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CHAIRMAN’S CHAT

Many of you will know the oft quoted pilgrim motto - expect nothing, be
grateful for everything. A great motto for life, but especially relevant on a
pilgrimage. Coping with crowds, about 40% more than last year, means that
finding a bed is sometimes problematic. So too, finding a place to eat. There is a
constant cry that things have changed. Yes, they have, but that doesn’t mean
that your journey will be less enjoyable, less adventurous, or less rewarding.

In times like this people are likely to get frazzled, become annoyed, and feel that
their experience isn’t what it could be. The words of Albert Schweitzer remind us
that at these busy and potentially frustrating times, kindness, to ourselves and
others, will help overcome difficulties. Constant kindness can accomplish
much. As the sun makes ice melt, kindness causes misunderstanding,
mistrust, and hostility to evaporate.

It is busy on the Camino. Numerous emails have told us this. Just a week ago we
had an email from Tim saying that not only was it cold, but busy too, with some
municipalities opening sports halls etc for extra spaces, and that bookings were
essential. Conversely though, we are also hearing that there is usually a bed to be
found in the donativo albergues, suggesting that, for those willing to take a risk,
there will be a bed somewhere.

We too have been busy, issuing 225 credencials in the first 5 months of 2023
compared with 270 for the whole of 2019, our busiest year pre-pandemic. Many
of our members though are thinking ‘outside the square’. They have chosen less
busy times to begin their journey on the well-travelled route but, even better,
many have chosen to travel on roads less travelled. Then there are, in contrast,
those brave pilgrims who are walking in busy July, with a few of our members
planning to be in Santiago for St James’ Day.

We have heard stories of wonderful Caminos that pilgrims have had this year,
while at the same time we are hearing other things; of chaos on the path,
ilgrims being demanding, disappointed, or frustrated. In many cases these things
are often happening because of lack of preparation, planning, or patience!
The “expect nothing” component of the pilgrims’ motto seems to have been
forgotten.

Many people serve the Camino in different ways, with one of the most common
being to serve as a hospitalero. Australians continue to give generously of their
time to serve. There appears to be a shortage of volunteers on the Camino at
present, with one of our members just about to begin a third 2-week shift as a
hospitalero because of such a shortage. Being attended by such a volunteer we
need to not only remember the pilgrim motto but to also practise constant
kindness - they will certainly be doing their best to do so!

jBuen Camino! Cover photo: Approaching Santia?o from Finisterre
Janet Leitch OAM (SA) see article pp4-9)

AFotC Newsletter #45 June 2023 Page 2

RABANAL
~ and thank you ~

Part of the objectives of the Australian Friends of the Camino is to support the
infrastructure along the Camino. Our constitution states:

To cooperate with the Confraternity of St James of London, England and with
similar groups in Spain, France and elsewhere and where possible to join in
refurbishing and maintaining facilities along the pilgrimage routes to be used

for or by pilgrims.

Over the years we have donated various sums to donativo albergues including to
the Confraternity of St James (CSJ) for help with work needed at Miraz, to
Peaceable Projects for help with several albergues, and in 2022 we donated just
over $3,000 to Albergue de Peregrines Emaus in Burgos.

Hearing that the CSJ-run albergue Gaucelmo at Rabanal was in dire need of
financial help, we voted to make a donation to them. Many of our pilgrims have
stayed at Gaucelmo, Rabanal, on their way to Santiago, and a number have
served there as hospitaleros. The albergue, which had only just opened for the
season, was forced to close earlier in May when the boiler ceased working and
there was no hot water for pilgrims who wished to stay. Our subsequent
donation has meant that they are able to carry on their work, purchasing a new
boiler and working on much-needed plumbing, along with purchasing furniture
and such like. All this will be greatly appreciated by pilgrims staying in that
wonderful albergue in the months and years to come.

AFotC had $13,000 waiting to find a worthy destination and to that we added a
further $3,000 being surplus monies from the very successful 274 National
Conference held in Amberley, Victoria. This meant that we were able to donate
a total of €10,000 to Gaucelmo, Rabanal, so thank you AFotC members!

Janet Leitch OAM (SA)

T

Left: Guacelmo, Rabanal & (Right) Inside Capilla de San José,
opposite Gaucelmo
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CAMINOS INGLES & MUXIA 2022 =

: T Ol
Having completed the Camino de Madrid, the next walk on \;% ‘f‘ﬁﬁl :E%
my agenda was the Camino Inglés from Ferrol to Santiago de [ \Y
Compostela. &

Getting there from Sahagun was relatively easy, requiring a 5 ;'
hour train trip to Santiago followed by a bus trip to Ferrol the [ =%
following morning. The scheduling of the train gave me plen-
ty of time to reacquaint myself with Sahagun (previously
visited in 2013) and to sample the gin and tonic at Confiteria
Asturcon café-bar who provided the best G&T encountered on |
the trip.

