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Dedication


This book is especially dedicated to my family. They not only tolerated my Ways of St. James in 2018 & 2019, but supported and literally encouraged them. I would like to thank my employer Timo Weber, who has shown himself to be generous with regard to the necessary vacation allowances.


“The salt in the soup", however, are all the people I met on this path and who have contributed their part to this book by voluntarily and sometimes involuntarily providing amusing or storytelling episodes.


I particularly want to thank my companions Jessica from Paris, Jessica and Thomas from Eichsfeld, Charlie from Bilbao, Cathrin and Julia with daughter Klara from the Darmstadt area, Texas-Man, Marica from Canada, Michael from Berlin, Dorota and Vitaliya from Poland, Dominika from Stuttgart, Helena from Bremen, a group of pilgrims from Ireland, two pilgrims from Bologna in Italy and two from Murcia in Spain.




How it all started ...


... almost got a dog


There are many books about the Way of St. James. Almost all the people who have ever set out on that way seem to have to immortalize themselves with a book or a film about the route. Then why another book?


For me, this book is about capturing a special adventure on the Portuguese Way of St. James. This book is not a travel guide or a checklist for pilgrims, but rather a description of my very personal memories and experiences of my two Ways of St. James. In 2018 they took me about 634 kilometers from Lisbon via the central path and in the following year nearly 280 kilometers from Porto on the coastal path to Santiago de Compostela. Regarding the kilometer information, I would like to note, that the aforementioned kilometer information is the one that was certified at the Compostela.


On my first Way of St. James I walked most of the time intuitively to Porto or after navigating by Google Maps. The kilometers indicated in the individual chapters are those that were identified using this tool. If you add these up, it's only 551 kilometers, which is significantly less. The truth will probably lie somewhere in the middle, as it is usually in life.


But no matter how many kilometers it really was; the main thing is to have fun. I had it. I am happy to share the fun, the lightheartedness and many anecdotes that I experienced on my way to give joy to the readers and to encourage them to try the Caminho de Santiago too, especially since the variants of the Caminho de Santiago described in this book are easy to walk.


The impetus for my Ways of St. James was, how can it be otherwise, the book by HaPe Kerkeling "I’m Off Then: Losing and Finding Myself on the Camino de Santiago". A few years after it was first published, I borrowed it from the library of my hometown and read it. Just great, how Hape Kerkeling describes landscapes, anecdotes and people. Impressive, especially how he tells of dogs in northern Spain that howl like wolves at night. That reminded me of an experience with my parents-in-law who live in a small village in Portugal. In 1998, when I was spending my very first vacation in Portugal with them, there was such a dog howling in the streets one night that it was impossible for me to fall asleep, also because of the great heat. Therefore, in the middle of the night, at 3:00 a. m., I drove to the district town of Torres Novas to visit the “Festas do São Antonio”. Despite the late or early hour, there was still a lot going on. The exuberant mood helped me to forget my tiredness. When the Portuguese celebrate, it's simply contagious. I didn't leave until sunrise.


A few years after reading HaPe's book, I enjoyed the audio book, mostly while doing kitchen work. When it came to the point where the talk was about the dogs howling like wolves, I had to think of my in-laws, who had told me about that. They had already experienced this very, very often, when they had to drive through northern Spain on the way to or from homeland during the vacations.


That made me curious and I decided to walk the Caminho de Santiago one day. But easier said than done: The Spanish Way of St. James takes at least 6 to 8 weeks, depending on which variant you go. Realistically, that would only be feasible for me as a pensioner, since I don't have that much vacation a year. Furthermore I can’t take my whole vacation in one piece. And as a pensioner, will I still be fit enough for it? The thought was pushed back.


In 2017 my older brother Thomas died unexpectedly while jogging. As my son and me had already planned and booked a week-long city break in Lisbon before, which was lying by chance between the date of the funeral service in Wiesloch and the funeral in Grünberg, we went to Portugal. During that week we decided to make a pilgrimage to Fatima, which is situated in 118 kilometers distance, to pray for Thomas and to light a candle. This pilgrimage also encouraged me to walk the Way of St. James at some point.


In 2018 the time had come. And this is how it happened: There was a discussion in my family about whether we should have a dog as a pet or not. I was vehemently against it. Not because I don't like dogs. I was only worrying about whether our apartment was suitable for a dog and whether we could find the necessary time for it. After some discussions, we agreed on a deal: I agreed to the dog and therefore I was allowed to walk the Caminho de Santiago on my summer vacation. For the three weeks available, the Portuguese Way of St. James from Lisbon to Santiago de Compostela seemed realistic to me. No sooner said than done, I booked the flights. But a short time later when my family decided not to buy a dog, my project could not be stopped any more. So it came that my wish finally came true.




Preparation of my first Way of St. James in 2018


Since I had about three weeks for my project, I booked the outward flight for 07/10/2018, landing in Lisbon at around 1:30 p. m. so that I could begin the first stage on the same day. I booked the return flight from Santiago de Compostela on July 28th, a Saturday, because I wanted to relax and report to the family on Sunday before I had to start working again on July 30th. I ordered the pilgrim’s pass over the Internet from the “Deutsche Jakobusgesellschaft”. For 10 € it was sent as a letter to my home. Over Amazon I ordered a patch for the backpack with the yellow-blue symbol of the Caminho de Santiago and a scallop too. I also attached the scallop to the backpack as an external sign of my pilgrimage.


