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CHAIRMAN’S CHAT 
 
Napoléon Bonaparte said: Courage isn't having the strength to go on - it is going 
on when you don't have strength. Even for the very fittest of us, walking the 
Camino step by step, hour by hour, day by day, takes courage and strength. How 
much more courage does it take when tragedy strikes, as in the case of Shirley 
and James (see articles pages 10-13, & 14-15). The courage they exhibited in 
walking after such tragedies is inspiring and touching, but even more so that 
they are willing to share their very moving stories with us, their fellow pilgrims. 

All pilgrims walk the Camino with a story. For some it is a simple one, perhaps 
with a goal of covering the distance, getting fitter and so on. For others the  
story is more complex, perhaps searching for an answer to something, for peace. 
Then, for others, the Camino becomes the story. They discover things about 
themselves that they never knew, overcoming mental or physical hardships on 
the way (and we all know that the Camino can be very hard) as they continue on 
their journey of discovery. 

I have just read a ‘Camino’ book called Redemption Road by Brendan McManus, 
SJ. This Irish priest writes of his Camino journey undertaken to try and  
understand the painful grief he felt at the loss of a much-loved brother from  
suicide. His journey was both mentally and physically difficult, and he struggled 
at times to continue. It is a moving account of his journey through grief. A jour-
ney needing strength and courage. Very early on in his journey along the Camino 
del Norte, in the seaside village of Hondarribia, he came across a poem inscribed 
in the pavement in both Basque and Spanish. His translation of a portion of this 
poem read: The Camino invites, you discover; you can take a detour from it any 
time you want. It is a way of water and earth that you cross by bridge or boat; 
it takes you away from the sound of traffic and brings you to the murmur of the 
river, to the ceaseless movement of tides charged with salty air. 

The Camino does invite. We do discover. It invites the pilgrim to explore, to take 
time to think, to rest and recover. Each of us, in pilgrim mode, has time to  
discover. To discover things about our world, and importantly to discover things 
about ourselves. 

As we approach the Christmas season and a bright New Year, far from the 
Camino in most cases, may you continue to experience the joy of the Camino. 
May you maintain, or rediscover, the freedom of the road, the excitement of 
new things – of everyday things - and the peace and tranquillity of taking each 
day as it comes, being grateful for the little things that come your way. Blessings 
to you all for the festive season and the year ahead. 

¡Buen camino!    

Janet Leitch OAM (SA) 
 
 

Cover photo: Christmas market, 
Burgos, 2013 © Janet Leitch 

Hondarribia, C del Norte 
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Send your photos and contributions for the Camino Chronicle to editor@afotc.org  

 
 
 

 
Yes, it’s on again! The 2nd AusCamino Festival will be held in the beautiful  

Blue Mountains of NSW in February 2018. Australia’s only Camino festival will be held 
over four days, from 22–25 February, in the mountainous village of Blackheath.  

Come one, come all – Camino-tragics and Camino-curious! 
Margaret & Rowan Bouttell from Glenella Guesthouse will be hosting the Festival  

together with the Blue Mountains Supporters of the Camino group. The events will be 
held at Glenella and the Uniting Church Hall on Govetts Leap Road, Blackheath.  

 
    For more information and bookings, www.auscamino.com.au  

 Like us on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/australiancaminofestival/ 

DID YOU KNOW?    DID YOU KNOW?    DID YOU KNOW?    DID YOU KNOW?    About San Roque 

Often San Roque is depicted, one leg exposed, with a 
dog - carrying a bread roll in his mouth - by his side.  
Why?  Legend tells that this man, whose parents died 
when he was 20, gave his inheritance to the poor and 
lived in poverty.  Roque (Italian Rocco, French Roch) 
made a pilgrimage to Rome where he looked after 
victims of the plague, becoming known for miracu-
lous cures, but eventually contracting the plague 
himself.  He retreated to a forest outside Piacenza in 
Italy to die.  It was there, it is said, that each day a 
dog, owned by a local count, brought him a bread 
rollfrom his master’s table.  Some tales say that the 
dog licked the plague sore at each visit helping him 
recover.  Others say that the Count followed his dog 
one day, found the very ill Roque, and taking pity on 
him took him to his home where he made a full re-
covery.  He later died in prison, being identified as a 
man of noble birth by his well-known and unique 
cross shaped birthmark.  San Roque is often shown as 
a pilgrim, complete with shells on his coat.  Many 
towns and villages made an intercession to San Roque 
to protect them from the plague, as the city of Santi-
ago de Compostela did 500 years ago.   
   
Pope Francis has declared a special Jubilee Year of San Roque to mark the 
500th year since the city of Santiago de Compostela made a vow to San Roque 
for intercession from the plague. To mark this Jubilee Year, which concludes  
on the Feast Day of San Roque – 16 August – pilgrims can obtain a  
special certificate.  You will need to go to the Capilla de San Roque, Rúa de San 
Roque, 4, in Santiago. 

 Janet Leitch OAM (SA) 
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THINKING OF WALKING IN SPAIN OR PORTUGAL? FESTIVALS GALORE... 
 
The Iberian Peninsula is a land rich in history, tradition and superstition. Portu-
gal and Spain being “Catholic countries” share many of the same holidays and 
religious festivals. There are also many legends, some based on vague historical 
facts, others coloured with religious connotations. You may wish to take these 
into account when planning your Camino either to avoid them or to see them!  
 
First of all I’d like to introduce you to some of the festivals I’ve come across on 
my travels and Caminos throughout Spain and Portugal.  
 
“Why”, you may ask yourself, “do up to 300 couples get married on the same 
day and often in the same ceremony on St Anthony’s Day in Lisbon in Portugal?” 

