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Foreword










All stories in this book are true.


I have the express permission of all persons appearing therein,


to tell their stories and say their names.


I have not obtained this permission from persons who are not described in detail but are only mentioned.


In some cases I have deliberately changed the names and in others, very few, I have invented.
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    prolog

    
      

    

    I was on the Way of St. James. 2,400 km on foot across Europe from the Alps to the Atlantic.

    Educated minds claim that sometimes you have to leave your comfort zone to move forward.

    I wasn't even aware that I had left my comfort zone. I wonder if the effect is the same?

    Whatever the case, that doesn't make me a hero.

    The Way of St. James doesn't produce heroes, no matter how far they trek. True heroes do something valuable for their fellow human beings. Hundreds of thousands of pilgrims before me have already arrived in Santiago de Compostela, and millions more will follow suit.

    I never wanted to write about it, even when other pilgrims encouraged me to. It was supposed to remain a private experience. But at some point, just before I started the final 500 km, I felt I had to do it anyway. So I did.

    But how does one even come to endure such hardships and make a pilgrimage across Switzerland, France, and Spain? I don't know.

    First of all: It's not religious. I was raised Catholic, but even if not everything about the Catholic Church is bad, I did get an overdose of religion during my childhood. Seven times a week, rosary, twice a week, school mass, religious education classes, memorizing catechism passages without understanding the content, going to mass every Sunday, serving as an altar boy, even vespers on major holidays. Confession at least once a month. The whole program.

    What could a schoolboy possibly do that's so terrible that he has to confess? Will he really not go to heaven if he dies without confessing beforehand? Is this the God of love who sends his own children to hell? It's probably precisely the sum total of such absurd dogmas that has led me to distance myself from the Church. Furthermore, two people in my circle of acquaintances have been abused by priests. And I also know priests who have brought children into the world.

    The reason I haven't left the Church yet is because I can do math. One abuse is one abuse too many. There's nothing to sugarcoat and nothing to discuss. But I don't want to lump all of the more than 400,000 priests worldwide into the same category. Even if tens of thousands have committed sexual assaults, the vast majority still have strong character. In my opinion, those who commit offenses should be punished according to civil law. I continue to respect those who remain blameless.

    It's a dichotomy. In general, I don't have much to do with other religious institutions either. Nevertheless, I consider myself a religious person. I'm fully aware that I'm not the center of the universe. Quite the opposite. I'm nothing and convinced that there's a higher power that we humans can't comprehend, not even the most intelligent scientists who can explain so many things. Incidentally, like all Christians, I call this higher power "God."

    Perhaps the biggest difference between an atheist who doesn't believe in God (and believes he can explain everything) and a religious person, like me, who knows nothing but believes so much, is that the atheist says, "The universe was created by the Big Bang," while the religious person says, "God made the Big Bang happen."

    But let's leave the topic of religion aside. That's for more educated people to deal with. Let's move on to the possible reasons for my Camino de Santiago.

    These are: gaining distance from everyday life, because I'm a radio journalist in the news department and am confronted with negative events every day; exploring boundaries; a thirst for adventure; athletic ambition; perhaps even a touch of spiritual experience. It's probably a mixture of all of the above. Which category accounts for the largest percentage is difficult to determine and varies depending on my mood.

    Once – I don’t remember exactly when – I heard about the Way of St. James and said to myself: “That would be something for you!”

    A few years later, Roman – a young man from our valley whom I now know personally – completed the Way of St. James, and I said to myself: “That would be something for you!”

    At some point, Hape Kerkeling published his famous book “Ich bin dann mal weg” (I’m off then), and I said to myself: “That would be something for you!”

    A few years later, my brother-in-law Lucas made a pilgrimage from Pamplona to Santiago de Compostela during a long vacation. Afterwards, he enthusiastically reported on it. And I said to myself, "That would be something for you!"

    When I couldn't stand hearing that sentence anymore, I told myself: "Don't say it anymore, just do it. Don't save it for later. Later, you might not even be able to do something like that anymore. Do it now!" And so I did.
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Morissen (CH) to Espalion (F)


It was always clear to me that I didn't just want to walk one of the various Caminos in Spain, but that I wanted to start my journey from my home in Morissen (Graubünden, Switzerland). My final destination was never Santiago de Compostela (the actual destination of religious pilgrims, where St. James is said to be buried), but always Fisterra (Galician) or Finisterre (Spanish), which was considered the western end of the world (Finis-Terrae) back when people still believed the Earth was flat.


