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MESSAGE FROM OUR CHAIRMAN 
 
As I sit writing this, I muse at how quickly yet another year is drawing to a close.  
Throughout this pilgrim year, we’ve have had many Australians making Caminos; 
indeed, statistics say there’s been a huge increase. We continue to issue Pilgrim 
Records, though not to everyone walking by any means!  We would need to em-
ploy someone to issue them if that were the case... see the following figures!  
 
In 2012 a total of 192,488 pilgrims received Compostelas, of which there were 
1,885 Australians.  We were 15th on the list of countries.  This compares with 
January–October 2013, when already there have been 209,320 pilgrims, with 
2,944 Australians receiving Compostelas, making us 9th on the list of countries, 
not far behind Canada.  The number of Australians will increase too as there are 
a few of us on The Way at present, and some about to leave.   
 
It seems Australians have embraced the Camino with fervour, but also the idea 
of exploring other Caminos too.  From previous newsletters you will see that we 
regularly publish articles on other routes.  We hope that when you read these 
you might be inspired to challenge yourself to explore other wonderful pilgrim-
ages available.  The infrastructure on these routes, such as accommodation, 
footpaths - as opposed to roads, and above all signage (and guide books), contin-
ues to improve and they are becoming easier to follow with each passing year.   
 
I have walked a number of different Caminos since my first pilgrimage in 2005.  
Each time I am faced with a dilemma in that I can’t decide between France or 
Spain and so as a general rule I walk in both!  I love the softness, the verdant 
landscape, and the refinement of France.  But on the other hand I can’t resist 
the openness, and to some extent the harshness, of the brown landscape of plac-
es like the Meseta, the apparent austere starkness of the villages, and then the 
contrast of the vividness of a lively, vibrant people.   
 
Shortly though, for the first time, I am going to walk the Camino Frances only.  I 
am excited as I am about to depart on a Winter Camino.  I know that it will be 
wet, cold - with the strong possibility of snow - and windy.  Walking in these 
conditions will be a challenge, and there will be other challenges too.  Accom-
modation will be scarcer, food might be harder to find and, most of all, I could 
be spending days on end alone.   
 
Christmas will be very different this year.  For the first time that I will have no 
family with me, but no doubt, somewhere along The Way I will have a small per-
egrino family to spend time with.  I have faith the Camino will provide – I know 
that from experience, and that I will come back with wonderful tales to tell.  
 
As I close I wish each and everyone one of our Australian pilgrim family a blessed 
Christmas and a wonderful New Year.   
 
Buen Camino. 
Janet Leitch OAM (SA) 
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Cover photo: Monte del Gozo 2009  
(see ‘Feet’ article, pp.8-15) 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The members of the Australian Friends of the Camino have been very generous 
in donating $915 to the victims of the terrible train accident which  occurred on 
Saint James Eve – July 24th. This, in turn, was rounded up to $1,000 and we 
were able to send €700 across to Santiago.  
 

I know I speak for you all when I say that our hearts go out to the victims. Those 
who were physically injured, some of whom will suffer for many years to come, 
and to those who lost a loved one in that awful tragedy. Your support has 
meant that we, as a pilgrim community, have been able to give something back 
to those who have contributed, whether in a small or large way, to the jour-
ney/s we have made in Spain. We are all indebted to the help, kindness, and 
generosity that we have received from not only our fellow pilgrims but also 
from the ‘locals’ as we have wended our way towards Santiago. 
 

Below is an extract from a letter from the Dean of the Santiago Cathedral with 
his thanks: 
 

“.... I am writing to thank the members of your association for making 
a very generous contribution of 700 Euros to go towards assisting those 
affected by the terrible train crash on 24 July. Those directly affected 
were travelling to Santiago to celebrate the Feast of Saint James, and 
it is very moving to see your act of solidarity in reaching out to help 
them. I know that your generous donation, which has been paid to 
‘Caritas’, the appropriate charitable body will go a considerable way 
to bring some comfort to those in need.  
 
With every good wish, 
Don Segundo Pérez LóPez 
Dean of the Cathedral of Santiago and Director of the Pilgrims Office” 

 

To the pilgrim community of Australia - thank you again for your support  
and generosity. 
 
Janet Leitch OAM 
Chairman AFotC 
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WINCHESTER TO SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA:  
PART 1 TO MONT-ST-MICHEL - PILGRIMS TRAIL, CHEMIN AUX ANGLAIS  
 
Winchester, one-time capital of England, was an important city in the Middle 
Ages. Its cathedral houses the shrine to St Swithun, former bishop of Winchester, 
who died in the 9th century, and which attracted huge numbers of pilgrims from 
all over the country and from the continent as well. An even more popular desti-
nation for pilgrims was Mont-St-Michel in France. Most British pilgrims would stop 
at Winchester and Mont-St-Michel on their way to Santiago de Compostela. There 
are waymarked trails to assist the modern pilgrim covering the whole route. 
Starting from Winchester, the Pilgrims Trail goes to Portsmouth where a ferry 
runs to Cherbourg. From here to Mont-St-Michel, the pilgrim has a choice:  
commence the Chemin aux Anglais from Cherbourg following the coastal route or 
from nearby Barfleur, the principal medieval port, following the inland route. 
 
I arrived in Winchester on 24 April, 2013, having flown from Sydney via Singapore 
and Amsterdam to Southampton, then train. I had booked into the King Alfred 
Pub for two nights so that I could have a look around Winchester before starting 
to walk. My first port of call was the tourist information office where I purchased 
a slim guide to the Pilgrims Trail. After checking into the Pub and some lunch, 
head for the Cathedral where my pilgrim passport gets its first stamp and I am 
welcomed into the Cathedral free of charge. The following day I did the tourist 
thing; there’s plenty to see. 
 
Friday 26 April was cold, the sky overcast. It had rained in the night. After an 
excellent breakfast, for which I was not charged, I head for the Cathedral and 
the start of my pilgrimage. Past the Cathedral, through Kingsgate with the small 
church of St Swithuns-upon-Kingsgate, reaching more open country along the 
Itchen navigation and the water meadows. Not far out of Winchester is St Cross 
Hospital, England’s oldest alms-house, founded around 1132 to provide food, 
clothing and accommodation for ‘thirteen poor men, feeble and so reduced in 
strength that they can scarcely, or not at all support themselves, without other 
aid’. The Hospital’s medieval buildings are currently home to 25 Brothers of the 
Order of the Hospital of St Cross and the Order of Noble Poverty. 

