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Foreword


This story is partly based on true, autobiographical events. The described experiences, conversations and persons originate from the memories, the diary and the imagination of the author. Any similarities to existing individuals throughout the book are purely coincidental and in some cases their names have been changed. As this is an autobiographical novel, it also contains fictional passages.


To date, there is no generally accepted kilometre categorisation of the Te Araroa Trail, as it has only been established nine years ago and has not been completely developed yet. Thus, all kilometre data given are estimates and have been compiled or adjusted according to personal calculations.


The photographs taken and depicted herein are the copyright of the author, unless otherwise indicated.





Introduction



Germany. Summer 2016


“So, where are you guys going to sleep?” The question comes from Christina, the friend of an old schoolmate, on whose terrace we are all currently gathered. The day-to-day routine of work has come to a halt, it's Saturday. We sit in the garden waiting for the food on the barbecue to be ready. I lean back in my folding chair, breathe in the summer air and the barbecue aroma and smile at my husband. Together, we enjoy the relaxing break from our travel preparations. At home, in our one-bedroom flat, the chaos has taken over; backpacks, sleeping mats as well as bags and hiking boots clutter up our space, waiting to be finally packed away.


“Well … where are you going to sleep then? You're not going to rent a flat, are you? Did I understand this correctly, you're travelling through New Zealand?” asks a young woman in a floral dress. Her name is Katrin.


“No, we're not renting a flat! That would be far too expensive. If we did, we wouldn't be able to afford to stay there for half a year. And yes, we will be travelling through all of New Zealand on foot,” my husband Henning answers.


“But the question remains, where will you sleep?” Christina asks again. She and Katrin have studied together.


“We'll have a tent in our backpacks and most nights we'll sleep in there,” I reply. “Apart from that, there are supposed to be many mountain huts where we can stop for the night.”


I play with a strand of my hair. This is something I like to do to calm myself down. Usually, the feedback given to us concerning our travel plans is positive. However, sometimes there is also disbelief or disgust, as in this case. The questioner raises her eyebrows.


“Do you really want to sleep in a tent every night? Isn't that creepy?” she wonders, throwing a sideways look at her friend Katrin.


“No, not every night,” I answer evasively. “After all, we have to take a shower and do some laundry now and then. We'll check in to a hotel or hostel for that.” I don't mention that the mountain huts we plan to use have no electricity or running water and the toilet will be an outhouse; if we are lucky and there even is one. In case there is no toilet nearby, I have a small blue titanium shovel somewhere in the chaos at home that is waiting to be packed into my backpack. I can dig a little hole and bury my business in the forest soil.


“I think this is not for me.” Katrin shakes her head. “I certainly couldn't sleep with just a piece of canvas separating me from the rest of the world.”


Christina agrees with her. “And I probably wouldn't be able to go to the bathroom for weeks. Not having a clean bathroom, that would be an absolute nightmare for me. I refuse to go to public bathrooms in restaurants or other places. In a hotel, I can manage at least.”


I'm glad that I didn't elaborate on the toilet situation.


Looking at me, Christina quickly adds “… but hey, I'm happy for you guys, if that's what you want!” I smile at her. Yes! This is going to be great.


I think of the pictures on Instagram I have seen of the trail in New Zealand earlier today which got me super excited. I don't mind others not wanting to do it as well or finding it unpleasant.


“Wow, great!” the neighbour, who had only been listening so far, now joins in. “Hi, I'm David,” he had introduced himself earlier as he came through the patio door into the lush green garden.


“Hiking, breathing fresh air, camping out in a wild and spectacular landscape and making a fire to roast some sausages … I'm so envious of you guys, I could never do that!”


“Why not?” I ask him. I don't comment on the campfire or on the sausages – neither of which we will be having as they will not preserve long enough. But I do look forward to the fresh air, the life outdoors and sleeping in my tent, too. And to a good night's sleep when you're spending so much time hiking. And, of course, I look forward to being able to eat what I want without worrying about gaining weight. “I don't have the time,” David replies. That is the answer I was expecting. I've already heard this many times before, but we won't let him get away with it. Everyone has exactly the same amount of time, exactly 24 hours every day.


