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Synopsis
This report describes a hiking expedition from Irun (Northern East of Spain) to Santiago de
Compostela (Northern West) that took place in August 2019. It was undertaken solely by
Lukasz Kolodziej (PPE graduate from the University of Warwick). The pilgrimage, as it should
be described, started on 7.08.2019 at 7:00 and finished on 1.09.2019 at 18:00. The expedition
was generously funded by the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund at the University of Warwick.
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Introduction
Motivation for the project

I wanted to embark on this journey for a wide variety of reasons. First, I have always enjoyed
walking and running cross-country. Having used to be one of the best U23 XC runners in
Lancashire implemented a life-long desire for immersing myself with nature but also
challenges. Every year since I turned 13, I have been hiking in the Bieszczady mountains at
least once a year to reach theirs highest peak: Tarnica. I have also hiked in the Tatra mountains
and completed several hikes in the Appalachian Mountains during my studies in the United
States.

Second, in summer 2017, I had a chance of hiking in the Sierra de Guadarrama, a mountain
range nearby Madrid where I interned at that time. I spent there 4 weekends, hiking by myself
in a country that I visited for the first time. Most importantly, each hike constituted a significant
challenge due to truly demanding temperatures reaching +35oC degrees each day. Having had
the capacity to push myself beyond apparent physical limits at that time, I believe that the hike
of +800km will be another significant challenge.
Third, the Northern part of Spain – the Basque country, Asturias and Galicia, are one of the
most beautiful regions in Europe. My recent 180km cycle around Malta in August 2018 was
one of the most spiritual and rewarding experiences of my life, and I am convinced that
undertaking the Camino de Santiago hike will offer me even more, especially that as for a
Catholic, the route constitutes one of the most significant pilgrimages.

What changed since the proposal

Firstly, I decided not to take the cooking gear and the gas stove in order to reduce the weight.
Since the project proposal, I changed the approach to his journey and instead of being a more
‘sporty’ adventure, I decided to focus more on the pilgriming experience. It made me more
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dependent on local food and albergues having the cooking gear, nevertheless, after a wide
research and discussions on various forums related to the Camino, many experienced hikers
and pilgrims did discourage me from taking my own food and cooking stuff. The first reason
was the weight and the second was that in order to more fully understand what Camino is about,
one has to try local food, which was also reasonably priced in most of the places.
In addition, as the argument of reducing weight was a crucial one, I decided not to take a GPS
device with me, relying on other pilgrims’ comments that it is really hard to get lost as the
route, even in less-commonly visited areas, is still well marked. I replaced the GPS with my
mobile phone and the ‘Buen Camino’ app, which is popular among the pilgrims. The app
proved to be reliable and helped me a few times finding a way in places where the route was
not marked.

Planning

In my opinion, planning is not to get every little detail right. Rather, it is the process of making
plans that matters, not the plans themselves. In the process of making plans one gets to learn a
lot about the task he or she is up to and about one’s own capabilities. Many of the things I did
were not planned and many of the things I planned did not happen. Ultimately, this is what the
Camino has taught me: do not expect anything.
Many of the fundamentally important aspects are covered in the draft version of a guide that I
am currently working on. In my proposal I suggested that information regarding this route
available online is fragmented, out-dated, and often impractical.
Creating the guide has proven to be a much more challenging task than I originally assumed,
but I am making substantial progress and expect to finish it very soon. To include it in this
section would spoil the flow of this report, but I include the essential parts in the appendix. The
bottom line is that despite I prepared very well for the journey, one has to accept the uncertainty
on the Camino as part of the pilgrimage experience. The ultimate plan was to cover
approximately 840 kilometres from the east most point of Camino del Norte to Santiago de
Compostela. The map below shows the approximate route that I covered.
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Expedition
This section takes the form of an expedition diary. A selection of anecdotes, photographs, and
expedition details from each day is included.

Day 0 Krakow -> Katowice -> Santander -> Irun

I came to Krakow on the 5th August 2019 in the evening to spend a night at my cousin’s place.
In the morning, I had to leave the city and head to the Katowice Pyrzowice Airport, which is
approximately 2 hours from Krakow by bus. The connection from Katowice to Spain seemed
logistically the best and also the cheapest. On the 6th August, at 8 a.m. I took the bus and two
hours later arrived to the airport. Since the entrance to the airport’s main hall, I was seeing
many pilgrim-looking people, who made me wonder if I was going to spend the next month
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with them. I decided to speak to one couple after all controls I went through as they had the
traditional Camino shells attached to their backpacks. This is how I met Bartek and his
girlfriend, both working in Warsaw. For Bartek, it was his 5th Camino but Ania was going to
do it for the first time. Bartek talked me a lot about the Camino del Norte, he reassured me that
I was going to have an amazing time of my life thanks to the people I would meet and the views
I would encounter every day, however, he also said that it is the most difficult route among
them all. They were doing the Primitivo route, which starts from Oviedo. All other people I
spoke to briefly while waiting for the boarding seemed surprised or even shocked by my
decision to walk the whole del Norte route by myself as my first Camino ever. It all made me
feel a little bit anxious if I made the right decision, however, that state of soul didn’t last long
as the excitement quickly took over the bad emotions and I was ready to see what Spain had
prepared for me.
When I landed in Santander, I smoothly transferred to the city centre from where I had to take
a bus that would take me to Irun in 3 hours. When crossing yet another valley on the way to
Irun, I felt more and more nervous about the trip, however, I was feeling quite optimistic and
full of faith, even about the fact that I did not have a place to spend a night that very same day
in Irun.

8

I reached Irun, it was around 9pm and it slowly started getting dark. After a 20 minutes walk
from the bus station, I reached the very first public albergue on the way. I couldn’t be happier.
However, that feeling didn’t last long as I quickly realised that there would be no place for me.
Nevertheless, from all stories, testimonies and guidebooks I have read and heard, there was no
way that a public albergue would say a ‘no’ to a pilgrim and even if there was no empty bed,
one could sleep on the floor or somewhere. However, this did not happen. An elder lady, who
volunteered there, phonecalled many places: hotels, hostels, churches, to see if there is any bed
available. There were two, each 80 euros. I declined the offer. She was helpless and after an
hour and a half of that state of uncertainty, I knew that sleeping outdoor was going to be the
most likely option for that night. Tired and hungry, I went to a nearby pub to eat anything and
to think about the night. I didn’t have a tent and it was illegal to sleep in a park. Should I go to
the nearby beach and try there? A thousand of thoughts per second. Having seen the pub being
more and more empty, I decided to use my basic Spanish skills and I would ask the guy behind
the bar if I could stay there. As ridiculous as it sounds, it was the beginning of an amazing story
that has hugely influenced my life since then. It is because the guy actually did agree for me to
sleep on the floor in his pub, under only one term: that I would have to leave before 7 in the
morning. In the meantime, I met another guy, Mark from Germany, who experienced the same
problem like me and was looking for a shelter that night. The owner of the pub gave us food
and beer, and I couldn’t be happier.
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Eventually, when he was about to close the pub, his frined came over and offered us to stay at
her place, 20 minutes walk from the pub. It was midnight and it was starting lighting. We
agreed and for the next 20 minutes walked through corn fields with a flashing sky above us.
We reached a farm house, where in a garage there were two beds ready for us. The lady offered
us dinner and fruits, showed us where we could wash. I couldn’t be happier.

Five minutes after I laid in bed, it started raining very heavily. It was only day 0 and already
so much has happened to me. I was extremely tired but really happy. While thinking about how
much grace I received that day, I fell asleep immediately.
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Day 1: Irun -> San Sebastian -> Igueldo

I woke up at 6 am, still with that smile on my face. I took a quick shower in an outdoor bathroom
and I ate a Spanish tortilla for breakfast prepared by the lady who offered us the shelter. I wrote
in my diary that perhaps these were the most luxurious moments of the entire trip despite it
being the first day. At 7:07 am, with Mark we left the farm, leaving behind what I would
remember as the nicest thing that has happened to me in Spain that summer.