 
The route to Bishop’s Waltham takes 
the pilgrim through the beautiful 
rolling landscape of Hampshire. The 
way marking is generally good and 
there is not much bitumen. Part of 
the route follows the course of a 
Roman road. Passing the ruined Bish-
op’s Waltham Palace, built in the 
12th century, I reach the centre of 
the small town and check into the 
Crown Inn. Admiral Villeneuve,  
commander of the French fleet at 
Trafalgar, was billeted here after his 

Winchester Cathedral 
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capture. Whilst the décor is olde worlde, 
it is not genuine despite the inn being old. 
The landlord told me that it had recently 
been refurbished. Previously it was very 
run-down 60s style and had been the place 
to meet your bikie mates and buy (or sell) 
drugs. 
 
It was another cold day for the stage to 
Portsmouth. Once again fine countryside 
except for the last few km. Dodgy signage 
after Casham sends me the wrong way, 
but I get there eventually, tired and foot-
sore. I had hoped to take a ferry from 
Portsmouth to Cherbourg, but the season 
only starts in May. I took a train to Poole 
and the ferry from there to Cherbourg the 
following morning. The plan had been to take a bus to Barfleur and start walking 
on Tuesday morning. Unbeknowns to me, or the lady in the tourist office, there 
is no bus during school holidays and, yes, it was school holidays.  
 
After a series of minor misadventures I reached Barfleur on Tuesday morning and 
started walking as planned. A cold, grey, windy day as I head for Réville with its 
church to St Jacques and then to St-Vaast-la-Hogue, a very attractive and  
popular seaside resort and fishing port where the tourist office books me into a 
B&B in Montebourg. At lunch in a waterfront restaurant, my first chips in France 
are a great disappointment. I did not have a good chip the whole time I was in 
France this year. A friend advised me to forget chips and stick with galettes, 
particularly in Normandy and Brittany. 
 
I do not suffer from a bitumen allergy. On longer pilgrimages, I do not always 
stick to the waymarked route and sometimes take the road, particularly in bad 
weather, as I don’t enjoy wading through mud. Guidebooks go to great lengths to 
avoid road walking and they are usually successful, but the route they follow can 
be very convoluted and you have to be vigilant to avoid missing a turning. On the 
Via Francigena, this happened to me so often during the first weeks that I used 
the guide less and less and the road more and more, shaving over 100km off the 
distance to Rome in the process.  
 
From St-Vaast the official route runs close to the coast, which is probably quieter 
and more scenic. I followed the D14 which wasn’t busy and had good elevated 
views of the coast arriving in Montebourg with its 14th century church of  
St-Jacques de Montebourg. The church was badly damaged following the WWII  
D-Day landings and rebuilt in the 50s. The proprietor of the delightful B&B Les  
Clématites en Cotentin picked me up from outside the church and delivered me 
to a very nice room, more like a bed-sit than a mere room. Unfortunately dinner 
was not provided and the few restaurants in town were closed. I had to make do 
with panini from a pizza joint. 
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Mayday dawns cold but dry. I 
have a 35km walk to Carentan 
ahead and, it being Mayday, 
most facilities are closed. The 
day’s walk is very pleasant on 
farm tracks and minor roads 
with lots of medieval churches, 
mostly the same design:  
originally 12th century rebuilt in 
the 14th century and a tower 
added. Towards St-Mère-Église I  
stumbled on a gypsy camp of 
two horse-drawn caravans.  
Horses everywhere! 
 

This part of Normandy contains lots of reminders of the WWII Battle for Norman-
dy, with information boards and plaques, war museums and so on. I saw a couple 
of WWII era jeeps being driven around. St-Mère-Église is a famous D-Day (or  
J-Jour) town where an American paratrooper landed on the church tower and 
dangled for a couple of hours, was taken prisoner and liberated later that day. 
This episode was portrayed in the movie The Longest Day and today the church of 
ND-de-l’Assomption has a full-size model trooper, complete with parachute,  
dangling from its tower. From here continuing on minor roads and tracks to  
St-Marie-du-Mont where the church tower was used by American snipers. Around 
the church and in the nearby streets, an historic path is marked out with plaques 
on the walls of houses, which tell the story of the liberation of the town on 6 
June 1944. In Vierville is the delightful Romanesque church of St Eloi containing a  
statue of St Jacques. More D-Day reminders in Angoville-au-Plain where the 
church was turned into a hospital by American medics who treated the wounded 
and saved 80 men and 1 boy. They agreed to treat German casualties as well, 
provided that all weapons were left outside. Just 6km further to Carentan and 
the Hotel Restaurant l’Escapade for an inexpensive and very good menu de jour. 
 
The next two days I followed the D971, being the driest and most direct route to 
Coutances. It probably follows one of the historic routes. The ‘green’ route is 
very convoluted and largely succeeds in avoiding the road. The road passes 
through a flat and largely agricultural landscape lined with hedges and trees. 
There is any number of attractive villages along the way with grey stone build-
ings, some rendered and whitewashed. Many of the churches are not original, 
having been rebuilt after war damage. There is no designated pilgrim accommo-
dation, but the hotels are pleasant and the food good. There are occasional nice 
touches: handwritten on my bill at the hotel de la Poste in Périers: Petit  
déjeuner OFFERT et Bonne Route. The principal attraction in Coutances is its 
13th century Gothic cathedral ND-de-Coutances. The original cathedral was built 
in the 5th century and destroyed by Normans in the 9th. A new cathedral in the  
Romanesque style was constructed in the 11th century and largely destroyed by 
fire in 1218. What we see today is the 13th century Gothic rebuild which is  
mostly unaltered. 

