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CHAIRMAN’S CHAT

THE CAMINO DEL NORTE: AN INTERRUPTED JOURNEY

Around this time we usually look back on our achievements for the year, and look
forward to the plans we have made for what is to come. This time it is different,
but we are all in the same boat. This particular group of people, we pilgrims,
have achieved very little of what we had planned for this year. Our plans for various Caminos, for volunteering along the way, for sharing our new found
knowledge and experience with friends on our return, have all been scuttled by
something we cannot see. This invisible threat has made us more resilient as we
search for alternatives to making a Camino. There are those who have walked
virtual Caminos, those who have designed new ways to walk here in Australia such
as on the Camino de Sydney, and there are those who have spent time researching for a distant future Camino.

I commenced the Camino del Norte from Irun on 22
February 2020 in drizzling rain with my two Danish
friends from last year’s walk from Madrid to Muxia (see
article pp18-21). First thing is an 800 metre mountain,
one of many to come.

We, here in Australia, have been watching with sorrow the news of how the pandemic has affected our friends on the Camino. Sadly, many of the businesses, and
more specifically the albergues, along the way are struggling to survive. The
Camino, when we return, is going to look very different. Gone are the days of
arriving in a village, deciding that it would be a nice place to stay and then finding a bed somewhere nearby. Now, and for some time in the future, advance
bookings are necessary. The joyous spontaneity that we have previously enjoyed
is a thing of the past, at least for the foreseeable future. Albergue kitchen facilities are, for the time being, out of action and disinfectant now plays a primary
role in the albergues, not only in the bathrooms but in all community areas, as
does social distancing.

Sadly, social distancing means that the precious hugs and greetings of love and
support that we have all had in abundance on the Camino will also have to stop
for some time. The sense of community, the sense of equality and acceptance
that is the Camino will have a reserve about it. The freedom we have felt as we
have journeyed on the way will have a feeling of constraint.
However, though the Camino, when we return to it, will be different to what we
know, it will still be the Camino. There will be opportunities to reflect in
abundance as we journey onwards, opportunities to make new friends, and a
chance to share in the wonderful traditions along the way. We have all adapted
this year to our ‘new normal’
and we have shown great resilience. As a very different
Christmas season approaches
may you find time to plan and
dream of future Caminos. Stay
safe, stay healthy and look
forward with hope as we approach the New Year.

San Sebastian is beautiful, but we walked through to the
far end to find an albergue there. The Norte is definitely
more expensive than the Francés. Covid-19 was starting
to grip Spain, especially in the Basque country. More
mountains and lots of beach as well. The Camino
wanders about quite a bit.

Still in the mountains
before San Sebastian

By Santander, 14 days in, we were getting reports of the Norte, and in fact all the
Caminos, closing down along with everything but the supermarkets. So nowhere
to stay and nowhere to cook food.
My friend owns a villa in Caleta, near Malaga, so we hired a car and drove the
800k from the north coast to the south. Covid19 caught up with us there with
much talk of border closures. I had intended to fly to Paris and be in VillersBretonneux for the Anzac memorial on 25 April. Instead I found myself in Madrid
begging Qatar airlines to get me home. Arrived in Melbourne on 16 March to
2 weeks of ‘home arrest’ (I mean self quarantine.)
I met up with my Danish friend Flemming in Irun. With his girlfriend Linda, we
made it as far as Santilla del Mar on 12 March before Covid19 struck full on. No
accommodation and no restaurants. So, back to Santander to arrange flights
home. I then quarantined in Melbourne
at home for a fortnight before driving
Looking back to Irun from 800m
back to Townsville. I hope to be able to
return in 2021 (vaccine permitting) and
finish the Norte.
Andrew Porteous (QLD)
Game of Thrones?

¡Buen Camino!
Janet Leitch OAM (SA)
Cervera, Catalonia
(Camino Ignaciano)
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Santilla del Mar. End of the journey. Back to
Santander and the battle to get home.
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PAUL’S CAMINO FRANCÉS, SEPT 2019

Packs make great backrests.

I’m a 68, (then 67) year old overweight (110kg, 6’1”) Sydney man who does a lot
of walking. My wife and I do a walking holiday at least every year, last one was in
June 19 - the Harz Hexen Steig in the middle of Germany - 100km over 6 Days, self
-guided inn-to-inn walking with our luggage transferred. With mates I have done
many walks - in 2017 we did Everest Base Camp, 3 of us plus 3 sherpas, no guide or
prebooking. Started at Jiri, a week’s walk from Lukla to make the trip longer and
took 25 days to do the trip. Outstanding.
Decided to do the Camino Francés in September and October 2019. In all my walks
I like to do about 15km a day, 20 at a pinch, and I get really unhappy at any more
than 20km so I divided 800km by 15 which gave me 50 days to do the Camino. I
work for myself checking telephone bills for big companies, which is relevant since
I had to take a lot of time off during the walk to create complicated invoices, cutting and pasting from phone bills to prove the savings. To do this I needed to add
an iPad, keyboard and spare battery pack to my load, meaning my pack was 11kg
(still only 10% of my body weight – if I put on weight would that mean I could have
carried more?). I never found the pack weight to be a problem and carried it the
whole way.
I had decided to do the walk by myself despite a few friends asking if they could
come: I thought, and still think, that it is almost impossible to find a friend who
wants to walk the same speed and the same distance over 800km. I’m blessed by
being quite sociable so I knew I would have no trouble making friends along the
way. I did not do any training at all, figuring the first week could be my training…
that worked out fine.
I also knew there was no way I could do Day 1 to Roncesvalles in one go – 25km
plus 1400 metre climb, so I tried to book Orisson, which was full, but Gite Antton
had room and would pick me up and take me back to Orisson. Perfect. That was
the only night I booked from Australia.
Day 3 saw the start of my big moral dilemma. My Camino was just a grand adventure, not a religious or spiritual journey. As you know, those who have walked at
least 100km of it get a Compostela to
Sansol
prove
they
have
walked
the Camino for religious or spiritual
reasons, otherwise you get a Certificate of Completion. I reckoned once
I walked the whole 800km I damn
well wanted a Compostela, not just a
Certificate, but didn’t that mean I
would have to lie about my reasons
for walking the Camino? Was it
appropriate to walk an 800km spiritual journey and then lie about my
reasons for doing it? I asked various
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people I met what I should do, and it
was very interesting seeing how the
morality could be twisted around. No
one at all said, “Paul just don’t lie”.
On Day 3 I still had 47 days to ponder.

