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CHAIRMAN’S CHAT 
 
Christmas is coming and close on its heels is a New Year, bringing with it a time 
of reflection where we can look back over the past, at problems encountered, at 
successes and achievements made, and look forward to the promises of the  
future with hope, excitement, and anticipation.   
 
We are so blessed that we can plan a Camino; pack our bags and just head off to 
make that wonderful journey.  Looking around the world, and at home, we see so 
much heartbreak.  There are people who have no shelter, who have little money, 
and for whom even finding food is an issue. Then there are those people whose 
lives have been uprooted by war, floods, or other natural disasters. We, on the 
other hand, blithely pay the thousands required to fly, and think nothing of  
purchasing hi-tech equipment and clothes to make our journey, not to mention 
the options that we have for annual and long service leave. 
 
Some pilgrims give freely of their time to assist others, the most obvious way 
being to serve as a hospitalero/a, though there are a number of other ways to 
volunteer and serve on the Camino too.  Interestingly some pilgrims expect these 
services as their right, behaving in a demanding way, not bending to the local 
customs and ignoring common courtesies, and yet, if we, as pilgrims, live by the 
pilgrim motto of “expect nothing and be grateful for everything” it should mean 
that for all the volunteers, wherever they are working on the way, life should not 
be too difficult.   
 
This Christmas, as we celebrate together, sharing both time and gifts, perhaps 
resolve to be more generous, in all ways, when next on the Camino. We are  
welcomed so warmly as strangers in a foreign land, yet sometimes we don’t stop 
to think how hard life must be for those providing those services for us along the 
Way. Yes, there are volunteers, but there are many who live along the Way, eking 
out a living selling café con leches etc and many working very long days as they 
provide the things that pilgrims require. These people must long for the pilgrim 
season to end to give them some respite to the endless stream of pilgrims passing 
through their villages.  
 
Christmas is a season of peace, joy and hope, and how much our world hopes for 
at present; hope for peace, for unity, for the easing of the hard times many are 
facing.  St Augustine said:  Hope has two beautiful daughters; their names are 
Anger and Courage.  Anger at the way things are, and Courage to see that they 
do not remain as they are.  How wonderful it would be if we could all use those 
traits to make this world, and the Camino, a better, fairer place.   
 
Blessings to each and every one of you at this time. 
 
Janet Leitch OAM (SA) 

Cover photo: The 6thC monastery at Samos on the Camino 
Francés. See reference on page 18. 
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“Pilgrim's Pass” QR code 

There is a new project set up in Spain to make life easier for pilgrims called 
the ‘Pilgrim’s Pass’. They have a web page which gives up to date information 
about which albergues are open and have space at various locations along the 
Camino Francés. More importantly, they have devised a QR code for checking in 
which you can get via their website and apparently at any  
albergue that is using the system (e.g. Roncesvalles). Once you have the QR 
code on your phone, the albergue can use it to instantly download all the de-
tails they need to check you in e.g. Name, Age, Nationality, DOB and Passport 
number. This could save a lot of time at busy albergues. Not all  
albergues use the system and if you don't have the QR code, the ones that do 
will still admit you, so it's a nice to have rather than a must-have. Anyway, if 
you decide to use it, Here are some links to their webpage: 

https://cms-pilgrim-pass.web.app/preregistration 
https://pilgrim-pass.web.app/#/home 
 
Eileen Morley (NSW) 
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AFotC 2026 CONFERENCE update 
Your ultimate winter Camino retreat awaits! 
Fellow pilgrims, your Australian Camino family 
invites you to the beautiful Sunshine Coast for 
the 3rd National Conference, 24-26 July, 2026! 
The organising committee from  
the Sunshine Coast Camino Group has been 
working tirelessly to create an unforgettable 
weekend of inspiration and connection. 
 
We are thrilled to confirm that we have  

secured some truly incredible speakers and presenters. You are going to be 
amazed with the calibre of talent and wisdom we have assembled! Keep a close 
eye on your inbox, as the full program details will out early next year. 
 
Registration is open and spots are filling quickly! To book and pay for your  
unforgettable weekend of connection and inspiration, head straight to the 
booking portal at https://book.venue.life/alexpark/register/12218-afotc-
conference-2026 or access it via https://www.afotc.org/australian-friends-of-
the-camino-3rd-national-conference-queensland-july-2026/ 
 
To receive a discount, you’ll be asked if you’re a member of the AFotC.  
When you book you can also request to share a bunkroom with a friend, advise 
your dietary requirements, and which breakout sessions you’d like to attend. 
 
Here are some frequently asked questions and answers! 
How much is registration? 

• Full Conference AFotC Member: $450 per person 
• Full Conference non-AFotC Member: $490 per person 
• Saturday only: $250 per person 
Note:  registration not confirmed 
until the registration fee is paid. 

 
Why is the Full Conference price 
the best option? 

• The Full Conference fee is  
designed to give you the most  
authentic pilgrim experience possi-
ble. 
• It includes all food from Friday 
dinner to Sunday lunch, the incredi-
ble program and two nights of on-
site, albergue-style accommodation 
in quality dormitories with ensuites. 
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• Mingle with fellow pilgrims until late and enjoy the full personal experience 
and unique camaraderie. 
 
Experience the weekend in a truly immersive, pilgrim-style setting! This is 
more than just a place to sleep – it’s the heart of the conference. 

 
Do I have to stay on site? I have already booked other accommodation/wish 
to stay at home/want to stay at a friend’s place. 

• stay off-site and attend on Saturday for $250 per person. 
• stay off-site & attend all 3 days for the Full Conference fee ($450/$490) 
• whether you choose to sleep onsite or not, the Full Conference fee ($450/
$490) covers the full immersive experience, accommodation and program, from 
Friday afternoon to Sunday lunch. 
 
