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To the kind people in the world,
 of whom there are many.










Prologue: You Don’t Belong Here



Cameroon, 31 December 2015


We had set off that afternoon. I am in a taxi that I hope will take me in a big arc down through Cameroon, past its capital, Yaoundé, then deeper, further south, towards the border with Congo. If I can make it across, I’ll then try to loop up through Congo, then into Gabon, and finally – if my luck holds – into Equatorial Guinea.


Getting into this tiny, paranoid petrol state has been an overwhelming obsession over the last couple of months. An obsession that has almost broken me. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I thought that my attempt to navigate a path through every country in the world without flying would be a great adventure. I thought it would be fun. But it hasn’t turned out like that. 


The bureaucracy, the corruption, the maddening chaos of Central Africa, that great devourer of people’s souls, has humbled me. I am running out of money, and my relationship with the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with is almost extinct. I am feeling crushed and empty.


A few hours earlier I reached my lowest point and decided to abandon the project. In truth I am still feeling ravaged now, but I have also realised that there is only one way: forward. It does not matter if I want out of the journey, if I have come to hate it. I cannot go back. I must go forward.


We pass through towns and villages, forests and fields as light drains quickly from the sky above – the last sunset of 2015.


Almost every human being we see is partying: some dance in the streets to music – everything from Taylor Swift to Afrobeat – blasting out at high volume from enormous speakers on wheels; others simply scream ‘Bonne Année!’ into the sky above.


Darkness falls and finally we stop in a village to look for food. The only place I can find is a stall with a woman serving soup. She hands me a deep plate. It is cold, in the glare of a nearby lamp I can see a fish head breaking the surface. I think to myself: This is going to make me sick. But I also know that it might be my last chance to eat for hours. 


When I am finished we get back into the car. More miles disappear under our wheels. The surface beneath us begins to deteriorate, by the time we enter the jungle we are on little more than a dirt road. I can see that it has been prepared for tarmac or bitumen, but the builders haven’t reached this far yet, so we are driving on a layer of dust. Almost immediately, clouds of it are thrown up, transfigured by the car’s headlights. And as we pick up speed, even though the windows are closed, the dust begins to pour into the car.


Dust covers the dashboard, the seats, it spreads across our clothes and clings to any exposed skin. The driver and I cannot stop coughing. Our noses are running, our eyes are streaming. And all the time the driver’s anger is mounting. He had borrowed this car from his brother to make what he thought would be easy money, but now he has realised how much cleaning he will need to do.


Several times we have to stop so we can open the doors, get out and breathe. For a moment we stand there, gasping, the hot moist air from the jungle pressing clammily against our skin, our ears filled with the relentless noise of an uncountable number of different insects. 


We carry on, stopping each time we need to try to pull some clean air into lungs that feel thick, clogged with the red African soil. Occasionally the car’s headlights catch something flitting across the road ahead of us. A couple of times I think I can see a big cat of some description disappearing into the thick wall of plants and trees that press claustrophobically on us from both sides of the road, but the dust, and the dark and the speed we’re going, make it hard to be sure.


And then, as we approach 3 a.m., three slender shadows appear within the cones of the headlights. I can make out the sharp edges of a checkpoint. We slow down, before the driver halts the car. They shout roughly for us to leave our vehicle. We step out into the night.


Standing before us are three men in camouflage. They have assault rifles cradled in their arms and pistols strapped to their hips. What is also immediately clear, from the way that they are swaying and slurring, is that they are drunk out of their minds. 


But not so drunk that they do not instantly clock that I am a white European. Something changes, as if a switch has been turned on. The man in the middle comes towards me. When I look into his face his glazed eyes suddenly snap into focus and I realise: This man hates me. 


‘You don’t belong here,’ he says. ‘You’ve made a mistake.’


I have been in Africa a long time now. I’m used to checkpoints and soldiers. And generally I’m relaxed around weapons because I’ve seen so many. Most soldiers just have them hanging on a strap on their shoulder, or they leave them casually up against a wall.


There’s no real threat, it’s a power play – a chance for them to show that, for these few minutes of your life, they are in charge. If they’re lucky, if they play the game well, they might even make a little money from the encounter.


You never know how long they will have been stationed in that part of the world, or how long they’ve got until their posting changes. You don’t know how much or how little has been going on, or how bored they are. They, by contrast, know that as a traveller you will be on a tight schedule. You have transport to catch, contacts to locate, places to get to before your visa runs out. They have all the time in the world; you do not. It’s in the gap between these two facts that their true power lies.


But this is different. Everything is already frighteningly out of control. I remember how when I did my national service in the Danish Army we learned to scan for certain things when confronted by armed men. How are they behaving with their weapons? Are the mouths of their rifles pointing safely down at the ground or at you? Are their fingers on the triggers of their guns, or resting on the sides?


The men swaying before us are thrusting their rifles forwards; I can see that their fingers are already exerting pressure on the triggers, as if they are preparing to fire. It’s not clear what their intentions are, but even if they do not want to kill us, it is the middle of the night, they are full of drink, and all of them have been seized by emotions that they do not seem to be able to understand, or control. A tragic accident feels terrifyingly possible in this situation that seems to have taken on a bleary momentum of its own.


A recollection emerges of an encounter I’d had earlier in my journey, on a train in Croatia. Things were good that day. I was the only one in my compartment, having the time of my life sticking my head out of the window, when an old man came through the door. His desire to talk eventually defeated my desire for silence. He was full of stories, about his job travelling from one university to the next selling books, about life under socialism. And then he told me about the night he had been held up at a checkpoint by some drunken Russian soldiers. They had opened fire on him. At this, he lifted his shirt to reveal a torso marked by the scars their bullets had left. 


