

[image: cover]





Preamble


For many years I have had the dream to write a book, but never did so as I was lacking inspiration for what to write about… That was until I went on one of the greatest adventures of my life so far by quitting my well-paid job and moving to Ibiza and Thailand for a few months each and working as a scuba diving instructor. By doing so I achieved a dream and goal which I had held and notoriously worked towards for several years, a dream that had always been accompanied by romantic and idyllic pictures of living a glorious life on the beach. When I decided to go on this adventure, it did not take long until an idea for a book manifested in my mind, but in the end this whole trip and these pages have become so much more than I intended them to be.


What started as a dream of an extended break and a possibility to achieve mindfulness and peace of mind again, has moved beyond taking a break from life and has become an eye-opening and life-changing experience in many regards. Therefore, it is no surprise that what was planned as a book about the more practical experiences and tips has turned into a reflection on some of the deeper and more fundamental insights which I gained during my almost twelve months outside the rat race of the corporate world. While I had a rough outline in mind when I started gathering the first bullet points and thoughts on the beach of Ibiza, it was as much about the process of writing a book as it was about having the outcome in the end. After all, it turned out as a powerful tool and means not only to help me reflect and digest on my experiences along the way, but also to remind me of the good times I had and resharpen my spirit related to the insights I gained, when I was typing up the final pages back in my apartment in Germany. I am almost certain that without my regular work on this book I would have been sucked back into the corporate rat race much more and faster than I anyways have been after a few months.


These pages are probably also a perfect example of the non-importance of a specific location or certain infrastructural conditions for being productive and getting work done. I started gathering the first bullet points in my room in a dive center on the beach in Ibiza and typed the first lines somewhere high up in the air between Frankfurt and Dubai on my way to Koh Tao. While the endless coffees or breakfasts in cafes on the beach of Koh Tao or a café in the loud and hectic city center of Saigon are probably some of the more comfortable places I used to write in Asia, a loud café next to the pier in Koh Samui waiting for my ferry back to Koh Tao was probably one place where focus was among the hardest to achieve. There have been endless hours in my girlfriend’s flat in Stockholm as well as my own apartment in Germany, but also summer houses around the Swedish south coast or somewhere in the middle of the Baltic sea on a ferry between Rostock and Trelleborg. And if there is one lesson I learnt along the way, it is the one that for being creative and productive it does not require much more than motivation and a computer. And looking back in all honesty, the less comfortable and more messy places have usually been the most inspiring ones.


There is one thing I want to get clarified before diving deep into my experiences I made during one of the greatest years of my life. Even though I lived a somewhat privileged lifestyle for one year, this was in no way facilitated or enabled by a privileged background of some kind. Neither do I come from a rich background nor did I live the year on society’s terms. It was only about making the right arrangements, being ready to take some risks and knowing when the time to step off had come. It turned out for me that it is much more about the right paradigms and principles than it is about the right background. Therefore, this book is going to be a story about everything being possible in life, not letting us be held back by imaginary restrictions and last but not least memories from a journey which was planned as a once-in-a-lifetime adventure but then turned into an eye-opener and game-changer towards a better and more meaningful life.





1 INTRODUCTION


I am writing these lines 30’000 feet above the ground, somewhere between Dubai and Kuala Lumpur, from where my next flight will take me to Bangkok. While flying has become a not to be ignored part of the normal life of millions of people, the purpose of my trip does still scare me a bit. It is probably not the only reason that I am flying on a one-way ticket, but also the adventure and life dream that underlies this whole trip. This is a book about fulfilling ones’ dreams, not allowing your environment to hold you back from living your life to the fullest, the path that leads you back towards your true inner values and aspirations – and finally a story that shows how each decision and step in your life can act as a trim tab and enable an entirely different life at some point in the future.


My trim tab has been my Open Water Diver course in 2008. I was a university student, and it was during our exchange semester in Australia, when a friend of mine and I faced the question how to spice up our time down under and get some lasting memories. Naturally, there were two possibilities, which crossed our minds right away, learn to dive or learn to surf. My life would look vastly different today if we had gone for the latter.


Never ever would I have imagined in 2008 that a few years later I would have progressed from novice to inspiring students towards a life underwater myself. In fact, my diving career was far from promising in the years to come. Just recently did I check my logbook just to get confirmation for the sad fact that I had done 16 dives in 2008 and 2009, but no more until late 2015. Looking back on my life with the aspiration to be honest and tough on myself, there are two reasons why I did not dive for such a long time despite always longing to descend into blue depths again. One of them is an actual reason, the second has to do with procrastination.


