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Prologue




  On the Road




  It was nearly one a.m. when I stepped off a plane and stumbled into the international airport in Dakar, Senegal.




  I’d been here many times before, but it always took a moment to regain my bearings. Everywhere I turned, a different guy offered to help with my bags—a series of offers I

  didn’t need, since I always travel light—but the persistent porters were hard to turn down. A shouting match erupted between two of the men. I knew what the stakes were: Whoever served

  as my escort would be eligible for the tip.




  I picked out one of the porters at random and followed him to a small alcove above the shouting crowd. A couple of plastic chairs were nailed to the floor. “Here,” he told me in

  French. “You can stay here and sleep.” I looked at the chairs, paid off the guy, and set up camp for what I knew would be a long night.




  My final destination was the tiny republic of Guinea-Bissau, just half an hour by air from Dakar, but the flight didn’t leave until seven a.m. What to do for six hours?




  I could have gone into the city and found a hotel, but the prospect of three hours of sleep before trudging back to the airport wasn’t enticing. Better to ride it out

  until I reached my final destination and was able to crash in a real bed.




  I had a bottle of water, procured upon arrival, and a three-ounce bottle of vodka, procured in the Frankfurt airport lounge prior to heading to Africa earlier that day. Together with an airline

  blanket (thanks, Lufthansa) was all I needed for a few hours of fitful sleep.




  Four days earlier I had walked in the rain past Grand Central Terminal in Manhattan. My destination was a tiny consulate office in a sublet United Nations building. The office had no listed

  hours. For a fee of $100—payable in cash, no receipt provided—I received the visa I’d been hunting down for several months.




  This trip would take me from New York to Frankfurt to Dakar to Bissau, and then back out via Lisbon and London a few days later. It was both a journey and a task.
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  Even when you’re worn down from three continents of travel, it’s hard to sleep on a plastic chair in a West African transit area. I was careful to keep the strap

  from my laptop bag coiled around my leg, but still woke with a jolt every few moments as I worried about a return visit from the “helpful” porters. When I managed to drift into real

  sleep, a swarm of mosquitoes arrived to keep watch, ensuring that I never dozed for long.




  I thought about what a laughable experience it was. Why, after having achieved a healthy measure of career success, with plenty of projects at home and a worldwide community of friends in more

  pleasant surroundings, did I find myself propped up on a plastic chair in the middle of the night in Senegal?




  What was the journey and the task?




  First things first. This area of the world is where it all started, many years ago. Ten years earlier I had roamed the region as an aid worker, serving as a volunteer for a medical charity.

  Through trial and error I learned how to avoid bribes (well, except for airport porters) and make my way through chaotic arrival scenes like the one I encountered tonight.




  So why had I returned?




  It was simple, really. This time I was on a different kind of mission. For the past decade I had devoted much of my time, money, and attention to visiting every country in the world. Every

  single country in every region, with no country left behind—it was a lifelong challenge I had pondered for years before finally accepting it as the quest I would pursue for as long as it

  took.




  This mission had led me to breakaway former Soviet republics and remote islands in the South Pacific. I’d watched the only flight of the night on another small island take off without me.

  I’d successfully arrived in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia without a visa, somehow convincing the immigration authorities to let me stay. I’d been deported from a country I’m still

  trying to forget.




  Along the way there were many nights like this one in Dakar, where I arrived with no plans except onward travel, flying or riding in a crowded minibus to another small country that made the news

  only when it was in civil war or threatened with disappearance due to climate change.




  In a weird, almost masochistic way, I liked the idea of returning to Senegal. Full circle, back to the beginning, that kind of thing.




  After more than 190 countries, the journey would soon be coming to an end. Not yet, though. First I had to make it to Guinea-Bissau, my final country in Africa.
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  The Dakar airport won’t win any awards for overnight stays, but when the sun rises over West Africa, it’s worth waking up for. It happens very quickly—shift

  your eyes and you’ll miss it. One minute hazy, the next minute Rise and shine, traveler!




  By that point I had stumbled back down to the check-in zone and cleared the relaxed security point. I bought an instant coffee and sipped it as I stood in the queue for boarding.




  Far from home, there’s a feeling you can experience even when you’re bone-weary. No matter how exhausted (Eighteen hours of flying! Two hours of sleep on a plastic chair.),

  and no matter how ridiculous the situation (I’m flying to Guinea-Bissau for no good reason!), you can still savor the thrill of adventure. As the caffeine kicked in and I stretched

  my legs, I began to feel better. As crazy as it may have seemed to some people, I was out in the world, doing something I loved. Life was good.




  The half-hour flight took us along the coastline at low altitude. The sun fully unfolded in the sky, I dozed against the window seat, and before I knew it we were wheels-down in the capital

  city.




