
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Advance Praise for Borders, Bandits, and Baby Wipes

			 

			“A hilarious, tireless, and courageous look into what it is to be a modern-day explorer on the adventure of a lifetime. Bassam has an uncanny ability to put you right there in the moment with him, as if you were sitting shotgun.”—Michael Kirtley, National Geographic, Time, Newsweek

			 

			“Bassam Tarazi’s real-life adventure ignites the explorer in all of us by showing us parts of the world most of us haven’t even dreamed of seeing, and parts of ourselves we’re dying to discover.”—Ben Polansky, co-founder of Matador Network

			 

			“Wow! I couldn’t put it down. Bassam Tarazi has given us an incredible, riveting adventure with a unique human insight.” 

			—Derek Sivers, author of Anything You Want, founder of CD Baby

			 

			“What a ride! With entrepreneurial spirit, a philosopher’s mind and the wit of a comic, Bassam Tarazi delivers a mighty jolt of global immersion and adventure.”—Beri Meric, founder & CEO of IVY, The Social University

			 

			 “A pure pleasure to read. Tarazi has written an ode to the explorer that reminds us why we travel in the first place. He illuminates all the beauty, frustration, wisdom and bonding that comes with trading our comfort zones for the inside of a rickety car in a foreign land.”—Antonio Neves, author of 50 Ways to Excel in Your First Job (And in Life)

			 

			“Bassam Tarazi takes the reader on a page-turning adventure few will ever get to experience in one lifetime, let alone many.”—Matt Stabile, founder of The Expeditioner

			 

			“Bassam pushes the boundaries of what you think you know about our world, cultures and adventure—and leaves you wide-eyed and invigorated by his experiences.”—Katie Quinn, video journalist, creator of qkatie
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			“Curiosity is the lust of the mind.”
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			2:32 p.m., Kazakh—Russian Border near Shemonaika, Kazakhstan, 
August 11, 2014

			 

			“Are you a spy?” he repeated, without a crumb of sarcasm.

			I looked down, pursed my lips, and snuck a laugh out of my nostrils. It wasn’t that I didn’t take him seriously; it was that I’d never been held to such international acclaim. I looked up at the 6-foot 2-inch, square-jawed Russian colonel flanked by two guards who, thankfully, had their machine guns pointed at the ground. The upper reaches of my unkempt beard crept far too high on my cheekbones for any modern sense of grooming, the mane on my head looked like a forgotten mangrove forest, and in between these oceans of hair was the patch of face I peered out from. The only weapon I toted was exhausted endurance.

			If I were a secret agent, I had not been allocated the same wardrobe perks as James Bond. I wore Caribbean-blue, tattered flip-flops. A portion of my right big toenail was severed, and the rest of my nails were in dire need of a clipping. There were so many layers of dirt caked on my legs, insects could have fossilized in the fur. I had been wearing the same pair of hiking shorts for twenty-two days. My obnoxiously bright red shirt displayed an obscure illustration of a Mongolian warlord—perhaps Genghis Khan—with two Westerners in leather hats and the kind of goggles Chuck Yeager must have worn trying to break a land speed record, and the words “Mongol Rally” written in big letters.

			I guess the colonel’s question was a fair one since at that mo-ment, my similarly attired cohorts Brooke and Greg were standing with us over an open silver box the size of a carry-on bag that could fit into a plane’s overhead compartment. The box looked like a nuclear football, or something else a high-ranking cartel member might handcuff to his wrist while escorted by armed guards. Inside, cradled in black Styrofoam and surrounded by wires, giant batteries, a tiny camera, and a joystick, was a drone. This box had been confiscated from the back of our bumper sticker-plastered midget car—a 1997 Daihatsu Move. Its rear door remained open, displaying an assortment of duffels, packs, clothing, and goodness knows what else, looking more like a vagrant’s overflowing shopping cart than a vehicle that had transported us from London to this inhospitable Russian border.

			I might as well mention that the drone was indeed mine, and that, for reasons separate from that fact, Brooke and Greg were not on speaking terms with each other. They’d had a heated spat regarding driving tactics as we were leaving Kazakhstan two hours earlier. You know—the kind of drama that can erupt after 7,000 miles together, cooped up in a 42-horsepower coffin-on-wheels, with functional attributes so limited they didn’t even include basic air conditioning.

			I looked around at the scenery for a minute. If I hadn’t known where I was, I would have guessed New England: soft rolling hills, lush green trees shadowing us on every side, and sunflowers earning their name in the summer splendor.

			“Sir?”

			The Russian-accented query reminded me of my actual whereabouts despite the visual similarities with the northeastern United States. Once again, we were going to need some border wizardry to slalom out of this mess.

			Exactly how did we end up filthy, famished, frightened, and detained at the Russian border in the middle of a vehicular odyssey taking us one-third of the way around the planet?

			I’ll take responsibility for that.

			Let’s start from the beginning…

		

	
		
			A License to Roam

			 

			As the youngest of three siblings and the only American-born child of a Palestinian father and a Dutch mother, I was never sheltered from the outside world because my family was from the outside world. During World War II, my mom’s dad fought the Nazis barehanded and survived years in a worker’s camp in Poland. In 1948, when my father was three years old, his family fled Palestine when it was partitioned to create Israel. My dad often reminisced about getting his PhD in Soviet-controlled Romania where “the walls had ears” during the late 1960s. There were more stories—about how my parents met in a Swiss mountain town, or how my brother and sister had to huddle under the dashboard of a car or in an empty bathtub to stay safe from gunfire in Beirut in the mid-1970s.

