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I am the widower of Rosemary Ellen Guiley, the co-author with Michael Brein and publisher of the first two books of The Road to Strange series. Rosemary sadly passed away in July 2019. Appropriately enough, I came to know Michael Brein during one of my cross-country trips to the Pacific Northwest. Michael was one of Rosemary Ellen Guiley’s many personal and professional colleagues and friends. 

When Rosemary and I married, I was quickly plunged into a whirlwind routine of travel by car, train, and automobile. I accompanied Rosemary on many of her tours and assisted with event setup, investigations, and coordinated the logistics of our trips. Along the way, I met many fascinating people and experienced parts of the USA and England that had long been on my list of places to visit. 

The Pacific Northwest was special to Rosemary. It was where she grew up, received her education, and began her professional career as a journalist for several major newspapers. Every summer, we’d spend several weeks in her hometown of Seattle, Washington. This was our downtime; a chance to catch our breath, relax with friends and family, and take time for ourselves. 

Rosemary had told me about Michael, the world traveler, author, and Travel Psychologist. As Michael resided on nearby Bainbridge Island, naturally we got together during one of our early trips to Seattle. We quickly became friends, and Michael graciously acted as our tour guide around the island. I have fond recollections of our times together as we shared travel anecdotes in our far-ranging conversations over meals and coffee breaks.
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The Weird Stuff

I’m the “Travel Psychologist.” I originally coined the term “Travel Psychology” during my Ph.D. studies at the University of Hawaii and then became the world’s first travel psychologist. I’m also what you might call a “UFOlogist.” I’m one who studies UFOs (unidentified flying objects) or UAP, as they are often referred to (unidentified aerial phenomena). 

I’ve been the State Director for Hawaii and Ambassador-at-Large for MUFON (the Mutual UFO Network), the largest UFO research organization in the United States, with a significant worldwide presence as well. 

For over five decades, I have crisscrossed and traveled the world several times over seeking and interviewing nearly 2,000 travelers, adventurers and other willing contributors, collecting and recording all the while, nearly 10,000 accounts of all sorts of things that have happened to them. And I’ve delved into the deeper psychological aspects of their experiences. 

Typically, I’ve asked people to share some of their most interesting experiences with me, be they in their travels or during their relatively mundane day-to-day lives as well. Interestingly, about five percent are about strange things that have occurred to them, whether of a psychic nature or highly strange things they’ve seen in the skies.

It became apparent many people got far more than they’d anticipated either from travel or during living their daily lives; they’ve had highly strange, unusual experiences of a psychic nature or even of a mystical or spiritual kind. I had to learn about them. I saw common themes running through their accounts. These reports fascinated me, and so I began a special collection of them, forging new territory in the UFO and paranormal lore that had been largely ignored and neglected by the mainstream scientists.

Combining both a social science background with personally experiencing the paranormal, I bring to the fore a rare combination of both scientist and experiencer of the strange and unordinary. 

I bring both scientific rigor into the equation plus the openness and wonderment of someone who has actually had psychic experiences beyond the normal pale and one who also suspects our scientific paradigms of the day are not the be-all, end-all of knowing and explaining all there is. 

And I want to add, I’ve not had just one experience of the paranormal; I’ve had many. Thus, I bring together in one person — someone not only trained to research, observe, and document as social scientists typically do, but one who’s also open and eager to understand better the unknown which looms just outside the normal bounds of science as we now know it. 

Reading the psychic, UFO, and high strangeness accounts of others presents the reader with new and unique events that are often both eye-opening and awesome — just as life tends to be itself. It’s largely through the novel experiences offered by travel and adventure and curiosity we achieve more personal growth and gain an understanding of realities we perhaps never knew existed. This aspect of life, as expanded by these apparently new realities, is nothing short of a paradigm-shifter. 

Travel is mind-opening and mind-bending. Maybe it takes the travel experience — namely the condensing, collapsing, and speeding up of time and space, the rush of novelty, all impacting on us at once at every turn — to pry open the portals to the unknown. Imagine the degree of impact that a travel-related paranormal event can have on one’s life by events happen to anyone from all walks of life, regardless of the belief in the supernatural.

An experience of the strange, the psychic, or the highly strange — an occurrence that appears to go beyond the normal reach of our ordinary lives — is nothing less than a paradigm-bender as well. Sometimes we need such a mind-bending experience of the supernatural to give us the wake-up call, “Hey. Pay attention. There’s more going on in life than you think ” 

Some people in The Road to Strange book series acknowledge they have life histories of the paranormal, UFOs, and other highly strange, unusual experiences. Such is the case with me, as I have had many episodes of premonitions, precognitive dreams, psychic phenomena, synchronicities, and more throughout my life. I call this gift my “Inner Psychic.”

Others in The Road to Strange series say they’ve had, for most of their lives, no extraordinary particular psychic sense, and some even profess to be skeptical — that is, until their own strange experiences opened their eyes.

The stories in The Contiguous Universe and A Psychic Reader, are not intended to prove UFOs, extraterrestrials, the paranormal, or the highly strange are real. My purpose is to show that these experiences not only do happen, but they happen often, and, yes, they happen to you, and to me, too. You and I are not alone in our experiences. It happens more often than you know. 

The true stories presented in the four book Road to Strange series are a compelling mix of topics such as ghosts, premonitions, déjà vu, synchronicity, mysticism, spirituality, past lives and reincarnation, clairvoyance, , telepathy, black magic, psychic readings, poltergeists, space-time warps, sacred sites, phantom persons, out-of-body experiences, and more. And a number of the stories included in these books are of people who have also reported UFO accounts.

UFO and psychic experiences take place in exotic locations all over the planet, and in all kinds of circumstances. They even happen up close and personal in your own home. Reading these accounts may help you better understand some of the strange events in your own lives and may open you up even more to the unknown during your forthcoming life adventures.

Perhaps you’ve had experiences along The Road to Strange yourself. See the Afterword to submit your own stories for one of my upcoming volumes.

The Travel Stuff

By becoming The Travel Psychologist, I’ve got an entirely different take on travel, even more so than anyone I’ve ever read on the subject, an approach different from anyone’s who’s come before me: I look at the subject of travel in a distinctly different manner than nearly anyone else. Oh yeah, of course, ordinary people and writers on travel have thought about and written about travel from all conceivable points of view for aeons, no less.

But no one I know has distinctly looked at travel from a social scientific point of view as I have, by becoming the world’s first travel psyhologist — a person who’s approached the subject from a social science point of view — is a first that I am distinctly proud to say that I’ve accomplished.

My approach has been different from those who’ve come before me, namely, that you can study the travel as a form of behavior with all its aspects from the point of view of a social scientist, namely, by asking this very simple question: “Say, what’s travel all about from the standpoint of psychology?”

Oh, yes, I’ve studied all sorts of courses as part of my Ph.D curriculum including some firsts, such as the psychology of being a Peace Corps Volunteer or the spatial aspects of the behavior of the traveler, or non-verbal and verbal communication of travelers to exotic countries and with the hosts of these countries.

Indeed, my studies led me to study a variety of exotic languages such as Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian — and even the study of Tongan, the official language of Tonga — during my stint as a psychologist with the Peace Corps at the University of Hawaii’s training site for volunteers who were eventually on their way to Tonga. I was right there with the volunteers themselves, yep... five hours a day, studying the Tongan language right along with them. People said,


“This Michael Brein is a curious fellow, not only studying the Tongan language five hours a day right along with the trainees themselves, but even, indeed, becoming quite the character — even you might say, a teachers’ pet, of sorts, earning the reputation of becoming the most proficient in learning Tongan even among all the volunteers, themselves. Oh yeah, this Michael Brein distinguished himself, all right, in also becoming a curious student of a subject that no one ever formally studied before — the psychology of travel ”





Finally, I even wrote a formal paper on the psychology of travel that even made it into the prestigious psychological journal at the time: The Psychological Bulletin. I was the rare graduate student who could claim such an accomplishment. The title of the article “Intercultural Communicaiton and the Adjustment of the Sojourner,” translates to: “The Psychology of Travel ”

Thus began my career of nearly five decades of interviewing travelers however I could find them, sit them down, and then record their stories. But why you might ask? Simply this: I’ve always figured the best way to study the psychology of travel is to simply ask for (and record) the travelers’ tales. And thus began the True Travel Tales series that you see before you.