Barfleur 
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Saturday and I head back to the seaside at Granville, a busy fishing port with 
ferry links to the Channel Islands. The lower part of the town is built on  
reclaimed land. The upper part of the old town, founded in the 12th century is 
surrounded by ramparts originally constructed by the English in the 15th  
century. Well worth a stroll around, particularly in order to see the church of  
ND-du-Cap-Lihou, built between the 15th and 17th centuries. The tourist infor-
mation office arranged accommodation for me in Granville, Genets and Mont-St-
Michel, as well as providing information about the walk across the bay. 
 
Sunday - a fine warm day. I follow the D911, which runs close to the sea, as far 
as St-Jean-le-Thomas, stopping to view churches in St-Pair-sur-Mer and Carolles. 
Climbing the hill from Carolles towards St-Jean-le-Thomas, I experience a  
moment of magic as the monastery of Mont-St-Michel comes suddenly into view 
on the horizon. A slightly darker blue than the sea and sky it seemed to hover 
over the grassy cliff edge. Leaving the D911 I descend towards the beach and a 
brasserie for lunch before continuing along the foreshore to Genêts, an  
attractive small town. The youth hostel is located in the former railway station 
buildings which have been nicely refurbished. 
 
It is tempting to cross the bay to Mont-St-Michel alone, but the sands can be 
treacherous and the tides very big and very fast flowing. It is safest to go with a 
guide and costs less than 7€. The starting point for the crossing is Bec-d’Andaine 
where there is a café and ticket booths. There were two large groups and my 
group of six waiting to make the crossing. It was a beautiful day for it, but not 
too warm and I wasn’t looking forward to walking on cold sand and through  
colder sea water but, in the event, it wasn’t as bad as I had feared. The crossing 
takes about 2 hours. The surface is mostly firm and ridged by wave action, but 
there are soft spots and sections with soft surface but hard underneath, so  
slippery. I had to paddle only twice: once calf deep and once knee deep. 
 
Arriving at the Mont, there is a free shuttle to the car park on the mainland.  
I checked into my overpriced hotel and then after lunch returned to the Mont 
where I spent the rest of the day exploring together with the hordes of other 
tourists. I discovered when in the tourist office that there was a pilgrim refuge 
within the walls where I could have stayed. I went to the refuge to get a tampon 
for my credencial and then took the Abbey tour ...  
 
Do put Mont-St-Michel on your bucket 
list. 
 
(To be continued…) 
 
 Andrew Judd (NSW) 
 
EDITOR’S NOTE: Andrew’s handy 
spreadsheet of distances, costs and 
accommodation will be on the AFotC 
website in the New Year.  Across the bay to Mont-St-Michel 
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HOW TO PUT YOUR BEST FOOT FORWARD ON THE CAMINO? 
STARTING AN AFotC CONVERSATION ABOUT FEET…! 
 
Typical Camino conversations range 
broadly (and sometimes wildly) from 
the prosaic to the profound. When it 
comes to the prosaic conversations, all 
things ‘feet’ usually feature very promi-
nently. Let’s face it, both prospective 
and experienced pilgrims like to talk 
about ‘feet’—A LOT—and with good 
reason! In the last Camino Chronicle I 
listed some of the problems I’ve experi-
enced on pilgrimage (including with my 
feet). “Like many pilgrims I've experi-
enced bed bugs, fleas, tendonitis, plan-
tar fasciitis, neuromas, blisters, gastro-
enteritis and influenza AND I still had 
the most extraordinarily wonderful time 
of my life on both Caminos (and would 
be there again now if I could swing it!).” 
This prompted  Editor Alison Bell to  
suggest I start the AFotC conversation 
about ‘feet’. To that end, this article presents the shared thoughts and ideas 
that my husband, Michael Bennett, and I have accumulated walking the Camino 
Francés (Autumn 2009 and Summer 2011). We can only talk from our experience. 
The ongoing conversation is most important because, of course, different ideas 
work for different people, feet and conditions. 
 
Our first and only rule about ‘feet’ on the Camino? Be receptive but cautious 
about people who give you their experience as being THE RULES about ‘feet’ on 
the Camino! 

 
 

Footcare (the general idea) 
Some people suggest ‘toughening up’ your feet before 
you start a pilgrimage. Shirley MacLaine wrote in her 
bestseller The Camino that by the end of her pilgrimage 
her feet looked more like hooves! I preferred to start 
with smooth, well home-pedicured feet (getting feet to 
this standard can take months of preparation depending 
on how your feet start out in this process). Then I tried 
to keep my feet smooth and well pedicured during the 
Camino. From Michael’s experience, blisters that devel-
oped under calluses tended to stick around longer and 
were much harder to manage/remedy. I found keeping 
my toenails in good order during the Camino prevented 
avoidable, secondary problems.  

 

From Joyce Rupp’s ‘Walk in a relaxed  
manner’ (Orbis, 2005) 

Foot on Camino in León, 2011 



 

Page 9  AFotC Newsletter #7 December 2013 

 
We tried not to get dehydrated for many rea-
sons but did believe it was best to maintain a 
good skin texture and reduce susceptibility to 
blisters. We also avoided as much as possible 
getting our feet wet (and tender) during the 
day’s walk (for example, we would leave soak-
ing our feet in cool water until we were resting 
for the day). We both felt that elevating our 
feet at the end of the day worked wonders all 
round. Walking at the pace that uniquely 
works for each of us is also important. Trying 
to walk too quickly or too slowly will cause 
problems. Having said all that, our general 
idea about foot care was to expect the unex-
pected! For example, one of the worst times 
(that is, most uncertain times about whether I 
could continue walking my first Camino!) that I 
had with my feet was not from wear and tear 
but rather from bed bug bites! I needed to 
carefully manage the sores/blisters on my toes 
(and infection risk) caused by these bites. 
 
 

Footwear 
Pilgrims always talk about the importance of having correct footwear which is 
properly selected and well-worn in. It makes sense.  
 
