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Solvitur ambulando


–


It is solved by walking!







A (very) brief history of the Camino


The construction of the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela in Galicia has served as a pilgrimage destination for centuries; it ranks among the most significant sites in the Catholic world, alongside Rome and Jerusalem. The building work commenced in 1075 during the rule of Alfonso VI. According to the Bible, the Apostle James (also known as James the Elder) or James, the son of Zebedee, was one of Jesus' disciples. He undertook missionary work in Jerusalem on several occasions. James engaged in passionate debates with the Jews concerning the scriptures, which led to considerable tension in the city. Herod Agrippa had James beheaded, making him the first apostle to suffer martyrdom.


Legend has it that James' remains were placed on a ship that carried the martyr's relics to the coast of Galicia. In the early 8th century, a hermit monk named Pelagio had a vision of an oak tree and a shooting star. James' tomb was eventually discovered beneath the oak tree. As the transportation of James' remains began, it was determined that the cathedral should be erected at the spot where the ox carrying the remains came to a halt. The cathedral features a separate crypt where the bones of Saint James rest within a silver coffin.


The entrance is dominated by the impressive Portico de Gloria, which depicts figures from the Old and New Testaments. Inside, there are several chapels named after various saints in the Catholic tradition. Behind the altar, there is an area accessible by stairs that houses a large statue of Saint James. Pilgrims embrace this statue upon reaching the cathedral. Guided tours to the cathedral's roof are organized. If the narrow staircase or heights do not cause discomfort, I recommend visiting after having been there myself.
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1 Santiago de Compostela Cathedral





The Camino de Santiago itself is a collection of ancient pilgrimage routes in mainland Spain. The most famous one is the Camino Francés, often starting from the French side, from a village called Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. However, some routes begin even further in France, such as Le Puy. The most northern starting point for these routes is in Hattula, Finland.


Camino routes were crowded during the medieval period. People from the Nordic countries also set out on the Camino, and those who endured its challenges gained a respectable status for the rest of their lives. For example, Sweden's Saint Bridget journeyed alongside her husband. In the past, walking to Santiago posed more challenges due to practical issues. People took the journey with lots of baggage and had to start from far away. Also you could be sentenced to walk the Camino as a punishment. And if you were rich enough you could pay someone to walk on behalf of you.


The routes stretch from various parts of Spain, but the French route has been the most popular. Before the pandemic, there were so many pilgrims on the route that walkers began to show more and more interest in other routes like the Primitivo and the Norte. Accommodation was in high demand, and only around the turn of the year, the Francés route was quieter. Increasingly, more people continue their pilgrimage after Santiago, heading to the sea at Finisterre or Muxía, or both.


Under normal circumstances, the number of pilgrims skyrockets during the Holy Year, which occurs when the Feast of Saint James falls on a Sunday. During this time, there are many festivities, and the holy door of the cathedral is opened. During the exceptional times of the Covid-19 pandemic, Pope Francis announced that the Holy Year of 2021 would be extended to 2022.


After walking at least 100 km or cycling 200 km, those who have reached Santiago can apply for a Latin-language Compostela, which is a certificate of pilgrimage, at the Pilgrim's Office. Also due to the number of people coming to Santiago each year the terms for getting the Compostela are changing.
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2 A few of the routes













Introduction


I have completed the Camino de Santiago on different routes five times. There are still many paths left to walk, but it seems that in the near future, I won't have the opportunity to embark on this journey again. What is it that captivates me about it? I am not particularly religious; I would describe myself more as spiritual (at least at times). I swear and sometimes behave inappropriately. One could say that I am human. Yet, precisely these routes have fascinated me, even though they are strongly connected to Roman Catholicism, organized religion.


I have been a Catholic since birth, and this has occasionally led to amusing situations in a predominantly Lutheran country, especially when it became apparent for people outside my family. For instance, when I received my First Communion at the age of 10, I came home from the celebration wearing a white gown and a veil, as was the tradition. In the courtyard, rascals, puzzled, asked if I had gotten married. Because at some point, I refused to attend religious education at the English school in Meilahti to receive additional "guidance," a black-robed pastor named Brückeman appeared in the courtyard of a rental building in Hakunila to guide the lost sheep back to the herd.


However, I don't attend the masses, and organized religion itself doesn't play much of a role for me as it is. More than the religious aspect of pilgrimage, what intrigued me about the journey to the holy sites was how one copes with the mental challenges during a hike of hundreds of kilometers, carrying all belongings on one's back and living in a state outside of daily life. How does one's mental strength withstand all the trials of the journey, and how does one manage when most things cannot be prepared for in advance, but rather you have to let go, head into the unknown, and trust that everything will turn out fine? I'm also interested in how such a journey changes a person.


For some, life-changing transformations have occurred along the Camino. Personally, I have grappled with my struggles at various times, and the Camino has mostly been a journey toward what is currently my reality and my direction. When life simplifies to moving from point A to point B, finding lodging for a night, and fulfilling basic needs, one begins to realize how little is actually needed to get by. Being completely removed from normal routines also has the effect of making you question things that you've taken for granted. The simplicity of life and the trust that shelter will be found for the night and that food (and coffee!) will be available bring an infinitely reassuring feeling. For me, spirituality is a connection with fellow humans, nature, and that mystical force that influences everything. During my journeys, I have encountered such heartwarming kindness and genuine willingness to help that it's hard to ignore. Of course, there are also unpleasant things, but they are really quite rare.










