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​When April with his showers sweet with fruit

The drought of March has pierced unto the root

And bathed each vein with liquor that has power

To generate therein and sire the flower;

When Zephyr also has, with his sweet breath,

Quickened again, in every holt and heath,

The tender shoots and buds, and the young sun

Into the Ram one half his course has run,

And many little birds make melody

That sleep through all the night with open eye

(So Nature pricks them on to ramp and rage)-

Then do folk long to go on pilgrimage,

And palmers to go seeking out strange strands,

To distant shrines well known in sundry lands.

Geoffrey Chaucer.

The Canterbury Tales (General Prologue)1




1 Modern translation of the general prologue is a public-domain version made available through OnLine Books at Virginia Tech and elsewhere.





​Introduction

This book is a mix of: ‘guide’ to the Camino and ‘travelogue’ of my experiences on it. You will find practical information including equipment lists, accommodation details (and some reviews) and explanations of the routes taken, but mostly it is a day-by-day account of people met, conversations had and fellowships formed. At its core is a personal recounting of my journey on the Camino de Santiago completed via the French route from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, across the Pyrenees and onwards to Santiago de Compostela, in the company of some friends I have known since childhood.

I hope you enjoy it and if you decide to do the Camino, or have already done it; Buen Camino!

Ian

Western Australia

2025





​Bright Ideas

On Thursday 22 February 2018, I had the good fortune to interview Anne Buist and her husband, Graeme Simsion, for the Perth Writers’ Festival in my adopted state of Western Australia. The chat focussed on how they had crafted a novel called, Two Steps Forward, which from its own ‘tag line’ is a tale of love, self-acceptance and blisters. It details a journey that fictitious characters make on the all too real ‘Camino’.

The Camino de Santiago, or in English, the Way of St. James, is a network of pilgrimage routes leading to the shrine of the apostle James in the cathedral of Santiago de Compostela in Galicia, northwestern Spain. One of the main routes in the book, and the most popular for modern day ‘pilgrims’, is the Camino Francés (The French Way). To prepare for the interview, I read their book, did a lot of background research and watched The Way, a film directed by Emilio Estevez, starring his father, Martin Sheen and the Northern Irish actor, James Nesbitt. Inspired by Anne and Graeme, their book and the movie, I was smitten with the idea of doing the Camino myself. I should point out, I am not religious at all, but I fancied the challenge and the ‘adventure’.

I rushed home to my darling wife and asked her if she’d like to trek hundreds of kilometres across France and Spain with me. She replied with a succinct answer. I parked the idea.

Fast forward five years to the 31st of March 2023, when, out of the blue, I received a message from an old school friend, Colin, aka Popper. Although we’ve been mates since school, we’d only met once in the intervening 40-odd years. We were connected on social media, ​and Popper also lives in Australia, but on the east coast, a continent away from me, so the message was a surprise.

“Hey Ian. Here’s a thought… How about you, Michael, Mark and I do the  Camino de Santiago… and you write the book?”

Michael and Mark were two more school friends. All of us were raised on the same Northern Irish housing estate. In 1970, at four years old, we had started primary school together, and some twelve years later all of us had, with few attendant qualifications, ended our high school days together. Unlike Popper and me, Michael and Mark had remained (for the most part) living in our hometown.

I paused before answering Colin’s message and went to consult my wife. “Eh… what would you think if me and some mates took off to do the Camino?”

She looked at me with a quizzical expression. “The Camino? In Spain? Wow! Go for it. When are you thinking?”

“Not sure. We need to get prepped for it.”

“Sounds great,” she said, before adding with a wry smile, “You should probably do it sooner rather than later. I mean, none of you are getting any younger!”

And with the double-edged vote of confidence pushing me forward, I responded to Colin, “Count me in. Who else shall we ask?”

“What about Paddy? He’s in Boston, USA now, but he might be up for it.”

Paddy shared the same ‘entry qualifications’: Raised on the Craigyhill estate, went through school with us, left with not much in the way of academic honours.

“I haven’t seen him since we left school.”

“Neither have I,” Colin agreed. “But sure, he’d be good craic. He always was.”

“And big Gerry? He’s hilarious. He’d be great value,” I added.

