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			Letter to the Reader

			Dear Reader,

			This book is more than a chronicle of miles travelled and destinations reached; it is a deeply personal account of the joys, heartbreak, and transformative moments that shaped the person I have become. It is a testament to the unpredictability of life and the power of the human spirit to adapt, endure, and ultimately find peace amid chaos.

			Thank you for joining me on this journey through my memoir. I hope you find as much joy, reflection, and insight in these pages as I did while living and recounting them. Through the highs and lows, the laughter and tears, I hope to share with you the lessons I learned along the way. This story is about the nature of forgiveness, the strength found in vulnerability, and the beauty of discovering one’s true self. I hope it offers you some comfort, a little wisdom, and a sense of our shared humanity.

			Please note that to protect the privacy of those I encountered along the way, certain identities and details have been changed. Making these modifications out of respect for the individuals who crossed my path does not alter the essence or truth of our shared experiences.

			With gratitude and hope,

			David “Irish” Anderson
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CHAPTER ONE

			Thirsty for More

			The seeds of this adventure took root one evening in 2007 in the cosy confines of a small pub on the right-hand side of a sleepy little road in the Colorado mountain town of Minturn. I remember little else about that auspicious night. It was the beginning of yet another northern hemisphere summer, and my fellow river guides were returning from around the world, eager to begin a fresh whitewater rafting season.

			Buzzing from a successful day on the bone-chilling Eagle River, we assembled in the comfy surrounds of the Minturn Saloon to share tales of our exploits over the previous months. The beer flowed like wine, as did shots of cheap whiskey and tequila served in thin paper cups. The sound of excited conversations gradually rose to a deafening crescendo until we had to shout to be heard. Word of an impending celebration quickly spread, and the bar was soon filled with familiar faces, easy smiles, and sparkling eyes. As the night wore on, pockets of the like-minded among us began forming conspiratorial clusters around the heavy wooden tables.

			My wife and I had just returned from a thrilling rafting season in South America, and our unusual method for getting there was attracting plenty of interest. With a few months of downtime between the northern and southern hemisphere seasons, we had decided to ride from Colorado to Chile on the back of a single motorcycle.

			Sarah and I met in Northern California where we both worked as whitewater river guides. This memorable moment happened in the beer garden of the rowdy Coloma Club, a raucous bar in the heart of a town that thrived on its vibrant rafting community. It was a hot and humid evening when she first approached me and asked if I wanted to “make out.” I told her I had no idea what that meant.

			“I think you’ll like it,” she whispered in my ear, her soft breath tickling the skin on the side of my neck. She took my hand, led me to a secluded corner, and showed me exactly what she meant – then she vanished as quickly as she had appeared. She was right – I liked it, I liked it a lot.

			Over the next few days, I asked around to uncover the identity of this mysterious woman who left me intrigued and wanting more. To my dismay, I was told she was already involved with someone. Disheartened, I backed off and lost some respect for her.

			A week later, she tracked me down, asking why I hadn’t sought her out.

			I told her what I’d heard and explained that I wasn’t interested if she was already seeing someone else.

			She let out a beautiful, melodious laugh, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Yes, I’m seeing someone,” she said when she could catch a breath. “It’s you, dummy!”

			 We somehow made it work with our hectic lifestyles and eventually eloped to South Lake Tahoe three years later, cementing our connection in a spontaneous, love-filled ceremony. The motorcycle trip to Chile served as our unconventional honeymoon.

			Even before we had departed for Chile, friends and family were warning us of the dangers of travelling through Central and South America. Newspaper articles and TV reports painted a bleak picture of the lands we would cross, so the adventure began with a significant amount of trepidation.

			Our ride through Mexico caused us to reassess many of our prejudices and expectations. When the locals constantly met us with compassion and acceptance, we felt humbled and, at times, ashamed.

			As we neared the border between Mexico and Guatemala, we began to hear familiar warnings again. Only this time, the Mexican people were telling us stories about those in Guatemala. It was a pattern we observed many times throughout that journey – people of the country we were leaving would warn us about the people of the country we were about to enter. And yet none of those warnings matched any of our experiences. Warm welcomes, kindness, and support followed us throughout the entire voyage. Before we knew it, we had arrived at our destination in Santiago, Chile, approximately two and a half months after leaving Colorado.

			As Sarah and I retold stories from along the way, several friends expressed interest in doing something similar on an even grander scale. The whiskey and tequila shots were clearly starting to take effect as some of the suggested routes would involve building roads where none currently existed. Others were so ambitious they would have taken many years to complete. I began to question some of my friends’ knowledge of the world beyond the borders of the USA. As the night wore on, we finally hatched a plan for several of us to ride a fleet of motorcycles from Cork, Ireland, to Cape Town, South Africa. And so the idea for “Cork to Cape” was born.

			The original six instigators included an eclectic mixture of whitewater rafting guides from four continents. As the evening came to a close, we had all become infected with a contagious excitement for the adventures to come, even though it was clear from the beginning that such an undertaking would take months, if not years, to plan and prepare for.

			Life is something that happens while you are making plans. As time passed, one by one, each of the people who had initially expressed an interest in being a part of this adventure found alternative paths, obligations, and commitments until only two remained: Sarah, and me. Since our motorcycle trip to Chile, we had both been itching to get back on the road for something a little more intense. But this time, on two motorcycles.

			Our shared passion for whitewater had taken us around the world. Unfortunately, the guiding industry is notorious for underpaying and undervaluing the people who work in it, so a year after we returned from Chile, Sarah felt drawn towards finding a career with more stability and better remuneration. With a lot of hard work and determination, she trained and qualified as a registered nurse. Shortly afterwards, she found a job at a large hospital in California. I also reluctantly drifted away from the rafting industry and secured a position as project leader with a construction crew to help subsidise our income and provide the funds necessary for our expedition.

			***

			I don’t know when my interest in travel first emerged, but I still have vivid memories from my childhood of staring for hours at a large map of the world that adorned the wall, opposite my seat at the family dining table. That map provided a welcome distraction from the soggy brussels sprouts I would push around my dinner plate in the hope they would magically disappear.

			I grew up in a small town in Northern Ireland called Strabane during a period known as “The Troubles.” It always struck me as a rather odd thing to call what was, in essence, a war – an irregular war indeed, but a war nonetheless. The British and their nomenclatures would have called it “The Mild Inconvenience” or “The Kerfuffle” if they could have gotten away with it.

