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•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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PREFACE



On my many walks on the Camino since my first in 1995, I often heard the lament from many pilgrims that they were in such a hurry to find a bed each day that they often missed many of the Camino’s most meaningful experiences and elements. I wrote this guide to fulfill this desire for context, connection, and knowledge of the Camino’s many remarkable aspects, layers, and legacies.


Covering the Camino Francés—the most popular trail of a vast network of paths all across Europe destined for Santiago de Compostela in northwestern Spain—and the Caminos Finisterre and Muxía from Santiago to the Atlantic, I set out to answer not only practical questions (where to sleep, stop to refuel, what to eat and drink?) but also deeper, cultural ones (why do locals hang dried herbs and flowers on their doors from Basque Country to Galicia, what are Black Madonnas, why are so many churches built over ancient pagan sites?).


This book joins crucial practical details with thoughtful insights and enriching experiences. In each chapter you’ll find:


• Highlights that point out places and experiences not to be missed, such as the moveable tapas feast in León’s Barrio Húmedo, waking up for sunrise on O Cebreiro mountain, and making the detour to Eunate’s enigmatic octagonal church and to Castromaior’s stunning 2,400-year-old round hilltop town.


• Traditional starting points, from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Sarria and detailed recommendations for how to get to each one.


• Recommended overnight stops, chosen for their ideal location, exceptional experiences that add depth to the pilgrim journey, or that are magical, less-known places in between the traditional stopping places.


• Route options that help you decide what to do when the trail forks, alert you to amazing sights that many miss, and that call out important details of each region’s geography encountered on the trail.


• Lists of local weekly markets to plan your journey around these festive events.


• Local food and wine callouts highlighting regional specialties, from fresh-caught seafood to hearty stews, colorful vegetables, regional cheeses, and regional wines, and the best places to taste them.


• Folklore callouts that describe the sacred traditions that are distinct in each region of the Camino, including surviving pagan elements and stories that endured and have been woven into churches and Christian traditions.


This revised third edition also contains more recommendations for places to eat and sleep, more tips on where to find the tastiest local specialties, deeper insight into each region’s folklore, more about wildlife and sacred trees and where to find them, suggestions for making your trek sustainable and eco-friendly, crowd-dodging itineraries and suggestions for walking during peak season, places to immerse in monastic life, creative retreat, and the Camino’s deep hospitality tradition of donativos (donation-based lodging).


Some things have changed on the Camino since the first and second editions of this book. Most notably, the explosive post-pandemic desire around the world to travel has also increased numbers on the Camino. Accommodations and food prices have increased. While litter is still a problem, there is less of it in general on the Camino Francés as more pilgrims are taking responsibility for their refuse and carrying out what they carry in, and local municipalities are placing more trash bins along the trail. The return of wildlife in wild places that occurred during Covid, such as with the return of bears to León’s mountains, has continued in places and slightly retreated in others, but still holds overall. The climate crisis continues to show its impact on all corners of the earth, including during warmer seasons on the Camino—there are more frequent droughts, heavy rains, and destructive fires in regions once unfamiliar to these extremes. During Covid, the trail regenerated itself in places and restored in those areas the beautiful interweaving of the natural and human worlds. The Catedral de Santiago de Compostela’s stunning western entrance, the Pórtico de la Gloria, is open once again after years of restoration work, and it’s a glory to behold. In the 2027 holy year, the cathedral’s holy door, Puerta Santa, is open for pilgrims and the faithful to pass through to gather full pardons (for believers) and extra grace (for everyone). It will open again for the next holy year in 2032.


Since 2022, annual numbers of pilgrims walking have reached unprecedented levels, around half a million and more. Yet even with the Camino’s rising popularity, it remains a powerful rite of passage, offering the chance to reclaim a sense of wonder, hope, and beauty in one’s life and in the world—something we need now more than ever. It is a great road of transcendence open to all and barred to none; a walking meditation punctuated by churches, chapels, shrines, streams, hills, mountains, rivers, and valleys. It is a rare opportunity to meet people from all around the world, joining in the unifying power of pilgrimage as we walk to Santiago, breaking bread and sharing stories. The Camino remains a multilayered and multidimensional experience to be savored and allowed to unfold at your own pace. I hope this book will enhance and bring out the best of the Camino and your walk on it.


—Beebe Bahrami


[image: Image]





WELCOME TO THE Camino de Santiago
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Nightlife on the Camino


Best Views


THE LAST 100 KILOMETERS


The Camino de Santiago is a great adventure, a sacred pilgrimage in the footsteps of millions of others intertwined with an outdoor trek across southwestern France and northern Spain. Its most historic route, the Camino Francés, begins in the town of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port on the Pyrenean border in France and travels over the mountains and west across Iberia for 780 kilometers (485 miles), traversing daunting mountains, lush river valleys, sweeping plains, striated vineyards, and rolling hills swaying with wheat and sunflowers to the purported tomb of Saint James the Greater in Santiago de Compostela. And the path doesn’t really stop there: As the Camino Finisterre and Muxía, it continues another 90 kilometers (56 miles) all the way to the rugged shores of the Atlantic.


The Camino is a rare chance in the busy world for solitude and self-reflection, even for self-reinvention, while traveling in the company of pilgrims from more than 200 countries and while encountering engaging and generous locals who have lived on and served the Camino for generations. It is a path of strange trail magic, where solutions are delivered just as you need them, and where someone walking past spontaneously gives the perfect answer to the very question rolling around in your head.


The Camino is also a paradox. When a person becomes a pilgrim—pèlerin/e in French, peregrino/a in Spanish—and temporarily disconnects from normal life to go for a long walk, he or she enters into a deep experience of presence and connectedness on many levels, with nature, with others, and with him- or herself. Many peregrinos marvel that the Camino naturally cultivates such a profound experience, and with it, transformation, just by walking.


Officially a Christian pilgrimage that is more than 1,200 years old, the passages and pathways of the Camino are older than this, long traversed by ancient humans who followed the natural movement of animals and seasons along the most natural corridors of the incredibly hospitable and habitable geographies of southern France and northern Spain. As they moved along the lands crossed by the much later medieval Camino, they left signs—stone tools, painted caves, rock art, dolmens, hilltop settlements, and prehistoric roads. Much, much later, with the rise of Christianity in Europe, humans added beautiful medieval towns and chapels on top of or alongside these older storied landscapes, signs, and sacred places. You can still feel their ancient footsteps as you step along the trail. Some locals even claim that there is a special energy in the land itself, a ley line poetically tracing on the earth the path of the Milky Way seen by pilgrims in the night sky. It is a perfect melding of nature and culture, an outdoor adventure, and a historic European grand tour.
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15 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Taking your first step on Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port’s Rue de la Citadelle, a cobblestone path worn smooth by thousands of pilgrims over a millennium.
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2 Looking up at the Milky Way while pondering the medieval lore that described the route of the Camino as tracing this celestial galaxy.
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3 Crossing the Pyrenees on the way to Roncesvalles, with breathtaking views on the way up to and at the peak of Col de Lepoeder (pictured) and the pass of Puerto de Ibañeta.
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4 Joining gregarious locals for pintxos in Pamplona, on Calle del Laurel in Logroño (pictured), and tapas in León’s Barrio Húmedo neighborhood that contains more than 100 bars.
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5 Stepping inside the magical and unusual octagonal Santa María de Eunate, known as the “Church of 100 Doors,” which was constructed as a meditation on numbers held sacred by many ancient faiths.
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6 Filling your scallop shell with the good local red wine offered at Bodegas Irache Wine Fountain, a relatively new Camino tradition that has quickly become a classic.
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7 Joining the nuns in sacred song at Albergue de Santa María and attending Vespers and the Pilgrim Blessing with them in the Iglesia de Santa María (pictured) next door in Carrión de los Condes.
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8 Stepping into a swirl of color filtered through stained-glass windows and towering carved stone walls at Catedral de Santa María de León.
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9 Laying a stone at Cruz de Ferro on Monte Irago, the Camino’s highest point, as you silently enact a ritual of gratitude, forgiveness, or letting go.
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10 Transporting to the era of medieval knights, pilgrims, and passionate causes as you cross the drawbridge of the Castillo de los Templarios, a 12th- and 13th-century castle with thick, high walls and crenulated ramparts.
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11 Watching the stunning sunrise from O Cebreiro, an enchanting Galician village that marks the Camino’s third-highest point.
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12 Exploring the Castro de Castromaior, a partially excavated 2,400-year-old hilltop fortress surrounded by concentric rings of protective walls.








[image: Image]



13 Partaking in the communal ritual drinking of queimada, a heated concoction of eau de vie spirits, sugar, coffee beans, and orange and lemon peels that is said to quemar (burn) off all unwanted karma, old energy, and negative issues toward preparing you to approach Santiago and to return home with a fresh start.
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14 Arriving (at last!) at the Catedral de Santiago de Compostela, where you can deliver a traditional hug to the statue of Saint James and collect your Compostela.
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15 Taking a final pilgrimage to the coast, where the physical road ends naturally at the ocean’s edge and where you can gaze out at the infinite sea and sky (and take in a glorious sunset) at the lighthouse of Cabo Finisterre and at the Sanctuary da Virxe da Barca in Muxía.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Where to Go


Basque Country and Navarra: Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Pamplona


The most historic route of the Camino de Santiago, the Camino Francés, officially begins at Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, a stunning threshold at the Pyrenees and the border with France and Spain. There are two historic route options: the Route Napoleon, an ancient Roman route, or the Route Valcarlos, taken by Charlemagne in the 8th century, today used as the trail in winter and during bad weather. Both ascend green-gray mountain peaks capped with snow and speckled with grazing sheep and horses and breathtaking views before descending to Roncesvalles.


This initial stretch is one of the most challenging on the Camino, ascending the second-highest peak of the Camino. From late autumn through spring, the weather can be prohibitive, and the Route Napoleon is closed while the Route Valcarlos remains open.


Navarra: Pamplona to Logroño


From Pamplona, the Camino climbs between open plains, high ridges, and steep ravines into wild and dynamic landscapes where early humans built dolmens and medieval masons created enigmatic and beautiful churches reflecting a mix of influences (pagan, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim). The Camino also traces an ancient Roman road and takes you into wheat and wine country, including to a fountain flowing with wine at Irache.


La Rioja and Castile: Logroño to Burgos


Through radiating vineyards and billowing wheat fields, the Camino treads along dark red earth into gold-toned Castile, crossing remote pine forests rich with songbirds and passing some of the path’s most spiritual monasteries (Nájera, San Millan de la Cogolla, and San Juan de Ortega). Before Burgos, it time travels through Europe’s earliest human presence at Atapuerca, inhabited for the past 1.4 million years.


Castile and León: Burgos to León


Deep into Spain’s breadbasket, the Camino climbs to the famous meseta—high plateau—of north-central Spain where shepherds have tended their flocks for millennia. Traverse a landscape of hilltop castles and frontier towns and walk amid vast, swaying wheat and sunflower fields and endless sky.


Burgos is home to the world-class human evolution museum, which highlights fossil finds from Atapuerca Archaeological Site. In Rabé de las Calzadas, the sisters of Centro La Milagrosa, and in Carrión de los Condes, the nuns of Albergue de Santa María, invite you to join them in prayer, sacred song, and potent pilgrim blessing.


León and Galicia: León to Sarria


Mountainous terrain makes this one of the more challenging sections of the Camino. After summiting Monte Irago, the Camino’s highest point, pilgrims can leave a ritual stone at the foot of the Cruz de Ferro iron cross—for many, it’s a top and transformative experience. Next, trek into a vast valley and garden paradise of fruit orchards, vegetable gardens, unique El Bierzo wines, and the huge Templar castle. The trail then passes narrow mountain valleys, riverside villages, and life-sustaining chestnut forests before the steep climb into Galicia and the ancient mountaintop village of O Cebreiro.


Galicia: Sarria to Santiago de Compostela


As one of the most convenient places from which to walk the 100 kilometers (62 miles) required for the Compostela, Sarria is the Camino Francés’s most popular starting point. From here, the Camino passes through a green and mysterious realm of intimate river valleys and mountains covered in ancient oak and chestnut forests, some of the oldest in Iberia, a land of meigas (white witches) who cast healing cures, queimada (a ritual and elixir of well-being), and creamy, herby cheeses from local cows that are often as present on the trail as humans. You also begin to taste the nearby ocean in cafés that serve local catch, including spicy Galician octopus, pulpo á feira.




If You’re Looking For…


• A physical challenge: Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Pamplona, León to Sarria, and the Camino Finisterre offer mountainous terrain; the stretch from Burgos to León offers open high plateau meseta terrain.


• An easier walk: Sarria to Santiago de Compostela.


• Churches: Pamplona to Logroño (most unusual); Logroño to Burgos (for miracle-based and Camino Saint-built churches); Burgos to León (classic Romanesque, Gothic, and Mudéjar churches built for some of the most miracle-working Marys); and Sarria to Santiago de Compostela (small village churches).


• Wine: The middle of the route, from Pamplona to Sarria, offers a rich and distinctive flow of regional and remarkable wines; Logroño to Burgos, in particular, has world-class La Rioja wines.


• Solitude: Anywhere before Sarria, any time but summer, and staying in villages between the main stops; after Pamplona and before Sarria tends to be less crowded compared to the sections before and after.


• Camaraderie: Everywhere in high doses (especially if you stay in albergues), but especially potent at the beginning, from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Pamplona, and at the end, from Sarria to Santiago de Compostela.


• The Compostela: You must walk 100 kilometers (62 miles) of the Camino (200 kilometers/124 miles if you’re cycling), including the last stage into Santiago de Compostela.





Santiago de Compostela


The Camino ends in this mythic, medieval city at the Catedral de Santiago de Compostela that holds the purported remains of Saint James. Pilgrims head straight to the cathedral to hug the statue of Santiago on the high altar and visit his silver-encased remains below. They celebrate and explore along arcaded cobblestone streets lined with granite churches, monasteries, museums, shops, and galleries, and colorful cafés surrounding the cathedral, which serve Galicia’s most tantalizing dishes from land and ocean. One in particular, Casa Manolo, has been a popular pilgrim meeting spot for more than three decades.


Camino Finisterre: Finisterre and Muxía


More and more pilgrims are taking the land road as far west as it can go to the Atlantic Ocean and fishing towns of Finisterre and Muxía, a journey through dense forest, undulating hills, and challenging small mountains that opens at the last moment to the ocean and first sighting of finis terrae, earth’s end—a narrow finger of land with endless sky above, crashing waves below, and infinite watery horizon ahead. Once there, pilgrims engage in end-of-journey rituals like watching the sunset over the ocean, gathering a scallop shell from the beach, and enjoying festive fresh-caught seafood on the harbor.


When to Go


Whenever you go, rain—and need for rain gear—is a year-round prospect. Also, the final 115.5 kilometers (72 miles), from Sarria to Santiago de Compostela, is the busiest section with significant surges in numbers; plan ahead for the timing of reaching this benchmark if you are starting your Camino farther east.


High Season: May-September


Some 85 percent of annual trekkers walk the Camino between May and September with the most crowded months being May, August, and September, closely followed by June and July. You can carry less gear than other seasons, but you need to carry more water, watch for dehydration, protect yourself from sun exposure, and negotiate crowds on the trail and at accommodations.


Shoulder Season: April and October


For a balance between socializing and solitude, spring or autumn are usually the most pleasant seasons to walk, though climate change has affected these months in recent years with historically unprecedented and unpredictable cold, heat, rain, and/or drought. Warmer summers have also led more people to walk during these two months, but they are still not as busy as between May and September. Gear-wise, you will want to have layers and prepare for cold, heat, rain, and sun. Some albergues have not yet opened in April and some will close in early to mid-October. You may have to walk a shorter or longer day than planned to find accommodation and food.




The Credential and the Compostela


A pilgrim’s credential—credencial del peregrino in Spanish and carnet de pélerin in French, also known as your pilgrim passport—is what allows you to stay in albergues along the Camino. Costing €2-3, you can order one online from a pilgrim association before leaving or pick one up at a number of places along the way, including at the pilgrims’ office in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. Getting your pilgrim passport stamped at albergues, churches, and other landmarks is an important part of walking the Camino. If you want to collect a certificate of completion, the Compostela, you need two stamps per day for a minimum of 100 consecutive kilometers/62 miles walked on any official Camino route in Europe with a minimum of 70 consecutive kilometers (43 miles) needing to be on an official Camino trail in Spain, and pilgrims must be sure also to walk the final stage into Santiago de Compostela, which for the Camino Francés is from O Pedrouzo (Km 20) to Santiago. Those on bikes have the same rules, except that they must cover a total of 200 consecutive kilometers/124 miles. Be sure to visit the official website (www.oficinadelperegrino.com) for details and possible changes in these newly implemented rules.


