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GUEST EDITORIAL 
 
Walking to Santiago de Compostela: A conversation between the horizon before 
us and the world within us.  
 

“Every human life is a wild conversation between the horizons out-
side us that draw us on and an inner horizon that often first pre-
sents itself as troubledness.” (David Whyte, substack.com, 2023) 

 
I vividly remember walking through the Meseta during my first Camino in 2016, 
with the horizon stretched out before me. This extensive plateau covers over 
200,000 square kilometres of the Iberian Peninsula and the Camino Francés crosses 
it between Burgos and León. Due to its altitude, winters are cold, and summers are 
hot. There is little shade and I started each day as early as possible, wanting to 
avoid the afternoon's heat. 
 
The moon was low on the horizon every morning, beckoning me onwards. My  
shadow stretched out before me, inviting me to follow it before it disappeared as 
the sun reached its zenith in the early afternoon. Fields of wheat and sunflowers 
spread on either side of the path. Aside from this, there were few distractions 
along the way. The Meseta, however, is the perfect place for a pilgrim to engage 
in a conversation between the horizon beyond us and the world within them. 
 
Christine Valters Paintner (The Soul of a Pilgrim, 2015) defines pilgrimage as “an 
outer journey that serves our inner transformation.”  A pilgrim walks two paths at 
once, an embodied exterior one and a reflective interior one. It is the interplay, or 
conversation, between these two paths that makes transformation possible. By 
taking the time to reflect on what is happening around them, pilgrims can open 
themselves up to “a profound encounter with the deepest parts of them-
selves” (Brendan Byrne SJ and Katherine O’Flynn FCJ Living the Camino Back 
Home, 2024). 
 
The beautiful gift of a walking pilgrimage like the Camino de Santiago is that  
pilgrims are naturally drawn into this conversation, particularly if they can walk 
for an extended period. Space and time are two significant gifts that walking a 
Camino can offer. The Camino provides pilgrims with the space and the time to 
take that interior journey, discover who they are, and discover the unique gifts 

they offer the world. It also 
provides time for healing and 
reflection on things they 
might find troubling them in 
their everyday lives. I think 
that’s one of the reasons that 
people are drawn to the Cami-
nos de Santiago.  
 
 
Follow the Way, Camino Francés 
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My life has changed signif-
icantly since I decided to 
walk the Camino Francés 
in 2013. When I made that 
decision, I had also ac-
cepted an invitation to 
live in Jerusalem, accom-
panying pilgrims as they 
studied the Gospels and 
visited the sites that held 
their memories. While 
there, I met many pilgrims 
who had walked to  

Santiago de Compostela. Some, like me, were at a crossroads in their lives. Others 
had walked to discover who they were. Some sought healing, while others wanted 
to spend time walking with their family members.  
 
Walking the Caminos de Santiago as a pilgrim has allowed me to reflect on my life. 
It’s helped me identify what’s important on my horizon and deep within me. I was 
able to answer questions like... Where am I headed? What do I want to do with my 
life? Where do I want to focus my energies? The experience of a walking pilgrimage 
on one of the Caminos de Santiago can give us so much if we're prepared to engage 
it in conversation. Give it time and give it attention. Listen to what it has to say.  
 
For many people, a pilgrimage is a significant life experience, but reaching Santia-
go de Compostela is only part of the journey. Walking a Camino might help us hold 
the conversation between the horizon and our inner depths without many of the 
distractions of our daily lives. But we don’t have to be on the Camino to keep the 
conversation alive. Most days, walking through my neighbourhood gives me enough 
time to reflect on where I am and where I 
need to go. I also find the Ignatian  
practice of praying the Examen a helpful tool 
for reviewing my journey (see McManus, Con-
templating the Camino: An Ignatian Guide, 
2019 and Living the Camino Back Home). 
 
It is important to remember that the pilgrim-
age does not end at the apostle's tomb or the 
world's end for those who travel on to Fister-
ra; it ends at the place where it began—at the 
pilgrim’s front door. Once a pilgrim returns 
home, integrating the experience and what 
has been learned can take months or even 
years, but it is definitely a conversation worth 
having. 
 
Mark Walsh (VIC) 

Pilgrims on the Camino Francés 

Mark on the Camino 
Francés 
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The planning for the 3rd National Conference of the Australian 
Friends of the Camino (AFotC) is in full swing!  

As well as a Facebook page,  
there is also now a website page to view. 

 
See the website www.afotc.org/conference for… 

• Theme: An Australian Perspective – before, during & after. 
• Venue: Alexandra Park Conference Centre, Alexandra Headland 
• Getting there: (fly drive, etc) 
• Booking/ticket options [tickets not yet available]. 
• How to contact the organisers. 
Head to Facebook www.facebook.com/afotcconference2026 and 'like' the 
page so you are kept up to date with the latest news. The frequent posts 

include flashbacks to previous conferences, inspirational quotes,  
frequently asked questions, committee members, and more! 

 
The conference is being hosted by the Sunshine Coast Camino Group,  

one of the largest and most active groups in Australia,  
which enthusiastically celebrates the camaraderie of the Camino de  

Santiago and other pilgrimage routes across the world. 
 

This weekend is your chance to relive and reminisce about your  
pilgrimage, learn from seasoned pilgrims, and connect with like-minded 

souls. Expect a mix of inspiring talks, uplifting presentations and engaging 
activities with plenty of opportunities to share stories and laughter while 

enjoying the camaraderie of the Camino community. 
 