			My childhood coincided with a time of bitter conflict.

			Political, religious, and socio-economic differences erupted into an armed struggle, the roots of which could be traced back over hundreds of years. Despite the violence and strife, we were just ordinary people living through extraordinary times. Amid the chaos, one of the few relatively stable spaces was provided by the education system.

			Throughout my youth, I assumed it was normal to see tanks and soldiers in the streets, military helicopters overhead, and sporadic bombings and shootings. My first taste of an alternative world came at the age of thirteen when my high school geography teacher made the decision to show our class a film about him canoeing down the wild rivers of Norway. As his dusty, old projector chattered into life, it cast ghostly images onto a large white sheet draped over the classroom blackboard. A typically rowdy class of teenage boys sat silently entranced as we watched him navigate what looked like impossible whitewater rapids. I was immediately hooked on the idea of learning these mysterious skills and following in his footsteps, or rather, paddle strokes.

			Under that teacher’s guidance, a group of my peers and I helped establish a tremendously active outdoor pursuits club within the school. Before long, we were getting lost in the mountains, falling off rock faces, and swimming after our kayaks down many of the local waterways. Under his tutelage, we roamed far and wide in search of the next challenge and escapade. My passion for adventure was conceived and nourished by a single teacher willing to sacrifice his weekends to share his love for the outdoors.

			I was instantly inspired to make this my path, too.

			Before long, I had met professionals within the outdoor education field who dedicated their lives to doing the same. After school, I moved to Glasgow, Scotland, to pursue a degree in outdoor education. Scottish mountains were taller, and the rivers were steeper. I spent every spare moment I had between my studies exploring the rugged highlands with a dedicated band of enthusiasts from my university program. Around this time, I first sat in a whitewater raft and realised I could take many people together down the rivers I loved so much.

			Early in my career as a river guide, I decided to make it my mission to work on every continent where rafting was practised. Over the next three decades, I travelled the world, chasing rivers and sharing adventures with as many people as possible; from Europe to Africa, then to Asia, New Zealand, North America, and finally, South America. When I had achieved that goal, I felt somewhat directionless. After the evening at the Minturn Saloon, the idea of riding from Ireland to South Africa became an obsession for me. The thought of riding from Cork to Cape Town began to fill that hole in my life.

			It was a chance encounter with a Chilean guide while working in New Zealand that had inspired the motorcycle trip from Colorado to Chile. Sebastian Astorga, manager of Cascadas de las Animas, a rafting company based on the Maipo River outside of Santiago, invited Sarah and me to go and work for him the following year. The release of the movie The Motorcycle Diaries, documenting Che Guevara and Alberto Granado’s motorcycle adventure across South America, also happened around this time.1 That gave us an idea.

			Why not ride a motorcycle across the Americas to get to our new home and jobs?

			We got busy planning. After completing another northern hemisphere rafting season, saving every spare penny for the equipment necessary for such an undertaking, and reading numerous travel guides, we saddled up our BMW R 1100 GS in Colorado to begin our first long-distance overland motorcycle adventure.

			I had promised Sebastian we would arrive in Cajon del Maipo on the 14th of November, 2006. After two and a half months on the road with more than our fair share of wrong turns, upsets, and motorcycle problems, we rolled into his rafting base at 2:30 p.m. on the agreed-upon date. We were as surprised as he was that we arrived on schedule; and yet, with such a journey behind us, we wished we’d made more time to stop, explore, and absorb the beautiful regions we had ridden through. We were thirsty for more.

			Even though I had always shied away from fixed itineraries, I knew a journey of this magnitude, from Cork to Cape Town, was going to require more thorough preparation and detailed planning.

			It would take Sarah and me six years.

			We spent these years preparing, saving, and acquiring everything we thought we might need for the journey. I’d once met a German adventure rider who gave me this advice: “Once you get your bike and gear, point your machine in the direction you want to go and open the throttle – everything else will work itself out.” But with the number of borders we would have to cross, along with the visas required for each, we felt compelled to investigate what restrictions or difficulties we could possibly encounter. Not all passports were welcomed in all the countries we intended to travel through. I would be travelling on an Irish passport, while Sarah would use her US one, so the North African route from Morocco to Egypt via Libya would not be viable. Our eventual plan would take us through Syria, but by 2013, with a civil uprising escalating into a full-scale war, this option was beginning to look less attractive.

			I had travelled through war zones before – I grew up in one. I learned that the conflict often takes place in very localised areas. There were often entire regions left completely untouched and unaffected. I didn’t want to take the Syrian option off the table until we got closer to the situation.

			Our previous experience on a single BMW motorcycle impressed upon us their reliability and durability. This time, we would be on two bikes, Sarah bravely insisting she wanted to ride her own machine. Her shorter stature made many of the taller enduro motorcycles a little too intimidating.

			To limit the number of spare parts and tools we would need to carry, we agreed that similar machines would be the wisest choice. We finally settled on the BMW F series. I would ride the 800 GS and Sarah would ride the slightly lower 650 GS. The bikes were similar enough that many of the components would be compatible and interchangeable. It seemed like the logical choice, if a little heavy and cumbersome for some of the conditions we imagined we would face. We eventually found two bikes on the used motorcycle market; each with reasonably low mileage and in near-perfect condition.

			Next came the task of modifying and outfitting each one with luggage options, camping arrangements, cooking equipment, clothing, and tools. With limited space, every piece of the puzzle had to be compact and lightweight. The tent, our primary living space, had to be just right – big enough for us and all our stuff, yet small enough to pack inside our panniers. After much deliberation, we settled on a bright green three-person dome tent with an extended vestibule. We chose a camping stove that used petrol so we could share fuel between it and the bikes. Our sleeping pads were inflatable mattresses that compressed to the size of a pint glass. They appeared too delicate to provide a comfortable night’s sleep, so we tested them in very rough terrain, and they never let us down. We could zip our mummy-style sleeping bags separately, or to each other for snuggling in colder conditions. As a novice guitar player, I was determined to find a way to carry one with me. The odd shape, fragile neck, and sensitive tuning dissuaded me from taking my precious instrument. I was almost ready to abandon the idea when I found a manufacturer that produced a foldable full-size guitar. The dimensions, when folded, fit perfectly inside a rigid plastic Pelican box. With some modification, I created a durable case that I strapped securely onto the back seat of my machine. Solving this challenge brought me more joy than I thought was possible. On top of purchasing the necessary gear, we would also have to cover the day-to-day expenses. It was becoming apparent that it was going to be a costly undertaking.