My wife agreed, even encouraged me, and my two daughters had no objections either. So I started planning.


Since I was still in the middle of my work, it was clear from the start that I wouldn't be able to complete the more than 2,400 km in one go. It had to be done in stages, as my employer couldn't grant me more than four weeks of vacation at a time.


3 x 4 weeks, 3 x 800 km. That was the plan. Would it be possible? I'd never hiked that long before, and at 57, I'm no longer the youngest. It would work!


To be fit for the day, I spent the entire spring doing short hikes in my local area, the Val Lumnezia and surrounding areas. One of these hikes took me via Pitasch to Signina. Why do I mention this specifically?


Signina is a small hamlet that I see every day from my house. However, it is only accessible on foot or by cable car. Although I have traveled to some beautiful countries around the world, I must confess, to my shame, that I have never been to Signina. This blot absolutely had to be erased.


At the beginning of summer 2019, I did a longer test stage to see if I was actually suited to such exertions. Without a proper backpack, with only some water, some nuts and dried fruit in a small breast pocket, and some small change, I hiked from Morissen via Obersaxen to Disentis. Only the last part of this route is considered the official Way of St. James. But that didn't matter to me. I simply wanted to get to Disentis so that I would already have that part behind me when the real journey began. What could be the problem? I'm fairly familiar with the area. No maps or compass needed!


In a forest near Sankt Martin in Obersaxen, I knew I had to descend into the valley. So I took the path that led downhill. I'm not stupid! After a few hundred meters, however, the path ended. So I had to return to the crossroads, climb a few more meters from there, and then descend to Zignau. That's a good start. I got lost on the first stage. I was really mad at myself. But it didn't last long. Just a few hours later, I rewarded myself for this miscalculation with a Vanilla ice cream with hot chocolate sauce on the terrace of the Ustria Placi Pign in Surrein.


I arrived in Disentis in the early afternoon and returned by public transport. I still don't know how I managed to change from the train to the post bus in Ilanz. I was dead tired and fell asleep immediately. Saint James probably woke me up so I could pay homage to him later.


On September 6, 2019, the time had finally come. After almost a year of anticipation, things were finally getting underway. But not as I had imagined. The plan was for me to hike from Disentis (where my test stage had taken me) via Rueras up to the Etzli Hut, spend the night there, and then hike down to Amsteg the next day. The overnight stay had already been reserved. I was incredibly excited. Late summer in the mountains. Simply beautiful. Normally. But: On the morning of September 6, 2019, a layer of snow covered the Val Milà. There was also thick fog. Climbing was out of the question. Even the owners of the Etzli Hut advised me against it. So my wife Bettina had to drive me over the Oberalp Pass to Amsteg, and that's where my first section of the Way of St. James truly began.


I made up for the two stages from Disentis to Rueras and from Rueras to Amsteg after my return. My pride wouldn't have allowed such a gap.


By the way, my wife and I had made an agreement: While I was traveling, we would have no contact! No letters, no phone calls, no text messages—nothing. Just like real pilgrims in earlier centuries. We had made one exception: every evening, when I arrived at my overnight destination, I would send her a text message with a single word: the name of the town. That way she always knew where I was. That way she had the certainty that I was still there and that I had made progress. But she was never allowed to write back. We stuck to that. It can't have harmed our relationship. We've been married for over 30 years now.


***
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First steps in Amsteg


Amsteg to Seelisberg was my first stage. Nothing unusual. Except that on the climb above Bauen on Lake Uri, I encountered three moped riders walking alongside their mopeds. The descent down the rainy, slippery stone steps was too dangerous.


The next day, my route took me to Stans. It wasn't a particularly long or strenuous stage, making it an ideal place to start. Anyone who pushes themselves too hard too soon will soon be "rewarded" with blisters and other aches and pains.