We recommend staying at the venue to get the most out of the weekend. 
 
What time do you need to be at the venue? 

• On Friday 24 July, you need to be at the venue no later than 2.45pm as 
all attendees must attend an orientation briefing at 3pm. It’s advisable to arrive 
earlier in the day and drop your bags at the Conference Welcome Desk then 
make your way down to the cafes and shops on Alexandra Headland - only a few 
minutes walk away. 
With Christmas fast approaching, a conference ticket is the ultimate experience 
gift. Drop a hint to Santa or your family now - it’s the perfect present for the 
pilgrim who truly doesn’t need anything but inspiration! 
When you arrive in July, you’ll be greeted by glorious Sunshine Coast winter, 
where the days are balmy and the ocean is ready for a swim! Make the most of 
it and book an extended stay before or after the conference to explore local 
gems like the beautiful beaches, Australia Zoo, the scenic walks in the Hinter-
land and Noosa National Park, or even go whale watching. 
 
Ready to serve? Combine your experience with the Pre-Conference Hospitalero 
Training on 22-23 July— your ultimate chance to fully immerse yourself in the 
Camino spirit, moving seamlessly from a rewarding service course into the  
inspiring conference weekend. Start your week learning to serve others, and 
finish it connecting with many fellow pilgrims. Don't miss the ultimate Camino 
week! For training enquiries, contact hospitaleros.aus@gmail.com or visit 
https://www.afotc.org/volunteer-as-hospitalero/  
 
Sponsors: The conference is shaping up to be spectacular thanks to our gener-
ous sponsors, including Massey Online Management, Terry White Chemmart 
Noosa, Raw Travel, Cape Camino, Karin Kiser from Camino Chronicles Press, 
Experiential Journeys Sri Lanka, Stone & Wood Brewing, and Foot Motion Noosa. 

 
Latest news: https://www.facebook.com/afotcconference2026/  
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IS THAT IT? 
 
Is that it? 
 
We walked the Camino. 
 
The Northern one.  
Hondarribia to Santiago de 
Compostela. It’s 830ks from 
point to point and it was our 
plan to walk every metre of 
it, but you know how it is 
with plans. Just as it is with plans for life, so it is with plans for the Camino.  
 
There was the stinking hot day we were tromping over the high mountain and heat 
exhaustion became a real issue to contend with. Walking every step of the Camino 
was important. But not as important as our wellbeing. There was the forest fire 
burning across the Way. There was a nasty batch of vertigo. So, in the end we 
walked for 45 days with 3 rest days and walked 750 kms. And we are grateful for 
the way the Camino provided ways to move through the other 80kms safely. 
 
For a very long time the Camino has been calling my name. But the time was never 
right. Those of you who know me well will know that in the end the Camino wasn’t 
an option that I would quite like to do. It was something I knew it was time to do.  
 
The last couple of years have been harder than usual. I got really tired and my 
usual hopeful glow dimmed. I began to lose my creativity. It was getting hard to 
recognise myself. The things I felt I was designed for that were really useful to the 
world became harder and harder. It wasn’t very nice. I tried all kinds of sensible 

things to help it but there was no magical 
cure. I didn’t know what to do. 
 
But then signs pointing to the Camino began 
to appear. Signs pointing to the Camino  
began to appear way before we actually  
began following the yellow arrows. And I am 
so grateful for the signs and that I saw them 
and recognised them and knew that to  
follow them was what was needed. Not for 
everyone. But for me. 
 
I had hopes for the Camino. I had hoped that 
it would give space – space for self and for 
God and for time with Rod. I hoped that it 
would give time – time to reset. I hoped that 
I would find myself again there. Those were 
my plans.  

 Long legs 
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But you know how it is with 
plans. Just as it is with plans 
for life, so it is with plans for 
the Camino. The Camino 
gave so much more than 
what I had planned.  
 
One day walking alone on the 
Way, I was baptised on the 
forehead by a single large 
droplet of water from a 
chestnut tree and I knew 
beyond doubt that I was  
beloved. 
 

When fellow pilgrims heard what I do for work they said, “That is a beautiful  
profession” and I knew beyond doubt that they were right. 
 
I learned to trust.  
 
I learned to live just today. 
I learned to notice what is right in front of my face. 
 
I was reminded again and again that my husband is a steadfast, courageous,  
selfless human being. 
 
I learnt that when I am not there the world does not fall apart. In fact, sometimes 
important better things can happen because I am not there. 
 
My creativity returned.  
 
I met many beautiful out-of-the-box people with many interesting out-of-the-box 
stories. 
 
I became expectant of good things again. That every day can be full of the  
simplest and most beautiful blessings. 
 
Inadvertently I lost 5kgs even though I 
ate a LOT of food and I got fitter and 
stronger and my back is straighter. 
 
I learnt to carry less ballast – physi-
cally, emotionally, spiritually. 
 
I was reminded that I am persistent 
and hopeful. In the words of my  
father, I am a buoyant spirit.  

Sunrise at Onton 

The road less travelled 



Page 11   AFotC Newsletter #55 December 2025 

A SACRED JOURNEY 
 
 When you travel, 
 A new silence 
 Goes with you, 
 And if you listen, 

 You will hear 
 What your heart would 
 Love to say. 
 
 A journey can become a sacred 
thing. 
 
 Make sure, before you go, 
 To bless your going forth, 
 To free your heart of ballast 

 So that the compass of your soul 
 Might direct you towards 
 The territories of spirit 
 Where you will discover 
 More of your hidden life; 
 And the urgencies 
 That deserve to claim you.  

 John O'Donohue 
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I know that I can do hard things. 
 
We have been back for a few days now and the jetlag is settling down. A little 
later this morning I will go to work for the first time in ten weeks. How will that 
be? Who will I be? 
 