“Thanks to Michael Brein... to be the pioneer of this field.”
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Travel Tales: Close Calls & Great Escapes Vols 1 and 2

***
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I have so many fascinating stories of the close calls and great escapes of the nearly 2,000 people whom I have interviewed over nearly five decades that I have simply divided them into two companion volumes, 1 and 2, containing roughly half the material each. We hope you enjoy reading the material so much so in this first Vol 1 that you will naturally be interested in continuing to read even more fascinating stories contained in Vol 2. Also, both Appendix 1 and 2 are repeated in both volumes since they are relevant and pertinent enough to be included in both books.

These are the true travel tales of travelers having had close calls and great escapes throughout their travels around the world. Indeed, some of their encounters did not end so well but could have been much worse. Some travelers were lucky, and sadly, some were not. Some travelers have experienced inordinate fear and anxiety over their close calls. If one can say that the “inexperienced life is not worth living,” some travelers have pushed their lives to the max and can say — and some may even boast — “I’ve seen and done it all, be it even sometimes at great risk ” 

There is no thrill, no excitement, no exhilaration so great as that which brings a mortal soul to the very edge, to the very brink of danger and yet to be able to extract oneself at that very last instant from the razor’s edge — that very fine line — between safety and mortal danger. 

Over the last five decades, I've interviewed nearly 2,000 world travelers. I’m weaving their 10,000 or so fantastic travel tales into a psychology of travel as revealed by their very telling stories. These are travelers I've met on planes, trains, buses, ships, tours, safaris, and in campgrounds, cafes, and pubs who’ve freely shared their most personal travel tales with me, which I, in turn, get to share with you now through my True Travel Tales book series.

Each book in the collection features noteworthy travel tales of a particular kind, all on a specific travel theme, or country. The travel stories that appear in the True Travel Tales series are but waypoints to understanding in a broader way the very psychology of travel. Travel tales are told here — but with this one unique difference — with my being the world's first travel psychologist, you get more of the psychological pay dirt behind the incredible travel tales told to me by these world travelers.

Lastly, there’s always a little bit of room for levity and humor. Indeed, some close calls and great escapes are not life-threatening at all but are even embarrassing or funny, for they are not so much the tales of impending life-threatening disasters, but of embarrassing moments one would wish would simply not happen at all. A few such tales are interspersed here and there if only to give a brief respite by way of a laugh from accounts that will likely take your breath away. 

Travel Tales: Women Alone

#The MeToo of Travel

Travel Tales: Women Alone is an important first book about close calls and often enough without escapes, and therefore a very important earlier book in my True Travel Tales series. Not only are sexual misbehavior reports being increasingly told by women passengers in air travel within the U.S., but the recent #MeToo phenomenon has now empowered more women to speak up regarding such incidents. The result is we are hearing more about it, especially regarding foreign travel.

However, this is not at all new: women travelers have long suffered such disparaging and dangerous unwanted attention and sexual assaults by men overseas since time immemorial. I have many reports of women in their solo travels having to ward off unwanted dangerous approaches by foreign men.

Whereas most sexual harassment borders on being mainly just bothersome, disconcerting, scary, and largely unwanted, I have, nonetheless, well over 100 accounts of sexual harassment and assault travel-related incidents of a more severe nature ranging from unwanted touching and groping, indecent exposure, to rape and even kidnapping and disappearances.

This is very serious business for independent solo women travelers who often include among their ranks relatively young, inexperienced, and naïve Western young women who are simply unprepared to deal with the unwanted sexual advances by non-Western men in strange and different cultures.

While often enough occurring even in Western countries, much of the sexual misbehavior tends to occur in North Africa, the Middle East, and in parts of Asia, where the cultural norms of the locals are entirely out of step with what Western women are accustomed to, especially regarding attitudes of men toward women.

Travel Tales: Women Alone — The #MeToo of Travel is the first book of its kind to present nearly 100 sexual harassment and assault incidents of solo women travelers, where these took place, and how the women handled them.

Fortunately, many of these women who were featured in this book were lucky enough to resist, thwart or escape such advances and attacks, but some, sadly, were not. I have documented a number of regrettable and avoidable kidnappings and disappearances as well. 

It is such a serious, timely, and growing problem that I have determined to make sure more women travelers become more aware of the potential sexual harassment and assault problems that may await them in their travels.

Aside from recording these experiences, I note, as well, various strategies that are essential to traveling more safely and securely, and in that volume, I provide a variety of travel tips, which assuredly help to prevent and reduce the likelihood of such debilitating sexual harassments and assaults.

Travel Tales: Wild Animals

Travel Tales: Wild Animals, the next book in the True Travel Tales series and includes specific tales of close calls, and, hopefully, great escapes with encounters by travelers, largely on safari in Africa and India, and elsewhere, even, with lions, tigers, snakes, hippos, elephants, Cape buffalos, crocodiles, dogs, bulls, monkeys, baboons, hyenas, birds of prey, cougars, bears, and more.

This collection of true tales is the place to hear about them. I hope they don't happen to you, but if they do, I hope you manage to escape and overcome. Hopefully, you'll be all the wiser for reading about such things throughout these pages. By reading the accounts of the near mishaps of others you'll gain a healthier respect of what it is like to experience the true wild. And with a better respect of mother nature in the wild one gains better enjoyment and the utmost appreciation of creation.

Close Calls: Wild Animals includes many examples of bad things that happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things DO happen on occasion, and the best thing to do is to avoid them in the first place. But if we cannot, we should do our best to escape them.

While there is no easy, simple list of failsafe strategies for always staying safe and surviving each dangerous situation with wild animals that may arise, there are, nevertheless, meaningful takeaway strategies from the many examples presented in this book that’ll enable one to develop and keep in mind by way of the many examples presented in this book ways to enhance personal safety and reduce the risks of potentially dangerous outcomes.

While many of the tales in this book are not strictly about life and death situations surrounding wildlife, many of them are, and many are about difficult, embarrassing, and otherwise annoying nuisances that we all would do well to avoid and do without.

The scope and variety of close calls with wild animals in this book may surprise you. And some would never likely even occur to you. Some are even humorous, like, for example, the many examples of exotic wild animal meats that you’d never eat on a dare back home, but are, instead, all in when it comes to trying, say, pressed rabbit in Peru or even steak tartare during your travels in the south of France! (I won’t be the spoiler and reveal it to you here!)

Yes, such an adventure may never even occur to you, but after reading about it in this book, it may give you pause — who knows? Maybe you’ll never, ever eat a bizarre, strange dish in the first or next instance. Sure, you’ll read stories in this book that will alert you to situations that may never occur to you. But if you avoid even one new travel danger that you might never have even thought of by reading this book, then I’ll have accomplished a very useful purpose.

This Book:

Travel Tales: Close Calls & Great Escapes (both Vols 1 and 2) are the next two books in line in the True Travel Tales series. The two book set is a collection of very scary tales of coming close to serious trouble in your life and travels but managing to just barely escape. They are also a collection of the fearful sorts of things that can and do happen to travelers, but mostly these will not happen to you. But if they do, you may get to experience real, raw fear including sometimes even fear for your very own life. These are very unsettling occasions that pop up now and again in your travels. 

This collection of true travel tales is the place to hear about them. I hope they don't happen to you, but if they do, I hope you’ll manage to escape and overcome. Hopefully, you'll be all the wiser for reading about such things throughout these pages.

Close Calls & Great Escapes includes many examples of bad things that happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things DO happen on occasion, and the best thing to do is to avoid them in the first place. But if we cannot, we should certainly at least do our best to escape them.

While there’s no easy, simple list of failsafe strategies for always staying safe and surviving each dangerous situation that may arise in life and travel, there are, nevertheless, meaningful takeaway strategies from the many examples presented in this two companion book series that’ll enable one to develop and keep in mind ways to enhance personal safety and reduce the risks of potentially dangerous outcomes.

