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Foreword
Br Colmán
This year three colleagues and I joined the young men of Transition Year as
they made the pilgrimage along the ancient pilgrim route to the sanctuary of St
James at Santiago di Compostela in Spain. As the words and images here attest,
it was a challenging and rewarding time. Bad food and blisters interspersed with
bonding and brotherhood. Solitude and reflection coupled with boisterous
jostling and fraying tempers. Undertaken with familiar companions, but quite
out of the ordinary.
What difference, if any, did it make? I don’t know, but shortly afterwards a
friend asked me to launch her book on the medieval pilgrimage to Santiago. I
can think of no better words to open this memoir than those with which she
concluded hers:
Pilgrims’ eyes were opened to worlds beyond the
confines of their lives to date, seeing new landscapes,
new horizons, new peoples and new possibilities, while
coping with the often mundane personal challenges
of the arduous journey…
Through the ages, in ways that are unprescribed
and difficult to define, such pilgrimages change the
world, one person at a time.
(Bernadette Cunningham, Medieval Irish Pilgrims
to Santiago di Compostela (Dublin, 2018)

THE PILGRIMS’ PROGRESS
Tuesday 11 September
We assembled with the monks in the monastery reception at Glenstal early on
the morning of Tuesday, 11 September where Fr Simon gave us the traditional
pilgrims’ blessing and we got the first stamp on our Compostela passport. We
will present this at the cathedral at Santiago and if we’ve managed to walk the
entire distance and receive the credencial, the official certificate indicating
that we’ve completed the pilgrimage and are bona fide pilgrims. After an
uneventful flight we arrived in Compostela airport and were bussed to our first
refugio at Triacastelle, our hearts sinking during the two-hour journey at the
realization that the next time we saw these places again it would be on foot. The
accommodation at the Centro Xacobena was very good as was the food at the
nearby restaurant.

Wednesday, 12 September

DAY 1

Today things got real and we were on the road before sunrise with 26 kilometres
to clock up. After breakfast and prayers we headed out. Our route followed a
river valley and initially was not too challenging, though this would change. It
followed the so-called camino primitivo along a series of dirt tracks and country
lanes. We passed through several derelict or semi-derelict hamlets and villages
in which a dilapidated church stood at the centre ruined houses. Farming
techniques were those of a bygone age with ancient cowbyres and wooden
cattle stalls and farmers using sickles and scythes in the field. It was very fertile
land however and the scenery was stunning which compensated, almost, for the
lack of internet coverage!

After about two hours we caught sight of the monastery of San Bento at Samos
before making our descent into the town where we invaded the first shop we
encountered in our desperate search for sugar and carbohydrates. We visited
the monastery but despite pulling every ‘we are Benedictines too’ card failed
to gain access to either the church or the cloister. We satisfied ourselves with
a group photo on the steps and proceeded on our way. Leaving the town we
passed a group of statues depicting medieval pilgrims and learned the symbolism
of their clothing and what they carried. The broad-brimmed felt hat saturated
with animal fat provided protection against the sun and rain as did the matching
cape. The pilgrim’s scrip or satchel was the medieval equivalent of our rucksack
and the leather boots with cork insoles matched our gel-soled trainers. The
scallop shell, the symbol of the Santiago pilgrim, also had a practical function as
it was used to drink water from streams. Likewise the gourd was the equivalent
of our water bottles and the pilgrims staff much like modern walking poles.
Details change, but the fundamental requirements remain the same.

At around midday exam results started pinging on our mobiles and we took a
break to process these and to ring home. By and large people were very happy
with how things had gone and that helped keep spirits up and we walked the
final kilometres into Sarria in the heat. Our hostel was a modern building,
very clean and well set up for pilgrims needs and after crashing, showering and
shopping for tomorrow’s lunch we headed out for supper after doing a review
of the day’s highlights. The patron of the restaurant had been told that we’d be
receiving exam results and had promised to do something special to mark the
occasion. We expected something with sugar and a high fat content but he had
thoughtfully gone out and got scallop shells for each of us. It was a nice touch
and will be a souvenir of the journey. We got back at around 9.30 and never
were we happier to see a bed. Whatever else, we’re not likely to forget where
and how we received our Junior Cert results!

