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To Jackson


My greatest adventure









Introduction


Nineteen years ago, everything changed. It was the day I realised that adventure is not a frivolous luxury but a necessity of the human spirit.


I was standing in the rain outside the iconic Royal Geographical Society (RGS) in London. During the previous summer of 2002, I had led a group of young people through the Amazon, and we had reconvened to present our findings. I was just twenty-six years old – the youngest Chief Leader the British Exploring Society (BES) had ever let lead this kind of expedition. I had nearly a decade of experience on my own, but I still had a lot to learn. Although I’d experienced my own personal transformation as a result of adventuring, I had no appreciation of the kind of impact adventurous activity could have on other people. As I waited, a woman approached me.


‘What did you do to my daughter?’ she asked.


I panicked for a moment, a whole host of scenarios running through my head. There was the girl who’d been bitten by a bat. Could it have been her? Maybe she was part of the team that missed their resupply and had to subsist on nothing but tinned sardines for two days? Or maybe she was one of the unlucky few who experienced the joy of jungle parasites?


Before I could say anything, the woman gave me a giant bear hug, like we were long lost friends. ‘I don’t recognise her,’ she said. ‘She’s a different girl. She’s so much happier. I can’t thank you enough.’ She told me her daughter was Alice, and then it clicked. Alice had been one of my toughest challenges of the trip. A seventeen-year-old with low self-confidence and a history of self-harm, Alice struggled – mentally, academically and socially. While most of the team formed fast friendships, when we first set out Alice was distant. Friends didn’t come easy, it seemed, and she wasn’t connecting well with the rest of the group. I tried a few different tactics to bring her into the fold, but nothing seemed to work. So, I gave her a job.


I put Alice in charge of the group kit for her team of twelve. Basically, she was responsible for ensuring the team was equipped with the right gear. It was an important job – and one that would require her to talk to every member of the team. At first, I helped her. I didn’t want her to panic or become more fearful. But little by little, Alice owned the role. I could see she was smart and capable – and eventually, so could she.


A few weeks into the expedition, I visited Alice’s team. They had been moving around the jungle but had set up camp for a few days to assemble bat netting and carry out biological surveys. When I found them, I was pleased to discover that Alice had volunteered to be the camp manager, running the day-to-day logistics of their base-camp. The timid girl I had met at the airport just a few weeks earlier was now confidently striding about her jungle camp, arranging water-purification checks, making cooking schedules and assigning work rotations. I almost didn’t recognise her.


From the outside, it was impossible to miss the transformation. The girl who had joined the expedition and the young woman who’d returned to her family in Britain were strikingly different. But I’d never considered how deep a transformation it could prove to be – and how long it might last once she was out of the jungle. And yet, six months later, here was her mother, hugging me in the rain, telling me that Alice now helped out at home, had brought her grades up and, perhaps most importantly, even had a few new friends.


For all my memories of that trip – the boat that sank, the Toyota I rolled on a jungle track, and all the wonderful young people – I’ll never forget this one interaction outside the RGS. It seems as clear today as it was the day after it happened. I believe that it’s so seared into my memory because it was the moment I came to fully believe in the power of adventure to change people’s lives for the better. Before being embraced by Alice’s mum, adventure was simply a fix for me – my way of escaping myself and feeling most alive, hooked like an addict, always searching for the next challenge. Yet, since that moment, my focus has shifted from the next expansive jungle, big mountain or open ocean to the many ways that I can make a positive impact on the world, with adventure as the way.


Adventure changed my life. And for the last twenty-six years of taking others on adventurous activities, I have seen it change people of all ages and abilities, and from all walks of life – seen it turn the timid into the confident, the addicted into the recovering and the lost into the intentionally wandering. As a force for change, adventure can be powerful like few others. But the day I met Alice’s mum was the day I asked myself the question I can’t stop asking: how can we harness the transformational power of adventure, both for ourselves and for others? And this is what Adventure Revolution is all about. We’ll journey across jungles, up volcanoes and down rivers with people who had a lot to lose but even more to gain from adventure. We’ll also camp under the stars close to home and learn to surf or climb for the first time – adventure does not have to be in hostile environments or involve breaking records to count.


