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I am the widower of Rosemary Ellen Guiley, the co-author with Michael Brein and publisher of the first two books of The Road to Strange series. Rosemary sadly passed away in July 2019. Appropriately enough, I came to know Michael Brein during one of my cross-country trips to the Pacific Northwest. Michael was one of Rosemary Ellen Guiley’s many personal and professional colleagues and friends.

When Rosemary and I married, I was quickly plunged into a whirlwind routine of travel by car, train, and automobile. I accompanied Rosemary on many of her tours and assisted with event setup, and investigations, and coordinated the logistics of our trips. Along the way, I met many fascinating people and experienced parts of the USA and England that had long been on my list of places to visit.

The Pacific Northwest was special to Rosemary. It was where she grew up, received her education, and began her professional career as a journalist for several major newspapers. Every summer, we’d spend several weeks in her hometown of Seattle, Washington. This was our downtime; a chance to catch our breath, relax with friends and family, and take time for ourselves.

Rosemary had told me about Michael, the world traveler, author, and Travel Psychologist. As Michael resided on nearby Bainbridge Island, naturally we got together during one of our early trips to Seattle. We quickly became friends, and Michael graciously acted as our tour guide around the island. I have fond recollections of our times together as we shared travel anecdotes in our far-ranging conversations over meals and coffee breaks.
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The Weird Stuff

I’m the “Travel Psychologist.” I originally coined the term “travel psychology” during my Ph.D. studies at the University of Hawaii and then became the world’s first travel psychologist.

I’m also what you might call a “UFOlogist.” I’m one who studies UFOs (unidentified flying objects) or UAP, as they are often referred to (unidentified aerial phenomena), and now, more recently, to unidentified anomalous phenomena).

I’ve been the State Director for MUFON in Hawaii and the Ambassador-at-Large for MUFON (the Mutual UFO Network), the largest UFO research organization in the United States, with a significant worldwide presence as well.

For over five decades, I have crisscrossed and traveled the world several times over seeking and interviewing nearly 2,000 travelers, adventurers, and other willing contributors, collecting and recording all the while, nearly 10,000 accounts of all sorts of things that have happened to them. And I’ve delved into the deeper psychological aspects of their experiences as well.

Typically, I’ve asked people to share some of their most interesting experiences with me, be they in their travels or during their relatively mundane day-to-day lives as well. Interestingly, about five percent of the stories are about strange things that have occurred to them, whether of a psychic nature or highly strange things they’ve seen in the skies, on the ground, and in the seas as well.

It became apparent many people got far more than they had anticipated either from travel or during living their daily lives; they’ve had highly strange, unusual experiences of a psychic nature or even of a mystical or spiritual kind. I had to learn about them. I saw common themes running through their accounts. These reports fascinated me, and so I began a special collection of them, forging new territory in the UFO or UAP realms and paranormal lore that had been largely ignored and neglected by mainstream scientists or academia.

Combining both a social science background with personally experiencing the paranormal myself, I bring to the fore a rare combination of both scientist and experiencer of the strange and unordinary.

I bring both scientific rigor into the equation plus the openness and wonderment of someone who has actually had psychic experiences beyond the normal pale and one who also suspects our scientific paradigms of the day are not the be-all, end-all of knowing and explaining all there is.

And I want to add, that I’ve not had just one experience of the paranormal; I’ve had many. Thus, I bring together in one person — someone not only trained to research, observe, and document as social scientists typically do, but one who’s also open and eager to understand better the unknown which looms just outside the normal bounds of science as we now know it.

Reading the psychic, UFO, and high-strangeness accounts of others presents the reader with new and unique events that are often both eye-opening and awesome — just as life tends to be itself. It’s largely through the novel experiences offered by travel adventure and curiosity that we achieve more personal growth and gain an understanding of realities we perhaps never even knew existed. This aspect of life, as expanded by these apparently new realities, is nothing short of a paradigm-shifter.

Travel is mind-opening and mind-bending. Maybe it takes the travel experience — namely the condensing, collapsing, and speeding up of time and space, the rush of novelty, all impacting on us at once at every turn — to pry open the portals to the unknown.

Imagine the degree of impact that a travel-related paranormal event can have on one’s life by events happening to anyone from all walks of life, regardless of the belief in the supernatural.

An experience of the strange, the psychic, or the highly strange — an occurrence that appears to go beyond the normal reach of our ordinary lives — is nothing less than a paradigm-bender as well. Sometimes we need such a mind-bending experience of the supernatural to give us the wake-up call, “Hey. Pay attention. There’s more going on in life than you think.”

Some people in The Road to Strange book series acknowledge they have life histories of the paranormal, UFOs, and other highly strange, unusual experiences. Such is the case with me, as I have had many episodes of premonitions, precognitive dreams, psychic phenomena, synchronicities, and more throughout my life. I call this gift my “Inner Psychic.”

Others in The Road to Strange series say they’ve had, for most of their lives, no extraordinary particular psychic sense, and some even profess to be skeptical — that is until their own strange experiences opened their eyes.

The stories in The Contiguous Universe and A Psychic Reader, are not intended to prove UFOs, extraterrestrials, the paranormal, or that the highly strange are real. My purpose is to show that these experiences not only do happen, but they happen often, and, yes, they happen to you, and to me, too. You and I are not alone in our experiences. It happens more often than you know.