			Ignorance and exclusion were not options for how my siblings and I were taught to process the realities of a complex world, even if we did grow up in idyllic Connecticut in the 1980s and ’90s. And so, at a younger age than most, I had the tools and the support to climb the walls that limited most kids. My family experienced the world via maps and globes, through reading National Geographic and exchanging letters with our cousins in Europe, the Middle East, Australia, Atlanta, San Francisco, and Hong Kong. We sometimes celebrated weddings and holidays in Paris, Amsterdam, or Amman and we bonded through countless road trips up and down the Eastern Seaboard.

			Our parents protected us from the puritanical myopia that grips much of the American psyche. I can remember vividly when I was seven years old and my dad, a theological scholar and Orthodox priest, took me to the movies and told the guy behind the counter, “One adult, one child for Lethal Weapon.”

			The man peered down to get a glimpse of me, then turned to my dad and asked, “Reverend, you know this is a R-rated movie, right?”

			“I know,” my dad replied, before turning to me and saying, “Bassam, you know what we’re about to see is not real, right? It’s a movie. You can’t just go around shooting people.”

			“Yes, I know.”

			Perplexed, the attendant gave us the tickets and said, “Enjoy your movie.”

			My dad understood I could handle a little violence on the big screen because he had handled the realities of actual war when he was a boy, and he turned out just fine.

			 

			***

			 

			My mother, an oncology nurse, was raised in a country where breasts are seen on TV commercials and sex isn’t the riotous taboo it was (and pretty much still is) in America, which is probably why on a Saturday morning when I was fourteen I walked into our kitchen and said, “Mom? I need to tell you something.”

			“What is it?” she replied, after putting the newspaper down and taking a sip of her tea.

			“Melissa and I have decided that we are not going to have sex before we are married. We don’t know why anyone would.”

			After a pause, she broke into body-convulsing laughter. I really didn’t know what to make of it. After pulling herself together, she grabbed me by the hand and said, “Bassam, that is adorable, and I respect your decision, but you’re going to change your mind, believe me.”

			She was right.

			This didn’t mean that we lived a libertarian free-for-all life. No, no, no…My father liked to remind me that the roof over my head was not “my home,” it was his and my mother’s and I was their guest until I had a home of my own. The rules of the house were not long nor especially strict, but they were absolute:

			Don’t raise your voice to your mother or father.

			Don’t ask Dad the same question that you just asked Mom, hoping for a different answer.

			Dinners will be eaten as a family and without television.

			Eat what your mother cooked for you, including your vegetables.

			Use your brain.

			Know the world.

			 

			These foundations were granite, immutable: respect, family dinners, think, read, and travel. That’s pretty simple.

			My parents were involved in all aspects of my childhood, from piano, to math, to soccer, to late-night diorama-making for science projects. Additionally, any minor rigidity in the household’s already liberal law and order had been eased by my brother and sister, who had so graciously been raised before me. Perhaps because of this, I have a naturally defiant attitude towards the status quo. I wanted to play with my brother and his friends even though they were five years older. I wanted to be as smart as my sister. I wanted to know more. I wanted to do more. My parents supported my unending curiosity by providing a long leash. As a teenager, so long as I followed the basic canon of the house and did well in school, I was more or less able to do as I wished. Yeah, I partied, drank, and (finally) smoked some weed but I never went crazy with the privilege of unencumbered adolescence. The thought of disappointing my parents was always the silent (and sometimes maddening) voice of reason in my head.

			I respect and cherish my folks greatly. Through their sacrifices, I saw the world and was entrusted with the freedom to choose the life I wanted. Regardless of what I was doing at any time—Boy Scouts, architecture camp, sports, filmmaking—they challenged me to be the best me that I could be. They taught me how a smile might save someone’s life, that I’m no better than anyone else, that everyone is fighting their own battle, that the only option is to treat someone kindly, that I get out what I put in, and that I am always accountable for my actions. But most importantly, I was often reminded that the life I was given, the one “handed to me on a silver platter,” was of no doing of my own, but one that was built with the sweat, toil, and luck of those who came before me. It was my duty to live a life worthy of that gift and those opportunities.

			As if striking that same bell of wisdom, when I asked my aforementioned grandfather who had a little run-in with Hitler’s SS during World War II what his best advice was, he responded, “Live an interesting life. No one wants to talk to an old man with no stories to tell.”

			Yes, sir.

			As I grew older and made my own money, I continued to be much more interested in experiences over things, in stories over status. In my career, I took this inquisitiveness and became a scientist of the human experience. My first job out of college was as a nuclear engineer at Pearl Harbor. Then I wrote a few screenplays, took a detour in sunny California, spent half a decade helping build a hundred-million-dollar New York City construction company, got a “green” MBA (one focused on sustainable businesses), co-founded a film festival, and settled on a career as a business coach. The theme that remains constant no matter what I do is my monomania for travel. By my thirty-fourth birthday I had visited fifty countries. The stamps in my passport are from childhood travels, studies abroad, vacations, long weekends, the breaks between job changes, the free time of sometimes having my own business, and me throwing caution to the wind whenever the hell I could.

			As a competitor and an athlete who no longer played organized sports, my trips started to become expeditions, a journey to be somewhere morphed into a quest to get there. I wanted to test my mental and physical capabilities. I hiked in Patagonia, scaled Mt. Kinabalu in Borneo, trekked to Everest Base Camp, navigated New Zealand’s Grand Traverse, and climbed Mt. Kilimanjaro.

			I like a little grit with my jaunts.

