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The Alta Via 1 runs 75 miles through the dramatic Dolomite Mountains of northern Italy.



Alta Via 1

Our second day on the Alta Via 1 was challenging, and we were grousing a little. We’d walked up and over Forcella del Lago (a nearly 8,000-foot pass) that day, down a steep descent, and were now climbing again, this time to Rifugio Lagazuoi, perhaps the most dramatically sited refuge in all of the Dolomites and our destination for the night. We were cold and tired and looking forward to a hot shower, a warm meal, and a comfortable bed. But as we climbed to the refuge, we passed the obvious remains of the prolonged and brutal mountain warfare between the Austrians and Italians in World War I—trenches, tunnels, lookouts, barbed wire, discarded mess tins, and bomb damage. These soldiers endured unimaginable hardship and had no down jackets, lightweight backpacks, and breathable rainwear. Thinking of the life of soldiers during this awful war put things in perspective, and we didn’t feel sorry for ourselves any longer—we continued on to our refuge without another complaint.
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LOCATION

Italy

LENGTH

75 miles

ACCOMMODATIONS

Commercial (e.g., Inns, B&Bs): Some

Huts/Refuges: Yes

Backpacking/Camping: No

BAGGAGE TRANSFER

No

OPTION TO WALK IN SECTIONS

Most

DEGREE OF CHALLENGE

Moderate–High



The Dolomites are a wonderland of jagged mountain peaks and deep green valleys in the eastern Alps, mostly in northern Italy. This mountain range includes eighteen peaks rising to more than 9,000 feet, and its stunning and dramatic beauty earned its designation as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The mountains are composed of limestone formed at the bottom of an ancient sea; these seabeds were later pushed up by tectonic forces and finally molded into their present form by glaciation and erosion. This limestone is what gives them their distinctive and appealing whitish or light gray color, and the abundance of the mineral, dolomite, is what gives the mountains their name.

The Dolomites are laced with trails, many of which had their beginnings as ancient mule tracks and old military roads. The Alta Via 1 (Alta Via means “high route,” and the trail is sometimes called the Dolomite High Route 1) was the first of what are now several long-distance routes through the mountains—and many walkers think it’s the most beautiful. Running for about 75 miles (depending on what variants are selected) between Lago di Braies in the north (an attractive alpine lake



[image: The Dolomites are composed principally of limestone, which gives the mountains their distinctive and pleasing whitish or light gray color.]
The Dolomites are composed principally of limestone, which gives the mountains their distinctive and pleasing whitish or light gray color.
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surrounded by peaks and pine forests near the Austrian border) to the small historic city of Belluno in the south, the AV1 weaves its way through many of the most famous peaks in the Dolomites. Known for their prominent role in the development of rock and ice climbing (you’ll see intrepid climbers in several locations near the trail), the Dolomites are popular today for skiing in winter and walking in summer.

Rugged spires and pinnacles mark the mountain peaks, while the trail undulates between scenic high mountain passes and rich alpine meadows filled with wildflowers, with deep forests and bluegreen lakes in between. Look carefully for marine fossils in the rocks, which signal the mountains’ origins. Wildlife includes chamois and ibex (both species of wild mountain goats), deer, marmots (with their piercingly sharp whistles), and golden eagles.


[image: The Alta Via 1 undulates between scenic high mountain passes and rich alpine meadows.]
The Alta Via 1 undulates between scenic high mountain passes and rich alpine meadows.




[image: This dramatic peak is part of Cinque Torri, five rock towers that continue to support the region’s historic climbing culture.]
This dramatic peak is part of Cinque Torri, five rock towers that continue to support the region’s historic climbing culture.



A distinguishing feature of the Alta Via 1, like many trails in the Alps, is its via ferrata (“iron way” in Italian) sections—pitches that are steep and/or exposed and for which a series of metal rungs, ladders, cables, or chains have been fixed. A few short sections scattered along the Alta Via 1 will give you a taste of what it’s like to use a via ferrata, but a long and challenging via ferrata section in the Schiara area just north of Belluno deserves serious consideration; this section can easily be avoided (as we did) by using a variant of the main trail.

We’ve conveniently romanticized away most of the harder parts of the walk and have fond memories of many places and events: our walk along the base of the impressive “wall of walls,” a 5-milelong series of vertical rock walls that are used for advanced rock climbing; our night at Rifugio Lagazuoi, at 9,000 feet, the highest point along the trail with mountains in all directions, where we felt we were literally on top of the world; the unusually clear mountain air; our futile attempts to appreciate grappa, the local spirit; the evening alpenglow that turned the mountains pink; Cinque Torri, five rock towers that continue to support a culture of mountaineering; the chorus of bells worn by countless cows and goats; the 3,000-foot tunnel (called Galleria Lagazuoi) constructed by the Italian army mountaineers to secretly move troops; the international group of walkers we met along the way.