On the other hand, Michael had a great 'footwear' experience that we call the 
'Miracle of Pamplona' 2009. He's got terribly flat feet so before our first Camino, 
he seriously researched and considered boot selection. He trained for months 
and months in his 'new' boots and before the Camino we had a 3 week holiday in 
NSW where he walked 20-30kms of hills in the bush each day with his backpack. 
The boots were OK. He landed on the Camino and these boots gave him trouble 
from the outset. During the first couple of days he not only lost toe-nails but also 

Someone’s discarded boots  
near Portomarín 2009 

Left: Statue outside Burgos albergue, 2011: 
Right: Alto de San Roque, 2009 
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all faith in these boots! So he aban-
doned them and thought he'd just have 
to walk in his runners even when the 
rain came. Obviously troubled by that 
idea we wandered into the only camp-
ing store we saw in Pamplona at that 
time. I saw a pair of shoes ‘On Sale!’ in 
the window, pointed vaguely and said 
'They look like you'. Feeling hopeless 
about it all he ‘tried them on’ in the 
shop - without socks and without tying 
the laces! He bought them without any 
feeling of positivity at all. Michael then 
walked in these brand new shoes for 
the rest of the Camino (and the next 
one too!) without one blister or other 
foot problems (until the soles started to 
wear out!). So much for all the Camino 
footwear Do's and Don'ts! 
 
I walked my first Camino in hard-soled 
shoes. While this style was initially 
good-ish for my forefoot neuromas, 
ultimately the hard sole and no ankle 
support caused me serious Achilles tendonitis and plantar fasciitis (which took 
months after the Camino to settle). During my second Camino I wore full leather 
boots with hard (slightly rocker-shaped) soles. Generally my feet were much hap-
pier! Some people suggest choosing footwear slightly on the large side but we 
both found it better for them to fit. 
 
One thing we learned early on in our first Camino was it didn’t work for us to 
wash our dirty boots. We would scrape off mud and bang off dust but unneces-

sarily wetting our boots 
seemed pointless. We  
waterproofed our footwear 
well before we left. De-
pending on time of the 
year we planned to walk in 
the future we would  
consider carrying water-
proofing with us. We each 
carried a pair of shortish, 
lightweight gaiters and 
were relieved to know they 
were at the ready. We 
practised putting the gait-
ers on to feel confident on 
the track.”   Catedral in Burgos 2011 

Above: Michael bids a sad farewell to the 
'Miracle of Pamplona' boots in Madrid, 2011 
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 I had problems with my neuromas in 
shoes that I didn’t have when wearing 
my sandals, so I did try wearing sandals 
during the day. Ultimately, neither of 
us wore sandals during the day’s walk. 
We were concerned about the potential 
for blisters caused by the grit and 
stones even when wearing socks. Wear-
ing sandals without socks, we were con-
cerned about sun burn (or greasy mucky 
feet from a combination of sunblock 
and dust!). 
 
On the first Camino I took sandals for 

the evening. Then right near the end of the first 800kms (Azura) I slipped on 
Michael’s Crocs (Oh so ugly!) and couldn’t believe how delightful that spongy sole 
was at the end of the day (and why had he kept this from me!?). On my second 
Camino I happily took a pair of (less ugly and) very comfortable Crocs! Michael 
swore by his Crocs on both Caminos because they’re waterproof, light and easy 
to attach to the outside of the backpack (AND who cares if you lose them!?). 
 
Socks 
During both Caminos we donned our socks more carefully and precisely than we 
had ever before in our lives! We bought expensive socks and were happy we did. 
We stopped to change our socks (and, preferably depending on the weather and/
or shelter, air our feet) every couple of hours (sometimes more often if it was 
very hot or very wet). We each carried 3 pairs of socks (with one pair always dry-
ing/airing on the back of each of our packs). We used bulldog clips to fasten our 
drying/airing socks to the backpacks (and found them to be stronger and less 
likely to break than pegs).  
 
Michael swore by thoroughly washing 
his socks every night. I wondered if 
freshly washed socks were that im-
portant and just did a quick rinse 
sometimes. We both wore hiking 
socks with silver thread technolo-
gy—very effective in preventing 
odours. In the past, we have both 
successfully tried wearing thin 
socks/stockings in combo with hik-
ing socks but neither of us did that 
on the Camino because it seemed 
like extra effort (which wasn’t nec-
essary for us). Some people swear 
by wearing two pairs of socks, one 
over the other. We did fine with 
one.

Kittens pounce on feet, 2009 

Anyone can have foot trouble on the Camino, 
Santiago de Compostela, 2009 
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Blisters 
In the evenings on the Camino 
we would sit in simple, lovely 
restaurants while enjoying local 
delicacies and good wine. I  
remember the very detailed and 
animated discussions well. Is the 
Camino the only place in the 
world where words like ‘pus’, 
‘scabs’ and ‘ooze’ seem quite 
normal over dinner? The dread-
ed blister on the Camino!  
 
The first approach we took to 
managing blisters was preven-
tion. Michael used a silicone 
lubricant gel around his toes and 
this worked well for him (we’ve 
heard of other people who use 
Vaseline in a similar way). Of 
course, using any lubricant will 
impact on the care of socks so 
that they remain in good condi-
tion. Both of us tried ‘moleskin’ 
in various areas but never really 
had any luck. The outcome was 
usually the moleskin slipping 
and/or bunching which added to 
the risk of blisters. Similarly we 
didn’t find the now ubiquitous 

Compeed (or similar dressing product) to be THE answer ‘as advertised’ all along 
the Camino these days. Again the outcome was often slipping and bunching 
which requires frequent changes of this dressing although it should (and can in 
other circumstances) stay on for days. One use of Compeed that was very  
successful was to cover the end of the toes where Michael had lost nails from his 
‘pre-miracle’ boots. Our primary action to prevent blisters was the second we 
felt a ‘hot spot’, if it was at all possible, we would stop immediately and change 
something - anything - (usually air feet and change socks). This generally worked 
well for us but blisters do still happened to good people! 
 