  Landing on the other side, there was no jet bridge that led to a shiny arrivals hall, or even a passenger bus to ferry arrivals to the building. I walked down the stairs of the aging aircraft

  onto the tarmac and directly into the dusty immigration building a short distance away.




  The welcoming committee appeared to have taken the day off. Instead, a lone immigration guy glanced at my papers and stamped me through without a word.




  I watched as the bags were thrown onto a single creaky conveyer belt. Once again, the porters fought over rights to luggage duties. The morning with the beautiful sunrise was dissolving into a

  sweltering day, and another group of men competed to become the chosen taxi driver to deliver the occasional foreigner to the only hotel.




  But I smiled at my good fortune, for I had just achieved another milestone on the long quest to go everywhere. Out of fifty-four African countries, Guinea-Bissau was my very last. After ten

  years of exploration, I had only two more countries to go before completing the whole world.




  Once Upon a Time




  People have always been captivated by quests. History’s earliest stories tell of epic journeys and grand adventures. Whether the history is African, Asian, or European,

  the plotline is the same: A hero sets off in search of something elusive that has the power to change both their life and the world.




  In the Judeo-Christian story of creation, Adam and Eve are banished from the garden of Eden and sent to toil the earth. In the Buddhist story, the question of practice and struggle is emphasized

  over creation—sacred texts skip straight to the quest toward enlightenment.




  The world’s best-known literature reflects our desire to hear about struggle and sacrifice in pursuit of a goal. From Aesop’s Fables to Arabian Nights, many classic stories are about

  adventure and quests.




  Shakespeare kept us enthralled with quest stories of shipwrecks and mistaken identity. Sometimes all was well that ended well, but sometimes tragedy followed as the natural

  consequence of a flawed character’s poor decisions.




  In modern times, Hollywood knows that quests are an easy sell. Consider the blockbuster franchises Star Wars, Star Trek, Indiana Jones, and countless others. The tougher the odds and the higher

  the stakes, the better—as long as the audience has something to believe in. We have to believe in a hero’s mission, and once we do, we’ll gladly stick around to see how the hero

  can overcome.




  The best video games, which now draw more of our money and attention than books or movies, are also programmed around quest stories. You, an ordinary soul plucked from obscurity, have been

  entrusted with defending the earth from an alien invasion. (Conveniently, you have been supplied with a rocket launcher and a rechargeable health pack.) You, a mere plumber with a stubborn

  disposition and an especially hard head, must rescue the princess from the castle. (Oh, this is the wrong castle? I guess you’ll have to keep going.)




  Most of these quest stories are told over and over in different ways, often with a fair amount of exaggeration. They can be engaging stories, but for the most part they aren’t real. We

  enjoy them because, for a brief time, they have the power to alter our belief in what’s possible. Maybe there really is an alien invasion! Maybe there really is a holy grail

  somewhere out there, just waiting to be discovered.
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  As I wandered the planet, spending years journeying to nearly two hundred countries, I discovered something important.




  I loved the travel, and everywhere I went had something interesting on offer. My worldview was broadened as I encountered different ways of life and learned from people in other cultures. But

  equally fascinating was that I wasn’t the only one on a quest. All over the world, people had discovered the same way of bringing greater purpose to their life. Some had been toiling

  away at a goal for years without any recognition. Going for it, whatever “it” was, was simply something they found meaningful and loved to do.




  “I want to make my life worthwhile,” one woman said. “I consider myself an instrument, and if I don’t put myself to work for the greatest possible good, I’ll feel

  like I wasted a chance that will never return.”




  Some of the people I talked to were pursuing quests that involved extended world journeys like mine. I met strangers and new friends who walked, biked, or otherwise traveled across entire

  countries or continents. In Istanbul, for example, I met Matt Krause, a financial analyst from Seattle. Matt had traveled to Turkey with the intention of walking all the way to Iran, meeting

  strangers along the way and understanding a different way of life. At first it was just a crazy idea, he said. But then it stuck with him, becoming something he knew he’d regret if he

  didn’t see it through. (Lesson: Beware of crazy ideas.)




  Meanwhile, other quests were about mastery or collection. A Boy Scout earned every merit badge (154!) by the age of fifteen. A middle-aged woman devoted the rest of her life to seeing every

  possible species of bird. As she explained in her journal, what started as a hobby turned into an obsession after receiving a diagnosis of terminal cancer.




  Some people’s quests were distinctly private. A teenager from the Netherlands set out to sail the open sea, becoming the youngest person in history to successfully circumnavigate the

  world’s oceans alone. The publicity she received from the record-setting adventure was often critical and largely unwelcome. But receiving attention, whether positive or negative,

  wasn’t the point. “I did this for myself,” she told me after she’d finished. “Not for anyone else.”




