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How my Camino journey started
Like many people, I’d vaguely heard, somewhere, of the Camino de Santiago.
Having read Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist, I was making my way through
his other works when I came across The Pilgrimage. The book left me with
an impression of the Camino as a remote winding trail across the French
Pyrenees mountains. The idea of ‘getting away from it all’ and walking on
this ancient track instantly appealed – I had grown up hearing tales of how
my Dad had once walked a race from one end of Britain to the other with no
more than a backpack and a few tins of beans – and, I guess, the seed had
been planted. It might never have taken root and grown, however, had it not
been for a collective family moaning session about the growing difficulties
of keeping our respective weights under control. During a pause in the
‘moanersation’ I blurted out: “Why don’t we walk the Camino de Santiago?”
To my great surprise, the suggestion was seized upon enthusiastically. One
private Facebook group later and we had formed a party of seven, bridging
two generations, and were engaged in intense online conversation about
what to do next. I volunteered to handle the logistics.
A web search soon gave me a wealth of information:
1. The Camino is not, in fact, a single trail but a spider’s web of them, all converging
on the city of Santiago de Compostela in Northern Spain’s province of Galicia.
2. For over a millennium, pilgrims have been walking from all over Europe to
Santiago in order to visit the tomb of St James the Apostle or, as he’s known in
Spanish, San Tiago. The tomb lies beneath the impressive gothic cathedral in
the heart of the city’s historic centre.
3. If you walk at least 100 continuous kilometres to get to Santiago you can
claim a certificate to mark the achievement (a compostela). If you’ve done it
for spiritual or religious reasons you get one type of certificate while if you’ve
walked for other reasons – such as fitness or as a personal challenge – you get
a different one. In either case, to prove that you’ve done the walk you have to
present a small booklet, known as a ‘pilgrim passport’ or credencial, which you
get at the start of your journey and have rubber-stamped and dated wherever
you stop to sleep, eat or drink along the way.

The gothic cathedral in Santiago de
Compostela rising over the rooftops of the old town
from an apartment that I rented through airbnb.com when
I spent a week or so in the city while working on the book.
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4. The French Way is about 800km long and is, by far, the most popular
route. Actor Martin Sheen further cemented its popularity in 2010 with his
performance in The Way, a film written and directed by his eldest son Emilio
Estevez.
5. The second most popular way – as much as ten times less busy than the
French route – is the Portuguese Way.
6. The Camino – or ‘Way’ – is served by albergues (hostels which accommodate
the weary pilgrims at the end of each day’s walking. Some of these are
private and some are run by the local municipality but they are all cheap.
The municipal albergues, at time of writing, are €6 per night and private ones
average around €10. To stay in the municipal albergues, however, you must
present your credencial to prove that you are a bona fide pilgrim or, in Spanish
“peregrino”.
I did a quick mental calculation and figured that 20km a day should be achievable.
It seemed to me, therefore, that we needed about a week – a day to get travel to
our starting point, six days to walk the, approximately, 100+ kilometres and a
day to get home. Quite early on I started leaning towards the idea of attempting
the Portuguese Way instead of the French one. This was largely due to the fear
that we’d arrive, exhausted, at the end of the day and find that all the beds were
gone. A route that was ten times less busy seemed more likely to present less
accommodation problems.
A little more research saw us booking a flight from Dublin to Porto in Portugal
and then a bus to the Portuguese border town of Valença, across the River Minho
(or Miño in Spanish) from Spain. From here opinions differ on just how far it is to
Santiago but with Google Maps putting the journey by car at 117.4km which is
along rather direct national roads, one can be pretty assured that walking it, along
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The last 100+ km of the Portuguese Way with the main
stops and a contour of the gradient in blue below.
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the twists and turns of the trail, is further than this. It’s certainly more
than the 100km necessary to claim your compostela certificate. We
then booked a flight to fly from Santiago de Compostela back
to Dublin for nine days later, factoring in an extra day to enjoy
Santiago or, if the need arose, to take a break along the way. At the time
– and indeed, on the majority of the eleven times I’ve walked the Camino since –
Ryanair proved to provide the cheapest flight to Porto and Aer Lingus worked out
best for a direct flight home.
Our family group members were in various states of fitness – mostly in the ‘not
very’ state – and ranged, in age, from 19 to 50. Our Facebook group conversations
turned to discussions about footwear, how big our backpacks should be, what
fitness preparation we should make and what we should pack. Again, the web
provided a plethora of often conflicting information. Inevitably for the ‘rookies’
we were, we packed too much but, even afterwards, our opinions were divided
on what we would bring the next time (and, having completed the journey,
each and every one of us were convinced that there’d be a next time). I’ll give my
recommendations in the following chapter.
It was an exciting time, getting to Porto and then taking the bus to Valença from
where our Camino was to begin. The week that followed was one that I’ll never
forget and it laid the foundation for my numerous return trips. The first shock was
to find out that the Camino is not a long straight path, akin to the Yellow Brick
Road in The Wizard of Oz. Instead, it winds through forests, over hills, along main
roads and across streams. The ground underfoot is sometimes tarmac, sometimes
dusty trail and sometimes loose stone. Our days usually ran as follows – up and
out between 6 and 7am, arriving at our destination sometime about lunchtime
having stopped for a light breakfast an a bocadillo (sandwich) for lunch en route,
collapsing into the ‘albergue’ for a rest, showering and getting out to explore
wherever it was we found ourselves, dining at about 8pm and then back to the
albergue to be in bed by the 10pm curfew.
They say that the Camino is a life changing experience and I can honestly say
that it is. For some the change comes all at once with bells and whistles and a
clash of cymbals. For others it’s not apparent until sometime later when they
reflect. The members of our group fell into both categories and in between but,
undoubtedly, the Camino enhanced the lives of all seven of us. If you’re reading
this it’s probably because the Way has called or is calling you. As you’ll hear often
along the way: Buen Camino!