Travelogue



1. 2006 – Camino Francés


Astorga > Santiago de Compostela


”Tous Les Matins du Monde” - Alain Corneau
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I had seen a couple of travel shows about the pilgrimage route in Spain, Camino de Santiago, back in the mid-1990s. The idea of going there had been a distant dream until a friend presented her travel plan during a weekend gathering. I got genuinely excited when someone else had finally thought the same thing. The entire trip had already been outlined on paper in broad strokes, and then began the process of acquiring gear and arranging travel tickets. It's always a pleasant part of the journey, the anticipation and preparation. Throughout the spring, we broke in our hiking shoes, for instance, in Nuuksio National Park, and carried backpacks as a test. It didn’t occur to us that you can't really practice walking tens of kilometers a day except by actually walking those kilometers daily. However, in some way, we did at least ensure our physical fitness and more. Then, we researched the history of the route and the legends associated with it. That was interesting as well, considering that over a thousand years had yielded countless stories. People from Finland had also set out on pilgrimage to Galicia. In the past, the journey posed many more challenges than just blisters, exhaustion, or crowded lodgings. Back then, travelers were often targeted by robbers who would rob and sometimes even kill their victims. People had to bring a lot of belongings to survive the months-long journey. Pilgrims used to depart from their doorstep, not like now, flying from the nearest airport or otherwise quickly making their way to the starting point. We even had our gear lists ready well in advance. Much of the equipment had already made its way into our backpacks long before departure because the anticipation was hard to contain!


On the morning of departure, I anxiously awaited my travel companion at the airport. She had worked into the early hours of the morning to get everything ready. She finally arrived, and we even boarded the plane on time. The then-Blue1 airline took us to Madrid at quite a reasonable price, and from Barajas Airport, we took the metro to Chueca. The hostel was located in a slightly bohemian district, so there was plenty to wonder about. But it was okay, a twin room didn't cost much for a few nights. We managed to visit a couple of museums and other attractions before starting the actual pilgrimage.


So, we took a train to Astorga from Madrid. The first stop was León, where we bought tickets for the train to Astorga. On subsequent trips, I've tried to purchase all tickets in advance. It’s easier nowadays on the internet. Smoking was prohibited in the Astorga train, but a local guy seemed to be following the rule by sticking his cigarette-holding hand out of the window between puffs, hahaha. Astorga is a nice little town where Antonio Gaudi's designed Gothic cathedral is a sight to behold. The local Catholic cathedral was also quite impressive at comparison to the beautiful Cathedral of St. Henrik in Helsinki, which would be the size of a countryside church in Spanish terms. Of course, the size of congregations varies a lot as well.


From the cathedral, we obtained the "passports" required for the pilgrimage, also known as credentials, where stamps would be collected from lodgings and bars as evidence of walking. In fact, without this passport, you couldn't enter many albergues (pilgrim hostels). Our first place to stay was Albergue San Javier. A really nice and homely place. We got bunks in a 16-person room and then did laundry, which quickly became a daily routine. I bought a slightly shaped wooden stick from the stand in the entrance to use as a walking pole. Then it was time to find a place to eat and explore the town. We discovered a monastery garden and Roman ruins, among other things. We went back to the accommodation relatively early and went to sleep. The balcony door was left open; a good selection of hiking shoes had been placed in front of it, which, um, emitted a bit of an odor. Among our roommates were an Italian man with his daughter. The man apparently snored loudly, so he was soon given the nickname Papa Ronca. This habit of giving people "descriptive" names started immediately. Well, that snoring didn't bother me at all; I slept well.



1. 19.6.2006 Astorga – Rabanal del Camino, hiking 20 km


Early in the morning, we had a light breakfast in the hostel's kitchen. I needed to have some coffee at least and also some food. I was eagerly looking forward to get on the road. We walked quietly through the still-sleeping, beautiful city. Astorga is one of my favorite places on this route. The walk wasn't particularly strenuous, and the distance was quite pleasant. Along the way, there was both rain and sunshine, and walking through muddy patches gave my shoes a new reddish hue that never completely disappeared for the rest of the journey. I had a versatile jacket that kept rain and wind out while being breathable, so it didn't make me sweat. My backpack had its own rain cover. There would have been a slightly off-route village called Castrillo de los Polvazares, but we didn't stop there. The village has preserved unique traditions, like a meal that starts with main course; meats and then progresses to other types like salad etc.