			Our previous adventure had taught us we could get by on approxi­mately twenty British pounds – roughly thirty US dollars – per person, per day. Although we had no fixed agenda, we figured we could be on the road for one to two years. We knew that while Europe would be relatively expensive, Africa would be significantly cheaper, so we felt comfortable with our estimated average. This amount would have to cover fuel, food, accommodation, visas, motorcycle upkeep and repairs, and any other unexpected expenses we would encounter. If it sounds tight, that’s because it was, but years living on a guide’s meagre income made us resourceful with the skills and discipline to make it work.

			We set the date of our departure for May of 2013. Being six years out, it felt like we had all the time in the world. We covered the walls of our modest apartment with massive maps of Europe, the Middle East, and Northern and Southern Africa; we would highlight points of interest as our planning progressed until a rough route emerged. With each day that passed, we felt the anticipation growing.

			On more than one occasion, we questioned the wisdom of what we were doing. We’d started to become comfortable and somewhat settled in our routines. Sarah’s well-paid nursing position at a nearby hospital and my construction and truck-driving jobs proved quite lucrative. From all appearances, it looked as though we were living the dream. Walking away from it all seemed risky and irresponsible. Yet the hunger for another adventure kept us on the move, and before we knew it, we were riding our loaded motorcycles into a shipping depot on the outskirts of Sacramento.

			That was the point of no return.

			We quickly and efficiently stripped the bikes, removing wheels, handlebars, and mirrors so they would be as compact as we could make them. Strapping them both onto wooden shipping pallets, we performed a final inspection. We bade them farewell as they began their month-long overseas voyage to Ireland – where we would start our adventure.

			As we left the shipping depot, the sun was setting, casting a warm glow over the city. The air was cool, and the streets of Sacramento were quiet except for the occasional rumble of a passing vehicle. We couldn’t help but feel a sense of gratitude for the opportunity to pursue our dreams and explore the world in our own way.

			The road ahead was uncertain, but we felt ready to face whatever challenges we would meet. While we knew we would encounter obstacles, setbacks, and unexpected twists and turns, we were determined to overcome them and keep moving. Our spirits were high as we focused our minds on the adventure that awaited us.

			As our taxi drove into the night, the stars above twinkled like tiny diamonds in the sky, reminding us of the vastness of the universe and the limitless possibilities. We were just two adventurers beginning our travels; yet, in that moment, we felt part of something much bigger than ourselves. We were a part of the universe, and the universe was a part of us.

			Suddenly, the realisation dawned on us that, after six years of planning, it was actually coming together, and our odyssey had unmistakably commenced. Echoes from that night at the Minturn Saloon, when a group of us had first conceived this wild idea, drifted back to us. Laughter over clinking glasses and the bold promises made beneath soft lights transformed into the reality we were about to embrace.
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CHAPTER TWO

			Afraid of Not Living

			Personal Diary Entry: 18th May 2013

			Day 5 (of 549)

			872 km of 62,840 km (541 mi of 39,047 mi)

			“Go south, my boy,” my father whispered to me as he bade me farewell. With a reassuring pat on the back, he sent me on a journey that would change my life forever.

			So, it was finally underway. The Cork to Cape Town adventure had begun.

			The final couple of weeks prior to leaving had been a rollercoaster of red tape and false starts, but it now felt as though we were making progress. Sarah’s parents were kind enough to let us use their home in California as a staging area for some last-minute preparations before our departure, and they threw a farewell party for our last night in the Sierra Nevada mountains. With a fixed deadline and pre-arranged flights, there was no turning back. It was time to move on.

			A smooth flight across the Atlantic took us directly into Dublin. Shortly after landing, we cruised north in a sporty little rental car towards my hometown of Strabane. It had been almost two years since I’d set foot on the “auld sod,” and the anticipation of returning had kept me awake for the entire journey. As the roads became more familiar and the landscape of my childhood unfolded before us, I felt deeply comforted. Even the unruly Irish weather blessed us with a rare sunny day.

			Lush green fields blanketed the rolling hillsides surrounding the town I had left behind in my youth. My father greeted us with warm hugs and endless cups of tea as the unique aromas of home triggered wave after wave of memories I thought I had long forgotten. As news spread of our arrival, family, friends, and neighbours gathered, turning our homecoming into an excuse for a lively celebration.

			With a fixed base for a few days, we had the time and resources to track down our motorcycles, which were scheduled to arrive in Dublin later that week. Unbeknown to us, however, while we travelled to the starting point of our trip, a US Customs official in Texas was fastidiously making a mess of our shipping arrangements, assuming we were exporting our bikes with the intention of selling them in Ireland. With Irish and US Customs now involved in the process, what should have been a simple shipment became a bureaucratic nightmare, with multiple agencies demanding their pound of flesh for the importation of our own motorcycles. Making no progress over the phone, we decided to drive to Dublin and talk to the parties involved in person to explain our situation. We eventually managed to convince an Irish Customs inspector that we were not planning to permanently import our motorcycles. A week behind schedule, they finally granted us permission to drive our reassembled bikes out of a bonded warehouse in Swords, Dublin.

			It felt a little surreal.

			We rode our motorcycles south towards Cork, beginning a voyage that had been no more than a dream for so long, but there we were: my father and my brother, Michael, both of whom had vowed to join us on their bikes for the Irish leg of our ride; and Sarah and me on our machines. The four of us drove into the sunset at the end of a productive but exhausting day.

			On what was to be the first official day of our adventure, we rose early at our B&B, packed the bikes, and made our way to one of Cork’s most recognisable landmarks, Saint Anne’s Church, known for the Bells of Shandon. The locals called it the “Four-Faced Liar” – each of the clock tower’s four faces tells a different time – it served as a fitting starting point for the Cork to Cape Town ride.

			My father kickstarted his 1950 BSA 123cc Bantam into life with a loud backfire and a cloud of smoke. It was the same model of bike he had ridden as a young man and had a top speed of 50 kph – going downhill with a tailwind. He had found this one in England a year before, and had spent months lovingly restoring it so he could join us for the beginning of our journey. My brother pulled up on his Kawasaki ER-6F behind us, and Sarah and I whooped at the front of our little convoy as we began our ride north.