We got to the Camino trail and quite quickly we started noticing people ahead and behind us.
It was extremely humid and with the combination of uphill walking for most of the time, the
day turned difficulty since the beginning. But it was Day 1 and I expected that difficulty.
Apparently, many people perceive the first day of Camino del Norte as the most difficult one.
For the first 2 hours, I was walking with Mark and Sara, a Spanish girl we met on the way. We
reached our first stop, Mount Jaizkibel.
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The trail was going up and up. Once I climbed one hill, a few hundred meters later I had to
escalate even more. The humidity was clearly visible in the air. With the morning sunshine
slowly emerging, staying in the shade of trees was a blessing. The view on the valley from
above was quite impressive.
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Around 9:30 am, I felt that my body got into the rhythm of the walk and I felt that I could walk
faster than Mark and Sara. They were a bit younger than me and after a few hours with them I
felt like I wanted to detach to focus on my own thoughts. For a long time, I walked alone, no
one reached me and I reached no one. I kept going uphill towards the Basque peaks.
In one moment, a scenery so beautiful occurred in front of me that I felt an instant rise of energy
and hope. I looked back at the picture throughout the entire journey later on, reminding me
about the presence of God in my daily life and his goodness.
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The path like that stretched for 12km from M. Jaizkibel until Pasajes, a coastline town that
looked pretty much like a fishing town. Just before reaching Pasajes, I met Karl, a German
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teacher from Freiburg. We connected very well and quite quickly became friends. It turned out
that he had done the Camino before, or rather some parts of it, each every year. We stopped in
Pasajes for lunch, I had a sandwich with cheese and ham. I refilled my water bottle.

To reach the second side, I had to wait for a ferry boat. The shuttle took approximately 3
minutes, but going through the river nicely refreshed me with breeze. Nevertheless, the pleasant
journey came to an end when I had to walk up, this time upstairs.
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The path continued for another 7km in the mountains before going down to San Sebastian,
which was my goal for Day 1. However, while heading towards San Sebastian, I suddenly felt
an unfamiliar pain my left-leg knee. It was one of those pains that I knew was not normal, one
that would be painful not for a moment but for a longer while. Descending 200 metres became
a tough challenge. Then, I had to cross the whole city, which is the second biggest city in the
Basque country. The pain was unbelievable. I reached an albergue, it was already full. Another
one, based in a school’s building for summer, despite all signs, was closed. I was desperate and
in massive pain. After an hour of break and brainstorming on what to do in this strange and
uncomfortable situation, Karl said he was going further into the mountains to find a place there.
He had a tent, I didn’t. He said that there is a camping site. I was ready to sleep outdoor and
motivated by the fact that Karl is heading there, I too decided to go there. I let him go alone
because my pace was really slow. I left San Sebastian behind.
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After 4 hours, I reached that place. I contacted Karl as we exchanged phone numbers earlier
and I sneaked in the site. He had 4 m square of space for his tent, unfortunately, it was a very
basic, one person tent. Nevertheless, at least I was in a safe zone, knowing that I wouldn’t get
attacked by wild animals. I heard that this often happened to wild-campers. And I didn’t even
have a tent. I was nearly broken mentally and it was only my first day of walking. Everything
that was written and said about albergues’ hospitality wasn’t true. People did not walk the route
because of the religious reasons but for sport. Later on I drew a big lesson from that experience:
do not expect anything. Nevertheless, I thankfully reached my parents for a few minutes on the
phone to tell them about the injury that occurred today. I was really painful and I could barely
walk. I didn’t know if I was going to sleep somewhere. After a while, once I felt that I spoke
to someone close to me, I put my thoughts together and decided to book a hostel for the next
time to eliminate the uncertainty of accommodation, which hugely influenced my thinking on
the wat, in a negative way.
I went to sleep, hoping that it would not rain, hoping that it would be alright. I was devastated
but faithful.
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Day 2: Igueldo -> Zarautz
Despite sleeping outdoor, the night was quite decent. I have to say, I felt lucky that it didn’t
rain nor it was extremely cold. I woke up relatively fresh after 6 am, I noticed two itching bites,
but I guessed there were just mosquito bites, nothing more serious. I changed clothes, packed
my things and left the camping place quite quickly in order to avoid the incoming heatwave.
The view in the morning was spectacular, proving people’s opinions that the Northern Camino
provides unbelievable and unforgettable images.
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The view of the mountains when I woke up with the sunrise.
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After I got back to the coastline, this view accompanied me on the right hand side. It was a
pure beautfy that is just hard to depict on a photo taken by a phone camera. Nevertheless, those
views are still vivid in my memory and make me really nostalgic about the trip, even if I still
remember the pain that I felt in my left leg that day.

It was just me, the ocean and the forests. A perfect day to clean my mind, to prepare me for the
next journey, a new day. After 8 am, I started meeting first pilgrims on my way, some of them
were overtaking me, however, it was not a surprise knowing that I barely could walk.
Nevertheless, I pushed myself, it was only the second day of my adventure that I have dreamt
of fulfilling for many, many years. Going downhill turned out to be more difficult than going
uphill, especially due to unstable ground on which I had to walk that day.
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After 11 km, I reached Orio, where I stopped for a break. I found a lovely church, in which I
could cool down and find a contemplative and peaceful moment for myself. I had so many
thoughts in my head, whether I should continue or rather am I able to continue the Camion. It
was hard to accept a thought that my dream might need to be postponed due to an injury I
caught in Day 1. Nevertheless, I had to consider my health and safety as priorities too.
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I reached Zarautz today, where I booked accommodation due to my bad experiences from the
last two days. The injury as well as the uncertainty of not having a place to sleep caused a big
distress, which totally messed my thoughts. This caused that my overla mental health wasn’t
really good. This is why I decided to book a bed in Zarautz for the certainty and sanity of mind.
I cleaned myself, washed my clothes in a sink and went for a nap. I thought of staying there
the entire weekend, however, because it was a weekend, the beds were booked very quickly by
the tourists.
Having talked to my family helped me to stay positive despite the physical struggle that I was
undergoing. I really appreciated their support. The night wsa really hot and despite going back
to the hostel at 10pm, the room was really hot. It was hard to fall asleep but my tired body took
over and I don’t remember the moment I lost it.
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Day 3: Zarautz -> Deba
Some people already woke up after 4 am, waking up the others. I decided to get up at 7:30, I
ate a sandwich with ham and cheese, had a coffee and an orange juice. It was really hot and so
I knew that it was going to be a tough day.
After 4km, I reached Getaria, a coastal village, most famous for being Juan Sebastian Elcano’s
hometown. He was a seaman widely known for being the first man to circumnavigate the earth
as the captain of the Nao Victoria, the only ship in Magellan’s fleet, which actually completed
the voyage.
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The route was going quite uphill through Zumaia till Itziar, a small but old medieval and
enchanting town 4km before Deba.

The weather was very humid, as seen on the pictures. The clouds were relatively low, it was
quite hard to breathe because of that mixture of temperature and humidity.

The view from Itziar was, however, spectacular. On the picture, on the near horizon is the sea,
which was really close. Yet, the region’s geography forced one to cross valleys and hills
constantly, which makes the Basque country most likely the toughest area of any Camino route
due to its nature.
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After another 4km, I reached Deba. Fortunately, that last stage was fully downhill, which made
things slightly easier, especially that the route led on an asphalt road, not a trail.
Once I reached the albergue, the typical routine took place: I took a shower, cleaned my clothes
and went for a nap. In the evening, I ate dinner. The leg was really painful. I hoped to survive
another day, yet I didn’t know how long I could last like that. I know I am strong, physically
and mentally.

Day 4: Deba -> Guernica -> Eskerika
I woke up at 6 am for breakfast. After 7 am, I left Deba and headed to Guernica first, with the
plan to reach Eskerski. It was heavily raining, and the temperature was quite low. The pain in
my leg was still massive. The region was still hilly, I heard that the whole Basque country is
quite tough, that maybe after Bilbao it will get easier. I kept walking.