Registration will be from Friday afternoon, followed by a full program of 
events, presentations, discussions and activities until 1.30pm on Sunday. 

 
We look forward to seeing you at the conference! 

3RD NATIONAL CONFERENCE 

24-26 JULY 2026 
SUNSHINE COAST, QUEENSLAND 
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“Our destination is not in the 
stars but in ourselves” 

“This wonderful sign and quotation in Spanish  
was on the door of a house in a little hamlet called Pumares in the 
province of Ourense, Galicia, on the Camino Invierno (The Winter 

Way). We saw it on the day we walked from Las Medulas to  
Sobradelo, just as we were walking through Pumares on  

6 October 2024.” 

Lyn and Trevor Whitney  (SA) 

WE WELCOME YOUR CONTRIBUTIONS  
to the Camino Chronicle,  

which is published 4x a year:  
March, June, September and December.  

The Christmas issue is a bumper one of 32 pages!  
Send in your photos, thoughts, comments, discourses,  

hints, poems, book reviews… to editor, Alison Bell 
editor@afotc.org 
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WALKING THE CAMINO DE SANTIAGO AT  
22 YEARS OLD… WHY? 
 
As many modern-day stories do, it began dur-
ing COVID-19 in June 2021. My mum, sister 
and I went to Brisbane to celebrate my sister’s 
18th birthday. Border rules changed overnight 
meaning we got stuck in Queensland with no 
way to get back home to Adelaide without a 2
-week quarantine so we scrambled for a place 
to stay last minute crossing our fingers they’d 
reverse the rule sooner than 2 weeks 
(inevitably, they did). My mum has a cousin 
who lives on the Sunshine Coast so we made 
our way up there because she kindly opened 
her home up to us. I’d met her maybe twice in 
my life so over the week we stayed with her I 
got to know her better. Her name is Michelle. One night at dinner Michelle told us 
all about this magical experience she had walking across Spain, to my own sur-
prise, I was fascinated. I’d never hiked before but for some strange reason this 
hike called out to me louder than almost anything had called me before. After 
dinner we sat down to watch The Way (2010) and as the credits rolled I made a 
mental note that one day I’ll walk the Camino. I put it on what I call my ‘one day 
list’. I thought maybe when my future kids are grown up or I’m a retiree, I’ll re-
member that fateful night at Michelle’s house and start researching the Camino. 
 
Fast forward to March 2022 where I’m sitting at my desk in my corporate job  
forgetting what sunlight and grass under my feet feels like; finding myself  
daydreaming about travelling and being anywhere else but behind that desk, when 
it dawns on me… why would I wait that long to do the Camino?  

 
International borders had freshly opened  
up and I was feeling increasingly  
uninspired by my job, I had been saving money 
for a house deposit, I’d recently broken up 
with my long-term boyfriend and it felt like 
life was about to be turned upside down.  
 
With a newfound sense of freedom surging 
through me, I decided to leave my job and 
book a one-way ticket to London where I’d 
begin a solo backpacking adventure. My plan 
was to use the house deposit money and ‘wing 
it’ which meant ‘see how far this cash can get 
me before I come back home and go “now 
what?”’ 
 

On the Meseta (Camino Francés,2022) 

At the 100km to go marker (Camino Francés, 2022) 
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The catalyst for this backpacking 
trip though? El Camino de Santia-
go (the French way). So after a 
few days in London to find my 
feet as a first-time solo traveller, 
I found myself in a small town on 
the coast of France at Biarritz. 
From there I caught a bus to Ba-
yonne, and another to St Jean-
Pied—de-Port. This brings us to 
May 2022. 
 
I remember that first night in an 
albergue so clearly. Upon check-

in, the hospitalero gave me this white thing wrapped in plastic which puzzled me, 
but I took it and went up to the dorm. I soon saw people unwrapping it and placing 
it over their mattress and then realised it’s a disposable sheet. “Never seen one of 
those before” I thought, but I went along with it and did what the other pilgrims 
in the room were doing. Then they all went for showers, so I did that too. Then 
they all went to the pilgrim office, so I did that and I saw them going for dinner so 
I also did that. That night as I tossed and turned, heard snoring like I’d never 
heard before and felt pre-Camino jitters, I also felt a safety I hadn’t anticipated. 
An “I’m exactly where I’m meant to be right now” feeling. I don’t recall ever hav-
ing that before. I felt so out of my comfort zone doing this all alone and with very 
minimal research but, in the same way I don’t watch movie trailers because I feel 
like it spoils the movie, I didn’t want to know what I was in for. I wanted to be 
surprised and learn as I go. And that’s exactly what I did. 
 
Before walking, if you asked me what I 
expect to take away from this experience, 
I probably would have said “a new-found 
sense of freedom, greater independence, 
an adventure,” but what surprised me the 
most about all of it was how much I began 
to accept company and generosity. As a 
headstrong, fiercely determined independ-
ent person, I truly did envision myself 
walking from one side of Spain to the other 
on my own. Making infrequent small-talk 
with pilgrims and locals as  
necessary but turning inward, keeping to 
myself and walking to figure out who the 
person inside this shell called “Grace” is.  
 
I didn’t even take airpods! 
 
