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Walking the Camino
Frances….

Route of the Camino Frances

STARTING POINT
•
•
•
•

Camino Frances: “official” starting point is St. Jean Pied-de-Port (SJPP) in the Pyrenees, on the
French side.
However, you can start the Camino from any point along the route. For example, from Burgos, or
Leon or any of the other towns.
To qualify as a “real” pilgrim and be able to collect your compostella in Santiago, you must have
walked at least the last 100km into Santiago.
There are many train and bus services along the route, enabling you to get to pretty much any
starting point you want.

GETTING THERE
•
•
•

Fly to Paris, and onto Biarritz. From Biarritz take train and/or bus to Bayonne, then to SJPP.
Fly to Paris, and take the train to Bayonne, then the train or bus to SJPP
Fly to Madrid, take the train to Pamplona, then the bus to SJPP
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STARTING YOUR CAMINO
We recommend arriving in SJPP and spending the night, then start walking the next day. Depending on
where you’re coming from, you probably won’t get to SJPP until sometime in the afternoon anyway.
This gives you a chance to visit the Pilgrims in SJPP and:
•
•

buy your credencial—if you didn’t already get one
get the albergue list and any last minute information about the route.

In SJPP you can also buy any snacks or anything else you feel you need. SJPP will be busy with other
pilgrims and it will give you a chance to transition into Camino-mode.

Jun

July

Aug

Sep

May
Best times to go

Apr

Oct

Mar

Nov

Feb

Jan

Dec

Best Time To Go
•
•
•
•

Spring: April/May, early June. The spring is generally wetter than the fall. The first day or two
through the Pyrenees can still be very cold and wet, even snow in April and May.
Fall: September/October. Might be getting cooler towards the end of October. The fall should be
fairly dry, but you can always expect rain in Galicia, the last province, due to its exposure to the
Atlantic.
July & August: very busy, and very hot.
Winter months, November - March:
o Advantage: fewer people
o Disadvantage: some albergues close during the off season; expect cold and bad weather.

There are never guarantees when it comes to weather. Regardless of time of year, you can always
expect some rain. When I walked the Camino in May 2016, I had only 3 days with rain, but I did
encounter snow on the first day through the Pyrenees. The previous day they had a blizzard.
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Life in an albergue:
sleeping

Life in an albergue

Accommodation options
•
•
•
•

Albergues – the real pilgrim’s experience; cheap: €5 – €10; some by donation
Hostals, Pensions (guest house, inn) – have private rooms, often with bathroom, as well dorms
Hotels
Paradore – fancy hotels in historic buildings; expensive

In this presentation, we’ll focus on albergues:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Originally mostly run by religious organization and/or municipalities
With the increase in pilgrim traffic, many private albergues have appeared
Most have mixed dorms; some have separate rooms for men and women
Basic but adequate accommodation
Find albergues information in guide books and/or the albergues list from the office in SJPP/website
You can reserve in private albergues; even some of the municipal ones seem to take reservations
now.
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•
•

Honour your reservation: if you can’t make it, let them know. Some albergues require you to reconfirm your reservation if you haven’t arrived by 2 or 3 pm.
Get your credencial stamped to show you have walked the route. Some religious or municipal
albergues may only accept pilgrim and you must have your credencial.

In an albergue there will place for you to:
•

•
•
•
•

Sleep – usually bunk bed, with mattress and pillow; the majority also offer blankets, reducing the
need for a sleeping bag. However, you may still want to bring a lightweight sleeping bad or some
light weight cover, in case no covers are available. It depends on well you sleep when you’re a bit
cold.
Bring a sleeping bag liner
Shared bathrooms: showers, sinks, toilets
Place to do and hang your laundry – a daily ritual
Most albergues have WiFi

Some albergues also offer:
•
•
•

Restaurant/bar with meals
Lounges
Computers

The experience in an albergue depends somewhat on the facility, but mostly on the attitude of the
hospitalero. A welcoming and helpful hospitalero can make a very basic place feel wonderful.