The true stories presented in the four-book Road to Strange series are a compelling mix of topics such as ghosts, premonitions, déjà vu, synchronicity, mysticism, spirituality, past lives, and reincarnation, clairvoyance, telepathy, black magic, psychic readings, poltergeists, space-time warps, sacred sites, phantom persons, out-of-body experiences, and more. A number of the stories included in these books are of people who have also reported UFO accounts.

UFO and psychic experiences take place in exotic locations all over the planet, and in all kinds of circumstances. They even happen up close and personal in your own home. Reading these accounts may help you better understand some of the strange events in your own lives and may also open you up even more to the unknown during your forthcoming life adventures.

Perhaps you’ve had experiences along The Road to Strange yourself. See the Afterword to submit your own stories for one of my upcoming volumes.

The Travel Stuff

By becoming The Travel Psychologist, I’ve gotten an entirely different take on travel, even more so than anyone I’ve ever read on the subject, an approach different from anyone who’s come before me: I look at the subject of travel in a distinctly different manner than nearly anyone else.

Oh yeah, of course, ordinary people and writers on travel have thought about and written about travel from all conceivable points of view for eons, no less.

But no one I know has distinctly looked at travel from a social scientific point of view as I have, by becoming the world’s first travel psychologist — a person who’s approached the subject from a social science point of view — is a first that I am distinctly proud to say that I’ve accomplished.

My approach has been different from those who’ve come before me, namely, that you can study travel as a form of human behavior with all its aspects from the point of view of a social scientist, namely, by asking this very simple question: “Say, what is travel all about from the standpoint of psychology?”

Oh, yes, I’ve studied all sorts of courses as part of my Ph.D. curriculum including some firsts, such as the psychology of being a Peace Corps Volunteer, the spatial aspects of the behavior of the traveler, or non-verbal and verbal communication of travelers to exotic countries and with the hosts of these countries.

Indeed, my studies have led me to study a variety of exotic languages such as Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian — and even Tongan, the official language of Tonga — during my stint as a psychologist with the Peace Corps at the University of Hawaii’s training site for volunteers who were eventually on their way to Tonga. I was right there with the volunteers themselves, yep... five hours a day, studying the Tongan language right along with them.

People said,


“This Michael Brein is a curious fellow, not only studying the Tongan language five hours a day right along with the trainees themselves but even, indeed, becoming quite the character — even you might say, a teachers’ pet, of sorts, earning the reputation of becoming the most proficient in learning Tongan even among all the volunteers, themselves. Oh yeah, this Michael Brein distinguished himself, all right, in also becoming a curious student of a subject that no one ever formally studied before — the psychology of travel.”


Finally, I even wrote a formal paper on the psychology of travel that even made it into the prestigious psychological journal at the time: The Psychological Bulletin. I was the rare graduate student who could claim such an accomplishment. The title of the article “Intercultural Communication and the Adjustment of the Sojourner,” translates to:

“The Psychology of Travel”

Thus began my career of nearly five decades of interviewing travelers however I could find them, sit them down, and then record their stories. But why you might ask? Simply this: I’ve always figured the best way to study the psychology of travel is to simply ask for (and record) the travelers’ tales. And thus began the True Travel Tales series that you see before you

“Thanks to Michael Brein... to be the pioneer of this field.”
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Travel Tales: Nine-Lives Travelers
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“Oh, they probably would have chopped me (into many pieces) with machetes. And that would have been the end of me. But I mean, you know, ‘life-threatening’ experiences have to be taken into the context of immediately life-threatening situations. That's not an immediate, necessarily impending one. That's a potential one. So that's the next level.”


Says Jack Joyce, interviewee, “Furthermore,” adds Jack, “I've had 36 life-threatening experiences!”

I have collected so many fascinating stories of the close calls and great escapes — yes... of travelers even nearly losing at least one of their so-called nine lives (indeed... some... even one or more of their cherished nine lives, in fact — so many of the nearly 2,000 people whom I have interviewed over nearly five decades that I have had to create at least one book in particular dedicated to them: Travel Tales: Nine-Lives Travelers!

These are the true travel tales of travelers who have had close calls and great escapes throughout their travels around the world. Indeed, some of their encounters did not end so well but could have ended up being much worse. Some travelers were lucky, and sadly, some were not. Some travelers have experienced inordinate fear and anxiety over their close calls.

If one can say that the “inexperienced life is not worth living,” some travelers have pushed their lives to the max and can say — and some may even have boasted — “I’ve seen and done it all, be it even sometimes at great risk.”

There is no thrill, no excitement, no exhilaration so great as that which brings a mortal soul to the very edge, to the very brink of danger, and yet to be able to extract oneself at that very last second from the razor’s edge — that very fine line — between safety and mortal danger.

Over the last five decades, in fact, I've interviewed nearly 2,000 world travelers. I’m weaving their 10,000 or so fantastic travel tales into a psychology of travel as revealed by their very telling stories. These are travelers I've met on planes, trains, buses, ships, tours, safaris, and in campgrounds, cafes, and pubs who’ve freely shared their most personal travel tales with me, which I, in turn, get to share with you now through my True Travel Tales book series.

Each book in the series features noteworthy travel tales of a particular kind, all on a specific travel theme, or country. The travel stories that appear in the True Travel Tales series are but waypoints to understanding more broadly the very psychology of travel. Travel tales are told here — but with this one unique difference — with my being the world's first travel psychologist, you get more of the psychological pay dirt behind the incredible travel tales told to me by these world travelers.

