Yet he never made any 
pretence when it was just the four of at home; it was just a show for the Italian public of 
Leighton Buzzard. 

My mother on the other hand, gave me my character, values, and a deep sense of 
responsibility for others. It is hard to imagine a kinder, more loving woman but she had a 
terrible temper, much like my father. But unlike him, she enjoyed me sharing ideas, 
concepts, and things I’d learned, mostly from school books. Often on Sundays, whilst my 
father was at work, we three would talk for ages over lunch about things, that is, as long as 
they didn’t conflict with Catholic teachings! I remember one such lunch where I used a torch 
and two balls to explain why the moon changes shape; my mother was speechless and I’m 
not entirely convinced she believed me. 

I am more able to talk about them without resorting to blubbering. Interestingly, whilst I can 
do this in English, I struggle talking about them in Italian. Not because I don’t have the same 
lexicon, but, it being their language, the language of our home, just feels all the more 
poignant. 

I am left with a strong sense of my childhood and family plus a deep feeling of gratitude. It 
reinforces my belief that money is not everything and it certainly can’t buy you love! 

  



The big conceptual task I set myself was to consider the nature of god. In the blog intro I 
mentioned that I had given up on the concept about the age of 14 or 15. I had been 
comfortable in my atheism for decades, indeed brought up my two boys, in that tradition. I 
believed that one could have a strong moral framework without reference to god or 
established religion. I still believe this. I have worn my atheism like a safety blanket and 
when things didn’t fit, I just put them on a shelf, intellectually speaking. The problem for me 
was the shelf was getting overcrowded and ran the risk of collapse. 

It has been suggested that my encroaching age produces an urgent sense of one’s own 
mortality; I’m sure this true, even for me. After all, I feel some urgency about getting things 
sorted, such as my will but I have no sense, whatever, that my life is about to be over any 
time soon. I am still strong, fit and healthy, especially for my age. The urgency is driven by 
frustration, about how, as a species we organise ourselves, the harm we do to each other 
and the planet, and wanting to see my sons leading meaningful, independent lives. And, oh 
yes, I really want to be a grandfather, many times over! 

The review for me began at two starting points. First, why do we seem predisposed to want 
to have a god, in almost every culture, and every era, people have felt the need to refer to 
god/gods. Ignorance must play its part, but not every culture or every point in history can be 
said to suffer from such ignorance. The second, is based on whether there exists anything 
independent of us, as corporeal and sentient beings, if so, what on earth could it be? 

The ignorance point was easier to deal with for me, in that, it runs against common sense, 
to assume we are either biologically programmed or predisposed towards easy answers, a 
form of intellectual laziness; or maybe, a desire to blame something other than oneself or 
one’s own community or tribe, when things go wrong. I simply don’t buy this argument. If 
we are programmed for god, where is this function located; which are the genes 
responsible; and why have so many bright people come out in support of the idea of God. 
Ignorance doesn’t stack up for me. 

So, if there exists something separate from us, as humans, what is it and what is the 
relationship between us and them/it? I continue to be sceptical about the god of the main 
religions, founded in the Middle East: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. They present an 
understanding of a god that seems both redundant and impossible. A rigid idea born out of 
its time in the Middle East and since then we continue accepting too few serious revisions. I 
know virtually nothing of the other major religions, such as, Hinduism, so there has been no 
consideration of this or other religions or philosophies on this trip. 

My sense today, is that something sentient exists, separate from us, but it’s too early for me 
to say what, let alone why. It could be something like Jung’s collective unconsciousness; a 
sentient energy, operating much like cloud computing; or another dimension we have yet to 
properly understand. I am sorry to those of you that wanted something more tangible or 
definitive, but for me, it’s still a work in progress. 