Food on the Camino

WATER:
•
•
•
•

Always carry water with you.
Depending on the time of year and the weather, 1-2 liters is recommended.
There are fountains along the way to replenish your water supply.
But if it’s hot, make sure you carry plenty of water. Sometimes fountains are only a few kilometres
apart, sometimes you may have to go 10km or more before you can replenish your water supply.
Not having enough water on a hot day in bright sun, can make the situation harder than necessary
and increase your chance of heatstroke.
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BREAKFAST:
•
•
•
•

Some albergues (but only very few in my experience) will offer breakfast. This will be very basic:
some toast or bread with jam, coffee and orange juice.
Generally you’ll have to manage your own breakfast, either by buying food the day before (e.g. fruit,
yogurt, bread & cheese), of wait until you find a bar open
Bars are a popular place for breakfast, but they typically don’t open until 8 or 8:30 a.m. They will
serve coffee (café con leche), fresh squeezed orange juice (usually) and sandwiches or ‘tortilla’
(potatoe and egg pie).
If you are an early riser—and chances are you will be on the Camino--you might have to wait 1-2
hours (5-10km) before having breakfast, so it’s a good idea to have always have some food or snacks
on hand to get the day started with.

DINNER OPTIONS:
•

•

Pilgrim’s meals:
o are available everywhere, sometimes served at the albergues, sometimes you have to go to
a local restaurant.
o Prices for a pilgrim’s meal are generally around €10.
o They are basic, hardy three-course meals; the quality can vary but overall they are good
basic meals.
Cook your own dinner:
o Most/many albergues will have kitchen facilities for pilgrims to use.
o Making your own dinner can help keep cost down, help ensure healthy food and make for a
nice social event. Often pilgrims will pool resources and cook and enjoy a meal together.

Note that in Spain people tend to dine quite late, 10 p.m. is not unusual. However, pilgrim’s menus are
usually available earlier, around 6 or 7 pm. Pilgrims tend to be hungry and usually in bed by 10 p.m.
Many albergues have curfew of 10 or 11 p.m. Even without the curfew, most people are in bed by that
time, after walking a typical 25 km.

LUNCH & SNACKS:
In the course of the day you will typically pass restaurants, café’s and stores, so getting a meal or finding
a snack shouldn’t be a problem. Guidebooks will typically indicate what is available in the way of
services along the way. Do take a look at the map and see how far apart towns are and how big the
towns are. Some days you may walk through few towns, or very small farming communities with little or
no facilities.
TIP: If you pass a store of café with good food, take advantage of it, even if you’re not hungry yet. You
never know how far it will be to the next place is. There is nothing more frustrating than feeling hungry
and not begin able to find something (good) to eat, knowing you passed an awesome deli 5 km ago. A
friend told me: “Never pass up an opportunity for a café con leche or a bathroom break” and I followed
her advise.
SUNDAY SHOPPING
Note that in small towns, there might not be any stores open on Sunday and you’ll have to depend on
café’s and restaurants.
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Camino logistics

• WhatsApp
• Maps.me
• Spanish SIM card

MONEY
IMPORTANT: Along the Camino, business is done in cash, so always make sure you have enough cash on
hand.
There are plenty of ATM machines along the way, but you might go for two or three days without
finding one, so always plan ahead. The guide books and the albergue list will indicate where you can find
ATM machines.
DO NOT count on being able to use you credit card. In some larger restaurants in the larger cities you
might be able to pay with a credit card, but most of the time you’re dealing with small mom & pop
operations in small communities, and they won’t accept credit cards. You also won’t be able to pay with
your debit/bank card in stores (but using them in an ATM should be no problem).
TIP: We do recommend you contact your bank before you go to let them know when and where you are
going. As a safety precaution banks sometimes block transactions from foreign locations as part of their
fight against credit card fraud and identify theft.
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PHONE and STAYING IN TOUCH
It’s entirely up to you how much you want to stay “connected” while on the Camino, but there are few
points to consider.
Your Canadian phone will generally work in Spain. However, using it may cost you a lot of money. To
minimize expense:
•
•
•

Turn off roaming on your phone
Turn off cellular data
Use the (free) WiFi to check email or do any internet browsing. WiFi is available in most albergues
and many restaurants, public libraries etc.

