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CHAIRMAN’S CHAT 
 
I have recently returned from walking the 
Camino Portuguese, this time, a journey with 
some challenges and many delights.  Even 
though my journey began in the last week of 
September, I, and all of us on the road, had to 
deal, for days on end, with abnormally high  
temperatures, along with high humidity, well 
into October. Then, as November approached, 
we had to deal with torrential rain.  
 
On the plus side was the amazing scenery, fasci-
nating buildings, and wonderful people. There 
were numerous monasteries and castles to ex-
plore, and far more churches open inviting pass-
ing pilgrims in, than in neighbouring Spain. Not 
only did I meet many wonderful pilgrims on the way, but I renewed my  
acquaintance with Javier from O Porriño (see photos). 
 
Javier lives in O Porriño, spending much of his time greeting pilgrims on the way 
into or out of town, helping them with information, and even assisting with 
transport if they are injured. He helped me last Christmas when I had ligament 
damage to my foot, driving me into town, finding a room for me, not easy to do at 
that time of the year, and generally cheering me up with his stories. I saw him 
again this time too as I approached the town. He was sitting at a bus stop,  
regaling a group of pilgrims with stories, and stamping their credencials, then 
later, as he drove past with an injured pilgrim. The next day Javier was on the 
path again, this time heading out of town, telling his stories, stamping  
credencials, and on this occasion walking with various pilgrims too.  

 
The American poet and anti-slavery advocate, 
John Greenleaf Whittier said; “The joy you 
give to others is the joy that comes back to 
you”. Meeting Javier, and the many people 
like him on the various Caminos, is a joy. He 
has such a love and passion for the Camino, 
helping pilgrims in a very practical way,  
always with a smile. Meeting him is a joy, 
brightening the day of anyone who meets 
him, and his manner shows the joy that he 
gets from meeting us, the pilgrims walking 
through his town.  
 
There are so many people filled with camino 
enthusiasm here at home. They inspire, en-
courage, and support pilgrims in the big cities 
and the small towns throughout Australia. 
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Those with experience use that knowledge to help others who are just beginning 
their journey. We may not be on the road in Europe, but we are still pilgrims  
imbued with the Camino spirit, sharing that joy we felt on the way. Some of us 
spread that joy in a dedicated way like the hospitaleros and volunteers who work 
on, or for, the Camino, others just by sharing experiences over a coffee and a 
chat.  
 
It is often said that Christmas is a time of giving. These days the pennies are 
tight, but there is even more reason to give, as we see those in our community 
who are struggling, struggling to meet the many expenses that they face. Making 
plans for a camino implies that we are one of the fortunate who do have the 
means to spend for, and on, the journey, but we must remember to share that 
fortune too, even just a little will help a lot. Winston Churchill said; We make a 
living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give. Spreading the joy of 
sharing; our “wealth”, our knowledge, our friendship, all contribute to making, 
not only our life, but those we help, more balanced and fulfilling.  
 
As Christmas and the New Year approach may you have a joyful time with family 
and friends and may whatever plans you make come to successful fruition in the 
year (or years) ahead. 
 
¡Buen Camino! 
Janet Leitch OAM (SA) 
 
 ED: The images below are part of Janet’s article, The Nativity,  
 on pages on pages 22-24.  
 

 
 
 

Cover photo: A wintry morning on the Camino de 
Santiago; painting by Gordon Dickson  

(see article on pages 8-15) 

Below: A sculpture of St Francis at 
the entrance to Greccio Monastery. 
Right: Basílica da Estrela 
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CASA SUSI: REFLECTING ON 2023  

Well it has certainly been another surprising and fulfilling year at Casa Susi. 
 
When AFotC asked us to write an article for the end of year edition, as always we 
felt honoured, though the thought crosses our minds - why us? There are so many 
people walking the Camino, more knowledgeable and articulate than us. 
 
This year we have more of a feeling about “why us?” 
 
Over time we have earned quite a following/reputation on the  Camino, which we 
believe comes in response to our genuine passion for the  Camino and its pilgrims. 
We have created a place to call home for pilgrims that cross our door. Our space is 
one of warmth, openness and love. It’s a place to share, to listen and be heard. 
It’s a unique environment that has a heart and soul. It is our home, but in turn we 
welcome pilgrims to a place to call home, even if only for one night. 
 
We have realised since Covid that many more people are walking the  Camino look-
ing for answers, searching for ways to change their lifestyle or work/home life 
situations. It’s more noticeable that people have left their jobs to allow the time 
to walk and ponder their futures, with indefinite schedules to embark and  
embrace the journey. This happens to be something both Fermín  and I did, so for 
people that have heard about us, they often want to stay with us. They want to 
hear our story and know that nothing is impossible if you want it enough, or work 
hard enough to achieve it. We are living the dream of so many pilgrims, so perhaps 
that is why we get asked to write about our continued journey on the  Camino? 
 
Fermín will often say at our dinner gathering with pilgrims that we aren’t like a 
bar where we have regular clients, so when a previous pilgrim returns to Casa Susi 
we feel honoured and are reminded that we're still heading in the right direction. 
This year not only have many previous guests returned, but we have been over-
whelmed with the response from people that witnessed my talk at the Australian 
Friends of the Camino 2nd National Conference in February this year, who have 
wanted to come and stay with us. We have seen the number of Australians increase 

this year on the  Camino, with 
overall a higher female to male 
ratio of pilgrims. 
 
2023 is the year where we have 
received the most reservations 
and it's rare for us to receive a 
pilgrim without a reservation. 
The increased number of pil-
grims along the  Camino, and the 
closure of some accommodations 

When pilgrims become friends and 
friends drop in, the table can expand 
to feed 18! 
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through the Covid years, has 
meant that pilgrims increasingly 
feel pressured to make bookings. 
Unfortunately this can now also 
come with increasing ‘no shows’, 
where pilgrims have reserved 
multiple albergues on a single 
date, only to pick and choose 
where they feel they’d like to 
stop that day. This is not only 
unfair to the albergues, but also 
to other pilgrims that may have 
particularly wanted to stay in a 
certain accommodation. 
 
Peak season once again has been May/June and September/October, and what an 
October we've had weather-wise!  It's the middle of October as I write and only 
two days ago did the Autumn weather appear. While the weather is changing now, 
the pilgrims are still coming through in floods. The long summer season this year 
has been absolutely glorious, and a bonus for the produce we grow in our vegeta-
ble garden, the harvest of which we prepare for pilgrim dinners. We are still pick-
ing most vegetables from the ‘huerta’, so it’s been a wonderful veggie patch sea-
son for Casa Susi! 
 
Along with weather patterns, the  Camino has changed in the last few years. With 
the higher numbers of pilgrims, we notice a much broader range of people on the  
Camino, with different budgets and different levels of commodities required. This 
can prompt suggestions for changes as to what we offer. Though sometimes  
changes can be needed ones, we endeavour to stay true to our original intentions 
for Casa Susi.  
 