While many of the tales in the two books of this series are not strictly about life and death situations, many of them are, and many are about difficult, embarrassing, and otherwise annoying nuisances situations that we all would do well to avoid and certainly do without.

The scope and variety of close calls and escapes in the two book set may surprise you. And some would never likely even occur to you. Some are even humorous, like, for example, El Diablo Rojo Loco, the story of riding the Crazy Red Devil “chicken bus” through the horrifying mountain roads of Panama. 

Yes, such an adventure may never even happen to you, but after reading about it in these books, it may give you some pause — who knows? Maybe you’ll never, ever board a chicken bus in the first or next instance. Sure, you’ll read stories in this book that will alert you to situations that may never even occur to you. But if you avoid even one new travel or life danger that you might never have even thought of by simply reading these books, then I’ll have accomplished a very useful purpose.

Since it’s impossible to include every fascinating travel tale in my collection about close calls and great escapes all in one single volume, I’ve divided the current stories into two companion volumes. And the next book in the True Travel Tales series, namely, Travel Tales: Wild Animals, is a follow up book that specifically includes tales of close calls (and, hopefully) great escapes  as well with encounters by travelers, largely on safari in Africa and India, and elsewhere, even, with lions, tigers, snakes, hippos, elephants, Cape buffalos, crocodiles, dogs, bulls, monkeys, baboons, birds of prey, cougars, hyenas, bears, and more.

Finally, some important helpful travel tips to enable you to travel more safely and securely appear in Appendix 1 of both books of the Close Calls and Great Escapes two-volume series.

DISCLAIMER 

Please know that some stories in the True Travel Tales series may include graphic, unpleasant, disturbing, harsh language, or sexually explicit material. And some stories may not be for the squeamish at heart. This book is aimed toward a mature adult audience. Yet, some material ought to be communicated clearly and responsibly to younger and relatively inexperienced travelers who could benefit by knowing how to travel more safely and securely.

No story in the series is meant to depict any country, people, race, culture, or religion in a negative light. Good and bad things can and do happen anywhere and to anyone. Finally, some stories may be repeated and appear in other books in the True Travel Tales series depending on the countries and subject matter covered where appropriate.
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Great Escapes to Nearly Die For

***
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King of the Road

By Michael Jason Miller, the 1960s, Bombay (now Mumbai), India. We were traveling in our Volkswagen bus, traveling very super economy and enjoying ourselves. We were above Bombay, just after visiting the Indian state of Rajasthan, traveling with a bunch of people of different nationalities.

We’re going from Delhi to Bombay and then intending to go on to Goa and were traveling along the coast. We were in the area of Maharashtra, near where Gandhi was born. It was a very pleasurable trip so far. The main thing was that the people we were with were very new to India. We’re traveling in our van on a one-lane highway for cars and trucks and everything else. One lane exists for everybody. The bigger you are, the more seniority or power you have.

So, you go along this highway with the understanding that if a truck is coming; you pull off the road, because he is bigger than you are. Pure and simple. With this understanding in mind, we’re proceeding south on our way to Bombay. Every once in a while we’re encountering people on the highway, whether they’ve got donkeys, or camels, or whatever. You usually give them a little toot and they’ll pull off the road, but you have to warn them way in advance seemingly, because they’re often so slow on the uptake.

As we were coming into this one small village in the middle of wherever, there was an older man riding his bicycle. We figure he must be upper or upper middle caste (class) because the poorer classes can’t afford to buy bicycles. After all, these people work all day long on the roads breaking up big stones into little ones for a mere three rupees a day, which is about 25 cents U.S., so you know these people can’t afford bicycles.

This guy on his bike in front of us must be upper class, Brahman, because he’s wearing all white; he’s got his white lungi on. We beep the horn because he’s riding right in the middle of the road. He swerves off a little, and as we approach closer, he comes back onto the middle of the road again. Naturally, we beep again, and he swerves back off. So, we think he’s heard us the second time for sure, so there’s no problem.

As we approach him even closer, to maybe within twenty-five feet or so in back of him, suddenly, he pulls back onto the middle of the street. So we beep again, but it’s too late. Just as we come up to him, we try to swerve off, but we bump into him. He doesn’t even get knocked to the side of the road, but lands, instead, right in the road itself. He just gets knocked off his bike. We continue on. And as we look back we see that he’s just a little dirty, and he’s brushing his legs off. So, he’s not hurt, but maybe just a little scratched and shaken up but essentially unharmed.

We think we’d better just continue on without stopping because if we stop, who knows, the Indian people may crowd around us, maybe fifty at a time, and create such a scene, that we surely wouldn’t want to be involved with this at all. Maybe it isn’t the right decision, but we just keep going on.

But, as we pass through the town, we notice there’s suddenly a big truck in back of us honking. We turn around to see right behind us a truck filled with angry Indian farmers waving their pitchforks, machetes, and all their gear. There must be at least 25 guys in the back of that truck. It’s just packed solid. They’re stomping on the side of the truck, yelling at us, ranting and raving, and shouting at us... I can understand their language a bit... things like, “terri mahkajut,” which means “your mother’s an old whore, ’cause you knocked our Brahman man off his bicycle... ” I tell you, it doesn’t look at all good.

So, we carry on, thinking they’ll nail us if they catch us. So we step it up, and they’re following us right head and head and neck and neck. We’re going around turns, and they’re skidding around these turns as well.

But we skid around this one turn, which is like a hairpin turn . —  it’s very deceiving  —  it just goes right back the other way, almost to a U. So we drift around that turn with our four wheels sliding in the dirt, skittering over sand and dust and gravel, and we just barely manage to hold on and continue on the road.

But that truck full of irate Indians comes screaming around the corner and just sails right off the embankment, right over the cliff’s edge. I’d say that truck went down some thirty-five to fifty feet, at least that steep. Needless to say, we do not stop. We never look back. And we never found out what happened to that truck full of angry, vengeful men with machetes and pitchforks seeking instant retribution and justice.

More Roadside ‘Infractions’

Near East Frontier Justice

Told to me by Steve Keil. This story was told to me by an unnamed Australian couple who I met in Phuket, Thailand. 

They recalled hearing of an Australian father and son who maybe around 1977 or thereabouts had driven through Afghanistan, some time before the invasion of Afghanistan by the Russians, you know, a few years prior to my meeting this couple in Phuket who told me the story. 

What they apparently heard and told me about was that there was an Australian guy who had his son with him, and they were driving somewhere in a remote area of Afghanistan.

They were passing through a small village somewhere. And suddenly, apparently out of nowhere, some little Afghani kid runs right out onto the street right in front of their car and gets hit in a simply unavoidable accident. He was killed right on the spot, through no fault of the driver.

So they didn't know what to do. They had gotten out, and they're standing around helplessly, you know, trying to figure out what's going on and what to do.

Meanwhile, apparently, I guess the word had gotten through to the father of the poor, unfortunate child, and he came back and looked over the situation and saw that the Western father had a son with him.

At that point, he drew out — I don't remember whether it was a pistol or maybe a sword — but this Afghanistani father dispatched the, you know, the foreigner’s son right then and there on the spot, I guess, as retribution. 

And there you have it. And that's how justice was apparently mieted out in Afghanistan at that ime.

Author Michael: What happened to the father?

Steve: He left. He didn't do anything. There was nothing he could do. There was no one he could turn to; there was no one in authority he could complain to, you know. That was it. This was a remote village, you know. It wasn't a main population center of Afghanistan.

The moral of the story is don't fu*k with the Afghannis. I don't know any more details than that.

They should have probably under the circumstances just jumped back in their car and made a run for it. But that is just not the Western way, I suppose. The so-called civilized way is to own up to a situation and do what’s right, as the saying goes.

But that was not out of keeping with what was going on elsewhere in Afghanistan around that era. It was during the time they had what amounted to a communist insurrection there in Afghanistan. Apparently, the communists were trying to take over the government but failed. They were stopped in their tracks. While this whole thing was going on, toward the end of it, when the communists had been subdued, there was such violence in the country.

The locals were said to be taking the communist sympathizers out of their cars and were summarily executing these guys right on the spot, and in some case were cutting their heads off.

Afghanistan was no place for a Westerner to be in those days. Driving as that father and son were doing through Afghanistan was taking a huge risk, so to speak.

