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GUEST EDITOR

In my film, The Way, My Way, the character of Bill (that’s me!) describes the
Camino Francés as an 800km cathedral. He describes it as such to a distressed pil-
grim who is walking the Camino riddled with guilt - seeking forgiveness from God
for her sins.

Here’s what Bill says in the movie:

I’ve come to believe the Camino is like an eight hundred kilometre long
cathedral. And in any cathedral there’s confessional booths. On the Camino these
booths are the trails we walk, and the conversations we have with strangers. We
unburden on them, we tell them sometimes our deepest fears, or things we’re
most ashamed of, things we’d normally never tell anyone else. But here we feel
safe to do that. And then we walk away and we feel lighter, we feel healed in
some way, simply by releasing something we’ve kept bottled up.

| wrote this section of the scene in the screenplay, but in fact | first made this
reference in the book that | wrote in 2013, shortly after completing my first
Camino. What had prompted me to come up with this concept - that the Camino
was like a cathedral? It came while | was walking out of Astorga early one crisp
late April morning.

A large group of boisterous youngsters were coming up fast behind me. They’d
started their Camino just that morning, and they were laughing and joking and
fooling around and yelling - it was the yelling that really got to me. And it
occurred to me that if they were in a church, they wouldn’t be making such a
racket. They’d be a little bit more subdued, | would hope.

At the time, | was irritable and, dare | say it, uncharacteristically churlish - and
yes, judgemental. But | thought | had good reason to be because I’d been walking
for more than three weeks at that stage, and whilst not being religious nor a Cath-
olic, nonetheless | was deeply respectful of the sacred nature of my journey.

The shouting, jostling, exuberantly irreverent mob of Spanish high school kids
quickly overtook me, rushing past like an invading army, and | started to think
more deeply about this metaphor of the Camino being like an 800km cathedral.

In a cathedral you wouldn’t shout and laugh and goof off. You wouldn’t throw your
rubbish on the floor of a cathedral, and you certainly wouldn’t make a
racket. In a cathedral you wouldn’t go to the toilet behind a pew, or leave tissues
in the aisles.

In a cathedral you’d be quiet and contemplative. You’d be solemn and

thoughtful. In a cathedral you’d be respectful of the religiosity of the space, even
if perhaps you didn’t share all the beliefs of that religion.
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Some say that the Camino Francés is an 800km walk.

No it’s not sir, or madam.

It’s a pilgrimage. And the nature of a pilgrimage is that it leads you to a sacred
place. And | believe that requires adherence to a certain level of behaviour.

Now, getting back to the invading army. | was churlish and judgemental that early
crisp April morning somewhere outside of Astorga. For goodness sakes, they were
young kids out on an adventure, first day. Give them a break, Bill.

Of course they were going to be excited. Of course they were going to goof off
and yell and laugh out loud, or LOL as they say in the new language. Not everyone
has to take the pilgrimage so damn seriously.

But for me, the Camino is something that should be taken seriously, just as
walking into a cathedral is an occasion that requires respect and reverence.
Coming back to the film—I've found, after doing five Caminos now, that one of the
great benefits of walking these pilgrimage trails is the ‘confessional booth’
aspect of the walks. People you’ve never met before do feel safe unburdening
themselves on you. They are a stranger to you and you are a stranger to them and
there’s something deeply comforting in that. In the anonymity there’s no
judgement. And after having talked through their greatest fears, their most
shameful episodes, their confusions or regrets, they walk off feeling lighter for
having let go their burdens. This, to my mind, is the greatest benefit the Camino
offers - the means to let go the past.

iBuen Camino!

Bill Bennett (NSW)

Cover photo: Detail of one of the carved panels in the cloister of Santo Domingo de Silos
monastery, Camino de Lana (see article pp16-19).
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WHAT DID YOU DO
ON THE FEAST OF

How would you
describe your
Camino? We
asked diners at
the Nunyara

St James
evening (below)
to write one
word that
described their
Camino.

South Aussies celebrated St James’ Day with
a dinner at Nunyara, Adelaide

The VCCC (the committee who organised the last AFotC
conference in Victoria in 2023) celebrating St James’ Day

I“...‘r'
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Liberating
illuminating
empowered
relaxing
different
stimulating,
wet

joyful
third-person

adventurous
energising
inspiring
unbelievable

immaculate
wishing
imagining
surprising
companiable
challenging
addictive

friendly
enlig/»tem’ng
aspirational
spiritual
transformative
simplifying
beautiful fun
life-changing
inspirational
unknown
lockiing-fouvard
tranquillity
LOVE
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WHO IS SAINT JAMES / SANT IAGO?

[Excerpt from an article in Camino Chronicle #2]

James and his brother, John, sons of Zebedee and Salome, were called by Jesus to
follow him while they were mending nets in their boat on the shores of the Sea of
Galilee. It is suggested that Salome, the mother of James and John, was the sister
of Mary the mother of Jesus, making them the cousins of Jesus. James is styled
‘The Greater’ to distinguish him from other men of the early church who were
also named James. The term probably refers to his stature. James and John,
together with Peter were close companions of Jesus and were present at signifi-
cant occasions of his earthly ministry, including the healing of Peter's mother-in-
law, the raising of Jairus's daughter and the transfiguration of Jesus. These three
were also taken apart from the other disciples by Jesus in the Garden of
Gethsemane to be with him as he prayed.