We believe everyone has a choice as to how they do their  Camino. Your journey is 
personal to you. Many pilgrims have ideas how their  Camino should be, with plan-
ning down to the final step into the square in Santiago. However, we know that 
plans can change on the  Camino, and many unexpected situations can arise. At 
our pilgrim dinner each evening we all eat together, but before eating we  
introduce ourselves. Fermín and I share our stories, then we allow pilgrims to 
share something about themselves. We only wish our very old chestnut-wood table 
could tell the tales we hear!  The other day one guest asked what was the most 
memorable story we’ve heard. It’s almost like saying how long is a piece of string? 
We honestly couldn’t answer but I would like to share something that happened 
last week to us which I think is very appropriate in closing this article and  
reflection on our year... 
 
The pilgrims who stay with us are people with lives, families and friends waiting 
for them at home, but whilst on the  Camino many people are in a sort of  
‘Camino bubble’, a place apart from home. On Saturday 6 October I went to check 
in two young women pilgrims who had met along the way and were now walking 

This photo is much loved because Fermín’s Mum 
and Susi’s Mum and Dad were staying. 
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together. One was from Switzer-
land and the other from Israel. 
The check-in was lovely and 
warm, with them sharing about 
their  Camino and me  
explaining about Casa Susi. Half 
an hour later our Israeli pilgrim 
reappeared. She had just con-
nected to wifi  and realised her 
country was at war. 
 
It was heartbreaking to watch 

her emotions and distress. We took her into our home area and gave her a private 
space to allow her to contact her family. The afternoon was a blur of emotions  
and phone calls. It became very obvious that she wanted to get to Madrid as quick-
ly as possible in case there was a chance she could get home. As many of you 
know, we are 420km from Madrid and not close to many transport options, but 
through internet searches and phone calls we discovered there was a 1am bus to 
Madrid airport. We booked it. This young woman had no idea if she’d get home but 
we understood she needed to try. We said if she had to stay in Spain indefinitely, 
she’d have a home with us. 
 
We packed her food for her journey and at 12.40am, with final hugs to other  
pilgrims who had stayed up with her, we went out into the cold night air to drive 
to the bus station and await her bus. We exchanged all phone numbers  and de-
tails. At 1.20am the bus arrived, and with tears, hugs, promises and prayers, we 
said goodbye.  
 
What I realised at the time was that in a fleeting moment our lives can change, 
but also it is in moments such as these that we touch each others lives deeply. The 
love I felt for her was like a daughter, and equal to her as if I was her mother. 
 
Not everything we do to help is about the  Camino, but it is, for us, always about 
the people. 
 
I am also very happy to report our 
young pilgrim is now home with her 
family. A little bit of her will always 
be at Casa Susi. 
 
So my conclusion as to ‘why us?’ 
 
Because we  are blessed to live a 
privileged life on the Camino de 
Santiago. 
 
Susi Swain (SPAIN) 
 
 
 

Italian group who came with gifts of T-shirts 
and beanies from their walking group! 

So many smiling faces incl Bruce (86, from Sydney) on 
his first Camino. 
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       ZUCCHINI, BASIL & PAZUCCHINI, BASIL & PAZUCCHINI, BASIL & PAZUCCHINI, BASIL & PARMESAN SOUPRMESAN SOUPRMESAN SOUPRMESAN SOUP 
 

Susi’s notes: I think our most popular 
soup is one of the tastiest & easiest. 
Remember I make big batches of soup 
& guess everything rather than 
weigh. Great skill to have but not 
great for anyone trying to follow my 
recipes! 

 
• 1 large white or brown onion, ‘chunky’ chopped  

• 3/4 large zucchini, ‘chunky’ chopped  

• 2/3 single garlic cloves, chopped 
 
In a large saucepan, add olive oil. Heat & add the above vegetables.  

Sauté until vegetables are softening & slightly brown. 
Add salt, ground black pepper & 1 or 2 vegetable stock cubes.  
Cover with water (or use homemade stock instead of cubes) Bring to the 

boil & cook until soft. 
Remove from heat. Blend until smooth. 
Add chopped basil & grated parmesan stir. Check seasoning & serve. 
Crunchy parmesan croutons are a nice addition too. 
 
 
 
TINTO DE VERANOTINTO DE VERANOTINTO DE VERANOTINTO DE VERANO    ––––    A FESTIVE SUMMER DRINK!A FESTIVE SUMMER DRINK!A FESTIVE SUMMER DRINK!A FESTIVE SUMMER DRINK!    

 
 Susi’s notes: This very popular summer drink is so perfect for the  

festive season in Australia. It is similar to sangria except much  
easier to make. Fermín’s family often use 
fizzy orange with a slice of orange which is 
also delicious. 

 

• 1 part of red wine &  
• 1 part fizzy (eg Solo, Lift or lemonade) 
 
Add ice to a large glasses. 
Pour 1/2 red wine then 1/2  fizzy lemon drink 
& add a slice of lemon. 
 
 
 Photo taken in a typical Spanish tapas 

bar in Ponferrada during the  
Summer. Drinking Tinto de  

Verano with my goddaughter, Liv. 
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THE PAINTER PILGRIM: CAPTURING THE CAMINO IN WATERCOLOUR 
 
Between mid-August and early November 
2022 I walked the  Caminos Francés, Portu-
gués and Inglés consecutively - as well as 
the prolongación to Muxia. I carried my 
easel and watercolour painting materials in 
my pack and painted en plain air (on loca-
tion) along the way. What follows are some 
recollections of my experience of these  
Caminos as a pilgrim artist - an artista  
peregrino - and of how these experiences 
shaped my walk and my paintings.  

I’ve been a full-time professional artist for 
almost 20 years, and particularly enjoy 
painting landscapes en plein air (on location) in watercolour. The Camino has  
fascinated me since I first learned of it as a teenager. I easily imagined myself 
somewhere on the path. However, starting a family young put that idea on hold. 
Fast forward four decades, and the idea of a pilgrimage has resurfaced. The pro-
spect of a happy combination of painting the  Camino whilst walking it came to 
mind almost immediately. That was the clincher... 

The idea excited me. I’ve had other projects combining my painting with personal 
interests - 10 days at sea at the invitation of the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) 
painting life at sea on a warship, and at HMAS Cerberus painting Navy life ashore 
(I served in the RAN and love the sea); painted life in Hong Kong for solo exhibi-
tions there over five consecutive years (I was a Chinese interpreter/translator for 
many years); and have painted extensively on location throughout Europe for  
exhibitions at home.  

I researched the  Camino - so many resources now - and I could see that people 
walked the  Camino for many different reasons and motivations. Now, being  
content with my life so far, I wasn’t in search of answers to imponderable  
questions nor for relief from a heavy burden, nor for absolution or redemption or 
forgiveness or peace. Nor for exercise. Lacking in faith, I doubted I’d have a  

religious experience, but I was very 
much hoping for a spiritual one - one 
that touched my centre. From what 
I’d learned, this was entirely  
possible. I wanted to discover what I 
would feel, what might be lying in 
wait for me, and decided to take a 
fairly ascetic approach - strip back to 
basics as it were.  

