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GUEST EDITORIAL  
 
“You don’t have to have blood ties to get a family feeling about a person. Most 
of the people I have really cared about in this world, I have elected to the  
position. I have a belief that a [person’s] real relatives are scattered throughout 
the universe….” (excerpt from Little Big Man by Thomas Berger, 1964). 
 
This quote does not refer to a Camino pilgrimage as such, but it resonates strong-
ly with me, following wonderful days spent recently with US friends visiting Aus-
tralia for the first time. Thanks to John and Diane’s visit, I have finally made my 
‘bucket-list’ trip to Uluru, along with my Camino amiga, Kerry, and her husband 
Peter. This experience has prompted me to reflect on the concept of ‘Camino 
Family’, or the connections we make when walking a pilgrimage. For some folks, 
as we saw in Bill Bennett’s film, “The Way, My Way,” these connections can be 
life-changing.  
 
Kerry and I met John at Orisson in 2018, when we were all walking our first 
Camino Francés, from St Jean-Pied-de-Port to Santiago de Compostela. We all 
made it, in our separate and various ways, and arrived at the Cathedral on the 
same day. Much like Bill Bennett, we’ve maintained our ‘family feeling’ for each 
other, and for some other pilgrims met on that walk, ever since. I remember an 
emotional reunion with Joyce, whom I had met that same first night in Orisson 
and then didn’t see again until 33 days later when we fell into each other’s arms 
in the Pilgrim Office in Santiago. Joyce and I met again over a lunch at a  
restaurant in Seattle, in 2019, and were astonished when the waitress who took 
our photo announced that she had just returned from the Camino Norte two 
weeks before!  
 
And, then there was COVID and the world seemed to stop - but, no, my 2018 
Camino family kept the light alive with Zoom chats, including Kerry and me in 
Moana, SA; John in New York; Don in Virginia; Anne and Barbara in Canada; ‘the 
twins’ in Sydney, all of us holding glasses of rioja and sharing our memories and 
hopes for better times. 
 
I have a similar story about my 2022 Chemin d’Arles family of 5 women (we have 
a Whatsapp group we call “les Arlésiennes”). Only one of us managed the whole 
journey to Santiago , but we all shared in her final stages and we created another 
family, scattered across our globe (Switzerland, Germany, Canada, Australia, 
France), if not the universe. 
 
I am sure all pilgrims reading this will have their own stories about connections 
made on Camino. If you are lucky, you may reunite with your Camino family, as I 
have done in New York, Seattle and here in Adelaide. You may even share new 
and amazing experiences with the people you met while walking, adding to the 
texture and profound change started in you when you walked your first Camino.  

¡Buen Camino! 
Anna Cameron (SA) 
 
 

Cover photo: Looking out over Santiago  
from the roof of the Cathedral (see article pp20-23) 
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FROM THE CONFERENCE COMMITTEE: 
 
There’s now only 15 months to go!  
 
The Sunshine Coast Camino Group recently held another committee meeting to 
prepare for the conference being held in July next year. Don’t forget to put it in 
your calendar! Tickets will be available to purchase in a few months’ time.  
Keep an eye on social media and the website so you don’t miss out. 
 
www.facebook.com/afotcconference2026 Find the events tab & click ‘Going’ 
on the event to ensure you are notified about the latest news & updates.  
For those not on social media, www.afotc.org/conference is where you’ll  
need to keep checking for updates. 
 
Do you know a business who would like to sponsor the conference?  
Sponsors will gain significant visibility and brand exposure within the growing 
community of Camino enthusiasts, most of whom are regular international  
adventure travellers. This support will directly contribute to the success of the 
event and help deliver a  
high-quality program that  
inspires and informs  
pilgrims. Contact  
conference2026@afotc.org  
to learn more re sponsorship 
opportunities. 
 
For those of you who  
have already planned to  
attend - thank you! July is a 
wonderful time to be on the  
Sunshine Coast. The climate 
is truly idyllic, offering  
sunny, clear days with  
virtually no rainfall.  
We recommend you plan on 
staying for a bit longer to 
experience the region.  
 
¡Buen Camino! 

3RD NATIONAL CONFERENCE 

24-26 JULY 2026 
SUNSHINE COAST, QUEENSLAND 
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A HOSPI’S DAY  

When you arrive at a ‘donativo’ albergue, do you ever wonder about the 
‘hospi’ (hospitalero) behind the counter? What is it like to immerse in Camino/
Spanish life? Why do they volunteer? What is their day? 