For me, however, planning the route and the time schedule was more difficult than all the others things, that had to be planned. There are basically two variants to get to Porto which is lying at the half of the route to Santiago: One is the route from Lisbon along the coast, the “Trilho das Areias” which means something like rails in the sand and which is an allusion to the kilometer-long wooden walkways through the beach and dune landscape. Second, the “Caminho Central", which goes through the interior of the country. I planned both routes using Google Maps and a network diagram in Excel (the business economist in me probably got through there). The difference in the distance turned out to be marginal. Both variants have in common that there are hardly any pilgrims on the way. Most pilgrims who want to walk the Portuguese Way of St. James start in Porto, about 300 kilometers further north. Very few pilgrims walk from Lisbon.


One who started in Lisbon and ran the Trilho das Areias from there is the Austrian songwriter Herbert Hirschler. He describes this in his book "Himmel, Herrgott, Portugal", which I read and enjoyed in preparation for my first Caminho de Santiago. Nevertheless, I decided on the Caminho Central. It was clear to me that in July temperatures between 35 and 40 degrees Celsius can be expected almost reliably every day on this route - about 10 degrees more than on the coastal path - but the air is nice and dry and not as humid as near the Atlantic. Two other decisive reasons for the Caminho Central were the fact that I already knew the area along the river Tagus and in the province Ribatejo well and that this area is not as overrun by people in the summer months as the coastal region.


Since there are only a few pilgrims starting from Lisbon, the signs for the Caminho de Santiago leave a lot to be desired. There is also a complete lack of hostels for pilgrims. For overnight stays you have to rely on hotels, which can be found in abundance on the coast, but are correspondingly expensive due to the high demand in the summer months.


The rest of the preparations for my first Caminho de Santiago were quite unspectacular. I bought a backpack in an outdoor specialist shop and relied on the expert advice of the shop assistant. Now, two Ways of St. James later, I can say that his advice was really good. The backpack still looks like new after about 1,000 kilometers. Many adjustment options made it easier for me to carry because the weight was sometimes more on the hips and sometimes more on the shoulders. I had pain in my right shoulder every now and then, but this could always be managed by changing the sequence of movements while walking and the adjustment options on the backpack.


My other equipment included:




	A telescopic trekking stick


	A flashlight.


	A solar module with integrated power bank for the energy supply of my mobile phone. On the way the solar module was attached to the top of my backpack with carabiners and connected to my mobile phone with a charging cable.


	A power plug for the mobile phone.


	My mobile phone which was used as a camera, telephone, orientation aid via Google Maps or as a source of information for all kind of things via Google. Incidentally, the internet in Portugal is very well developed. I always had internet, even in deserted areas, on the mountainside or in remote forests. Almost all cafés and restaurants, public buildings and all vehicles of the public transport system have free internet access. The pictures in this book were all taken with my mobile phone; a photographically trained eye may please excuse the limited image quality.


	Pilgrim’s pass in a waterproof bag in case it should rain.


	Toilet bag with wash kit, medication, bandages (plasters, sterile wound pads and bandages for emergencies), toilet paper.


	Clothes line, clothespins and plastic bags with zip. In order to limit the volume and weight of the backpack, you can’t take so much clothes with you. You have to wash your clothes daily and hang them up to dry. Sometimes you even have to hang them up on the outside of the backpack, so that they can dry while walking during the day. Other times you put them in a plastic bag with a zip and then inside your backpack and after a successful day’s stage a second night is needed to dry them.


	A tarpaulin. This, together with the clothes line and the clothespins, is the material for pitching a tent. Wild camping is strictly prohibited in Portugal. You can only camp on campsites or on private property. Since the Portuguese are extremely nice and helpful, they will always help and give an option if you can't find anything else. Also the “Bombeiros Volunteiros", the voluntary fire brigades, will at least help by offering a camp bed.


	Sleeping bag and sleeping mat.


	Two sets of pajamas.


	Rain poncho that also fits over the backpack.


	Cardigan, because even when the weather is very hot during the day, it cools down sensitively at night.


	Three or four sets of underwear and overwear as well as hiking socks. I appreciate cargo pants with lots of practical pockets and with removable legs.


	Swimming trunks, straw hat, sunglasses.


	Breast pouch, waist and belt pockets for cash, passport, debit cards and flight tickets.


	Camping dishes and an aluminum drinking bottle.


	A rosary chain and a chain with a star on which the german “Elisabethweg” and the german “Jakobsweg” can be seen. I got this as a lucky charm from one of my insurance customers who used to work for the “St. Elisabeth Verein” in Marburg.


