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Perry O’Donovan is an author and book-editor and blogger. A graduate of London’s South 

Bank Polytechnic and the University of Edinburgh, in the 1990s he worked on the Darwin 

Correspondence Project at Cambridge University (1992-99), editing the letters of Charles 

Darwin — an assistant editor and research associate — a 33-volume series published by 

Cambridge University Press. Love from Cork is his book on the postcards of Cork (The Collins 

Press, 2013), and Santiago, Here I Come! his collection of essays on walking across 

northern Spain to Santiago de Compostela (The Southern Star/Inspire, 2008).* The Wordkern 

Archive on WordPress.com is Perry’s blog (www.wordkern.wordpress.com) and on Twitter 

he’s @wordkern. 

*Presented here (as an eBook) as Walking to Santiago, which is a (very slightly) edited 

version of Santiago, Here I Come! — more pictures and fewer words (but, otherwise, the 

same product). 
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IN NOVEMBER AND DECEMBER 2007, I walked to Santiago de Compostela in north-west Spain. 

I started in St Jean Pied-de-Port, near Biarritz, in south-west France, in mid-November and, 

900 kilometers or so later, I arrived in Santiago at Christmas-time. 

Mine was a leisurely pace, 20 or 25 kilometers a day, sometimes less and, on a handful of 

days, more — 28 or 30 or 32 kilometers (which one simply had to do because that was the 

distance between the hostels available). And sometimes — if I liked a place, or was writing 

something and wanted to finish it — I stayed on: I spent long weekends in Viana in Navarre 

and in the cities of Burgos and León and, at the end of my pilgrimage, I spent most of a week 

in Santiago itself, enjoying the Galician Christmas festivities. Also I meandered off the path 

here and there, visiting recommended places, or just going my own road, making the most of 

it all because I was fairly sure I would not be along this way again. 

As I made my way across Spain I wrote a series of reports which were published in 

dispatches in the Southern Star, the local newspaper in West Cork (Ireland). The series 

proved popular, so much so that a few months later, in June 2008, they were reprinted and 

published as a little pamphlet, Santiago, Here I Come! 
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St Jean Pied-de-Port, 7 November 2007 

MY PLAN is to walk from France to Portugal — that is, all across Spain. It will take nearly six 

weeks, 40 days and 40 nights. By the time you read this (if you are reading it on the 

weekend of November 17th when the newspaper comes out) I will be up in the heights of the 

Pyrenees, the mountain range which sits on the threshold between two of the great pillars of 

Europe, France and Spain. 

I flew into Biarritz and took a train up to St Jean Pied de Port, the last point on the 

pilgrimage route before Spanish territory. Tomorrow I will cross the French-Spanish border 

walking from St Jean Pied de Port to Roncesvalles, a 23 kilometer hike. At 1,056, meters 

above sea level, the height of the mountain pass I go through is higher than any altitude I’ll 

have experienced before with my feet on the ground and sober. 
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This is the beginning of the pilgrimage route proper to Santiago de Compostela. The 

pilgrimage to the tomb of St James the Apostle at Santiago de Compostela is the third 

greatest of the principal Christian pilgrimages; the second being the pilgrimage to the tomb of 

St Peter in Rome; and the first and foremost being the pilgrimage to the Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre in Jerusalem. Since the ninth century thousands of people every year — tens of 

thousands — have made their way across Spain on this route, up over three serious 

mountain ranges (the Pyrenees followed by the Sierra de Demarda before Burgos, followed by 

the mountains of Leon and the Sierra Cabrera, between Leon and Santiago), over or through 

countless rivers and streams, across several ancient kingdoms, and through the flat, 

featureless Spanish central plain on their penitential or petitional way to Santiago de 

Compostela in the northwest corner of continental Europe, near Finisterre — to the ends of 

the earth (‘Finisterre’ literally meaning the finish of the terrain, and for the ancients — St 

Paul and the Apostles and their like — this really was the end of the world). 

The trek across Spain is the main part of the road to Santiago. (From St Jean de Pied de Port 

to Santiago de Compostela is about the same as walking from London to Cork — discounting 

the sea —, or from London to the Scottish Highlands, or — keeping it on this island — it’s the 

equivalent of walking from Skibbereen to Belfast and back again.) But before Ryanair — 

before aviation — people had to get to there, so out of Paris, out of German provinces to the 

east, out of central France, and out of Italy and the southeast, come feed routes all of 

which join up at the Pyrenees, at St Jean Pied de Port in France and at Puente la Reina on 

the Spanish side of the Pyrenees. 

Almost every major Western European city has its architecturally prominent starting point for 

pilgrims heading to the tomb of St James. In Ireland it’s St James’ Gate in Dublin, now the 

famous Guinness brewery gate. In the reception area beside the gate Guinness staff will still 

stamp your passport for you on behalf of the Irish Society of the Friends of St James. 

Pilgrims carry a passport that gets stamped at each of the stations along the route; the 

pilgrim passport gets you into what are called ‘refugios’, pilgrim hostels, every class of 
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building, from classic monastic and convent cloisters to urban concrete blocks which are like 

youth hostels. 

The Middle Ages, of course, was the high point of the pilgrimage’s popularity; after that there 

was a steady decline until in 1986, for example, a mere 2,491 pilgrims had their pilgrim 

passports stamped at the final pilgrim station near the cathedral at Santiago. Since that low 

point in the mid-1980s, the pilgrimage has enjoyed a steady revival — nowadays pilgrim 

numbers are back up in the hundreds of thousands. 

And, starting tomorrow morning (with my sandwiches and a bottle of water), I’ll be one of 

them. 

When I get to Burgos — or maybe before that, at Logrono — I plan to send a second 

dispatch, but for now, Adios amigos! 
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Viana, 17 November, & Burgos, 27 November 2007 

FROM BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN’S ‘Thunder Road’, or ‘The Ballad of Tom Joad’, to ‘Spancil Hill’ or 

‘The Royal Canal’, and from Johnny Cash’s ‘A Boy Named Sue’, or ‘I’m going to Jackson’, to 

William Blake’s ‘Jerusalem’, or Percy Dearmer’s version of the ‘Song of Valiant’, tramping along 

on the Camino (walking from sun-up to late afternoon every day) you’ll find yourself singing 

every song you know . . . 

Who so beset him round, with dismal stories, 

Do but themselves confound, his strength the more is. 

No foes shall stay his might, though he with giants fight: 

He will make good his right, to be a pilgrim. 

 

They call it el Camino, the Way — el Camino de Santiago, the Way of St James (‘Santiago’ is 

a compression of Santo Diego, Saint James). 

Pilgrimage is rooted deep in the human make-up. To make a pilgrimage is to go on a journey, 

often a long journey, and an arduous one, a trek across foreign lands where alien tribes and 

strange ways and incomprehensible vastnesses are encountered. A pilgrimage is an odyssey 

(inward and outward). A pilgrimage is a quest — a quest for a better life, be it in the form of 

seeking cures (for physical, mental, or spiritual ailments) — petitions of any kind — or, like 

the American Pilgrim Fathers, a search for pastures new. 