I discovered the Camino late in life. As you get older, well-meaning people  
assume you are less capable and need help even with things you can do quite 
well. So, when I was about to retire from paid work, I was looking for something 
big to do in retirement. I happened across a documentary that interviewed people 
walking a Camino. One was a cute 8 year-old. When asked why she was doing it 
she replied, “To prove I can”. I was hooked. 

In 2023 I walked my first Camino, the French way. I was really scared that I would 
not be able to do it. I had never walked more than 20km. Doing 25km plus 1000 
odd meters of climbing on the first day with arthritic knees and 10kg overweight, 
it seemed impossible. When I woke up on the second day and I felt OK, I  
realised “I can do this”. 

I quickly passed through the physical and mental barriers and got into the  
spiritual. By the time I reached Santiago, my overwhelming feeling was “I don’t 
want to stop”. So, I walked on to Finisterre. 

That was not enough, so I resolved to return in 2024 and really get immersed in 
the Camino: walk a difficult route, learn some Spanish, read the history, and get 
‘behind the counter’ as a ‘hospi’. I have now added the Camino Portugues (from 
Lisbon), Muxia to Santiago, the French (Camino Francés) ) into Ponferrada and the 
Invierno (the Winter Way) back to Santiago to my experience. 

In early 2024 I did the training and applied through HosVol. You need to explain 
why you want to do this. Simply saying “to give back” is not enough... everyone 
says that. The best advice I got in the training was: if you find yourself in a place-
ment that you don’t like: “Just suck it up: you are only there for two weeks”!  

I was allocated to the donativo albergue in Ponferrada. Ponferrada is a big town, 
about 80,000 people, that has been the site of coal and iron mines for centuries. 
The name translates as Bridge of Iron. Gold was mined nearby in Las Medulas 
2,000 years ago. The monumental zone has an impressive Knights Templar for-
tress. The modern town stretches away on the northern side of the monumental 
zone while the albergue is on the southern side, so well insulated from the  
modern town. 
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The hostel is 
dedicated to 
Saint Nicholas 
de Flue. A Swiss 
ascetic who 
lived a hard life 
dedicated to 
God. He is the 
patron saint of 
Switzerland. The 
Swiss are cham-
pions of the 
Youth Hostel 
Movement, so 
supporting a 
donativo makes 
sense. 

Ponferrada is also the turning off for the Camino Invierno (Winter Way). The turn-
off is about 200 metres west of the albergue and the first kilometre is backtrack-
ing the scenic route into town so you might get some advice about going the 
wrong way! 

The building is relatively new and was purpose-built to serve as a hostel. We had 
144 beds across 13 rooms ranging from 4 to 30 people each. Usage varied from 25 
to 117 per night. 

The garden was extraordinary, with a grapevine-covered terrace that could seat 
50, a garden and views to the mountains which rise 1,000 meters above. If it only 
had a kitchen, it would be the most popular restaurant in town.  

The hostel also has some vacant land adjoining where people with animals could 
camp. 

The hostel is owned by the local church and is managed by the local priest, but he 
has a light touch. The work is organised by 4 volunteers drawn from all over the 
world. In my week, 2 Italians, an American and me. 2 local women came in to 
clean the chapel and help mid-week, a local handyman came in to do repairs. I 
was the only one not fluent in Spanish, so Spanish was the language of the hostel. 
I communicated with the priest by leaving little notes in the donation box. He 
explained the use of the lawn mower in Spanish!?! 

The staff had a private room, each with a shared bathroom. A staff kitchen was 
stocked by the staff, but the cost was reimbursed. There was a staff common 
room and laundry. 

The hospitalero’s day starts just before 6 to unlock the doors and gates. Often 
there were pilgrims, with packs already on, waiting to be let out. We took turns 
to do this, so we could sleep-in 3 days out of 4. Between 8 and 11 the doors are 
locked again and the cleaning started. All the toilets and basins are wiped with 
bleach every day. Flat surfaces are mopped with disinfectant every day. The  
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mattresses wiped 
with disinfectant 
every day. 16  
garbage bins  
emptied into a skip 
every day. 

To be a hospi you 
need the right mind
-set. It could seem 
to be a thankless 
task. Pilgrims arrive 
hot and tired, they 
usually disappeared 
into the morning 

without a word. The cleaning is solitary work and the check-in could be tedious. 
Against that, you meet a lot of people from all over. Most of the interactions are 
fleeting, but many linger and swap stories.  

I was concerned that the handyman might resent my intrusion into his territory. 
Was he paid?? He spoke no English, but gave me a big hug at the end of the week, 
so I guess we are good. I also got a hug from the NES Italian hospi, a well done 
from the chief of police and a personal blessing from the head monk. 