Day 3 also saw the first drama of the
trip, arriving in Zubiri to find the municipal albergue closed, taking 50
beds out of the system. After a lot of
trudging all around Zubiri trying to
find anywhere with room, I finally
gave up and caught a taxi to Larrasoaňa, only to find that full, and so onto Pamplona. Taxi back the next day and
continue. Looking back it really was not the end of the world having to take a taxi
to another town, but it certainly made me pre-book the night ahead for quite a
few more nights until things settled down again. There was only one other time a
town was full – Ventosa on Day 12.
I walked into Pamplona needing to take one day off
to invoice, which turned into 2 days. This was the
price I paid for taking 2 months off work, having to
stop and work a few days each month along the
Camino. At least I could socialise in the evenings
with many newfound Camino friends at the Café
Iruna, Hemingway’s famous haunt.
I spent the day in the bar area at the entrance to
the Hotel Catedral doing my invoicing. 5 metres
away was a guy who had given up on
the Camino after the hard walk to Orisson, the walk
from Roncesvalles to Zubiri and the drama of no
accommodation at Zubiri. He was re-arranging his
travel plans from returning on 16 October to now
Martin Sheen!
returning on 10 September.
After hearing him re-booking flights and hotels for many hours, I wandered over and
chatted to him. He explained the 8km walk
and 700 metre climb to Orisson had beaten
him and he caught a taxi from there to Roncesvalles. He hadn’t even gone over the top,
in one or even two days. He was going to pull
out then but his mates convinced him to do
one more day, from Roncesvalles to Zubiri.
After getting to Zubiri with its no accommodation drama he pulled the plug.
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Outside San Juan de San Ortega
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He explained he is 61 and “too
old for this sort of stuff” (I didn’t
have the heart to tell him I was
67). He had been planning it for
over a year: he had even written
to Martin Sheen and had an autographed picture from Martin. The
guy’s name was Paul and my
name is Paul. So I took a photo of
it and thought now I can lie all
the way over the Camino about
my autographed photo from Martin Sheen. (Of course, in the end
I explained the origin of the photo to everyone I showed it to, but it always got a
laugh). Word got around on the track, at one stage someone said to me “Oh
you’re the Aussie with the Martin Sheen photo”.
Sunrise at O Cebreiro

The spirituality of the Camino snuck up on me. I’m a big boofy Australian male
and was just doing the walk for the grand adventure of it but the Camino
surprised me. First time was about Day 6 at Casa Magica at Villatuerta, when I was
having a few vino tintos with an American woman and her daughter plus 3 or 4
others. The daughters were taking turns a week about, doing the Camino to
support their mother.
She divorced some time ago but had met a new man and were engaged to be married when he got sick with cancer. As the cancer got worse, he went into his room
at home and shot himself to protect her from having to cope with his long slow
death. I was sitting beside her and had my arm around her, and we were all in
tears. We were the first people she had shared this with on the Camino. Phew!
From then on it became more and more
emotional. While I was trying to top up my
SIM card at the Café Jacobeo in Ciruena, a
woman from Ontario, who I had said a few
words to, sat down and joined me. We
started talking and got onto the subject
that this Camino is far more than a walk - it
really is an emotional journey. In the end
we ended up holding hands and crying over
the guilt she had over various things that
had happened to her daughter, which as a
mother she felt she should have prevented.
Phew again! Big hugs as she left, I hope a
little un-burdened. There were many more
similar episodes, perhaps brought on by my
willingness to bring up the emotional side of
the Camino. Sometimes I felt I had been
Camino Angel so much I should have asked
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Aussie Susan's Donativo

for overtime! That night I Sharon, Petra, me, Jackie
wrote in my journal:“Perhaps my role in
this Camino is to listen,
sympathise and support,
hold hands, cry and hug.
It really has turned into a
spiritual journey, I’m not
going to have to lie any
more”.
The highlight of the
Camino for me was making friends with three
women, Sharon from Atlanta, Jackie from England and Petra from Holland. Sharon
and Jackie I had met at various times along the walk but Petra ended up beside
me in an albergue. We cracked a few jokes, then she joined us at the bar and the
four of us became instant Camigos. We had all booked the same place the next
night, then Petra booked two more nights for us and we became great travelling
companions for many days. Unfortunately their deadlines to return home meant
the group could not stay at my slow 15km/day pace for ever and we gradually
separated, but linked up again often on rest days in places like Astorga and Leon.
The final reunion of our four Camigos came as Jackie and Sharon arrived in Santiago and had one day to catch up with Petra who was flying out the next day. I was
3 days behind at Ribadiso and caught the bus from there to SdC to join the gang
for one last grand night together. The next day I caught the bus back to Ribadiso
to continue my Camino Interruptus.
Three days later I finished the Camino, in 49 instead of 50 days, and as all of us
who have done it know, an outstanding personal achievement. I had absolutely no
problem ticking the box saying the walk was for spiritual reasons. It was very emotional – the woman handed me my Compostela and a tissue.
How do you sum it all up? It was the most amazing experience of my life. By far
the best part, was the friendship with Sharon, Jackie and Petra and those days we
spent walking, laughing and joking together. Whenever I think of the Camino, I
will think of them.
Next best was living for 2 months in that perfect world, where all of us pilgrims
walk and talk with each other, we all eat, drink and laugh together, we look out
for each other, and we support, hug and cry with each other. Then there was the
lovely, smiling, laughing Spanish people, the countless beautiful Northern Spanish
villages we walked through and the glorious scenery of the Pyrenees, Navarra,
Castille y León and Galicia.
Paul Morris (NSW)

For Paul’s blog, see https://www.dropbox.com/s/5buodbkooq4cdyb/Paul%20Morris%
20Camino%202019%20AFOTC.docx?dl=0
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DO I REALLY NEED A RAINCOAT?
While volunteering in the Pilgrim Office in St JeanPied-de-Port (SJPDP), this was indeed a question
from a woman who intended to walk 34 days, in
autumn, across the Pyrenees, to Santiago de
Compostela.

Pilgrim Office in St-Jean-Piedde-Port

In late 2018, I had applied for a position with Les
Amis de Saint-Jacques as a hospitalera. Their reply
advised that hospitalero positions for 2019 were
filled but offered me a place for a week in the
SJPDP Pilgrim Office in September. At the time
I wondered why only one week when most
hospitalero positions were for two. I was soon to
find out why!
I arrived in SJPDP on Sunday 8 September 2019 ready to start my role at midday on
the Monday. As I walked from the train station, up the narrow cobbled Rue de la
Citadel, towards the Pilgrim Office I was immediately taken back to the excitement and anticipation I had felt when I had set off on my own Camino. I reached
the terrace house of the Pilgrim Office joining the queue of pilgrims waiting
patiently to enter the building. The excitement in the air was palpable as people
talked about where they were from and their plans. Once inside, I introduced
myself to one of the volunteers who welcomed me, explaining that I would be
staying in one of the albergues the first night before moving into the Pilgrim Office
accommodation and then taking me on a tour of the facilities. Downstairs, behind
the office, was a large dining area and well
equipped kitchen with access to an outside
terrace, laundry and garden containing a huge
tree, its canopy laden with figs. Upstairs were
twin share bedrooms for the volunteers, bathrooms and administration office space.
The next morning I arrived at the Pilgrim Office and met my room-mate, Alexandra. I
made up my bed and unpacked a few things. It
was a comfortable room with plenty of space
and a wardrobe for our clothes. At 11am we
had a briefing where I met the other volunteers. There were to be five of us running the
office for the week. Along with Alexandra, who
was French/Polish and myself, Australian,
were two French ladies who were old friends
and lived nearby. They were to be a great help
as they had volunteered many times at the
office. The other volunteer was a French/
Canadian man, an experienced pilgrim who
AFotC Newsletter #35 December 2020
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had walked over 10,000 kilometres.
Between us we covered English, French,
German, Spanish and Polish languages.
After the briefing, a special lunch was
organised by Jean-Louis and Monique
Aspirot from Les Amis de Saint-Jacques.
This organisation is to be commended for
their dedication, efficiency and all the
work they do for the pilgrims. The lunch
was both a farewell and thanks to the
previous team and a welcome for us. The
The quiet time in between trains
table was set under the fig tree in the
garden and a typically French lunch was served with first course, second course
(with meat and the obligatory sauce), salad, dessert, wine and coffee. I was not
to know then that such a lunch was to be delivered to us every day by outside
caterers.
The food I ate during that week was incredible. The menu differed each day often
including a delicious soup and there were always enough leftovers for our evening
meal. We also all chipped in to a kitty and with that we bought extra things such
fruit, cheese, bread and a very special and tasty Basque drink, Patxaran, a liquor
made from blackthorn or sloe berries. If that wasn’t enough food to keep us
sustained, sometimes the French ladies would bake — one day we had marvellous
crepes along with a fig compote, made with sun-ripened figs from the garden,
another day we had the best ever apple tart. One evening the Hospitalero from a
neighbouring albergue even bought us freshly roasted chicken and chips for our
dinner.
And the work? After our welcome lunch the last week’s volunteers and the members of Les Amis de Saint-Jacques left and we opened the Pilgrim Office door
ready for the afternoon and evening rush. Office hours were; 7.30am to midday
and 1.30pm to 8.00pm and twice in the week, when a late train was due, we
closed at 10.30pm. We never closed
Spanish cycling group of pilgrims get their
until we were sure all the pilgrims
credencials stamped
from the last train had secured
accommodation for the night. At the
end of that first day we were so busy
I wondered how I would survive the
week. We had a daily average of
over 450 pilgrims come through the
office. We spoke to each one giving
them their credential and/or stamp,
information on their first day’s walk
plus elevation maps and pilgrim
accommodation lists for the whole
Camino. Pilgrims could buy a
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Busy evening in the Pilgrim Office