The answer lies in the story of Saint Anthony who was born in Lisbon. He  
became known as a great miracle worker and also for his skills at reconciling  
couples. In Lisbon the festivities in his honour begin on the evening of June 12 
with displays of walking groups and singers and parades and a custom is for 
young people to write letters on that day asking Saint Anthony to help them find 
a partner. Then on the 13th, Saint Anthony’s Feast Day, as evidence of how  
effective this is, traditionally 13 couples get married together with all expenses 
being paid by the city council. But as happens one tradition led to  
another and for years on this feast, it became the fashion for hundreds of the 
Noivas de Santo Antonio’ (Brides of Saint Anthony) to get married on the same 
day (see above). 
 
At the same time the Sardine Festival takes place and this is replicated else-
where in Spain and Portugal in different places and at different times. On the 
Feast of Saint John in Galicia, the people jump over bonfires (Oh yes they do!) 
and eat grilled sardines provided by local restaurants for free. A close relative 
of this takes place in the south of Spain in Malaga and Murcia and other towns 
when there is the Burial of the Sardine to mark the end of the excesses of  
Carnival and to herald the start of Lent. Sardines, it seems, are ubiquitous. 
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Many Hispanic festivals 
end when the symbols of 
the excesses which have 
been enjoyed are ceremo-
nially burned. There is 
also, at the end of Carni-
val, the traditional Quema 
del Raspajo when an  
effigy is burned to repre-
sent regeneration and 
freedom (see left, below). 
Often this is used to poke 
fun at the political order 
as happened in Santiago 
last Ash Wednesday. 
  
Other festivals are more 
difficult to understand. My 
favourites of these are the 
Baby Jumping Ceremony 
in the province of Burgos 
and the Festival of Near 
Death Experiences in Gali-
cia. Both cause visitors to 
gasp in either amazement 
or anxiety! Baby Jumping, 
or El Colacho as it is 
known in Castrillo de Mur-
cia, in the province of 

Burgos, takes place every year around the Feast of Corpus Christi which is usually 
celebrated in May or June (see below). The tradition dates back to the 17th cen-
tury. During the ceremony men dressed as the Devil (the Colacho) in red and 
yellow suits jump over babies born during the previous 12 months who lie on 

mattresses on the ground. 
This is known as the jump 
of the devil, El Salto del 
Colacho. The ‘devils’ carry 
whips and castanets as the 
jump over the fortunately  
unaware infants.  
 
The point of the ceremony 
is to cleanse the babies and 
drive out any evil spirits to 
prepare them for life. It is 
said however that Pope 
Benedict asked local priests 
to distance the church from 

Sardine Festival  
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the Jump of the Devil because the 
Catholic Church teaches that it is 
baptism and not jumping over  
babies which anoints children for 
the Christian life. Imagine! 
  
However weirdest of all in my 
book is the Fiesta de Santa Marta 
de Ribarteme, also known as the  
Festival of Near Death Experienc-
es (see right). It takes place in a 
small Galician village on the  
border with Portugal – Las 
Nieves, Pontevedra on 29 July. 
Here if you are suffering from a grave illness and wish to pray for recovery or if 
you have already recovered from near death and you wish to give thanks, you 
rent a coffin, get inside it and your friends and relatives carry you through the 
village in procession, before laying you before the altar in the local church 
where you remain during Mass!  
  
Ex Votos (below)  

At most of the festivals described 
here there may be stalls selling 
everything from fresh donuts to 
wax body parts. Yes, body parts. 
These are called Ex Votos, votive 
offerings to add to your prayers for 
recovery from an ailment to your 
hand, head, leg... Strange they 
may seem but they aren’t restrict-
ed to Catholicism I have seen them 
at Hindu temples in India and  
Buddhist shrines in Japan. For me 
they are still strange!  
 

So if you are passing a church as I did the other day and you notice policemen 
lined up in dress uniform wearing white gloves don’t be surprised if it is the 
Feast of Guardian Angels – the patrons of the National Police. It was!  
 
Religious Festivals and Public Holidays—2018  
These feasts and holidays are observed in both countries except where other-
wise indicated. Where the languages are different the names are given first in 
Portugese then Spanish. 
1 January: New Year’s Day and the Feast of Mary, Mother of God - Santa  
Maria, Mãe de Deus/Santa María, Madre de Dios.  
6 January: The Epiphany - Dia de Reis/ Día del Reyes. In Spain this feast is  
celebrated as much as Christmas, and presents are often given on this day. 
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There are street processions and celebrations.  
Carnaval: This is the period before the start of Lent and is a time of partying 
and over indulgence. 
14 February: Ash Wednesday - Quarta feira de cinza/Miércoles de Ceniza, and 
the start of Lent - Quaresma/Cuaresma  
19 March: The Feast of Saint Joseph - São José/San José. This is when Father’s 
Day is celebrated in both countries. 
25 March – 1 April: Holy Week - Semana Santa, when there will be many  
religious services and street processions.  
25 March: Palm Sunday - Domingo de Ramos  
29 March: Holy Thursday - Jueves Santo  
30 March: Good Friday - Sexta-feira Santa/Viernes Santo  
1 April: Easter Sunday - Domingo de Páscoa/Domingo de Resurrección  
25 April, in Portugal: Freedom Day - Dia da Liberdade, celebrates the 1974 
coup d’état that ended the oppressive Estado Nuevo government and established 
the Portuguese Third Republic.  
1 May: Labour Day - Dia do Trabalhador/ Fiesta del Trabajo.  
6 May: Mother’s Day - Dia da Mãe/Día de la Madre. 
May/June (moveable dates): 
10 May: Ascension Thursday - Ascensáo do Senhor/Ascensión del Señor (may be 
celebrated on Sunday 13 May) 
20 May: Pentecost - Pentecostés  
31 May: Corpus Christi (may be celebrated on Sunday 3 June), with religious 
street processions in many places. 
10 June, in Portugal: Portugal Day - Dia de Portugal. 
25 July: Feast of Saint James - Santiago Apóstol, Patrón de España, Spanish 
National Holiday. 
15 August: Feast of the Assumption - Assunção da Bem-Aventurada Virgem 
Maria/Asunción de la Virgen.  
5 October, Portugal: Republic Day - Implantação da República, celebrates 
the end of Monarchy and the beginning of the Portuguese Republic. 
12 October: Día del Pilar (Our Lady of the Pillar) – Fiesta Nacional de Espa-
ña|Día de la Hispanidad (National Day|Hispanic Day).  
1 November: All Saints - Todos os Santos/Todos los Santos. 
2 November: All Souls - Dia de Finados/Todos los Difuntos.  
Around these dates there may be local church services xxxxxx 
for those who have died in the 
community in the last year. 
1 December: Portugal Restora-
tion of Independence Day.  
6 December: Spain Constitution 
Day - Día de la Constitución.  
8 December: Feast of the Im-
maculate Conception - Imacula-
da Conceição da Bem-
Aventurada Virgem Maria/La 
Inmaculada Concepción.  