  Others chose to join forces, including a family of four who set out to bicycle 17,300 miles from Alaska to Argentina, building a dream together along the way. Also feeling wanderlust was a young

  couple who visited every basilica in the United States hoping to better understand their faith.




  Much of the time, the quest was something physical: a mountain to climb, the open sea to traverse, the visa processing office to persuade. But what these strivers were searching for usually went

  beyond the stated task. Matt Krause, the financial analyst who set out to walk the entire length of rural Turkey, reflected on the life he’d known back in America. It wasn’t just that

  he was now in another country, he said later. It felt as though he’d opened a path to another life. Out there on his own, walking mile after mile along the dusty village roads, meeting

  strangers who became friends, he felt a heightened sense of being alive.




  Something about these people I met stood out. They spoke with intensity. They were focused on their goals, even if they didn’t immediately make sense to others. I wanted to understand why

  they’d chosen to pursue big goals with such determination—were they driven by the same urges as I was or ones that were entirely different?—and I wanted to

  learn what kept them going when others would have stopped. I had the strong sense that these people could teach critical lessons.
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  What were the lessons in my ten-year journey?




  The first lessons were about the practical aspects of pursuing a quest. If you want to achieve the unimaginable, you start by imagining it. Before beginning, take the time to count the cost.

  Understanding exactly what you need to do, and then finding a way to do it, makes a quest much more feasible.




  Courage comes through achievement but also through the attempt. As I worked my way through country after country, regrouping at one of the many stops along the way that felt like second homes, I

  became more optimistic about my chances of success. In the final year of the journey, I felt unstoppable. I can really do this! I realized, and the realization gave me strength and

  endurance.




  As Don Quixote learned many years ago, quests do not always develop as planned. Travelers are often waylaid or misdirected, and some challenges prove especially difficult. Yet misadventures (and

  sometimes even disasters) produce confidence. When I found myself spending all night in a deserted airline terminal, waiting on another canceled flight, or completely out of money in a remote part

  of the world, I learned that things would usually be OK. I learned to laugh at my own misfortune, or at least to not panic when something bad happened.




  The next lessons were more about the inner work of an extended journey. Many quests lead to an alchemy-like transformation, either with respect to the quest itself or the

  person undertaking it. Once you start down the road to adventure, you don’t always know where you’ll end up.




  Coming to the end of a quest brings lessons too. The story doesn’t always tie up well. When something has been a major part of your life for years and then is gone, a sense of alienation

  can set in. You have to think about what’s next, and whether you can re-create the intense feelings you had during the time you were chasing down your goal.




  As my journey neared its end, I wondered what I could learn by talking to others. My curiosity about questing became a quest in itself—one that, it turns out, allows me to offer guidance

  to those who are themselves engaged in a search for meaning.




  





  
Chapter 1





  Awakening




  

    

      It’s a dangerous business, Frodo, going out your front door. You step out on to the road, and if you don’t keep your feet, there’s no

      knowing where you’ll be swept off to.




      —J. R. R. TOLKIEN


    


  




  Lesson: ADVENTURE IS FOR EVERYONE.




  We live in interesting times, a remarkable age that offers countless opportunities for personal growth and advancement. As busy as we all are, most

  of us still have enough free time to pursue hobbies and the development of nonessential skills. For the price of a plane ticket, we can jet off to foreign lands. Whatever we could possibly want to

  learn is readily available to us.




  Yet these opportunities can also be overwhelming. After our basic needs are met, how do we choose a focus? For many of us, the answer is surprisingly simple: We choose to embrace a quest, and we

  choose to live for adventure.




  At meetups and coffee shops on five continents, I sought out people who were undertaking quests and heard their stories. Through a series of interviews and surveys, I pestered them about why

  they chose to focus on a specific goal for an extended period of time. What did they learn, and how were they changed along the way?




  Regardless of what kind of project it was, I noticed that people who pursue quests tend to have a few things in common. For example, I talked with a number of people who walked, cycled, or

  sailed thousands of miles on their own. I didn’t want to walk, cycle, or sail thousands of miles (I preferred airplanes). Those who felt compelled to make such journeys probably weren’t

  interested in what I had to deal with either (presumably they didn’t want to spend countless nights attempting to sleep on airport floors, or countless days dealing with corrupt officials in

  stressful situations). But the challenge itself—the ambition of the pursuit and the desire to do whatever it took to keep going—that was the common thread.




  In seeking answers, I also borrowed an approach I used in my previous book, The $100 Startup. For that project, a small team and I cast a net far and wide, seeking stories from around

  the globe. One thing led to another and the book’s stories seemed to accumulate easily, with one interesting person leading to another.