			The more of the world I saw at its most primal and awesome, the more the Earth became my religion, the thing that grounded me and the truth that I needed to believe in, not just because of what it offered in that moment, but because it existed at all.

			I love the Earth and the idea of the Earth.

			I love the unpredictability of it; that no matter how well we’re able to anticipate the seasons, the crops, and the tides, we can do very little to predict what the next year, month, or day of our lives will reveal.

			I love the enormity of it. There’s a sensation I get when I stand on an ocean’s shore gazing out into the blue forever and think: This is where a continent ends. Right here. I’m standing at the collision of two worlds—a collision whose existence we know intimately via maps we’ve traced with our fingers or globes we’ve spun. Land is only land because there is no sea, and it’s here that my feet and ankles become part of their respective realms depending on the ebb and flow of the tides. For a few seconds, I am a tenant of a continent whose entire rocky story lies behind me, and in the next moment I am an occupant of the sea, at the mercy of the orchestra of currents playing their melody before me. The edge of two worlds, worlds that make up the entire surface of the moist mud ball we call Earth, ceding and gaining on each other in equal chunks, giving us the zero-sum boundary of a coastline. Isn’t that amazing?

			I love the history of it; how the Earth displays the vast expanse of geologic time she’s been through by giving us mountains, rivers, valleys, canyons, glaciers, lakes, and fossils.

			I love the determination of it; how lives of all shapes and sizes clash and cohabit in billions of combinations and ecosystems, having arisen against inconceivable odds from one microscopic smudge that for a moment was the only living thing that ever existed. When this invisible blot looked at all the infinite nonexistence around it, it could have easily folded and said, “To hell with this nonsense,” but instead said, “Nah. Not yet. In fact, I’m gonna cut myself in half so I have someone to share my story with.”

			I love the inevitability of time and its relentless surge forward, with or without me.

			I love that for this ephemeral pulse, this sliver of chronological happenstance before my expiration date, I can look around and think, “I’m alive. Holy shit. I’m alive.”

			And what better way to combine terrestrial wonder, unpredictability, and gumption than the five-week Mongol Rally?

		

	
		
			What Exactly Is It?

			 

			The Mongol Rally is the longest road trip you would ever want to take. It’s a nearly 10,000-mile adventure from London to Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, on an unspecified route, through terrain that would make a mountain goat’s knees buckle, all in a vehicle inadequate for the task at hand. In other words, a machine that performs in the zone between a go-kart and a smart car. It’s not a race, though. There is no award for finishing first. It’s all about the journey to the destination and the experience of getting there, whether it takes weeks or months.

			This fool’s errand is the creation of a company called The Adventurists. They believe that travel has become too easy and that we have gotten soft as explorers. In their words, “Bollocks to that.” Airplanes and all-inclusive packages have created a cultural teleport system that circumvents local customs, unplanned conversations, and developing-world complexities. Sidestepped are the millions of people whose identity can be corralled into a few syllables: Europeans, Midwesterners, or Uzbeks, refugees, or impoverished.

			When you encounter the world one tire rotation at a time, you’re forced to uncover the broad social brushstrokes of “they” to reveal the pointillism of “us.” Up close, xenophobia loses its rigid borders of hostility through a kind gesture or a shared laugh. The Muslim becomes a Central Asian who becomes a Turkmen who becomes a hardworking father of three, who becomes Ahmed. Ahmed is no longer just a Muslim, but a man trying to provide for his kids by selling fruits and vegetables on the side of a desert road.

			Stereotypes save time. Understanding takes effort.

			The inaugural Mongol Rally was held in 2004. That year a mere six teams started in London and only four cars reached Ulaanbaatar. The following year, forty-three teams started and eighteen finished. By 2006, the rally had gone beyond a novelty and 167 teams made the journey, with 117 reaching the ultimate goal.

			It’s not all about senseless spending and off-roading adventures. On top of the eight hundred and fifty-dollar entry fee, The Adventurists required each team to raise eight hundred and fifty dollars for a charity of their choice and another eight hundred and fifty dollars for Cool Earth, an organization that works alongside indigenous villages to halt rainforest destruction. Teams have raised more than six and a half million dollars for charity, to date.

			Respect.

			 

			***

			 

			I first heard of the Mongol Rally in 2008 when I received an email newsletter from the travel website www.whereareyounow.com asking me to “Sort Out My Summer” via all kinds of trips and experiences. I was about to hit “Delete” when I read, “Mongol Rally…The 2008 adventure launches shortly, traveling a third of the way around the earth from London to Mongolia in cars with no more than 1 litre of power!” This seemed like it would be a decent chapter in an interesting life. There was a link. I clicked. And that, as they say, was that. I had to do this. Someday.

			Year after year, timing and finances were never right. However, by the end of the summer of 2013, I had been running my own coaching and consulting firm, Colipera, for a year, helping business owners do the things they said they wanted to do (because let’s face it, even successful people lack follow-through). I had self-published two books on accountability, created on online course called Ready. Set. Finish., taught classes via General Assembly (a global education company), and spoken at various universities and companies, garnering a cool little following of people who liked my no-nonsense, you’re-responsible-for-your-own-happiness, no-one-cares-more-about-your-goals-than-you-do delivery.

			The 2014 rally didn’t start until July 20. I could feasibly arrange my schedule and savings for a year in order to take off for a month or two. On August 11, 2013, eleven months before launch, I crawled into uncertainty’s playpen and paid the entry fee for a team that didn’t exist and a car I didn’t have.

		

	
		
			Who the Hell Would Do Something Like This with Me?