I give Henning a conspirative smile. “You just have to make time,” he explains and sits down on the small wall next to us to join in on our conversation. “If you really want to do this, if you like the idea of being on foot for months and living in nature, challenging yourself and leaving your comfort zone – then you simply do it!” His eyes beam with excitement.


“Naaah,” David shrugs it off and strokes the black and white cat that is circling his legs. I conclude by his expression that although he finds the idea appealing, he would probably never make that final decision and set off. He will always find an excuse for why it wouldn't work right now, I think to myself – and then immediately feel bad for this assumption.


“I can't do that. I have to work. Nobody is going to give me money to go on holiday for six months.” He doesn't look directly at Henning or me. Thankfully. That way he can't see that I'm hurt by his words because after all, we work too. We finance our entire trip to and within New Zealand ourselves. We didn't inherit any money and have no sponsors. But our travelling urge is so strong that we have sacrificed other things in order to achieve it.


I am relieved not to have to respond to this argument because he immediately adds: “Besides, I am too old and too unathletic. I would never be able to do that. I would have a thousand blisters on my feet after ten kilometres or die up in the mountains.” He laughs out loud, which frightens the cat. She wriggles out from under the chair and disappears behind the boxwood bush.


“That's nonsense,” I object. “First of all, you're not old.” I take a closer look at him. No, there's no way he's older than in his mid-thirties. More likely in his late twenties. So he's the same age as us. That's not old, right? Well, is it?


“And secondly, walking for eight hours a day can only be trained to a certain extent. You just have to do it. If you can walk, you can also walk far.”


Learning by doing, as the scouts always say.


In the meantime, the crowd that has gathered around us has grown larger, and I start to become a little uneasy. Some stare at me, others shake their heads in amusement. Is the idea of hiking for more than two or three weeks and sleeping in a tent so bizarre? Have they never met one of the many pilgrims who walk the Camino in Spain every year? Those aren't so rare, though, are they? The next question distracts me from feeling like a parrot in a zoo.


“Isn't all this dangerous?” asks one of the newcomers to the party. He hasn't introduced himself to me yet, but then again, I'm not the hostess. Not knowing his name, I name him Grandpa Hat. After the grey-checked peaked cap he wears as a style statement. A real hipster. “Dangerous?” I ask, confused. “What exactly?” I cling to my bottle of shandy as if it could lend me support. I am surprised at myself, because I am not anxious about the journey – but about the fact that I am the centre of attention right now.


“Aren't you afraid to get robbed?” he asks, seriously concerned.


“Robbed? By whom?” I reply both loudly and firmly and with a straight back. I figure that it makes me look more confident. Fake it till you make it. I still don't quite understand the question, though.


“No,” Henning replies with a friendly laugh and comes to my rescue. “There will only be other hikers on the trail for miles around. And they're glad for every gram they don't have to carry along.”


“What about wild animals?” This hipster guy seems to be a real safety freak.


“There are no poisonous animals or any that are dangerous to humans in New Zealand,” Henning explains. There is a short moment of disbelief amongst the crowd. We hear laughter coming from the other side. I look around the garden searching for my friend and hostess and checking on the food on the barbecue. The smoke floats slowly towards the sun and I see many happy faces. What a beautiful day. As her gaze catches mine, we wave at one another.


“None at all?” Grandpa Hat asks, drawing me back into the conversation.


“No. None. The thing is, even if you would go hiking in the US where there are bears and rattlesnakes, you just have to adjust your behaviour accordingly and take a few precautions. That's it.” Henning the walking encyclopaedia. “For instance, you hang your food high up in a tree instead of having it with you in the tent. And if you follow these rules and don't step on any snakes or wipe your butt with poison ivy, you're good to go.”