DAY 2

Thursday, 13 September
The morning came around too quickly
and after breakfast and prayers we set off
from Sarria to travel the 26 kilometres to
Portomarin. Sadly we picked up our first
blister casualty who had to sit out this leg of
the walk. The landscape was in many ways
similar to what we’d encountered yesterday,
including beautiful forestry with low hanging
shady trees and a variety of flora and fauna.

We made good progress in the cool of the
morning passing through several hamlets
and villages en route. We were struck by
the wayside cafes that offer home cooking
to the pilgrims and we had a leisurely and
very pleasant lunch at one ourselves.
After lunch we walked along the broad
valley of the River Mino and in the early
afternoon the town of Portomarin came
into sight. The town itself was built in 1962
to replace a village that had been flooded
when the River Mina was dammed and it is approached by a huge modern
bridge and a flight of steep steps. Our refugio, the Pons Minae, was a modern
building situated right beside the bridge. We’d sent a scouting party ahead and
they relayed the very welcome news that there was a public swimming pool
nearby and we spent an hour or so refreshing ourselves there. Supper consisted
of a beef stew and was very tasty indeed. We also surrendered our phones
and sat according to our birthdays which meant we had to talk to each other.
Amazingly we survived this social engineering experiment and discovered that
our classmates are actually very nice people.
After supper we went shopping for tomorrow’s supplies and then did a tour of
the town. Even though it was built in 1962 it has a magnificent twelfth-century
Romanesque church that was transported from the original flooded village. It
belonged to the Knights Hospitaller and looked like a cross between a castle and
a chapel, which we learned was a feature of the their churches. We learned who

and what the military orders of the Knights Hospitaller and Knights Templar
were, how they emerged in the 12th century as Europe faced pressure from
the forces of Islam and how their lifestyle combined that of monks and soldiers.
We also heard about the Muslim presence in Spain and how another Spanish
military order, the Order of Calatrava, played a similar role in the reconquest
of Spain. Its symbol was a red cross combining a sword blade and a scallop shell
and is what is on each of our pilgrim tokens.
We also had a practical introduction to medieval architecture and saw how
early Romanesque bore a striking resemblance to a rugby scrum, including an
inherent tendency to collapse. We soon got the hang of it though and worked
our way through early gothic before finally building a pretty impressive version
of Notre Dame cathedral in Paris. We then examined the details of the west
and north doorways of the church and learned that the north doorway was the
one used by women which was why it had an image of the Angel Gabriel and
the Virgin Mary over it. We will see more of the work of its architect, Master
Matteo, when we get to the cathedral at Santiago.

Friday, September 14

DAY 3

We began the day with a stretch and limbering
session with Cathal Reid. This was a great idea
and we felt the benefit of it immediately although
the casualty rate has now risen to three. After
prayers and announcements we sang Happy
Birthday for Charlie and Ben and headed out of
Portomarin on the next leg of the journey. The
early part of the journey was mostly uphill and
along a main roadway but eventually we veered
off and began following country paths and laneways again. We were now at
quite an altitude and the views of the countryside were stunning. Less pleasant
was the stench of pig and chicken manure that hung over us for a good part of
the morning. Or perhaps it was just us: it’s been a long time since we’ve seen a
washing machine and some of the clothing is starting to ferment.
The number of pilgrims on the route has
increased noticeably as many people begin
at Sarria in order to complete the last 100
kilometres. There’s a good-natured atmosphere
as everyone greets each other with Buen
Camino and has a brief chat about where
they’re from and how they’re doing. Word of
the Glenstal group has filtered through and a
number of pilgrims had seen our architectural
masterclass in Portomarin last night. We keep
meeting two sisters from Dublin who are doing the trip to mark their retirement
but who seem to be able to get to the destinations either just before or just
after us.
The Galician countryside is very striking and
with its stone walls and green hedgerows parts
of it are reminiscent of Ireland. We passed
through a lot of old farmsteads and were struck
by the beauty of the old buildings, particularly
by the small stone silos used to store maize.
We also passed a number of small Romanesque
chapels and medieval pilgrim hospitals, several

of which now function as private dwellings or outbuildings. One in particular has
had tremendous fall from favour. A sign on the wall says it was where Charles V
stayed on the way to his coronation and where Philip II stopped on his way to
marry Queen Mary of England. It’s now a cowshed.
We hit Palas del Rey at around 4 in the afternoon and immediately freshened
up and started doing laundry. Later in the evening some of the group attempted
unsuccessfully to use the municipal swimming pool while some others attended
the pilgrims’ Mass in the town’s beautiful Romanesque church. There were about
80 in the congregation including the two ladies from Dublin and the priest
greeted the travellers in Spanish, Italian, French and English. Germans don’t
seem to matter. Two nuns provided the music and after Mass the priest gave a
special blessing to any traveller who wished for it. After a tasty dinner of either
pork chop or octopus we took an early night. At 29 kilometres, tomorrow’s trip
to Aruza is the longest one of the journey and we want to be on the road by
7.30 to get most of it done before the cloud cover burns off.

