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Anyone who fights for the future, lives in it today.
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Prologue


“Should a Transhumanist Run for US President?”


With that rhetorical question, Zoltan Istvan announced he was campaigning to be America’s Commander-in-Chief. His latest Huffington Post blog—with that question as its headline—was going viral. A lot of people, clearly, were excited about a candidate who would finally put science and technology at the forefront of the political conversation…


Zoltan’s number-one campaign promise was, he wrote, “to do everything possible to make it so this country’s amazing scientists and technologists have resources to overcome human death and aging within 15–20 years—a goal an increasing number of leading scientists think is reachable.”


He had thrown down the gauntlet to the reader and to every American—to every person in the world, in fact:


In the next 25 years, all of us will face a choice about how far we want to take technology and science—all of us will face a Transhumanist Wager. Artificial hearts will become better than the best human hearts. Bionic arms will become superior to human arms. Smart phones will become the size of a fingernail and will likely be implanted into your body. Speaking out loud will disappear as the modern world uses mindreading headsets to communicate, which already exist. Where will you stand? How far will you take technology in your life?1


Will you oppose these radical changes, or embrace them?


Immigration, terrorism, the performance of the economy, even the threat of climate change—none of these was the biggest political issue of the day, according to Zoltan. In fact, all these “problems” could be solved with advanced technology, if we decided to pursue it.


Surveillance of immigrants and terrorists with drones… Advanced robots and AI that keep the engines of economic production running, allowing humans to live off the robots’ labor… Tech that gives us unparalleled mastery over nature: to control the climate, to live in space, even to recreate our own bodies. All these things are possible with transhumanism; we just have to work toward them.


No mainstream politician is willing to talk about the real existential issue of our century, according to Zoltan.


Are we willing to bet everything—to invest the maximum resources, to marshal support all around the globe—to ensure the Transhumanist Age comes about?


For Zoltan, it was about one very simple drive: With the power of these new things, we could halt aging. We could stop death. We could live forever. And not just live forever—live in new forms and experience what was currently impossible… That was the kind of science-fiction existence he wanted for himself.


He’d already become a bestselling author on these subjects… an in-demand speaker and commentator on podcasts and on TV and in newspapers all around the world. But he needed to do something even bigger, on a bigger stage, create even more of a buzz.


Now, this California native felt ready to go out there and take the fight to every corner of America, on the presidential campaign trail.


He knew there was bound to be opposition to his “crazy” ideas at every turn. From fellow transhumanists… from religious conservatives… From all quarters, people would oppose how he framed the world and the fight for the decades to come. He had to expect it.


After all, Zoltan intended to provoke conversations, debates, about the largest topics of all time: the nature of humanity and the future of everything.


But Zoltan Istvan Gyurko had always fought to chart his own course. Whether it was defying his parents as a young man to sail around the globe… or flying into war zones as a journalist when others were fleeing… or spotting a business opportunity that made him a fortune in just a few years… he didn’t care much about others’ expectations. Only creating his own future.


He was ready to take his message to the biggest stage in the world.









Chapter 1


A Pioneer’s Life


Zoltan grimaced.


His 26-foot sailing boat, The Way, was alone on the open sea. The water had grown dark and choppy.


A storm was coming—a big one. He hadn’t faced a challenge like this before. It was early in 21-year-old Zoltan’s attempted circumnavigation of the globe. He’d left Hawaii and was on his way to the island nation of Kiribati. The Pacific Ocean was all that could be seen in every direction. There were hundreds of miles before he reached a port.


The winds were growing intense now. He did the rounds and double-checked the rigging. Loose rigging sinks ships. Once the boat was as prepared as it could be, there was little he could do except stay alert. He could wait out most of the storm in the cabin, but he’d have to surface and check The Way often—spot trouble early: damage to the hull, a crack in the mast… Jesus, it could be bad. He popped two caffeine pills. He’d need energy in the hours to come.


People spoke idly about the virtues of nature. About wanting to live in an unspoiled environment; how humans were destroyers and untouched nature was perfection. They rarely considered that nature was the greatest killer in existence. Whether it was earthquakes, viruses, beasts in the wild, or old age, only human ingenuity had blunted the effects of deadly nature. With early-warning systems, vaccines, guns, and pills. In other words, with science and technology. The human mind was our only defense against nature, the killer.


The same law applied to sailing. There was no escaping nature on a sailboat. You were up close against the elements in every moment. Your preparedness and quick thinking could save you. A misjudgment or just bad luck could doom you. For Zoltan to enjoy every glorious sunset from the deck of his “floating apartment,” he also had to face the hurricanes.


To watch a storm coming in… there was a terrifying beauty in it. To see the world shifting color, blue to white to gray to black—each shade a slip closer to destruction. And to be alone in the expanse and face nature this way: him and his mortality. It was a thrill. It was what he’d signed up for in this life the moment he defied his parents and escaped to Costa Rica, at age 16, spending two months smoking weed and getting high on mushrooms, surfing and hitch-hiking along the coast. For as long as he could remember, he’d wanted to be an adventurer, a pioneer, to push the boundaries. It was the same psychology, in a way, that had led him to sell drugs (he’d spent a month in jail for selling weed, just before he took to the ocean)… To take every drug he could (once using LSD 27 days in a single month)… To climb tall buildings without a rope (a favorite pastime in college, until he was kicked out after his drug arrest)… The same psychology that would soon lead him to surf down erupting volcanoes (launching a sport called “volcano boarding” on the National Geographic Channel), and take him into war zones…


What was life without living it on the edge?


