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    To my amazingly adventurous mother, who introduced me to the world of lifelong travel as a global nomad, and my father, whose presence is always in my heart. And to my best friend and sister, Patricia McBride. 

      

    



  	
        
            
             
 
 
 
 
"The world is a book, and those who do not travel read only one page." – St. Augustine
 
Audentes fortuna iuvat -- "Fortune sides with him who dares." -- Virgil
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Stay tuned, as I’ll soon be publishing additional volumes for my series, “The Vagabunda: Worlds Without Borders”!
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Preface: A Gateway to the World
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I began to write about my travels, alongside my mother, when we travelled the world when I was a child. We’d keep extended journals and write about our daily experiences and adventures travelling the world, and I’d make sketches and write poems as well about what I was seeing and experiencing, with the purpose of eventually publishing them.

My mother herself experienced many historical events firsthand, living through them and seeing them in a very different way from the exaggerated things one reads and watches in the news, which she then found annoying. And I’ve been able to do the same, living in parts of the world where "many fear to tread" and finding most of these regions completely safe while learning firsthand to use my common sense, and also observing situations which I’d then later read in the news and (depending on the news source, since some seem more objective than others) being extremely annoyed.

I recall an anecdote where my mother once spent time in a particular city, arriving there at night and wandering alone for some time through the streets while finding it extremely peaceful and uneventful, and then learning afterwards when she had travelled to the next town that, according to the media, the city had been experiencing some sort of nearly miniature civil war, with "fighting everywhere in the streets" at the same time and right through the area where she had walked and seen nothing. And she was a very observant person, not to mention that something as extreme as was portrayed did not require any special powers of observation to notice.

In any event, following a lifetime since the age of two (and actually beginning before I was born) of living in and travelling through many countries and across all continents, mostly overland and almost always solo since my late teens, I’ve long desired to record all of these experiences in volumes, and I’ll be doing the same for hers.

We haven’t travelled as "tourists" but as adventure travellers, using grassroots budgets and working and sometimes volunteering in different locations in order to remain in these regions for extended periods if we wished.

Like some of my global citizen friends, I also prefer land and sea travel to air travel. So you can expect in these volumes to find some very unusual experiences, often humorous, since I seem to be able to capture the entertaining side of many situations I observe and experience, but occasionally also serious, and sometimes even hair-raising, heart-in-mouth types of affairs.

As an adult, most of my overseas living and travel has been conducted in the interest of my university studies, particularly postgraduate and medical—some for my archaeological and medical practicums, and some for my research for my historical novels I’m now publishing.

I hope also that the adventures I’m sharing can encourage you to do the same. They don’t require an enormous budget, as you can see from these pages, and they are not difficult or dangerous if done with common sense and awareness. If I can do them, anyone can.

And I’ve done mine solo, mostly through male-dominated traditional societies deemed "dangerous," which are not perilous at all and, in fact, are much safer than much of the West.

I write using many anecdotes and in an often conversational way, since I have a natural enjoyment for storytelling. I’ve really enjoyed writing these experiences and hope you will also relish reading them and sharing in my journey!

*******
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Chapter 1: Setting Sail into the Unknown
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Elyssa Vagabunda: Born to Travel

I can honestly say I’m a born traveller – literally so. Even before I was born, my parents travelled through Asia back to my mother’s birth country, Australia. I once joked during a job interview abroad, while recounting my lifelong travels, that since it all began before I was born, there must have been a window, and I was able to see out and take in all the sights of Asia – which is why I kept it up after I was born too!

My mother was a Tasmanian from Launceston whose dream had been to travel since she was a small child, reading her admired eldest sister’s books while staying in her room when her sister was away. The books showed photographs from different countries and people dressed in their national costumes, all adorned in vibrant colours and cultural decorations. My mother decided that when she grew up, she’d visit these places in person, and so she did. She took a ship all alone in her early 20s, stopping first in Bali and Sri Lanka, and then on to Yemen and Egypt. From there, she travelled through Europe, including the British Isles, where she began hitchhiking across the continent and working in various countries. She eventually travelled to around 80 countries on every continent except Antarctica, although being born in Tasmania made her close enough!

My father, on the other hand, was the youngest son of an elite British family. His father was a government official, and he grew up abroad as well. My parents met overseas, and from the time I was two years of age, we began travelling together, backpacking across the world for extended periods. And therein begins my story. 

I set out alone in my late teens, combining my solo living and travelling on public transport through every continent (although I’d already been to most since early childhood) with my university studies in several degrees. I became a classical archaeologist and began studying Medicine. So I’m what you would call a global citizen – someone with several citizenships but who does not regard any country as their home, although I have a few that are, in my heart, my “homes.” I view them all from a unique perspective.