There were many days where I walked 
alone; I really did want time to stew on my 

Climbing O Cebreiro (Camino Francés, 2022) 

Some of my Camino family as we arrived 
in Santiago 
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thoughts of what life might look like 
when I get back home. But there were 
also days where I craved the belly laughs 
and conversation that my Camino family 
offered me. I’d have dinner with these 
new people that didn't feel new anymore 
and it felt like all was right in the world 
at 7pm each night. I journalled every day, 
attempted to lighten the load of my back-
pack daily, and got accustomed to using 
earplugs. I felt like every day was a lucky-
dip of injuries, aches and pains and I 
learned new things about myself and the 
ways of the world with every few kms. 
 
33 days after I took that first step leaving St Jean, I arrived in Santiago on a misty 
morning. I grappled with one thought: walk into Santiago alone, as I set out to do 
versus walk in with the family I built and experience that moment together. Ulti-
mately, my head said “Walk in with these people who made the experience what 
it was”, but my heart wanted that moment to myself. I knew I wanted to cry and 
feel the pride alone for a moment. So I walked in alone and stared at the  
Cathedral in awe and within minutes my friends arrived behind me. We cried and 
basked in pride together. It was the perfect balance.  
 
Then I called my dad and said something along the lines of “DAD, YOU NEED TO DO 
THIS!” His response? “Let’s book it!” And right then and there, after walking  
approx 800kms, I decided to walk some more. I also decided the journey couldn’t 
end in Santiago; I had grown so attached to following those yellow arrows that I 
stood in front of the cathedral sobbing, while I said goodbye to my new friends 
and continued walking to Finisterre and Muxia. When I arrived in Muxia and had 
time to reflect on the experience, all I could think about was the people I met, 
the connections I cultivated and cherish to this day, and the conversations I had 

over sangria and patatas bravas. The warmth, 
the hugs, the help, the family we built. They say 
the pack you carry shouldn’t be more than 10% 
of your body weight but what they don’t tell you 
is that we pilgrims also carry each other.  
 
What I learned is that it’s not about the walk-
ing; in fact, that’s a minor part of the journey. 
It’s not even about the destination. It’s about 
the company and the conversations you have 
along the way.  
 
I grew to like the person I was on the Camino; I 
realised that although I’m a middle child who 
didn’t like to share, generosity is one of the 
most beautiful traits a person can have. And 

The night I arrived in Finisterre in 2022 
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although I’ve always had a lone-wolf mentality, leaning on the shoulders of others 
(even if they were strangers that morning) is a vital bridge to human connection.  
 
I remember sending my dad a text in 2023 saying “Still down to do the Camino?” 
and his response made me sad. He said something along the lines of “Yes, but I 
understand if you just want to go alone.” I said “Dad, the reason I’m so excited to 
go again is to go with you! To watch you experience it!” so we booked flights and 
decided we’d walk the Camino Portuguese (Coastal) together in May 2024. 
 
Upon arriving in Porto and talking to locals, we decided that since we both love 
nature so much, we wanted to walk the 
Central route instead, and for an added 
historic element we took the Spiritual Var-
iant too. We loved every bit of it. We 
swam in rivers, had conversations about 
religion, prayed (although we both identify 
as agnostic), we grew closer, shared sto-
ries we hadn’t before and I know for the 
rest of my days I’ll cherish these memo-
ries. All of them.  
 
The Camino opened up my world, my 
mind, and my heart. There’s magic on the 
way, I’m sure of it. Perhaps that magic is 
the power of the pilgrim. 
 
Grace Edwards (SA) 
 

Left: Dad and I on the boat past the 12 crucifixes (Spiritual variant, 2024).  
Right: Mealtimes filled me with the biggest warmest sense of community! CF, 2022 

Dad and I as we 
arrived in  

Santiago (2024) 
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came to an end in 
1970 following a de-
railment that dam-
aged a key bridge in 
France and the station 
subsequently declined 
with most of the site 
becoming derelict. 
Renovation works in 
2020 has now seen the 
building restored as a 
5-star Hotel. 
 
From Canfranc  
Estación we followed 

the Rio Aragon through numerous small villages down to Jaca in the valley at the 
foot of the Pyrenees. The walk from Col do Somport to Jaca was the most  
spectacular section of the Camino Aragonés. 
 
Jaca is built around its 16th century pentagonal fortress (Ciudadela de Jaca) which 
I visited and found that while it is well preserved that it did not have a lot to offer 
for the 5 Euro entry fee. I also visited the 11th century San Pedro Cathedral and 
found it to be very cold, dark and depressing. The most exciting thing that  
happened in Jaca was arriving back at the municipal albergue at 9:45 (15 minutes 
before closing time) to find the doors locked as the hospitalero had decided to 
leave early. After much knocking and door rattling, we were finally able to arouse 
a sleepy French pilgrim and gain access to our beds. 
 
The walk from Jaca to the hilltop village of Arrés was pleasant through areas of 
open farmland until the final few kilometres into the village which were along a 
seemingly endless goat track. The walk was worth the effort as Arrés was a very 
pretty village with a small 22 bed donativo albergue where the hospitalero  
provided an excellent communal meal and breakfast. 
 
From Arrés we walked 
through to the pretty hilltop 
village of Arteida where 
there were no facilities 
apart from the tourist hostel 
which provided a limited 
number of beds, as well as 
an excellent restaurant and 
breakfast for departing pil-
grims. 
 