Is that it? Will I go back to the way I was before? I really don’t want to.  
 
I feel like I have woken up. I don’t want to go back to sleep.  
 
I have written myself a list of things that I have been thinking in the days since 
we have returned: 
 
• Why do I have all this stuff? 

• Only do one thing at a time. Only have one thought at a time. 

• Do you really need to buy that? Why do you want to buy that? 
• I don’t need to give anything to anybody. Not gifts, not time, not attention, not 
care. I can do these things. And I am likely to want to do these things. But noth-
ing is obligatory. There is space for grace for me. Space for grace for me to say 
no. 
• Sit back and let the ship sink. (It’s not all about you anyway.) 
• My back is straight, my shoulders are back, my muscles are strong, my outlook    
is positive. I will not bend back to my old ways of being. I will stay awake.  
• The Camino is not just the Camino. It is life. It doesn’t end at Santiago.  
• God is ever present, frequently surpris-
ing, abounding in love and grace, often 
illusive, goes behind and before you and 
always knows what you need. 
 
This is a bit of a different Camino Face-
book post. Probably more than you want-
ed to know. Why am I writing it? 
 
I write it as personal reflection, as  
confession, as testimony, as sermon.  
 
And I write it as an invitation. 
 
If you notice I am dropping off to sleep 
again… 
Please wake me up. 
 
Liz Dyson (SA) 
 

Rod and Liz at the park overlooking Bilbao  
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HOSPITALEROS IN ARRES 
 
In April 2025, we were privileged to be 
hospitaleros in Arres, a tiny village in  
Spain. Arres sits on top of a rocky out-
crop with the remains of its medieval 
fortification still visible. There are 
stunning views towards France and the 
Pyrenees. In the valley below the  
Aragon river flows alongside the 
Camino Francés via Aragon, through 
wheat fields and sheep paddocks. 
 
The Camino Francés via Aragon (also 
known as the Camino Aragones) is one of the lesser travelled Caminos with limited 
accommodation and food options. It is approximately 160km long and starts on the 
French border at Somport and joins the Camino Francés at Puente la Reina. It is 
beautiful and, as we discovered, a great alternative for starting the Camino 
Francés, away from the crowds.  
 
Arres is said to have a population of 41 people but we think this might be an over-
estimate as several of the houses are holiday homes for people from hotter parts 
of Spain or from across the border in France. There are even a few older English 
people who have settled in the village. The local pub provided meals and rooms. 
Peregrinos wanting private rooms stay there. We were the first Australian  
hospitaleros to be posted in Arres (hopefully more will follow). It traditionally  
attracts Spanish hospis. This is partly because it is preferable to have your own car 
for shopping and getting to and from the albergue. Arres itself has no shops. Also a 
good knowledge of Spanish and/or French is a real asset as over 80% of all pilgrims 
passing through are from these two countries. We had the Spanish covered okay – 
although different accents and slang threw us and created moments of great mirth 
for the speakers when we misunderstood. Andrew’s smattering of schoolboy France 
also helped us un petit peu. As there is no public transport into Arres, and because 
we wanted the peregrino experience of arriving at the hostel on foot, we walked 

into Arres along the Camino Aragones 
from Jaca – a distance of 25  
kilometres.  
 
Arriving at about 4pm we were 
greeted with bear hugs from Ray, the 
Spanish hospi we were to replace. 
 
Ray was like a hospi locum filling in 
as needed in different albergues. As 
he was needed in the nearby Santa 
Clara albergue that night, our  
handover with him was much shorter 
than anticipated. We got quick  

Entrance to Arres 

View from Arres over the Pyrenees 
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lessons in making tortillas for dinner, the check-in process, and details of the  
village. And then after dinner Ray was off to his next posting, and we were the 
ones in charge! 
 
The albergue is an old stone, three-storey building which used to be the teacher’s 
house. When the school in Arres closed the building fell into disrepair but was 
rebuilt when the Española de Asociaciones de Amigos del Camino de Santiago took 
it over. It opened as an albergue in 2001 and has 14 bunk beds spread across two 
small rooms on the middle floor. The kitchen and dining room are on the top floor 
with the bathrooms on the ground floor. Our tiny hospi room (cave) was also on 
the ground floor in a room created around a rock face. 
 
One of the attractions for us of volunteering at Arres was that we got to cook 
every night for a small group of pilgrims. Each evening was like hosting a dinner 
party for different unknown people. At most we had 8 pilgrims stay and conversa-
tions were lively with translations from English, Spanish and French flowing freely 
between us all. 
 
Most of our meal plans went out the window when we discovered that the kitchen  

didn’t have an oven, so all 
food was cooked on the 
stove top. We tended to 
cook simple, stodgy food 
as the nights were cold 
and the walkers hungry. 
We mastered dishes like 
Spanish lentejas (lentil 
stew), a chickpea and 
chicken stew, tortillas, 
and pumpkin soup, with 
rice pudding, flan or fresh 
fruit and yogurt for des-
sert. One night we were 

The hilltop village of Arres 

Farewelling another happy pilgrim 

Every evening we’d watch the sunset with pilgrims 
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going to make a curry but the grocer, Gilberto, in the nearby town of Puente la 
Riena de Jaca, shook his head slowly side to side when we suggested this. 
“Spanish people will not eat curry” he proclaimed, so we reverted to a meaty 
stew (making sure, like always, to have vegetarian and gluten free options). 
 
Gilberto was our lifeline for groceries. We would WhatsApp him every couple of 
days with a grocery list and he would deliver that afternoon. We paid him with 
cash collected in the donativo box. His shop was about 4 kilometres away back 
along the Camino, so we sometimes walked there in the morning so we could shop 
in person and to get a coffee and pastry from a bar in this ‘bigger’ village. 
 