We’ll meet Amina, a homeless, angry teenager who became an inspiring youth leader. And Freyja, a successful yet unsatisfied manager who, through climbing, became a proactive, brave woman in charge of her life and career. And Kelvyn, an entrepreneur who was able to use adventure to help him cope with tragic events in his life and now helps others to boost their own wellbeing through adventure. These are normal people, not adrenaline junkies or superhumans.


Since that moment outside the RGS, I’ve noticed the powerful transformation possible when we answer our inbuilt call to adventure. And I’ve come to understand the damage caused when we ignore it. We have developed and become boxed in by an always-on synthetic environment that prioritises efficiency and convenience over nature and natural challenge. Our chronic disconnection from outdoor adventure means we’re underestimating its benefits for our wellbeing. We think of adventure as a luxury, not a necessity, and by doing so, have lost the understanding of how good it makes us feel and how transformative its power can be. Ignoring the call to adventure has become the status quo.


Thanks to advances in technology and improvements in housing standards we go outdoors less than any generation before us. We are safer and more comfortable than ever before. Standards of living are better for the vast majority of us than they have ever been. And yet, for the first time since records began, life expectancy has fallen in several developed countries in recent years and mental-health problems have reached an all-time high. In an age of such wealth and comfort, this seems paradoxical. Living sedentary, unadventurous lives affects our physical and mental health, making us unfit, more anxious and less resilient.


The biggest change has been in the last thirty years. My friend Richie (who you will meet later in the book swimming the rapids of the mighty Zambezi River) noted that when he was at school, he’d play in the woodland behind the playground every break time, free and unsupervised. His son now goes to the same school and the woodland is still there. However, today it is fenced off, surrounded by warning signs, and no one is allowed to enter unless it’s during weekly structured forest-school lessons. This is the new normal.


In short, modern life, for too many of us, has become too restrictive. We’ve become victims of convenience – bored, risk averse and disconnected from the natural world. Beyond making us unwell, the absence of adventure is keeping us from being the best versions of ourselves that we can be. But there is another way. Taking my two decades of experience as an adventurer and the latest research in brain and behaviour, I’ll show you the many positive effects adventure can have for individuals, groups and society, and how a more adventurous life enables us:




•To heal, recover and rise after adversity


•To bring up well-rounded and resilient children


•To face fear


•To stretch ourselves and grow


•To strengthen relationships


•To find joy


•To find meaning


•To boost wellbeing and life satisfaction


•To optimise how we function on a day-to-day basis (how we think, feel and behave)


•To become our best selves





In the first three chapters, we’ll explore the impact adventure has on people and what poets and philosophers have known for eons: that adventure matters. We will also address what happens when we lack adventure in our lives and what we can do about it. Then, in chapter four and beyond, we’ll delve more deeply into the specific ways adventure can help us become our best selves, and we’ll uncover the surprisingly simple ways that you can live more adventurously without the need to quit your job and cycle round the world or throw yourself off a bungee jump.


I truly believe that adventure is a necessity for our wellbeing, physically and mentally. It teaches us to confront challenges, to take risks, and to appreciate our wild places and each other – all while giving us moments of real joy. What’s more, anyone can do it.


And it’s fun. There are so many things we’re told we should be doing to make ourselves happier and healthier: going to the gym, cutting out sugar, reducing the salt we eat, going to therapy, being mindful. It can be exhausting just thinking about everything we ought to be doing. But the beauty of adventure is that it’s natural and fun (even when it’s not fun; more about that in chapter nine). Adventure is something to look forward to, a pleasure to look back on and mostly enjoyable at the time too. As such, adventure is a welcome addition to our list of ‘must dos’ as we strive to be healthier and happier.


At the end of the day, adventure might just be the most natural way to make a change and tackle the many health issues that we face. I hope Adventure Revolution will help spark a change for you, the reader, and maybe even in society more widely. Let it tempt you to get up, go outside and try something new.









One


Inspiration Contagion




‘Not because it is easy, but because it is hard.’