This memory only adds to my fear.


There is a quick scurrying movement as my driver takes a couple of steps back, stopping behind me so that he has almost disappeared from view. I am exposed and alone; he has made it clear that this is my problem, not his. The troops ask for my documents and we slip into a routine that has become familiar to me since I first entered Central Africa. Except that tonight there is a frayed, menacing quality to a back and forth that takes place in a jumbled mix of French and English. 


‘Do you have a passport?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘Is it valid?’ The men are still a metre or so away from us. Close enough for me to catch the stench of booze and sweat flooding out of them. Their rifles are pointed squarely at my body, but they are not pushing me or touching me. From time to time, one of them stumbles away for a bit, and then comes back. I never lose sight of any of them. My stomach feels as if it has turned to liquid and I am so tired I can barely stand. I think with a quick flash of regret about the soup I’d eaten. Something inside me feels deeply wrong.


‘Yes.’ 


‘Do you have a visa?’ 


‘Yes.’


‘Is it valid?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘Do you have a vaccination card?’


‘Yes.’ 


‘Do you have this vaccine?’ Everything they say has a kind of slurred aggression behind it. I know that they want to catch me out, because when they find an opening – an expired visa, a vaccination I’ve missed – they can exploit it. Although they’re out of their heads, they are luxuriating in the power they have over me. Usually, the end point is clear, they will ask for money. But tonight I realise that drink has unleashed other desires. Suddenly, I am certain that they are going to kill me. I don’t know whether I have minutes or seconds left, but I know, without any doubt or equivocation, that I’m going to die.


‘Yes.’ 


‘Do you have that vaccine?’


‘Yes.’ I’m frustrated by this tired charade, but I’m also painfully conscious that one careless word, or even the flicker of the ‘wrong’ expression, could lead to a bullet through my head, so I force myself to remain as submissive as they clearly want me to be.


‘Do you have an invitation letter?’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘Is it valid?’ I imagine one of them allowing himself to be overwhelmed by the emotion and passion that have become concentrated in this little stretch of road and unloading a full magazine of bullets into my chest. I see myself fall to my feet before I am dragged into the jungle. This, after all, is a part of the world where people disappear. I’ll be devoured by the creatures who live here and nobody will ever find my body. I have not told anybody where I am, or where I am going. This thought chills me. Once more, I feel terrifyingly alone.


It is possible that someone will trip, or press the trigger that fraction more strongly, or be startled by a noise in the dark forest around us. Or perhaps there will simply be a cold-blooded decision. The hatred in their eyes is not just because of the booze, or the circumstances. It is because I am a white European. Something about the situation makes me feel as if the entire history of colonialism is sitting on my shoulders. These men want to make me pay for the countless atrocities, the greed, the cynical, appalling legacy of more than a hundred years. 


‘Yes.’ 


‘Where are you going?’ 


‘Congo.’ 


‘Do you have a visa for Congo?’ They are shouting at me now, their voices made rough by rage and the night’s festivities. Somewhere, not too far away, I can hear music and people laughing.


‘Yes.’ 


‘Is it valid?’ 


‘Yes.’


They look more closely at my passport. One of them shoots me a look of wolfish triumph. 


‘No, it’s not.’ 


‘I still have seven days to go. Just let me deal with that when I reach the border. I’m sure it’s OK.’


I struggle to keep as calm as I am able, even as inside I’m roiling with a mixture of terror and regret. I know that I’ve made a stupid, perhaps fatal mistake. I should never have got into that taxi, or asked it to drive through the night. And then I also think, what else could I have done? My visa was expiring, I had to get to the border.


My internal deliberations falter, replaced with one, insistent question: when is it going to happen? When is it going to happen? When is it going to happen? 


And then abruptly, with the same aggression they have used through the whole encounter, they start shouting at us again. ‘OK, go. GO. GO.’ 


The driver and I make our way slowly back to the vehicle. We are tense, convinced that at any second they will start firing. I snatch a glimpse at my phone; it is forty-five minutes since we were first forced to stop. Still moving with painstaking care, we climb into the taxi, and then roll away, towards the border with Congo. A few seconds pass, I watch their silhouettes recede in the wing mirror. At a certain point, the driver smashes his foot down and with a roar and a flurry of dust we accelerate away. I realise I have been holding my breath. For the first time in I do not know how long I exhale. 


A few minutes later I ask the driver to stop. I stumble to a big rock on the side of the road next to the jungle and slip behind it. My hands trembling, I pull my trousers down then empty myself. Diarrhoea pours out of me and all the time I’m shaking. Afterwards I crouch down for a good ten minutes. I’m still shaking. Finally, I compose myself. I get up and get back in the car and say, ‘OK, let’s go.’










CHAPTER 1



The Lake


Denmark, Canada, USA, Denmark, Libya, Thailand, 1979–2013


When I was young I dreamed of becoming a great explorer. I wanted to be like Hernán Cortés, or Ibn Battuta, or Roald Amundsen, or any of the people I read about in the pages of a book my dad bought me which told the story of humanity’s endless, restless desire to voyage to the furthest reaches of the planet. I read it over and again, obsessively, and I still have it now. My mind was filled with images of tangled forests, abandoned temples, lost empires in undiscovered tracts of land. I envied the way these men had been tested, how their expeditions had shaped them, or revealed their strengths and weaknesses. I wanted to have the same chance to live at the extremes of existence.


I’m from Denmark, the part of the world that the Vikings sprang from. Their blood is my blood, even if it’s mixed with the blood of many of the countries they travelled to: Wales, Scotland, the Baltic nations.