Our other lifeline was Chose, the local hospitalero contact, who supervised the 
two albergues in this area – ours and the one at Santa Clara. Chose made sure we 
had the basics – rice, beans, red wine etc – and was on call for any questions. Back 
to the red wine – this came in a 15 litre cask! And the quality wasn’t too bad.  
Another one of our roles was to open up the medieval tower and church every 
evening for pilgrims to visit. 
 
Early on we fell into a simple daily 
routine. Up at 6am to prepare break-
fast for the pilgrims. Send them off 
with waves and hugs. Clean. Walk 
around the village or down to the 
shops 4kms away. Prep the dinner. 
Welcome new peregrinos with a cold 
drink and fruit. Register them. Show 
them the church, tower, bar and 
sunset spot. Finish cooking. Serve. 
Enjoy an evening sharing stories. 
Lock up at 10 pm. Repeat the next 
day. 

Left: Cooking a pot of risotto 

Above: Sobramesa—that wonderful post meal time 
for sharing 

Leaving Arres on the C Aragonese 
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Pilgrims came from a diversity of countries 
and way of life. Most at Arres were seasoned 
pilgrims with up to 20 Caminos under their 
belts.  
 
Marie, a French woman, was walking with 
three donkeys – a burro-grina. She was look-
ing for a piece of land to buy to settle with 
her donkeys. We helped her find a spot to 
agist them overnight and ended up walking 
out of Arres with her some of the way when 
we had finished our quincena (the half month 
stint of hospitaleros). 
 
Saying goodbye to Arres was tough. We knew 
we would miss the tranquillity of the village 
and camaraderie of other pilgrims. Having 
said that, the five-day walk out of the village 
and along the Camino Aragones to Puente de 
la Reina on the Camino Francés was excep-
tional. The walk follows the Aragon River and 
traverses an abandoned village with an  
albergue run by a group of very friendly  
anarchists, quaint villages, and the historic 
town of Sanguesa before joining the hustle 
and bustle of the Camino Francés at Puente 
la Reina. 

 

         

Left: Maria, burrogrina, and her donkeys 

Above: White bean stew and vino rojo with 
new friends 

Jenny Clement & Andrew McNee (QLD) 

 
Our last morning as hospis—on the 

path again. 
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WALKING TO THE END OF THE 
WORLD: CAMINO FINISTERRE 
 
Earlier this year, I finally walked 
from Santiago to Finisterre. With two 
friends and all of a ‘certain age’, we 
took our time, walking with ease and 
grace and this time making use of 
provided facilities, including baggage
-carrying, taxis and non-albergue 
accommodation. Since I have walked 
3x before carrying my pack and using albergues, I was happy to go along with this 
new arrangement favoured by my companions. It was gloriously spring when we 
set off, the countryside abundant with roses, foxgloves, geraniums, pigface,  
daisies, and the last of the poppies. We had already covered Ponferrada to Sarria, 
walked around the walls at Lugo and wandered around the old part of Santiago, 
where we enjoyed breakfast at the Parador as a benefit of our pilgrim passports 
(€15 instead of 25), late night music from the Tuna do Dereche group (photo  
below) in the cloisters, and once again (my fourth time) were enthralled by the 
botafumeiro at the Cathedral Pilgrim Mass.  

Casa Susi albergue  
at Trabadelo 

Storks near Lugo Santiago cathedral at night 

Playa Langosteira 
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We used the Brierley guidebook and Google maps but also obtained an extensive 
list of accommodation along the Finisterre route from the Pilgrim Office. This was 
used to make bookings ahead, but it would not have been difficult to find a bed 
without booking, as there were plenty of albergues and other options along the 
way and not a huge number of pilgrims. It was interesting to see quite a lot of 
pilgrims walking backwards – we figured they had maybe a week available and had 
walked the 90kms to Finisterre in the 3 days suggested by the guidebook and were 
now walking back to Santiago before heading home. We had given ourselves a  
luxurious week, culminating in 2 nights at Muxia to savour our achievement. 
 
The Way was variable: undulating and scenic, with lots of sea views when not 
walking through forested paths. The first sighting of Cape Finisterre occurs after 
leaving Corcubion and is viewed through a 
metal arch (see photo right). My high-
light of the walk was the last day – walk-
ing barefooted along the very long (2.3k) 
beach, Playa Langosteira, leading into 
Finisterre, paddling barefoot and relishing 
arriving at last ’a pied’ (on foot—I had 
been twice before by bus). Later, I 
walked back to the beach and waded fully 
clothed into the sea, which felt a fitting 
pilgrim finale to my walk and current time 
in Spain.  
 
It was a long hot walk up to the lighthouse 
at the Cape, and then back to the Santa 
Maria das Areas church (at the beginning 
of the road to the lighthouse) for the  
pilgrim mass at 6pm. This was very  
special, as the priest spoke directly (in 
Spanish) to the large pilgrim congrega-
tion, ending with asking each which coun-
try he/her had come from. At the conclu-
sion of the service, we pilgrims formed a 
circle at the front of the church - the 
priest then walked around twice, giving 
each pilgrim a special blessing.  
 
Afterwards we celebrated with another 
wonderful seafood meal and vino tinto. 
We had hoped to get our Certificate of 
completion from the Tourist Office but 
our time in Finisterre did not coincide 
with its opening times.  

Middle right: the last view of the Cathedral 
spires after leaving Santiago.  

Bottom right: bucolic scenery all along the 
Finisterre path.  
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Muxia is a small, quiet and restful seaside town in 
which to have some post-Camino RnR. We had 
booked 2 nights there, giving us time to explore, 
including the rocky seashore area where the Virgin 
Mary is supposed to have preached to St James 
from a stone boat. There are 3 sacred stones here: 
all [according to legend] part of the stone boat 
(boat, sail, rudder) in which the Virgin Mary  
appeared to St James to encourage him to  
continue his ministry. The Stone of Health and 
Healing (Pedra do Cadrís) is a challenge - you’re 
supposed to crawl through the opening 9x to get 
your arthritis etc healed! The other 2 stones are 

the Stone of Power and Balance, and the 
Stone of Love. The church is decorated 
with a nautical theme (mainly boats) 
with music playing in the background.  
 