credencial for €2 and they could
select a shell for a donation.
The shells were from a scallop
farm. In between seeing pilgrims, we made holes in the
shells and threaded with string.
We kept records of how many
pilgrims we saw, their nationalities and how many credencials
or other products we sold.

Some pilgrims were on their
first Camino, nervous and
apprehensive — these needed
extra encouragement and help
addressing their concerns... would they make it up the big hill to Roncevaux?
All the volunteers in the office had walked the Camino Francés as well as other
Caminos and were there to make sure pilgrims were greeted warmly and given
enough information to ensure they had all they needed to set off for their own
special Camino experience. Some pilgrims were finishing their Camino in SJPDP.
They had walked from Tours, Le Puy or Vezelay and were there to get their final
stamp and a well-deserved “Congratulations”.
In 2018, just under 60,000 pilgrims visited the Pilgrim Office. Many nationalities
were represented, the top ten being French, Spanish, American, Italian, South
Korean, German, British, Australian, Canadian and Irish.
In the evening, after closing the office, we retired to the dining room for our
dinner - plus a much deserved glass of wine, or more often of Patxaran. Our final
chore was to tally up numbers of pilgrims and their various nationalities, count
the money and balance the accounts. After that I would have a shower and fall
into bed, sleeping like a log until the alarm at 6.00am. We shared the chores
between us for organising lunch, setting the table, heating and serving the food
and stacking the dishwasher. Sharing the early morning preparation of breakfast
meant that every other morning
we could sleep in an extra half- Queue of pilgrims from the
afternoon train
hour. A small but much appreciated rest. We also gave each other
short breaks during the day,
between the train and bus
arrivals, for personal chores; laundry or shopping or to just take a
walk around the town’s ramparts,
along the river or wander around
the shops full of tasty local
produce; cheeses, specialty hams,
sausages and a variety of Basque
cakes.
AFotC Newsletter #35 December 2020
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The pretty village of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port

A pity that so many pilgrims arrived and set off without exploring this lovely
Basque town.
As the days progressed, I became more comfortable in the role but the work was
intense physically as well as mentally. One week was really all you could manage.
Some of the pilgrim’s stories were very moving. Some a celebration, friends walking together or, in one case, a family of three generations, mother, daughter and
granddaughter. Others were heart-rendering. One lady was carrying her mother’s
ashes; another was recovering from a long illness and was walking to recover her
strength with instructions from her doctor to take it slowly. A man was walking in
his grandfather’s footsteps, following the details in his grandfather’s journal
written after surviving the horrors of a concentration camp after WWII, when he
then walked from Germany to Santiago de Compostela and on to see the ocean at
Finisterre. Another man was suffering greatly after working as a psychologist
helping returned soldiers from war zones. We all hoped and prayed that these
people would find resolution and peace from their Camino.
The Camino is indeed a very special experience for all who undertake this
journey. It was a privilege to have met so many pilgrims over the week. So much
so that I signed up to do the same thing the following year and my fellow
volunteer, Alexandra, and I will work again together.
I would certainly encourage others who have walked the Camino Francés to
consider a volunteering role in the Pilgrim Office in SJPDP. You would need to
speak some French and any other language would be a plus - especially Korean as
many South Korean’s are now walking the Camino Francés. Be prepared for full-on
busy days but so very rewarding.
Heather Pavitt (QLD)
heatherpavitt@gmail.com
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PILGRIM HOSPITALITY 101
In late 2000 Rob and I packed up our lives into a Camino-yellow VW campervan
called Morrison and headed to Spain to ‘live on the Camino’. Our dream was to
open an albergue of our own, which back in those days was still quite a novel idea.
Although we had firm ideas about the sort of donativo albergue we wanted to establish, we thought that spending a year volunteering in different places would
provide us with a good apprenticeship before setting up on our own. We had
already contacted both the Confraternity of St James in London and the Dutch
Genootschap (Fellowship) for suggestions about setting up an albergue, so on arrival in Spain in January we got in touch with our one real contact, the parish priest
of Grañón, who was in charge of sending voluntary hospitaleros to all the donativo
albergues along the Camino.
We made an appointment to meet D José Ignacio Diaz, which felt rather like a job
interview. After a quick introduction, he asked us if we had both done the Camino.
We nodded eagerly. And did we now wish to become hospitaleros? Again, we
nodded. That’s it! We were in! The only remaining hurdle - we had to attend a
weekend training course to be held during the last weekend of March at Grañón.
That left us with two months to fill in. Our savings were dwindling fast after some
major repairs to Morrison, so we decided to do a mid-winter Camino to take us
through to March when the training would be held. We walked from Roncesvalles
to Santiago in a biblical 40 days from late January through February until early
March which provided another very different view of the Camino. In 1999 we had
arrived in Santiago in mid-July, just in time for all the festivities and in very hot
weather. This time we trudged through Galicia in knee-deep snow, often unable to
see the yellow arrows under a blanket of whiteness. The Guardia Civil cruised past
us from time to time, calling out to make sure we were all right. But for the most
part the weather was relatively kind to us, with mud and wind being more memorable than rain. The mud around Los Arcos made our boots looking like Gary
Glitter’s platform soles – you can
Grañon in March 2001 straight after the training understand why it makes such good
course. Small numbers of pilgrims with no less
pottery!
than 3 hospitaleros in transit at that moment Rob and I and the Frenchman sitting at the head
of the table!
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At a very grand concelebrated Mass
in Roncesvalles there were five
priests and three pilgrims – Rob and
I and a dreadlocked Austrian called
Martin with (as we later learned)
not much more in his backpack than
a tin whistle, some books and lots
of incense. In Frómista we met our
Austrian pilgrim again when he was
involved in an altercation with a
very edgy Dutchman who was doing
the Camino as a way of quitting
smoking, walking along plastered
Page 12

