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CHAIRMAN’S CHAT 

 
Lao-Tzu (born 601BC) said: “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single 

step.”  Embarking on that special journey, the Camino, we do exactly that.  For 

most of us, it begins well before we leave home.  It begins with the research we 
embark on – research about the path, the history, the language, and perhaps the 

culture. It begins with the training we undertake (or don’t, as the case may be!), 

and it begins with the excitement of anticipation of what may eventuate on this 

wondrous journey.   
 

That single step can be the first one that we make on the way itself, whether it is 

a journey of many thousands of miles or just a few, depending where we, the 
pilgrim, have chosen to begin, but for many it can be something else too.   

Researching further I found the original translation of Lao-Tzu’s words is thought 

to be: “A journey of a thousand li (a Chinese mile) starts beneath one’s feet.”  
Whatever we decide, and wherever our physical journey begins, it is certainly 

beneath our feet – even on a bicycle!   

 

Periodically we have a credencial request from a member for a journey physically 
beginning as much as two years hence. Usually, following an exchange of  

correspondence, we establish that for that pilgrim, the date that appears on the 

credencial is the day that they feel their pilgrimage has begun. The journey for 
them includes ALL the preparation and research that they have only just started.   

 

For some that first step in preparation is as difficult as the first step they  
physically take on their chosen route. They have many difficult decisions to make 

and questions to answer. Are they physically able to meet the demands of the 

road? Will they be strong enough, physically and emotionally? Will they be able to 

cope with the unknown that is the Camino—the crowds, the accommodation, the 
mountains, the food and so on?  

 

The French salonnière, Marquise du Deffand said: “The distance is nothing; it’s 
only the first step that is difficult.” In her lifetime (1697–1780) the Camino  

was not as well travelled, perhaps not even very well known as, with the 16thC 

Reformation, there came a decrease in pilgrims seeking indulgences.  Over time 
the Camino became less popular, until in the 20thC only a trickle of pilgrims made 

their way to Santiago de Compostela (in 1986 only 2,491 were welcomed).  Now 

many thousands of pilgrims are welcomed daily at the pilgrim office—at peak 
times the daily tally is more than were welcomed for the whole of 1986! 

 

Yes, the journey begins with a single step. It can be difficult, but it is what is 

beneath our feet that counts—and the intent in our heart.  That first step is full 
of anticipation, excitement, and exhilaration, perhaps tinged with anxiety. As 

those who have journeyed on the Camino will attest—every step that follows is 

well worth the effort and the challenge.   
 

¡Buen Camino! 

Janet Leitch OAM (SA) 

We love to receive your ideas, photographs and  

suggestions!  Send to the editor at editor@afotc.org  
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Australian Friends of the Camino 
INAUGURAL NATIONAL CONFERENCE 

Adelaide, South Australia ~ 11-13 October 2019 

 

WHO’S COMING TO THE CONFERENCE? 
 

It’s full steam ahead with planning for the first national Australian Friends of the Camino 

Conference in October!  We have confirmed a number of speakers who will inform and 

entertain participants over the weekend. 

 

In case you haven’t already heard… the BIG NEWS is that John Brierley,  

the author of the very popular Camino Guide books, is to be one of our  

keynote speakers. This will be a wonderful opportunity for new and  

experienced pilgrims to gain insight into both the spirituality and the  

practicality of walking the Camino.   John’s fame and reputation as a Camino teacher, 

guide and guru is widely known and highly respected. This is your chance to meet the man 

himself – and perhaps have your books signed! 

 

We are awaiting final confirmation from our other international guest,  

Dr Francisco Singul from the Xunta Galicia in Spain –  

we are hoping he’ll be here to talk about the history of the Camino  

and how the Galician local government is responding to the growth in  

numbers of pilgrims arriving in Santiago every year. 

 

Other speakers include: Dee Nolan (Food and Wine on the Camino);   

Rev Cameron West (Spirituality on the Camino); Max Mastrosavas  

(Spanish Art); and Fran West (Photography). There’ll be evening  

entertainment with Dan Mullins (musician and podcaster) and  

Jessie Vintila (musical director of Sing the Camino). 

 

But wait – there’s more! There’ll also be a session on the program for  

representatives from Amigos Groups from around Australia, a panel session of Camino 

travel companies, sessions for Camino beginners, and a workshop to consider the  

challenges and opportunities for the Camino over the next 10 years… plus displays of 

books, maps and other material from our sponsors. 

 

If you haven’t already booked, now is the time to rush to the website www.afotc.org  

to find all the details and the registration form.  

For only $220, AFOTC members will enjoy a weekend full of Camino  

highlights and memories, plus amazing meals and great company.    

 

BOOK SOON TO GUARANTEE YOUR PLACE! 
www.afotc.org 

 

http://www.afotc.org
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A MODERN ROME TO JERUSALEM PILGRIMAGE: Pt 3—TURKEY TO ISRAEL 

 
On 15 June 2018, Day 76 of my pilgrimage, I walked into Turkey from Greece on 

the Via Egnatia – now a motorway, but originally a 2,000 year-old, 1,100km Roman 

road.  I had loosely been following this ancient thoroughfare for the past month on 
a walking trail opened in 2014 through Albania, Macedonia and northern Greece. 

The second section of the Via Egnatia trail from Thessaloniki to Istanbul has yet to 

be signposted, so I was following my own route informed by the pilgrimages of 

those who had previously walked this way.  
 

My first night in Turkey was in Ipsala, near the Greek border, where I took a room 

in a large hotel with few guests but a huge portrait in the lobby of Mustafa Kemal 
Ataturk, the first President (1923-1938) of the Republic of Turkey. In subsequent 

days, I fell into a routine of walking about half a day on the motorway and the 

other half on farmers’ tracks and minor roads to prevent blisters. Turkish motor-
ways must be the most pedestrian-friendly in the world as they have a wide slow 

lane on both sides for farm vehicles, horses and pilgrims!  The local people I met 

were very friendly and keen to talk-fortunately, with enough English for us to 

have meaningful conversations.   
 