  I faced a greater challenge this time, however. If you’re looking for stories of people who’ve started a business without much money or education, the criteria are clear. But what

  stories should you search for when it comes to questing?




  Working with another small team and a large supply of coffee, I started by once again casting a wide net, this time in search of anyone who’d undertaken a big journey or purposeful

  adventure. By leaving the initial casting call open-ended, we hoped to hear from a wide variety of diverse subjects. Because people who are pursuing a big quest aren’t always online

  (and because some don’t actively speak about their projects), we encouraged readers to submit other people’s stories as well.




  Having an open casting call was a good starting point, but we quickly realized that we’d need to apply some stricter criteria. Among the initial responses was a broad group of submissions

  related to general life improvement: getting in shape, for example, or starting a small business, or writing a book. All of these things are fine and well, we thought, but they aren’t exactly

  quests. Deciding to improve one’s life, however meaningful it might be on a personal level, is not by itself a quest. Quitting smoking, losing weight, or getting out of debt are all

  worthy pursuits, but they shouldn’t be a lifelong focus.




  A quest, we decided, is something bigger. It takes more time and requires more commitment than general life improvement. Still, though, what exactly is a quest? How to define it?




  We decided to let the stories lead the way. Walking across the continent and not speaking for a decade? Yes, that counts. Giving up a well-paying job to advocate for women’s rights in

  Bangladesh . . . as a volunteer with no recognition for twenty years? Yes, that too.




  After much consideration, here are the criteria we settled on.




  

    

      A quest has a clear goal and a specific end point. You can clearly explain a quest in a sentence or two. Every quest has a beginning, and sooner or later,

      every quest will come to an end. (Not everyone will understand why you undertook the quest, but that’s another matter.)




      A quest presents a clear challenge. By design, a quest requires that something be overcome. Not every quest needs to be dangerous or

      next to impossible to achieve, but it shouldn’t be easy, either.




      A quest requires sacrifice of some kind. There is no “having it all” when it comes to a quest—to pursue a big dream, you must give

      something up along the way. Sometimes the sacrifice is apparent in the beginning; other times it becomes apparent only later on.




      A quest is often driven by a calling or sense of mission. A calling need not be some form of divine inspiration. It is often expressed simply as a deep

      sense of internal purpose. Whatever form it takes, people who pursue quests feel driven, pushed, or otherwise highly motivated to keep going.




      A quest requires a series of small steps and incremental progress toward the goal. As we’ll see, many quests are composed of a long, slow-and-steady

      march toward something, with moments of glory and elation few and far between. You don’t simply arrive at the holy grail the day after you set out to find it. (If you do, it’s

      probably not the holy grail, and it’s definitely not a quest.)


    


  




  To sum it up, a quest is a journey toward something specific, with a number of challenges throughout. Most quests also require a series of logistical steps and some kind of personal

  growth.




  Before anything else can be done, you have to sort out the many practical details and obstacles that lie in your way. In my case I had to arrange visas and methods of transport. I had to figure

  out how to visit hostile countries that didn’t exactly have a tourist department on hand to answer questions or distribute sightseeing brochures. When I ran into

  problems, I had to retreat and regroup, and then plan for another attempt.




  But in a true, life-altering quest, it’s not only the practical aspects you have to consider. You also must become a better person than you were before you started. You must improve

  throughout the journey.




  Oh, and there’s one more thing I learned: Most of the time, something else happens along the way.




  

    

      Why a Quest Might Be for You




      This book will offer the opportunity to examine dozens of quests, projects, and adventures. If you’re already beginning to think about how to

      apply these lessons and stories to your own life, consider these questions. The more you’re inclined to answer “yes,” the more likely you are to enjoy a quest of your

      own.




      •   Do you like making lists and checking things off?




      •   Have you always enjoyed setting goals?




      •   Do you feel motivated by making progress toward a goal?




      •   Do you enjoy planning?1




      •   Do you have a hobby or passion that not everyone understands?




      •   Do you ever find yourself daydreaming or imagining a different kind of life?




      •   Do you spend a lot of time thinking about your hobby or passion?


    


  




  A Taxonomy of Adventure




  In ancient myths, most quests were ones of discovery or confrontation. A kingdom was under siege, so it required defending. A minotaur in a faraway land guarded a magic

  chalice, and only the hero could wrest it back.




  Happily, real-world quests offer more possibilities than storming castles and rescuing princesses, and with some exceptions modern-day quests can be placed into a few broad categories. Travel is

  an obvious starting point. As I searched for stories and recruited submissions from readers, I learned of many people who set out to circumnavigate the globe in different fashions or be the first

  to accomplish a challenging goal far from home.