John F. Kennedy





Two thousand feet up the side of Concepción, an active volcano in central Nicaragua, the mud-spattered wheelchair lay on its side, its green frame glinting in the unforgiving sun, the metal too hot to touch. Climbing karabiners and straps lay abandoned around it; a coil of rope hung off the seat. Not surprisingly, given its extraordinary location, this was no ordinary wheelchair. It had four equalsized wheels with thick tyres to navigate the rock-strewn terrain, wide handlebars at the back for pushing and brakes at the front for the user to control the speed. This beaten-up piece of equipment looked like it had been somewhere and meant something. And it had: it was currently twenty-seven days into a coast-to-coast crossing of Nicaragua. The clinking of karabiners against the frame, the creaking of rope under tension and the audible straining of human breath no longer surrounded it. Now, in the hot still air, there was only silence.


The chair had been abandoned by Ade Adepitan, who had lost the use of his legs to polio as a child and had become Britain’s best-known wheelchair basketball player. After winning a bronze medal at the 2004 Paralympics, he and his mane of long locks had regularly appeared on TV. And now, his wheelchair defeated, he was half the way up the volcano on his hands and knees, making a bid for the summit with Karl, a one-legged amputee he’d met just weeks before.


I have only to gaze into the distance for all the years to drop away, and I see them again, these two men struggling upwards together. I have many adventure tales to tell, but this became one of the most important expeditions I’d ever participate in. For it wasn’t just my life touched for ever by these five weeks in Central America; the journey had a profound impact on the whole team – novices and experienced adventurers alike – but also, crucially, on everyone who witnessed it.


In late 2004, several months before we faced the volcano, I had been invited to join the expedition, named Beyond Boundaries. Expedition leader Ken Hames, an ex-major in the SAS, was planning to lead eleven people across Nicaragua from the Atlantic coast to the Pacific Ocean, a 220-mile crossing. The entire expedition was to be televised on prime-time BBC TV. However, not only did the selected explorers have zero expedition experience, they were also physically disabled. The team included two wheelchair users, Ade and Sophie; Jane, who had lost both her lower legs; and Karl, Lorraine and Glenn, each of whom had one leg. Then there were Warren and Toby, each with one arm; Daryl with spina bifida; Amar, who was blind; and Charlie, who was deaf.


By the time we reached the volcano, several team members had dropped out for different reasons. Those remaining had crossed hundreds of miles of thick jungle and dry savannah. The physical effort of pushing wheelchairs through sticky mud and clambering through uneven terrain would be diffi-cult for anyone. But in doing so without being able to see or hear, and with extraordinary strain on muscles, tendons, prosthetic legs and arms, the remaining team members had already overcome what had seemed impossible.


Yet summiting the volcano would prove to be the toughest challenge yet. From its base, the volcano filled the entire sky, obliterating the landscape all around; its sides rose ominously above us and stretched in every direction, overwhelmingly everywhere. The team rigged the wheelchair to straps and pullies so it could be manhandled up the slope by a three-man team and held from rolling backwards after each push. The hauling team of Karl, Toby and Amar worked together to help Ade push his wheelchair nearly halfway up the volcano. That in itself was a seemingly insurmountable challenge. However, the already treacherous rocky terrain suddenly changed from a thirty-degree to forty-five-degree incline. Over the next two exhausting hours, the team covered just 600 feet. The incline had become too steep; the painfully slow progress was just too much to bear. They reluctantly agreed it wouldn’t be possible to take the wheelchair any further. Ade needed to find another way to reach the summit.


It was too much. He broke down and cried. Ade is so strong I couldn’t bear to watch this happen – none of us could. It was soul destroying, and yet completely and utterly human. I cried for the first time on that expedition too. It was the only time I’d witnessed Ade to be anything but determined to get to the top. Seeing his face show a hint of defeat knocked the whole team for six. Ade had been the driving force and morale booster of the team throughout the entire expedition due to his unstoppable, positive energy. Nothing had dented his ability to dig deep and find more reserves, until now.


And for Ade, this was vulnerability in the extreme. Televised. But he resolved to keep going. He crawled and hauled himself upwards. Inch by inch, with either his thighs or knees scraping painfully over the burning-hot volcanic rock, Ade dragged himself up that volcano with all his might. To ease the pain, he’d swap between two positions: pushing himself up with his arms in an outward sitting position and crawling on his hands and knees. Karl remained by his side for every push, drag and strain.