After a few hours of walking in rain, I reached Guernica. People on the streets welcomed me
very warmly, which was a nice experience. I visited the museum of civil war as Guernica
played an important, symbolical role in those times as the ancient capital of the region, which
was strongly opposed to the rule of the nationalists led by gen. Franco.
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After Guernica, I walked for 3 hours alone through a forest on a trail path. It was an interesting
moment as I literally saw no one for those 3 hours and knowing that I was in a forest magnified
my fears of potential attack by a wild animal or something else. Fortunately, nothing serious
happened and that loneliness at least gave me freedom to think loudly about anything that was
crossing my mind.
I reached Eskerika, the weather changed into a much nicer one by then. It started getting warm.
The sunshine nicely enlighten the valleys, making the views truly incredible. This fact
definitely eased my pain for a bit.
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In the albergue, I met 4 Catalonians in their early 30s, who were teachers and musicians. I spent
the whole afternoon with them, talking about Poland’s culture, Catalonia’s independence
movement, we shared experiences about our lives, they taught me some Spanish and all of that
while one guy was playing an ukulele. It was a really nice day despite the pain. In the evening,
I cooked with them quite a big meal, which we later on consumed together, making it my first
proper Camino experience. I cherished that day and the fact that I spoke to them as it turned
that painful day into a nice one.
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Day 5: Eskerika -> Bilbao
At 6:45 am the owners served breakfast: bread, coffee and orange marmolade, which was really
bitter. Together with my new Spanish friends, we had a last conversation and wished each other
‘buen camino’. It was raining, however, in the morning I felt quite strong and I kept good pace.
Lots of muddy routes, which were really empty as it was Sunday. I tried to support myself with
two sticks to relief the pressure on my left leg. I stopped in one town for a break and saw people
gathering in a church. I went in and figured that a mass would commence soon, and so I decided
to stay. After mass, I received benediction from the priest, which was a nice gesture from him.
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Later on I reached Bilbao, where I was going to stay in a hostel that I booked a few days earlier.
I did that because I wanted to prevent the situation from the first days. I saw what impact it had
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on me and for the sake of my safety and mental wellbeing, I did book that hostel. It wasn’t
good quality unfortunately, and by that I don’t mean I expected luxury, but triple-deck beds
with very little space inbeetween them as well as the overall bed smell with some cockroaches
on beds weren’t really what I expected from a hostel, which should be a ‘better’ option than an
albergue.

I spent most of the day resting as my the pain in my leg was getting worse. Also, when lying
down, I felt my left leg muscle tingling and losing a bit of sensual reaction. It made me really
afraid of my pilgrimage. I met some people through facebook pages who experienced similar
situations and had to give up and go back home because they reached their limits and further
journey would not be possible due to the pain. Well, I contacted a friend of mine who is a
physiotherapist. He recommended me seeing a doctor because it could relate to some problems
with my nervous system.

Day 6: Bilbao -> Pobena -> Castro Urdiales -> Laredo
I left Bilbao after 8 am, walked a little bit through the city, however, most of the route today
led through Bilbao’s industrial boroughs. It was an advice of many people to skip this stage as
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it is not a nice area, plus it is quite tedious in its industrialised landscape and busy roads. This
is why I quickly left the city and took a metro line to go north to beyond Portugalete.

The view changed substantially after reaching Pobena. The path led alongside the cliffs. It was
quite cold and really windy, but the views were amazing.
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The sea was calm at the beginning but started getting stormy a bit. While stopping for a break,
I saw on the horizon dark clouds gathering. A moment later, they reached me, the wind
strengthened, and it started raining quite heavily. I quickly put my protecting anti-rain clothes
and secured the backpack with a cover. It was raining, yet I continued my walk, trying not to
think about the pain that was accompanying me.
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The pain killers helped a bit to hold myself in one piece. I kept walking with prayers in my
head and on my lips. I walked like that until Castro Urdiales, which I reached around 5pm. It
turned out that there was no albergue in the city, I was really tired, hungry and totally wet
because of the weather. I couldn’t feel my left feet, my leg was itchy inside.

While sitting on a bench, a man came to me and we started talking. I told him about my
pilgrimage so far, my accident and the fact that I am considering dropping it, because although
I can manage the pain, once I don’t feel a leg, it is impossible to walk. After a while, he offered
me a lift to Laredo, where he was going. I was reluctant, because it meant cutting a day of walk.
Would it mean I had cheated? On the other hand, I heard many good stories on the forums and
about the monastery and the nuns living there, even one lady from the Polish facebook group
of Camino supporters told me to mention her name if I arrive there as it would help me a lot.
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After a short while, I decided to accept that and go there as the pain and the progressing lack
of sensual experience in my leg

I was warmly welcomed in the monastery, despite arriving there relatively late, they still had
free beds. I got a hot milk at the entry while waiting for the check in. The place, despite its
rough stone construction, radiated with that impossible-to-describe positive energy. I just made
it on time to attend a mass after which everyone received the blessing for the way, and then,
we had a big dinner prepared by the nuns as well as volunteering people and pilgrims.
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I felt really blessed that I arrived at that place that day. Mentally, I was getting to the edge of
my limits, yet the place and the nuns’ hospitality empowered me that evening, making me
realise that everything happens for a reason. Do not stop believing, explore and be faithful in
your life journey. These are the words I wrote in my diary at the end of that day.

Day 7 & 8 : Laredo
Despite having prepared in the morning for departure, the pain was massive and I kept losing
the confidence in my leg. and I wasn’t sure whether it was a good idea to embark on the next
journey. I left my backpack on the reception to go to a church for a moment for the morning
prayer. I didn’t really know what to do, whether to go or stay. I saw a hospital nearby the church
and decided to go there. I managed to get an appointment with a doctor for 11:30am. I nearly
missed the appointed because the doctor shouted ‘Karol’, which is my middle name and so I
didn’t really expect that.
I didn’t really know specific vocabulary in Spanish that would help me communicate in a
hospital, nor the doctor spoke English. However, we somehow managed to figure out what was
going on. She checked me and my legs, put them in different configurations, checking if I feel
the pain or not.
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She reassured me that it is not my nerve system that is damaged but the leg and its bone is
really tired because of the difficulty of the route as well as the weight I put on my shoulders.
She recommended me resting for 3 days, putting ice on my leg, taking pain killers and buying
a stabiliser. I felt quite relieved knowing that it is the bone and the muscle, not the nerve, and
that I should be alright after having some rest.
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I went back to the monastery and asked the nuns if I could stay for a few more days because of
the leg. They agreed, although it was uncommon to accept pilgrims for more than one night.
At 7pm, I attended the mass, thanked for the day and the help I received. I decided to stay for
as much as needed. Day after, I also stayed, spent some time on the beach, which was relatively
close to the monastery, helped the nuns with washing and cleaning the church and this is how
the second full day in Laredo passed by. I wore the stabiliser, which since then had become my
‘must have’ thing.

Day 9: Laredo -> Guemes
I woke up at 6:50, I got ready. 7:15am I ate breakfast. I decided I needed to move on that day,
despite doctor’s recommendation of spending three full days resting. However, mentally I was
getting worse by not moving forward. I tried to catch any activity, such as helping the nuns in
cleaning the church, cooking etc. Nevertheless, I felt that the time had come.
I went to the church to a little chapel on the right side. I prayed and asked for a good day. I
wanted to be alone that morning, so I didn’t take part in the morning service led by the nuns.
At 8am, I left the monastery, with the stabiliser on my knee. It was supposed to be a great test
for it. If the pain came back, I would have had to consider dropping the pilgrimage for real.
The first hour, I walked alongside the 5km-long beach in Laredo. The sky was uncertain, it felt
like it may start raining in a moment. At some point, however, the skies opened and released a
beautiful straw of light.
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The view was breathe taking. Encouraged by its beauty and harmony, I felt the presence of
God and immediately I left any doubts about leaving Laredo so soon behind.
After an hour, I reached a small port, where after 8 minutes a small boat arrived to take the
passengers on the second side of the bay to Santona. It was lightly raining. The transfer took
approximately 10 minutes, after which everyone rushed to get to their destination as soon as
possible.
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I was calm. I sat down on a bench, change my sandals into the walking boots as the route would
lead through asphalt roads now, not a sandy beach anymore. Santona turned to be a really pretty
small town with colourful, well-preserved buildings. After crossing the town, it was an uphill
road, for around 20 km. Despite that difficulty, the route was looking nicely.