  Branching out beyond travel, the categories of learning, documenting, and athleticism were also fairly self-explanatory. When an independent learner from Canada decided to tackle the four-year

  MIT computer science curriculum in just one year, publishing his test scores along the way, this was clearly a quest oriented around learning and achievement. When a young woman who competed in

  international competitions decided to adopt and train an especially difficult horse—eventually placing near the top in an important European championship—this was clearly an athletic

  pursuit.




  Perhaps more interesting than topical categories is the broader question of why people pursue quests and adventures. The answers can fit into categories, too, albeit ones that are not

  as tightly boxed. As I traveled the world and traversed my inbox, a few themes kept coming up:




  

    

      Self-discovery. Just as heroes of old set off on horses to chase their dreams into enchanted forests, many people still follow paths

      to “find” themselves. Nate Damm, who walked across America, and Tom Allen, who set out to cycle the planet from his town in England, originally left home merely because they could.

      They wanted to challenge themselves by learning more about the world. Some of their friends and family understood their desire to set out on big journeys—both gave up jobs to do

      so—but others didn’t get it. “This is just something I need to do,” Nate said. “It’s about letting a little risk into your life,” Tom explained.




      Reclaiming. In days of old, reclaiming was about taking back the land. Recall Mel Gibson in his classic Braveheart performance standing on a hill

      and shouting “Freeeee-dooom!” in defense of Scotland against the tyrant Englishmen from the south.




      Many people still pursue quests of reclaiming, though not usually with swords and shields. Sasha Martin, a woman raising a family in Oklahoma, had grown up living abroad and wanted to

      introduce her household to an awareness of different cultures. She couldn’t travel to foreign lands, at least not at the time, so she decided to make a meal from every country, complete

      with an entire menu and mini-celebration.




      From the frontiers of Alaska, Howard Weaver led a scrappy team that took on an establishment newspaper. In an epic battle that stretched for years, Howard and his staff fought to present a

      “voice of the people” against a better-funded, big-business paper.




      Response to external events. Sandi Wheaton, a career employee for General Motors, was laid off at the height of the auto

      industry’s downturn in 2009. Instead of choosing the usual strategy (panic, then do everything you can to get another job), she took off for an extended trip, taking photos and

      documenting the journey as she went along. My own quest to visit every country initially came from a post-9/11 experience, after which I wanted to find a way to meaningfully contribute. My

      soul-searching led to four years on a hospital ship in West Africa, which sparked everything that would come later.




      Desire for ownership and empowerment. Julie Johnson, a blind woman who trained her own guide dog, said that she was motivated at least partly by the

      pressure put on her not to do it her own way. “Probably the biggest reason is that it felt right,” she told me. “I needed to do this Big Thing. I didn’t know

      then that it was a Big Thing, I just knew it was something that I needed to do for myself. If I didn’t, I’d always wonder about what could have been.” This

      perspective—“If I didn’t try, I’d always wonder what might have happened”—showed up again and again in the stories I came across.




      Taking a stand for something. Some people I met were essentially missionaries or crusaders for their causes, sharing their stories with anyone who’d

      listen and building alliances along the way. Miranda Gibson, for example, spent more than a year living in a tree in Tasmania, protesting illegal logging. Others devoted their lives to

      something they believed in, sacrificing income and time (and sometimes more) to give all that they could.


    


  




  There’s an Adventure Waiting for You, Too




  Real-life adventure isn’t only about traveling the world (although many of this book’s stories do involve travel) nor is a quest always about leaving home

  (although it often involves breaking out of a comfort zone). Over the next two hundred–plus pages, you’ll encounter dozens of incredible stories. You’ll meet the people I’ve

  mentioned thus far and many more. And you’ll learn that the vast majority of these stories are about normal people doing remarkable things.




  Sure, there are exceptions: the story of John “Maddog” Wallace comes to mind. Wallace pulled off the feat of running 250 marathons in a single year, ignoring a legion of sports

  doctors and athletes who all said such a thing was impossible. You may be interested in why he did it, or even how he did it—but it’s not likely you’ll try the

  same thing. That’s OK, though. As I’ve said, most of this book’s “cast of characters” are ordinary, in the sense that they don’t have special powers or

  abilities. Their quests—and in many cases, their accomplishments—were extraordinary, but for the most part these individuals were successful not because of innate talent, but because of

  their choices and dedication.




  Much of the time, the goals grew in proportion with time and experience. Those I interviewed often spoke of their perceived feebleness, or of their belief that “anyone” could do what

  they did—but as you’ll see, few would have the resolve to persist as they did.