While we were sitting in a bar with our coffee, a couple of Finns passed by. Just as we were asking a Brazilian couple about their journey and exchanging some comments in Finnish, the passing couple shouted, "Moi!" Later in the day, the Romans who had also stayed at the same albergue in Astorga stopped by the same house's wall to have their lunch. Papa Ronca already had quite nasty looking blisters on his feet; he was walking in some sneakers that weren't suitable for long-distance walking. Stork nests crammed into the most peculiar places caused amusement (and we ended up taking quite a lot of pictures of them later). Almost up to Rabanal, there was another Roman mine, La Fucarona, but when we asked about it in the village, we got the answer that it was just some kind of hole in the ground, hahaha. So, we didn't bother going to see it separately. Who knows, it might have been an interesting spot. And just before Rabanal, there was also the "roble de peregrinos," the pilgrims' oak tree. A magnificent, large tree with a sign next to it explaining its history.


Upon arriving in Rabanal, we first had to find a place to stay; there was one right at the beginning of the village, but we wanted to go and look further, and the Romans were not staying there either. Well, luckily we didn't stay there because some distance away was Refugio Gaucelmo, a hostel maintained by volunteers from the Confraternity of St. James, which was really cozy and nice. As soon as we entered, we were warmly welcomed, and they asked us in all possible languages where we were from. The Norwegian didn't guess we were from Finland.


Most of the volunteers were English,/ British at least on that occasion. We stayed in a six-person room in a stone-built dwelling. First, I had to get into the shower right away, and then I washed my clothes. After hanging them to dry along the bunk bed railings, it was time to go to the shop (tienda) and prepare some food. The albergue itself was beautifully covered in rose vines and trees, among other things. There was a comfortable bench in the courtyard where you could sit and chat with anyone who happened to be there. As the evening went on, more people started to arrive, and they were accommodated on mattresses in the hall of a larger building nearby.


A walk around the village indicated that (as is usually the case) in villages that have developed along the route, the main street follows the route, and the village's houses rise on both sides of the road. Although the village was small, it had a splendid chapel and a beautiful old church, where we also attended the evening mass. My feet weren't particularly sore, but there was some tingling sensation on the soles. Because we weren't smart enough to bring sleeping bags but instead had thin sleeping bag liners, I felt cold despite the beauty of Rabanal. The stone walls of the building seemed to exude coldness. There was also a blanket provided by the house, but it wasn't enough to ward off the moisture and chill that the stone structure collected. The nights were quite chilly. My roommates were an elderly French couple and an old Danish man who had fallen ill and kept running to the bathroom. A German guy (?) had also stayed with us, and he gave us a tip about an albergue in Ponferrada that was supposedly especially good (more about that later, heh). All in all, the first day of hiking was a pleasant experience, not too demanding.



2. 20.6.2006 Rabanal de Camino – Ponferrada, hiking day, 32 km


A German man sat with us at the breakfast table, who, to his misfortune, had arrived so late at the accommodation that he was directed to stay among a group of Spanish men; he hadn't slept much because the "Spanish armada" had kept him awake with their snoring.


Typically, albergues require pilgrims to leave around 8:00, but we left before that. The morning was cool and foggy; I had to put on my jacket. There had also been some higher-ranking clergy man staying at the accommodation, and he received a lot of attention. This gentleman briskly passed by early in the morning, wearing shorts (I suspected that he would be panting exhausted around the next bend, but he wasn't). The terrain was quite varied right from the beginning of the journey, and the climbs took a toll on the untrained. There were a few somewhat abandoned-looking villages along the way, but there were always signs that read "Albergue" or "Peregrino menu," etc. Without the significant number of pilgrims who tread the path every year, many villages would probably have died out. Quite early on the route, we encountered Foncebadon and Cruz de Ferro, an iron cross perched on top of a high pile of stones. Over the years, all sorts of miscellaneous items have been taken to the cross, in addition to stones and other beautiful memorabilia. This time, there was even a bikini top hanging there amongst other questionable stuff. I also left a stone there as a sign that my sins were left behind (hmm). The Danish guy from our shared room in Rabanal also arrived, and I took a couple of pictures with his phone as he, in turn, added his sins to the pile. After this, I didn't see the Danish guy anymore; hopefully, he made it to the destination, Santiago. As the day went on, the sun started to come out, and it quickly became hot. I had put on shorts and a t-shirt, which was quite an idiotic choice overall; the part of my chest that was exposed, as well as my arms and legs, got sunburned. The route alternated between steep ascents and steep descents, and walking, along with the heat, sapped my strength quite severely. Along the way, there were friendly and kind people from different countries, mostly from Spain. At one point, we waited for a couple of old men to pass so we could go into the bushes to pee, and upon hearing where we were from, they started reminiscing about a Finnish woman they had encountered in London a hundred years ago, still completely captivated by the memory. Quite endearing! The journey continued through villages and down from high mountain slopes to Molinaseca, where there was another Roman bridge (impressive). At a cafe by the bridge, I had to have a café con leche along with sparkling water with ice and lemon, but I almost didn't drink it when the waiter placed them in dirty glasses; it wasn't just minor smudges but looked like the tourists had their own glasses under the counter that weren't washed at all, yuck. Well, the journey continued again, and I was already getting quite fed up with the walking and the heat. It felt like it would never end, and I couldn't care much about those "fucking Roman springs" anymore as I was already exhausted. Finally, Ponferrada began to appear on the horizon; I could hardly believe it anymore. There was still quite a bit of walking through the city, and we ended up going to the wrong place while looking for the albergue.