I have to smile. Henning is on fire trying to inspire people to go on an adventure in the wilderness. He thinks everyone deserves a break from everyday life and believes that people are just too afraid to go.


“And what will you guys do when it rains?” asks Marc, who has also been listening in. This is my favourite question and I make a point of answering it. Whenever we talk about our hiking plans, sooner or later this question comes up. Well, what are we supposed to do?


“We'll call a taxi and check in to the nearest spa hotel,” I joke. “No, of course not. There won't be one in the middle of the mountains. If it rains, we'll get wet. It's as simple as that.”


“Yes, but isn't that discomforting?” asks Grandpa Hat.


“Yes, it is …” I begin.


“Surely you have rain gear with you?” Marc interrupts me.


“Obviously, but even with the best rain gear in the world, you will get wet eventually if you are out in the rain long enough.” A fact which I don't find so thrilling myself. You'd really have to be a snail and be able to retreat into your house on your back when you need to. That would be handy!


“Does the trail have a name?” The question comes at the same time as


Sophie's, who had so far only listened with interest: “So why are you doing this?”


“The hiking trail has a name. It's called Te Araroa. It means 'The Long Pathway' in Maori.”


But why do we do it – that's the big question. We can't really figure this one out. No. Actually, we can. We know we want to and we know pretty much why, but it's more of a feeling that's always hard for us to describe.


“Because it's an adventure, because we want to spend time in nature,” I start to list what comes to mind first, then I shrug, because suddenly I can't think of the rest.


"We miss the minimalistic and sometimes rough lifestyle of such a hike, which makes you very content and humble. It's so easy to forget what's important in our everyday lives," Henning elaborates. He is referring to our first long-distance hike in 2014 on the Appalachian Trail on the East Coast of the USA, from which we managed to gain a lot of first-hand experience.


“And because we’re looking for a physical and mental challenge,” I then add. As I find myself confronted with puzzled faces, I try to explain it a bit better: “Just imagine being woken up by the morning sun and only hearing the wind; and the air is so crisp you feel like you’re free. Everything you need fits into a backpack and no matter what comes your way, you are prepared for it: sun, rain, cold, first aid …


I don’t know, maybe we’re just crazy. In any case, it’s because we want to grow personally, and we believe that these experiences influence us. We prefer a few of these experiences to be somewhat more extreme."


Even if we can't convince anyone tonight, at least we ourselves are sure: It's going to be great!





Preparations


For almost two years now, we have been living in Bad Salzuflen, an idyllic and remote health resort near Bielefeld. Even though our families live in the south of Germany, we like it here. And we don't have to stay here forever. I take a sip of my tea and enjoy the fresh evening breeze on my balcony.


After a while of mindless contemplation, I untie my towel turban from my head.


I am really proud of Henning and myself. We've been doing our fitness programme since the beginning of the year and it's no longer a challenge for me to keep up with my husband on a jog. Ten kilometres of running – this is something I never thought I would be able to do. Obviously, I may not always fancy it and I have to overcome my weaker self, but I reckon we're doing a good job. It’s so amazing what you can achieve when you have the necessary motivation. The ambition to be fit enough for the trail is definitely a better motivation than losing weight. That's a New Year's resolution I've failed plenty of times.


The balcony door opens. Henning comes out and walks to the balcony railing, looking into the forest which flanks our apartment building. Can you believe he had to persuade me to move in here? Having the forest right on our doorstep is so beautiful! It's where I spend a lot of my time, both in winter and in summer.


“I booked the Sprinter today,” Henning says.


“Great,” I nod. Now I can start packing boxes for storage. We'll be moving out of the flat in about two months and will not have a place of residence for the duration of our big trip, which means everything will be packed and stored. Since we don't have an enormous number of belongings, we can fit everything into a Sprinter. Or so we hope!


Now that the car is booked, it's definite: We will indeed be moving out! We just don't know yet where exactly we should store everything. We have the option of renting a storage space. Garages full of stuff that nobody needs. Or we can find a privately-owned garage. However, sometimes a garage can be very damp, which could destroy our entire little household. Or we find a private rental room. But that would have to be lockable.