Would I do it again? Yes, I will be in Salamanca late June 2025. Come say hello. 

Gandhi said “if you give in expectation of a reward you will be disappointed. If 
you give without expectation, you will occasionally be delighted”. 

Tim Vye (NSW) 

 
 

"To walk El Camino—or any long path—is to live a shared  

vulnerability. We cultivated intimate conversation unlike  

anything I’ve experienced. We talked not of politics or  

profession, but of life’s joys and sorrows, speaking our truths, fears, 

darkest secrets, and innermost desires, free from judgement or  

pretence. In essence, we were walking naked."  
 

Patty Hodapp  

ED: Interested in broadening your Camino experience by volunteering  
in a donativo albergue?  Find out about how to join our expanding  
team of Australian Hospitaleros here:  
https://www.afotc.org/volunteer-as-hospitalero/   
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Northern Beaches Camino Pilgrims (NBCP)  
is a walking group based on Sydney’s beautiful Northern Beaches,  

created for people of all ages and backgrounds who share a love for the 
Camino de Santiago and the spirit of pilgrimage. 

 
Whether you’re a seasoned peregrino or dreaming about your very first 

Camino, NBCP is a supportive community where you can  
connect with like-minded souls, swap tips and tales, and build the  
stamina (and the friendships) to carry you from here to Santiago –  

and beyond. 
 

We hold regular local walks that mimic the Camino experience –  
think coastal trails, hidden bush tracks, coffee stops, and plenty of shell  

sightings. These walks are open to anyone curious about pilgrimage, 
community, and the lessons the trail teaches us. Many of our members 

are actively training for a Camino or have recently  
returned and want to stay connected to the magic of The Way. 

 
NBCP is proudly part of the wider Australian Camino community.  

We share a commitment to encouraging spiritual, physical, and  
emotional growth through pilgrimage. 

 
We welcome you to walk with us. 

hps://www.facebook.com/groups/northernbeachespilgrims/ 

WELCOME... 

to the newest Camino group in Australia 
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THE WHITHORN WAY / ST NINIAN’S WAY (UK) 
 
With the formation of the British Pilgrimage 
Trust in 2014 around 250 pilgrimage trails in 
the UK have been revitalised. One of these 
routes is St Ninian’s Way, a 250 mile (just 
over 400km) journey north from Carlisle 
along the Ayrshire coast to South 
Queensferry, a suburb of Edinburgh. Within 
that route is the Whithorn Way, a 150 mile 
(just over 240 kms) journey from Glasgow 
Cathedral, south, to the Isle of Whithorn. St 
Ninian’s Way is usually done from south to 
north, on a bicycle, but I was travelling 
from north to south, on foot. 
 
This is, at times, a spectacular route, with 
magnificent sea views. At other times it is 
quiet and gentle, passing along disused rail 
lines, that have been utilised as cycle 
tracks. The downside of the path is, at 
times, lack of accommodation, or alternatively the exorbitant cost of it. However, 
there are ways around this. For example, in Paisley I stayed in a reasonably priced 
room in a motel, heading out each morning on the train, returning later in the day 
by the same means. It meant I could walk pack-free, therefore going further and 
faster! 
 
This was a small part of a bigger journey from John o’ Groats to Lands End, a  
pilgrimage in itself, but within that journey linking as many designated pilgrimage 
routes as possible. My journey was not a direct route, crossing from one side of 
the country to the other and estimated to be around 3,000 kms plus. As it  

transpired I didn’t reach 
my destination, with the 
route considerably short-
ened – but that is another 
story! Criss-crossing the 
country, St Ninian’s Way 
was a substantial detour.  
 
Leaving South Queensfer-
ry, I followed the Forth 
of Firth towards Bo’ness, 
my first stop on this 
path. This was slow  
going, not for its difficul-
ty, but for its distrac-
tions! The cycle path was 
only divided by a wall 

The signs 

The iconic Forth railway bridge spanning the Firth of Forth  

Page 9   AFotC Newsletter #53 June 2025 

from the Forth, and I 
stopped frequently to 
look back at the three 
mighty bridges that span 
the Forth. There were 
other landmarks along the 
way too, including  
Hopetoun House and 
Blackness Castle, not to 
mention the wonderful 
Lobster Pot Inn, one of 
the best, and quirkiest, 
lunch spots on the way. 
 