Another Similar Event

By Michael Brein. You just keep going; sometimes that’s all you can do is to make an escape. But that’s hard for Americans to do, for Westerners to do.

But, you know, our tendency in the West is we stop for somebody who's hurt, you know. 

Here’s yet another story where a guy hits a little girl, same thing. The Near East. And he thought the right thing to do would be to take her to the next town to look for a doctor.

As a good gesture, “My wife and my kid will stay here. And then I'll come back; I’ll bring her back.”

And when he came back he found his wife and kid hanging from trees because they thought the American just ran off. Misunderstanding? Distorted sense of justice? Who knows. But two cases of Westerners having the misfortune to have two accidents of running into two kids in some God-forsaken Near East remote outbacks, trying to do the right thing, but yet having no apparent way out.

Out of Gas, Out of Money &

Out of Our Minds 

By Marcus Bender. The late 1960s. I’m in Europe; I’m out of gas; I’m out of money, and I’m being chased. I’ve got more close calls that you can imagine, but oh, what fun 

I was in Spain. I had no money except I owned this car, a 1959 Morris Minor. I was traveling with my friend Jay who at the time had stepped on a sea urchin, no less, on the islands of Ibiza, and his foot had swollen up to about twice the size, and he was in a lot of pain. He was the kind of guy that wouldn't go to a doctor. And he couldn't drive, because he couldn't shift the car or anything. So, what to do?

Ah, we decided we were going to pick some hitchhikers that were going back to England because we wanted to go to the Isle of Wight Festival that was happening there at that time. We could sell the car when we got back there, and it would be enough money for us to exist on. So that was the plan. But, of course, the best laid plans...

We decide to pick hitchhikers up and aha. We will let them pay for the gas. So we pick up two English girls who’re hitchhiking, figuring they had some money. But after we pick them up and we’re talking a while hedging around the idea of them paying for the gas, we finally find out they don’t have any money. It turns out I am the only one who can drive. Neither of the girls know how to drive, either, and my friend can’t drive either.

So what a fix we’re in, to say the least. What I did was from Barcelona, Spain, to Belgium in a matter of two-and-a-half days almost non-stop. I was just about hallucinating after the first day. I was seeing things and was falling asleep at the wheel. It was bizarre. 

What’s worse, I had to siphon gas. I got a hose, and every time the needle would get down close to zero, I’d just pull over to the side of the road, look for a car, and pop their gas tank open, pull up right next to it and siphon enough gas from their car into my car until the needle went up a ways, and then we would just boogie. 

We had some pretty good chases in Switzerlandm, though. Some people caught us doing it. I was looking for a car. I saw these climbers. No way, even if they saw me, could they be a problem because they are way up. However, these guys saw what we were doing, and they came down and chased us in their car. It was somebody else's car we were siphoning. Not theirs even. Yet that didn’t matter to them at all; they djust id not like what we were doing. It was up in the mountains. Fortunately weditched then... is what happened. It was a lucky close call.

I went down this dirt road and just got away from them because I had two girls and a guy that couldn't even stand up, so I was not about ready to get into a beef with anybody. I was already falling asleep on my feet anyway. But anyhow we got by. 

I'd go into markets and bag food. We'd see apple trees and we’d pick off apples. We were just eating whatever we could get our hands on.

We were now coming into Belgium already, heading for the ferry, which was in itself ridiculous because none of us had any money and yet we were ready to go. Again, so what to do? I was just so out of it, I decided that we're going to get the car on the ferry, by hook or by crook and then worry afterward, whatever they’ll do to us, at least we’ll be already in England. What a plan 

I got in line for the ferryboat. It was kind of incredible because one of the girls in the car just happened to see a friend of her father's from London who wound up paying our way to get on the ferry for all of us and the car as well. I think the guy must’ve felt sorry for us. Whew. Another close call 

But we weren’t out of trouble just yet. The weird thing was that even while we were on the boat, you still had to go to the purser and show him your passport for coming into England, and I didn't realize, but you also had to show them, especially if you’re kind of scruffy looking (which we undoubtedly were), that you had money. Of course, I didn't have not a penny. My friend didn't have a penny, either. And the girls I had already forgotten about. I wasn't even thinking about them anymore. I was just already on the boat and that was it. 

These people said, you have to show them ten British pounds to get in. I was already in line, so I jumped out of line and I ran up on top of the ferryboat and I begged this guy for the ten pounds to show the guy in order to get into the UK. And phew. Thank God. He lent me the ten pounds. 

I went back down into the line and showed him my passport and the money. Then I managed unnoticed to pass the ten pounds back to my friend, Jay. And as soon as he went through the line successfully, I then gave it back to this guy who lent me the money. Whew. Again. But our troubles were not over by a longshot 

We got off the boat and we’re driving, seemingly on empty, heading into into London because we had a friend who had told us that it’d be cool for us to stay at his place. However, when we got to his apartment, he was gone 

Desperate, we were banging on the door, and this Egyptian guy upstairs in this little apartment building stuck his head out, and he said, “He went away for three weeks. He's on holiday.” We already had another week to ten days to spend there, so we got kind of bummed out. “Oh-oh, this is it. Boy are we in trouble.” Again, what to do?

The guy who stuck his head out the window in the first place, we went up and talked to him, and he was nicee enough to let us stay there. He was a postal worker. He also lent us money, and they were just incredible people. They didn't know us from Adam.

Finally I sold the car for the same amount of money I had paid for it in the first place which was about $90, had driven this car all over Europe, and we went to the Isle of Wight Festival and had a great time.The trip was kind of an eye opener... having had all those close calls... and managed not only to barely survive but to have had such an unimaginably great time as well. 
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Women Who Got Away

***
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Chased in New Delhi 

By Jamie Grimaldi. I was in my early 20s, and I was walking along a major street in New Delhi, India. I had just turned right onto another main street and was about to make another right down an alleyway. But just as I was turning into the pathway, a black car suddenly pulled right up in front of me, screeching to a sudden halt  —  they were obviously going too fast. I heard two doors swing open, and these two men jumped out of the car. I could see they were both staring at me with the intent of grabbing me. So, I started running.

Author Michael: What clued you in on that?

Jamie: Their very anxious and intense staring. They focused their complete attention on ME. It was the abruptness of it all: the screeching of their brakes and the abruptness of what they did after they braked to a sudden stop. They had very rough, nasty looks on their faces.

Michael: What did you do?

Jamie: I ran. I had, in fact, just come from the Himalayas, from literally running up and down mountains, so I was in great shape at the time. They started chasing me down this pathway, and I was running to my hotel. They were right in back of me, but as soon as I hit the doors of the hotel, they backed right off and ran off.

Michael: Did anybody see them?

Jamie: Nobody saw them. It was amazing nobody saw them. I didn’t scream. I was going to start screaming if they had followed me into the hotel, however. But no matter, they backed off.

Michael: What do you think was going on?

Jamie: Well, they definitely wanted to take me for the slave market. That was high stakes in the 1970s. There were all kinds of stories of white women being kidnapped in India.

Michael: In INDIA, of all places?

Jamie: Oh, yeah. In India, all right. All across Asia, in fact, from Turkey to India. That’s what we were hearing  —  stories of women being kidnapped. We heard from other travelers, mostly Europeans. We heard from them to be very careful about traveling alone, especially as a woman. I heard stories in Europe even before I went to India. Funny, I did not even intend to go to India, but it so happened I ended up going there. I heard all along we had to be very careful and to watch out where you are going and watch out who you talked to. They could sell you for a lot of money. You’re a valuable commodity to them. (Laughs.) They sell you, and you can get raped and killed. All kinds of wonderful things 

Michael: Did these guys look like they had done this before.

Jamie: The ones that were after me? Oh yeah, they sure did. They looked like they had done this MANY times before; it was their very high intention of grabbing me. It was all very scary.

Michael: Were you wary of leaving the hotel after that?

Jamie: No. I went out again. But I was leaving India in a few days, so I was ready to leave. I was planning to go back up to the Himalayas.

Michael: Have you ever talked to anybody else who had that same problem as you had in India?