Shade from the sun, soft trail underfoot and the
beauty of nature all around... these are the parts of
the Camino that are pure magic for the walker.
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What to pack
The fact is that packing for the Camino is a very individual thing in some
regards. Different people have different priorities and some things work
well for some that don’t for others. The packing advice I’d give, after about
1,500km of walking on the Camino, falls into two categories - general and
specific:
GENERAL
1. Make sure that clothing is light and fast-drying. You can layer up for warmth
but a thick, soggy article of clothing is something you want to avoid.
2. Be prepared for cold rain and hot sun. Either can happen - and quite possible
on the same day. But don’t overdo it. Remember that your raincoat could
remain unused and your sun cream might come home unopened. Weather
forecasts are pretty accurate up to 10 days in advance, so consult them.
3. Don’t chose a large backpack. You’ll end up filling it. A smaller one forces you
to be economical with what you bring.
4. There are shops in the towns along the route. If you forget something or find
you need it you can buy it. On the other hand, if you bring something you
don’t need you’ll be stuck carrying it.
SPECIFIC
•

BACKPACK: I go for a 20 or 25 litre backpack. I use one with a frame that
leaves a gap between the bag and my back so that air can get in and minimise
sweating. I thoroughly recommend that. I also ensure that it has a waist strap
and a chest strap for extra support. Pockets are really useful so that you don’t
have to keep opening and closing the main section to get at things you use a
lot - such as the credencial or pilgrim passport that you’ll be having stamped
at pretty much every stop. I also chose a backpack that has access both top
and bottom as dragging everything out every time that you need to find
something gets tedious. Finally, it’s imperative that the backpack has a rain
cover. These are usually built in to a small pocket at the bottom and pop out
to cover the whole bag with very little fuss.

For the time that you’re walking the Camino your
material world revolves around what you decide to
carry on your back. One must chose wisely.
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• SLEEPING BAG: If you’re staying in the municipal albergues
(hostels) you’ll be provided only with a paper mattress cover
and pillow cover. I’ve heard tales of bed bugs so I ensure
that these are firmly in place and I’ve never experienced
a problem. The decision now is what to bring to keep you warm at
night. For me, this depends on the time of year. In summer I have used a
sleeping bag liner and that was totally sufficient as well as taking up very
little precious space in my backpack. In a dormitory with as many as 50-plus
people and no air conditioning a sleeping bag would have been too much.
However, I have used a mummy-type sleeping bag in April and was glad of it.
The key is to ensure that whatever you bring folds as small as possible. Also,
make sure to pack it at the bottom of your backpack so that it stays dry should
you end up in a rain shower.
•

TOWEL: I always use the quick-drying microfibre towels that one can get in a
camping or gym clothing shop. They fold very small and they dry in no time
at all. I pack mine in one of the mesh pockets on the outside of my backpack
or, if it’s particularly wet, hang it over my pack as I walk until it’s dry.

•

TOILETRIES: I confine these to the 1 litre transparent plastic bag that
you’re allowed to bring in your cabin baggage on the flight. I bring a travel
toothbrush, travel size toothpaste, deodorant and safety shaving razor but
buy sun protection cream and a larger bottle of shower gel when I arrive in
Portugal/Spain which I then use for shaving and washing both myself and
clothes. For me this makes more sense than carrying lots of little travel bottles
of shower gel, shaving foam and handwash clothes detergent.

•

FOOTWEAR: Some people walk in boots, some in sneakers, some in sandals.
For me the most important thing, by far, is to ensure that whatever you’re
wearing on your feet is well worn in. The most expensive walking shoes that
money can buy can leave you in a mess of blisters if your feet haven’t gotten
used to wearing them. I usually walk in a well worn pair of sneakers with good
arch support. The secret to avoiding blisters for me has been wearing two
pair of socks as I walk so that any friction occurs between the socks and not
between the socks and my feet. I put on a pair of bamboo fibre socks first and
then a pair of short tennis socks over them. Then I fold the inner pair of socks
down over both the outer socks and my sneakers which prevents stones
getting into my shoes. I swear by bamboo fibre socks. They are supposedly

Boots or sneakers, shorts or jogging pants, one
pair of socks or two... there are many schools of
thought but it’s about finding what works for you.
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softer than wool and have natural antibacterial properties which
can’t be a bad idea for sweating feet... It’s important to take
the time to stop and re-adjust your socks or footwear should
you become aware of any discomfort. A slight irritation will
rapidly become a more serious problem if you leave it untreated.
Finally, I always bring a pair of something to change into in the evening. These
can be sandals or, in my case, an old, comfy pair of Converse sneakers. Really,
it’s whatever will give your feet a rest and, indeed, your walking footwear a
chance to air and dry too.
•

CLOTHES: There is nothing worse than arriving home from the Camino with
clothes that you carried for the whole trip and never wore. On my first trip I
lugged ‘going out’ clothes with me and it never happened again. Along the
route the closest one generally gets to ‘going out’ is an early evening meal
before heading back to the albergue by the 10pm curfew. Even if you are
staying in a private place without that time restriction, weariness and the
knowledge that you’ve to be up early to get on the trail again tends to keep
any wild socialising urges at bay. In addition, the people you tend to meet
are fellow peregrinos who, with very few exceptions, are also living out of a
backpack, so fashion falls low on the general priority list. If, after the walk, I have
planned to spend some time in Santiago (which is highly recommendable) I
can treat myself to a new shirt, or whatever, from the many shops there. The
city, though, has a very well regarded university so, between pilgrims and
students, casual works well. My clothing list usually runs like this.
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

three vests (the ones with wide shoulder straps are better as backpack
straps will irritate bare shoulders over time).
one or two pairs of light weight cargo shorts (the pockets are handy for
carrying things like your credencial or wallet without having to take off
your backpack).
three pairs of underwear (cotton).
three pairs of bamboo socks and three pairs of sneaker socks.
one pair of jeans (in high summer a pair of formal shorts might suffice).
one belt that I can swap between my shorts and jeans as necessary.
two T-shirts
one or two shirts (I usually have at least one long-sleeved one in case I
need to cover up from the sun).