	Shoes. Since I had worked in a managerial position in shoe retail for 25 years before I started my current job as an insurance broker, I have to say a few more words about shoes. Many pilgrims buy extra new shoes for the Caminho de Santiago. Some take sports shoes, some low shoes or hiking boots. But that what I had to experience on my first Caminho de Santiago made me almost stunned. Many pilgrims do not walk in these shoes beforehand; they just put them on for the first time for the Way of St. James and start walking and then wonder about foot pain, blisters and chafing although they bought good shoes. My God, it might not be because of the quality of the shoes. The Portuguese Way of St. James is kept flat. Only in a few places it is rocky or mountainous, but everything is still very moderately. For this reason and for fear of chafing my lower leg on the edge of hiking boots, I decided on low shoes. Sports shoes were out of the question for me, because the textile upper material seemed to be not durable enough and problematic when wet. I was also afraid of the smell that these shoes can develop if you wear them many kilometers on your feet every day in the great heat. That’s why I preferred shoes with an upper and an interior material made of durable full grain leather. They should also be suitable for orthopedic insoles. The outsole should be thicker and significantly higher at the heel so that you don't feel every stone while running and to absorb the shock on the heels. And they should be worn sometimes before. I decided for an older pair of shoes from the brand JOMOS from Selbitz in Germany, which I had owned for seven years and which I had worn often before. The stone-gray color of the upper leather later proved to be extremely practical in view of the sandy or dry-dusty path. My second pair of shoes, with which you can walk a long way and which were suitable as indoor or even as bathing shoes, were a pair of CROCS in funny sky blue colour.


	Laptop and study material. Eight months before I had started my part-time training as a real estate specialist at the “SGD Studiengemeinschaft Darmstadt”. This training usually lasts 3 years. Due to the foreseeable additional workload at the end of that year and in the next years, I wanted to be able to register for the exams only 10 months later. The written exams were planned in March and the oral part in May 2019.





I packed my backpack for the first time a few days before departure. I wanted to see if I could get everything in it and how heavy it would be then. Experts say that the backpack shouldn't weigh more than 15 percent of your own body weight, that would be 15 kilograms in my case. I don't know if that's true. After all, this value does not take into account the physical condition or the degree of difficulty of the route to be run. In the absence of any other rule of thumb, I set myself the goal of not exceeding this value. And lo and behold, all in all it was just 10 kilograms. I was expecting more. Okay, later on the route it was a little more, because the drinking bottles that I stowed in the outside pockets on the left and right of the backpack were still empty when I tried packing.


I had made the plan to start every pilgrim day with three liters of water in my backpack and to drink only “Água sem gás” (non-carbonated water) from morning until reaching the respective stage destination ... and occasionally a “Bica” (espresso) or a “Galão” (milk coffee). Nothing with carbon dioxide or alcohol.


In terms of space, it was a little more difficult to get everything in and on the backpack. It's good that my son Matthias helped me with this first packing attempt. At that time he was 17 years old and a member of the Solms’ Scouts in Laubach. He gave me his rain poncho, tarpaulin and sleeping mat. Everything from a shop for army supplies and therefore in camouflage, but I didn't care.




Bottle loss


1st stage on 07/10/2018


Lissabon - Vila Franca de Xira


26 kilometers


On the 10th of July 2018, the time had finally come. I woke up very early in the morning and thought again briefly about whether it is really right to set out on this path. After all, I'm overweight and untrained. But I thought to myself: "If not now, then when?" I also had resolved to play it safe and not to do too much effort. I wanted to walk the path - but I didn't have to. If I would notice that it was beyond my strength or that it would be unreasonable, then I would be moderate. If necessary, I would also take a taxi or public transport for a while and if it got really bad I could still break off and stay the rest of the time with my in-laws in Liteiros.


So I had breakfast, took my backpack, which was already packed and prepared, said goodbye to my family and my mother, who lives in the neighbouring house, and set off by car to the train station in Giessen, because the further journey to the airport in Frankfurt was planned by train. I already had said goodbye to my son the weekend before, because he and the acolytes and members of the Catholic Church had set off on a pilgrimage from the diocese of Mainz to Rome to see Pope Francis. It was his second pilgrimage to Rome, the first had been four years before.


When I arrived in Giessen, I parked my car in the parking garage near to the station and went to my railroad track. There I had to wait for a while. To be on the safe side I had left home very early so that it should be impossible to miss the train. Although there is always a lot of activity at the train station in Giessen and many people travel with backpacks and obviously on vacation, I looked quite special with my straw hat on my head, the trekking stick and with the blue-yellow patch and the scallop on my backpack.


The train brought me, you hear and be amazed, punctually to Frankfurt Central Station and the connecting train just as punctually to Frankfurt Airport.


My plane was supposed to take off from Frankfurt around 11:00 a. m. and to land in Lisbon around 2:00 p. m. german time, which means 1:00 p. m. local time due to the time difference. In order not to have to wait for baggage claim in Lisbon, I wanted to take my backpack with me as hand luggage, but already at check-in it was made clear to me that this would not be possible due to the size of the backpack. I had to check it in as baggage. I hoped that the plane will land in Lisbon on time and that it won't take too much time at the baggage claim, because I wanted to get my first pilgrim's stamp at the airport and then start walking about 26 kilometers to Vila Franca de Xira. I had the aim of getting there early enough to get the second stamp from the city administration, which closes at 6:00 p. m..
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