When you arrive in Santiago de Compostela, take your credential to the pilgrim reception office to receive your Compostela, a jubilant moment!





Low Season: November-March


For solitude, November to March is ideal. You need to carry more gear for warmth and also be prepared for some 60 percent (or more) of the albergues to be closed, usually from mid- to late October until late March to early April. You might need to stay in more hotels or walk farther to reach open albergues. You will need to carry more food and water, as some cafés and restaurants also close in winter. The good news? No crowds and no bed race during this season.




Scallop Shells and Stones


The scallop shell, which is the official symbol of the Camino and so visible everywhere, is associated with the pagan creator goddess. Like the goose and goose footprint (other Camino symbols), the scallop shell is a symbol of rebirth. Some even say that the goose footprint and the scallop shell carry the same design—radiating lines fanning out from the center. Some modern pilgrims also see the shell as a map of the many roads of the Camino itself, which all join eventually at Santiago de Compostela. More philosophically, it represents the many paths, each unique to each pilgrim, destined to arrive at the same place.


Many modern pilgrims like to bring or find a scallop shell early, to tie to their pack to join the symbolic tribe of peregrinos (pilgrims). If you want to sport a scallop shell, you can bring one from home. (If you live near the ocean, this is easy; if you don’t, you can buy one in a culinary supply store, where they are often sold to use in the famous French dish coquilles Saint Jacques, or from your regional chapter of your country’s pilgrim association that may offer a shell blessing ceremony for about-to-depart pilgrims.) The majority of peregrinos like to pick one up on the Camino, such as in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port for a donativo (donation) in the Pilgrims’ Welcome Office, or in one of the many shops, cafés, and albergues all along the Camino selling them; some wait until they reach the ocean at Finisterre or Muxía to find one to carry home, which was a tradition in the Middle Ages. A new Camino tradition is to drink wine from your scallop shell at Irache’s wine fountain, so you may want to be sure you have one by that point.


Leaving a stone at the Cruz de Ferro is another rite of passage for Camino pilgrims. Many pilgrims bring a stone from home that has some personal and symbolic meaning attached to it for what they hope to release or offer once they reach the Cruz de Ferro.





Traveling During a Holy Year


On holy years, when Saint James’s feast day of July 25 falls on a Sunday, the numbers of pilgrims on the Camino increase, sometimes doubling, more than on non-holy years. There are more crowds and also more festivities. For believers, this is a time of extra grace when a pilgrim walking into Santiago de Compostela will earn a full indulgence (in other years, they receive a partial indulgence), meaning all one’s transgressions are wiped clean. There will be more devoted faithful walking during this time—and also diverse walkers from all backgrounds drawn to the special sacred atmosphere. The last holy year was 2021, which the pope extended to 2022 because of the pandemic. The next holy years are 2027, 2032, 2038, and 2049.


Know Before You Go


ETIAS Travel Entry Requirement


A new European Union (EU) policy, the European Travel Information and Authorization System (ETIAS) travel requirement (www.travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en [URL inactive]), slated to begin in late 2026, requires all non-EU/non-Schengen country citizens to apply online for ETIAS travel authorization before departure to receive authorization to travel to Europe’s Schengen Agreement countries, which include France and Spain. Those ages 18-70 pay a €7 fee; for those younger and older, it is free. Once you submit your online application, you will receive a confirmation email with a reference number that lets you track your application. Usually it takes just a few minutes for your application to be approved. Your passport and ETIAS will be electronically linked, and the ETIAS is good for three years. (If your passport expires within those three years, you will need to apply for a new ETIAS with the new passport.) Go to the website to check the implementation of this policy, its requirements, and, if active, to follow instructions for applying for the ETIAS requirement.




Starting Points


According to the Pilgrim Office in Santiago de Compostela, the most popular gateways to the Camino Francés are:


Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port (Km 779.9)


• Stats: Second most popular starting point, with an average of 17 percent of pilgrims starting here.


• Why it’s popular: Saint-Jean is the trek’s official starting place. Its natural pass opens dramatically like a gateway over the Pyrenees.


• Getting there: Fly into Paris and connect to Saint-Jean via train to Bayonne, then another train to Saint-Jean, or take the train or fly into Biarritz, and catch a train to Bayonne then a train to Saint-Jean or take a direct shuttle to Saint-Jean. Alternatively, fly into Madrid, then take a train or bus to Pamplona and catch a shuttle, bus, or taxi to Saint-Jean.


• Time to reach Santiago: 33-44 days


Roncesvalles (Km 753.7)


• Stats: Sixth most popular starting point, with an average of 3 percent of pilgrims starting here.


• Why it’s popular: Still an early start, but you get to skip the rigorous mountain crossing from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, which can be treacherous in bad weather.


• Getting there: Fly into Madrid or Barcelona, take a train or bus to Pamplona, and then the shuttle, bus, or taxi to Roncesvalles.


• Time to reach Santiago: 31-42 days


León (Km 309)


• Stats: Third most popular starting point, with an average of 5 percent of pilgrims starting here.


• Why it’s popular: The exquisite Gothic cathedral in the heart of historic León imbues this midway starting point with medieval mood and mystery.


• Getting there: From Madrid, there are direct trains and buses to León; some buses even depart from terminal T4 in Madrid’s Barajas airport.


• Time to reach Santiago: 14-16 days


Ponferrada (Km 207.1)


• Stats: Fifth most popular starting point, with an average of 4 percent of pilgrims starting here.


• Why it’s popular: Ponferrada’s dramatic Templar Castle and easy access by train and bus, plus first few days walking in vineyards, make this an appealing start.


• Getting there: Same as León (above). Many trains and buses pass through León on their way to Ponferrada.


• Time to reach Santiago: 10-11 days


O Cebreiro (Km 154.3)


• Stats: Fourth most popular starting point, with an average of 4-5 percent of pilgrims starting here.


• Why it’s popular: The dramatic mountaintop setting feels especially rich with ancient rites and atmosphere.


• Getting there: Fly to Santiago de Compostela and take the one daily bus to O Cebreiro, which stops in Camino towns and villages along the way. Other buses connect from Santiago to Pedrafita do Cebreiro, the larger town just north of O Cebreiro village. You can walk—carefully—on the roadside or take a quick taxi to reach the gateway village.


• Time to reach Santiago: 7-8 days


Sarria (Km 115.5)


• Stats: Single most popular starting point, with an average of 62 percent of pilgrims starting here.


• Why it’s popular: Sarria is the last easily accessible access point from which to start and still earn a Compostela.


• Getting there: Take a train or bus from Madrid, or a bus, shuttle, or taxi from Santiago de Compostela.


• Time to reach Santiago: 5-6 days





Packing


Ideally, you’ll want to carry no more than 10-15 percent of your body weight. Be sure your pack’s final weight includes allowance for the 2-3 pounds (1-1.4 kilograms) of water and food you need to carry each day. Of the gear that you will bring, the three most important items are trekking shoes such as light hiking shoes or sturdy cross trainers that you’ve broken in and that fit you perfectly; socks designed for blister prevention; and a good, light, moderate-sized pack. The Camino is pretty much a cash economy, and it’s a good strategy to have an average of €200 in your pocket, replenishing at ATMs along the way in cities and towns. You’ll find a packing checklist in the Essentials chapter.



How Far to Walk



How far to go is a personal matter based on how many days you have and on how far you want to walk each day. Plan shorter days at the beginning, letting your body adjust to the terrain and to carrying a pack for 6-8 hours a day and also preventing injuries—the early stages are when pilgrims are most likely to get hurt by pushing too hard too soon. As you go, you’ll find your rhythm. Some trekkers love going slowly to take in the natural beauty and the small churches along the way, averaging 12-18 kilometers (7.5-11 miles) a day. Others get their high from swift-footing it, covering 25-35 kilometers (15.5-22 miles) a day. Most fall in between, averaging 21-25 kilometers (13-15.5 miles) per day.


Note that while there are no public restrooms on the Camino, restrooms are available at bars and restaurants along the trail: purchase a drink or snack (these are inexpensive) to use their facilities. This is a good practice to keep the trail clean, take periodic breaks, stay hydrated and fueled, and support the local (very basic) economy. Long stretches where there are few services are noted throughout this book.


Advance Reservations


Accommodations: The Camino’s tradition (and magic) is letting each day unfold unplanned and savoring the chance to travel without reservations. In recent years, especially during the peak months (May-Sept.), many people have been making reservations. If you decide to book ahead, it is imperative that you be sure to cancel any bookings if your plans change. Along with the growing culture of advance booking has been the unfortunate trend of a large handful of pilgrims who do not cancel their reservations, which, when there is a no-show, hits many who serve the Camino hard economically. It is also unkind to fellow pilgrims who are turned away because a bed is being held. Whatever your style—to reserve or not—there are a few times when reserving ahead is worth it: to have a place for your first night on the Camino, to break up the Pyrenees crossing into two days and stay in Orisson or Auberge Borda, to stay in the historic paradors in León and Santiago de Compostela, or to arrive in Santiago de Compostela with a place to land.




The Most Demanding Ascents


The Camino Francés has dramatically varied terrain from mountains to valleys, forests, rolling hills, and plains, the vast majority without too strenuous a shift in elevation, with the exception of the three highest mountain crossings:


Col de Lepoeder


The second-highest elevation on the Camino, on the Pyrenees crossing, is at Col de Lepoeder on the Route Napoleon, going from 187 meters (615 feet) in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to 1,430 meters (4,692 feet) at Col de Lepoeder; the descent to Roncesvalles drops to an elevation of 900 meters (3,000 feet). A slightly less strenuous ascent route, the Route Valcarlos, leaves from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and peaks at 1,057 meters (3,468 feet) at Puerto de Ibañeta before gently descending to Roncesvalles.


The Cruz de Ferro on Monte Irago


The highest point on the entire Camino is in León’s mountains at 1,505 meters (4,938 feet) at the Cruz de Ferro on Monte Irago. The elevation gradually rises from Astorga (Km 259.3; 870 meters/2,854 feet) to the Cruz de Ferro (Km 231.9). The elevation drop thereafter is more dramatic, especially after Manjarín (Km 230; 1,440 meters/4,724 feet) to Molinaseca (Km 215.1; 580 meters/1,903 feet).


O Cebreiro


The third-highest crossing of the Camino is leaving León’s mountains on the climb into Galicia’s. The ascent begins in Las Herrerías (Km 162.4; 666 meters/2,185 feet) and peaks at O Cebreiro (Km 154.3; 1,330 meters/4,364 feet), a solid 8.1-kilometer (5-mile) climb.





Compostela: The day before walking into Santiago de Compostela, you can visit the Pilgrims’ Welcome Office website (www.oficinadelperegrino.com) to register in advance and receive a number with a QR code, reserving a time slot and order in line, for collecting your certificate of walking (Compostela). You can also arrive on the day at the Pilgrims’ Welcome Office and register at a console near the entrance to get a QR code and time slot; depending on the season and time of day, there may be a line.



MAKE THE TREK



It can take anywhere from 31 to 45 days to walk the Camino from the French side of the Pyrenees to Santiago de Compostela, and another 7 days to continue onward to the Atlantic coast. There are many ways to approach this and make it doable. Some break the walk into sections, walking one stretch and returning later to pick up where they left off. Others walk only one part of the trail and feel that it fulfilled their desire for sacred adventure. Others, especially those coming from far afield, deeply desire to walk the whole trail in one go and plan and train ahead, both physically and also communally, discussing with family and places of work a plan that would allow them to take a month to two months off from their home responsibilities to undertake this once-in-a-lifetime experience.


There are no right or wrong ways to walk the Camino, and each pilgrim can embrace the way that unfolds best for her or him. Walking the Camino can be profound and transformative, however short or long the trek.


However you do it, be sure to have well-fitting shoes and socks, carry only what you absolutely need in a pack that fits your body well, and listen to your body and your own guidance for how far or how long to walk. Most days you really won’t need to pack a lunch: Unless otherwise noted, stops for food are frequent along the trail, and many cafés offer options for sandwiches, omelets, salads, and diverse snacks. This said, it is always good to have a few trail snacks in your pack. Always carry plenty of water.


Basque Country and Navarra: Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Pamplona


Day 1


ARRIVE IN SAINT-JEAN-PIED-DE-PORT


Settle in to your refuge (albergue, pilgrims’ hostel) or hotel and head to the Pilgrims’ Welcome Office to get your pilgrim’s credential, elevation map, albergue listings, good advice on trail conditions, and a scallop shell to attach to your pack. Climb to the citadel for mountain views, visit the Église de Notre Dame and pilgrims’ bridge, and then enjoy a first ritual communal meal with fellow pilgrims.


Day 2


SAINT-JEAN-PIED-DE-PORT TO RONCESVALLES


24.4 km/15.2 mi (Route Napoleon) 23.8 km/14.8 mi (Route Valcarlos)


Begin your walk! Ascend the Pyrenees on the Route Napoleon with endless views of mountain peaks dotted with grazing sheep and horses. Refill water bottles and grab a bite in Orisson (7.6 kilometers/4.8 miles after Saint-Jean; you can also spend the night here). Surmount Col de Lepoeder, the second-highest climb of the entire Camino, 12.8 kilometers (8 miles) after Orisson. (In bad weather and winter, use the Route Valcarlos, with beautiful valley and mountain views, stopping in Valcarlos, 11.7 kilometers/7.3 miles after Saint-Jean, to rest and refuel or to stay overnight.)


Make the long descent to Roncesvalles through primordial beech forests that open to reveal the village’s cream-colored and slate-roofed monastery. Celebrate the first and hardest day with other peregrinos in Roncesvalles’ albergue over dinner and at the pilgrims’ mass in the 13th-century Iglesia de la Colegiata de Santa María.




Top Experience


The Way of the Stars


The Camino in medieval lore is referred to as an east-west road on earth traced by the path of the stars of the Milky Way overhead, a road that according to many ancient belief systems could transport souls to the hereafter. There are several places on the Camino that are free of light pollution where you can see the Milky Way. Some good places:
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The Way of the Stars is depicted on a granite stone carving in Galicia.





• Orisson: Km 772.3


• Ventosa: Km 594.4


• Tosantos: Km 535.4


• San Juan de Ortega: Km 516.2


• Arroyo de San Bol: Km 462.9


• San Antón Monastery Ruins: Km 452.5


• Ermita San Nicolás: Km 440


• Moratinos: Km 374.8


• Foncebadón: Km 234.2


• El Acebo: Km 223





The elevation gain today: On the Route Napoleon, you go from 187 meters (615 feet) in Saint Jean Pied de Port to 1,430 meters (4,692 feet) at Col de Lepoeder, then descend to Roncesvalles at 900 meters (3,000 feet). On the Route Valcarlos, you go from 187 meters (615 feet) in Saint Jean Pied de Port to 1,057 meters (3,468 feet) at Puerto de Ibañeta before gently descending to Roncesvalles at 900 meters (3,000 feet).


Day 3


RONCESVALLES TO ZUBIRI


21.2 km/13.2 mi


Pass through a magical forest to Burguete, where Hemingway stayed to go trout fishing in the Pyrenees, then through rolling hills and meadows with roaming chestnut horses and descend along a forest path of oak and beech to the villages of Espinal, then Biskarreta (11.4 kilometers/7.1 miles after Roncesvalles, where you can stop for a midmorning snack at Bar Dena Ona).
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hills and forest on the way to Espinal





From there, descend again into oak and pine forest along rising and falling rocky footpaths, incredibly uneven at times, then climb to views of the Pyrenees foothills at the Alto de Erro before working along more rocky and uneven sections (go with care, especially when you are tired) to the medieval riverside village of Zubiri.


Day 4


ZUBIRI TO PAMPLONA


21 km/13 mi


Weave along intimate foothill footpaths toward the ridge guarding Pamplona, passing through the hamlet of Zuriaín, 9.5 kilometers (6 miles) after Zubiri, great for a rest and pilgrim cheer at the riverside café La Parada de Zuriaín.