My rural upbringing made me notice that once I left the Basque country and entered Cantabria,
not only the landscape changed but also the kind of cows on the farms. While in the Basque
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country, the farms consisted mostly of meat-designated cows (they are all brown, more
muscled), here the industry was focused on the production of milk as all the cows there were
of the same black and white breed. My finding had to be depicted on a picture, so here it is:

The day was becoming hotter, however, the landscape’s beautify counterbalanced that
inconvenience.

Around 2 pm, I reached the albergue run by Father Alberto, a famous, almost mythical person
among all pilgrims. He has led it for over 40 years now. I really wanted to spend there a night
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and so that was my goal for that day. I arrived just about the right time. The lunch was being
served and the moment I arrived I was asked to sit by the table.
After a tasty chicken soup and some pasta, I went to check in and do my typical tasks after
arrival: take a shower and do the laundry.

I met some young people from Switzerland, Germany, China and Argentina. We spent most of
the afternoon together, talking, drawing and just having a good time. For some time, I was left
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alone with Michelle, a girl from Switzerland, who just finished high school and was about to
start university. She spontaneously decided to do the Camino, as she didn’t really know what
she wanted to do in her life. Nevertheless, she was very much into art. Quite quickly from a
normal conversation we moved into a philosophical dispute on the aesthetic side of art and its
importance in our daily life. Further, I touched upon the philosophy of sound, the topic I greatly
explored in my final year of undergraduate studies at Warwick. The conversation lasted for
more than an hour, before some other people came over to join us. She seemed very moved by
our discussion and by its depth but also by my approach to life and my testimony of God’s
presence in my life.
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In the evening, we had a presentation about the history of the place. That day, 84 pilgrims were
checked in. Father Alberto presented his vision for the place and how it became some kind of
utopian yet real place on Earth. After dinner, I felt really happy with my life and the whole day,
which was full of amazing moments. My leg was doing well too, which kept me optimistic. At
10pm, I was in bed. I fell asleep immediately.

Day 10: Guemes -> Santa Cruz de Bezana
The morning was very cold. The big room in which I stayed was extremely hot, which only
magnified the sensation of cold when I stepped outdoor. I realised that my glasses were kind
of broken, the screw on the frame loosened and one glass fell off. It really stressed me out,
because without the glasses I would have been basically blind. In the morning, when it was still
cold, I could see nothing. Nevertheless, the view outside from the hill on which the albergue
was built, was astonishing.

The sun had slowly rose up. Despite the initial fear, I somehow found that very small screw
and by using a fork I put the glass back to the frame. It definitely pumped my adrenaline.
Nevertheless, with that beautiful scenery, I departed Guemes and headed towards Loredo, from
where I was planning to take a boat to cross the bay and reach Santander.
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The path led mainly through local roads and thus it was a pleasant walk through relatively flat
areas.
Taking a boat/ ferry from Loredo to Santander allowed me to admire the beauty of the city
from a wider perspective. When I embarked, I went to the cathedral, where some people came
to speak to me to ask about my pilgrimage and to wish me good luck. It was a nice experience,
however, being in a big city felt quite uncomfortable. It was noisy, crowded, there were cars
passing by and most of the people stared at me rather strangely.

This was the same experience to the one I faced in Bilbao, therefore, I decided not to stay in
the city for long, despite the rich historical heritage Santander has to offer. I took a train to skip
the heavily industrial area of the city. I find it truly useless to walk through areas like that
because it does not enrich my spiritual and visual experience at all. Therefore, a 7-minutes train
ride allowed me to leave behind the industrial part of Santander and continue my walk.
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At 3 pm, I reached Santa Cruz de Bezana, small town, where an Argentinian couple run a
private, donations-only albergue. It was a lovely old house, with a small garden, and a cosy
atmosphere inside. Coincidentally, the people I met yesterday in Guemes as well as in Laredo
also decided that day to reach that albergue. Everyone seemed positively surprised by the fact
that we would spend a day again together. Stronger bonds started building up between us. I
helped the Swiss and Argentinian girls with their blisters with Dermatol powder, of which I
had a few sachettes. They felt a big improvement from the day before, when I gave it to them
as their pain eased quite significantly.

After my traditional ritual of taking a shower and doing a laundry, I went for a quick nap. More
and more people starting arriving to the albergue. In the meantime, I saw Marcus seating with
Zoorah, one of religious books of the Jews. It turned out that he was Jewish, the fact that I did
not know before. We started talking. He was quite engaged with the book and knew a lot about
it, which was a little surprise for me as I did not expect such depth of knowledge on religious
topics from him. I did know a little bit about Judaism and asked him a lot of questions regarding
the traditions, the language and the symbolism behind all of that. He was very passionate about
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all of that and eager to share his knowledge with me. I wondered how come he knew so much
about his religion as I expected that an ordinary Jew would know as much about his religion as
an ordinary christian knows about his: not much. It turned out that Marcus studied Judaism and
jewish theology. An interesting course for someone who did not have to study nor work, as he
mentioned that he owns quite a few apartments that allow him to live a good life.
The conversation about faith, religion and God with Marcus was one of the best ones I have
ever had in my entire life. Again, the Camino has surprised me quite drastically and has proved
me that the best often comes from the unexpected, as it did with the conversation with Marcus.
In the evening, we gathered all together for dinner prepared by the house owners. Till then,
many new people arrived, looking for a place to stay and all were welcomed. Some of them
slept in the garden as they had tents. This was a real Camino experience of a proper Camino
albergue, because no one was sent off, even if it meant that people slept in the kitchen. We had
a lovely evening, full of joy, laughter and a sense of community. It was probably the most
enjoyable day for me from the whole Camino.
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Day 11: Santa Cruz de Bezana -> Santillana del Mar -> Cobreces
The waking up time for everyone, agreed a night before, was 6:45 am. I woke up for the first
time at around 2 am feeling very fresh and ready, so I believed that it was nearly the time. I am
glad I did check the hour because otherwise I would have been really tired the next day after
only a few hours of sleep, despite the feeling that being rested at the time.
At 7:45 am, I left the albergue. I said goodbye to the friends. I didn’t know at the time that I
would never see them again on the Camino. I slightly regret that I didn’t take any contact
information to anyone. The group did feel like a community a little bit because it was the first
time, and the last time too, when the same group of people actually met in the same place for
a third time in a row.

I reached the first stop, Santillana del Mar, at 11:30. It started getting very hot. The town was
a lovely medieval place, with lots of tourists, bars and churches. The pilgrim office would only
open the albergue after 2 pm. Therefore, I decided to move on and walk further. I didn’t really
have a specific plan in my head, but I did think of reaching Comillas, which was quite far away.
But I gave it a go.
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Quite quickly did I realise that the journey was going to be very difficult. It was really sunny
but there was no place to hide on the road. I walked all the time under the Sun. Many times, I
had to ask some random local people to refill my water because I ran out of it. Fortunately,
everyone seemed very nice and helpful, wishimg me ‘buen camino’, the traditional saying to
the pilgrims.
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I reached Cobreces around 5pm. I was quite exhausted and decided not to go further. The
albergue, or rather a youth hostel it was, was clean and big and I got a bed. Standardly, I took
a shower, did laundry and went to sleep.
I have to say honestly that that day I felt a big sense of missing home. Even me, who has lived
away from home since I was 15, I really wanted to see my family and be with them even for a
moment. It’s hard to describe that feeling. I think I started getting tired mentally and physically
as well as just lonely and a little bit ‘lost’ in my feelings, emotions, desires and dreams.