Equally, however, it can also be about seeking restitution of old ways — innocence, mercy, 

forgiveness, penitence — or, as with the Jewish nation seeking the Promised Land, for 

example, restitution of the homeland, the old dispensation. But, above all, making a 

pilgrimage is about questing for that which is sacred — the Holy Grail, the Lost Scrolls, the 

Holy Land, the Golden Fleece, the Great Spirit, the Living God. 
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The first day — the walk from St Jean Pied de Port to Roncesvalles, a 25 kilometre mountain 

hike — was, so far, the most difficult; the most difficult but in many ways (still) the most 

beautiful. Until about 11am I was walking in freezing, thick fog; then it cleared away very 

quickly unveiling a fine sunny day, a rich blue Latin sky, utterly cloudless. When it cleared 

(despite walking uphill for several hours) I saw that I was deep down in what appeared to be 

a low-lying valley, walking along the side of a rocky corridor on a road cut into the steeply 

sloped hillside. The heights of the peaks and sights around me were awesome to behold. 

For most of the afternoon I was walking through oak and beech forests. Down here, near the 

Mediterranean, all the leaves are still on the trees, it’s only now they’re falling. These last 

couple of weeks it has been like it was in Ireland back in October. And, crunching acorns and 

dried leaves under my booted feet, for most of the time I walked with a young river by my 

side, the sound of which — a young mountain river — is, surely, God singing (or humming to 

herself). 

Every time I glimpsed the sky through the leafy copper canopy I could see eagles assiduously 

working their territory while there was a few hours of good visibility. 

From 5 o’clock it started to get difficult. I could no longer see the sun; it hadn’t yet gone 

down but it had disappeared behind the heights I still had to climb, and from then on, 

constantly in the shade (instead of the sun-dappled loveliness I’d been enjoying since 

lunchtime), it began to get cold, my fingers and other extremities getting very cold. I was 

tired, I’d done what I could do for that day, but stopping was not an option. 

Nearly every hundred yards or so I had to rest because the air was so ‘thin’ and, despite my 

programme of training, I was completely worn out (it was uphill all the way, the last bit the 

very worst). A little waistcoat jacket of mine which I had removed and hung on a strap on 

my rucksack fell to the ground and, when I realised it was gone and turned around and saw it 

was all of 20 yards back down the mountain, I honestly felt I couldn’t spare the energy to go 

and pick it up. It was, literally, beyond me. The sun was gone altogether by then but there 

was a silveriness that I could yet go by (just). And the ground was finally levelling off some 
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bit. But still there was no sign of the monastery at Roncesvalles. (I couldn’t see the fog — 

which had come on again — but I could feel its little icicle atoms at the back of my throat as 

I struggled for oxygen.) 

And then, finally, a clearing and the little woodland pathway came out onto a gravelly road 

and (oh, with what joy and gratitude) I saw the silhouette of the great monastery of 

Roncesvalles. 

 

Huge it was, three of four stories high, with vast lead-roofed peaks (a place the size of City 

Hall in Cork); a great big Augustinian fortress at the gateway to Spain. As I got closer I could 

make out lighted rooms behind the timber-slatted shutters enclosing all the windows. 

It took a while for me to find where to go: there weren’t many about on this bleak mid-winter 

night — I began to wonder whether all the monks were in bed! 
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Eventually, I got my papers stamped at a reception office and I was shown into a dormitory 

the like of which I haven’t seen since my time with the FCA in Ballincollig 25 years (and more) 

ago [the FCA is the Irish army reserves]. 

It took me 3 days (walking all day every day) to come down out of the heights of that vast 

mountain range. By the time you read this I will be west of Burgos, into the flatlands of 

central Spain. It is not possible in a newspaper article to do anything like justice to what I’ve 

experienced these past weeks: the old fashioned hospitality, the decency of the Spanish 

people, and the fabulousness and richness of this land — its history and culture and natural 

beauty — the riot of my emotions and the Catherine-wheel starbursts of illuminating insights 

I’ve been blessed with. 

At Roncesvalles every night at 8 o’clock they have a pilgrim mass; the night I was there the 

mass was sung by four priests (supported by an incredibly good organist); and, boy, could 

those priests sing! I was the only pilgrim in attendance. Alone I stood in the candlelight amid 

the cathedral-like 14th century Gothic columns of stone, soaring up into the darkness above 

— me who hadn’t been to Mass of my own accord for more than half a lifetime! I was moved 

more than I can say by the deep seriousness of these holy men who seemed to me to be 

praying with everything they had to the God who made them and ordained them and 

sustained them — by the dignity of it, the majesty of it, the impossible mystery of it — by 

the beauty of it all, a dimension of being from which I’d cut myself off for so long in spiteful 

insanity. 

And afterwards we had trout and potatoes for supper, with onion soup to start and stewed 

apples and sultanas with yogurt for dessert. 

A few days ago in Najera (again, completely alone) I was in a crypt in another towering 

temple where 30 or 40 kings (royals in any event) were entombed — the Pantheon of the 

Kings of Navarre — at the monastery of Santa Maria la Real (Royal St Mary’s) — a monastery 

founded in 1052. 
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A week or more ago I walked through Pamplona (where they run the bulls through the streets 

at the beginning of the summer every year) at dawn on a sunny Sunday morning, a beautiful, 

fragile, golden dawn, the splendid ancient city (named after Pompey, the Roman military 

commander) sleeping all around me. 

Estella, about the size of Bandon, has 7 or 8 of the most incredible churches and palaces you 

can imagine, and hermit-caves in the surrounding hills going back ancient times, and other 

cave dwellings nearby going back further than that, to the dawn of Europe. 

Viana, a tiny little place, has a church the magnificence of which would knock anything in the 

whole of Ireland flat on its ass and give it sixpence for a cup of soup. In 1507 Cesare Borgia 

(who Pope Alexander VI — Cesare’s father — made bishop of Pamplona when he was a 

15-year-old boy, and a cardinal 3 years later), a man whose very name is synonymous with 

every species of human perversity — the original Machiavellian — a wandering outlaw since 

his father and protector died in 1503, finally met his well-merited murderous end (like Sonny 

Corleone on the causeway in The Godfather) — this year, 2007, being the quincentenary of 

11 



his bloody end. They built the church in Viana around his tomb. Still a controversial figure 200 

years later, the tomb was opened and the dust of his remains thrown out into the street. 

The wealth of history and heritage and culture here is simply mind-boggling (in the 1990s, 

‘Atapuerca Man’, what is thought to be the oldest human remains in Europe were uncovered 

in the area I was in yesterday). I’ve never seen anything like it — its beyond very wild (and 

weird) dreams — and a lot of the stuff here can be very weird indeed — for example, Christ 

on the cross in a lacy white dress that any Irish bride would be proud to wear, a painting as 

big as a barn door, which I saw in a church in Navarrete, or a statue of a topless Mary 

Magdalene (her long brown hair flowing down over her breasts) behind the altar in the church 

in Viana which was frankly erotic — stuff that makes you very aware of the extent to which 

we are very definitely north Europeans (we are a sterner, simpler breed, and we don’t wear 

lacy white dresses when we’re crucified). 