On the second day, I climbed to the 
highest point, Mt Corpiňo (see photo 
left), and again revelled in the peace 
and special atmosphere around the 
church and rocky coastline. I also discov-
ered the lace-making ladies whom I  
recalled from my visit 10 years ago – 
Muxia and the Costa da Morte is known 

for its history of lacemaking. The exquisite lace was exported to Cuba, Argentina 
and Mexico, well as being also sold in the rest of Spain. 
 
Earlier highlights of the trip included spending a night at Casa Susi, relishing the 
well-known hospitality and camaraderie afforded by Susi and Fermin. We also 
were able to find our preferred wooden handmade walking sticks at a nearby  
little store there, possibly made by the owner: none being available in Madrid or 
Ponferrada. Staying a day and night at Samos also was memorable - we lucked into 
a Mass at the Church as 
well as a guided tour of 
the famous 6thC Bene-
dictine monastery which 
had burnt down twice 
and since been adorned 
again with wonderful 
frescoes along the  
cloister walls.  
 
Alison Bell (SA) 
 

Cape Finisterre at last 

Muxia: the church  
(Santuario da Virxe da Barca) and  

the rocky shoreline 
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The Apostle and the Virgin Mary 
 
Apostle Santiago spent among time in Hispania, preaching the doctrine of  
Jesus in the land of Galicia, but he became disappointed with the poor results 
obtained and considered giving up. One afternoon, meditating about this while 
walking along the seaside in Muxia, he saw a stone boat with the Virgin Mary 
coming towards him.  
 
She encourage him to continue with his task, promising she would be with him. 
She then disappeared, leaving the remains of the vessel irrefutable proof of the 
event. For this reason, the majority of pilgrims do not end their journey at 
Compostela. Many wish to continue following the tracks of the Apostle along 
the places where he had been, such as Padrón, where the boat with his mortal 
remains arrived; Muxia, in the terrible and beautiful Costa da Morte, and, of 
course, Fisterre, the Finis Terrae that brought the Roman legion to a halt,  
before the beautiful spectacle of a sunset that seemed to disappear in the sea 
forever.  
 
After the experience lived in Muxia, 
Santiago spent some more time in 
Galicia until he decided to return to 
Palestine. On his way back, he passed 
through Caesaraugusta, nowadays 
Zaragoza, where the Virgin appeared 
once more before him, handing him a 
pillar and her image for him to leave 
in this city, where soon afterwards the 
Apostle would convert seven men to 
the Christian faith, who would become 
known as the Seven Apostolic Men. 
They would continue the task of  
Santiago and manage to Christianise 
the greater part of the inhabitants of 
the Iberian Peninsula.  
 
Legends of the Camino de  
Santiago,  
Ediciones Los Cuadernos de Urogallo, 
Spain, 2010 
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Before the Camino by Karin Kiser 
(San Diego, CA: Camino Chronicles 
Press, 2025) 

Before the Camino: Your Pocket Guide to 
Prepare Your Body and Mind for the 
Camino de Santiago by Karin Kiser is the 
third book in her series. It is a fitting com-
panion to her first pocket guide, Your Inner 
Camino: Your Pocket Guide to Inspiration 
and Transformation Along the Camino de 
Santiago, and her second, After the 
Camino: Your Pocket Guide to Integrating 
the Camino de Santiago into Your Daily 
Life (both 2019). 

These guides aren't the usual Camino fare. 
They don’t talk about the weather, accom-
modation, or suggest itineraries. Instead, 
they explore the connection between exter-
nal and internal experiences of pilgrimage 
on the Camino de Santiago, presented in a 
handy pocket-sized publication (9cm x 14 
cm) that can accompany the potential pilgrim during their preparation. They also 
offer food for thought for more seasoned pilgrims. 

Before The Camino is divided into four parts, the first of which explores what Karin 
calls “The Big Picture”. The second and third parts focus on physical and mental 
preparation. The final part offers a “Before-You-Go Checklist”, which summarises 
the previous sections.  

In the first section, Karin offers some initial remarks about the history of the  
network of paths that form the Camino de Santiago, as well as the different reasons 
people walk them. She challenges two “myths” that have shaped people’s views of the 
pilgrimage and emphasises the importance of setting broad intentions rather than 
having specific expectations. She also encourages aspiring pilgrims to “Go All In”, 
with the assumption that they  “will only walk the Camino de Santiago once” (p. 21). 
With this in mind, she recommends that pilgrims set aside as much time as possible, 
believing this enhances the possibility of growth and transformation.  

The second section concentrates on physical preparation. Here, Karin addresses the 
usual topics, such as training and selecting suitable gear. She provides practical and 
commonsense tips, emphasising the importance of travelling as lightly as possible 
and the effects that carrying a pack can have on people’s bodies, as well as offering 
general guidelines for creating a packing list. She concludes this section with a  
discussion of “bathroom protocol”, its impact on the environment, and how under-
standing the way one’s body functions can help reduce this impact.   
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The third part of this pocket guide explores “Mental Preparation.” With the abun-
dance of resources available to the potential pilgrim, things can seem quite over-
whelming. Karin’s advice is to “resist the urge to fill your mind with other people’s 
experiences” (p. 42). This frees people up to experience their pilgrimage on their 
own terms. To help achieve this, she encourages pilgrims to limit what they read as 
part of their preparation. She also invites pilgrims to consider a “digital detox” as 
part of their Camino experience, to leave their phones, smartwatches, and other 
devices at home, as well as disconnect from email and social media. Karin assures us 
that the sky will not fall and that the world as we know it will not come to an end. 
She also offers some practical advice for those willing to take this risk, as well as for 
those who are not ready to go all the way but still want to limit distractions during 
their pilgrimage. She finishes this section by discussing pilgrim etiquette and 
Camino traditions. 