When we return to Germany the following year, we'll probably want to move closer to Stuttgart. Therefore, it would be good if our belongings were already close by.


“Unfortunately, I don't have such good news.” I curl my lips and tell Henning the results of my research of prices of storage spaces around Stuttgart.


“Why is it so expensive!? Maybe we should rent a storage room somewhere in Germany where it's cheaper,” I suggest. “Leipzig, for example.”


“That would be really idiotic. It would be a huge hassle when we get back!” He sits down cross-legged next to me on the floor. There is a small table and two chairs, but the floor is warm from the day's sun; plus, we like to sit on the floor. That way the tarpaulin on the balcony lattice protects us better from the neighbours' views. The opposite house is very close to ours. I always forget that we are not in Swabia, where people peek out from behind the curtains. The woman over there is not interested in the outside world, I remind myself. She's always sitting in front of the television.


“As we have to rent for up to six months, it would be cheaper by a few hundred Euros.”


The phone rings in the living room. Henning gets up to answer the call.


The temperature is slowly dropping. I pull my knees to my upper body and wrap my arms around them. Yoga is on my sports programme for tomorrow and muscle training for my legs and back the day after. By chance, I came across a personal trainer from the US on a Facebook forum promoting the Te Araroa who wanted to test a programme and I signed up to give it a try. It's great because I can do everything from home. And on some weekends, there are scheduled hikes, which means I'm out in the fresh air far more than before. Sadly, Henning almost never joins in. He thinks he doesn't need to work out except for jogging, because on our first long hike we didn't prepare physically at all and it worked out just fine.


“Who was it?” I ask as he comes back, the phone still in his hand. “My mum.” Henning grins from ear to ear. “Henning's problems have solved themselves once again,” he adds. This is such a phenomenon. When I have problems to deal with, I always have to struggle to find a solution. With him – procrastination personified – problems soon disappear into thin air without him having to do anything.


I purse my lips and give him a questioning look.


“The tenants of my mum's basement have given notice; they don't need it anymore.” He swings the phone triumphantly up in the air.


“What? You've got to be kidding me, that's fantastic!”


I jump up and down like a little kid. The basement is dry, quite large, carpeted and lockable. It used to be Henning's room when he was a teenager.


“And we can have it?”


“Yes! For 50 Euro a month.” His eyes sparkle.


“That's perfect!” My voice sounds muffled as we hug, my face pressed against his chest.


One less problem, I think in relief. Still holding each other, Henning says: “All we have to do now is finish up some work, move, celebrate Christmas and get on the plane.” I close my eyes feeling content. I never thought everything would go as smoothly as it does right now. The idea has been a long time coming – about a year in fact. We decided to do another long-distance hike pretty soon after our last one. This time we chose not to travel to the US again, since other countries also tempted us. I don't remember exactly how we ended up choosing New Zealand, but I think I sat at the computer and typed “long-distance hiking trails” into Google search and checked out all the well-known and lesser-known hiking trails in the world. The Camino de Santiago (The Way of Saint James) was out of the question – too crowded. Next, we ruled out Europe in general because this is where we’ll continue to live in the future, and as long as I'm young, I want to travel to countries that are further away. I can still travel through Europe when traveling to different time zones becomes too exhausting for me.


In the end, we decided on New Zealand and its fairly new long-distance hiking trail Te Araroa.


Everyday life takes over and the days go by quickly. We spend every spare minute decluttering and packing boxes, keeping only the things that we absolutely want to keep for the rest of our lives. The packing of our equipment is the first thing to be finished. I’ve found out that New Zealand is an expensive destination and that it is better to bring along whatever you can from Europe – including spare shoes. For 3,000 kilometres, we expect to need two to three pairs.


“Are you nervous?” I ask Henning while he is busy typing away on his keyboard.


“No.” The answer follows promptly without him knowing what it's actually about.