with nicotine patches. We were woken
in the early hours of the morning in our
bunks, being gently shaken by a Guardia Civil officer, which is not much fun.
Apparently the edgy Dutchman thought
Martin was making a pass at him and in
defending his honour, he swung a punch
which missed Martin but hit a bedpost,
injuring his hand and making him even
angrier. The hospitalero arrived and
tried to settle things down but as neither pilgrim spoke Spanish and the hospitalero spoke no Dutch or German, the
Guardia Civil were duly called. The
Sopa de ajo was served at lightning speed
hospitalero must have told them the so it didn't get cold. Pilgrims volunteering
two other pilgrims in the next dormito- to recite a long-winded Grace were quickly
ry spoke some Spanish, so at two in the
steered towards the soup!
morning we were trying to umpire a
running translation/argument between Martin and the edgy Dutchman (whose
name we never learned), until the Guardia told them both to pack up their stuff
immediately as they were being escorted from the albergue. The following
morning out on the road, a Guardia Civil car pulled up beside us to thank us for all
our help the night before, apologising profusely for what they called “your bad
experience of our town”, and reassuring us that the two others had been dropped
off at separate albergues further along the way.
When we got to León to stay with the Benedictines we heard that Martin had
somehow fallen off a bridge into a river with his backpack and been brought in to
them, soaking wet, to dry out only a few days before. We met just 12 other
pilgrims during our whole winter Camino, mostly quite uneventfully. Returning to
Grañón, José Ignacio kindly allowed us to stay as ‘unofficial’ hospitaleros in the
albergue until the weekend of the training course.
We were as keen as mustard and about as green. The season hadn’t really started
but we had the occasional pilgrim to practice on. One of the most memorable of
these was Isaac who arrived at the door one cold, windy night wearing boat shoes
and carrying a zippered hold-all rather than any of the usual pilgrim gear. He said
he had just been told he needed urgent surgery and was walking to calm his mind
and decide what to do. We invited him in and during dinner, were really touched
when he made every effort to keep up polite conversation with both of us. On
learning that Rob was Dutch, he immediately began a detailed conversation about
soccer trainer Johann Cruijff and the impact of Dutch players on the Barcelona
football team. Turning to me and discovering I was English-speaking, he expressed
huge admiration for the lovely Princess Diana and lamented her sad fate. After
dinner he insisted on washing up single-handedly and retiring to bed early.
Very early next morning we heard our ‘practice pilgrim’ creep quietly out,
dropping a handful of pesetas into the famous ‘Give what you can, take what you
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need’ Grañón donativo box. He understood how these things work, unlike many
far wealthier pilgrims who arrived later in
the season.
Taking in transeuntes (homeless people)
was always a hard call. Even in the low
season when there are beds to spare, we
were very aware that the parish or
ayuntamiento running the albergue
Rob waiting for the flood of pilgrims at
operated on minimal funds designed to
opening time in the old secondary school
shelter pilgrims. Playing St Peter was albuilding albergue in Astorga.: a grim
ways my least favourite hospitalero job,
building containing the largest dormitory
including trying to prevent bus pilgrims
I've ever seen - 104 bunk beds.
getting the scarce beds before those walking the long days had time to arrive. I was always told to just “let it go” but my
fierce sense of fairness kept getting in the way.
During those probationary weeks I had my 50th birthday and my best friend came
over from Australia with her daughter to begin their Camino. We had a lovely
evening with our friends at La Taberna in Castrojeriz, along with a Dutch couple
who lived there. I had Dutch apple-cake AND Tarta de Santiago! But on the way
back to Grañón, Rob started to feel very ill and a few hours later he was running a
high temperature which turned into febrile convulsions. José Ignacio and I called
the doctor who gave him some serious antibiotics and advised rest, warmth and
plenty of fluids. At this point, José Ignacio suggested that after a day or two’s
rest, I should drive Rob home to our ‘house in Holland’ to recover fully. When I
explained we had no home other than Morrison, he didn’t miss a beat before arranging for Rob to move into his spare room with the central heating turned up
high. I stayed on in the albergue – only a couple of hundred metres away – and
spent time with Rob when he wasn’t asleep.
One evening José Ignacio wished ‘Hospitalero Rob’ a speedy recovery in the
prayers at the end of Mass. I thanked him later and he waved me away, saying it
was the best he could do to stop the village women harassing him about who had
been visited by the doctor at the albergue and at his house!
The last weekend of March was the long-awaited cursillo. The 24 prospective
hospitaleros were all Spanish apart from one bilingual American girl, Rob and me.
The whole course was conducted in fast, colloquial Spanish which was tiring
enough, but added to the long, delicious meals, followed by story-telling sessions
which ran till after midnight, we were exhausted. The ice-breaker activity after
coming out to the front and announcing “My name is … and I’m from …”, was a
large map of the Camino on butcher’s paper with the major towns marked. We
were each then given three textas, a red, a green and a black, to mark with a
stroke the place where we had received the warmest welcome, felt the greatest
sense of hope and deepest sense of despair respectively and explain why! All in
our rudimentary Spanish which was listened to graciously by our audience.
AFotC Newsletter #35 December 2020
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After the cursillo we were fully fledged
hospitaleros, ready to be sent out onto
the Camino. We took up our first posting on 1 April (!) at Navarrete where we
stayed for six weeks. We were two of
only six ‘permanents’ and in high demand in that early part of the season.
That year we also served at Santo Domingo de la Calzada, Astorga, El Burgo
Ranero and Redondela on the Camino
Portugués before returning to Navarrete for a final four weeks.
During that year we welcomed many
hundreds of pilgrims to ‘our’ albergues
In Navarrete we cooked for up to 30 people a and every day we learned something
night, after which we had to use paper
new. I was often moved to tears by the
plates as the crockery ran out. Same menu
generosity of spirit of pilgrims and
every night...
townspeople wherever we went –
getting a donation posted back by someone who was mortified to discover he’d
forgotten to put anything in the box, people singing for us at night with Rob playing the guitar, people just silently shaking our hand on leaving in the morning
because they were unsure how to say thank you. And when our time was up and
we had to move on, the genuine thanks from shop-keepers, and sometimes even
the priest, were really touching. There is something incredibly special about offering hospitality to strangers without it being governed by a monetary exchange. At
its core you are offering people a place at your table and under your roof as if
they are family. When we provided an evening meal, no-one quibbled about menu
choices – there were none. (It was all vegetarian). Pilgrims felt this warmth and
were grateful. We never saw the contents of our donation boxes but were always
assured that they were full – that yesterday’s pilgrims had made it possible for us
to welcome those arriving today. But that was 20 years ago and life has grown a
lot more materialistic since then. I’ve even heard of donativo albergues being
listed on TripAdvisor!
All albergues should have a guitar but as
I believe my greatest lifetime achievements are my four amazing children and
walking and working on the Camino.
Both were undertaken with minimal
preparation or training – it was real onthe-job learning in every way. In the
years since then we have served at Miraz
as winter caretakers and had several
stints at the lovely Grado on the Camino
Primitivo where we look forward to
returning one day when the Camino
re-opens to welcome us all back again.

hospis, Rob always has his own. There are
some extremely musical pilgrims out there!

Ines Jewell (VIC)
Page 15
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STRATEGIES FOR KEEPING THE CAMINO IN OUR LIVES

VALE ALISON RAJU – A PIONEERING PILGRIM

Many of us were planning to walk the Camino this year and are disappointed.
Here are 4 ideas to bring the Camino to your home.