I’ve worked hard to see as much as possible and yet I know I’ve seen only a small proportion 

of what there is to see — many of the churches I’ve called to have been closed (this time of 

the year is definitely off-season on the road to Santiago); and because everything in Spain 

starts so late in the day (and I’m an early bird), often I’d try to call to a museum or an 

exhibition and it would not be open until 11 o’clock or so, and, what with the short days and 

the distances I have to walk, I’d have no choice but to tramp on out of there, through the 

city gates and ever on westward towards Galicia… 

Since, Lord, thou dost defend us with thy Spirit, 

We know that we at end shall life inherit. 

Then fancies flee away! I’ll fear not what men say, 

But labour night and day, to be a pilgrim 
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León, 7 December 2007 

HOLLYWOOD seems to have a major bout of ‘Sword & Sandals Fever’ every so often. With (in 

the past decade) releases such as Gladiator, the Alexander the Great movie with Colin 

Farrell, Mel Gibson’s crucification flick, and Kingdom of Heaven, the recent Ridley Scott movie 

with Jeremy Irons and Orlando Bloom, it’s having one at present. They come round in cycles 

— it’s a generational thing. 

At the very height of the Sword & Sandals outbreak that preceded the present one, in the 

early 1960s, Hollywood released El Cid. Charlton Heston played the ‘Cid’ and Sophia Loren his 

wife, Lady Ximena. To my mind Heston is always no more or less than Chuck Heston with his 

great teeth giving it some wronged-noble-hero welly, and Sophia — eternally beautiful 

though she may be to look at — is always just Sophia looking beautiful; but in this movie the 

pair of them are well-cast and both canned great performances. It’s a classic blockbusting 

Epic, better than all the others forged in that fevered era — Ben Hur, Spartacus, Anthony 

and Cleopatra, etc. 
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‘El Cid’ is a type of Arabic or Moorish title meaning the ‘Chief’, or ‘Lord’. El Cid is a real 

character: born Rodrigo Diaz de Vivar in 1040 in Burgos, a commoner but, by his natural-born 

valour and virtue, one who rose to command the armies of kings, and, having refused crowns 

and coronets for himself, become the king-maker. He died in Valencia in 1099, known 

throughout Spain — throughout Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East — as ‘El Cid’, the 

man who drove the Moors out of Spain, the man who saved the kingdoms of Leon, Asturias, 

Castile, and Galicia for Christendom. And he did so at a time when the nobility of the rest of 

Christian Europe put together failed to hold Jerusalem from the same fired-up foe — Islam in 

its first full vigorous flourish. 

In the seventh and eighth centuries Islam came out of the Middle East like a firestorm, totally 

consuming every cultural form it encountered — it shot east through Persia as far as the 

Himalayas (present day Pakistan), north through Afghanistan and into all the other Stans 

(today’s Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, etc), south into Africa, down through Egypt and 

Sudan, and westwards over as far as Algiers and Morocco. Then, as sure as birds carry 

seeds, via Gibraltar and the islands of the Mediterranean, it began to make its way up into 

Europe. 

In Europe, this era — the centuries between the final collapse of the Roman Empire and the 

rise of the Medieval Christian kingdoms — is sometimes called the ‘Dark Ages’. The Barbarian 

hordes that cannibalized the proud beast that was once Imperial Rome (the western division 

of it) seemed to have comparatively little time for culture or learning or scholarship or any of 

the elements that constitute civility and civilization. For the most part these were peoples 

that left, for example, few buildings or written records. They were about as culturally 

advanced as a modern-day settlement of New Age Travellers. 

The Islamic culture coming out of the Middle East, by contrast, was a very high civilisation. 

Europe wouldn’t achieve anything so sophisticated and complex until the Renaissance 

centuries later, and even then only on a humus-base laid down by this rich mix — we still use 

their number system, for example, and we owe to them much of our early modern 

understanding of the geometry of the heavens. Moreover, we also owe to them much of 
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what we know of our own European heritage, the ancient classical civilizations in particular, 

the manuscripts and artifacts of which Muslim scholars preserved in their libraries and 

academies — while for the most part we, the peoples of Europe, when we found we couldn’t 

use them after some savage fashion, burned them or tried to eat them or trampled them into 

the dirt. 

However, it was not only in mathematics and the sciences that Islam was so advanced, its 

music and poetry were splendid also and, most gloriously of all, that which brings art and 

science into sublime unity, their architecture was an ornament of the world (architecture has 

been memorably characterized as the science of great music frozen in a moment). Out of 

Africa Islam poured up into Spain and even into southern France. This ‘al-Andalus regime’ as 

it is known — originally Syrian, the al-Andalus came out of Damascus — was a sophisticated, 

complex, multi-cultural, multi-racial civilization. 

 

[Remnants of Moorish art and architecture are still to be found in parts of Spain, particularly in the south, in Granada] 
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For three or four hundred years, between the 8th and the 12th centuries (according to the 

Christian calendar), Muslim forces dominated Spain, especially the centre and south. They 

never fared so well up in the northwest among the Celtic tribes settled in Galicia and Asturias 

(neither had the Romans) — the rain in Spain falls mainly in Galicia. Imperialists — Roman and 

al-Andalus — largely ignored these relatively cold wet mountainy marginal areas which, as 

the imperialist conquerors saw it, were full of nothing but wild gibbering muck-savages. 

But it was out of just these northern territories the counter-attack was to come, and what is 

now the road to Santiago became the frontline. Not that there was a ‘frontline’, not for many 

a day — for many years (for generations) it was simply a guerrilla campaign, attack and 

disappear into the mist and the rain and the bogs and the hills, the kind of warfare 

techniques and tactics Hugh O’Neill and Hugh O’Donnell were still deploying against Tudor 

England in the 1590s. (In their letters to the court of the king of Spain appealing for support 

before and during the Nine Years War, by the by, which ended with the fiasco at Kinsale in 

1601/2 and the so-called ‘Flight of the Earls’ — and also later in O’Neill’s hopeless dispatches 

from exile in Rome — the Ulster chieftains always emphasized their racial and cultural 

associations [i.e., origins] with the peoples of northwest Spain.) 

For the al-Andalus these Celtic tribes to the northwest were only a minor irritant. It was not 

until the ninth or tenth centuries that these family-based groups of warriors even began to 

form themselves into what might be described as armed forces — armies in the proper sense, 

with captains and kings: armed forces that could do more than just attack and destroy but 

also stoutly hold a territory, build fortifications, issue and enforce civil statutes, guarantee 

property rights, and so on. 

Then in 833, at a pitched battle at Clavijo between the advanced and well-supplied armies of 

Islam and the mountainy men of the northern territories of Spain, the Christian forces were 

hopelessly out-numbered and out-manoeuvred; however, someone — a Christian prince — 

claimed he saw St James the Apostle riding on a white charger slashing his way through the 

Muslims, leaving in his wake a river of heathen blood. This visionary took up his weapons and 

followed the apparition, and so did the men around him, and then so too did the men behind 

16 



them, and at the setting of the blood-red sun that day, despite being out numbered 12 to 1, 

the forces of Christ were miraculously victorious. Over, 20,000 Muslims lay slaughtered in the 

field. 