Leaving Kesan, on my third day, I passed through a very poor area where there 

were ramshackle houses and few cars, but many horses and carts.  It was Sunday 
morning and the locals were gathering in groups to enjoy their Turkish coffee.  

When invited to join one group, I had a delightful forty minutes chatting, which 

confirms the old adage that the poorer people are, the more generous and caring 
they are. I left with enough food in my backpack for three lunches! On several 

other occasions, I was invited into local homes to share their food and drinks. 

 

The Turkish election campaign was in full swing at the time. The towns were 
decked with posters, flags, streamers and photographs of the Presidential candi-

dates. In the evenings, there was usually a campaign rally addressed by one of the 

main candidates with much singing and flag waving—more like a Festival than an  
election! While the 

Western press was 

predicting that 
President Erdogan 

would be forced to 

a second round of 
voting, and his par-

ty would lose its 

majority, the Turk-

ish people I talked 
with thought that 

Erdogan would win 

the Presidency and 
the government— 

as indeed he did.  

 

Having morning coffee with locals in Kesan, Turkey 
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After four days’ walking 

inland in Turkey, I 
reached the city of 

Tekirdag on the Sea of 

Marmara and then fol-
lowed this coastline for 

another five days,  

before arriving in the 

centre of Istanbul.  
It was Saturday 24 

June, St John the Bap-

tist’s Day and Turkish 
Election Day. Istanbul is 

now so large with 18 

million people, includ-
ing 3 million refugees 

from Syria, that it took me two days to walk through the outskirts and suburbs. At 

weekends, the population of this great city—the continental boundary between 

Europe and Asia—often surges to 22 million as many people from outside come to 
share its many attractions. This was my second visit to Istanbul and I chose to 

take two rest days to recharge the batteries and revisit the wonderful Hagia  

Sophia, Church of Holy Wisdom, built in 532-537AD by the Byzantine Emperor, 
Justinian I. Hagia Sophia was the world’s largest building for centuries, the largest 

Christian cathedral for almost 1,000 years and an engineering masterpiece of its 

time. In 1453 AD, after many attempts, the Ottomans conquered Constantinople 
bringing an end to the Christian Byzantine Empire. Hagia Sophia was converted to 

a mosque and remained one until 1931, when under Atatürk’s new secular Repub-

lic it was closed, refurbished and reopened as a museum in 1935. The brilliant 

Byzantine marble floors and some of the original Christian wall mosaics were  
revealed again for the first time in five centuries.  

 

After three nights, I flew to Israel and caught a 
mini-bus to the northern port of Haifa. Before 

starting the final leg of my walk to Jerusalem, I 

 Below: Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey.  
Right: Jesus Christ Pantocrator (detail from the 

dress mosaic in Hagia Sophia 

Turkish electioneering with mobile truck & Erdogan supporters  
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was keen to visit the old Crusader city of 

Acre (Akko in Hebrew) so I caught a train 
there. Acre is one of the oldest continuously 

inhabited settlements in the world, extend-

ing back 4,000 years. It played a major role 
in the Crusades being the main port of entry 

for the Crusaders coming into Palestine. 

After centuries of conflict between Muslims 

and Crusaders, Acre became the defacto 
capital of the Christian Kingdom of Jerusa-

lem and headquarters for the Knights  

Templar and Knights Hospitaller. These 
Knights built massive underground halls, 

refectories, court yards, dungeons and  

tunnels which I visited following recent  
restoration works. Today Acre’s old city is 

predominantly Arabic with many mosques 

and an impressive souk (market). A plaque in  

Arabic, Hebrew and English tells of St Fran-
cis of Assisi, a great pilgrim, who visited 

Acre in 1219 on his way to Jerusalem. 

 
The following day I caught a taxi south  

towards Haifa and picked up the Israel Na-

tional Trail (INT), a walking trail established in 1995 that runs the length of the 
country, over 1,000 km, from Dan near the Lebanese border to Eilat in the south 

on the Red Sea near the border with Egypt. I planned to walk a section of this 

trail to Tel Aviv and then inland to Jerusalem, a distance of about 220km. My first 

morning on the INT was in a mountainous conservation park, in very steep rocky 
terrain. At times I was rock climbing almost vertically with my backpack being a 

dead, unbalancing weight on my back! In between the tough sections it was exhil-

arating walking with good views over the surrounding countryside and Mediterra-
nean Sea. The INT definitely doesn’t go in a straight line but wanders around 

picking up sites of archaeological and cultural significance – for example, I walked 

through Nahal Me’arot Nature Reserve, one of the few sites in the world where 
the remains of Neanderthals and early Homo Sapiens have been found together in 

hillside caves. Having made such slow progress this day, I fell short of where I’d 

wanted to reach.  Around 7pm, I had to detour off the trail to search for a bed in 
the nearby village of Ofer. Here the kindness of locals got me through again – 

despite no hotel, guesthouse or restaurant in the town, I was given a meal in a 

home, then driven to a B&B outside the town, had a comfortable bed and sent 

away next morning with lunch of farm figs, nectarines, plums, cherries and  
apples.  

 

Back on the trail I was soon walking up a dry creek bed. In this very dry land wa-
ter rarely flows in the creeks. Despite this, I passed many farms and crop planta-

tions flourishing as a result of Israel’s excellent water resource management that 

includes desalination plants and recycling all waste water. The trail zigzagged to 

Israel National Trail, Day 1  
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pass a Roman aqueduct that once took water to the coastal town of Caesarea, also 

past an excavated Byzantine villa. On reaching the coast, the trail took me onto 
the beach for a pleasant 3-hour stroll to Caesarea.  I explored this ancient Roman 

city, built by Herod the Great between 22 and 10BC. Once the largest Roman port 

in the eastern Mediterranean, it has a fine Roman theatre, still used for concerts 
and plays, also the remains of a hippodrome, a palace with mosaic flooring,  

temples and storerooms. Leaving Caesarea, I walked through a kibbutz, past a 

large power station, through scrubby Australian-like bush areas and a  

number of Israeli and Arab towns. That evening, in a small hotel in Netanya,  
I watched Russia win its World Cup soccer match, cheered on by my hosts and 

many locals. (Israel has many Russian Jews with the last great immigration occur-

ring after the dissolution of the USSR in the early 1990s.)  
 