Jamie: I’ve met maybe three to five women in the last 20 years who have gone through that same trek halfway across Asia. There were hardly any women the whole time I was there, mostly European men. So, I didn’t see many Americans during that time at all.

Michael: Do you think it’s still happening today?

Jamie: Maybe not quite as much because you can’t go across Iran so easily anymore. I’m sure there are still the slave markets, though — perhaps even the so-called ‘white slavery’ markets 

Abducted in a Russian Republic

By Rebecca R. In an unamed Russian Republic. It was in one of the ‘Stans’ (the Former Soviet Asian Republics) in 1993. My friend, Kim R., had just graduated from law school and passed the bar exam and began traveling around the world for at least six months. It was in broad daylight, and she was literally abducted right off the street, on a side street. Two or three men, like in an alleyway, put a burlap bag over her head.She had light brown hair and blue eyes. She definitely looked Western in their eyes. They apparently put a bag over her head, pulled it down  —  I think it was something a burlap sack or something like that, pulled it down over her, grabbed her and threw her into the back of a truck and were driving her off to somewhere. Apparently, they did not tie her up, however. In the back of the truck, she knew immediately what was happening. She knew she was being taken somewhere. And she did not think there was anyone in the back of the truck with her.

Author Michael: Can you describe her emotions?

Rebecca: She was a very cool person under pressure. So, she kept a cool head and did not panic. She was a law litigator, after all, so she had the singular quality of being able to handle herself on her feet . —  or not on her feet . —  as the case may be, in this particular situation. And so, I think she immediately tried to figure out how she could get away.

It was pitch black, and she was in a sack in a truck. She probably didn’t hear any voices or anything. She assumed she was in the back of this truck all by herself. I don’t think there was anyone in the back of the truck with her as far as I can tell. And I feel pretty confident she was not tied up, and that she was only loosely inside a bag.

The startling nature of that attack was enough to keep her immobilized for a little while, or so, at least, that was probably the thinking of her abductors. I know she got away. And the way I believe she got away was she either got out of that sack and rolled off the back of the truck, or even while she was still in the sack, she managed to wriggle the sack out and off the truck and on to the street.

In any event, she was quite lucky to be able to do that. I think she said she landed in the street on cobblestones below, so it probably was not very comfortable for her at all, to say the least. I think she then called out for help. I think she knew enough common phrases in Russian or something that she could cry for help, which she got. She continued on with her travels to other parts of the world, including Europe after that, but most definitely, she left that country immediately.

Michael: Did she ever say she would have done anything differently than she had done?

Rebecca: I don’t know. I don’t recall her saying anything about that. I don’t think we were talking about it as some kind of traumatic or watershed event for her, either  —  it was more like something that happened and she managed to overcome and just went on with her life.

Michael: Hindsight is always 20/20. It’s always easier to look back and analyze situations to see what we coulda/woulda/shoulda done in hindsight.

Nevertheless, we can undoubtedly learn a lot from people’s stories... from their close calls and great escapes. After all, we learn from experience, especially from our mistakes. Sometimes you never get a second chance to make a better first attempt. The two solo women travelers whose stories included above were LUCKY. They lived to tell about what happened to them. They exercised perfect good sense; perhaps what they did was their only possible escape routes. We will never know. Nonetheless, I assure you that plenty of women solo travelers have disappeared to no one knows where. Perhaps to North African or Middle East slave markets. I mean, even to today, we are well aware of human trafficking taking place even in America. So what can we do? Live and learn. Read accounts. Read people’s stories.

Sold into White Slavery

By Peter R. In 1968-1969 in the Atlas Mountains, Morocco. Is it all balderdash or the stuff of urban legends, this notion of women being captured around the world and sold in the North African slave markets? Here’s my story that makes a very strong case for the trafficking of women and carting them off and selling into slavery. In 1968–1969, I had a friend, Ron L., who went on a quest looking for a Persian rug in Iran,Turkey, and North Africa. At that time, it was before the Shah of Iran was deposed, so seeking out such a rug at that time was quite the historical conquest. He went all over North Africa and spent a fair amount of time searching for the carpet in Morocco.

He went into the Atlas Mountains of Morocco, and he was traveling with some Bedouins. Oddly enough, he came across a white American woman who was in her early 20s who spoke English. She was traveling with the Bedouins, and he was trying to find out why she was there, and how she came to be traveling with them.

At first, she was hesitant to say anything at all. But anyway, the story emerged that she had been kidnapped in Europe a few years earlier and that probably might have been, I would guess, 1965 or 1966, something like that.

She had been anyway in Europe and then taken to Morocco in North Africa. Apparently, she was sold to a white slave trader because, you know, she was young and white and cute . —  the whole bit. And because she had blond hair and blue eyes, she had been a target for the white slavery trade.

So anyway, she was kidnapped and taken to and sold to some Bedouins, and they took her south into the desert and kept her there for some period of time, maybe a couple of years. After a time, she had gotten involved with them and started to learn their language.

Apparently, she was no longer inclined to run away, and I guess she had become... what you’d say, she had transferred her allegiance to them in some way, and was not inclined anymore to run away. Yeah, she was an American kidnapped in Europe, but I’m not sure where exactly she was abducted from.

So, by the time he met them, she was already implanted well into their culture and was no longer really a true captive anymore. She was a captive in spirit by that time more than anything else. Ron then apparently asked her why she didn’t escape or why she didn’t run away.

She told him that since she’s been there so long, by then they were now her people, and so, she was inclined to stay. He didn’t question her any further on that issue, and he traveled with her for some time. In their conversations, he also inquired whether, to her knowledge, this happened elsewhere. Her response was that it wasn’t an uncommon occurrence, at least at that time.

So that’s the story as I know it. Whether she’s still there now about 20 years later is anybody’s guess. I think the important thing that stuck in my mind about all this was that she had originally been kidnapped and taken somewhere by force, but by the time Ron had met her she was no longer staying there under duress anymore. She’d been absorbed into the culture in such a way she was not inclined to leave on her own. I think that was the critical point that I caught.

Well, interestingly, she certainly wasn’t inclined to use Ron as a route to escape or anything like that, anyhow, and apparently didn’t have an impulse to escape anymore at that time.

You know, I think if she’d wanted to escape, Ron would have helped her out, but apparently she didn’t want to anymore.
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Two Egypt Trips from Hell
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Escape to Cairo

***
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By Mark Stone. Confessions of a tour escort on not one but two trips from hell. “Hey, it's not any more dangerous than walking the streets in New York City ”

I've been leading and escorting student tours for years, including a major trip through the University of Pittsburgh’s Semester at Sea Program in 1987 during which we sailed around the world for four months. 

I’ve also been teaching and escorting students everywhere, including Beijing, the Taj Mahal, the Pyramids, Istanbul, and even the former Soviet Union.

Author Michael: Any particular area of the world you are focusing on these days?

Mark: I’ll tell you a bit about my travels to Egypt, particularly some of the more harrowing accounts, including maybe the idea of possibly using my “sixth sense” to avert a hijacking to Libya. I have had, indeed, some trying travel times. 

Once, for instance, I wore $20,000 stuffed in a money belt plus in my socks. But mostly I would wear a money belt. You just can never be too careful. And you bear a great responsibility for the safety and security of your students in your care.

The Egypt Trip from Hell #1

In March 1995 we were to fly from Aswan to Luxor. There had been some political problems in Egypt. Such problems having to do with politics can often spill over into the tourism arena, where, for instance, there have been tourists basically killed on cruise boats that were plying the Nile. This happened a couple of months before we were scheduled to go from Aswan to Luxor, which is not all that far, but still took a couple of days to do this segment. And this is exactly what we might have done ourselves. And what can possibly happen to you in the space of only a couple of days can turn any innocent-seeming tourist jaunt into a trip from hell.

Michael: What happened?

Mark: Some months before, I kept on calling up the U.S. State Department trying specifically to get an expert’s opinion on traveling to Egypt because I simply did not want the standard, normal watered-down typical generic advice. You know, you’d be told, “Well, pay attention to the State Department’s travelers’ warnings and take the usual precautions,” and so on. 