The settlement of Ruesta on 
the banks of the Rio Aragon 
was our next stop. The  

Canfranc Estacion 

Views from Arrés 
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CAMINO ARAGONÉS 
Col du Somport to Puente la Reina (almost) 
 
In order to do something different this year I 
decided to walk the 165-kilometre Camino 
Aragonés from Col do Somport to Puente la 
Reina on the Camino Francés with my cousin 
Kate. 
 
Getting to Col du Somport from Madrid was 
relatively easy, by taking a train to Zaragoza, 
bus to Jaca then a local bus up Col do 
Somport on the French/Spanish border. As we 
were the only passengers on the bus at the Col, the driver took the time to explain 
to us that there were two ways down to Canfranc Estación. We could either follow 
the road or take the path along the Rio Aragon. He suggested that we should fol-
low the river as it was the most picturesque route. 
 
There is an albergue located on top of the Col. Unfortunately, it only opens at 
weekends, and we were unable to have our credentials stamped. After the obliga-
tory photos, we commenced our Camino following the yellow arrows along the 
Rio. One kilometre down the path adjacent to the ski village of Candanchu we 
walked past the ruins of the Hospital of Santa Cristina of Somport, previously a 
hospice on the Camino for pilgrims crossing from France into Spain. We were also 
lucky enough to see a pair of Pyrenean chamois grazing not too far from the path. 
 
Arriving in Canfranc Estación after a 7.5km walk we quickly found that both the 
albergue and youth hostel were complete and that we had to find other accommo-
dation. Fortunately, we were able to find beds in a small hotel at the top of the 
town. The remainder of the day was spent wandering around the magnificent (now 
restored) station building. Canfranc Estacion 
opened in 1928 to serve as a major hub for cross 
border traffic between France and Spain. This 

The beginning! 

Below: Descent from Col du Somport 
Right: Kate commencing her first Camino from 
Col du Somport 
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village and fortress are aban-
doned and overgrown with 
the exception of the two 
buildings that have been  
restored as a Hostel/Bar/
Restaurant. It was a great 
place to stop and spend a 
quiet evening although at one 
point rain disturbed our out-
door evening meal. At Ruesta, 
Kate determined that blisters 
and swollen ankles did not go 
together well and decided to 
take a taxi forward to  
Sangüesa. 
 

As a consequence of the overnight rain the path between Ruesta and Sangüesa was 
muddy, with the usual three unpleasant varieties (slippery, deep and sticky with 
the worst being the sticky kind). Notwithstanding I managed to get around most of 
it and avoided falling over. The last eight kilometres into Sangüesa were uninspir-
ing through fields of wheat and barley on a flat straight gravel road. This situation 
was not helped by missing a turn and having to enter the town along the busy main 
road. 
 
As Kate decided to travel to Monreal by bus and add to her growing collection of 
Spanish bus and train tickets, I was out 
the door of the albergue and on the road 
by 6:30. 
 
Over the previous few days, I had  
wondered how the Spanish pilgrims  
always managed to arrive at the albergue 
before myself and today I discovered that 
they use the bus system to their  
advantage reducing a 27km stage down to 
about 13km.  
 
The walk the from Sangüesa to Monreal 
was relatively hard work through the  
central 10km section where the way was 
either a stony goat track or a wider track 
with water-filled potholes. It was a  
miracle that I was able to arrive in  
Monreal with dry feet and without a 
twisted ankle. 
 
Monreal brought an end to my Camino 
Aragonés 30 kilometres short of my  

Church of Santa 
Maria la Real,  
Sanguesa 

Jaca Cathedral 
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intended destination of Puente la Reina due to a commitment to arrive in Burgos 
to meet my friend Paul on 18 May. For some unknown reason there was no train 
availability between Pamplona and Burgos on that day and consequently we had 
to travel a day earlier. 
 
The easiest way to accommodate this commitment was to forgo the walk through 
to Puente la Reina, travel by bus from Monreal to Pamplona overnighting there 
before travelling on to Burgos. 
 
The Camino Aragonés was an excellent walk with great scenery and provides a 
way to arrive in Spain from France while avoiding the accommodation issues that 
can be arise in St Jean-Pied-de-Port, Roncesvalles and Zubiri although in places 
accommodation on the Aragonés is limited in some villages to around 25 beds 
(Arrés and Artieda). There were about 20 pilgrims per day walking the Camino in 
May 2024 and in almost all cases they were repeat offenders who were looking to 
keep away from the busy Camino Francés. 
 
John Mapleson (NSW) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left: “I can’t resist taking photos of cows!
Below: Abandoned village of Ruesta  

Undues de Lerda 
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MY JOHN MUIR TRAIL THRU-HIKE  
 
How Did I Get Here? 
It was the first weekend in August 2024,and on a 
beautiful, sunny, but cool summer day, I was starting 
the John Muir Trail (JMT) in California, USA. For the 
next 3 weeks, I would walk 350km on one of the most 
famous and beautiful wilderness trails in the world as 
part of a small, guided group. That was the plan. 
 