A chance viewing of a television program in the early 1970s
led to Alison Raju’s interest in the Pilgrim Road to Santiago, which was at that time barely known in Britain. A keen
walker for most of her life, she had the opportunity to walk
the 1000-mile Camino from Le Puy-en-Velay to Santiago
in one go in 1990, at a time when publishing house Cicerone Press was looking for an author to write an original
guide in English for the Spanish section of the route.

Eat like a Pilgrim

 Desayuno (Breakfast): Tortilla y cafe con leche
 Almuerzo (Lunch): Jamon bocadillo y limonada
 Cena (Dinner): Vino tinto, pan, ensalda mixta, jamon, papas fritas y tarta de Santiago

Since then Alison has walked and explored many of the pilgrim roads throughout
Europe in France, Germany, Switzerland and Portugal, resulting in the publication
of numerous guide books. Alison had an unrivalled knowledge of the Caminos which
she researched by walking with two heavy rucksacks - one on her back and the other
in front to hold her research. She spoke four languages fluently and could “get by” in
several others, including Hindi. She was also a dedicated vegetarian, which can
make life less than easy in Spain.
Alison played an important part in my personal Camino history, hers being the first
guidebook I discovered via the Confraternity of St. James back in 1998 when I was
researching my first Camino in pre-internet times. Two years later in 2000 when we
were planning to open our own albergue (a very novel idea at the time), we approached a couple of sources that we hoped might be helpful and Alison was the only
one to take our request seriously. She replied with three typed foolscap pages of extremely practical and useful advice.
Later, in 2005 when I was walking alone from central
France, I bumped into Alison when I arrived in Santiago. We decided to go to lunch at Casa Manolo to
catch up with the outcome of the albergue plans and
remained there, deep in conversation, until well after
10pm.
Apart from being a prodigious walker, Alison also
served as hospitalera at both Rabanal and Miraz regularly until 2016. Her other interests included music
and she played the French horn. She leaves behind a
great legacy to the English-speaking pilgrim world.
Que descanse en paz.
Ines Jewell (VIC)
AFotC Newsletter #35 December 2020

Page 16

Learn a bit of Spanish
Mono-linguistic? Why not learn a bit of Spanish for your future Camino?
Four-time pilgrim and Spanish teacher, Lisa Farrand, has a YouTube series, Quarantine
xCamino Spanish. for learning some basic Spanish phases.
Get in Camino shape
Work those feet and abs!
Yoga for your feet.
Work out with your backpack!
Walk (or bike) a Camino in your community

 Sarria to Portomarin (22k/14 miles) How about a quiet country road or path? Can

you find a route that replicates the steep medieval staircase into Portomarin? Too
long for one day? Stop in Ferrerios (12K) where you might have enjoyed the panoramic view of the reservoir.

 Portomarin to Palas de Rei (25k/15 miles). How about a hike around a lake followed

by a stroll through town? Stay well hydrated by stopping at coffee shops along the
way. Don’t forget a chocolate croissant to keep your energy up. Too Long? Stop in
Ventas de Naron (12.8K).

 Palas de Rei to Ribadiso (26k/16 miles). Walk 15K to Melide and celebrate with takeout pulpo. No octopus in your town? How about a tuna bocadillo instead? Want to
break this day in two? Stop here, then walk the remaining 10K along a riverbank to
Ribadiso’s medieval bridge another day.

 Ribadiso to Pedrouza (22k/14 miles). Find a forested walk for this section. Arzua is
known for delicious cheeses, so don’t forget pan y queso for your picnic stop.

 Pedrouza to Santiago (20k/13 miles). Your final day! Can you have a family member

drop you off 20K from your home? Plot a route through forests and towns. Be
authentic by walking around an airport. Maybe end with a prayer of thanksgiving at a
local church?

Buen Camino! You made it!

Diane Moxness (Anchorage, AK)
Reprinted with permission from La Concha (American Pilgrims on the Camino) Sept2020

Page 17

AFotC Newsletter #35 December 2020
Meseta

is a cheaper pilgrim price
for entry to the Cathedral and museum – show
your credencial, pay and
enter. You will love it.

SAHAGUN TO SANTIAGO 2019
The first thing you notice when you turn the corner at Sahagun to head west
toward Santiago is the people. I walked 313 kilometres from Madrid over 16 days
seeing and walking with only 6 fellow pilgrims; from time to time. There were 18
pilgrims staying in Albergue Peregrine in Sahagun. This in late March so barely out
of winter.

After this point, I was
to continue the Camino
on my own. Two fractured bones in her left
foot and a fractured bone
in
her
right
knee
(compensating)
had
stopped Deb’s Camino.

The second thing is you are no longer on the rolling paths and gravel roads of the
lower Meseta. We were following main roads and nearby freeways. Noisy, dirty
and getting crowded.
The Orange (Spanish provider) SIM card I bought in Madrid for local phone calls
had packed it in 5 days out. I walked without any sort of phone until León. This is
not a great idea on the plains. If you were to be injured a phone would be your
only salvation. You cannot count on locals or passing pilgrims. In Leon the Orange
people wanted me to buy another SIM card, then a new contract. I bid them a
sour goodbye and went to Vodaphone. They were excellent, and as a bonus their
phones worked in Portugal as well. What I am saying - do not buy anything from
Orange. The service was poor at best, and the staff even poorer. Inept yes;
caring no!
With Deb’s foot showing no sign of improvement, we headed towards León to visit
the hospital and take a 3-day break. Another beautiful city, well worth a stayover
to look around. Legend has it you must cross the Puente de Bernesga bridge (16 th
century) over the river of the same name to be considered a ‘real’ pilgrim.
We walked 8 kilometres to La Virgen del Camino, only to find no services there or
for the next 3 villages. Viladangos del Paramo boasts a converted schoolhouse –
80 beds. One huge room, not in use this time of the year and 6 dorms of 4 beds.
John Brierley recommends a stop here – and rightly so. Locals were very friendly,
food was great. I left my
Puente de Bernesga bridge
Teva sandals there for another pilgrim to use.
At San Martin del Camino it
became a bus to Astorga for
Deb, while I walked in.
The
path
here
is
awful, with a soulless final
part through the factories,
then
steeply
up
into
Astorga. Stayed at San
Javier behind the Cathedral
with wonderfully kind host
Matthias for 3 days hoping
for any improvement. There
AFotC Newsletter #35 December 2020
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This is not a story of failure, but of strength,
courage and perseverance. With only 250 kilometres left, she will be back to finish her own Camino. I
know it. So does Deb!
Schoolhouse albergue at Villadangos