After Bo’ness the path 
took me past the iconic 
Falkirk Wheel, where one 

is able to clearly see Archimedes principle of buoyancy in action as this wonder of 
21st century engineering uses a scientific principle from the 3rd century BC! There 
is plenty of information online but, briefly, the Falkirk Wheel is a rotating boat 
lifter, via two gondolas, each containing 300 tons of water, lifting boats up (or 
down) 35 metres from one canal to the other. This replaced a ladder of 11 locks. 
It is easy to spend many hours watching it and is well worth the money to go on a 
boat ride! 
 
Having followed the Union canal from Falkirk to the Wheel, it is a flat walk to 
continue along the Forth and Clyde canal to Glasgow and from there, through the 
suburbs to the town of Paisley. This is the town which gave its name to the  
paisley fabric design, but was also the original home of Coats cotton thread. 
There were two cotton thread dynasties, the Coats, and the Clark’s, both  
philanthropic, leaving a heritage of outstanding buildings in the town, though 
some are now in need of restoration. 
 
I was really impressed with  
Paisley, a town that is work-
ing hard to restore itself. It is 
one of the poorest towns in 
the country with high unem-
ployment, but the local  
authorities appear to be  
doing their best to restore 
buildings, and the cultural 
ethos of the town, in  
order to provide potential 
employment and income for 
the locals. 
 

The Lobster Inn 

Paisley Abbey at night 
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the clifftops and then the 
pebble beach to the beautiful 
little harbour of Dunure. From 
here the path then turns in-
land towards the small town 
of Maybole. Having spent 
some hours battling the wind 
we eventually found ourselves 
in a sheltered forest, boggy 
and wet underfoot. Breaking 
out of the forest we were 
treated to magnificent views 
across the hills, with no  
sign of the town we were 
headed to. 
 
Sadly, from Maybole, the only 
way was along the side of the 
very busy Kirkoswald Road. 
This was deliberate so as to take us past the ruins of Crossraguel Abbey  
though sadly, in winter, it is not possible to visit it. With relief, we were  
pleased to turn off that busy road on our way to the historic village of Kirkoswald. 
On the way into the village we passed Souter Johnnie’s house. Souter  
(meaning shoemaker) Johnnie is a character in the epic Burns poem  
Tam o’ Shanter, and it was in this village that Robert Burns was educated.  
 

Top left: The bunkhouse, Whithorn  
Top right: St Ninian’s cave  

Bottom: Whithorn Priory 
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As mentioned, because accommodation 
was either non-existent further along 
the route, or far too exorbitant, I chose 
to stay in a cheaper room I had found in 
Paisley and commute by train to and 
from there for the next three days.  
 
Following the cycle path, a former rail-
way line, over those three days I ended 
my journey in Lochwinnoch, Kilwinning, 
and finally in Troon. On the way I 
passed the beautiful nature/bird reserve 
in Lochwinnoch and then in Kilwinning, 
right in the centre of town, the ruins of 
an abbey. This is Scotland and so, quite 
frequently, I walked past golf courses! 
This is also Burns country, and on the 
way into Irvine, next to the River Irvine 
and in the middle of a field, I  
came across a Robert Burns  
monument.  
 
In Ayr I was met by my friend,  
Charlotte, who I met 10 years ago when I 
was walking along a different route from 
John o’ Groats to Lands End (JoGLE). 
Though we had met in Orkney, she 
walked with me several times then, and 
planned to do the same on this  
journey.  

 
Fortunately the first 
storm of the season, 
Storm Ashley, had 
abated, though we had 
to battle strong winds 
over the next few days, 
and while walking into 
Ayr I had passed lots of 
debris washed up from 
the high seas.  
 
Still in Burns country, 
the path goes past 
Burns cottage, the 
birthplace of the poet, 
before heading along 

Kilwinning Abbey 

 

Strong winds approaching Ayr 
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From Kirkoswald the 
path continued along 
country lanes back to 
the coast, and the 
fishing village of Gir-
van. Care had to be 
taken here, as the 
tide was coming in, 
and so for safety we 
followed a rough path 
parallel to the beach. 
Here, Charlotte              
caught the train back 
to her home in  

                                      Stirling.  
 
Again, I was faced with the dilemma of not 
being able to find accommodation an easy  
distance away, and so resorted to staying sev-
eral more nights in Girvan, making use of the 
local bus to get back from Colmonell. Return-
ing the next day, I walked past a pheasant 
farm, only to be met by a locked gate and an 
electric fence! Not being able to see over the 
hill to work out options there was nothing for 
it, but to retrace my steps and return to Gir-
van. It is one thing climbing a gate knowing 
what is ahead, but another not knowing what 
animals might be in the field, and if the exit is 
even more difficult than the entry! 
 
Sadly, the next stretch is very difficult to find 
accommodation, with no public transport  
options available either.  
 