Arriving in Ferrol in the late morning gave me time to explore
the city, visit the tourist office to have my credential
stamped and locate the starting point for the Camino Ingles
(English Way) for the following morning. The Camino begins &
on the docks of Curuxeiras where the old medieval port was
located.

Day 1 of my Camino saw me on the road at 8:00am (in the
dark as is usual for October) walking past the seemingly end-

less naval and port facilities located along the estuary (Rio de Ferrol) The route
requires that you initially head north-east for approximately 10 kilometres to get
around the head of the estuary before turning south towards Santiago. While this
section can be shortened by crossing the rail bridge, | decided to take the long
road and follow the official path.

Once past the naval establishments the walk followed the inlet with one village
merging into the next, stopping for coffee in Neda and a drink in Villanova. Then
there was more country walking with the paths lined with eucalyptus and native
European trees including many chestnuts and walnuts.

Above right: First distance marker in Ferrol
Below: Ferrol port.
Right: Statue w1th capirote in Ferrol.
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The weather was overcast but fine until the last 2km when it started to rain
properly and | arrived in Pontedeume very wet from the waist down. Being
October | was quickly discovered that it rained in Galicia every day. The trick to
waling soon became how to cover the required distance while avoiding a daily
drenching. Pontedeume was my first albergue with multiple residents as, until
now, | had either been by myself or with one other pilgrim. Notwithstanding there
were no English speakers in the group. The stay was interesting as there was a
function in the room adjoins the albergue and it was party night complete with
bagpipes, trumpets and who know what else. The gathering went on until well
past midnight. Lots of noise and very loud background music. Difficult to get to
sleep but not that unpleasant.

The following day it was on the road again in [¥%
the dark and heading up the climb out of &
Pontedeume. Not a pleasant climb as it}
seemed to go on forever. The day was spent
mainly in the countryside surrounded by euca- §
lyptus and European native trees. | could not |
get over the massive amounts of chestnuts
(see photo right), walnuts and apples that
were rotting on the ground.

The way was well marked although at times |
my GPS track and the official Camino took [
different paths and there was always a cer-
tain amount of apprehension as to whether |
was on the correct path or not. The anxiety
always disappears at the sight of a yellow
arrow.

The first stop for the day was at Mino where a B

Spanish woman was providing free coffee and cake to pilgrims. An interesting
change as she refused any payment or offered donation. There was a lot more up
and down than expected today, crossing headlands as | travelled along the
estuary. Notwithstanding | was able to get into the nice town of Betanzos before
it rained.

As usual | was the road by 8am and luckily could get a cup of coffee before leaving
town to supplement my breakfast of a KitKat and water. Again it was rural walking
and unexpectedly mostly uphill. There were some great views and apart from the
time spent in eucalyptus plantations. It was a pleasant, although strenuous walk.

Arriving in Bruma Hospital before the rain commenced was another added bonus. |
stayed at the Municipal Albergue with seven other pilgrims. Bruma Hospital is a
pinch point on the Inglis with only the Municipal, a private Albergue and one res-
taurant. Lunch there was the usual Spanish 3 course menu (without a menu) which
equates to eating whatever is served. It was a very nice potato soup, followed by
eggs with the usual chips and a dessert.
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Not unusually, it was raining when | depart-
ed Bruma Hospital, although it only lasted
for the first hour of the day. The day was
spent walking with a Spanish medical
student who was faster than me and it was
all | could do to keep up with him for the
first 19km. At that point | stopped for a rest
and told him to walk on as it was his inten-
tion to do 42km day and finish in Santiago.

Arriving in Sigueiro | caught up with Alain
who | had met previously while having cof-
fee in Mino (French father, Dutch mother
| and brought up in the US). We spent an ex-
e e ———— 1 Cellent  night together with a couple of
e ———— Bitish pilgrims. From Sigueiro it was only a
short 16km walk into Santiago and,
Pontedeume disappointingly, there was nothing open until
Alain and | reached the outskirts of the city.

On arrival we took the obligatory photos outside of the Cathedral and headed for
the pilgrim office to receive our compostelas. The remainder of the day was spent
wandering around Santiago and catching up with friends that we made along the
way including Yago, the Spanish medical student that | walked with.

Accommodation for the night was in Albergue Seminario Menor. For a change |
decided to take a private room. It was very austere, on the fourth floor, a good
half kilometre from the building entrance. That building is definitely larger than it
appears from the outside.

The following day saw me heading back to the bus station (in the rain) to catch a
bus to Muxia. Hostel Bela Muxia was excellentnice new facilities with plenty of
space between the beds which is unusual as less space usually equals more beds
and increased income. Many of the walkers here are finishing their Camino having

walked from
: Below: Stone bridge and
Santiago whereas | Right: Garlic seller

was going in the
reverse direction.