Five excruciating hours later, they reached the summit. A completely shattered Ade lay on the ground and, gripping onto Karl’s hand, quietly wept. ‘Karl, man,’ he said. ‘Thanks, man. That’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done, full stop. Without a doubt!’ He’d reached the summit by crawling and pulling himself up more than 3,000 feet without the aid and security of his chair.


Ade explained to me in 2020, sixteen years after the summit, that he’d returned from his ‘seismic challenge’ of an adventure for ever changed. He recalled how he’d felt at the time of abandoning his wheelchair: ‘My heart sunk as I thought, What am I going to do here? I always saw getting into a chair as a way of getting from A to B in a more dignified manner, a way of keeping my self-respect. I had a flash-back to when I was called “black monkey” because of the way I had to crawl around. My wheelchair gave me a chance to do so many things; it was like discovering the greatest invention in the world. It has been my biggest source of empowerment. So, getting out of it on the volcano meant I had to deal with ideas of lost independence, all captured on camera and shown to the world.’


When I asked him how he felt about it now, he had a different outlook: ‘The way I looked, I thought people would see me as weaker if I showed vulnerability, but now I see that it’s a strength to show it, and I worry less about how others perceive me.’ Even after all this time, he saw that relatively brief period in his life as a major turning point, which he still thought about every couple of weeks, calling it his ‘watershed – a life affirming point’ when he realised what was possible. ‘My life is split into before and after Beyond Boundaries. Challenging and achieving the impossible is something I’m used to talking about and dealing with as an athlete, but when you do something you didn’t think you could do – that is special! That empowers you, supercharges you, cements who you are and what you should be trying to achieve.’


Ade explained it was different to sport, because it was out of his comfort zone completely. He was used to the basketball court, having trained all his life and prepared himself for that from age eleven. But he had never prepared himself for the unforeseen challenges of being an adventurer, which, Ade said, freed him.


Adventure opened Ade up to pursue possibilities he’d not have considered before. Fifteen years later, now a household name, Ade’s latest TV series Africa with Ade Adepitan, showing him discovering Africa by (albeit more conventional) wheelchair, had recently aired, and Ade was bringing his passion for adventure to others and inspiring more people with his charity work.


For me, the way Ade explained his life as split into ‘before and after’ his adventure conjured up an image of a butterfly. They are of course a symbol of change, but it was also because of the sight that had greeted us when we reached the summit of Concepción. The landscape was barren on the final ascent; we climbed hot, dusty rock with choking sulphurous fumes billowing around us. But as we reached the top, a bright yellow shape flew across my path. Looking up, the air seemed to be alive with shifting colours, the unforgiving parched landscape suddenly transformed by a kaleidoscope of shapes and tones. I remember, as we sat to take it all in, hundreds of butterflies filling the air, brushing our bare skin, occasionally landing to share our seats of rock. The moving current of wings was surreal, otherworldly, amid this human drama, and I remember feeling awestruck by this extraordinary scene and uplifted by the delightful wonder of multicoloured butterflies fluttering all around us. The beauty of it was overwhelming. It was like they were spurring us on and celebrating our achievement and our transformation. In the midst of adventure, even though it had so far been defined by pain and heartache, this moment of magic made us feel deeply alive and grateful to be so. And it was this that defined the experience. But it wasn’t until we arrived home that the symbolic serendipity of the butterflies hit home. That expedition took us all through our own version of metamorphosis.


Nobody returned home the same. The enormity of the task and the level of jeopardy had been extreme. The coast-to-coast crossing alone had been a huge undertaking for any team, whether able bodied or differently abled. Miles of thick jungle with few pathways had merged onto endless stretches of baked savannah. Add to that the uncertainty about how different medical conditions would react to the rigorous conditions and climate, and we had literally been walking – or rolling – new ground. Yet it was the incredibly demanding nature of the challenge that had given it such immense power as a catalyst for change.


Every one of us, from the participants to the filming and safety crew, had been pushed so far outside our individual comfort zones. But we’d all noticed, once we’d emerged on the other side, that our sense of what could be achieved had changed. After accomplishing more than we thought we could, that’s when we saw ourselves and the world afresh, with a renewed perspective about our own capabilities. It was extremely powerful. Indeed, how we all felt about ourselves and our sense of accomplishment was more deeply experienced than any of us had expected, like nothing any of us had ever known before.