 
The country is very beautiful and quite remote, and walking in the winter I decid-
ed that safety had to be my prime concern. Thus I caught a bus to Whithorn, 
where I stayed for several days in the wonderful New Town Hall Bunkhouse, the 
new version of a hostel. I was anxious to reach Whithorn before the end of Octo-
ber, when the Whithorn Trust closes for the season. Whithorn is the site of the 
Whithorn Priory, the home of early Christian worship, and the oldest pilgrimage 
destination in Scotland.  
 
Not a lot is known about St Ninian. He arrived in Whithorn in the late 300sAD. But 
it was not until the 700s, when St Bede wrote about him, that people flocked to 
his shrine searching for miracles, and to benefit from the healing powers of the 
saint. 

The big water of Fleet viaduct 

Some steep descents after  
leaving Ayr  
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Whithorn is not the end of the way 
though. The path continues down to the 
coast where, walking along a pebbly beach, 
the cave of St Ninian can be found, and then 
further along the coast, at the Isle of 
Whithorn, St Ninian’s chapel. 
 
To reach Carlisle the path meanders north 
up the coast, passing through  
small fascinating villages such as the fishing 
village of Garlieston, Bladnoch,  
the home of a distillery, and the book town 
of Wigtown, home of 11 bookshops, to  
Newton on Stewart. It then turns south  
following the River Cree to Creetown, and 
the beautiful and historic village of Gate-
house of Fleet, before eventually crossing 
the River Dee at Kirkcudbright. Then follows 
a delightful walk towards Dumfries, and the 
village of Gretna along the River Nith and 
the Solway Firth. Because it was winter I 
was fortunate enough to see wild geese 
resting on the banks of the river, as well as 
flying overhead. What a treat!  
 
The only downside of this last day into Car-
lisle is that it is on a busy road, parallel to 
the M6, and on the day I was walking it was 
very foggy. Thus after crossing the River Esk 
I decided that safety was more important, 
and caught a bus the last few miles into 
Carlisle.  
 
This is a delightful pilgrimage route with wonderful and varied scenery. It is full 
of history, ruins from across the centuries, and characters from our past. The 
people along the way are friendly and very helpful. Travelling in the season 
should mean that you can obtain stamps in a credencial at various church sites, 
and providing you arrive before the end of the season, you can obtain a certifi-
cate from the Whithorn Trust.  
 
Earlier I mentioned that my intended journey to Lands End was shortened. Why? 
19.5kms south of Cambridge, I slipped on ice, and broke an ankle and a wrist. A 
10 day stay in hospital, followed by a 4 week convalescence in a hotel saw me 
walking slowly and carefully, but not well enough to finish the journey this time! 
But that’s another story.  
 
Janet Leitch OAM (SA) 

Walking through grassy areas 
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VIA TRANSILVANICA, ROMANIA 
 
The Via Transilvanica (VT) officially opened its 
full length in 2023. The VT was partially inspired 
by the walks of the Camino de Santiago and a 
desire of the people behind the trail to unite all 
the different areas of Romania. The trail begins 
at Putna (where you pick up a credential) a few 
kilometres from the Ukrainian border (no there  
is no need to be terrified) and finishes at  
Drobeta-Turnu Severin at the Serbian border. 
The trail winds over, around and through the 
Carpathian Mountains and is a beautiful way to 
see this magnificent country and it’s breathtak-
ing landscapes on a well planned and prepared 
trail. 
 
Throughout history Romania has been part of 
Hungary, part of Croatia and all manner of  
other ‘ownerships’. Indeed, many of the areas 
we walk through very clearly state they are  
Hungarian, not Romanian. There are also  
German sectors and Croatian sectors which the 
trail winds through. It is fascinating communi-
cating with the locals and learning some of the 
history. 
 
The organisers and those who began the whole 
work on this trail have put together a complete 
guide, available in PDF and off-line with a  
complete set of maps both on and off-line. These 
are provided on their website entirely free for 
anyone who wants to have a look at them and 
walk the trail. They are regularly updated as 
things change and they are the most helpful  
people when needed. For instance, there were times we were struggling to find 
accommodation and/or get responses to people we had sent messages to: a simple 
phone call to them and suddenly they were able to get accommodation for us. 
They are more than happy to help and if you choose to take on this journey, you 
will never be far from help from these wonderful people. 
 
Originally planning to camp, we changed our mind at the last minute to walk the 
trail and stay with locals. As usual, this turns out to be a little bit more expensive 
but certainly the experience is wildly enhanced by sharing with the local people. 
The VT also has helped many of these communities even in its short life, because 
it’s bringing money to small rural places that have lived a very rural, rustic and 
basic existence since time immemorial. Indeed, many today still live as they have 
for hundreds of years. 