The extremely small amount of Spanish I had learnt and soon forgotten was to
become a huge obstacle to my forward progress. In my opinion, the Spanish do not
like English, or any other language. Learnt at school and then forgotten. Fiercely
patriotic, all TV, advertising, etc is dubbed into Spanish.
Deb and I, on separate occasions, collected small stones from the gravesites of her
mother and brother. We added to this
collection on the Roman road of the Sier- Cruz de Ferro
ra de Guadarrama, the Meseta and on
the mountain paths, as particular stones
reminded us of lost loved ones. I placed
these stones at the base of Cruz de Ferro
with a prayer as a remembrance of them
all. A few tears as well but the falling
snow hid them.
Coming down out of the snow I encountered Australians running the albergue La
Rosa del Agua in Acebo. I enjoyed my
first vegemite toast since leaving
Australia. It was wonderful to hear the
accents of home. They generously gave
me six sachets of the magic paste to help
me on my way. At no stage could I
convince my fellow pilgrims to ‘give it a
try’. More for me!
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Molinaseca is beautiful. The river flows under
ancient stone bridges from the mountains
behind.
Met a young American girl from Colorado at the
albergue in Astorga. As is the nature of the
Camino I saw her again at Cruz de Ferro, 2 kilometres past Foncebadón, and again on the outskirts of Ponferrada. She had a slight limp and
was looking altogether lonely and a bit lost.
Feeling a bit similar, we walked together until
Triacastela where she took an alternative route
through via the Monastery of Samos, a 1000year-old monastery. I did not see her again until
Santiago.
Walking alone again. Pies are flat here but full
of beef, gravy and potatoes. O’Cebreiro puts
you in the mountains, Galicia and the dairy
farms. I met two Danes, Flemming and Stine,
walking together here, trying to catch up with
Crossing into Galicia
another Dane, Dan. Next day I met them again.
This proved to be the start of a great friendship, as we finished the Camino together, including to Finisterre. Flemming and I continued to Muxia. Then a week
in Porto and Madrid with Dan before going our separate ways home.
After Sarria, we were joined by large groups of day walkers, and those who only
had a week or so to complete the own Camino experience. €2 brightly coloured
ponchos over day packs abounded. 40 kilometres today to catch up with Ben, a
young German. In Barbadelo. (raining now) we stopped overnight; I met a Korean
girl Junhye, who was known to the Danes as far back as St Jean. With Dan now
there too, we numbered a small group of 6. We got our washing done here. We sat
around in our underwear
Crowds of walkers after Sarria
drinking wine and enjoying
the setting sun in the valley
below.
What I’m trying to say here is
that you will meet, walk with,
eat, drink and party with, and
lose contact with, any number of fellow pilgrims. Some
things we had in common, but
somewhat different origins,
languages, and/or reasons for
being here.

We arrive at Santiago: (L-R) Andrew, Flemming, Stine
(Denmark), Ben (Germany) and Junhye (South Korea)

The Way has become very
crowded now. Portomarín is
beautiful. Lots of water here as
we are at the rio Miňo. Stayed
at Airexe on 15 April. We are
now phoning ahead to get
accommodation. Melide, but no
octopus dinner. Next stop was
Boente. We are not stopping at
the recommended stops in John
Brierley’s guide now as they are
proving to be very crowded.
Another roadside stop at Brea
made Santiago within striking
distance.

Over a glass or two, Stine tells
me there is only one mountain
in Denmark - Sky Mountain at
175 metres. I had to laugh. Castle Hill, behind my house in Townsville is 280
metres. There are now only four wolves left in Denmark as well. I told the Danes
about our 1.2 million feral camels. Disbelief all round!
Last day into Santiago. Looking at a push of 30 kilometres to the Cathedral.
Everyone is excited and ready to go. Lots of people here now. It is Easter and a
terrible time to arrive. There are an estimated 1 million people here for the
festivals of Easter. The Cathedral was being repaired so a lot of it was closed.
However, touching its outer walls, as I did so long ago in Madrid at the Church of
Santiago, was such a relief and feeling of
accomplishment that I was drawn to
tears. We all were.
In Santiago, I paid far too much for
accommodation, ate and drank too much,
attended the Pilgrims Mass, collected my
Compostela, including a free lunch for
being in the first 30 there this day,
enjoyed a welcome/goodbye dinner party
at the café Casa Paredes (there were
about 30 of us) and got ready to leave for
Finisterre.
Andrew Porteous (QLD)

Kim Junhye and I at the Cathedral
AFotC Newsletter #35 December 2020
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manger, and all set in a life like scene
of the countryside. I was fortunate
enough in one bar to watch a man
create his nativity scene, with great
attention to detail.

ST FRANCIS OF ASSISI AND THE CHRISTMAS CRECHE (NATIVITY SCENE)
The Cammino di Assisi / Cammino di Francesco has been walked by a number of
our members, and all return with glowing accounts of their journey. I was
fortunate to walk this ‘road less travelled’ in August 2014 (See CC issue No 11,
December 2014), which is becoming increasingly popular. It is a wonderful route,
challenging, but exceedingly beautiful, passing through many historical, and well
visited, Tuscan and Umbrian hilltop villages. During the day these villages are
packed with tourists who disappear in the late afternoon and a pilgrim then has
the opportunity to explore ‘tourist free’ for the evening.
The Cammino di Assisi is noteworthy
because, among other things, there are
marvellous monasteries to visit along the
way, usually perched at or near the top
of a hill. Each with stunning views and all
having with a strong association with St
Francis. One of these monasteries is on
the outskirts of the village of Greccio. It
was here on Christmas Eve, 1223 that St
Francis was granted permission by Pope
Nativity scene in Greccio Monastery
Honorious III to have a creche (nativity
scene). Set in a cave, this first creche
was a living one, complete with a manger full of hay along with an ox and ass. It is
believed that St Francis included a carved doll, but it is not known if adults were
represented or if people were expected to imagine them. Today the monastery
has a collection of nativity scenes from around the world.
The custom of assembling a creche at Christmas time spread throughout the country and around 70 years later (1291) Pope Nicholas IV actually ordered a permanent nativity scene be erected in Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome. Nativity scenes
began to appear in art works too, such as the glorious frescoes created by Giotto
di Bondone in the Cappella degli Scrovegni in Padua which is on the Cammino di
Sant’Antonio.
Fresco by Giotto de Bondone
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In Spain, those fortunate enough to
walk the Camino Francés over the
Christmas period will find it impossible to miss the numerous nativity
scenes that appear in bars, restaurants, churches, and even albergues,
along the way. In almost every bar
along the way a beautifully constructed nativity scene can be found
complete with shepherds in the hills
guarding their sheep, villagers sitting
outside their homes, the wise men
winding their way towards the
Page 22

On reaching O Cebreiro I was too far
into the New Year to view the nativity
scene in the Church. It was deconstructed that morning. I watched the priest
warm himself by the fire he had lit with
the debris (see left).
The bigger the church the bigger the nativity scene. In the Cathedral at Santiago
de Compostela from 5 December to 7 January, pilgrims can visit the nativity scene
(in Galego - belén) installed in the south arm of the transept. In 2019, with over
550 hand carved figures, some automated, it stood around 50 m². Not only were
the traditional scenes of the Christmas story represented, but so were scenes
of daily life with villagers participating in traditional trades. Though not as large
as the Cathedral’s scene, the Pilgrim Office in 2019 had a smaller belén of about
30 square metres!
The tradition started by St Francis nearly 800 years ago has spread around the
world. Nowhere is it more obvious than in Italy and Spain, and so very different to
the comparatively tiny nativity scenes we plonk on a cupboard or bench here in
Australia. It is a privilege indeed to make a Camino over the Christmas season and
see the extraordinary lengths that people go to when crafting these delightful
scenes. They become works of art, constructed by artists!
St Francis said:
He who works with his hands is a labourer.
He who works with his hands and his head is a craftsman.
He who works with his hands and his head and his heart is an artist.
Janet Leitch OAM (SA)
Left: An outdoor nativity scene in León, and (Right) another in a church
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CAMINO JACOBSWEG 2019

Having researched the walk, we prebooked all of our accommodation as there
was limited availability in some of the villages on the route. This allowed flexibility
with arrival times.

