
 



 
 

  About the Film 
 

• The remarkable story of a Stage 4 cancer patient who discovers the secrets of living 
life to the fullest 

• A story of resiliency and hope when challenged by a terminal diagnosis  
• A story of learning the difference between being healed vs. being cured 
• An inspirational story for anyone who ever dreamed and then achieved the seemingly 

impossible  
 

  Synopsis 
 

Phil Volker is a man who believes his cancer was a gift.  
 

The film, Phil’s Camino, captures his personal story – an inner journey that begins when 
he builds a backyard camino, then walks 900+ laps on his property near Seattle, WA, 
and eventually continues on to make a 500-mile pilgrimage across Spain’s Camino de 
Santiago, and begins again with a triumphant return home to Vashon Island.  
 

When faced with a cancer diagnosis, Phil opts not to allow circumstances to define him. 
Instead he starts walking. And much to his surprise, he finds emotional and spiritual 
healing in addition to physical strength and resilience during his chemo regimen. His 
secret? A mindful approach to life, one that replaced his initial fear and anger with 
determination, simplicity, and joy in the present moment. His remarkable journey is one 
of hope, acceptance and freedom, providing food for thought for those facing a health 
crisis as well as those just living life. 

 



  

Background: The Camino de Santiago 
 

Across Spain, a sacred path stretches westward from the edge of the Pyrenees in France 
to the city of Santiago de Compostela where the bones of the apostle St. James are said 
to be buried. The Camino is world-renowned. It is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and 
the Council of Europe declared it the first European Cultural Itinerary. Millions of 
people from all over the world have traveled this trail for over 1,000 years—in 2010 
alone, over 270,000 people attempted the arduous trek—each one a seeker of 
something. 
 

In the Middle Ages, pilgrims sought forgiveness of their sins and admission to heaven. 
The Camino remains for many a quest of faith. Others begin with no spiritual impetus in 
mind, but nevertheless are drawn to examine their personal beliefs and life purpose. 
And others are in it simply for the intense physical challenge. Whatever their motivation, 
no one can predict just how their path will unfold, whom they will meet, what personal 
demons or angels they will face, or what transformations they will undergo by the trail’s 
end. Driven by an inexplicable calling and a grand sense of adventure, each pilgrim 
throws him or herself heart-and-soul into the physical trek to Santiago and, most 
importantly, into an inner personal journey.  



  The Film’s Message 
 

Phil’s Camino 
presents the 
personal evolution of 
a man, forced by 
cancer to redefine 
the way he lived his 
life, deepen his 
relationships, and 
rediscover 
connections with the 
world in which he 
lives.  
This film speaks to 
young viewers 
struggling to find themselves, to retirees and mid-lifers reflecting on their next chapters, 
and importantly to cancer patients, families and caregivers. For patients and caregivers, 
the film urges viewers to think outside the box. While the film chronicles Phil’s walks on 
two caminos—the one he created and the one he dreamed of walking—your camino can 
be as short as a walk in the park. The film suggests that a camino may be a metaphor for 
life, a journey that helps you look inside yourself, that pushes you to step out of your 
comfort zone, and most importantly, encourages you to move beyond the fears, 
insecurities and obstacles that limit happiness. Walking your camino can be a first step in 
finding a personal strategy for living well in the face of a cancer diagnosis.   

 

 