Marker posts 
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Initially, surveying all the maps and information provided, we were a little  
daunted by the first seven days as we could see there is a lot of up-and-down 
mountain climbing. We knew we were fit enough to do this; however, we never 
anticipated the brutality of these climbs. They are not simply up-and-down moun-
tains. It is a rocky steep up, making adjustments every step and most of the time 
greater than a 30% grade an equal descent on the other side! We finished each day 
totally exhausted and barely walking into our accommodation. But the beauty 
makes it worthwhile, stunning greens of every hue no matter where you look. At 
times seeing beautiful snow atop mountains in the distance, leaving one 
awestruck at the beauty of this fairly untouched, beautiful landscape. 
 
Accommodation with locals was widely varied. From small places they have built 
specifically to accommodate the hikers they expect to come in the future, just 
staying in the rooms of houses they own, to the very basics of old shepherd huts 
that are still lived in by the shepherds during the summer months. We stayed at 
one of these huts - with no running water and no power. There is a small solar 
panel used to power one light and the water is from a spring 200m away where 
you have to go and get it by the bucket. There is no way to heat water or anything 
- as basic as it gets. 
 
Food along the trail can be hit and miss at times and, certainly in the first 25% if 
you are planning to camp and get your own meals, food is limited particularly so if 
you are vegetarian and especially if you are vegan. The food in Romania is  
predominantly pork, paprika potatoes and sliced cucumbers and tomatoes which 

Mountain scenery 
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are deliciously fresh and yummy to eat. If  
staying with locals, most of them will provide 
food, but they need usually at least two days 
notice and need to know what food, and what 
kind of food, you need. They are more than 
happy to cook chicken or vegetarian - you just 
need to ask. But they do require two days’  
notice, as many of these places have no shops 
anywhere nearby and they have to go and get 
food in for you. This often has to be done by 
horse and cart as there is no other form of 
transport in many of these places you pass 
through. It is fun to sometimes catch a ride 
along the trail with a horse and cart just for a 
little bit of a different way to experience it as 
you travel a couple of kilometres up the road. 
 
The Romanian people are super amazing and 
they are so excited to meet foreigners and for 
many of them, travel outside Romania never 

has and never will be on their agenda: it’s not something that has have been part 
of their culture. They are fascinated to meet people from other lands; while 
sometimes there is a language barrier, we have to do the same as we do on a 
Spanish Camino and use hand gestures and minimal words. But we always get 
through as most of you will understand. They work well with Google Translate or 
any other form of translator, and you only strike a bigger barrier when there is no 
Internet available, which happens frequently. The people are amazed to meet 
Australians and they just cannot believe that we travel so far and choose Romania 
as our destination.  
 
And I believe this is one of 
the great hopes from the 
organisers of the trail that 
this will encourage people 
from around the world to 
visit Romania. On our trail 
we met up with a German 
girl, a Belgium man and an 
American man and we 
crossed each others paths, 
as you do on Camino. I 
believe the trail people 
we’re quite excited to see 
internationals banding  
together and walking 
across their country open-
ing up Romania to the rest 
of the world.  

Muddy path 

Shepherd’s hut we stayed in 
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At times we were very fortunate to 
have Romanians, or people who 
used to live in Romania, who could 
speak the language with us and we 
learnt lots from them about life 
and how things are in Romania  
today as well as in the past. One 
day we were invited in to a local’s 
place. This place has no access to 
any form of vehicle traffic, not 
even a horse and cart. Everything 
must come in on horseback includ-
ing all the building materials. They 
mow grass with hand mowers on 
the side of the mountains as food for their animals, and frequently much of it is 
done by hand with a scythe - it really takes us back to a world that most of us in 
Australia are so unfamiliar with about what it is to live in a basic and rural life. 
But the ladies at this house were very welcoming. They had apricot trees and were 
keen to share the fruit with us and having a Romanian speaker was very helpful 
this day. There was a beautiful 90-year-old lady there having quite a conversation, 
and we were understanding what it was all about. And then the lady was asked do 
you speak any other languages, and her response was yes - sheep, goat and cow. 
 