Whilst walking, I wanted to look at the items I had put on the shelf. I won’t bore you with all 
the details but will pick two. The first, is there have been so many times, when I faced death, 
from infancy to recent adulthood, and yet each time, I was either unscathed or ended up 
with little damage. The second, is more complex and perhaps also easier to dismiss. I feel 
able to do some things that I’ve never been shown or learnt. It could, in fact, just be a 



degree of intelligence, rational thinking, unconsciously having learned a thing, or even the 
results of genetic memory. But what if I’ve been given a helping hand? It, of course, begs 
questions such as by whom and why? I have no answers to these valid questions. I shared 
these things liberally and openly with fellow walkers and pilgrims, as one does, but I did not 
always like their answers. I am unhappy with suggestions of being special or chosen. Too 
many bad things have arisen when one group considers itself either special or chosen! I 
certainly don’t feel either. 

An interesting conversation I had with journalist and author, Timothy Egan, that maybe you 
don’t have to be special to be chosen. I am uncomfortable with the notion of being chosen 
at all, not so much out of modesty but fear of what I might be chosen for. What if I don’t 
agree with it; or am totally unsuited for the task; or that I don’t even realise I’ve been given 
a task! It was put well in the 1970s, in an otherwise rather silly book, by Richard Bach, The 
reluctant messiah. 

I have enjoyed spending time in monasteries, convents, churches and chapels throughout 
my walk. My journey began at Westminster cathedral followed by Canterbury, and it 
finished at the Vatican and San Giovanni in Laterano, Rome. I found sung vespers a 
rewarding experience but still do not feel inclined to join in with services, such as mass. The 
act of structured mediation or prayer, when done my way, would probably not be 
considered as praying at all. Prayer is something I missed during my long period of atheism. 
Maybe it’s just the space for quiet reflection rather than prayer; after all, I don’t repeat 
anything proscribed nor do I adopt any conventional line of engagement. It’s more of a 
sense of opening myself up to the ether. I expect no reply, yet often come away with 
answers, much in the same way, as if it had been an exercise using a pen and paper. Yet 
things to do with deep feelings and emotions don’t lend themselves to ordinary forms of 
calculation, it’s not like working on a maths formula or planning a recipe. Being still and 
open, seems to work for me. Maybe it’s just the process of quietening a busy brain, rather 
than mediation or prayer; in truth, I don’t really care which it is, it just seems to work for 
me. 



 

 
 

Post walk recovery 

I had around three weeks after completing the walk before returning home. I spent it in 
three phases: Rome, mostly in bed for a couple of days; 10 days in Calabria staying with my 
sister; and finally about a week back in Rome, before returning to the UK. 
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The first couple of days, I did, literally spend it laying down in my B&B, Colazione al 
Vaticano. It was very close, as its name suggests, to the Vatican. Like many Italian B&Bs, 
they haven’t understood that the second B stands for breakfast; indeed I was only offered 
breakfast, in one such place in the whole of Italy. 

Watched a lot of TV and ate. Having lost 10 kilos and in a good deal of pain, coupled with a 
terrible headache, probably borne from exhaustion, I really did need peace and quiet, lots of 
rest, and plenty of food! 

https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/11/08/review-section/20171003_155511/


 
 

I enjoyed my short sojourn to Calabria, where my sister lives, as well as many rellies on my 
mother’s side. It’s a large southern, extended family. It was not really restful but it was good 
seeing everyone once more. I really hope my sister, Emilia, returns to the UK, we all miss 
her. 10 days came and went, and I could feel the weight returning to my body. Ice cream 
from Cesare; coffee granita with panna at Sub-Zero; and gorging myself on frittole with my 
family; all helped my waist line to return to pre-VF dimensions! 

 

https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/11/08/review-section/20170918_192810/


 

My handful of days back in Rome were enjoyable but I was ready to return home. It felt odd 
that whilst I’d been walking the VF, I’d rented out my home for a few weeks. Not sure that it 
was worth the cost and effort for the rent received! I tried several times to get into St 
Peter’s but the queues seem never to go down. I visited some old favourites such as the 
Forum, the Colosseum, the Pantheon, and Trajan’s column. I had the time to explore new 
areas but always walking very slowly, almost gingerly, as the soles of my feet continued to 
be sore. The new places include, EUR the modernist district set up Mussolini; Circus 
Maximus; and the beautiful St John in Laterans. 