Questions for Discussion 
 

1. The feature length version of Phil's Camino is called Phil's Camino: So Far So Good.  
What does “So Far, So Good” mean to you? 
2. What are your thoughts on the difference between “healing” and “curing?” 
3. What are your thoughts about resilience? Where do you see it in your life? Do you 
know someone who you think is particularly resilient? 
4. Phil's finding new purpose in life gives him courage. How do you find purpose in the 
face of courage? 
5. Phil saw and created humorous moments. How has humor been a part of your 
journey? 
6. Did you know that chemo has wide ranging impact throughout the cancer patient’s 
body, well beyond the tumor or its source? 
7. Did you know exercise can change your mindset? 
8. Did you know that one of the best strategies for coping with the side effects of 
chemotherapy is exercise?  
9. Have you ever had a health challenge you overcame by doing something that gave 
you added confidence? 
10. What is it about walking that is so powerful? Are there other activities that could 
provide the same benefits? 
11. Do you think Phil’s creating a journal to track his progress played a key role in his 
beating the odds? 
12. Do you think walking alone vs. with a companion makes a difference? 
13. Phil suggests that your sense of wellbeing will improve if you stop to examine and 
appreciate your life, journal what you are grateful for, and give a little something of 
yourself to everyone you meet. Have you had similar experiences? 
14. Phil believes his cancer was a gift. Have you had what seemed to be an 
insurmountable challenge that in the end was an opportunity to reassess life values? 
15. After seeing the film, how has your commitment changed about helping a friend, 
family member, or neighbor manage his/her cancer? 
16. Can you imagine walking a camino where you live? Where would you start? What 
route would you take?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



How to Begin 
 

Discuss this with your doctor. Set a goal, follow a plan, track your progress, make 
gratitude a regular part of your life.  
 

Experts tell us that fatigue can be the most 
challenging part of cancer therapy. Somewhat 
counter-intuitively, according to new scientific 
evidence, being active is an effective strategy 
for regaining energy. Beyond raising energy 
levels, this has other positive effects. It 
benefits our minds, bodies and spirits. The 
end result: Enhanced physical and mental 
fitness, a newfound sense of control, and an 
improved quality of life—all of which work to 
release the fear or anger associated with a 
cancer diagnosis—and help restore joy in 
everyday living. 
 

In the documentary, when Phil started to 
walk, he never really dreamed of building his stamina to the point where he could walk 
across Spain. Nor did he see walking as the beginning of a spiritual journey that restored 
happiness to what might have been a compromised everyday life.   
 

Many studies point out that even 10 minutes of activity each day can translate into 
improved happiness and wellbeing. And adding to that effect, is spending time in 
nature. But for those who can’t get out and hike or walk in the woods, experts say even 
a walk to the mailbox or the elevator on the floor of your apartment building is a step in 
the right direction. That for each little bit of activity, your confidence will grow and you 
will feel better. 
 

Gratitude, says Phil, is a natural by-product 
of activity. If exercise seems monotonous, 
rise to the challenge. Make the time you 
exercise a time when you think about all 
the things you are grateful for. Instead of 
worrying about what you can’t change, look 
for beauty in your natural surroundings. 
Count the blessings in your life that may 
have eluded you as you dealt with your 
prognosis. The act of gratitude actually 
signals your body to reduce stress 
hormones.  
 

Keep a diary: When gratitude diaries are 
kept—along with exercise journals—
happiness actually increases.  



Phil began chronicling his steps and daily progress on an imaginary walk across Spain. 
In the process, he became a blogger and chronicled all things he appreciated—great and 
small—in his life, his family, friends, and surroundings. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not all individuals with cancer are debilitated by their disease, but from a psychosocial 
standpoint, they can be challenged by it. Neither patients or their physicians know with 
certainty how long a therapy will work, nor who may progress. When a therapy works, 
patients clearly feel better. When a therapy stops working, anxiety often increases. Even 
more challenging is a persistent fear that the disease will take a turn for the worse.  

 

That’s where exercise and gratitude come into play. Even those individuals who have 
not lived an active lifestyle can embark on an activity program—the result of which will 
be an improved sense of wellbeing, and a long-term strategy for resilience.  

 

Walkers take note: Phil posts his walking schedule on his own website, 
www.caminoheads.com. Each lap is about a half mile, and each day that he walks, both 
old friends and strangers drive up to his home on Vashon Island to walk with him. No 
reservations necessary. Just be on time, says Phil. And after the walk, it’s tapas and 
wine—normally 
provided by the 
day’s walkers—to 
celebrate new 
friends, old 
friends, new 
journeys and a 
life of resilience.  
 
 



   



 



 

Reprinted with permission of the American College of Sports Medicine ®, Exercise is 
Medicine® Rx for Health series. 