A dose of determination, a decent, light
waterproof jacket and good pair walking shoes
saw my 79 year old mum claiming her compostela after
completing 100+ kilometres on the French way.
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9.
10.
11.
12.

a washable, brimmed hat (to protect from the sun).
good UV protection sunglasses.
walking sneakers (well worn in).
a pair of light sneakers or shoes or similar for 			
wearing in the evenings.
13. a light, foldable and breathable rain jacket.
•

ADDITIONAL: Finally I bring :
1.

2.
3.

4.
5.

6.

7.
8.

a small torch (LED torches last longer) for gathering the contents of my
backpack in the early hours and getting things at night in a dormitory of
sleeping peope
blister plasters (which, thankfully I usually don’t need but ineviteably
find someone else who does)
a pen and notebook (I get people I meet to write down something
which becomes something special from that trip but it’s also handy for
scribbling notes and thoughts)
a refillable water bottle
mobile phone, charger and plug adaptor (I use the phone for taking
photographs too so I tend to keep it on flight mode for long periods
to keep the battery charged for as long as possible. I check in on social
media just once or twice a day).
a guide to the trip. This is a matter of individual preference. Some people
prefer an in-depth guidebook which gives details about the places and
points of interest along the way as well as recommendations for food
and accommodation. I like to figure things out as I go so my guide was
simply a small document on paper or on my phone containing the basic
information about what the next stop was and how far I had to walk to get
there. If I needed more information there was generally someone with a
fancy guidebook close by to ask. There is a great sense of camaraderie on
the Camino so there’s usually help close at hand if you need it.
A plastic bag to keep dirty laundry in so that it’s kept away from my clean
clothes.
NOTE: I’m, thankfully, not on any medication but don’t forget it if you are!

On my last walk I brought a fold-up solar panel
charger which proved perfectly adequate for keeping my smartphone charged. Plug sockets in hostels are
in high demand.
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Getting there
There are a number of considerations to take into account when deciding
which airport to fly into in order to get to Valença or Tui – the starting
point for your 100km + Camino. There is convenience, availability, cost and
personal preferences to consider.
When I began walking this section of the Camino several years ago, Vigo was not
a realistic option. Ryanair only commenced their service from Dublin to that city
in spring of 2016. I had the choice of flying into Santiago de Compostela and
then making my way south to the starting point from there or arriving at Porto
in Portugal and heading north from that city. In spring of 2016 Ryanair opened a
service from Dublin to Vigo – which is a half hour drive from Valença and is well
served by public transport, making it the most convenient route.

Tui is the closest point
from which you can start
to walk the Portuguese
Way and still qualify
for your certificate
(compostela)

Budget is a consideration for me when chosing my flight options. When planning
my trip I search www.skyscanner.net which allows me to see flight prices for an
entire month. If you’re flexible with your dates you can usually fly there and back
for less than €100. The options, then are as follows:
SANTIAGO DE COMPOSTELA. As Galicia’s capital the airport here is well served
with international flights. From Dublin there are regular flights with Aer Lingus
and Ryanair have inexpensive options via London. For me the idea of arriving at
my final destination and leaving it, only to walk back to the same place seems less
than ideal so I generally only consider flying into Santiago if I’m walking a week
on the French way as the alternatives for reaching Sarria – the 100km + point on
that route – aren’t feasible.
PORTO. Before the Vigo option became available this was the choice I inevitably
made. There is a bus, operated by Autna.es, that leaves from the airport - just
outside arrivals – and takes you to the bus station in Valença. The journey is about
an hour and a half and, at time of writing, costs about 8 euro. The only downside
to this option is that you’ll usually end up in Valença quite late in the evening
and, even if you arrive at the albergue before the 10pm curfew, you run the risk
of being refused a bed because those who have walked there from the previous
stop are given priority. I generally book a cheap hotel room in Valença or Tui - a