 

https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/11/08/review-section/20170922_192533/
https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/11/08/review-section/20171003_095224/


 
 

 

 

I enjoyed my evening with Don Cipriani, who lives in Rome, and sits on the board of both 
Hostage US and Hostage Italia, the latter, I am keen to help get off the ground. My cousin’s 
daughter, Oriana and her partner, Sal plus his dad and brother in law, and I, had a great day 
out in Ostia. The port of ancient Rome, with its own, remarkable architectural style, a blend 
of fascism inspired monumentalism crossed with Hispanic Santa Fe, sounds contradictory 
but the description works for me!  

https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/11/08/review-section/20171003_101223/
https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/11/08/review-section/20171003_164638/


 

 

I had a day trip to Assisi to meet with my cousin, Roberto, who was curating a series of 
historically themed events for the region. It’s so him! We grabbed a few minutes to look at 
the house my family were renting in 1900 in old Assisi, before they moved to Terni, and 
later Collescipoli. 

 
 

He, despite being busy, kindly introduced me to what I can only describe as a super-pilgrim, 
Francisco Sancho, who has walked 13000kms over 7 years. His Assisi exhibition was 
outstanding, it was simple yet deeply moving. 

 

https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/11/08/review-section/20171002_134619/
https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/11/08/review-section/20171002_114017/


 
 

Since returning to London on 5th October, my body has begun to re-adjust back to urban life. 
My legs ache quite a bit and have asked to have x-rays on my hips; plus a proper look at my 
eye, but this being the NHS I can’t even get on the waiting list to have my eye looked at! It’s 
been enjoyable meeting up with friends – old and new, doing DIY and overseeing an 
extension to my home, and yet I can’t seem to settle. Unconsciously planning my next walk 
maybe? I’ll need a new pair of boots, the ones below, on the day of the general Papal 
audience, have quite worn out! 

 

 

https://viafrancigena2017.wordpress.com/2017/11/08/review-section/20171002_122920/


Appendix 

1 Original plan and actual walk 

 Date Start Finish Kms Stopover 

UK 
Jul-
01 London - Victoria Canterbury Train Canterbury 

 2 Canterbury Dover 30 Dover 

 3 Dover Calais Ferry  
FRANCE 3 Calais Licques 27 Licques 

 4 Licques Wicques 24.5 Wicques 

 5 Wicques Amettes 30.5 Amettes 

 6 Amettes Camblain d'Abbe 25.5 Camblain d'Abbe 

 7 Camblain d'Abbe Arras 16 Arras 

 8 Rest  0 Arras 

 9 Arras Bapaume 18 Bapaume 

 10 Bapaume Peronne 24 Peronne 

 11 Peronne 
Seraucourt le 
Grand 26 Tergenier 

 12 
Seraucourt le 
Grand Tergenier 19 Tergenier 

 13 Tergenier Laon 32 Laon 

 14 Laon Corbeny 31.5 Corbeny 

 15 Corbeny Reims 35 Reims 

 16  Rest 0 Reims 

 17 Reims 
Chalons en 
Champagne  

Chalons en 
Champagne 

 18 
Chalons en 
Champagne Coole 22 Coole 

 19 Coole Corbeil 38 

 
Corbeil 
 

 20 Corbeil 
Brienne le 
Chateau 26 Brienne le Chateau 

 21 
Brienne le 
Chateau Bar sur Aube 28 Bar sur Aube 

 22 Bar sur Aube Chateauvillain 31 Chateauvillain 

 23 Chateauvillain St Loup sur Aujon 24 St Loup sur Aujon 

 24 St Loup sur Aujon Langres 37 Langres 

 25 Langres Champlitte 26 Champlitte 

 26 Champlitte Virey 33 Besancon 

 27 Virey Besancon 42 Besancon 

 28 Rest  0 Besancon 

 29 Besancon Ornans 25 Ornans 

 30 Ornans 697  Ste Croix  25 Ste Croix 
Switzerland 
  31 Ste Croix   Orbe 



      