			 

			Anyone who has been lucky to travel knows that you can’t just email an invitation to everyone in your address book willy-nilly. There are friends who stay friends because you don’t travel with them. After carefully selecting the names of only the true travel veterans I had befriended during my exploratory past, I was confident that my initial dispatch would have tens of them scrambling to join me on the greatest motoring enterprise on earth.

			I was mistaken.

			Competitions like the Mongol Rally, Tough Mudders, Spartan Races, Ironman triathlons, and even Survivor are all a subset of events that may be fun, but not “water park” fun. Because of that, the Mongol Rally is one of those things that 100 percent of people say would be awesome to undertake, but when forced to commit, the vast majority will be smothered in a rubble of excuses like jobs, relationships, time commitments, and money.

			“Dude, if you do it next summer, I’m in!”

			Huh? You can’t commit to something eleven months from now but you can twenty-three months from now? Right…that sounds like you’re flakier than baklava.

			Maybe my “Criteria for a Teammate” was too demanding:

			[image: 245600.jpg]	Be mechanically inclined

			[image: 245604.jpg]	Speak Kazakh

			[image: 245606.jpg]	Drive a stick shift

			[image: 245608.jpg]	Be able to ward off armed bandits

			 

			I wasn’t going to make the trip by myself. I’m crazy, just not that crazy. Would I join some other team? No. I’m too much of a control freak to pass the decision-making mantle to someone else.

			I tried again, this time via a Facebook post and thankfully, some of the spaghetti stuck. Enter:

			 

			Greg Johnson, thirty-four. Greg is a good friend of mine from college who, before reading my Facebook post, had been feeling the need for a life reset, or at least some extended time off. He hadn’t been out of the country since studying abroad in Australia in 2002, and he hadn’t had a proper vacation for over two years. He’d given up that luxury to work day and night for a tech startup that couldn’t seem to “start up” enough to get out of the whitewater and the full-time treading of its staff that came with it. Greg was having a few existential, “What the hell am I working for?” moments when my Facebook post popped up in his feed. His response was simple: “I am so in. I need something like this more than ever.” Serendipitously, he’s a gear-head, and big enough (6-foot 2-inches, played football and lacrosse, does CrossFit—take it easy, ladies) to provide protection. Beyond the practical and physical attributes he brought to the team, Greg has lived in San Diego for so long that his walk had slowed to the speed a surfer needs to blend into his surroundings, and his stress receptors had numbed to stubs, giving him an air of equanimity no matter the situation.

			Brooke Blackman, twenty-seven. I met Brooke on a Semester at Sea reunion cruise. I realize how bourgeois that may sound, so let me explain. Semester at Sea is a study-abroad program on a cruise ship that circumnavigates the globe. (Okay, that still sounds bourgeois.) She is an avid traveler and as a flight attendant for private jets, she’s done her fair share of on-the-go problem-solving and please-sit-the-hell-down crisis management. However, it was precisely this posh style of travel that Brooke was trying to get away from. She had seen plenty of the Earth from the pressurized air and filtered reality of the cabin of a G6 but she wanted an eye-level experience. While Brooke is beautiful, she isn’t a girly-girl. She has the patience of a wolverine and the subtlety of a howitzer. When she was seven years old she worked at a hobby shop and got paid in jelly beans every two weeks. At twelve, she worked at a dinner theater so she could save enough money to buy her own bicycle. When she saw my post, her immediate reaction was unfettered excitement. A bonus was that Brooke knew way more about cars than I did, so she and Greg could tend to our vehicle while I navigated or ate a snack.

			 

			***

			 

			Our goals were similar but distinct, like three species from the same genus. Brooke wanted to prove to herself that she was strong enough to do something like the Mongol Rally. Greg needed a life reboot. I wanted to travel in new ways to new places and I was determined to make it to Ulaanbaatar. After all, my whole coaching shtick was “Ready. Set. Finish.” I needed an accomplishment I could point at.

			Greg and Brooke wouldn’t meet until a week before the rally, when we flew to London from New York. Then again, I didn’t even know Brooke that well. Before this trip, we had probably spent no more than twenty-four hours together in the same room. I was a little concerned about going with someone who wasn’t much more than an acquaintance, but this entire trip was going to be an expedition of firsts, so why get picky now? Plus, a team of three was safer (and cheaper) than a team of two.

		

	
		
			Earning the Right to Launch

			 

			Saying The Adventurists organized the rally is like saying a school organized a cafeteria food fight. They provided the playing field but we were on our own when it came to making it through unscathed.

			The eight hundred and fifty-dollar entry fee covered some launch day and arrival coordination (assuming we reached Mongolia). This, of course, didn’t include the purchase of the car, the visas, the plane tickets, the food, the gear, or anything else the three of us would forget right up until the day we left London, not to mention the fundraising efforts we had to undertake.

			Since putting this team together was my idea and I had traveled the most, I became the de facto leader when it came to route selection and overall logistics. Brooke would handle the car search, and Greg, being the most tech savvy, spearheaded our logo, team webpage, and fundraising page.

		

	
		
			The Route

			 

			All we had to do was drive a tiny car from London to Ulaanbaatar—cities separated by 4,338 miles as-the-crow-flies (about the distance from Portland, Oregon, to Lima, Peru), but on roads that do not follow the crow. Although there are an infinite number of tarmac tendrils and dirt divots between London and Mongolia, the geographic obstacle influencing our most important decision was the Caspian Sea. The Caspian was the heart of our journey and the hellacious routes that went north, south, and across it were the major arteries. The northern passage called for a dual entry Russian visa and travel via Ukraine; the southern course meant navigating through Iran; and the central track demanded we cross the Caspian Sea on a ship. (There was also a fourth way, but it should barely be mentioned in a whisper. We could be complete lame-asses by driving 5,500 miles from England through France, Belgium, Germany, Poland, Belarus, Russia, and Mongolia, but that would be like doing the Tour de France on a motorcycle and patting yourself on the back.)