The place was actually quite nice, as our "cellmate" from Rabanal had mentioned. As soon as we entered through the gate (the gate closes at 22:00, and if you're not there by then, you're out of luck; quite a system...), there was a fountain where pilgrims could soak their sore and suffering feet. It felt really good! The accommodation process went like this: since we didn't arrive until around 19:00, we were placed in a large hall filled with bunk beds (so no nice six-person rooms as advertised). My bunk was conveniently positioned under a drain pipe, and every time someone flushed the toilet, it hissed ominously. I tried to avoid the thought that it might break. Since I was sunburned, tired, and hungry, the ingredients for a catastrophe were all there. The shower was upstairs, and when I tried to go there barefoot, the caretaker of the place came with a grumbling voice to instructed me, saying that walking in the building without shoes was not allowed. It was very close to my shower things being thrown into the guy's face, but I had no choice but to go get my shoes. My grandmother allegedly had an icy glance that had even stopped a lorry in its tracks even though she had been the one driving incorrectly. I have tried to master it, haha. Once again, I realized that once I got out of the shower and washed my clothes, I started to feel relatively human again. On the corridor, I ran into the same whiner, and now the ban on walking barefoot made more sense to me; the albergue was large, and there was all sorts of trash on the floor (he showed me a syringe that had been found from the floor. I don't know what kind of pilgrim would need that. EPO?), and it was necessary to protect your feet if you intended to walk all the way to Santiago. I apologized for my irritation and explained that I had been extremely tired, and peace was made on both sides. Then it was time to head to the city, even though my feet were quite mush after the day's exertions. There wasn't much time left; we had to go to the store and eat as well. So, a lot was left unseen, including the Templar castle, which was under repair. In hindsight, that also made me quite upset, as the castle has been really well restored.


While looking for a vegetarian restaurant, we again saw the friendly French guy, whose way of speaking immediately reminded me of the hilarious side characters in the Broken Sword game series. At a local pizzeria, we simply had pizza and then went back to the albergue so that there wouldn't be another incident. At night, I was cold again, burned, and, consequently, a bit unwell. Additionally, a few young men giggled on the other side of the hall (and, of course I was concerned about the drain pipe as well).



3. 21.6.2006 Ponferrada – Villafranca del Bierzo hiking day, 23 km


In the morning, I woke up in a Southern European fashion to someone singing loudly. I really didn't feel like getting up as I had been cold during the night and had slept poorly. Well, I washed up and got ready to continue the journey. I caught a last glimpse of a couple of towers of the Templar castle, which I would have liked to explore more, but the castle was currently undergoing restoration, and there wouldn't have been enough time anyway. It left me feeling somewhat sad. There was a cafe nearby that was open, and they served coffee along with those endless sweet pastries that people in Spain have for breakfast.


After that, I hoisted my backpack onto my shoulders and set off. The route continued through the city, and somewhere on the outskirts, we asked for directions on where to continue. Most of the time, the route was very well marked with yellow scallop shells or arrows, and sometimes with arrows made of stones on the ground, etc. Two old ladies came by, and their response to our inquiry was a loud chatter as they gestured in different directions. Well, we thanked them and started walking somewhere in between their gestures, and we eventually found the route just fine. Once we were back outside the city, the air felt fresher, and walking became more enjoyable. We had breakfast on the fence of a small village church (again it was that dry bocadillo, the bread that was already sticking to my throat towards the end of the journey). I couldn't bring myself to eat it, so I tossed the remaining pieces over the stone fence where I was sitting. My travel companion scolded me again, "Did you just throw that bread over there?!?!" I felt like a kid being told off. Along the way, we encountered people from all over Europe and other continents as well. Most of the fellow hikers were Spanish, Italian, French, and German. After Ponferrada, a seasoned German gentleman joined us for a while. He had already been an experienced hiker, having done the pilgrimage with his wife before she passed away, and now he was doing it alone. Throughout the trip, everyone passing by wished each other "Buen Camino!" and you could tell when you entered a city because people no longer responded to the greeting. Due to the strain of the previous day, my walking was a bit stiff and not very comfortable. I began to feel blisters developing on my feet, which wasn't a good sign. Despite having good shoes and socks, my feet had gradually slipped forward within the shoes while walking, and a blister started forming on my little toe. We had to stop for coffee in small towns and get our pilgrim passports stamped. These stamps would later serve as proof in Santiago that the journey had indeed been walked. Stamps were available at every bar and establishment. After taking care of our feet (cooling them in a fountain and applying blister plasters), we continued from Camponaraya onwards, entering the vineyard-covered fields. The weather wasn't too hot, despite the sunny skies. In Cacabelos, there was another resting area by the road. Water was available along the way and it was drinkable (aqua potable). I had taken probiotic pills just to be safe, but it would not have been necessary. While taking a break, we also got to know a group of Hungarian female pilgrims. After lounging on the grass and airing out our feet, we continued on the journey. Later on, I realized that taking off my shoes and putting them back on mid-way wasn't very wise; my feet swelled (putting the shoes back on was quite a pain). The day's journey was supposed to be short and easy, but apparently, the strain from the previous day was taking its toll, making it feel difficult. We passed through small villages almost without noticing them (and perhaps missing some nice sights), and at some point, we went up such a long hill that my strength almost gave out, and it started to get hot again. At the top of the hill, in a village, we took a break on a park bench. On another bench by a house wall, locals observed the crazy tourists with interest. The journey continued through the vineyards with both ascents and descents. The Hungarian women were looking weary but determined, following the same path. One of them had developed such a painful knee that downhill sections were excruciating for her. Most people with foot problems complained about the downhill sections being the most challenging, but I disliked uphill more. After Pieros, we entered a forest, where we had another break because our energy was waning. I sat down on a mound of dirt and had an energy bar, not caring about getting my clothes dirty; everything needed to be washed anyway once we got to the accommodation. We went uphill again and then downhill, and I could hardly muster the strength.


