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PRAISE FOR


AROUND THE WORLD IN 69 DAYS





“Congratulations on completing your round the world flight”





Fredrick W. Smith





Chairman and President of FedEx Corporation





“Although this book is interwoven with aviation themes and metaphors of how human courage can overcome obstacles and challenges, a greater undertone of the book is the amazing story of China, as told through the eyes of this young man, his mom, his community and his dream. The emergence of China in the past 30 years and its re-entry to the family of the nations of the world is perhaps of the greatest forces at play in the 21st century. Wei, you have told that story with power, personal touch and an authenticity which our world so desperately needs.”





Shane Tedjarati,





President of Global High Growth Regions at Honeywell





“Around The World in 69 Days is an inspiration to everybody that seeks achievement in those things that have not been done before. It is especially noteworthy for those of us who love to fly small airplanes but only dream of flying around the world or be the first to accomplish a new record flight as Wei Chen has done. Best wishes it is an honor to be your friend!”





Larry Cox





President of Memphis Airport Authority





“This story about Wei’s trip around the world is a testimate to Wei’s energy and passion for forming close relationships and friendships and inspiring people to persevere and be their very best. Throughout the trip, Wei inspired many entrepreneurs and business leaders in the Young Presidents Organization to be part of his historic journey.”





Steve Sansom





YPO/WPO International Board of Directors





“The author, Wei Chen, is a man of this new, fast changing, world we live in. This book exhibits broad insight into our world as it exists today, as well as the social, industrial, and humanitarian changes likely coming tomorrow. A great adventure that asks, ‘What would you attempt to do if you knew you could not fail?’”





Elgen M. Long





Aviator; Earthrounder, 1971





“The story of Wei Chen’s amazing journey is a true testament to the power of discipline and focus—and truly inspires all of us to think bigger and execute better!”





Verne Harnish





Author of Mastering the Rockefeller Habits and The Greatest Business Decisions of All Time
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I dedicate this book to my mom, who didn’t have the opportunity to finish high school and who worked as a factory laborer, starting at 11 years of age. She never complained and always had the most positive attitude possible, even during challenging times. She gave birth to me when she was only 17, at the height of China’s Cultural Revolution. Even when we didn’t have enough food or clothes, she instilled a sense of pride in me. She encouraged me not to give up on my education. She was proud of me, whether I was a rebellious child fighting in the streets or a successful entrepreneur.





I dedicate this book also to my three precious daughters, Elisabeth, Stephanie, and Sabrina. They are the reason I wrote it.





My final dedication is to my smarter, better half, Isabel, who always supports me unconditionally and says “Yes” to every crazy dream I have – even when I have no clue how to accomplish one.
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INTRODUCTION





Two roads diverged in a wood, and I took the one less traveled by, and that has made all the difference.





- Robert Lee Frost





I’m afraid to write a book. I am more afraid to write a book that’s just about flying around the world.





It’s not writing that I fear. I’ve written many magazine articles. However, in this story, I want readers to find something valuable to apply to their own lives. I have struggled with a book focused on flying, as I am not the most experienced aviator. I had less than 500 flight hours when I started the trip to fly around the world.





A friend asked me what my kids thought about this trip, and I told him they were too young to understand. Then it struck me that I might not remember details about the flight when they grow older. I wouldn’t be able to answer all their intelligent questions when they were old enough to ask. I wrote this book to help them understand what I did and why I did it. I wanted them to feel proud of their dad’s accomplishment, just as I want other readers to find even the smallest inspiration to pursue their own audacious dreams. One of my favorite books is Meg Meeker’s Strong Fathers, Strong Daughters, which holds that a father is the most important man in his daughter’s life. Daughters need strong fathers to become strong in their own lives.





This is not a book about how to fly around the world. It is about identifying your “Big Hairy Audacious Goal” and finding a way to accomplish it through focus and discipline. I share my life experiences and hope to encourage readers to dream big and turn dreams to reality.





I divide my flight into eight segments. In each, I bring out my life stories: my childhood during China’s tumultuous Cultural Revolution, coming to the U.S. for higher education, starting a company, and my passion for flying. These stories evolve from one question: “What would you attempt to do if you knew you could not fail?”