			I chose the roughly 10,000-mile central route (about the distance from Juneau, Alaska, to Cape Town, South Africa) because bopping around war-torn Ukraine (which Russia had just invaded) seemed ill-advised, and three Americans motoring through Iran wasn’t a diplomatic situation I wanted to test, as much as I would have liked to visit. Sailing out of Baku, Azerbaijan, couldn’t be that hard, right?

			In addition, I had three nonnegotiable must-sees in Europe: Berlin, Budapest, and Istanbul. Other than that, I was open to any suggestions or desires Greg and Brooke had. Their requests were to avoid places where we could be kidnapped (Brooke) or detained (Greg). While I couldn’t make promises on either of those petitions, everyone seemed pretty happy with my twenty-country route that included all the ’Stans except for Afghani(stan) and Paki(stan).

			In order to run the gauntlet lawfully, we needed to procure visas for Turkey, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, and Russia, some of which had applications rivaling those of Ivy League colleges.

			You getting all this?

			It ended up being a bureaucratic collage of wallet-sized pictures, digital photos on a white (not cream) background, proof of hotel bookings (which we later canceled), international drivers’ licenses, travel insurance, scans, re-scans, originals in black pen with no corrections, bank statements, notarized letters, notarized letters on letterhead, international UPS fees, and a partridge in a pear tree. It never seemed to end. The Russians wanted to know every country we’d been to in the last ten years and the contact information for each of our last three bosses. That third boss of mine was a drunken restaurant owner in South Carolina with whom I hadn’t been in touch for nine years.

			Ah…nation states and their borders.

		

	
		
			The Car

			 

			This wasn’t just about purchasing a car that fit the requirements of the rally; it was about procuring it, about three Americans getting it registered to an address in the UK, and about an insurance broker granting us a rare short-term policy. The criteria for our chariot:

			 

			[image: 245618.jpg]	Budget: one thousand, five hundred dollars. Anything more would be sinful.

			[image: 245620.jpg]	Vehicle size: At least four doors and a roof rack. We are all quite tall and weren’t interested in developing scoliosis.

			[image: 245622.jpg]	Wheels: Preferably four.

			[image: 245624.jpg]	Engine size (max): 1,000 ccs (1.0L); this is the only requirement The Adventurists make. How small is a 1,000-cc engine? Vespas have 850 cc. Some golf carts have 500 cc.

			[image: 245626.jpg]	Transmission: Standard; in a standard car, the driver chooses how much power is exerted to get over a hill or out of a ditch, and it’s a car that can be started with a push and a roll in case of a dead battery.

			 

			From her home in Miami, Brooke scoured European car sites online, but she had serious problems finding a car crappy enough for our needs.

			This piece of shit will work perfectly! Oh—it has a 1.3-liter engine and is therefore a tank. Next!

			Putting into the search bar things like: “Weed-whacker engine, uncool, unfit, marginally safe, wait, don’t send that to the scrapyard yet,” wasn’t a magnet for results.

			Initially, we tried to purchase our car in Holland since I have family there, but it was far too difficult without being a Dutch citizen. We conceded and eventually moved our search to England, where steering wheels are on the right-hand side of the car. Throughout the 10,000-mile trip ahead of us, only the first hundred miles had traffic laws benefiting a car with this setup.

			Splendid.

			Adding insult to idiocy, when sitting on the right-hand side of a standard car, first and second gear were no longer being “pulled” towards the body with the right hand; the shift was “pushed” away from the body with the left. I couldn’t imagine that being a problem navigating a roundabout during a sandstorm.

			After months and months of searching, Brooke found a 1997 Daihatsu Move SE—the Japanese van-car midget lovechild.

			Steel wheels, stick shift, a roof rack, headroom for a giraffe, and a spoiler. It had 847 cc. and 42 horsepower. Forty-two! A Toyota Corolla has 140 HP. A Nissan Leaf has 107 HP. Riding lawnmowers are around 20 HP. We had 42 to transverse a third of the earth. Brand-new, this puppy would do 0–60 in 19.4 seconds. A Porsche 911 Turbo could do 0-60-0 (that’s zero to sixty to zero) three times before we did 0–60 once. Think about that.

			We were outrunning nothing.

			Have I mentioned it didn’t have power steering?

			The dealership offering the car, Webbs of Ealing, was surprised at how excited we were to take scrap metal off their lot and their books. Brooke worked with Phil, the saint of sales, who was incredibly accommodating. My cousin lived in London and agreed to take the car for a test drive. He noticed the clutch was a bit worn and the emergency brake light was on, but the car did exist and it did operate. Luckily, the previous owner had new front shocks installed and kept good maintenance records. We agreed on a sale at the end of April for one thousand, four hundred and thirty-six dollars. The dealership was kind enough to store it free of charge until our arrival in London in two months’ time.

			We had a car. Now we had to get her repaired, registered, insured, and packed before we could launch on July 20.

			I had suggested we call our team either Trans-Siberian Fail Road or Parco Molo. On hearing those, Brooke’s grandmother suggested Marco Polover. It was brilliant. We loved it. Brooke christened our car Donata—Marco Polo’s wife’s name. Maybe her name should be: Do-nada. We would find out soon enough.