Karin concludes her before-you-go checklist with the following advice:  

“Go with a beginner’s mind, even if it’s not your first Camino. Have 
your own experience. Don’t try to control your Camino. The more you 
plan, the less open you are to spontaneity. You don’t need to know 
everything before you go. Just go. Be open. Leave your expectations at 
home” (p. 62). 

This is truly sage advice. 

Hard copies of Karin’s pocket guides can be purchased from Camino Chronicles 
Press (https://www.caminochroniclespress.com), and the three titles are also availa-
ble on Kindle. Page references are from the printed edition. 

 

Mark David Walsh (VIC) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"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 (US)
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TO POLE OR NOT TO POLE 
 
One of the most common topics on Camino 
forums and Facebook pages is walking poles 
and there are three questions everyone seems 
to ask about them: firstly, can I take my poles 
on the plane as hand luggage? Secondly, do I 
need poles on the Camino? and thirdly, what is 
the best way to use them? In answer to the 
first question, see below; to the third ques-
tion, I’ll come to that later; to the second, if 
you need to ask, No, you do not actually need 
walking poles. You are, if you can read this, a 
human being and human beings are bipedal, 
we walk on two feet and have done so for the 
last few hundred thousand years of evolution 
which have gifted us two long and magnifi-
cently muscled legs. They are not especially fast legs but they are exceptionally 
strong legs and can keep going for a surprisingly long time, so much so that hunter 
gatherers quickly latched onto the fact that they could stalk herds of tasty prey 
whose main way of evading predators was to sprint and stop, and they could do 
this for hours even days until the tasty prey began to droop from exhaustion and 
the slower, fatter, tastier members of the herd could be picked off with sharp, 
pointy implements carried and later hurled by arms which are surprisingly good at 
fashioning, carrying and hurling sharp pointy instruments (as well as embellishing 
the walls of the cave with finely detailed and delicately hued pictures of tasty 
mammals). These are things feet are not very good at. Then again hands and arms, 
unless you live in a tree, are not very good at transporting the human body from 
one place to another.  
 
So why do we need to use our arms to help us walk? Enter the Norwegians.  
Norwegians are hardy folk with the longest life expectancies in the OECD and this 
is not just due to their having a well-financed comprehensive free national 

healthcare system. Norwegians 
are active and healthy individu-
als who exercise vigorously and 
rigorously, principally by walking 
which is great for cardio,  
brilliant for legs but doesn’t do a 
lot for the upper body, or arms. 
One way to compensate for this 
would be half an hour of dumb-
bell exercises every night but it 
seems that even Norwegian TV is 
more interesting than half an 
hour of dumbbell exercises.  
Another solution had to be 
found, and the solution was a 
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simple one, why not exercise the legs and the 
arms at the same time? All that was needed 
was a way to find something for the arms to 
do besides vigorously swinging them back-
wards and forwards like a Grenadier Guard on 
parade outside Buckingham Palace. The  
answer to that problem, when it came, was 
equally simple - long sticks. Septuagenarian 
Norwegians could now stride purposefully 
along firmly stabbing the ground as they 
walked and it was not long before it was  
noticed that not only were retired  
Norwegians developing impressive upper body 
musculatures, they could walk farther and 
faster. Nordic walking was born. 
 
And this leads us to my third question: how 
do you use them? There are an astonishing 

number of youtube videos on just about every daily activity you can imagine, 
mostly authored by people who live their lives in a state of incandescent rage at 
the discovery that SOME OF YOU ARE DOING IT ALL WRONG! Walking with poles is 
no exception. Apparently, the correct way is left foot, right stick; right foot left 
stick, like a four-legged animal, for example the type hunted so enthusiastically 
by our pre-neolithic ancestors. The one time I tried it, my legs became entangled 
in the sticks and I almost fell flat on my face.  I didn´t fall flat on my face  
because I had the presence of mind to let go of the sticks and use my hands for 
one of the many purposes for which they are admirably suited – protecting my 
face. Left foot, left stick, right foot right stick doesn´t work, you end up with a 
gait like Laurel and Hardy (bee oop di 
boop, bee oop di boop, diddly boop, diddly 
boop). Then there´s the cross-country ski 
or paddle steamer style; using both sticks 
at the same time. You don´t fall over but 
you end up favouring one leg over the oth-
er. That’s OK if, like me, you have a torn 
meniscus in one leg, otherwise you end up 
at the end of the day walking round in cir-
cles. Then there´s the gondolier style, us-
ing one long pole to push yourself along, 
ideally a wooden staff with a dried gourd 
dangling from the top. It goes with a home-
spun brown woollen cloak, ideal for Spain 
in summer, and a bushy beard, handy for 
carrying the remains of the previous day’s 
lunch. You develop an upper body muscula-
ture like a retired tennis professional and 
are refused service in all but the most  
undiscriminating of cafés. 



 

AFotC Newsletter #55 December 2025   Page 24 

Perhaps I am being just a tad jaundiced here, the vast 
majority of my fellow pilgrims manage their poles 
quite happily and handle them with an ease and  
dexterity of which I seem to be incapable. Not only 
that, the poles help them walk. 
 