And that was that.

Within about 12 hours, given the time zones involved, we had established that the timing was all wrong for Gerry, but he’d support ​us from ‘Base Station Larne’ and the rest of us eejits would take a walk totalling some 800 kilometres from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port in southwest France, across the Pyrenees and on to the city of Santiago de Compostela in northwestern Spain.

After the initial rush of enthusiasm, a bit of practical planning kicked in and some amendments were made. Popper, Paddy and I run our own businesses, so although the idea of endless weeks walking through Spain seemed idyllic, we quickly realised we couldn’t realistically spend more than five to six weeks walking the route. That gave us a schedule which on paper looked innocent enough, but on closer examination seemed a bit excessive. We would be facing 30+ kilometres on most days with a couple of 40+ days thrown in. We’d also have no rest days – at all.

I decided to reach out to Anne Buist and ask her advice. With no hesitation she advised it was a bad idea. I had to agree. The fact we weren’t in our twenties anymore, despite what our minds wanted to think, had to be taken into consideration.

A few days of pondering led to a revised, but workable plan. Three of us, Popper, Paddy and I, would walk from St Jean to the Spanish city of Burgos. Then, we’d catch an express train to Astorga. It would cut out the Meseta Central (literally the central tableland) a repetitive, flat plateau stretching some 240 kilometres across the top of Spain. The rail journey would take about three hours and save 12-14 days from our schedule. At Astorga, we’d start walking again and in Sarria, about 110 kilometres from Santiago, we’d be met by Mark and Michael for the final week’s hike. The reduction of distance and time meant we’d ‘only’ have to average 24k per day and our two biggest stretches would be around 30 kilometres. It also meant we could have a couple of ‘light’ days and two proper rest days.

Now, fun fact – which sounds better than it is for an adventure like this, but I was once in the military. Bear with me, it is relevant.

Even before ‘joining-up’, I had spent the years from 13-18, as a member of a military cadet organisation. You might be conjuring ​images of decades spent slogging over hills and mountains, topping every peak whilst carrying massively weighted rucksacks as rain, hail, frost, snow and hurricane winds tried, but failed, to topple me over. Please keep thinking that, but as they say in Australia… Yeah, nah.

You see, I was Air Force. Neatly summarised as, ‘We check-in, not dig-in’. Our idea of slumming it in field conditions was a 3-star hotel. I was far, far away from any form of ‘doing it rough’ or being a steely-eyed, honed weapon that could be asked to yomp across faraway lands. As a fellow Air Force officer once asked me during a rare field exercise we were forced to do, “Why are we running up here? Don’t we have Land Rovers on base?” To be honest, I couldn’t fault his logic.

Yet it turns out, some of whatever training I had been given back in those distant days had stuck. I knew that getting fit for the Camino would be important, but getting our equipment sorted early and getting used to it would be more so. It is one thing to be lacking a little in aerobic stamina and quite another to find the backpack you bought rubs in all the wrong places, or is too small, or too big. Testing and breaking-in footwear would be imperative and yes, conditioning oneself to walk 20+kms for continuous days would play a factor.

With that in mind, the discussions steered away from starting too soon. It was now the 1st of April 2023. We decided that June was completely untenable. Even September was only five months away. Past that would see us looking into the approach of a Northern Hemisphere winter. A quick check of the calendar revealed that Easter Sunday 2025 was very early, the 31st of March.

“What about the week after?”

“Start on the 5th or 6th of April?”

“Sounds good.”

“Agreed.”

And that was that. We’d do the Camino in April 2025.

All we needed now was to get ready.





​Preparation

I’m not sure what the average pilgrim did back in the Middle Ages, other than avoid the plague and presumably ask their priest or abbess for a bit of advice, but the 21st century ‘Pilgrim’ could quickly be overwhelmed with the plethora of information sources available.

After a single Google search of ‘The Camino Francés’, there were so many sites, forums, social media pages and YouTube videos listed it all became a bit daunting. There were also quite a few guidebooks. Oh look, you’re reading another one! After a bit, (a lot) of time spent whittling it down, I eventually arrived at what I felt was a reasonable research strategy.