The three potential arrival airports to get to the
starting point are Vigo, Porto or Santiago itself.
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couple of kilometres walk across the Minho River from Portugal into
Spain. That takes the pressure off and allows me to enjoy the first
night with a nice meal and glass of local wine before getting up
and out early the next morning. Alternatively, I sometimes book
a cheap hotel in Porto and stay in that vibrant and historic city for the first
night before taking the Autna bus to Valença from outside the MacDonalds fast
food restaurant in the city centre the next morning. Either way, it is generally the
day after my arrival that I start walking.
VIGO. Vigo is a super option for those who want to hit the ground running. It’s
about a half hour from there to Valença or Tui by bus so you can save a day by
starting your Camino on the morning that you arrive. This is particularly important
if you have exactly a week as you need six days of walking to cover the distance
comfortably. Vigo is also reachable from Santiago. There was a bus service up
until the day that I tried to take it earlier this summer. I don’t know if it had
permanently ceased operations or if it was a temporary stoppage but I ended
up taking the train and that was fine. This means that Vigo is a very good option
for flying out after your trip as well as flying in rather than being dependent on
whatever is available from the airport at Santiago. On my last trip, quite recently,
I gave myself three days after the walk to relax and soak up the local culture. I
spent two of those days in Santiago and travelled down to Vigo the day before
my flight to spend a day there. I found it really worthwhile for shopping and the
local food. Being a port city there is an abundance of sea food but, as I’m not a
big sea food fan, I was glad to find plenty of everything else on menus also. If you
have just a couple of days at the end of your walk you’ll fill them quite enjoyably
in Santiago. If you have a bit of additional time and are flying out of Vigo then it’s
certainly worth a visit.
Whatever way you decide to arrive at your Camino starting point, the next thing
to concern yourself with is the whole purpose of the trip – your walk to Santiago.
I’ll break it down stage by stage.
If you’re arriving in the evening, it’s an idea to
book a cheap hotel room so that you are not under
curfew pressure and can enjoy your first night of the trip.
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Beginning life as a peregrino
The first thing to concern yourself with is to get hold of the pilgrim passport
or, as it’s known, credencial. This is is the document that you’ll hand in to the
pilgrim office in Santiago to prove that you’ve walked at least 100km. It
will need to be rubber-stamped with your starting point and then contain
at least two rubber stamps (sellos) for each day of your walk from places
you’ve stopped along the way. If, for example, you arrive at Tui at an hour
when nowhere that can supply the credencial is open and walk to Porriño
before getting one there, your journey will officially have started in Porriño.
That’s less than 100km from Santiago so you won’t qualify for the certificate
(compostela) that proves you’ve completed the Camino. With your credencial,
whether you’re walking for spiritual reasons or not, you are officially a
pilgrim (‘peregrino’. Spanish uses the male version of the word with an ‘o’ at the end
for general reference but if you’re female then you’re a ‘peregrina’).
Because Valença and Tui are popular starting points for those undertaking the
minimum distance on the Portuguese Way, the hostels (albergues) in both towns
can generally supply you with a credencial for a few euro. Otherwise they are
sometimes available at the impressive cathedral at the top of the hill in Tui.
Alternatively, peregrinos from Ireland have the option of buying a unique Irish
credencial from the Camino Ireland Office at St James’ Church on James’ Street
in Dublin where, as the sign informs one, there has been a connection between
Ireland and Santiago since 1220. At time of writing the Irish credencial is a little
more expensive at 10 euro but it is produced nicely and allows you to hit the
ground running without worrying about trying to co-ordinate your start with
opening times of places that can sell you a local one.
So, with your credencial sorted, you’re ready to set off on your Camino. If you’re
staying in an albergue on your first night, for most, it’s likely to be a new experience.
The hostels have dormitories with rows of bunk beds. Some have separate rooms
for females and males but most are unisex. Usually there are racks outside the
dormitories where walkers are expected to leave their walking footwear. The vast
majority of places do have separate female and male showers. At some hostels

Typical of the countryside you’ll be walking through are
these hórreos for storing corn. When I first saw one, with
the crucifix and shape, I thought it was some sort of tomb!
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you’ll be assigned specific bunk, where at others you can choose
your own. Lower bunks are generally more popular and I tend to
try to get one near a window as it can get quite stuffy in high
summer. Plug holes for charging mobile phones are rarely in
plentiful enough supply, so I usually try to ensure that there’s one near
my bunk and then charge up my phone before someone else leaves their’s in
all night. I met someone who brought a double-adapter with them so that they
could plug in even if someone had got there before them.
When you sign in and pay – 6 euro at the time of writing – you’re given a disposable
pillow cover and mattress cover. Once you stretch these over your chosen bed
you’ve made your claim on it. They tear quite easily so should be handled with
care and properly fitted for hygiene reasons. These beds see a different visitor
every night, after all. Most albergues have cooking facilities and a common room.
These areas are well used as peregrinos are often glad to rest after a long walk
in the common room or are travelling on a tight budget so are keen to save
money by cooking for themselves. I’ve met many interesting people under these
circumstances as peregrinos are usually glad to chat.
Many of the hostels also have laundry facilities. In some cases there are sinks to
handwash clothes and lines to hang them up. In others there are coin-operated
machines as well. As far as entertainment is concerned the albergues often
have reading materials and, importantly for most, there has been a wifi network
established in recent years that requires an initial registration process which
allows you internet access in each hostel along the way. The curfew in the official
hostels is 10pm. This means a locked door and lights out so, unless you have a
cooperative friend on the inside, you need to be indoors and in bed by then. If
the common room is at a distance from the dormitories you’ll sometimes have
people remaining up after hours but this generally doesn’t go down well with
the peregrinos who are trying to get precious sleep before an early start. It’s hard
to make your way to set of bunk beds with someone in one of them in the pitch
black without causing a disturbance.

View across the upper bunks of a dormitory with
peregrinos resting in the afternoon after a long day’s walk.