Lastly, there’s always a little bit of room for levity and humor. Indeed, some close calls and great escapes are not life-threatening at all but are even embarrassing or funny, for they are not so much the tales of impending life-threatening disasters, but of embarrassing moments one would wish would simply not have happened at all. A few such tales are interspersed here and there if only to give a brief respite by way of a laugh from accounts that will likely take your breath away.

Although such tales of Idiots Abroad are not, strictly speaking, necessarily life-threatening, they still suggest never the less telling of nearly dying from extreme embarrassment... and yes, laughter, that is, either they as perpetrators of some all-too-embarrassing dastardly deed either cause themselves or others to figuratively die laughing.

Thus, it is apropos and so fitting after all to include at least one chapter thusly titled: “To Die Laughing!” (... or some such other!)

On a More Serious Note...

Travel Tales: Women Alone The #MeToo of Travel

Finally, very sadly and very somberly, no book on Nine-Lives Travelers could ever be complete without paying homage to those solo women travelers who through no fault of their own have fallen victim to disappearing and even losing their lives at times to the dastardly (still very likely occurring... North African slave trade as well as elsewhere throughout the World.

To this end, the book Travel Tales: Women Alone The #MeToo of Travel is a book dedicated in my True Travel Tales series to those poor, unfortunate women victims who have apparently disappeared off the face of the Earth.

Travel Tales: Women Alone is such an important book about close calls and often enough — without escapes — and therefore a very important earlier and totally dedicated book in my True Travel Tales series on the plight of some women travelers around the world.

Not only are sexual misbehavior reports being increasingly told by women passengers on air travel within the U.S., but the recent #MeToo phenomenon has now empowered more women to speak up regarding such incidents. The result is we are hearing more about it, especially regarding foreign travel.

However, this is not at all new: women travelers have long suffered such disparaging and dangerous unwanted sexual attention and assaults by men overseas since time immemorial. I have many reports of women in their solo travel having to ward off unwanted dangerous approaches by foreign men.

Whereas most sexual harassment borders on being mainly just bothersome, disconcerting, scary, and largely unwanted, I have, nonetheless, well over 100 accounts of sexual harassment and assault travel-related incidents of a more severe nature ranging from unwanted touching and groping, indecent exposure, to rape and even kidnapping and disappearances.

This is such very serious business for independent solo women travelers who often include among their ranks relatively young, inexperienced, and naïve Western women who are simply unprepared to deal with the unwanted sexual advances by non-Western men in strange and different cultures.

While often enough occurring even in Western countries, much of the sexual misbehavior tends to occur in North Africa, the Middle East, and parts of Asia, where the cultural norms of the locals are entirely out of step with what Western women are accustomed to, especially regarding attitudes of men toward women.

Travel Tales: Women Alone — The #MeToo of Travel is very likely the first book of its kind to present nearly 100 sexual harassment and assault incidents of solo women travelers, where these took place, and how the women handled them.

Fortunately, many of these women who were featured in this book were lucky enough to resist, thwart, or escape such advances and attacks, but some, sadly, were not. I have documented a number of regrettable and avoidable kidnappings and disappearances as well.

It is such a serious, timely, and growing problem that I have determined to make sure that more women travelers will become more aware of the potential sexual harassment and assault problems that may await them in their travels.

Aside from recording these experiences, I note, as well, various strategies that are essential to traveling more safely and securely, and in that volume, I provide a variety of travel tips, which assuredly help to prevent and reduce the likelihood of such debilitating sexual harassment and assaults.

Finally, Travel Tales: Women Alone — The #MeToo of Travel is by no means easy to read. Rather it is a book that ought to be stuffed unbeknownst into the backpacks of your daughters’ as they depart for their solo travels!

Travel Tales: Wild Animals

Travel Tales: Wild Animals, Travel Tales: The African Safari Reader, and Travel Tales: Snakes and Other Critters are three additional books in the True Travel Tales series that include specific tales of close calls, and, hopefully, great escapes by travelers, largely on safari in Africa and India, and elsewhere around the world, even, from lions, tigers, snakes, scorpions, hippos, elephants, Cape buffalos, crocodiles, dogs, bulls, monkeys, baboons, hyenas, birds of prey, cougars, bears, and more.

These collections of true travel tales are the places to hear about them. I hope they don't happen to you, but if they do, I hope you manage to escape and overcome. Hopefully, you'll be all the wiser for reading about such things throughout the pages of these travel accounts with wild animals. By reading the accounts of the near mishaps of others you'll gain a healthier respect of what it is like to experience the true wild. And with a better respect for Mother Nature in the wild one gains better enjoyment and the utmost appreciation of creation.

Wild Animals, The African Safari Reader, and Snakes and Other Critters are three books in my True Travel Tales book series that include many examples of bad things that happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things DO indeed happen on occasion, and the best thing for one to do is to avoid them in the first place. But if we cannot, we should at least do our best to escape them.

While there is no easy, simple list of failsafe strategies for always staying safe and surviving each dangerous situation with wild animals that may arise, there are, nevertheless, meaningful takeaway strategies from the many examples presented in these three books that’ll enable one to develop and keep in mind by way of the many examples presented sure-fire ways to enhance personal travel safety and security and reduce the risks of potentially dangerous outcomes of encounters with wild animals.