James was the only apostle whose martyrdom is recorded in the New Testament.
The Acts of the Apostles 12:1-2 record that just before the Feast of the Passover,
Herod Agrippa 1, who reigned from 41-44 AD, ‘laid violent hands on some who
belonged to the church’ and killed James, the brother of John, with the sword.
After this, Herod also had Peter arrested but Peter was miraculously released from
prison by an angel. Tradition says that at Pentecost, when each apostle received
the language corresponding to the land which he was destined to evangelise,
James was given Latin indicating that he would evangelise in the western part of
the Mediterranean Sea. During the 7th and 8th centuries (before the discovery of
the tomb of St James) the idea that James had preached and was buried in
Hispania was disseminated throughout Europe.

Early in the 9th century a marble sarcophagus, containing human remains, was
found in the diocese of Iria Flavia (the present Padrdn) and acclaimed by the
bishop as those of St James (actually three skeletons were found and were
presumed to be James and two of his disciples). Informed of the discovery, King
Alfonso Il of Asturias and his court came from Oviedo. The king had a church built
at the site. He also endowed the little church with all the land within a 3 mile
radius and on his death left 500 gold coins to the shrine.

There are a number of men named 'James mentioned in the New Testament:
James, known as 'the Great', the brother of John and son of Zebedee and Salome
and disciple of Jesus; James, son of Alpheus also a disciple of Jesus and known as
‘the Lesser' or perhaps more correctly as ‘the Little’; and James the brother of
Jesus; James the author of the Epistle of James in the NT and James the brother
of Jude, the author of the epistle of Jude in the New Testament.

It is possible the latter three references refer to the same person, James, the
brother of Jesus and bishop of the early Christian church in Jerusalem. Some
authors also consider that James, son of Alpheus, can be linked with this James.

Kevin Burrows (SA)
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The Via Podiensis from Le Puy-en-Velay to St Jean-Pied-de- |

Port is arguably the most popular pilgrim route in France and

for good reason. Not only are pilgrims well-supported with ¢

ample accommodation, food and water supplies, the route is §

(in my opinion) stunningly beautiful. | walked the entire route &

many years ago and, in more recent years, have taken the (&%
opportunity to walk a section whenever | found myself in

France with time to spare. This year, | wanted to revisit once 8 . 0. ¢
more but was also seeking something new, so the idea of com- @ sainT-1acaues
mencing in Geneva was born. RIEcObH.ch

The Via Gebennensis (Geneva to Le Puy-en-Velay) is approximately 350km long and
generally takes 15-17 days. | opted to spread it over 17 days with a very short first
day so | could do some sightseeing in Geneva before walking the 8km which would
take me into France. Like the Podiensis, the Gebennensis is stunningly beautiful.
Though it is not a difficult route, it is definitely strenuous which makes it perfect
for those of us who like routes with lots of hills.

There is a great variety of accommodation on this route. Several towns have
camping areas with cabins or caravans, others have communal gites (similar to an
albergue) and there are hotels and bnbs. Many of these are quite expensive though
and, at first glance, there does not appear to be a great deal of reasonably-priced
accommodation. However, the Association Rhone-Alpes des Amis de Saint-Jacques
has been very active in addressing this situation and there is a vast network of
Accueils Jacquaires (members of the Association who provide accommodation for
pilgrims with a credential). These are listed in the Association’s ‘Guide
Jaune’ (‘Yellow Guide’) which can be ordered online from their website
https://boutique.amis-st-jacques-ara.com/guides/

The Accueil Jacquaire accommodation is provided on a donation basis and usually
also includes dinner and breakfast. The only time that | was not provided with an
evening meal was in a town with a choice of restaurants. Staying with strangers in
their home is an interesting experience as it gives you an immediate insight into
the things your host values. Though the type of accommodation varied greatly, it
was always accompanied by a very warm welcome and a generosity of spirit - a
keen gardener invit-
ed me to help my-
self to beautifully
ripe  strawberries,
an artist gave me
.| free rein to poke
| around her studio

and a keen cook

delighted in offering

freshly-baked cakes

and biscuits with a
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=g “welcome to my home”
# pot of tea (with real tea
1 leaves!).

En route to St-Julien-Chapteuil

That warmth and generos-
i ity makes it difficult to
put a price on how much
to leave. In the end, |

others offering a demi-
pension.

You need to telephone at least one day in advance to stay with an Accueil
Jacquaire. This ensures that your host will be available when you arrive and that
they have time to prepare for the evening meal. The Yellow Guide listing includes
the languages spoken by each of the Association’s hosts so it is possible to choose
only those who speak English.

Though not fluent, | can maintain a basic conversation in French and chose to do
so in order to improve my skills in the language. French is definitely an advantage
in communicating with the inhabitants in the villages through which you walk
however it is not a necessity and | would still walk the Gebennensis without a
working knowledge of the language. The Gebennensis is not a well-known route
and the few pilgrims | met were from northern Europe. Communicating with them
was not a problem as most had some knowledge of English.

We all know that the life of a pilgrim is not always easy and we are often con-
fronted with unfamiliar situations. | usually welcome these as they remind me
that | am stronger and more capable than | sometimes give myself credit. One of
the issues | face is that | am not enamoured of large animals and it is with a deep
breath that | maintain calm while walking near cows and horses. On a number of
occasions this year, | found myself on the road facing a herd of cows. To my
surprise, they very docilely moved aside to let me pass.

Dogs were not an issue on the Via Gebennensis. However, this is the first time
that | have been chased by honking geese! Mercifully, the geese were not the
persistent variety and soon gave up the chase.