Day 12: Cobreces -> Comillas -> Serdio
Today, I woke up at 7 am and at 7:45 am I left the albergue. The morning was particularly
pretty that day, as documented on the picture. The weather was favourable in the morning, not
too cold, not hot, not humid. 2 hours later I reached Comillas, where I didn’t arrive yesterday
despite my ambition plan. Two more hours of walking in the previous day would have been a
bad idea and I am glad I stayed in Cobreces, as it also offered good standard.
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However, after Comillas, the weather changed dramatically and it started raining very heavily.
In addition, the path went alongside the coast for most of the time, causing really strong winds
attacking me from the right side all the time. As a result, I do not really remember much from
that walk other than just my boots at which I was staring all the time.
I reached Serdio, a small town in the middle of nowhere. There was only one bar in the centre,
which offered good food and the only spot with phone connection. I managed to call my parents
to let them know that I am safe, I ate a burger in the bar and went back to the albergue to sleep.
It was raining and cold.

Day 13: Serdios -> Cuerres (Casio Belen)
I woke up relatively late, but I didn’t worry about it. I left Serdios not long after 8 am. I didn’t
sleep that well because at some point during my sleep, I felt the presence of ‘something’ else
in my sleeping bag. I quickly realised it was a cat. How did he get there, I had no clue. My
automatic thought was that I did not see that cat yesterday. What if he was a random, homeless
cat, potentially with some disease?
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I contemplated a lot about that thought of mine later on. I behaved quite selfish, I guess the cat
was cold too and was looking for generosity. I did not behave like a catholic should have, and
I faced my own morality quite profoundly. Th enext few days I was thinking about it. I believed
that this was a lesson or rather a test for me, which turned out to be a lesson to be humble and
not blind for help.
Nevertheless, around 6:15pm I reached what is known as the Bethlehem house. A private
albergue run by a German couple, who after they retired decided to buy some land with a house
in northern Spain and share some of that space with the Camino pilgrims.
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Despite being relatively late, I was confident that they would allow me to stay. However, when
the lady opened, she was very sad but refused me a stay for the night because their son with
friends were about to visit for a few days. What a bad luck, I thought. I was understanding, of
course, but I did tell her that I covered almost 50km that day as I walked from Serdio. It took
her by surprise as her face really showed the sense of disbelieve. Her husband had to hear me
saying that and came over. They asked me if I don’t mind sleeping in a chapel. For me, it
sounded like a great idea and I was really up for it. The chapel was placed in the garden, with
a small altar and a cosy setting inside.

52

The place allowed me to truly focus on my faith and spirituality. In that chapel, there were
Bibles in multiple languages, including Polish and English. In addition, there was a radio
with CD player, with many CDs of Taize music. With the candles lit up, the place turned into
a mystical sphere, giving me a great rest of mind and soul.
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Day 14: Cuerres -> Villaviciosa
I woke up after 8, all other people were gone by then. The night I spent in that chapel turned
out to be great. A little bit cold at some point in the night but nevertheless, I appreciated the
fact of being alone in a room. It rained in the morning,

Going to Villaviciosa meant stepping into Asturias, a new region on my list. This was the
region were the Reconquest of Spain in early medieval ages started.
In addition, the region is known for its cider. The day was sunny although, fortunately, there
were lots of clouds that protected me from getting sunburnt. Otherwise, that day was not very
special and allowed me to focus deeply on my prayers and looking for my inner self more
deeply than usually.
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Day 15: Villaviciosa -> Norena

I left the albergue around 7:47 am, so I would say a typical time for me. After Villaviciosa, I
was passing by many people, however, my pace was faster than theirs. The goal for today was
to walk towards Oviedo, as much as possible to potentially locate myself close to Norena – a
town, where my former boss from one summer internship lives during summer.
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When I contacted him before undertaking the Camino in order to ask him if there is anything
particular I could pray for in my intentions, it turned out that I might not be that far away from
his place and, therefore, he offered me any help that I would need, including a place to stay for
as long as I would like.
The route today was really interesting, and I was enchanted by a number of groves on my way.
I tried to catch their beauty:
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After more than 8 hours, I covered the distance of 37km and reached Norena. I was quite tired
and having an opportunity to take a proper shower and sleep on a normal bed seemed like
heaven. I knew I would stay there for a bit to get back some energy and motivation.

Day 16 & 17: Norena – rest
Thanks to generosity of Mr Jose Martinez, my former boss and a friend, and his family, I
could stay and rest at their house in Norena, a small town in the Northern Spain, which turned
out to be a much needed break after those many marathons that I walked. The 17th day, which
was 23rd August, turned to be extremely hot (+34 degrees), therefore, I really appreciated that
that day I could just stay somewhere, with normal and proper food. And most importantly, for
the first time on the journey, I did proper laundry. What a joy it gave me to have my clothes
finally smelling somehow nice. It is hard to describe but the break gave me a significant morale
boost and prepared me for the next, final stage of the whole journey. I was closer than further
to Santiago.
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Day 18: (Norena -> Oviedo -> ) Aviles -> Soto de Luina
Today I left Norena and transferred to Aviles to get back on the northern track. The last stage
of my pilgrimage was about to set off. The weather was perfect. No sunshine but it wasn’t cold.
It was quite humid, though, but it became a typical part of the journey.
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It was a long journey but a pleasant one after a break. I do appreciate those two days of proper
rest, because the pace I walked on previously was really fast and I guess, long term it was not
sustainable. Despite my intuition that after Gijon there would be much less people on the route,
it turned out that it was quite crowded. It says that 280km left until Santiago. It feels incredible.
I still remember those first days, when I couldn’t even think of reaching the final destination
because it seemed just too far. Too far. Now, I am much closer.

Day 19: Soto de Luina -> Luarca
Dawns start later and later. Now, it was long after 7 before it got relatively bright. I still believe
it does not make sense to leave before that, however, most of the people do it. It rained and I
could hear thunders far away, yet I did not see any lightening. The road was easy, included
walking on trail and main roads. It had been a few days now since I saw any sunshine, which
significantly influenced my mood. I guess it was also the distance that I have already covered
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that started making me feel more vulnerable for incoming thoughts such as “why am I doing
it?”.