			We spent the next few days winding our way up the West Coast of Ireland, enjoying the tight, twisting country roads while experiencing all kinds of weather conditions. However, with the delay at Dublin port, we were on a much tighter schedule than we had planned. What was supposed to have been a relaxed exploration of the West Coast became a race against the clock. We had timed our arrival in Ireland to coincide with the beginning of the North West 200 road races, the local equivalent of the Isle of Man Tourist Trophy – arguably the world’s most famous and dangerous motorcycle race. Many of the TT riders were now gathering in Ireland to test their skills and nerves against each other and the challenging course, a fourteen-kilometre street circuit known as the Triangle, situated between the towns of Portstewart, Coleraine, and Portrush on the north coast.

			On Thursday, we made it to Portstewart just in time for the opening evening of practice sessions. Thankfully, we got to catch three of the races that evening because the torrential rain had other plans for the rest of the event. We braved the elements on Saturday morning and stood with thousands of spectators along the impossibly narrow roads of the treacherous course. The fearless riders pushed their machines to their very limits, each one a blur of mist and noise as they screamed past us, but the weather was to be the outright victor on that day; the marshals called off the event after several high-speed crashes. Though disappointing, it was obviously the outcome of the logical reasoning that needed to happen in such scenarios.

			I needed a break from logic and reasoning.

			We drove to Belfast to stay with my sister, Joan, who worked there as a secondary school teacher. Before we left the island, Sarah and I promised Joan we’d have a little visit with her young students.

			Early Monday morning, when we drove our fully-loaded motorcycles onto the Jordanstown School grounds, an excited group of curious teenagers greeted us, chattering incessantly as they led us to their classroom. In the packed room, everyone gave us their full attention as we outlined our trip and fielded questions about our hopes and plans.

			“Aren’t you afraid of dying?” one of the children asked.

			“I think I’m more afraid of not living,” I responded.

			That afternoon, we met up with my younger sister, Gerrie, at a bar she managed in Belfast. After a late night of comfort food and beer, Sarah and I tumbled into bed tired but electrified with the thrill of knowing we were about to leave Ireland and enter the second country we’d ride through on our trip.

			When the morning’s sunshine slowly dissolved the soothing darkness, we dragged ourselves out of bed and hurried to catch the boat to Cairnryan in Scotland. The slow ferry across the North Channel gave us ample time to contemplate the whirlwind of encounters with family and friends, a blur of “hellos” and “goodbyes” marking the beginning of our journey and the end of its first leg. From this point forth, it would be just Sarah and me.

			This trip had been only an idea for so long, and it was still hard to believe we were on our way.

			As we docked in Scotland, we quietly mounted our bikes inside the damp, dark belly of the ageing ferry before taking the less-travelled coastal road towards Glasgow and beyond. We stopped frequently along the way to enjoy the stunning views and the rare fine weather. An overnight stop at the foot of Ben Nevis, Britain’s tallest mountain, left us wondering if we could fit in a hike and still make it to our destination of Findhorn at a reasonable time. We made it work, rising early the following morning before hoofing it up the Ben in record time. We were back on the road by early afternoon, getting into Findhorn in time to watch the sunset over the bay as we munched on the Scottish staple of fish and chips. With each mouthful of delicious, salty greasiness, I was sure I could feel my heart rate slowing and my arteries thickening.

			Turning south and driving into England, we made a short stop at the Holy Island of Lindisfarne. We took our bikes across the tidal causeway connecting the monastery to the mainland for more than a glimpse of the ruins from AD 635 and the 16th-century castle.

			We went to the Holy Island for the wine.

			As the monks poured us samples of their famous honey wine, I playfully elbowed Sarah with a mischievous look. When she didn’t get my message, I leaned over to whisper that I assumed the red-faced, jolly-looking monks had been doing plenty of tasting themselves as they shuffled around in their traditional tunics. There had to be some perks to living on a remote island after taking a lifelong vow of celibacy. It appeared that even in the realm of devotion, a touch of mirth and earthly pleasures found their place.

			With a rising tide threatening to cut off our road back to the mainland, we reluctantly bade the mead-merry monks farewell before continuing along the coast to Whitby and through to Robin Hood’s Bay, and as we navigated the winding coastal roads, a picturesque tapestry unfurled. Quiet villages nestled along the way, their charm highlighted by the backdrop of rolling farmland that stretched off as far as the eye could see, and majestic hilltops showcased weathered castles, their presence a testament to a bygone era. With each twist and turn in the road, we became immersed in the beauty of a landscape where history and natural splendour coalesced into an unforgettable journey.

			When planning our trip, we knew this region of England would be too charming for us not to explore.

			So we’d allocated some of our time to allow us a comfortable stay at a B&B – before we even deserved such a break. Northcliff Bed and Breakfast, situated within a five-minute walk from Robin Hood’s Bay, was run by Callum, a partner-in-crime from my college days in Scotland. Robin Hood’s Bay, resembling an M.C. Escher lithograph come to life, is a unique settlement where quaint, little cottages cling impossibly to the precipitous coastline within a warren of steep paths and secret passageways. Callum’s boisterous children proudly served as our impromptu tour guides as we journeyed through their beloved hometown. Their youthful enthusiasm breathed life into the tales of infamous pirates and hidden treasures, vividly portraying the area’s rich maritime history. Reluctantly contemplating our departure, we longed for the luxury of another day in this enchanting location.

			It was only the beginning, and it was time to move on.

			With a nasty storm chasing us from the north, we rode south to Donnington Park to attend the 2013 Horizons Unlimited (HU) UK meeting. Conceived in 1999, HU was a forum for overland travellers wanting to share current information and advice from the road. It rapidly grew into a community of individuals from every corner of the planet. Sarah and I became active members after our journey through Central and South America. Part of our commitment to the HU community involved offering assistance to people travelling through our region. On top of the wealth of relevant information HU provided, it also organised regular meetings where it was good to rub shoulders with like-minded souls who didn’t frown upon us for what we had set out to do or question our sanity for undertaking such an adventure. Indeed, our trip paled compared to some of the itineraries planned by our fellow travellers.