Follow the Arga River past small rural homestead gardens, fields with sheep, horses, and geese, and shady forests to the 13th-century hilltop church of San Esteban in Zabaldika, 3.3 kilometers (2.1 miles) after Zuriaín. Climb its bell tower before taking the final footpath through wild flowers and scrubby hills to Pamplona. Enter the city through towering ancient fortress walls, soak up medieval Pamplona’s Gothic Catedral de Santa María, and step into Hemingway’s Pamplona at Café Iruña for a drink and dinner on the stately Plaza del Castillo.


Navarra: Pamplona to Logroño


Day 5


PAMPLONA TO OBANOS


24.4 km/15.2 mi


Leave Pamplona, pass through the green grounds of the university, and enter flowing wheat-covered hills that lead to the steep climb to Alto del Perdón (13.2 kilometers/8.2 miles from Pamplona and elevation gain of 320 meters/1,050 feet), a ridge with high views and strong winds. Descend more steeply on a very rocky path, dropping 277 meters (909 feet) in elevation over 3.8 kilometers (2.4 miles) along a ravine and into rolling hill country that culminates with a small detour to Santa María de Eunate, one of the most beautiful and mysterious churches of the Camino. Pause here before making the short climb to the ridge-top town of Obanos, passing white asparagus fields. Stay in the village center at the stately Hostal Rural Mamerto.
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on the road to Obanos from Santa María de Eunate





Day 6


OBANOS TO ESTELLA


24.2 km/15 mi


Kitchen gardens line the path to the town of Puente la Reina, 2.3 kilometers (1.5 miles) after Obanos, where the Camino passes two unusual medieval churches—Iglesia del Crucifijo, with its goose-foot-shaped cross, and Iglesia de Santiago, with its Islamic-style scalloped Mudéjar doorway—well worth seeing before exiting the town over the famous medieval bridge that gives the town its name. For the next 8 kilometers (5 miles), walk into ravines and up ridges and past wheat fields, vineyards, and almond groves to the hilltop village of Cirauqui, also with an unusual and pretty Mudéjar-style church, Iglesia de San Román. Leave Cirauqui along surviving stones of the ancient Roman road on the way to Lorca, a perfect village to rest and grab a snack.


Continuing from Lorca, meander through meadows and vineyards to the serene olive-grove-surrounded Ermita de San Miguel, then work uphill into Estella, passing the Iglesia de Santo Sepulcro where Saint James smiles at you as he has to pilgrims over many centuries from his perch on the left side of the central arch.


Day 7


EXPLORING ESTELLA


Estella is a good place for a rest day, especially if you arrive in time for the Thursday weekly market on the town’s two medieval squares. Highlights of Estella are the churches, all on their own hill: San Pedro de la Rúa, with lyrical Mudéjar-Islamic-Romanesque style; San Miguel, with expressive Gothic sculptures; and the Basilica del Puy, with a famous Black Madonna. Wander near the river and along medieval streets, past the old riverbank mills, stopping at a traditional woodworker’s shop right on the Camino and enjoying the Plaza de los Fueros. Stay in Albergue La Hostería de Curtidores, a 17th-century tannery and archaeological site.




Café Camino


Some pilgrims have taken to calling the Camino Francés the Café Camino for its frequent—and beloved—trailside cafés, some of which are famous for their combination of location, good food and drink, and consistent good cheer. Here are some favorites.


Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Pamplona


• Bar Frontón in Burguete (Km 750.9) for a hearty breakfast wedge of savory egg, spinach, and red pepper pie.


• Bar Dena Ona in Biskarreta (Km 742.3) for tapas, tortillas, sandwiches, and bowls of plump green olives.


• The riverside La Parada de Zurain (Km 723) for sandwiches, omelets, and salads.


• El Horno de Irotz in Irotz (Km 720.7) for outdoor made-to-order pizza.


Logroño to Burgos


• Bar Deportivo in Navarrete (Km 601.3) for creative pinchos, Riojan cuisine, and wild mushroom scrambled eggs.


• Bar Marcela in San Juan Ortega (Km 516.2) for to-order omelets, salads, and sandwiches.


Burgos to León


• Bar Casa Manolo in Hornillos del Camino (Km 468.6) for consistently fresh and flavorful home cooking.


• The graffiti-covered Bar Elvis in Reliegos (Km 333.7) for atmosphere and hospitality.


León to Sarria


• Mesón Cowboy in El Ganso (Km 246.3), like Bar Elvis in Reliegos, for atmosphere and hospitality in a saloon-style bar.


• Mesón El Acebo in El Acebo (Km 223) for delicious caldo leonés (dark leafy greens, ham, and bean stew) and berry custard tarts.


• Jardín de Pieros in Pieros (Km 188.9) for a solid breakfast or creative lunch.


• Café Omega in Ruitelán (Km 163.8) for made-to-order omelets and garden-plucked salads.


• Bar Puerto at the top of Alto do Poio (Km 145.6) for its reviving caldo Gallego.


Sarria to Santiago de Compostela


• Mercadoiro in Mercadoiro (Km 98.7) for empanadas, nachos with guacamole, goat cheese and caramelized onion sandwiches, caldo Gallego, and hummus and vegetable plates, among other unexpected dishes.


• Mesón Rural Ribeira in Ribeira da Baixo (Km 42.2) for everything, but be sure to try the local cheese with quince paste.


• The roadside Café O Ceadoiro in O Empalme de Santa Irene (Km 23.8) for just-picked pimientos de Padrón, empanadas, lentil stew, homemade desserts, and more.






Day 8



ESTELLA TO LOS ARCOS


21.4 km/13.3 mi


Leave Estella through 3.1 kilometers (1.9 miles) of rolling hills and native pine forest toward the vineyard-engulfed Monasterio de Irache. Stop at La Forja de Ayegui where blacksmith Jesús Angel Alcoz crafts talismanic pendants at his iron forge. Continue a few paces to the Bodegas Irache Wine Fountain to fill your scallop shell with a taste of local red wine. (The fountain is turned on at 9am.) Continue 4 more kilometers (2.5 miles) through pretty pine forest to Azqueta hamlet, and onward on the gently weaving footpath past the medieval pointed arched cistern, Fuente de los Moros, to the vineyards and village of Villamayor de Monjardín. Climb to the fortified ruins of the Castillo de Monjardín, a medieval castle over earlier Roman fortifications, for a remarkable view of the peak and valley landscape. Then, keep moving west through vineyards, pine forest, wheat fields, and olive groves to Los Arcos, home of another powerful Black Madonna on the Camino in the 12th-century Iglesia de Santa María.


Day 9


LOS ARCOS TO LOGROÑO


27.6 km/17.1 mi


Enter a more exposed path of open wheat fields and pastureland dotted with grazing sheep on your way to the hilltop settlement of Torres del Río, 7.7 kilometers (4.8 miles) from Los Arcos. Allow a few minutes to visit the interior of the Iglesia del Santo Sepulcro and its octagonal dome designed after the mosque of Córdoba.
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wheat fields and Cantabrian mountains in mist near Torres del Río





Leaving Torres del Rio, you’ll see vineyards from here to Viana and as you cross into La Rioja and the region’s capital of Logroño. Stop for water, figs (when in season), a passport stamp, and cheer at Casa Felisa just before traversing the Puente de Piedra to enter the city.


La Rioja and Castile: Logroño to Burgos


Day 10


EXPLORE LOGROÑO


From Logroño, you can take a daylong wine tour to surrounding vineyards with Rioja Like a Native or make a day trip to the picturesque hilltop wine town of Laguardia to taste wine and explore dolmens—prehistoric standing stones—in the vineyards.


In Logroño, explore the medieval center and the churches, and walk the labyrinth-like inlaid mosaic squares of the Game of the Goose on the Plaza de Santiago (discover how the game is connected to the Camino and both to spiritual quest). Sign up for a two-hour Tapas Trek walking tour sampling Logroño’s celebrated food and wine, and/or kick off an evening sampling mouthwatering pinchos and La Rioja wines in more than 50 bars on the historic streets around Calle del Laurel.
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Calle del Laurel, Logroño





Day 11


LOGROÑO TO NÁJERA


29.8 km/18.5 mi


Leave Logroño neighborhoods and a large public garden to an open path along the Pantano de la Grajera natural park and lake with birdlife, forest tracts, and hillsides covered in vines. Continue to the hilltop town of Navarrete, visit and stamp your credential at Iglesia de la Asunción, and leave past ceramics workshops and more vineyards, following a “1-kilometer of art” detour through the vines to Ventosa.


The next 2.2 kilometers (1.4 miles) after Ventosa (642 meters/2,106 feet above sea level) make a short but slightly steep climb to arresting views of the vines and red cliffs of the Alto de San Antón (670 meters/2,200 feet). Next is a long, dusty walk into Nájera, a town with refreshing tree-covered riverside public green spaces on both sides of the Río Najerilla. Cross over the river to the Monasterio de Santa María la Real, built dramatically into the ridge’s red cliff rock face. Inside, make sure to give audience to the magical medieval statue of Mary, accessed through a tunnel to a cave deep inside the rock.




Donativos: Tradition and Customs


As you prepare, plan, and then hit the trail, you will hear about albergues called donativos. These are as old as the medieval Camino and are based on the tradition of donation-based giving instead of set-price room and board. It is an old tradition of give-and-take hospitality that brings out the deepest spirit of the Camino as a pilgrimage. Donativo albergues include those run by individuals, municipalities, parishes, and associations or organizations.


How It Works


Donativo albergues allow people of all walks of life to walk: Those with means give enough to cover their own room and board, and if able, they pay a little more for a poorer pilgrim who cannot afford it. Those who cannot give what they can, and even if they have nothing, they are given a place to sleep and eat with the same hospitality and welcome. Donativos are run by hospitaleros (volunteers), and the donations are all that they have to cover all expenses. In 2022 the international association Federación Internacional del Camino de Santiago (FICS) applied to UNESCO to recognize “traditional Jacobean hospitality,” largely donativos, as Intangible Cultural Heritage, protecting the Camino as a pilgrimage, not only a long, albeit magnificent, trek.


What You Can Do


A recent disturbing trend, reported by several hospitaleros, is that many pilgrims walking today do not know this tradition and think donativo means “free,” and they leave little or nothing. This threatens the survival of both the donativos and an ancient practice of opening the pilgrimage to those of all walks of life. To keep the tradition alive, when staying in a donativo albergue, if you have the means, at minimum, give what you would pay for a bed (€7-18), dinner (€9-14), and breakfast (€4-6) in a set-price albergue (non-donativo albergue). If you have a budget for more than this minimum, leave a little more to help a pilgrim with less. And whatever a person’s budget, giving back goes beyond the monetary. Chip in and help with cooking dinner and cleaning up.





Day 12


NÁJERA TO GRAÑON


27.7 km/17.2 mi


This fairly low-impact day begins with the climb over Nájera’s ridge to broad wheat fields and vineyards on the way to Azofra in 5.7 kilometers (3.6 miles), then Cirueña (another 9.1 kilometers/5.7 miles). Pass Cirueña’s modern golf course, a contrast to the traditional village just past it that is centered on San Andrés church with foundations in 10th century. Continue 6 kilometers (3.7 miles) to Santo Domingo de la Calzada. Allow an hour to visit the cathedral, which holds the tomb of the Camino engineer saint, Santo Domingo, along with the living descendants of the miraculous rooster-and-hen pair who centuries ago rose from the dead to sing the innocence of a falsely accused pilgrim.


Leave Santo Domingo de la Calzada crossing the Rio Oja (where La Rioja gets its name), and climb gently to the farming (corn and wheat) and herding community of Grañon (6.9 kilometers/4.3 miles). Stay for a memorable, rustic, sacred evening of ritual, communal dinner, and sleeping in San Juan Bautista church and albergue.



Day 13



GRAÑON TO VILLAFRANCA MONTES DE OCA


28 km/17.4 mi


A reasonably level trail day, pass through sweeping wheat fields and through oak forest, from La Rioja to Castile, first reaching Redecilla del Camino (4.3 kilometers/2.7 miles after Grañon), whose Iglesia de la Virgen de la Calle is famous for its Romanesque baptismal font carved with an image of the celestial Jerusalem.


Walk through several small settlements along rolling hills to Belorado (11.8 kilometers/7.3 miles after Redecilla del Camino) where you can take a rest and refreshment on the Plaza Mayor and buy artisanal chocolates from the Clarist sisters at the Monasterio de Santa Clara before continuing on to Tosantos, stopping to admire the cliffside cave hermitage of La Virgen de la Peña. Go another 7 kilometers (4.3 miles) to Villafranca Montes de Oca. Stay in the restored 14th-century pilgrims’ hospital, San Antón Abad, on the edge of a wild forest.


Day 14


VILLAFRANCA MONTES DE OCA TO ATAPUERCA VILLAGE


18.5 km/11.5 mi


Villafranca Montes de Oca to San Juan de Ortega is a long 12.2 kilometers (7.6 miles) with no guaranteed support services. Stock up before leaving, then climb out of Villafranca into the forest and up to a 1,100-meter-high (3,609-feet-high) lookout point over the Montes de Oca. Descend into pine and fern forest and into the valley of the magnificent monastery and church of Iglesia de San Nicolás de Barí in San Juan de Ortega. Visit the church and its distinctive Romanesque-engraved stone capitals and stop for lunch at the cheery Bar Marcela.


Continue to Atapuerca, crossing a region inhabited by humans for 1.4 million years. Stay at Hostel La Plazuela Verde, a rustic farmhouse restored with strong craftsman-era flair. Consider staying an extra day to visit the Atapuerca Archaeological Site to witness the site of Europe’s oldest human remains.


Day 15


ATAPUERCA VILLAGE TO BURGOS


20 km/12.4 mi


Leave Atapuerca before dawn to experience the sunrise in 2.2 kilometers (1.4 miles) on Matagrande ridge, your final climb before Burgos, reaching 1,078 meters/3,537 feet above sea level, an elevation gain of around 118 meters/387 feet from Atapuerca. A gradual and level descent takes you to Burgos in 17.8 kilometers (11.1 miles), becoming more urban as you go. You have three choices to enter the city: the longest, along the river, is the prettiest and most pleasant.


Castile and León: Burgos to León


Day 16


EXPLORING BURGOS


Explore Burgos’s medieval town center in the morning: Visit the Gothic Catedral de Santa María, where El Cid and his wife, Doña Jimena, are buried, and the surrounding churches and squares within the walled medieval town.


In the afternoon, climb up the hill behind the cathedral to Burgos’s castle, Castillo de Burgos, for stunning views of the city and countryside. Walk along the river Arga through the center of the city, stopping at the Cartuja de Miraflores (east end) and the royal Las Huelgas monasteries (west end) on the way.


End the day with tapas and pinchos on the Plaza Mayor, then live music and poetry at the 1920s literary Café España.


Day 17


BURGOS TO HORNILLOS DEL CAMINO


21.3 km/13.2 mi


Leave walled medieval Burgos through the arched San Martín gate, passing into suburbs, parks, and wild meadows on the way to Tardajos in 11.2 kilometers (7 miles) where you can stop for (second) breakfast at Café-Albergue La Casa de Beli. In another 2.2 kilometers (1.4 miles), stop at the 13th-century Iglesia de Santa Marina in Rabé de las Calzadas, and at the Ermita de Nuestra Señora de Monasterio, the little hermitage just before leaving Rabé, to receive a blessing from the Hijas de la Caridad.




Nightlife on the Camino


Nightlife in Spain, ocio nocturno, includes the whole community where all ages and walks of life are out and about late into the night, taking many forms: a tapas crawl, a prolonged paseo, hanging at an outdoor café, and live music. Some popular nightlife spots on the Camino, ideal for the night before a rest day, are:


Pamplona’s Plaza del Castillo


On Hemingway’s favorite plaza and the streets radiating out from it, hop from one wine and pintxos (as pinchos are often spelled in Basque Country and Navarra) bar to the next. Also, under the plaza is the nightclub Subsuelo (literally “underground”) for live music.


Viana’s Plaza de los Fueros


Bars, cafés, and restaurants on this square and its main street, Calle Santa María (the path of the Camino), are animated in the evenings with families and friends out and enjoying pintxos and drinks.