Life in the UAE

I am writing this now in my favourite city since childhood, Rome – and soon you’ll learn about bellissima Roma, la città eterna, too, where tutte le strade portano a Roma (all roads lead to Rome, said Augustus Caesar) – which I can prove they all do, since I’m back here!

But this, my first narrative in this series, describes one of my many overland adventures. It took about two months, travelling from the United Arab Emirates, where I had been based while living in several Middle Eastern countries, back to Mainland China, where I had lived before and was now returning. My fiancé at the time, whom I had met while living in China, was a nautical engineer who volunteered to train on a container ship travelling in a circle between the Sultanate of Oman, the Seychelles, and the coast of Africa. We had agreed to go abroad, as it were—since I was already abroad but living in Shanghai and then Chongqing – together, although I lived on the land alone and only saw him every couple of weeks when his ship spent a couple of days in Salalah. I based myself first in Salalah, Oman, in the Dhofar province near the Yemeni border, thinking about how Yemen had been one of my mother’s first countries to travel to. I also lived at the time in different emirates of the UAE, although I preferred Dubai. I lived in the old part of Dubai, Al Qusais, part of Deira, where Dubai had begun as a pearl fishing village, although I had contacts in the newer “flashy” districts who sent their drivers to pick me up almost daily and whisk me to their side. I preferred living in the Bait Al Shebab, the youth hostel, due to its friendliness and the friends I made with the mostly Egyptian management, who became like my family. 

The hostel was a three-star hotel with a swimming pool, located on the edge of Dubai and the desert separating Dubai from Sharjah, and near an Arabian horse ranch. The area was much more interesting than the new area, for me at any rate, since Old Dubai has numerous street markets from different cultures and is lively, vibrant, and very friendly. Friends there can become like family. Although I’d ride my bike in Salalah, and there were no local buses, Dubai was hotter – and also less safe due to the traffic in that area – to ride a bike, but I often walked long distances as I adjust well to heat much more than to cold. I found, however, that it was impossible to walk from Dubai to Sharjah, since when I’d try, Emiratis would stop to give me lifts, being concerned that I was walking in the heat. Dubai is unusually safe at any time of day or night, and hitchhiking or accepting lifts is also secure, using of course one’s discretion. And despite what you might think, the region was part of an ancient empire, Magan, and not nearly so new as you might tell yourself. But I’ll elaborate on that later.

Thus, it was very difficult to leave and return to China! But I later returned to the UAE, as you shall see in later books.

Living in the hostel, I made many friends – mostly Arab and Iranian, but also with other Western expatriates like me. People passed through on their own interesting adventures. Two were global citizens like me: a Japanese man and a British man, separately, who had travelled through most continents, mostly by land, as I do. There was also a woman who had arrived from the opposite direction, travelling through East Asia and Central Asia to the UAE, and she too had many stories to share. A German girl had travelled through Iran and neighbouring countries but hadn’t liked the scarf she’d had to wear in Iran. 

Yet another girl had just arrived at the hostel after completing her postgraduate thesis on warzones, during which she lived briefly in Iraq under assigned armed guard. One of the guys in our group of friends was from Iraq, in Dubai for a work assignment. He constantly worried about his family's safety back home. My Arab friend, who shared a dorm room with him, told me he often stayed up half the night praying and crying when he learned of conflict near his village. 

Various other travellers shared stories, as people often do in hostels, helping one another along the way. Many people I met when living in the hostel and in the Middle East remain in touch with me now.

Crossing Borders

The British global citizen, who had been back and forth several times across Asia, suggested several routes for me to take. He was then on his way through Afghanistan. I remember him telling some of us about his travels through Iraq when it was at war. He tended to travel through difficult countries instead of around them, simply approaching the border and asking to be allowed in. On one occasion, he approached the Iraqi border and asked to go through on transit as he was on his way to Iran. 

He was told, “We are at war.” 

He replied, “Yes, I know.” 

The response was, “Why do you want to go through Iraq?” 

He said, “Since I’m on my way to Iran and you are on the way” (not “in the way,” which might also have applied). 

“Well, alright, very well,” they said, making a face, and let him in. 

So he went straight to Baghdad. 

That night, he was walking alone in the streets when some men came up to him with fists raised and asked challengingly, “Are you Iranian?” 

He replied calmly, “No, I’m British.” 

They said, “Oh, um... okay,” and left – which was funny, since being English may not have been positive at the time, either.