Maybe he got this attitude from his parents. As he tells it today, he comes from a family of “freedom fighters”: “people that have been escaping something.” His mother, Ilona, and father, Steven, fled Communist Hungary in the middle of the night in 1968. They were seeking a better life in America—and they found it. The price was leaving behind their infant daughter, Gabriella. The people-smugglers wouldn’t transport infants. The Gyurkos ran a successful plastics company in California that provided well for them, for many years. And their son, Zoltan, was born on US soil (South Bay Hospital, Redondo Beach) in 1973. Gabi, however, the child left behind—though she joined her parents in America after three-and-a-half years—never truly got over her parents’ original sin. They had fled Communist Hungary for material gain—for the chance to make more money and enjoy more comforts, realize their potential. They chose that over being with their daughter no matter what, even in a poor and oppressed country. “I don’t think my parents and I ever recovered from that,” Gabi told me.1 She moved out of home the day she turned 18. Zoltan had the same reckless ambition that had driven his parents from their homeland. To put his life on the line in pursuit of greatness, damn the consequences… Heck, at age 8 he used to stare at the sun, thinking that if he just stared at it long enough, he would always be able to look at the sun without blinking or squinting. He had that recklessness and bravado, that determination and will, from a young age.


All life is lived on the edge, if you think about it. We’re all just one accident away from the abyss, or too few too-short years from eternal nothing. Zoltan’s choices had put him closer to the abyss, more often, than most. He knew death was present in moments like this, as black descended from horizon to horizon, and the elements screeched and lashed.


The storm was raging now. Winds nearly at hurricane speeds.


A sheer wave slammed his boat—a mast wire snapped. He ran from the cabin, and the wire slashed his cheek. His hand went to his face. “Fuck!” The cut was deep.


He tied up the wire, then tried to wait out the storm in the cabin; tried to read. All the elements howled and hissed and spat, just beyond the “safety” of his rocking box. The Way was “thrown around like a plastic bath toy,” he later wrote.2


For two days, there was no let-up in the 35-foot waves. Water rushed over and through the boat and shorted his batteries—he couldn’t use his electronics.


His cheek was infected and pus oozed down his face. He’d tried to sew up the cut, but the sea was so violent, he almost jammed the needle in his eye.


On the third day, he stood on the deck, holding on for his life… When would it end?


You could see existential risk coming on the ocean. The wave that could take your boat—and your life—out. As the sea roiled and the winds wailed around him, he saw it, building in the distance; growing from the surface—like watching a wall of skyscrapers rise in rapid time: stories-high tons of water that would collapse on him and there was nowhere to run.


He breathed in, filled his lungs. He shut his eyes and mouth, tight—he knew he was going under. He tied himself to a rope wrapped around the mast.


Then the wall of water fell and forced him under, upside down and trapped by the pressure.


He couldn’t breathe.


He couldn’t see.


He couldn’t hear.


There was just water and blackness and one thought…


Could he survive?


***


“We will be the sun!”


I remember this phrase from the night I met Zoltan Istvan Gyurko (pen name: Zoltan Istvan) in person. We were upstairs in Carluccio’s restaurant on Dawson Street in Dublin, Ireland. Up till recently, I’d known him only by reputation. He was a controversial Californian; a writer about the future of the human species, who supported genetic engineering, merging human minds with artificial intelligence, and replacing our limbs with robot parts—in order to lengthen our lives and make us better. It was a philosophy called “transhumanism.” A set of ideas about overcoming human inabilities by transitioning into an upgraded species, transcending our natural biology through technology.


Zoltan was not the first, nor would he be the last, to have these ideas. But he had become one of their best-known advocates. I’d followed his run for president of the United States in 2016, which got worldwide media coverage. I’d written a book about transhumanism, which had just been published, and covered Zoltan’s work in detail. That was the reason for this dinner. He’d come to Ireland, my home, to take part in a debate at Dublin’s Festival of Politics. He’d been kind enough to say a few words to launch my book, and now he, my wife Sandra, and I were devouring pasta and wine.


I’d asked Zoltan what was the point of trying to live forever through technology, when we know that, in five billion years, the sun will become a red giant. Life on Earth will be impossible.


Life on Earth, perhaps, Zoltan suggests, but we will have left our solar system by that time, and we’ll be a form of life completely different from what we know today. Maybe living stars. “We will be the sun!” he laughs, arms outstretched in mock triumph.


I’m skeptical that we’ll get there. Sandra doesn’t even like to eat GMO corn.


Later that evening, Sandra got a bus home, while Zoltan and I downed a couple of pints of Guinness (him) and a couple of Jameson whiskies (me) in The Palace, one of the most traditional of Dublin’s traditional pubs. It was, as usual on a Saturday night, packed, but we got lucky and had a tiny table to ourselves upstairs.


Zoltan’s ascent to his current notoriety had begun in 2013, when he’d self-published his novel about the future of the human race, The Transhumanist Wager, which became an internet sensation. When I’d read it, I concluded that he was a lunatic, and possibly a dangerous one. That may still be the case. But, having got to know him a little over Skype in the past few months, and especially now chatting with him over drinks in the bar, I had to face the fact that he was also a lovely man. A person full of joy and ideas, who had lived—and was still living—an incredible life.