Sahagún seems to be my place for blisters. On our first Camino, the complex of 
blisters I had been managing on the ball of my foot was at its peak on the way 
into town. On our second Camino, I had been blister free until I decided I had to 
see La Peregrina in the newly restored iglesia in Sahagún. The walk from the 
centre of town was hot and dusty on uncompleted roadway. I was wearing my 
evening footwear of Crocs. I arrived only to realise I didn’t have either my  
credential or money for the entrance fee. So I walked back into town to retrieve 
them and determinedly headed back to El Santuario de la Peregrina to see this 

Top: Example of stages of bed bug bites;  
Bottom: ‘Thread’ treatment of day-old minor  
blister; both 2011 
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sculpture. I walked around the entire building anticipating that I’d see La  
Peregrina in a special display at any moment. Eventually I inquired about her 
location at the front desk. I was assured the building’s security was being  
finalised and she would arrive in two weeks. So, I headed back into town with a 
photograph of a photograph of La Peregrina from a book in a display case AND 
two blisters in a tricky spot on my heel. What was La Peregrina trying to tell 
THIS peregrina?! 
 
Sometimes I had ongoing ‘hot spots’ but they either never did (or took a while 
to) declare themselves as blisters. I found these were more painful than just 
getting on with treating the blister! The minute a blister declared  
itself, we dealt with it. We treated blisters while the skin was still soft as soon 
as we took off our boots. We didn’t wait for clean spaces or after showers. We 
sterilised the area around the blister using Betadine cream (or antiseptic hand 
gel but this stung more). Then we sterilised a needle and cotton before piercing 
the outer rim of the white, raised skin and threading the cotton through to the 
other side of the blister to drain any fluid. There are then two approaches to 
how we dealt with the cotton. I tied the ends of my cotton together to make a 
loose loop. Michael didn’t, because he found if he accidentally stepped on the 
tied loop of cotton (for example when in the shower) it would cut out through 
the blister. By leaving the ends untied it was easier for the cotton to come out 
unintentionally, but at least if it did he found it hadn’t torn the skin.  
 
We found we achieved immediate relief with this technique and it generally  
prevented the problem from escalating. Sometimes we would use this technique 
in conjunction with a simple bandaid (which we changed frequently). We really 

La Peregrina Sahagún, 2011       Foot of Santiago statue in Parador San Marcos, León, 2011 
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liked to take those little sewing kits 
you sometimes get in posh hotels be-
cause the cotton is pre-threaded. Oth-
erwise we took a little cotton thread-
er. It all sounds pretty gruesome but 
anyone reading this who’s done it 
knows that the procedure doesn’t hurt 
at all which is a real bonus! 
 
Muscle and tendon problems  
(and neuromas if you’re unlucky) 
We used anti-inflammatory gel liberally 
on our feet at least morning and night. It seems simple but we really believed it 
made a difference. Of course people do talk about taking regular oral low-dose 
pain relief but we only took the occasional anti-inflammatory tablet without 
great relief (and oral anti-inflammatories can have other unpleasant side-
effects). I thought lower limb stretches (starting from the hips down to the toes) 
before I got out of bed in the morning were very helpful. I kept gently stretching 
my entire body during the day too. My general idea is to never be complacent 
about what you’re asking of your body. On my first Camino I felt as fit as a fiddle 
after about 700kms then started to develop shin splints walking down into Sarria.  
 
I used walking poles the entire first Camino and thought they were helpful. On 
the second Camino I carried the poles in my hands, only using them on tricky 
paths, and didn’t really notice the difference with my feet. (Importantly, either 
using the poles or carrying them did very obviously help to keep down hand 
swelling.) Michael used one walking stick on both Caminos and would do the 
same again (even though he develops interestingly asymmetrical leg  
musculature!).                
 
I have bilateral neuromas (a type of overgrowth of the nerves) in the forefoot of 
both feet. I haven’t had much luck with orthotics, so find I just managed the 

Left: Statue of pilgrim looking at Parador San Marcos in León;  
Right: Emilio Estevez prints in Belorado; both 2011 

 

Mud, Alto del Perdón, 2009  
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Photography: Michelle Courtney 

pain by trial and error. I experimented 
with how I tied my laces to give my 
forefoot as much room as possible (and 
do recommend really experimenting 
with laces for everyone). If at all possi-
ble I took the weight off my feet for 
about 15minutes every 90minutes. I 
found it was best to loosen my boots 
gradually at the end of the day rather 
than taking them off right away. My 
neuromas can cause some numbness in 
my toes so I made especially sure that I 
kept on eye on the condition of the 
numb skin. 
 
Next step on the AFotC  
‘conversation’ about FEET! 
So that’s some of Michael’s and my 
experience of ‘feet’ on the Camino. 
Hopefully other pilgrims will add their 
thoughts and experiences to this start-
ing point for the AFotC conversation. Some 
people describe the Camino as a ‘sole to 
soul’ experience. So let’s make sure as 
many soles can be saved as possible! 
 
Michelle Courtney  
(VIC) 
  

Michelle and Michael arrive at Catedral 
de Santiago de Compostela, 2011 

Tell us about your feet experiences 
on the Camino!  

Email the editor at  
bell.alison*optusnet.com.au  

(replace * with @ to avoid spam) 
Praza do Obradoiro, 2011 
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1. Santiago de Compostela is usually translated as ‘St James of the Field of 
Stars’. In Latin, campus stellae means the field of the star, but the name 
could also mean burial ground from the Latin compostum.  

2. The Vía de La Plata (Silver Way) or Ruta de la Plata is the ancient  
commercial and pilgrimage path running from Seville northwards. The term 
‘Vía de la Plata’ is commonly thought to derive from plata, the modern 
Spanish word for silver. However, it may have come from Arabic al-balat 
(cobbled paving) or Latin via lata, (broad road). The road's first official 
name was in fact ‘Via Delapidata’ (Paved Stone Way). The historical origins 
of this route are uncertain but it may have been used for commercial pur-
poses involving tin.  

The shell has long been depicted in art:  
Botticelli’s ‘Birth of Venus, 1486 

Qu.4(1) Qu.4(2) 

Qu.4(3) 

Qu.4(4) 
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3. After the conquest of Mexico, cocoa as a commodity travelled by boat to 
the Spanish coast (Cortes was the first to introduce it). The Spanish were 
the first to popularise chocolate in Europe - cacao was sweetened with  
sugar cane. Later chocolate spread from Spain to the rest of Europe, in  
particular Italy and France. The processing of the beans was performed by 
Spanish monks in the colonies until 1580 when the first chocolate processing 
plant was set up in Spain. 