In Luarca, I stayed in a private albergue in the city centre. The city was quite nice, built on a
cliff with a small bay. I tried a typical and famous dish from this region called fabada. It was
really tasty and it reminded me of Polish grochowka. I joked to my family that I thought I was
going to Spain, meanwhile the weather and landscape is British and the food is Polish!
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Day 20: Luarca -> La Caridad -> Tapia de Casariego
The morning was tough. Already after 5am, some people woke up and it was loud in the room.
I couldn’t sleep well that night. At 6am, most of the people had already left, despite still being
very dark outside. I was never a fan of that kind of pilgriming – get up as soon as possible and
leave early to secure a bed in the next albergue. Although I planned to wake up at 7am, the
peer pressure made a mark on me and so I got up early like everyone else. At 6:45am, I was
already on the way. For the first hour, it was totally dark. I was prepared because I had a head
light torch but many other people had nothing that would light up the way or at least would
give the passing cars the sign of their presence.
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I found it really dangerous and ignorant, therefore, for some time I walked with a few people
in order to lighten their way. Unfortunately, they were typical tourists who were doing it for
sport and did not really want to talk to me. This is why, once it got relatively bright, I left them
behind. Most of the way was going through corn fields and this was basically what I had on
my left and right hand side for most of that day.
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I reached La Caridad, where I initially thought to stop. However, it was still early, the weather
was not too bad despite high humidity, therefore, I decided to walk another 10km to reach
Tapia de Casareigo, a beautiful small town on the coast. Many people on Camino forums
recommended me visiting that town and I was truly enchanted by its vibe and great food that
they had there. The albergue was placed just at the entry to the city on the cliff just by the coast.
It was a beautiful place and I was immediately very happy that I decided to add additional
10km that day to make it there. I met a couple from Scotland with whom I spent an evening,
sharing our experiences and talking about my studies and plans for the future. I ate capocho¸a
traditional meal from Asturias, which was a chicken fillet filled with salami, ham and cheese.
I couldn’t finish it.
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Knowing that it was my last day by the coastline, I decided to finally swim in the sea. Despite
the water being extremely cold, I fulfilled that plan. Everything was going well and I really
liked the place, it was peaceful, full of beautiful cliffs. I spent the evening by myself outside,
admiring the sunset from the cliff, contemplating and thinking about my faith. I felt happy and
satisfied. I felt God’s presence.
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Day 21: Tapia de Casariego -> Lourenza
Tapia de Casariego was the last stop alongside the coast. Since then, the journey to Santiago
de Compostela meant going inland. As usual, I left the albergue at 8 am. It was a very long
journey, more than 40km. I didn’t have much thoughts that day I have to say, the way was
really tedious and I felt tired not only physically but also mentally after that day.
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I reached a small albergue, where as usual I immediately took a shower, did my laundry and
rested for a bit. I went to do some groceries for tonight and for breakfast. At 7pm, I attended a
mass in the local church, which was really nice and big. An elderly priest immediately
recognised me as someone from outside that community, he welcomed me publicly, asked me
a few questions during the mass and wished me all the best for th rest of the journey. I felt
really welcomed by that small act of kindness, and appreciated that a lot.
After the mass, I went back to the albergue. My body was largely in pain by this time after
exactly 3 weeks. Maybe it was because of that relatively dull journey that day but I had a feeling
of resistance in my body but also in my mind. It was hard to push myself further. On the other
hand, what did I have left other than just waking up in the morning, putting my clothes and
backpack on, and marching? I had to march and not look back. It was a great lesson of
resistance even in hard moments but also in moments of routine that naturally touch all of us,
in daily life, at work or in a relationship.
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Day 22: Lourenza -> Gontan
I woke up after 7, ate what was left after dinner from the previous day and at 8 am I departed,
saying goodbye to a German girl, Anna, and Julia from Italy, whom I befriended previous day.
The pace was alright, I was happy with it, the atmosphere was peaceful and beautiful, however,
it was really humid and not much after I left I was already all wet. The first stage of today was
leading to Mondonedo, known for its beautiful cathedral. On the way there, I came across 3
Danish guys: Jakob, 37 years old, Vinny, 65 years old, who by going to Camino celebrated his
25th anniversary of sobriety, and a 71-years old Richard, who has lived in Spain for the last 10
years. Despite their pace being much slower than mine, I decided to walk with them for a bit
and to talk. We talked about our lives, our experiences, I was mainly the one who was listening
because I really wanted to draw on their life experience. Vinny was telling me a lot about his
personal life, his wife with whom he was getting a divorce and the whole story how it happened.
It was quite astonishing for a young and idealistic man like me, yet very helpful too. We
reached Mondonedo, where we stopped for a coffee and a snack. After that, I left them and
went on alone for what was described as the most difficult stage of the route in Galicia. Almost
20km uphill. In addition, the humidity I mentioned made the journey much less pleasant that
day and having reached Gontan was a great feeling, also because it started getting quite warm,
which would have been really difficult with that high humidity in the air.
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In the albergue, I met two students from Poland, Lukasz and Martyna, a couple. They were the
second and the third persons from Poland I met on the way, and funny enough, both guys’
names were Lukasz, as mine. What a coincidence. We got well along and decided to cook
something together.
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We made carbonara pasta that day, which tasted really nice with white wine that we got from
the local shop.

In the evening, I called my very good friend Peter, with whom I went to highschool. We rarely
talk, however, he is also a deeply spiritual person like me and it was great to have a
converstation with him about what has happened so far, about my thoughts, contemplations,
my prayers and my findings. That hour I spent for the conversation was a great testimony of
how much I have changed over the last weeks, how I became more balanced in my thoughts
and actions. Peter depicted many of those changes in me and was glad to hear about my
spirituality growing. Later, I called my parents too, because it was their 37th marriage
anniversary. I am always enchanted by their love to their children and to each other, making
their relationship a goal that I would like to achieve or rather construct with someone one day.

Day 23: Gontan -> Villalba

I woke up after 7, had no pressure of leaving early. I left at 8:27 with Lukasz and Martyna. It
was the first time during the whole pilgrimage when I actually walked with someone the whole
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day. We talked but also often walked silent with our own thoughts and prayers. The journey
was relatively simple, apparently after Gontan, the route is more less flat and really easy
comparing to previous valleys and hills. We reached Villalba at 13:10, I did my typical ritual
of taking a shower and doing laundry immediately after I reach an albergue. We decided to
have a proper meal that day. For 11 euros, we had a 2-side lunch, a dessert and coffee. We went
to the town centre to explore a little bit, Villalba turned out to be a vibrant place with many
pubs, museums and a town square, when that day a cycling event took place with DJs and
hundreds of people on their bikes. We came back to the albergue in the evening.

I have received so many messages from friends, old friends or people that I just know, all of
them wishing me good luck and supporting me in my adventure. It means a lot to me and I
keep praying and discovering my faith.
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Day 24: Villalba -> Baamonde
Today I marched again with Martyna and Lukasz. It was a nice experience to finally walk with
someone, maybe we didn’t talk much on the way but the presence of someone else, someone
with whom you actually connect, was gratifying. Perhaps the life of a hermit would not suit me
well, I definitely like being surrounded by people. The journey today was simple and pleasant.
It was supposed to get really hot later on, so we hoped to reach Baamonde quite early. We
arrived there after 1pm, the albergue opened at 1:30 and we took our beds. The albergue was
big and clean.

We cooked pasta with tomato sauce and tuna and it turned out delicious. When you walk by
yourself, it doesn’t really make sense to buy stuff and cook for yourself, but in a group, it’s
less costly, it tastes good and it’s a socialising activity too.
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Later in the afternoon, as it really got hot, we went to a nearby river for a swim. I can’t even
describe what a great feeling it was to cool my body in a really cold water.
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Day 25: Baamonde -> Sobrado dos Moxes
Today, I departed alone as Lukasz and Martyna took a bus directly to Santiago as they ran out
of time. The plan for today was Miraz – an albergue run by British Jacobines, around 16km
from Baamonde. I guess for the reason of being alone again, I decided to keep walking as I felt
good. So instead of 16km, I made 40km that day. The journey that day was not really exciting
and led through corn fields as usual. I reached Sobrado dos Moxes at 3:30pm. It is a huge
monastery run by the Cisterian monks. At 4pm, the gate opened and I was shown a little
chamber in which I would spend the night. I took the liberty of being of the first pilgrims there
that day and chose a bed next to a charging pocket. The whole journey taught me that charging
pocket is a rare thing with a huge demand.

While wandering inside the monastery, I found a way to get inside the magnificent church.
However, the church turned out to be abandoned. It was totally scraped from any decorations.
Just pure stone. This nakedness was astonishing I have to say, because it truly revealed its
magnificence and size. The smell was horrible and reminded me of horse stable. Everything
was covered in mould.
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I found a small chapel, harsh and cold but quiet. Having prayed the rosary and contemplated
for an hour put peace in my mind. I spent the rest of the day just relaxing, I could tell that I am
not that strong anymore as I was at the beginning. I lost weight and I felt weaker physically.
However, my spirit was optimistic, and I couldn’t wait to reach Santiago, where, I believed, I
would find myself in 3-4 days from Sobrado.