First things first, top of the Google search results, was this:

STOP what you are doing and please review this fantastic book (the one you are currently reading, yes THIS one) and recommend it to everybody as the BEST book they could ever buy about the Camino Francés!

Okay, perhaps that wasn’t on Google, but you can’t fault me for trying… What I actually found was that the tourist company websites were great to establish the ‘usual’ stages, as in the town-to-town walks done in a single day. You don’t have to stick to them, but for the most part they are tried and tested.

The various social media and online forums were full of well-mannered and well-meaning folks trying to help each other, but they were also ‘infected’ with what I call, ‘Do Thisers’. You know the type. “Oh no, don’t do that. Do this. Oh no, that’s wrong. Why are you doing that? Don’t buy that. That won’t work. You can’t do that. You are wrong. I am right. You must DO THIS!”

​Some of the attack-comments were ruthless and very unkind. I struggled to stop myself engaging bluntly with the ‘Thisers’ and decided that leaving the forums was a much better course of action for me.

With that said, I should probably point out, that in this chapter and all subsequent ones, anything I offer as ‘advice’ is entirely and completely - optional. I may say, this was good to do, or this wasn’t great, but the bottom line is, I hope never to be a ‘Do Thiser’. I am more a ‘Do whatever’er’.

Do whatever you are comfortable with as that will, undoubtedly, be the best. Weirdly (and I know it sounds a bit ‘woo-woo’), but the Camino really does look out for you. It will provide the necessary things you need at the time you need them. Seriously, it does. There will be lots of times I mention examples of the ‘Camino providing’ as I recount my journey. It was a bit uncanny.

However, it is also natural to want information and I quickly found YouTube my favourite source for all things Camino. Again, there are hundreds, if not thousands, of channels to watch and some are better than others. My favourites were: robscamino and lostamonglocals5382. I’ve listed a few more that were also good at the back of the book.

My single best find, and the only Camino-specific resource I took with me on the walk itself, was the ‘Buen Camino’ App. It is excellent. You can use a comprehensive version of it for free, but they do have a paid option providing even more functionality. Overall, it gives route and terrain descriptions, stage distances, alternate daily stages, accommodation guides and a whole wealth of other information. It has so much that I don’t think I scratched the surface of it. And it doesn’t just cover the French Route, it covers all the Caminos. I probably referred to it four or five times per day on the walk, and sometimes more often. It was always useful and other than a slight (perhaps on occasion, a considerable) understating of how severe the terrain ‘climbs’ were to be on a given day, I couldn’t fault it. As we ​are on ‘Apps’ I also subscribed to the ‘All Trails’ App, not just for the Camino but for all my preparatory hiking. It combines global coverage with detailed local trails. It also has a very handy, ‘Oops you’ve gone the wrong way’ feature which has helped me on more than one occasion.

And what did I get from all this research? Well, I got information about equipment lists, what most people thought were good things to have, what most thought were not. How much to carry and how much was too much. (More on that later). Mostly though, with the online sources, I found a place to test my theories or find answers to specifics. For example, I wanted a poncho rather than a rain jacket, so that in the event of a sudden downpour I could throw it on and it would protect me and my backpack. But I have used rain ponchos in the past and they’re a bit useless in windy and rainy conditions. They tend to blow about and are more hassle than they’re worth. What I wanted was a poncho with arms and a zip. I can’t remember exactly, but I think the Google search I did was for: Camino Poncho Arms Zip. Within five minutes I knew that I wanted to buy an Altus, except I couldn’t buy one in Australia. The solution to that little problem will be revealed later.

A lot of the online information said that you didn’t need to be super-fit to do the Camino. They are correct, but I also knew I wanted to train for it. I figured the fitter I was, the easier it would be and the more I would enjoy it. About twelve years earlier I’d given up smoking, which was a good thing, but due to that (and my own laziness and over-indulgence in not-so-healthy-food) I’d stacked on ‘a bit’ of weight (okay, okay, a lot of weight), which was not a good thing.

I figured six-months would probably do the trick and decided to start on the first day of our ‘Aussie’ spring as the actual walk would start, almost, on the first day of the Northern Hemisphere’s spring.