While many of the tales in these three particular books are not strictly about life and death situations surrounding wildlife, many of them are, and many are also about difficult, embarrassing, and otherwise annoying nuisances that we all would do well to avoid and do without.

The scope and variety of close calls with wild animals in these three books may surprise you. And some would never likely even occur to you. Some are even humorous, like, for example, the many examples of exotic wild animal meats that you would never even think to eat on a dare back home, but are, instead, all in when it comes to trying, say, “Pressed Rabbit” in Peru or even “Steak Tartare” during your travels in the south of France! (I won’t be the spoiler and reveal it to you here!)

Yes, such an adventure may never even occur to you let alone even happen to you, but after reading about it in these three books, it may give you pause — who knows? Maybe you’ll never, ever eat a bizarre, strange dish in the first or next instance. Sure, you’ll read stories in these books that will alert you to situations that may never occur to you. But if you avoid even one new travel danger that you might never have even thought of by reading these three books, then all the more power to you, and I will have accomplished a very useful purpose.

This Book:

Travel Tales: Nine Lives Travelers is the next book in line in the True Travel Tales book series. The book is a collection of very scary tales of coming close to serious trouble in your life and travels but managing to just barely escape.

Somewhat facetiously, “Nine-Lives Travelers” are people, who by all rights, should have or could have very easily lost one or more of their so-called nine lives via not making it through a travel or life situation that by all accounts should have very well claimed at least one of them, had things worked out differently than they did.

Nine Lives Travelers is a collection of the fearful sorts of things that can and do happen to travelers on occasion, but mostly these will not happen to you. But if they do, you may get to experience some real, raw fear including sometimes even fear for your very own life. These are very unsettling occasions that pop up now and again in your travels.

This collection of true travel tales is the place to hear about them. I hope they don't happen to you, but if they do, I hope you’ll manage to escape and overcome. Hopefully, you'll be all the wiser for reading about such things throughout these pages.

Nine Lives Travelers includes many examples of bad things that happen occasionally to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things DO happen now and then, and the best thing to do is to avoid them in the first place! But if we cannot, we should certainly at least do our best to escape them.

While there’s no easy, simple list of failsafe strategies for always staying safe and surviving each dangerous situation that may arise in life and travel, there are, nevertheless, meaningful takeaway strategies to be learned from the many examples presented in this book that will enable one to develop and keep in mind ways to enhance personal safety and reduce the risks of potentially dangerous outcomes.

While many of the tales in Nine Lives Travelers are not strictly about life and death situations, many of them are, and many are about difficult, embarrassing, and otherwise annoying nuisance situations that we all would do very well to avoid and certainly do without.

The scope and variety of close calls and ultimate escapes in Nine Lives Travelers may very well surprise you. And some would never likely even occur to you. Some are even humorous, like, for example, El Diablo Chapt Loco, the story of riding the Crazy Red Devil “chicken bus” through the horrifying mountain roads of Panama.

Yes, such an adventure may never even happen to you, but after reading about it in the True Travel Tales book series, it may give you some pause — who knows? Maybe you’ll never, ever board a chicken bus in the first place or the next instance!

Sure, you’ll read stories in this book that will alert you to situations that may never even occur to you. But if you avoid even one new travel or life danger — if you avoid losing that one valuable life (of your nine lives) that you might never have even thought of by simply reading this book, then I’ll have accomplished a very useful purpose.

Since it’s impossible to include every fascinating travel tale of nearly losing one of your very valuable nine lives, in my collection of True Travel Tales all in one single volume, they do, of course, appear all throughout my True Travel Tales series.

A few of the books in the series, for example, Travel Tales: Wild Animals, Travel Tales: The African Safari Reader, and Travel Tales: Snakes and Other Critters of course do specifically include tales of close calls (and, hopefully great escapes) by travelers, largely on safari in Africa and India and elsewhere in the world, with wild animals, including lions, tigers, snakes, hippos, elephants, Cape buffalos, crocodiles, dogs, bulls, monkeys, baboons, birds of prey, cougars, hyenas, bears, snakes, scorpions and many more.

Finally, some important helpful travel tips to enable you to travel more safely and securely appear in Appendix 1 in this book and in some of my other books that make up the True Travel Tales book series.

Just What Is a Nine-Lives Traveler?

For the purpose of this book, Travel Tales: Nine Lives Travelers we broadly consider that those of us travelers and adventurers though having naturally our one and likely only single cherished life to live have the potential, of course, to court a number of seriously dangerous or potentially disastrous (or even funny or embarrassing for us) close calls such that we may very easily and loosely have skillfully managed to “save” or even sometimes hypothetical “lose” in our travels or adventures. Yet we live another mindful day.

We say we have “lost” (or nearly lost) one of our potential so-called sacred “nine lives” when and if we have managed to maintain, contain, or even sustain ourselves in these sometimes risky and dangerous (or exceedingly embarrassing or funny situations during our travel lives) and have duly managed to “survive” and “overcome” to live yet another travel day!

From the Internet:

Here’s just one of a plethora of definitions of “Nine Lives” gleaned from the Internet. And we shall comfortably proceed with this:


To have so-called “nine lives”...