Saturday, September 15

DAY 4

Breakfast this morning consisted of a slice of toast, some orange juice, milk and
jam. It was a ‘continental breakfast’ only if Lilliput is your idea of a continent.
Unforeseen circumstances meant that we got off to a later start, which was a
pity as at 29 kilometres, today’s hike to was going to be our longest and we had
really wanted to avoid the heat.
After two hours or so we took a break at a wayside café. The garden surrounding
it was full of images of St James and other religious figures and it provided a
useful occasion on which to learn more about him and about the pilgrimage.
He was one of the twelve apostles, the brother of St John, the beloved disciple,
and somehow closely related to Jesus. Along with St Peter he played a major
leadership role in the early church and was the head of the early Christian
community in Jerusalem. It also seems that he was the first apostle to die as
a martyr. The gospel accounts indicate the he had a fiery temper: he and his
brother were known as ‘the sons of thunder’. His mother was very pushy and
ambitious for her children asking Jesus if they could be the left and right hand
men in his kingdom. Obviously we have no experience of anything like this, but
it was still interesting to learn about it.
St James’ connection with Spain is largely
legendary and contains elements that are
incredible. Basically, the story began to circulate
in the ninth century that he was the first person to
preach the Gospel in Galicia. He had a vision of the
Virgin Mary who told him to go back to Jerusalem
to meet a martyr’s death. This apparition occurred
on top of a pillar and the image of Santa Maria Pilar
is a common one in Spanish religious art just as the name Pilar is a very common
one for Galician and Spanish women. After his execution by decapitation the
legend continues, his disciples took his body to the Mediterranean where they
placed his stone coffin in the water. Miraculously, it floated and sailed across
the sea, through the straits of Gibraltar and came ashore in Galicia where it
remained hidden for 800 years. During the voyage, shellfish became attached
to the sarcophagus, which is why the scallop shell is his symbol. Eventually, a
hermit dreamed that his body was buried in a place lit by a large number of
stars. This ‘field of stars’ was Compostella and the discovery of his relics began
the pilgrimage that millions of people have undertaken since and in which we

now join. For this reason St James is normally depicted as a pilgrim. He is the
patron saint of Spain and of many South American countries and his name, in
its variant forms (Iago, Diego, Jack, Jim, Jacques, Jacob, Iacobus, Giacamo,
Shem, Seamus etc.), continues to be one of the most popular for boys, indeed
our own group of 39 pilgrims contained seven whose name derive from his.
Another aspect of his legend is less politically correct. For much of the Middle
Ages most of Spain was under Islamic rule and St James was once alleged to
have taken miraculously participated in a battle that
resulted in the death of many Muslims. Consequently
he is often shown as a pilgrim mounted on a battle
horse, wielding a sword and known as Sant’ Iago
Matamoros, St James the Slayer of Moors. Many
churches now cover up this image, but not all, as we
would discover later in the evening.
As we passed through more derelict hamlets we
spotted the now familiar combination of the grain silos, the stone crucifix and
the Romanesque church along with curious hump-backed bridges and some
very simple ones built of slabs and boulders.
Our hostel in Aruza was very basic but we were too tired to have any complaints.
It being Saturday, we were rounded up with varying degrees of enthusiasm to
attend the Vigil Mass for Sunday. The church was packed, mostly with older
people and there was an excellent choir who sang in harmony without any
musical accompaniment. Mostly the hymns were in Spanish but a few were in a
very strange language and only the choir seemed to know them. We found out
afterwards that this was Gallego, the ancient Celtic language of Galicia that
sounded a bit like Donegal Irish.