He’d sailed around the world for seven years in his twenties. He visited six continents, went diving for treasure, and was almost boarded by pirates. (He kept the pirates at bay by offering them a carton of Marlboros, a bottle of Sri Lankan whiskey, and $50—which was all he had aboard.) He’d worked for National Geographic in war zones, then returned home to the US and founded a business that made his fortune. Now he was devoting his life to the cause of living forever through science—writing about it, speaking about it, and running for office. When he put forward controversial or seemingly crazy points, it wasn’t coming from a place of ignorance about the world or about life. It was coming from his lived experience.


His transhumanism advocacy had grabbed a lot of attention. The New York Times Magazine did a major feature on his 2016 campaign; writer Mark O’Connell traveling with him on his “Immortality Bus” tour across America. He traveled cross-country trying to convince people of the merits of living forever. And the NYT was just one of many outlets, national and international, that did big articles. He’d been interviewed by podcast and YouTube kings like Joe Rogan and Dave Rubin. He’d been bashed by Fox News, criticized on Vatican Radio. He’d debated oddball multimillionaire John McAfee. He’d spoken at the World Bank. The director of the Nobel Prize Foundation had even listened to him speak. The US Navy had asked for his advice about brain implants. Playboy had said: “When we’re all glowing, immortal orbs, we’ll probably have Zoltan Istvan to thank.”3 He’d founded what he called the first science-focused political party in history, the US Transhumanist Party, attracting followers around the globe—and making him the only 2016 US presidential candidate to be interviewed by hackers’ group Anonymous. He’d been called an agent of the antichrist, and worse.


Basically, Zoltan was the kind of guy whose story you wanted to hear.


A lot of his antics had annoyed the hell out of transhumanists themselves. The movement grew out of technology-obsessed discussion groups in the 1980s and 1990s, finding its wings as the internet took off. In the second decade of the twenty-first century, it had gained some establishment credibility. Academics and major publishers had started to take its ideas seriously. Old-school transhumanists who’d been part of the movement for decades worked hard to counter the notion that it was somehow extreme or a joke. Zoltan brought a bomb to the tea party. He reveled in stunts like traveling around in a coffin-shaped bus; sticky-taping his bizarre manifesto to the US Capitol building; or infiltrating a megachurch to hand out atheist pamphlets. Other transhumanist campaigners promoted the philosophical roots of transhumanism in humanism itself; the idea that we should always better ourselves. Or they advocated for incremental improvements and the rigorous scientific method that had given us vaccines and cochlear implants. Zoltan wrote about requiring parents to get a license to have children, or artificial wombs solving the abortion debate, or bringing everyone who’d ever lived back to life one day through highly advanced 3D printing.


Zoltan insisted that transhumanism should be both a popular and a radical movement, not an academic talking-shop.


Zoltan’s was a story you wanted to hear. Even if you didn’t agree with what he had to say.


That night in Dublin, we talked transhumanism past and future, his battles with the old guard, our favorite writers and movies…


“Let’s look at a video of my kid real quick!” he interjected at one point, having just been sent a clip of one of their daughters by his wife, Lisa.


His ability to go from the farthest ends of the future to the mundane family present, in the space of a sentence, is one of the things I enjoyed about chatting with him.


I would have stayed out for a few more drinks in The Palace, but Zoltan insisted on heading back to his hotel after two. He was traveling across the country tomorrow to go surfing.


I already knew by that point that we would have many more conversations—albeit over Skype.


A few months before, Zoltan had come across me online, and read about my book. He suggested we collaborate on something. Well, he suggested that I write a book about him. Now that we’d met face to face and we got on well, I was excited to get started.


I can’t help thinking there was a certain cynicism in the reason Zoltan approached me to author his story. He’d wanted for a long time to pen his own memoir—he obviously had enough of a life story behind him—but he couldn’t find the time with all his other engagements. He could have approached any of the far more accomplished writers who’d traveled with him on his Immortality Bus, who’d covered his campaign; any of the science and tech correspondents and feature writers and editors he’d worked with in his transhumanist life and his own prior career as a journalist…


But Zoltan knew that my own interest in transhumanism was not casual—it was personal. I was born with a rare disease, Fanconi anemia (FA), which causes the bone marrow to fail, so you can’t produce new blood cells to keep you alive. A bone marrow transplant can give you a fresh shot at life, but it doesn’t “cure” FA. Even if a transplant is successful, the patient is still at huge risk of developing head and neck cancers and other life-threatening ailments. The average life-expectancy for a Fanconi patient is pretty low. When I wrote my memoir about my bone marrow transplant, published in 2008, life-expectancy was 22. It’s increased by more than a decade since then, and continues to rise as genetic and medical science advance. But people continue to die far too young. The night Sandra—who also has FA—and I met, I was giving a talk at a fundraiser in Canada. We sat at a table with two other 20-something-year-olds who had FA, and the next day I went to Niagara Falls with the fundraiser’s organizers and their son, who had FA. Less than seven years later, as I write this, Sandra and I are the only FA sufferers from that group still alive. Sandra has lost 13 friends to this disease. I’ve personally never cared about living forever. But to live at all… To live as long as I have (I was born in 1984)… To live anything approaching a “normal” life-expectancy… I’ve had to depend, and will depend in the future, on advanced science and genetic research, on medical technology. The fields that could also one day deliver lifespans far beyond what we today consider “normal.” Like Zoltan—albeit in a very different way—I confronted death early and had an interest in staying on the other side of it for as long as I could. When he came across my story online, I guess he thought this gave me a perspective that others don’t have.