As is my practice, | had
downloaded the route onto
my Organic Maps app. How- !
ever, that really wasn’t |
necessary. The Via Geben-
nensis is very well-signed.
Along with the Podiensis, it
is the GR65 so is marked
with the red and white GR
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Far left: Day 8 -
Trompe-loeil in
Le Grand-Lemps
Left: Day 12 -
Chapelle du
Calvaire

signage as well as the blue and yellow Camino symbol
and, at intersections with other routes, there are
: | walk reasonably long stages but | decided to limit the

.‘E| distance for this route and, for the first time, chose
| several stages of less than 20km. This enabled me to

The following are my stages along with the approximate ascents/descents:
Geneva - Archamps (8km - ascent 178m/descent 84m)

Archamps - Charly (18km - ascent 368m/descent 75m)

Charly - Frangy (18.5km - ascent 305m/descent 755m)

Frangy - Serriéres-en-Chautagne (24.5km - ascent 543m/descent 627m)
Serrieres-en-Chautagne - Yenne (28km - ascent 279m/descent 290m)
Yenne - Saint-Genix-sur-Guiers (24km - ascent 800m/descent 800m)
Saint-Genix-sur-Guiers - Valencogne (21.5km - ascent 530m/descent 189m)
Valencogne - Le Grand-Lemps (20.5km - ascent 332m/descent 434m)

Le Grand-Lemps - Faramans (22.7km - ascent 389m/descent 489m)
Faramans - Bellegarde-Poussieu (22.6km - ascent 255m/descent 304m)
Bellegarde-Poussieu - Chavanay (26.4km - ascent 201m/descent 403m)
Chavanay - St-Julien-Molin-Molette (19km - ascent 748m/descent 327m)
St-Julien-Molin-Molette - Les Sétoux (23.7km - 1044m/descent 497m)

Les Sétoux - Montfaucon-en-Velay (17.5km - ascent 322m/descent 545m)
Montfaucon-en-Velay - Saint-Jeures (20.4km - ascent 486m/descent 352m)
Saint-Jeures - St-Julien-Chapteuil (16.6km - ascent 361m/descent 587m)
St-Julien-Chapteuil - Le Puy-en-Velay (18.5km - ascent 321m/descent 449m)

The terrain varies with some road walking, wide trails with distant views and
narrow trails through forests often-

times beside a fast-flowing stream, En route to Yenne 3

sometimes with small stones, rocks
or mud underfoot. | finished every
day with the thought that | had just 8
walked through the most gorgeous
stage ever. This Via is truly
stunning route and is one to walk §
now before the secret gets out.

Julie-Ann Milne (NSW)
AFotC Newsletter #50 September 2024

CAMINAR

I've rambled on the Yorkshire Moors and tramped the Milford Track,
Hiked half the Appalachian, still hoping to go back.

I’'ve trudged up half the Munros, been trekking in Nepal,
I've bushwalked in the Dandenongs where Kookaburras call.

I've scrambled, slogged & struggled to Kokoda in the wet.
Once fifty miles in fifteen hours I stomped to win a bet.

Paras tab and Royals yomp, to them I raise my hat,
And wistfully remember days when I was part of that.

I've clambered up and stumbled down some mighty peaks and fells,
Then wandered lonely as a cloud by nodding daffodils.

I've drifted, sauntered, ambled, strolled on many pilgrim roads.
I've traipsed along without a care not noticing the load.

For fifty years on ANZAC Day I've marched beside the blokes.
To be in step behind a band still grabs me by the throat.

Me encanta caminar. I hope I always will.
While legs and back can do their job and get me up that hill

What’s a word? It matters not. The essence is the same.
Put one before another, then put it there again.

I'm the universal walker. I'm everyone who knows
The simple and unfettered joy of -
being on the road.

And when they ask how I'll depart ...
as compost or as soot?

I might reply, “If you don’t mind,

I think I'll go on foot.”

Guy ‘Digger’ Kemp (VIC)
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EL CAMINO DE MUXIAY FISTERRA DIARY, MAY2024

Day 1. Santiago to Negreira, 21kms

It felt quite odd walking OUT of town. That’s the

first time I’ve done that. And what’s more my desti-

nation was NOT Santiago and, as | walked, | kept

getting further away from Santiago rather than

closer. A very strange feeling! Still the walking was

pleasant. After leaving the Cathedral, before you

know it, you are in the countryside - no long subur-

ban bash. Lots of walking on quiet rural roads with ~[ooking back for a last view of
delightful sections through woodlands. Plus one sig- the Cathedral spires from
nificant hill that a week ago would have had me Monte de Vidan
gasping. Perfect weather for a walk in the countryside today. Not too hot and not
too cold - Goldilocks weather. The forecast is for the fine weather to continue for
the next 3 days.

Day 2. Negreira to Santa Marina, 21kms

Today seemed to be a day of two halves. The first half seemed to be largely on dirt
roads and trails through woodlands under a shady canopy. While the second half
was on roads - some dirt and some bitumen - through farmland. Both halves were
spectacular in their own ways. However, as the day got hotter, there was less and
less shade. But I’m not complaining....it’s better than rain and | did get to the al-
bergue before the hottest part of the day.