This is an especially fascinating adventure for history buffs, as the stark evidence of World War I battles is written in the rocks; after all, how many walks feature foxholes and tunnels? One refuge was as much museum as lodging with its collection of shell and mortar casings spilling out onto the large porch. Culturally, the northern portion of the trail seemed very Germanic (because of its historical association with Austria), and German was spoken more often than Italian; this brought home to us the fluidity of European borders over the past several hundred years.



[image: Walkers on the Alta Via 1 find many remnants of brutal mountain warfare during World War I; note the gun placements and fortifications at the base of the peaks.]
Walkers on the Alta Via 1 find many remnants of brutal mountain warfare during World War I; note the gun placements and fortifications at the base of the peaks.




[image: Hikers along the Alta Via 1 are supported by a historic system of comfortable huts that offer lodging, meals, and the company of like-minded walkers.]
Hikers along the Alta Via 1 are supported by a historic system of comfortable huts that offer lodging, meals, and the company of like-minded walkers.



Access to the southern end of the trail is relatively easy by train to Belluno. Reaching Lago di Braies is more difficult, as it is at the end of a long mountain road—we used a taxi service from Belluno, but it was expensive. The trail is reasonably well marked by red and white painted stripes, and the symbol of the trail (the number “1” inside a triangle) is found at regular intervals; wayfinding is generally not difficult, though we had to pay close attention to our guidebook in several places. The trail is in good shape, though we were happy to have our hiking poles on some downhill stretches and where there was snow and ice on the trail (we walked in September, just as most of the trail’s refuges were closing for the year). The trail is served by a series of welcoming refuges (rifugios in Italian) at higher elevations and small hotels at periodic road crossings. The trail is usually walked in eight to ten days; daily stages are not long, but the full route includes nearly 22,000 feet of elevation gain. There are a few ski lifts that can be used to moderate the route, and some walking companies offer “best of” packages, allowing customers to walk only selected sections of the trail. Camping is forbidden, but the prevalence of so many refuges means one can still walk the Alta Via 1 without spending a lot on lodging. The walking season is generally from mid-June to mid-September, and reservations at accommodations are recommended in July and August. Like most mountain trails (and maybe even more so here), you must be prepared for all kinds of weather, even in summer. English is not spoken along the trail as universally as in urban areas of Europe, and it may be wise to take German and Italian phrase books if only to avoid dinner surprises.


[image: The Italian flag flies proudly at Refugio Lagazuoi, perhaps the most dramatically sited refuge in all the Dolomites.]
The Italian flag flies proudly at Refugio Lagazuoi, perhaps the most dramatically sited refuge in all the Dolomites.



The Dolomites are among the classic mountain ranges of the world and should be on the résumé of all serious walkers. Walking the Alta Via 1 is an excellent way to appreciate these mountains—long enough to fully immerse walkers in these distinctive peaks and passes, and routed to take full advantage of the rich history of this region of the world. Like many of Europe’s long-distance trails, the Alta Via 1 includes lots of variants—trail options to hike higher or lower elevations, shorter or longer routes. The Alta Via 1 is often discussed with the Tour du Mont Blanc and Walker’s Haute Route (described in later chapters) as the three classic long-distance hikes in the European Alps.


Resources


Website

Refuges: www.rifugios.net




Guidebooks

Gillian Price, Alta Via 1—Trekking in the Dolomites (5th edition), 2022

Andrew McCluggage, Trekking the Dolomites AV 1, 2020













[image: The 800-mile Arizona National Scenic Trail (AZT) passes through two national parks, Grand Canyon and Saguaro; the latter features the nation’s richest stands of giant saguaro cactuses, otherworldly plants resembling human figures.]
The 800-mile Arizona National Scenic Trail (AZT) passes through two national parks, Grand Canyon and Saguaro; the latter features the nation’s richest stands of giant saguaro cactuses, otherworldly plants resembling human figures.



Arizona National Scenic Trail

After living much of our adult lives in beautiful, peaceful Vermont, we decided to move to Arizona to be closer to all the parks, public lands, and trails in the Southwest and the greater western United States. And it’s sure working for us. One of the most enticing trails we’ve been walking is the Arizona National Scenic Trail; as the name suggests, it’s part of the US National Trails System. And it’s a long one—800 miles—so we’ve been pecking away at it, hiking it in sections in conjunction with our travels around this big, surprisingly diverse state, and we’ve been delighted. We’ve now walked a substantial portion of the trail and wanted to include it in this book. But as you’ll see in this chapter, the sections we’ve hiked encompass much of Arizona’s natural and cultural diversity. Consider walking the AZT as a thru-hike or in sections, and we think you’ll be delighted, too.
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LOCATION

Arizona, United States

LENGTH

800 miles

ACCOMMODATIONS

Commercial (e.g., Inns, B&Bs): Some

Huts/Refuges: Limited

Backpacking/Camping: Yes

BAGGAGE TRANSFER

No

OPTION TO WALK IN SECTIONS

Yes

DEGREE OF CHALLENGE

Moderate–High



The flagships of America’s remarkable National Trails System are the eleven National Scenic Trails, long-distance pathways that traverse much of the best of America. These are well-marked and maintained routes that highlight much of the nation’s history and natural history. (See the chapter on National Scenic Trails Samplers for more about this system of trails.) Former Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall wrote, “A national trail is a gateway into nature’s secret beauties, a portal to the past, a way into solitude and community. It is also an inroad to our national character. Our trails are both irresistible and indispensable.” One of the hallmarks of these trails is their democratic character; these are national trails, designed for everyone. But that means it’s up to all of us—especially those of us who hike them—to care for them as well. These trails wouldn’t exist without the extensive network of volunteers who have helped establish and maintain them.