We also share an affinity for another, long-dead writer—which is not a trivial fact in the telling of Zoltan’s story. But more on that later…


This isn’t a ghostwritten autobiography. It comes from my interest in Zoltan’s life and in his activism, but we disagree on much, and I’ve tried to be objective. He hasn’t paid me a dime. The book is in many ways a conversation between me and Zoltan. (Indeed, whenever you see a quote that isn’t attributed with a footnote, that’s a quote from my many Skype interviews with Zoltan, between 2018 and 2020.)


In Zoltan’s view, the stakes for this moment in scientific time couldn’t be higher. We have the power to end all death—the power to live forever. Almost. We just need to keep pushing till we get it. Every 15 years that pass, another billion people are lost… Zoltan sees his activism as a battle to save all those lives. I don’t know if that’s a battle we can ever win. But I’m willing to hear him out.


I agreed to tell Zoltan’s story from the beginning to the present—with a glimpse of what lies beyond—if I could do it the way I wanted.


It is a wild ride, the life of a transhumanist pioneer.









Chapter 2


Sailing to Selfhood


He was seasick for ten days straight. Zoltan had never spent a single night on the open ocean, before he set sail from LA. He would now spend 20 days and nights, alone and far from land, before he reached Oahu, Hawaii. He had no engine. This was before GPS was widely available. He had to look to the stars to navigate. And he didn’t know how to use his sextant—he’d have to learn fast.


It was August 1994, and Zoltan was 21. He’d been a champion swimmer in school, a nomad surfer in Costa Rica, a jailbird, and a student at multiple colleges. He’d been high—a lot—and been busted as a teenager for selling drugs. He probably already had more life experience than the average blond white guy from California. But when he set sail on his attempted circumnavigation, it was only then, he says, that his real life began.


He didn’t tell his parents the truth, or give them a proper goodbye. He’d told them he was sailing to the Channel Islands—the “Galápagos of North America”—only 30 miles from Santa Barbara, where they lived. He didn’t mention that there was no final destination, that he didn’t know when he’d be back, or when he’d see them again. They would only worry if they heard all that. Worry about what had become of their “good son,” who’d been tagged as gifted in first grade, and who had once diligently attended Catholic school, reading his Bible and going to mass; their proud Junior Lifeguard, their national swim-champ, whose life they had laid out for him: He would make the US Olympic swim team, hopefully win a gold medal, and then return home to take over the family business.


Zoltan didn’t want Steven and Ilona to worry. But the truth was, by the time he set sail, he had already left his parents behind, in so many respects. Ever since he’d caught his mother’s wrist, at age 12, when she’d tried to hit him with the wooden spoon one too many times. He’d rebelled against the strict upbringing of his immigrant parents. They’d pushed him to swim competitively from the age of 5, as soon as he’d shown talent in the water, training him hard—to fulfill his father’s dream of having a champion athlete as a son. (Steven Gyurko had wanted to become a professional wrestler back in Hungary, but the hardness of his life and the need to put food on the table nixed that dream. His son was his avatar now.) Zoltan quickly grew comfortable in the water, comfortable with the solitude of the training and being alone with his thoughts. It also gave him a sense of discipline that wouldn’t quit. But as he became a teenager, he’d had enough of competitive swimming. He ran away to Costa Rica, to pursue his ambition to be a pro surfer. His parents hated the idea—surfing was for hippies. But by the time his disapproving parents had realized he was actually serious about the surfing thing—that he didn’t want to swim competitively anymore—and was actually intent on going to Costa Rica, 16-year-old Zoltan was already there. (He had a passport, and that’s all he’d needed to get on a flight.)


Costa Rica was what cemented the adventurer in him. The coast of the Central American country was a blank slate for adventurers, undeveloped and lush. Expats and vagabonds—particularly from North America—were coming here to soak themselves in nature, and live free of the rat race. Zoltan began writing regularly, for the first time, keeping a journal. Inspiration was endless. Costa Rica was unconscionably beautiful—emerald and ivory and sapphire; rich jungle giving way to silk beaches… and, of course, the waves. For two months, teenage Zoltan hitch-hiked along the Pacific coast and rode some of the most celebrated waves in the world.


Wandering around high in the Costa Rican wilderness, he also discovered his mind. There was more to life than the physical ambitions he’d been pursuing: Be a champion swimmer, become a professional surfer. There was this whole depth of untapped meaning inside his head. It wasn’t long before he started reading books, really reading for the first time—just to explore the lives of others, and the meanings in the world. He quips: “Once you start reading books, it’s all over.”


True to the cliché, it was at university that his intellectual life truly began. At San Diego State University, Zoltan started voraciously reading books. He names three he read in his first month at college, three American greats from two different eras: Walden, Henry David Thoreau’s classic 1854 account of living in a cabin in the woods; Leaves of Grass, Walt Whitman’s seminal poetry collection, the first edition of which was published a year later; and No One Here Gets Out Alive, Jerry Hopkins and Danny Sugarman’s 1980 biography of the Doors’ frontman, Jim Morrison. A manifesto for independence; an elaborate reflection on human nature and the human as part of nature; and an account of an iconoclastic genius who became the face of a counterculture. These three books, Zoltan says, destroyed the thoughts he had of becoming a professional surfer. He wanted to write. He wanted to make a difference through his thoughts and his mind, through intellectual pursuits. He wanted to pioneer in that way.