4. The four squares surrounding the Santiago Cathedral are Praza Azabacheria1 
or Inmaculada (northern: the square of the ‘jet merchants’), Obradoiro2 
(western meaning gold: depicted on the Euro coin, below), Platerias3 
(southern: the square of the ‘silversmiths’) and the Quintana or Literarios4 
(eastern: where the Holy and Royal Doors are—Porta Santa and Porta Real). 

5. Twenty-two miracles performed by St James are recorded in the Liber  
Sancti Jacobi (see also Question 22). 

6. According to the Knights Templars, the ancient board game of the goose 
began from Logrono (and was possibly a secret guide to The Way) but the 
origin is uncertain. Each symbol (depicted on the pavement of the Plaza de 
Santiago in Logrono, outside the Iglesia de Santiago el Real) is allegorical to 
the different stages of the Camino de Santiago and the lodges of the game 
of the goose.  

7. The shepherd (or monk) Pelayo, in 814AD, saw strange lights and angels 
near the sea in Galicia, after which he went to Bishop Theodomir, who is 
said to have discovered St James’s bones (and 2 of his disciples) at this 
spot. Later the Cathedral of Santiago was built there. (Some early propa-
ganda claimed that Charlemagne walked to Santiago and discovered the 
body of St James.) 

8. Many notables have walked the Camino, including St Francis of Assisi, Napo-
leon, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, Chaucer, El 
Cid, Charlemagne, William Duke of Aquitaine, King Lou-
is 7th of France, St Brigid, Dante, the painter Jan van 
Eyk, Pope John 23rd ... and the fictional Wife of Bath 
from The Canterbury Tales! (See also page 22). 
9. A medieval pilgrim‘s requirements were simple 
and consisted of a scrip (satchel), gourd, staff, cape 
and (wide-brimmed) hat. And boots/sandals! 
10. The botafumeiro (‘smoke expeller’), the largest 
thurible (censer) in the world, weighs 80kg, is 1.6m in 

 Both Qu.6 
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height and can contain about 40k of charcoal and incense. The current one 
was made in 1851 (the pulley mechanism was installed in 1604). The ropes 
are now synthetic and last about 20 years before they have to be re-
placed. The botafumeiro can reach speeds of 68 km/h and reach heights 
of 21m, swung in a 65m arc between the Azabachería and Platerias door-
ways at the ends of the transept of Santiago Cathedral.  

11. There is a tradition still in Flanders (the Dutch-speaking northern part of 
Belgium) to award freedom to one prisoner annually who, under super-
vision of a guard, completes the 
Camino carrying a very heavy bag. 

12. Santiago’s ‘gemstone’ is jet 
(azabache). Jet is a geological 
material and, although sometimes 
classified as a gemstone, it is  
actually fossilized wood. 

13. The Bridge of Rabies, Puente de 
la Rabia, is at Zubiri (near  
Roncesvalles). According to the  
legend, it is rumoured to prevent 
rabies if animals are led across it 
three times.  

14. The Roman general Pompey is 
considered to be the founder of 
‘Pompaelo’ (Pamplona). In the 
winter of 74-75BC, the area 
served as his camp. By the 2nd 
century, Pamplona was a signifi-
cant Roman town with a forum 
and hot baths. By 409 however, 
Pamplona was controlled by the 
Visigoths and from the 8th centu-
ry, it was run by the Moors. After 
his expedition to Zaragoza in 778, 
Charlemagne tore down the de-
fensive walls surrounding Pamplona. 

15. A Jacobean Year (Año Santo Jacobeo) occurs when St James's Day (July 25) 
falls on a Sunday. The last was in 2010 
(the 118th since the 12th century) and 
the next is in 2021. Depending on leap 
years, the Holy Year’s occurrence is 
irregular, occurring in a cycle of 6, 5, 
6, and 11 year intervals. Medieval  
pilgrims were promised double absolu-
tion of their sins if they walked the 
Camino in Holy Years.  
16. A statue of St James stands in 
Puente la Reina (‘Bridge of the 
Queen’), where the Camino Francés 

Qu.14 

Qu.13 

Qu.16 
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and the Camino Aragonese converge. The CF comprises 3 branches from 
France which meet at St Jean-Pied-de Port (and then onto Puente la Reina), 
while the C Aragonés begins at Somport and is the continuation of the Via 
Tolosana, from Arles. Doña Mayor, wife of King Sancho III, gave her name to 
the town and built the six-arched bridge over the Río Arga for the use of 
pilgrims to make it safer for them to cross the river.  

17. The St Fermin’s Festival occurs between 7-14 July in Pamplona, when the 
Running of the Bulls spectacle takes place (although the saint actually died 
on 25 September 303AD). It began as a way to move bulls from Pamplona's 
corral to its bullfighting ring and may date back as far as the 13th century. 
It is known to have continued virtually uninterrupted since 1592. 

18. The black bull (signifying strength and pride), now the unofficial national 
symbol of Spain, emerged in 1956 as a commercial trademark of Osborne, 
producers of sherry and other spirits. Although advertising billboards by ma-
jor roads were later banned, the bull silhouette was allowed to remain.  

19. In 1434, the knight, Suero de Quinones, scorned by his lady love, 
‘imprisoned’ himself by wearing an iron collar around his neck and chal-
lenged other knights to fight on the bridge over the Rio Orbigo. The  
tournament lasted a month, during which 300 lances were broken (and  only 
one knight was killed!), after which the collar was removed. Because of this 
legend, it is called El Paso Honroso (Honourable Pass) and today there is a 
jousting field nearby for present-day tournaments. The bridge, 204m long 
with 20 arches, is the longest on the Camino. 

20. The Bodegas Irache fountain is a couple of kilometres from Estella.  
According to the Codex Calixtinus, this spot was already known in the 12th 
century as a ‘land of good bread and excellent wine’. In 1991 a wine foun-
tain was built in one of the winery walls with an internet webcam for watch-
ing peregrinos (and others!) decanting free wine into their bottles. 