I tried to spot if Villafranca was visible to the left, but suddenly, there was a sign on the right that said "Villafranca del Bierzo," what a relief! The municipal albergue was right there, and I had to sit down and take off my hiking boots. I felt sorry for the Frenchman sitting next to me. Overall, all the accommodations (except for Arzua) were clean and well-maintained, and the cost of staying ranged from 4 to 7 euros or a donation according to one's conscience. At Villafranca's albergue, we initially went into a room where it was hot, and everyone else was napping (it was around 19:00 again). After exploring the house a bit, we found nice quarters on the top floor, and that's where we settled in with our belongings. The skylight was open, and the air was refreshing. It's worth mentioning that for some reason, in all places, sweaty and dirty shoes (there was cow shit all along the route) were always left in some spot where ventilation worked particularly well. Despite everything, I came along the living again after a shower and some rest. My foot soles were sore, and for once, that ridiculous thick sleeping pad I had been carrying the entire way came in handy; I put my feet on it, and I began to feel better. The next moment of despair hit when we realized that the journey the next day would be even longer (28 km) and would include some steep climbs. Oh hell! My blister was bothering me, and there was no way I could manage the same pace and terrain for the third day in row. So, we decided to split the distance in half, considering we had an extra day reserved into our schedule. We would walk about 14 km the following day. Then we went to the pharmacy and to get some food. Once again, I was learning new vocabulary at the pharmacy; ampollas = blisters, tiritas = band-aids. At this point, my little toe blister had expanded around the whole toe. Oh, damn, it hurt! Villafranca del Bierzo was one of those beautiful villages I saw along the way. We explored the town a bit, but I missed seeing Puerta del Perdón, the Pardon Gate, where those in poor health would have received the same privileges as those who reached Santiago. The Castillo de los Marqueses would have been worth visiting too, but we had to choose since the journey had taken up so much time; we went to eat. For a vegetarian, it was sometimes a bit challenging to find something to eat, as the "Vegetal sandwich" always seemed to include bacon or tuna. Most of the time, it worked out fine when I asked them to leave out those ingredients. Sometimes, French fries (patatas fritas) were a good alternative. Well, I guess it doesn't matter much what you eat when you're hungry. After eating, there wasn't much time left for exploration; we started dragging ourselves towards our accommodation. People had steadily trickled into the albergue, and now even the top floor was full. There were Swedish women who had walked all the way from Burgos. They were nice too, but I was a bit puzzled by the diet of one of them when my friend saw her eating some kind of mixture from a plastic container in the bathroom, hahah. Apparently, it was some sort of weight loss product, but eating in the bathroom was quite strange. A group of Italian cyclists joined us as well. From the courtyard, we could hear faint chatter and laughter; some were still socializing after the day's walk. I didn't have to listen for long as I dozed off into dreamland.



4. 22.6.2006 Villafranca de Bierzo – Vega de Valcarce, hiking day, 14 km


The morning started with an early wake-up around 6:30. We had breakfast at the albergue and set out for the walk after catching up with the Hungarian women we had met the previous day. One of them had a sore knee from the previous day's walk and was considering taking a bus.


The morning was cool again, and it was more pleasant to start walking slowly; there was no rush since we had divided the day's hike in half. Walking through the town, you could see parts of it, but the lack of time was always frustrating; I couldn't explore all the interesting places. The streets were deserted, with mainly other pilgrims hopping by, waving and saying, "Olá chicas, buen Camino!" You could choose between two routes, and we took the flatter one instead of the "scenic route," which would have involved more uphill climbs and forest trails. This part of the journey had been dangerous in the past when trucks and cars passed by rapidly. Now the highway had been relocated elsewhere, and the road was relatively calm. Still, it was nice when, after a while, a concrete fence separated the walking path from the road. The views might not have been the best, but the ground was even. Along the route near the road, there were often resting areas. We walked to the next village (Pereje) for a morning coffee. When you ordered a "café con leche grande," you got a variety of cup sizes; sometimes a small cup, and other times a big bowl. But morning coffee goes down in any form; otherwise, I can't get moving. The walk was much more enjoyable now that the kilometers weren't weighing on our minds ("I have to manage 28 kilometers no matter what."). We passed through small villages without even noticing sometimes, but in some, beautiful flower arrangements or uniquely painted window shutters caught our attention. During a coffee and water break, we also met a Hungarian woman who later mentioned that she had problems with her heart.