 

Aug-
01 Orbe Lausanne   

 2 Lausanne  33 St Maurice 

 3 St Maurice Martigny 18 Martigny 

      
 4 Martigny Liddes 23 Liddes 

 5 Liddes Col San Bernard 19 Col San Bernard 

 6 Rest  0 Col San Bernard 

      

Italy    856  
 7 Col San Bernando Etroubles 14 Etroubles 

 8 Etroubles Aosta 19 Aosta 

 9 Aosta Chatillion 30 Chatillion 

 10 Chatillion  Verres 30.5  Verres 

 11 Verres Pont St Martin 17.5 Carema 

 12 Carema Ivrea 12 Ivrea 

      

 12 Ivrea Roppolo 24  
      

 13 Roppolo Santhia 14 Santhia 

 14 Santhia Vercelli 27 Vercelli 

 15 Vercelli Mortara 31 Mortara 

 16 Mortara Gropello 25.5 Gropello 

 17 Gropello Pavia 16  
 18     

 19 Pavia 
Santa Cristina e 
Brissone 25 

Santa Cristina e 
Brissone 

 20 
Santa Cristina e 
Brissone Fiorenzuolo 19 Fiorenzuolo 

      

      

      

 21 Fiorenzuolo Fidenza 17 Fidenza 

 22 Fidenza Medesano 21 Medesano 

 23 Medesano Sivizzano 17 Sivizzano 

 24 Sivizzano Berceto 23 Berceto 

      

 25 Berceto Pontremoli 28 Pontremoli 

 26 Pontremoli Aulla 32 Aulla 

 27 Aulla Sarzana 17 Sarzana 

 28 Sarzana Massa 25 Massa 

 29 Massa Camaiore 23 Camaiore 

 30 Camaiore Lucca 24 Lucca 

      

 31 Lucca Altopascio 17.5 Altopascio 



 1 Altopascio San Miniato Basso 29.5 San Miniato Basso 

 2 San Miniato Basso Pieve/Gambassi  26 Pieve/Gambassi  

 3 Gambassi Terme San Gimignano 13.5 San Gimignano 

 4 San Giminano Monteriggioni 13 Monteriggioni 

 5 Monteriggioni Siena 15.5 Siena 

      

 6 Siena Ponte d'Arbia 27.5 Ponte d'Arbia 

 7 Ponte d'Arbia San Quirico 24.5 San Quirico 

 8 San Quirico Radicofani 29 Radicofani 

 9 Radicofani Acquapendente 24 Acquapendente 

 10 Acquapendente Bolsena 22 Bolsena 

 11 Bolsena Montefiascone 14 Montefiascone 

 12 Montefiascone Viterbo 18 Viterbo 

      

 13 Viterbo Sutri  Sutri 

      

 14 Sutri Campagnano 20.5 Campagnano 

 15 Campagnano La Storta 24.5 La Storta 

 16 La Storta Vatican 15 Vatican 

    1810.5 Rome 

 

  



2 Profiles and Gradients 

The profile for the route is scary. The two diagrams below demonstrate it well enough 
without any hyperbole from me. The main high spots are made up of a combination of 
either single peaks and actual mountain ranges. 

 

• The Jura in France leading into Switzerland is a mountain range. St Croix is 1070 metres. 

• The Alps, Europe's highest mountain range and the border between Switzerland and Italy, at Col Gran 
San Bernard, is 2500 metres. 

• The Italian Apennine mountains with three peaks around: Passo della Cisa; Siene and Radicofani. 

I am hoping that by the time I hit the first of these, the Jura, I will have built up some increased strength in my 
old legs!  

 

 



3  Pilgrims’ Passport or Credenziale 

 

 



4 The message I carried with me from the UK 

 

 



 

 

5 Ticket for Papal Audience 

 

 