Day 3. Santa Marina to Dumbria, 22kms

Very strange weather today (but no rain). Set off this morning under clear blue
skies but as | climbed higher | looked back to see that where | had come from was
blanketed in fog. Interesting! Then as | went over the next hill, | found myself
inside another fog bank which persisted until about 11am. I’m sure the scenery
would have been spectacular if | could have seen it. This afternoon, | reached a
decision point... Fisterra or Muxia (see photo on next page).

This evocative Monument to the
EmiErant, on the way out of Negreira,
struck a nerve for me. All my grandpar-
ents lived the emigrant experience.
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Dumbria albergue - architect-designed
Day 4. Dumbria to Muxia, 22.5kms.
Another pleasant day of walking. Weather was cooler and overcast. The terrain
was up and down but nothing too severe. The countryside is a mix of farms and
woodland and oh so green. Arrived in Muxia this afternoon and plan to have a rest
day and stay here for 2 nights. I’m staying in Bela Muxia Albergue where | stayed
8 years ago after my Camino Francés. | was impressed then and still am today -
it’s a modern well equipped place but it’s the little things like providing a pot of
soup for pilgrims to help themselves that stand out.
Day 5. Rest day.
I am so glad | decided to have a rest day today. As | lay in my bunk bed listening
to most of the other pilgrims getting ready to leave, | was also hearing the rain
pelt down outside. As | rolled over for another little snooze, | congratulated
myself on an excellent decision. It rained into the afternoon, sometimes quite
heavily. The forecast is for a bit more rain tomorrow and the next day but with
any luck, | might miss it.
Day 6 Muxia to Lires, 15.2kms. Below left: The beach and river at
| decided to break a long stage (~30kms) from Lires. Below: Part of the trail.
Muxia to Fisterra into two more manageable [TV R )
stages - I’'m not as young as | used to be. g ¢

& gt e g ¥
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Above: The austere Sanctuary of Our Lady
of the Boat overlooking the ocean at the
end of the promontory.

Right top: First view of Muxia.
Right: Looking back up to Lires.

albeit back roads that were a mix of bitumen or dirt. Likewise the weather was a
mixed bag. Some short heavy showers and a cold wind in exposed areas but overall
nothing to worry about especially compared with yesterday.

Day 7. Lires to Fisterra, 12.9kms + 6.2kms to the lighthouse and return)

Last day of walking today and of course it was a typical Galician day - hills and rain
(see photo above). But the countryside was beautiful, the hills weren’t extreme
and the rain was only intermittent. And by the time | got to Fisterra, the sun was
out and the sky was (mostly) blue for the walk out to the Fisterra lighthouse.

Peter Millington (VIC)

Below: The Okm marker, with the lighthouse
behind. Right: The Fisterana certificate is
available from the Tourist Office.
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5 LANDS WALK, NSW P
The NSW Central Coast host an annual 5 Lands Walk which ﬁf‘/—— ok
crosses 5 beautiful beaches and historically significant| 5 | _gnds \Val.k
lands. This 10km walk connects coastal villages with the |  eawewnscourmy.cnma constrsw
route incorporating beaches, headlands, bush trails,
footpaths and suburban streets. “Connecting
Along the way, there is opportunity to experience people topeaple
Aboriginal ceremony and culture, live music, food stalls, and

art exhibitions, gigantic kites, whales, dance, sculptures| people to place”

on the beach and craft workshops.

It is a free, day-long celebration where people from diverse walks of life and
cultural backgrounds connect through walking together. It's much more than a
walk along the beach, it’s connecting with the country we call home, it’s con-
necting with the people who call Australia home. It’s an experience to savour.

For the 2™ year the BMCS booked the Girl Guides campsite in Terrigal for the
weekend as a base. We participated in the 5 Lands Walk on the Saturday and
walked in the Bouddi National Park on the Sunday, with a communal BBQ at the
campsite on Saturday night.

Some 15 braved the winter conditions to camp in Terrigal while 8 sought more
comfortable, and dry conditions with generous Camino hosts in the area (thank
you to our billeting hosts: Sandra & Bruce, Nadege and Merlin). Others arranged
their own accommodation which is plentiful in the area as it is a popular weekend
visit for Sydneysiders.

&2;‘?-”-”- 35 friends of the BMCS joined us for the
o ~ |weekend, travelling from the Hunter
“iies—me | Valley, Sydney basin, Canberra and the Blue
Mountains, further joined by Central Coast

locals.

‘| Saturday morning started a little damp but
thankfully the sun came out as we started off
from MacMasters Beach. It ended up a glori-
ous day for walking and appreciating the
ephemeral beach art.

The Girl Guides camp had a great undercover
BBQ area where we could gather on Saturday
evening for a BYO dinner. We managed to
. |squeeze 30 people undercover, there was
e s | much chatter and laughter which the heavy

- rains didn't dampen!

PORT & b e
Beatn
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@ On Sunday our Central Coast Camino
il friends, Sandra and Bruce, guided us on
fla walk in the scenic coastal Bouddi
@ National Park.

i We had 19 meet up at The Fat Goose
café, Hardys Bay, on a very wet Sunday
morning. We enjoyed coffees while

4 contemplating the heavy rain and

whether to brave the weather. Of

| course, we all did! We were soon

| rewarded with blue sky, sunshine and
great coastal views.

Bruce led the moderate walk with 5 very
enthusiastic walkers undaunted by rain to the

| Box Head trail. The fire trail along the ridge top

has numerous great vantage points with views
across to West Head and Barrenjoey lighthouse
at Palm Beach. Further along the trail was the

| stunning lookout down to Putty Beach.