I feel extremely blessed. The events described in this book took place when I was 40. I’m writing two years later, after accomplishing my three wildest dreams: coming to the U.S. and getting an MBA degree when I hardly spoke English; starting a company and becoming a millionaire when I had no capital, no business plan, no investors, no social network, and no experience; and becoming the first Chinese citizen to fly a single-engine airplane around the world when I had barely 500 hours of flight time over a mere four years.





What is your dream? “What would you attempt to do if you knew you could not fail?”





I am a fan of Jim Collins. My favorite books are his Good to Great and Great by Choice, which he coauthored with Morten T. Hansen. His theories helped me grow in both business and personal endeavors. His theories even helped me complete the flight successfully. I’ve incorporated many of his business theories in this book – the Big Hairy Audacious Goal, the Hedgehog Concept, the 20 Mile March, Fire Bullets, then Cannonballs, Return on Luck, the Culture of Discipline, and many others.





The most frequently asked question about the trip is: “Were you alone during the whole flight?” I was fortunate that I was never alone. I had four co-pilots for different segments – Rob Williams, Alan Hepburn, Claude Chiffaut, and Chris Hare – and I had 22 passengers who joined me for different portions of the trip. Some were pre-arranged, including my wife Isabel; my father; my brother, Andy Chen; my “brother from another mother,” John Chen; Earl Blankenship; Lawson and Cynthia Baker; Samer Baassiri; Jason Zhang; Binling Wu; Linda Lin, Tricia Montgomery and Doug Day. Some were strangers I met along the way: Simon Bai and Guanhua Liu from Barcelona; Zhixiao Dong, who I met in Greece; a China Central Television (CCTV) cameraman, Zheng Chang, and news reporter from Beijing, Li Ye; Shawn and Grace from Seattle; and Yuzhong Ma from Oshkosh, to name a few. In cities with large Chinese communities, such as Washington, D.C., Toronto, Paris, Madrid, Barcelona, Milan, Rome, Dubai, Bangkok, Vientiane, Ho Chi Minh City, Hong Kong, and all of the stops in China, there were 20 to 300 Chinese people welcoming me in the airports. They gave me flowers and said they were proud of what I was trying to accomplish. They hosted receptions, gave me hugs and wished me luck on the journey.





I am humbled and deeply touched by their enthusiasm. I came to realize this was not just a trip for me, but one that touched the lives of thousands of Chinese people worldwide. I felt their pride that a Chinese national was able to fly a private airplane around the world, an unthinkable accomplishment in earlier times, before China’s advance to become the world’s second largest economy.





I was born in 1971, during China’s Cultural Revolution, when most Chinese people did not have enough to eat. My 40-year life reflects the country’s stunning achievements during that time. Without China’s growth, I would not have been able to accomplish my “American Dream” and become a self-made millionaire in less than ten years. Without China’s growth, I would not have been able to afford flying, much less flying around the world. Chinese people were proud of my trip, but more importantly, they were proud of what China has become. I carried a small message.





The Chinese government also gave me tremendous support. Not only did it arrange a news conference in Beijing on March 9, 2011, to announce the trip to Chinese communities worldwide, but it also sent a troupe of 17 performers to celebrate the trip in Madrid, Barcelona, and Rome.





To me a huge milestone was landing at Beijing Capital International Airport, a first for a privately piloted, single-engine airplane. This would not have been possible without the help of many friends. Special thanks go to Hawk Yang, a pioneer and respected leader in promoting general aviation in China. His determination helped keep my dream alive. Thanks to his encouragement, I didn’t give up on what others told me was impossible. Through his efforts and connections, I got a permit to land at Beijing Capital International Airport. Tragically, I lost this dear friend just three months after I came to know him. He drowned during a river adventure on June 18, 2011, at the age of 40, while I was flying around the world. His support enabled my landing at Beijing Capital International Airport, but he didn’t live to see it. I realize how blessed I was to survive the challenges I faced and accomplish this mission.
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Me and my partner
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CHAPTER ONE





BIG HAIRY AUDACIOUS GOAL





(DEPARTURE DAY)





He who is not courageous enough to take risks will accomplish nothing in life.





- Muhammad Ali





About seven in the morning on May 22, 2011, the day I was to begin my flight, the phone rang, waking me. I’d been out late the night before at a fundraiser for St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, which was the kick-off for my around-the-world adventure. The skies were clear last night, but by morning a rain storm had hit Memphis. I could hear thunder, as I reached for the phone. It was Thierry Pouille, a French pilot who’d helped me plot my flight.