Day 4 on the INT, I walked into Tel Aviv, the last 3 hours continuing along the 

beach. Beaches in Israel are long and sandy, similar to ours in Australia. Tel Aviv’s 
beachfront was lively with shops, cafes, bars and hotels. I stayed in the Beach-

front Hostel on the Esplanade which was comfortable, but disappointing for a pil-

grim, as I was the only walker—everyone else was chasing the sun, surf and re-

nowned Tel Aviv nightlife. During my eight days on the INT, I’d only met one other 
group of walkers, six men out for a day in the mountains. It was now early July 

and I learned that Israelis and visitors shy away from walking the INT in summer.  

 
Next day, I chose to walk south along the coast to visit Old Jaffa (Yafo in Hebrew), 

the port city for Jerusalem since antiquity. I then returned through Tel Aviv-Yafo 

to the city centre and was impressed with its architectural variety, well-planned 
boulevards, parks and a noticeable vibrancy and energy. I was even more  

impressed with the lunch I enjoyed at the renowned restaurant, Yaffo Tel-Aviv, a 

birthday treat from one of our children! I then walked east through the city 

(population 450,000) and surrounds (population 3 million) towards the INT which 
bypasses Tel Aviv altogether, but I didn’t pick-up the trail again until next day. 

 

On Day 6, I was away from the coast and the cooling sea breezes. The land was 
much drier and barer with more motorways to contend with. The temperature 

climbed to 33C in the afternoon. I had to detour to the village of Gimzo, a  

religious Jewish settlement, when I needed to recharge my phone, but after a 
short stay, I walked on to the next larger town where I hoped to find a bed. At a 

restaurant, I luckily met a waiter and waitress who had both walked the entire 

INT.  They introduced me to 
‘Trail Angels’, people who put 

up walkers in their home free 

for the night. They checked the 

website (in Hebrew), and found 
two ‘angels’ nearby.  I called 

the first and was accepted! My 

‘angel’ was Noa, a high school 
teacher and mother of four 

children.  When I commented 

to them that I always felt very 

Dome of the Rock and Western Wall, Jerusalem  
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safe walking through Israel, they chuckled saying: “Why wouldn’t I?  Israel is a 

safe place to live.” The crime rate in Israel is low, being on average with first 
world countries, and the only tensions exist at Israel’s borders with the Occupied 

Territories—the West Bank, Gaza Strip and Golan Heights.  It was interesting to 

hear their views on Israel’s building of the wall on the Palestinian border – they 
disagreed with it, but acknowledged that it has stopped the bombing of Israeli 

towns by non-Israeli Palestinians.  There are about 10-11 million Palestinians in 

the West bank, Gaza Strip and neighbouring Arab nations, many living in squalid 

conditions.  It is a tragedy that the long sought-after two-state solution of Israeli 
and Palestinian states coexisting alongside each other appears unattainable as 

both sides have steadfastly refused to compromise on their positions.  

 
After breakfast on Day 7, Noa drove me back to where I’d left the Trail the  

previous night. In the afternoon I could see there was a big fire on the other side 

of the mountain with large plumes of smoke in the sky. Fortunately, the wind was 
blowing the smoke away from me, but on reaching the top, I was informed by an 

Emergency Services man that everyone had to be evacuated from the mountain. 

He drove me to the next town where I found a bed in a block of apartments.  The 

fire was still smouldering the next day, so I found other tracks to descend and 
picked up the Trail in the valley.  

 

I then walked the final 25km on dusty dirt and asphalt roads, through the hills, 
into Jerusalem. It was Friday 6 July, after eight days walking from Haifa and 97 

days from Rome (88 walking days and 9 rest days). Having walked 2,500km 

through nine countries, I had finally made it!  But it was an anticlimax compared 
to finishing in Santiago or Rome where one mingles, chats and celebrates with 

other pilgrims also recently arrived. Here I was anonymous, in a sea of busy locals 

and tourists visiting markets and shops. Being Friday, the religious Jews were well 

dressed and preparing for a feast before Shabbat, 24 hours of fasting, prayers and 
day of rest in the synagogues or at the Western Wall.  Sadly, I met no other  

pilgrims who had started their journey outside of Israel.  

 
The next morning, Jaffa Road 

was very quiet.  Virtually every 

shop and restaurant in West 
Jerusalem was closed until 

sunset on Saturday night, 

though many opened again for 
the partying that happens after 

Shabbat. I walked to the Old 

City, entered through the  

famous Jaffa Gate and headed 
straight for the Church of the 

Holy Sepulchre, supposedly the 

site of Jesus’ crucifixion and 
burial.  After stepping inside, I 

was captivated by the emotion 

evident on the faces of the 

Praying at the Stone of Anointing, Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre, Jerusalem 
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faithful. Over the four days spent in Jeru-

salem, I visited this great Church three 
times, exploring the chapels and treas-

ures inside, including the rock of Calvary 

which can be touched through a hole in 
the protective glass under the Greek Or-

thodox chapel. A large marble plaque 

covers what tradition says is Jesus’s 

tomb.  The history of this church goes 
back to Constantine the Great in 326AD, 

and his mother Helena, a devout Chris-

tian, who was responsible for demolishing 
the Roman temple on the site, which had 

been built 200 years earlier.  The church 

suffered partial destruction several times 
over the centuries but was always rebuilt.  

It was destroyed by the Egyptian Fatimid 

Caliph in 1009, and rebuilt in the 12thC 

following the conquest of Jerusalem by 
the First Crusade.   