The Arizona National Scenic Trail (locals call it the AZT) is an exemplar of this community spirit. In the 1970s, Dale Shewalter, a fifth-grade schoolteacher in Flagstaff, Arizona, first envisioned a trail that ran the length of the state, from the Mexican border to Utah, a distance of about 800 miles. Shewalter personally scouted and walked a route for the trail and spent much of the next two



[image: Just south of Flagstaff, the AZT reveals layers of geology that are found in the Grand Canyon well to the north.]
Just south of Flagstaff, the AZT reveals layers of geology that are found in the Grand Canyon well to the north.
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[image: The most famous section of the AZT follows the Kaibab Trail through the Grand Canyon, the world-famous hike through nearly 2 billion years of geologic history.]
The most famous section of the AZT follows the Kaibab Trail through the Grand Canyon, the world-famous hike through nearly 2 billion years of geologic history.



decades advancing his vision, earning him wide recognition as the “Father of the Arizona Trail.” The Arizona Trail Association (ATA), a nonprofit, membership organization established in 1994, protects and maintains the trail. Establishment and management of the trail is one of the largest volunteer efforts in Arizona history, identifying and connecting existing trails, building new trails where necessary, maintaining all these miles of trails, and bringing trail users and government agencies into a statewide trail community. Much of this effort is funded by dues from ATA members. Given the length of the trail, this all constitutes a heroic effort. The trail was designated a National Scenic Trail in 2009 and completed in 2011.

For those who don’t live in Arizona, there’s often an assumption that the state is mostly desert, but this is profoundly incorrect, as all AZT hikers are keenly aware. The state is the sixth largest in the country and the geography varies considerably. For example, elevations range from a low of 72 feet above sea level along the Colorado River to the 12,633-foot summit of Mount Humphries. Yes, a substantial portion of the state is part of the extensive and strikingly beautiful Sonoran Desert, but the state also includes several mountain ranges, extensive grasslands, great swaths of ponderosa pine forests, perennial and seasonal streams, and innumerable canyons, including, of course, the Grand Canyon.

The ATA’s guidebook, Your Complete Guide to the Arizona National Scenic Trail, divides the trail into forty-three “passages” that vary in length from 8 to 31 miles. Starting in the south, the trail begins in Coronado National Memorial (a unit of the National Park System) at the Mexican border. Traveling north, hikers climb through the Huachuca and Santa Rita Mountains and walk through the historic town of Patagonia. Near Tucson, the trail passes through dramatic Saguaro National Park and the stark Santa Catalina Mountains. Well east and then north of the Phoenix metropolitan area, the trail passes through the Superstition Mountains, around Roosevelt Lake, and climbs 3,000 feet through the Mazatzal Mountains to the vast escarpment called the Mogollon Rim and the lush-seeming Coconino Plateau. Hikers have the option of passing around the small city of Flagstaff to the east or west and then through the high country of the San Francisco Peaks. Hikers walk several days to the Grand Canyon, which is traversed on the South Kaibab and North Kaibab Trails, one of the world’s great hikes (described in a later chapter in this book). The trail ends with several days of relatively easy hiking across the Kaibab Plateau through forests and meadows to reach the Utah border. Nearly all the trail is on public lands, most of it in national forests, some in national parks and lands administered by the federal Bureau of Land Management, and some managed by the State of Arizona.

In keeping with the range of elevations in the state, the AZT is especially diverse biologically. In fact, the concept of “life zones” was coined by naturalist C. Hart Merriam, cofounder of the National Geographic Society, based on his fieldwork in Arizona; here he found a large range of elevations and associated vegetation, noting that as elevation increases, precipitation also increases, but temperature decreases, and these relationships result in a great variety of plants and animals. Notable plants include a mixture of cactuses (including the iconic saguaros and more than twenty species of cholla), yucca, and agaves at lower elevations, and ponderosa pine and pinyon/juniper forests and aspens at higher elevations. Animals include mule deer, mountain lions, wolves, bighorn sheep, coyotes, javelinas, and elk, along with a great variety of reptiles and endemic and migratory birds, especially in riparian areas. Hikers on some of the AZT’s passages will experience more than one life zone over a one-or two-day period. “Sky Islands” are a distinctive feature of some sections of the AZT, especially in the southern region of the trail. These high, isolated mountains rise more than 6,000 feet above the surrounding desert floor, and these two drastically different environments support equally dissimilar plants and animals; by analogy, the mountains are “islands” in desert “seas.”


[image: At higher elevations, the AZT offers several days of walking among the region’s stately ponderosa pine forests.]
At higher elevations, the AZT offers several days of walking among the region’s stately ponderosa pine forests.