I know that I carry within me their DNA, and sometimes I have fantasised that it is alive, that it is an active part of who I am. I share with them the desire to explore, to see what’s round the corner (though not their enthusiasm for killing or slavery). It is perhaps most accurate to say that I half believe it. It is fun to entertain the idea that part of what shaped my decision to embark on such an adventure was the fact that a thousand years ago, my forefathers had a similar urge to voyage across the ocean.


And yet I’m aware that in truth, what I’ve been most shaped by are my upbringing, my parents, the places I’ve lived, the things I’ve seen.


For most of my childhood we lived in a big house in Bryrup, a small town of little more than a thousand people hidden away in a valley that has a large lake at its centre. It was the sort of place where we all knew each other’s business, where you couldn’t do anything at one end without everyone at the other end finding out almost immediately.


Our home came with its own orange fibreglass canoe. That was my thing. As soon as I was old enough, I’d push it into the lake, with a rock on the opposite end to where I was sitting, as a balance, and set off on adventures. It became vital to me. I’d explore all the corners of the lake, and the little creeks that led off it. Once, I tried to find a mysterious fish, a 2-metre-long pike capable of biting your arm off, that was rumoured to lurk in its depths.


Mostly, I’d row to one of the lake’s many tiny islands, so small that you couldn’t even stand on them. It would just be me alone in my pristine natural sanctuary. I loved the distance it put between me and everyone else. All I could hear were the birds calling and the wind ruffling the trees. I could lie back in the canoe, look at the sky, breathe in the fresh, clean air and revel in the knowledge that I had come to a place where nobody could reach or disturb me. It was somewhere I could go to free myself of angry thoughts or frustrations.


On those days when there was too much wind or rain to take the canoe out, I’d disappear into the thick forest that surrounded where we lived. I wanted to discover it as fully as I could. I knew everything about the environment around us: the trees, the water, the marshland. The forest became another place where I could let my imagination run free. I’d pretend that I was on a quest, or that there were enemies hiding behind the trees. I climbed trees, built treehouses, and combed the forest floor looking for different sorts of ants and insects.


Sometimes, for reasons that even then weren’t too clear to me, I’d run away from home. I’d walk out of our garden, then up a hill and into the forest that backed on to it and disappear. Usually, I’d be back in time for supper, but at least once I managed to travel so far that a stranger had to call my father to come to pick me up. 


My relationship with an imaginary, adventurous world came from my mother, who took us into the forest, where we’d forage for mushrooms – she loved to cook – while telling us stories about people like Robin Hood and Ivanhoe, as well as her own childhood in Finland. They didn’t have expensive toys then; instead they were able to take a pinecone and some sticks and transform them into a horse or a cow – enough animals to fill a whole farm. So even though, like all the other kids I knew, I had Lego and Transformers, there was another part of me that valued the sort of simplicity that my mother had told me about. 


The other source of excitement in the house was in its basement. A gigantic model railway occupied the entire room, with what seemed endless numbers of tunnels and tracks and crossings: the sort of thing children dream about. It was nobody’s idea of reliable. Some days it worked, others it didn’t. Mostly I’d pull a couple of cords in an attempt to get it to work, pretending to myself I knew more about electronics than I actually did. But when it did work, it was like magic. The extra layer of intrigue came from the fact that the basement was supposed to be haunted. There would be times when I’d sit there, playing with the train, and then be hit by the strongest feeling that someone was right behind me, staring at me. What, or who, that was would remain one of the enduring mysteries of my childhood.


I was the first of three kids. My father Torben Pedersen, and my mother, Ylva Cederlöf, had met when they were thirty. Torben was a businessman, working for a Danish company that sold pillows and duvets. Ylva was Finnish, and had worked as a tour guide – that was how they met. 


The bedding company was expanding rapidly, all across the globe, and so very early on in my life I found myself on the move, first to Vancouver, where they had opened an office, and then Toronto. After that, when I was four, we moved to New Jersey, in the United States, where we stayed for two and a half years before returning to Denmark’s Middle Island just ahead of my seventh birthday. I came back with two sisters and a very shaky grasp of Danish, a language I essentially had to learn all over again. This early dislocation is perhaps why I have never felt completely at home in Denmark. Finally, we moved again, to Jutland, the peninsula that contains Denmark’s mainland territory. 


Back then, I was a little bundle of contradictions. On the one hand, I was very timid, afraid of spiders and the dark. I was a picky eater. I was a loner who rarely had more than one friend at a time. I also think that in some ways I was a bit slower at developing mentally than my peers, always a beat or so behind.


So perhaps it was no surprise that I got bullied. I remember when I started school in Denmark I had a hard time with the letter E. I’d use the English pronunciation of it rather than the Danish one. The other kids teased me mercilessly. I took this a bit too seriously, maybe because I was sensitive and anxious. Even the prospect of violence was enough to terrify me. Vague threats worked on me with terrifying force.


This meant that I was easy to control and bully. Bigger boys discovered that it was fun to chase me. For a while, they pursued me every day after school. I’d be on foot, they’d be on bikes and I’d never be able to escape them. Sometimes I’d try to evade their attentions by hiding in a creek – the wet shoes and trousers were worth it. This worked for a bit until they discovered they could just chuck rocks at me. Eventually my mother found out. Soon after, it stopped.


What was most upsetting wasn’t the bullying itself, it was the sense that a village I had thought of as a sanctuary was no longer safe. I hated that loss of innocence.


This nervous, delicate personality sat alongside a belief that I was born for something else. I’m not sure I was able to articulate what was going to be different about my life, but that feeling was there. Some of it was rooted in the basic things that set me apart. For instance, I had a Finnish mother, and my early years in North America meant that I spoke fluent English long before anybody else. I saw it almost as a superpower.