And so began the legend of St James Matamoor (the Moorslayer), and with it — after a time 

— that of ‘Spain’: St James is the patron saint of Spain. 

 

[St James Matamoros (Moorslayer): gruesome representations of St James killing brownskinned Muslims are everywhere in 

Spain, especially in churches] 

The early church fathers, we are told, sent James, a disciple of Jesus (and little brother of 

John the Evangelist), to the Iberian Peninsula to promulgate the teachings of the man from 

Nazareth. Sweet Baby James, a soft youth by all accounts (he’s the one who asked — when 

in the kingdom of heaven — if he could be seated at the right hand of the Lord; 

consequently he is usually figured to the right of Jesus in representations of the Last Supper 

and such like, sometimes even with his head on the Master’s lap), was not a very successful 

missionary — which is a fairly rugged business, especially early days — and, after only a few 
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years, returned to his homelands having recruited no more than a handful of followers for 

Christ, two of whom — Theodore and Athanasius — returned to the Holy Land with the 

lacklustre Apostle. 

Not long after his return King Herod was going through one of his (apparently fairly frequent) 

nasty episodes and, in a pogrom against Christians and other trouble-making sects, James 

was picked up and tortured, in the course of which he died. James’s head was hacked from 

his body and his bits were put out to rot near a fountain in a square in an area infested by 

these pesky Christians, a statement of terror for any other do-gooders minded to go 

preaching about the “love of God”. Despite the order that (what was left of) James was not 

to be buried, one night Theodore and Athanasius spirited the disciple’s remains away and 

down to the seafront where, so the story goes, a ship crewed by a team of seafaring angels 

sailed off with the martyred corpse of the future saint along with his two loyal Spanish 

followers. 

So far as I can make out, no more (or very little) was heard about St James after that until 

the Battle of Clavijo in 833. Clavijo is over near the Pyrenees, in the northeastern corner of 

Spain. Over on the west side of the country, near Finisterra (which at that time was the end 

of the world, hence its name), a beleaguered and half-starved group of mystic-monks 

proclaimed the story of St James and the angel-crewed ship: “Sure,” they said, “didn’t that 

very same vessel pull in here at the Worlds End!” They even claimed to know where the body 

of St James was: wasn’t it up on a nearby hill, a place they called the ‘Field of Stars’ (hence, 

‘Compestella’, campo [place] of stars), upon which ground the Cathedral of St James in 

Santiago de Compestella now stands. The local bishop supported the monks. The church 

authorities investigated the matter to the satisfaction of all concerned, adducing evidence in 

support of these Galician claims, and so (for better or worse) is history made the world over. 

Pilgrimaging to Santiago’s ‘Field of Stars’ began almost immediately (indeed, the cathedral 

was built with materials the faithful brought over the mountains into poverty-stricken Galicia 

— this, apparently, is the origin of the tradition of bringing stones to Santiago). The Santiago 
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Pilgrim’s Way then became a very clear line of demarcation (and later territorial defence) 

running all across northern Spain. 

Over the next two hundred years the family who would become the Arch-Catholic kings and 

queens of Spain (by uniting the kingdoms of Leon, Galicia, Asturias, Aragon and Castile) 

moved that line southwards until they drove the Muslims out of Spain altogether. 

 

Rodrigo Diaz de Vivar, the man who would become El Cid, was a champion for Ferdinand the 

Great, king of Leon (Ferdinand I), driving the Moors out of the most of Castile (to the south 

of Leon). A most successful king, Ferdinand died peacefully in 1065. However, before he died 

(foolishly – like King Lear) he divided his very much expanded lands among his five children. 

Sancho, the eldest, who had fought with Rodrigo Diaz in liberating Castile, got the huge new 

southern territory, and was commissioned with taking the frontline further south, to Granada. 

Alfonso, the second son, and the old king’s favorite, got the home kingdom of Leon, another 

brother got Galicia, and the two girls a dukedom each. 
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Sancho, however, was not happy with this settlement. As the eldest he felt he should have 

got everything (moreover, the kingdom should not have been divided — which, by being 

portioned-up, weakened everyone and undermined the whole Christian cause) but whatever 

else he got, Sancho felt that he should have got the home kingdom of Leon, the throne of 

his ancestors. After his father’s death, when he found he couldn’t deal with them, Sancho 

went to war with his brothers and sisters and, with the help of Rodrigo, defeated all of them, 

except the sister Urraca at Zamora. So Sancho and Rodrigo laid siege to the walled city of 

Zamora. However, while the siege was in progress Sancho was assassinated (by a Zamoran 

pretending to be a traitor to the cause of Urraca and Alfonso — having lost his inheritance 

Alfonso had fled to Zamora and his sister’s protection). 

When the internecine blood-letting finally ceased Alfonso ended up with everything. But 

before Rodrigo would kneel down and pledge loyalty to the new king he made Alfonso swear 

on the Holy Bible that he had no hand act or part in the death of Sancho, and Rodrigo made 

him do so three times (at first Alfonso tried to swear his innocence using a clever 

word-formula). 

It was, as you might imagine, unheard of for a commoner to make a king take an oath in 

such a way. Before God a king would swear to do his duty but (in those times), by definition, 

he was answerable to none other — and least of all was his destiny to be subject to the 

satisfaction of someone with no bloodline whatsoever. (This, remember, was the high Middle 

Ages, a time when lineage and chivalry — the honour of nobility — was everything.) 

This scene, making the new king swear his innocence before his subjects, which is superbly 

done in the movie, took place on the steps of the church of Santa Agueda in Burgos, just 

along the way from where the cathedral in Burgos now stands entombing the body of the 

city’s most famous and celebrated son (Rodrigo Diaz de Vivar, El Cid). 
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[Marcos Giráldez de Acosta's painting depicting Alfonso VI (with red cape) swearing, with his right hand on the Bible, that he did 

not take part in the murder of his brother Sancho II, El Cid stands to the left of the altar witnessing the king's oath] 

Work began on the Cathedral of Santa Maria in Burgos to provide a fitting monument to El 

Cid, and his tomb is the centerpiece in the cathedral crossing. And in the basement there is a 

wonderful exhibition of material relating to the man-legend, a consistently popular figure in 

Spain for nearly a thousand years (despite the wildly differing political establishments that 

have reigned there over the many centuries since his death). 

The 1961 movie opens with a scene showing how Rodrigo got the name ‘El Cid’; he did so by 

saving a group of Muslim lords from unjust execution despite, by so doing, Diaz was incurring 

the wrath and enmity of powerful the Christian nobles who wanted to put the enemy to the 

sword. As a consequence of this Rodrigo was summoned to court to account for his actions, 

in the course of which he fell out with the father of the woman he was due to marry, the 
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Lady Ximena. In a duel Rodrigo killed the father of his bride-to-be. Nevertheless, having given 

her word to marry Rodrigo, Ximena felt honor-bound to go ahead with the wedding ceremony 

as scheduled but, along with her wedding vows, she swore that while she would strictly fulfil 

her duties as his wife, her heart would be a secret garden to which Rodrigo Diaz would never 

have access. 