Running of the 
bulls, Pamplona 
(see next page) 
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24 December: Christmas Eve - Véspera de Natal/Noche Buena, when traditional-
ly Spanish families gather together at home for a meal. Many restaurants close. 
25 December: Christmas Day - Natal do Senhor/Natividad del Señor.  
31 December: New Year’s Eve|Hogmanay - Noite de Ano Novo/Noche Vieja. 
 
Local Festivals and holidays in Portugal and Spain 

Almost every village seems to have their own Feast (Feria) e.g. the Feast of the 
Ascension, which is the annual festival in Santiago de Compostela with street 
theatre, bands, orchestras and the circus comes to town. 
 
In towns and villages all along the Camino Francés you may encounter a local 
festival such as: 

• The running of the bulls in Pamplona—July (see pic on previous page) 

• Arzúa Cheese Festival – February/March 

• Bread and Cheese festival in Sahagún – April 

• Fire water festival in Portomarín – early April 

• O Cebreiro Cheese festival – April 

• May Festival – Festa do Maio in Villafranca del Bierzo – May 

• San Fermin running of the bulls and the city’s most famous festival 
in Pamplona – July 

• San Cristobo Festival in Palas de Rei – July 

• Estella festival – Estella/Lizarra – early August 

• Santa Marta festival in Astorga – end of August 

• San Zoilo festival in Carrión de los Condes – end of August 

• Rioja Harvest Festival in Logroño – September 

• Romaria Virxe do Cebreiro dedicated to the patron saint of O Cebreiro –  
early September 

• Fiestas de la Encina in Ponferrada, the city’s biggest annual festival –  
September 

• Music Week in Melide – November. 
 

And finally… If you are 
walking the Camino  
Levante and find yourself 
in Valencia at the end of 
August head for the town 
of Buñol to take part in 
the world’s largest tomato 
fight (see left). If it is a 
choice between running 
with the bulls or fighting 
with tomatoes I know 
which I’d choose! 
 
Johnny Walker (Spain) 
 



 

Page 9  AFotC Newsletter #23 Dec 2017  

                             
    

ANGLICAN CAMINO CHAPLAINCY IN SANTIAGOANGLICAN CAMINO CHAPLAINCY IN SANTIAGOANGLICAN CAMINO CHAPLAINCY IN SANTIAGOANGLICAN CAMINO CHAPLAINCY IN SANTIAGO    

 
The Camino Chaplaincy has announced the development of a new,  

inclusive Anglican led ministry for pilgrims arriving in Santiago as the  
third and final part of its strategic plan. 

 
The Chaplaincy piloted the first organised Welcome Service for pilgrims in  

Santiago which is now funded permanently by the Pilgrims’ Office.  
The Chaplaincy then went on to provide daily RC Mass in English in the Cathedral 
for three years. This is now permanently provided by a priest on the staff of the 

Cathedral who improved his language skills sufficiently in English through  
participating in the three year pilot. 

 
The Anglican Led Ecumenical Chaplaincy will run for a 12 week pilot period in 

2018 and will provide support, prayer and Mass for people of all faiths and  
everyone searching for deeper spiritual meaning in their lives. 

  
This new initiative is supported by the Anglican Diocese in Europe and has been 

approved by Bishop David Hamid.  The ministry will be developed and directed by 
a Steering Committee chaired by the Rev Alasdair Kay.Other members include: 

Rev Karen Spray, Rev Andy Delmege, Rev Liska Lasko, Rev Paul Smith 
  

Sybille Yates who lives in Santiago and runs Egaria House  
will coordinate the ministry. 

  
This is a new service for pilgrims and visitors to Santiago. It is expected that  

ordained priests of churches in the Anglican Communion will serve for a  
minimum of two weeks, although longer placements are welcome.  

The Chaplaincy will provide accommodation in Santiago.  
Volunteer priests must meet all other expenses. 

  
For further information see: www.caminochaplaincy.blogspot.com.  

  
To apply please email: caminochaplaincy@gmail.com. 



 

 

AFotC Newsletter #23 Dec 2017   Page 10 

 THE WAY OF GRIEF AND HEALING 
 
At Valdeviejas, just before leaving the 
urban landscape of Astorga, the Camino 
Francés passes the Hermitage of Ecce 
Homo. Opposite the chapel lies a small 
park with some maple trees. Beside one 
of these young trees stands a small stone 
plaque in memory of Ron Duke, my  
husband, lover and best friend, my  
beloved partner of 40 years (top right).  
 
In early April 2016 Ron and I set out from 
St Jean-Pied-de-Port (right), filled with 
excitement and anticipation. The Camino 
had been calling me for a long time, ever 
since I’d first learned of it while studying 
Spanish in the 1990s. After so many years 
of dreaming, and months of planning and 
training, our pilgrimage had finally  
begun.  
 