Is to keep managing to stay or get out of difficult or dangerous situations without being seemingly hurt or harmed. Reference is often made to the popular and mythical notion that cats are said to “have nine lives.”

Nine Lives-Travelers
Considered Singly or As a Collective
In Travel Tales: Nine Lives Travelers we present the stories of travelers in essentially two ways:


1) The tales of travelers who when viewed as individuals tend to have more than their fair share of close calls, and so we think of them as being lucky in the sense that they have largely managed to overcome such risky situations leading us to think of them as being “nine-lives” travelers as such, and...

2) The collected tales of a group of individuals, who although overcoming perhaps only one or two close calls themselves when viewed together as a group, may be said to collectively have nine lives in a manner of speaking.


DISCLAIMER

Please know that some stories in the True Travel Tales series may include graphic, unpleasant, disturbing, harsh language, or sexually explicit material. And some stories may not be for the squeamish at heart. This book is aimed at a mature adult audience. Yet, some material ought to be communicated clearly and responsibly to younger and relatively inexperienced travelers who could benefit by knowing how to travel more safely and securely.

No story in the series is meant to depict any country, people, race, culture, or religion in a negative light. Good and bad things can and do happen anywhere and to anyone. Finally, some stories may be repeated and appear in other books in the True Travel Tales series depending on the countries and subject matter covered where appropriate.
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Long Roads Traveled
Snippets of Nine Lives Lost
***
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Nine lives or perhaps just a single lifetime, lives are invaluable and irreplaceable. Whether either singly or with groups of people in the various stories in this book we consider just how disastrously close some travelers have come to losing their precious God-given lives whether almost losing the ones they were born into, or the hypothetical multi-lives (we often jokingly refer to them as so-called“nine lives”!)

In one travel tale, someone’s life ends precipitously short of reaching a goal to achieve a state of nirvana.

Others die because of happenstance horrendous accidents or gross cross-cultural misunderstandings.

If so many regrettable misunderstandings among travelers and locals alike had been better understood under the circumstances, many disastrous close calls with potential woeful losses of travelers and citizens surely could have been avoided.
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End of the Road
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Only One Life to Lose?

***
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The 1970s
Dalhousie, India
As told to me by “Karma Rienchen Dorjiy” (mainly known as Michael Jason Miller). It’s 1970 and I'm in Dalhousie, India, in the state of Uttar Pradesh. I'm living in a monastery with Tibetan monks. We’re living quite isolated, some 8,000 feet above sea level in the mountains. I'm studying their culture, their ways, and their attitudes about what they do.

They are doing things from embroidery to meditation to yoga to all the cultural things that make up their existence. I'm also very interested in trying to learn their language, trying to learn their ways. In fact, the Tibetan name they gave me is “Karma Rienchen Dorjiy.”

“Karma” is one word meaning from Heaven. “Rienchen” means very precious, or anything precious, such as gold, silver, or a jewel. And “Dorjiy” means a single syllable or a single seed in the universe.

So I mean “a precious little tidbit of the universe!” or something like that.

Before coming up to this monastery, I had met so many people in the Southlands, many of whom were Tibetan refugees. I found them to be the most interesting people whom I have ever come across in the East, besides the bubbas, the sadhus, and the gurus. So I wanted to spend time with them and sought them out way up in the isolated mountains.

One day I encountered a lonesome traveler up in those mountains who had come all the way from France, through Europe, the Near East, and the East, and finally all the way up into the high mountains of the Himalayas to reach some sort of knowledge or just to come up there — period! I don't know — I couldn't understand what his point was or if there was any point to it all.

But the point I realized was that this guy had come all this way just to get to this point of leaving his gear on the side of the road saying, “I finally made it here,” and walking off down the road saying, “I'll be back in five or ten minutes. Now that I've gotten here, I'm just going to have a walk,” and coming around a turn and being hit and killed by a truck instantly within just fifteen or twenty minutes of his arrival.

I see a message in that experience, like, “What is the point? Where are we going? What is our purpose?”

I think he achieved his purpose, whatever that was. He got to where he was going and achieved his whole fulfillment in life. He walked around one turn and there it was.

Commentary

There you have it!

To attribute a single, ostensible purpose to our walk along The Road to Strange in this life is to presume to understand what the purpose of it all truly is.

Or to presuppose that we really know anything much at all in our quest to know the meaning of life and our purpose through a single, solitary lifetime adventure in search of The Contiguous Universe... in this one lifetime... is sure to presuppose an awful lot perhaps.

To walk The Road to Strange and feel comfort and solace by simply doing so is sure to wish for a lot.

Rather, the messages we get to keep, the peeks into the vastness of the ALL of The Contiguous Universe may — rather than be the be-all, end-all of one singular journey of a lifetime — may merely be the briefest of glimpses of an infinity of awarenesses and realizations without beginning or end, an endless trek or journey to knowing the ALL through an endless stream of teeny discoveries across many lifetimes in which the process becomes what is maybe the most important.

We may never seek an end to all our exploring but always, always, with each new beginning, have a glimpse anew of but a single piece of the eternal puzzle that awaits our endless discovery and understanding over presumably endless lifetimes.

And you know what?

I think we are all “precious little tidbits of the universe,” you know.
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Kings of the Road
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When Great Escapes Are the Only Options!