“You'll be so far from home, and you have no idea what you're in for!” Like he's doing this alone. I realise that I have just voiced my own emotions. My insecurities. I sit down in between two boxes.


Henning pauses his research. “That's part of the fun, isn't it? Our lives are always planned out and under control; we end up getting caught up in routines and forget that we never know what's going to happen next.”


He's probably right. Didn't I say that to him at some point?


“Aren't you worried about anything?”


“Sure I am. I'm afraid one of us might get hurt and not be able to continue with the hike. Now that I think about it, the only thing I'm afraid of is that we might not make it.”


“Nah, we'll make it! We just have to keep walking.”





How much money do you need?


The day of our move passes without a hitch. Christmas is just around the corner, and we settle into the guest room at my parents' place. It feels remarkably normal, as if our old flat is still waiting for us to return. Saying goodbye wasn’t easy for me. There is a constant struggle between my desire for adventure and my wish for familiarity and security.


A highlight, as every year, is Esslingen's medieval Christmas market. At the end of the year, time always seems to stand still. Suddenly old friends from school arrive whom you haven't seen for a long time – everyone wants to spend time with their families. Today, I meet Simone, a really good friend, whom I only see once in a blue moon.


“Don't make such a big secret out of it! Tell me, how much money does it really take to travel for half a year?” She takes a sip of her steaming Glühwein.


“All right, all right! To tell you the truth, we need less money to travel for half a year than we would living in Germany. But that's only because we're not normal tourists.”


“What do you mean? What's a 'normal tourist'?”


“Travellers who stay in holiday flats, hostels or hotels. Or rent a camper van.”


“I see. And how much does it cost exactly? How much money would I need if I wanted to do this?”


“International health insurance costs less than the health insurance premiums in Germany – about 350 Euros per person for six months. Our costs for accommodation are practically non-existent, except for the 50 Euros to rent the storage room. Obviously, we have the cost of food in New Zealand too. But the prices should be about the same; maybe a little higher in New Zealand than in Germany. We expect to spend more on food anyway because we’ll often only be able to buy certain long-lasting groceries from small supermarkets. After all, the food has to remain edible in the backpack for several days without being refrigerated.


So far, we’ve spent an average of 500 Euros per month on food. Our budget for the trip is about 50 Euros per day.


In terms of sleeping arrangements: On average, we’ve planned a hotel stay every four days; calculated conservatively. Camping should mostly be free, and for the mountain huts we’ll buy a half-year ticket, which costs about 100 Euros per person for six months. We’re planning on 500 Euros accommodation expenses per month.” I pause for breath but remain uninterrupted, so I continue.


“In addition, we saved up for all ongoing insurances and contracts; that's about another 200 Euros per month. And we calculated how much money we would need when we get back to Germany to make ends meet for two months and to be able to send out job applications. Although, it will probably not take us that long to find a job. We definitely don't want to rely on our families after our 'long-term holiday'!” The whole time, Simone has observed me attentively.


“Okay,” she then says, “I see you've thought this through. Have you actually been doing anything else besides this planning?”


She laughs at my expression. “I guess that's a no! And where did you get the money to pay for all of this? Your parents?”


“No!” I answer vehemently. “Well, a little is from relatives. At our wedding, we wished for money for this trip as a wedding gift instead of other things. We put that money aside. But for the most part, we've been saving up money every month for two years.”


We made a point of not buying anything new. We didn't buy clothes, electronics or shoes unless it was absolutely necessary.


“When it comes down to it, you really don't need to buy anything. I've done quite well for two years without buying new clothes, make-up, or other consumer goods, and I still have enough clothes to wear in my wardrobe. Things don't break or wear out as quickly as you think. When was the last time you had to get rid of something because it was actually worn out?”


“You mean clothes?” Simone raises her eyebrows, pondering. “Hmm, yeah, quite a long time ago. I used to have a favourite pair of denims that eventually ripped. And even then, I was still wearing them for a few weeks because I didn’t want to throw them away. That must have been three years ago now.”