This was partly because we had an audience, the biggest of which was back home in the UK, six months after the trip, when millions tuned in to watch four one-hour episodes documenting the epic journey on BBC Two. The other audience was made up of the people of Nicaragua, those in the remote villages we passed through. They couldn’t help but be impressed by this menagerie of extraordinary humans who were beating the odds to travel hundreds of miles from coast to coast.


The story of these ordinary people doing something extraordinary resonated with every member of that combined audience, no matter what community or background or country they came from. This story of people with disabilities doing the impossible spoke to a deep part of what it means to be human and how we strive to achieve fulfilling lives.


‘It was the original disruptor,’ Ade said. ‘We flipped the status quo on its head. Everything people knew about what can or can’t be done. The last thing anyone expected was differently abled people trekking through the toughest jungle in the world.’ The heroes of Beyond Boundaries turned disability into inspirational ability. More than that, they had shown the world what was possible. Consequently, the impact reached far beyond the Nicaraguan villages. The power of adventure to expose the self-imposed limitations we set ourselves and reveal that you can always do more than you thought when faced with challenges – that power was contagious to those watching our televised adventure.


Viewers got to witness each team member’s journey from the beginning. After filling in her application form to join the Beyond Boundaries expedition, Lorraine had walked to the end of her garden for the first time in six years since losing her leg in a traffic accident. Viewers saw how the mere idea of the adventure had been enough to shift her perception about what she might be capable of. That prospect of what was possible had ignited action in her. When the TV series was aired, showing Lorraine and the rest of the team striving for the impossible, the effect on viewers was immediate.


As friends, colleagues and family members witnessed their loved ones doing something they never thought possible, it greatly impacted how they perceived the world and their own capabilities, creating a ripple effect. And the same was true for the rest of the viewing public. They were experiencing the contagion of adventure: it has the power to not only empower the person who went on the adventure, but also their sister, their friend and their parents, leading us all to question what we are truly capable of. After all, if glamourous indoorsy Lorraine from Accounts can walk across Nicaragua with one leg, what might I be able to do?


By giving this story a television audience, the ripple effect was amplified: the Audience Appreciation Index (AI) is a score out of 100 used to indicate the public’s appreciation for a television or radio programme in the United Kingdom. At the BBC an AI of 85 or over is considered excellent, over 90 is exceptional. From memory, Beyond Boundaries gained a score of 94, the highest AI figure they could remember.


The effect on the team was profound and moving. But what was more extraordinary was what happened after the first episode aired. Letters started to arrive. Not emails, but actual handwritten letters were sent to the production offices by the sackful. Letters sharing inspirational stories of new beginnings and fresh courage to try new activities poured in from hundreds of disabled and able-bodied viewers, each of them sharing the new steps they were taking and the boundaries they were crossing. From the man who had stood up immediately after the show and walked to his corner shop for the first time since losing his leg in surgery, to the blind man who had been inspired to start a running club for the visually impaired and the teenage girl who’d decided to return to school. Although not physically disabled, she’d suffered from poor confidence, and the show had helped her to put things into perspective, making her realise she had far less to worry about than she’d thought.


A flood of stories arrived from people who had been inspired and encouraged by what they’d seen, people who were standing up and venturing out into an uncertain world, facing challenges head on with a renewed sense of vigour and vitality. One story, about a teenage boy from Leeds, stuck in my memory. His mother had written to tell us that the day after watching Beyond Boundaries her son had returned to his football club, a place he’d not been to since losing his arm in a motorcycle accident two years before. In her handwritten letter, she explained this proactive move by her son had demonstrated a fundamental change in how he’d previously been dealing with his new disability and gave them both hope for the future. A door towards new possibilities and fresh beginnings had been opened – a door towards hope.


Having led expeditions for more than a decade, I was expecting this one to have a life-changing impact on some of the team. I had always felt like adventure had saved my life. It had been my therapy, my crucible and my companion, and I’d witnessed the transformational power of adventure many times in others since the Amazon expedition with Alice three years earlier. But I hadn’t reckoned on this expedition changing the lives of those watching. Witnessing this audience reaction and reading these remarkable tales of people from all over the country being called to do something which had previously scared them, to embark on their own bold journeys in life, this just added fuel to the fire of my quest to better understand the positive impact of adventure on people.