But she was wrong about that. As penance for killing his father-in-law Rodrigo makes a 

pilgrimage to the tomb of St James at Santiago, and, on the road to Santiago, by means of 

his humility and virtue he re-wins his lady’s heart. And then, the bitter opposition of Alfonso 

notwithstanding, the fortunes of war mean a recall to frontline service for the invincible Cid. 

In the movie the final battle has one of the best build-up-to-the-climatic-battle work in 

film-making. In the first attack in the fight for the city of Valencia, El Cid is fatally wounded, 

an arrow finding an opening in his chest armor. (Again, all this is — apparently — based on 

historical fact.) El Cid knows he is dying but insists that he is strapped back on to his horse 

and has robes put on over him to cover his blood-stained armour. And then, carrying the 

cross of St James on a flag (which is also strapped to the saddle), his white robes billowing in 

the sea-borne wind, looking exactly like St James in the story of the apparition at Clavijo in 

833, the dead general leads the Christian forces to final victory, driving the enemy into the 

sea, and over the sea, back to the sands of north Africa from where they had come. 
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Sarria, 19 December 2007 

I’VE TAKEN to walking with John and Marie Savelid, Swedish pilgrims. They started at St Jean 

Pied de Port back in November, about the same time I did and, more or less, we’ve covered 

the way at roughly the same rate. However, while I’ve spent an extra day in several places – 

Estella, Burgos, Leon – their progress across Spain, if slow, especially at the outset, has 

been steady and constant. 

 

A few years ago Marie had a stroke. She’s only 44 (John’s a year older). Effectively, she lost 

one side of her body completely, including the sight in one eye. John abandoned his career to 

take care of her and for nearly three years now has focused completely on nursing his wife 

back to some level of well-being. He is an achiever, a one-time corporate high-flyer (with 

SAAB), but more than these things he is a good husband and a true Christian. Now, you’d 

only notice something awry with Marie if you knew about it, or if you saw John oiling her feet 
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night after night, or tying her boot laces every morning, together with a certain stiffness 

about her (especially in one hand), and maybe you’d think (as I did at first) that she’d been 

in a car crash or some such. 

This time last year Marie was in a wheelchair. Six months ago it took her an hour to do a 

kilometre. Back at St Jean Pied de Port they were doing 6, 7, 8, and (max) 10 kilometres a 

day. Now they’re doing the same as me, 20 to 25 (and they have hundreds of kilometres 

behind them to prove it). That’s some progress. 

It was never their intention to do the whole pilgrimage but things have gone so well that 

they have just kept going. Marie is at that point in her recovery where exercise is the best 

medicine, especially walking. With temperatures in Sweden at this time of year anywhere 

between -10 and -40 degrees C and with so little light each day, it was felt that maybe 

Spain and the warm south would be more suitable. Initially their feeling was that if they 

walked from St Jean Pied de Port to Pamplona, or even to Burgos – even if it took a month – 

that would be the best Christmas gift they could wish for. As I write they are less than 7 

days from Santiago, and by the time you are reading this, they will have made it all the way 

and, on the 23rd, be on a flight home for a very happy Christmas. 

The main season for doing the Santiago pilgrimage is March to October. October is the ideal 

month, it seems to me. Everything is still open (the end of October is the end of the season) 

and in October-coloured weather walking through northern Spain is like walking through a 

John Constable painting, some idealised rural English summer’s day, circa 1800. Since St Jean 

Pied-de-Port I have walked through miles of oak forests, most of them hosting crystal-clear 

young rivers. 

I caught a little of this bucolic harvest period when I started back in November, especially 

between St Jean Pied de Port and Pamplona. But somewhere between Pamplona and Burgos 

we began to have wintery weather. And then it snowed. The snow didn’t stay on the ground, 
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except on the peaks of the blue distant hills, but it ushered in a week of sharp frosts and 

short, sharp sunny days. 

Between Burgos and Leon it was all fog, thick soupy winter fog. Between those splendid 

cities it is all flatlands (you could walk all day without coming to a turn in the road, or a 

house) and, as far as I could see, sugar-beet-growing country without end, the crop out of 

the ground and piled high by the sides of the ploughed fields waiting for the lorries to come 

and pick it up, the smell of the turned sod – something which maybe only poets and farmers 

fully appreciate – and decayed vegetation rich and rank in the still, moist, exhausted 

atmosphere. 

I lost sight of John and Marie for a few weeks before Burgos – I powered on with my own 

mission (I assumed they’d gone home) – but with me sightseeing and writing and staying 

extra days in places whenever I could (or wherever I thought I should), their steady 

progress, remarkable as it was relentless, in the end equalled mine, that of a fairly fit man 

with not too much to worry or burden him. It became a feature of each evening, sometimes 

after dark, when everyone else in the Refugio would have washed and rested and even 

eaten, in the door would come Marie (always Marie first) with her two walking sticks 

(adjustable, lightweight ones, like skiing sticks), the sense of achievement and the sting of 

the cold night air making her face red and radiant, her eyes glistening. John in after her, 

struggling with supplies for the two of them in his huge rucksack (which I could hardly lift, let 

alone carry a thousand kilometres over mountains and up and down through rocky gullies and 

so forth). 

When I first made conversation with them I did so only with a view to suggesting that John 

should buy a donkey and that way if Marie got tired she could sit on it for a few kilometres 

every day. Also, it would be a great way to enter Santiago at Christmas time. John thought 

it was an amusing notion but did not, I feel, give it the consideration it merited – many’s the 

pilgrim that walked the road to Santiago with an ass, even in the present day. (An English 
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writer, Tim Moore, did so a couple of years ago and wrote a very funny and well-informed 

book about it: Spanish Steps, something which I totally recommend, a fabulous read.) 

 

To be honest, overall I’m rather disappointed at the way the spiritual element has been 

diluted out of the Santiago pilgrimage. Yes, there are churches at almost every turn, and 

yes, one could go to church service every day if one wanted (half a dozen times a day), 

and, yes, many of the Refugios are in monasteries and convents and church buildings of one 

sort or another, but nowadays the Camino de Santiago (the Way of St James) is marketed as 

an activity holiday, or as a history and culture grand tour, or sometimes as a kind of 

psycho-physical therapy – ‘taking your life for a good walk’, as they put it (and people talk 

about ‘my Camino’ in the same way as you sometimes hear people talk about ‘my therapy’). 

And, yes, it is all these things. 