The Pyrenees crossing was wet and  
slippery with mud. We missed snow at  
Roncesvalles by a day, and were bathed in short-lived sunshine leaving Puente la 
Reina. As the days turned into weeks, a daily routine emerged. We’d walk  
together in the mornings, talking of things great and small, deep and trivial. Ron 
tended to fall behind after morning tea, and I’d wait for him at a lunch spot. 
After eating together, I’d go on ahead, put in some more kilometres, and find 
an albergue where we’d spent the night in the company of our Camino family.  
 
On Day 24 I limped out of Reliegos, having stubbed my toe on the ladder of the 
bunk bed. After lunch it was still painful. So Ron and I stayed together the  
entire day, walking at his pace into León. We’d planned a rest day there, and 
two luxurious nights at the Hotel Alfonso V, away from the albergue shower 
queues and choruses of snoring. Our arrival was sweet, the bubble bath heaven-
ly. At a nearby restaurant we skipped the menú peregrino and had a fine a la 

carte three-course meal, then returned to our quiet 
room with its sumptuous queen sized bed. Ron was 
sleeping soundly when I turned out the light. No more 
than two hours later, quickly and without warning, he 
had a massive and fatal heart attack and never awoke.  
 
Our Camino family had disappeared into the city of 
León, or turned their backs on it and were already 
walking onwards to Santiago. But I was not alone. I 
was embraced by a new family: the wonderful staff of 
Alfonso V. They supported me with practical help and 

Gift from a Spanish friend, 
2016 
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Gabi and Fiona near the coliseum in Arles  

loving kindness; were unfailingly sensitive, compassionate and gracious in the 
face of death.  
 
Throughout this ghastly time I had no doubt that I would continue the Camino. It 
was something I clung to. I would walk for Ron as well as for myself. 
 
When the time came to leave León, I set out early before the sun had risen. The 
rain-damp pavement threw up stark reflections of street lamps; my footsteps 
echoed off the hard surfaces of buildings and empty streets. This I could do: 
follow the yellow arrows, put one foot in front of the other, stop for food and 
rest. That’s what pilgrims do: walk, eat, sleep. There is no personal history  
between us, but we share the collective history of the pilgrimage. We can tell 
our stories and listen to the stories of others, but it’s okay to be silent too. Here 
I could carry my pain without need for explanation or fear of judgement. I had a 
simple daily routine, companions who looked out for me, and sanctuaries, both 
natural and man-made, for solitude. This was a fit place to grieve.  
 
Again the days passed and then the weeks. I stopped in every church and chap-
el, lighting candles for Ron, saying silent prayers, weeping in the quiet presence 
of the saints. My inside was a raw wound, a gaping hole, but on the outside I was 
just another pilgrim. There was comfort in this. I found a new Camino family, 
and reconnected with some members of the old one, and a Camino angel found 
me, and saved me many times.  
 
In the misty mountains and green hills of Galicia there are many memorials.  
I stopped by each one, read the inscriptions, and paid my respects to those who, 
like my Ron, had died on The Way. And there I 
decided that he too should have a memorial. 
This was something I could contemplate  
beyond walking, eating, and sleeping; some-
thing beyond Santiago.  
 
A year later I returned with Ron’s sister, my 
dear sister-in-law, Liz. We started our Camino 
in Burgos, aiming to reach Astorga in time for 
Ron’s anniversary. We slept in villages other 
than those where I had stayed with Ron, but I 
saw him everywhere. He was sitting in that 
bar where we’d stopped for coffee, on the 
bench where we’d patched a tender foot, 
beside the fountain where we’d filled our  
water bottles.  
 
Approaching León my feet grew heavy and I 
fought to contain a howl of dread that verged 
on panic. We wouldn’t stay at Alfonso V; that 
seemed too hard. However, after checking in 

Shirley and Liz 
at the Cruz  

de Ferro, 2017 
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elsewhere I could not delay my  
return. In the foyer everything was 
as it had been, except for the  
unfamiliar person on reception. But 
soon my old friends were there, wel-
coming Liz and me warmly, holding 
me once again as I collapsed under 
the weight of raw grief.  
 
I dreaded leaving León, reviving 
memories of that ghastly day almost 
a year before, yet I would not take 
the option of going by bus. I needed 
to walk. We left late to make it dif-
ferent, easier, but I soon realised it 
didn’t matter. I had little recollec-
tion of that landscape. Last year I 
was alone and in shock, just follow-
ing the arrows and placing my feet. 
This time I was not alone, and we 
had a memorial service to attend. 
 
In Astorga, on the day before the 
anniversary, Liz and I met up with 
our friend, Inés. The next morning 
we were picked up by Rebekah, who 
had been instrumental in transform-
ing Ron’s memorial from an idea into 
a reality, and was going to conduct 
the blessing service. The rain held 
off. Witnesses and friends from near 
and far gathered, a beautiful and 
moving service took place. After-
wards we celebrated with cocido 
maregato – a rich and indulgent meal 
that is not for the faint-hearted, and 
would send a vegetarian to despair.  
 
We said our goodbyes and the follow-
ing day, Liz and I continued our 
Camino. A new lightness was upon 
me. I realised how far I had come 
since last year; that I was finding joy 
as well as comfort in this sacred 
landscape. And I saw my pilgrimage 
extending beyond Santiago.  
 

Top left: Memorial service 29-4-17 
Above left: Ermita de Ecce Homo (ink) 

Left: Ron's tree near the Ermita 
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La Cueva: St Ignatius wrote his Spiritual Exercises in the 
cave which now has an ornate church & monastery over it.  

Two weeks later I bade Liz a temporary farewell and set out on the Camino  
Finisterre. Alone but not lonely, I felt strong and joyful, and I went at my own 
pace. Having walked The Way to Santiago de Compostela a second time, I was 
now following another ancient path, one that was completely new to me – a 
Way that led to the future.  
 