CAUTION: Although WiFi is everywhere, it’s often slow and using it can be a frustrating experience. If
you just occasionally want to check email, no problem. But if you count on uploading photos or having
Skype calls with friends and family at home, that might not always work.
•
•

Making phone calls will be very expensive, approx. $1-$2 per minute
Can ALWAYS make emergency call

SPANISH SIM CARD FOR MORE RELIABLE CONNECTIVITY
One option is to have more reliable connections, wider coverage and be able to make phone calls pretty
much anytime is to get Spanish SIM card. Pamplona will be the fist town on the Camino where you can
get one. Get a SIM card with a prepaid plan, which will run between €15-€30 for 30 days, depending on
the carrier and what packages they have. Such a package will typically include:
•
•

1GB of data
100 minutes or text messages

With a Spanish SIM card you don’t have to rely on WiFi, you can use cellular date (i.e. browse the
internet anywhere, even when not in a town), calling is cheap.

HANDY “MUST HAVE” APPS TO HAVE
WhatsApp—this is a free texting app and works over WiFi. You can connect with anyone, provided they
also use Whatsapp. It’s great for texting, but you can also make phone calls over WiFi (might not work
with poor WiFi connections), quickly send someone your GPS coordinates, send photos etc. The app is
more common in Europe than in Canada, and is worth installing. It will enable you to stay in touch with
fellow pilgrims and/or Whatsapp albergues and hotels when needed.
Maps.me—a free app for maps. It’s similar in function to Google Maps, but it doesn’t require cellular
data or WiFi. At home, download the maps to your phone before you leave Canada. When on the
Camino, you can open the app and using the GPS in your phone it will show you where you care on a
detailed map. Maps also include information about hotels, stores, banks etc. in the area.

LUGGAGE
If you decide that carrying your back pack some or all of the way is not feasible for you, there are
numerous luggage transport services that can move your back for you. Google them, check your guide
book or the various Camino websites, or enquire at the albergues along the way. and you’ll be able to
find the information you need.
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BUSES AND PUBLIC TRANSIT
Most of the towns along the Camino are serviced by buses. Taxi services also flourish. Should anything
happen that you can’t continue your walk on a particular day, or at all, rest assured that you will be able
to find transportation. Hospitaleros at albergues, pilgrims or locals will be happy to help.

Walking your Camino…

 get in shape
 get good boots
 get a good pack & pack light
 the rest is a matter of choice

Getting in shape
• Start walking
• Gradually increase distances
• Join weekly pilgrim practice walks
As you progress:
• Try doing 18-20km comfortably
• Try two longs walks two days in row
• Start carrying your Camino gear

GETTING IN SHAPE
Start walking. If you currently don’t do much walking at all, start by walking just a few kilometres a few
times a week. Gradually increase the distances.
Join the weekly Camino practice walks, which happen every Saturday and Sunday, from about January to
November/early December. You can find the walk information on their Facebook page, or have your
name added to the mailing list.
The walking group is a great way to get in shape. It’s also a great place to meet people who have walked
one or more Camino’s and get advices and tips. Walks vary from 10-15km on average.
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As you progress, try to get to doing 18-20km comfortably. Also try to do two long walks twodays in a
row. For, example, do both the Saturday and Sunday walk. It’s one thing to walk 15-20km and then rest
for a week. Doing two long walks two days in a row, helps your body prepare for the Camino experience
of daily walking.
It’s also recommend to start carrying your pack on these walks, to get used ot carrying the pack. Initially
you may want to keep your pack somewhat light, but we recommend doing one or more walks with ‘full
gear’ closer to your departure date.