But the main result of the way in which it has been marketed (and having come back from 

the brink of extinction in the 1980s it has been a huge marketing success) is that the culture 

among pilgrims now is very much about themselves in an altogether (it seems to me) 

unhealthy way, more consumerism, more speed, more ego (a pilgrimage is supposed to be 

about starving the ego, is it not?). There is a kind of aristocracy in the Refugios. People who 

have done 45 kilometres look down on people who have only managed 20. People who have 

done 50 or more kilometres look down on everyone. People who have done 30 kilometres or 
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more in a day are sort of middle class. They support the social order and together with the 

aristocrats make the rules, speak loudest, or across you, etc. People who do less than 20 

kilometres are of no account. 

Camino-heads would deny that this is so but you’ll find that all such people are themselves 

high performers. In essence it’s schoolyard stuff and it is very easy to get caught up in it. 

These high performers are out first in the morning (and don’t mind making noise or turning on 

lights, because they are high performers and need to get going) and in the evenings they are 

first in the showers, first to use the washing machines, first to get their stuff on the 

radiators, first to use whatever facilities are available in the kitchen, first for everything. 

Strugglers can go to hell. 

The Refugios support this survival-of-the-fittest set-up too, giving priority to people who 

have walked furthest if there is a shortage of places and in many other small ways. All the 

talk is about feet and kilometres and, in sub-text, it says over and over “Look at me, I’m 

such a high performer”. People boast about being able to do the whole thing in 20 to 25 

days, like that is some kind of achievement! 

The present-day Camino culture is such that people who do this are not regarded as utter 

asses. In my view what they’re crowing about is like finding a great novel and boasting about 

being able to read it as quickly as possible, or getting a really good meal and wolfing it down 

and then belching loudly (expecting to be admired for it). If you try to talk about God or 

spirituality it’s seen as embarrassing. If you talk about interesting places or churches or 

paintings, it is seen as an implicit criticism of them, an attempt to steer the conversation 

away from their fart-trumpeting achievements (which, of course, it is). 

Aside from its gilded altars and soaring stone columns the Church is non-existent. They are 

content to trot out the liturgy from high on the altar but they are nowhere to be seen in the 

basement and attic and corridor world of the pilgrim seeking God. 
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John Savelid, it seems to me, is Christian spirituality in action (if ever I’ve seen it): humble, 

sober, supportive of those around him who are weaker than him, and fundamentally and 

seriously interested in the will of God. He is actually very strong – capable of running 50 

kilometres a day and, like I say, I could hardly lift the rucksack he has carried all across 

Spain (it must weigh over 20 kilos) – he would out-perform any of the loudmouths who 

condescend to him night after night – intellectually, physically, financially and spiritually. 

A West Cork woman, whose son had been knocked down in a road accident and was 

seriously brain-damaged, once said to me that you never know what is a good or a bad story 

until you get to the end of it. That boy recovered almost completely and the incident, 

though black and hopeless as things seemed with them for years, was the making of the 

family, as a family and as individuals. Looking back on it now, ten years on, while one could 

hardly welcome it, it was nevertheless what you might call ‘good bad luck’. You can also 
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have ‘bad good luck’: suddenly come into a load of power and privilege and end up an insane 

selfish pig. 

Ten years ago John left SAAB to set up an IT company (with a group of others). At one time 

all the glittering prizes capitalism has to offer seemed to be within his grasp. Now, while he 

still has the house and the sailing boat and the cabin in the mountains – he’s not poor by any 

means – the events of the past few years mean he’s out of the race for the glittering prizes. 

He’s depressed about this but yet he’s willing to believe that there is some meaning in it all, 

without as yet (honestly) being able to see it. 

I can see it, though, even if he cannot. Love and humility are divine graces; in action they’re 

awesome to behold, radiant, elegant, beautiful, inspiring, and rarer and more valuable than 

anything. 

What kind of insanity would lead a man to prefer to be standing on the executive floor of a 

glass tower of corporate power looking down on the world rather than doing what John is 

doing with his wife? 

Our notions of ‘success’ in this world, that’s what. 

A cold coming we had of it, 

Just the worst time of the year 

For a journey, and such a long journey: 

The ways deep and the weather sharp, 

The very dead of winter. 

And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory, 

Lying down in the melting snow. 

There were times we regretted 
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The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces, 

And the silken girls bringing sherbet. 

Then the camel men cursing and grumbling 

And running away, wanting their liquor and women, 

And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters, 

And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly 

And the villages dirty, and charging high prices. 

A hard time we had of it. 

At the end we preferred to travel all night, 

Sleeping in snatches, 

With the voices singing in our ears, saying 

That this was all folly. 

Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley, 

Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation; 

With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness, 

And three trees on the low sky, 

And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow. 

 

Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel, 

Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver, 

And feet kicking the empty wine-skins. 

But there was no information, and so we continued 
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And arrived at evening, not a moment too soon 

Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory. 

From ‘Journey of the Magi’, by T.S. Eliot 
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Santiago de Compostela, 26 December 2007 

COMBINE IN YOUR MIND if you will the cretinous key-ring consumerism of Killarney with the 

ecclesiastical pomp and architectural magnificence of Rome and you’ll begin to have an idea 

of what Santiago de Compostela is like. Indeed, Santiago de Compostela is often described 

as the ‘Rome of the West’. It has also been called the ‘Jerusalem of the West’, and even ‘the 

New Jerusalem’. The fact that such comparisons are made ought to indicate that this is not 

just another auld city with a load of old buildings but, rather, something you’ll struggle to 

communicate a sense of to someone who hasn’t yet been there. 

Santiago is somewhere you could also fairly compare to Oxford or Cambridge, the premier 

English university cities, or even (I feel) to places such as Prague or Edinburgh. But whatever 

you try to compare it to, the basic fact you are trying to communicate is this: it’s a 

man-sized portion of fabulousness. Unless you’re total trash altogether – so world-weary that 

nothing can penetrate your thick hide – you cannot but be awestruck and thrilled by 

Santiago. 

But for an Irish person – especially someone from West Cork – what is really striking is that 

this genuinely amazing place, this important but relatively little-known European 

treasure-pot, is effectively right on our doorstep – it is closer (and of a deeper and more 

ancient connection) to us than Brussels. Go straight south from Kinsale, don’t deviate from 

the line of longitude one little bit, and you’ll come to Santiago, the spectacularly bejewelled 

crown of Galicia. (Galicia is the Spanish province to the north of Portugal made up of the four 

‘counties’ of La Corunna, Lugo, Pontevedra, and Ourense.) 

And directly south of Skibbereen (or Baltimore) is Finisterra – ‘the end of the world’, which for 

the ancients (ignorant of the exact extremity of the Mizen Peninsula and the Beara Peninsula 

and the rest of the western edge of this island, let alone the Americas) it was. 

Walking around the Medieval streets of Santiago, you’ll feel a profound connection with your 

origins – I did anyway. And I don’t know what it is (or was), whether a spiritual/pilgrim thing, 
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or a cultural/European Union thing, or even a racial thing because for Galicia read Gaelic. 

Without question we’re the same gene-pool – you’d have go there and see it and feel it to 

fully grasp the power of this fact (and, believe me, I’ve no desire at all to be saying such 

things because, in my opinion, mixing blood and politics and religion and geography is always 

bad news – I’ve even had a big debate about whether to publish this observation – however, 

I don’t think I’d be true to my experience of the place if I didn’t fully reflect what I 

experienced because I certainly did feel it). 