			Future ralliers should check out Webbs of Ealing and ask for Phil. He was amazing!

			 

			Webbs of Ealing

			Hanger Lane

			Ealing

			London W5 2ED

		

	
		
			The Charity

			 

			I had done some work with and knew the executive team at Global Glimpse, a nonprofit that provides short-term, life-changing international education for high school students from all socioeconomic backgrounds. This was a cause very dear to my heart because from a young age I had been fortunate to have international adventures simply because my parents had the means to provide them to me and my siblings. Many children don’t get that chance.

			Greg and Brooke were fully on board with the cause as our beneficiary.

			We didn’t want just to raise money for Global Glimpse, though; we wanted to raise money for ourselves to help offset the roughly twenty thousand dollars the rally would collectively cost us. We came up with the idea of a one-for-you and one-for-me campaign. For every dollar we raised, fifty cents would go to Global Glimpse and fifty cents to us. The better our sell was and the cooler our webpage looked, the more money we’d bring in. We skirted embezzlement charges by actually communicating this ratio to our would-be donors.

			While I put together our intro video, Greg designed our logo and created our website explaining who we were, what the rally was, who we were raising money for, and what the benefits of contributing were (other than the obvious). We came up with six donation tiers that yielded different perks: from a personalized video thank-you from the three of us, to a photo book we’d mail you at the end of the rally, to a two-foot wide sticker of your logo or whatever photo you wanted that would be plastered on our car for the entire journey.

			On May 8, 2015, with the website www.marcopolover.com up and running, we launched our sixty-day fundraising campaign on www.indiegogo.com, channeled our inner salespeople, and hit up friends and loved ones for cash in all denominations. Our efforts brought in thirteen thousand, one hundred dollars from fifty-four supporters. Half of that (six thousand, five hundred and fifty dollars) went to Global Glimpse, eight hundred and fifty dollars went to Cool Earth, and the rest went to us.

		

	
		
			The British Invasion

			 

			When Greg, Brooke, and I clinked glasses of whiskey outside our departure gate at JFK, the excitement of finally heading to London emanated from our phosphorescent smiles like we were fifteen-year-olds celebrating the inaugural ransack of our parents’ liquor cabinet.

			We spent every day and night during the week before launch at my cousin’s house in London prepping Donata and ourselves. Getting a car registered and insured in the UK as a nonresident was not a cheap, tidy process done over tea and crumpets. Servicing our street-legal turtle shell was also a hit on the wits and the wallet. We paid 120 percent more for the repairs on the car (new clutch kit, emergency brake, sump guard, air filters) than we did for the car in the first place. And still, she stuttered at startup and the AC stood for “Ain’t a Comin’.” Yeah, our baby was the runt of the litter but we loved her because she was our runt.

			We were in the parking lot at Halfords, a company that sells car and bike parts, jerry-rigging our cargo carrier to the roof with straps—because we were unable to find anything that screwed securely into the rack—when an old man and woman pulled up. The gentleman inquired in his British accent, “Wot ya dooin?”

			Brooke announced, “We’re on an adventure! We’re driving from London to Mongolia to raise money for charity.”

			The man looked at us with concern, and pointed insultingly at Donata. “In that?”

			Our unbridled confidence in the face of constant befuddlement from others was a real-life lesson in the yin and yang of faith and disbelief. Possibility and stupidity might be the same truth—your stance is not a universal surety, but simply dependent on the angle of your perspective. If we overthought how preposterous a task we were trying to undertake, we would cast ourselves in the leaden boots of doubt.

			 

			***

			 

			There were conversation threads on the private Facebook message board that synced all the Mongol Rally teams together so that we could see what certain groups were bringing on the trip and what we might be forgetting. Realizing and deciding what we needed to buy had been a Sisyphean surprise. Five pounds of baby wipes, a plastic toilet seat, racing goggles, and a wind-up radio? Check! The upside-down exchange rate from USD to British Sterling was like having to pay a loan shark 55 percent on top of whatever number we saw on price tags. We spent money like Babylonian kings and we hadn’t even begun the rally yet, but we’d rather have a trip fail because of an unknown that we couldn’t prepare for, than a kind-of-known that we just didn’t want to prepare for. When we needed that tool, bug spray, map, zip tie, or metal jerry can filled with extra gasoline, we’d be ready. Of course, had we consulted an oracle, we would have also been told to bring a Breathalyzer, a bucket, walkie-talkies, fog lights, and tons more snacks, but those are stories for later.

			We packed Donata, inexorably tied to the volumetric storage limits that the Daihatsu engineers had delineated for us—11 cubic feet (or 80 gallons). In comparison, a Volkswagen Golf has 25 cubic feet, two and a half times what we had. We figured out what couldn’t fit by Tetrisian trial and error. Speaking of geometric shapes, one of the largest items in our car was the approximately 30-inches x 18-inches x 8-inches rectangular metal box that housed my DJI Phantom drone. As if three Americans trying to cross Central Asian borders by way of a sticker-plastered crap-mobile wouldn’t draw us enough attention, I had decided to bring a drone and GoPro camera to really spit in the face of “blending in.”

			I’m a documentarian of bold desires.

			We had so much stuff that we were forced to remove the back right seat so that a wall of luggage filled the floor-to-ceiling space behind the driver. Not much wiggle room. Also, the back window on the left was broken, and descended only four inches or so, turning our backseat into ground zero for automotive claustrophobia, only a marginal improvement to being bound, tied, and held in the trunk of a sedan.

