El Camino de Santiago de Compostela Walk – September 2007

This is by way of a brief account of my experience when I walked 200 Kilometres (125 Miles) of the Pilgrims Way in Northern Spain last year. It took two weeks with one rest day. It was a guided walk organised by a UK tour group who supplied an all-in service for between £1,000 and £1,200, depending on the type of accommodation required. For this they took care of the flights, clean accommodation each night, breakfast and dinner each day, and (most importantly) they arranged for the heavy bags to be taxied between stages – all you had to do was walk with a day-bag and have no worries. 

The stages were variable depending on the availability of accommodation; sometimes the walk would finish in time to get lunch and at least one was 15 Miles (leaving me almost without the strength to raise a pint of ale to my lips!). There are plenty of bars and cafes along the route but it is very difficult (but probably not impossible) to arrange for the cleaning of clothes while on route. The food was generally good wholesome fare and reasonably priced. The bread, I remember was hunky with concrete hard crusts but lots of taste. In many eateries, house wine was included in the price (and very good it was too!). 

Apart from a dense black wet thunderstorm, with jagged lightening all about, on the first day, the weather smiled on us. Do remember to take light wet gear. Reasonable boots are a good idea as some of the 1,000 plus year old track still needs a few more boots to even it up, in places. 

It is possible to get a certificate (all in Latin) to show that you have done the last 100 Kilometres (75 Miles) on foot (or 200 km if on bicycle) if you first get a “Credencial” before, or at the start, of the walk; these are available at pilgrim churches (and from the Friends of St. James - UK). The “Credencial” is a log which you get stamped at churches, bars, and hotels along the way – at least two per day are recommended. At the end of the walk, you present it to the Pilgrims’ Office in S.de Compestela and after a few questions (“Did you really walk all the way?”) they issue you with the (rather plain) certificate. Naturally, a few Euros change hands 

I found the travel firm I walked with via the internet and I was pleased with the service offered. Enter “Santiago de Compostela Pilgrims’ Way” into an internet search application; wade through the many pages of results and you will hit on something to suit your needs. I note that HF Holidays offer a number of such walks but I was not able to check if they actually do the last 100 Kms. in case you want a souvenier certificate - which you will have some difficulty reading if, like me, you have forgotten your schoolboy Latin. 

It is also possible to do the walk at little or no cost if you use the series of hostels set up by the civil and/or church authorities, along the route. These are free or voluntary donation rest places with kitchen facilities. These are not used by the walking tours as they cannot be booked in advance. This leads to walkers, using them, setting out at an un-godly hour in order to get to a hostel before they open at around Two PM each day – just to be sure of a bed for the night. There were rumours that some might not be ultra hygienic. 

In all, a most enjoyable walk and I would do it all again, if I was a bit younger. 

Niall R. 