On the second day I fell into step with a young woman, a Camino daughter. Mist 
cleared and the sky was bright as we walked into Finisterre, where Liz was 
waiting. We three continued on to Muxía, and watched the sun set on our 
Camino. Though the dark, sad times were not at an end, that sun would rise 
again each day to light the way through my new life that was full of inspiring 
possibilities. 
 
I suspect I may return to the Camino many times. I’ll return to Valdeviejas to 
visit Ron’s tree in different seasons. I hope it will grow strong and long, and 
witness the passing of future 
pilgrims, perhaps our children 
and grandchildren will be 
among them. But all things that 
live must die and change is in-
evitable. The tree has received 
blessings, ashes and tears, for 
now it grows beside a stone that 
marks the passing of a life well 
lived, a soul well loved. 
 
To those who read this and later 
find themselves walking the 
Camino out of Astorga, I bid you 
to pause a moment at the Er-
mita de Ecce Homo and visit the 
park and its maple trees. If you 
first enter the chapel, walk 
straight ahead when you leave, 
don’t immediately turn left and 
back onto the Camino. Spend a 
quiet moment there, say a pray-
er, spare a thought for all the 
pilgrims who will never reach 
Santiago, among them Ron. He 
is in good company. 
 
Shirley Duke (VIC) 

Top: Sunrise, Finisterre  
Middle: Sunset, Muxia  

Bottom: Camino’s end, 2017 
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CAMINO PORTUGUESE: TRAGEDY STRUCK ON THE 4TH DAY 

Our 200km Camino began in Barcelos, Portugal. A 10-day walk was planned 
with the final 2 days in Santiago de Compostela. There were 15 in our group 
and we were led by Father Gerard. He was our spiritual leader and also our 
slightly reluctant tour leader. The Camino Travel Agency had organised all  
logistics, hotel bookings etc, for which Father Gerard was very thankful. 

But on the 4th day, Father Gerard very unexpectedly died. We had only known 
Father Gerard for 4 days. We were starting to get to know a very charismatic 
priest who enjoyed people, a beer, Facebook, a good laugh and much conver-
sation. He could be very loud but at the same time there was a gentleness 
about him. He was 66 years old. He was the parish priest in Chad in the UK and 
was interested in establishing Spiritual Walking Retreats in Spain. This was the 
first time he had led an organised tour. He had spent 12 years in El Salvador 
and, at his Mass on the day before he died, the stole he wore was from  
Guatemala.  

Father Gerard died in Valenca, Portugal, just on the border of Spain. We were 
staying in a hotel just near the old walled city.  

On the morning following his death, Johnnie Walker from the Camino  
Chaplaincy visited us all at Valenca. We knew that there was support for us and 
we all wanted to continue our Camino in spirit with Father Gerard.  

Our Camino was with Father Gerard for the first 4 days and with Father 
Gerard's spirit for the last 8 days. 

We continued our attendance at the Masses which had been organised along 
the way. They were all said in Spanish. A few of us could speak Spanish and we 
also had some gifted singers to help lift our spirits at these masses. 

What could we do for Father Gerard? We carried his stole from Guatemala, his 
rosary beads, his Bible and his Camino sandals. They were placed on the altar 
at each of our Masses and also at the special Mass that was said (and sung) in 
his honour at Santiago de Compostela. Then his stole, beads, Bible, and sandals 
were taken to the UK and placed on the altar on the day of his funeral. Mass 
was a central theme for our Camino. Father Gerard had planned these Masses, 
where we as pilgrims would attend a Mass being celebrated by the local  
community, or the local priest would open up his church especially for our 
group.  

On the third day we reached Ponte de Lima. It is one of the oldest towns in 
Portugal and dates back to Roman times. Just near the old medieval bridge 
that runs over the Lima River, we had Mass in a very old and imposing Catholic 
church, the Igreja da Misericordia, Largo da Matriz. In his homily  
Father Gerard posed the question: "If these walls could speak what would they 
say?" Looking around, it was a big imposing place, built with large grey stone. 
Indeed what would they say? 

At our first get-together, Father Gerard outlined the way of our Camino  
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together. We would meet 
at breakfast and then at 
night again for Mass and 
dinner. The walk was up 
to each of us to do as we 
saw fit. Most often we 
walked with others in our 
group. We also met up 
with others walking the 
Camino and would spend 
the afternoon walking 
with them. We walked at 
our own pace.  

The Portuguese walk was 
not too challenging. 
There were a couple of 
fairly difficult climbs, 
especially after Ponte de 
Lima. Mostly the walk 
took us through vineyard 
after vineyard along a 
broken Roman Road. We 
passed over old Roman 
bridges and walked along 
very large cobblestones. 
Along the way the yellow arrows took us through Spanish and Portuguese farm-
ing properties and we watched as the grapes were being collected for crushing. 

The thanksgiving service for Father Gerard was held at the Jesuit Church in  
Santiago de Compostela, the Iglesia de Santiago. It was a wonderful tribute. 
Afterwards we celebrated Father Gerard's life at a local restaurant. I ordered 
beer. Our host thought that being Australian I needed something more - another 
beer arrived at the table, this one came in a large balloon glass more than twice 
the size! It had been both a very difficult and rewarding Camino. And on this 
last day we celebrated. It was fun, boisterous and loud, very much in the spirit 
of Father Gerard. 

Two major influences in Father Gerard's life were St Ignatius and T S Elliot.  

The words of T S Elliot’s poem Little Gidding were a fitting finale for our 
Camino with Father Gerard: 

...With the drawing of this Love and the voice of this Calling 
we shall not cease from exploration 
and the end of our exploring will be to arrive at where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 

 
James Hill (SA 

Father Gerard’s stole, rosary beads and Bible which we 
carried along with his sandals to Santiago, and which we 
placed on the altar at each Mass after he died and at his 

funeral  
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ST FRANCIS WAY - FLORENCE TO ASSISI  
 
Having walked into Santiago de Composte-
la in each of the past four years, this year 
we decided to do a different Camino and 
walk the Way of St Francis from Florence 
to Assisi.  
 