And indeed, it was a book that had inspired his latest adventure: to sail around the world, gathering all the knowledge about the world that he could—Dove, a bestseller in the 1970s. Written by Robin Lee Graham and Derek Gill, it charts Graham’s round-the-globe sailing trip, which he began in the summer of 1965 when he was 16. As soon as Zoltan read that “wonderful” book, he knew he had to go sailing. It would be the ultimate freedom. He’d fill his boat with books and just travel, read, surf, and fish. He wouldn’t be dependent on anything except the wind and his wits.


He earned enough money bagging groceries and as a pizza-place doughboy to buy a 26-foot, 1966 Pearson Commander sloop, which he named The Way. It cost him $2,700.


Zoltan spent another five weeks working on the sloop, learning its quirks, toughening it for the waves to come. He used to fix Enduro motorcycles with his dad. This was a different kind of job, of course, but that work had made him comfortable with fixer-uppers and with tools. He’d also raced those motorcycles—the rush of wind flying past. He couldn’t wait to experience the new thrills of the ocean wind…


The sloop was a tiny vessel. No toilet. He couldn’t even stand up straight in the cabin. He customized it for his needs, down to custom-built bookshelves (he made himself) to host his personal library, behind his bed in the cabin. Scouting out used-book stores and libraries, Zoltan gathered volumes in every genre to take with him. From Samuel Beckett to Ayn Rand, naturalist poetry to biographies of Alexander the Great and Hitler… From histories of nations to self-help bestsellers like How to Win Friends and Influence People… Before long, Zoltan had 556 books, still waiting to be read, that he would take with him on The Way.


Zoltan set out on his attempted circumnavigation with typical reckless bravado. “Sailing’s really easy, you actually don’t need any experience,” he says. He taught himself just by reading, observing, and trying. Being in the water was the most natural thing for him, and the boat was just an extension of his body.


He quickly discovered, however, that life on the open ocean was very different than returning to dock each night. The stakes were much higher. There was no escape from storms, mechanical failure—or seasickness.


The stories from this time could be their own book, or a movie. This was the voyage that made him who he became. He wrote on the first page of a journal he kept while he sailed: “And so here begins a journey, not one across oceans and seas, or to lands and peoples afar—but one unto the furthest reaches and the most untamed horizons of the heart.”1 The journey was across seas, and to lands and peoples afar, but what mattered was where it brought him.


The sloop The Way was named for a poem Zoltan wrote right after high school. He named his boat after his own poem, already showing the egoism that would push him forward throughout his career. The poem “The Way” is filled with Zoltan’s early preoccupations—women, drugs, and hating Christianity (his mother was a strict Catholic). Women “Take you anywhere they please, / With ease.” The Zoltan in the poem “fucks” the serpent from the Garden of Eden “in the mouth / Again and again and again.”


Beyond the teenage romanticism, the core of the piece is a watery metaphor about seeking truth, an authentic self, in the depths. Giving up pretense—“acting” how society expects—and becoming real:


Take the swim home friend


Frigid waters of courage


Move to the somber bottom


Then I’ll show you the way


I know the way


Forget your act,


Forget your act


The pool is deeper than that.2


In his writing—his journals, his poetry—Zoltan was struggling to lay an intellectual foundation for a life that would be uniquely his, not something his parents or anyone else wanted or expected. The boat trip was a way of making his internal search literal.


Zoltan had taken to heart a message that was at the core of his beloved Dove. Graham put words on the appeal of solo sailing so well in his memoir: “I knew…there was something ‘out there’ that I desperately wanted. It was a chance to be my own man, a conviction that I was born free.” It was a rebellion against “people determined to arrange my life in tidy patterns, prodding me this way and that until I could be safely sent out into society.”3


Leaving from California, Zoltan didn’t have a plan, as such. The only plan was to sail and see where it took him. He thought he might sail west all the way to India, crash his boat on the reefs, and hike into the Himalayas. He’d read that nirvana was to be found high in the icy mountains… But there was a long way to go, and it was too early to say.


He didn’t expect the first leg to last as long as it did. “I just set my automatic steering and kind of went west.” He finally found his sea legs—and found Hawaii, too.


His life in Hawaii set the tone for the trip: beaches, surfing, hanging out. No routine that couldn’t be changed, except that every night he returned to his floating apartment anchored offshore. From America’s 50th state, he sailed onward into the Pacific. He went south as far as Fiji and Vanuatu, stopping at Kiribati and Samoa. Then he sailed north to the Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea, and up to Guam, where he took a job as a treasure hunter.


You might have a vision in your mind of a lonely life on the open seas, stopping only to restock on supplies and then keep moving. Although there were long stretches sailing between destinations, most of Zoltan’s “sailing trip” was spent on land. He’d anchor the boat, chill out on the beach, and with locals. Go off exploring. He’d often read seven or eight hours a day, making his way through the hundreds of books he’d brought. “The books are the gold on this cargo ship,” he wrote in his journal.4 He spent three years hopping among the islands of the South and North Pacific, and this was how his days were.