21. In the 19th century, gum trees were cultivated in Spain for logging, for furni-
ture etc. Numerous oak forests were replaced with eucalypts, which are 
now a controversial topic, as they have been so successful that they are 
having severe effects on wildlife and the regional environment.  

22. The French priest, Aymeric Picaud, travelled The Way in the 12th century, 
recording his experiences in 5 volumes which became known as the Codex 

Qu.19 Q.16 

Qu.20 

all Qu.25 
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Calixtinus in honour of the incumbent Pope (Pope Callixtus II). Book 5 is 
known as the Book of St James, Liber Sancti Jacobi, and is essentially the 
first travel guide to the Camino from  St Jean-Pied-de-Port to Santiago. 

23. The scallop shell, typically found on the shores in Galicia, has many mean-
ings and has long been the symbol of the Camino de Santiago, as medieval 
pilgrims originally collected the shell on the shores of Finisterre as proof of 
completion. There is also a legend about St James rescuing from the sea a 
knight covered in scallops. It can also represent the setting sun and pilgrims 
walked westwards towards it, ending their pilgrimage at Finisterre, Spain’s 
westernmost point, known in ancient times literally as the ‘end of the 
world’. The shell itself served practical purposes for medieval pilgrims as 
well, being the right size for drinking and eating. Over the centuries the 
scallop shell has taken on mythical, metaphorical and practical meaning. 
The grooves in the shell, which converge at the ‘heel’, can be said to de-
pict the various routes pilgrims travelled, eventually arriving at a single 
destination. The shell itself is also a metaphor for the pilgrim and the 
‘fingers’ the good works he must do. Or it can be seen as the hand of St 
James, an open-palmed expression of 
comfort and encouragement. Addition-
ally, the shell has long been a sign of 
fertility and renewed life/rebirth and 
was associated with fertility cults.  

24. The town of Portomarin was construct-
ed and built next to a Roman bridge 
over the Mino River in the Middle  
Ages. In the 1960s the river was 
dammed to create a reservoir, putting 
the old village under water. The most 
historic buildings of the town were 
moved brick-by-brick and reconstruct-
ed in the new town up the hill, includ-
ing its castle-style main church, the 
Church of San Juan - the numbers on 
the blocks are still visible! When the 
dam is at low level, the remains of 
ancient buildings, the waterfront and 
the old bridge can still be seen.  

25. The 3 great pilgrimage destinations of 
the Middle Ages were Jerusalem, Rome and Santiago de Compostela, with 
an emblem or symbol developing for each. The Eastern route, to Jerusalem, 
is represented by the palm (two crossed palm leaves), thus pilgrims were 
called ‘palmers’. The emblem of the West, El Camino de Santiago, was the 
cockle/scallop shell, while the Central route was to Rome (the Via Fran-
cigena), of which the symbol is the crossed keys - pilgrims were called 
‘Romers’ or ‘Romeos’. In medieval times, pilgrims walked literally from 
their front doors. (Note: Canterbury pilgrims wore a bell-shaped badge.) 

26. St Teresa of Avila was a prominent 16th century Spanish mystic (known to 
levitate!), Carmelite nun, writer of the Counter Reformation and reformer 

Qu.24 



 

Page 21  AFotC Newsletter #7 December 2013 

 of the Carmelite Order, and almost took over from St James as Spain’s  
patron saint. Relics, including her little finger, are housed in the Convent 
museum at Avila, 111k NW of Madrid. When her coffin was opened much  
later after her death, her body was found to be as incorrupt as the day it was 
buried. She was beatified in 1614 and canonised in 1622. In 1970, Pope Paul 
VI proclaimed her a Doctor of the Church.  

27. The Gothic style in art and architecture flourished during the high and late 
medieval period and evolved from the Romanesque. It was named after the 
Goths for being ‘overwhelming, spacious, and impressive’, reminiscent of the 
Goths’ overbearing, barbaric and rude behaviour. Gothic buildings feature 
the pointed arch, ribbed vault and flying buttress. This compares with the 
more stolid, robust and massive Romanesque (‘Roman’) style, with thick 
walls and round arches.  

28. The Church of San Salvador at Oviedo, and the Cathedral at Santiago are the 
two churches referred to in the quotation “He who travels to Santiago and 
not to El Salvador honours the servant and ignores the master”. 

29. The Camino, a Roman trade route, appeared to run under the stars of the 
Milky Way (which guided travellers), hence it was sometimes called  
‘La Voie Lactée’. The first recorded pilgrim arrived in Santiago in 947AD. 
Other legendary explanations are that the Milky Way was formed from the 
dust raised by travelling pilgrims (and Compostela itself means ‘field of 
stars’), and that St James appeared in a dream to Charlemagne, urging him 
to liberate his tomb from the Moors using the Milky Way as his guide. 

30. The Camino was declared a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1993. In 1985, 
Santiago itself had been declared a World Heritage city.  

 
Alison Bell (SA) 

Qu.27. It is well worth a diversion off The 
Way to inspect the Gothic cathedrals of Leon 
(left) and Burgos (right). The stained glass 
windows of Leon’s cathedral are some of the 
finest in the world.  
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Alison Bell (SA) 

BOOK REVIEW 
 
Walking back to happiness: Christine Palmer (Eye, 2012) 

 

I came across this book in a local library recently and 
found myself laughing out loud in bed.  It begins thus: 
“Health warning: this is not the ideal book for experi-
enced walkers who might have already reached Everest’s 
base camp, nor is it for the experienced slimmers who 
know their way around a good detox... What it is I hope is 
a kind of modern Canterbury Tales. Am I the Wife of Bath? 
I’m afraid not. I can only boast of having 2 husbands, not 
5, but I can empathise with the Wife of Bath’s philosophy. 
When the going gets tough (or in my case, tough and I 
start to lose sight of my toes) taking to the road is no bad solution. I fell into 
my modern day pilgrimage by accident… Surprisingly enough, despite being 
knackered a lot of the 700ks, I did emerge 5 weeks later, 2 stone lighter, more 
content and with a great tan… The contentment partly due to the fact that I 
could fit into my bikini and a silk Bellino top, which had both been hiding for 10 
years in the bottom of my knickers drawer in anticipation of a second coming…” 
 
Palmer divides each chapter into four enticing parts Le Chemin (The Way); Le  
regime (The diet); Le plaisir (Hedonistic pleasures) and La Vie (Personal tales). 
Check out her many ways to enjoy the humble sardine! 