Early in the afternoon, I was sitting on the terrace of a restaurant in front of the village square in Stans, drinking my beer. Usually, I don't really care what other people think of me. But today I wondered what the people I was watching might think if they were watching me too. That I was sad? Lonely? Thoughtful? I know that my facial expression sometimes allows for such thoughts. But none of it was really true. Sad? – Not at all! Lonely? – Maybe, but not in a negative sense. As much as I love company, I sometimes enjoy being alone. Thoughtful? Probably. I think often. Unfortunately, I don't possess the gift of thinking ahead. The word that would have best described me at that moment, however, would have been quite simply "happy."


In Stans, I spent a night in the straw for the first time in several decades. As a boy on the Maiensäss (mountain pasture), this was common practice, and it was always wonderful. However, if the hay barn is cold and you only have a silk sleeping bag and two thin Swiss Army blankets, then it's not really recommended. Because you have to put one blanket directly on the hay to avoid it stinging you, and you can use the other to cover yourself. Brrrrr. Sleep was almost impossible. You're just waiting for morning, wanting to have breakfast and get going.


The urge to leave, however, was a little too strong. In the "cold of battle," I had forgotten to pack my medicine box. Hoping I wouldn't need it at all, I called the landlady on the way and asked her to send the box of medicine to my sister-in-law in Lausanne. I planned to visit there in the next few days.


The 28 km between Stans and Giswil went smoothly, which can't be said for the stage between Giswil and Oberried on Lake Brienz. Shortly after Giswil, the route was supposed to head toward Lungern. And it did. However, not on the Way of St. James. The signage on the Way of St. James in Switzerland is—to put it mildly—suboptimal. So, between Giswil and Kaiserstuhl, I ended up on a regular forest path that led me in the wrong direction. I gained over 100 meters of elevation for nothing, had to climb back down, and then climb back up the other path to enjoy the magnificent view of Lake Lungern.


Then it was time to decide where I wanted to spend the night that evening. The Brünig Pass shouldn't be a problem, and the route to Oberried on Lake Brienz also seemed doable. On the list of accommodations provided to me by the Swiss Way of St. James Association was the phone number of a bed and breakfast in Oberried. I called. The woman on the other end told me she would soon be starting her night shift. Her husband was currently on a bike tour and wouldn't be back until late. But no problem; she would simply leave the house open. Then she explained to me where the shower was and which room I could use, and went to work. After a strenuous day and a good eight and a half hours of hiking, I arrived in Oberried and made myself comfortable.


The next day at breakfast, I told the landlady that she had a pretty strong sense of trust in people. Her response: "I don't trust everyone, but I do trust you with your Graubünden dialect."


***


By now, I'd been on the trail for almost a week. Thanks to my thorough preparation, my heart and lungs were strengthened, and I was actually doing well. Also, as I described above, I hadn't started off too aggressively and hadn't developed any blisters on my feet. But I hadn't thought about my joints. They were starting to hurt more and more. Six- to nine-hour day hikes with numerous ascents and descents take their toll on your bones, even if I didn't want to admit it. My preparatory hikes had usually been shorter, and above all, there had always been rest days between the individual sections. These were now completely missing, and my body protested violently. My joints ached like hell. But relief came in the form of a bathtub. When I can choose between a shower and a bath, I don't have to think twice. I've always believed that a warm bath works wonders. This was now confirmed.
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Einigen ob the Lake of Thun with four-thousand-meter peaks of the Bernese Oberland in the background


At the B&B in Rüeggisberg, I finally had the chance to take a bath. My anticipation was so great that I was already in the tub before the water reached my hips. For a good half hour, I was inaccessible to the outside world. I was floating in seventh heaven, or rather, in the warm spring water of the Bernese Mittelland. Then I got out, rubbed my joints with ointment, and went to bed at around 9:00 a.m. I didn't wake up until 7:00 a.m. the next morning, and overnight, a miracle happened: All my joint pain was gone.


***


From then on, I felt physically excellent. Distances, climbs, and descents didn't scare me. I was in "flow," as they say these days. I even subjected myself to a self-imposed experiment:


The journey from Rüeggisberg to Fribourg took me just under 8.5 hours. Arriving in Fribourg, I left my backpack at the hostel, showered, changed, and strolled through the old town. Wonderful aromas wafted from every alleyway. Somehow, my nose must have a direct connection to my stomach. How else can I explain why it was growling so loudly?