Walking with me this year were Paul and 
Jane, who walked the Camino del Norte 
last year, and my wife, Judy, walking her 
first  Camino.  
 
Initially we flew into Milan and decided to 
dispose of our excess baggage there. Italy 
does not have baggage transport and storage services like those in Spain and 
after several enquiries we used the Italian Post system. The limitation with Post 
Italia is that they will only hold bags for 10 days at the receiving Post Office. 
The solution was to post the baggage to Gubbio, and then on-post it from there 
when we arrived.  
 
From Milan, we took a train to Florence and overnighted there before commenc-
ing our walk on 31 August. We had hoped to be able to obtain Credencials in 
Florence but found that St James Episcopal Church which issues them closed for 
the month of August. Notwithstanding we did visit the Franciscan Church in Flor-
ence, the Basilica Di Santa Croce which is the official starting point for the 
Camino. Credencials can be obtained in advance by contacting 
www.viadifrancesco.it and downloading their PDF form. The guide book recom-
mends that this application be completed at least 2 months in advance of your 
walk. As we did not have credencials, it is obvious that we failed to properly 

read the instructions before leaving Australia.  
 
We used the Cicerone guide, "The Way of St 
Francis from Florence to Assisi and Rome" by 
Sandy Brown, plus the GPS tracks that can be 
obtained free through Cicerone. Sandy's guide is 
comprehensive and gives detailed directions 
which need to be followed as the way marking 
on the section of the walk from Florence to  
Santuario della Verna is very poor. We used the 
book, plus the GPS tracks loaded onto two 
iPhones, and still managed to wander off track 
from time to time. Relying on the book alone 
could lead to some unpleasant detours. We 
walked for a while with an American who freely 
admitted that without the assistance of our GPS 
tracks that he would have been easily lost.  

L-R: John, Judy, Paul and Jane outside  
Basilica Santa Croce in Florence 

Santuario della Verna 
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Walking out of Florence was pleasant and not the usual seemingly endless  
kilometres of industrial suburbs. The way was shaded and past very pleasant 
parks and gardens almost all the way to the outskirts of the city where the 
route passes Villa Gamberaia. Judy and I had previously visited the gardens 
there 5 years ago so it was a surprise to come across a landmark in Italy that 
we were familiar with. From the villa, the day warmed up and we were walking 
in 36 degree temperatures. The walking became most unpleasant and we were 
glad to complete the days stage into Pontassieve. Overnight it rained breaking 
the Italian heat wave (Rome had not received any rain for over 3 months) and 
provided more pleasant walking conditions for the remainder of our Camino.  
 
At our second overnight stop in Consuma our host asked if we required stamps 
in our credencials. On finding out that we did not have any, we were unexpect-
edly provided with the documents. We sincerely thank Irina of Panificino  
e Pizzeria for both the excellent accommodation and the credencials.  
Incidentally while the Pizzeria only serves pizzas at weekends, l can recom-
mend the gnocchi with porcini mushrooms. 
 
The terrain covered by the Camino is relatively hilly and we would rate it as 
being much harder than the walks in Spain. On our walk we averaged around  
21km per day with an average climb and decent of 750 metres per day. While 
the days were shorter, the climbs and descents were harder and more  
frequent. Most stages did not have services and we carried sufficient water for 
the day plus snacks, lunch etc.  
 
Accommodation was varied, and we stayed in rooms, Agriturismo properties, 
convents, hotels and B&B's. Generally we tried to book two days ahead to  
ensure that we had accommodation. During our walk, there appeared to be 
about 12 pilgrims walking at the same rate as ourselves and an extended group 
of perhaps 20 whom we met and were either just ahead or just behind our-
selves.  
Favourite places where we stayed included Santuario della Verna,  

Various waymarkings 
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Sansepolcro and Gubbio. The walk 
into della Verna was spectacular 
through an area called the ‘fairy-tale 
forest’, with boulders covered in 
green moss and sunlight filtered 
through layers of birch leaves. At  
Sansepolcro there was a festival in 
the evening when we were there, 
with men in tights shooting ballistas 
(cross bows) to qualify to shoot 
against Gubbio. Apparently the  
competition between Sansepolcro and 
Gubbio has been ongoing for hundreds 
of years. The competitors shoot at a 
150mm diameter target over 36  
metres with surprising accuracy. The 
whole town turned out to watch the 
competition which included drums, 
trumpets and other medieval pageant-
ry. Although we had a rest day in  
Gubbio, we missed the big match but 
were happy to learn that Sansepolcro 
won. Gubbio is a semi-hill top village 
and a wonderful place to spend a rest 
day. Lots of interesting old buildings, 
churches and cobbled streets. We 

were able to arrange for the Post Office to 
keep our excess baggage for a further 3 days, 
which eliminated the need to post it on to 
Assisi. Another interesting town was Stia. We 
were unable to stay in the town as it was fully 
booked for an international blacksmiths’ 
event. The town was full of blacksmiths in-
cluding a contingent of 6 from Australia. 
Eventually we were able to find accommoda-
tion at an Agriturismo property 6km out of the 
town where the owner happily picked us up in 
Stia and delivered us back onto the route the 
following morning.  
 
While staying in Pietralunga it rained over-
night, and continued to rain heavily for the 
duration of our 26km walk into Gubbio. We 
arrived at our destination very wet and tired. 
The rest day gave us an opportunity to dry out 

our clothing footwear and gear. While the Airbnb we were staying in had no 
heating or dryer, we made very good use of the electric oven.  
 

Above (both): Basilica di San  
Francesco, Assisi 
Below: Gubbio streets 
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Much of the walk was through forests, proper European forests of beech, oaks of 
many varieties, birches, firs and various pines. Not a eucalypt anywhere. While 
not seen in the forests, the stone pines throughout Italy are particularly impres-
sive. We also found that there were no storks in Italy on our walk which was 
disappointing.  
 