***
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King of the Road Story #1:
In Morocco
As told to me by Jack Joyce. Consider for instance, what happened to me: You're driving on a mountain road in Morocco and a truck comes around the corner. And you're on the outside, and you veer to the right to get around the truck because he’s not going to slow down. The bigger the truck, the more it’s the “King of the Road.”

And you're literally going around the corner with two wheels up in the air with the other two wheels still on the ground. Now, that’s what I call a life-threatening situation.

Author Michael: You did this?

Jack: Oh yeah. That was in 1968. Yep. And after that, we’d then get back onto the road and just continue driving. Whew!

Michael: Jack, you’re what I call a “Nine Lives Traveler.”

King of the Road Story #2:
In Bombay (Mumbai) India
Sometimes a brazen escape is the only true safe alternative. And things don’t always go as you may have wished.

As told to me by Michael Jason Miller. This was in the 1960s. We were traveling in our Volkswagen Bus, traveling very super economically and enjoying ourselves. We were above Bombay (now Mumbai), just after visiting the Indian state of Rajasthan, traveling with a bunch of people of different nationalities.

We were on our way from Delhi to Bombay intending to go on to Goa and were traveling along the coast in the area of Maharashtra near where Gandhi was born. It was a very pleasurable trip so far. The main thing was that the people we were with were very new to India.

We were traveling through there in our van on a one-lane highway for cars and trucks and everything else. One lane existed for everybody. The bigger you were, the more seniority or power you had.

So you went along this highway with the understanding that if a truck was coming; you would pull off the road because he was bigger than you were. Pure and simple!

With this understanding in mind, we proceeded south on our way to Bombay. Every once in a while we encountered people on the highway, whether they had donkeys or camels, or whatever they had.

You would usually just give them a little toot, and that would be enough; they’d pull off the road, but you needed to warn them miles in advance seemingly because they’d often be rather slow on the uptake.

As we were coming into this one small village in the middle of wherever an older man was riding his bicycle. We figured he must have been upper or upper middle caste (class) because the poorer classes could not afford to buy bicycles.

After all, these people worked all day long on the roads breaking up big stones into little ones for a mere three rupees a day, which was about 25 cents U.S., you knew these people could not afford bicycles.

This guy on his bike in front of us must have been an upper-caste, Brahman because he was wearing all white; he had his white Lungi (characteristic Indian robe) on.

We beeped the horn because he was riding right in the middle of the road. In fact, he swerved off a little, and as we approached closer, he came back onto the middle of the road again. Naturally, we beeped again, and again he swerved back off. So, we thought he heard us the second time for sure, so there was no problem.

As we approached him even closer, to maybe within twenty-five feet or so in the back of him, suddenly, he pulled back onto the middle of the street once again. So we beeped him again, but this time it was too late. Just as we came up to him, we tried to swerve off, but we bumped into him.

He did not even get knocked to the side of the road, but landed, instead, right on the road itself. He just got knocked off of his bike. We continued on. And as we looked back we saw that he was just a little dirty but none the worst for wear. He was brushing his legs off. So, he evidently not hurt at all, but maybe just a little scratched and shaken up — a little worse for wear but essentially unharmed.

We thought we had better just continue on without stopping because if we were to stop there, who knows, the Indian people might have crowded around us, perhaps fifty at a time, and created such a scene, that we surely would not have wanted to be involved with this at all. Maybe it wasn’t the right decision at all, but we just kept going on.

However, as we passed through the town, we noticed that there was suddenly a big truck in the back of us honking. We turned around to see right behind us a truck filled no less with angry Indian farmers with their pitchforks, machetes, and all of their gear at the ready.

There must have been at least 25 guys in the back of that truck; it was just packed solid.

They were stomping on the side of the truck, yelling at us, ranting and raving, and shouting at us... I could understand their language a bit... things like, “Terri mahkajut,” which meant “your mother’s an old whore, ’cause you knocked our Brahman man off of his bicycle...!”

I tell you, it didn’t look at all good.

So we carried on, thinking they’d surely nail us if they caught us.

Of course, we stepped it up, and they were following us right head and head and neck and neck. We were going around turns, and they were skidding around these turns as well.

We skidded around this one particular turn, which was like a hairpin turn —  it was very deceiving  —  it just went right back the other way, almost in a U. So we drifted around that turn with our four wheels sliding in the dirt, skittering over sand and dust and gravel. We just barely managed to hold on and continue along the road.

But the truck full of irate Indians now came screaming around the corner and just sailed right off the embankment, right over the cliff’s edge. I’d say that truck went down some thirty-five to fifty feet, at least that steep.

Needless to say, we did not stop. We never looked back. And we never found out what exactly happened to that truck full of angry, vengeful men with machetes and pitchforks seeking instant retribution and justice.

It could very well be that all lives of those Indians were lost — whether nine lives maybe in all. Maybe bunches of them! We will never know.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Opening Vignettes
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One or More of Nine Lives Nearly Lost?

***
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#1:

And then a woman who had been harassed by men in Mexico figured it might be because she was blonde, so she dyed her hair black. That reduced the incidents considerably.

#2:

While traveling in Southern Spain I heard stories from fellow travelers about American girls or European girls traveling in North Africa, specifically in Morocco, who were kidnapped and supposedly sold into white slavery...

#3:

And then there was the woman who was chased down a street in India by someone in a mysterious black car with tinted windows. White slavers, perhaps, she figured. She was a lucky one: she escaped!