The final consideration regarding night time in the albergues is the inevitable
snoring. I have never spent a night in a hostel without at least one person snoring
and, often as bad, at least one person taking more-than-normal umbrage to the
fact. If you get sucked in you’ll be kept awake listening to the battle of passive
snores on one side and outraged ‘tut’s and grunts on the other. I can sleep through
anything so it’s not a problem for me (and if I’m to be honest, I can’t be sure I don’t
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contribute to the snoring) but, if it’s likely to be a difficulty for you
then make sure to come stocked with earplugs. Cheap disposable
ones are available in any pharmacy.
With a night’s sleep under your belt you’ll find that the dormitory
comes to life from as early as 5am as peregrinos set off to get the walking
done early enough to avoid the often harsh midday sun conditions. I am generally
out of the hostel at about 6 - 6.30am, and get about an hour’s walking out of
my way before looking for somewhere to stop for a light breakfast and my first
crucial rubber stamp (sello). I normally break this section of the Portuguese route
into six days of walking meaning that I average about 20 km each day. For me,
when I include a couple of breaks for refreshments, chats with people I might
bump into and pausing at features that catch my attention, the day’s walk can
take anything from four to six hours. Most albergues open at 1pm so this sees
me arrive at my destination in good time to ensure that I have a bed. There have
been times when I’ve set off as early as 4am to do, for example, two stages in one
day, but this involves trying to find the signs by the light of a torch until the sun
rises so 6am is a good ‘earliest start’ time to chose. An assessment of how busy the
hostel you’re in is will give you an indication of whether you need to get to the
next one ahead of the crowd or not.
So, it’s your first morning of walking and you’ve jostled for position in the showers,
thrown your disposable pillow cover and mattress cover into the bins provided,
looked around your bed to make sure you’re leaving nothing behind and you’re
packing everything away, ready for a few hours of walking. Ensure the following
things.
1. Your feet are dry and as comfortable as possible in shoes that are broken in
2. Your sleeping bag is packed where it’s least likely to get wet
3. Your rain cover is over your backpack if it looks like rain
4. Things like your credencial and water bottle, that you are likely to need, are
close to hand

This is one’s typical scene each morning on the Camino.
It’s still dark or just beginning to brighten and, if you’re
lucky, there’s an early morning café where you can get a ‘stamp’
in your pilgrim passport and a light breakfast.

5. You have applied sunscreen and have a hat to hand, if it’s sunny
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Stage 1 - Valença/Tui to Porriño
Once on the trail for the first time, there is a certain thrill when you stumble
across your first way-marker or crudely-painted yellow arrow (fIecha amarilla),
introduced by Padre Elías Valiña from the lucense de Cebreiro parish, some
150 km from Santiago along the French route. The priest was one of the key
figures in restoring the Camino after a long period when, after centuries of
popularity, it had fallen into decline.
If you’re starting at Valença you have a little more than 20 km to walk today. Tui,
a few kilometres further, is 19km from Porriño. Leaving Valença, the way runs
through the fortified old town across from the Albergue S. Teotonio, one of the
larger hostels boasting 85 beds. Like most hostels along the route, this has a
10pm curfew. It opens somewhat later than some of the other hostels at 4pm.
Having exited the fort at the far end you turn left and find yourself crossing a
massive bridge over the River Minho. Half way across you’ll find a graphic on the
ground that tells you that you’re crossing from Portugal into Spain. At this point
you lose an hour as the countries are in different time zones. As you’re crossing
the bridge, keeping to the walkway on the right hand side, you’ll see Tui rising
on the far river bank with its cathedral on top. I spent a lot of time on this bridge
as it figures significantly early on in my novel Pins and Needles for several of
the characters. My tramp, or vagabundo, finds an abandoned backpack here that
proves to be a life-changing discovery for him. The view from the bridge, with the
vast river below, is quite spectacular.
Having crossed the river you are now on Spanish soil. The route follow the main
road into town for a bit before diverting to the right towards the river and then
back towards the main road where you begin a steep climb to the hill top of the
old town and it’s impressive cathedral. If I’ve stayed in Valença, rather than here
in Tui, I’ll often stop in one of the café bars near the entrance for a light breakfast,
ensuring that I get my credencial stamped. Now the way leads out of town and
through some pleasant countryside. By the side of the trail you’ll see square or
rectangular pools of water with seating alongside. These are quite common in
Galicia and were where people came to wash clothes before the days of washing
machines. It’s important to keep a sharp eye out for the yellow arrows and the

Peregrinos contemplate the entrance to the bridge
that spans the River Minho. Half way across this bridge you
cross from Portugal into Spain.
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official stone columns with their yellow shell on a blue tile and metal
engraved plate telling you how many kilometres you still have to
walk before you reach the cathedral in Santiago. Generally the
shell also points in the correct direction though I’ve found several
that are on the wrong way around so double-check!
Having left the outskirts of Tui behind you’ll find yourself walking along a main
road for a kilometre or so with a eucalyptus wood and stream off the road on the
right. The way then branches right into a wood. Here you’ll find a clearing with
the Cross of San Telmo. It’s an historic spot, marked with a stone column, a cross,
a small cage and some stone seating. There are usually lots of slips of paper in
and around the cage with the prayers of pilgrims in a multitude of languages,
representing the multinational nature of The Way. I based one of the key scenes
of Pins and Needles here with the vagabond character and the priest meeting
in a surreal situation. Leaving the clearing you’ll cross an old Roman stone bridge
over a stream and head on through territory that is pleasant in sunshine but
prone to muddiness in rainy weather.
The latter part of the journey can be tricky. The Camino used to run through a
huge, unpleasant industrial estate before it emerged at a pedestrian bridge and
led you into Porriño along a main road. Reacting to the complaints of walkers,
the powers-that-be re-routed the way through much more pleasant countryside.
However, a local business person whose café had been benefitting from passing
peregrinos found that the new route bypassed his business completely. A war
began between the officials and the business person. One would paint yellow
arrows indicating the new route - which meant going to the left into a wood.
The business person would blacken out these arrows and paint new ones telling
pilgrim to go straight - meaning that they came to his business and through the
horrible industrial estate. The key to getting this right is to go left when you see
an ambiguous part with lots of blackened out patches. The last time I walked
this way, the business person had gone so far as to blacken out the arrows for
a couple of hundred metres along the new route but, after following the black
marks the yellow arrows gradually reappeared.
The approach to the hostel in Porriño is also a little ambiguous. The most
pleasant route is left along a river, through a wooded parkland where locals take
their evening strolls and where the albergue is located. Some arrows, however,
point straight where you’ll find yourself walking into town along the main road