			For the next four days, dozens of adventurers from around the world gathered at a converted farm to share tales and advice from the road. Workshops and presentations covered a variety of topics. There was even a class on how to prepare and cook roadkill! The onsite toilet facilities appeared busier on the morning after that event. A challenging motorcycle obstacle course was set up on the grounds to test our off-road skills, and professional photographers came by to show off their ability to capture a clear shot of someone zooming past them at high speed. Established travel writers gave advice on crafting engaging stories from the road while budding filmmakers debuted their latest work. By the end of it all, we felt inspired and ready to take on anything our journey might throw at us.

			Soon, we were pulling into Bristol, where we had more family to visit. During those few enjoyable days, we spent a large part of one day hunting for the elusive murals of local street artist, Banksy, hidden throughout the city. As we left on the afternoon of June 5th and made our way east towards London, I realised it would be the last time I would see anyone from my immediate family for a very long time. We looked ahead to the day when we could repay everyone’s kind-heartedness.

			To my father, I had made a solemn vow. Every time I gazed upon the wonders that awaited me, I promised him I’d look twice – once for me, and once again for him.
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CHAPTER THREE

			The Spontaneous Adventure of Being Hopelessly Lost

			Personal Diary Entry: 5th June 2013

			Day 23 (of 549)

			3,661 km of 62,840 km (2,275 mi of 39,047 mi)

			Every decision I have made in my life, every opportunity I have taken, every left turn or right turn I have chosen, has brought me to this place and time; and this moment is all that I have.

			On entering London, we prepared ourselves for a noisy night in the middle of the concrete jungle.

			We had reserved a campsite near the district named after the Crystal Palace that burned to the ground many years before. We didn’t expect much – after all, we were in the sprawling suburbs of South London – but we were pleasantly surprised to find a lush camping ground that felt completely removed from the surrounding city.

			It felt like we’d stumbled upon a hidden oasis.

			A photojournalist we’d met at the Horizons Unlimited gathering had suggested we check out the work of Sebastião Salgado, a Brazilian photographer famous for his breathtaking landscapes and moody portraits, who was currently exhibiting at the Natural History Museum. Hoping to pick up a few pointers on how to improve our prowess with a camera, we left our oasis the next morning and made our way to South Kensington.

			Coincidentally, it appeared as though every school in England had chosen that day to take their students on a field trip to the same museum. What we’d hoped would be a peaceful, contemplative experience turned out to be something quite different. After a raucous morning, thoroughly outnumbered, we beat a hasty retreat to the Covent Garden district for lunch.

			We spent the rest of the afternoon exploring the West End, somehow stumbling – on more than one occasion – into London’s red-light district, before crossing paths with an old Israeli friend from my rafting days in Nepal. Such coincidences delighted me: when I, from Country A, met someone from Country B when we were both working in Country C; and then ran into that same person again in Country D. What a small world indeed.

			***

			The following morning saw us up bright and early, motoring our way towards Dover for a midday ferry to France, fighting fierce crosswinds along the way. A quick stop for breakfast at a roadside café provided us with a wonderful reminder of the exquisite quality of English cuisine. With full bellies and greasy lips, we rode our bikes into the heart of a cross-channel ferry and sailed to France, saying goodbye to the White Cliffs of Dover, over which there was not so much as a hint of blue sky.

			An hour and a half later, after a choppy crossing, we rode onto French soil via the port of Calais. We’d made the decision to push north towards the Netherlands and decided Dunkirk would be as good a place as any to spend the night. After pitching our tent and devouring a delicious camp stove meal, we took a walk along the beach, watching the kite boarders skip across the white-capped waves. It was hard to imagine how it must have looked on those fateful days of the frantic Allied evacuation so many years before.

			As a new day dawned, we plotted a course for Bruges, Belgium, to avoid all the major highways. Soon, without even realising it, we crossed yet another border, surprised at how the continent had changed since my youth. Other than subtle differences in the road surface and street signs, there were few other indicators that we had entered another country. Gone were the security checkpoints, passport stamps, customs officials, and currency exchanges – all sacrificed upon the altar of the European Union.

			It all stood in stark contrast to the memories I had of growing up in my divided homeland.

			My hometown’s proximity to the border made crossing it an almost daily occurrence. I would cross from my home to the Republic for various reasons – to visit friends, access great surf on the West Coast, and find cheaper fuel. Each time, I was wary as I approached the border.

			Ominous British military compounds straddled every border crossing between Northern Ireland and the Republic. Beneath drab olive gun towers, a maze of concrete barriers prevented vehicles from approaching at speed, so traffic would snake along under the watchful eyes of heavily armed soldiers who nervously aimed their guns at the occupants within. Driving into the Republic was often accompanied by a collective sigh of relief.

			It was only in the late ’90s when these immense checkpoints began to disappear, a consequence of the peace process.

			For obvious reasons, my early experience with border crossings left me with a feeling of dread every time I had to cross a border. On the other hand, travelling around Europe, with its seemingly invisible borders, was a breeze.

			How times had changed.

			Once we’d crossed from France to Belgium, finding Bruges proved easy, but finding our campsite was a little more complicated. We had deliberately decided to exclude a GPS on this trip as we’d discovered getting lost can sometimes lead to the most fascinating places, geographically and emotionally. But this time, we didn’t find ourselves feeling more engaged and connected with our surroundings, and we definitely didn’t come across an interesting character emerging from the mist and chuckling as he pointed, “thattaway.” We were hungry and tired – in no mood to enjoy the spontaneous adventure of being hopelessly lost. After several hours of frustrating wrong turns, dead ends, and disagreements, we eventually found our campsite.

			We hastily set up our tent, cooked a light meal, and then ate wordlessly. We began speaking again as we cleaned up and decided what to do next. Sarah suggested we take a gentle stroll through the campsite. We held hands as we walked, laughing at our endless bickering while lost. Eventually, full and content, we allowed ourselves another silence, this one comfortable and healthy.

			I smiled as my mind landed on a memory from long ago.

			I hadn’t had my driver’s licence for very long when a friend asked me for a ride south to Dublin. My father was kind enough to let me borrow his car. Once I had dropped off my buddy, I began the long and lonely drive home. It was late evening when I spotted a hitchhiker heading in the same direction, so I pulled over and offered him a lift. His destination wasn’t on my planned route, but it was cold outside, and the lively conversation was a welcome distraction from the monotony of the road. I decided to do more than just help him get closer to where he was going – I would take him all the way there.