Arizona and the AZT are also culturally diverse and rich, affected by Native Americans, Spanish explorers, and European Americans (including miners and cowboys), and this diversity is reflected in place names, language, food, mythology, and other human cultural expressions. Though the trail doesn’t cross any lands currently owned by sovereign tribal nations, Native American ancestors regularly created and traveled along trails that are now part of the network of roads and trails used by contemporary Americans, including portions of the AZT. Moreover, it’s not uncommon to see artifacts of these civilizations (e.g., petroglyphs, pottery sherds, remains of dwellings) along the AZT and surrounding areas; such artifacts should not be removed and must be treated with respect. Ranches, mineral exploration relics, and water tanks are evidence of historic periods of American and Spanish occupation.



[image: The southern end of the AZT begins in Coronado National Memorial, a unit of the National Park System, located directly on the nation’s long border with Mexico.]
The southern end of the AZT begins in Coronado National Memorial, a unit of the National Park System, located directly on the nation’s long border with Mexico.



Given the length of the AZT, many hikers should consider walking short sections of the trail. Several of these sections have well-deserved reputations as especially appealing. Of course, traversing the Grand Canyon on a two-to three-day hike (this is Passage 38 and is 21.4 miles) is the “glam-our” section; after all, Arizona is the “Grand Canyon State,” as proclaimed on license plates. (We describe this hike in a later chapter.) The AZT crosses one other national park—Saguaro National Park—as part of Passage 9; however, this is another especially challenging hike of 21.6 miles with more than 6,000 feet of elevation gain. Consider starting at the southern end of the Passage at Hope Camp (which requires a 3-mile hike to reach), traveling north as far as you wish, then turning around and retracing your steps. You’ll be hiking through the richest stands of giant saguaro cactuses on earth; these otherworldly plants resemble human figures. Their white blooms (usually in June) are the Arizona state flower.

Other especially diverse segments of the AZT include the southern end of the trail where it begins in Coronado National Memorial (commemorating Francisco Vasquez de Coronado’s expedition into the American Southwest in 1540 in search of the mythical Seven Cities of Cibola) at the Arizona-Mexico border. Here, you’ll start directly on the border marked by a monument, some low barbed-wire fencing, and an isolated section or two of the controversial large steel border wall. Take a long look to the south at the sweeping grasslands of the San Rafael Valley that cover this part of Mexico. Walk north on the AZT for about 2 miles to reach a major trailhead at Montezuma Pass that’s served by a park road. The trail wanders through lovely grasslands, desert vegetation, and evergreen oak woodlands, and offers a short spur trail to the top of Coronado Peak (where the concept of the AZT was envisioned). Note that this is an out-and-back hike that must start at Mon-tezuma Pass (since the AZT is the only access to the border), proceed to the Mexican border, and then return to the pass.

Complementing the starkly arid character of the southern end of the trail are the high-elevation forests of the AZT as it winds through the San Francisco Peaks just north of Flagstaff. Begin your hike at Aspen Corner Trailhead on the Snowbowl Road and follow a long contour that traverses rich forests of pines, firs, and aspens punctuated by lush meadows, wildflowers, and long views over the high plains to the north and the San Francisco Peaks to the south. Walk as far as you wish and then return to the trailhead. Try to time this hike with fall foliage, when aspens light up the landscape and the mountain peaks are dusted with snow.

Like all long-distance trails, hiking the AZT requires careful planning, maybe more than any other national scenic trail. In the words of former ATA executive director Dave Hicks, “fail to plan—plan to fail.” Low-elevation sections can be dangerously hot, and high-elevation areas can hold snow and ice well into the summer. Some passages (e.g., Grand Canyon) are heavily used, while many others are solitary. But the limiting factor along the entire trail is water. Take more than enough, and read your guidebook carefully to determine where the next water supply can be expected. Experienced AZT hikers don’t think much in terms of “miles per hour,” but more in “liters per mile.” The ATA has developed strong relationships with thirty-two “Gateway Communities” along or near the trail; these hiker-friendly towns have facilities and services that cater to hikers and are found every 50 miles or so. No permits are needed along the trail except for camping at Saguaro and Grand Canyon National Parks, and AZT thru-hikers are eligible for these permits on a preferred basis. The AZT is signed, but detailed maps and GPS are highly recommended for wayfinding over this lengthy and often lonely trail; use the detailed AZT trail guide noted below for directions, and search the ATA website for local contacts and trail conditions.


[image: Just north of Flagstaff at over 7,000 feet, the AZT passes through large stands of aspens that light up the landscape with their fall foliage.]
Just north of Flagstaff at over 7,000 feet, the AZT passes through large stands of aspens that light up the landscape with their fall foliage.



Don’t let the length of the Arizona National Scenic Trail discourage you. Remember, it’s divided into segments, and so far we haven’t found a segment that hasn’t surpassed expectations—and the 800-mile length offers so many opportunities!