Logroño’s Calle del Laurel


This collection of streets and cul-de-sacs buzzes with more than 50 pinchos bars.


Burgos’s Medieval Center


A university town with electric evening and weekend energy, most of the colorful action radiates around the Plaza Mayor and the cathedral, including the Puerta de San Juan, Plaza de San Fernando, and the riverside cafés near the Arco de Santa María.


León’s Barrio Húmedo


León is all about el arte del tapeo (the art of tapas). Most of the action occurs in the labyrinthine streets south of the cathedral, including the area of the Plaza Mayor and Plaza de San Martín. Around 11pm, clubs also open to offer music and dancing into the early morning, such as at Taxman Beatles Bar, The Majestic Premium Bar, and Studio 54 León.


Santiago de Compostela’s Medieval Center


Join locals on evening ambles, stopping at tapas and pinchos bars along Rúa do Franco, Rúa Raiña, Rúa Vilar, and Rúa Nova. Hang out over drinks under starry nights in the magical garden of Café Costa Vella, join a queimada elixir ritual at Café Literarios or Café-Bar Fuco Lois, and take in live music at Borriquita de Belém (folk, jazz, blues, flamenco, and reggae), Casa das Crechas (Galician folk, Celtic, and global folk), Pub Atlántico (diverse music, especially rock), or the bodega-style Modus Vivendi.
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Santiago de Compostela
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nightlife in Santiago de Compostela








After Rabé is Hornillos del Camino, which requires a climb to Cuesta de Matamulos, going from 830 meters (2,726 feet) to 950 meters (3,117 feet): enjoy the magnificent views of the meseta and Hornillos tucked far below. Descend to Hornillos with an elevation of 825 meters (2,707 feet), a place that has been welcoming pilgrims since the 12th century. Stay the night and enjoy the flavorful menú del peregrino at the Bar Casa Manolo. Or, for more rural and rustic digs, go another 5.7 kilometers (3.6 miles) to Arroyo de San Bol to the solar-powered beehive albergue in the middle of an open field, offering a memorable communal dinner and dark night sky views of the Milky Way.


Day 18


HORNILLOS DEL CAMINO TO SAN NICOLÁS


28.6 km/17 mi


Rippling, exposed hills, some rather steep, define this day. Leave Hornillos del Camino on a gentle ascent toward Arroyo de San Bol; pause to dip your feet in its healing spring, then continue on a slight climb another 4.8 kilometers (3 miles) to Hontanas. From Hontanas, it’s 5.6 kilometers (3.5 miles) through a small, hilly, and forested valley to the poetic Monasterio de San Antón ruins. Explore these Gothic ruins before continuing to the Celtiberian hilltop town of Castrojeriz. As you enter, stop in Iglesia del Manzano to visit the Camino’s second most miracle-working Mary, Nuestra Señora del Manzano, as well as the fascinating church exhibit on the feminine divine on the Camino.
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on the trail between Castrojeriz and Frómista





Proceed through the picturesque town of Castrojeriz toward the steepest climb of the day and the best views—a 96-meter (315-foot) elevation gain—to the Alto de Mostelares (900 meters/2,953 feet). From there, the initial descent of 100 meters (328 feet) is steep—step carefully. The descent leads through agricultural fields to the lyrical Ermita de San Nicolás, 8.8 kilometers (5.5 miles) after Castrojeriz, near the Pisuerga River. Stay in this one-room medieval hermitage-turned-albergue with evening prayer, a communal dinner by candlelight, and brilliant views of the Milky Way. If the Ermita is full, continue 2 kilometers (1.3 miles) to Itero de la Vega on the other side of the river. The rippling meseta terrain levels significantly from here and becomes flat, wide plains.


Day 19


SAN NICOLÁS TO FRÓMISTA


16 km/10 mi


From San Nicolás, press deeper into the open meseta and arrive in Boadilla del Camino in 10.3 kilometers (6.4 miles). Pause at the plaza to see the ornate 15th-century pillar of justice, Rollo de Boadilla. Continue 5.7 kilometers (3.5 miles) to the farming town of Frómista. Take at least a half hour to explore the Iglesia de San Martín, considered the purest French Romanesque church in Spain. Stay in Albergue Luz de Frómista or Hostal San Pedro and enjoy a good dinner at Restaurante El Apóstal or El Chiringuito del Camino.
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fields of wheat and red poppies on the way to Frómista





Day 20


FRÓMISTA TO CARRIÓN DE LOS CONDES


19 km/11.8 mi


Continue on a straight, 13.2-kilometer (8.2-mile) path to Villalcázar de Sirga, a village centered around the immense red stone 13th-century Iglesia de Santa María la Blanca that houses the most miraculous and celebrated Mary on the Camino. Continue 5.8 more kilometers (3.6 miles) to Carrión de los Condes. Join the nuns at the Albergue de Santa María for their late afternoon sing-along, prayer service, and pilgrim blessing in Iglesia de Santa María.



Day 21



CARRIÓN DE LOS CONDES TO TERRADILLOS DE LOS TEMPLARIOS


26.8 km/16.7 mi


Stock up with water and food for the day before leaving Carrión: There are no support services for the next 17.3 kilometers (10.8 miles) to Calzadilla de la Cueza. As you leave Carrión, slow down to take in the immensity of the town’s medieval monastery of San Zoilo, once the second most powerful in Castile, on the other side of the river. Once you arrive in Calzadilla de la Cueza, for the best lodging options, go another 6.2 kilometers (3.9 miles) to Ledigos (stay at Albergue La Morena), or another 3.3 kilometers (2.1 miles) to Terradillos de los Templarios, connected to Templar knights in the Middle Ages, and stay at Albergue Los Templarios or Albergue Jacques de Molay. More good options are up ahead another 3.4 more kilometers (2.1 miles), in Moratinos (stay at the cheerful Hostal-Albergue Moratinos).


Day 22


TERRADILLOS TO SAHAGÚN


13.7 km/8.5 mi


This “short” day of walking allows time to explore Sahagún. A good breakfast awaits in the next two cheery villages, in 3.4 kilometers (2.1 miles) in Moratinos at Hostal-Albergue Moratinos, and another 2.8 kilometers (1.7 miles) in San Nicolás del Camino Real at Casa Barrunta and Albergue Laganares. Follow the dirt path from there to the Ermita de la Virgen del Puente, a Mudéjar (Islamic-style) hermitage dedicated to Mary.
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halfway certificate in Sahagún





From the hermitage, continue 2.4 kilometers (1.5 miles) to Sahagún, once the center of the most powerful Benedictine monastery in Spain. Enjoy lunch and the vibrant social life on the Plaza Mayor. Then visit Sahagún’s beautiful Mudéjar brickwork-and-stucco sacred sites: Santuario de la Peregrina, with Mary on the altar dressed as a pilgrim, and the churches of San Lorenzo and San Tirso. Stay for monastic hospitality at Albergue de Peregrinos de la Santa Cruz, with uplifting evening mass and pilgrims’ blessing and communal dinner prepared with fellow pilgrims.


Day 23


SAHAGÚN TO EL BURGO RANERO


17.9 km/11.1 mi


Four kilometers (2.5 miles) after leaving Sahagún, the path splits. The left fork stays on the historic Camino Real, which leads to the Ermita de Nuestra Señora de Perales, just before the village of Bercianos del Real Camino. Continue 7.3 kilometers (4.5 miles) after Bercianos del Real Camino to El Burgo Ranero, which offers several choices for lodging, including the popular municipal Albergue Domenico Laffi. Enjoy an organic farm-to-table dinner at La Costa del Adobe.


Day 24


EL BURGO RANERO TO MANSILLA DE LA MULAS


19.2 km/12 mi


From El Burgo Ranero, it’s nearly 13 kilometers (8 miles) to the former Roman villa of Reliegos, today a pilgrim and farming town. Watch for bodegas, private family wine cellars built into the ground. Reliegos is also home to a pilgrim institution, the graffiti-covered walls of Bar Elvis; stop here for rest, refreshment, and good cheer.


After Reliegos, Mansilla de las Mulas, in 6.3 kilometers (3.9 miles), is enclosed by 10-foot-thick medieval walls built on Roman foundations. Pass into the walled center and meander along the old town’s many small squares. Visit the Museo de los Pueblos Leones, an ethnographic museum highlighting regional cultures, especially of the Maragatos, the traditional muleteers of León. Consider hiring a taxi with other pilgrims for an excursion from Mansilla de las Mulas to the nearby 10th-century Visigothic and Mozarabic church of San Miguel de Escalada.
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a horreo (traditional granary) in Galicia





Day 25


MANSILLA DE LA MULAS TO LEÓN


18.4 km/11.4 mi


Approximately 2 kilometers (1.3 miles) after Mansilla de la Mulas, a 2.5-kilometer (1.2-mile) detour to the right leads you to one of the best Roman remains on the Camino, the archaeological site of Lancía, occupied by Romans 2,000 years ago. The site is usually closed, but you can see it through the chain-link fence.


The approach to León is through a mix of rural and industrial urban terrain and becomes increasingly urban after Puente Villarente, 5.9 kilometers (3.7 miles) after Mansilla de las Mulas.


León and Galicia: León to Sarria


Day 26


EXPLORING LEÓN


Spend the morning exploring Spain’s purest French Gothic cathedral, Catedral de Santa María, with an astounding number of stained-glass windows. Also visit Spain’s best-preserved medieval frescoes in the royal pantheon of the Basilica de San Isidoro and walk along the walls of the original Roman town, where you can still see the Roman walls enclosing the old city center. Pause for eclectic tapas and local wines at Entrecalles in the medieval maze-like streets between the cathedral and Basilica de San Isidoro.


In the evening, treat yourself to the luxury quarters of the restored medieval monastery Parador San Marcos and join the locals for a tapas crawl in the Barrio Húmedo, where each venue prides itself on innovative little dishes.


Day 27


LEÓN TO SAN MARTÍN DEL CAMINO


25.4 km/15.8 mi


The stretch leaving León is almost all on concrete sidewalks but full of dynamic local daily urban life. In 7.7 kilometers (4.8 miles) you will arrive at the important shrine of La Virgen del Camino, well worth taking in, a living mystical site dedicated to the vision and presence of Mary. Refresh yourself with a good egg sandwich, orange juice, and coffee at El Peregrino café across the street before continuing on mainly flat dirt paths. Soon after, you can take a detour path leading farther away from the road or continue straight on the historic Camino. Staying on the historic Camino, in 18.4 kilometers (11.4 miles), you’ll reach an oasis at the welcoming albergue of La Vieira in the farming village of San Martín del Camino, offering a generous communal dinner (from local produce), a simple bed, and buffet breakfast the next morning.


Day 28


SAN MARTÍN DEL CAMINO TO ASTORGA


23.6 km/14.7 mi


This is your last full day on the meseta. Around 7 kilometers (4.3 miles) after leaving San Martín del Camino you arrive at the Puente del Paso Honroso, the medieval 19-arched bridge that’s known for a legendary jousting tournament. Cross it, then walk through the village of Hospital de Órbigo, where you can stop for lunch (a bowl of local trout soup) at Bar-Restaurante Los Angeles.


Passing through a few other villages, you reach Astorga, one of Roman Spain’s most important cities, entering through its high Roman walls. Dig into the town’s Roman roots at the Museo Romano, from where you can sign up for an hour-long archaeological walking tour of the town. Follow up with a half-hour of local chocolate history at the Museo de Chocolate and spend an hour or more taking in the sacred art in the 15th-century Catedral de Santa María and the 20th-century Palacio Episcopal (by Antoni Gaudí) and its fascinating pilgrimage museum.


Day 29


ASTORGA TO RABANAL DEL CAMINO


19.8 km/12.3 mi


Today you leave the meseta and enter León’s mountains. Depart Astorga, pausing at the pilgrims’ memorial garden and chapel at Ermita de Ecce Homo, then continue toward the traditional Maragato villages of Murias de Rechivaldo and (with a small detour) Castrillo de los Polvazares. In the latter, if you have time, stop for a few hours or a day to immerse yourself in a creative sacred art retreat at Flores del Camino.


Continue to El Ganso, 13 kilometers (8 miles) from Astorga, and halt for refreshment at Mesón Cowboy, a Wild-West-themed bar. Then continue along increasingly rocky terrain into the gateway of the mountains at Rabanal del Camino. (The elevation does not begin to rise significantly until after Rabanal.) Stay at donativo Albergue Gaucelmo and enjoy afternoon tea with other peregrinos in the garden, followed by a communal dinner. Next door, attend evening chanted Gregorian prayer led by the Benedictines in Rabanal’s Iglesia de la Asunción daily at 7pm and 9:30pm. You can also arrange to stay in their Pilgrim House for a monastic retreat of a few days.


Day 30


RABANAL DEL CAMINO TO MOLINASECA


24.4 km/15.1 mi


Today you will climb deeply and at times steeply into León’s mountains along a rugged trail from Rabanal at 1,150 meters (3,772 feet) to Foncebadón, 5.3 kilometers/3.3 miles later, at 1,430 meters (4,692 feet), peaking at the Cruz de Ferro on Monte Irago, at 1,505 meters (4,938 feet). This is the Camino’s highest point.


Foncebadón is a perfect place to rest and refuel before climbing the last few kilometers to the Cruz de Ferro. When you arrive at the cross, you can partake of the Camino’s most potent ritual, leaving a stone at the base of the towering iron-and-oak cross.


From there, continue to the hamlet of Manjarín where you can take refreshment from the new camper van café on the village’s edge, with great mountain views. If he is available and comes down to the café, chat with longtime and legendary modern-day Templar Knight Tomás Martinez de la Paz, who for decades has resided in this long-ago abandoned village (now closed off from access). Rest and refuel before continuing to the pretty stone villages of El Acebo and Riego de Ambros, and the final (albeit narrow and craggy) stretch through gorgeous alpine woods to the rewarding medieval riverside town of Molinaseca. This descent is steep and demanding, dropping from 1,440 meters (4,724 feet) in Manjarín to 580 meters (1,903 feet) in Molinaseca. In Molinaseca, you leave the mountains behind and enter the fertile garden valley of El Bierzo. Stop at Hostal Casa Rural San Nicolás for a room and Casa Ramón or Restaurante El Palacio for solid El Bierzo cuisine.


Day 31


MOLINASECA TO CACABELOS


24.5 km/15.2 mi


From Molinaseca, it is an easy 8-kilometer (5-mile) walk to Ponferrada. Allow one to two hours to explore the town’s attractions: Castillo de los Templarios, the large Templar castle on the riverbank; Basilica de Nuestra Señora de la Encina, a church with pagan and possibly Templar roots; and if possible, the extraordinary 10th-century pre-Romanesque church, Santo Tomás de las Ollas, a 1-kilometer (0.6-mile) detour north of the town center.


Grab refreshments or lunch at Ponferrada’s Bar Virgen de la Encina or Tapería La Estafeta, then cross the Sil River, leaving Ponferrada and passing through several medieval hamlets with olive groves, apple and pear orchards, and kitchen gardens on the way to Cacabelos. You are at the center of an important wine region since Roman times.




Best Views


• La Citadelle: The highest point in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port (Km 779.9) offers breathtaking views of the surrounding hills and mountains and into the town where the modern Camino officially begins.


• Col de Lepoeder (Km 759.5): The second-highest summit on the entire Camino, with panoramic views of the Pyrenees in France and Spain.


• Puerto de Ibañeta (Km 757.4): It was fabled among medieval pilgrims that they could touch heaven from this pinnacle (the high point on the Route Valcarlos), which overlooks multicolored heather- and fern-covered mountains.


• Alto del Perdón (Km 698.3): It’s said that the wind on this high ridge (whose name means “height of forgiveness”) has the power to carry away one’s burdens and sorrows. Views overlook the sweeping slopes and rocky fields of the Cantabrian mountains.


• Cuesta de Matamulos: On this hill, just before Hornillos del Camino (Km 468.6), the road suddenly opens to a glorious vista of fields that in spring are specked with red poppies.


• Alto de Mostelares (Km 445.4): A final steep climb before the vast meseta, this high hilltop reveals infinite, open blue sky and endless green and gold patchwork wheat fields far below your feet.
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Alto de Mostelares just after Castrojeriz





• Monte Irago and Alto Altar Mayor: After enacting one of the Camino’s most potent rituals—laying a stone at the base of the Cruz de Ferro monument (Km 232.3)—you’ll encounter the path’s true highest summit, just past the hamlet of Manjarín. Take in a view of the surrounding mountains and, soon after, the approaching village of El Acebo at your feet below and of the large town of Ponferrada in the distance, nestled in the bowl of a fertile mountain valley.