Equipped with a backpack, a pair of ultra-lightweight shorts, tee-shirt, hiking socks, mid-hiking boots and a Garmin wristwatch, I started training on the 1st of September 2023. As an aside, and purely ​so I can record it for my own sake, on that day I weighed in at 89.9 kilograms (kg). Nope, I am not going to ‘round it up’. It wasn’t 90 and every gram counts… it was 89.9 so there! I should probably add, for those readers I have not had the pleasure of meeting, I am not overly tall. I mean, were I six-foot that would be an okay weight.

I am not six-foot.

Now, when it comes to training and fitness, I cannot give you advice and because I am writing this down, I have to add in legal disclaimers like, do not take this as specific advice for your circumstances. It is recommended you seek medical guidance for your particular needs and it is best to only undertake any form of exercise after consulting your own doctor. Etc etc. Geesh, I might also add, caution this hot coffee is likely to be hot. But you get the gist. Look after yourself, take it easy.

My training started with 5-kilometre (km) walks each weekday morning, without a backpack or any additional weight save for a half litre of water in an Osprey Hydraulics 500mL Soft Flask. Intermixed with these morning walks (usually every other day) were sessions of walking/jogging/running on a treadmill using the ‘Couch to 5K’ App. At the weekend I did a longer walk (10 – 12kms) and had a rest day. On 18th Sep I completed the first 5km run on the treadmill and from then, when I went for a walk, I started carrying a backpack with minimal weight. The empty pack weighed about 2kg. I added another couple of kgs to start off with, not including the two litres of water (another 2kg) I also had on me.

On 30th September I kitted up properly with about 7.5kg weight plus three litres of water and went for a 20.36km walk called the Peninsula Ridge Walk along the Leschenault Estuary. It was mostly flat, like almost all of my local area and I knew that was likely to be an issue, but overall, for the first month of training I was quite happy. No blisters, no injuries, but no hills to speak of, other than a small one at an incline of approximately 1:10 that I fitted into each morning walk. Oh, and I also set the treadmill to the maximum incline of ​fifteen. It sounds good. Turns out… not so much. There is no alternate for actual hills.

The remaining months followed a similar pattern. On weekdays, 5-7km. On weekends, a longer walk. Once a month, a longer one still. Given the heat, and risk of bushfires in Australia, late December through to February saw me using a treadmill for the longer walks. Luckily, I have one at home, so could still put a backpack on and walk the distances I needed to without looking like a complete weirdo in a public gym.

I took a week and a half off training over Christmas and throughout the months I didn’t put myself on a ‘strict’ diet, or any sort of diet at all. In fact, other than cutting down on alcohol consumption and eating less junk food, I ate my usual fare.

Meanwhile, I was also planning my trip. Ah, now… there are those of us who like the idea of rocking up at an airport with a passport and no concept of a destination, grabbing the first seat available and jetting off to who-knows-where for an adventure… and then there are the rest of us saner mortals who like to plan things.

I am a planner.

Also, the idea of trekking across France and Spain, hanging out every night in 15-person (or even 200-person) dormitories with shared ablutions filled me with a sense of foreboding that I should probably explain.

During my initial military training, from when I was eighteen through to when I was twenty, I lived in 18-man rooms. There were four of these in each accommodation block and each room had assigned showers and toilets. From a vague memory of a distant past, there were about six (or maybe four) showers, sinks, urinals and ‘toilets’ in each ablution area.

The people I lived with were all in military training. They were being shaped into a team and moulded to work with one another. They were all collectively responsible for the cleaning of the spaces and faced various degrees of military discipline if they didn’t ‘muck-​in’. They were all young and fit. They were all required to be up and out early each morning, leaving a pristine environment that could be inspected at any time.

On one occasion, we had another recruit put in with us, for about two weeks. He didn’t look after himself very well, didn’t shower of a morning, nor of an evening, didn’t clean his space or keep it tidy and he snored like a trooper. He played his music too loud and generally was a complete pain in the… It was a tough two weeks.