			After I had dropped my passenger at his home, I realised I was in an unfamiliar part of the country. It was dark by then, and I knew the border was close, so I figured if I just continued north, I would eventually find a crossing back into Northern Ireland. The sky was clear enough to navigate using the stars, but the winding roads made it challenging to stay on course.

			Before long, I had absolutely no idea where I was.

			Suddenly, the roadside signage changed. Those of the Republic were black on white, while those of Northern Ireland were white on green. It appeared as though I had discovered a secret route into the North devoid of any military presence. For several kilometres, I congratulated myself on my cunning navigational skills before rounding a corner and seeing the distinctive spotlights of a sizable army outpost.

			I’d learned from an early age that turning around within sight of the security forces could invoke suspicion and a possible violent response, so I continued weaving my way between the defensive barriers. When I finally reached the young soldier standing in the middle of the road, the headlight beams made the puffs of his breath visible in the chilly night air, and I rolled down my window. I expected the standard list of questions about my intentions but didn’t manage to prepare proper answers ahead of time.

			“Evening, sir,” he said in a youthful voice. He wasn’t much older than I was.

			“How are you?” I replied.

			“So where are you going on this fine evening, mate?”

			“I haven’t the foggiest idea,” I responded.

			“You what? Where are you coming from?” was his somewhat puzzled reply.

			“I haven’t got a clue where I’m coming from, either.” I chuckled to myself as I realised how ridiculous I must have sounded.

			It took some explaining to alleviate the young soldier’s suspicions, but I was eventually able to convince him that I wasn’t as clever as I thought I was when it came to finding my way.

			I was pulled from my thoughts by Sarah’s soft, “Oh!”

			She let go of my hand and pointed at two other motorcycles parked nearby bearing US licence plates and two intrepid individuals performing a little routine maintenance. Dawn and Paul quickly became close friends, and we were soon discussing the details of our respective journeys. They were en route to Mongolia and just beginning the European leg of their adventure. We talked late into the evening, sharing any tips and information we thought would be helpful to each other. It was refreshing to encounter kindred spirits on a road that sometimes felt lonely. We rose early the next day to bid them a fond farewell, hoping our paths would cross again soon.

			The beautiful city of Bruges, with its faded grandeur steeped in history, had once been one of Europe’s most important ports. But the gradual over-silting of its harbour had left it abandoned, destitute, and practically forgotten for over 500 years. Narrow, cobbled streets, an intricate network of canals, grand, open plazas, and elegant architectural wonders all spoke of a past interrupted. Organic street plans from a less-regulated age provided endless surprises for the inquisitive visitor.

			We enjoyed an exquisite lunch at the oldest café in Bruges, the Vlissinghe, dating back to 1515, savouring flavours that echoed centuries of tradition. We sipped locally crafted beers from the seemingly endless selection at the Beer Wall. The aroma of freshly baked waffles wafted through the air, enticing us to sample the delectable treats from a street vendor. Sitting on the polished steps of an old townhouse, we relished each bite while the melodic tunes of street musicians enveloped us in a romantic atmosphere.

			As darkness descended, a transformation occurred.

			Spotlights illuminated the city’s landmarks, casting a magical glow on its storied architecture. The bars and cafés came alive, their windows sparkling with warmth and bonhomie. Once forgotten, Bruges shimmered with renewed vitality under the night sky. In this city frozen in time, we witnessed an enduring spirit that whispered secrets from the past while offering moments of delight in the present.
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CHAPTER FOUR

			Zeb and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance

			Personal Diary Entry: 23rd June 2013

			Day 41 (of 549)

			5926 km of 62,840 km (3682 mi of 39,047 mi)

			With each passing day, I can sense subtle changes in how we both relate to our motorcycles. Bonds are forming between us and our machines. A feeling of deep satisfaction settles upon us when we perform even the simplest routine maintenance.

			We were getting used to sitting on our bikes, listening to them hum and roar beneath us, watching the scenery blur around us, and feeling our eyes become razor-focused on the road ahead. And it was in this trance-like state we rode towards the Netherlands.

			Rotterdam was to be our next destination. Again, we mostly avoided all the main highways, meandering our way north through sleepy villages and fertile farmland, past windmills old and new, over bridges, under tunnels, and finally approaching the city via Europe’s busiest port.

			The second-most populated city of the Netherlands proved to be a pleasant surprise. Little remained of the original city centre after the intense bombings of World War II, and Dutch architects had taken it upon themselves to create a lively, tasteful new centre from what was left. An imaginative mix of innovative styles surrounded colourful street markets, giving the city a fresh, young feel – a radical contrast to our previous stop, Bruges. While there was a fierce rivalry between Rotterdam and the capital, Amsterdam, most Dutch people we spoke with quietly favoured the former.

			Next up was the city where anything goes.

			No visit to the Netherlands would have been complete without a stop in Amsterdam, widely regarded as Europe’s most open-minded metropolis. It seemed unfortunate that the relaxed laws on cannabis use and the candid sex industry were what the city was most famous for when it had so much more to offer. Tall, skinny houses leaned haphazardly against each other, overlooking cobblestoned streets all entwined in a spider web of working canals. In this city, the bicycle was king, and crossing the street could become an ordeal of dodging two opposing lanes of cars, trams, bikes, scooters, and hurried locals on foot. The resident population relished the challenge of cycling past at breakneck speeds, deftly avoiding the stoned tourists and treacherous tram tracks.

			We took a circuitous route as we entered the metropolis, slowly spiralling our way towards the city centre. We’d found this approach to be a rather useful practice for getting our bearings in new surroundings. The early morning streets were still damp from a heavy dew or a light rain. I could sense a slight lack of traction under my front tyre each time I cornered the bike.

			As I accelerated out of one particularly sharp turn, the rear end of my bike suddenly began to fishtail, and I struggled to keep it upright. Once I had my machine under control, I looked in my mirror to see how Sarah had fared, hoping my loss of control had served as an indicator for her to slow down. I let out an audible gasp as I saw her rear tyre lose its grip on the slick road beneath her. She fought bravely, but the weight of her heavily loaded machine was too much, and she went down. She slid across the road on her side, the bike on top of her.

			It all seemed to play out in slow motion, and I felt powerless to help.

			I pulled over and dismounted, running back towards where she lay prone in the middle of the road, thankful there was light traffic on the quiet street. When I reached her, I knelt beside her, trying to keep my panic from showing.

			“Are you okay?” My voice trembled.