He funded his life with credit cards. He’d take out one with a limit of a few thousand dollars; when it was close to maxed out, he’d take out another one, and start paying off the first card with the second. He lived frugally—there was plenty of free food in the ocean, he just had to catch it. He’d stocked The Way with a year’s worth of canned goods before he left, too. The “floating apartment” had been carefully provisioned and kitted out to make sure he had everything necessary to survive and thrive. But he still needed money for repair parts, extra provisions, visa and port fees, and whatever treats and luxuries (beers at a beach bar) he chose to enjoy.


“I just lived this great life,” he tells me, “from the point of leaving Hawaii to the point of getting to Guam, where I experienced amazing things almost every day.” At his first stopover after Hawaii, at Tabuaeran Island 800 miles south, he contracted hepatitis A. He was sick for six weeks with the liver virus and lost an enormous amount of weight. “All these great things,” he says. “I mean, it sounds like it wasn’t great, but it actually was a very interesting time to be quite sick and then quite alive.”


He spent six months in total on Tabuaeran, chilling with the indigenous islanders. There were no cars, electricity, or other tourists. He was amazed to discover the islanders had never tasted Coca-Cola. He danced and went hunting with them and surfed every day.


Each experience, good or bad, was another entry on the list of things he could say he’d done, or that had happened to him, in his life—and this was what most excited him. Every day of the trip brought him closer to a life filled with every possible human experience.


Zoltan witnessed and was part of strange and remarkable events. “I remember, for example, in Western Samoa, somebody kicked a poor dog that was blind in one eye—kicked it in the head, in the blind eye.” He almost fought the man who’d done it, because he was so angry at the cruelty. “These are the kinds of strange experiences I had.”


He shared kava with tribal chiefs in Fiji—he presented kava root seven times to seven high chiefs at seven Fijian islands. Presenting the root was part of a welcoming ceremony granting him permission to anchor offshore.


He learned to climb a coconut tree, and got a SCUBA certification.


When he reached Espiritu Santo, Vanuatu’s largest island, he heard about native tribes in the interior who lived entirely without modern conveniences. They had seen few outsiders, though they were open to visits, he was told. He spent two days trekking inland, through jungle and across rivers. Zoltan was greeted by the Mareki tribe’s high chief. He was the first Westerner ever to meet the Mareki, staying four days with them.


The Mareki way of life was so far removed from the way of things in California. Their villages were built in jungle clearings, the surrounding trees and hills the only protection from frequent hurricanes and heavy rains. Their homes were huts expertly constructed from tree branches, vines, and thatch. There was no technology, aside from simple tools made from wood and stone. There was no medicine, except what could be found in nature. There was no money. Tribespeople plucked grapefruit and breadfruit from the jungle, raised chickens and pigs, hunted lizards, and collected river crabs. What few clothes people wore were fashioned from plants and tree bark. Everyone had an established role in keeping the community going. The young men hunted and the women did all the cooking; medicine men gathered remedies from the forest.


Zoltan was a source of amusement and entertainment. The kids wanted to know why his skin was white—what was wrong with him? They studied him like an anthropological subject. His flashlight was fascinating—how did it do that?


Years later, Zoltan revisited the Mareki, when he worked as a reporter for the National Geographic Channel. He filmed a series of vignettes. He’s seen being welcomed by the same chief who greeted him seven years before. He shows a photo of himself with members of the tribe from his first visit, pointing out to each villager where they are in the picture. It’s a source of more fascination.


Zoltan documents tribal life in the series, and lives that life himself, looking for shellfish in the river and shooting arrows at lizards. Learning the tribespeople’s language and observing their customs, their songs and traditional dance. He marvels that all the villagers need is nature and each other.


He remarks at the end of one of the vignettes: “My days in Mareki go by at a pace that we in the West lost centuries ago. It takes a while, but eventually, it stops being a little strange. It becomes normal.”


Zoltan is seen perched on a tall rock, wearing just shorts and hiking boots, surrounded by nothing but jungle and mist.


On the voiceover, he says: “I realize that I’m not missing the twenty-first century.”5


***


Life at sea suited Zoltan. Early in Dove, the narrator laments the solitude of sailing alone. It’s clear that loneliness was a searing pain to be overcome. Zoltan found it tough, too: to have no communication with anyone, not even by radio, for weeks at a time. But he was also better prepared for it than most. He’d been alone with his thoughts in the water almost since he could walk, as a swimming prodigy, and he liked living in his own head. The Way was his personal space, for reading and thinking, writing and exploring.


In the decades to follow, Zoltan came to view his years on the boat as a libertarian touchstone: how easy it is to be free; to escape your current life for a better one, if you really want to. He wrote on social media in 2020 that “even some of the poorest people in the world could afford” the lifestyle he had on the sailboat: “People say the American Dream is dead. Maybe because you can’t reach it says something about you, and not about the system. To me, the American Dream is very easily reachable—but you can’t have four children in your twenties, nor can you shop for every trinket at WalMart.” Why not buy a $10K rural lot and build your own home with materials from Home Depot? “You can learn all the necessary skills easily off YouTube videos.” And the materials might cost only $25,000.