In Ambasmestas, we encountered Julio, the perro peregrino, the pilgrim dog. He and his owners had to stay there for the night due to the heat. We arrived in Vega de Valcarce in the afternoon, so for once, we had plenty of free time. First, of course, was finding a bunk bed in the albergue. The albergue hospitalera was a nice lady who informed us about the backpack transport service (taxi por mochillas); for 3 euros, our backpacks would be transported to the next stop. Later, it turned out that the lady's husband had just passed away, and she was a bit tearful; she left at some point. The place was running fine without her guidance. Anticipating a challenging ascent to O Cebreiro, we decided to send our backpacks by mochilla taxi and only take the essentials with us. Then, off to the store, where locals stared at us once again. I thought I had gotten a bit of a tan, but I guess I was still quite blanco compared to the Spanish. A couple of Galician-speaking gentlemen tried to strike up a conversation in the albergue, but since Galician sounds more like Portuguese, I missed most of what they were saying; my usual strategy was to give a third "huh?" before I gave up. Luxuries at the place included a beautiful view and a washing machine. I took advantage of any available washing opportunities. On the journey, the Lush Godiva solid shampoo I had bought proved handy, serving as shampoo, conditioner, and body soap. While hanging laundry, my travel companion almost ran into worn-out Dutchmen's bikes and ordered them to move them, resulting in a small uproar. The guy got really frustrated, but soon they made up. It was all the result of exhaustion.


Here, too, there were peculiar solutions for eating and drinking along the way; the Dutchmen had tea brewed in several water bottles. Apparently, they prepared all their day's food and drink at once. Many also wrote down notes after they had found their lodging. Outside the city, on a high hill, the ruins of an old castle could be seen. The El Bierzo region had been notorious for bandits attacking pilgrims, robbing, and assaulting them, sometimes imposing self-invented tolls. In response, the Knights Templar settled in the area to protect pilgrims, and that's why, among other reasons, the Saracen Castle was built in Vega de Valcarce. In the village, there was also a typical dwelling from ancient times in O Cebreiro, a round palloza with a thatched roof, as well as some kind of pool with very cold water. It felt great to soak my tired legs in it. I bought a silicone pad from the pharmacy to protect my sore little toe from rubbing against the shoe. My travel companion referred to it as an "udder protector." For some reason, even the small-town pharmacies had excellent selections of products for treating various foot problems. I wonder why, hah… Returning to the albergue, there was still plenty of space, and the men lodging in same dormitory had discreetly arranged themselves on the other side of the hall. One of them was cleaning his feet with Betadine and tossing cotton swabs around the yard, yuck. All in all, it was really nice to relax and wander around, taking time to explore, and then getting a good night's sleep. The cool breeze coming through the open window in the evening refreshed the room, and it was great to sleep without any major discomforts.



5. 23.6.2006 Vega de Valcarce – o Cebreiro, hiking day, 14 km


In the dim morning light, we set off. I was a bit hesitant to leave my backpack on that bench in line (fila), but it was nice to walk without the weight for a while. The village café was open, and I went inside for coffee because the air felt really chilly. Ever since Ponferrada, I had been wearing a long-sleeved white t-shirt and pants with 2/4 length legs to avoid getting sunburned. They proved to be necessary. Somewhere around Herrerias, a couple of German men joined us for a while and chatted with us. They boasted about the German mountains, and their knowledge of Finnish hills seemed quite nonexistent. One of them might have been wearing a Tyrolean hat like in caricatures (or did my imagination add that afterward?). We stopped for a water break, and the men continued on their way. The villages were once again quite small, with cows here and there (and of course cow shit). The path gradually started ascending, and I, who disliked uphill walks, started kicking my feet into the roots and stones on the road (sometimes your legs get tired and you can't lift them enough). At a crossroads, a Spanish couple saved us from going in the wrong direction. The man was wearing sandals and seemed to be struggling a lot; he had some serious blisters on his feet. Well, my toes weren't in great condition either. The day had warmed up again and was getting hot. In the village of La Faba, we stopped for coffee and to use the restroom. Inside the café, there was a Playstation console, tempting me to play. Well, no time to waste, back on the road and uphill again. The road was now quite steep, and I was glad we had used the mochilla taxi service. Along the way, there were more small villages that came and went. Someone was farming on a slope with a significant incline. People manage to cultivate their fields everywhere. Higher up, the Hungarian woman with heart problems joined us again, and we walked together to O Cebreiro. It was always surprising how people endured and continued walking despite their pains. Finally, we reached the village up there, and I must say that a second, slightly shorter day of walking really did wonders for rejuvenating my energy. We arrived on Midsummer's Eve. O Cebreiro was a unique and beautiful village. Our backpacks were waiting for us in a corner of a local bar, just as promised.