The town we were in was small, but my mother made sure that the world outside was big. She told me that one day we’d go round the globe together. That sparked a fire in me that I guess is still burning now. We were proud of the beautiful community that we were part of. I still am. At the same time, there were lots of jokes about it being the sort of place that people got stuck in; that people couldn’t make their way back up the valley’s sides. I knew, from an early age, that I was not going to get stuck there.


I also deliberately did things that I thought would make me stand out. I wanted to show that I wasn’t like everyone else. If others were wearing jeans, I’d wear different types of trousers. If they went to school on a bus, I’d cycle. 


These were small things, I knew that. What I really wanted was to be known for something good. When I was still young my father told me about John Lennon being shot on his doorstep by a man, Mark Chapman, who did it because he wanted to be famous. He wanted to be known as the man who killed John Lennon. That resonated as something horrible within my head. I thought: If I’m going to gain a reputation, it must be for an achievement I can be proud of.


Perhaps this is why, when I was asked what I wanted to be when I grew up, I’d always say: I want to be the king of Earth. I wanted to be the person with the clear head who was in control, who made the decisions, who ensured a fair distribution of resources, who stepped in to remove any need for any nation or any person to go to war. I was absolutely serious about this, until I wasn’t and it became a joke between my sisters and me. Later on, as I travelled through the world, I’d tell them that I was surveying my clients, checking where I’d set up my headquarters.


And there was also the life that began for me after night had fallen. My parents and their friends thought I was a polite sensible boy who was always ready to help them out, who never cursed, who would always do his homework, just like my quiet, placid friend Niels.


And that was true, except that I also had another friend, Kristoffer, who is my best friend to this day. 


Kristoffer was different. He was not wild exactly, and nor was I, but whenever we met we would get into some sort of trouble. We’d egg each other on, each trying to be more daring than the other. As the rest of my family slept, I’d sneak out of my bedroom window, run across the rooftop and slide down onto the ground below, where Kristoffer would be waiting. We might go to someone’s garden to steal some apples, then chuck them at cars we thought were going too fast; running away laughing as they braked violently, or lost control. We’d set off powerful homemade fireworks, detonate mailboxes. In the winter we’d toss snowballs at people’s doors. I guess it was the sort of high jinks and mischief boys all over the world get up to – we weren’t taking drugs or stealing anything – but having this other personality I could inhabit, one that came with a whole set of new possibilities, was important to me. Like the lake, it was a space that offered both sanctuary and adventure.


As I grew older, these places I could retreat to became ever more important.


My parents were a surprising couple in many ways, both a jumble of completely opposite qualities. It is easy for me to see what I took from each of them. My father is all the structure I have within my life. He has incredible confidence; he is the sort of person who you always feel is a step ahead of you. Perhaps because, in the most literal terms, he probably is. He wakes up early each morning so he can start his day before everyone else. He sets money aside for a rainy day. His mind is very structured, very organised. It’s important to him to be prepared for every eventuality, and it’s even more important to him that you always, always, follow through on your promises. If you say you are going to complete a task, there’s no excuse for failing to do so. 


This is allied to an unmistakable charisma. He’s a salesperson but he’s also an entertainer. He picked up a guitar the day I was born and before long he was bringing it everywhere. He’d take it to parties and write songs to suit whatever occasion was being celebrated. 


My mother is all adventure and imagination. I can see clearly that there is no way I’d have been able to pull off the logistical feat of navigating a path through every country in the world without flying if I had not inherited traits like discipline and foresight and structure from my father. If I had just been my mother’s creation, I’d probably have been stuck strumming a guitar on a beach somewhere. 


But if I had been subject only to my father’s influence, I don’t know whether I’d have been inspired to set out at all. I needed the bit of me that is curious about different cultures and meeting people and tasting food I’ve never tasted before. The part that is desperate to find out what’s around the corner. More than that, though, it was my mother who seeded that desire to become one of this planet’s great adventurers. It’s a very un-humble, very un-Danish ambition, but I cannot deny that it’s there. 


I sometimes wonder how significant it is that her name, Ylva, is a variation on ‘wolf’. There’s a Russian roulette quality to her: you’re never entirely sure what version of this brilliant storyteller you’re going to get. She was working as a tour guide when she met my father, and now, at the age of seventy-six, she’s a tour guide again, taking groups to Italy to tell them tales about the Romans, or local wineries, or whatever these people are interested in.


I think too that of my two parents, she’s the more volatile. My father always said that he didn’t want us to fear him, but we had to respect him. I suspect that I did fear him, though. I certainly never wanted to upset or disappoint him. It was different with my mother. We’d have these terrible, heated arguments. I remember one time – I was just into my teens – when she slapped me in the face. Without thinking, I slapped her back. A friend of mine who happened to be watching couldn’t believe what he had seen; he returned home that night traumatised. The awful thing is, I don’t think we thought it was that strange an incident. It’s not a defining moment in our relationship. Just another thing that happened.


The person she argued with most, though, was my father. By the time I was thirteen or fourteen they were fighting almost every night. They seemed to be trapped in a single, recurring incident in which my father stood there, calmly, as my mother screamed and cried. Sometimes I would creep over creaking floorboards, out of my bedroom, and partway down the stairs, where I would grip the banisters, pressing my face into the gap between them and listening to what was happening in the rooms below. As soon as they gave any sign that they might have registered my presence, I’d jet back to my bed. Then, one by one, they’d come in to check I was OK, while I lay there pretending to have been asleep all along.


