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            Chapter One

          

          
            An Introduction of Sorts

          

        

      

    

    
      Oof, okay, I’ll say it now. Introductions are the worst. And if I’m honest, writing in the first person, about myself (or at least my own thoughts and recommendations) is not something I’m used to. I mean, I write, it’s just, my fiction books are generally just a tad…different. You know, dragons and magic and all that jazz.

      Oh well, I’ll do my best to make this bearable.

      So, if you’re anything like me when I first made the decision to put the brakes on my career and jet off on an adventure, you’re probably sitting at your desk in the office, bored out of your mind. Hopefully your boss isn’t reading this over your shoulder—although on the bright side, then you wouldn’t have to quit, right? Anyway, what I’m getting at is…you’re not happy, right? You wake up every day to your alarm, eat breakfast and head off to work, sit behind your desk until the numbers make sense, finish up and head to the gym, hopefully see some friends or loved ones, go to bed…only to get up and do it all again the next day.

      And while you’re doing all that, you’re scrolling through Instagram or Facebook (or whatever social media platform the kids are using these days), seeing all these amazing adventures people are having. Your friend from high school is in Thailand jumping off waterfalls, that guy from your university group project is skydiving in New Zealand, your ex-girlfriend is kissing another guy in Paris.

      Youch.

      No wonder you want to get out of there.

      Of course, the only problem is finding someone to join you. We’ve already established the ex ain’t an option, and all your friends are busy finishing their university degrees, or starting new jobs, or entering relationships. I guess you’ll just have to wait…
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        Stop waiting, come and join me on an adventure

      

      And wait.

      And wait.

      Yeah, exactly.

      Don’t wait, because take it from me, if you wait it’s not going to happen.

      I’m going to let you in on a little secret. If you’re reading this book, if you picked it up because you’re alone, because you’re hurt, because you’re bored or feeling lost, you’re the exact person I wrote this travel guide for.

      Because at this moment in your life, you’re free. There’s no one to tell you “no,” no responsibilities holding you back, nothing to stop you.

      Now is the perfect time to have an adventure.

      So let me be the first to welcome you to the world of the solo traveller.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Why oh why?

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, now that the introduction is over, I should probably introduce myself and explain what this book is all about, right? My name is Aaron Hodges and I hail from New Zealand, a tiny country at the bottom of the world that’s known for its sheep, rugby, and…umm, what was it? Oh yeah—The Lord of the Rings! I left home on my first solo trip way back in 2014, and have been travelling on and off ever since (5 years and counting at the time this book was published).

      So if you stick around, hopefully I can impart at least a little bit of what I’ve learnt over that time. Or at least share a few tales of the adventures (and disasters) I’ve had along the way. There’ll be plenty of tips about all aspects of solo travel and why I love it—but also an exploration of the pitfalls and downsides that go with it.

      One thing this book won’t be though is the written version of a travel influencer’s Instagram feed. Yes, travel is amazing and exciting and potentially life-changing—but it can also be lonely, exhausting, boring, uncomfortable, and even dangerous at times (although hey, I’m still here so it can’t be that bad, right?) As much as I love this new life I’ve discovered, I’m not going to shy away from the dark stuff.

      Let’s jump right into it then, shall we?

      I’m going to assume you're single. WHAT? Why’s that, you ask? Well, you are reading a book titled SOLO…right?

      Okay, let me make a second wild guess, one based on something I’ve observed over the last few years on the road.

      You recently went through a breakup.

      Maybe I’m right, maybe I’m wrong, but one trend I’ve noticed over the years is that most new solo travellers needed a push to get them off the straight and narrow, and onto a new path. For many, that push seems to be the ending of a significant relationship. Not everyone of course. For others it might a feeling of unfulfillment in their career, or the realisation they’ve reached a crossroads in their life and aren’t sure what direction to take next.

      For myself, I had a little of each, but if I’m honest with myself, it was the breakup that put me over the edge.

      At the end of 2013, my girlfriend of three years and I separated (okay, I was dumped), which left me in a pretty bad place. Suddenly I found myself heartbroken and alone, working in a job I did not enjoy, living in a city I hated. The following six months were pretty rough, as I struggled to restore myself to some semblance of normality.

      I searched for a new job, I took up different hobbies, I dated. But nothing really changed, nothing moved me forward.
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        Pictured: The crushing weight of heartbreak.

      

      Until I stumbled onto a company that advertised adventure travel for solo travellers. Suddenly I found myself wondering—could I really go off and see the world by myself? My girlfriend and I had been planning what we in New Zealand call an Overseas Experience (OE)—a long term trip around the world.  But I had never really considered going it alone.

      How would that even work?

      I thought about it for weeks, looking at all these different tours offered by the company (they were called Xtreme Gap Year for those who are interested, and no I’m not affiliated). Kickboxing classes on a tropical island, dive master programs, adventures around Thailand. They all seemed so exiting, so different. In the end I knew this was something I wanted. So I made the scariest decision of my life. I signed up for a four-week backpacking adventure through Thailand.

      Looking back, I’m not sure whether I left because I was running away from real life, or because I had suddenly realised that that didn’t have to be my life. I like to think it was the latter.