The organisers of the VT have their own very special headquarters at a place 
called Tasuleasa Social. It is like walking into a paradise, sitting at the top of a 
mountain with dorm-like accommodation, washing machines and a beautiful dining 
room. They provide three meals a day if you want to stay, whether just overnight 
or rest for a few days. This place is entirely by donation and it’s your washing and 
all of your food, and as most of us who understand on the donativo, we always pay 
a little bit more than what we would privately for the joy of people who volunteer 

to do this. They 
are still develop-
ing their head-
quarters and I 
expect in a few 
years this to be 
an oasis that you 
might never want 
to leave from. We 
were also very 
blessed on the 
day we arrived 
that Alin, who is 
one of the main 
people behind the 
trail and whose 
inspiration it was 

High on the meadows 

 

Sunrise walking 
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to build this was there and it was a 
great pleasure to listen to his passion 
for what he is trying to achieve with 
the VT. 
 
And the wild things. Romania is well 
known for having many bears. But, as 
most of us know they’re mostly like 
snakes; they are simply brown bears 
who see a human and want to run a 
mile. We saw four bears on our  
journey, the first one a few hundred 
metres away stood up on his hind feet 
had a look (“just some humans”) and 
walked the other way. A second  
encounter was watching a young cub 
playing away in the meadows at the 
top of the mountain having a ball all by 
himself around some logs. This made us 
slow a little and think about where is 
Mother Bear. He saw us eventually and 
he took off back to the woods obvious-
ly to find Mummy Bear and that was the 
last we saw of them... we never saw 

Mummy Bear, thank goodness. Our last encounter was two bears - a beautiful 
small brown female bear being chased by one very very large light brown male 
bear. She spied us and took off and he was more interested in her than us. But so 
beautiful to see them wild and free. 
 
The other wild thing all over the place in Romania is dogs belonging to shepherds 
herding sheep, cows and goats as they have done for centuries. The shepherds live 
basically in a humpy if they’re lucky, and some of the wealthier ones had some 
very beat-up old caravans. They shepherd the sheep just simply from meadow to 
meadow across the mountains 
during the summer months. 
The organisers make clear 
that we would encounter dogs 
and to simply give out a big 
whistle or carry a whistle,  
because when the dogs come 
running out you whistle and 
the shepherds call them back - 
they are very well trained to 
return to the shepherd. Our 
experience was that most of 
these dogs come out barking 
but they’re also wagging their 
tails and are very happy for a 

Hedley’s welcoming party  

Stunning scenery in the mountains 
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friendly hello and, like dogs and a Camino, we have to be very very careful that 
they don’t follow us and we make sure the shepherd has them. We did however 
have two very bad encounters. One in which the shepherd must’ve been asleep 
and we were circled by the dogs and back to back swinging sticks trying to keep 
them away from us because they were very vicious and very scary. Eventually the 
shepherd did wake up and rescued us from his dogs. The second encounter was 
very early morning and we gathered that the people were asleep at the house—
the dogs of course are used for protection. These dogs came almost down a verti-
cal cliff to get to us down on the road and really went into attack. One in particu-
lar wanted to eat Hedley badly, and he sadly had to beat it quite heavily with a 
stick a number of times to get it to back off. But of all the encounters of well over 
100, it’s not much but certainly something to just be aware of on the trail. 
 
The forests are absolutely truly magnificent to walk through, and the trail markers 
are out of this world. Each individually carved, every kilometre of the trail. One 
of the most beautiful things about walking in Romania is the spring water - the 
mountains literally gush with water and frequently at the top we were just  
walking through water as it leaked away on down the mountains. The water is 
crystal clear, beautiful and stunning and it’s easy to access water on the trail, 
meaning generally you don’t have to carry too much yourself. But of course with 
lots of water running down the mountains you frequently encounter a lot of mud. 
This can be a little bit sticky-icky at times, but all adding to the adventure as we 
slipped and slid instead of huffing and puffing uphill. 
 
So if you’re up for a challenge and want to see a magnificent part of the world not 
spoiled by tourism, the VT is definitely worth checking out for some or all of it. 
 
Lari McDonald (WA) 
 
The international contingent: Lari in the middle, Hedley wearing his favourite kilt 
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THINGS TO DO WHEN LINGERING IN SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA 
Over the past two years, I’ve been lucky enough to spend about 4 weeks in  
Santiago de Compostela volunteering with Camino Companions. During that time, 
I wandered around this wonderful city, exploring its lesser-known locations,  
including the ‘most beautiful laundry in the world’ (see link below).  
 