Nobody was surprised when they told us they were getting divorced. I was fifteen by then. It was a relief; the marriage had long been beyond repair. But I think, even having seen them argue for so long, we were all a bit shocked by how vicious the aftermath was, by how much jagged, angry feeling swirled around us. One of my sisters described it as having been like a war. My mother took custody of my sisters and tried to get me as well. I think she wanted to hurt my father as much as she could. She was caught up in emotions, and we do terrible things when we let hurt or pain run our lives. But I decided to stay with my father, and so for a while we remained in that vast house, which now felt incredibly empty, until it could be sold. 


We knew people were talking about us, though, oddly enough, for a few months it was hard for the local gossips to know what to pay attention to first, since four other families broke apart at almost the same time as ours did.


Very soon after the divorce my father met another woman, who already had two children of her own, and he moved in with them, instantly forming what looked to me like the ideal nuclear family. He had, very clearly, moved on. My mother, by contrast, couldn’t stop talking about what a horrible deceiving human being he was.


And I was left by myself.


This underlined something that I had always felt, but perhaps not been able to articulate. My father’s emphasis on organisation, on being there to support us financially, had come at a cost. I realised that he hadn’t really been part of my childhood. He used to leave early in the morning and come back late at night. Some days I wouldn’t see him. I barely ever talked to him. He was more like a bank than a father. I remember him asking, ‘Do you need money? OK, I’ll write it down. You can pay me back.’ I don’t remember him telling me that he loved me, or giving me a hug. He just wasn’t that sort of man.


In the aftermath of the divorce I started to really struggle with this. I resented his absences, which meant I spent more and more time with other people’s families. Some of my friends’ parents became almost like surrogate parents for me; they filled the void that I thought my own mother and father had left. Because the question of which parent I’d spend Christmas with became a nightmare, I opted for neither and started spending that time with my friends and their families.


I’d sit there with my ‘spare’ parents and feel angry at my own for the fact that they hadn’t stuck it out. I was pretty sure that the human beings I was sharing the table with had had their own ups and downs, and yet they were still there, still together. Why hadn’t my family been able to do the same?


My father was the focus of my anger. Because, as I saw it, surely he knew better. I’d written my mother off by that point; I saw her as being absolutely hopeless. There were various things that contributed to this feeling, though the final straw came when I was sixteen and she and my sisters moved out of the house they were living in without telling me. The best part of a week passed without me knowing where my mother or siblings were. Then, after four days, they sent a postcard with their new address. It was too late. I decided it would be easier if I just cut her off. I told myself that I would not speak to that woman again, I didn’t need her in my life.


Three years passed before I convinced myself that I still needed a mother, and we tentatively began to re-establish a relationship. (What was odd is that it was only then that I noticed she spoke Danish with a Finnish accent.) I’d never been scared of telling her that she was a bad parent. I was cruel to her for so long, especially when I was a teenager. I regret that. Then my relationship with her began to change, became almost paternal. I’d let her know when I felt her behaviour had crossed a line; I called out her most blatant lies. It was easier to forgive her, I found, to accept that she wasn’t going to change and to instead try to make the best of what we had. We had some hard years. And even today there are times when I find myself thinking, that’s weird or that’s strange, but we all only have one mother. 


It wasn’t until I was an adult, working in Libya on a project building a cement factory, that I was fully reconciled with my father. Out of the blue he sent me an email suggesting that he come to visit me in North Africa. I was so shocked that I had to read it three times to make sure I hadn’t just imagined it. Our relationship was non-existent and now he wanted to come and stay with me?


I sent him a cold, business-like reply saying that if he wanted to come to Libya, he’d be more than welcome. One thing led to another, and we started to organise the trip. Once he arrived, I decided to take a few days off to show him something of the country. I hired a Toyota Land Cruiser, as well as a guide and another man who drove the car and cooked our meals, and we headed off deep into the desert. At some point on that trip, after days of driving on a paper-flat surface broken just once – by the extraordinary sight of Waw an Namus, a dormant volcano that contains three lakes, one red, one green and one blue – everything exploded. Until then there had been a sort of professional courtesy to the journey. We were less like father and son than we were colleagues. At times it felt as if he was measuring me up and I was trying to prove myself. He seemed impressed by the little bit of Arabic I spoke and the position I had obtained. Slowly, however, as we passed through an empty landscape with a dome of endless blue sky above us, the kind of land you could believe that God had forgotten about, our conversation turned to more uncomfortable territory. We started talking about our family and before we knew it we were in a heated argument. Once the fight had begun, neither of us could stop. He told me all the ways in which I had disappointed him, and I shared all my anger and hurt. I do not know what the two Libyan men must have made of this pair of crazy Danes.


Eventually, as we sped through that barren landscape of pebbles and dust, we reached a kind of understanding. We were here now, and there wasn’t much we could do about it. We had both made mistakes, and though we could not undo them, we could at least try to move past them. It worked. Once I was able to strip all of the anger away, I could see him more clearly. It became easy to respect his cleverness and his competence and his bravery. I realised how much I could learn from him. We became best friends, or at least something close to that. My father has become far more emotional now – it’s easy to make him cry, and it’s easy to see how proud he is of me. I know my mother, who always loved us deeply, is proud of me too; she just shows it in different ways.


The time I spent in Libya had changed other things about me, too.


I went through most of my education without any real enthusiasm. To me it felt like I was just on the conveyor belt of life, being dragged towards the next thing. I think maybe I was waiting for a subject or passion to seize my interest, and in doing so transform me. This never came.