“I just don’t understand why people are so angry or poor,” he wrote. Why aren’t they buying boats to live on, “traveling all around or building their own homes and making equity”? Of course, not everyone can live rent-free in their parents’ vacation house in Brookings, Oregon while they save for a boat. Not everyone gets off so leniently after a drug bust—with just a month’s jail and 11 months of probation. Zoltan wasn’t blind to the role of privilege and luck in his own success. But he couldn’t stand the fact that, everywhere he looked in modern America, “healthy, able-bodied people” were filled with despair and a sense of futility.6 He just didn’t recognize that mindset. His whole mission from the time he reached his mid-thirties was to jolt folks into reimagining what was possible for them. To do that, he drew on his seminal years of freedom and self-discovery in his twenties aboard The Way.


When I suggest to Zoltan that not everyone has the advantages he had, he brings the conversation back to his mindset. His work ethic—the fact he was willing to put in 70- to 80-hour weeks from a young age. And his willingness to reframe obstacles as advantages (a drug bust isn’t a problem, it’s a great story you can tell about yourself). Say he did have to pay rent in Brookings, and couldn’t rely on his parents? So what? Rent was a few hundred dollars a month, and paying it would only have slowed down his departure—not changed his direction. He paraphrases Hermann Hesse to me: If you’ve no food, the easiest way to get by is to fast.


Sailing was the life he wanted, but it wasn’t a breeze. There was always stuff to be done, maintenance and fine-tuning to keep the boat in top shape and make sure he could stay afloat. Cleaning the air pollution (even in the middle of nowhere) off the deck and sides. Fishing for his next meal, then preparing and cooking it. Watching for swells and storms. Navigating and staying safe in the squalls when they struck. Not to mention simply finding his way from land mass to land mass, judging the stars and the moon and hoping he didn’t miscalculate.


He ran aground seriously only once in the seven years. It happened as he headed for Gaua, one of the Banks Islands, at the north end of the Vanuatu archipelago. The 130-square-mile island rises into the active Mount Gharat volcano. Zoltan was snapped awake at 6 a.m. by a strange sound—The Way was crunching against coral. He sped to the deck and looked up to see he was fast approaching Gaua’s cliffs—a crash that would cripple his boat. He wasn’t supposed to be in this area at all. His navigation had been off by 7 miles. He frantically tried to steer the boat against the heavy surf, dropping his sails to slow his momentum. Then he dropped his anchor.


The sloop swung around. At least he was no longer going to hit the cliffs. But The Way was now lodged against the coral. The water was only 3 feet deep. Zoltan revved up his outboard motor, but the vessel wouldn’t budge.


Then he had an idea. He started tossing supplies and equipment overboard—dozens of cans of food, then his three 5-gallon water tanks, his dive belt, even the engine for his dinghy.


He’d made the sloop a few hundred pounds lighter and, thus, easier to maneuver. But there was still one more thing that had to go overboard before he could move his boat. He threw himself into the water. With the outboard motor running, he pushed the boat out from the coral by hand. He half-waded, half-swam back to the open ocean, guiding The Way alongside him.


When he inspected the damage, he saw that the underside was battered but there were no holes, so there would be no leaks. His rudder was destroyed. He’d have to rebuild it, and replace the lost food and equipment, at the next port.


Zoltan wrote in an article about the grounding for Ocean Navigator magazine: “Sleeping was never the same again. For many years after, I awoke in the middle of the night, panicking, running out to the cockpit, ready to steer the boat through surf.”7


One bad day at sea cast a long shadow. But there were far more good days than bad. For every challenging moment—a storm, a venomous snake that got aboard—there were ten moments of sheer bliss. Peacefully reading with the waves lulling him. Watching schools of fish outpace The Way. Being the only human as far as the eye could see. Another dawn, another dusk to watch from his deck; the star that gave life to the Earth rising and sinking for him alone.


There were times when even he felt lonely, when he felt the weight of his solo undertaking, and thought about the conveniences back home he’d given up. But there was always another island to visit, another stopover where he could enjoy months of company and fun, another wonder waiting to be uncovered, just over the horizon. Another “out there” adventure or culture shock—like climbing active volcanoes, which he did in Papua New Guinea, where he also dropped in on the Asaro tribe, the highland “mud men” famous for their ghost-like masks.


By the time he got to Guam, Zoltan had three credit cards on the go, all paying for each other, while they also funded his life. He needed a job and real income to start paying down the debt. He began working in a dive shop, filling scuba tanks, and was introduced there to another opportunity. He would take odd jobs occasionally through the years to come, working construction and saving cash till he could sail onward. But no job matched this one. He became a professional treasure hunter, an “archaeological salvage diver.” A project had been ongoing on the south side of Guam since 1991, and Zoltan became a part of it.


From the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, Spanish galleons had traversed the Pacific, carrying cargo from Latin America to the Philippines, from one edge of the Spanish Empire to the other. In those centuries, over 40 of the colonial ships were lost at sea.


In 1690, a galleon had hit Cocos Reef off the coast of Guam, and sunk. It was on its way to Manila in the Philippines (and the Asian trade routes beyond) from the port at Acapulco in Mexico. The galleon, Nuestra Señora del Pilar de Saragoza y Santiago (“Our Lady of the Pillar of Zaragossa and Saint James”), had a crew of 120, and there were soldiers and missionaries aboard as well.


Everyone who was on the ship survived. Nearly all of the cargo, however, was lost. The Pilar was believed to be carrying up to two million minted silver pieces of eight—still waiting to be found, 300 years later, somewhere on the ocean floor.