Here is where the Wife of Bath originated! Geoffrey Chaucer’s Prologue to The 
Canterbury Tales (14th century) begins thus: 

There was a housewife come from Bath, or near… 
Three times she'd journeyed to Jerusalem... 
At Rome she'd been, and she'd been in Boulogne, 
In Spain at Santiago, and at Cologne… 

“When April with his showers sweet with fruit 
The drought of March has pierced unto the root 
And bathed each vein with liquor that has power 
To generate therein and sire the flower; 
When Zephyr also has, with his sweet breath, 
Quickened again, in every holt and heath, 
The tender shoots and buds, and the young sun 
Into the Ram one half his course has run, 
And many little birds make melody 
That sleep through all the night with open eye 
(So Nature pricks them on to ramp and rage)- 
Then do folk long to go on pilgrimage… 

There was a sailor, living far out west… 
He knew well all the havens, as they were, 
From Gottland to the Cape of Finisterre, 
And every creek in Brittany and Spain…” 

[And] 
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 LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 

 
I just love getting my ‘Camino Chronicle’ and immediately it arrives, I make a 
coffee and sit down to read it from cover to cover. I joined AFotC some time ago 
and am enjoying meeting other pilgrims who have either already  
completed the walk, are planning their walk or just dreaming about walking, at 
our monthly get-together dinners in Melbourne. 
 
After walking from St Jean-Pied-de-Port to Santiago de Compostela in the  
Spanish Spring of 2011, with my youngest brother, I questioned why anyone 
could or would possibly walk it more than once.  
 
But then my Camino began. Only the walking was finished. 
 
A few weeks after returning, I had the opportunity to listen to a special Camino 
music concert at St Patrick's cathedral in Melbourne where I met other returned 
pilgrims. We talked about how we kept getting flashes of our walk as we went 
about our daily routines.  We could be washing dishes, ironing or even working 
at our computer and images of The Way would come into our thoughts.  The 
climb to O'Cebreiro, the monastery at Samos, the Roman bridges, the eternal 
‘senda’ (path), and we would feel the pull of the Camino calling us back. 
 
An unexpected turn of events presented me with the opportunity to once again 
walk the Camino from St Jean-Pied-de-Port in the Autumn of 2012.  This time 
with a girlfriend.  A different time of year and a very different experience, but 
still another journey of the spirit. 
 
In August/September this year, together with my husband and youngest daugh-
ter, we walked the Portuguese Camino from Porto to Santiago.  260kms, and 
although we walked through bushfires (literally) and the route is considerably 
shorter, it is just as fabulous.  There are fewer pilgrims but the hospitaleros 
were friendly, and the walking just as exhilarating. We were blessed with not 
one day of rain or very hot weather.  I highly recommend this as an alternative 
for those with limited time.  There are many flights from Amsterdam to Porto, 
or alternatively fly to Lisbon for a couple of days then train to Porto. 
 
Now my plan is to walk from Holland to Santiago next year - some 3000kms. 
However I will need a visa for the Schengen countries as I will be in Europe for 
more than the allowed 90 days in 180 
days. If the visa is not forthcoming I 
will need to change my plans.  I would 
love to hear from others who have 
walked the Way of St James in France 
and/or Belgium, for hints on finding 
the route and places to stay.  
 
Nola Vulling (VIC) 

Najera on the Camino Francés  
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Sydney pilgrims with Ailsa, fourth from left,  
and  Monsignor Tony Doherty, far right 

AN EVENING WITH THE CAMINO or “SINNING ACROSS SPAIN” ‘EXPOSED’ ON 
THE NEW SOUTH WALES SOUTH COAST! 

 
Some ‘Pilgrims in Sydney’ members recently attended a book 
talk with guest speakers Ailsa Piper and Monsignor Tony 
Doherty at Thirroul, south of Sydney.  
 
On 25 September 2013, staff of the Thirroul Library generous-
ly hosted a book talk with Ailsa Piper, a well-known Australi-
an actor, director, writer and teacher, and veteran of two 
Caminos. Her first pilgrimage was the Camino Francés in 2009 
and the second the Camino Mozárabe in 2010.  
 
Monsignor Doherty is the Parish Priest at Rose Bay and Dover 
Heights Catholic Churches. He served for 10 years as the Dean 

at St Mary’s Cathedral and directed the visit of Pope John Paul II in 1994. His 
pilgrimage was in 2009 when he walked the last 350kof the Camino Francés to 
Santiago de Compostela. 
 
The book talk is part of a series of talks Ailsa is presenting in various cities and 
regional areas of Australia, focusing on her 2012 book Sinning Across Spain. Ailsa 
details how she undertook the mediaeval Christian practice of being paid to walk 
off another’s sins—the ‘Seven Deadly Sins’ being her speciality. She examined 
the consequences of such an undertaking as she walked the Camino Mozárabe 
with the ‘sins’ of her contemporary community for company. The line was drawn 
at mortal sins (murder) - instead Ailsa contemplated behavioural sins; sins of 
omissions or violations of a moral code. The ‘Seven Deadlies’ – anger, greed, 
sloth, pride, lust, envy and gluttony – walked silently with her in spirit on the 
1,200k solitary road. 
 
Monsignor Doherty spoke with Ailsa about the ‘Seven Deadlies’, examining each 
one in turn. Both speakers then recounted significant experiences from their 
Caminos, with both reading passages from Ailsa’s book, to the rapt attention of 
the audience.  
 
A Q&A followed – ‘Pilgrims in 
Sydney’ members naturally being 
the most enthusiastic partici-
pants in this part of the discus-
sion! Ailsa graciously signed  
copies of her books for her read-
ers and a group photo with  
Pilgrims in Sydney members end-
ed a memorable evening. 
 

Jenny Heesh & Michael Hayden 
‘Pilgrims in Sydney’ 