On arrival in Assisi we visited the Basilica di San Francesco and received our 
testimoniums confirming that we had walked at least 100km to Assisi. It was 
interesting to see that the Basilica was controlled by army personnel with sub-
machine guns, who security checked the bags of all persons entering, while  
obvious pilgrims with packs and poles were allowed to enter unchallenged.  
 
After a day wandering around Assisi and hiring a car to retrieve our excess  
baggage from Gubbio, we took a train to 
Rome where Paul and Jane departed for 
Sicily, while Judy and I took in the sights 
before flying to Greece and home to Mel-
bourne.  
 
Prior to travelling to Florence, we spent 
time in Lithuania and visited the Hill of 
Crosses, an important pilgrimage site there. 
The hill is covered by an estimated 200,000 
crosses and is a spectacular and moving 
sight. We understand that during the Soviet 
occupation the Russians tried to bulldoze 
the site, but the crosses kept returning.  
 
Overall, we walked approximately 280km 
with ascents and descents of around 10,000 
metres in 13 days of walking.  
 
John Mapleson (Vic) 

Left & right: Hill of crosses, Lithuania  

John (left) with a 
Ballister archer 
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THE WAY OF ST JAMES: A WAY BACK FOR VETERANS? 
 
Article based on the Sir Edward ‘Weary’ Dunlop Award winning presentation delivered at the 
annual conference of the Australasian Military Medical Association, Brisbane, Oct, 2017. 

 
In June this year, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare released its  
report Incidence of suicide among serving and ex-serving Australian Defence 
Force personnel 2001–2015. One of the reassuring conclusions from the report, 
which drew on data collected over the past fifteen years, was that serving mem-
bers of the Australian Defence Force (ADF) are far less likely to commit suicide 
compared to the general population. Men serving full time or in the reserve had 
age-adjusted suicide rates 53% and 49% lower than all Australian men. 
 
The not so good news from this report, however, was that the suicide rate of Ex-
serving men (there was no data for ex-serving women) was more than TWICE as 
high as serving men – and 14% higher than their counterparts in the general popu-
lation. This is certainly a cause for concern. Why this high rate of suicide – which 
by implication indicates a high rate of mental ill health – in Australian veterans? 
Why are so many soldiers – not just in the ADF but in armies all over the world – 
lost when they leave the Military? 
 
From my own observations as an army doctor and a GP who has looked after many 
veterans – as well as from discussions I have had with health professional col-
leagues who’ve served in the defence forces of other countries – some possible 
reasons could be 

• Soldiers leaving the military lose the Self-respect, the Stability and the 
Support System that goes with belonging to an organisation that is respect-
ed by society 

• They hold no rank or status in the civilian community – from being Some-
bodies they virtually become Nobodies 

• They have to start anew on discharging – and start Alone 
 
There is already much research to indicate that veterans often experience a 
sense of vulnerability and social isolation, which can be attributed to their having 
been separated from systems and people they relied upon for years.  
 
In his book A Soldier to Santiago (see review on page 23), US Navy Veteran Senior 
Chief Petty Officer Brad Genereux wrote: “For over 22 years and with pride I 
represented my country by wearing the uniform of my nation. And when my ser-
vice was all over? Life had passed me by and I found that I fit in – nowhere.”  
Genereux has founded ‘Veterans on the Camino’,  a project designed to help  
suffering military veterans achieve healing by undertaking a journey along 
the Camino de Santiago. 
 
If one were to ask “what is a pilgrimage?” the obvious definition would be  
“a journey to a place in the belief that a duty will be fulfilled, a wish will be 
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granted or sins will 
be forgiven”. This 
includes pilgrimages 
made, for example, 
by Christians to  
Jerusalem, Lourdes 
or Santiago, Muslims 
to Mecca, Hindus to 
the source of the 
Ganges and Japa-
nese Buddhists to 
the various historic 
temples on the  
island of Shikoku. 
 
But a pilgrimage 

could also become a journey away from home in search of spiritual wellbeing – 
seeking inner peace through physical journeying. Unfortunately, although the 
topic of pilgrimage has been explored by scholars within the disciplines of  
anthropology, archaeology, sociology, and religious studies, there has been very 
little research studying the psychological and emotional implications of pilgrim-
age on individuals. 
 
A strong motivation for many pilgrims is the desire for healing – and the healing 
process that occurs on pilgrimage is not one that cures physical ailments but 
rather addresses the human experience of loss and suffering. Pilgrimage also 
provides a communal structure of similar individuals who move through rituals 
together – so that the healing dynamics of a pilgrimage include not simply a 
physical journey with physical, social and symbolic effects but also an act of 
personal empowerment and a sense of solidarity with a community of fellow 
pilgrims. And it is this Inner Peace that a pilgrimage along the Camino can help 
someone suffering from the mental battle scars of war to achieve. 
 
How exactly can undertaking a pilgrimage along the Camino help veterans? 
Identity Transformation: The shock of leaving behind one’s military identity 
can be profound. Wearing a military uniform allows one to “walk tall”. Sadly, 
the day a soldier has to give up his uniform, he becomes just another civilian 
struggling to make his way in an unfamiliar world. Inherent in the pilgrimage 
journey is the adoption of a new identity – ‘pilgrim’ – and the sharing of the 
journey’s hardship with other pilgrims. 
Tradition: Walking this ancient trail, which pilgrims have traversed for over a 
thousand years, one becomes aware of all those who have moved along this an-
cient space – just as in the military, one wears a uniform, a beret or particular 
headgear which are badges of honour that acknowledge and respect those who 
have gone before. 