• Mountaintop view from La Faba (Km 159.2): As you leave La Faba, turn around for an idyllic view of Iglesia de San Andrés nestled below the village, with multicolored mountains rolling out beyond the bell tower.


• O Cebreiro (Km 154.3): Sunrise and sunset are stunning from the Camino’s third-highest point.


• Monte do Gozo (Km 4.9): At the highest point of Monte do Gozo hill, you’ll catch your first glimpse of the cathedral spires in Santiago de Compostela. You’ve almost arrived!


• Cabo Finisterre: From this jutting peninsula of finis terrae (literally, the end of the world), look out over the cliffs where infinite sky meets the infinite Atlantic Ocean.


• Santuario da Virxe da Barca: This picturesque monument on Muxía’s small peninsula, a bottleneck of land between ocean and bay, offers incredible views of sunrise and sunset.






Day 32



CACABELOS TO TRABADELO


17.8 km/11 mi


Soon after Cacabelos is the hamlet of Pieros huddled at the feet of a Celtic castro, the original settlement. Continue through the beautiful vineyard-covered hills where grapes are grown that produce the unique El Bierzo wines. Arrive in Villafranca del Bierzo, 8.5 kilometers/5.3 miles from Cacabelos, in time for lunch on the Plaza Mayor (Restaurante Sevilla is a favorite). On entry, stop at the town’s most iconic monument, Iglesia de Santiago, with its ornate and legendary Puerta del Perdón (gate of pardon), where medieval pilgrims who could not make it to Santiago de Compostela could pass through and receive pardon.


Continue across the river and deeper into the mountain pass toward Pereje and then along the Valcarce River and valley toward Trabadelo. There, stay at Casa Susi and enjoy a great communal dinner made from the daily harvest from the albergue’s kitchen garden.


Day 33


TRABADELO TO O CEBREIRO


18.5 km/11.5 mi


Journey deeper into the green, narrow mountain terrain, through the heart of several tiny river-valley hamlets with pretty gray granite chapels that offer good food, drink, and rest. As you pass through Ambasmestas, 5.3 kilometers (3.3 miles) after Trabadelo, duck into Quesería Veigadarte to purchase some local goat cheese for a trailside picnic lunch. (It goes great with apples and fresh bread.) Continue through the village of Vega de Valcarce and pause in the next village of Ruitelan to refresh and refuel at Bar Omega for the climb ahead.


Las Herrerías is the last valley settlement before the ascent to O Cebreiro, the third-highest peak on the Camino. The route goes from 666 meters (2,185 feet) in Las Herrerías to 1,330 meters (4,364 feet) in O Cebreiro over 8.1 kilometers (5 miles). Take it slow and pace yourself. You will pass through an ancient chestnut forest that can energize the challenging climb with its beauty, good air, and enchantment. At the mountain-hugging village of La Faba, take a rest at the café, then press on for the final ascent.


Arriving in O Cebreiro, wander the small village and soak up its magical location and traditional round stone and thatch-roofed pallozas. Pause at Mesón Antón for a drink to watch the sunset and attend evening pilgrims’ mass in the Iglesia de Santa María.


Day 34


O CEBREIRO TO TRIACASTELA


21 km/13 mi


Take in the sunrise over the eastern mountains before leaving O Cebreiro. From here, the terrain gets greener and weaves in and out of several mountain villages that offer food, drink, and lodging. Good places to stop for a bite are the high lookout point of Alto do Poio, 8.7 kilometers (5.4 miles) after O Cebreiro, where the Bar Puerto serves a tasty caldo Gallego and tortilla Española (potato and onion omelet), and in Fonfría, 3.4 kilometers (2.1 miles) later, at Albergue A Reboleira’s bar where you can sample the local cheese.


Next, descend into the fertile river valley and village of Triacastela: Stay at the refurbished farmhouses of Albergue Atrio; attend an inspiring early evening pilgrims’ mass in the 12th-century Iglesia de Santiago; and enjoy good pilgrim fare at Restaurante Esther or Restaurante Complexo Xacobeo.


Day 35


TRIACASTELA TO SARRIA


17.8 km/11 mi


You have two route options to Sarria. Either detour to the Benedictine Monasterio de Samos (which will add 6.4 kilometers/4 miles to your trek), where there are several choices for food and lodging, or continue on the more traditional Camino, where you will pass through exquisite old chestnut woods and several villages with tiny chapels that offer support. The paths rejoin in Aguiada, near Sarria.


Sarria is not as picturesque as other towns, but it is very welcoming and has all the amenities. Its 13th-century Iglesia de San Salvador has an appealingly primitive engraving of Christ over the entrance, which is worth pausing to look at. Stay in the Pensión-Albergue Don Álvaro.


Galicia: Sarria to Santiago de Compostela


Day 36


SARRIA TO PORTOMARÍN


22.1 km/13.7 mi


Leaving Sarria, you’ll pass its castle ruins and cross the medieval Ponte Áspera bridge over the Celeiro River, traversing ancient oak forest until you reach the village of Barbadelo, 3.6 kilometers (2.2 miles) away. Here, be sure to take the 50-meter (164-foot) detour to the left to see the Iglesia de Santiago, with its unusual and primitive engravings of Christ. Continue to Ferreiros and its tiny and expressive Romanesque Iglesia de Santa María.


Climb toward the plateau overlooking Portomarín’s river valley, stopping at Casa Morgade in the hamlet of Morgade for a snack or a rejuvenating homecooked meal. Continue up to the plateau and descend to Portomarín, crossing the river at the high, vertigo-inducing modern bridge. Take a few moments to visit Portomarín’s two Romanesque churches, San Nicolás and San Pedro. Enjoy a good meal along the central arcaded passageways in the town center near Iglesia de San Nicolás where several good cafés and restaurants are located, offering something for everyone.


Day 37


PORTOMARÍN TO AIREXE


17.8 km/11 mi


Leave Portomarín, crossing a small tributary of the Belesar dam. Pass through oak and chestnut forest on the climb to the farming village of Gonzar (7.8 kilometers/4.8 miles from Portomarín), where you can rest and refuel on Casa García’s café terrace. Continue a couple more kilometers (a little more than 1 mile) to Castromaior, a small village with an excellent bar that makes homemade treats.


Allow half an hour to take the 200-meter (656-foot) detour left off the Camino after Castromaior to the 2,400-year-old castro site of Castro de Castromaior. Follow the path from there through fields and forest to the deeply symbolic Cruceiro de Lameiros near Ligonde, another pretty farming village. Finally, stop for the night in Airexe at the cozy Pensión Eirexe, taking a pilgrim’s dinner across the street at the cheerful village restaurant, Restaurante Ligonde.


Day 38


AIREXE TO MELIDE


22.6 km/14 mi


Depart Airexe and soon arrive in the next village of Portos, where I strongly recommend you make a 2.2-kilometer/1.4-mile (4.4 kilometers/2.7 miles round-trip) detour to the late-12th-century Romanesque Iglesia de San Salvador de Vilar de Donas. From Portos, the Camino meanders 5.4 kilometers (3.4 miles) to Palas de Rei, an agricultural town centered on the Iglesia de San Tirso. Continue to San Xulián do Camiño with its well-preserved 12th-century Romanesque church. After several other hamlets, enter Leboreiro, whose village church, Iglesia de Santa María, is dedicated to Mary, who is said to have appeared in a nearby fountain one night, combing her hair, reflecting pre-Christian folkloric ideas that have survived within the local Christian tradition. Take a few moments to study the church entrance, an unusual tympanum of appealingly local design.


On your way to Melide (5.7 kilometers/3.5 miles from Leboreiro), you’ll cross over two pretty stone medieval bridges, in Leboreiro and in Furelos. Melide is famous for Galicia’s signature dish, pulpo á feria, paprika-spiced octopus. To sample it, you have your pick of two excellent places in town known for their pulpo and other tasty dishes.


Day 39


MELIDE TO ARZÚA


13.9 km/8.6 mi


One kilometer (0.6 miles) from the center of Melide, pause at a crown jewel of the Camino: the Iglesia de Santa Maria de Melide, a 12th-century church with expressive animal sculptures and well-preserved frescoes. Then follow the tree-covered lanes and forest paths to the 13th-century bridge that leads into Ribadiso da Baixo, a hamlet of twelve people where they have restored the medieval pilgrims’ Hospital de San Antón for use as an albergue.


Continue along country roads and a slight ascent until you reach the substantial town of Arzúa, an upbeat place that’s famous for locally produced cow’s milk cheeses (and a great place to try them). Stay the night at Albergue San Francisco in the historic part of town, or at the family-run Pensión Casa Frade.


Day 40


ARZÚA TO O PEDROUZO


19.1 km/11.9 mi


From Arzúa, the Camino continues through bucolic countryside and tiny settlements. At O Empalme de Santa Irene (15.3 kilometers/9.5 miles from Arzúa) grab a snack or lunch at Café O Ceadoiro or Restaurante Parillada Andaina, two delightful roadside cafés across the street from each other that serve up seasonal, home-cooked meals popular with locals and pilgrims.


One kilometer (half a mile) after O Empalme de Santa Irene, pass through the hamlet of Santa Irene, and soon after a short detour leads to a good array of food and accommodation options in O Pedrouzo.


Day 41


O PEDROUZO TO SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA


20 km/12.4 mi


Your last day continues through fragrant eucalyptus forest and proceeds to the historic village of Lavacolla (10 kilometers/6.2 miles after O Pedrouzo), where you will pass over the village stream where medieval pilgrims washed themselves in preparation for arriving in Santiago. Continue through a neighborhood on the outskirts of Santiago and climb toward Monte do Gozo, Mount Joy, the traditional spot where pilgrims, medieval and modern, first spy Santiago de Compostela’s cathedral spires.


Follow the descending path along the side of the road and into the neighborhood of San Lázaro, where route markers along the streets lead you into the medieval center of the city and straight to the cathedral square, Plaza de Obradoiro, the main square of the Catedral de Santiago de Compostela. At last, you have arrived at the site where Saint James is said to be entombed, where millions of pilgrims before you, over many centuries, have also stood. Do as pilgrims have done over the past millennia: Enter the cathedral and deliver a long-awaited hug to Santiago on the high altar. ¡Felicitaciones! You did it! It is time to head to the Pilgrims’ Welcome Office to receive your Compostela.


Santiago de Compostela


Day 42


EXPLORE SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA


Return to the cathedral, and if you have not yet done so, hug Santiago on the high altar and take ample time to soak in the splendor of this nuanced and massive Romanesque church.


For a celebratory lunch, go to Casa Manolo (near the cathedral) with other peregrinos, or purchase picnic foods at the vibrant daily market Mercado de Abastos. In the afternoon, visit the fascinating pilgrimage museum, Museo de las Peregrinaciones, and walk to the outer edges of the old town to see the surviving 4,000- to 5,000-year-old petroglyph, Castriño de Conxo, and the beautiful Romanesque Iglesia del Sar.


Return to the cathedral for evening pilgrims’ mass, at 7:30pm daily. (If you’re lucky, you will get to see the massive incense burner, botafumeiro, in full swing.)


Kick off the evening sampling the tapas, pinchos, and regional wines at the bars lining the streets of Rúas Franco, Nova, Vilar, and Raiña. Finish the evening at Costa Vella’s starry garden café or over a flaming cup of queimada at either Café-Bar Fuco Lois or Café Literarios.


Camino Finisterre and Muxía


Day 43


SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA TO NEGREIRA


21 km/13 mi


Prepare for a day of up-and-down climbing, some of it fairly steep. Leave Santiago de Compostela via pleasant city streets and forest paths into green countryside. Arrive in Ponte Maceira (17 kilometers/10.6 miles from Santiago de Compostela) with its legendary medieval bridge. Before crossing it, pause at Restaurante Ponte Maceira for lunch, then proceed another 4 kilometers (2.5 miles) to Negreira, an agreeable small town with stately pazos (country mansions) and good options for eating and sleeping well.


Day 44


NEGREIRA TO SANTA MARIÑA (AS MAROÑAS)


21.5 km/13.4 mi


Options for food and drink are hit or miss. Stock up before leaving Negreira, then step onto a trail that continues through undulating, rural green terrain, less dramatic than yesterday’s rises and falls and dotted and with more and more horreos (traditional Galician granaries raised on stone stilts). In the tiny village of Santa Mariña (As Maroñas), the upbeat Albergue Casa Pepa offers good lodging in a traditional country home as well as delicious dinners. Alternatively, you can press on 11.9 kilometers (7.4 miles) more to Olveiroa, another farming village with accommodations and food options.


Day 45


SANTA MARIÑA TO CEE AND CORCUBIÓN


31.4 km/19.5 mi


Get an early start for the next 17 kilometers (10.6 miles) on a gentle ascent through Olveiroa, Logoso, and Hospital. Be sure to stock up on food and water in one of these villages: There is no support on the 14.4-kilometer (9-mile) stretch from Hospital to Cee. After Hospital, the trail forks—one path for Finisterre and one for Muxía. Go left for Finisterre. The trail becomes a dirt path through high plateau, verdant forests, and fields, passing the celebrated shrine Capela de Nosa Señora das Neves, with a traditional healing fountain.


Soon after the chapel, you catch your first glimpse of the bay and ocean beyond, and shortly after this is another chapel with an important healing fountain devoted to San Pedro Martír. The trail then begins to descend, growing steeper as you approach the picturesque fishing towns of Cee and Corcubión, going from 280 meters (919 feet) to 20 meters (66 feet) in 3.5 kilometers (2.2 miles). Both Cee and Corcubión have ample options for food and lodging. Be sure to take a few minutes to visit Cee’s Iglesia de Santa Maria de Xunquiera and Corcubión’s Iglesia de San Marcos.


Day 46


CEE TO CABO FINISTERRE


15.4 km/9.6 mi


From Cee and Corcubión, the trail follows along the rocky coast to the sweeping sandy beach of Praia da Langosteira, less than 2 kilometers (1.2 miles) before Finisterre, a pretty sickle-moon-shaped beach that’s perfect for walking barefoot and beachcombing for a scallop shell.


When you reach Finisterre (10 meters/33 feet above sea level), make the final climb to Kilometer 0 at the “earth’s end,” the tip of land where the lighthouse stands at Cabo Finisterre (130 meters/427 feet). Take the road from the lighthouse up to the top of Monte Facho to see the Pedras Santas (sacred stones), then follow the branching trail to the hermitage of Ermita de San Guillerme. Both are possible locations of the ancient Ara Solis, a pagan sun altar that predates Christianity.


Watching the sunset from Cabo Finisterre is a longtime pilgrim ritual. To view it, some pilgrims like to return to the lighthouse and carefully climb to the rocks below its base, take a seat, and watch as the colors intensify and the sun gets swallowed by the watery horizon and waves.


Day 47


FINISTERRE TO MUXÍA


29.3 km/18.2 mi


This trek along the coast, deep in maritime hills and river valleys, may be one of the prettiest and wildest of all the stretches of the Camino. The only village offering guaranteed food and accommodations is midway at Lires, 13.6 kilometers (8.5 miles) north of Finisterre. In 9.1 kilometers (5.7 miles) after Lires (37 meters/121 feet above sea level), the climb to Monte Facho de Lourido (269 meters/883 feet) is the steepest on this route.


As you near Muxía, take in views of the sparkling blue ocean and massive stones that make up the coast. A festive meal of crisp, local white wine and grilled scallops or steamed gooseneck barnacles is in order at Restaurante Lonxa d’Álvaro or Bar A Marina on the harbor. Before sunset, walk the 900 meters (0.6 mile) from the settlement to Muxía’s seaside church at the village’s tip of land, the Santuario da Virxe da Barca, and settle in along the large, polished rocks to watch the sunset over the ocean.
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Santuario da Virxe da Barca





Day 48


MUXÍA TO SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA


Three daily buses from Muxía connect to Santiago de Compostela (2 hours), your nearest transportation hub from which to make train, bus, or flight connections to return home.