The afternoon
was spent walking
to the end of the
headland and the [§
Camino  starting
point  (kilometre
zero), where |5
there are great =
views of thef
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Atlantic Ocean. | also visited
Santuario da Virxe de Barca.
The church is obviously
dedicated to sailors and
while it was locked the inter-
nals could be photographed
through a mesh screen. Itf{
looked like it would have
been a great place for
further inspection.

The overnight stay was very
different. There was a cou-
ple sleeping in the bunk
across from me that thought
they could snore in unison
(wrong) and with the addi-
tion of an overweight man wheezing next to me, it did not make for a good nights
sleep in spite of the ear defenders. | watched one young female pilgrim pack and
move to the far end of the room. Being a true pilgrim | endured the noise and
refused to leave my bed apart from the occasional trips to the bathroom.

Santuario da Virxe de Barca, Muxia

As the walk to Olveiroa was a relatively short | was able to have breakfast before
heading off. Initially the route followed the Atlantic coast before turning inland.
Apart from the eucalyptus trees the walk was pretty although more uphill than |
would have preferred. I'm still not sure why the pilgrim way has to take us past
every closed church as well as every operational wind turbine in Spain.

In the evening | had pleasant company: a Dutch social worker who has been
walking for over three months and a Brazilian coffee farmer. The Dutchman was
walking to Muxia and then down to Porto and the coffee farmer was finishing in
Finisterre.

The Way in Galicia—undulating, often damp but pleasant and scenic

Page 7 AFotC Newsletter #45 June 2023



'

T e

Ruined hérreo Corn stored in horreo

| walked with the coffee farmer to Finisterre before heading back along the coast
towards Santiago. It was a pleasant walk apart from more dreaded eucalyptus
trees and the flooded path along the beach into Finisterre due the heavy overnight
rain. Avoiding the flooding required a couple of kilometres of road walking.

The albergue in Cee provided a great night’s sleep and | was on the road by
8:30am. As the clocks changed by an hour overnight | started walking in daylight
instead of the usual blundering around in the dark.

The climb out of Cee was a bastard. | seemed to be going up-hill for hours (bit of
an exaggeration) and it was not fun. Eventually | reached the top of the climb only
to be surrounded once again by wind turbines together with locals with dogs and
shotguns. | suspect that some form of hunting season had commenced.

From Cee it was four hours of walking until | eventually found an open bar where |
could have my credential stamped, coffee and cake before eventually arriving in
Negreira.

As a result of everybody else in the room deciding to arise early | was outside the
albergue at 7:00am. The first hour was very uncomfortable as it was road walking
in the dark with the added bonus of rain and strong winds. At least the road verge
was smooth so | avoided falling over. The only bonus was that after an hour and a
half walking it was light and | reached the Monte Aro albergue restaurante and
was able to get breakfast.

At around midday | reached Bar Herminio where | could get a sandwich and finally
remove most of the wet gear. In the afternoon the weather improved and eventu-
ally I was able to take off my coat. The afternoon’s walk was mainly through oak
forests on tracks with sunken lanes. Notwithstanding, it remained wet underfoot.
Sunken lanes are one of the highlights associated with walking in Galicia.
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Muxia and the Atlantic Ocean

I missed the municipal albergue on the approach into Negreira and ended up
finding accommodation in an albergue pension in the centre of the town. Having
previously stayed in the municipal albergue in 2019 my chosen overnight
accommodation was a great improvement.

On my final day into Santiago | was on the road at 8:00am and as usual nothing was
open. | discovered later that it was All Saints Day and a public holiday in Spain.
The walk was pleasant through forests and sunken lanes although harder than
anticipated and | eventually arrived in Santiago at around 1:30pm and located my
accommodation close to the Cathedral.

John Mapleson (VIC)

Below: Alain and John arriving in Santiago and
Right: with their Compostelas.

We welcome your stories and photos ~ send to the editor
Alison Bell at editor@afotc.org
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ARRIVING IN SANTIAGO: A REPORT FROM THE RECENT AFOTC CONFERENCE

The theme of the recent 2" National Conference of the AFotC in February this
year in Melbourne was “The Journey and Beyond”. On Saturday afternoon, we had
reached a point in the journey when we wanted to consider our arrival in Santiago
de Compostela. To do this, a short survey was created to explore what pilgrims
felt when they first arrived in Santiago and how these emotions changed over
time. A report on the findings was delivered to conference attendees. The follow-
ing is my presentation.

An invitation to take part in an online survey was sent to people who were attend-
ing the conference but only to those that had already walked a Camino. The first
thing to note is that this was only a thumbnail sketch, is heavily biased and not
particularly scientific. Only people who had paid to come to the conference were
asked to take part. So it was limited to people who are invested Camino lovers or
as some would call us ‘Camino Tragics’. But despite that heavy bias, | was hoping
this little survey would tell us a little more about ourselves and our motivations.
A big thank you to everyone who took part in the survey: almost 90% of people
responded, a fantastic response for an online survey.

The first question: Which was your first Camino?
As expected the majority, at 85%, walked the Camino Francés. The only surprise
was that it wasn’t higher.