I’m aware that this choice only  
represents metaphorical rather than 
literal sacrifice and hardship, but 
nevertheless, I felt this would test 

Entering San Justo de la Vega, Camino Francés 

Beginning the descent, Alto de 
Perdón, Camino Francés 
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me and be in keeping with the spirit of a 
pilgrimage. I would walk alone, carry all 
my gear, and stay in humble communal 
accommodations (donativos, parroqui-
als, municipales, monasterios, seminari-
os), not book nor plan ahead, try to live 
in the moment and go with the flow, 
and refrain from looking for news from 
the world outside. I gave myself three 
months - so, effectively no deadline to 
meet. That was the plan, and whilst 
painting was an integral part of it, it 
would be of secondary importance to 
the pilgrimage itself.  

I anticipated that my  Camino would find its expression in the work I produced. 
This sounds metaphysical, but pilgrims will be aware of what an emotional ride 
the  Camino can be. The journey has the potential to transform, to effect personal 
changes. I could imagine that whatever potential transformative experiences the  
Camino might offer, they would no doubt inform my painting in some way. For 
me, painting is far more about feeling than seeing, more an emotional - even  
poetic - response to the subject than a prosaic or literal one. A painting is simply 
not a photograph. Watercolour lends itself beautifully to an honest, immediate, 
direct translation of perceptions onto paper. When painting on location, and in a 
flow state, the surrounds - light, shade, movement of the air, sounds near and far, 
temperature and smells - all contribute to a subconscious emotional response to 
the landscape - through choices of colour palette, atmosphere, interpretation of 
the literal into something personal. My own  Camino would no doubt inform my 
painting to greater or lesser degrees. I’m wide open for what may come, brushes 
in hand, hopeful and optimistic. 

At first glance the two aims of painting and pilgrimage appear to be comfortable 
companions - simply walk, pause, paint and repeat - and it was surprising and dis-
concerting to discover how they did not sit together so easily at first. I had to 
grapple with both and learn how to manage two competing priorities to become a 
more centred and balanced artista 
peregrino. More on this to come. 

Preparations were made. I cut legs off 
my easel and substituted trekking 
poles and organised paper, paint and 
materials. I’m trying to keep the 
weight down, but even so I’m now 
well over the recommended 10% of 
body weight. I’ve shaved everything 
else to a bare minimum so I guess it is 
what it is. I booked my return flight to 
Paris and train to St Jean-Pied-de-Port 
for mid-March 2020. A week before 
departure the pandemic was  

Gathering storm on the Meseta, C Francés 

Almost in Villarmentero de Campos,  
the Meseta, Camino Francés 
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something later in the day, when the shadows are longer and it’s cooled off a bit. 
Now I felt that I’d found a comfortable groove, and in sync with the pull of the 
Way. I was now making progress, forming connections with fellow pilgrims (for the 
first few days they had all moved beyond me as I’d halt after only a few kms), 
getting some painting done, and feeling much happier with how things were  
working out. 

Even so, maintaining this regime eventually took its toll. One morning approaching 
Astorga I found myself questioning what I was doing. I was feeling very down and 
lethargic, not my usual self. I felt I was simply walking for the sake of walking, 
operating on automatic. I didn’t appreciate how exhausted I was. I’d neglected to 
factor in some significant rest. I clearly had to change something. I’d lost the path 
and my power. I saw I needed a rest day to regroup and reset mentally, and had to 
remind myself it was OK to clock off. It’s a long, tiring, challenging pilgrimage, 
demanding stamina, endurance and mental and physical strength. I found weekly 
rest days essential for keeping to the path. They restore mental strength as much 
as the physical. I had an immediate return to form after a wonderful day of  
nothing but rest (and a painting of Gaudi’s Palacio Episcopal) in Astorga.  

Of course, with the increase in daily distances, I arrived in Santiago and then on to 
my dip in the Atlantic at Muxia with weeks to spare before I had to fly home. I had 
earlier toyed with the idea of going somewhere picturesque to rest and paint. But 
I was feeling strong and fit, had shed a few kilos, and felt that whilst I was here 
and had the time, why not train down to Porto in Portugal and walk back to Santi-
ago on the  Camino Portugués? 

I took a train south and broke the trip for a couple of days in Vigo on the way to 
Porto. I was keen to take the ferry out to Las Islas de Cies (an offshore archipela-
go) for some painting. I rested up (more painting) in Porto for three more days and 
then set off on the Senda Litoral, hugging the Portuguese coast for the next few 
days. Not a traditional Camino route, but a spectacular one - walking amongst 
giant sand dunes at times, with the crashing Atlantic surf just there on the left. 
It’s solitary walking, but beautiful, and a very different experience and landscape 
to those of the Francés. After rejoining the traditional route at Valença I began to 
encounter other pilgrims and made some wonderful connections. On this walk I 
was gifted with yet another problem for outdoor painters - seriously inclement 

Senda Litoral, Camino Portugués  Storm warning Leaving Ferrol, Camino Inglés 
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declared, France and Spain were shut down, and I cancelled the trip.  
Postponed until further notice.  

Putting aside the pack I kept up the Spanish lessons I’d started a few months  
before as we slid into lockdown. Two and a half years later in mid-August 2022 the 
shackles are off and I’m walking through the Spanish gate in St Jean at the start of 
my adventure, and with a lot more Español! (I couldn’t possibly quantify how 
much being able to communicate in Spanish enhanced my experience). It was 
very, very hot. My first day crossing the Pyrenees was 37 degrees in the middle of 
a European heatwave. I had just missed the bushfires in Spain and Portugal - and 
particularly those sections of the  Camino that were closed down - by only a  
couple of weeks.  

My plan was to walk the  Camino Francés and on to the Atlantic at Muxia. I hadn’t 
envisaged walking the Portugués or the Inglés as well. I’d figured 10km per day 
was sufficient, and I’d allowed three months. I wasn’t a walker, and 10 km/day 
was a naive misjudgement. Living in dormitories means an early rise and often a 
departure in the dark. I’d typically find myself a few kms out with the sun rising 
over my shoulder. By the time I’d walked 10kms it’s only 9.30am or so. Even with 
a halt to paint, it’s only going to be 10.30 or 11.00. The municipale or parroquial 
won’t open until 1.00pm or later. So much time left to fill, and the entire time I 
can feel Santiago tugging at me. There’s a powerful pull and I feel that I have to 
keep walking. Everyone is moving on and I’m just not doing enough to find my 
place in the flow, afloat on the pilgrim stream.  

The idea of short stages just wasn’t going to work for an immersion in the  Camino 
experience I was after. To compound matters I soon discovered that there’s not a 
lot of shade on much of the Way, which is a hassle when painting in a heatwave in 
watercolour. I needed to rethink and reset. I’ve got to put the miles under my feel 
and find a balance between living the pilgrimage and painting in the spaces in-
between - wherever they may be found.  