One time I had a falling out with my sister and I didn’t see her for a few years, during which 

time she had given birth to an infant, a boy. I came home about two years after my 

nephew’s birth – I was living in Britain at the time – and I went to see her (unannounced) to 

make the peace. When I got to the house there was a children’s party in progress on the 

lawn and my nephew was in amongst a honey-hive of about 20 others, all about two years 

old. Like a laser beam, and in less than a second, I could identify the boy (and he didn’t have 

any stand-out features or anything – outwardly, so far as the eye could determine, all the 

children on the lawn were nothing more than posh blond blobs). It was something else. 

Identifying him wasn’t even a brain operation – it was a blood thing. Not being a parent I had 

never experienced anything like it. 

But the really freaky thing was that the young fella also identified me! He stood up in the 

middle of this anthill of infants and locked on to me at the exact same moment as I spotted 

him. I knew I was going to my sister’s house and I knew that somewhere in that pile I had a 

nephew, but he had no idea I was coming or who I was. And yet, I can tell you, he had no 

doubt whatever we were connected: immediately upon seeing me he abandoned what he 

was doing and came straight towards me – a total stranger on the side of the road – 

whereupon we (rather formally) introduced ourselves. 

It was a little like that for me in Santiago (in the whole of Galicia) – similar – not as intense, 

not as focused; not as personal. 
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I arrived in Santiago just before Christmas Day. That last week or ten days – the run-in to 

Santiago (the final 150 kilometres or so) – is perfectly dreamlike: for days (once you come 

down out of the mountains dividing Leon and Galicia) it’s nothing but oak and eucalyptus 

forests almost all the way. Every few miles you come to a clearing and you get these 

picture-book hamlets with little hobbit houses of clay and wattles made, altogether very like 

something out of Lord of the Rings. 

 

All this while, however, you are not walking on roads, I mean motor-car roads, but on what in 

Ireland we would call ‘boreens’ (which are, in fact, the kind of roadways human beings in 

Europe have walked for thousands of years – human highways). Even the bridges – fairy-tale 

things (where you always expect to see a troll pop up and demand a fee for crossing) – are 

too narrow for any modern vehicles, except motorbikes, but, because they are cobbled and 

bumpy and because most people using motorised transport are almost always in a hurry, 

these treasures are left in peace, troubled by nothing more than pilgrims and lovers and 

grass-seeds and butterflies. 
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And then about five or six kilometres from the centre of the old town of Santiago, quite 

unexpectedly, you come to a clearing on the crest of a gentle hill and the place comes into 

view – a hill called Monte del Gozo (Mound of Joy), so called because this was the place 

where for hundreds and hundreds of years pilgrims caught their first sight of the Holy City of 

Santiago de Compostela. 

That little hillock must have witnessed many a scene of uncontainable emotion through the 

centuries – people who’d been walking not as I had been with a guidebook and a mobile 

phone and the best gear to be had out of Drinagh Hardware and C.H. Marine, but poor 

buggers with maybe only the one outfit of clothes, fellas with no money at all who would 

have had to beg for bread and slops the whole way across Europe, lepers (or fellas suffering 

from St Anthony’s Fire or any of the other of those unspeakable Medieval conditions) who 

wouldn’t even be allowed to sleep in outhouses with the meanest of animals, people who’d 

been walking for months and more with nothing to keep ’em going but their mad belief in the 

love and mercy of God. And the sight of Santiago (especially in the orange glow of the sun 

setting in the west) sure is rewarding – as sweet a thing as I’ve ever seen. Even after a 

journey such as mine – and my trek was hardly what you’d call ‘a struggle’ – you’d be a right 

hard bastard not to shed a tear or two. 
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In Santiago on Christmas Day it rained so heavily there wasn’t even space between the 

raindrops; it came down continuously (like tap-water) out of an unforgiving seal-hide-grey 

sky. In my time in northern Spain – and I was there from the middle of November – it was the 

only occasion when the weather got the better of me altogether: a shocking and sustained 

deluge, impressive even by Irish standards. 

Santiago is about the size of Cork City, probably even smaller. The main pilgrim hostel is out 

on the edge of town (in fact, on the slopes of the Mount of Joy – I’d passed it on my way in 

– a massive 800-bed concrete complex, built in the 1990s, like a new model secondary 

school). But having come so far to see this ancient Medieval city I didn’t want to be all on 

my own at Christmas-time in a huge soulless concrete campus (no matter how well-serviced) 

making my way in and out through congested city suburbs. So I got myself fixed up in a 

cheap city-centre place, a little pension right next to the cathedral; it had no heating but it 

had great views, and it was only €13 a night. 

There is an old (1950s) Hollywood movie with Gregory 

Peck and Audrey Hepburn called Roman Holiday in which 

Peck plays a two-bit writer/journalist (a European stringer 

for an American news agency) who takes up with this 

beautiful princess who has a kind of rebellious freakout 

and runs away from the formality of her high-profile, 

high-falutin’ existence and pretends to be just a simple Jo 

Nobody on a weekend break in post-war Rome. However, 

this Pretty Miss Princess has no cash and no clue as to 

how ordinary things are done – commonplace things like 

the fact that you have to pay for stuff you order at 

cafes. Almost immediately the Peck character recognises 

her for who she is, befriends her, and pretends to play 

along with her fantasy 

I’m-a-celebrity-pretend-you-don’t-know-me break from 

reality. At first, all the Peck character sees is this great 
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‘Runaway Princess’ story but actually, over the course of the few days he spends with her 

(encouraging her to do wilder and wilder things which he arranges to have photographed) he 

ends up really caring for her and, in the end, not selling the story (even though it’s by far the 

best scoop he’s ever had); it’s a really well-made (Billy Wilder), feel-good movie. 

Anyway, the pension I had in Santiago was a lot like the place the Peck character had in 

that film. It even had a little balcony you could walk out onto, with rickety, full-length, 

glass-door/windows (through which the wind moaned and softly whistled and the chuckling 

sounds of the Christmas holiday nightlife filtered in). And out of those windows the room 

looked onto a little square with a lemon tree in each corner (still bearing fulsome good-looking 

fruit) each of the beautiful trees festooned with tiny little Christmas fairy lights (no bigger 

than pin-heads) twinkling between dark rich waxy leaves. Crowning this little square there 

was a stone fountain spouting ever-fresh-sounding water music. 

I could not have got something so simple and so charming and more perfect. The building – 

clearly – was once a very fine 18th century townhouse for some nest of posh-nobs but 

nowadays it was democratically (if brutally) divided up into apartments for the unleisured, 

the fancy plaster work on the vast ceilings was crumbling away and the elaborate fireplaces 

mutely boarded up and the shower a piss-poor dribble, and the young woman who ran the 

place had a newborn baby that cried in the night, but I wouldn’t have stayed anywhere else 

for all the milk in Ulster. 