Resources


Website

Arizona Trail Association: https://aztrail.org




Guidebook

Mathew Nelson and the Arizona Trail Association, Your Complete Guide to the Arizona National Scenic Trail, 2014




App

Arizona Trail by FarOut (recommended by the Arizona Trail Association)













[image: The Bermuda Railway Trail allows walkers to explore the island’s dramatic coastline.]
The Bermuda Railway Trail allows walkers to explore the island’s dramatic coastline.



Bermuda Railway Trail

You can never be quite sure what you’re getting when you rent a property online. But in Bermuda, we hit the jackpot. We made arrangements to rent a guesthouse advertised as “adjacent to the Bermuda Railway Trail,” and it turned out that our hosts were avid walkers and helped make sure our hike was successful. The guesthouse was just 150 yards from the trail, newly renovated, appealing, and well stocked, and the owners provided us with more-detailed maps than we’d been able to find, advised us on how the island’s public transportation system worked, and even offered us rides when needed. It was like having instant best friends when we arrived in Bermuda, just another example of the “trail magic” that seems to happen so often in the hiking community.
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LOCATION

Bermuda

LENGTH

18 miles

ACCOMMODATIONS

Commercial (e.g., Inns, B&Bs): Yes

Huts/Refuges: No

Backpacking/Camping: No

BAGGAGE TRANSFER

No

OPTION TO WALK IN SECTIONS

Yes

DEGREE OF CHALLENGE

Low–Moderate



The large archipelago of Bermuda consists of nearly 200 islands located in the Atlantic Ocean, 650 miles off the coast of the American Southeast. Bridges connect eight islands to form what most visitors assume is one landmass, generally called Bermuda. The archipelago totals about 21 square miles and includes 64 miles of tantalizing coastline, and Bermuda is home to more than 70,000 residents who enjoy a subtropical climate with mild winters and warm, humid summers. The islands are a British territory, but the population is a diverse mixture of Native Americans, Spanish Caribbeans, English, Irish, Scots, and Portuguese; the British cultural overlay is obvious and charming.

Perhaps the most unusual thing about Bermuda is its unexpected railroad history. To maintain the island’s scenic and peaceful character, automobiles were banned beginning in 1908, and the area’s transportation system consisted primarily of boats and horse-drawn carts and carriages (and walking, of course!). But as the population and economy prospered in the early part of the twentieth century, the need arose for a more efficient form of public transportation, and construction of a 22-mile railroad system spanning the main islands began. After long delays, the railroad opened in 1931 and provided passenger and freight service; locals endearingly called it the “Old Rattle and Shake.” Auto-mobiles were finally allowed on the island shortly after World War II, dooming the railway, which closed in 1948. Fortuitously, the government of Bermuda purchased the railroad shortly thereafter, and conversion into the present-day 18-mile “rail trail” began in 1964. Both residents and visitors now enjoy the trail, and it was designated a national park in 1986.
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The Railway Trail offers an unusual way to enjoy and appreciate the lovely group of islands that compose Bermuda, including their natural and cultural history, and its leafy path offers an active contrast to more passive beachgoing. Some of the trail is accessible by bicycle, but all of it can be walked. It connects many of the area’s alluring coves and inlets as it passes panoramic landscapes and seascapes and winds through Bermuda’s flower-covered hills; bridges and trestles and deep cuts through limestone bed-rock remind walkers of the route’s origins.

The trail follows the island’s generally east–west orientation. The eastern end of the trail features the most historic portion of the islands and was a favorite of ours. Founded in 1612, the town of St. George’s is thought to be the oldest continuously inhabited municipality of English origin in the Western Hemisphere and is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The well-preserved town offers (literally) colorful examples of Bermudian architecture spanning the past four centuries. Take time to wander through the narrow streets and visit the area’s historic fortifications and artillery. The Railway Trail makes its way west out of the St. George’s section with striking views of the Atlantic Ocean to the north and Mullet Bay to the south.


[image: The Bermuda Railway Trail winds its way for 18 miles through the island’s flower-covered hills.]
The Bermuda Railway Trail winds its way for 18 miles through the island’s flower-covered hills.



Leaving St. George’s behind, the trail travels the north shore of Hamilton Parish, passing the Sea Breeze Cricket Oval (the season runs from April through September) and along beautiful coastal pathways. The public beach at Shelly Bay is popular for swimming and picnics. Just west, find the interesting Railway Museum; the Bermuda Aquarium, Museum, and Zoo are located a short walk off the trail. Farther west you’ll find panoramic views of the North Channel, Bermuda’s primary shipping lane, where you might see cruise and container ships arriving and departing the island. A new section of the trail (farther west still) skirts the town of Hamilton, the capital of Bermuda, and offers access to several visitor attractions, including Bermuda’s National Sports Center, the Arboretum, and the Bermuda Botanical Gardens (the latter highly recommended).


[image: The eastern end of the trail features the town of St. George’s, founded in 1612 and now a World Heritage Site.]
The eastern end of the trail features the town of St. George’s, founded in 1612 and now a World Heritage Site.