I carried on ploughing my solitary furrow. At business school I realised how vulnerable my loneliness was making me. How could I exist in a classroom if I wasn’t willing to acknowledge the people in it? I willed myself into making a transition into somebody who had friendships across every clique, who was invited to every party. I guess I was a sort of class clown. I found that cracking jokes, being noisy and entertaining others came easily to me. (Around this time, I learned that the famous Danish writer Hans Christian Andersen had a reputation as somebody who could move effortlessly from one social class to another; as at ease with kings and queens as he was with factory workers. As soon as I heard that, I thought: I want to be like that.)


In my second year there was a kind of talent show. I devised a stand-up routine, and delivered it in front of hundreds of people. It was terrifying, but I found that I was hooked on the thrill that performance gave me. Still, it wasn’t clear what I could do with that feeling.


After I had completed my military service, which I spent as part of the Royal Life Guards, one of the Danish Army’s most distinguished units, I had a spell as a United Nations peacekeeper. The months I spent in a blue beret were eye-opening. It was my first trip to Africa; and I was going with a gun, to the Horn of Africa, not sunbathing in Egypt or Kenya. It was the first time I’d seen a dead person, an Eritrean lying there, his blood flowing out of his head into the sand. And there was that uncanny, uncomfortable sense of being a target: I remember driving through valleys in the middle of the night knowing that it was almost certain that someone I could not see had trained their sights on me. I had never been in such close proximity to violence. I was still a child then, really; unable to absorb the culture or history of the part of the world I had been sent to.


I returned home desperate to unpack all that I had learned of life and death. My friends would listen intently for a few minutes, then the focus of our conversation would shift. We’d start talking about someone’s new toaster, and all the things I wanted to say were buried. I did not discuss those months with anyone again.


My friends were not interested in how I’d been changed by what I’d seen, they just wanted to know if I’d killed anybody. I learned that it’s hard to keep people’s attention.


After that, and a season in Austria as a ski instructor, I got into shipping and logistics. I thought that I’d lead a super-international life. No two days would be the same and I’d be swimming in money.


There was none of that. I spent four years working on a laptop in Denmark. The only thing that was international was the paperwork that crossed my desk. It was only when there was a change of management that I saw a chance to change things. I told my new boss that I was ready to leave if I couldn’t go abroad. OK, he said, that can be arranged.


I expected that I would be sent to Singapore or London, New York or Rio de Janeiro. Instead, I was posted to Libya. Libya was one of those places, like Kazakhstan or Bangladesh or the Arctic, where you had more margin for error because nobody else wanted to go there. I knew that people got burned out there but, if I stuck it out, I’d be free to make mistakes without having to worry too much about consequences; I’d have a lot of autonomy. We were building a cement factory, so I picked up a lot about construction and logistics and all of those things. But what changed me fundamentally were the other lessons I learned. 


During this time, I immersed myself in Arab culture – the world of handshakes and smiling and maybe telling the truth and maybe not – absorbing tiny details that would still be helping me a decade later. I discovered how much tea you had to drink, and how many cigarettes you had to smoke, to get inside a port, or a meeting with a man whose help you particularly needed.


I started reading the Quran and learning Arabic. I studied Libyan history to try to work out how the country had come to be what it was. I picked up Colonel Gaddafi’s Green Book to get inside the mindset of this man who had come to power as the hero who liberated Libya from a king that nobody liked, then clung on to power for forty years. 


That time is the reason I have a beard to this day. For the first couple of weeks in Libya I couldn’t make anything work. Nobody listened to me or did what I asked them to do. Then I remembered that while I was in the UN we’d spent time preparing for a trip to Lebanon, where we’d been told that in some parts of the world there was more respect for men with beards. We ended up in Eritrea instead, but that fragment of information had stayed with me.


I stopped shaving and soon doors began to open for me. I don’t know if it was a direct result of my facial hair, but one thing was definitely true: you can only get so far without trying to understand your environment. I had to understand how the culture worked, what was appropriate, and when. When was I offending people without knowing that I was offending people? In some countries, like Denmark or Britain, it is generally quite easy to know what another person thinks about you, even if some of what they feel is masked by politeness. But in much of the rest of the world the culture of hospitality is so dominant that you have no idea if they like you or not. If they need you or not. If they think you’re funny or not. If you are polite or not. If you do not know the culture, then you will not know when you’re stepping on someone’s tail, because they’re not going to tell you. 


I also discovered a great deal about myself. Having pushed to be sent abroad I found myself in a swamp of difficulties. The fundamental explanation for my presence there was that people weren’t doing what they were supposed to. When I realised that not only could I do the job, but I was actually good at it, something about me changed. I gained a new confidence. I discovered what it was like to be presented with a problem, and to then go away and try to find a solution, whether that was something technical or a question of finding the right person to help you.


I’d proved myself in this incredibly tough environment. I’d thrived in it. It made me feel as if I was capable of anything.


The project in Libya was interrupted by a dispute between my company and the Libyan government. I returned home briefly, and discovered that, for complex tax reasons, I literally couldn’t stay in Denmark, so my company offered to buy me tickets to anywhere in the world I wanted to go. At this stage, despite my posting to Libya, I wasn’t at all well-travelled. I’d skied in Finland and Austria, been hiking in Sweden and Norway, but everything else was just a dream.


What happened next showed how green I still was. I wanted to see Angkor Wat, the Cambodian temple complex. So, naturally, I asked for tickets to Bangkok. I arrived there still wearing a business suit and knowing nothing. At the airport I decided I would become a backpacker, and would buy everything there to avoid what I thought would be the chaos of trying to get hold of a bag and a water bottle and all the other stuff I guessed I would need in the city itself. I paid through the nose for these, as well as for a three-day tour of Bangkok and a limousine to take me to the hotel.