 

During my time in Jerusalem, I also walked the Via Dolorosa (Way of Sorrows), 
retracing Jesus’ supposed journey as he carried his cross through the narrow  

alleyways to Calvary Hill.  I took a walking tour of the Old City through its four 

Quarters - Christian, Muslim, Jewish and Armenian – and later explored the city’s 
maze of shaded alleyways and streets.  I visited the Western (Wailing) Wall and 

shared a free meal in a nearby charity café with Jews who had been praying at 

the Wall. I visited the Dome of the Rock, with its gold-leaf roof and ornately tiled 

walls (although non-Muslims can no longer go inside since an Austrian Christian 
man ran amok there some years ago).  This site is the third most holy place of 

pilgrimage for Muslims after Mecca and Medina; from here they believe  

Muhammad made his journey to heaven upon his horse. The Dome is built on the 
original site of Solomon’s first temple that, according to tradition, housed the Ark 

of the Covenant and the Ten Commandments. I also fortunately managed to spend 

half a day in the fantastic Israel Museum with its amazing collection of  
archaeology including the Dead Sea Scrolls, Herod’s Second Temple model,  

restored interiors of old synagogues relocated from Europe, Asia and America… 

and much, much more.   
 

While Jerusalem was an amazing destination and I wished for another week there, 

it was, as always, still the journey that mattered most and I left Israel feeling  

a great sense of achievement at having completed my long pilgrimage.   
 

John Prowse (SA) 

johnhprowse@gmail.com 

ED: For a map of John’s long pilgrimage, please see the previous issue of the 
Camino Chronicle. 

 Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre, Jerusalem 

mailto:johnhprowse@gmail.com
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THE TRUE MEANING OF BEING A PILGRIM: VIA SPAIN, AFRICA AND JAPAN 

 
“Here I stand in front of the Japanese home that was my accommodation on the 

eve of my first day on the Ohenro—the pilgrimage of 88 temples on Shikoku  

island. The house is a doll’s house by Western standards. Like so many things in 
Japan where only 27% of its surface is habitable for the population of 127  

million, I think of this as a bonsai building—small but perfectly formed.  

I am dressed in my burial clothes…”  

 
In my frequent travels across the globe, I have always envied the faithful their 

blind resolve in the face of a staring world—be it the Believers who, in airports, 

stop off in a side room to kneel down towards Mecca—responding to an unheard 
call to prayer from the muezzin in a far-off minaret. Or the orthodox Jew in the 

plane itself, draping his prayer shawl over his shoulders and standing by the port 

hole of the plane door, determinedly rocking his silent prayer to his God out 
there, or the New-Ager standing naked in the field, arms outstretched, greeting 

the ever-reliable sun at dawn. Like others, I have been drawn by the sight of the 

Romanies trundling along the little country lanes of Europe in colourful caravans 

on their way to meet the two Marys and Sarah at St Maries de la Mer, where they 
had come ashore after their long journey from Syria with the Christ Child, and in 

Japan I have looked with longing at the white-clad funny-hatted men and women 

who walk the route of the 88 Buddhist temples of Shikoku.  
 

I craved to experience that level of commitment to something so great, so  

important that any fear, inhibition or shame faded in significance. I wanted to 
pledge myself to something that would take me out of myself and place me on a 

level far beyond my ken. I wanted to be transported to a spiritual plain where 

the pettiness and detail of a mundane life has no import and where the true 

sense of life, love, friendship and courage would become clear to me.  
 

And thus started my three pilgrimages: first the Camino de Santiago de           

Compostela—my fire walk, in the true sense of 
the word—followed by my pilgrimage around the 

continent of my origin, Africa, and lastly the  

spiritual journey around the island of Shikoku.  
 

I say the Camino was my fire walk. After finish-

ing, I knew I would be prepared for anything that 
would come my way during the rest my life – any 

challenge, any ordeal. And so it was.  

 

When I reached the cathedral on that cold wet 
winter’s morning, I sat down and wrote in my 

journal:  

 
“I stand, completely alone, a solitary figure in 

the giant square in front of the cathedral and 

watch with bated breath as the first golden rays 

A mendicant pilgrim and his dog  
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of the sun tentatively touch the one spire, then the next, and finally bathe the 

entire ornate skyline of the cathedral in a gilded glow.  

 
For this moment the now-excruciating pain in my feet is forgotten. I am oblivious 

to the weight of the pack on my back or the tendrils of icy wind off the snow-

capped mountain in the north dancing around my ears. I savour every second, 
drinking in the moment, entirely in the present and aware and trying to etch 

every tiny detail of this powerful feeling into my brain, my memory, my being. It 

is not a religious moment for me, nor a particularly spiritual one – I know this, 

for I did experience those moments during the long walk over the last forty days.  
 

This moment is rather about a sense of achievement, a sense of having done 

something that is bigger than me. It is a sense of having overcome huge obsta-
cles, difficult challenges, having found resources within myself I never knew were 

there. It has truly been a life-changing experience.”  

 
Reinhold Messner, the Austrian mountain climber and explorer, says that before 

starting an adventure, a challenge that is thought impossible, you need a com-

plete acceptance - an acceptance of everything and anything that will come your 
way. You have to accept that it will be hard, it will be demanding, it will be pain-

ful, accept that you will experience what you have never experienced before. 

Then, from that moment, nothing is a surprise, there is no trial that is not 

planned. And only then can you really focus on each moment.  
 

Like the Camino de Santiago de Compostela two years before, to explore Africa, 

my Africa, it was something I felt called to do. I needed to discover, as the  
pioneers and explorers of old, this vast and mysterious continent, its many  

cultures, beliefs, traditions, customs, colours, smells and tastes and I needed to 

find my particular place in this universe. 

Left: Fellow pilgrims, Camino angels, had written my name in stones somehow knowing 

that right at that point I would be needing special encouragement to go on.  

Right: Day 40 arriving at the Cathedral—I had to wait almost 35 minutes for a second  

person to arrive on the square to ask him to take a photo - how times have changed!  
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If I had not experienced my fire-

walk on the Camino, this was 
surely the ultimate test. A 

snapped metatarsal in my foot, 

untreated until 12 months later, 
at least 50 severe sandfly bites 

that turned into tropical sores, a 

bout of pneumonia when the tem-

peratures never dropped below 45 
degrees, a flesh-eating spider 

bite. But much more challenging, 

the questioning of everything I 
had ever studied or read as I tried 

to reconcile the preconceptions 

we have of Africa, and the reality 
I experienced every day.  