[image: Deep cuts through the island’s native limestone remind walkers of the trail’s heritage as a railroad.]
Deep cuts through the island’s native limestone remind walkers of the trail’s heritage as a railroad.



Continuing to the west, the trail passes through the 450-foot Rural Hill Tunnel and among quiet residential neighborhoods. Be sure to notice how each home collects water from its roof and stores it in tanks beside or below the buildings; rainwater collection is the primary source of fresh water for island households. Near here, the trail offers two highly recommended diversions, one to Gibbs Hill Lighthouse and the other to Horseshoe Bay Beach. The lighthouse is a bit of a climb but offers the very best views of the island and is well worth the effort. We also recommend walking and lounging on the dramatic shoreline of the bay, often touted as one of the world’s great beaches. Approaching the west end of the trail, you’ll pass the entrance of the former US Naval Annex, a busy facility in World War II, and Somerset Bridge, thought to be the shortest drawbridge in the world, its opening only wide enough for sailboat masts. The westernmost section of the trail offers beautiful views out over the ocean, swimming beaches, Scaur Hill Fort, and striking views of the Great Sound. At the trail’s western terminus, you can walk into Somerset Village to catch a bus or ferry or continue on to the Royal Naval Dockyard, where you can learn about Bermuda’s naval history and enjoy shops, galleries, and restaurants.

In addition to the trail markings, the Bermuda Railway Trail is punctuated with signage telling the interesting history of the railroad and the island. Streets cross the trail in many locations; these crossings make for good starting and ending points for those interested in walking trail segments, as public transportation (primarily buses and taxis) can be used to reach these intersections. Of course, where the trail crosses or travels along public streets, take appropriate caution. Most of the trail is the old railroad bed, so it’s generally flat; the trail surface is paved in places but generally is dirt or gravel. Island weather in the summer is often hot and humid, so drink lots of water. Be cautious of crime just as you would in any populated area; don’t walk alone and don’t carry or wear valuables.


[image: Some of the finest views of Bermuda’s lovely harbor are found along the Bermuda Railway Trail.]
Some of the finest views of Bermuda’s lovely harbor are found along the Bermuda Railway Trail.




[image: Gibbs Hill Lighthouse is a short walk off the trail and offers great views of the island from its lookout.]
Gibbs Hill Lighthouse is a short walk off the trail and offers great views of the island from its lookout.



The Bermuda Railway Trail offers an unusual opportunity to explore a historic and lovely isolated Atlantic Ocean island archipelago on foot. Take a break from the bustling portions of the island and enjoy spectacular ocean and coastal views, isolated beaches with their distinctive pink sand and turquoise water, lush vegetation and colorful flowers, the rich history of the area, and the diverse cultures that call this island home. Our walk took us three days.


Resources


Website

Bermuda Railway Pages: www.bermudarailway.net




Guidebook and Map

Bermuda Railway Trail Map and Guide—available at tourist information sites on the island













[image: Pilgrims approach Astorga, one of the many historic, beautiful, and religiously significant towns along the 500-mile Camino de Santiago.]
Pilgrims approach Astorga, one of the many historic, beautiful, and religiously significant towns along the 500-mile Camino de Santiago.



Camino de Santiago (Camino Francés)

“Buen camino.” We’d exchanged this greeting with other pilgrims (perigrinos in Spanish) hundreds of times over the course of our walk on the Camino. It’s an all-purpose phrase that can mean “hello,” “goodbye,” or many other things, but most of all it means “I hope you find what you’re searching for.” Of course, many people walk the Camino for spiritual reasons, but others walk during one of life’s transitions and are searching for meaning and direction in their lives. Others walk for adventure, to immerse themselves in a new landscape or culture, to appreciate the deep history of the walk, to meet like-minded walkers from around the world, or for many other reasons. Buen camino seemed to have special resonance this morning, the last day of our walk, the day we reached Santiago de Compostela. We’d stayed the previous night in Lavacolla, where pilgrims traditionally washed and prepared for their entry into the Cathedral of St. James the next day. It was a short walk into Santiago, where we joined with hundreds of others for the traditional noon mass devoted to arriving pilgrims, and we recognized many of the walkers we’d met along the way. Exchanging the traditional buen camino greeting was especially meaningful this morning, as we’d surely found what we were looking for (and more!).
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LOCATION