“You see, it is possible to save enough money! I haven’t been to the hairdresser. We haven't been to the movies or anything like that either. We only treated ourselves to dinner now and again.”


“Isn't it a bit of a hardship for you to do without all that?”


“Well, I didn't have to do it. It was voluntary. Admittedly, at first it felt like a punishment. But you quickly get used to it; especially if you know you can either buy that T-shirt or travel for a week longer. At some point it becomes a kind of competition of who is able to live with less – it's pretty fun actually.”


“I still wonder if the money you saved will be enough, though. How much did you save every month?”


“1,000 Euros.”


“1,000 Euros? Are you serious?”


“Yes. Sometimes even more.”


“Are you guys high-income earners or what?!”


“What? No! Like I said: If you keep your financial obligations to a minimum and only spend money on things that are necessities, two people with average incomes are able to save about a thousand Euros in total per month.”


Yep, it is difficult discussing finances, hence we Germans prefer not to. We spend the rest of our get-together discussing other topics and enjoy the Christmas market.


One more week until departure.





Journey to the other side of the world


Here it is, the day of our departure, the last day of the year! We board the train in our sports outfits and rain jackets and with our ridiculously small 50-litre backpacks stuffed with all the things we believe we’ll need for the next half year or so.


Before we know it, six hours have passed, and we land in Dubai. New Year's Eve comes and goes. A 14-hour flight to Sydney follows.


After that we wait for the four-hour connecting flight to Christchurch in New Zealand. It's quiet at the gate. Only a few other passengers are waiting with us.


We’ve already stretched our legs after the long flight. In fact, there is not much to see. This airport is like any other airport; with the obligatory shops selling anything from magazines, alcohol and travel essentials to make-up and perfumes. Hardly anything of interest when you're soon heading into the wilderness. Already at this early stage of our journey, our perspective on trivial things begins to shift.


My stomach feels a little queasy. The sun shining through the window doesn't feel right on my skin. I am tired and hyper at the same time. When I close my eyes, my head is spinning as if I did not just disembark a plane but a seafaring ship. In Germany, it's eight hours earlier, so about 5 am.


So, this is what it feels like to be all the way on the other side of the world.


It's summer over here, while it's winter back home; broad daylight here, and night back there; and the stars vary in the north and the south too …


I wake up from my daydream as the people around me start to move. The airplane is ready for boarding.


In total, the flight time from Germany to New Zealand is 24 hours. That's sheer madness. Luckily, we had decided on a stopover. But even so, we were still travelling the whole of January 1st.





Overview: Te Araroa – New Zealand's Trail


Short description: The Te Araroa Trail is the youngest long-distance hiking trail in the world and crosses both the North and the South Island of New Zealand. It was officially opened in 2011.


Origin of the name: In Maori, Te Araroa means “the Long Pathway”.


Length: about 3,000 to 3,500 kilometres; there is no official ruling on the actual length of the trail.


Cumulative elevation gain: unknown; estimated to be about 195,000 metres


Highest point: Stag Saddle, 1,925 metres


Lowest point: several stretches at sea level


Northernmost end: the lighthouse at Cape Reinga; this is where the Tasman Sea and the Pacific Ocean converge.


Southernmost end: Bluff Peninsula


Travel duration: approx. 50 to 80 days per island (100 to 160 days in total)


Special features: New Zealand stretches over more than 13 latitudinal degrees. This makes the Te Araroa very diverse; it passes through a great number of various landscapes.


Official website: www.teararoa.org.nz
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Part 1 South Island



Bluff. New Zealand. Kilometre 0


Good morning! Feeling excited, I lie on this somewhat uncomfortable hostel mattress and would love to jump out of bed. I look around the room. Everything looks the same as yesterday. A door on the right that leads into the hallway to the front door. To the left, a door leading to the washroom and several more doors. Our few clothes are hanging and hopefully drying beneath the high ceiling. The hostel we are staying at, called Bluff Lodge, doesn't have a tumble dryer.