We went to the albergue early, even early enough that the doors were still closed. We went to the store to get some food since in some places, it was impossible to get anything from a restaurant before 7 in the evening. While munching on our supplies (more dry bread, arghhhh!), people started gathering in the albergue's courtyard, and they came out multiple times to call something out to us about the fila. Well, it turned out that in this place, it was important to line up the backpacks against the wall in the order of arrival so that you could enter the lodging in that order. Initially, I found such guidance a bit overbearing, but they meant well, so after a while, I placed my backpack in line, and that settled the matter. Once we were allowed in, I was quite content to have done so because there was a rather long line waiting. A Roman father and daughter joined the line too; the father had suffered from foot problems and had bought new hiking shoes but had also had to take a taxi for at least one stage. My travel companion teased that the man wouldn't get his sins forgiven now that he hadn't walked the entire way, and the man dramatically exclaimed, "I’ll rrrrip this pilgrim's passport in half!" It was nice again to take a shower and do my laundry. In the laundry room, some woman started explaining something incomprehensible, pointing to the washing machine and coins in her hand, babbling away rapidly, and I couldn't make any sense of it. Even when leaving, I could still hear her chattering. Sometimes, it was frustrating not to understand what someone was saying, and I regretted not having studied any tourist Spanish because not everyone spoke English at all. In the village, as in the whole Galicia region, there were Celtic influences, and bagpipe music was played. The influence of the Celts could also be seen in the jewelry, clothing, and other souvenir shop items. O Cebreiro's church had a Eucharistic set related to a miracle: According to legend the local priest didn't believe that anyone would come to the church in heavy snowfall, but a devout parishioner somehow managed to make it there, and the bread and wine of the Eucharistic set turned into the actual body and blood of Christ.


We went to check out the traditional pallozas too; a few were left, and other things in the village. The store was open when someone knocked on the door of the local couple who owned it, etc. A local specialty was fresh cheese that couldn't be found anywhere else. It was a delicious, soft cheese that was eaten either with honey (miel) or some kind of marmalade (membrillo). Since the evening was still far away, we went to a bar to eat. I ordered the traditional potato omelet, which was just enough food for me. At some point, there were really cold gusts of wind, and my shorts and t-shirt were not enough. We spent time in the village wandering around and exploring things like the tourist office offerings. Once again, I had to go to bed early, but it was not easy because I was cold. Once again, I regretted not bringing my sleeping bag. And during the night, I had to deal with the strong smell of foot sweat from the teenage boys who were my roommates. I only managed to sleep when I closed the window.



6. 24.6.2006 O Cebreiro – Triacastela, hiking day, 21 km


In the morning, it was easy to notice the source of the cold; fog (or clouds) had left long, wet streaks on the walls of the building. The air was extremely humid and foggy (cloudy?). After morning coffee, the Roman girl from father and daughter duo joined us. We started walking along the path beside the road and passed a couple of small villages before taking a break. We stopped at a bar after a steep climb, where we enjoyed expensive, freshly squeezed orange juice. On the wall, there was a picture of a famous pilgrim who completes the pilgrimage every single year. Quite a resilient person. I was amused in the yard when a local stray dog casually lifted its leg next to a parked car and urinated on its side. It wasn't a small dog but the size of a small horse. The fog (or clouds?) was palpably thick, and when you walked through it, you got wet as if it were raining. Gradually, the air started to clear up. On the way, we passed more of those charming tree-lined paths (corredoiras), which we encountered several times along the journey. We reached Triacastela, a small town where there were a few pilgrim lodgings. We stayed in a private albergue run by two spirited ladies, and at this point, the price was already 7 euros per person.
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		Sisällysluettelo



		A (very) brief history of the Camino



		Introduction



		Travelogue

		1. 2006 – Camino Francés

		1. 19.6.2006 Astorga – Rabanal del Camino, hiking 20 km



		2. 20.6.2006 Rabanal de Camino – Ponferrada, hiking day, 32 km



		3. 21.6.2006 Ponferrada – Villafranca del Bierzo hiking day, 23 km



		4. 22.6.2006 Villafranca de Bierzo – Vega de Valcarce, hiking day, 14 km



		5. 23.6.2006 Vega de Valcarce – o Cebreiro, hiking day, 14 km



		6. 24.6.2006 O Cebreiro – Triacastela, hiking day, 21 km



		7. 25.6.2006 Triacastela – Sarria , hiking day, 18 km



		8. 26.6.2006 Sarria – Portomarin, hking day, 22 km



		9. 27.6.2006 Portomarin – Palas de Rei, hiking day, 24 km



		10. 28.6.2006 Palas de Rei – Arzua, hiking day, 27 km



		11. 29.6.2006 Arzua – Arca do Pino hiking day, 20 km



		12. 30.6.2006 Arca do Pino – Santiago de Compostela, hiking day, 19 km









		2009 – Camino Francés

		1. 19.5.2009 Saint Jean Pied de Port – Roncesvalles, hiking day, 26 km



		2. 20.5.2009 Roncesvalles – Larrasoaña, hiking day, 28 km.