During the day, I had consumed calories in the best possible form (chocolate and the obligatory apple), but after a hike like this, I was in the mood for something hearty. A fondue – since I was already in Fribourg. A sandwich with air-dried ham. A Gâteau du Vully – or something that's not from the region but always works: a hearty, spicy pizza.




But then I thought to myself: Are you even hungry, or is this just a hunger? I'm not St. Nicholas of Flue, and I certainly don't intend to fast for the rest of my life. But I wanted to test my resilience. So I decided 

not 

to eat anything that evening. As if that wasn't masochistic enough, I sat down at a table on a restaurant terrace where people were feasting left and right, ordered a beer, and watched others eat. I enjoyed the beer all the more for it.




The next morning, I ate a normal breakfast—not an excessive one to compensate for denying myself dinner. Then I set off, feeling no problems at all.


That evening, I told myself, "Once is not enough," and repeated the experiment. Again, I didn't eat anything. Again, I didn't experience any problems.


By the third evening, my attitude was: "Twice can be a coincidence." I repeated the experiment. Again, I didn't eat anything. Again, I didn't experience any problems. The same result three times. That's revealing.


However, this experiment was definitely over. From then on, I enjoyed great food every evening—if I could get it—and perhaps even more consciously.


Anyone who's thinking, "What a complete idiot," might be right, but not in this experiment. This experience came in handy several times as I continued on the Camino de Santiago.


In France and Spain, there isn't a shop or restaurant on every corner. You walk for miles past civilization until you finally see a sign along the side of the road advertising one of those highly sought-after calorie-replenishing spots. It's only 500 meters to Amelie's restaurant/bar or Alejandro's megastore. Your mouth is already watering. You can hardly wait to help yourself to the full shelves. When you get there, there's a sign saying, "Fermé, cerrado, closed." Thanks to my experiment, however, I never felt afraid. I knew that even if I didn't get anything today, I wouldn't suffer, let alone die. It's a damn good feeling to be able to stand confidently in front of a closed store!


***


As I mentioned before, I had left my medication in Stans and had it sent to me. So I headed to Lausanne to pick it up from my sister-in-law, Jolanda. Fortunately, I hadn't needed medication before.


The route to Lausanne was a battle between my good physical condition and the poor signage. The poor signage won. At one point, I got so lost that arriving before nightfall was out of the question.
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In a forest in western Switzerland


Even though I enjoy hiking and was practically pain-free at the time, I was still quite annoyed by these detours. So much so that I decided to use public transport for almost an hour. The first and only time on the entire Camino.


Arriving in Jouxtens-Mézery (a small suburb of Lausanne where my relatives lived), I was greeted not by my sister-in-law Jolanda or my brother-in-law Olivier, but by another close relative: Calinou. He's a magnificent cat and brother to my own cat, Max. So, I was back with relatives.


The fact that my sister-in-law or brother-in-law didn't greet me had nothing to do with them not being able to smell me—although, given my sweaty clothes, that would have been more than understandable. No, they had expected me to arrive a day or two later (remember the first day when my wife drove me to Amsteg), and had therefore long since planned a short vacation. They had flown out. However, they had informed me via text message where the house key was, and I had the whole house to myself for two days.


I first took this opportunity to treat myself to a hot bath for the second time on the Camino de Santiago and to wash all my clothes (two pairs of underwear, two pairs of socks, two T-shirts, two shirts, one pair of shorts and one pair of long trousers, a canvas jacket, and a towel—that's all you need on the Camino de Santiago). The rain pants and rain jacket weren't washed.


The day after my arrival, I slept in and thought about what I could do. After walking about 300 km, the only thing I knew was that I didn't want to venture too far from home. So what would be the best option? Take the bus to the Olympic Museum in Lausanne. But I already knew that. And the Food Museum in Vevey, too. Since the weather was great, I decided on a whim to take a walk from Jouxtens to Lake Geneva. Afterward, I strolled along the lakeshore for about an hour, treated myself to a pizza at a restaurant, and walked back to Jouxtens. By the evening of my rest day, I had another 10 km under my belt, but of course without the oppressive backpack.


The second day in Jouxtens was more culinary. Neighbor Benjamin and his wife Wanda (two native Italians who had lived in Switzerland for several decades) had been informed of my arrival. They had barely seen me when they invited me to lunch. When Italians invite you to lunch , you can never turn it down. It's an unwritten rule. I wasn't familiar with it, but instinctively I did the right thing. It was worth it. I was spoiled.