      Regardless of whether you identify with this story or not, I think it’s important to think about your reasons for travelling. Why do you want to leave everything behind and see the world? Because despite what your Instagram feed would have you believe, travel is not the answer to all life’s problems.

      Yes, it’s amazing, and I think everyone should have a chance to experience the world outside their comfort zone—and especially to travel by themselves at least once.

      But at the end of the day, you still have to go home. And if you’re not careful, you might just find yourself right back where you started.

      If you are running away from something, that’s okay—but just know that travel by itself won’t fix what’s broken. You also need something to run towards—a new goal or aspiration.

      If you hate your job and decide to quit and travel the world, that’s great! But take this time on the road to figure out what you really want to do, what excites you, what you’re passionate about.

      For myself, that meant pursuing my childhood dream of writing. During my first trip, I spent many afternoons polishing up an old fantasy manuscript I’d written during my university days. And at the end of 2015, I actually published it. Over the next four years, writing became not just my passion, but my career—and at the time of publishing this travel guide, I am the author of 12 fantasy and science fiction novels.

      So that’s my story.

      Are you ready to write yours?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            The Terror

          

        

      

    

    
      So, you’ve had the push, you’ve started thinking about all the different places you might visit, the adventures you’re going to have, the things you have to do before you go…

      Oooh crap, that’s a terrifying thought isn’t it?

      Leaving behind everyone and everything you’ve ever known and jumping on a plane to god-only-knows-what.

      That’s not just scary, that’s huge!

      Whoever you are, you’re going to have to give up something. Maybe it’s the career you’ve been working towards since graduating high school. Maybe it’s the apartment you love, or the sports team you’ve been playing on for years. You’re going to miss things—birthdays and anniversaries and reunions, maybe even weddings and the birth of new family members.

      A loved one may pass away while you’re overseas.

      My grandmother developed cancer towards the end of my first trip. Fortunately, I was able to return home to say goodbye. Five years later, I was not as lucky when my second grandmother passed away while I was living in Buenos Aires.

      Nothing really prepares you for that.

      But if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s that you cannot allow fear to dictate your decisions.

      Solo travel can be scary.
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        Traveling solo forces you to face your fears.

      

      Yes, sometimes you’re going to be sad, or sick, or alone. There’ll be times you long for the comforts of home. But you know what?

      Solo travel is also exhilarating! While your friends and family are waiting back home, you get to jet off to new places and lands unknown, to have experiences they might only ever dream of. While your colleagues are getting in the car or taking the subway each day to work, you’ll be rising early to start a jungle safari, or hiking the Andes in Peru, or skiing the Alps in Europe.

      Travelling by yourself, without work or responsibilities to draw you back home, is the ultimate freedom.
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        Pictured: Freedom

      

      I mean, think about it. In modern society, our entire lives could be depicted in a flow chart. We go to school, go to university, start a career, get a family, raise the kids, retire, die.

      And I’m not saying there’s anything actually wrong with that. We all make our own choices, and if I’m honest, there is a lot of comfort in routines, from receiving a regular pay check, in having a home.

      But for you, right now, that doesn’t have to be your life.

      From the moment you quit your job, or book that one-way flight, or step off that plane, you’re free.

      Who knows where you’ll be tomorrow, or next week, or next year?

      Who knows who you’ll meet, the experiences that await?

      And you know what else?

      Just because you’re leaving, just because you’ve said goodbye to your friends and family and the “regular" way of life, it doesn’t mean all that won’t be there when you come back.

      That was actually something my mother said to me the day I left. I was terrified. I’d never done anything like that before, flying off by myself. Heck, I don’t even like flying! I’m afraid of falling, and something about being thousands of metres above the ground tends to niggle that fear. Yet here I was, heading off to Thailand with no one waiting to meet me and no idea what I was getting myself into. I didn’t know if I could actually do it, if I was capable of surviving in this new environment.

      So you know what my mother said to me?

      “You can always come home.”

      Simple words, but they struck me to my core. Because at the end of the day, I wasn’t really afraid of what was in front of me. What I was really afraid of was that I was giving something up, that by leaving everything behind, somehow things would never be the same.

      And sure, some things will change. But your family will always love you. Your good friends will be there when you get back.

      And home will always be waiting for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            First Steps

          

        

      

    

    
      So, it’s almost time to hit the road and join the ranks of solo travellers taking over the globe. But there’s still just one question you need to answer before you go:

      Where are you going?

      Then again, the journey is the destination, so does it really matter where you’re going?

      OF COURSE.

      Some places are definitely better for solo travellers than others—especially if this is your first real experience on the road. Where you decide to go is ultimately up to you, and while I’ll be going over a few itineraries throughout the book, this chapter will give you a few things to consider before making your choice—as well as a little prep you should do before leaving on that jet plane.

      The first thing you should ask yourself before choosing a destination is…where have you already been? For instance, Europe is a popular choice for many first timers—but if you’re European, chances are you’ve already seen many of the highlights! Equally, if you grew up taking vacations in Cancun or the Caribbean, you might want to set your sights further afield.

      That’s not to say backpacking these destinations wouldn’t be a completely different experience compared to a vacation, but it’s more exciting if your first trip offers an entirely new experience. Plus, if you’ve already done a bit of travel you might be able to start higher up the “difficulty rating” of destinations (more
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