At the end of the Mass the priest invited us to join the other pilgrims around
the altar for the pilgrims’ blessing. He first asked us to say where we were from
and we discovered that we were not the only Irish present. What was striking
was the international makeup of the pilgrims: Americans, Argentinians, British,
Californians, Canadians, Chileans, Chinese, Dutch, German, Italian, Koreans…
Uruguayans and New Zealanders. The whole world seemed to be there; an
image of unity that jarred with the depiction of St James slaying Muslims above
the High Altar! Throughout the blessing the choir blasted out another hymn
in Gallego, a song of protection for pilgrims that we discovered has been sung
for nearly a thousand years. We couldn’t understand a word, but we were in no
doubt about what it meant.
Dinner was excellent and once we had done a review of the day and prayed we
went to bed exhausted.

Sunday, 16 September

DAY 5

Todays hike to Pedrouzo was only 20 kilometres long and we left early in the
morning with the intention of getting there by lunch. Breakfast was much better
than yesterday and we left better fortified and in high spirits at the prospect
of the journey’s end. The number of pilgrims had increased noticeably and we
were now regularly bumping into people we’d met earlier. We clipped along at
a good pace and had to be careful not to jostle other pilgrims. We didn’t always
succeed, which led to some interesting conversations with the group leader.
We reached our destination at lunch and once again discovered that the
municipal pool was closed. The hostel itself was a modern building and we spent
the afternoon catching up on sleep or playing cards until suppertime. We have
an early start tomorrow and hope to reach Compostella around lunchtime.

DAY 6

Monday, 17 September
The prospect of the journey’s end put a spring
in our step and after a very good breakfast we
set off on the last leg of the journey. The fact
that the whole group, including those who
had blisters or were otherwise footsore were
keen to do it added to our enthusiasm and we
covered the first six kilometres in just over an
hour. The number of pilgrims was now a flood
and the international mix was very evident,
again all in good form and urging each other
on for the last leg of the journey.

Eventually we reached Monte Gozo, the hill overlooking Santiago that is known
as the Mount of Joy as it is from here that pilgrims catch the first glimpse of their
goal: the Cathedral at Compostella and the shrine of St James. Traditionally
they dropped to their knees to give thanks but we settled for a group picture
with us all pointing to the city. Whatever about doing another pilgrimage, it
hopefully will be the only occasion in which we spend time in Mountjoy.
The last five kilometres took us through the
suburbs of the city and then through the winding
streets of the old town with its magnificent
medieval and Baroque buildings. We approached
the cathedral on its north side and paused to
allow us to regroup and to send out scouting
parties to see what we’d do next. We were
standing beside an arched passageway and
entertained throughout by a young man playing
the Galician bagpipes, not dissimilar to the Irish
úillean pipes and with a similar distinctive sound.
He had spent two months busking in the West
of Ireland this summer.
On entering the square we were overwhelmed by the sheer scale and beauty of
the Cathedral and the surrounding buildings. Opposite it is the Town Hall while
the University of Salamanca and the 1492 pilgrims’ hospice flank it on either
side. The hospice is now the Parador Hotel but the conditions of its lease means
that it has to offer hospitality to a number of pilgrims each day. We applied all

our charm. It didn’t work.
When our scouts returned they briefed us on
the next step. Having watched the movie The
Way in preparation for the trip we were looking
forward to placing on hands in the pilgrim’s palm
print in the Portico of Glory. Unfortunately this
has just been restored and this practice is no
longer possible. We did improvise once we got
inside though.
The Cathedral is a curious mixture of architectural styles. For the most part the
outside dates to the eighteenth century and is in an extravagant Baroque style.
Once inside the nave and side aisles are the purest Romanesque imaginable and
the atmosphere is calm, tranquil and serene. It is regarded as the masterpiece
of a twelfth-century architect known as Master Matteo who also designed the
Portico of Glory and whose statue faces into the church, his gaze centred on
St James’ shrine at the High Altar. Traditionally architects and engineers would
rest their foreheads against the head of his statue in the hope that some of
his genius would rub off on them. Although this is no longer possible we did
pay our respects. The Baroque
reappears around the High Altar
and although overwhelming, it
does draw attention to the tomb
of the saint.
There are two elements to visiting
the shrine. First you go up a short
flight of stairs behind the High
Altar and rest your hands on the
large reliquary bust or statue of St
James that forms the centrepiece
of the altar. This symbolises the
handing over to him of whatever
care, concern or intention
that the pilgrim has carried to
Compostella. Descending, one
then enters the crypt underneath
the altar area and visits the saint’s
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tomb where his relics are displayed in a silver shrine.
Whatever about the historical accuracy of this, it
is impossible not to be moved by the thought that
one’s prayers are being joined to those of countless
millions who have made this same journey over the last
millennium and more. This is holy ground.