Everyone peeled off wet weather gear and en-
joyed the rest of the walk in T-shirts. The track

areas so poles were useful. This part of the trail
has many beautiful angophoras, large boulders,
heathland and great views on both sides of the
headland- out to Pittwater, Broken Bay, Lion
Island and back across to Tallow Beach. The

= route then followed the pretty Flannel Flower

walk down to the aptly named Pretty Beach.

Sandra led a group of 12 on an easy walk around the Flannel Flower loop. It started
with a short sharp hill into the Bouddi National Park, followed a fire trail and sand-
stone steps to meet up with a good path through lovely bushland. A number of
viewpoints offered spectacular vistas out to sea. One particularly large rocky plat-

form was selected for a
morning tea stop. It was

then down some steep|

sections to Pretty Beach.

At Pretty Beach the
medium and easy groups
met up and headed back

to Hardys Bay along
the foreshore, lined with [
lovely cottages overlooking §

jetties, boats and pelicans.
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"4 Stamp your program at each lands SLSC, marked with an

Routes ~»—" IR R

PASSPORT ARTISTAMPS

ionados! Cmbark

arn about

orange flag, along the route. Enjoy local artist impressions
commemorating the 2024 walk as you progress through each lang.

RORTH duoch -

SIS WELR

Left: The Flannel Flower track. Above: Each beach had a
stamp, so of course in true Camino tradition, we collected

them along the way.

It was a fabulous day outing, and what looked a bit ominous weather turned out
clear and warm. We were very lucky. Best of all was excellent company, lots of
great conversations and topped off with lunch at The Fat Goose café.

Most folk headed home on Sunday afternoon with only 5 hardy campers staying
Sunday night. Other than one older tent springing leaks with overnight rain,

all the other campers reported to be
nice and toasty in their tents. Unlike
on the Camino, it helps greatly when
one is driving one and able to bring
just about everything except the
kitchen sink!

The weekend was a great success,
it is on the BMCS calendar again for
2025!

Margaret Bouttell
(NSW)

Above right:
Bruce 1 and
Bruce 2 at the
finish table

Right: Happy
walkers
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WALKING THE RUTA DE LA LANA,
THE "WOOL’ ROUTE
(continued from previous issue, pp10-13)

The Ruta de la Lana starts in Alicante, or Valencia,

or Villajoyosa... take your pick. We picked Alicante

because it seems the most official, plus there are a

lot more accommodation options, i.e. albergues,

coming out of Alicante. This is because the Levante %,

and the Sureste (never quite sure of the difference) _f:

which strike west towards Toledo and Avila also|

start from Alicante and the three routes overlap for [

a while. Alicante has associations with British pack- |

age holidaymakers all demanding cheap mojitos and : y p

fish and chips and complaining that the food is too At the start point in Alicante,

oily. In reality, Alicante is a largish, lively, pleasant the church of Santa Maria

Spanish city. Arriving holidaymakers are swiftly bussed out to hotels along the
coast, leaving Alicante to its own devices apart from a couple of streets with
bilingual menus. We spent a couple of days there recovering from the Covid we’d
picked up volunteering in El Burgo Ranero and catching up with an old friend from
Yorkshire who’d come to share the first week of the Camino with us.

Alicante is a largish city and it took us about 3 days to break clear of urban sprawl
and industry, a reason that some who walk this route dislike Alicante as a start
point, but | quite liked the sense of transition from the real world, as it is often
called, into that of the Camino, you get a sense of breaking free or away from
something. The route starts in the commercial quarter, passes through
residential areas, an industrial zone and suburbs before breaking out into market
gardens and posh houses. | remember a lot of quarries and a landscape known
jocularly as Arroyos del Infierno, Ravines of Hell, a landscape that seems to have
been constructed from piles of material deposited by the highway maintenance
department and a stretch that would earn its name in summer but as we walked
through it, it was raining so had become a claggy, slippery, slimy mess.

The Lana starts in Andalucia, passes through Valencia and finishes in Castilla y
Léon, but is mainly in Castilla la Mancha. This was always disputed territory. After
pushing the Moors south, not always permanently, the emerging Christian
countries had each other to contend with: they probably spent as much time
fighting each other as they did the Moors, who had fallen into the rather unwise
habit of paying the Christian kingdoms to leave them alone. Every town has its
very own castle, usually perched precariously on a rocky outcrop overlooking the
town and a handy river crossing. Many of them are beautifully preserved and
rebuilt, so much so that one is constantly expecting a head topped with a conical
helmet toting a loaded crossbow, or alternatively John Cleese speaking in an
outrageous French accent, to pop up over the battlements.

Since the first few stages overlap with the Sureste, there is at first no shortage of
albergues: the church and the local confraternities make sure of that. In Villeha
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the albergue was run by nuns
from India who did our
washing for us, practically
snatching it out of our hands
when we asked about a§
place to wash clothes and
placing it neatly on our
bunks an hour later beauti-
fully ironed and folded. This

and over by albergue

hospitaleros and association

members along the route. Arriving in Alatoz, we were accosted by Pedro Antonio,
who apologetically explained that the local albergue was closed for repairs, but
they had arranged for us and another pilgrim to stay in a casa rural for €10 each.
He also, even more profusely apologised for the state of the waymarks. We’d
noticed that where yellow arrows should be, there were big blue rectangles. They
had painted the blue rectangles to make the yellow arrows stand out, waited for
the blue paint to dry, but then it had rained.

