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INTRODUCTION


The decision to take a gap year is brave and sometimes scary. A year of freedom – it would be easy enough to spend it sleeping, but what can you do to make it worthwhile? How can you achieve something truly amazing and also have the time of your life? My friend, you have to make some plans…


Figuring out how to spend this year may be the biggest decision you’ve ever made. But whether you’re getting workplace experience, learning through volunteering or immersing yourself in other cultures as you backpack around the world, the opportunities for fun and adventure this year are phenomenal. And you’re bound to make friends along the way.


So you want to meet people from other cultures? See the wildlife from nature documentaries up close? Do you want to test yourself, learning new sports and skills? How to know where to start? Here’s where this little book will really help you out.


The choice of stuff out there to do is, frankly, bewildering. There are websites galore to explore. But this book is designed to get you thinking first about what you want – and to whet your appetite.


Most of these experiences are things that you would never have the chance to do at home. Others can be adapted to your budget. We’ve recommended certain locations around the world, but there’s nothing stopping you from coming up with your own tailor-made adventures.


So go on, fire up your imagination and prepare to get out there…


SAFETY


Remember: your gap year should be exciting but, for everyone’s sake, make sure you stay safe. Opt for reputable companies when you are choosing tour operators or activity schools – don’t go with some Dodgy Dave just to save the price of a night out. Check if your insurance policy covers you – it won’t cover every eventuality but it’s good to be forewarned. Test yourself but don’t put yourself at risk: if you feel unsure about any aspect of your chosen activity, there’s no harm in pulling out. Remember, one of the best things about your gap year adventures will be telling everyone at home later – so put your safety first and don’t take unnecessary risks.


MONEY


You don’t want to run out of dosh or be stranded somewhere and phoning home for help, so if you’re not earning, you’ll need to be somewhat budget-conscious. This book includes a range of activities, some of them dream trips but also plenty that won’t deplete your funds too drastically. In many cases, the major expense is getting there, so plan your itinerary carefully. And with a little spin-doctoring you’ll see how the life skills acquired while having these adventures may actually enhance your ability to make lots of loot later, so you can pay back everyone you’ve borrowed money from.
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WILD THINGS


It’s crazy but as we go about our ordinary lives in front of TVs and tablets, maybe with our beloved pooch or kitty close by, there are places where people see elephants on a daily basis. There are people whose actual job it is to take out boats to see whales leap out of the ocean. And if you’ve ever been up close to a big brute of an animal in the wild, then you certainly won’t forget it. So take inspiration from the following ideas, get out there and see exactly what the natural world has to offer the gap year adventurer.


 


 


WHALE WATCHING


Gray whales migrate thousands of miles every year from Mexico to the Arctic, stopping off for a feed or two off Vancouver Island. So if you can make it to British Columbia, Canada, it would be just plain wrong to miss out on a sea safari to spot them and learn more about the marine ecosystem that includes several species of whales. Because there’s nothing like seeing one of those vast beasties rising out of the ocean right beside you. The waters to the south and north of Vancouver Island are also home to the largest orca (‘killer whale’) population in the world. The best season to see whales is summer from late June through to September, when orca pods feed on the migrating salmon, and humpback and minke whales frequent the area. Most whales wisely head south again in the winter.


 


Four of the best whale-watching locations around the world:


 


[image: ]  Monterey Bay, California – year-round whale watching in the deep waters of the Monterey Submarine Canyon


[image: ]  The Silver Bank in the Dominican Republic – up to 5,000 humpbacks pass this spot from December to April each year


[image: ]  Kaikoura, New Zealand – a favourite haunt of sperm whales


[image: ]  Western Cape, South Africa – see up to 37 species, including southern right whales, breeding within visible distance of the coast from June to November


 


 


WILD WEST CATTLE DRIVES


Always fancied yourself in a Stetson, looking out over the lonesome plains? Love the notion of campfires and desert skies? Not afraid of a little heat and dust? From the days of the American Wild West, cowboys drove herds of cattle between winter and summer pastures, for branding or to take them to market, and ranches now invite paying guests to be part of it. Look for an authentic experience and take your riding skills to a new level as you join a cattle drive through the magnificent mountain ranges and craggy canyons of North America, or for something even more different consider a cattle drive in rural Argentina with the gauchos. Alternatively, a longer stint in the raw, powerful landscape of the Australian outback is a favourite for gap years as some schemes will even allow you to pay your way with farm work.