			“Yes,” she grunted. “Just a little shaken. Now, help me get this thing off me.”

			We assessed her condition once we were back on our feet, with the bike on its side stand. As a nurse, Sarah was well-versed in physiology and quickly established there were no serious injuries. We looked over the bike and, other than a few scratches, nothing appeared to be broken. We hugged each other as the adrenaline began to wear off, and the shaking subsided. I was so relieved she wasn’t hurt. The fall served as a sudden reminder that things could go wrong in a heartbeat, and we resolved to be more cautious from this point onwards.

			We had agreed upon a camp on the periphery of the city, and after our spill, we decided to take the rest of the day off after setting up our tent. I used the opportunity to lubricate my chain. Unable to fully relax after what happened, I needed a distraction to keep my mind from wandering to all the worst-case scenarios.

			I propped my bike on its centre stand, removed the hard luggage cases, and rolled out my tools. Sarah napped while I lost myself in thoroughly cleaning each chain link before applying some much-needed lubricant.

			As I quietly worked my way along the length of the heavy chain, I heard the throaty sound of a powerful motorcycle engine approaching. I looked up to see an absolute giant of a man straddling what looked like a toy motorcycle. He had spotted our bikes and deftly dodged the tents crowding the campground until he pulled alongside our tent. Then I realised he was riding a normal-sized bike and was even larger than I had first thought.

			He abruptly killed his engine and began fumbling with a crutch tied along the length of his bike. Once he freed the crutch, he puffed and panted as he struggled to dismount; the whole process looked agonising. Finally, he stood, slowly unfolding to his true, staggering height, partly supporting himself with the flimsy crutch. With his other hand, he removed his helmet and, with an insane-looking grin, introduced himself in a deep, booming voice.

			“Hi, my name is Zeb.” He eyed the empty ground next to our tent. “Do you mind if I camp next to you?”

			“Of course not,” I responded, wondering if anyone had ever said “no” to this colossus.

			“Very well,” he replied as he began unloading his camping gear.

			“Would you like some help?” I asked, watching him do everything with one hand, the other occupied with his crutch.

			He guffawed at the remark. “What I look like?” he responded in his thick, Hungarian accent. “Some sort of cripple?”

			He watched me carefully as I subdued a smile, and then he patted my back with his free hand, almost knocking me off my feet as we burst into laughter. After the stressful morning, it was just what I needed, and we became instant friends. Sarah popped her head out of the tent to see what all the noise was about and Zeb smiled and introduced himself. He proceeded to lighten our spirits with stories from his colourful past, explaining how he received each of the injuries that had left him with an endless list of physical complaints. Strangely, not a single story involved a motorcycle. From sky-diving to mountaineering – he had done it all – and each account of his intrepid adventures invariably ended with him lying in a puddle of his own blood with multiple broken bones.

			He noticed my tool roll, lying open next to the rear tyre of my bike.

			“Oh no!” he exclaimed. “You have problem?”

			When I explained that I was just performing some preventative maintenance, he looked confused.

			“What is this . . . pre-ven-ta-tive-main-te-nance?” he asked, carefully enunciating each syllable as though it were some dark magic spell.

			“Well, I try to prevent things from breaking, before they break.” It sounded ridiculous, even as I said it.

			I’m sure his laughter could be heard across the entire campground and beyond. “My friend,” he said, tears rolling down his face. “If something is going to break, it’s going to break. Why not wait until it breaks and then fix it?”

			Speechless, I blinked at him, the concept being so foreign to me.

			He continued. “You should be spending your time with your beautiful lady and making the most of this wonderful day. Life is short. Believe me, I know.” He tapped his damaged leg with his worn crutch as if to emphasise the point.

			I smiled.

			“Look at my beautiful girl.” He proudly pointed at his bike. “Nothing is broken.”

			I glanced at his bike. It was in such terrible condition that I couldn’t even identify the model or make, but the machine had sounded heavenly as he approached earlier. After Sarah’s crash that morning, I strongly agreed with Zeb’s sage advice. I stopped what I was doing and put my tools away.

			While Zeb set up his camp, Sarah joined me sitting on a rock as I pulled out our guidebooks, and after a hug, we began to research things to do in Amsterdam.

			Museums and galleries abounded throughout the city, and we had a hard time deciding which ones to visit on our limited budget. Fellow travellers had recommended two, so we set aside several days to explore and relax.

			We spent half a day at the Sex Museum, on the edge of the red-light district, gazing in wonder at the endless methods, paraphernalia, art, and oddities associated with sex.

			It turns out people have been doing it for years – who would have guessed?

			Thoroughly enlightened, yet surprisingly un-shocked in this internet age, we left in search of a coffee shop where we could plan our next excursion. While we leisurely wandered until we found exactly what we were looking for, we ended up having an entertaining afternoon of people-watching and picture-taking.

			The next day was set aside for a tour of the more refined Rijksmuseum, located on the outskirts of the city centre. Relics of Dutch history from the Enlightenment to present day, enclosed in the labyrinth of the elaborate city gateway, could have kept us enthralled for weeks. Most enchanting were the rooms filled with the works of the masters of oil and canvas – from Rembrandt to Vermeer to Van Gogh. Gazing upon these masterpieces filled us with hope, for as much aggression as the human race is capable of, there is still the ability to produce such timeless beauty. As we deciphered headlines in the local press about conflicts around the world, particularly in regions we were moving towards, the human effort wasted on war seemed all the more futile. It’s been argued that without war there would be less progress, but that all depends on how we define progress.

			It is a heartbreaking paradox that humans are capable of incredible innovation and unfathomable evil.

			As a species, we have exhibited a great deal of ingenuity when it comes to devising ways to destroy ourselves. It is truly remarkable how much of our time, resources, and creativity have been dedicated to inventing ever-more sophisticated means of warfare. How many people, potentially even more brilliant than Einstein, da Vinci, Mozart, or Steinbeck, were never allowed to enrich our lives; their genius sacrificed upon this altar of progress; their gifts lost forever to the ravages of war, enslavement, or genocide?

			The sad truth is that if we were to channel the same amount of effort towards making this world a better place for everyone, we could accomplish unimaginable things. We could end poverty, hunger, and disease while building sustainable communities that promote social justice and environmental stewardship; we could unlock new technologies that would make our lives easier, healthier, and more fulfilling. The possibilities are endless.

			We must decide where we direct our energy and resources and ultimately choose what kind of world we want to live in.

