Travel

Galicia
In the first of a two-part series, our
award-winning photojournalist Tom
Langlands winds his way through the
wondrous Celtic nation of Galicia
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t was a balmy autumn evening when I sat outside a restaurant
by Porta Faxeiras in Santiago de Compostela. The sun had
long gone, and my glass of Estrella Galicia beer sent golden
reflections from the street lights across the gleaming white tablecloth. Here, where the narrow, paved streets of the region’s capital filter out through a gateway into the modern world beyond,
my journey around the Celtic region of Galicia in northwest Spain
began.
Renowned for its food and wine, I explained to my waiter that
I would like to experience Galician cuisine. His face beamed as he
described how each dish on the menu is sourced, prepared and
served. With a 1050 miles (1700km) coastline, seafood is in abundance, and on his recommendation I chose barnacles - a Galician
speciality - followed by scallops, clams, razor clams and crab, all
washed down with a delicious Alberiño. Despite stressing that I
had but a modest appetite, over the next hour the flow of food to
the table was as staggering as was its quality and taste. Galicia, I
smiled, is apparently another word for gastronomy.
As I ate, I watched a group of high-spirited students participating in a freshers’ week ritual. This involved marching in time to
song, stopping to do press-ups, having a drink and repeating the
process as they made their way through the old town. Santiago
boasts one of the oldest continuously operating universities in the
world, offering a wide range of degrees across 19 faculties. The
city has a population of 90,000 inhabitants, is a UNESCO World
Heritage Site, and is a holy city and a place of Christian pilgrimage. I savoured the remaining drops of wine, thanked the waiter
for his outstanding introduction to Galician gastronomy and headed for my hotel.
The following morning I met Flavia Ramil, Promotion Manager for Turismo de Santiago de Compostela. She had arranged
a visit to the cathedral. Ramil was eager to point out that the city
has much more to offer than just its famous cathedral, the spires
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of which punctuate the skyline. Walking across the Praza do Obradoiro, we paused to take in the majestic architecture and observed a steady stream of pilgrims entering the square with their
backpacks, staffs, and symbolic scallop shells. It is reputed that
the relics of St James the Greater, one of Jesus’ twelve disciples,
lie inside the cathedral.

Walking the Camino to Santiago de Compostela is
an important ritual, not only for many Christians,
but also for those wishing an opportunity
for peaceful, reflective meditation.
In order to gain the prized pilgrimage certificate - the Compostela - you must walk at least 60 miles (100km), although many
I met had walked 190 miles (300km), and one man from Czechoslovakia had walked 1,865 miles (3000km)!
From a privileged position on the cathedral roof I could see
over the red, pan-tiled rooftops of the old town to the modern
city beyond with its parks, and contemporary architecture. On a
nearby hill stood the imposing Cidade Da Cultura, a monumental
development which is intended to be a culture centre. Sadly, I
found it a cold and soulless place. In contrast, a guided tour of the
old town was heart-warming. It is beautiful, well preserved, and
oozes history from every stone.
Back in Ramil’s office I asked her if she considered herself
to be Celtic. She looked at me quizzically, replying “Of course.
We are a Celtic nation. While we are Spanish, our identity is not
that of other areas of Spain. Our heritage is a shared one with the
other seafaring Celtic nations.” Over the coming days, I would
hear many similar responses.
After several wonderful days in Santiago, I collected my hire
car to explore further afield. Heading west, I skirted the Roman
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town of Lugo before continuing northwest
to a Celtic Iron Age hill fort, Castro de
Viladonga, which was occupied between
the 3rd and 5th centuries AD. Here, there
is an excellent purpose-built museum
that tells the story of this place. Suitably
enlightened I went outside to explore the
remains of the settlement.
As I walked along the top of the banking surrounding the Castro I tried to imagine how it must have been when the buzz
of life filled the buildings and streets below. I trod the pathways, stood in the houses and communal buildings, and thought
of all the activities that would have taken
place here. Clearly these were a sophisticated people, and I took away with me a
fuller understanding of their lifestyle and
ways.
I headed north to the coast pausing
briefly to see the stunning As Catedrais
beach - the beach of cathedrals. Here, near
Ribadeo, the sea flows through towering
arched, rock buttresses carved by the relentless pounding of the ocean. I would
have lingered here, but a sudden squall
drove me onwards to Viveiro. Based in this
port, I spent the next two days exploring
the beautiful coastline towards Ortigueira,
where an annual Celtic folk festival is held.
It is a paradise of secluded beaches, small
ports and fabulous seafood, but it was another kind of Eden that interested me as I
drove towards San Andrés de Teixido.
This remote village, atop the highest
cliffs in mainland Europe, occupies a vantage point that affords spectacular views
west over the Atlantic Ocean. In pre-Christian times, this place - from which the sun
could be seen disappearing daily from this
world - acquired a spiritual dimension associated with the afterlife. When Christianity arrived, it was forced to adapt these
pagan beliefs.
One legend of San Andrés de Teixido
claims that God charged St. Andrew with
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establishing a church there. Fearing that
no one would visit such an isolated place,
St. Andrew pleaded with God for an alternative charge. God then assured him that
everyone would come to San Andrés de
Teixido because those that did not do so in
this life would have to do so after death before their souls could enter the next world.

Adding other dimensions to the
story, the ancient Celts believed
that the souls of the dead could not
see, and that sometimes the dead
were reincarnated in the form of
another living thing.
So, when you see someone holding an
invisible hand at San Andrés de Teixido, it
is because they are leading a lost soul to
the chapel. And take care that you don’t
step on an insect, for it may be a deceased
relative.

With hairs standing up on the back of
my neck I drove to A Coruña, the former
capital of Galicia, and a major seaport. The
city has two bays on opposite sides of a
small promontory. One of these acts as its
industrial hub with docks and rail links.
The other has an impressive esplanade
running around a sandy bay, terminating
at its northern end with the Tower of Hercules - a stunning, working lighthouse and

museum with an ancient pedigree taking
it back through Roman times to Greek,
Celtic and Irish myths. It is a world heritage site, surrounded by a sculpture park.
In front of the lighthouse is a large statue
of Breogán, a mythical Celtic king and
founder of A Coruña, who built a tall tower
and, looking across the sea, saw Ireland.
Legend has it that he sent his son Íth to
conquer the land, but its inhabitants beheaded him. Ith’s nephew – Mi -, invaded,
conquered and populated Ireland, giving
the name Milesians to subsequent clans.
As I gazed at the statue of Breogán with
the Tower of Hercules behind, a large
rainbow appeared stretching over the sea
towards the Emerald Isle.
In a small café in A Coruña I met Suso
Martinez, a guide and historian with a passionate interest in Celtic history. For over
two hours we chatted about what it means
to be a Celt. He told me about all of the
clues – both fact and legend - that convince
him that Galicia is undoubtedly a Celtic nation; in Lugo, there is an inscribed gravestone commemorating a woman who belonged to the Celtic tribe Supertamarica
(the name Lugo may have Celtic origins
- Lug is the Celtic god of light); a parish in
Ortigueria called Celtigos; numerous Celtic iron age hill forts; the remnants of statues to Celtic deities; linguistic connections
with other Celtic lands, and lastly that the
Irish are descended from the Celts of Galicia through the ancient myth of the sons
of Breogán, who in turn may just be the
origin of the name O’Brien.
I had only been in Galicia one week
and this amazing land, its culture and history fascinated me. My on-going journey
of discovery stretched out before me as I
prepared to head south.
www.tomlanglandsphotography.com
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