After visiting the rest of the cathedral, we had some
down time and were encouraged to explore the rest
of the city centre and experience the local culture.
Google Maps had given us the location of the nearest
Kentucky Fried Chicken outlet so we headed there instead. It would have been
great to have found a Subway but you can’t have everything. Some of the French
guys in the group used the time to strike up conversation with some Spanish
Chicas and made great progress in advancing Franco-Spanish relations. They
reckon we’re a bit behind in this regard and have offered to run masterclasses
when we get back to Glenstal. It won’t be cheap though so watch out for that
on the PSR.
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After all the walking it felt really weird to get back on a bus to make our way
back to the hostel in Pedrouzo. We went back to the same restaurant as the
previous evening and Naria, our hostess, told us that we were the nicest group
she had received in a long time. We had heard the same compliment at the
hostel and earlier at Portomarin and just wish we could convince our own staff
of how wonderful we are.

Tuesday, 18 September

DAY 7

After an eventful day yesterday it was great
to have a lie in and to reach our destination
refreshed and relaxed. Our main goal was to
attend the pilgrim Mass in honour of St James at
Noon. As this is very popular with pilgrims we’d
been advised to get there early to ensure a seat, it
was just as well as the cathedral was packed. The
Glenstal Abbey School group was announced
among the English-speaking pilgrims at the start
of Mass but most of us missed it. Although the
Mass was in Spanish some elements of the music
were very familiar from Glenstal, particularly the
Latin chants which had been composed so that
pilgrims at shrines all over the world would be able to sing the same hymns. It
was a very reverent celebration and many pilgrims were visibly moved by being
there, in some cases to the point of tears. One can only wonder what burdens
they’d carried with them on their Camino.
At the end of Mass we had the thrill of seeing
the Botafumerio in action. This is a huge
thurible or incense burner that hangs from
the roof of the cathedral and if a pilgrim group
requests, it is used to burn incense in honour
of God and St James. A team of eight men
operate it and when it’s in full flight it swings in
an arc of 68 metres trailing clouds of incense
and flames in its wake. In the middle ages it
was used to mask the smell of the pilgrims,
many of whom had been walking and sleeping
in the same set of clothes for several months.
It certainly was effective as a deodorizer and
we are thinking about getting one for the
dorm.
At the end of Mass we gathered again outside the cathedral and did a run
through of what had struck us in the course of the previous two days. We’ve done
this regularly and it has been a great way of reminding ourselves of what we’ve
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seen and experienced. Our scout had applied his charm at the pilgrim office the
previous afternoon and we didn’t have to queue to receive our pilgrim passports
with the final stamp from the cathedral. We then received our Compostella,
the official certificate issued by the cathedral authorities to those who had
fulfilled the requirements of the Camino, namely to have walked, cycled or
ridden a horse for at least 100 kilometres. The certificate itself is a beautiful
document written in Latin in the style of a medieval manuscript. It has an image
of St James from a twelfth-century manuscript called the Codex Calixtinus,
which contains the earliest full account of the Camino. Our first names were
given in Latin and some caused a great deal of amusement when read out at
the presentation: Dominum Theodorum, Dominum Beniaminem, Dominum
Felicem. It is possible to walk the Camino on behalf of another person as an
expression of love, prayer and spiritual solidarity and a number of the group had
done this for family members who were ill.
It will take a long time to unpack what we’ve seen and heard on this journey but
it has been an extraordinary experience and we are grateful to those of you who
made it possible.
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Group photo outside the Santiago Cathedral:
Alex Acheson, Abdullah AlGwaiz, William Browne, Robert Burke, Adam Byrne, Ted Collins, Casey
Etherton, John Fisher, Joe Gilbride, James Daniel Hales, Dan Hyde, Patrick Johnson, Seamus
Kerrisk, Bendikt Kerssenbrock, Ivor Larkin, Hugh Lawler, Angus MacDonald, Ben McCartan,
Charlie McCartan, Robert McNamara, Bryan Murphy, Lawrence Murray, Jack Neilan, Lukasz
Niscior, Shane O’Donnell, Iarlaith Reilly, Tom Rooney.
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