There is, however a tiny fly or two in the ointment. 
Using four limbs to propel yourself along consumes 
more energy, because you are moving two sets of 
limbs instead of one. Fine if you want to boost your 
cardio and lose weight but not so good if you want to 
walk long distances without getting knackered. But to 
be honest, the difference is small and outweighed by 
the fact that the main set of limbs does less work and 
gets less tired. Forgetting how to keep your balance 
over rough terrain without the assistance of two long 
poles is another issue, some of us have got to the age 
where we don’t fall over, we ‘have a fall’ and body 
memory can let us down, literally, at the wrong mo-

ment. But the main problem with poles is the poles themselves - what do you do 
with them when you aren’t using them? Striding purposefully through the 
Norwegian pine forests is one thing, but click-clacking your way through the CBD 
of a cosmopolitan Spanish city (most of them) or along the elegant esplanade of 
an exclusive resort such as Donostia/San Sebastian is not a good look. Well, you 
can fold them down and stuff them in your backpack if you feel that self-
conscious (I do). 
 
Which is a neat segue into question one, can I carry my poles on as hand luggage? 
The answer, of course, is yes, or maybe, sometimes but not always and quite pos-
sibly no. ¨I knew this bloke, well actually he was a cousin of a friend of mine, and 
they let him on with a 50 litre backpack, two vaulting poles and a replica Civil 
War pikestaff. How many times have we heard that one? Let me elaborate.  
Hiking poles are no longer banned officially, but security staff have an inalienable 
right to take them off you, no questions asked, if they are feeling extra officious 
that day. On a long haul flight, there´s no point taking them on with you as you 
aren´t charged extra for checked baggage (there is the possibility that your bag-
gage will go astray though, so attach a label with name, destination, flight  
number and email address just in case). On short budget flights in Europe, forget 
it. Bear in mind that Ryan Air staff can now earn a £2.50 bonus for every passen-
ger they catch trying to sneak on the plane with luggage exceeding their size  
limits, which most walking poles definitely do. So if you are flying into Europe on 
a flagship airline with just carry-on baggage and your poles shoved into your back-
pack, you´ll probably get away with it; flying budget airlines within Europe with 
anything a gnat´s doodah over the size limit – forget it. 
 
Which is all I have to say on the subject of hiking poles. Buen camino. 
 
Richard Bird (NSW) 
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“It is the journey that changes 
our lives, not the destination.” 

Thanks to Lyn Whitney (SA)  
for sending this photo, taken at Corcubión 
(photo below), on the Camino Finisterre. 
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Top: Brass Primitivo pavement marker in Lugo.  
Middle: Oviedo cathedral. 
Right: Pouring the cider.  

CAMINO PRIMITIVO 
 
After a rest day in Oviedo, my brother Phil and I 
headed onto the Primitivo. Unusually the weather 
was pleasant and we were able to get back into our 
shorts. The first day’s walk was relatively flat with 
pretty villages, small farms and through forested 
areas on roads, tracks and small paths. The only 
disappointment was the large number of eucalyptus 
trees grown throughout the area. 
 
On arrival in Grado at the municipal albergue 
before 1.30pm we found that that we were 
12th and 13th in line for two of the 16 availa-
ble beds and, by the time that the albergue 
opened at 2pm, pilgrims were being turned 
away. This situation quickly brought to our 
attention that accommodation was not going 
to be as easy to find as it had been on the 
Camino de Madrid and San Salvador. 
 
Out Scottish (kilt-wearing) hospitalero was a 
great host and made sure that Phil and I were 
allocated bottom bunks. In addition, we spent 
a very pleasant evening with him sampling 
the local cider. 
 
Interestingly for the first and only time on our 
Camino we encountered some serious snoring 
as well as several pilgrims who decided that 
5.30am was the most appropriate time to 
arise, managing to do it with noise similar to 
a small herd of flashlight-wielding elephants. 
 
Following a great breakfast prepared by our 
Scottish host, we were on the road at 7.30am 
with a nice 300m climb over the first kilome-
tres. Given our training on the San Salvador, 
the climb was not an issue. 
 
Based on our recent experience and the large 
number of pilgrims on the Primitivo in May 
(estimated as being 120-150 pilgrims a day) 
we decide for the first time that booking 
ahead may be a wise option. 
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Our second night was spent in a nice private 
albergue in Salas which again required another 
steep uphill start for the day, before a relative-
ly flat walk through to Tineo. The walk was a 
mixture of farm tracks, sealed pavement and 
walking paths through native forest and dairy 
farms with lots of pretty views of the moun-
tains. Overall it was pleasant walking apart 
from the many mud holes that we were re-
quired to negotiate.  
 
Our overnight stop in Tineo was the Hotel Pali-
cio de Meras which has albergue accommoda-
tion in the basement. This was the best accom-
modation that we encountered on the Primi-

tivo. In the morning it was the usual 
5km uphill climb, although slightly  
different as we were either in cloud or 
fog for the entire walk. Initially the 
walk was through nice forests and later 
through many small dairy farms. 
 
The walk encompassed the full range of 
tracks and roads and included a long 
section of bitumen with more traffic 
than we were comfortable with. Also 
included were the now usual mud pud-
dles that required very careful naviga-
tion to keep relatively dry feet. 
 
Surprisingly we were first to arrive at 

our albergue in Colinas de Arriba, consequently we could choose lower beds 
(always a bonus). The afternoon was spent watching our fellow pilgrims arrive as 
well as several who were turned away as the albergue was complete. 
 
From Colinas de Arriba we had a choice of two routes across the mountains. As 
the high route (Hospitales route) was 2.4kms shorter than the low route through 
Pola de Allande, we opted for this shorter option which required that we cross 
from the albergue on the low route to the Hospitales. The path is well marked 
and was probably the steepest section encountered on the day. The views are 
supposed to be magnificent although mostly obstructed by low cloud. The Hospi-
tales route had Phil arriving in Berducedo around 1pm and while I arrived 20 
minutes later. Phil is faster uphill than I am and a much better descender. 
 