Arriving in Caceres, after a long slog through the modern suburbs, we found Luis,
the hospi and Camino expert, standing on the steps of the albergue waiting to
welcome us: his cousin had seen us and phoned him up to tell him we were
coming. In Atienza, a British bicigrino we’d met broke his leg taking a photograph
in the castle (it’s a long story). The locals took him to the medical centre,
arranged to store his bike until he could come back to get it and saw him onto the
bus safely to get home. But the reception from Pepe and Pauli in Valconejos de
Trabaque was nearly overwhelming, they appear to be two individuals whose prin-
ciple aim in life is to waylay and hijack passing pilgrims and regale them with food
and wine until they are barely capable of movement. It began when we called the
number on the wall of the albergue. Pauli arrived almost immediately and whisked
us off to a bar in town for lunch. Later that day, Pepe arrived and we were led to a
hillside behind the town that for all the world could have been a hobbit village,
doorways and cave entrances peppered the slopes, one of them being the entrance
to Pepe’s bodega, a bodega of which he was immensely proud, it having been in his
family for a very long time. En route, we were treated to a precise and detailed
history of how the bodegas had been tunnelled into the limestone for the purposes
of wine-making for which they ’.

were admirably suited being at .
an even temperature the whole

year round. Traditionally, wine

was made in jinacas, terracotta

jars the height of a healthy

human adult, which had to be
regularly cleaned by a healthy

human child, dropped into

the jinaca for the purpose.
Nowadays, the wine is made in

Town square of Atienza
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stainless steel vats. It may not have
been the best wine in the universe,
™ but there is something special about
¥ drinking wine in a cave approxi-
mately two metres from where it
was made.

The welcome from these local

“¥ Camino supporters was all the more

Early mormng GV 8 heartening as we met precisely two

other pilgrims, and only one of

them was English speaking. Without Spanish it would have been hard to find any-

one to talk to, apart from each other, and it would also have been difficult organ-

ising accommodation: the Lana does not have a lot of pilgrims walking it so alt-

hough there are plenty of albergues, they do not have full-time hospitaleros. We

would have to phone in advance, bearing in mind weekends and public holidays, to

find out how to access the albergues, for example would we have to come to the

ayuntamiento office and who would we ask for? Which bar or café has the key?

Under which wheelie bin is it hidden? Once we had to borrow a phone from a

friendly local builder because ours didn’t have coverage to get someone from the

local council to drive out with the key - he was there in 10 minutes - another time

we rang the mayor to be told in no uncertain terms the person answering had

a) just had his siesta disturbed and b) was no longer the mayor. Happily, the new
mayor, although equally sleepy, was much less grumpy.

The landscape of Castilla la Mancha is deceptively flat. It is not monotonous. In
May, the countryside was lush and green with running water everywhere. The
fields were ablaze with wild flowers, in places the poppies looked as if several
gallons of bright red paint had been splashed across the fields. At intervals, rivers
have carved their way through the limestone creating spectacular deep ravines,
for example. The Rio Dulce, Sweet River, lives up to its name, gurgling through a
gorge barely wide enough for it and the path and the overhanging willows. In
Cuenca, the hanging houses are perched on the edge of a deep gorge, the most
improbable, not to mention difficult, place to construct a house within several
hundred kilometres. Alcala de Jucar is invisible until you suddenly find yourself
staring down at a castle squatting on a pinnacle of rock and a town sprawling
down one side of the gorge and up the other. In the gorge of Tarancuefa, | am
sure | saw a golden eagle; | certainly saw a hoopoe, but no people. There were
days when we saw more deer than people. Castilla de la Mancha is the most
depopulated region of Spain, although it is intensely agricultural, the farming is
mechanised and there is little or no employment so young people have migrated to
the cities. The villages only come alive when families come back to visit grandpar-
ents or celebrate first communions. In Retortilla de Soria, we met the parish priest
sitting outside the church waiting for any parishioners in need of spiritual counsel.
He told us that he was responsible for 28 parish churches. Retortilla is the first
village in Castilla y Léon, after Tarancuefa there was a climb with a vast view
north to reward us at the top followed by a descent into a new landscape changed
from wide, rolling wheatfields to heathland, pines and hills.
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Castilla y Léon is hillier and more densely populated. At the end of our walk, we
had a winding down as we headed for Burgos and passed through inhabited villages
and even small towns. Two days before we arrived, one of the highlights
appeared at our feet. We picked our way down a stony track through the pine
trees into the back entrance of Santo Domino de Silos and its monastery. The
monastery, which still has a working population of monks famed for their Gregori-
an chant singing, has been built over and rebuilt over the centuries, but the
cloister is largely still intact from the Romanesque period. It contains a series of
panels depicting biblical scenes and the capitals of the pillars are carved into
bizarre, mythical beasts, anthropomorphic shapes and rampant foliage.
Romanesque statuary was once dismissed as crude and clumsy. Seen through
modern eyes it is lively, expressive and subtle compared to classical or later Gothic
stone carving. We spent an afternoon there, attended evening prayers and stayed
the night in the monastery albergue, probably the best equipped albergue we have
ever stayed in. Our last night was in Mecerreyes, the albergue a close second for
best equipped but a somewhat sleepless night as the disco for the local teenagers
celebrating first communion kept typically Spanish hours.