What type of boot?
• Low or high cut?
• Waterproof or not?
• Soft sole of firm sole?
• Running shoes?
• Sandals?

LOW OR HIGH CUT:
-

Do you need ankle support?
Higher shoes keep dirt and mud out a bit better.

WATERPROOF OR NOT:
-

When are you going? Spring is more rainy than summer or fall.
Waterproof boots are likely a bit warmer. Will you notice the difference?
Depending on the drying facilities at the albergue, you might walk with wet boots for a couple of
days if they got wet.

TIP: If your shoes/boots do get soaked, try to stuff them with newspaper to help dry out the inside.
Some albergues will have old newspapers around for this purposed, but many won’t. If it’s a rainy day,
considering buying a newspaper along the way if you have a chance. The paper pulls a lot of the
moisture out of your shoe, so turn it or replace the newspaper frequently, especially at first; every half
hour or so.

THOUGHTS ABOUT RUNNING SHOES
I have seen people (mostly young people) wear them on the Camino and they may walk the whole route
successfully. Generally don’t recommend them for the Camino. Running shoes have soft soles and offer
little support. The soft soles means you will feel every pebble and cobble along the way, which will be
hard on your feet. The lack of support will also put a lot of strain on your feet and ankles.
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SANDALS
Again, I’ve seen it done, but most of these people also had ‘proper’ walking shoes/boots. The sandals
(usually Teva/Keen type) were for their “evening” shoes, but on occasion people would wear them for
walking, especially if it was hot and the route was good. Having said that, I saw a young man walk the
entire Camino on his Teva sandals.

My Favourite “Evening” Shoe

Finding the right boots & socks
Get good ones = fit you well
Bring the socks your plan to wear
Bring an extra pair of socks
In store, use the ramp. Toes bumping? Heel lift?
Wear boots around the house
Wear them on your practice walks

FINDING THE RIGHT BOOTS & SOCKS
Good quality does not necessarily mean good for your feet
Don’t let someone ‘tell’ you which brand or model to buy. There are lots of good brands, lot of good
shoes, but not necessarily right for your feet. Find the ones that works for YOU.
REMEMBER: Your feet will swell when walking—make sure your boot is big enough.
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FITTING TIPS:
•
•
•

•

-

Try the boots with the socks that you will wear on the Camino (don’t use the fitting socks from the
store).
To simulate foot-swell: bring an extra pair of sock and try the boots with both pairs. The fit will be
snugger but should still be comfortable
Use the ramp in the store:
o Do your feet slide forward on the down? Do your toes hit the front of your shoes?  Too
small. (Pain, blisters, nerve damage)
o Does your heel lift when you walk?  Tighten laces or find other shoes with a different fit.
Heel lift will cause blisters!
Wear the boots around the house for a few hours. (Most stores allow you to return the boots if they
haven’t been worn outside. Check their policy.)
Wear the boots on your practice walks.

ABOUT SOCKS
Get good socks and use them on your practice walks to make sure they work for you. We recommend
brining at least two pairs of socks, three pairs to “be safe”. If you hit a wet spell and socks get wet, it’s
nice to have a dry pair. Having dry socks to put on is also a good anti-blister strategy.
Get good hiking/walking socks, with some cushioning in the sole. Merino wool or synthetic, whatever
works for you. Don’t get cotton ones! They don’t wick moisture away and don’t dry fast enough
Many people like, or swear by, wearing liner socks with a hiking sock. It has never worked for me. I’ve
tried it a few times and each time ended up with some big blisters. So try it out and see what works for
you.

Taking care of your feet…

TAKING CARE OF YOUR FEET
•
•
•
•

Take breaks regularly.
During breaks, take your shoes and socks off and let your feet breath. Turn socks inside out.
Wear moisture wicking socks, wool or synthetic, NOT cotton.
On wet days, keep a dry pair of socks handy and change your sock if needed, during the day.
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PREVENTING BLISTERS
If you get a sore spot, check your shoes and see what might be causing it. Apply a soft adhesive
bandage (e.g. Moleskin, Compeed). All pharmacies along the Camino Frances are experts in
blister care and sell every possible blister remedy imaginable.