The fact I remember him so clearly should serve to explain why sharing mass rooms with a whole host of fellow peregrinos (Spanish for pilgrims) that might or might not know how to live communally made me shudder. There was a saying in the forces, ‘You don’t have to practise bleed’. As in, if I get cut, I know how to bleed. I don’t need to do practise bleeding. I don’t need to suffer for the sake of it. Likewise, I have done my time in mass rooms and communal living, (I loved it by the way and made great friends, but I was eighteen). I don’t need to prove I can do it again and I am far, far away from being eighteen. I am at the point in my life where I like an en suite. What can I say!

Combining my need to plan and my requirement for a room with my own shower, meant that I had a fantastically pleasing time booking up my whole Camino in advance.

Now!! Full disclosure — Every forum or online advice page or YouTuber or guidebook I ever came across said this was a bad, BAD, BAD idea. To which I have to say – rubbish. It worked for me. Enormously well. Will it work for everyone? Of course not. Does it allow you to be uber-flexible if something goes amiss? Not really. I mean it ‘sort-of’ does, because you can just not turn up at where you are meant to be. I guess you would lose the money paid if it is booked on a no-cancellation within 24- or 48-hours basis, but most of the accommodation was cheap enough, so you could do it.

Did it take away any anxiety for me that I might not have a bed for the night on any particular day? Absolutely. Was that important ​on the Camino? No, not initially, but as the route got busier and busier the nearer we got to Santiago, then yes, it was most definitely a factor. Did I ever have to hope I would finish a day quickly, almost racing to get to the town in order to secure a bed? Nope. Did I stay in good accommodation with excellent facilities for less money than I could have imagined because I booked so early? Yep. All bar one was delightful and even that one was okay, sort of. Thanks to the ‘Trip It’ App (that I have used happily for many a year) every booking was stored in the one place and I had access to all the check-in details at my fingertips. If you are thinking that this, ‘Not staying in hostels (albergues in Spanish) and staying in hotels or guest houses is a soft option’, then yep, I must absolutely agree with you. However, you do have to do the walk each day and I figured a decent hot shower and a good night’s sleep would be the best guarantee that I might be able to get up the next day and keep on walking. It comes down to each to their own.

Speaking of which, Paddy and Popper wanted to do the whole communal albergue experience. It meant we would walk together during the days and eat together at night, but stay in separate places – that wasn’t an issue at all. Mark advised that we should book somewhere ‘nicer’ for the rest days we had scheduled and for the couple of days in Santiago at the end, as a bit of a treat. I duly booked some very swish hotels for us in Logroño, Astorga and Santiago. All the accommodation I booked is listed in the resources section.

Another thing that most ‘Camino Sources’ agree on, is that you do not need to be able to speak Spanish. Most Spaniards, like most other people on the planet, give English speakers an easy ride, in that they speak almost flawless English. I don’t think that’s fair. Yes, I am that type of person who thinks you should at least try to speak the language of the country you are in. Anyway, I liked Spanish at school, so I downloaded Duolingo and started trying to refresh some very long-ago used knowledge. It was a struggle and I wasn’t making much progress, so I Googled, ‘local Spanish teachers’ and, in the first ​instance of the ‘Camino providing’, it turned out there was a Spanish teacher in the next small town to mine. What’s more, she was originally from Northern Ireland so she stood half a chance of understanding me when I spoke English!

A huge thank you to Seana, who patiently nattered away to me, once a week for three months and taught me how to pronounce words and how the language would be heard and used ‘on the ground’. Mind you, she couldn’t cover everything, so she was also a star when I ‘WhatsApp’d’ her whilst in Spain to ask things like, “People keep saying Ballet, like the dance, to me. What does it mean?” To be told with a laughing emoji, “It’s spelt vale, it means okay.”