Finally, our walk into Burgos along an old railway track converted to a greenway
was almost the reverse of our walk out of Alicante with the city gates and that
maghnificent cathedral invisible until the last street turning. Arrival was a bit of an
anti-climax: for us it was the end of a long and if not always very strenuous,
certainly a significant walk, but for the locals, just another day and even for other
pilgrims, just another, slightly larger town. But it meant a lot to us, we felt we had
seen the heart of Spain and made contact with Spanish people in a way that is hard
to do on most Caminos. However, there was a reception committee of one - Vin-
cen, the Catalan pilgrim who had walked with us for a few days. With that
unerring instinct Spanish people have for the best bars and restaurants, we
celebrated in true Camino fashion. Burgos may not remember us, but we will
remember Burgos.

So that’s our story of the Ruta de lana. Would we do it again? We’d love to, if we
had the time. There were places we didn’t have time to look at properly, or not at
all, and the region appealed to us, the spring scenery was beautiful and the people
especially welcoming and friendly. It isn’t the most social route, and having some
Spanish would be very helpful, it requires some preparation too, but it is not a
difficult walk and it is in many ways the most rewarding we have done. Oh, and
yes, we did see sheep.

Sax Castl
Dick Bird (NSW) ax Castle
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CAMINO INVIERNO, THE ‘WINTER’ ROUTE [MAY 2024]

Having walked the Camino de Madrid in 2022 to Sahagun, the (&
plan for 2024 was to continue into Santiago from Sahagun via f
the Invierno. This would require following the Francés from &
Sahagun to Ponferrada where the Invierno branches off. 1

On this Camino | walked with my friend Paul, a veteran of

several previous pilgrimages. Having previously walked the &4

Francés together in 2013 we quickly became aware that this |

was not the Camino that we remembered. Many pilgrims

were booking ahead and were having their pack transported

and numbers walking had increased significantly. So, the [

morning after our arrival in Ledn we took a bus to Ponferrada [

(where the Invierno starts) and diverted onto the Invierno. B2 :
Walking we only encountered another 5 pilgrims walking towards Santiago and 2
walking in the opposite direction. Interestingly 2 of the pilgrims heading to
Santiago were Australians as were the couple walking in the opposite direction.

Our first night on the Invierno was spent in a small rural hotel at Borrenes which
has a great bar with rustic decorations and provided an excellent meal. Apart from
a post office there was little else in the village. The Invierno was a very pleasant
route through farm land planted with cereal crops, olive trees, grapes or cherries.
While the cherries were being harvested the ones within reach of the path were
not yet ripe enough to be eaten. Along the way were forests of pines, oaks and
many ancient chestnut trees.

From Borrenes it was a 350m climb up to Las Medulas where the Romans mined for
gold leaving massive scarring on the surrounding hills. Las Medulas is a popular
tourist spot with plenty of accommodation. We then descended into Puente de
Domingo Flores where we followed the Rio Cabrera and its numerous slate mines
and slate processing plants. Our route then joined the Rio Sil which we walked
through many small villages with the usual mixture of occupied residences and
crumbling ruins through to A Rue de Valdorras where we stayed in the

municipal albergue and enjoyed an
Ponferrada: the Knights ; excellent communal meal prepared
Templar castle L -| by the hospitalero.

|| Being advised there were no ser-
vices on the walk to Soldon we
“# were pleasantly surprised on
2l arrival into Albaredos to find a
small unmanned stand providing
i +| coffee, fruit juice, fruit and
| other items for a donation. As there
were no services in Soldon we took
la taxi into Quiroga, 6.5kms away

{ for our late afternoon meal.
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Las Medulas

The most unpleasant section of the Invierno was the section from Quiroga through
to A Labrada on the Rio Lor. Much of the walk was through a moonscape of har-
vested pine plantations although the descent into the village was enjoyable
through native oak forest with the now usual chestnuts and cherries. Pension
Pacita in A Labrador was run by a father and son and provided one of the best
meals we encountered on our Camino.

The walk between A Labrador and Monforte de Lemos was again lovely apart from
the 200m climb out of A Ponte. It was on this section that we met the two Austral-
ians travelling on the opposite direction. Obviously, being from the southern hemi-
sphere, they had not adapted to being above the equator and must have been
reading their map upside down! They reported that they were only meeting
around 20 pilgrims each day. Monforte de Lemos is a large town with plenty of
accommodation including a parador located on top of the hill in the town centre.

We had the new and very large municipal albergue attached to the church at
Diomondi to ourselves. Prior to arriving at here we had been warned to carry food
with us. Also that while there was a kitchen there were no pots, plates or utensils
available. Discussions with the hospitalera revealed that there was a cantina only
2kms down the road and that if we
wanted to eat there she would
take us. This seemed a better
option than the stale bread and
cheese we had carried with us. The
cantina was located under a farm
o house and was the kind of place
j that we would have walked past
| and not recognised. We were the
2| only customers and were provided

with a home-cooked meal of eggs,

chorizo and potatoes with wine, all
| produced on the property. After
| the meal the wonderful proprietor
| drove us back to the albergue.
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From Diomondi it was a very

steep walk (300m over 2kms)

down to the Rio Mino then an

equally steep walk up to the

village of A Devesa. This was one

of the hardest sections on the
== Invierno.

Penasillas (on top of a hill in the
middle of nowhere) we headed
for Rodeiro. This section offered
2 alternative routes, the official
one requiring a 400m climb to
visit an ermita or a lower route of
about the same distance around
the mountain. Apparently an over enthusiastic local Camino official had decreed
that pilgrims should take the higher route, although we are sure that given a
choice most would have opted for the lower option. Obviously we decided to take
the low path and give the ermita a miss.