 
 



 

  How You Can Make a Difference 
 

• Share the message. Sharing the messages of Phil’s Camino beyond the screening is critically 
important. According to experts, an exercise regimen is recommended today to only 5% of 
all cancer patients. Research now correlates the positive benefits of exercise with improved 
outcomes across the cancer continuum. By screening this film, you can make a difference in 
the lives of those individuals, families, and healthcare professionals who interface with 
cancer every day.  

• Like us on Facebook: facebook.com/backyardcamino 
• Share about us on Facebook. Share about the film and what you’ve learned. 
• Encourage others to schedule/attend future screenings. 
• Learn more about our campaign to raise awareness through the nonprofit:  

thefundforsustainabletomorrows.org 
• Visit PhilsCamino.com  
• Visit Phil’s Blog, CaminoHeads.com 
• Connect us with your church, college, club, community or other group that might be 

interested in hosting a screening: Email us at shari@thefundforsustainabletomorrows.org   
  

  Cast / Speakers Bureau 
Phil Volker, Cancer Commando. Phil Volker was diagnosed with colorectal 
cancer in 2011 and in 2014 learned his cancer had metastasized to his liver and 
lung. At the suggestion of his rehabilitation physician, Dr. David Zucker, he 
embarked upon an exercise program focused on walking and being in the 
outdoors. Taken with the idea of pilgrimage, Phil built a trail, or camino, on his 
own Vashon Island property, and walked over 909 laps chronicling his progress 
as if he was walking the Camino del Santiago across Spain. Through a series of 
small miracles and remarkable coincidences, Phil met Annie and together 

created their first film, and premiered it in 2015. Phil’s story is part medical, part athletic, part 
historical, part religious, and part spiritual as well. He believes his cancer has connected him to 
a whole new world of gratitude, awareness, and healing, all of which he believes have kept him 
alive.  

 
Annie O’Neil, Director. Annie O’Neil, is an award-winning documentary 
filmmaker, director, and producer. She made her first film in high school and 
since then has devoted her life to film, the performing arts, and to inspiring 
cancer patients. A camino walker herself, she was a featured pilgrim in the 
2009 documentary Walking the Camino: Six Ways to Santiago which she also 
co-produced. Walking 500 miles along the Camino de Santiago in Spain had a 
profound effect on every part of her life, the lessons of which she transcribed in 

a book, Everyday Camino with Annie. She met Phil Volker in 2014, and the rest is history. It was 
Phil’s personal journey that was the inspiration for the award-winning short, Phil’s Camino, 
that Annie directed and produced that premiered at SXSW in 2016. In October of 2018, Annie 
finished Phil’s Camino: So Far So Good, the feature-length version, that had its world premiere 
in Indianapolis at the Heartland Film Festival where it won the Best World Premiere Award for 
Documentary. Currently Annie is working on a documentary about diversity that features her 
choir, a truly diverse group of people who make more than just music together.   

  



 
Cancer CAREpoint provides 
non-medical support 
services to cancer patients, 
survivors, family members 
and caregivers, all at no 
cost.  
 

The services include 
numerous exercise classes 
offered throughout the 
week and tailored to all 
levels of ability.  
 

Cancer CAREpoint is a 
“safe” space for those in or 
recovering from treatment 
who may not know what 
exercise they can do or how 
to modify exercises based 
on their physical 
limitations.  
 

Exercise classes include: 
…Yoga:  
    ..Gentle 
    ..Restorative 
    ..Chair 
…Qigong 
…Tai Chi 
…Massage & Movement 
…Gentle Movement 
…Finding Balance 
 

For more information on 
Cancer CAREpoint and its 
programs, please go 
to cancercarepoint.org. 

Be Inspired 
The Fund for Sustainable Tomorrows hopes you’ll be inspired to share the film, by sponsoring virtual 
or old-fashioned get-togethers, when the Covid-19 crisis restrictions are lifted. To learn more about 
how to host a screening, email Shari@TheFundforSustainableTomorrows.org, or call 650.888.0902. 
 
 
 

 

 Wherever you are just keep walking. 