In the late afternoon, Jolanda and Olivier returned from their short vacation. They also gave me their all in terms of food, so I was well prepared for the continuation of the Camino.


The break was nice, but inside I was churning. I felt a strong urge to finally get going again. So I packed my backpack—including my extra box of medication—and let Olivier and Jolanda drive me down to Lake Geneva. They walked along the lakeshore for about an hour. It was a matter of honor for me to let my brother-in-law carry the almost 10 kg backpack.


My sister-in-law, Jolanda (my wife's sister), who works in healthcare, had noticed my corns. She didn't want to let me walk any further. So she stopped by a pharmacy on the way and got me some plasters. Thank you so much, Joli, I needed them.


***


Not the entire route of the Way of St. James around Lake Geneva runs directly along the lakeshore. At some point, it changes direction slightly north and leads along a side road through vineyards and orchards. Even though I live on the other side of Switzerland, one of these roads seemed suspiciously familiar. This didn't please me at all. Just a few months earlier, my wife and I had cycled along this very road.


Our tour was supposed to take us from the Rhône Glacier in the uppermost part of the canton of Valais to the mouth of the Rhône in the Mediterranean Sea near Port-Saint-Louis. Was supposed to. At that point above Lake Geneva, I felt severe pain in my left knee. "It'll go away. A short break, a little massage, and we'll carry on. We can eat something small in Geneva, and it'll definitely be better afterwards." But it didn't. I programmed my brain to be "insensitive to pain" and kept going. It didn't work for long. After La Plaine, there was a climb too steep for my knee, and I had to give up. Continuing was out of the question. So we drove back down to La Plaine and called my brother-in-law, Olivier. He mounted the bike rack and picked us up in his car. The tour was ruined after only three days. But we were still on vacation. What to do? What could still be salvaged? Now spontaneity was required.


The next day, Jolanda took us to a travel agency. We decided on a complete change, or more accurately, we had to decide. Instead of active, strenuous cycling holidays in Switzerland and France, we opted for a rather passive and relaxing beach and reading holiday in Egypt. Olivier and Jolanda lent us some clothes, and just 24 hours later we were on a plane to Marsa Alam. Our spontaneity paid off. Eating and drinking à la carte, swimming in the hotel pool, swimming and snorkeling in the Red Sea (especially my wife, I'm afraid of water), camel rides and quad biking in the desert, and lounging and reading, again by the hotel pool. I started reading "The Collini Case" by Ferdinand von Schirach at 8 a.m. and didn't put it down until I'd finished it. The holiday was pure relaxation.


***


Back to the Camino de Santiago. Still in the same region. I had heard the greeting "Buen Camino" for the first time. It was from a Spanish guest worker who had noticed my scallop shell on my backpack. Later, in Spain, I would hear this greeting several times every hour. In France, cheerful people along the way wish you "Bon Chemin." In Switzerland, they look at you strangely.


By now, I had arrived in Geneva. My knee, which had hurt so much in the spring, was fortunately no longer causing me any problems. But I had already hiked 30 km and didn't want to go any further. My plan was to spend the night in Geneva that day. However, the two hostels recommended to me were already full, and no one answered the phone at the B&B. I couldn't possibly afford a luxury hotel in the cosmopolitan city of Geneva. So I decided to keep walking and cross the border into France. As the Camino de Santiago brochure describes, it was almost impossible to get lost in France.


But the authors of the brochure hadn't counted on me. Less than half an hour after crossing the border, there were suddenly no signposts anywhere. So I had no choice but to ask for directions and, above all, for possible hostels. In France, by the way, they're called "gîtes." Everyone wanted to help, but everyone said something different. So I walked forward, and when my hoped-for destination was nowhere in sight, I asked again. Then it was backtracking, then forwards again, and back again. That's a drain on both nerves and strength. I wasted countless kilometers. I'd given up on gîtes by then. For once, a hotel was fine. When I finally reached the reception of an Ibis, it was already full. The receptionist immediately encouraged me by telling me that all the hotels in the area were fully booked because an important international conference was taking place in Geneva.
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