Steep descent into Belesar frm Diomondi

The section from Rodeiro to Lalin was very pretty through forests of oaks and
other natives as well as the usual small farms. While this section was also noted as
not providing any services, we were again surprised on arrival at A Eirexe de
Pedroso to be directed to an open door in one of the houses where we could have
credentials stamped and obtain snacks and coffee from a vending machine.

Lalin was a nice town with a pretty square, church and a great bronze pig on
which most visitors wanted to be photographed. We spent an excellent evening
there with our Australian friends, Tony and Johann.

Our next night was spent in Bandeira at a most uninspiring albergue constructed
from transportable buildings that would be more at home in a mining camp in the
Pilbara in Western Australia. From Bandeira the Camino Invierno joins the Camino
Sanabres at A Laxe. | had previously stayed in the modern albergue at A Laxe in
2019 and can advise that while the facilities were excellent, the mosquitoes there
were the largest, loudest and most annoying in Spain.

Lalin’s bronze pig Ponte Ulla bridges
= 7
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After overnighting in Eiravedra we entered Santiago to find ourselves again
surrounded by pilgrims. It is quite a shock after the quiet Invierno with its
6 pilgrims per day to suddenly be encircled with nearly 2000 arrivals.

After the usual obligatory photos in Plaza Obradoiro we headed for our hotel, for a
shower followed by a celebratory drink before meeting Tony and Johann and three
other Australian arrivals for an evening meal.

The following couple of days were spent visiting the Cathedral, wandering around
Santiago and catching up with Johnnie Walker who we met previously at the
pre-release screening of our friend Bill Bennett’s “The Way My Way” in Melbourne,
a few days before our departure for Spain. John plays the organ at the Iglesia de
Santo Agostino where we attended Mass and he surprised us at the end of the
service by playing the Australian national anthem in our honour.

The next evening we attended the Mass of the Feast of the Sacred Heart at the
Iglesia with John again (see photo below, right) playing the organ and his friend
Stephen singing. The Mass was officiated by the Archbishop with several other
priests assisting. While we did not understand anything it was an interesting
ceremony with great vocals provide by Stephen. Paul and | had seats in the second
row just in front of the organ. During the Mass John presented both of us w1th a
copy of his book, “It’s About Time, A Call to the s [

Camino de Santiago.”

After the Mass there was a procession through

the streets with the statue of Jesus (with his

heart exposed) leading the way on its newly

manufactured carriage. Apparently the statue is

very heavy and after a near disaster last year it 8
was decided to mount it on wheels instead of

carrying by the conventional method on the

parishioners’ shoulders.

The Invierno was thoroughly enjoyable and E &
provides a great alternative path for arrival into g '
Santiago. It has excellent accommodation
although albergues are not as readily available as

they are on the Francés. We stayed in a mixture |

of albergues, hostels and hotels without the

need for pre-booking. An added bonus on this
Camino was the excellent weather with no rain
encountered until the morning that we left
Santiago to return home.

John Mapleson (VIC) John (right)
& Paul

We welcome your stories and photos ~ send to the editor
Alison Bell at editor@afotc.org
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THE CAMINO FOR THE REST OF US:

A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO A LIFE-CHANGING
JOURNEY ON THE WORLD’S MOST APPROACHA-
BLE PILGRIMAGE by Tim Mathis. Amazon 2024

Mathis notes that in “the last fifty years, a reborn Camino has
made a serious comeback. Starting primarily in the 1970s, a
confluence of cultural, political, and spiritual events led to
the Camino being rediscovered, redeveloped, and ultimately
repopulated by a new group of travellers walking for a more
diverse set of reasons than the original pilgrims”
(p.26). I read the early sections of this new guidebook to
prepare for my recent pilgrimage along the Primitivo.

To reach this new audience, Mathis translates the spiritual

and religious aspects of pilgrimage into a more secular and accessible language, opening
deeper conversations about Caminos and pilgrimage to more people. He does this in a way
that respects tradition and is engaging and humorous.

Mathis highlights the need for pilgrims—or people walking one of the Caminos de
Santiago—to prepare themselves emotionally and physically for this significant journey.
He provides excellent suggestions for how to do this. He also recognises that “Outside of
the secular, English-speaking world, pilgrimage is still a hugely popular reason to travel.
In fact, it’s a central feature of life for billions of modern people” from other religious
traditions (p. 34). Because of this, walking one of the Caminos de Santiago is actually a
“universal experience” (p. 37).

Mathis also claims that the physical experience and the internal processes that mark a
pilgrimage are intertwined. You can’t have one without the other (p. 68). Finally, he
insists that training for a Camino is part of the pilgrimage itself (p. 70). Additionally,
spiritual and emotional preparation are both important parts of any person’s pilgrimage.
Finally, he provides a guide to the journey along the Camino Francés, highlighting
challenges one might face along the way and important cultural, historical and practical
information.

Mathis claims that by injecting “intention, mindfulness, ritual, and celebration [into your
Camino], you'll be following the lead of billions of other pilgrims through history. The
more intentional you are, the more you're likely to take away from it” (p.67). I found the
material engaging and useful for my upcoming pilgrimage—even though I was walking
another route. For people planning to walk a Camino/pilgrimage, this guide is a good
place to start your preparation—no matter which route you have chosen to walk. For
experienced pilgrims/walkers, it’s a great way to reflect on your experience.

Mark David Walsh (VIC)
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