 

What one needs on a trip like 

this, as in life, is a mental resili-
ence, a confidence in yourself 

that is firm and strong. I had 

found those resources aplenty 
during my Camino. And, it was 

here in Africa, more than any-

where else on my journey through 
life, that I learned the truth in 

Proust’s saying that a real voyage 

of discovery consists not in  

seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.   
 

And so it was, the moment I got out of that moon boot, that I set off on my third 

pilgrimage—this time to walk—or rather, ‘climb the stairs’ of the Shingon  
Buddhist pilgrimage of 88 temples, on the island of Shikoku in Japan. Shingon 

Buddhism is one of the two esoteric schools of Buddhism in Japan and was started 

by Kukai or Kobo Daishi who also became the holy man of this pilgrimage. 
 

Like all pilgrimages there are a thousand myths and legends about this pilgrimage 

and its saint. There are bridges Kobo Daishi is supposed to have built, dams and 
reservoirs that he constructed, temples that he built, gardens that he planted. 

Like the first pilgrims, the hijiri, or wandering ascetics, he came from Mount 

Kōya, or Koyasan, on the mainland near Osaka. The pilgrimage either starts there 

or ends there—a beautiful temple complex that is more like a small town—and 
also where Kobo Daishi now lies in eternal meditation. 

 

A big difference from the Camino is that you are not walking to a specific desti-
nation, but you walk in a circle, starting and ending at the same temple. Some 

temples take 1-2 days to get to—on some days you can visit up to 5 temples.  

Normally one would walk clockwise, but if you are doing penance, or if you know 

Above: The beautiful Fulani people of the  

Sahel. Below: The magnificent giants of the 

primeval African forests, now giant corpses on 

their way to the part for shipment to China.  
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you have reason to believe that your end is near, for instance, you would walk 

anticlockwise. The reason pilgrims wear white is because if they should die along 
the way (always a hope that they will be able to join Kobo Daishi in his eternal 

mediation), they are already in their burial clothes. The conical sage hat not only 

keeps the sun and the rain off your head in life, but in effect becomes your 
‘coffin’ in death—meaning that it will be placed over your face when you are bur-

ied. And the staff, which IS Kobo Daishi, and which accompanies you as if the holy 

man himself is walking with you, will become the tombstone on your grave.  

 
There is something quite comforting knowing you are that well prepared and it 

gives Messner’s complete acceptance new meaning. But rather than being maca-

bre, the white pilgrim clothes make you recognisable as a pilgrim, and as you are 
‘walking with’ Kobo Daishi, everyone who crosses your path, treats you with enor-

mous respect and kindness. Local people, who have so little themselves, will 

bring you osettai or gifts; perhaps a couple of oranges, or a small bottle of water, 
a lozenge or a ngiri or two, or cooked rice wrapped in a leaf, for your lunch. I am 

not sure what impression I made, but quite a few times I was asked to wait while 

a friendly local went into a pharmacy to buy me a bottle of concentrated vitamins 

for energy. On occasion you will have an old farmer and his wife in their ram-
shackle car or tractor stop next to you in the road and offer you a ride, and as it 

is the height of bad manners to refuse an osettai, it becomes difficult to try to 

explain that you would rather walk. 
 

There are all sorts of customs and traditions that it is best to be aware of before 

you start. The last thing you want to do is give offence, and believe me, if you do 
not know the rules, you will give offence—not only to the locals, but more  

importantly, to the holy man himself. 

 

An example is the ritual surrounding your staff, your walking companion, Kobo 
Daishi. He is treated with respect and great care. He may never be put down on 

the ground; if you want to sit down to rest, you will let him lean upright against 

yourself. If his ‘foot’ gets muddy, you will look for a stream and gently wash and 
dry his foot—as will happen every night you reach your accommodation where the 

owner of the establishment will bow to your staff, reverently take him from you, 

Wilna (in her burial clothes!)            Map of Shikoku island and map/guide book for the         

                Ohenro 
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with two outstretched hands, go 

wash his foot and put him in a 
special shrine corner in the front 

of the house, where he will spend 

the night. In the morning the 
same reverent ritual will have 

him placed into your hands after 

you have bowed to him and 

greeted him on the new day. In-
terestingly enough, when you 

cross a bridge, the staff suddenly 

becomes a staff again, and gets 
carried across the bridge, so that 

the tap-tapping of the staff on 

the road does not wake Kobo  
Daishi, should he be asleep under 

the bridge.  

 

Then comes the protocol of the temples. All 88 temples.  
 

When you arrive at almost all of the temples, you have probably just climbed up a 

very steep mountain for the last four or five hours. I say climb, but I am not sure 
what one would call the action of mounting stairs when the staircase goes straight 

up a mountain side—anything from 3-400 metres to almost 1000 metres. The stairs 

are often carved into the mountain—large stones laid out that form a steep stair-
case—sometimes just tree roots and natural rocks that you need to climb. And 

then, upon reaching the top, you are confronted by a formally constructed stair-

case, usually with the magical number of 108 steps, before you get to the gate of 

the temple.  
 

(And be warned: if you should decide –  

because of feeling an urgent need to do  
penance, or because you think you may be 

near the end of your life, to do the anticlock-

wise route, the descent after you have visited 
the temple is a lot harder to navigate than the 

ascent – the ‘stairs’ much higher, often simply 

flat-ish boulders, the footpaths often so steep 
and slippery that you are more likely to slide 

down on your bottom. Of course the impact on 

your spine when you descend a steep incline— 

with a backpack—is huge. I therefore recom-
mend you keep your backpack as light as  

possible.)   

 
The first thing you do when you walk through 

the temple gate, is to go up to the massive 

bronze bell, draw back the tree stump hanging  

Colourful temples on the Shikoku pilgrimage  

Wild cherry blossoms in the  
mountains—breathtaking 
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there, and ring the bell once. This is to let the deities know you have arrived as 
well as being a very effective way to break your meditation.  