Next was a question about age of respondents when they walked their first
Camino. 85% were aged 50 years or more. And almost half were over 60. That is to
be expected. When you are younger, it is hard to find time away from work and
family to travel from Australia to the other side of the world to spend a month or
more walking across Spain (or even to find a weekend to attend a Camino confer-
ence in Melbourne.) And therein lies another source of bias in these results.

How many days on your first Camino?

Now of course there are many factors contributing to how long it is going to take
(things like route, starting point, time available) so we can’t draw a lot of conclu-
sions from these figures.

But on the raw data, 75% took 30 days or more. Given the predominantly older age
group (50% were 60 and over), it is to be expected that this group are going to
take longer because they have more time to devote to such an exercise. Then
there is the possibility that they may need to take longer... maybe some aren’t as
fast as they used to be.

So now we come to the first question about post-Camino emotions.
| asked participants to close their eyes and think back to that moment when they
had just arrived in Santiago and were standing in the Plaza Obradoiro in front of
the Cathedral... How did they feel? Participants were asked to select their main
emotions from a list of 16 provided. With this list | tried to cover what | thought
might be the main emotions - it was never going to be comprehensive but it was
the best | could do in such a short survey.
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72 responses

Happy

Sad
Relieved
Contented
Proud
Excited
Peaceful
Satisfied
Disappointed
Miserable
Confused
Euphoric
Uncomfortable
Grateful
Dissatisfied
Longing

3 (4.2%)
0(0%)
6 (8.3%)

0 (0%)

0(0%)
2 (2.8%)

11 (15.3%)

15 (20.8%)

18 (25%)
26 (36.1%)

19 (26.4%)
23(31.9%)

19 (26.4%)

What were your main emotions that you felt in those first moments when you completed your first
camino? (You may choose more than one response)

40 (55.6%

34 (47.2%)

38 (52.8%)

Happiness, Gratitude and Pride are the main stand outs at about 50% each.

But other positive emotions like Satisfied, Contented, Excited
feature strongly.

The Word Cloud below gives us a more visual representation of the results for
this question. Here the size of the word indicates the frequency of selection. It
shows that Happy, Grateful and Proud are the main responses.

What were your main emotions that you felt in those first moments when you
completed your first camino?

Euphoric
Satisfied

Contented P fou d Peaceful

" Relieved

Happy

Excited
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Now we come to | what were your main emotions
how participants | that you felt 6 months later?

were feeling 6 Satisfied

months later. H a ppy

This was an arbi- |

trary time frame I—O n gl n g
that | thought would B

allow the ‘Camino G ratefu l

glow’ to dissipate a
little. Looking at
these results as a Contented
WordCloud, the
main emotions of
Happiness, Pride
and Gratitude are -
still there, but an- Satated

other emotion has Contented PrOUdpeacerut
now become more

And & months Later ...

Relieved Satisfied

evident. Happy Happy
This becomes more Excited LOﬂg i ng

obvious when we twmediately after .... G raterL

put the two images
side by side. As ex- Eonte
pected, emotions
like Euphoria, Ex-
citement, Relief and Sadness have shrunk after 6 months. Grateful has grown a
bit.

But the big mover is Longing (in red in the second wordcloud).

It is in first cloud but it’s very tiny (if you look carefully, it is above the p’s in
Happy & beside Sad). Six months later, Longing has grown to the second largest
emotion. It was reported by just over half of respondents.
Longing can cover a lot of possibilities but | think it is safe to assume that you
don’t long for something unless it was an important and positive life event. And |
think that this comes through in the Other Emotions responses. | knew it would be
a tough ask to sum up Camino emotions in a few word, so the ‘Other’ option was
included in the lists of emotions for those who wanted to say a bit more.

These are the ‘Other’ emotions expressed by some respondents. | couldn’t
analyse them statistically but | included them because of the story they tell. |
focused on the Other emotions from 6 months later: Words like Resolute;
Feeling strong; Empowered; More settled in myself than I’d ever been stand out
and indicate that it was a significant event in people’s lives. There are a couple of
responses that resonated with me... feeling a “nagging need to share experience
with others” and “Longing for the companionship of pilgrims”. | wondered if these
were motivations for attending the Conference.
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Returning to
that word Long-
ing, if we as-
sume that it
means a Longing
to be back reliv-
ing the life
changing experi-
aibaackad, vikovs bt o mesgealy s il v bam ence. What do
G I g s to shie i we have to sup-
i |pPOrt that as-

: wee  |sumption? Well

let’s look at the
questions about
wanting to walk
another Camino.

twmediately after ... Otheremotions  awd & months Later ...

Restless

Ded you want 10 immediately walk another Caming?

71 rerpornsy

L 3
L 1 .
s Immediately

After & months, did you want to walk another Camino? aftelj the] r
Camino, 55% of
respondents said
No or Maybe.
But look at the

' difference that
\V 6 months makes
- the Nos &
Maybes have
gone from 55% to just 18%. While the Yes’s have almost doubled to 82%.