And when I finally did get a hold of someone, I was given the curt answer, “Hey, it's not any more dangerous than walking the streets in New York City ”

And not finding this kind of travel advice to be something I could really rely upon, I decided I'd look for a possible alternate route into (or around) Egypt in order to be on the safe side. Good to be better safe than sure, you know.

I was particularly concerned about something really bad happening on my watch, so my decision was to opt-out of doing a Nile cruise portion on that particular trip in the name of safety and security. 

Michael: What kind of bad things happened on these Nile cruises, for example? 

Mark: Once, during the Mubarak era in Egypt, some tourists were shot sniper-style, point-blank right from the riverbank while they were leisurely cruising right by on a Nile boat. Some Canadian tourists were apparently sunbathing and simply looking out over the river, and they got shot point-blank by snipers. Supposedly, a group of Shiite Muslims was trying to embarrass the president of Egypt at the time, Hosni Mubarak.

He was considered more of a moderate at the time, and tourism being their main industry, if you scare the tourists away, in theory, the Government's going to collapse as well, and Egypt would become another Iraq or Iran, which would really be most unfortunate. Apparently, that tactic worked well. A significant number of tourists were scared off, and Egypt’s economy turned sour. 

Michael: Were a number of these people killed? 

Mark: I think they were Swiss or Canadian tourists; I’m not exactly certain. They were just sitting ducks. So, of course, I was very concerned about being able to get out of the country in case the worst scenario happened. And, to be truthful, I felt much safer in New York City than in Egypt, contrary to what the U.S. Embassy advisor had led me to believe at the time.

Michael: What would have been your plan of action then if the worst had happened?

Mark: It would have been to buy transport out across the desert to get to the Red Sea, catch a boat, and finally get to Saudi Arabia to get out of Egypt in that way. 

And the $20,000 “socks” money would have done it, in case we needed to buy air tickets to fly back to somewhere.

However, on my next trip to Egypt which I’m going to tell you about, I only had about $100 in bills, which isn’t a heck of a lot to work with, but it is, of course, something. (Laughs.)

And as a sensible manner of precaution, I always sleep with the money on me. 

The Egypt Trip from Hell #2

By Marke Stone. This is my second Egypt trip from hell just a couple of years later in 1997 in Aswan, Egypt. We were gathered about twelve of us, Americans, in the Aswan airport departure security area.

Author Michael: Wait, Aswan? I thought you were bound for Cairo 

Mark: Uh-huh. Yep. Here goes my second trip from hell to Egypt. The person manning the airport X-ray machine is sound asleep. Now, I’ve seen this happen before, at the Cairo International Airport as well. Like early in the morning, say around 5 or 6 o'clock, a group would be coming through and would find the guards sound asleep because they're working longer than eight hour shifts, probably 12-15 hour shifts at that. And that quickly gets your attention. So, here we are in the airport flying from Abu Simbel back to Cairo.

Michael: Cairo? Huh?

Mark: You heard that right. Yes, Aswan. Abu Simbel is made up of two massive cut-out rock statues. Part of the famous UNESCO World Heritage Site known as the “Nubian Monuments.” We had just arrived in Aswan from there.

Our Flight from Hell

We've just come from seeing the colossal Statue of Ramses II, and now we are on our first flight from hell out of two, on our flight leg supposedly to Cairo, not to Aswan 

Michael: How did that come to be? 

Mark: Well, just as we are nearing the city of Aswan, and something's apparently wrong with the airplane. Now keep in mind, we’re on EgyptAir. It’s a flying club you don’t want to be a member of — a group of equally horrendous airlines that include EgyptAir, China Air, and Air India, which are notoriously known to be among the worst airlines in the world as far as safety records are concerned 

At least that's just what I've read. But now it’s exactly what I am now about to experience for myself, my first flight from hell on this trip to Egypt. 

It was to be a relatively short hop to Cairo, and we were well on our way. However, we were not to get to Cairo quite just yet. For you see, we were slated to fly directly to Cairo; however, the air pressure in the cabin suddenly has dropped. We must now make an emergency landing, but not without our hearts in our mouths, though.

Michael: How long was the flight supposed to take to Cairo?

Mark: Oh, only about an hour or so. It was to be only a relatively short, little hop. 

I mean, at this point, our safety wasn't of particular concern, actually, but we had to fly very low because the air pressure wasn't functioning as it was supposed to, and the air pressure in the passenger section needed to be kept in some sort of balance. 

So you're flying low, not I’d say a foot off the desert, but it certainly seemed to me to be pretty doggone low, anyhow. 

Michael: How did you feel about that?

Mark: Well, I knew something was wrong because your ears are kind of popping from the air pressure differentials and such. It's like we're flying low, so naturally, I am thinking, Something’s not quite right here. 

So there we see Aswan airport looming in the distance, so we know it’s probably okay. We’re thinking it’s not a life-threatening situation.

Michael: Was anyone getting nervous?

Mark: Nah. We kind of realized that it was nothing to do with the propellers or engines and such and that it was more a matter of the air pressure, so we weren’t particularly worried about landing. 

Michael: Did anything occur in your mind about the reputation of the airline?

Mark: Oh, yeah, of course. After a good landing under the circumstances, we got whisked off into the departure area of what was a very small airport, more or less. It’s a very small airport, even smaller than our very own tiny Medford, Rogue Valley Airport here in Southern Oregon.

However, we are next told we are going to be delayed until the plane is repaired.

Michael: Okay, what does that mean? Hours? Days? Weeks? Years? 

Mark: Well, that’s just it — Who the hell knows. (Laughs.)

Michael: So this flight was the airplane flight from hell. How much worse could it be?

Mark: We were to find out shortly. (Snickers.)

A Sixth Sense?

And then, looking around to see what’s what, I just happened to notice two fairly non-descript guys sitting nearby in our airport waiting area. 

There were people coming and going, of course, what with all sorts of other passengers coming from other planes and so on.

But these two guys, there was just something about them that gave me a disquieting feeling. I felt maybe my sixth sense was kicking in.

Michael: What do you recall gave you that feeling? 

Mark: The two men looked like local Arabs, you know, with full long dress, and they did not look particularly affluent. Maybe they were Bedouins just off the desert, or whatever. I really had no idea.

I’d say that they were a little darker than your typical Egyptians from farther up north because we were in the south of Egypt now, relatively closer to the people of the Sudan.

And these two kept nervously glancing back at our group and then looking at the plane, and so on. 

There was just something about them. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. They just didn't look like they belonged there. They did not look like they ‘fit in’ at all. They did not have any luggage or carry-ons, either, which struck me as being kind of strange. 

Michael: Now, you’ve been all over the Middle East, right? 

Mark: Oh, yeah, sure. But whatever it was, whatever clued me in, they just kind of stood out. 

I mean, they were just sitting there, not looking relaxed or reading magazines or doing the sorts of things people do while waiting for a plane. These guys seemed to be slightly nervous and making efforts to try to compensate for or cover up their anxiety. 

Michael: Did you make eye contact with them?

Mark: Oh, maybe a couple of times, briefly, but then they were the ones to break off the eye contact. They kind of realized maybe I was the leader, and they just looked suspicious and would look away.

Michael: How did they appear compared to other Egyptians?

Mark: I guess it’s not all that unusual for Arabs not to always maintain eye contact. And maybe they especially didn’t with Americans, I don’t think. But I just did not know. I was simply uneasy under the circumstances without really knowing quite why. 

My sixth sense was now on steroids. That’s why I wondered if it was sort of one of those sixth sense kind of things you sometimes hear about. 

So I felt kind of like this sixth sense was maybe kicking in. 

It was all very subtle, of course, and I couldn’t point to any one thing in particular. It was just a hunch. But it made me distinctly uncomfortable.

My sense of it was that it definitely was something, probably a combination of subtle factors, if ever there really was such a thing as a true sixth sense. 

But whatever it was, I have to say, it totally kicked in at this point, even if I couldn’t exactly put my finger on it. 

If I had to say point-blank just what it was that keyed me into being suspicious of them, I’d have to say it certainly felt like my sixth sense was kicking in, but, of course, in reality, it was probably due more to a subtle combination of factors that guided me. 

I think, rather than it being a true sixth sense kind of thing, nonetheless, I sure was thinking about all this sort of thing at the time.