“OK, everyone, listen up. Today is your first day, a 
short one so that you can get adjusted before the big 
days begin,” Ethan, our guide, explained. “We’ll hike 
just over four miles up to the lake above, where we 
will camp for the night.” Sounds simple. I digested the information and did some 
mental calculations: 4 miles? OK, that’s about 6km. The same distance I walk on 
the Camino in the morning before stopping for second breakfasts. Maybe 2 hours 
of walking? How hard could it be?  Sure, my preparation had been interrupted by 
some shocking Adelaide winter weather, and my pack was heavy, but I had always 
managed to walk myself into fitness once on the trail. Six hours later, I stumbled 
into camp in a world of pain, wondering: How did I get here? The short answer is 
via the Camino de Santiago. 
 
Walking the Camino Francés on two occasions sparked within me a fascination and 
love for long-distance walking. The benefits were so profound that I resolved to 
make walking the Camino an ongoing part of my life, and I would try to make a 
regular long-distance walk a part of my well-being strategy. So, in 2023, I walked 
the Larapinta Trail in central Australia and, in 2024, the JMT. 
 
What is the JMT, exactly? 
The John Muir Trail is a 350km trail that winds its way through the high altitudes 
of the Sierra Nevada mountains, and it is considered one of the premier wilderness 
trails in the world. For much of its length, it coincides with the better-known 
4,200km Pacific Crest Trail (PCT), as featured in the movie Wild. The JMT's north-
ern terminus is in Yosemite National Park, and the southern end is on the peak of 
Mount Whitney, the highest peak in the contiguous United States (4,400m). 

 
The JMT is classed as a high moun-
tain trail. Located almost entirely 
above 2,700m (9,000ft) above sea 
level, it crosses a succession of 
mountain passes, including six above 
3,500m, where oxygen levels are 
noticeably lower, and breathing is 
more challenging. Walking the trail, 
hikers ascend more than 14,250m 
(49,000ft) in total, and as our guides 
reminded us, Mount Everest is a 

The JMT. Attempted by 1500 hikers a 
year. Most travel Southbound (SOBO) 

Most days we climbed over mountain passes  
with spectacular views. 
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mere 8,850m high by comparison. In simple 
Camino metrics, the JMT is the same length as 
the Camino Primitivo and has almost double the 
elevation gain of the much longer Camino 
Francés. For much of the year, the trail is 
snowed in and impassable. The walking season is 
from July to September, and we experienced 
temperatures ranging from -2°C at night to  
+30°C during the day. We had ideal conditions 
during our three weeks with none of the sudden 
afternoon storms that are a feature of the warm-
er months. Similarly, we managed to stay upwind 
and away from the ongoing summer wildfires. 
 
Hikers are warned about the harsh sun on the 
trail. Being a typical Aussie, I took my usual  
protective clothing but figured, how bad could it 
be compared to a summer in Adelaide, or my 
years as a sailor? The answer is: much worse. At 
the higher altitudes, with less of the earth’s  
atmosphere filtering UV rays, the exposed skin 
on the back of my hands and lower arms soon  
suffered deep red and purple burns unlike  

anything I had experienced. Luckily, the UPF hiking tops had long sleeves and 
thumb holes and could be pulled over the backs of my hands, but it took most of 
the journey for the damage from that one day to heal. 
 
Walking the JMT 
I love that if I want to, I can buy a ticket to Spain today, grab my (pre-packed) 
gear, and be walking the Camino within a day or two. No pre-bookings, no logisti-
cal planning— just go. By contrast, the JMT requires far more preparation. 
To protect the wilderness, access to the 
JMT is strictly limited using a permit  
system that is diligently enforced by park 
rangers. To gain a permit, most walkers 
must enter a lottery system that is heavily 
oversubscribed. Hikers nominate the exact 
dates they would like to travel, and they 
are informed exactly six months ahead of 
their chosen dates if they have been  
successful. Many hikers enter the lottery 
for years before obtaining the pass  
they seek and only 1500 hikers get to  
attempt the JMT each year. 
 
Another option, which was the only practi-
cal one for me, is to travel with one of the 
handful of trekking guide companies, which 

The big guy I met on day one (& 
lived to tell). A huge focus is 
placed upon preventing bears  
getting a taste for human food – 
which tragically often ends up 
with the animal becoming  
dangerous and being euthanised. 

 
Mt Whitney 
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are allocated a small number of passes for dates 
designated a year before. I chose Southern Yo-
semite Mountain Guides (SYMG), who have been 
operating in the area for decades. This  
enabled me to make my travel and leave  
arrangements well ahead of time and provided 
the practical knowledge and logistics support I 
needed. At the end of the day, this was a totally 
different type of hiking environment from any I 
had experienced. After all: deadly snakes are one 
thing but bears?!xxxxxxx                           xxxxx 
 
Over its entire length, the JMT passes just a couple of small outposts and no 
towns. Hikers need to be very self-sufficient, carrying their shelter (tents), sleep-
ing systems, cooking gear, water filtration, and food, in addition to their clothing, 
equipment, and personal effects. Additionally, strict ‘Leave No Trace’ principles 
apply, requiring all hikers to carry all their waste, including food containers and 
toilet paper, off the trail. With these requirements carrying food for the full trip in 
addition is not practical due to the resulting pack weight. With 4-5 days of food, 
our packs were tipping the scales at 25kg. A popular solution, used by SYMG, is to 
pre-arrange several food resupplies along the route, brought in by muleteers with 
pack horses and meeting up at agreed points. New supplies are exchanged for 
waste items to be taken out. The logistics to pre-arrange food supplies on a trail 
that has no vehicle access adds a significant level of complexity to the journey if 
walking solo. xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 
These resupply meet-ups were also exit options for hikers who could not continue, 
walking out with the support staff. Two of our group elected to leave mid-hike due 
to its intensity. One of them, who had done the trail before and had been one of 
the faster walkers in our group, declared that he knew what was ahead of us and 

did not think he was fit enough to con-
tinue. That caused a few nervous looks.  
 