Perhaps Longing is morphing into a desire to go back and walk another Camino.
82% wanted to go back after 6 months. But has that translated into actual Caminos?
70% of respondents have now walked 2 or more Caminos and one third are up to
3 or more.

Fun Fact: 15 of the 39 people who said NO to another Camino immediately after
their first have now walked 3 or more! Maybe a conclusion to be drawn from that
is that when Camino people change their mind... they do it with conviction!

And finally, to all new pilgrims reading this

and wondering if this will happen to you... the
figures don’t lie - it becomes addictive! So be | NO STOPPING ,

warned!

FOLLOW
YELLOW
ARROWS

Peter Millington (VIC)

A sign | spotted on a fence at a caravan park near
home. It seemed appropriate to this discussion.
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A GEOMETRICAL PILGRIMAGE

The late English professor of architecture, Keith Critchlow, started all his lessons
and workshops with an intentional prayer.

May we be all guided by Truth
May Beauty be revealed to us
And may it result in the Good

Unfortunately, | have never met Critchlow in person but his work on sacred geom-
etry has taken a central place in my work and life. | cannot say that | start all my
lessons - | am a (nearly) retired teacher - with the above intention but it is very
much alive in how | approach my work.

Those of you who were at the Camino Conference at Amberley earlier this year
will have seen that | offered a short workshop exploring the rose window of Leon
cathedral. About a dozen people signed up for it. The time available didn’t allow
for an in-depth session but it did give the participants a taste of the possibilities.
Equipped with compasses, rulers and different pencils, we set out drawing circles
and radial lines. Within that basic pattern we looked for squares that through
their juxtaposition created stars. | don’t know how it was for the participants in
the workshop, but | had a strong sense of being on a sacred journey.

Geometry and architecture have been an area of interest for me for a very long
time. | remember the delight as a secondary school student in being able to solve
geometric problems, to proof congruency of triangles and all that. Later in adult
life | built paper models of buildings of significance, palaces, churches etc. Then,
on my first pilgrimage in 1999, from the Netherlands to Santiago, | indulged in all
the architecture along the way. The simple beauty of the 11" century church in
Sensaq and the astonishing colour-abundance of the Leon cathedral windows.

It was only when settling in Australia that | became a teacher and was able to
share my passion for geometry with students. Some ten years ago, | was preparing
a mathematics block for a group of 13-year-old students. In our school that is the
age when they are studying the Middle Ages.
After looking at the fascinating stories of
King Arthur and the knights of the Round

medieval world, the rise of Christianity, the
| Crusades. The students head off on a walk-
ing trail for a few days and we talk about
pilgrimages. To me it was important that my
mathematics block had a strong connection
with all these topics from the Middle Ages.
We often call them the Dark Ages, but as a
matter of fact, amazing things were
| happening across Europe. With truth, beau-
ol ty and goodness in mind, | set out to devel-
- | op a block of work that | initially called The
Geometry of Sacred Places.
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In 1026 Rodulfus Glaber, a

— French Benedictine monk, start-
,rf ﬁ\ ed writing a historical book and
\ in it he uses the words ‘a white
N mantle of churches’. Across all
of Europe churches were being
built. This is our starting point.
We write Glaber’s words in our
book, add illustrations and then
we’re off.

SETICA, PISCIS

The Vesica Piscis, ubiquitous in
churches with Christ’s image in
it, is a perfect pathway into
constructing perpendicular
lines. We explore the amazing world of Romanesque and Gothic architecture.
There’s the construction of bisectors, of regular pentagons with its inherent Gold-
en Ratio and so on. And we’ll always end up with the challenge of drawing Islamic
patterns. This block of work that | now call Master Builders of the Middle Ages, is
an inspiring meditation for both students and teacher.

FARMNDORLE AMND FITH S¥MBOL

Apart from teaching students in their early teenage years to draw things like
Gothic windows, pointed arches or a church floorplan incorporating the Golden
Rectangle, | spend a fair amount of time at home in our study drawing patterns
from different cultural backgrounds. As | said, to me it is like a meditation. And
therefore the connection with pilgrimage, with a camino, is obvious. What I'm
trying to do is look for the truth, find beauty and in doing so bring goodness into
the world. | imagine that this is the same for pilgrims setting out on their path.

These days there are lots of resources available - beautifully illustrated books,
online workshops and even a place on the Camino itself that specialises in work-
shops and retreats that study the sacred geometry and its connection with pil-
grimage. | have met Basia and Bertrand who run Flores del Camino in Castrillo de
los Polvazares and we share our passion for the connection between geometry and
pilgrimage.

The title and theme of the Camino Conference was The Journey and Beyond.
During the weekend a range of perspectives was

offered addressing the question of how to bring
the Camino, your Camino, home. A very person-
al question. Sitting at my desk with a blank
sheet of paper and sharp pencils in anticipation
of my compass finding the centre and creating
its circular journey around, is a truly medita-
tive, spiritual activity. A pilgrimage in itself.