Was it worthwhile speaking the language or at least trying to? Yes, I think so and I enjoyed it. It also proved to be of immense value on a number of occasions. Did I need to do it? No. Especially with the Translator apps you can download. My choice was the Apple one, using Spanish (Spain). It surprisingly ‘gets’ my Northern Irish accent, for the most part, and when it doesn’t, I can type into it. Even after practising to speak the language, on occasions I did fallback on the App. I reckon we’re only a few years away from a fully, ‘Star Trek-like’ automated translation system that we will all ‘wear’ and it will do everything seamlessly. Maybe even sooner…

By the time April 2024 was approaching, I had tested my boots thoroughly (a bit too thoroughly it turned out) and bought a pair of ultra-lightweight Teva sandals to wear in the evenings, following the consensus that to air one’s feet out after a day of walking is sensible. I’d decided against using a water reservoir in my backpack (too awkward to fill up along the way) and instead opted for two water holders (attached to the backpack shoulder straps) into which I could slip bottles of water, other drinks, or two 500mL Osprey soft flasks. I’d made the decisions on clothes needed, wash kit, first aid kit and wet weather options. Invested in a silken sleep liner (mainly due to the horror stories coming out of France and Spain about bedbugs). I’d spent a few bucks to get a collapsable drinking cup and also to get ​extra ‘rubber feet’ for my Mountain Designs trekking poles. I had a small bag of laundry sheets, a Scrubba wash bag and clothesline. I had two small, refillable sunscreen dispensers, sunglasses and a hat. Added to the sun protection, because I knew it was likely to get cold in Spain in April, I had a woolly beanie, warm gloves, fingerless trekking gloves, a single pair of long trousers and a Regatta fleece (with an Australian flag patch on the shoulder). I also had a separate collection of kit that I was going to need after the Camino when I went to the UK for a business trip, but I wouldn’t be carrying that on the trek. There was a bag service in our starting point town in France that would send it onto Santiago and I could collect it at the end. One other thing was needed, which duly arrived in lots of time. My renewed Irish passport. I’d let it lapse as my Aus and UK passports were usually enough (and paying for three at a time seemed like trying to maintain a weird Jason Bourne persona) but post-Brexit having an EU passport was probably going to be handy.

The last bit of preparation, with less than 48-hours before I flew out to France was, again due to the bedbug rumours, to dose the sleep liner and backpack in permethrin. And then, on the 1st of April I weighed myself: 76.6kg. Since the 1st of September I’d lost 13.3kg.

Did I use all the equipment I took? Nope, but mostly and I would have used almost all of it bar for a mistake made early in the walk. Did the fitness training pay off? Yes. Was the lack of hill training an issue? Definitely, but surmountable. Should I have taken anything extra? Yeah, but I bought it along the way. What I took and what I’d take again is also listed at the back of the book. Should you take the same? Absolutely not… Well, maybe. It depends on you.

The bottom line is that, eventually, our happy little band walked the Camino. Whatever preparation we did, ultimately worked. Some things better than others. We friends did it ‘together’ but ‘separately’ as we each had our own requirements with accommodations and ‘stage/distance management’.

​Looking back at my preparation and how we as a group generally planned for the Camino experience, our principal constraint was time. We had a set start date and a set day to finish. We planned to cut out the Meseta in its entirety and knew we would not have the luxury of being flexible or laissez-faire in our progress. We had towns to get to and distances to cover. Did we do it the ‘right way’? No idea. Did we do it our way? Yep. And ultimately we did, The Way.

Was it life changing for me? No. Did I have a ‘Road to Damascus’ encounter of faith along the way? No. Was my faith reaffirmed? Yes. But not in the way you might think.

My faith in humanity was reaffirmed. My faith in the inherent goodness of most, if sadly not all, people was shored up, reinforced and buffed to a shine by the encounters with other peregrinos. For the equipment and the statistics, the terrain and the food are all worth mentioning, but it is the people that made my Camino. Old friends, best friends and new friends. And how, you might think, can walking with someone for a few hours make them a friend? Well that, my friend, was at the heart of my Camino.





​GETTING THERE





​Day Minus-4

April 2nd 2024

Leschenault, Western Australia - Montparnasse, Paris

Planned distance: 14,504km

Steps planned to be walked: Not many

And there in was my first mistake. Because of course one walks quite a lot when transiting through airports and the like. I decided to start the official count when I got to Perth Airport and was quite surprised at the totals recorded for the first days of travelling. Yeah, days of travelling… Perth to Paris, (let’s face it, Perth to anywhere other than Bali), is a long way and departure gates seem to get further and further away. Also, even if I was only going to be in the city for a single evening, it would have been wrong not to go for a wander around Paris.
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