Day 26: Sobrado dos Moxes -> Santaigo de Compostela
I woke up around 7 am in the morning. It was still dark and despite being very warm in room
(due to high density of people in a closed monasterian chamber), one step outside the door
made me realise very quickly that the weather today was not going to be favourable. Many
people left before me in a hurry. I, however, planned that it would take me 2-3 more days to
reach Santiago at a normal pace. At the time, I was ahead of my initial plan and had plenty of
time. I prepared scrambled eggs in the albergue’s small kitchen, had a yogurt and at exactly 8
am, with the church bell ringing eight times, I left the monastery.
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It started raining a few minutes after that. I planned to reach Arzua first, where a few other
routes get together, and then walk a little bit further while searching for an albergue. After 3.5
hours of walk in rain and cold, I reached a road diversion. One on the left to Arzua and then
further to Santiago through towns and cities, with 48km to Santiago. On the right side, a shorter,
40-km to Santiago route but with not many facilities. I don’t know what prompted me to choose
the right one actually but my guess is that the reason of being less crowded and thus more
personal, took over and I chose the right track. It was not my intention to reach Santiago that
day, therefore the distance did not really matter to me.
The route I chose was quite a surprise. There was literally no one on my way, I walked
kilometres through forest, not having met any single soul. I walked, and I walked, having
already covered more than 25km. And then, I remember very well, a strange, almost mystical
experience happened to me. I thought of Santiago and of reaching the cathedral the same day,
and that moment moved the deepest emotions inside that such that I could not resist from crying
out of happiness. 35km left, which meant around 5 more hours of walk that day. However, the
feeling of great happiness did not stop accompanying me, therefore, I kept walking and
walking. It was Sunday, meaning that basically all services were closed that day. I kept
walking. It was for the first time on the whole journey when I started feeling that I was getting
blisters on my foot.
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The asphalt road finished after 33km and turned into trail. The inconvenience of having blisters
became even more prominent. I was hoping to reach Monte de Gozo, a village 5km before
Santiago, where many pilgrims stay overnight to reach the Cathedral early in the morning.
However, when I saw a pilgrim pole stating that it is 25km to Santiago, somewhere inside me
a ‘what if’ thought arose. 5km later, with 20 more to go, I knew that that was the day. Again, I
couldn’t stop walking, it was my mind, not the legs, that were leading me. At 6pm, exactly 10
hours after I left a beautiful monastery of Sobrado dos Moxes, I crossed the Cathedral’s gate,
accompanied by a playing gaiteiro (a Galician bagpiper) and the Cathedral’s ringing bells
announcing the 6pm. You walk to the main square but you have to turn to see the Cathedral’s
façade in all its beauty and glory. I called my parents on a camera chat, they were quite afraid
because it was quite late, and I didn’t let them know that I reached any place. When they saw
me crying, they were even more scared. I couldn’t really say anything so I just turned the
camera to show them the Cathedral. This is how my Camino came to an end, leaving me in
indescribable euphoria and in tears, which only stopped after an hour.
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The fact that I could actually attend Sunday Mass not only in a church but in the Cathedral of
St James in Santiago de Compostela meant a lot to me, for which I was really grateful. In the
evening, I returned to Monte de Gozo, where I hoped to stay in an albergue run by some Polish
priests. It is an amazing shelter placed on a hill just outside Santiago with breath-taking views
of the city. I finally took off my shoes and let my feet rest. I also treated myself with big dinner
as I didn’t really eat much that day. I was all in pain but have never been so happy.

79

Day 27: Santiago de Compostela
I woke up before 8, dressed and left to Santiago. I took a bus as the blisters, now all open,
allowed me to hardly walk. I reached the Cathedral, I prayed and admired its beauty in a
morning dawn. I then headed to the Pilgrims’ Office, where one receives an official
confirmation of the completed pilgrimage. I expected crowds as the legends always said that
this takes hours of waiting in a queue. I guess I was lucky because as I entered, I immediately
was asked to one assistant. I received two ‘Compostela’ documents, one in Latin and one in
Spanish.
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I attended a mass in Polish later on for the Polish pilgrims. After that, I went to the cathedral
to see the altar or St James and managed to see the coffin with St James’ body, where I spent
a while praying. I put all my intentions there, for which I prayed everyday for the last weeks.
The rest of the day, I spent sightseeing the city, relaxing and contemplating. I still couldn’t
believe that the journey came to an end, much faster than I expected, despite initial problems.
As my return ticket was booked for the 11th September, the next 9 days I spent initially in
Santiago de Compostela (2 more days) and then I went on to Portugal. The return flight was
from Porto as it was the best option financially at the time I was buying the tickets. I fulfilled
my dream and I finished the Camino.
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Afterthoughts
This journey was an extraordinary experience in many ways. Even though I spent on
the Camino 26 days (+1 Day 0), it truly felt like I was away for a few months. This is probably
because everything was different: landscapes, most basic routines, food, shelter, kinds of
activities, company and conversations. On an expedition like this one, the effort is almost
purely physical. This was a big contrast to my typical life during the academic year, throughout
which I would spend most of the time in the library, working on economic models and political
discourses, or at work where I am responsible for managing data on cultural participation in
Coventry. That month hugely affected my physicality. Firstly, I lost almost 7 kilograms of
weight (almost 10% of my body weight), mainly due to substantial effort that the pilgrimage
required but also because I decided to immerse myself fully into a pilgrim’s experience. This
made me to drop the idea of preparing food packages on the way as I wanted to see how a
normal person embarking on this kind of journey would be able to ‘survive’: what would be
available to eat, to drink etc. I also wanted to explore the richness of the Spanish culture and
its cuisine by often trying local food. In addition, physically my body was a wreck after that
month and sometimes it gives me a reminder of that adventurous hike by surprising me with
unexpected pain in my ankle or thigh muscle. Nevertheless, it was worth all the pain.
My mind and my soul were truly put on yet another test. Both were stretched, either
intellectually or spiritually, which, I firmly believe, has enriched me as a person. I returned as
a more optimistic person, full of energy and ready for the challenges ahead of me. I also came
back as a more aware person of my own spirituality, my weaknesses and strengths. As
mentioned in the project proposal, I was confident that it was not my physical stamina but
rather the mental attitude that will prove crucial for this kind of adventure, and I was right. If
not my mind and my attitude of never giving up, I would have probably given up a few times
on the way. In such moments, I thought of my life and the moments when I faced an obstacle
that I regarded as impossible to pass. Somehow, I always did. My father, who was in the army
when he was young, compared my adventure to his time in the military, where, at the beginning,
he confessed to me that he struggled, yet eventually he did very well. He believed that after
surviving such experience, he would have been able to achieve anything in his life, and he later
proved that in his life. I am certain that I came back with a similar approach to life.
My pace turned out to be considerable higher than planned. Initially I covered approx.
28km per day, however, I frequently walked 40-45 km in one day, twice 50 km in a day, and
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once, in the last, I covered 60 km. From the perspective of an observer several weeks after the
journey, I wished I was moving more slowly and had time to enjoy more wonderful landscapes
especially at the beginning of the pilgrimage. In the last week, I did indeed slow down as I
covered 20-25 km a day, except the last two days, when I actually walked 100 km in total.
Nevertheless, the physical aspect of my experience was also incredibly satisfying. I often
pushed myself to the limits and yet a day after I was ready once again to embark on a new,
unexpected journey. Therefore, the journey has reinforced my belief in the value of the
intensity of experience. If I want to rest and clear my head, while also achieving a spiritual
retreat, I need to push my body to its limits to lower myself in front of the mystery of this
world.
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Appendices
1. Accounting statement
Presented below are (i) predicted costs included in the project proposal, (ii) actual costs
incurred during the expedition. The total predicted cost was estimated at GBP 1130 and the
total incurred cost was GBP 988.42.
In addition, I dropped the idea of sleeping in a tent as I was convinced by many guidebooks
and fellow pilgrims that I met through different community forums that it is the best to sleep
in albergues, which are not expensive, and they offer the proper pilgrimage experience.
Although sometimes it did not really work (Day 0 or Day 1), otherwise I share the idea that it
is truly beneficial, not only logistically and in terms of the experience but also I could reduce
the weight of my backpack by at least 2 kg. In addition, having slept indoor considerably helped
me safely complete the journey in a very good time.
Proposed budget
#

Category

Item

Quantity Price
Cost
per unit (£)
(£)

1

Travel

Flight ticket WAW-BIO 29.07 (+ large baggage)

1

170

170

2

Travel

Flight ticket VGO – KRK 31.08

1

120

120

3

Travel

Commuting in Spain (BIO – Bilbao – Irun … Vigo)

3

8

24

4

Accommodation Regular: wild camping

18

0

0

5

Accommodation Emergency (bad weather, injury): albuerges
(shelters) run by charity/religious organisations

15

8

120

6

Food

Travellunch 250g (1000kcal each; 2000kcal / day)

56

7

392

7

Food

Snacks and chocolate bars consumed throughout
the day; occasional hot meals and hot drinks
(1500kcal/day)

28

6

168

8

Insurance

e.g. ERV Europe "Top"