Following our Camino’s Levante and Sanabres, we
spent a few days in Madrid before heading to Munich
to walk the Jakobsweg from Munich to Lindau on
Bodensee or as it is more commonly called Lake
Constance.
For this walk there was a group of eight, being myself, my wife Judy, Paul and
Jane together with Carol and Sam from Missouri who we met walking the St
Francis Way in Italy in 2017 first time walkers Jen and Dave also from Australia.
As we could not locate an English guide for the walk we consequently relied a
guide in German, a GPS track and sign posts. We need not have worried as the
route was very well marked. Part of the route was common with King Ludwig’s
walk down to Füssen.
Before commencing our walk we spent a day in Munich visiting the sights as well
the beer gardens. We also took a tour of the Residenz and saw the amazing collection of relics housed there including the skull of John the Baptist (one of four recognised skulls, the others being located in Damascus, Rome and Amiens, France).
We also used the day to post our excess baggage on to Friedrichshafen where we
intend to stay for a few days on the completion of our walk. This went well until
Jen realised that her and Dave’s walking poles were now heading to Friedrichshafen without them. Jen quickly returned to the post office and with a certain amount of pleading was allowed to access their case and retrieve the poles.
We commenced our walk from St. Jakob’s church in Munich where we had a group
photo taken then followed the Isar river south out of the city on walking paths and
bicycle tracks. Luckily the majority of the path was shaded and made for great
walking. Most of Munich was out enjoying the summer heat including several
groups drifting down the river on log rafts complete with live bands or a DJ and
cold beer. It looked like a great way to spend a very hot day.

On Day 2, the heat wave broke with a massive thunder storm. Luckily we were in the
village of Maising and were able to take
shelter in a local traditional Bavarian restaurant. At this point we learnt from a very
grumpy waiter that ‘french fries’ are not a
traditional German food. Following the
storm we arrived in Andechs late in the
afternoon.

From Andechs we could have walked around Lake Ammer to the village of
Ammersee. Although as usual we adopted the easy option and caught a ferry
across the lake. Ammersee was yet another delightful village with a lovely
church.
The following day was Jen’s downfall and included a very steep uphill climb to
Hohenpeißenberg, with its impressive church and restaurant with spectacular
Below: Picking up after your dog views looking south towards the Bavarian Alps.
We then faced an equally steep downhill to
is taken seriously in Germany.
Bottom: Inquisitive cows
Obsersedlhof followed by a difficult walk on the
side of the Ammer River gorge to Rottenbuch. At
the conclusion of this section Jen discovered that
she had five black toenails from poorly fitted
shoes. While in quite a bit of pain she completed
the walk in sandals.
Ordering meals in traditional Bavarian restaurants
was interesting. We discovered that schnitzel is
not served in the summer, pork chops come without bones and fish fillets have bones. Another
much used expression was ‘kitchen
closed’. We quickly found out that
unlike Spain that you eat before 8pm.

We arrived in the village of
Shäftlarn late in the day, not too
footsore after walking 28km in
30+ degree temperatures, to be
unexpectedly faced with a steep
20 minute uphill climb to our
hotel. In addition we had to walk
back down the hill to obtain our
evening meal. The evening meal
was in yet another beer garden
under ancient chestnut trees.

In Germany almost all churches are
open to the public and free to enter.
This is the opposite of Spain where
most churches are kept locked and admission is charged to visit the more
spectacular ones. In the churches you
usually found the stamp for your
credencial.

Far left: Carved post.
Left: Maypole: one in every town
AFotC Newsletter #35 December 2020
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Rafting down the Isar
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Far left: The
only stork
nest seen on
the walk
Left: Jane and
Jen

We spent the sixth night of our walk in the small village of Auerberg at 1000
metres with more spectacular views over the Alps. It was a hard walk up to the
village followed by disappointment when we discovered that the Gasthof had not
recorded our booking. Eventually rooms were provided although not what we
thought that we had booked.
An interesting aspect of walking in Bavaria was the fact that much of the accommodation did not have credit card facilities requiring payment in cash.
On Day 8 we were woken in Geisenried by a heavy storm. Not wanting to spend a
day walking in the rain we retraced our path to Marktoberdorf and caught a train
(two trains) to Kempten where we spent the afternoon wandering around the old
town.
Initially it was our intention to complete our walk in Lindau but as usual we decided to do something different and finish in Bergenz in Austria. Interestingly from
the point where we crossed into Austria, the path deteriorated and we were
climbing over or finding alternative routes
around fallen trees. Eventually we came out
of the forest and made our way to Pfänder
where we had magnificent views over Lake
Constance. From Pfänder we took a cable
car down to Bregenz then a ferry to Lindau.
This was followed by a train to
Friedrichshafen where we spent a few nights
before going our separate ways.
Walking in Bavaria was spectacular through
pretty villages and towns, exquisite churches,
beautifully manicured farmland and lovely
forests with great views to the south of the
Bavarian Alps. If you like scenery this is a
walk that definitely will not let you down.
John Mapleson (VIC)

As I sit in my home and dream of walking The Way I flicked on to
YouTube to discover a recent documentary - “Pilgrims’. It transported
me back to my time walking the Camino. This documentary provides a
deep insight into the motives and discoveries of pilgrims and is presented by the Brazilian filmmaker Alexandre Amaral. (https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=XZEHgMLn6M0) As I watch it my soul
aches to be back walking the Camino but for the time being I know
that it is just not possible. Will I ever get the chance to return? Only
time will tell. At 70 I know my clock is ticking but my hope above all
hopes is to return.
Alexandre tells us that, aged 5 years, his father walked the Camino and told him
what a remarkable experience it had been. So as a young adult he found his way to
Spain to find out “Who these pilgrims are?” and “Why do they walk?” He meets
many pilgrims endeavouring to discover their stories – David (UK), Michael
(Germany), Miriam (France), Robert and Larree (NZ), Forte (Australia) and many
many more. Along the way he examines their motives and delves into their souls.
He looks at their challenges, inspirations, discoveries, solitude, the internal journeys, their doubts, the coincidences, the separations and the lessons learned. Along
The Way they discover the wonderful freedom, spirituality, kindness, sharing,
dreaming, love and grace that the Camino provides pilgrims on their journey.
The pilgrims open their souls to Alexandre just as so many do as they walk and talk
to their fellow pilgrims. Overcoming the initial struggle they slowly fall into the
peace and rhythm of the Camino. Many think that ‘I’ll never do this again’ but they
learn that once you have travelled the Camino it inexplicably lures you back. The
pilgrims tell us about the pain, the tests , the bad days, the good days, the companionship, the happiness, the solitude that the Camino offers them. Some share their
doubts and fears.
David (UK), describes himself as a ‘Camino addict’ and has returned for the past 13
years to provide pilgrims with first aid in their early days on the Camino. Miriam
(France) took a year off work and rejoices in meeting kind people every day as she
walks. Jorge (Mexico) advises that ‘if you wait until everything is perfect to walk The
Way’ you will never go. Robert and Larree (New Zealand) enjoy walking together in
silence – they see their pilgrimage as a great test of the strength of their relationship. Local South Australian musician Forte, a self-proclaimed ‘couch potato’ who
didn’t like walking, is transformed by his journey and then entertains us with his
own composition, ‘Buen Camino’, the title track for the documentary.
As Alexandre tells the story he transports pilgrims back to the Camino. In every
scene you reflect on your time on the Camino and all your memories good and not
so good flood back. The urge to return is undeniable. For those who are yet to
undertake their pilgrimage Alexandre entices them to come, to take the time, to
experience all that the Camino has to offer and to return home changed forever. His
final word - ‘Kia Kaha Amigos’ (Stay Strong Friends). I will have to stay strong until
the time comes for my return to the Camino. In the meantime, Pilgrim, enjoy this
documentary as you will find it a great watch.
Phil Smith (SA)

The group at St
Jacob’s Church,
Munchen
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PILGRIMS: a YouTube documentary
Alexandre Amaral
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Did You Know…
… that a Halfway certificate is obtainable in Sahagún? It is available from
the Santuario de la Peregrina. Now a museum, this former Franciscan convent
was founded mid-13th C, and is situated on a hill on the outskirts of the town.
It costs €3 to visit the museum, where you can purchase your certificate or Carta
Perigrina as it is known. For those with a penchant for certificates, they are issued
for pilgrims on the Camino San Salvador in Oviedo. A Finisterrana can be obtained on the Camino Finisterre, and a Muxiana if you finish in Muxia.