France and Spain

LENGTH

500 miles

ACCOMMODATIONS

Commercial (e.g., Inns, B&Bs): Most

Huts/Refuges: Yes

Backpacking/Camping: Limited

BAGGAGE TRANSFER

Yes

OPTION TO WALK IN SECTIONS

All

DEGREE OF CHALLENGE

Moderate



The Camino de Santiago (more specifically, the Camino Francés) is a pilgrimage route running west for about 500 miles, starting in France but traveling mostly across northern Spain, to the city of Santiago de Compostela. This pilgrimage was popular in medieval times, and pilgrims have been walking this route for over a thousand years. But where does the trail begin? Originally, pilgrims started from their homes in Europe and eventually joined one of the several routes leading to Santiago, many of them eventually feeding into what is now simply called the Camino (or to be precise, the Camino Francés, as it was the main feeder route from France). In modern times, the traditional starting point is the village of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port on the French side of the Pyrenees Mountains, though one can begin the walk at any point along the route. The Catholic Church requires walking at least the final 100 kilometers (62 miles) to Santiago for walkers to receive a Compostela, certification of having completed the pilgrimage.
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Camino de Santiago means “the road of Saint Iago” or, more commonly, “the Way of St. James.” St. James was one of the Twelve Apostles and is the patron saint of Spain. While the story of St. James is murky after all these years, it’s believed that his remains were found in Spain and laid to rest in Santiago, where they’ve been venerated since 841 CE. A large and impressive cathedral was built to honor his memory, and Christians have made their way to Santiago to pay their respects ever since. A half million or more pilgrims made the journey each year in medieval times, but use dropped off substantially until quite recently; now, as many as a few hundred thousand people walk a significant portion of the trail each year, substantially more during holy years when St. James Day (July 25) falls on a Sunday. Santiago is considered the third most important site in Christendom (after Rome and Jerusalem), and the Camino is far and away the most popular Christian pilgrimage.


[image: Galicia is the last and perhaps loveliest region of Spain through which the Camino passes; its hilly and green character is distinctive and is a favorite of many walkers.]
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[image: The historic monastery at Samos now serves as an albergue, welcoming pilgrims with simple accommodations; note the scallop shell ornamentation in the fence.]
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The walk is long but not difficult. Climbing over the Pyrenees Mountains and wandering across the north of Spain from town to town, the route is remarkably rich in history and culture. Guide-books list over 1,800 buildings of great historical, architectural, spiritual, and artistic interest, and the old town of Santiago is a World Heritage Site. (In fact, the whole route has been designated a World Heritage Site!) Some buildings along the trail date from the ninth century. Most of the communities along the route—some large like Pamplona, Logrono, Burgos, León, and Santiago, but most small—grew up around the trail and were designed to serve the needs of pilgrims. All towns have at least one church and one or more hospitales originally intended to house and care for pilgrims. Many of these are still in use as lodgings (most are akin to huts/refuges) and are generally called albergues, providing simple and inexpensive lodgings for pilgrims.

The Codex Calixtinus is a further manifestation of the Camino’s history. This twelfth-century illuminated manuscript celebrates the life of St. James and includes “A Guide for the Traveler,” offering route-finding information for the Camino and identifying places to stay as well as places to avoid. Considered the world’s first guidebook, the Codex helped popularize the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostella.


[image: The Pilgrim’s Mass is celebrated each day at noon at St. James Cathedral in Santiago, a highlight for all pilgrims.]
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[image: Local shops along the Camino sell remembrances of this historic pilgrimage; most pilgrims wear a scallop shell while walking, a symbol of the trail.]
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Using a surprisingly moderate route, the walk begins by crossing the Pyrenees, one of the world’s great mountain ranges. The trail then traverses the rolling hills of the Basque Country, with its distinctive architecture, language, and “lively” politics. In less than a week’s time pilgrims reach Pamplona, widely known for the heritage associated with the “running of the bulls.”

Next up is the Meseta, a long, high plateau that runs for roughly 125 miles between Burgos and Astorga; this northern section of central Spain is primarily agricultural and was once known as “Rome’s bread basket.” Some pilgrims skip this region because it can be hot in summer and cold in winter, and they believe it to be monotonous, but we found the expansive landscapes and big sky to be spectacular, offering time for reflection during some of our favorite walking days. Near the end of this section is León, one of the more beautiful cities we’ve visited with its cathedral (known as The House of Light), a palace built by Antonio Gaudi (Spain’s most famous architect), medieval walls, and tourist-friendly old town.

After Astorga, walkers enter El Bierzo, a hilly region famous for its mines long before Romans added the area to their empire. Our favorite stop was the town of Ponferrada with its Knights Templar castle dating from the days when Christian knights emerged to fight the Moors and protect pilgrims. There are many significant buildings and ruins in the El Bierzo region.

Located in the westernmost section of the Iberian Peninsula, lush and hilly Galicia is the final definitive section of the Camino and a favorite section of most walkers. It has its own language (related to Portuguese), small-scale agriculture, many horreos (small elevated granaries), and a distinctive Celtic heritage, including use of bagpipes in traditional music.


[image: Over its 500 miles across northern Spain, the Camino leads pilgrims through a variety of landscapes; here, walkers pass through a quiet forest.]
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It’s difficult to select highlights of our five weeks on the trail because there were so many, but we fondly remember the crosses everywhere fashioned by pilgrims out of stones and tree branches; the storks nesting in the church steeples; the varied route that includes quiet country lanes, paths across farm fields and vineyards and through cool forests and along streams, and ancient Roman roads; the regional foods (e.g., local cheeses and honey, caldo galego and tarta de Santiago); and inexpensive and delightful wine. History and spirituality permeate the trail, and it’s quite moving to know you’re walking where millions of others have walked before.