 

Next you go to the water fountain where you scoop up water with the bamboo 
ladle, pour water over one hand to cleanse it, then the other, then lift the ladle 

and let the water run down its shaft to leave it clean for the next pilgrim. After 

this, you go across to the different sections of the temple—normally at least two 

sections—the Hondo, the main temple of the temple compound, and the daishido, 
the temple dedicated to Kobo Daishi. First you write your name and where you 

are from on an osamefuda—a strip of paper on which is a written blessing, and 

you place this in a special box. This osamefuda is like a business card—you let 
Kobo Daishi know who you are, and the blessing is for him. You can also use this 

osamefuda to give to someone to thank them for an osettai—or for their hospitali-

ty or to give a fellow pilgrim your details. The osamefuda come in different col-
ours, denoting the number of times the pilgrim has walked the Ohenro. As a first 

timer, mine were white. It would be green if you have done it 5-7 times, red for  

8-24 times, silver for 25-49 times and gold if you have completed the pilgrimage 

50-99 times. And, believe it or not, I met two old gentlemen who had brocade 
osamefuda, which showed that they had walked the pilgrimage 100 times or 

more. 

 
At the different temple buildings, 

the pilgrim goes through the ritual 

of standing with their hands  
together, bowing and reciting the 

sutra, after which they light three 

sticks of incense to put in the 
cauldron filled with sand, and  

lastly light a small candle for the  

departed.  

 
The final step is to go to the office 

(after taking your shoes off) to get 

your stamp and entry in your 
Nokoyo—a beautiful handmade 

paper and leather-bound book 

with a drawing or ink painting of 

Left The bamboo ladles at the water fountain to wash hands before starting the ritual at 

the temple. Right: A typical dinner waiting for me at my night's accommodation. 

Jizu—a helper of the gods 
responsible for all babies: 
born, unborn and dead.  

A yellow Camino  
arrow—NOT well  

accepted  
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each temple—a beautiful ink stamp as 

well as the most beautiful  
Japanese calligraphy giving the name 

of the temple, the day and a special 

blessing from the sutra. Each one a 
work of art personally executed in 

your book.  

 

Usually at this point you would then 
go sit under a flowering magnolia or a 

blossoming cherry tree, look around 

and drink in the beauty of the temple 
compound, the architecture, the gardens, rest a little, perhaps start a short con-

versation with a fellow henro, and then set off again down the mountain on to the 

next temple.  
 

Physically it is hard—there are long distances on paved roads, sometimes on the 

shoulder of a four-lane highway with trucks screaming past and their tailwind  

almost sweeping you off your feet. There are many tunnels that you walk through 
—sometimes several kilometres long—again on a narrow little ledge on the side, 

where you cannot afford for a second to lose concentration or lose your footing.  

 
Interestingly, the average age of the henro on the pilgrimage is probably around 

65-80 years and I believe around 80% are male. It is the older generation who have 

the available time and means—but also it is the older generation that has the need 
to do a pilgrimage. One does see younger people, often the more devout pilgrims – 

and more Westerners are now walking this pilgrimage. Be warned though —the 

biggest percentage of pilgrims on the Ohenro travel by coach or car.  

 
For me, walking pilgrimages became the search for my place in the universe, and 

the discovery of my own strength and capabilities, and it all started off when I was 

sitting on my front veranda and watched the  
pilgrims making their way across that bridge in 

front of my house. I just knew that being out there 

on the road with them was something I had to do— 
It was like a vocation, a calling. I then found that 

every day whilst on a pilgrimage, I had a revela-

tion, I received answers to questions I never even 
knew I had, I came closer to finding enlightenment, 

I became spiritually richer—and every single day 

since I have been grateful for the answers and the 

lessons I had learned on my pilgrimages.  
 

But mostly I am grateful that it was on the Camino 

that I discovered the true 
meaning of being a pilgrim. 

 

Wilna Wilkinson (France) 

Wilna speaking at 

the Adelaide Amigos 

meeting in April 

this year 

The 500km mark (if you started at Temple #1) 
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My backpack was my very best friend 

along the trail 

 

BOOK REVIEW 

The Way of the Stars and Stones:  
thoughts on a pilgrimage.   
Wilna Wilkinson. 
Jacana Publishing, Auckland Park, South Africa 2009. 
Second imprint, paperback 279pp.  
Available from fishpond.com.au for $28.20, free ship-
ping from the UK. 
 
At its April general meeting in Adelaide, the Australi-

an Friends of the Camino had the good fortune to hear 

an outstanding address by the author of the above 
book. This stimulated another look at her Camino 

book, which was so well reviewed when it appeared, 

and which has continued to be one the most highly 
regarded of the ever-growing number of personal  

spiritual and practical reflections on the Camino experience. 

 
As Wilna was preparing for her Camino—the 800km Camino Francés she walked 

from February 2008—she concluded: “It soon became apparent that a fair per-

centage of the people who’d walked the pilgrimage had written a book about it, 

but just how many came as a surprise. It seemed there were hundreds of books… 
later, while walking the Camino, I discovered that almost everyone I met had a 

favourite book that they’d read and studied before embarking on a pilgrimage.” 

 
As a speech writer, a public speaking and presentation skills coach, and as a  

motivational speaker Wilna has travelled and worked all over the world, loves  

and now lives in France. She found that on both a physical and mental level the 
Camino was a ‘more demanding and exigent challenge’ than she had ever experi-

enced during a privileged life. It was a spiritual journey for a woman who chose 

to walk alone in the middle of winter, and which changed her life completely. It 
was also a journey with empathy. For example, the Spanish are not renowned for 

their treatment of animals, particularly dogs in rural areas. On more than one 

occasion Wilna had need to soundly rebuke dog owners, and threaten to write to 

Juan Carlos, the then the King of Spain about them! 
 