I soon found my sweet spot. It meant walking 20-25 kms each morning. I’d pitch 
up at my overnight stop around midday or a bit later. If I’d stopped to paint, it 
might be early afternoon. I’d organise my bunk and bedding, do the laundry, 
shower, have a nap for an hour or so, and then explore, look for a subject to paint 
and track down a supermarket or store and think about dinner. I might paint 

In the Dunes, Senda Litoral, Camino Portugües                Crossing into Fene, Camino Inglés 
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weather. I managed very little paint-
ing on the Portugués. It rained most 
days over two weeks, and very heavily 
for the last several days.  

Back in Santiago, and still with a  
couple of weeks up my sleeve. I’m 
feeling strong and fitter than ever, 
and thinking I might as well keep  
going. I caught a train up to Ferrol on 
the north coast and started back to 
Santiago on the  Camino Inglés the 
following morning. Hurricane Beatriz 
was more or less stationary in the 
Atlantic just off the west coast, so my 
week on the Inglés was a continuation of poor weather, with horizontal rain and 
powerful wind a real test of fortitude and wet weather gear. Another wet solitary 
walk. Each night, however, I invariably found myself at the same municipale as a 
young German father and his 12-year old son. We became firm friends and our 
times together are precious Camino take-aways. I was limited to just a couple of 
paintings and a few watercolour sketches on this final  Camino, such was the  
ferocity of the weather. 

I was wholly unprepared for much of what I saw and felt along the Way. So many 
special moments too numerous to recount here. Bonds formed with special  
people, and surprising moments of self-discovery. OK, one example - It was the 
morning after a night in a donativo in Viana, where Pierre shared his beautiful, 
sad after-dinner story with the dozen of us staying there. I was walking alone and 
a short way out of town when I suddenly broke down on the path and cried and 
cried and cried. I don’t know why, I wasn’t unhappy or in pain. But the story was 
so sad, and its recollection triggered a flood of tears that must have been locked 
inside for years. It felt like that. Something had opened inside me. The tears came 
unbidden at several other surprising moments along the way, too. I felt like I’d 
had layer upon layer peeled away from me the further I walked, and was somehow 
someone else. I cry easily now. There were times I found strength when I thought I 
had none left, and so many times I saw that people just accepted me for who I 
was without judgement or excuse. I found I’d been stripped back, just as my pack 

contained only the barest necessities, 
and was afloat on a stream of some 
alternate reality. It was marvellous.  
I wondered how I was going to transition 
to life back home away from this.  

Another word on painting. Working at 
the easel in crowded streets and plazas 
is a unique experience, and painting in 
Spain is no exception. I’m accustomed 
to painting and demonstrating in public, 
and when the work is going well am 
largely unaware of the press of people 

The green cathedral, Galicia, Camino Francés 

Arrival at the Atlantic, Muxia 
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around me. Invariably, locals perceive 
an artist painting their corner of the 
world as someone who is honouring it, 
celebrating it. There’s respect for the 
work, which forges a connection be-
tween the participants - the artist and 
the observers. Those shared moments at 
the easel in Pamplona, León, Burgos, 
Astorga, Santiago and so many other 
towns and villages across Spain were 
memorable punctuation marks to the 
journey. 

Santiago de Compostela beckons from 
the first footstep on the path. Every morning as I set out just before dawn I  
imagined it far ahead in the west sitting underneath Venus, clearly visible shining 
brightly high in the pre-dawn sky directly above the westward path ahead. My  
Sunday School teacher might have seen these as a pretty biblical moments.  
Ironically, the closer I approached Santiago the more conflicted I felt about an 
arrival. The excitement of getting closer was offset by a sadness, a sense of  
impending loss. I didn’t want my  Camino to end.  

My first arrival - on completion of the Francés- was somewhat confusing initially. 
Very anti-climactic. However, things soon transformed from a flat, disappointing 
start to a joyous celebration of everything the  Camino represents. The moral of 
the story - don’t arrive too early! Here’s what happened … 

I stayed the night a mere 10kms out of Santiago for an easy walk into town the 
following morning. I arrived in Santiago so early that the cathedral square was 
deserted. This was depressingly anti-climactic. I wondered is this all there is? I felt 
let down somehow, and tried to process this on my way to the Pilgrim Office for a 
Compostela, then to the Seminario Menor to find a bed. I headed back into town 
for breakfast and then back to the cathedral. But hey! Now the square’s filling up 
with pilgrims from all corners, and There! and There! and There! I see people I 
know, had walked and bunked and broken bread with. They’re crying and laughing 
and so joyful. We’ve come so far, and now here we all are! We see each other and 
wave and call out. We embrace and 
kiss and laugh and marvel at our reun-
ion here. I hover nearby all day, and 
I’m continually coming across people 
I’ve walked miles with and am delight-
ed to see again. A day of beautiful  
reunions. I was swept up in a wave of 
sudden realisation and emotion. Our 
destination wasn’t so much this  
physical place, but more an emotional 
and mental awakening which we all 
shared, connected by our common hu-
manity, and full of positive energy and 
love. And then another dawning  

Foggy morning, Lebreiro, Camino Francés 

Entering San Justo de la Vega, C Francés 
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realisation - that this isn’t a destination at all, but rather a beginning. The  
challenge is to take this away and be in this space, in this place, at home, in my 
day to day.  

I’ve been back home for exactly a year now, and I know I fail the challenge daily. 
It’s hard, but I keep trying. I look at my photos and sketches and paintings, read 
my Camino journal, and remember and keep trying. It took a long time to readjust 
to life at home. I’m returning next April/May to walk the Francés again. I so badly 
want to dip myself in that stream once more and hopefully bring a bit more of it 
back with me. I might have done the Via de la Plata or Del Norte, but my daughter 
wants to make the pilgrimage too, so I’ll 
be doing it with her this time - and the 
Francés is a good one to start with. I hope 
it reveals some answers and offers her the 
same beautiful experience it gave me.  
 
I do hope you enjoy the paintings! 60+ 
Camino paintings will be available to see 
in an online exhibition at my web-
site gordondicksonartist.com towards the 
end of 2023. A hard-cover coffee table 
book of all Camino paintings and sketches 
with accompanying text/narrative is 
planned for publication early 2024. 
 
Gordon  
Dickson (VIC) 

 

 

Left: La calle mayor, Puente la Reina  
Right: La cabaña de los pinos,  
both on the Camino Francés 

Gordon painting the bridge at Zubiri, 
Camino Francés 
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Right: Arrival,  
Santiago de Compostela  

The halfway certificate on the 
Camino Francés, Sahagun  

Gordon is a full time professional artist and 
works from his Studio & Gallery located in the 

main street of Yackandandah, NE Victoria.  
He has won many awards for his work, includ-

ing that of Artist of the Year from the  
Watercolour Society of Australia in 2012.  

He has had numerous solo exhibitions over 
many years both overseas and in Australia, 
and has work hanging in private and public 

collections in Australia and abroad.  