Cruz de San Telmo - the cross in a
clearing, dedicated to the saint who died
here on his way back from Santiago. Note
the paper messages bearing prayers or requests
from countless pilgrims at the foot of the cross.
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instead and then having to double back a little over the train track to the
hostel. Again, The key then, once more, is to turn left rather than going
straight if there is a choice to be made. That is, of course, unless you
are, at that point, absolutely dying for somewhere to stop and are
looking for a café or shop before getting to the hostel. The main
road might appeal under those circumstances!
The albergue is a pleasant one with grass outside to sit near the river, a generous
sized common room and all the washing and cooking facilities that one expects
from these hostels. The town centre, a few minutes away, has a number of places
to eat or drink and is quite busy. You reach it by leaving the hostel, turning right
along the road over the river and over the train track. There’s a supermarket on
the left just at that point if you’re self-catering. Curfew is at 10pm, as with all
municipal hostels.
Before moving one from day one of your walk there is one last consideration.
About five kilometres further along the Camino is the small country village of
Mos. This is little more than a street or two with a church, two eateries and an
official hostel. It’s handy to keep Mos in mind should Porriño be full or if you
prefer staying outside of big towns. If you’ve started from Valença or Tui on your
first day, though, I’d be very slow to walk on to Mos. Pushing yourself too far on
day one can result in blisters or other injury.

The official waymakers are welcome assurances
that you’re on the right road as well as letting
you know how many kilometres lie between you and
Santiago. This one has a painted yellow arrow. These are
usually evident at any turn or section where the way is ambiguous.
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Stage 2 - Porriño to Redondela
At just over 15km, this is the shortest stage of the six days that I usually break
this Camino into. On the first half of the walk there are a few café bars spread
out and, with such a relatively easy day, I often take my time, stopping for a
rest at several. The hostel in Redondela doesn’t open until 1pm so there’s not
much point in starting extremely early and pressing on at breakneck speed.
If you were to leave Porriño at 8am - the latest time allowed for vacating the
albergue - you’d still be likely to arrive well before 1pm. The route is pleasant
enough with an ancient stone marker from the original Roman track at one
point. It ends with a descent into a valley and a long gentle road into town.
Redondela itself is a sizeable enough place with plenty of places to eat and drink
as well as shops for getting hold of anything that you might be now wishing
you’d brought. The albergue is right in the middle of town at a plaza. It’s a nice,
historic building with an exhibition room upstairs across from the dormitories.
The restaurant directly behind the hostel, Casa Consejo, is a good spot to eat in
the evening with a pilgrim menu, and there are a few little bars nearby that do
light lunches and nice wine earlier in the day. If you want to explore further afield
there are lots of other options too.
For those who stayed in Mos or who want to push on further than 15km, the town
of Arcade lies a further 6.5 kilometres along the way, boasting a couple of private
hostels which opened in recent years. It’s little more than a long main street but
it is worth considering. You’ll have with two big ascents and descents to conquer.
Arcade lies after the first of these two hills.
There’s a decent eat-in bakery on the main street of Arcade which you’ll miss if
you follow the arrows as you enter town but if you walk straight up the main
street instead of turning left as instructed, you’ll pass it on the left. Further on
the Camino re-emerges from the left, crosses the road and continues so you can
rejoin it there if you make a ‘bakery’ detour. The next day’s walk from Redondela
to Pontevedra is probably the toughest day.

The ancient stone marker from the Roman way with an
explanatory sign in the background. The track to the right
is the Camino.
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Stage 3 - Redondela to Pontevedra
At just over 18 km this isn’t the longest walk but it’s arguably the toughest.
You head out of Redondela past an out-of-place-looking hórreo (those long,
rectangular boxes on stilts for storing corn) that is nestled among tall office
and apartment buildings.
Soon afterwards you’re back in the countryside again. The less difficult of two hills
is first on the agenda. Once you’re on top of the hill, in a pleasant forest, you’re
rewarded with a gentle descent down to the N550. This main road is one that
you’ll encounter all the way to Santiago as the Camino runs beside it, across it
and, at times on it. You follow this road from the forest into town. There are several
places to take a break in the centre but it can be very worthwhile holding out
until you leave town. There is a wonderful old bridge, Ponte Sampaio, that takes
only one car width, running over the River Verdugo on the far side of Arcade with
spectacular scenery. On the far side of that bridge is a great little café, A Romana,
where you can get a bocadillo (sandwich) and coffee and sit outside taking in
the view. The only potential downside is if you arrive too early and find it closed.
There’s nothing for many kilometres further so you’re best to retrace your steps
into town in this case. The café closed on Mondays the last time that I was there.
As soon as you leave the bridge you start climbing through a village of houses
built on the slope. At one point you find yourself climbing a trail that has been
marked out with huge rocks underfoot. If you keep your eyes open you’ll see
deep furrows in these rocks which tell a story. They were made from the wheels of
the Roman vehicles. This trail was built by them. In rainy weather these rocks can
turn into a riverbed as water gushes down, making climbing even more difficult.
When, finally, you find yourself over the last high point and beginning your drop
towards Pontevedra there is still about a third of the overall journey to go. One
of the annoying points is that the town you’re aiming for is often also the name
of the region so you could see a sign saying that you’re in the community of
Pontevedra but you may well be kilometres from the town itself.
Just before hitting the main road that brings you to your destination you’ll come
across the tiny and very old church of Santa Marta to the right hand side of the
trail. Inside is an ink pad and rubber stamp so you can stamp your own credencial.