It was an elusive prize… Amid the endless terrain of the seabed, the “Pilar Project” team hoped to discover the main body of the wreck and the “motherload” of silver coins—worth about one billion dollars in current money.


It was high stakes and high drama. Zoltan was one of a dozen divers who made the daily plunge to the ocean floor. The pay was good ($14 an hour), but they were putting their lives on the line for the paymasters. This wasn’t regular diving with fins. They wore heavy belts, and boots, and plodded along the seafloor, mapping territory with ropes, followed by a videographer, who would record what they found. They had tools to break coral, suck away sand; metal detectors. During Zoltan’s time, one diver was airlifted away with the bends. He heard that two years before, a diver had drowned.


It was a big adjustment. Zoltan had been captain of his own boat for quite some time. Now he had to take orders from an asshole of a boss who reported to far-off rich investors. He was stuck on a small barge with other 20-something-year-old guys, or combing the seabed with them, and they were all in competition—sometimes heated—to find the motherload. And it was the kind of find that, when you discovered it, “within hours you would have people with machine guns out there protecting it.”


The young divers did like to dream. They imagined sticking it to the bosses. If they found the motherload, why even tell? They could just come back in the middle of the night and load up Zoltan’s boat. Even if they snatched a small fraction of the motherload, they could come away with treasure worth 50 million dollars. They didn’t even plan to keep it. The boys imagined they could take their 50 million and live among the Pacific islanders, share it with them and improve the islanders’ lives.


Zoltan wrote in an article about his sailing trip in 2001: “Unfortunately, by the time I earned enough money to get sailing again, our team of divers still had not recovered anything more significant than cannon balls, pottery shards and 33 silver coins.”8 He found one of the cannon balls, worth maybe $1000 to a collector.


The journey onward to nirvana couldn’t be delayed. He was glad of the chance to be a treasure hunter. He was also glad, after four months, to leave that volatile dynamic behind… To have more time again to himself, and for intellectual exploration. He hadn’t even been allowed to read his books on the barge during downtime.


As well as his reading, Zoltan was still writing a lot. In his journal he recorded reflections and scribbled poems based on his inner life and outer events. The entries are heavy on introspection, and the workings of a mind trying to untangle the knotted ball of wool that is human experience of the world. In his thoughts in these years the tension between the human world and nature was paramount. His very first entry in his sailing journal, in 1994, set the tone for his thoughts over the next couple of years:


The Earth was once driven by a heart so engulfed by madness, a heart so vast and untamed—but one is hardly aware of that heart anymore. Its beat, once rampant and boisterous, is now quiet and soft. Man has tainted it—stowed it away and deemed it obsolete. He has manufactured his own heart—fashioned after safety and convenience—I should not even call it a heart. Where is its love? Where is its wildness? Where is its madness? It is a slow and rusting machine now—and nothing more…


…I hated the world—that world that modern man had shaped; it was rotting like some prized piece of flesh pillaged by maggots. But the heart was still there—albeit hidden well and unnoticed by the herd of men—I could still feel it—barely pulsating. And it drew me in. Oh the heart of the ancient world, yes—the heart of the universe, sweet fabric of existence itself… It was still there—but you had to cross—you could not remain protected and comfortable in the world—and still know it. It would be impossible then.9


The young Zoltan sought to connect with something eternal by turning away from modern society—the need for a steady job, accumulating stuff, convenience as an end in itself—and pursuing what he thought was a more authentic existence: striving against the elements, forced to be alone with his thoughts, not answerable to an agenda. His sail trip was, in a sense, a twentieth-century version of Henry David Thoreau’s life in the woods, as recounted in Walden. Both Walden and The Way were an experiment in solitude and self-reliance, amid pure nature.


It’s hard to reconcile the 21-year-old Zoltan who wrote the above—decrying the modern world and appealing to the essence of the universe—with the Zoltan who would write, in 2019: “Nature Isn’t Sacred and We Should Replace It.”10 But look closer, and his condemnation of the modern world has nothing to do with its technology, and everything to do with conventional social expectations. Zoltan, ultimately, would find a salve for his youthful concerns in a passionate, wild, zealous, dangerous—individualist and libertarian—pursuit of his own agenda. And it was early on his sail trip that he met the man who became his greatest inspiration.


Since the start of the voyage—in fact, since long before, though the process became more urgent on his travels—Zoltan had been piecing together an idea of who he wanted to be. Like many of us who desire to improve who we are, he began to develop a character in his mind: the ideal version of himself.


Quite apart from setting goals for achievements he could attain or jobs he could do, this was about, as I say, his character. The ideal character he created might not be someone he always lived up to, or could live up to. But it would be a beacon. It would show him the way. He scribbled in his journal sophomoric thoughts about who this person could be. He hadn’t found an ideal to live up to in the Bible (which he’d read from cover to cover in jail, and found to be absurd), or in his parents, despite his love and admiration for them. Maybe Jim Morrison came closest. But Zoltan didn’t want to end up like the Doors’ singer—substance-dependent and dying young.



OEBPS/images/half.jpg
Transhuman Citizen

Zoltan Istvan’s Hunt for Immortality

Ben Murnane





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Transhuman Citizen

Zoltan Istvan’s Hunt for Immortality

Ben Murnane

CHANGEMAKERS
BOOKS

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
®

Collectivelnk