 
 

"The Camino as a pilgrimage  
in the traditional sense implies both an inner and outer 

journey to the sacred place. There’s an understanding that it 
entails a step into the unknown, the wilderness of the world 

but most importantly of the wilderness within, the inner 
places we haven’t visited in a long time or may not even know 
are there. A huge part of pilgrimage can be a confrontation 
of the self, a willingness to go down the unexplored, rough 
paths, take risks, overcome fears, experience solitude, loneli-
ness and boredom, and confront discomfort both mental 

and physical, feel discouragement, desperation or intense joy 
and ecstasy."  

 
Nancy L. Frey 

 "Pilgrimage in the Internet Age" #lifeisapilgrimspath 
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BLUE MOUNTAINS CAMINO ‘CELEBRACION’ 
WEEKEND, 24-26 November 2023 
 
We wrapped up what has been a busy year for 
Blue Mountains Camino Supporters with an 
action-packed Camino Celebración weekend 
at Glenella in Blackheath. Dan Mullins opened 
the weekend on Friday night with “Story  
Telling”. We all gathered in Glenella’s front 
lounge to hear from the ultimate Camino  
storyteller, podcaster and singer. Dan shared 
some personal stories with us together with a 
few Camino stories he has collected from the 
many pilgrims he has interviewed on his  
My Camino The Podcast. We were all thrilled 
when he picked up his guitar and proved that 
his singing voice has returned. Dan finished 
his set with his very popular song 
“Somewhere along the way” which really set 
the tone for a fabulous Camino Celebración 
weekend ahead. 
 
First thing Saturday morning it was a damp 
and misty start to the day with some 22 
Camino training walkers heading off to walk 
to Govetts Leap via the Popes Glen creek track. Once the walkers returned it was 
all go back at Glenella, firstly with a delicious morning tea provided by the local 
chapter of the CWA. The first of our workshops got underway where participants 
could choose from Practise your Spanish with Richard and Eileen, Write your 
Camino Story with author Tara Marlow or Make a Camino Journal with Maggie 
Caffyn. While these were underway, we also had a group making their own person-
alised Camino Waymarker in the Glenella garden. 
 
A quick break for lunch and a moment’s reprieve 
from the rain, we held a Feria de Peregrino in the 
rear garden with authors Maggie Caffyn, Tara  
Marlow, Will Boag and Roger Collison selling their 
books. Volunteers hosted information tables on 
various Camino routes sharing their memories with 
photos, maps, compostelas and credencials (pilgrim 
passports). Richard and Eileen hosted an  
Information table for their newly launched  
Hospitalero training which starts in early 2024. 
BMCS hosted a swap table with unwanted gear 
which had been donated finding new homes. Chris-
tine sold her popular buffs and Maggie, along with 
her books, sold delightful 
Camino-inspired wares. 

Above: Welcome board [and] Dan 
Mullins, BMCS Admin & Maggie Caffyn 

The inimitable Dan,  
back with his voice! 
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After the Camino Fair, volunteers could  join in one of three Camino Cooking 
Workshops, Margaret led the Tapas Team, Pam lead the Basque Cheesecake team 
and Sharise hosted the Sangria making workshop. It was great fun and new skills 
were learnt helping to prepare the dinner feast for all 49 guests to enjoy. A local 
catering team provided the main course of Spanish inspired dishes. The evening 
also included a Camino Trivia hosted by Sharise and assisted by Richard. The  
winning team - ‘The Holy Grail’ - took out first prize, each receiving a limited  
edition BMCS Bookmark. It was a fun, albeit competitive event, which became  
rather raucous when challenges were made to the Quiz Mistress and Master! 
 
Sunday morning started with Stretches for the Camino led by Juliet. Then  
participants had the choice of two workshops. Mark hosted Reconnect with your 
Camino workshop for returning pilgrims to reflect on their Camino journey and the 
steps to reconnect with their experience back home. Jacquie and Tessa  
hosted Preparing for your first Camino workshop which included a packing and 
gear game cleverly designed by Jacquie who moonlights as a Cub Leader. A very 
practical workshop with lots of those Camino Questions answered and our ideas on 
what we need to take with us challenged. 
 
A very full program, a very successful weekend, a big thank you to all our wonder-
ful volunteers who made the weekend possible. We certainly celebrated all things 
Camino and ended the year with a great event! 
 
Sharise Watson & Margaret Bouttell (NSW) 

Maggie Caffyn Fair stall                                                          “It’s all about walking” 

Sangria workshop  Tapas cooking class 
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THE BOTAFUMEIRO 

In Catholic liturgy, incense has been used since the 
7C to sanctify and purify. It is featured in funerals 
and during special liturgies on feast days, such as 
Easter and Christmas. It focuses people’s attention on 
the sacredness of particular objects and moments in 
the liturgy and engages the senses of sight and smell. 
It also draws people’s attention beyond the imminent 
to the transcendent. The incense is placed in a  
thurible, or censer, which is used to hold lighted 
coals over which the incense is placed. Thuribles are 
typically hung on chains and are light enough to be 
swung by clerics. 
 
Tradition holds that James, son of Zebedee, accompanied Jesus on at least one 
pilgrimage to the temple in Jerusalem. One can only imagine the awe James 
would have felt as he entered its precincts and ascended onto the elevated plaza 
constructed by Herod the Great before entering the temple and going toward the 
altar. The sights, sounds and smells of the burning of incense and the daily  
sacrifices would surely have made a strong impression on him. 
 
Today, the burning of incense in the world’s largest thurible—the Botafumeiro, or 
Turibulum Magnum as it is referred to in the Codex Calixtinus—makes an equally 
strong impression upon pilgrims who have made the pilgrimage to Santiago de 
Compostela to pay homage to the Apostle’s remains. One does not have to be 
religious to be moved by the sight of the 53kg thurible as it swings high above the 
congregation, propelled by the effort of eight tiraboleiros in red robes pulling on 
20 metres of synthetic rope attached to a pulley system high above the congrega-
tion. The current 1.5-metre-high brass Botafumeiro was installed in 1851. The 
Botafumeiro is usually swung after communion, except on Catholic feast days, 
where it is used as part of the entrance procession.  
 
The feast days where the Botafumeiro is guaranteed to be used are The Epiphany 
(6 Jan); Easter Sunday (date varies); the Apparition of the Apostle ay Clavijo (23 

May); Pentecost (date varies); The Feast of St James 
(25 July); The Assumption (15 Aug); All Saints Day (1 
Nov): Christ the King (last Sunday before Advent); 
The Immaculate Conception (8 Dec); Christmas (25 
Dec); and the Transfer of the Remains of the Apostle 
(30 Dec). Pilgrims may also pay to reserve the Bota-
fumeiro to mark their own pilgrimage during any of 
the four pilgrim masses held in the Cathedral daily 
(7:30 am, 9:30 am, 12:00 noon and 7:30 pm). This 
costs about €450-500 and can be booked via email 
(botafumeiro@catedraldesantiago.es).  
 
Mark David Walsh (VIC) 
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WHAT IS WALKING AND WHAT IS WALKING WELL? 
 