Dealing with the fact that I wasted six years, in which I could have dived and progressed my diving career a lot, is easy when I blame it on being a student, who had other things on my mind and lacked the funds to really engage in a – let’s face it – expensive hobby like diving. It is certainly a part of the reason. However, being honest on myself, I need to acknowledge that procrastination played an important role as well. All divers are trained to the principle to always dive with a buddy. A buddy is exactly what I lacked, since for several years I could not motivate my friend, who I had done my Open Water Diver course with, to go diving again. And it took me exactly those years until 2015 to work up the guts not to make myself dependent on one buddy, but to finally take responsibility for my life and to look for buddies and join a diving club. In the end, it took me to finish my studies and to realize that I needed a new life goal, when graduation from university as my greatest goal so far had been accomplished. And so the rally began and the moment I joined my local dive club became part of my personal history as a moment drastically changing my future life.


I do not remember exactly what triggered this idea and how exactly it appeared back then, however after only a few dives after my break an idea crossed my mind… “I want to become one of those legends that inspired me so many times and become a scuba diving instructor and live abroad for a while myself”. Having thought about it many times by now, I can conclude that the longing for a meaning behind diving for the pure fun of it and the pressing need for a new goal in my life were what was motivating me to put efforts into stepping beyond recreational diving and following a professional career path. In the end, I am in many regards a person who needs to see my own “aurora borealis” at the end of the paths that I am following and a deeper meaning behind my daily actions. And so it happened that I had finally found a new life goal for myself.


It still strikes me how much I underestimated my progress towards becoming an instructor respectively overestimated the time to become one. Having worked in project management for several years, I developed a habit to draw timelines and plans for everything I want to accomplish and so I did. Depending on which training agency you chose to go ahead with, you need about 60 dives and get certified in five specialty disciplines before you can attend the Divemaster program, one of the last steps before being qualified to sign up for the Instructor Training Course. My – what I thought to be ambitious – timeline planned for 20 dives and one specialty course per year, which would have resulted in a minimum of five years. However, without even putting extraordinary effort into it, I found myself doing 70 – 80 dives and several specialty courses in the first year, so that I accomplished my first intermediate goal and became a Divemaster two and a half years later, just to finish the Instructor Training Course less than a year later despite being held up by medical issues. What can one learn from this experience? I for my part concluded that one of the greater mistakes, one can make in life, is not to dare to dream big and to underestimate our capacity to accomplish our dreams and goals, no matter how big, unachievable or far in the future they seem to be. In the end, it is passion, motivation and discipline that make the difference between achievement and mediocracy, while the two latter one stem a great deal from the first and seem to be there naturally if you are really passionate about what you are doing or want to achieve.


There are certain expectations attached to everything we dream of and everything we do in life. What did I expect from living in a remote sunny tropical paradise? It was on one hand what I had admired when being surrounded by Divemasters and Instructors on so many vacations before… I dreamt of a glamorous life always being surrounded by happy people passionate about what they do, a fun and relaxed time with sunshine year-round and an increased attraction to people of the opposite sex. Ultimately, I hoped that my sabbatical would reconnect me with my true values, help me to rest more in myself and become a more positive and inspiring person – all of which had somehow gone down the drain after living in my self-contained bubble for several years… a bubble that consisted primarily of spending more than eight hours a day in an neon-lit office doing a job that I had come to hate more and more, and spending the remainder of my time on things that had become habit or seemed to be expected from me by the people around me rather than the things I really cared about.


When I noticed that my thoughts started to become more and more negative, it had become urgent to take action and leave my toxic environment for the better. Even though I had to push myself to do it now or never and had to be tough on myself not to invent excuses, it finally turned out to be much easier to go the big step than I thought. It probably helped that I had already increased the number of people I talked to about this plan, as it is somehow the more difficult to step back from a plan the more people know about it. Once the journey had begun, it could hardly be stopped anymore and even now that it is still underway, I can already see the tremendous positive impacts on my life and personality, as will be explored in greater detail later in this book. Many of these impacts did already become apparent in the first leg of my adventure, but those who read on might already suspect in chapter 2 that it did not take me to full satisfaction yet, as I would otherwise not have written the first lines 30’000 feet above the ground, somewhere between Dubai and Kuala Lumpur.