The old Roman bridge of Sampaio on the far
side of Arcade with the A Romana café on the far side
commanding super views.
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When, several kilometres on, you find yourself entering the city of
Pontevedra you must follow the the yellow arrows carefully. The
hostel is raised high above the footpath on the right. There’s a
private hostel and café directly opposite it with a statue of a
backpacker carved from wood outside. If you come to the train station
on your right you’ve come a little too far. The hostel is the site just before this one.
The albergue in Pontevedra is one of my favourites. It’s large with spacious facilities
inside and out. You can also have your laundry done there for a price. You simply
hand it over and get it back some time later, clean and folded.
It’s about a 20 minute walk into the city centre but well worth doing. Pontevedra
is a sizeable city with everything that this implies. I usually spend my time there
in the same way each trip. There is a really interesting circular baroque church in
the centre. To one side of that is a sideria or (cider bar). Here you buy bottles of
local cider which are served with a self-service machine. You pop the bottle into
the machine and press a button to pour. It’s very satisfying. The place also serves
really nice cheese boards to accompany the cider.
It’s an enjoyable experience in a central place where you get to soak up the
atmosphere but, because you’ve a good 20 minute hike back to the albergue, you
have to be sure to keep an eye on the time.

It’s essential that you remember to have your
pilgrim passport (credencial) stamped at least twice
a day. This is the proof that you completed the walk
and will be checked when you go to claim your certificate
(compostela) in Santiago’s pilgrim office.
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Stage 4 - Pontevedra to Caldas De Reis
At 23 km, this is a long stage but the terrain is not nearly as challenging
as the previous day. On leaving the albergue you walk the 15 or 20 minutes
into the city centre, through it and out the far side over the impressive river
Lérez. I usually ignore the city centre early morning eateries and wait until
just before or just over this bridge to have my morning coffee. There’s only
one café bar apparent on the far side of the bridge and, after that, you’ve
missed your chance for quite a while.
Because this is a long walk I find it important to get an early start – especially in
warm weather. Those last five kilometres or so that are beyond what you have
been walking so far are all the tougher in the full blaze of the sun.
A good place to take a break is the little hamlet of San Amaro – just over 10km
into the walk. There used to be one café here called Don Pulpo (Sir Octopus). As
the name suggests, they specialise in the Gallegan favourite, octopus. However,
they make up fresh rolls (bocadillos) with such ingredients as cured ham (jamon),
the delightful local cheese (queso) or tortilla and have other simple but tasty
dishes available too. A few years ago a second café bar opened at the entrance
to the village which, I imagine, has taken a lot of business away from the former
as weary pilgrims flop, thankfully, down inside or on the outdoor terrace without
bothering about what may lie ahead. I’ve eaten at both and both are super
stopping places – though Don Pulpo has the official stamp for the Church of San
Amaro. Between the opportunity of getting a sello from somewhere other than
a bar and a sense of loyalty to the stopping place of my early Caminos, I tend to
give my custom to the second.
Leaving San Amaro you have just over half the day’s walk to complete. At one
point you’ll also come across the way marker which tells you that you’ve 50km
to go before you’ve reached Santiago so it’s the half-way mark in a larger sense.
About 6 or 7km from San Amaro you’ll find yourself turning left along the N550.
Set back a couple of hundred metres from the far side of the road near here is
a recreation and bathing area on the river Barosa. It’s lovely but, to be honest,
I’ve usually been a little tired at this stage and more keen to push on than to
loiter. Just a kilometre and a half further on you reach Briallos, a municipal hostel

You leave Pontevedra over Ponte do Burgo, a bridge
that spans the river Lérez. Lovers have written their names
on padlocks and locked them along the railings of the bridge.
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that makes a good stopping option for the night if you’re feeling the
strain or if you prefer staying outside of main towns.
From here it’s a 5km walk into Caldas De Reis, along pleasant
vineyard-shaded tracks. Just over 2km from the town lies the
hamlet of Tivo with a public fountain where one can refresh. There’s a
private hostel there also. I based the village where the last of the characters in
Pins and Needles, Álvaro, was introduced, on Tivo.
Caldas De Reis is reached over a medieval bridge, spanning the river Bermaña. The
town is famous for its natural thermal waters. Here you have a choice of staying
in the municipal hostel, a private one or – as I sometimes do – treating yourself to
a pampering and a night without curfew at one of the thermal spa hotels. If you
check online ahead you can often find a ‘pilgrim deal’ which includes treatments
aimed at relaxing weary muscles and your night’s bed and breakfast. The first of
the two that I’ve stayed in is Alcuña Balnearios, on the left, just before the bridge
into town. The other is Hotel Balneario Davila which is on the town side of the
bridge and the first turn to the left after the riverside road. Here, also, you’ll find
a public thermal font where you can bathe your feet in the healing waters free of
charge.
If you’ve been finding life in the albergues a little challenging, with the curfews,
snoring and early rising fellow-pilgrims, then Caldas De Reis is a good place to
give yourself a break.