			Oh…and all necessary apologies and condolences to our axles. We were going to be exceeding the maximum weight limit of the car by three or four hundred pounds.

		

	
		
			July 19, 2014—All Roads Lead to This

			 

			It was Launch Day Eve. In the eleven months of preparation, 2,421 emails went back and forth between me and many other human beings regarding the trip. That’s more than seven emails per day, every day. Emails not just to Greg and Brooke, but also to The Adventurists, visa services, embassies, consulates, prospective donors, possible dealerships, shady mechanics, and transatlantic airlines.

			Finally, there was no more paperwork, no more fundraising, no more lists, no more deliveries, and no more trips to the supermarket or hardware stores. Forget about getting to Mongolia, the logistics involved in legally operating, owning, and moving a car, with us in it, across twenty countries, was a feat unto itself. Three hundred and thirty days of prep for thirty days of travel had sapped us mentally and economically, but we were also giddy, having now truly earned the right to launch.

			For almost a year, the entire rally and all its preparation and unknowns had been ahead of us, but the first part of the rally was about to be behind us. On our last night in London, I lay in bed wondering, What would we do if we needed a new transmission in Serbia? How would we find a doctor if we got into a car accident in Kyrgyzstan? What would happen if we were arrested in Turkmenistan? When and where was I going to be able to masturbate over the next month? (Priorities!)

			I was dealing with the inescapable weariness we all feel towards things that have not yet started. I was manifesting and magnifying fear because my brain knew that the next day would bring change, and it didn’t know if it wanted to cling to the existing conditions of my life or if the risk of the journey was worth the emotional reward. I seesawed between exploration and status quo, between stupidity and common sense, between, “Live a little!” and “Are you insane?” Between, “Go see the world” and “I just want to go home,” between, “We probably shouldn’t do this” and “We’re never going to forget this.”

			On top of these Mongol Rally fears, I was also wrestling with thoughts about my professional future. Over the previous year things had gone great for me as a coach, speaker, and writer but the constant “always on” world of a solopreneur was not allowing me to totally let go on this trip.

			One of the main catalysts to becoming a coach was the work-from-anywhere, live-anywhere geographic freedom that it would provide me, but in order to be anyone in the coaching business I had to connect with the outside world and build their trust. I had to give, I had to blog, I had to tweet, I had to share…constantly. The irony was that in my quest for freedom, I was becoming a slave to my online persona. I worried how people I didn’t know perceived me, because I needed them. “They” would fund my freedom. I was always plotting and creating ways to make more money helping people, even if I secretly thought that a particular person had no chance at succeeding at what they were doing. Advising became transactional. Monthly coaching agreements paid monthly rent. Speaking engagements bankrolled future travel arrangements. I was never the paragon of selflessness in life, but there now seemed to be a contract to my kindness and I didn’t know if I was starting to lose the ability to be deeply empathetic. The cherry on top of this conflict cupcake was that I constantly wondered whether I was really good at what I was doing as a coach or if I was good at acting the part.

			Real confidence boosting stuff…

			If this wasn’t enough for me to make sense of, a few weeks before the rally, Omnibuild—the construction management company where I previously worked full-time and was now consulting for—had asked me what it would take to get me back working full-time. I really loved the team at this company—they supported my push to having my own coaching business in 2012 and were even the biggest financial sponsors of Marco Polover. Now they were growing tremendously and they wanted me to do for them and their staff what I did for other entrepreneurs and companies. They told me I could name my title and salary. Not a bad proposition. But I had my own business. Wasn’t that supposed to be everyone’s dream? Would I be selling out if I went back to work for The Man? Omnibuild told me to enjoy my trip, think about their proposal, and we could discuss when I was back.

			The decisions swirling through my brain that night triggered so much illogical anxiety of the upcoming expedition and my professional future that part of me tried to think up a reason why I couldn’t go on the rally tomorrow. Thankfully, I didn’t bolt. I took some deep breaths and reminded myself that I had prepped almost a year for this. I had teammates counting on me to be the leader of the squad. Friends, family, and colleagues had donated more than thirteen thousand dollars in support of Global Glimpse and our Mongolian quest.

			Even more powerful than all that, I had to go because that’s what adventurers do. From Nellie Bly to Neil Armstrong. From Amelia Earhart to Edmund Hillary. From Gertrude Bell to Ernest Shackleton, we’ve always been infatuated with the explorer. Travel is the common denominator in the language of “cool.” It elicits interest. It signifies status. It’s the opportunities it beckons, the freedom it implies, and the feelings it evokes. It’s about doing your life, your way, in that moment.

			Travel is everyone’s chance at fame. Stories are our currency.

		

	
		
			Day 1

			 

			Brooke, Greg, and I wheeled out of northwest London at 5 a.m. dressed like we were going to the gym. Comfort above all else. Wherever there wasn’t a sticker covering the maroon paint of her body, Donata glimmered in the early morning sun. On her roof, the jerry can and spare tire had been snared into the strap assembly system that corralled the cargo carrier. We’d gorged on a sublime breakfast my cousin had prepared—eggs, pancakes, fruit, yogurt, granola, bread, jam, and Austrian honey. We’d talk about that breakfast for weeks.

			Assuming the launch proceedings went as planned, later that evening we’d reach Emmen, a small town in northeast Holland. Cousins from my mother’s side of the family would be waiting for us.