Everything changed when I summoned up the courage to step into the city’s dizzying, crowded neon streets and got talking to Cam, an Australian backpacker who’d already been on some incredible journeys. After three days together in Bangkok we went our separate ways. He headed to India and I abandoned all the luxurious activities I’d booked and went to Angkor Wat on a bus. I got to walk around and talk to people and feel like Indiana Jones as I explored ancient, ruined temples, saw spiders and snakes and landmines, and caught cholera. It was liberating, it was transformative. And it put me on a new trajectory: I wanted more. I could feel the way in which this rush of new experiences was working on me, almost creating me anew.


For almost all my life I had worried that I lacked an identity. I was just an average person, maybe somewhat less than average. I wasn’t interested in the things the people around me loved. This meant that I didn’t have the sense of community enjoyed by people who, for instance, support the same football club. But these long journeys and complex foreign projects gave shape to something that had been inside me since I had first gone to Africa as a UN peacekeeper. I remember once, not long after my return from Eritrea, when I was working as a skiing instructor in Austria, a colleague had got a flat tyre while driving his expensive new Audi in the mountains. He came up to me and said, ‘Hey, Thor, come over here, you’ve been to Africa, you can fix this.’


In some ways, it was an odd thing to say, and yet there was some truth to it. I did not realise it then, but I had become the sort of person that goes to unusual places, who learns how to do unusual things, who knows unusual things. I liked that. These were the sorts of things you might say about a real adventurer. I cursed my luck for having been born in a time when there were no adventures left. 










CHAPTER 2



The Last Great Adventure


Copenhagen, Denmark, January 2013


Over the years, the sense I had of having been born in the wrong century did not fade away. If anything, it became more acute.


It felt to me as if I was living in an era with little place for mystery. We know what causes thunder and lightning. There is nowhere, literally nowhere, you can go on this planet that another human being has not already been. 


We live in a world haloed by many satellites – there cannot be any undiscovered continents. We have counted every island. New technology has allowed us to see into places that were once regarded as almost impossible to reach. Lidar, which emits a particular kind of light that can penetrate through even the thickest of tree cover, means that someone can fly a plane or a drone over the Amazon and, without having to set foot on the forest floor, locate the scraps of an old civilisation.


It’s amazing. Of course it is. But I cannot help feeling sad about the way that things like this remove the need for somebody to wade through undergrowth, dodging snakes and spiders as they search for the crumbling wall, or abandoned trinkets, that signal that people had once lived even here.


I was longing for adventure. That instinct, that attraction, had been planted in me when I’d read about Mowgli in The Jungle Book, or Robin Hood, or Tarzan, or when I’d watched Indiana Jones. 


As a boy I’d been able to escape into the forest. Then, Kristoffer and I had enjoyed our night adventures, paddling through canals and other lakes all the way out to Denmark’s only river, which leads out to the ocean. 


When I was young, all the things I’d read about in books felt thrillingly possible. I believed that one day I’d be able to stride out into Antarctica’s snowy wastes, like Amundsen, or plunge deep into unknown tracts of jungle, like Henry Stanley. And then I grew up and realised that this was not true. I had become an adult in a world that no longer cared about these things. Once, news of Dr Livingstone had been the thing that prompted breathless news reports. Now what excited people was how fast a man was capable of cycling through France.


I’d tried to keep that thread of excitement unbroken, even as I understood that others had moved on. I remember one night, when Kristoffer had come to visit me in Libya; we’d gone out with a guide and a driver on an expedition into the Sahara.


The sun had long set, and everyone else had already turned in, but it was still only 9 p.m., and, we said, who goes to sleep then?, and headed out into the dunes. When you are this far into the desert, there is no light pollution, it feels as if you can see all of the stars in the universe. We walked and walked, entranced by what we saw above us, until we saw that we had crossed over a cliff, which meant that we could no longer see the footprints we had been relying on to help us find our way back.


Where was the camp? We knew it was within 300 metres but the dark, featureless terrain had disoriented us, we had no idea which direction it lay in. If we took the wrong choice, we might find ourselves 600 metres or more away. That could prove fatal.


Kristoffer had just become a father; he wanted to stay where we were, and wait until morning when our comrades would notice our absence. But I wanted to embrace the experience of being lost in the Sahara. It had activated something inside me; I felt as if the sort of adventure I’d read about in books had just fallen into my lap. We could head out alone into the wilderness! Navigate by the stars! In the end we did neither. Kristoffer remained in place, having turned his phone torch on, while I quartered the area around us, eventually locating our camp. 


As avid as I remained for adventure, the problem was I did not know where I could find one. At the back of my mind, I feared that maybe this was because there were none left.


I had been idle for months when I got the email. It was January 2013. 


Four years previously I’d set up as a sole trader; hiring myself out to people who needed a logistics coordinator. For a few years, everything went well. It got to the point where I was being offered jobs that I couldn’t take because I could only be in one place at a time. I was beginning to consider expanding. 


Then a project I was attached to was shut down and after that, everything was different. I had just bought an expensive apartment in Copenhagen but overnight my income had been liquidated. An accountant friend of mine told me: just find an income. So I took a job as a camp manager in the Arctic. The company I was working for was installing wind turbines in one of Sweden’s most remote, coldest corners; I was in charge of running the mobile hotel they’d built fifteen minutes away from the site to house their workers.


We had to contend with wandering moose, blizzards and temperatures so cold that they froze the river we drew our drinking water from, and I was earning a fraction of what I had been used to, but it was enough, and I hoped that things would be different once I got home. They weren’t. The phone stubbornly refused to ring. The economy was in a slump. Everywhere around me people were being fired. Who in their right mind was going to hire a consultant like me?