… that the Tuna de Derecho, Santiago de Compostela, perform every night
during the pilgrim season in the arcades in the Plaza del Obradoiro, opposite
the Cathedral? This nightly performance has won them a Certificate of Excellence
from Tripadvisor! Many pilgrims, programmed to go to bed at 9.00ish, miss this
delightful concert as it doesn’t generally begin until 10pm, often finishing around
midnight! The Tuna are past and present members of different university faculties
– the Tuna de Derecho being from the law faculty and the Tuna de Medicina from
the medical faculty. Originally formed (13thC) to earn money or food, these days it
is about keeping customs alive –
dressing in traditional university
dress, playing traditional instruments
and singing the traditional songs. It is
also a means for members to travel
and meet others from different universities. Of course, the tuna from
Santiago have numerous songs about
St James, and the city of Santiago, in
their repertoire.

... that there are regular rooftop tours of the Cathedral in Santiago de Compostela? As a pilgrim you get a
reduced rate for both the rooftop tour and also the
Cathedral Museum. A Museum ticket also gives access to
a visit to the 70m high North tower of the cathedral.
… that you pass another
Holy Door on the Camino
Francés? It is known as
Puerta del Perdón, or
Door of Forgiveness and
is in the Romanesque
Iglesia de Santiago, Villafranca del Bierzo.
Apart from the Puerta Santa (left) in Santiago de Compostela Cathedral, this is the only door on the Camino
Francés through which pilgrims can walk and obtain a
plenary indulgence. In the middle ages this was especially important for pilgrims who were mortally ill and
unlikely to make it to Santiago! Both the Puerta Santa
and Puerta del Perdón are only open in Holy years.
… that the Tour Saint-Jacques is in the 4th arrondissement of Paris, France? It is the ‘start’ of the Via
Toronensis (or Tours route) and can be found at the
intersection of Rue de Rivoli with Rue Nicolas Flamel.
Only the tower remains of this church. You can climb
the 300 steps in the tower on a guided tour (40mins),
available on weekends only from the end of June
to the end of November, 10am to 5pm. Reservations
are
essential.
Consult
the
calendar
on:
http://www.desmotsetdesarts.com/offres/visitesguidees-paris/visite-de-la-tour-saint-jacques
… that you can walk St James’ Way in the UK? This
is a 7-day, 66-mile (106km) pilgrimage route from
Reading to Southampton. On the way the path follows rivers and canals,
and a Roman road from the remains of Silchester Roman City, heading to
Bramley, Basingstoke and Winchester Cathedral, before reaching Southampton.
More information can be found here:
https://www.csj.org.uk/shop/pilgrim-guide-to-st-james-way
https://britishpilgrimage.org/portfolio/st-james-way/
Janet Leitch OAM (SA)
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A Camino Christmas

They’re called the Little Miracles of Santiago. So I was told way back when
I was researching my first Camino in the 1990s. As a sceptical Celt, my
interest was piqued.
These little miracles are not those of the well-known resurrected rooster
variety, or other Camino legends from throughout the ages. They are the
much more personal experiences that you hear talked about around many
meal tables as pilgrims tuck into their two courses with pan y postre and
half a bottle (or more) of vino.
I’ve encountered dozens of these stories over the years – of coincidences,
help just when it was most needed, serendipitous meetings, unlikely
reunions with lost passports and other valuables and of course, the recurring theme of people going well out of their way to help others in time of
need. In 2007 we really wanted to spend a Christmas with the European
members of our family for a change, when a story about winter housesitting the CSJ albergue at Miraz on the Camino del Norte caught my eye.
The albergue was officially closed but house-sitters were needed to keep the
winter dampness at bay. A few emails later, it was all organised and in the
week preceding Christmas, half a dozen family and friends arrived to join
in our celebrations. Plenty of room for visitors in an albergue!

Noticing that the Templar’s sword was actually plastic, we asked about it
and were told that the Guardia Civil had confiscated the original steel
one. Gradually the story came out. She was Belgian and had been
thrown out of home when she became pregnant to her boyfriend,
so they decided to walk to Malaga where she had an aunt she felt sure
would take them in. The donkey seemed like a natural addition.
The next morning we went into the bar next door and told them about
our pilgrim visitors and they absolutely refused to believe us until news
of the couple filtered back from other places along the way.
Clearly a Templar knight accompanied by a pregnant, robed woman
and a donkey on Christmas Eve just couldn’t possibly be true.
Unfortunately, evidence of their visit included a demolished herb garden,
courtesy of the donkey.
So amongst the many, many little miracles of Santiago I’ve heard of, this
one would probably get pride of place as the most extraordinary.
Ines Jewell (VIC)

On Christmas Eve as the food preparations continued in the albergue
kitchen, there was a knock at the door. Outside in the darkness stood a
donkey, its breath forming in the cold night air. Leading the donkey was a
dark-haired man in full Templar robes, complete with cross on his chest
and a short sword at his side. Beside him stood a pregnant young woman
wrapped in Biblical robes, looking very tired and cold. It was one of those
frozen moments you never forget.
They asked if they could come in and stay the night.
The man tended to the donkey in the back garden and we went into the
warm kitchen, full of good smells. The pilgrims’ faces lit up as they
warmed themselves after their shower and enjoyed dinner with us.
The looks on our families’ faces were quite a picture too.
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Nativity scene in León [Janet Leitch]
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The Camino of Life
The Spanish call it the ‘Therapy Route’
- the walk you take when life’s compass points need
realigning –
and I can only agree.
Prompted by a mid-life crisis – “Is this as good as it
gets?” –
I walked naively westward as my world turned upside
down.
In the best way possible.
Since that first Camino back in the 20th century
I have walked to treat myself, to acknowledge the loss
of each parent,
and to deal with redundancy, but also to celebrate
marriage, retirement
and becoming a grandmother.
Never athletic, keeping myself ‘roadworthy’ takes
some effort.
Replacement parts are hard to come by.
But the lure of another Camino keeps me striding out
each morning
and I can’t stop scanning catalogues for boots and
backpacks.
My daily distances are shorter but if anything,
my inner joy is greater as I savour every kilometre –
every café con leche, every pilgrim
menu, every welcoming smile,
and conversations with the infinite
smorgasbord of humanity
that is the Camino.
It’s the gift that keeps on giving.

Ines Jewell (VIC)
“Waxing lyrical in the garrett...
As the Christmas
materialistic lunacy
approaches, my thoughts turned
to the blissful simplicity of
Camino life and I jotted this
down.”

We welcome your stories and photos ~ send to the editor,
Alison Bell at editor@afotc.org
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