With the pressing necessity to travel 
light and to have the right items to be 
safe in potentially dangerous conditions, 
having the correct gear is important. 
SYMG provided support and guidance on 
what to take, including a list of essen-
tial items and options. For those who 
did not have their own backpacks, 
tents, and sleeping gear, these were 
supplied at no charge. The night before 
the first day, our group camped and set 
up all our items under the scrutiny of 
our two guides to make sure we had 
what we needed.xApproximately 2/3 of 
the weight we carried on our backs was 

Hikers are regularly reminded  
of the fundamentals of  

Leave No Trace  

Re-supply day – food and supplies for  
another week brought in on horseback. 
Access by vehicle is impossible. 
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shared group stuff—food, 
cooking gear, water purifica-
tion gear, first aid, etc. In 
addition, each hiker was re-
quired to carry a bear-proof 
plastic canister containing all 
food and scented items to be 
permitted to walk within the 
park areas. Accordingly, keep-
ing the weight of our personal 
items became a priority and 
obsession that far exceeded 
anything I had done for the 
Camino. And I really did cut 
my toothbrush in half. 
 

I am a gear geek and had been content that my Camino pack weighed around  
6.7kg. I soon discovered that this was far from what was possible. For the JMT, my 
70-litre backpack with my personal gear—clothes, sleeping system, tent, and mis-
cellaneous items for three weeks of hiking—weighed just 6.4kg before the commu-
nal food and gear went in. From a gear perspective, the JMT taught me many 
things and cemented my thoughts on footwear. I had recently converted from 
boots to trail runners for hiking, but I did wonder if their lighter construction 
would have limitations if really put to the test. I took a pair on the JMT, and  
despite the heavy pack, the rocky terrain, and regularly wading through streams 
and crossing snowdrifts, trail runners proved to be durable, sure-footed, and com-
fortable. About half of the group, including the guides, were similarly shod, and 
the experience re-affirmed that trail runners as my footwear of choice.x 
 
Another realisation was (once again) just how little personal gear I had needed. 
For three weeks, I had travelled through wilderness, sleeping outdoors in below-
zero conditions with less clothing and gear than I would normally take on a Camino 
(with its frequent resupply opportunities). The only change would be to add a pair 
of sun gloves.xx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 
Hiking at altitude did take some adjustment. With oxygen levels 40% lower than at 
sea level, physical exertion places a noticeable burden on the body’s respiratory 
system, and hydration needs to be carefully monitored. I am not a big water drink-
er at the best of times, but I quickly learned to just keep drinking water. Drinking 
five litres a day was not unusual, including throughout the night. My body didn’t 
really know what hit it and, after the journey, I could not face the thought of a 
drink of water for about a month afterwards.xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 
Fortunately, water was readily available from streams, and we rarely needed to 
carry more than a litre or two at any one time. However, despite seeming 
‘pristine’ mountain streams, every litre had to be filtered, as giardia infection 
from untreated water is common, and the guides maintained a constant vigil on 
water and hygiene.xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxand  

Our group and guides - sharing the experience and chal-
lenge was a bonus I did not anticipate. 
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An altitude hiking skill I had to learn 
was how to synchronise walking  
motion and breathing for tackling 
long ascents. My normal MO of pick-
ing a good pace and keep powering 
until the top just did not work when 
mountains are big, and oxygen is 
scarce. By walking at a pace deter-
mined by a sustainable breathing 
rate, I was able to conquer peaks 
requiring hours to ascend while  
carrying a heavy pack. 
 
I also learned how to effectively  
engage my gluteal muscles as part of 
my walking motion, increasing endurance and efficiency. On my return, my wife 
Jennie noted that my signature round butt had completely disappeared. 
 
The Wash-Up 
My journey on the JMT was incredibly rewarding, and I came away with many life 
memories, friends, and personal learnings. The JMT’s famous wilderness was  
stunning, and immersing myself in nature with the lightest possible touch was very 
special. As the pictures will illustrate, the variety of landscapes and their visual 
intensity were truly memorable.                              X  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 
Despite being focused on undertaking a journey into the wilderness, I concluded 
that I am indeed a people person. Travelling with a group of like-minded people 
who love a slightly crazy challenge and the wilderness and being able to share each 
day’s challenges and achievements added so much to the journey. Each person had 
their hard days, often being in situations way outside their comfort zone,  
but the way the group collectively provided mental, spiritual, and physical support 
despite each person’s own challenges was heartening and rewarding. 
 