As just one of nine worldwide reader commentators, an Australian with the  

initials T.B., avers at the back of the second, 2009, imprint of The Way of Stars: 
“Your book is an inspiration. I have sent copies to many friends who are trans-

fixed, can’t put it down. I was the same—wanted to keep reading but didn’t want 

it to end. Tears and laughter, awe and empathy, fascination and inspiration— 
your words, your style. Your insight, your generosity, have evoked all this.” 

 

Overall, The Way of the Stars really does merit a second read if you are fortunate 

enough to have a copy. If you do not—and particularly if you are planning your 
first Camino or your first venture along the Camino Francés - do invest in one, or 

borrow a copy from your local public library. 

 
Alan Bundy (SA) 
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A STEP INTO THE UNKNOWN 

 
I was looking at a photograph of something akin to swiss cheese. “It’s arthritis,” 

said my orthopaedic surgeon, “We took the photo while doing your arthroscopy”. 

Until then, I had no idea what a knee joint should look like but it was obvious, 
even to me, that this was not a roadworthy one. The upshot was that, in Decem-

ber 2008, I had a TKR, a total knee replacement.  

 

Until then, I had been active and reasonably fit. Years earlier, I regularly compet-
ed in an annual 65km trek and a 40km charity walk and, following my knee opera-

tion I determined to make the best recovery possible, walking regularly until I was 

able to comfortably cover the 12km from my home in Hallett Cove, South Australi-
an, along the beach to Glenelg. 

 

I’m also a cinema enthusiast, usually weekly and often at the Glenelg cinema. In 
2010, I was inspired by ‘The Way’, which portrayed the experiences of a man who 

spontaneously decides to walk the Camino. The physical challenge of walking such 

a distance, largely unaided, appealed to me. However, it was to be  

another 8 years before I finally took my first step into the unknown. 
 

I walked with my son Andrew and our preparation commenced as you might  

expect, by asking questions. We consulted ‘Professor Google’, joined the Adelaide 
branch of Friends of the Camino (AFotC) and, having opted for the Camino Portu-

gués, bought John Brierley’s excellent guidebook. We met with a number of  

experienced pilgrims whose advice was really helpful but, in hindsight, our data 
gathering suffered from not actually knowing which questions to ask! 

 

For 6 months we prepared physically, regularly taking long walks including the 

strenuous path to Adelaide’s Mount Lofty and 20-30km walks along the southern 
beaches and the Torrens Linear Path to Adelaide. We studied Brierley’s route 

plans and listed what we’d need to take with us. As the idea of having our  

baggage taxied ahead each day seemed like a bit of a cheat, we decided to carry 
everything we needed and that meant travelling light. From some indeterminate 

source, we heard that our pack weight should not exceed 10% of body weight 

which, in my case, meant about 7kg. We assembled our travel items and it 
dawned on us how little we could take, especially given the medication that I con-

sidered to be essential... I subsequently discovered that Portugal and Spain both 

have excellent pharmacies. 
 

My ‘luggage’, such as it was, finally comprised 2 pairs of lightweight shorts, 3 

quick-dry T-shirts, 1 light sweater, 5 pairs of socks and jocks, wet weather cloth-

ing, washing gear, a reduced but still extensive range of medication, an anti-
bedbug blanket and our rucksack. I travelled and walked in Brooks Maximus cross 

trainers, which I’m still using. My backpack, excluding daily food & water, came in 

at about 6.5kg. We were ready to go!  
 

We landed in Lisbon last 25 April and achieved 3 key goals on our first day—our 

first credencial stamp, our first Portuguese beer—Sagres (pronounced ‘Sagresh’) 
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and, for supper we risked a Francesinha 

(otherwise known as ‘a heart-attack on a 
plate’) (see right). That set us up nicely for 

Day One of our Camino. 

 
We set off on a cool, beautiful morning at 

about 7am, which became our normal routine 

—start early, finish early, to bed early. We 

had allowed a total of 21 days to cover the 630km route but with the rest of the 
family arriving at Santiago on 17 May, our deadline was fixed. Along our journey 

we learned… 

 That the Camino ‘gnomes’ must have an endless stock of energy and yellow 

paint; shell symbols and yellow arrows abounded from the outset, even 

though we saw very few pilgrims until leaving Porto. We passed only one 

group of painters, and thanked them profusely! 

 How the route provides a constant variety of trails; rugged, smooth, steep, 

muddy, sandy plus towns and villages, large and small, simple and opulent 
but always interesting. We felt privileged that we were experiencing  

Portugal and Spain in a way that conventional tourists never could, or would. 

 Portugal in April and May is surprisingly affordable. Hostel dormitories are a 

little too simple for me but the small hotels we used were rarely more than 

€55 for a twin room with breakfast. Booking.com was our guide and we’d 

book the following day’s accommodation at around 3-4pm just after com-

pleting the day’s walk. It didn’t always work out, campsite cabins are not 
recommended but our few poor choices are easily offset by the good ones. 

 Pilgrims are recognised and encouraged all along the Camino with cheery 

calls of ‘Bom Caminho’, the locals were always helpful when we were  
uncertain of our way and we particularly remember the guy who was provid-

ing free bags of water, apples and encouragement. The coffee stops where 

juice and a snack were included, at about €1.50 ($2.40) were an added  

bonus. 

 Many of our fellow pilgrims had completed multiple Camino (is Camino the 

plural of Camino?) including one octogenarian Romanian who was tackling his 

19th then, conversely, a delightful Irish couple who were doing it in stages— 

“Ah, ‘tis easy, we fly over on Ryannair as it only takes a couple of hours”. 

We walked many miles with an American whose views on Mr Trump were, 
shall we say, unambiguous, met a young guy with a strong Yorkshire accent 

but who actually lives on Grand Junction Road in Adelaide and an Adelaide 

couple who, it transpired, Andrew knew by phone but had never met. Else-
where, we met the lively South American guide of a small group of Camino 

cyclists and, on our last day, we walked into Santiago with a charming  

mother and daughter from Sydney whose reputation preceded them. 