1

36

36

9

Essential
equipment

Cooking gear + canister gas stove

1

35

35
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10 Essential
equipment

Merrell Vertis Ventilator hiking shoes

1

65

65

Actual costs
1 EUR = 0.85 GBP
1 PLN = 0.20 GBP
#

1

Category

Travel

Item

Flight

Quantity Price

ticket 1

Katowice

Price

Prices

per

per

per

unit

unit

unit

(PLN)

(GBP) (EUR)

Cost (£)

267

53.4

431.56

86.32

20

4

44

8.8

82.81

16.56

to

Santander
(6.08.2019)
2

Travel

Flight

ticket 1

Porto to Warsaw
(11.09.2019)
3

Travel

Bus

ticket 1

Rzeszow

to

Krakow
(05.08.2019)
4

Travel

Bus

ticket 1

Krakow

to

Katowice
Airport
(06.08.2019)
5

Travel

Train

ticket 1

Warsaw

to

Rzeszow
(11.09.2019)

85

6

Travel

Bus

ticket 1

Santander

15

12.75

33.99

28.9

3.75

3.19

to

Irun
7

Travel

Bus

ticket 1

Santiago

de

Compostela

to

Braga
(05.09.2019)
8

Travel

Train

ticket 1

Braga to Porto
(06.09.2019)
9

Insurance

Insurance,

1

137

29.15

ERGO HESTIA
EUROPE
10 Accommodation Hostel Zarautz

1

30

25.5

11 Accommodation Deba

1

23

19.55

1

16

13.6

1

16.78

14.26

3

10

25.5

1

10

8.5

‘galerna
aterpetxea ‘ (89.08.2019)

Accommodation
(9-10.08.2019)
12 Accommodation Eskerika
Accommodation
(10-11.08.2019)
13 Accommodation Bilbao
Accommodation
(11-12.08.2019)
14 Accommodation Laredo
Accommodation
( 12-13 & 13-14
&

14-15

.

08.2019)
15 Accommodation Guemes
Accommodation
(15-16.08.2019)
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16 Accommodation Santa Cruz de 1

10

8.5

1

14

11.9

1

6

5.1

10

8.5

6

5.1

10

8.5

1

13

11.05

de 1

10

8.5

6

5.1

Bezana
Accommodation
(16-17.08.2019)
17 Accommodation Cobreces
Accommodation
->

Albergue

Viejo Lucas (1718.08.2019)
18 Accommodation Serdio
Accommodation
(18-19.08.2019)
19 Accommodation Cuerres – Casio 1
Belen

(19-

20.08.2019)
20 Accommodation Villaviciosa

1

Accommodation
(20-21.08.2019)
21 Accommodation Soto de Luina 1
Accommodation
(24-25.08.2019)
22 Accommodation Luarca
Accommodation
(25-26.08.2019)
23 Accommodation Tapia
Casariego
Accommodation
(26-27.08.2019)
24 Accommodation Lourenza

1

Accommodation
(27-28.08.2019)
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25 Accommodation Gontan

1

6

5.1

1

6

5.1

1

6

5.1

dos 1

6

Accommodation
(28-29.08.2019)
26 Accommodation Villalba
Accommodation
(29-30.08.2019)
27 Accommodation Baamonde
Accommodation
(30-31.08.2019)
28 Accommodation Sobrado
Moxes

5.1

Accommodation
(31.0801.09.2019)
29 Accommodation Monte de Gozo 4

6

20.4

Accommodation
(01-05.09.2019)
30 Essential

Hiking shoes

1

Sidreria

299

63.52

63.52

1

16.12

16.12

1

15.65

15.65

equipment
31 Food

Restaurant
Lunch
32 Food

Sport
Restaurante

33 Food

Food – bought 23
in

shops

6

117.3

8

312.8

Total:

£988.42

and

self-prepared
34 Food

Food eaten in 46
small pubs on
the way
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For the hostels and places that I booked, the receipts and confirmations of booking are included.
When I slept in an albergue, they did not provide any receipt nor confirmation other than a
stamp in the pilgrim’s passport. Most of them cost either 6 or 10 euros, depending on whether
any food was provided or not. One in Luarca cost 13 euros, although did not provide any food
whatsoever (provided a screenshot of the official pilgrimage website’s information site about
the albergue). The cost of accommodation is substantially higher than in the project proposal,
however, I did take into account the fact that I paid considerably less for transportation costs.
I included two restaurants in which I ate as I have a proven record of those places. Otherwise,
I either bought basic food in supermarkets such as Eroski or Lidl, or ate in small pubs found
on the way. Unfortunately, those often required cash-only transactions and did not provide any
receipts. I decided to combine both as one food transaction per day as I was closely monitoring
how much I spent per day in order to stay more less in the budget I was granted by the
Committee. This is why I calculated that reasonably, on the basis of my diary and notes that I
kept every day, in 23 days (as in some days I received food for free) I spent 8 euros per meal,
which I had twice a day, thus amounting to 368 euros ( 23 x 2 x 8euro ) + a pack of snacks of
6 euros per day (23 x 6euros = 138 euros), summing up to 506 euros.
The total actual costs were £988.42, comparing to projected £1130. For the point of reference
for those, who would be more interested in the costs of such a journey, these costs do not
include the costs of other equipment such as a good backpack, sleeping bag and clothes, which
all together cost me approx. additional £120 (all bought in Decathlon to minimise the cost).
Due to the fact that I completed the project faster than expected and planned, I would like to
reassure the Committee that the cost of remaining days between my time in Santiago de
Compostela and my return flight from Porto, was covered from my own money as it did not
relate to the project and I feel it would be misappropriate to use those funds for those days.
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Guide

Transportation

The airport in Santander is one of the most used by the pilgrims. It offers a great logistic route
to many places of the Northern and the French Caminos. Some people fly to Madrid and then
commute to their starting point. Personally, I flew to Santander and then took a bus to Irun.
Flying to Bilbao might also be a good option, however, most likely more costly.

Maps and navigation
For the entire Camino I used the app called Buen Camino and it is number 1 choice among the
pilgrims thanks to its simplicity. It works offline too. I know some people had other apps, for
which often they paid. Personally, I did not meet anyone who would use a GPS device. The
route is well signed, especially in Asturias from my experience. It is hard to get lost if you
follow the signs.

Food
Spain is known for the variety of food and cuisine it offers. The northern regions greatly differ
from those in the middle of the south of the country. They seem more like England than the
stereotypical Spain that most people have in mind.
It is typical to eat in bars and pubs, to drink coffee often with orange juice.

Spirituality
I decided to take the rosary I received after my grandmother passed away. I do realise that some
people are not fans of this method of praying, nevertheless for me it proved great in keeping
me focused on the prayer and on the intentions.
Having a notebook was great too, to write down the thoughts, the ideas and anything else down.
After a few months, the notebook refreshed my memories and brought back to me those vivid
images and emotions that accompanied me at the time. It is also a great tool to follow the
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progress of your own spiritual disputes. I noticed a great change in myself over the pilgrimage,
however, it happened a while after I came back when I could calmly look at everything that
happened and assess it carefully.

Footwear
Although it is common for modern-day hikers to wear trail running shoes instead of waterproof
hiking boots, I recommend the latter for northern Spain regions. Waterproof hiking boots are
the right choice for three basic reasons. One, it rains a lot and so many trails are muddy. In
running shoes, your feet will be constantly wet and therefore more prone to blisters and other
injuries. Although you might encounter high temperatures in northern Spain sometimes, good
hiking boots (below ankle) with good ventilation will do a great job, so you should not worry
about your feet ‘boiling’ inside the waterproof hiking boots. In addition to waterproof hiking
boots, I recommend taking additional lightweight river shoes or sandals. Putting the latter ones
on your feet after the whole day is a great relief.

Clothing
Northern Spain is a rainy place, so bring proper waterproof clothing with you. It is essential
that your waterproof jacket has reliable ventilation systems in place (armpit zips etc.) because
when it rains it does so for several hours at a time. Although your jacket may be waterproof, if
these ventilation systems do not work properly, you will get wet just from the moisture coming
from your skin. You also need waterproof pants. I bought a 2 in 1 pants that transform into
shorts and to be honest, I only used the extension twice.

91