Article based on a presentation  
at the Second Conference of the 
Australian Friends of the  Camino 
held in February 2023 at Amberley, 
Victoria.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As with all movement forms, we have individually and within groups, attempted to 
master how best to start, perform and complete a particular movement. 
 
Our walking prowess of course initially started at a very early age in our psycho 
physical development. 
 
As a toddler we mastered this extraordinary skill of balancing on two feet with a 
large heavy head in relation to our small child’s body. It was a scary experience, 
and we had many falls before we mastered the ability to walk well and delight in 
moving on two feet. The key was to delicately balance our head on top of our 
torso. While looking ahead to where we wanted to go our legs were loose and free 
to follow. 
 
The Alexander technique carefully considers how we walked as toddlers. At an 
early age we could show an intuitive direction of falling upwards. If you take the 
time to watch a toddler walking, you may notice how loose the limbs are and how 
effortless the movement seems to be. It is like the children are exploring and 
playing with gravity and its relationship with their body. 
 
Before we even go to school, we have already started to imitate adults in so many 
ways. A child can easily copy how someone appears to move and talk. Young girls 
for example, can be progressively conditioned to walk like a famous female model 
or dancer. How we walk as children can also be affected by many influences. 
What we wear, how much time we spend without wearing shoes, our footwear, 
and the surfaces we mostly walk on. 
 
Children’s popular footwear includes the sports trainer which is made of the same 
material that adults wear. This can have the effect of putting the child’s foot into 
a rigid type of hoof which can interfere with normal foot function. Adult’s popular 
footwear can also do the same. (While further discussion of footwear is very  
relevant for the walker, I am focusing on the history and our  
concepts about the act of walking in this article.) 
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How we feel about ourselves or whether we are having a good or not so good day 
can also affect the way we walk.  
 
As mentioned in the workshop, it is interesting to consider the mediaeval walk. 
This was different to how most of us walk today. There was no hard sole. It was 
simply a piece of leather wrapped around the foot. The method consisted of  
arriving on the ball of the foot first. This was more sensitive to touch than the 
heel. To sense the connection with the feet and the ground was important for 
safely traversing uneven and rocky ground. The multi directional small joints in 
the forefoot and toes allowed an intricate play for balance on pathways which 
were made of stones, rocks, sand, and dense forest carpets etc. Our First Nations 
communities managed traversing long distances with toughened skin on the soles 
of their bare feet. This sensory input would message the brain to make subtle  
adjustments for the walker to stay upright yet fluid and responsive to what was 
under their feet. 
 
Concepts of walking well 
This method is commonly known as a ‘toe-heel gait pattern’. There are children 
and adults today, who do naturally walk with this gait pattern. However, the most 
common pattern of walking in adults is heel-toe. This is known by the scientists 
and movement professionals who analyse gait as ‘heel strike’.  
 
As society was affected by militarisation, heel strike was accentuated with  
marching to war. This was adapted in the school yard for children to march to as-
sembly and to their classrooms. Although this form of marching continues in mili-
tary training, fortunately it seems to be less popular in modern schools of  
today. 

 
When any movement is accentuated, it requires us to try mentally and physically 
to DO it. Instead, allowing momentum of the whole of our body can show us how 
we can walk with ease. 
 
Our walking style is unique to our body type, personality, and intention for  
walking. For every thought there is a more efficient and beneficial way of walking 
involving how we can walk with lightness and ease. 
 
As we start to notice our walking pattern, we may find that the heel will still 
touch the ground first but easily rolls forwards onto the ankle then the forefoot 
with a smooth succession. 
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To stop the habit of emphasising heel strike I have found that being free in my 
hips and knees allows my foot to arrive on the ground less forcefully. This feels 
lighter and more sustainable for me when walking long distances as with the  
Camino. I sense when I think about simply allowing my foot to find its way with 
connecting with the ground, I can stay tall throughout my body. Momentum then 
takes me for a walk. “I allow myself to be walked”. 
 
In the Alexander technique this process is known as inhibition. By thinking differ-
ently about our walking, we can override the habit of being forceful or bringing 
unnecessary effort and tension to our movement. With his own self inquiry,  
Alexander observed that trying harder to do something else just didn’t work.  
In fact, trying harder tends to emphasize our habitual habits of tension and  
overdoing.  
 
STOP, HABIT, CHOICE are 3 words that I find helpful for approaching the need for 
change to occur.  
 
When we stop, we can observe or sense what our habit is. Once we learn that this 
is what we are unconsciously doing, we then have a choice to give ourselves a new 
direction. With walking that can be, “allow my foot to arrive on the ground softly 
so as my whole body, (head torso, legs and arms in that order and all together) 
can move forwards and over my foot with ease”. 
 
Exploring tension habits can be fun 
Take a moment to notice what tenses up in your body or moves with great effort 
when you are cleaning your teeth in the morning. 
 
Ask your self is this level of effort necessary? While standing there stop and focus 
your attention on your breathing, or the holding in your legs and arms. What hap-
pens when you let go the tension? Can you sense using yourself with more ease? 
 
What happens when you soften your knees? It is a common habit to hold our knees 
when we are standing. As if we will fall if we let them go. What happens when you 
stop holding your breath? Is this not a better way to start your day? Be free and at 
ease so you can consciously select when more effort is required. (Conscious con-
trol).  
 
“But the beauty is in the  
walking—we are betrayed by  
destinations” (Gwyn Thomas) 
 
Maddy Lock (VIC) 
Maddy is an Alexander technique 
teacher and Sports  
physiotherapist based in  
Melbourne, Victoria. 
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THE NATIVITY SCENE 
 
For those who have walked the Cammino di 
Assisi/Cammino di Francesco in Italy you will 
no doubt remember passing through the 
small village of Greccio, and visiting the 
monastery in the hills on the outskirts of the 
village. This monastery backs into the 
hillside making use, in part, of the solid rock 
which forms the rear wall of the Chapel of 
the Nativity. This chapel is built on the site 
of what is regarded as the very first Nativity 
Scene which was held in a cave there in 
1223. Today it holds small Nativity scenes 
from around the world. 
 
Saint Francis visited this site in 1209, and in 1223, he sought, and gained,  
permission from Pope Onorio lll to have a Nativity Scene there. This was a living 
scene, with a live ox, and an ass, wooden figures, and a doll in a manger. Though 
earlier scenes have been found, one dating from 380 AD in an early Christian  
catacomb, it is generally recognised that it was from that scene held in Greccio, 
800 years ago, that the custom of displaying Nativity Scenes in Churches, public 
spaces and in our homes became established.  
 
Those fortunate enough to have walked the Spanish Caminos in the weeks leading 
up to Christmas will have seen many displays of Nativity Scenes. They are  
displayed in almost every bar, in the albergues and hotels, inside the churches, 
and in parks and plazas along the way. There are also some on permanent display 
throughout the year, two of which can be found in Lisbon, on the Camino Portu-
guese – in the Cathedral, and another in the Basílica da Estrela. The scene in the 
Basilica, executed between 1781-1785, the 
largest in Portugal and now in a glass case for 

Below: Belén at Ferrol ; Right: A small presépio 
at the foot of St Francis in Church San Antonio,  
Barcelos 

O Porriño 
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protection, has more than 400 
figures, and stands 4 metres tall, 5 metres wide and has a depth of 3 metres. 
 
