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Bill and Pina Dunne have no 
illusions, despite their walking 
poles, backpacks and sturdy 
boots, that they are super-fit 
bushwalkers or the keenest 
mountain hikers. 
Instead, standing atop the 
spectacular limestone cliffs and 
crashing waves of Cape Nelson 
near Portland on Victoria’s wild 
southwest coast, the Dunnes — 
Bill, 64, and Pina, 60 — are 
happy to call themselves mere 
pilgrims. 

Pilgrims Stephen Rimpas and Maria Bec  
near the Cape Nelson lighthouse.  
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Just like the European pilgrims of old, they are undertaking a long camino — a pilgrim’s journey 
— walking 197km over eight days along the coast, beaches, backroads and farm lanes of 
southern Australia imbued with a deep spiritual and religious significance. 
But it is a camino with a difference. 
The Dunnes are part of a group of 12 pilgrims undertaking the novel Aussie Camino trail 
-between Portland and -Penola in South Australia, walking in the footsteps of Australia’s first 
homegrown saint, Mary MacKillop. 
“A camino is very much like life. There are easy parts, hard parts, and bits where don’t think you 
can get to the end,” muses Bill, who with Pina last year trudged the famous 800km medieval 
Camino de Santiago or Way of St James between southern France and the Spanish city of 
Santiago de Compostela. 
“It’s about the pilgrimage, the journey, not so much reaching the end; treading the path step by 
step and reconnecting with what you think is important in life — your essence, faith, beliefs — 
and being part of something that is bigger than you.” 
The Aussie Camino is the brainchild of Melbourne Catholic school teacher Luke Mills, who first 



came up with the idea six years ago of connecting the early country life and travels of fiercely 
independent Mary MacKillop — who opened a school in Portland in 1863 when she was just 21 
before moving to Penola, finding her faith and founding a new teaching order of nuns — not 
long after she was declared a saint in 2010. 
Mr Mills, who now leads groups along the spectacular -pilgrim’s way, said he had always been 
fascinated by the concept of “doing a camino” but, unable to contemplate a Spanish odyssey 
because of family commitments, wondered if an Australian one was possible. 
“To have a camino it has to have a purpose, a reason for its start, route and finish, otherwise it’s 
just hike or a walk,” says Mr Mills, who led his latest merry but weary band of pilgrims into 
Penola last Thursday, complete with blisters, black toenails and an -enduring sense of 
satisfaction. 
“There are as many reasons for people taking the Aussie camino as there are pilgrims, but for 
most the idea of pilgrimage resonates on a philosophical and spiritual level, as well as fleshing 
out more about the real Mary MacKillop, who is a much more colourful, interesting and dramatic 
person than the rather sterile, saintly figure some like to paint.” 
Mr Mills explains that pilgrims differs from walkers or grey nomads in that they look for 
meaning in uncertainties, ask them-selves important existential ques-tions and recognise others 
on their way are doing the same. 
About 280 pilgrims have now completed the Aussie Camino. 
Stephen Rimpas, a self-avowed non-believer from Philip Island who writes questions for quiz 
shows, is ostensibly undertaking the camino as a birthday promise to his partner, Maria Bec, a 
devout Catholic who spent last year as a missionary in the remote Kimberley Aboriginal 
community of -Kalumburu. 
“I’m an atheist and this is my first proper hike so you might wonder why I’m here,’’ Mr Rimpas 
says. 
“But I also enjoy Australian history, the whole Mary MacKillop story and the scenery is so 
spectacular.’’ 
	