Pilgrims bathe their feet in the public
thermal font on the street near Hotel Davila
in Caldas De Reis after their 23km hike from
Pontevedra.
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Stage 5 - Caldas De Reis to Padrón
This day sees you walking 18.5km through mainly pleasant rural tracks
and woodlands. If you’ve stayed in one of the hotels you’ll cross through
the centre of town and out, over the old Roman bridge, passing the albergue
just before it. For a short section you’re back on the N550 but soon leave
it behind for farmlands and a trail that roughly follows the town’s river
Bermaña. I usually stop about half way through the day’s walk at a café bar
in O Pino about 50 metres from the track. There is a sign pointing to the
place. I choose here as it’s just over the half-way point so I know I’ve more
behind me than in front.
When arriving into Padrón it’s important not to get too excited by the views of the
city. There is still a good bit of walking to do from the point that you hit suburbia
until you’re at the hostel. When you finally find yourself walking on a long trail
along a river bank then you’re actually close. The first time that I arrived in Padrón
there was a farmer’s market and all the yellow arrows were covered by stalls and
people. In the midday sun, and weary from a long walk, it was a nightmare trying
to find the hostel. In fact, as long as you keep the river closeby on the left you
can’t go wrong as the albergue is on the far side of it, across a bridge. Just before
you hit that spot you’ll find yourself walking through a public park. The main city
centre is the area to the right of that park as you’re approaching the bridge and
there are lots of good spots to dine out here.
As you’re crossing the bridge towards the hostel – which, incidentally, has a
driveway that is short but awfully steep – look down at the riverbank to the left.
There is a small monument of a cart. This is to mark the spot where, according to
legend, the body of Saint James (San Tiago), was brought ashore from a boat and
placed on a cart to be transported to Santiago de Compostela.
Padrón is the city from which Pimientos de Padrón get their name. These are small,
green peppers that are served deep fried and salted. Apart from being a tasty
snack, what makes them rather special is that – according to the stage of the
season – one in every so many is incredibly spicy. Sharing a plate of these with
friends can be quite amusing.

The church and grotto across the river and beside the
municipal albergue in Padrón. According to rumour, St
James talked to the crowds from the site of this church.
Inset: Santiago’s monument.
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Stage 6 - Padrón to Santiago
Today will see you walk the longest distance so far to finish your Camino –
unless you’re not ready to end the journey and want to break the day into
two. Leaving the albergue you cross the bridge and, if your experience is the
same as mine has been every one of the 11 times I’ve passed this way, you’ll
see a café bar open on the right hand side to welcome even the earliest
risers. Inside the walls and ceiling are covered with souvenirs of those who
went before you. The chap there has a book which you’ll probably be asked
to sign – and there’s something nice in thinking that your journey has been
noted in this famous little stop. Don’t be surprised if you get a hug on the
way out to send you on your way with a warm, fuzzy feeling.
The pilgrims on this day are split, largely, into two groups. Firstly, there those who
have left as early as they can and are making all possible haste in an effort to
reach the cathedral in time to attend the daily Pilgrim Mass at noon. Whether
you’re religious or not, this is a ceremony that is well worth attending. There’s
a sense of celebrating your achievement and, if you’re fortunate, you’ll see the
botafumeiro swinging. It’s a huge incense-burning container that is suspended
over the altar from the ceiling. It takes six or eight people to set it in motion and,
once it’s going, it swings wider and wider until it is almost tipping the lofty roof at
the zenith of each swing. While the spectacle is impressive and entertaining, the
botafumeiro has a purpose – to dispense incensed smoke throughout the church.
This was done because of the stench of sweaty pilgrims in bygone days.
The second group of peregrinos on this stretch are those who are not bothered
about making their destination by midday. These are more leisurely. In fact, they
are sometimes positively slow as they realise that their experience is drawing to
an end. The saying: “It’s not the destination, it’s the journey” is never more true
than on the Camino.
There is an option to make the midday Mass and walk at a leisurely pace. This
involves an extra day. About 15km short of Santiago there is a public albergue at
Teo. It is small, with just 24 beds, and is in the middle of the countryside but it’s
extra charming for that. There is a bar that serves basic food about 500 metres
up the hill to the right of the hostel and, with the Camino coming to an end, I’ve

The ornate, towering cathedral of Santiago where your
Camino ends.
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often brought back a bottle of their local wine to the hostel to toast
the journey with my fellow travellers before our final day. If you
take this option, you have an easy walk into Santiago the next
day, arriving in plenty of time.
Whether you’re on the final stretch having walked from Padrón or from
Teo, you’ll get your first taste of Santiago de Compostela suburbs when you reach
Milladoiro which has apartment blocks and a supermarket. You arrive at this
point having walked alongside a busy road. To the left, just here, is a sports centre
with a café bar that’s normally welcome but which can easily be missed as you
have to look back over your left shoulder to spot it halfway along the building.
From here you’ve about 8km to go. When you hit the outskirts of Santiago proper,
you’ll find yourself with a long steep climb past a hospital. It’s weary going,
especially if you’ve come from Padrón. In the city you suddenly find that you’re
a little swallowed up by the local citizens busying about their daily lives. Keep
a sharp eye out for markers and pace yourself. It’s still quite a walk through the
new outskirts before you pass through Parque de la Alameda and cross the road
into the old city centre. Here begins the final stretch, past the souvenir shops and
restaurants with people offering you samples of the famous Tarta de Santiago
as you trudge by feeling suddenly dirty and underdressed. The more popular
French Way comes in from the opposite side of town and those pilgrims enter the
plaza at the front of the cathedral with the spectacular view of it’s front towering
over them. On the Portuguese route, however, you arrive at the side and make
your way left and then right into the square. In the middle of the plaza you’ll
usually see fellow peregrinos embracing, taking selfies and even crying as they
realise that they’ve made it.
Now all that’s left is to join the queue to hug the large statue of the saint behind
the altar to thank him for a buen camino, go below the altar to see the silver cask
that contains his body and those of two of his disciples and head for the pilgrim
office, about five or ten minutes away, to present your credencial and get your
compostela. Remember, if you say you’ve done it for spiritual or religious reasons
you’ll get a prettier certificate than if you say you did it for fun. Also, backpacks
are not allowed in the cathedral so you can check in to your accommodation
before visiting it or pay to have them minded, for a few euro, nearby.

The silver cask under the altar in the
cathedral that contains the bones of Saint
James and two of his disciples.

I hope this has been helpful. If you’ve any specific queries feel free to contact me
through my website www.declancassidy.com and I hope you’ll enjoy my novel!
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