Enter, the Baksheesh Factor

I next went up to our English guide who was accompanying us, who spoke reasonably good Arabic. 

I’m now thinking, I don't care how much it costs. It’s all in the baksheesh, isn’t it; it’s the bribe money, to bribe with a simple handshake with the dollar bills conveniently, visibly protruding from between the fingers. 

I did not actually do this myself. Instead, I gave our guide the money and said, “Go grease the wheels. Get us out of here. There's apparently another plane out on the tarmac, a Boeing 747.” 

“Find out when that's going to take off. And don't be obvious or alarm anyone. Do this very quietly. Go talk to the Captain or the security people because I just don't like the feeling I’m getting here. Plus, I want to keep us on schedule.”

Michael: At that point, did you have any indication at all about how much time it might take to fix your broken airplane and make it air-worthy? 

Mark: Not really. 

Only that it was still going to be hours because they were repairing the whole air conditioning system, and nothing seemed to be operating particularly at the time. 

Michael: So you figured it was best to just get out of there, huh? 

Mark: I’d say it was mostly due to these two other Arab characters that prompted me, that kind of bothered me.

Michael: Did you have a lot of money on you? Enough oney to pull this off?

Mark: No, this time I did not. Like I said, I had only about $100 on me. (Laughs.)

But that was still a lot of money for down there, although it’s certainly not a lot of money here. But it certainly was enough money to grease palms if need be.

All of a sudden, our guide comes up to me and says, “They’ve got a Boeing 747 out there about ready to take off in 20 minutes ”

I go like, “Whoa, our luggage is on the other plane. Very quietly, please go get the luggage off that plane and onto the tarmac by the 747. And just go about it all very calmly.”

Well, there are some other passengers here, some French people, who we have to walk past. And they now take notice and realize, “Hey, the Americans are leaving ” 

And they are really livid.

I speak some French, and I say to them, “I'm just really sorry, but we really do have reservations on that other airplane ”

I had to bite my tongue on that one. Of course, they’re not buying this at all. (Laughs embarrassedly.)

The deal was already done by that time, you know, all on the sly, all very low profile. 

We grab our luggage, and the dozen or so of us literally run onto the other plane.

The French go, “Are they serious?” 

They were rude. They got very upset. And they did not get onto the Jumbo 747 because, in fact, the Egyptian security people held them back. I cannot say as I blame these French people 

My little group boards the jumbo jet, and we are soon on our way to Cairo with the plane more than half-empty. There’s no question that there was room on this plane for the French and anyone else who wanted to go to Cairo. But they just didn’t. Too bad.

Our Arrival in Cairo

We get to Cairo, and we are very lucky. 

We are, after all, only actually just about an hour or so behind schedule, which is no big deal for us. Oh, yeah, we do miss the lectures part, but that's fine — it’s no big deal, you know, and everyone is happy. Everyone is glad to be back in Cairo.

Later on, we turn on our TVs at the hotel. (Laughs.)

The Flight That Could Have Been Ours 

My God. A HIJACKING. And it was our plane. It went to Libya. It’s those two guys, after all. They just simply wanted to go to Libya, so they hijacked the plane. I was right 

Michael: Like why in the world couldn’t they have just gotten a bus ticket? 

Mark: Well, Aswan is about as far as one can get to from Libya, I guess. 

Michael: Couldn’t they have gotten a bus or a train? 

Mark: I think not. I think probably the only transportation is strictly by airplane. If you're going to go to Libya, you’re just going to have to fly. And maybe these Egyptians wanted to go to Libya. Maybe it was as simple as that 

After our plane was finally repaired later that afternoon, the French boarded the plane as did others who were left stranded at the airport. And I think there were probably also some more passengers at that point, who were probably going, “Oh, let's take the flight to Cairo ”

The two suspicious guys get on as well — the hijackers — and they took the plane to Libya 

Michael: They must have had weapons?

Mark: I think probably so.

Michael: How did it all work out?

Mark: Everyone was safe, and so on. And Libyan dictator, Muammar Gaddafi, apparently even boarded the plane to greet the passengers when they arrived.

Michael: What happened to the hijackers?

Mark: I think they were probably given political asylum in Libya because if they had been returned to Egypt, they would have assuredly been shot because of the great inconvenience and bad publicity they caused for the Egyptians given their lax security and so on. And now they're probably living in Libya.

Michael: What were your feelings after all that?

Mark: “Hallelujah ” Wow. How we got out of there for only 100 bucks. Smooth Work. However, if you're hijacked, you’re probably not going to get your Mileage Plus. (frequent flyer reward points ) You’re simply going to lose it. (Laughs.)

We were all glued to our TV sets in our Cairo hotel and were all relieved beyond belief. And because this was the end of our journey, we were staying in the Hilton in Cairo, which was pure luxury for us all. 

If it can be said that a Hilton looks just about like any other Hilton or hotel, and maybe lacks character, this hotel, however, was a nice hotel with great service and very secure. But most of all, it was such a relief to wind up staying at this one hotel and be able to wind down from the airplane flights from hell. We were all so really relieved 

Michael: What does that all say to you about your hypothetical so-called sixth sense? 

Mark: Oh, I don’t know. Be perceptive, I guess. I just picked up on the cues, probably, no doubt from my lifetime of escorting travel, I guess.

Michael: Are you likely not going to go back to Egypt anytime soon?

Mark: I don't think so because of all the massacred people. This last past year, alone, for instance, upwards of 60 to 90 tourists were just gunned down in Egypt again during another horrible massive attack, you know.

Michael: Hopefully Egypt is going to take steps to make travel safer now.

Mark: Well, I think even though they may be able to beef up security at the airports, they're still going to have to beef up security at all the Egyptian monuments and tourist sites, and that’s a very tall order. They can’t do that. 

Because these men, who maybe were Shiite Muslims, or whoever they were, were apparently wearing official-looking security and army uniforms and looked like the real deal. And there they were, just jumping out with their military weapons at the ready, and you’d just think they're the good guys, after all, and then you’re shot right then and there on-the-spot point-blank?

I cannot guarantee safety for my students anymore; I’m simply not going back to Egypt, pure and simple. And, not the least of which, more accurate and more representative U.S. State Department Travel Warnings are going to be needed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Hijacked Over China
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A Mid-Air Close Call

***
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By Ron Ross. This happened in 1982 over Shanghai, China. We got up early on a Sunday morning in Xian, which was the ancient capital of China. We went to the airport at the crack of dawn and boarded our plane at 8 a.m. We went through a rather superficial security examination, with no metal detectors or anything like that. We got on the plane and noticed there were a few Japanese and a lot of Chinese people on board.

Author Michael: What airline was it? 

Ron: This was CAAC (Chinese Airline) Flight 2502. It was a Russian-made Ilyushin jet prop plane, a rather old airplane at that. We got on and took off. And usually on an airplane, they give you something to drink or something to eat. We got these chintzy little souvenir nail clippers, instead, so I proceeded to clip my nails on the flight.

Michael: Where were you? Where were you headed?

Ron: We were headed to Shanghai from Xian. We were flying over Wushi at the time, making our approach to the Shanghai Airport, when I saw three gentlemen go into one of the johns. I turned to Dr. Gunther, who was sitting next to me, and said, “Very strange.”

There's not even enough room really for just one person in that john. But I saw three guys go in there. Very strange. A few minutes later they came back out, and all the people from the front section of the plane were suddenly rushing back toward us. And I heard somebody shout, “They're fighting with knives up there ”

Obviously, this was a ploy to empty that front part of the cabin. So the five of them at that juncture took control. Two of them went to the pilot and co-pilot and held six or seven-inch knives up against their necks. They emptied out all the people from of the section between the cockpit, the galley, and the john.

Michael: Could you just back up a second? Now, you say three men entered into the bathroom, and then who was rushing forward yelling and screaming?

Ron: The passengers. All the passengers in the first section there came running toward the back of the plane where we were. Because these guys were staging a mock fight or something just to get them out to clear out of there — a mock sort of thing to scare the people. 

And they got them out. I was in the fourth row of the second section, and these guys all took their shirts off, and one of them came brandishing two knives, and he got the people out of the next three rows and forced them toward the back of the airplane.