Evidently, adventure stories inspire us; they allow us to see the hero in ourselves and to expand what we believe is possible. There is something so universal in these tales that it impacts people of all ages, abilities and nationalities. Our televised journey hit a chord somewhere deep down in our collective history. I believe this is because it spoke to something primal within us – that being adventurous is an innate part of being human. In sharing adventure stories – both fact and fiction – we can speak directly to this ancient part of each of us, the inner adventurers sitting behind our desks, snuggling on our sofas or stuck in a traffic jam, who yearn for untamed adventure and the opportunity to prove what we can do and uncover who we are. Seeing others rising to triumph over great adversity empowers us all to face head on whatever we might encounter.


A story as old as the human race




‘Why do you go away? So that you can come back. So that you can see the place you came from with new eyes and extra colours. And the people there see you differently, too. Coming back to where you started is not the same as never leaving.’


Terry Pratchett





Since the beginning of the human race, we’ve been telling stories. As far back as history, myth or memory can go, there is one story that endures and is as relevant today as it was to our hunter-gatherer ancestors – the story of the call to adventure. Our oral and written history is peppered with stories of scaling mountains and crossing oceans; symbols of high adventure, exploration and transformation are scattered throughout literature. This timeless narrative of adventure features across numerous cultures, from tribal stories untouched by the modern world to those featured in modern entertainment. Such is its importance that this calling has been the topic of research for many years and now has a name to describe it: the hero’s journey. A tale about a would-be hero who starts in the ordinary world, is called to adventure and completes a series of challenges. After rising to meet those challenges, the once ordinary person returns home, changed, now a hero. In modern times, it has been analysed and popularised by Joseph Campbell, who devoted his life to studying worldwide myths. It was Campbell who gave it a formula and first called it the hero’s journey, an archetype that appears everywhere from The Odyssey to Star Wars and beyond. All of the stories featuring the hero’s journey share the same elements and follow a number of steps along the journey:




1.Ordinary world – The hero’s journey begins in the ordinary world, the place where the hero lives his life before this journey begins.


2.Call to adventure – The hero must leave the safety of the ordinary world, to undertake a quest involving challenges, when he receives a call to adventure. First, he will need to overcome fears about embarking on the quest. As a reader or viewer, we tend to share the hero’s fears about venturing into the unknown, but while there is risk, the promise of reward for heeding the call to adventure will be far greater and is ultimately necessary.


3.Meeting the mentor – The hero may need some guidance in the form of training, advice, valuable insight or object, and, perhaps, something to help him boost his own self-confidence. In this way, the mentor provides something that helps the hero to overcome his fears and become sufficiently brave to continue.


4.Crossing the threshold – Armed with this renewed strength or wisdom, the hero commits to heed the call to adventure and crosses the threshold from the ordinary world into an unknown world where familiar rules do not apply.


5.The road of trials – Now the hero has stepped outside of his comfort zone, he’ll embark on a road of trials and face a number of challenges and obstacles that he must rise to and overcome. As the hero rises to each challenge, we gain further insight into who they are as a person.


6.The inmost cave – This is where the hero must prepare himself ahead of facing the ultimate test. The cave could be a location, or it could represent inner conflict that the hero needs to work through before going forward.


7.The supreme ordeal – This is where the hero faces the greatest challenge and biggest hardship of their journey. He’ll need to use all of the skills and strengths he’s gained during the journey thus far in order to survive.


8.Reward and transformation – Having successfully risen to the challenge and endured the ordeal, the hero receives a reward. Part of this reward is the transformation of the hero into a better version of himself, through the application of new knowledge, insight or self-awareness.


9.The road back home – The hero can now make his journey home, feeling a great sense of achievement and pride.


10.Returning with the reward – In this final stage of the journey, the hero returns home, for ever changed, to his ordinary world. He has faced hardship and risen to challenges, and as a result he has grown. He brings new hope and will use his reward to improve his ordinary world and make his life and the lives of those living in the ordinary world better. This is what Campbell calls the ‘application of the boon’.