#4:

I don't actually remember whether the girls were Peace Corps volunteers or not. This dates back to February 1998 when I was visiting a Peace Corps volunteer friend of mine. We were traveling by train from Dakar Senegal to Bamako, Mali.

The story I remember hearing was that these two girls arrived in Bamako late at night, got into a taxi, and were driven out of town where they were beaten and raped. Being that we were also going to be arriving in Bamako at around 1 a.m. this story naturally fueled my own anxieties. I believe the girls did survive but my recollection of any other details is thin.

#5:

And there was the case of the European couple traveling somewhere in North Africa‚ who decided to go their separate ways briefly in a public market. The wife disappeared and has never been found — possibly having been sold off into ‘white slavery’ maybe?

#6:

“Hey, I'm from New York! I’m tough. I’m Italian Are you crazy? I'm not afraid of anything! That is until I arrived in Cairo!”
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More Roadside ‘Infractions’
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Near East Frontier Justice

***
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More Single Lives Lost

As told to me by Steve Keil. This story was told to me by an unnamed Australian couple whom I met in Phuket, Thailand.

They recalled hearing of an Australian father and son who maybe around 1977 or thereabouts had driven through Afghanistan, sometime before the invasion of Afghanistan by the Russians, you know, a few years before my meeting this couple in Phuket who told me the story. What they apparently heard and told me about was that an Australian guy who had his son with him was driving somewhere in a remote area of Afghanistan.

They were passing through a small village somewhere. And suddenly, apparently, out of nowhere, some little Afghani kid runs right out onto the street right in front of their car and gets hit in a simply unavoidable accident. He was killed right on the spot, through no fault of the driver. So they didn't know what to do. They had gotten out, and they're standing around helplessly, you know, trying to figure out what's going on and what to do.

Meanwhile, apparently, I guess the word had gotten through to the father of the poor, unfortunate child, and he came back and looked over the situation and saw that the Western father had a son with him.

At that point, he drew out — I don't remember whether it was a pistol or maybe a sword — but this Afghanistani father dispatched the foreigner’s son right then and there on the spot, I guess, as a form of retribution.

And there you have it. And that's how justice was apparently meted out in Afghanistan at that time.

Author Michael: What happened to the father?

Steve: He left. He didn't do anything. There was nothing he could do. There was no one he could turn to. There apparently was no one in authority whom he could complain to, you know. That was it. This was a remote village, you know. It wasn't a main population center of Afghanistan.

The moral of the story is don't f*ck with the Afghanis. I don't know any more details than that.

They should have probably under the circumstances just jumped back in their car and made a run for it. But that is just not the Western way, I suppose. The so-called civilized way is to own up to a situation and do what’s right, as the saying goes.

But that was not out of keeping with what was going on elsewhere in Afghanistan around that era. It was during the time they had what amounted to a communist insurrection there in Afghanistan. Apparently, the communists were trying to take over the government but failed.

They were stopped right in their tracks supposedly. While this whole thing was going on, toward the end of it, when the communists had been subdued, there was such violence in the country.

The locals were said to be taking the communist sympathizers out of their cars and were summarily executing these guys right on the spot, and in some cases were cutting their heads off.

Afghanistan was no place for a Westerner to be in those days. Driving as that father and son were doing through Afghanistan was taking a huge risk, so to speak.

Another Similar Event

By author Michael. You just keep going; sometimes that’s all you can do is attempt an escape. But that’s hard for Americans to do, for Westerners to do.

But, you know, our tendency in the West is we stop for somebody who's hurt, you know.

Here’s yet another story where a guy hits a little local girl, with the same thing happening. The Near East. And he thought the right thing to do would be to take her to the next town to look for a doctor.

As a good gesture, “I’m an honorable man. Therefore, my wife and my kid will stay here. And then I'll come back; I’ll bring your daughter back.”

But when he came back he found his wife and kid hanging from trees because they thought the American just ran off. Misunderstanding?

Distorted sense of justice? Who knows.

But two cases of Westerners having the misfortune to have two accidents of running into two kids in some God-forsaken Near East remote outbacks, just trying to do the right thing, but yet they have no apparent way out.

It cost the fathers two additional lives, but, unfortunately, not a situation leaving lives to spare!
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“El Diablo Rojo Loco”
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(The Crazy Red Devil Bus from Hell!)

***
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As told to me by Ron Anderson.

Author Michael: Tell me about your bus trip from hell on the Diablo Rojo Loco, or “Crazy Red Devil!”

Ron: Well, it was in June of 2005, and I was traveling from Santiago to Sona, which is a pretty rugged, mountainous area of Panama. And there was a strong, heavy rain. And I got on a bus not dissimilar to the one used by Michael Douglas in the movie, “Romancing the Stone.”

The only difference was they didn't have some of Mama Rosas’s chickens in a cage or strapped to the luggage carrier on top of the bus, and so forth. Actually, I only think I saw two pigs with ropes around their necks riding along with the passengers.

So basically, I got on the bus, and we traveled through the mountains. I was sitting just two rows or so behind the bus driver. He was an elderly man, and he seemed to be slouched over in his seat and kind of oddly askew.

I didn't really notice anything all that odd at first, but the road was in extreme disrepair with a lot of potholes. And so he had to dodge those with this big mother of a bus.

Michael: This is like a refurbished old Bluebird U.S. school bus, right?