2 THE ITINERARY


Life is probably as much a journey as identifying your true values and principles is. It is quite probable that the latter takes a lifetime, and one might argue that it is not even meant to end at a certain time. There was one major decision to be made when I left my old life behind and started my journey. I had to make up my mind if I wanted to set a time limit and negotiate with my employer that I would return at a pre-defined date. The negotiation was cut short right from the beginning. I had already made an agreement to work as scuba diving instructor for a six months’ season, while the maximum time my employer would keep my job would have been two months. As counterproductive as this may sound, I did happily accept it, as I was prepared to leave my job anyways and I was not thrown into temptation to stay in a job that had started to drain a lot of my motivation and energy. So, it happened that I found myself on an aircraft to Ibiza at the beginning of May 2019 and the only thing I knew was that I would fly out of Ibiza at the end of October or beginning of November. However, I insisted to me and others that I did not yet know if I would return to my old life by then or embark on the next leg of my journey instead... a wise choice as I was confirmed later during my journey!


My original dream was quite different than the actual journey, fortunately as I recognized while I was in my first job from May to October 2019. For several years I had been dreaming of working onboard a cruise ship as a diving instructor. I envisioned living the glorious life, cruise ship passengers experience, for several months, changing between amazing places regularly and being surrounded by happy guests and passionate colleagues. It did not happen due to a small detail.


By the end of 2018 I had a work contract of a major cruise ship operator on my desk, ready for my signature, as well as a specific date and port of embarkment to go on board. Timing was the only problem. Due to me becoming an instructor only in November 2018 and my notice period in my old job I would not have been able to go onboard before February 2019, a time by which the destinations with popular diving – Caribbean and South East Asia to name it – had already been staffed. Joining one of these would only have been possible, if I had worked up the guts to quit my old job before joining my Instructor Training Course in November 2018. As risk averse as I was, I considered that no option… In retrospective it would have been a wiser choice to take the greater risk, but not for the sake of ending up on a cruise ship.


When I sat on that aircraft to Ibiza in May 2019, I still considered it an option to work on a cruise ship afterwards. What prevented this from happening in the end were the working conditions on such cruises. As naïve as I was, I kept on believing that working 12 hours a day and seven days a week for six months straight would be great as long as you do what you like. However, working eight hours a day and six days a week in Ibiza taught me an entirely different lesson.


As much fun as scuba diving still is for me, as much direly needed was the Sunday off. Even though it was a different way of looking forward to the weekend than in my old office job, physical exhaustion and working in tourism as an introvert still requested their tribute. After working in Ibiza for almost six months, I direly needed my well-deserved rest, because one day off per week had not been enough for a full recharge of my energy level. One can now easily imagine what six months without a single day off would have done to my physical and emotional state.


Consequently, I returned from Ibiza a little bit wiser now knowing more about being an introvert in an extrovert job. Luckily, I had found out early enough, so that I made the right arrangements and did not go for cruise ship after all. Even though I now argue that quitting my job before my Instructor Training Course would have been a better life choice, exactly this mistake – if one wants to call it like that – prevented me from going a step that I would have regretted rather sooner than later. As there is a countless number of interdependencies between all the decisions we take in life, it is impossible to see all their impacts. Yet it is imperative to take decisions in order to avoid a life in mediocracy. I will reflect a bit deeper on this later in this book.


What were my reasons to choose Ibiza over Thailand or another exotic place? The more I look back and the more I think about it now, the more I get to realize that after all it was just me being scared of taking a too big step out of my comfort zone and entirely leaving my bubble behind. Back at the end of 2018, when my decision for a destination was due, I was of course arguing entirely different. I kept on telling myself and others that I preferred Ibiza over other places because of the high lifestyle in a developed western country and the resulting possibilities to live your life outside of diving. I was proven wrong very soon, when I realized that I got to spent most of my time with colleagues and guests from the dive center anyways and, not a surprise, the native population was living separate from the temporary workers. Now sitting on the beautiful beach of Koh Tao it hurts to confess that there is actually more life outside of diving over here, so I took my initial decision based on false assumptions and could have gotten way more out of it, if I had not been afraid of the big leap that Thailand seemed to be back in 2018.


However irritating this insight is, there was one big advantage of Ibiza though, one that I only started to appreciate when I started to organize for Thailand and was able to compare – the benefits of the European Union! Free movement, health insurance, social security and permission to work in whatever member state are only a few to be mentioned. Sometimes it takes to see the other side to appreciate what you have been taking for granted almost your entire life.


As I am writing these lines on the beach of Koh Tao, it should become very obvious that these first six months of my journey had not been as fulfilling as I wished, since I would otherwise probably be back in my old life by now. If I had returned home after the first six months, I would very likely feel the desire to break loose very soon again. Now, however, after having been here for two months, it feels right to go home in a few months to embark on new adventures.