			We drove across The River Thames, turned into Battersea Park on Carriage Drive, and followed signs for the Mongol Rally staging area. We couldn’t miss it! More than two hundred cars were positioned side by side in four orderly columns in a parking lot south of the Children’s Zoo. Most of these teams had camped there overnight. Some people were disheveled, hungover messes, stumbling around like they had awoken in a cornfield on the third day of Woodstock. It didn’t take us long to hear the story about a guy who’d punctured his testicle trying to scale one of the wrought-iron fences that surrounded the park. He was now in the hospital getting his speared nut put back together and hoped to meet his team in Uzbekistan.

			At the other end of the spectrum were the teams dressed in suits and tuxedos, making the final cosmetic additions to their cars, embracing the unwritten rule (unwritten because Marco Polover sure as hell did not know about it) that launch day is best experienced as half costume party and half Westminster Dog Show. One car had a whiskey barrel on top, one had a foosball table, one had a sailboat. Five guys in a pink Toyota Previa were securing a ten-foot-high inflatable giraffe to their roof. Another team was attaching a welded cage and stripper pole to theirs.

			Then there was Marcus. He was driving an incandescent blood red Ferrari. The Adventurists let him in as a comedic exception, because driving to Mongolia in a high-priced sports car with the ground clearance of a vacuum cleaner was as impractical as driving there in Donata. The most amazing part about Marcus was his attitude. It was a brew of complete and utter lack of preparation (his car looked like it was packed with enough provisions to comfortably make it back and forth to a family picnic down the road) mixed with an excessive dose of optimism somehow bereft of all arrogance. I was fascinated by Marcus’s unthreatening, buoyant mind-set. It was a vintage of joie de vivre that I had never tasted.

			This was the human fabric of the Mongol Rally.

			Walking among the teams and around the cars, there was a sense of camaraderie, but it was protective, like allies in a war. We were united by the expedition but solo in the pursuit. Our amazing trip was just part of a larger overlapping quilt sewn from the cloth of curiosity. There were people who were planning to zip through Russia and get to Mongolia in two weeks, and there were others who would drive through Italy, Greece, and Iran. There were those who were going to hit up the Pamir Highway in Tajikistan. We wouldn’t see the majority of these people again so it didn’t pay to build a strong bond with random teams in London. It was “us dot com,” for better or worse.

			I smashed the proverbial champagne bottle on my drone and took it out for its maiden voyage. From high above the parking lot, these variegated automobiles were laid proud, in perfect symmetrical order, like a psychedelic battleship fleet. It was one of the most iconic shots I got from the drone all trip.

			Finally, we were told to get into our vehicles and start our engines. A mix of whirrs, backfire, and staccato stuttering emanated from the exhausts and hoods of this Legion of Vroom. Whoever could start their engines joined in with what groups of motorcyclists know all too well: the dickhead tendency to rev your engines while stopped and in neutral at an intersection. It was like hearing an amplified beehive on a construction site in a fully operational manufacturing plant. But could you blame us? This was it. It was H-hour, D-day. I am Donata, hear me roar.

			Behind the wheel, Greg steered our car into the longest conga line ever, eventually taking us up and over the starting ramp. Before leaving London, The Adventurists had suggested that all teams take a scenic drive out of the city by way of Big Ben, Parliament, Buckingham Palace, and the like. On the Tower Bridge, hundreds of friends and family members of rally teams showered us with cheers and well wishes. They shared our euphoria and splendor in what we were about to experience. We felt royal and humbled all at once.

			Originally, we had planned to take the ferry across the English Channel but my cousin reminded us that the Chunnel would save us almost two hours even though it was thirty-seven dollars more per person. This was the first lesson on the road less traveled: Figure out the monetary value of your time and be happy to pay anything that fits into that equation. For us, two hours was worth far more than thirty-seven dollars apiece.

			On our way to the coast of England on the M20 highway, we saw, passed, and were passed by plenty of other rally teams with passengers hanging out of windows, riding on roofs, or standing next to cars that had already broken down. The normal people on the highway must have thought that they were on the set of some Kubrickian version of Mad Max.

			When the road split between Dover and Folkestone, I was happy to see about 90 percent of the cars go to the ferry (at Dover) and only 10 percent go to the Chunnel (at Folkestone). Not only were we saving time on the crossing, we were avoiding the sure-to-be shit show of far too many rally cars trying to get onto the same ferry.

			 

			***

			 

			At 31.4 miles in length, the Chunnel is an engineering marvel. The actual train has no windows, no glitz, and no glam—just mechanical readiness. We loaded our cars single file, with a Mongol Rally team from Ireland behind us. There were no seats on the train but we were allowed to get out of our cars and mingle for the thirty-five-minute trip.

			Since the United Kingdom (for now) and France are both part of the European Union, there are no border checkpoints between them. However, leave it to the French to throw a wrench in the travel wheel. I noticed the Irish team studying a diagram so large and comprehensive, I thought it must be blueprints for a nuclear device. Instead, it was a description of how we were to place glare-reducing stickers onto our headlights. A lack of glare-reducing stickers equals a ticket in France. This diagram had the placement locations for pretty much every make and model of car that could be on the road in 2014. Unsurprisingly, it did not include a 1997 Daihatsu Move SE, so we’d have to improvise. Brooke channeled her inner arts-and-crafts, cut out a few shapes from our peacock-patterned duct tape, and put them on our light bulbs to show that an effort was made to be somewhat lawful.



OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245585.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245622.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245600.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245606.jpg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
—_—

BORDERS BANDIS
wiABY WiRES

A BIG RDVENTURE INATINY CAR
..

—

£





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245626.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245581.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/Image254997_fmt.jpeg
Post]Hill

PRESS





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245577.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245590.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245618.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245579.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245620.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245608.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245583.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245587.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245604.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/245624.jpg