The group size ended up being perfect as well—12 people, including guides, each 

travelling at their own pace and 
spread out on the trail—providing 
opportunities for a range of  
different conversations and  
interactions to keep things social-
ly healthy. While traveling with a 
contained group was different 
from the Camino, the conversa-
tions and personal revelations 
that occurred once we had left 
the real world behind us were no 
different from those that  
occur on the road to Santiago de 
Compostela. Xxxxxxxxx                                 

 
Typical nightly campsite – complete with lake 

and deer happily grazing nearby 

The higher mountain passes 
were striking, and the effects 
of altitude quite noticeable. 
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I must highlight and commend the amazing experience I had travelling with SYMG. 
This is my second hike undertaken with guides, and in both instances, my journey 
has benefitted significantly as a result. The knowledge expert guides impart, 
borne from a passion for sharing the wilderness, and their seemingly endless  
patience, energy, and desire to make sure their charges are safe and enjoying 
their experience is incredible. Our two guides, Ethan (29) and Meagan (36), were 
on duty constantly, 24/7, for 23 days, always professional and supremely capable 
in often difficult circumstances. It was truly impressive and admirable. Xxxxxx 
 
Walking the JMT was certainly an extension of the type of walking I have done 
previously and a progression from my Camino experiences – challenging me even 
more physically, mentally, and emotionally, and to use even less ‘stuff’ in the  
process. Finishing the journey was rewarding and filled with personal learnings 
from the superficial to the significant.  I learned there is a finite limit to how long 
I can go without a shower, and it is definitely less than 23 days! To avoid introduc-
ing detergents into streams, hikers are not permitted to wash with soap, and  
despite best efforts, we were all dirty and slightly waterproof by the last day. It 
took a good three hours in a hot bath to fully clean my feet, determine how many 
of my toenails were likely to fall off, and generally return my body to a recognis- 
able colour. Similarly, I will never again underestimate the simple but significant 
joys of vitreous china toilet pans, and a nice mattress. xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 
On a more serious level, I am very glad I walked the JMT, but I am not sure I would 
do it again in a hurry. The environment was amazing, but I realised that the com-
plexity and weight associated with extend-
ed wilderness travel distracted from the 
simplicity and freedom that I  
receive and seek from the act of walking 
and movement. As a result, a return to 
Spain has moved up the planning list. 
 
James Sage (SA) 
ED: for further information,  
James can be contacted via  
info@afotc.org.  

Below: Mountain lakes amplified the beautiful  
   landscape. Right: Crossing streams was a regular       

occurrence.  

Dinner with a view  
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WAY TO SEVENHILL: THE AUSTRALIAN IGNATION TRAIL 
 
Like many of us who have completed a Camino de Santi-
ago, I return to Australia each time with an eye always 
on the possibilities of a Camino/pilgrimage in Australia.   
I suspect I am not alone in this, as ‘Caminos’ have been 
set up, to Penola in SA and also to Cygnet in Tasmania.  I 
had also heard of a trail to Sevenhill in the Clare Valley 
in SA but could find no information about it until recent-
ly, when my wife decided to do an 8 day silent retreat at 
the Retreat Centre in Sevenhill.  I contacted the Jesuits 
at the Retreat Centre and they kindly provided me with 
all the information I needed to walk the trail. 
 
The Way to Sevenhill - The ‘Australian Ignation Trail’ - 
was originally set up in 2016 to honour the journey of the 
Jesuits who first travelled to Sevenhill in the 1850s to establish a community and 
ended up planting the first vineyard in the Clare Valley, South Australia. This trail 
was not set up to be an Australian Camino. There are no passports and no saint’s 
relics to venerate at the end and I could discern no echoes of the Camino de  
Santiago apart from the common thread of ‘pilgrimage’. 
 
The trail is about 140km long so can be done comfortably in 7 days. It passes 
through towns which are well spaced, so one can find a bed and a meal each night. 
During those 7 days I stayed in 4 caravan park cabins, 2 motels and a hotel and ate 
in the local pub each night. All more than adequate. This means there is no need 
for tenting or assistance with transport. The Jesuits provide guided walks to groups 
a few times a year or you can just do it yourself, as I did. 
 
It was a Friday afternoon at the end of November when my wife dropped me at the 
caravan park in Gawler, north of Adelaide. She then drove on to Sevenhill, about 
an hour’s drive away, to start her retreat that evening. I set out the next morning 
to walk for seven days to join her at the end of her retreat and I approached the 
journey as not just a walk, nor as an imitation Camino but as a real pilgrimage 
nonetheless. 
 
The first two days from Gawler to Lyndock to Tanunda, I followed the Barossa  

Valley Trail. This is a paved rail trail the 
whole way, passing through the vines of the 
Barossa. It is a beautiful and easy walk and 
each day is only 15kms, so it is a gentle in-
troduction. On the third day from Tanunda 
to Kapunda, the trail leaves the Barossa 
Valley behind and follows the Heysen trail. 
The first half of the day is still in the vines 
but in the second half the trail rises gently 
out of the valley and into a different land-
scape of grain and sheep. This is a more 

The Barossa Way 

Through recently  
harvested grain on the 

Heysen Trail  
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strenuous day with some elevation and at 32kms is a long one as well. 
 
Days 4 and 5 from Kapunda to Tarlee to Riverton reminded me of the Meseta on 
the French Way; vast open spaces of grain and sheep with wide skies and not a lot 
of shade. The way passes along quiet gravel roads with next to no traffic. Both 
easy days of 22km and 15kms. 
 