  In addition to satisfying my own curiosity, I wrote this book to inspire you to attempt something remarkable of your own. Look closely here and you’ll see a path you can follow, no

  matter your goal. Everyone who pursues a quest learns many lessons along the way. Some relate to accomplishment, disillusionment, joy, and sacrifice—others to the

  specific project at hand. But what if you could learn these lessons earlier? What if you could study with others who’ve invested years—sometimes decades—in the relentless pursuit

  of their dreams?




  That learning opportunity is what this book is about. You’ll sit with people who have pursued big adventures and crafted lives of purpose around something they found deeply meaningful.

  You’ll hear their stories and lessons. You’ll learn what happened along the way, but more important, you’ll learn why it happened and why it matters. It’s my job as

  the author to provide a framework and issue a challenge. It’s yours to decide the next steps.




  Perhaps reading about other people’s stories will prompt you to think about your own life. What excites you? What bothers you? If you could do anything at all without regard to time or

  money, what would it be?




  As you progress through this book you’ll see that it advances a clear argument: Quests bring meaning and fulfillment to our lives. If you’ve ever wondered if there’s

  more to life, you might discover a world of opportunity and challenge waiting for you. But think of your first quest as reading this book. There’s a clear goal (finish the book) and

  a specific end point (the last page). Accomplishing the goal requires time and commitment. Hopefully, the sacrifice won’t be huge, but the point is, right now, you could be doing something

  else instead of reading.




  Just Take That First Step




  It’s hard to put into words the excitement that wells up when you buck routine and begin doing something you were meant to do. I remember my first six-month stop when I

  volunteered aboard that hospital ship in West Africa. When I glanced out at the sea of faces in Sierra Leone, I felt remarkably alive. Above the dock lay the hills of Freetown, a place of abundant

  natural beauty marred by the devastation of an eight-year civil war that had only recently ended.




  I jumped headfirst into West African life, and along the way learned about travel. The local version was fascinating. Shared taxis crawled through the streets of Freetown, picking up as many as

  a dozen passengers in a single car. One time I saw a cab swing by and the backseat was empty . . . except for a dead cow, which had somehow been wedged in for transport from one side of the city to

  another.




  Traveling around the region was also interesting. Due to the poorly developed flight network, I often had to make three or more stops in neighboring countries to travel a distance the equivalent

  of New York to Chicago. The governments of these countries didn’t always like one another, so arriving passengers were treated with suspicion, even if they were obviously just passing through

  en route to their actual destinations.




  It was all new and thrilling. I spent my early mornings running on the docks before the sun became too hot. During the day I unloaded medical cargo and coordinated logistics, and at night I sat

  on the promenade deck to reflect on my surroundings.




  By the time the four-year commitment ended, I was eager for a new challenge. I’d been traveling around Africa and Europe, exploring more and more countries whenever

  I got the chance. On one trip I flew overnight from Paris to Johannesburg, wide awake and dreaming the whole way, memorizing the Air France route map and considering all the cities I still

  didn’t know.




  I wasn’t sure how I would do it, but I was entranced by the notion of frequent travel—and I liked the idea of connecting it to a goal. By that point I was busy making lists of the

  places I wanted to visit. I’d seen a lot, no doubt, but there were far more places I hadn’t been to.




  Even as I began my adventures by living and traveling in a challenging region where tanks patrolled the cities and street lamps were pocked with bullet holes, some parts of travel intimidated

  me. I wasn’t good at speaking other languages, and I didn’t feel especially brave. When I looked at the map and considered the whole world, I felt overwhelmed. Yet I was oddly

  attracted to the idea of going everywhere, and something about it reminded me of playing video games.




  Ever since I was a kid, I enjoyed gaming. My favorite games were those that involved multiple stages and lots of obstacles to work through. The object of many of these games was to reach the end

  and emerge victorious, but for me, the game itself was what I enjoyed. Stage by stage, level by level, one triumphant fight after another—I was engaged the most when the game presented

  challenges that could be overcome through repeated effort and logical thinking.




  Something about the gaming concept of going everywhere spoke to me. If I made a list and worked on the list, a big goal—even a huge goal—seemed feasible. Country by country,

  I’d work through the challenge. It wasn’t just about the achievement, it was about the effort. I enjoyed the process of tackling the world, going farther and

  farther afield to places that were largely unfamiliar before I began—if I even knew of them at all. Eventually I’d reach the final stage, but the game itself was what I enjoyed.




  Why should you consider a quest? Because your life is good, but you don’t feel completely fulfilled. You long for a challenge that requires you to develop new muscles and acquire

  new skills, and if you’re willing to work for it, you can find it . . . or perhaps even better, you can create it for yourself.




  Remember
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          A quest has a few key features, including a clear goal, a real challenge, and a set of milestones along the way.