		3. 21.5.2009 Larrasoaña – Cizur Menor, hiking day, 21 km



		4. 22.5.2009 Cizur Menor – Puente la Reina, hiking day, 20 km



		5. 23.5.2009 Puente la Reina – Villamajor de Monjardin, hiking day, 30 km (staying the night in Los Arcos)



		6. 24.5.2009 Los Arcos – Viana, hiking day, 18 km



		7. 25.5.2009 Viana – Navarrete, hiking day, 22 km



		8. 26.5.2009 Navarrete – Azofra, hiking day, 23 km



		9. 27.5.2009 Azofra – Grañon, hiking day, 22 km



		10. 28.5.2009 Grañon – Villafranca Montes de Oca, hiking day 28 km



		11. 29.5.2009 Villafranca Montes de Oca – Atapuerca, hiking day 18 km (staying the night in Villafria)

		29.5.2009 Rest day in Burgos and overnight to Isar









		12. 31.5.2009 Hornillos del Camino – Castrojeriz, hiking day, 23 km



		13. 1.6.2009 Castrojeriz – Frómista, hiking day 25 km



		14. 2.6.2009 Frómista – Carrión de los Condes, hiking day 19 km



		15. 3.6.2009 Carrión de los Condes – Sahagún, hiking day, 39 km



		16. 4.6.2009 Sahagún – Reliegos, hiking day 30 km



		17. 5.6.2009 Reliegos – León, hiking day, 24 km



		18. 6.6.2009 León – Villadangos del Páramo, hiking day, 22 km



		19. 7.6.2009 Villadangos del Páramo – Astorga, hiking day, 28 km



		20. 8.6.2009 Astorga – Rabanal del Camino, hiking day, 20 km



		21. 9.6.2009 Rabanal del Camino – Ponferrada, hiking day 32 km



		22. 10.6.2009 Ponferrada – Villafranca del Bierzo, hiking day, 24 km

		Jim Novack









		23. 11.6.2009 Villafranca del Bierzo – O’Cebreiro, hiking day, 29 km



		24. 12.6.2009 O’Cebreiro – Triacastela, hiking day, 22 km



		25. 13.6.2009 Triacastela – Sarria, hiking day, 18 km



		26. 14.6.2009 Sarria – Portomarin, hiking day, 23 km



		27. 15.6.2009 Portomarin – Palas de Rei, hiking day, 25 km



		28. 16.6.2009 Palas de Rei – Arzua, hiking day, 29 km



		29. 17.6.2009 Arzua – Arca do Pino, hiking day, 20 km



		30. 18.6.2009 Arca do Pino – Santiago de Compostela, hiking day, 20 km









		2012 – Camino Primitivo

		Oviedo



		1. 6.5.2012 Oviedo – San Juan de Villapañada, hiking day, 30,5 km



		2. 7.5.2012 San Juan de Villapañada – Bodenaya, hiking day, 30 km



		3. 8.5.2012 Bodenaya - Campiello, hiking day, 29 km



		4. 9.5.2012 Campiello – Berducedo, hiking day, 27 km



		5. 10.5.2012 Berducedo – Castro, hiking day, 29,3 km



		6. 11.5.2012 Castro – A Fonsagrada, hiking day, 28,5



		7. 12.5.2012 A Fonsagrada – Cádavo Baleira, hiking day, 23,4 km



		8. 13.5.2012 Cádavo Baleira – Lugo, hiking day, 30,5 km



		9. 14.5.2012 Lugo – San Román da Retorta, hiking day, 19,7 km



		10. 15.5.2012 San Román da Retorta – Melide, hiking day, 27,7 km



		11. 16.5.2012 Melide – O Pedrouzo, hiking day, 33,3 km



		12. 17.5.2012 O Pedrouzo – Santiago de Compostela, hiking day, 20 km

		In Santiago















		2014 – Camino Inglés

		1. 16.9.2014 Ferrol – Miño,hiking day, 38,6 km



		2. 17.9.2014 Miño – (Bruma) Meson del Viento, hiking day, 36,2



		3. 18.9.2014 Meson del Viento (Bruma) – Sigüeiro, hiking day, 25 km



		4. 19.9.2014 Sigüeiro – Negreira, hiking day, 37,1 km



		5. 20.9.2014 Negreira - Olveiroa, hiking day, 33,4 km



		6. 21.9.2014 Olveiroa – Muxia, hikng day, 32,5 km

		In Muxía and Santiago















		2016 – Camino de Madrid

		1. 19.9.2016 Madrid – Tres Cantos, hiking day, 27,5 km

		To Madrid and the start of the Camino









		2. 20.9.2016 Tres Cantos – Manzanares el Real, hiking day, 34,7 km



		3. 21.9.2016 Manzanares el Real – Cerdecilla, hiking day, 35,5 km



		4. 22.9.2016 Cerdecilla – Segovia, hiking day, 31,1 km



		5. 23.9.2016 Segovia – Santa Maria la Real de Nieva, hiking day, 32,2 km



		6. 24.9.2016 Santa Maria la Real de Nieva – Coca, hiking day, 22,5 km



		7. 25.9.2016 Coca – Alcazarén, hiking day, 23,4 km

		The end of this Camino



		Typical packing list (well, typical for me)
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