Ron: Oh yeah; they’re American hand-me-down buses found all over third-world countries. (Laughs.)

Michael: Were you nervous?

Ron: Yeah, you bet.

I was not exactly excited about going through those mountain roads because there were steep ravines on each side. But what really disturbed me were the narrow steel bridges because it is so mountainous there, and there are a lot of rivers flowing off of the slopes of the mountains.

Michael: These buses are safe, aren’t they? There are millions of them, huh?

Ron: I mean, well, I don't know about that. They look like they have bald tires most of them. And they don't look like they're repaired very often either or very well at all — they probably lack the funds to do it.

Michael: Probably a bus a day somewhere in Central and South America rolls off a cliff, don’t you think? Did you ever hear anything specific about that?

Ron: Oh, well. I suspect that they probably have a lot of accidents. You can see the carcasses of vehicles just about everywhere in the ravines way down below. So who knows exactly what happens, but I certainly care enough to think about that especially when I'm a passenger on a bus like that!

So at any rate, we're traveling some distance, and we have a slight rain and the roads are slick, and he's dodging the potholes right and left. He's shooting right through these; he didn't have but maybe six inches on each side of the bus, between the edge of the bus and the steel girders on the outsides of these bridges.

So as I keep looking at him. There's just something funny and odd about it all. I couldn’t put my finger on it at the get-go.

I didn't notice at first that he was talking to someone sitting in a jump seat just to his right next to him. There's a young guy who collects the fare money from the passengers. Whenever they stop. Wherever a person is waiting along the highway, they’ll stop or they'll deposit someone who calls out a stop along the way.

So at any rate, they're shooting through these damn bridges — very narrow bridges they are indeed — and up and down these hills.

And the thing I finally noticed that caught my eye was something about the driver. He only had one arm! (Laughs heartily.)

So, I guess I had good reason to be concerned! (Laughs again.)

Michael: Was he on a cell phone, too? (I laugh.)

Ron: I think he was probably smoking a cigarette, too. He's talking to his buddy, the guy in the jump seat, and his attention is always diverted all the time from the road and his horrific driving. After I knew he only had one arm, this, of course, gave me extreme cause for concern.

(Laughs again nervously.)

Michael: Do you think his days are numbered with his so-called “Bluebird” bus? Do you think we should rename this story to maybe “El Diablo con Nueve Vidas?” (The Devil with Nine Lives?)

Ron: I don't know. So far, he's seemingly managed to stay alive. So how long he goes on is anybody's guess.

Michael: And so have you, fortunately, managed to live through this one time, huh?

Ron: Yeah. The locals must call his bus El Diablo Rojo Loco, the “Crazy Red Devil Bus!”

Michael: Anything more you would like to add?

Ron: I’m just basically glad to have made it out of the bus alive! I still apparently have all of my nine lives! (Laughs.)
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“El Lujo” Bus to El Salvador
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(Luxury Bus to El Salvador)

***
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If you travel ‘by the numbers’ like me and want to, thereby, add yet an additional country to your growing list of countries visited as part of your quest as a member of the Travelers' Century Club (TCC) to reach the next level of 150 countries, you cannot help but be excited.


By author Michael. In 2005, My good friend and former graduate school mentor, Dr. Lorin Ekroth, and I took the luxury bus one weekend from Guatemala to El Salvador and back.

I just cannot comprehend why the collective bus passengers seem overly quiet, maybe even a bit sullen. No one is smiling, much less talking; in fact, no one seems the least bit interested in his or her journey. It just doesn't compute. We are tourists and are eager; they are locals and are entirely unenthusiastic. This is a grand disconnect, and we are wondering why that should be.

The ‘Innocent’ in me is the naïve and curious child and seeker of new adventures. But the ‘Collector’ in me needs to add yet another country to my growing Travelers Century Club (TCC) list of countries visited at just about any cost.

Going

This is not an ordinary, infamous, typical ‘Chicken’ bus ubiquitous throughout Central America; this is the “Autobus de Lujo” (luxury bus) as such, including a deluxe meal. So we set out, all the while, looking forward to the touted luxury meal dinner stop.

What this amounts to is that the bus pulls up to the deluxe restaurant, whereupon the two cute costumed bus “stewardesses,” dressed in smart red suits, caps, and white gloves promptly disembark and shortly return with a mass of boxed McDonald's hamburgers, no less, one box for each of us passengers. This is our luxury meal. Oh Well.

The bus departs once again, and we have a relatively uneventful three-hour trip to El Salvador.

We would spend the weekend at an international student's house, do a few things around the capital city, San Salvador, and then pick up the return bus Sunday evening for the trip back to Guatemala City, aka ‘Guate.’

What impressed us the most about El Salvador was the razor wire on just about every building, with armed security guards toting shotguns at the fronts of virtually every place of business, especially in front of banks and other similar institutions. Needless to say, we were happy to finally get out of there for the trip back. I was glad, though, to be able to add El Salvador to my TCC list as my latest country, so that was that. And the ‘Collector’ in me was satisfied.

Returning

Again, sullen, anxious-looking passengers, seemingly resigned to a bus trip that is probably a necessary evil, and one they'd rather not have do at all. I mean, so quiet and resigned these passengers seem to be.

Not us, though. The trip was pure fun for us, and we are now eagerly awaiting our return trip back to Guatemala.

And
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