Walking alone 
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Action: Soldiers miss the ‘Situation, Mission, Execution’ type of action that 
goes with being in the military. The pilgrim journey provides a shared direction 
of movement towards a common End-state – while the side by side progress 
along the Way, reminiscent of soldiers doing PT, drill, weapon cleaning etc. 
together, engenders sharing and support as they move together to achieve the 
envisaged Goal. 
Community: Walking in the company of others who are on a similar quest and 
so becoming part of a community (“We are all in this together!”) brings about 
a sense of mutual RESPECT. There is a readiness along the Way to “help a ma-
te” through illness and injury – and there is always the opportunity, over a 
glass of beer or a copa de vino at the end of a hard day’s walk, to share stories 
and experiences. 
 
A pilgrimage along the Camino can bring back the Joy and Camaraderie of old 
times, the Respect and Sense of Purpose that was treasured and the Self-
esteem that was lost. Walking along this ancient trail one experiences views of 
snow-capped mountains, groves of majestic leafy trees or tranquil lakes. The 
world and its travails seem a thousand miles away. One feels so very small, and 
yet one feels a part of Humanity – and a part of the Universe.  

 
A pilgrimage to Santiago, admittedly, is not for everyone – and is not the only 
way to help veterans suffering from loss, mental scars, PTSD and grief.  
But the therapeutic value of pilgrimage has been well known over the ages – 
and walking the Camino de Santiago, I am sure, will help veterans who are 
struggling to find themselves, to achieve not only spiritual healing but also 
mental peace. 
 
Dr Sanjiva Wijesinha (VIC) 
sanjiva.wijesinha@monash.edu 
Major Sanjiva Wijesinha MBBS (Ceylon), MSc (Oxford), FRCS, FRACGP served as 
a medical officer in the Sri Lanka Army Medical Corps for 11 years and subse-
quently in the Royal Australian Army Medical Corps for 15 years. Currently an 
associate professor at the Faculty of Medicine, Monash University, Melbourne, 
Australia, he is the author of Strangers on the Camino and Not Our War. 
 
 
 

Helping a mate 
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 BOOK REVIEWBOOK REVIEWBOOK REVIEWBOOK REVIEW 

A SOLDIER TO SANTIAGO 
Brad Genereux  

It is impossible to walk this journey without jour-
neying into oneself. This book is one man’s story 
of how he found peace along the pilgrimage to 
Santiago. It is the honest story of a stiff, formal, 
no nonsense Senior Chief Petty Officer of the US 
Navy - someone who’d spent years building walls 
inside himself to compartmentalise the violence 
and tragedies that had been part of his 22-year 
military life. Once he left the service he found 
himself descending into a dark depressive hole 
without purpose, identity or mission in life. In 
his own words, he discovered “I fit 
in….nowhere”.  

Brad talks about the three things a veteran loses when he or she leaves the  
military – a sense of Purpose, a supportive Community and a feeling of Self-
worth. Serving in uniform, soldiers give their all for their country – yet once their  
service is over many find themselves inadequately supported and unable to set-
tle back into civilian life.  

Brad’s pilgrimage along the Camino helped him change from being a totally  
military-minded, mission-oriented person trying to fight his demons and forget 
the images of war that kept haunting him - into a much calmer human being. 
Step by step as he walked along this 500-mile pilgrim trail, the walls of his nega-
tivity and his lack of faith in humanity began to crumble away and he discovered 
what many of us have done on this pilgrimage – it is impossible to walk this jour-
ney without journeying into oneself.  

Having come through an internal storm Brad found himself at peace; he could 
forgive others and also himself. He began to make a purposeful effort to see the 
good and positive in the world rather than the dark cloud of negativity he’d been 
focusing on for so long.  

Like the author, I too have served in the military and walked the Camino – so his 
story deeply touched me on many levels. I earnestly recommend this book and 
hope that reading it will encourage others, especially Veterans - those who 
“Once Were Warriors” - to consider undertaking a journey along the Camino.  
As both Brad and I did by walking the Camino, they will discover this pilgrimage 
to be Life-changing.                                                                                                         

Dr Sanjiva Wijesinha (VIC) 

We apologise that our regular TIPS & HINTS FOR WALKING A CAMINO does not 
feature in this issue of the Camino Chronicle, due to lack of space.  
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HOSPITALERO TRAININGHOSPITALERO TRAININGHOSPITALERO TRAININGHOSPITALERO TRAINING 

  
Have you walked the Camino and are now looking to 
give back? Think about the albergues you enjoyed 
and the hospitaleros you met. Can you see yourself 
in that position? 
 

The Spanish organisation, Hospitaleros Voluntarios, supplies hospitaleros to  
donativo albergues. As the name suggests, these hospitaleros are volunteers. 
Each duty is for either the first half or the second half of the month and during 
that time the hospitaleros live in the albergue, taking care of the pilgrims who 
choose to stay.  
 
The duties are wide-ranging and include cleaning, liaising with the local  
community, advising pilgrims on local services and providing information about 
the route ahead. Some albergues have a tradition of providing a communal meal 
and/or prayers and the hospitalero is charged with organising these services. 
Above all, the hospitalero provides a genuinely warm welcome and is attentive to 
the needs of the pilgrims staying in the albergue. There may be no remuneration 
attached to the role, yet the rewards from serving other pilgrims are incompara-
ble. 
 
There is a weekend training course to equip you for this rewarding work. The  
Australian course takes place in the Greater Sydney Area on an annual basis and 
in other locations dependent on the participants. x 
 
The locations and dates for 2018 courses are:  
Melbourne ~ Saturday 10 - Sunday 11 February  
Blackheath (NSW) ~ Thursday 22 - Friday 23 February. 
 
If you are interested in attending one of these sessions or to enquire about the 
training, please contact me via the form on  
http://www.australianhospitaleros.org/contact.html  
 
Julie-Ann Milne (NSW) 

Registration role play Adelaide 2016 
Hospitalero training Brisbane 2017 with 
Julie-Ann (bottom left) 