In Spain the Nativity scenes are known as Belén, or in English – Bethlehem. Unlike 
many of the scenes displayed here at home, which generally only depict the  
manger scene, these scenes can depict the whole of the Christmas story,  
including; the Annunciation of Gabriel, Mary visiting her cousin Elizabeth (St Isabel 
in Spanish), the census, the birth of Christ, the shepherds – in the fields, the Magi, 
and even the slaughter of the innocents (the killing of all male children under 
two), the flight into Egypt, and more.  
 
There are many famous Belén throughout Spain. If you are in need of a potentially 
drier Christmas Camino you can find Belén in Seville, Madrid, and many other  
cities but for those wanting to walk nearer Santiago there are numerous Belén 

along various Caminos heading to the city, includ-
ing in Ferrol and A Coruña on the Camino Inglés, 
and in Tui, Mos and Vigo on the Camino Portu-
guese. Further out, on the Camino Francés, you 

Two Nativity scenes at Valença 

Above: A small nativity scene in O Porriño.  
Right: Cherubs in the presépio in Basílica da  
Estrela, Lisbon.  
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reading a newspaper – very  
contemporary things! Someone 
has a sense of humour!  
 
There are two wonderful scenes 
in Santiago itself. One is in an 
old church only open for the 
display of the Belén - San Fiz de 
Solovio. It is displayed from 
early December till the Three 
Kings Eve (5 January). It is very 
large and has around five  
hundred pieces made by hand, 
of clay and painted canvas. It is 
transferred and mounted year 
after year by José Uzal and 
includes lighting, sound, and 
special effects (fog, thunder…).  

 
Just up the road from San Fiz, in the Church of San Augustino is another very 
beautiful Belén. This one used to be housed in the Cathedral each Christmas but 
was displayed in the new venue in 2022/23. This too is a grand Belén,  
complete with camels that move their heads, along with the kings atop them. 
There are villagers stirring pots, turning the pig on the spit, and doing such  
ordinary tasks as baking and so on.  
 
When St Francis displayed that Nativity Scene 800 years ago, he began a custom 
that has spread throughout the world. It has changed, becoming grander in some 
cases, than his simple display, but nonetheless, a custom that so many of us  
delight in each Christmas.  
 
It is a wonderful experience walking the Camino at Christmas time. It feels like 
there are Nativity scenes at every turn, inside and out, and of course the Belén 
are not to be missed. Yes, it is 
cold and possibly wet, but the 
Christmas festivities, the colour 
from the decorations, and the 
delightful Belén make it a very 
special walk.  
 
Janet Leitch OAM (SA) 

A small portion of the 
San Fiz Belén,  

Santiago de Compostela 

Presépio in Basílica da Estela, Lisbon  
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can find Belén in places like Estella and O Cebreiro as well as in the bigger cities.  
 
Not only do the Belén tell the Christmas story, but they also depict village life of 
the time. There are fisherman mending nets, pigs on a spit, men playing cards or 
similar, women shaking mats and so on. Interestingly, it does depend when the 
scenes were executed as to the dress of the villagers and the things they are  
doing. For example, the two previously mentioned permanent scenes in Lisbon, 
which were executed in the mid to late 1700s by the workshop of the sculptor 
Machado de Castro, the villages are dressed in clothes of the 18th century. The 
villages in some Belén are even doing things like playing an electric guitar, or  

Left: The three kings in the Belén in Church of San 
Agostino. Above: A simple nativity scene in the 
passage way in Hospiderio San Martin Pinario. 

A ceramic relief in Sanctuario la Verna  Blind musician in presépio (Basílica da Estrela) 
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9. What is the name of the oldest Camino de Santiago guide book? 

10. What are the 4 Caminos which actually finish in Santiago? 

11. On which  Camino would you see 

this? (pic right) 

 

 

 

12. Which Hollywood movie star wrote the book ‘The  Camino, a pilgrimage of 

courage: A journey of the Spirit’ ? 

13. What vegetable is famously grown in Padrón and why should you be careful 

when eating it? 

14. What is the highest point on the  Camino Francés between St Jean-Pied-de-

Port and Santiago and what do pilgrims  

traditionally leave there? 

15. What is the Spanish name for the  

bagpipes you commonly hear played in  

Santiago? 

16. Where is the famous ‘wine fountain’? 

17. On which  Camino would you see this? 

(pic right) 
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1. What delicacy is the town of Melide famous for? 

2. Within 25kilometres, how long is the Camino Francés from  

St Jean-Pied-de-Port to Santiago? 

3. What makes a year a ‘Holy Year’ and when is the next one? 

4. Apart from foot or bicycle what other means of transport entitles  

you to a Compostela? 

5. Which pilgrimage route to Santiago is officially recognised as the first  

or oldest route? Bonus point for where it starts! 

6. What are the 3 certificates you can receive at the end of your   

Camino in Santiago? 

7. What are two common greetings when you are on a  Camino? 

8. In the extremely popular and well-known song 

by Dan Mullins (right), what is the next line 

after Somewhere along the way, somewhere 

along the way… 
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1. Octopus (bonus point for the Spanish word, pulpo) 
2. 780km or 484 miles 
3. A Holy Year occurs when St James Day falls on a Sunday 25 July. The next is 

in 2027. 
4. Horse or donkey and possibly camel - but there is no record of anyone trying 

it and by boat! 
5. The  Camino Primitivo - starts in Oviedo 
6. Compostela, Certificate of Welcome, Distance Certificate 
7. Buen  Camino (Good Journey) and Ultreia (Go far beyond!) 
8. “I hope you find what you’re looking for, somewhere along the way.” 
9. Codex Calixtinus. 
10. Francés, Ingles, Portugués, Via de la Plata 
11.  Camino Invierno 
12. Shirley MacLaine 
13. Green capsicum/peppers because 1 in 20 are very spicy. 
14. Cruz de Ferro, 1490mts. A Stone 
15. Gaita 
16. Irache, near Estella in Navarre 
17.  Camino del Norte 
18. Napoleon route in good weather; Valcarlos in poor weather 
19. Trabadelo 
20. The pilgrim passport: which is stamped at designated locations along the 

way to confirm a pilgrim’s progress. 
21. Fr Elias Valina Sampedro initiated the yellow arrow waymarkers 
22. A very large censer / incense holder often swung during Mass in the Santia-

go Cathedral (fume-thrower) 
23. A pilgrim who rides a bike. 
24. Martin Sheen and Emilio Estevez. 

 Camino Trivia  

A n s w e r s 
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18. Name the two ways / routes to cross the Pyrenees between  

St Jean-Pied-de-Port and Roncesvalles? 