			***

			After several reflective days in Amsterdam, we were eager to move on and leave behind the windswept lowlands of Holland. We pushed ourselves and our bikes onward and into Germany.

			We crossed yet another invisible line on the earth, drawn towards the Rhine Valley, and pulled over alongside the road to Koblenz for our first night of “wild camping.” We planned to do more of this as the weather improved, but to describe it as “wild” was a bit of a stretch. Pulling the bikes underneath some secluded trees near a rest stop, we were most definitely aware of the moderately busy road right beside us. As soon as we pitched our tent, we discovered that on the other side of the trees, a railroad track was constantly in use. The German nation has a reputation for punctuality, and every thirty minutes, almost to the second, a high-speed train would whizz past, close enough to buffet the fabric of our tent while shaking the ground we slept on. Aeroplanes flew overhead throughout the night, and boats blew their horns. You’d think that would have had us packing up and searching for another place to rest, but we remained.

			When you are tired enough, it is possible to sleep anywhere.

			After sixteen full half-hours of sleep, we rode into Koblenz, home of the Lorelei: a large slate rock that rises over a hundred metres out of the Rhine River. As the swift current caresses the base of the towering cliff, we heard a gentle murmur across the surface of the water. Legend has it, the beautifully tragic Lore Lay, betrayed by her lover, threw herself into the turbulent channel; her body lost forever. Now, her spirit sits upon the rock, combing her golden hair and distracting passing sailors with her beauty and song, luring them to a watery death.

			After all the heavy rain this region had experienced of late, the Rhine was at full capacity – an impressive sight. Many of the campsites along its shores were closed due to flooding, and watching the skippers manoeuvre their barges and tour boats with grace against the relentless flow was a sight to behold. After many years of rafting all over the world, Sarah and I had developed a healthy respect for the seductive charm and deadly potential of big water.

			Gradually, the weather improved on a journey which, up until now, had been beset by high winds and torrential rain. The sun emerged, blue skies appeared, and the roads began to dry. It was just in time, as our road twisted its way south, hugging the banks of the Rhine. We’d read a little about this region, and another biker had recommended the road, but nothing had prepared us for the rugged beauty of this landscape.

			Bustling towns and hamlets with lively beer gardens and cafés lined the route, forcing us to ease back on the throttle and savour our surroundings. Every strategic high spot seemed to be topped by a castle, fortress, or monastery – sometimes all three at once. Some lay in ruins, but the majority appeared to have occupants still. Beside the river, at the foot of each rise, was a settlement almost in direct proportion in size to the fort above. I couldn’t help but wonder if the success of the barons and bishops residing above depended on the village and its people below, or vice versa.

			Sadly, the road we were so thoroughly enjoying became wider and straighter, and it was time to start thinking about where to camp. We decided to make the small city of Würzburg home for the next few days and arrived early enough in the afternoon to set up camp in a beautifully manicured campground and explore the historical Old Town.

			Perched upon a hill overlooking the city was an impressive monastery that was once home to the bishop princes of Würzburg. It was a palace within a castle, within another castle, on top of other fortresses older still; each destroyed, rebuilt, and repurposed over millennia. We crossed the mediaeval footbridge of carved stone statues and cobbles stretching over the river, connecting the old town to the steep, narrow street which climbed up to the formidable castle walls. By early evening, after sampling some delicious local bratwurst, we made our way back to camp to begin planning for the following day.

			As Sarah and I rode through the gates into the campsite, I noticed an older gentleman near the reservations office do a double take when he saw our loaded bikes. As we unpacked our modest supplies for that evening’s meal, he approached and quietly observed us, his attention focused primarily on our motorcycles.

			“Do you ride?” I asked.

			“Many years before . . . and I still miss it,” he responded in a heavy German accent.

			I offered my hand and he shook it firmly. As the bikes cooled, the engines quietly ticking, he appeared to be struggling to find the words he needed to express himself. I sensed that he longed to get back on a motorcycle; they certainly can have that effect on a person.

			“A long time ago, I travelled everywhere on my motorcycle. I loved that beautiful machine and the freedom it gave me,” he finally said.

			“Why did you stop?” I asked.

			“Oh, you know. Life, responsibilities, children.” He shrugged, walking a slow circle around our bikes.

			Then he paused, pointed at himself, and said, “My name is Hans, and I own this campsite. I get to meet lots of adventurous people like you, and it allows me to relive my youth when I hear about their travels. Can you tell me about your journey?”

			“Please join us,” Sarah said as she cleared a space at the picnic table.

			He sat with us as we prepared dinner, and we shared a bottle of wine, listening to him reminisce about his adventures as a young man on his motorcycle before he decided to settle down. He seemed fascinated with our plans and was particularly impressed that Sarah was on her own bike. He remarked that most couples rode two-up.

			I told him about our journey through Central and South America on one machine and Sarah’s stubborn determination to ride her own for this journey. As an accomplished river guide, Sarah was a natural leader. On a single motorcycle, there can be only one person in charge of the necessary split-second decisions. I was aware of Sarah’s frustration multiple times during that trip that she wasn’t in control. Soon after we returned from that adventure, I found Sarah, her finger on her bottom lip, thinking as she walked around the motorcycle. She noticed me and looked up.

			“Teach me,” she said, gesturing towards the bike.

			“To ride?” I asked.

			She nodded, and climbed onto the front of the bike, implying that I should ride pillion.

			My first attempt to teach her how to ride didn’t go as planned. We found a deserted car park, and I ran her through the basics. She had picked up a surprising amount of knowledge from riding as a passenger, but the weight of the bike was initially too much for her. When I finally encouraged her to take full control, she smoothly accelerated, performed multiple turns, and manoeuvred through an improvised obstacle course we had set up before coming to a controlled, deliberate stop. Without momentum, though, she lost her balance, and the bike crashed to the ground, narrowly missing her leg.

			Watching a person you deeply care for almost hurt themselves can be enormously stressful.

			The fall had bruised her confidence, and she was reluctant to ride again. We agreed that a professional instructor and a lighter bike would probably be wiser for her – and our relationship. We found exactly what we needed on our return to Colorado: a weekend-long course that taught some theory and a lot of practical skills, all on lighter, lower machines. After the intensive program, I was shocked by how much she had improved. She would amaze me every day with how confidently she handled her bike. She seemed to be a natural.
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