 


 


SWIMMING WITH DOLPHINS


Few people are left unchanged by an encounter with a dolphin in the wild. In the spectacular setting of Drake Bay on the Osa Peninsula in Costa Rica – teeming with marine life including whales, manta rays and sea turtles – you can swim with wild dolphins in crystal-clear warm waters and witness how they behave in their natural environment. Combine your stay with rainforest tours in Corcovado National Park – one of the most ‘biologically intense’ places on Earth. There are centres offering tours in dolphin-frequented waters around the world, from Ireland and Portugal to Florida and New Zealand (eco-friendly outfits can’t guarantee the wild creatures will show up, but they should tell you the likely success rate). Opting to go with one of the many well-established conservation groups that organise tours means that your money goes towards the preservation of this beautiful species.


 


 


AFRICAN BUSH WALKING


Step out of the vehicle… and into the most intense wildlife experience in Africa. Connecting with the wild on foot is the interactive alternative to the typical Land-Rover safari, and it allows you to take in the sounds and smells and even tastes of the bush up close and personal while reducing your impact on the environment. Qualified local guides teach you about tracking animals and survival skills, and you’ll be able to take stunning, close-up photos and maybe visit out-of-the-way caves with ancient rock art. Bush walking either for a day or extended camping tour is the way to get a deeper understanding of African wildlife and its environment, and the experience is offered in many of Africa’s National Game Parks (never attempt to go without a guide, obviously). What would you do if you found a snake in your path? There’s one way to find out.


 


But where in Africa? Experts recommend:


 


[image: ]  Botswana – Northern Tuli Game Reserve or Selinda Reserve


[image: ]  Zambia – South Luangwa National Park, where the walking safari was pioneered


[image: ]  Zimbabwe – Mana Pools or Hwange National Park


[image: ]  South Africa – Kruger National Park


[image: ]  Kenya – Matthews Mountain Range Forest or Naboisho Conservancy


 


 


HORSE TREKKING


How about exploring the route of the famous Bear’s Ring Trail in Finland on the back of a sturdy Finnish horse? Just below the Arctic Circle are some of Europe’s oldest forests and pure, remote wilderness, where you can learn about southern Lapland’s Sami people, their myths and equine traditions. As you make your way through rugged scenery you camp at cosy log cabins and relax after a day in the saddle in a steaming sauna. Treks leave from May to October when temperatures are warmer, and during the long hours of daylight you may be lucky enough to spot reindeer and elk (tip: in September, most of the biting insects are gone). For a gentler introduction, try a half-day trek through the foothills of the Atlas Mountains in Morocco. Or for the experienced, why not take the ultimate horse trek across the wild and weather-beaten steppes of Mongolia?


 


 


WATCHING ORANGUTANS


The ‘red man of the forest’ once roamed freely across most of South-East Asia, but due to deforestation for farming they are now restricted to the islands of Borneo and Sumatra. Situated near to Sandakan, known as the gateway to Borneo’s wildlife, the Sepilok Nature Reserve has a sanctuary for illegally captured, orphaned or injured orangutans to be taught to survive in the wild. Volunteer placements are available, so if you have a passion for the eco-friendly and what’s off-the-beaten track, this may be for you. Marvel at the prowess and grace of the wild orangutans of northern Borneo as they swing through the trees and fix you with one of their famous soulful gazes. Borneo’s national parks are also home to pygmy elephants and proboscis monkeys. You can stay in a rustic bungalow, and maybe awake to find an orangutan or a pig-tail macaque chilling out on your veranda.


 


 


MEET MOUNTAIN GORILLAS


Gorilla safaris promise a mind-blowing encounter beyond any other wildlife experience. Trekking to an altitude of 2,500 metres on steep, muddy paths through the dense forest and tightly-knit vines, you emerge into a clearing and come face to face with a 200-kilo silverback gorilla just a stone’s throw away. In a story made famous by the film Gorillas in the Mist, Dian Fossey dedicated her life to these elusive great apes, one of our closest primate relatives. It’s now much safer to visit their green oasis hidden away in the mountains of East Africa, but it’s a fragile ecosystem that is home to the few surviving in the wild. Ten groups are habituated to humans, and sitting just metres away from a mountain gorilla is one of the most exclusive wildlife adventures. Guided tours take place in Mgahinga National Park in Uganda and Virunga Volcanoes National Park in Rwanda.
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