 We also discovered that an Australian passport is surprisingly durable, when 

mine was accidentally washed one evening. On drying, it developed severe 

wrinkles but still opened the E-gate when we landed in Adelaide.  
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 Our fitness improved considerably over that 3 week period. Our average pace 

settled at about 5.5km per hour but by the last week, instead of collapsing 
into bed, we were out exploring the town. On our penultimate day, we even 

got the train from Padrón to Santiago and spent 4 hours exploring the city, 

then returned to Padrón so as to walk into Santiago the following morning.  

 We walked our Camino, from Lisbon to Santiago in 19 days, taking a day out 

in Porto and finishing 20 days after we set out. After Porto, we took the 

beautifully scenic 630km coastal route, but our fixed end date enforced a 
train and bus trip so that we actually walked 530km.  

 

Starting in late April proved a good decision – plenty of accommodation and rela-
tively cool conditions, especially with the early starts. Walking into Santiago was 

amazing as our route delivered us close to the town centre via a quiet, leafy lane 

rather than the busy roads that we had anticipated. We were up early next morn-
ing, arriving at the passport office by 7.20 but the queue was already some 40 

people long so we never got to experience a free meal at the Parador. 

 
I recommend the Camino to 

everyone who asks, for the 

opportunity to experience 

the real Portugal and Spain 
at a walking pace and (for 

me), the chance to spend 

20 days sharing the journey 
with my son, Andrew. 

 

Completing the journey 
gave me a great sense of 

physical achievement 

and personal satisfac-

tion; I felt that I could 
tick a Camino off my 

bucket list.  

 
Just three weeks later, 

Andrew and I were dis-

cussing the next one! 
We’re hoping to cycle 

the 830km Camino del 

Norte from San Sebas-

tian to Santiago in 
2021.   

 

Phil Tomney (SA) 

Right: The trail into  
Santiago.  

Far right: 7am on Day 1  

Last view of Tagus 
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What is your group doing for the feast of St James? 

 

St James’ Day, July 25, celebrates the feast of St James,  

the patron saint of Spain. Many peregrinos like to arrive in Santiago  

de Compostela at this time to participate in the festival and watch the  

fireworks over the famous cathedral in the Praza do Obradoiro.  

 

Australian Friends of the Camino members 

celebrate St James’ Day in Adelaide each year  

with a dinner at the Spanish Club  

enjoying sangria, paella and flan.  

Come join us! 
 

Wonderful pilgrim statues at Pons, north of Bordeaux, 
France © Pam Stanford (SA) 
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Signs marking the Camino del Salvador (left) and 

the Camino Ignaciano (right) 

DID YOU KNOW ? ? ?  

...that there are a number of different Caminos in Spain  

that donôt end in Santiago de Compostela?   

One that many know about is the Camino del Salvador. This route begins in 
León heading north for around 125km to Oviedo, crossing the Cantabrian  

Mountains on the way. It can be connected to Santiago by continuing on the 

Camino Primitivo.  A specific credencial is available and on completion a  
certificate can be obtained from the Cathedral in Oviedo. There is a saying... 

“Who goes to Santiago and does not go to the Saviour, honours the servant  

and leaves the Lord”.  

https://www.gronze.com/camino-salvador  
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Less known is the Camino Ignaciano (see map above). This route begins in 

Loyola and culminates in Manresa (one day after Montserrat), though it can 

also be attempted in reverse. It follows the route taken by St Ignatius, the 
founder of the Society of Jesus (known as the Jesuits), in the early 1500s.  

The path crosses a number of Santiago ways, and goes in reverse along the 

Camino Francés from Navarrete to Logroño. It is 640kms in length.  
A credencial and the certificate marking the completion are available at  

either Manresa or Loyola, depending which end of the path you begin.   

https://caminoignaciano.org/en/ 
https://ignatiancamino.com/about-the-ignatian-camino/ 

 

Also less known is the Camino de Santa Teresa. This route was planned and 

implemented to mark the 500th anniversary of the birth of Santa Teresa.  
At just over a 100kms, this route passes through sites that were important in 

the life of the Saint.  Like the Camino Igna-

ciano this route can be travelled either way – 
from Avila to Alba de Tormes and Salamanca.   

http://www.caminosteresianos.com/

caminos/avila---alba-de-tormes  
http://delacunaalsepulcro.es/la-ruta/ 

 

Janet Leitch OAM (SA) 

https://www.gronze.com/camino-salvador
https://caminoignaciano.org/en/
https://ignatiancamino.com/about-the-ignatian-camino/
http://www.caminosteresianos.com/caminos/avila---alba-de-tormes
http://www.caminosteresianos.com/caminos/avila---alba-de-tormes
http://delacunaalsepulcro.es/la-ruta/
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Send your TIPS & HINTS to  
editor@afotc.org 

TIPS & HINTS FOR WALKINg A CAMINO  

 DUCT (OR DUCK) TAPE 
A small roll of this super sticky tape does not weigh 
much and could rescue you from many a mishap on 
the Camino. It can mend almost anything and has 
even been known to wrap around toes to prevent  
blisters. Or create a pocket where needed, and last 
but not least, as a portable beer bolder (rest the glass 
in the hole!). And, joy of joys,  it comes in many  
patterns and colours!  

Alison Bell (SA) 
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Clean Slate 
 

I would like to start again  

with a simple room 

overlooking the sea - 

empty of memory. 

Bare floorboards 

so I could hear the rhythm 

of my uncluttered heart. 

I would build slowly 

re-create privacy: 

a typewriter 

a work table 

a pinewood chair 

no ornaments 

and a small stove to cook 

simple food; some books 

and perhaps the luxury 

of a big bed - just in case ... 

In such a space I might find 

Joy I seem to lose 

among the burden of possessions, 

pared back to my original self. 

I could find a way to live ... 

After all, I arrived here empty-handed. 

 
Bonnie Quinn Cotter, Ireland 

 
(This lovely poem was discovered in an albergue guest book recently  

by Ines Jewell of Maldon, Victoria, while she was in Spain) 

 