THE LAST 100 KILOMETERS



Many people walk the last 100 kilometers from Sarria to Santiago de Compostela—the shortest distance one can walk and receive the Compostela, making it the busiest section of the Camino. Try this alternative seven-day itinerary, highlighting delightful villages and often less crowded places to stay.


Day 1


SARRIA TO MERCADOIRO


16.8 km/10.4 mi


Leaving Sarria, you’ll pass its castle ruins and cross the medieval Ponte da Áspera bridge over the Celeiro River, traversing ancient oak forest until you reach the village of Barbadelo; be sure to visit Iglesia de Santiago, with its unusual and primitive engravings. Continue another 8.2 kilometers (5.1 miles) to Morgade and pause for a snack or homecooked lunch at Casa Morgade before continuing to nearby Ferreiros and its tiny but expressive Romanesque Iglesia de Santa María. Make the easy 3.7-kilometer (2.3-mile) walk to Mercadoiro. Stay in the restored traditional stone farmhouse complex of the same name, set in serene forest and green space with an attached restaurant that serves fresh and creative cuisine.


Day 2


MERCADOIRO TO VENTAS DE NARÓN


18.8 km/11.9 mi


Descend into Portomarín’s river valley and cross the Belesar dam of the Miño River via the high modern bridge into Portomarín. Visit Portomarín’s two Romanesque churches, San Nicolás and San Pedro, and pretty arch-porticoed main street, and then depart across a bridge over a tributary of the Belesar dam and up and into oak and chestnut forest that opens up to rolling hills and open farm country. Continue to Castromaior, a small village with an excellent bar that makes homemade treats. Just after the village, take time to explore the 2,400-year-old castro site of Castro de Castromaior. Continue another 4 kilometers (2.5 miles) to Ventas de Narón with its two good albergues, Albergue-Hostal Casa Molar and Albergue-Bar O Cruceiro, both with bars serving food and drink.


Day 3


VENTAS DE NARÓN TO SAN XULIÁN DO CAMIÑO


15.4 km/9.6 mi


Follow the path through fields and forest to the symbol-rich Cruceiro de Lameiros next to the ancient holy oak near Ligonde; continue to neighboring Airexe and its cheerful Restaurante Ligonde, a good place for a snack or a meal. In the next village of Portos, I highly recommend you make a 4.4-kilometer (2.7-mile) round-trip detour to one of the region’s Romanesque jewels, Iglesia de San Salvador de Vilar de Donas. After Portos, pass through rolling countryside to Palas de Rei and make a quick stop for a stamp and the local sacred lore at Iglesia de San Tirso. Continue to San Xulián do Camiño and its pretty 12th-century Romanesque church. Stay in Albergue-Hostal O Abrigadoiro and enjoy a warm welcome and delicious communal dinner.


Day 4


SAN XULIÁN DO CAMIÑO TO RIBADISO DA BAIXO


22.3 km/13.9 mi


Continue along bucolic countryside. After passing through several hamlets, enter Leboreiro, whose village church, Iglesia de Santa María, is dedicated to a wonderfully magical Mary. Take a few moments to study her image on the tympanum, then continue over Leboreiro’s pretty medieval bridge to Melide (5.7 kilometers/3.5 miles), where you can stop to sample the pulpo á feria, paprika-spiced octopus. One kilometer (0.6 miles) from the center of Melide, pause for 15-30 minutes at another 12th-century Romanesque crown jewel of the region, the Iglesia de Santa Maria de Melide, with expressive sculptures and frescoes. Follow the tree-covered lanes and forest paths to the 13th-century bridge that leads into Ribadiso da Baixo, a hamlet of twelve people. Stay in the restored medieval pilgrims’ Hospital de San Antón, dangle your feet in the Iso River, and dine next door at Mesón Rural Ribadiso.


Day 5


RIBADISO DA BAIXO TO AS QUINTAS (BURRES)


8 km/5 mi


This is a short day, but it ensures you’ll get to stay in two of the sweetest places on the Camino in Galicia—last night’s slumber in Ribadiso, and tonight’s at an old tavern with animals wandering about in As Quintas.


Continue 3.1 kilometers (1.9 miles) from Ribadiso da Baixo along country roads and a slight ascent until you reach the substantial town of Arzúa, an upbeat place famous for locally produced cow’s milk cheeses (and a great place to try them at many bars, cafés, and shops that line the main street along which the Camino passes). Continue for 4.9 kilometers (3.1 miles) through Arzúa, along more country lanes and dapple forest to As Quintas and stay at Albergue Taberna Vella with host and fellow pilgrim Heidi Tasin in the inn-style albergue. Heidi prepares fresh, healthy, and delicious dinners but advises you must love animals as there are many—especially dogs, cats, and chickens—roaming about.


Day 6


AS QUINTAS (BURRES) TO LAVACOLLA


24.2 km/15 mi


From As Quintas, continue through bucolic countryside and tiny settlements. Stop in O Empalme de Santa Irene (10.4 kilometers/6.5 miles from As Quintas) for a snack or lunch at Café O Ceadoiro, or Restaurante Parillada Andaina, two delightful roadside cafés. A kilometer (half a mile) after O Empalme de Santa Irene, pass through the hamlet of Santa Irene where you will come upon the homey Albergue Santa Irene where you can stay or continue another 12.6 kilometers (7.8 miles) through the eucalyptus forest to the historic village of Lavacolla at whose stream medieval pilgrims traditionally washed themselves in preparation to arrive in Santiago de Compostela. Stay in the pristine Albergue La Fábrica and cook dinner with other pilgrims or head to the nearby Hotel Garcas, with a terraced café and full-service restaurant.


Day 7


LAVACOLLA TO SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA


10 km/6.2 mi


From Lavacolla continue to Monte do Gozo, Mount Joy, where medieval pilgrims first saw (and still do today) the spires of Santiago de Compostela’s cathedral and cried with joy. Follow the descending path along the side of the road into the neighborhood of San Lázaro. Way-markers along the city streets lead you into the medieval center of the city and straight to the cathedral square, Plaza de Obradoiro, facing the western entrance of the Catedral de Santiago de Compostela where Saint James is said to be entombed. You are here at last: Enter the cathedral and deliver the long-awaited hug to Santiago on the high altar. ¡Felicitaciones!
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Basque Country and Navarra: Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Pamplona



Highlights


Planning Your Time


Getting There


Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port    Km 779.9


The Route Napoleon
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Roncesvalles    Km 753.7


Burguete    Km 750.9


Espinal    Km 747.2


Biskarreta    Km 742.3


Zubiri    Km 732.5


Larrasoaña    Km 726.9


Akerreta    Km 725.9


Zabaldika    Km 719.7


Approaching Pamplona


















	Km:

	779.9-711.5






	Total Distance:

	68.4 km (42.5 miles)






	Days:

	3-4
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Highlights


S La Citadelle: The highest point in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port with breathtaking views of the surrounding hills and mountains. The climb along a narrow footpath skirting the high walls is part of the adventure (click here).


S Rue de la Citadelle: It is electric to take the first steps onto the Camino on the smooth cobblestones of this steep and sloping medieval street where the pilgrimage begins in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port (click here).
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S Col de Lepoeder: At 1,430 meters (4,692 feet), this second-highest summit on the entire Camino affords panoramic views of the Pyrenees in France and Spain (click here).


S Puerto de Ibañeta: This high pass on the Route Valcarlos with fanning, layered heather and fern-covered mountain vistas was fabled among medieval pilgrims as where they could touch heaven (click here).


S Iglesia de la Colegiata de Santa María: This spacious yet intimate Gothic church dedicated to the powerful Madonna of the Pyrenees, Santa María de Roncesvalles, is welcoming at the base of the mountains you just crossed from France into Spain (click here).





Few places on the Camino capture the exhilaration of the journey ahead as this threshold at the foot of the Pyrenees. Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port has been a pilgrims’ staging place for nearly a thousand years. Many knew that going forward from here was the final commitment: Once they crossed the mountains, there was no turning back. The deeply worn cobblestones of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port echo the electricity and the anticipation of hundreds of Camino travelers arriving each day to begin their adventure. Here, and in Roncesvalles on the other side of the mountains, is where many form the beginnings of their “Camino family” with people who share the same albergue (hostel) on the first night of their journey. One’s “family,” along with many other new friends met along the way, are a part of the magic of the Camino as familiars and new acquaintances serendipitously appear on and off during the whole trek, becoming a part of a warm network of reliance and comfort peregrinos (pilgrims) offer each other throughout.


This stretch of the Camino passes through some of the prettiest natural landscapes of the entire route. The climb over the Pyrenees from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Roncesvalles offers stunning views from one of the three highest altitudes of the Camino at the Col Lepoeder (the other two are in León and Galicia, at Monte Irago and O Cebreiro, respectively). The trail through the forests from Roncesvalles to Zubiri is enchanted with beech, oak, and pine trees, and native wildflowers and birdlife.


This section of the Camino weaves together several overlapping cultures and languages—Basque, Navarrese, Gascogne, Occitan, French, and Spanish. It also traverses the territory where Ernest Hemingway liked to go trout fishing in the Pyrenees (in and around Burguete, just after Roncesvalles), captured viscerally in his novel The Sun Also Rises. The rivers here are still plentiful with excellent trout, which make their way onto many local menus, fried with cured ham and red peppers, and served with local wines—from the effervescent white txakoli to the coveted Irouléguy and Navarrese rosés.




Recommended Overnight Stops


Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port (Km 779.9, click here)


Roncesvalles (Km 753.7, click here) or Burguete (Km 750.9, click here)


Zubiri (Km 732.5, click here) or Larrasoaña (Km 726.9, click here)





In spring, the hills erupt with multicolored wildflowers, even as morning frost still frames the leaves and grasses with shimmering edges. In autumn, the African pigeon makes a massive migration south, turning this part of the Pyrenees into pigeon-hunting madness for the succulent bird. This is a territory rich in fertile mountains and river valleys, in culinary traditions, and in some of Europe’s oldest cultural practices and outlooks. Quite a threshold indeed to begin the Camino, with one of the trail’s toughest legs to surmount on the very first day.


Planning Your Time


If you are arriving in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port directly from a far-flung international destination, consider allowing yourself two days here to recover from jetlag and to have time to soak up the pilgrim town, your only French town before crossing the Pyrenees on the Camino. Allow 3-4 days for walking this 68.4-kilometer (42.5-mile) stretch, when averaging 20-25 kilometers (12.5-15.5 miles) a day. You may also want to build flexibility into your start to allow for changes of weather any time of year, especially from early autumn to early summer, that might delay crossing the Pyrenees.


Route Options


Right off the bat, you have two choices for routes leaving Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. The Route Napoleon (open Apr.-Oct. and at its best late-May to late-Sept.) is the most popular route, celebrated for its high vistas, some of the Camino’s most beautiful views. The Route Valcarlos, the winter route, is open all year, but it should be taken only if weather permits, as it, too, has treacherous sections not advised in heavy rain or snow.


Because the Route Valcarlos is considered the “safer” route, there is a misconception that the Route Napoleon is harder, and therefore “better.” The Route Valcarlos is not necessarily easier: The path ascends slowly at first, then climbs up and down on narrow footpaths, some along the edge of the mountain highway and some skirting the steep mountainsides. It also has one dramatically steep and persistent 7.6-kilometer (4.7-mile) climb from Gañecoleta to Puerto de Ibañeta. The Route Napoleon makes a higher elevation climb than the Route Valcarlos, peaking at Col de Lepoeder (1,430 meters/4,692 feet), where it then makes a steep descent to Roncesvalles. From the Col de Lepoeder, you have two possible paths: The steepest is straight ahead (4 kilometers/2.5 miles long and only advised when the trail is dry), while a path to the right, considered the historical path and the one recommended that pilgrims take, leads to Puerto de Ibañeta, where it joins the Route Valcarlos to continue into Roncesvalles (a total of 5.6 kilometers/3.5 miles).


The two routes are almost the same length: Route Napoleon is 24.4 kilometers (15.2 miles) long (or 26 kilometers/16.2 miles, if you take the final path to the right to Puerto de Ibañeta), and the Route Valcarlos is 23.8 kilometers (14.8 miles) long. Both options are well marked (with red-and-white parallel stripes in France, and yellow-and-blue scallop shells and yellow arrows in Spain), except for a 2-kilometer (1.2-mile) section in the final 10 kilometers (6.2 miles) of the Route Valcarlos.


Many think that the first (or first two if you split it up) day of crossing the Pyrenees is the hardest on this stretch before Pamplona, but the trail on Day 2 (or Day 3 if you split the crossing into two days) from Roncesvalles to Zubiri, especially the final 10 kilometers (6.2 miles), is rocky, at times quite steep, and in many sections on uneven, vertically ridged bedrock. Stretch well before and after, take your time, and step with care.




Highlights of Basque and Navarran Food and Wine


Among the celebrated cuisines of Europe, Basque and Navarran cuisine is colorful, fresh, and full of diverse ingredients. This is thanks to year-round kitchen gardens, the nearness of fresh catch from the Atlantic, the many rivers full of trout that run down from the Pyrenees, and wild ingredients such as mushrooms and berries.


Cheese


Sheep graze everywhere here, eating the wild herbs and grass of the hillsides, giving the local Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port Ossau-Iraty fromage de brebis its special herby and nutty flavor (coming from milk from three varieties of sheep—basco-béarnaise, manech tête rousse, and manech tête noir). You will find Ossau-Iraty for sale in many places in town, including directly from cheesemakers at Saint-Jean’s weekly Monday market. Other celebrated sheep’s milk cheeses from nearby valleys for sale in Saint-Jean are Idiazábal (nutty, slightly smokey) and Roncal (sharp, pungent). Roncesvalles has its own pungent cheese from its valleys, Queso Roncesvalles, from the laxta sheep. Try it there at Hotel Roncesvalles and Casa Sabina.


Apple Paste


Apple paste (sagar dultzea or sagar gozokia) is the Basque and Navarran answer to membrillo (quince paste) in the rest of Spain and is a perfect partner with local cheeses—a delicious traditional dessert. Ask for this pairing in cafés and restaurants from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Pamplona.


Trout


Grilled trout, especially stuffed and cooked with slices of cured ham, jamón Serrano or jambon de Bayonne, is available nearly everywhere from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Pamplona, and across Navarra and La Rioja. Nearly every restaurant in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port has it on the menu. You’ll also find it in Valcarlos’s Benta Ardandegia, Roncesvalles’s Hotel Roncesvalles, and Burguete’s Hotel Loizu.


Vegetable Dishes


Celebrated local vegetables include red peppers, asparagus, artichokes, white beans, and green beans. Of these, the red peppers reign supreme, and Basque Country and Navarra are known across Europe for their special pepper varieties as well as their dishes, such as piquillos, roasted red peppers stuffed with cod, tuna, crab, wild mushrooms, or anything else the chef imagines. Other popular vegetable dishes are menestra de verduras, a great mix of vegetables sautéed together in oil and garlic; piperade, a ratatouille-style sauté of onion, green peppers, and tomatoes spiced with piment d’Espelette, a coveted spicy seasoning made from dried red peppers from Espelette, a village 37 kilometers (23 miles) to the northwest of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port; and omelette de piperade, an omelet made with the piperade mix plus garlic and cured ham. (Sample dishes with piperade at Café Ttipia in Saint-Jean). Wild mushrooms foraged from local forests are also celebrated and enhance regional dishes (try the mushroom ravioli in mushroom sauce at Casa Sabina in Roncesvalles).
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garlic roasted piquillo peppers





Wild Game


Wild boar, deer, rabbit, pigeon, and quail are all hunted in this territory. Traditionally, pigeon hunting is also a rite of passage for boys, especially in autumn, when men head off to the forests around Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and Roncesvalles to capture as many of the migrating African pigeons flying south as possible, using treetop lookouts and nets laid out on the forest floor. This is also duck and goose country and a place to sample grilled duck breast (such as at Café de la Paix in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port) and foie gras. Casa Sabina in Roncesvalles prepares a crispy duck dish with mushrooms and apples and a venison ragu. Hostal Burguete in Burguete offers menus based on the cycle of local and seasonal ingredients.