The hero’s journey is used as a model in fiction writing, but it is a reflection of real life, of real adventure, which has originated from shared human history. Audiences of the Beyond Boundaries programme saw the team at the start of their journey in the ‘ordinary world’, witnessing their vulnerabilities, and then travelled with them on their quest to Nicaragua. They saw our heroes stepping out of their comfort zones, embarking on a ‘road of trials’ from the Atlantic coast to the Pacific Ocean. Some didn’t make it to the end. Others faced the ‘inmost cave’, leapt into the unknown and conquered their fears. Ade’s summit of the volcano was his ‘supreme ordeal’, where he drew on every ounce of his strength to make it through. As a result, he was rewarded and transformed. He, along with the rest of the team, became the best version of himself and took the ‘road back home’ glowing with pride, for ever changed and emboldened as a result of his adventure.


‘Ordinary’ life is improved by the treasure (and transformation) you bring back into it. This holds true for every adventure I’ve been on. And this is why this book is filled with hero’s journey stories that reveal the types of transformation that people discover as a result of adventuring. It is precisely this part – of bringing treasured skills, knowledge, strength and transformation from adventure back into ordinary life – that is so important. Adventure allows us to shift perspectives and change who we are and how we respond to whatever crosses our paths during our life’s journeys, to rewrite our own stories and ultimately to create our happy endings. Encouraging ourselves to physically embark on adventurous activities is a key part of the Adventure Revolution, but so too is adapting our inbuilt storytelling machines (our minds) to be bold and discover more about ourselves and what we’re truly capable of. When we think of ourselves as adventurers embarking on the journey of life and navigating around the obstacles in our paths, it empowers us to take on those inevitable challenges and become our own heroes.


We’re not just inspired by adventure stories for their transformational effect at an individual level. Being witness to an epic adventure can also prove to us what our institutions, communities and nations are able to achieve, broadening our imaginations to what is possible. This can spark hope not just for a ‘better me’ but for a better world.


Human possibility


Stories of archetypal heroes’ adventures have long been a source of national pride. One of the most iconic moments of adventurous endeavour in human history, the summitting of Mount Everest by Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay, gave postwar Britain much needed hope. The success of the British-led expedition (headed by Colonel John Hunt) was announced on the day Queen Elizabeth II was crowned, 2 June 1953. The combination of a new monarch and the success of a British-led team being the first to reach the top of the world signalled a new era and significantly buoyed a nation weary of war and postwar hardship. It fuelled hope that Britain could rebuild and rise to a bright future, and maybe even suggested that that future had already begun.


Similarly, on 20 July 1969, the Apollo 11 mission inspired a generation; however, this time the whole world was watching. President John F. Kennedy’s dream of putting a man on the moon seemed a waste of national resources to some, during a time otherwise dominated by the conflict in Vietnam and the Cold War. Yet, fifty years later it is still an enduring symbol of human achievement, a rallying call for what’s possible. That first moon landing united the world, albeit only briefly. Six hundred million people across the globe watched the moment on television as Neil Armstrong took that small step for man and giant leap for humanity. Awestruck viewers saw images of Earth rising on the moon’s horizon. Every person witnessing that step, that leap, had been given, quite literally, a new perspective of the world and of what mankind is capable of. In this way, adventure not only celebrates human endeavour, it also communicates human possibility.


Today, the possibilities painted by the adventurers we read and hear about continue to inspire us to consider what we might be able to achieve and even give us hope for a better society. The combination of the two is life changing, maybe even world changing. If you’re personally empowered and you’re given the glimpse of a better world, then you can take action and maybe make the impossible possible.


The Beyond Boundaries experience and two of the most iconic adventure moments of the twentieth century demonstrate the far-reaching and enduring power of adventure. These might appear isolated and extreme examples of transformation; however, in my two decades of leading expeditions, I have seen this change in almost everyone who has undertaken an adventure. You don’t have to climb a volcano or step on the moon to inspire those around you. Ordinary people take on extraordinary adventures every day. Whether you’re cycling city to city, camping in the wilderness or learning to kayak for the first time, you will inspire your friends, your children and your colleagues to face their fears and join in too. We are most inspired by those closest to us, by those who start in the same place, the same ‘ordinary world’, but who still venture forth to answer a call to adventure. By sharing our adventures and our transformations (however insignificant we might think they are) we can ignite a spark in others, create an inspiration contagion and eventually an ‘Adventure Revolution’.
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