In November 2019 I spent 18 days at home, in between returning from Ibiza and boarding my flight to Thailand. This turned out to be the weirdest period of my entire sabbatical. When I booked my flights, it sounded great to spend a certain time at home. I would be seeing my friends again and would have enough time to get everything arranged for Thailand. I was even doubting if 18 days would be enough. It was, however, only a matter of days to get everything arranged and it was intriguing to realize how little most people cared that I was only home for two weeks between two legs of what felt for me as the greatest journey and adventure of my entire life. Many of them turned out to be so heavily stuck in their day-to-day affairs that conversations were so much more about the random topics I escaped from in the first place rather than being interested in what I had experienced and what would be next. It almost felt as if people were afraid of even only thinking and talking about topics that are outside the bubble that is called their life.


Consequently, it did not take long until I started to feel bored and stuck in what I had called my life before leaving and I started to wonder if I should have spent less time at home in between. Having been surrounded by inspiring, enthusiastic and full-of-life people for six months, it was painful to realize how mediocre my old life had been. Thus, I was direly waiting for November 18th and boarding my flights to Thailand, even though I anticipated by this time that a way bigger blues and crisis would hit me upon my return to Germany after however many months in Thailand. I expected it to be like the time after graduation from university, when I had found myself without a purpose, as my goal of graduating had been achieved. At that time, it had been a great relief to start working towards my goal of becoming a scuba diving instructor and working abroad for a while. It is therefore probably not a big surprise that identifying a new life goal or a next step played an important role in me getting ready to set a date for my return to Germany, as the reader will learn more about a few lines down this chapter.


So it happened that I found myself on a flight from Frankfurt to Kuala Lumpur, when I was writing the first lines of this book and have by now been living my life as a freelance scuba diving instructor on the island of Koh Tao for two months, something that I would not even have dared dreaming about several years ago. In fact, even when I had set for myself the goal to do this for a while, there was one of my inner voices that kept telling me that I would not do it anyways.


It is quite interesting to look back and realize how differently I arranged my time in Ibiza and my time in Koh Tao. Having worked my entire professional life in project management, I am used to setting targets, drawing timelines as well as defining and implementing action steps, each of these actions having its own due date and contingency plan in case it does not work out. Sadly enough, this had influenced my entire mindset into a direction that I was also writing ambitious to-do-lists for every hour of my free time, squeezing more into a day than I could get done and seeing everything I did – even enjoying a dinner with friends – as yet another box to tick off. After all, it was probably also that project manager inside me who chose Ibiza. I had my work contract signed months before my flight, I knew I would work Monday to Saturday and how much I would earn and, ultimately, I knew from day 1 how long I was going to stay.


This setup sounded great and the project manager inside me was celebrating it big time. However, it came with big costs assigned to it. In life there are many decisions to be taken and preferences to be set, while the outcomes of each decision depend to some extent on universal principles and interdependencies or – as we might also call them – paradigms. One of them is that you can either treat security for freedom or you can treat freedom for security. Increasing one very likely sacrifices the other to a certain extent. I chose to prefer security when I decided to go to Ibiza, a mistake as I found out later.


At the time when I was still dreaming of becoming a scuba diving instructor, I was dreaming of the great freedom that would come with – the great freedom that would come with waving my old life goodbye and leaving the 9-to-5 scheme, which I had been trapped in for so many years, behind. Essentially, I had pictures in mind of me wandering the most beautiful beaches of the world in slippers and shorts. Reality hit me hard soon. As great as it was to live on the beach of Ibiza, as irritating was the insight that I had become less free than I was in my project manager life. I had to work six instead of five days per week, every single minute of the work day got planned and written on paper by our manager, management was telling us when to take days off and asking for additional days off felt like asking for absolution. The setup for Koh Tao was entirely different and got me countless sleepless nights the weeks before my flight to Thailand but turned out to provide much greater satisfaction. This time I chose to sacrifice security for the sake of freedom.


All I had arranged this time was a place to live and a pile of CVs in my suitcase. Neither did I know if and where I was getting work nor did I know how long I was going to stay, not even thinking of having a return flight booked. The decision to go all-in and try my luck freelance provided me with a great deal of freedom, but it took me a long time to accept the uncertainty and inability to plan, as it arose from this freedom. It felt great though. It enabled me to live in the moment rather than unconsciously counting down the days until November from the moment I arrived in Ibiza.