Of course all walkers are excited to reach Santiago, and it doesn’t disappoint. It’s a relatively large city (about 100,000 residents), but has a small, walled old town that caters heavily to visitors and especially pilgrims. The Cathedral of St. James, begun in 1075, is especially impressive and meaningful. The old town also has a 500-year-old university, impressive statues and fountains, stately public buildings, more than enough sidewalk cafes, and many well-deserved shops and carts serving local helado (ice cream). It’s traditional to attend the Pilgrims Mass upon arrival, even for those who were not on a religious quest. We were fortunate to experience the grandest finale to our walk (to any of our walks!): the swinging of the Botafumeiro in the cathedral, a giant incense burner that swings from the rafters, reaching a height of 65 feet and achieving a speed of 45 miles per hour. The tradition began in the eleventh century, and some think it was designed to mask the smell of pilgrims, many of whom had walked hundreds or even thousands of miles. The ceremony surrounding the Botafumeiro provided a powerful, even magical finale to our walk.


[image: This simple, romantic albergue, Hospital Para Peregrinos San Nicolas de Puente Fitero, is without electricity and uses only candlelight.]
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Most walkers acknowledge the pilgrimage by honoring several important traditions, one of which is the custom of identifying yourself as a pilgrim. Historically, pilgrims used a staff, and most walkers continue this tradition, though most have updated it with contemporary trekking poles. And most walkers hang a scallop shell from their pack signifying that they are on a pilgrimage; scallop shells were found on the beach where St. James’s body was discovered and have become the symbol of the pilgrimage. Most importantly, each walker carries a passport or “credential” (Credencial del Peregrino) and collects stamps along the walk—at local churches, albergues, cafes, and other locations. The passport is then presented to the church office in Santiago as proof of the journey so that a Compostela may be awarded.

In medieval times, walking the Camino was an extraordinary, often dangerous undertaking. Many of the larger rivers had to be crossed at the mercy of unprincipled ferrymen, Spain was at war with the Moors of North Africa, bandits made a living by robbing pilgrims, and wolves occupied the region. Today’s pilgrims have it much easier, but there are still several logistical concerns. The busy season on the Camino is July and August, and it can be very busy indeed; it’s better to walk in the spring, early summer, or fall, if possible. A few short sections are along busy roads, requiring attention to safety.

Most pilgrims stay in albergues, hostel-like accommodations with communal sleeping and bathing facilities. They’re operated by churches, towns, and as private businesses and are inexpensive, but there are few frills and they tend to fill quickly during the busy season. Because of this, many pilgrims walk very early in the day to claim a bunk or room at the next town. Many towns also have B&Bs and small inns. Along the way, walkers soon develop a rhythm to their journey; the Camino is especially well marked (look for the scallop shell motif and accompanying yellow arrows everywhere), footing is easy, and climbs and grades are not excessive. Though there can be many pilgrims on the trail during the busy season, it’s interesting to meet like-minded people from all over the world, and since the Camino is essentially a one-way trail, it doesn’t feel quite so crowded.

Be advised that the Spanish have a long tradition of eating dinner late; many restaurants don’t open until 9 p.m. This might be a problem for walkers who are tired and hungry at the end of the day, but many cafes offer a “pilgrim’s meal” that usually starts at 7 p.m. and includes a limited (but adequate) menu, including wine, at a reasonable cost. You should not expect locals to speak English (and many don’t), so it’s advisable to bone up on Spanish (including key words like panaderia (bakery), bocadillos (sandwiches), cerveza (beer), and vino tinto (red wine), and bring along a phrase book.

Because the original pilgrims started their journeys to Santiago from their homes, there are many routes, but the Camino Francés is the most well known and heavily traveled. There are others, including the Camino Norte (along the northern coast of Spain) and the Camino Portugués (starting in Porto, Portugal). In fact, there are a number of pilgrimages from around the world, and we’ve walked several of them, including the Camino Portugués and Japan’s Kumao Kodo (we describe these in our book Walks of a Lifetime: Extraordinary Hikes from Around the World), and the Via Francigena (described in a later chapter of this book).


[image:  Storks nest in church steeples and other high places, delighting pilgrims.]
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The Camino is one of the oldest and most significant walks in the world. We were reminded of this in one of our guidebooks that said the trail “still passes through the same villages, climbs the same hills, crosses the same rivers, and visits the same chapels, churches, cathedrals and other monuments as did the route taken by our predecessors in centuries gone by.” Another guidebook pointed out that some of the deeply incised sections of trail in Galica and elsewhere have been eroded “by millions of pilgrims over many centuries of walking.” It was a privilege and joy to follow in the foot-steps of so many pilgrims who have walked the trail for over a thousand years. We hope you’ll consider joining in this tradition. Buen camino.


Resources


Websites

American Pilgrims on the Camino: https://americanpilgrims.org

The Confraternity of St. James: www.csj.org.uk




Guidebook

John Brierley, A Pilgrim’s Guide to the Camino de Santiago (Camino Francés), 2021




Map

John Brierley, Camino de Santiago Maps (Camino Francés), 2022
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