Days 6 and 7 are from Riverton to Auburn to Sevenhill. This is on two unpaved rail 
trails, the Rattler Trail from Riverton to Auburn and then the Reisling Trail from 
Auburn. Day 6 continues the theme of the Meseta with lots of open country but on 
Day 7 the trail enters the Clare valley with more trees, and of course vineyards, 
until we catch sight of the Retreat Centre. Both days are 20km. 
 
Reaching Sevenhill, one comes to a ‘monastery’ in the bush, a waterhole in a 
parched land. The church and the main building were beautifully constructed in 
stone in the 1870s, surrounded by trees, gardens, vineyards and of course a cellar 
door. Like an oasis, it was a welcome sight.  
 
At the end, I felt none of the exhilaration and shared joy I experienced coming 
into Santiago. I did not have the support and friendship of fellow pilgrims nor the 
sense of being part of a 1000 year-old tradition which comes with the Camino. But 
this trail, as simple as it is, provides a very real opportunity for the creation of 
that interior space essential to pilgrimage. I was a pilgrim travelling alone, so lots 
of solitude and silence interspersed with chats with locals in the evening or  
occasionally on the trail. None of the consolations and supports of the Camino, 
just lots of quiet emptiness under big skies and a hot sun. The landscape will vary 
with the seasons but in December,  
I found it had a beauty, sometimes 
soft and green but often dry and 
brown. It was walking through an 
emptiness where one listens to one’s 
footsteps and heartbeat because 
there is nothing else; an emptiness 
which allows space for God, and for 
that I am very grateful. 
 
Alan Hebb (TAS) 

Coming into Sevenhill 

Below: Open country at dawn.  
Right: Coming into Sevenhill. 
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pHow to Be a Pilgrim 
Air travel is like 
ancient pilgrims walking on their 
knees, flight delays and narrow seats 
offer their own kind of penance. 
You jettison excess baggage, 
leaving behind the heavy makeup case, 
knowing the rain will 
wash you free of artifice. 
Books you wanted to carry left too, 
no more outside words needed, 
then go old beliefs which keep 
you taut and twisted inside. 
Blistered feet stumble over rocky 
fields covered with wildflowers and you 
realize this is your life, 
full of sharp stones and color. 
Red-breasted robins call forth 
the song already inside, 
a hundred griefs break open under 
dark clouds and downpour. 
Rise and fall of elation and exhaustion, 
the tides a calendar of unfolding, 
a bright star rises and you remember 
a loved one waiting miles away. 
A new hunger is kindled by the sight of 
cows nursing calves in a field, 
spying a spotted pony, you forget 
the weight and seriousness of things. 
Salmon swim across the Atlantic, 
up the River Corrib’s rapids to the 
wide lake, and you wonder if you have 
also been called here for death and birth. 
This is why we journey: 
to retrieve our lost intimacy with the world, 
every creature a herald of poems 
that sleep in streams and stones. 
‘Missing you’ scrawled on a postcard sent home, 
but you don't follow with 
‘wish you were here.’ 
This is a voyage best made alone. 
 
Christine Valters Paintner (US) 

P   M 
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“I chose this poem because I like the analogies and links and the unpretentious 
language. I like the contrasts and the way things the writer sees and hears  
remind her of the metaphysical and the concrete but absent aspects of life. It has 
a hint of Eliot (‘The Journey of the Magi’) and a nice bit of irony at the end. 
 
According to her website, Christine Valters Paintner is an online abbess, not 
many of those about, as well as a writer, poet and spiritual adviser. Without  
actually knowing, I’d say this has to have been written by someone who has 
walked the Camino and although it addresses ‘you’, I get the feeling that ‘you’ is 
also ‘I’; it is a very personal poem. It is as good a description of what the Camino 
is actually like as you will find.” 
 
Richard Bird (NSW) 

 
“When you travel, you experience, in a very practical way,  

the act of rebirth.  
You confront completely new situations, the day passes more slowly,  

and on most journeys you don't even understand the language  
the people speak. 

Paulo Coelho, The Pilgrimage 

Near Granon, Camino Francés 
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~  OBITUARY  ~  

Suzanne Maree Ramsay (née Stratton) 

12 March 1962 - 27 October 2024 

It is with great sadness that we advise members of the death of  
Suzanne Maree Ramsay, a member of the  

Australian Friends of the Camino since her first Camino in 2014. 

Suzanne and her husband John completed the Camino Francés from  
St Jean-Pied-de-Port (2014); the Camino Portugues from Lisboa and 
Camino Fisterra via Muxia (2017); the GR65 La Chemin du Puy from  
Le Puy in France to St Jean-Pied-de-Port then the Camino del Norte  

from Irun to Santiago de Compostela (2018); the Kerry Camino  
and Dingle Way (2018) and the Via de la Plata, Camino Sanabrés and 

Camino Primitivo (2023). 

Suzanne completed her 2023 Caminos 
during a brief period of partial  

remission from metastatic breast cancer 
and was still receiving treatment while 
walking these Caminos.  Her life motto 

was “Never give up”! 

Suzanne met many wonderful pilgrims 
on her adventures and cherished those 

memories.  Suzanne’s husband John has 
shared her Eulogy via YouTube for 
AFotC members who would like to  
honour her memory.  Her story is a  

remarkable tale of love, faith, resilience 
and overcoming adversity.  Suzanne  
died at home with her husband and 

daughter by her side. 

Buen Camino Suzanne,  
your pilgrimage done. 

https://youtu.be/L0QCw5XuqJo 