After all, that is what life is about. As humans in the 21st century, we have been socially conditioned to spend our lives doing instead of being. We are always striving for the next steps in our life, for the next accomplishment, a bigger car, the next life step of our kids or are eagerly waiting for our next vacation, if not even retirement. We are so busy doing this that we miss out on many of the magical moments, which life has to offer along the path. Life can only unfold its entire beauty if we allow things to happen and allow life to drive us within certain boundaries, for which we need to define how narrow we want to set them. We need to be ready for and allow ourselves to go with the flow. Life is so much more about enjoying the journey and indulging in the moment than about heading towards a certain point. For that to happen we must, however, learn to be comfortable to give up control for the sake of happiness.


Breaking loose from my old life caused me a major challenge to overcome. I had to start taking full ownership of my life. While it was easy to rest in the well-established structures and routines of my 9-to-5 job, my long-kept apartment and graved-in-stone social environment, I could not rest on my accomplishments anymore, when I arrived in Thailand. I had to get to know new people, find work where there were no vacancies published and find to myself again. We improve with every challenge we face though and, thus, it is no surprise that my sabbatical came with many valuable insights and positive personality developments, as I will reflect on in detail later in this book. One of the greatest outcomes though is that I changed from doing to being. I started being myself rather than spending my time fighting through the to-do-lists that I had made my very own cage in my old life. So, after all, it turned out to be the right insight during my time in Ibiza that I should not give up my real dream and should not be afraid of going all-in by going to Thailand. It took me six months though to realize this and be ready to take my second leg out of the comfort zone as well.


As mentioned earlier, when I embarked on my journey, I quit my job and all I knew was that I did not want to return into my old life. It only took one month of my time in Ibiza though, until an unexpected development made me face a major decision to take. A company, which I had without success applied for in the past and which I still considered an appealing employer, approached me if I would still be interested in working for them and starting the process of getting to know each other. There I had my dilemma. On one hand, I was by far not ready to think about the time after my sabbatical, inconceivable to arrange myself a new job. On the other hand, however, this sounded as too great an opportunity to refuse. Fortunately, the company faced no hurry to hire someone and showed understanding for my situation, so that procrastinating the decision got easy.


As with every procrastination in life though, the point in time will come that a decision must be taken and can no longer be procrastinated. So, it happened that I had a ready to be signed work contract in my hands and December 31st as a deadline for my decision. It, however, happened that by the end of 2019 I still struggled to take my decision for two reasons. Not surprising, the two weeks after Christmas turned out to be my most successful time, as they are the peak season for young adults to travel to South-East-Asia and take diving courses. Consequently, I found myself living my dream and having arrived where I always wanted to be, teaching course after course and getting to know countless interesting and inspiring people.


Of greater importance, however, was my dire desire for a new purpose in my life, since as elaborated earlier my long-term purpose of becoming a scuba diving instructor had vanished. I knew already by this time that going back into a 9-to-5 job in the place, where I had lived for years, would provide me financial stability, but by far no fulfillment and satisfaction. Even worse, it would feel like missing my sabbatical as an opportunity to change my life for the better. Fortunately, a vision for my future started emerging in the early days of 2020, getting me ready to sign the work contract that I had been procrastinating for long. As expected, it was a sad moment to realize that I had now set a definite end date for my sabbatical. What made this blues possible for me to handle was the insight that it was not going to be the end of my journey, but only one more necessary step towards my bigger goal, which the reader will learn more about towards the end of this book.


So, here I am now not being able any longer to deny the fact that my sabbatical will come to an end. However, it feels good now that I have an idea of what comes next.





3 GREATEST DOUBTS AND EXCUSES


It was back in 2015 when the idea of becoming a scuba diving instructor appeared in my mind. It did not take long, however, until doubts and excuses entered the stage as well. Very too often they go hand in hand with any great ideas and hold us back from achieving our full potential and living our life to the fullest. What will my friends and family say? Will it not ruin my entire career and pension savings? What if I fail to make it a success? These are just a few of the doubts and excuses that kept on appearing on my mind more often than helpful.


It is in our own hands to determine whether we live an outstanding or mediocre life. In everyone’s life it takes a few major decisions to determine which path we follow. Safe paths to mediocracy, however, include the wide-spread traits of being afraid to step out of one’s comfort zone and holding our environment responsible for how we live our life. When we look at it honestly, it is easy to understand why many people choose to hold their environment responsible for how their life goes. Using one’s family background or economic circumstances, for instance, as excuses is way easier than accepting the fact that we could have done something different to be in a different situation now. Nobody is happy to admit that they did something wrong.
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