        

      




      

        	

          


        

      




      

        	

          

            Pay attention to the ideas that draw your interest, especially the ones you can’t stop thinking about.


          


        

      




      

        	

          


        

      




      

        	

          

            This book isn’t just a study of what other people have done. You, too, can identify and pursue a quest.


          


        

      


    


  




  





  
Chapter 2





  The Great Discontent




  

    

      Discontent is the first necessity of progress.




      —THOMAS A. EDISON




      Lesson: UNHAPPINESS CAN LEAD TO NEW BEGINNINGS.


    


  




  If you’ve ever dreamed of escaping to a new life, if you’ve ever thought of changing the world, if you’ve ever said to yourself,

  “There must be more to life than this,” you’re not the only one.




  If you’ve ever felt a strange sense of alienation, a frustration that’s hard to pin down, you’ve known discontent. When discontent sets in, it’s time to make

  some changes. In a world where so much is possible, yet so many people are unhappy, there has to be another way.
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  Five days a week for twelve years, Sandi Wheaton exchanged the most productive hours of her day for a steady paycheck. She worked at General Motors headquarters in Detroit,

  making training broadcasts. As jobs go, it was a good one, and Sandi was able to spend her free time taking and editing photos, her true passion.




  One day she and six of her colleagues were called to an off-site meeting at a nearby hotel, where they were all given the news: “We’re sorry and we wish you

  the best . . . elsewhere.” Even though the automotive industry was in crisis, the news came as a shock. Sandi had always prided herself on being responsible and diligent. Approaching midlife,

  she’d never been out of work before. Sandi was angry, disappointed, and scared.




  Her first reaction was to follow the lead of her former colleagues. They had all been laid off on what was termed “Black Friday” among GM employees, and most were polishing up

  résumés, updating their skills, and asking anyone they knew for job leads. “There was a real sense that if you didn’t get another job quickly, everything good would be

  taken by the time they came to you,” Sandi said.




  Then she took a deeper look.




  For the past twelve years, the reliable, good job in Detroit had been taking a steady, psychic toll. Sandi enjoyed the work but felt that she was sacrificing herself, devoting her best energy to

  the studio in corporate America instead of the adventure that tugged at her heart. “When I was laid off,” she told me, “I realized that this might be my last chance to create

  something really different.”




  What Sandi really wanted was to experience small-town life on the road, in a way that would allow her to create lasting memories. She wanted to find herself, and the specific quest took shape as

  she thought about a dream she’d had for a long time but never pursued. Sandi would travel in a slow, thoughtful journey on the classic American highway known as Route 66, documenting the trip

  along the way.




  The more she reflected on her dream, the more it took root. In a journey of reinvention, she set off to see America in slow motion. Over the next six weeks, she took sixty

  thousand photographs, one every few seconds from a camera she mounted on the dashboard of her camper. She slept in campsites, rising early to get back on the highway. After years of following the

  same routine of toiling away in a corporate office, the new way of life was thrilling. She’d been missing something, she realized, and the road seemed to open with possibilities as she made

  her way through the changing landscapes.
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  Around the same time as Sandi’s layoff and Big Idea, a young university graduate in England was in a funk. Tom Allen had everything going for him, or so it seemed. Yet as

  we see with other people who undertake a quest, he struggled with a sense of dissatisfaction and a deep yearning to break out of what had become a traditional life path. “I was sick of not

  being in control of my own decisions,” he said. “I had that horrible feeling that other people were steering my life.”




  The inspiration for Tom’s journey came from a job-screening process he went through around the time of his graduation. He’d sailed through the company’s exams and impressed the

  human resources rep who interviewed him. “We like to invest in our employees,” the rep told him, which sounded good to Tom. “We want people to commit for the long term,” the

  rep continued, which didn’t sound as good.




  When his interviewer called back to officially offer an employment contract, Tom was surprised to find himself asking for time to think it over. He’d won out over

  several other candidates in precisely the field he’d trained for. True, the work wasn’t highly engaging, but with a good salary and job security, what was the problem?




  The problem was that Tom had another idea in mind, and the idea wouldn’t leave him. When he finally turned down the job, explaining that he wanted to see more of the world first, he could

  picture the HR rep shaking his head on the other end of the call. “Better get it out of your system,” the interviewer said. “It’s a shame to pass up a good job.”




  Better get it out of your system. Tom wasn’t sure if his longing to explore was something he had to get out of his system, but he knew it wasn’t going away. A cycling trip

  around the world was just the kind of ludicrous idea that made sense to a young guy who wanted to do something different. He managed to rope in a couple of friends, Mark and Andy, and the three set

  out on a journey they expected to take at least one year.