Happy walking and drawing.

Rob Jorritsma (VIC)
PS. And | haven’t even started on paper
folding...
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KUMANO KODO PILGRIMAGE, THE
KOHECHI TRAIL 2023

The Kumano Kodo is one of two
major pilgrimage routes in Japan, ||
the other being the 88 Temples §
route on Shikoku island. The
Kumano region is part of the Kii [
peninsular in the south of Japan’s §
main island, Honshu, below
Kyoto. It is a region of misty,
steep mountains covered in dense
forest, carved by winding, jade-
green rivers. Even now it is fairly
remote but in the past it was regarded as the land of dead souls and
nature spirits.

A beautiful (but hilly) walk!

Not surprisingly, it has always held shrines and temples. It became an area of
pilgrimage in the 9™ century, when emperors undertook journeys of ritual
purification following a west to east route from Tanabe, through Hongu then on to
Shingu and Nachisan on the east coast creating what is now known as the
Nakahechi route. Also, around this time, the monastery complex at Koyasan was
established by the Buddhist monk Kobo Daishi, or Kukai as he is also known, who
had studied in China and introduced Shingon Buddhism to Japan. The Nakahechi
grew in popularity over the centuries, both with emperors, who supposedly gained
more merit every time they completed it, and with nobles, samurai and ordinary
people, while the Kohechi was mainly used by local people for trade or monks
seeking a particularly powerful ascetic experience.

According to the website
https://www.japanesewiki.com/geographical/Kohechi.html

Left: The trail continues to be steep.
Below: Sleeping in onsen accommodation

T T
O
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] “The oldest reliable record
of pilgrimage [from Koyasan] dates to
the 16th century: ... a samurai of lyo

¥ Province, visited Kumano Sanzan after

@ visiting Mt Koya to perform a memorial
service for his father who had died in a

i battle.

{ /In the article about Kohechi in "Ritei

| Yamato Chomonki" [1634] , expressions
like 'the road 1 shaku (about 30.3 centi-
metres) in width', ‘dangerous spot’,
'horses and cattle cannot go through the
road’ appear frequently,”

Things haven’t changed much since
“1634.

Our second night was in a minshuku,
essentially a family home, in this case

the home of Suji and his frail but alert . .
mother. The Kumano Kodo is as old as the Camino

de Santiago but it’s a very different style
of pilgrimage. Firstly, there is no final destination point: the journey, the shrines
visited, and the rituals performed constitute the pilgrimage, not the arrival.
Hence there is a network of intersecting routes of which the Nakahechi and
Kohechi are the two most frequently walked. The other big difference is that
there are no albergues. Once, hundreds of tea houses lined the route providing
refreshment and cheap lodgings, but most contemporary Japanese pilgrims are
focused on the shrines and travel between them by car so one by one the tea
houses have disappeared.

We flew into Kansai Osaka airport in the late evening. After disembarking, every-
thing in the arrivals lounge being shut, all we had to do was navigate the suburban
railway system to our AirBnB located up an alleyway in an obscure suburb of
Osaka, and then find a corner shop that was still open to get something to eat.
Mission accomplished, next
day back to the airport to get
SIM cards and
pre-loaded cash cards to use
on the trains and buses and
then a series of ever more
local and ever smaller trains
down to Kii-Tanabe, jumping
off point for the Nakahechi
route.

Fire ceremony on Koyasan

After completing the §
Nakahechi, our plan was to
walk the Kohechi northwards
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from Hongu to Koyasan, The [
usual route is southwards from

in Hongu,
round off our trip with a stay
in a monastery.

Our first decision was very
uncamino-like: use buses. So

office in Hongu at 7.14 am for B
the bus to the trailhead at
Yakio bus stop. Our only fellow
passengers were two very sleepy 3™ grade schoolkids who were woken and
shepherded off the bus by a solicitous bus driver. When the bus stopped for us, we
immediately began a 60° ascent straight up a flight of roughly hewn stone steps.
Perhaps Japanese people were taller in historical times, but | am about average
height for my age and European ethnic background and for most of the first part of
that day | was putting my hiking pole on the step above to push myself up onto it.
The path would level out at times, mainly to give us a false sense of security
because as soon as we turned a corner we were confronted by another, even
steeper, set of stone steps.

In the cemetery in Koyasan

But it was a beautiful walk, The mountain slopes are just off the vertical enough
to allow trees to grow and the mist clings to the leaves and rocks. The paths,
where they are not moss-dappled stone, are a mosaic of browns and yellows from
the fallen leaves and the new spring growth was a bright vivid green or a mass of
pink blossom. As we neared the top of the pass there were breaks in the trees
revealing row upon row of mountains gradually fading into the blue-grey sky as
they receded into the distance. Looking down into the valleys we could make out
the road we had taken to the trailhead, small enough to remind us how high we’d
climbed, and how far we had to go down after reaching the top.