For a change, there was only a small uphill to commence our day from Berducedo 
followed by a nice gentle downhill into La Mesa where breakfast could be  
obtained at the albergue. Unfortunately breakfast was followed by a short sharp 
uphill section before a long and steep down hill to Embalse de Salime where you 

Top: Hospitales route. 
Bottom: Hospitales ruins.  
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walk across the dam wall before ascend-
ing to Grandas de Salime where we spent 
the night. This day’s walk was one of the 
best on the Primitivo as we spent much 
of the day walking through farms and 
native forest with views of the embalse 
(reservoir) below us. Grandas de Salime 
unexpectedly has a small  
museum of over 20,000 items from the 
past and is a must-see if you pass 
through the town. 
 
As usual, the walk from Grandas to  
A Fonsagrada provided more uphill and 

on this section we crossed from Asturias into Galicia. Initially we were walking in 
mist and did not see the sun until 9:30am. It was interesting to note that there 
was a considerable improvement in track conditions on entering Galicia. 
 
Day 8 was another early start as the girls in our albergue room decided that every-
body should be out of bed at 6:00am. The walk through to O Cadavo involved some 
serious ascents and descents, but given our previous experiences, there was noth-
ing too difficult, particularly as the tracks were good and lined with trees and the  
occasional stone wall, together with some extensive panoramic views to keep the 
mind occupied.  
 
As the walk into Lugo was nearly 30kms everybody in the albergue were breakfast-
ed and on the road well before 7am. This walk was a pretty one on minor roads 
and tracks including sections of sunken walkways fully enclosed by overhanging 
trees. As usual there was a lot of water and mud holes although after a few drier 
days water had ceased running down the tracks. The last 10kms into Lugo seemed 
to take forever as for a change we were walking in full sun.  
 
Lugo is one of the must-see cities in Spain as the old section is fully enclosed by 
walls built by Romans in the third century. The walls are 2.2kms in length and are 
some of the best-preserved in 
Europe.  
 
On our rest day we circumnavi-
gated the walls, visited the  
Cathedral, wandered around the 
old section of the town and  
partook in an impromptu  
communal meal with several of 
our walking companions. 
 
 

Above: Phil topping yet another 
climb. Right: Embalse de Salime. 

Page 29   AFotC Newsletter #55 December 2025 

Walking from Lugo to Melide on the Camino 
Francés, stopping overnight in Ferreira was uneventful as all the serious walking 
was behind us. The final three walking days on the Francés were a less agreeable 
experience as we merged into and became part of the 1,500 odd walkers walking 
that path every day during the busy May period.  
 
On arrival in Santiago we visited the Cathedral and pilgrim office for our  
credentials before catching up with friends for drinks before departure for the 
return to Australia. 
 
The Primitivo was an excellent walk although, from my point of view disappoint-
ing, as we found that we had to pre-book accommodation to ensure that we had 
a bed each night. One of the delights of the Camino for myself has always been 
the freedom associated with walking without a set destination, knowing that 
there will always be an available bed. I guess that 
pre-booking and bag transport have become the 
new norm for the Camino. 
 
John Mapleson (VIC) 

Right (both): Lugo 
cathedral. 

Left: Phil and Yoda! 

Above right: Lugo: the 2.2km Roman walls 
that encircle the town.  
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LIFE MEMBERS OF AFOTC 
On 27 July those of us in Adelaide met over 
dinner, as we usually do, to commemorate St 
James Day.  There, the Australian Friends of 
the Camino presented two of our members 
with life membership.  This honour was pre-
sented to Kevin Burrows and Neil Russell.   

Kevin Burrows has served as our Public  
Officer since our foundation in 2011.  He 
joined the small committee established after 
our first informal gathering on St James Day 
in 2010 to investigate the possibility of form-
ing an association and issuing an Australian  
credencial.  He made a major contribution in 
the design of our credencial, including the 
map which is on the rear cover.  Kevin, since our official launch in 2011, has done 
an amazing amount of work, often unseen, confirming information that comes our 
way, checking on the legality of what we are proposing and, most helpful of all, 
stepping in for others and taking on their tasks in their absence (usually because 
they’re walking a Camino!).  In the past few years his Camino workload has been 
immense and we are very grateful for all that he has done in helping us meet our 
vision of serving pilgrims. 

Neil Russell is another member who has done a huge amount to help us serve  
pilgrims.  He served as our treasurer for nine years, revising our bookkeeping  
system, and at the same time simplifying it, making it easier for his successor.  He 
was also instrumental in searching for, and recommending, numerous projects 
that we could financially support as we met our commitment to serving pilgrims.  
Neil has not restricted his service to pilgrims by being an office bearer though.  In 
the early days of hospitalero training Neil helped Julie Milne as a trainer.  He has 
served as a hospitalero in numerous albergues since beginning his time as a pil-
grim, with his most recent work being in an albergue in Astorga.  His placement 
there was for two weeks, but volunteers were short and so he stayed, finishing his 
placement at the end of six weeks! Neil too has been generous with his time reliev-
ing others numerous times who have 
been absent from their roles. 

Congratulations and thank you both for 
all you have done and continue to do.   
 
Janet Leitch OAM (SA) 

Neil and Kevin with Janet Leitch 

The awards (complete with a large brass 
shell) state: “In recognition for his long term  

dedication, commitment and  enthusiasm” 
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SOME PILGRIM STATS FROM AUGUST 
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The views and opinions expressed in the Camino Chronicle are solely  
those of the individual contributors and do not necessarily represent  

the views of the AFotC.   Editor 

30 NOVEMBER  2025 
Pilgrims arriving in Santiago de Compostela  

who went to the pilgrim office for a Compostela 
reached 527,516.  Of those 266,289 were women, and 
231,007 were men.  The number of Australians receiv-

ing a Compostela was 9,351, only a little behind the 
French with 9,910 collecting a Compostela. 