Wine, Cider, and Patxaran


Both Basque Country and Navarra make excellent wines unique to these parts of France and Spain, a tradition that goes back some 2,000 years and that was later perfected by monks, such as those in 11th-century Roncesvalles who cultivated vineyards to provide wine for their monastery and for pilgrims to Compostela. Look for txakoli, a sparkling dry white wine, and for Irouléguy wines around Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, a region that produces white (crisp and dry), rosé (drier than most rosés and light), and red (medium-bodied and mineral-forward) wines. You will find these in pretty much every bar and café. And Hemingway had a point that remains true today: Navarra makes good, dry, minerally, and refreshing rosés. In late May, Pamplona hosts La Fiesta del Rosado, showcasing the many varieties of rosés from area winemakers.


Basque sidra (cider) is pleasingly tart, with strong apple tastes that tend to be slightly drier and less sweet than counterparts in North America, France, or the UK.


Navarrans also make a regional elixir called patxaran, a red-toned after-dinner digestive liquor made from sloe (Prunus spinosa), a fruit similar to plums. Patxaran was traditionally a homemade drink (people claim it has medicinal qualities, from aiding digestion to calming the nerves to bolstering the heart). Today, several distilleries make it, and you can find bottles for sale in shops or sample a glass at nearly any bar, including at Biskarreta’s Bar Dena Ona and Bar Juan.


Gâteau Basque


Basque Country’s most famous pastry, this buttery almond pastry cake—etxeko biskotxa, house cake, in Euskara (Basque)—has two common forms, both considered traditional: à la crème with a pastry cream filling (often flavored with rum) in the center; and à la cerise with a cherry jam filling made from local cherries.






Geography and Terrain



Regardless of which route you choose, pilgrims who decide to begin at Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port set before them one of the hardest days of trekking on the Camino. This is one of the Camino’s steepest and longest ascents—and it is on the first day when pilgrims, even those who trained in advance, are often not yet acclimated. Remember to take it slow and steady. Even if you have trained for this, the Camino’s lesson (and challenge) is endurance and perseverance, not speed. A good idea is to break the first day, the Pyrenean crossing from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port to Roncesvalles, into two days, spending one night midway up into the mountains, either in Orisson (7.6 kilometers/4.7 miles after Saint-Jean) if taking the Route Napoleon, or in Valcarlos (11.7 kilometers/7.3 miles) if taking the Route Valcarlos.




Local Markets


Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port has a colorful weekly market of produce, regional food products, and crafts every Monday, 8am-1pm. Monday is generally a slower day, too, with fewer pilgrims, trekkers, and tourists arriving in town, a nice chance to take things slow with locals.
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pilgrim bridge in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port





On the Route Napoleon, you cross from France into Spain at Col de Bentartea. If you take the Route Valcarlos, you’ll cross from France into Spain after Arnéguy (Km 771.5). Because both France and Spain are members of the western European Schengen area, there are no passport border controls; you will simply walk across the border.


After the two routes rejoin in Roncesvalles, the Camino enters rolling foothills and dense forests, weaving its way to Pamplona. Near Zubiri, the forested trail gets very rocky. This is a point at which many pilgrims are tired, nearing Zubiri as their final destination for the day, and a good time to slow down and step carefully.


Elevation Gain


The trail starting point in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port is 187 meters (615 feet) above sea level. Crossing the Pyrenees to Roncesvalles, the elevation gain will be 1,243 meters (4,078 feet) on the Route Napoleon and 870 meters (2,854 feet) on the Route Valcarlos.


Rest and Resupply


On the Route Napoleon, after you leave Orisson (Km 772.3), there is no reliable support until Roncesvalles (Km 753.7), over 18 kilometers (11.2 miles) away. There might be a food truck open just before the Croix de Thibault (Km 764.9), so it is a good idea to stock up on food and water in Orisson. On the Route Valcarlos, after the town of Valcarlos, there are no support structures until Roncesvalles, 12.1 kilometers (7.5 miles) away. Top up food and water in Valcarlos (Km 768.2) or just before in Ventas (Km 772.5). From Roncesvalles to Pamplona there are several villages offering a chance to rest and refuel. On the 9.8-kilometer (6.1-mile) stretch between Biskarreta (Km 742.3) and Zuriaín (Km 732.5) there may or may not be a food truck open at Alto de Erro (Km 736), depending on the time of day you get there; it is a good idea to resupply provisions and water in Biskarreta. Similarly, after Zuriaín, options are unreliable; this is another good place to top up on the way to Pamplona.


Weather


Average temperatures in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port are in the range of 3°C (37°F) in winter to 27°C (80°F) in summer. But weather in this foothill town is not an indication of weather on the mountaintops: The higher-altitude portions of the climb over the Pyrenees can plummet to below freezing nearly any time of year and at times in the summer can exceed 30°C (86°F). The Route Napoleon can get freezing rains, dense fog that blocks visibility, and, in the late spring and early autumn, snow. Take the weather seriously and inquire with locals at the Pilgrims’ Welcome Office before leaving Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. Pilgrims have been injured, and some have died, by pushing ahead on the higher route in inclement weather.


The Route Valcarlos is used in winter and during bad weather, but even that route warrants caution. Heed local advice. If the weather is bad, and you can’t wait for it to clear up, be prepared to take a taxi or shuttle to Roncesvalles, which you can share with other pilgrims to defray the cost (around €55 for the 45-min. drive).


Getting There


Starting Points


An average of 17 percent of pilgrims walking the Camino Francés begin in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, the trail’s contemporary official starting point. Roncesvalles is another common starting point and allows you to skip the rigorous mountain crossing from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, which can be treacherous in bad weather.


Saint-Jean and Roncesvalles have train, bus, shuttle, and taxi transport networks, from Biarritz, Bayonne, and Pamplona—expressly for getting pilgrims to their desired starting point on either side of these remote and rugged foothills.


Car


If driving the Camino from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port or Roncesvalles, the best airports to fly into and rent a car are Bilbao, San Sebastian, Pamplona, and Biarritz.


Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port connects to Roncesvalles via the mountain road D933 in France, which becomes the N-135 after you cross into Spain. (You will rarely find any passport control stopping you at the border of France and Spain, and the only indications you’ve crossed the border will be a road sign welcoming you to Spain and the change in the name of the road you are on.) The D933 in France/N-135 in Spain passes over the Pyrenees and runs parallel with the Route Valcarlos. After Roncesvalles, continue on the N-135, driving southwest, which follows and parallels the Camino de Santiago all the way to Pamplona.


Air


The most common international entry points to reach the Camino are Paris—at both Charles De Gaulle Airport (CDG) and Orly Airport (ORY)—Madrid Barajas Airport (MAD), and Barcelona El Prat International Airport (BCN), with connecting flights to Bilbao Airport (BIO), Pamplona Nóain Airport (PNA), and Biarritz Parme Airport (BIQ), the nearest airports to Roncesvalles and Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.


Shuttle


Express Bourricot (661-960-476; www.expressbourricot.com; €19-400, based on distance and number of passengers) runs shuttles from the Biarritz, Bilbao, and Pamplona airports to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and Roncesvalles. Napoleon Compostelle (622-577-486; www.napoleon-compostelle.fr; €19-400) runs shuttles from the Biarritz and Bilbao airports and from Bayonne’s train station to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and Roncesvalles. Both also run between Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and Roncesvalles (€6-55, based on distance and number of passengers).


Train


SNCF (www.sncf-connect.com) connects trains from Paris to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, with changes in Bordeaux and/or Bayonne. From Madrid and Barcelona, RENFE (www.renfe.com [URL inactive]) goes as far as Pamplona, where a bus, shuttle, or taxi can deliver you to Roncesvalles or Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.


Bus


ALSA (www.alsa.com) connects Madrid and Barcelona to Pamplona, and from Pamplona to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. Autocares Artieda (www.autocaresartieda.com) runs buses between Pamplona and Roncesvalles.


Taxi


A taxi from Pamplona to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port (1.5 hours) costs around €108-135, and between Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and Roncesvalles is around €55. Taxi Goenaga (559-370-500; www.taxi-saint-jean-pied-de-port.com [URL inactive]) based in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port connects to Valcarlos, Orisson, Roncesvalles, Zubiri, and Pamplona. Taxi San Fermin (948-232-300 or 948-351-335; www.taxipamplona.com) based in Pamplona connects Pamplona to Roncesvalles and Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.


Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port    Km 779.9


After 1177, the year Richard the Lionheart (1157-1199) destroyed the older pilgrim town of Saint-Jean-le-Vieux, locals rebuilt here, nearer the foot of the Pyrenees—hence the name, pied de port, foot of the pass. It was a strategic move, a more protected place and higher up where they could see marauders before they were at the town walls.
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The new Saint-Jean (called Donibane Garazi in Euskara/Basque, pop. 1,800) has splendid enclosing walls built of earth-red schist, like all of the town’s buildings. They wrap around the medieval town and mark it out well for arriving pilgrims, creating a physical container that is rich with spiritual energy. Just walking along its ancient passageways and climbing up to its citadel, which overlooks and protects the town, naturally transports you to the earlier centuries, but with all the modern advantages of great food and hot showers.




Amalur and the Flowering Thistle


Basque and Navarran folklore holds that the supreme creator divinity, Amalur, created the earth, water, all life on earth, the moon, the sun, and the stars. (Ama in Euskara/Basque means mother, and lur means earth.) When early humans were afraid of living in the dark, she created the moon. When they complained that it did not create enough light, she created the sun. When the two were too cyclical and not offering permanent light and we still were afraid, Amalur listened to us again, and created a sun-like flowering thistle called eguzkilore in Euskara. This dwarf thistle (Carlina acaulis) is a perennial in the Pyrenees.
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Amalur’s flower





Flowering Thistles on the Camino


Look for bundles of dried thistle (and rosemary and laurel leaves, as well) fixed to many people’s doors here in Saint-Jean and along the Camino through villages and towns in Basque Country and Navarra (and into La Rioja as well). These bundles serve as protection and good luck. You’ll find them in Pamplona, too; no city is too big here not to keep the old ways intact.


Here in Saint-Jean, as you’re looking at the homes pressed shoulder to shoulder into a rising hill, notice also their heavy wooden doors framed in stone. Engravings on the lintels indicate the home’s age. Some are 500 years old and still standing strong.





When pilgrims coming from destinations across France and Europe passed here on their way toward the Pyrenees and Spain, it would have been an emotional moment: Many had been on the path for days and weeks already, but the mountains they were about to climb were famous for making or breaking a pilgrim. If they made the passage, they had a good chance of getting to Compostela. If they did not, no gate of pardon (these appear later, the first in León, Km 309) would free them of their mortal burdens.


Sights


Over the centuries, this small French town has received millions of pilgrims, most arriving on foot; its layout is built for pedestrians. Medieval pilgrims would have passed by the older settlement of Saint-Jean-le-Vieux and then entered Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port via the Porte de Saint Jacques. This gate leads straight onto the Rue de la Citadelle, the road on which millions, and by now billions, of feet have passed over nearly 1,000 years—all sharing the same purpose as you now, to walk the Camino over the Pyrenees and into Spain.


Modern pilgrims coming from roads in France still take this same approach. The vast majority of pilgrims arrive here by train: From the station, it’s an easy 10-minute walk through the modern town to the Porte de France, which accesses the medieval walled town from a side gate on its lower end. Inside, you will readily find the Rue de la Citadelle—it defines the central spine of the walled settlement—and discover the church and the bridge to your right, and the bulk of the old walled town uphill and to your left.



S La Citadelle



More recent than the walled town below it, La Citadelle (559-370-357; www.en-pays-basque.fr/sit/citadelle-de-saint-jean-pied-de-port) was built for defense around 1625 to 1627 and rebuilt by military engineers in 1685. The Citadelle building itself is closed to the public—it is now a school—but the extensive surrounding grounds are free to access and an open-air sight that’s open all day (dawn to dusk) but gated off at night. In July-August, closed sections, including the subterranean portions, are open on guided visits (Mon. and Wed. 10:30am; 90 min.; €3). The highest point in Saint-Jean, the site offers impressive views, not only of the town below, but also of the deep folds of foothills and river valley and of the steep-sloping Irouléguy vineyards surrounding Saint-Jean. For the best views, climb to the lookout platform located at the high point of the citadel walls.


Access to explore the outer walls of the citadel has two paths. One is uphill, on the Rue de la Citadelle, near the Porte de Saint Jacques. The second path, my preferred, sets you up to climb up and around the walls and descend from the citadel and enter Saint-Jean the way medieval pilgrims did, passing through the Porte de Saint Jacques. This path is accessed via the footpath along the river Nive. Go past the Église de Notre Dame du Bout du Pont, through the arched gate and approach the bridge, but don’t cross. Instead, make a left and go about 20 meters (66 feet) along the river, where to the left you’ll see an iron gate, called the Porte de l’Echaugette, that leads to steep steps going up. Climb these steps to the path that traces the upper wall of the old town. From here, you’ll see the Église de Notre Dame below you, a great perspective on the back side of this beautiful red stone Gothic church. Continue on the path toward the top of the citadel walls. The path then wraps around the walled citadel grounds and exits at the top of Rue de la Citadelle, next to the Porte de Saint Jacques. The full circuit will take about 20-25 minutes to complete.




First Stop: Pilgrims’ Office


The Accueil des Peleríns, Pilgrims’ Welcome Office of Le Amis du Chemin Saint-Jacques (39 Rue de la Citadelle; 559-370-509; www.aucoeurduchemin.org; daily 7:30am-noon and 2pm-8:30pm or 10:30pm depending on the season), is your single most important stop in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. It is run by the Amis du Chemin Saint-Jacques, the French association of friends of the Camino, all volunteers and locals who have walked the Camino, most of them many times. This is where all your questions can be answered, problems solved, rooms/beds found, plans made, weather reports offered, and nerves calmed, all with a good dose of mirth.
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Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port pilgrims’ office





Picking Up Your Passport (Credential)


In addition to great advice, a warm welcome, and enthusiasm for the rite of passage before you, you can also get your pilgrim’s passport, the credential, for €2 and get your first stamp in it from this vibrant moment: You are now officially a pilgrim.


Other Items and Advice


The experienced volunteers will also give you:


• an altitude map


• a six-page document listing all the albergues on the Camino Francés from just after Saint-Jean and all the way to Santiago de Compostela and onward to Finisterre and Muxía


• a detailed map for the two routes, Napoleon and Valcarlos, from Saint-Jean to Roncesvalles


• a scallop shell—the medieval and modern symbol identifying pilgrims on the Camino—to hang on your pack. Choose one from a basket that the volunteers keep filled with scallop shells of various shapes and sizes for a small donation. This also sets you up for a ritual up ahead, of drinking red wine from your scallop shell when you reach the wine fountain at Bodegas de Irache (Km 659.8) just after leaving Estella (Km 662.9).


The Amis can also help you find a place to stay, including calling to confirm a place for you in one of the town’s auberges (gîtes/albergues) or hotels. There is almost always an English-speaking volunteer there. When the town is booked full, they can help troubleshoot and find you a place nearby.





Porte de Saint Jacques


Porte de Saint Jacques (Saint James’s Gate), a delightful arched passage of dark red stone, enters Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port from the east, bringing in pilgrims from three of the four main roads in France that merge a few kilometers before here to cross the Pyrenees at the Cize/Valcarlos pass ahead. This feels like a natural threshold, stepping through this gate and into the footsteps of medieval pilgrims arriving from across France. It also sets you at the top of the steep Rue de la Citadelle, the street that cuts through the medieval town, with great views of the old town below.


Top Experience



S Rue de la Citadelle



When you step onto this street, you are officially stepping onto the Camino as it enters and passes through medieval Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. Here, you may feel, for the first time, the reality that you are now following in the footsteps of countless thousands of other pilgrims who have come to this town over hundreds of years to walk the Camino. Seeing and feeling the timeworn cobblestones underfoot can be emotional: It is as if pilgrims have left energetic postcards between the stone cracks to cheer you forward on this amazing adventure. Slow down and really savor it.
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Rue de la Citadelle





The Rue de la Citadelle is also the road along which the vast majority of pilgrim albergues (auberges or gîtes in French) in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port are arrayed, as is the all-important office, Accueil des Peleríns (Pilgrims’ Welcome Office) of the Amis du Chemin Saint-Jacques, where you can get your credential (€2), as well as all the advice and enthusiasm you need.