19. In which town would you stay at Casa Susi albergue (photo below)? 

 

 

 

20. What is a credencial? 

21. Why should pilgrims be thankful for 

the efforts of Fr Elias Valina Sampedro? 

22. What is the botafumeiro? 

23. What is a bicigrino? 

24. Which father and son team wrote, produced, directed and starred in and  

directed The Way? 

Sharise Watson  and  
Margaret Bouttell (NSW) 

 

 

 

Trivia queens, Sharise (left) and  
Margaret (right), presenting the 

Camino Trivia, a popular and  
entertaining item on the  

program of the Australian Friends of 
the Camino Second National  
Conference held in February  

this year in Amberley, Victoria.  
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read) about her 4 pilgrimages, approxi-
mate dates, which route, start and finish 
towns, weeks on the trail, her age...  and 
then realised that none of this really  
mattered and there was a reason she 
didn’t elaborate on them. 
 
Beebe’s intention in this book is to share 
her deeper experience with the Camino.  
Not just her walking experience along the 
way, but the history of the route and the 
many layers of early faiths that are pre-

sent in the church etchings and sculptures she finds.  The masons themselves who built 
the churches came from diverse backgrounds – Christian, Jewish, Muslim and pagan – 
and they imbued the stones with stories from their religions and folk traditions.  
 
She explores almost every church and cathedral along her journey giving in-depth de-
scriptions of some of them with such clarity that you could be standing next to her seeing 
what she is seeing.   One area Beebe is particularly interested in is female divinity and the  
various interpretations of Mary over the ages.   
 
She discovers many stories along the Camino (and throughout Spain) of miraculous 
images of Mary that have been unearthed from a cave or river.  Churches are then built  
in Mary’s honour, some continue with annual celebrations as a tribute to her.  She  
contemplates this centuries-old devotion to Mary along the lands of the Camino. She finds 
Mary is the most common divine figure, with every settlement having a chapel or church 
devoted to her more often than to anyone else, even more so than Jesus and the Camino’s 
namesake, Santiago.   
 
She uses folklore, ancient history and local knowledge to link the Mother Earth Goddess 
or Mistress of Animals to the more modern day Mary.  Of-
ten churches devoted to Mary were built on earlier sacred 
sites, where recognition of feminine nature spirits took 
place.   Examples abound of churches and cathedrals named 
after Mary along the Camino Francés, eg Nuestra Señora del 
Manzana (Our Lady of the Apple Tree, Castrojeriz), Nuestra 
Señora de la Encina (Our Lady of the Oak, Ponferrada), 
Nuestra Señora del Rio (Our Lady of the River, Martin del 
Rio), Nuestra Señora del Barco (Our lady of the Boat, 
Muxia), Sante Marie du Bout du Pont (St Mary of the end of 
the Bridge, St Jean Pied-de-Port).  
 
Beebe feels deeply that humanity should be living authenti-
cally by taking care of the earth and everyone.  Her writing 
highlights the joy of sourcing local food from markets,  

 

AFotC Newsletter #47 December 2023   Page 30 

BOOK REVIEW 
THE WAY OF THE WILD GOOSE: Three pilgrimages  
following geese, stars, and hunches on the  Camino de 
Santiago Author: Beebe Bahrami 
Rhinebeck, NY; Monkfish; 2022 
 
I must confess that this is not a Camino book that I would  
usually pick up to read… geese, stars, web-footed mother  
goddesses… were all a little too esoteric for me.  However, I 
agreed to have a go. 
 
It was not an easy read for me and my interest waned.  Then, 
having listened to Dan Mullins’ interview with Beebe 
(podcast April 2022) I had a more focused attention and understanding of Beebe’s 
wild goose quest.  
 
Underpinning her pilgrimage story is the board game, ‘The Game of the Goose’.  This is 
similar to Snakes and Ladders but with the goose as a lucky figure and the winning square 
being Santiago de Compostela.    
 
Some of you may have seen the game inlaid in Logroño’s Santiago Plaza with its 63  
massive gray- and cream-colored granite and marble squares. The squares include images 
of some of the Camino’s most famous or enigmatic churches, castles, bridges, and  
monasteries, along with 13 white geese squares (see photos) . Here you can clearly see 
the connection between the game, the goose and the Camino.   
 
Beebe studied anthropology and has a particular interest in the Iberian peninsula’s early 
cultural history and multiple- faiths (Jewish, Muslim and Christian) that defined the  
middle ages.  She doesn’t just write about the Game of the Goose and how it is a metaphor 
for a pilgrim’s spiritual journey with its gifts, ordeals and backward steps. She researches 
the history of the game and delves deeply into its possible meanings.    
 
Beebe is a talented freelance writer, gifted at weaving history and folklore into her 
Camino journeys. This gives the book a richness and depth but also means you can’t 
simply slide your eyes over the pages. 
 
Most Camino books I have read describe a 
journey with start point, distance covered, 
days on the trail, dates and other facts that 
define the trip.  Beebe rarely mentions dis-
tance or dates and I found this challenged 
my ordered mind that was looking for 
something tangible with which to measure 
her journey.  By the end of the book I had 
pieced the facts together (I kept notes as I 
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At a recent meet-up of Victorian 
pilgrims, a rowdy session of the 
Game of the Goose was played.  

This modernised version includes a 
Korean pilgrim, pilgrims taking 

selfies and a Munchian illustration of 
a snoring pilgrim in bunk beds.  

Essentially Snakes  and Ladders with 
a sprinkling of the Resurrection! 

sharing in the harvest from farm to albergue 
table, speaking to locals tending their vegetable 
patches.  As she says:  “If only we could all but 
live like these people I’d met on the Camino – 
growing and harvesting, preparing and storing, 
keeping it simple and small scale, gathering 
around a fire with each other, telling stories. The 
earth is telling us in no uncertain terms to awak-
en from our illusions and live more simply and 
gracefully on her body.” 
 
In exploring the background to the Game of the 
Goose she unveils the metaphor for the develop-
ment of our human souls. Awakening occurs 
through playing the game, through setting out on 
the road through life that it lays out. There are 
seven levels in the game and one must pass 
through and ascend all seven levels before reach-
ing the square of transformation, from pilgrim to 
Saint James. The Mother Goose goddess-
guardian is present to guide us in fulfilling our 
growth and completing our passage.   By walking 
a sacred path with intention, our spirit awakens 
one layer at a time, adding more enlightenment 
and wisdom as we proceed.   The Camino is one 
such sacred path, and that is why it and game are 
closely connected.  
 
Just as the Camino is profound and consists of 
many layers, The Way of the Wild Goose is deep 
and made up of many books in one.  A personal 
pilgrimage, a history of the origins of the 
Camino, an interpretation of feminine divinity, 
an insight into the Catholic faith,  
reflections of our Mother Earth – all  
interspersed with Camino trail magic!    
 
It leaves you encouraged to step onto 
the first square of the board, roll the dice and 
follow your path to find your  
pockets of joy. 
 
Margaret Bouttell (NSW) 
 

Game of the Goose (board game)   