This worrying development was accompanied by another, slightly different train of thought. I started thinking to myself: I’ve only ever worked on other people’s projects. Someone would call me, tell me that they had something they thought was a perfect match, and if I liked it I’d jump on it. But I hadn’t given any consideration to what I wanted to do. This was followed by another thought, which was both liberating and terrifying in equal measure: what did I want to do? There was, somewhere still within me, the desire to do something spectacular, but I wasn’t actively looking for an opportunity.


I was ready for a spark to set me off, I just didn’t know it. And then it came. My dad forwarded me a link to an article about an incredible adventure by an Englishman called Graham Hughes. He had gone to every country in the world without flying. It felt to me like the most amazing achievement of modern times. It was exhilarating. But it also hit me like a punch to my stomach. I was angry and frustrated that I had only just learned that this feat had been lying there, waiting to be completed. But now somebody else – a man who I instantly saw as a legend, a hero – had done it.


Still, I was overflowing with enthusiasm. I couldn’t stop talking to friends, family, anyone who would listen, about Hughes’s journey. Until then, I had not realised that it was even possible for one person to visit every country in the world – I had known about a Danish man, a school teacher, who had died of old age when he’d been on the cusp of doing so; and I’d reckoned that if biology didn’t stand in your way financial constraints might – let alone to do so without ever setting foot on an aeroplane. All I could think about, all I could talk about, was the buses, the trains, the borders, the epic scale of the four years Hughes spent on his journey.


My friends would listen politely, then move the conversation on to another topic. For me, it had become the world, I was already infected with the idea; they had other stuff to think about. The obsession grew. I found out everything I could about Hughes and his triumph. At first, this was just a question of trying to sate my curiosity, and then something started to happen. The more I learned, the more it became clear: the game is still open; I had stumbled across something that still had not been done. 


Hughes had flown home several times during the journey. Sometimes there were good reasons for doing so (although once he had flown to Australia to see his girlfriend), but the fact remained. He had made things easy on himself by visiting seven countries in one day. He’d failed to get a visa for Chad so had persuaded a border guard to let him go across for just long enough to do a GPS plot. Even in the most generous interpretation his achievement had a big asterisk next to it. 


I began to think about what a clean definition of the project might look like. To me, it was clear that you couldn’t return home at any point. Because then it was no longer a single journey. Then there was the duration of time spent in each country. Most travellers’ clubs – groups of well-travelled globetrotters that meet to share their experiences – demanded a minimum of twenty-four hours, which sounded good to me. Then, finally, most importantly, any form of flying, for whatever reason, automatically voided the project. If I fell sick with malaria and the authorities decided to put me on an aeroplane and evacuated me against my will, the whole thing would be over. You cannot say I went to every country in the world without flying, except for that one time. 


What happened didn’t spring out of me. I didn’t really have the original thought. That was fine with me. Most things in the world build on someone else’s ideas. Very few civilisations can lay claim to a great invention like writing or the wheel. They simply see what someone else has done, and then they adapt it, or improve on it, in the process making it their own. That’s what I did with the project: I made it mine. 


My mind started turning over, and I thought about my background in logistics. I realised that what Hughes had achieved was essentially a logistics project. Surely, I thought, I can do this better. There’s a more optimal way of doing this. To begin with, I wasn’t doing much more than daydreaming. I was thinking to myself: I’m not going to do it, but if I was going to do it, how would I do it? I remember buying a map, a blue pen and a red pen. Then I sat down with my younger sister, Tove, and we drew in Graham’s route.


I like efficiency. I love the idea of the perfect system – something pure that works exactly as it is designed to. Much of my life has been spent hunting for the perfect system, and then being disappointed when I don’t find it. I’d start somewhere like the Danish Army, an organisation that in theory has been refining its methods and structures for centuries, somewhere whose systems looked perfect on paper, and discover that nothing worked the way it was supposed to. It was all chaos, everything was done at the last minute. Then I went into the UN with the same high hopes, and they too were disappointed. 


The project was my chance to build a perfect system. I thought I would have control. I could do the research and make the decisions. Should I take a bus or a train? Should I take the chicken bus or should I take the VIP bus? Am I staying at this place or the other place? How will I get there? How long will I spend there? I thought I could manage all of this by myself. 


The idea that there might be flaws, or that something might go wrong, was anathema to me. That strain of thinking was so strong in me that when I read about the Danish Adventurers’ Club – a highly exclusive band of travellers – who stipulated that one of their criteria for membership was that you had been on an adventure when something went wrong, I was outraged. What a bunch of amateurs! If you’re good enough at what you do, nothing should go wrong. I’m going to go to every country in the world without flying and nothing will go wrong because I’m not an amateur. 


After all of this thinking and dreaming I finally realised: I can see a route through this. I can do this better than Graham. I can become the first to reach every country without flying.


The list of the countries I would visit began with the 201 nations that Hughes had passed through (the 193 recognised by the UN, plus the constituent parts of the United Kingdom, Kosovo, Western Sahara and Taiwan, and the UN’s two observatory states, Palestine and the Vatican). Once I was on the move, I’d also add the Faroe Islands and Greenland. I hoped to be able to pass through a country on average every seven days.


There is, I realise, something arbitrary about all of this and I have a hard time defending my own list. I know in some people’s eyes it’s silly to recognise Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland as countries, as well as Faroe Islands and Greenland, but not, for instance, giving the same status to some of the territories that make up the Kingdom of the Netherlands, like Sint Maarten or Curaçao. Although I might also add that nobody who was trying to make their task easier would voluntarily add Greenland or, indeed, the Faroe Islands …
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