The following morning I only had to go a hundred yards to get to one of the cathedral doors 

and to do so I had myself kitted out in full pilgrim mountainside rain gear but, even so, in that 

brief dash across the piazza, from the knees down, I got utterly soaked – it was exactly as if 

I had run through the infants’ paddling pool in a leisure centre. 

When, eventually, things got under way within the rich proceedings were led by the 

archbishop; and assisting him there must have been about twenty priests (although with the 

best will in the world I couldn’t see them being much help to the (obviously) short-tempered 

little man in the mitre because, try as they might, they couldn’t please him, and most of the 
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time in their hopeless attempts to do so they seemed only to get in one another’s way). But 

they had lovely costumes and their shoes were very well-polished and they were good 

singers. The Spanish clergy love to sing the mass, which, I must say, is something I like too, 

especially when it’s well done, as it was on this occasion (as you might expect in a first class 

Catholic cathedral on Christmas Day). 

There was a fantastic parade up and down and all around the cathedral before the clergy 

and other officials got up onto the magnificently gilded altar area; the bishop, (like the 

matron in a maternity ward) carrying a little plaster statue of the new-born (naked) 

Christ-child, walking beneath a gold-fringed canopy – it was like the top half of a fancy 

four-poster bed – which was carried by fellas in burgundy-coloured monks’ outfits, outfits 

which went down to their sandaled feet and were tied at the waist with lengths of rope. 

Behind that came a stretch of priests, looking like a procession of high court judges (not one 

of them under 60 years of age), behind that came a wonderful brass band (with very strange 

looking instruments), and behind them were a bunch of fellows who very probably were high 

court judges – a deputation of the Knights of Santiago or something, with swords and noble 

robes and cruel, arrogant faces. And, finally, behind them (bringing up the cushions for the 

high and mighty to kneel upon) came a bunch of altar boys (wearing simple white robes – 

similar to the burgundy-coloured outfits). 

In most churches I’ve ever been to where they have what I would call a ‘censer’, but which 

is (apparently) properly called a ‘Thurible’ – the silver thing they put the coal and powder into 

to make frankincense-smoke – it has been (at most) about the size of a large champagne 

bottle. In the cathedral in Santiago they have one and it’s the size of a small cement mixer – 

I’m not exaggerating – they used farmyard shovels to put the stuff into it and it took eight 

full-grown men (the lads in the burgundy outfits) to hoist it up into the air over the altar 

(using a rope the thickness of my forearm). The rope went up to a pulley about a hundred 

feet above centre of the altar area. Once they had it off the ground the fat foreman gave it 

a push to get it going and, after that, they had this way of working the rope to make it 

swing back and forth in a wider and wider arc. At full tilt they had it going from near the roof 
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of the cathedral on one side to near the roof of the cathedral on the other side, all the while 

the smoke coming out of it like an old-fashioned steam train. 

 

And talk about Swing Low Sweet Chariot! Every time it came down over the altar area the 

men operating the swinging giant Thurible seemed to leap as one – a very elegant manoeuvre 

which gave the illusion of all of them being lifted off the ground (in fact, their feet never did 

leave the ground); altogether a splendid piece of ecclesiastical theatre. 

The origin of the giant Thurible (presumably [I’m just theorising here]) is that in years gone 

by with all us sweaty smelly pilgrims coming over the mountains – many of whom would not 

have changed their clothes since setting out for Santiago – on occasions the cathedral 

(especially in the heat of a Spanish summer) must have been fairly ponging and the church 
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authorities, not able tolerate it (not even for the love of God), developed this enormous 

aerosol strategy and gave it a religious gloss. 

Things went on more or less as you’d expect after that. The bishop gave a very long (and 

vigorous) Christmas address (and even without any Spanish I can tell you that he wasn’t 

very happy with the commitment of the Spanish people to their church; and, in addition, 

people who thought that this holy season was all about consumerism and materialism totally 

missed the point of the coming of the ever-loving Christman). 
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If you are ever tempted to do the Santiago Pilgrimage, and you don’t have five or six weeks 

as I have had, then take my advice and do only the section between Leon and Santiago. It’s 

about 250 kilometres, which can be can be covered comfortably in two weeks. You need to 

walk only 20 kilometres a day and you’ll do it, easy, in 12 or 13 days. It’s the best bit, I 

assure you, and it’s what most Spaniards do when they do the Santiago pilgrimage. Fly into 

Leon and fly out of Santiago (even if you have to fly into Madrid and get the train up to 

Leon); and if you go out of high season like I did (and book early) you’ll be able to get 99 

cent flights with Ryanair (via Stanstead). 

To stay in the pilgrim hostels (which are like boarding-school or youth hostel dorms), only 

costs between €5 and €8 a night. I never paid more than €8 anywhere (and that was usually 

when it was bed and breakfast). And most of these are not for-profit places so they don’t 

hike up the prices for the summer season. And once you cross into Galicia almost all the 

Refugios are what they call ‘donativo’, that is, there is a box and you donate something 

according to your means. 

And you’ll get a right good three-course meal anywhere in Spain for under €10: soup (which 

is often more like what we would call Irish Stew), followed by steak (or fish) and chips, 

followed by a flan or stewed apples or a pot of yoghurt for pudding. Wine (cheap wine – a 

bottle a head) or bottled water is always free with the meal, ‘gratis’ as the Spanish put it. 

I say do it from Leon to Santiago because then you’ll get a sense of the contrast between 

the main body of Spain and poor old Galicia, stuck up there in the northwest corner, isolated 

from the rest of the country like Donegal is in Ireland. But also I say see Leon because Leon 

itself is a sight to behold. Leon is like what New Orleans must have been like in the 1950s: 

old decayed grandeur, racial cross-currents, and fantastic cutting-edge jazz. It’s one the 

coolest place I’ve ever been. 

And then there’s the cathedral! I simply do not have the vocabulary to do justice to the 

cathedral in Leon. I spent one whole day walking around it in slack-jawed wonder and I 

haven’t a meaningful sentence to show for it. Not only can I not do it any kind of justice in 
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words, in my opinion, it defies even photography (no reproduction could give a true sense of 

its glorious majesty). 

Leon to Santiago is a route that hosts many other treasures: Astorga, Sarria, Villafranca, 

Ponferrada, they are all fairytale fabulous, each in its own way. And it is also on this section 

that you go over Mount Irago, highest point on the Camino (significantly higher than anything 

in Ireland or Britain), and through the totally abandoned towns and villages which grew up 

around the Santiago pilgrim route when it enjoyed its greatest popularity (in Medieval times) 

and are now almost total ghost towns. Although this is changing again – a few years ago 

when Tim Macey of Goleen first did the pilgrimage he said that there were many such places 

– which there are – but I noticed that today, seven years on, there was no place that was 

totally abandoned anymore. There was at least one house occupied in each one of those 

towns and villages (and some of the properties in those former holy ghost towns have had 

real money spent on them recently) – people are starting to move back into those areas 

again, (somewhat ironically) developing little mountain-side holiday hideaways to get away 

from the very serious powerhouse economy that is modern Spain, an economic engine which 

has made such regeneration possible. 
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