Michael: Right in front of you? 

Ron: Yeah, right. So now, I was the first line of defense, if you will. The next person was Dr. Gunther, and on the other side of the aisle were my fellow passengers Ed Lawson, Anne James, and Tony O’Neil... five of us in all. 

So all I had to do was lean forward and to my right a little, and I could have a clear view right to the cockpit where I saw these guys enter the john and then create havoc.

Michael: What was going through your mind at that point?

Ron: Well, in fact, it didn't seem real. It was surrealistic. Really crazy. But then one of the guys came back, and he opened one of these big tea-can-looking things, and he pulled out a bomb. And I said, “Oh, my God, this is a bomb ” 

Michael: Right in front of you? 

Ron: Yes. Right in front of me. He took it out, and he put the cap on it, and then he attached a detonating device to it. And, you know, he did this with great relish and flurry, as he wanted us all to see what he was doing. And he cranked up this detonating device. It was a terrible sound. I can still hear it today without too much trouble. 

And so I whispered to my friend, “They probably want to go to Hong Kong or Shanghai or Taiwan.” 

I added, “I hope it’s Hong Kong because in Taiwan with all these Chinese on here, it would be another problem altogether.”

And I didn't think too much more about it. 

Meanwhile, the hijackers kept coming back and forth and they communicated with each other. My friend understands some Chinese, and according to him they indicated that we should all just sit still and be absolutely quiet and that nothing would happen to us. 

One of the stewardesses... she was a very brave little girl. She was watching what they were doing, too, and she would yell, “Meo, Meo ” which means ‘No ’ 

They had one of the stewardesses up front as well. So this one crazy looking guy — he had a wild look in his eyes and a terribly high-pitched voice — he asked for something to drink, so she went back and she got a bottle of soda and she threw it to him. 

He took it and yanked off the top, and I guess he didn't like it, so he spit it out and some of the soda spilled. A real macho kind of thing. 

Then we started hitting turbulence. And I mean real turbulence. I've been through turbulence before, but never have I been through turbulence like this, where we would suddenly drop maybe ten feet.

And then we'd bank, and we'd bank again. 

I think maybe the pilot was doing this on purpose. Maybe he was trying to get them sick or off balance at least, I suppose. Meanwhile, however, he was getting lots of the passengers sick as well. Fortunately for me, I didn't get sick, but most of the passengers did. 

My friend said to me, “Don't make eye contact with them; it's bad luck.” 

He said, “Just feign illness whenever that one comes up to this section.”

So that’s exactly what I did. The more I thought about it, the more it made sense that he might just view eye contact as a challenge and come up for no reason at all and maybe just kill me.

So whenever the crazy one came by, I just had my airsickness bag there at the ready and just kept doing things for him to think that I was ill. 

Michael: So he kept showing up? 

Ron: Right. A couple of thoughts went through my mind as well. Most of the group were much older than I. And so I kept thinking to myself, Oh please, God, don't let anybody have a heart attack because we're probably going to come out of this thing. And if they have a heart attack and die, that would really be awful.

The other thing I can remember doing — this is about three hours we're going through this turmoil now. 

Closing my eyes, I just imagining I was on a roller coaster because it was really terrible. My stomach was up here most of the time (gesturing to his chest), and not only were we emotionally upset, and rather hyper, but the adrenaline was flowing like crazy in that plane. And most people were... you could tell... they were praying. Some were even praying out loud. 

But, surprisingly, in general, they were all very calm. No one got hysterical. I would look around, and I would see that these guys weren't doing all that much checking up on people. I could see that most of the passengers were just sitting quietly with their eyes closed. 

The hijackers made three critical errors, fortunately:

One: they didn't assign someone to watch the ground or they would have known that we were simply circling the airfield.

Michael: How close were you to Shanghai at this point?

Ron: It turns out we were actually no more than a few miles from the Shanghai Airport all this time. The hijackers did not know that; I didn't know that; some of our people did, but I didn't know that. 

Two: They put the bomb in the john. Had they put it in the aisle, out by me for instance, the impact would have gone the length of the plane and killed us or ripped the plane in two. But by putting it in the john, the impact went sidewise, and it blew a hole in the plane and only knocked out the john walls.

Michael: Wait a second, when did that happen? Are you leading up to that?

Ron: I'm leading up to that. 

Three: They allowed two of the stewards to go to the back of the plane. You’ll see in a minute the significance of that.

Suffice to say, there were five crew members: the pilot, co-pilot, the navigator, and two stewards. Five men in all on the crew. And there were the five hijackers. Now, whether the hijackers wanted to deplete the other males in the front of the plane, or whether they really were being humane and allowing the one steward who was bleeding profusely some leeway... They allowed the two stewards to come to the back of the plane. 

And that was a major tactical error because what the stewards did, is they organized the Chinese in the back of the plane to make an assault.

Michael: Could you back up for a second and tell me how one of the stewards got hurt?

Ron: Oh, he got stabbed. He tried to wrestle with the hijackers, and they stabbed him.

Michael: Okay, that was at the very beginning?

Ron: No, there were little struggles that were going on every once in a while.

Michael: Okay, so one of them did get stabbed? 

Ron: Oh yeah. And the co-pilot got stabbed very badly later on.

Anyway, the two stewards came to the back of the plane. And unbeknownst to me, they organized theselve, and they led off with two mops. The two stewards were the first. One, having a turban around his head, really looked like an old Chinese warrior, now coming down the aisle. They each had a mop handle, which was about three feet long. And they were huge — trunks of trees, actually. Maybe three or four inches in diameter. 

And when they came, I heard the noise, and I looked and I saw them coming down the aisle from the back. So I started yelling, “No " And Dr. Gunther and I and Ed Lawson, we actually grabbed one of the mops and stopped them and said, “THERE’S A BOMB ” 

We did not know whether they knew that there was a bomb up there.

Michael: Did you communicate that effectively?

Ron: I think we did because they communicated to us that bomb or no bomb, we're out of fuel and we're gonna crash, anyway. And, at that very moment, I looked out the window, and I saw that the two propellers on the left-hand side of the plane had, in fact, STOPPED. 

I thought, Oh, my God 

So I shouted, “Look, we're going to go, anyway. GO ”

And it was at that very instant when they charged forward that the bomb detonated. Just before they got to the john, it blew out the wall. Fortunately, they were not killed. They crawled through the rubble, and they subdued the five hijackers in a matter of seconds.

Michael: How many were there coming down from the back? 

Ron: The aisle was full, I couldn't tell you. It was a continuous mass of people. I couldn't even get into the aisle to help, because it was just a continuous mass. 

They had gotten themselves all primed and readied at the back of the airplanin. And now, at the moment of the explosion, now there's a whole lot of stuff going on. And now, even as I'm straining to look, I can't really see very much. 

I assume that the pilot and co-pilot turned around and freed themselves from the guys with the knives because the plane never did go out of control. And next we went into a nosedive. The charge, explosion, and then into a nosedive. 

I looked out the window, and I saw the ground coming up very, very fast, and we were at a very strange angle. 

Michael: How high up would you say you were at that point?

Ron: I didn’t know. Let me guess... maybe we were at 3,000 feet, about half a mile up — I really have no idea. I really didn’t know. 

So I yell to all the Americans to take the crash position and get down. I shouted, “This is it ” 

And I guess all of us at that moment were prepared to die because I thought that was it.And I remember just after touching down heading toward the back of the plane, and all this transpired was there less than a minute. And suddenly I could feel the nose of the plane coming up. 

Michael: And just before that, what was going through your mind at that point? 

Ron: Oh, just, It’s a hell of a way to die. 

Michael: Did you go, Why me? 

Ron: No. No why me. It’s just that I never thought it would end this way. Just, never. No fear, however. None. It was just a strange feeling. And somewhere deep in the back of my mind, something kept saying to me, You're really going to get out of this 

It was very strange. I was very ambivalent about the whole thing. But I felt the nose coming up after all. And I looked out the window, and you know, it was just a miracle. There was the landing strip in front of us. And we hit at a very strange angle... it was the fastest landing I've ever made. 
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