“Wei, terrible news. There’s been a volcanic eruption in Iceland. It doesn’t look good.” He went on to tell me that the volcano, Grímsvötn, had erupted on the evening of May 21, 2011, and was sending billows of ash as high as 12 km, resulting in the cancellation of 900 flights. The eruption was much larger than that of Iceland’s Eyjafjallajökull on April 14, 2010.





My heart sank. Was this going to be a repeat of what happened last spring? The eruption of Eyjafjallajökull caused the largest air-traffic shutdown since World War II. Millions of passengers were stranded, not only in Europe but worldwide. In Europe alone, more than 107,000 flights were cancelled over eight days, affecting 48 percent of air traffic and roughly 10 million passengers. The International Air Transport Association (IATA) estimated the cost to the global airline industry at $200 million a day, for a total of about $1.7 billion.





Volcanic ash was a huge danger that could clog my airplane’s single engine. In 1982, British Airways flight 9 flew through volcanic ash of Mount Galunggung, Java, Indonesia, causing four engines to temporarily shut down. For my trip, Iceland was a must-stop because of my airplane’s limited range. I could fly nonstop for only four and a half hours with a maximum range of 1,200 nautical miles. For me to fly from Canada to Europe, a stop in Greenland and Iceland couldn’t be avoided, as the total distance is more than 2,000 nautical miles. If I had engine failure, there were only two possibilities: ditch the airplane in the freezing ocean or crash land on a mountain of ice. Even if I survived an off-field landing, I would have frozen to death before a rescue team could find me. The chance of survival was zero.





The night before, everything had been perfect, including the weather. One of my goals for this trip was to raise money for St. Jude, my favorite charity. The hospital’s mission is to make sure “No child is denied treatment based on race, religion or a family’s inability to pay.” It provides free treatment to any child who has a referral, based on eligibility as part of a current treatment study. The work they do is magic.





We organized a black tie send-off in the hangar of Wilson Air Center benefiting St. Jude, and about 400 people attended. The pricey tickets sold out. Many generous sponsors were from the Memphis community; others were from around the world, including many friends from China. We were able to raise close to $100,000 that night through live auctions and silent auctions. We had a martial arts performance, dancing, and delicious food. Everyone gave me their best wishes and blessings for the trip.





My mom and dad flew from China for the event, and my lovely wife of course was with me. Only my children, who were seven, three and one, couldn’t come. They didn’t know much about what I was planning. I had explained a little of it to them, but the undertaking was too big for them to grasp. All they knew was that they wouldn’t see Dad for a while.





The volcanic eruption came as a shock that jeopardized my 18 months of planning. Would a mountain in Iceland derail my dream of becoming the first Chinese citizen to fly a single-engine plane around the world?





That dream was born on one not-so-busy night in the fall of 2009. I was lying in bed with my laptop researching adventurous trips and fun places I could fly to. I came across a website that had the records of all individuals who had flown around the world in single-engine airplanes, twin-engine airplanes, helicopters, and other aircraft. After putting our two kids to bed, Isabel walked into the bedroom. Half joking and half serious, I asked her, “What would you think about me flying my airplane around the world?”





As supportive as she always is, she didn’t hesitate. She said, “Great!” Boy, she didn’t realize her one word would lead to days of research and an obsession with this Big Hairy Audacious Goal. I found out that fewer than 170 people had accomplished it since 1924, and no Chinese citizen had ever done it. That was my biggest inspiration.





Through research, I discovered that, for powered aviation, a round-the-world flight must meet the following criteria to count as an official record:





•Start and finish at the same point and cross all meridians.





•Cover at least 36,787.559 kilometers (22,858.729 miles), which is the length of the Tropic of Cancer. (That is, the most northerly circle of latitude at which the Sun appears directly overhead at its zenith.)





•The course must include control points at latitudes outside the Arctic and Antarctic circles.





The first successful flight around the world started in Seattle, Washington, on April 6, 1924. The team of pilots started with four specially made airplanes, and included Major Frederick Martin, Lieutenant Lowell H. Smith, 1st Lieutenant Leigh P. Wade, and Lieutenant Erik Nelson. The airplanes were built by the Douglas Aircraft Company, which was awarded the contract just 45 days before they delivered the first plane. The airplanes were named Seattle, Chicago, Boston and New Orleans.
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