  If the idea was ludicrous, the planning was almost nonexistent. Tom was the de facto leader of the trip, yet had little cycling experience. A previous jaunt to the Scottish Highlands had

  resulted in confidence but not much knowledge of traveling in difficult conditions where he didn’t speak the language. He knew nothing about gear. His travels abroad were limited to a few

  countries that weren’t very challenging. In his own words, he was “an absolute beginner and 100 percent naive.” Nevertheless, the group left their English village, traveling south

  through the countryside, on to the Netherlands, and eventually to Turkey and more challenging destinations.




  The joys of inexperienced cyclists traversing unfamiliar regions with little money quickly gave way to weariness. Missing his girlfriend, Mark returned to England, leaving

  Tom and Andy behind. Holed up for the snowy winter in Tbilisi, Georgia, Andy decided to stay on while Tom continued the journey alone.




  A documentary film he made after the trip shows Tom cycling through the desert of Sudan, camera mounted to his bike’s handlebars. He has no map and travels village to village, looking

  haggard. Feeling ill, he at one point opts for a local treatment that involves bloodletting. Alas, the treatment is unsuccessful, and in another village he learns he has malaria. It’s rough

  going, but through it all we can see Tom gaining confidence and experience.




  As rough as it was, after a year of intentional homelessness, Tom had adapted to the challenges of life on the road. The low points of struggling up hills and cycling into deserts were offset by

  moments of joy at realizing how far from England he’d come. Strangers would flag him down and offer bottles of beer. He would gaze out at winding roads leading to snow-capped mountains,

  seeing new parts of the world with the eyes of an experienced traveler. Gone was the naive young man who had left his home on a whim. Tom Allen was now road-tested and flying high on his bike as he

  moved from country to country. “It’s so much more important to do what your heart’s telling you,” he said to the handheld camera. The quest was under way.




  “The Sense of Being at the Reins of My Life”




  When Sandi talked about the moment she decided to put the job search on hold and pursue a big adventure, she described it as “the sense of being at the reins of my

  life.” She was taking control as part of a broader life mission to reinvent herself. Twelve years had gone by at GM, and Sandi realized if the change hadn’t come along, another dozen

  years might pass in the same circumstances. “I had zero clue how to do it,” she told me when we met up in Toronto, “but I was driven by the desire to avoid looking back years

  later and calling myself a chickenshit for not using this opportunity for something.”




  She began the journey as a project of self-discovery and documentation, but the biggest surprise was a new career. Upon returning to her native Canada, she began receiving offers to speak and

  submit her photography to major exhibits. One of her photos landed on the cover of a prominent art magazine. At the same time, she pursued a new opportunity as a tour guide, leading groups

  throughout the Maritime Provinces where she’d grown up. The opportunity allowed her to work part-time during the best season of the year for touring, and still provided plenty of time to

  pursue her art and travels. Sandi’s reinvention had come full circle, in a totally different way than expected.




  Looking back now, she feels only satisfaction in making the U-turn to pursue a quest instead of immediately looking for another job. “We get one ride in life,” she says.

  “I’m so glad I did this.”




  

    

      Looking Within




      Whether you’re trying to decide on your next steps, filtering out dissenting voices, or just nudging yourself along a set course, it helps to

      consult your internal compass. Consider these questions for self-reflection 101.




      How am I feeling?




      Your final decision may not be based entirely on feelings, but feelings can be a good overall temperature check. What makes you happy, and what makes

      you sad? Are you eager to make progress, or are you deferring the next part of the task?




      What do I want, really?




      In my case, I often want to get things done and move ahead on projects. In those cases, the answer to my “What do I want?” question involves

      making a list of what I hope to accomplish. I base this list on the two or three most important projects on my mind that day, and I know that if I can complete them or at least make good

      progress during the day, I’ll feel better later. Sometimes I want something completely different, and by thinking about these questions, I may realize that I don’t feel very

      productive. I may need to rest, or exercise, or just go to the coffee shop to read for the afternoon.




      What is my identity?




      Who are you? What do you want to do, ultimately? Your identity shapes everything about you—how you spend your time, your work, your priorities,

      and everything else. If you already have a good idea of who you are, take the time to remind yourself of that image as you plan next steps. If you can focus on what’s important to you in

      the midst of bad news, and that image brings you comfort, you know you’re doing something right.




      Can I change the terms of this situation?




      There are two kinds of challenges: those where you can take action to remedy the situation, and those where you’re relatively powerless.

      It’s always good to know which kind of challenge you’re facing. If you can influence the situation for the better, you can then make a plan for change. If you can’t, then you

      can move to a plan for acceptance of the bad news.




      You won’t always have the answers to everything. But when you follow the path indicated by your inner compass, you can deal with the external challenges as they

      come.
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