{ ers coming the other way Un-
| like the Nakahechi,
the vast majority of walkers
ere Japanese except for a
ery jolly gang of Korean
¥ professors. The discovery we
were Australian elicited a
characteristic ‘Oooh?! Austral-
ian?’ It’s nice when you can
impress people just by saying

&e Where you are from.

.. Obako-toge P ss
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A One of the trickier bits

They were mainly quite
young and carrying equip-
ment for wild camping -
illegal but the authorities
| seem to turn a blind eye.
1 We reached the pass, had
lunch and began the
equally precipitous de-
scent which transferred
the pain zone from my
thighs to my long-suffering
knees.

Our first overnight stay was at Totsukawa Onsen. ‘Onsen’ is hot spring and we
expected there to be a hot spring in town: what we didn’t expect was an Onsen in
our accommodation. It was a Ryokan, which means traditional inn so the walls of
your room are sliding panels, the floor is covered with tatami mats, and you sleep
on a futon. We were shown (with help from Google translate) to our rooms and
the Ryokan’s own private onsen, a large room containing a built-in pool of water
coloured just a hint of jade green from the minerals in it at exactly 40°C, which is
exactly the temperature at which it stays, being fed with geo-thermally heated
water straight out of the volcanic rock.

Next day began like the first with a bus ride, to the trail head at Nishinaka. Once
again, we faced a climb of around 900 metres over a few kilometres followed by
an equal descent to the next river valley on the other side of the mountain. It was
also our introduction to why the Kohechi route has acquired a fearsome reputa-
tion over the years: the slopes are steep, this is
an earthquake zone with periodic heavy storms.
As a result, there are frequent landslides. You’d ||
have to be very unlucky or foolhardy to get actu- |
ally hit by a landslide but there are sections i
where instead of a steep but tree-clad slope at
the side of the path, you have an almost sheer
drop of a few hundred metres of loose scree and
mud. Which is alarming if you have a tendency
to vertigo but it also means that you have to be
very, very careful crossing an old landslide be-
cause if you slipped or stumbled, you could end
up at the bottom of that few hundred metres of
scree and mud.

Our second night was in a minshuku, essentially

a family home, in this case the home of Suji and

his frail but alert mother. They fed us a :

traditional Japanese meal of deceptively small A pilgrim walking on the trail
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o dishes of fish, vegetables,
‘| pickles, rice, soup, and
noodles, very filling, as we
tried to compress our aching,
inflexible occidental limbs
under the low table:
traditional Japanese meals

are eaten in the traditional

ﬁ Meanwhile we watched a
s DVD of a Japanese TV docu-
mentary featuring Suji and
his mother in more nimble
days showing their life as
farmers and  community
members. Rural Japanese life
is clearly very hard. They were clearly not poor but, equally clearly, they worked
all the hours they weren’t asleep (and there didn’t seem to be many of those). It
is also very isolated; as we took a walk around the village, two young women,
separately, came out to accost us and practise their English. That night | felt as
tired as | had ever felt in my life, and more than a little bit lonely, so it was a
struggle to get going next morning. But after a traditional Japanese breakfast,
similar to and as filling as a traditional Japanese dinner | managed it. Suji and his
mother came to wave us goodbye and we faced another day of ascent and
descent. A glorious day, bright and clear with a cold bite to the air. A hard day,
but with the reward of being reunited with the third member of our group, fol-
lowed by a good meal in a comfortable Ryokan.

Hatenashi settlement

The last day was the least strenuous, though that is a relative term for what
would be considered a fairly technical walk if it were up in the Blue Mountains.
Signs of approaching civilisation became more frequent. On a section along the
road, weekend driv-
ers were gunning
sports cars and
alarmingly large mo-
torcycles around the
hairpin  bends. On
the way down to
Koyasan we met
Kazu, a kind and
thoughtful one-time
IT engineer who had
walked up from the
town and was
collecting litter

Temple doors in
Koyasan
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Hatenashi-toge pass

dropped on the trail,

|not that there was

much of it, but it was

~ |a lovely thing to be
| doing.

i/ /| 1t felt strange coming

| off a walk in isolated

o country into a town.

Koyasan is a fairly low

-key place, lots of

local tourists and

pilgrims, shops and

cafes but still centred

around its impressive

monasteries, although many of them double up as guest houses, and one of those

is where we spent our last two nights. The monks serve food and invite you to
morning prayers.

Staying two nights meant we could visit the cemetery, temples and pagodas
and witness a fire ceremony (part of the reason very few historic
Japanese buildings survive). One final onsen, courtesy of the monks and it was
down the cable car to the train for Kyoto.

Overall, it was a strenuous walk, not one for vertigo sufferers, but a memorable
experience and | am glad | did it. It was also my first visit to Japan, but almost

certainly not my last.