HORTAS 10 - ¿LA LAVANDERÍA MAS BONITA DEL MUNDO? 
No matter how many days you have walked along the Caminos de Santiago, you 
will no doubt appreciate the opportunity to give your clothes a proper wash. The 
Caminos are not kind to clothing,  
be it dust or mud, sweat or the odd 
drop of vino tinto. If you’re anything 
like me and aren’t very good at  
handwashing your clothes, you will 
appreciate the convenience of a  
lavandería (laundry). Hortas 10—the 
establishment's address and name—is 
a laundry with a difference. It has an 
eclectic collection of fixtures and 
decorations, good music—including a 
Spotify playlist you can download— 
a courtyard open to the elements, 
washing machines and dryers, and it’s 
only 100 metres from the Cathedral 
and Pilgrim Office. Next time you’re 
in Santiago de Compostela, why not 
check it out?  
 
https://www.elespanol.com/
quincemil/articulos/actualidad/la-
lavanderia-mas-bonita-del-mundo-
esta-en-santiago-de-compostela  
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MERCADO DE ABASTOS DE SANTIAGO (Santiago City Market)  
was created in the C19 and is one of my favourite places in Santiago de 
Compostela. Whether you are looking for fresh produce to cook—some 
vegetables, for instance—or something to take on a picnic, this is the 
place to shop. You might also enjoy a glass of local wine, accompanied 
by a selection of hand-crafted cheeses and meats. You can even pick up 
a souvenir there. This is where locals and pilgrims mingle regularly. It 
also has a number of excellent restaurants, if you’d rather enjoy the 
local fare without having to cook. Make sure that you check it out. 
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MUSEO DO POBO GALEGO 
While staying with a local family in  
Santiago de Compostela, my host sug-
gested I visit the Museo do Pobo Galego 
(Museum of the People of Galicia). This 
museum is housed in the C17 convent of 
Santo Domingo de Bonaval and is only a 
short walk from the city's historical cen-
tre. The museum showcases traditional 
Galician culture and includes exhibits 
highlighting music, craft, agriculture and 
the Galician people’s relationship with 
the sea. One of the museum's highlights 
is a double spiral staircase leading to an 
expansive city view. Visitors can also 
visit the C13 Church of Bonval and its 
temporary exhibits.  
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Mark Walsh (VIC) 

VISITING THE CATHEDRAL, PORTICO 
DE GLORIA, CATHEDRAL MUSEUM, 
DECKS AND CARRACAS TOWER 
I have many fond memories of sitting in the 
Praza do Obradoiro, looking up at the façade 
of the Cathedral. The cathedral stands over 
what is believed to be the place where the 
body of St James (Santiago) was buried by his 
disciples Athanasius and Theodore in the first 
century CE. Their remains were discovered in 
the ninth century by a monk called Pelagius, 
who had seen strange lights in the sky above 
the fields where the saint was buried. King 
Alfonso II the Chaste travelled from Oviedo to 
visit the site (the origin of the Camino  
Primitivo) and ordered that a church be built over the site. As more and more 
pilgrims came to pay homage to Santiago, the church proved too small, and a 
new one was built. Eventually, the structure we see today was built in the 11th 
and 12th centuries, with additions being made well into the 18th century.  
 
Several tours of the Cathedral are available for booking online (https://
catedraldesantiago.es/en/visits/). I have visited the Portico de Gloria, where 
pilgrims once arrived to pay homage to Santiago. It is featured in the movie The 
Way. Additionally, I took the rooftop tour, which included the climbing of 140 
steps to the stone decks of the cathedral 
rooftop, followed by a further climb to the 
Torre de la Carraca, 72m above the Praza, 
offering spectacular views of the Praza do 
Obradoiro and the city of Santiago. The tick-
ets for these tours also include access to the 
Cathedral Museum, the Gelmírez Palace, the 
Crypt of the Portico de la Gloria and the 
Diocesan Museum. 
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THE CAMINO’S INVITATION 
 

We feel pressured to accumulate stuff. 
The Camino invites us to travel lightly, and enjoy. 

 
We are driven to achieve long-term goals. 

The Camino invites us to value the next step. 
 

We are surrounded by constant, heckling voices. 
The Camino invites us to hear the sound of unfettered silence. 

 
We are tempted by ads of glitz and glamour. 

The Camino invites us to see beauty in ‘the same old’. 
 

We find ourselves swamped by deadlines. 
The Camino invites us to find peace in dawn’s light on a dewy web. 

 
We are always racing to get to the destination. 

The Camino invites us to treasure the present landscape. 
 

We pay good money for circuses and song. 
The Camino invites us to hear the skylark’s morning chorus, for free. 

 
We long for bonds that bind. 

The Camino invites shared community afoot St James in Santiago square. 
 

Stop for a while… just stop,  
And hearken to the Camino’s invitation. 

 
Trevor Whitney (SA) 

 
 
 
 
 