Église de Notre Dame du Bout du Pont


Rue de la Citadelle naturally descends down the hill toward the ancient Église de Notre Dame du Bout du Pont (2 Rue de la Citadelle; www.paroisse-saint-jean-pied-de-port.com/eglises/saint-jean-pied-de-port), the dark red schist stone church of Our Lady. This is the spot of the original church building that was constructed soon after 1177, though this particular structure dates to the 13th and 14th centuries. It has a strong Gothic style but with quirky details, such as expressive carvings in the entrance door’s pillar capitals (look for the two women who look like best buddies and seem to watch your every move). The inside is warm and intimate, maybe because of the appealing red stone. The church can get busy, with tourists visiting in the late morning and early afternoon, but returns to its role as a quiet sanctuary in the early evening and early morning. During those times, it is a pleasure to come here and perhaps light a candle to shed light and blessings upon your forthcoming pilgrimage over the Pyrenees. Mass is Monday-Saturday at 7pm and Sunday at 8:30am and 11am.


Vieux Pont des Peleríns


Vieux Pont des Peleríns (pilgrims’ old bridge) is the picturesque and often-photographed bridge over the river Nive that all pilgrims pass over. As you approach it from the Rue de la Citadelle, with the church of Notre Dame du Bout du Pont to your left, look up over the gate, called the Porte de Notre Dame, to see a sculpture of Saint-Jean’s namesake, Saint John the Baptist. After you pass under it and cross the river, stop and turn around to see the other side, this time, of a wooden sculpture of Mary, Notre Dame du Bout du Pont, in the overhead niche.


Many pilgrims take turns taking pictures of each other crossing this bridge, a ritual moment of taking those first bold footsteps onto the great transformative journey ahead.


Porte d’Espagne


The pilgrims’ old bridge leads to another momentous threshold, Porte d’Espagne. This gate at the far end of the walled medieval town is your exit from Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and your entry onto the full Camino before you with 779.9 kilometers (484.6 miles) from here to Santiago de Compostela. Not as elaborate as the Porte de Saint Jacques, the passage is marked by two thick square pillars. Before passing through, you step over black and white cobblestones inlaid in a huge scallop shell pattern.


While there is no true official starting point of the Camino—traditionally, it is from your front door when you set off on the pilgrimage—this feels like the official threshold. Once you set out from here, you are weaving your destiny to and on the Way of Saint James, an ancient route taken by many—nomadic hunters and gatherers, early herders and farmers, Romans, Charlemagne’s troops, Napoleon’s troops, smugglers and refugees, and us, countless millions of pilgrims on this more than 1,000-year-old pilgrimage.



Food



This pilgrim town is full of great little restaurants, some along the river and others with hidden terraces tucked behind their entrances off the Rue de la Citadelle. Wander around and follow what pulls you in. Be sure to try the local cheese, the creamy but firm sheep’s milk Ossau-Iraty AOC (appellation d’origine contrôlée, protected name of origin), and Irouléguy AOC wine unique to this region, which produces whites (10%), rosés (20%), and reds (70%).


S Café Ttipia (2 Place Floquet; 559-371-196; €20-30) is a classic French brasserie offering the fresh and colorful flavors of southwestern French and Basque cuisine, such as a grilled squid salad with seasonal vegetables, grilled duck breast, steak with shallots, red peppers, salad and fries, lamb vegetable stew, and daily seasonal fish, meat, and vegetable dishes, plus local Irouléguy wines and sheep’s milk cheeses (try them with black cherry jam). Dine inside in the gregarious dining area or outside on the shaded riverside terrace.


Restaurant Oillarburu (8 Rue de l’Eglise; 559-370-644; €20-30) specializes in local trout in garlic butter, roasted leg of lamb, asparagus with ham, little squid sautéed with local peppers (chiperons sautés aux piments du pays), and for dessert, the gâteau basque à la crème. Outdoor café tables splay on the terraced sidewalk on warm days.


Café de la Paix (4 Place Floquet; 559-370-099) has a diverse à la carte offering and a variety of fixed price menus (€10-28), including a three-course pilgrim menu (€20). Specialties include house-smoked trout with wasabi sauce (€10), goat cheese salad with Serrano ham, pine nuts, asparagus, and cherry tomatoes (€12), locally sourced pork cutlet with Basque polenta (€17), locally sourced duck breast with carrots and potatoes (€19), and thin-crust pizzas.


Le Chat Perché (11 Rue de la Citadelle; 554-345-512; €18-25) is tucked in the thick of things just before the church and bridge on Rue de la Citadelle. A peaceful walled garden terrace is hidden inside this little bistro with a rotating and seasonal variety of daily menus and plates, including daily fish dishes with vegetables (€22), robust salads (like Caesar with crispy chicken, €18), cheese and charcuterie boards (€22), and Basque-style meat dishes simmered in onions, garlic, and Espelette pepper (from nearby Espelette, 37 kilometers/23 miles northwest of Saint-Jean).


Accommodations


Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port has a lot of accommodations, most of them very good—and not all of it just for pilgrims; this is a popular holiday destination for hiking on numerous mountain trails. Most of the pilgrim auberge/albergue-style accommodations are in the old walled city, and the hotels and chambres d’hôtes (B&Bs) are all around town.


If you land here without a place to stay, the volunteers at the Pilgrims’ Welcome Office (39 Rue de la Citadelle) will help you find a bed. Some favorites, popular with many:


Errecaldia (5 Chemin de la Porte Saint Jacques; 559-491-702 or 788-109-859; www.errecaldia.com; €70-90), a traditional home from 1673 turned into a three-room B&B with a view and en suite baths. Run impeccably and enthusiastically by pilgrims Bernie and Jérôme, Errecaldia is on high outside the medieval walls just above the Porte de Saint Jacques. Breakfast of local cheeses, ham, and local breads is included. Bernie, who speaks English, is a physiotherapist and offers therapeutic massage (20, 30, and 60 min. at €20, €30, and €60, respectively.).


The Refuge Municipal Ospitalia (55 Rue de la Citadelle; 617-103-189; www.terresdenavarre.fr; open all year; 32 beds in three dorm rooms, €13; one double room, €40) occupies a traditional 17th-century stone, stucco, and timber home with solid wood bunks. It used to be the original Pilgrims’ Welcome Office before it moved downhill to number 39. The refuge takes no reservations but let the volunteers in the Pilgrims’ Welcome Office know if you want to stay here.


S Beilari, also known as L’Esprit du Chemin (40 rue de la Citadelle; 559-372-468 or 630-028-667; www.beilari.info; mid-Mar.-Oct.; €43, includes dinner and breakfast) offers 14 beds in four dorm rooms named for the four elements in Euskara (Basque): Lurra (Earth), Ura (Water), Sua (Fire), and Haizea (Wind). Right across from the Pilgrims’ Office, Joxelu and Jakline (who speak English) welcome pilgrims as honored guests about to set off on a great quest. Beilari in Euskara means both pilgrim and watchman or guardian, a poetic double meaning. Reservations are recommended. After the communal vegetarian dinner, the hosts share a moving ritual that focuses hopes for the pilgrimage ahead. A picnic lunch for the next day is €5.


Gíte Ultreia (8 Rue de la Citadelle; 680-884-622; www.ultreia64.fr; mid-Mar.-Oct.), open since 2009, is run by Nathalie, Argitxu, and Laure, enthusiastic fellow pilgrims and avid hikers, who offer warm pilgrim hospitality in this restored 18th-century home. There are two dorm rooms (11 beds total, €25) and two private rooms (€60+). Breakfast is €5. They speak English.


The Gîte Le Lièvre et La Tortue (30 Rue de la Citadelle; 659-135-225; mid-Mar.-Oct.) is named for Jean de la Fontaine’s fable “The Hare and the Tortoise,” emphasizing their philosophy that each pilgrim should walk at their own pace. The charming stone home has peaceful garden terraces and 12 beds in two dorms (€23) and one private room (€70). A market-fresh three-course pilgrim dinner is €16 and breakfast €6.


Gîte de la Porte Sainte Jacques (51 Rue de la Citadelle; 630-997-561; giteportestjacques@gmail.com; Apr.-Oct.; 12 beds in two dorms, €29, includes breakfast) opened in 2018 next door to the municipal gîte and the Porte de Sainte Jacques for which it is named. Cathy and Andrew offer single beds (no bunks) in a spacious traditional stone-and-timber house with beautifully restored wooden floors, spiral staircase, doors, and windows.


Gîte La Vita é Bella (4 Place du Trinquet; 672-100-463; Mar.-Oct.) offers 12 beds in three rooms (€27) in a cozy stone townhouse on the outer walls of Saint-Jean. Hosts Sandrine and Michael make everyone feel welcome and at home. They offer communal dinners (€14) and breakfast.


Looking out on the outer walls of the old city, Hotel des Pyrénées (19 Place Charles de Gaulle; 559-370-101; www.hotel-les-pyrenees.com; 18 rooms; €180 and up; breakfast €19) is a high-end luxury hotel with engaging and attentive staff who speak English, elegant contemporary rooms, and a private back-garden pool. Their restaurant Chez Arrambide creates dishes with vibrant colors and flavors from local produce using both traditional and new cuisine techniques (including foams). Tasting menus are €46-79 and à la carte is €40 and up.


Hotel Ramuntcho (1 Rue de France; 559-370-391; www.hotel-ramuntcho.com; 16 rooms; €120-160; breakfast €10.50) is named after the romantic adventure novel about Basque smugglers, Ramuntcho (1897) by Pierre Loti. In a traditional Basque building with modern rooms, comforts, amenities, and private courtyard garden, its central location on the Rue de la Citadelle and attentive staff make it a special place to stay. Their Restaurant Ramuntcho has a street-side terrace café perfect for enjoying the old town’s atmosphere.


The chambre d’hôtes Maison Donamaria (1 Chemin d’Olhonce; 622-488-800 or 559-377-511; www.maisondonamaria.fr; open all year; five rooms; €80-160, includes breakfast) is a 19th-century stone home and former tannery on the Nive River south of the walled town. Reached via a pretty 400-meter (0.25-mile) walk from the central Église de Notre Dame du Bout du Pont along the river, it is run by fellow pilgrim Marie-Hélène Cossé and is in a serene, wooded neighborhood rich with river and birdlife.


The family-run Hotel Central (1 Place Charles de Gaulle; 559-370-022; www.centralhotel64.com; €120-140; breakfast €13.50) offers 14 ultra-modern minimalist décor rooms—some with river views and others overlooking the town—in a traditional early 20th-century red stone and wood building. The family also runs the indoor-outdoor bar and restaurant on the ground floor.


On the Camino path after crossing the bridge over the Nive, Gîte Bidean (11 Rue d’Espagne; 648-980-522; gite.bidean@gmail.com; open all year; 12 beds in one room; €21 and up) offers new and spotless installations with cubicle-style bunks with their own curtains. Hospitaleros Pascal and Joe serve a communal dinner and breakfast (inquire about both).


Getting There


Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port is best reached by train via Bayonne, where the trains from Paris, via Bordeaux, connect to Saint-Jean. If you want to fly to the nearest airport and arrange a shuttle, Biarritz is the nearest airport in southwestern France. You can also take a shuttle, bus, or shared taxi from Pamplona.


Air


One of the most direct ways to get to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port is to fly into Paris with a connecting flight to Biarritz (www.biarritz.aeroport.fr). The shuttle service Express Bourricot (31 Rue de la Citadelle; 661-960-476; www.expressbourricot.com) offers passenger transport from Biarritz’s airport to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port (about 1 hour; €19-130, depending on number of passengers in the shuttle). They also have pickup service from Bilbao and Pamplona’s airports and train stations to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. It takes around 2.5 hours from Bilbao (€77-400, depending on number of passengers) and 1.5 hours from Pamplona (€27-140, depending on number of passengers). Inquire ahead about the price and schedule via the contact page on the website, where you can also book your ride. Another shuttle company, Napoleon Compostelle (622-577-486; www.napoleon-compostelle.fr), also runs shuttles from the Biarritz and Bilbao airports and from Bayonne’s train station to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. Prices depend on the number of passengers: from Bilbao (€39-214) and from Biarritz and Bayonne (€15-79). Both Express Bourricot and Napoleon-Compostelle also run between Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port and Roncesvalles (€15-55 and €9-48, respectively).


Car


Rent-A-Car has an agency in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port (Route de Bayonne, Garage Arrayet; 559-507-060; www.rentacar.fr), with other offices in Biarritz and Bayonne.


From Santander (291 kilometers/181 miles; 3.5 hours), where ferry passengers arrive, take the S-10 south and A-8 to AP-8, past Bilbao, east to the border at Irun and Hendaye, and continue on the A-63 south of Anglet; exit onto D-932 southeast and follow D-918 to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.


Similarly, from Bilbao (192 kilometers/120 miles; 2.5 hours), take AP-8 east to the border at Irun and Hendaye, then A-63 south of Anglet; exit onto D-932 southeast and follow D-918 to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.


From Pamplona (75 kilometers/47 miles; 1.5 hours), take the N-135 north to Roncesvalles and continue to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port via Valcarlos. The N-135 becomes the N-933 in France.


From Bordeaux (235 kilometers/146 miles; 3 hours), exit south to Bayonne on the A-63; after Bayonne, take the D-932 and D-918 to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.


From the airport in Biarritz (53 kilometers/33 miles; 1 hour), take D-810 through Anglet to D-932 and D-918 to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.


Train


SNCF (www.scnf-connect.com) runs trains from Bayonne (four to five trains daily, 1-1.5 hours; €11.10) to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, which is the train line’s last stop. From Paris, you can buy your ticket for the whole journey; you will change trains in Bordeaux and in Bayonne to reach Saint-Jean. Note that Paris’s Charles De Gaulle Airport (CDG) has its own SNCF train station and has two daily departures directly for Bordeaux that can make connections to trains to Bayonne and Saint-Jean, so if you get on one of these, you won’t have to go into Paris. The whole trip, from CDG to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port (€100-190), will take around 7.5 hours, including the time to change trains in Bordeaux and/or Bayonne. From within Paris, trains depart from Paris’s Montparnasse Station for Saint-Jean via one train change in Bayonne (four daily, 5.5-8.5 hours total, including train changes; €100-200).


RENFE (www.renfe.com [URL inactive]) runs six to nine trains daily from Madrid to Pamplona (3-4 hours; €20-60), from where you will need to catch a bus, taxi, or shuttle (Express Bourricot or Napoleon-Compostelle) to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port.


If you take the train from Bayonne, the most common way pilgrims get to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, the ride is a part of the magic—not only for the landscape, but also for the camaraderie of other pilgrims, as well as locals (this is a commuter line). By the time you disembark, you may already have found members of your “Camino family.” The train will deposit you at the town’s train station, a 7-10-minute walk from the north side of town into the center to the Porte de France, the gate into the medieval walled town. Signs from the station will direct you to the historic center, where most of the accommodations are.


Bus


ALSA (www.alsa.com) runs direct buses from Madrid’s Barajas Airport, terminal T4 (five daily, 5-6.5 hours; €25-42), Madrid’s Avenida de América station (three-four daily, 5.5-6.5 hours; €25-41), and Santander (six daily, 4-5 hours; €25) to Pamplona. Vibasa/Monbus (www.monbus.es) run buses from Barcelona Estación Sants station (two daily, 6-7 hours; €35) to Pamplona. ALSA also connects Pamplona to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port (one daily, 1.5 hours; €22) with stops in Zubiri, Espinal, Burguete, Roncesvalles, and Valcarlos. Autocares Artieda (www.autocaresartieda.com) also runs one bus daily from Pamplona to Roncesvalles (€5.45) from where you can take a taxi—Taxi Goenaga (www.taxi-saint-jean-pied-de-port.com [URL inactive]) or Taxi San Fermin (www.taxipamplona.com), both around €55—or arrange for a shuttle—Express Bourricot (www.expressbourricot.com; €15-55) or Napoleon Compostelle (www.napoleon-compostelle.fr; €9-48)—to Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. It may in the end be more cost effective and efficient to arrange a shared shuttle from Pamplona.


Leaving Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port


Before you leave, check with the pilgrims’ office about the weather conditions and which path—the more popular Route Napoleon up the mountain, or the Route Valcarlos, used during bad weather and in winter—they recommend that day. Both routes are accessed after you leave the walled town through the Porte d’Espagne. Soon after passing this gate, signs will direct you ahead on the Route Napoleon (24.4 kilometers/15.2 miles) and to the right toward the Route Valcarlos (23.8 kilometers/14.8 miles).
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del cuerpo 1 alivio de las almas.
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