Richard Bird (NSW)

Below: Highest point on the Kohechi Trail

Right: Eileen and Dick in Hongu - site of one of
the three great shrines of Kumano Kodo. It is on
both the Kohechi and Nakahechi routes.
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BLUE MOUNTAINS CAMINO 5-DAY VILLAGE-TO-VILLAGE WALK
12-16 SEPTEMBER 2023

The Blue Mountains Camino 5-Day Walk is an opportunity to ex- | -
perience the Camino spirit right here in Australia. If you have tb 'o‘(g‘
walked a Camino and wish to rekindle the pleasures - and pain - Yo gupe0™
of long distance walking with like-minded pilgrims, this walk is T

for you. If you have never walked a Camino, but aspire to one day, this walk is the
perfect opportunity to learn from others and experience a little of the '‘Camino’
spirit right here in Australia.

Over 5 days, pilgrims walk approx 90km up the Blue Mountains from Penrith at the
base, to Blackheath near the top. Each day's route starts and finishes at a train
station along the Blue Mountains line. There are also options each day to exit the
route early at a train station along the way.

Please be aware this is not a guided walk, but rather a training walk with a group
of like-minded Camino pilgrims.

More info about the Blue Mountains 5-Day Walks can be found at 5-DAY WALKS.
Enquiries: info@bluemountainscamino.com

September Spring walk

From Tuesday 12 September to Saturday 16 September 2023

The September Spring 5-Day Walk will be a traditional Camino style village to
village walk with no activities based at Glenella. The walk starts at Emu Plains on
Tuesday morning and finishes in Blackheath on Saturday around midday.

All walkers are invited to a briefing breakfast at Emu Hall on Tuesday 12
September (own expense), and celebratory lunch at the Gardners Inn in
Blackheath on Saturday 16 September (own expense).

Registration fee
The registration fee of $50 includes:

Electronic maps including scenic options
Printed daily map overview

Printed daily walk guide

Credential

Access to the 5-Day Walk Portals (you will be sent username+password
once registered):

Prep Portal with info on accommodation, what to pack,
the week’s planner & more

Info Portal with the downloadable maps
Insurance
Daily pilgrim table
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Route info

On this 90km uphill route you will walk on a variety of terrain - fire roads, bush
tracks, pathways, pavement (including a section along the Great Western Highway)
and suburban roads. There are steps and some steep sections.

There will be options to deviate from the direct route to include scenic tracks or
points of particular interest. Emu Plains, our starting point, is 27m above sea lev-
el, and Blackheath, our end point, is at 1065m. Each day distances walked are
between 14km and 27km. Although the distances don't appear long, each day will
take approx 6-8 hrs, including breaks, due to the elevation gain and variable bush
tracks. Remember: all walkers are responsible for their own personal safety and
well-being.

Accommodation options

A list of the accommodation options in villages along the way will be sent to you
following registration. We do encourage everyone to share the same accommoda-
tion where possible to share the Camino spirit.

WhatsApp group

A Whatsapp Group for all pilgrims walking the Spring 5-Day Walk will be created as
soon as registration opens. This is good forum to share updates on accommodation
and possibly options to share rooms.

Terms & conditions

Participants are expected to be planning to walk a similar style pilgrimage in Eu-
rope or have walked a Camino (anywhere in the world). The organisers have the
right to cancel your registration and will refund your donation if they believe your
participation in the 5-Day Walk is not in the Camino Spirit.

Tickets are refundable up to 14 days prior to the walk. If you cancel within 14
days of the walk commencement date, there is no refund. To cancel your registra-
tion please email: info@bluemountainscamino.com

All our Blue Mountains Camino events are subject to COVID-19 restrictions and
severe weather events. If events are restricted or the organisers determine
conditions are not safe for pilgrims to gather together the 5-Day Walk will be
cancelled. Your registration

fee will be fully refunded in

that case.

Sharise Watson (NSW)

Walkers viewing
Mount Solitary from Leura
in the beautiful Blue
Mountains in §
New South Wales [
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i Virgin Pilgrim, Queen and Our Lady,
protection , shelter and pilgrim’s guide!
Look at us with eyes of mercy

and take into your maternal lap,
instruct us in the precepts

and values of the Gospel,

guide the steps of our way through life,

and grant us the grace to arrive

at the goal or our existence by the hand

of your Son Jesus Christ,
Our Lord. Amen.

(approved and blessed by the Archbishop of Santiago
on July 26, 2007)

OUR LADY OF THE REFUGE
OF THE DIVINE PILGRIM

jBuen Camimo!

[From the Capela da Virxe Peregrina, Pontevedra, on the Camino Portugués]
(see photos above)

The church of the Pilgrim Virgin is a scallop-shaped chapel located in the city
of Pontevedra, in Spain. Construction began in 1778 and it is one of the most symbolic
and important buildings in the city of Pontevedra. It is dedicated to the Virgin who,
according to tradition, guided pilgrims from Bayona, in the SW of the province of
Pontevedra, to Santiago de Compostela.
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