Directly in front of me is one more door and a countertop. This used to be the post office of the small town of Bluff, the southernmost village of New Zealand situated on the peninsula of the same name. Now there is a pile of … well, what is it? Junk?! Oh yes, and the wall colour of the room is bright orange and yellow!


Today we finally set off on our hiking trip that we have been planning for so long. But before I jump out of bed, I have to check how Henning is doing. Last night he was so exhausted that I had to look after him. He was feeling a bit better when I brought him dinner in bed from the Chinese restaurant around the corner. The Asian takeaway was the only open shop in Bluff at the time when we arrived late last night because the ferry from Stewart Island back to the mainland was delayed.


The three-day hike in the nature reserve on Stewart Island was our warm-up training in preparation of what was to follow.


I turn to Henning and notice that he is awake and smiling at me. What a nice surprise. I love waking up to that smile.


“Are you feeling better?”


I immediately jump out of bed along with his “Yes, I'm fine”. The laundry is not dry, of course, but the sun is shining! Through the window I can see a blue sky. The first time since we landed in New Zealand. In Christchurch, where we arrived by plane last week and recovered from our jet lag, it was raining almost continuously, and it was very chilly. Our subsequent hike on Stewart Island turned out to be very wet as well.


We pack our few belongings into the colourful waterproof, packsacks and put those into our backpacks, constantly grinning at each other. We set off before breakfast without saying goodbye to anyone because we have a lot to do, and we already paid for the room yesterday.


“There, I can see the sign!” Henning exclaims half an hour later. This is our official starting point.


“Yes! I see it too!” I shout and turn to Henning, who walks behind me. Once again he grins from ear to ear. I'm psyched like a kid on their birthday. If the weight of my backpack wasn't so uncomfortably heavy, I'd probably have done an air jump to get rid of excess energy. The journey finally gets underway. I turn back to the sign and squint into the sun, which reminds me more of a German winter sun than of the middle of summer in New Zealand in January. The sea breeze freshens up the air. I only see the outline of the post marking which is the southernmost point of New Zealand and the yellow glowing trail markers attached to it.


Seeing this “monument” in reality, rather than on videos and pictures, as I had done countless times during the months of planning, is bizarre. In my imagination, this place was lively. And magical. It had to be a place with a special atmosphere; after all, it was the chosen starting point of our five-month-long hike. Yet there is no one here. A hotel restaurant awaits us, but it's closed. The road ends in a dead end. Apart from the closed restaurant, there is only that sign.


Hopefully this is not a bad omen. Of all places, our walk to “freedom” begins in a dead-end street. I choose to keep my thoughts to myself.


As we approach, we feel like we're entering a church where you're not supposed to make any noise. The sign is a white metal pole with a dozen yellow arrows pointing to various metropolises around the world. For instance, it shows “London 18,958 km” or “New York 15,008 km”. As the crow flies, even Sydney is 2,000 kilometres away. I realise (again) how far New Zealand is from the rest of the world and that we are truly on the other side of the globe – as seen from Germany. I feel a little dizzy.


Henning sets up the camera on a bench. This is crazy, I think, as the camera shoots the first series of pictures of us with the self-timer. There is no one here we could have asked to take pictures of us. The camera captures us standing here. At the end of the world, at the end of the South Island of New Zealand. We have come here to hike. Yes, to walk A LOT, all the way across NEW ZEALAND!


Our hiking destination – Cape Reinga, on the opposite side of New Zealand – is 1,401 kilometres away according to the yellow sign. We will have to walk over 3,000 kilometres to get there.


Again, I think how crazy it is, and I glance at the sea in front of me. Its surface is as flat as a mirror and looks peaceful, framed by green, large-leaved bushes along the shore. In the meantime, Henning has finished setting up for the next series of pictures, and we laugh into the camera. This is us looking forward, full of enthusiasm and a little thoughtful.
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