Backpack: Get one that fits you well

GETTING A WELL FITTING BACK PACK
Next to your shoes, your pack is one of the most important pieces of equipment. Get one that fits you
well and feels comfortable, or you could end up with physical problems that may take a long time to
heal.
Anywhere from 30-50 litres will work. The main point, as with boots, is to find a pack that is big enough
for what you want to bring and fits comfortably.
30 litres:
•
•

Might be a bit tight, but lots of people do it and even with smaller packs.
However, if you buy any food or anything extra while on the Camino, it might get hard to fit it in.

50 litres:
•
•
•

Is common backpack size and more than enough for the Camino
Remember: you don’t have to fill it up!
Having the extra space gives you options: it makes packing easier; if you buy extra food you have
plenty of room without having to resort to strapping things to the outside of your pack. A few pieces
of fruit, cheese or bread quickly bulk up a pack.

BACKPACK FITTING:
•
•
•
•

Most of the weight should be on your hips, not your shoulders. Always do up your hip belt.
Shoulder and chest straps distribute the weight across your torso
Load-lifter straps pull the pack close to your body
Tighten the pack straps on the side of your pack to keep the load close to your body
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PACKING YOUR PACK:
•
•
•
•

Put light gear (e.g. sleeping bag) at the bottom of your pack
Put heaviest gear close against your pack, e.g. water hydration pack (if you have one), food and
toiletries and/or electronics.
Put light gear towards the outside of you pack
Put medium weight gear (and items you may need during the day) at the top

TIP:
Bring a rain cover for you pack. It won’t keep your pack (or you belongings dry), but it will keep the rain
off and prevent your pack from getting drenched.
Always pack important items, which is pretty much everything, but certainly your sleeping bag and a
change of clothes, in a waterproof or ziplock bag, or use a liner bag for you backpack.
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Other equipment notes

POLES
We recommend you bring poles--two poles, to keep your body movement symmetrical and balanced:
•
•
•
•

Helpful on rougher part of the trail or to navigate (deep) muddy sections or puddles
Provide extra power on uphill or long flat stretches, or when you start to feel tired
Can make going downhill easier by taking take a load off your knees
Keeps your arms moving, which helps reduce water retention in your hands; also creates a light
workout for your arms and shoulders while walking

TIP: Use rubber tips so other pilgrims (and locals) don’t hate you. Be especially mindful of not making
noise when walking through towns and village early in the morning: imagine waking up every morning to
the clicky-the-click of endless pilgrims walking by your place at 6 a.m., or by their (loud) conversations.

RAIN GEAR
Make sure you keep items in your backpack dry by using a waterproof liner bag/garbage bag in your
pack, or pack items in individual ziplock or waterproof bags, especially a change of clothes and your
sleeping bag.

RAIN JACKETS AND PONCHOS
Advantages of a jacket:
•
•
•
•

Rain proof, wind proof.
Keeps you warm when used together with a warm sweater/layer
Versatile—you’ll probably wear your jacket more often than you would a poncho
Works well in windy conditions

Disadvantage of jacket:
•
•

Less ventilation than a poncho.
Offers no rain protection for you pack; you need a separate rain cover instead.
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Advantages of a poncho:
•
•
•
•

Rain protection
Good ventilation
Also protects (part of your) legs
Also covers your pack;

Disadvantages of a poncho:
•
•

May flap about and be noisy in windy weather
If lightweight/light quality, it might rip in windy weather

CLOTHING
•
•

Think about what you think you need. You don’t need much. Find examples of packing lists on
various Camino websites.
Use quick-dry, wicking technical fabrics materials or merino wool. Do not use cotton; it holds
moisture, which can cause chafing; dries slowly and can get smelly.

The Way is made by walking….

 listen to your body
 adjust plans as needed
 go easy on yourself

¡Buen Camino!
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