Now for my next anecdote. I sometimes needed to cross the UAE border, taking the bus to Hatta, and I would have had to walk a few hours through the mountains. But I never had to walk, as I would be given lifts even without asking. On one occasion, I was on the road waving down cars and then realised I had flagged a police car. The two officers stopped and rolled down the window. 

“What are you doing?” one asked. 

“I’m going to the border,” I replied. 

“Don’t you know that hitchhiking is illegal?” they asked. 

“Yes, I’m very sorry,” I said. “But it’s a long walk in the direct sun through these mountains.” 

They asked, “What nationality are you?” 

“Australian,” I said. 

“Can we see your passport?” 

I showed it to them. 

Then they said, “Okay, well, what can we do for you?” 

I hesitated and said, “Well, now that you asked, would it be possible to have a lift to the border?” 

“Yes, indeed,” they said. “Get in!” 

After the lift, one officer said, “I’ll be finishing my shift soon, and here’s my number. Call me and I’ll drive you back to the bus stop in Hatta.” 

I had many such experiences with lifts. But this one was quite ironic, flagging down a police car by accident and being offered an “illegal” ride by the police!

Another time, I accidentally flagged down a taxi with passengers. 

“That’s alright,” I said. “I didn’t want a taxi.”

“Get in,” the driver replied. “I’m offering you a free lift! I’m on my way to the border, anyway!”

At the borders, the Omani and Emirati police were usually very courteous and helpful, but there was one occasion when I had to deal with a gruff official. I held my ground, saying politely that I was on my way to Oman and needed an exit stamp. Next in line after me, when I’d finished, was a British couple. The woman was trying to act like a local, even though there was no need as the UAE is open to foreigners from everywhere. She was holding back, wearing an unnecessary scarf over her head.

She turned to me nastily and said, “You should be respecting the local cultures in the Arab countries and not speaking to the officials yourself. Look at me. I’m being a meek female by allowing my husband to do all the discussion over the exit stamp while I hold back and say nothing, being respectful.”

I felt a bit confused but replied, reminding her that without speaking, I wouldn’t have been able to answer the official’s questions or tell him what I needed. When I got back to Dubai that evening, I shared the story with my male Arab friends at the youth hostel. 

One of them said drily, “And how were you expected to get the stamps dealt with if you were on your own? You couldn’t let your ‘husband’ do all the communication for you since it was only you there by yourself!”

By the time I had to leave the Middle East and return to China, my passport was so full of stamps from several years spent abroad and frequent travel that there was no room left. I had been a bit lazy about applying to the Australian consulate in Dubai for a new one. By then, the police were stamping every part of the “no stamp” page as well as all the other pages. On one occasion, when I went to the border, I handed my passport over automatically. 

The official took it, leafed through all the pages, and turned the final page this way and that, saying, “I’m all ready to stamp it, but where shall I put the stamp?”

I had to take the passport and find a spot for him myself, being more familiar with its nooks and crannies. It actually took us both a while to locate a little corner. That was when I knew it was finally time to visit my consulate!

When I returned to the hostel later that day, I had another interesting encounter. The hostel was a three-star hotel with a swimming pool, and we had a close-knit community of guests and staff, mostly Egyptians, including one particularly charming male staff member who was my friend. Aside from our group of mostly Arabs, a few Iranians, and me, there was a rotating cast of travellers staying short-term. We lived there long-term, enjoying nightly shawarma, trips out for shisha, and midnight swims in the pool that was too scorching under the sun to swim in during the day.

One very pale British guy once arrived at noon from England, went straight into the pool, and emerged a few minutes later red and peeling – so swimming during the day was certainly a no-no! 

That evening, after my trip to the border, one cocky young male backpacker, new to the world of travel and newly arrived in the UAE, thought to impress me, the seasoned female traveller, with his supposed expertise.

When I recounted to the group the funny story of the border official asking where I expected him to put my UAE stamp, the chap puffed himself up arrogantly and said, “You are clearly clueless about how to travel if you left home with a nearly expired passport.”

“What?” I replied. “Nearly expired? No, it was a NEW passport that I had renewed abroad, and I’ve been travelling and living in diverse countries for several years straight!”

I was a bit taken aback, not being used to inexperienced tourists who thought they knew more than me. Not to mention that most foreign countries won’t admit you to travel, or flights admit you to board, with a nearly expired passport!

“It’s not nearly expired,” I repeated. “It would generally be prohibited to travel that way. It’s a new passport!”

I think he simply couldn’t comprehend the concept of a new passport that was so full from the owner’s travels that border police were stamping on the “no stamp” page, and putting their stamps in sideways, upside down, and overlapping each other. I was so accustomed to the situation that it hadn’t crossed my mind to apply for a new one yet! Often, those who claim to know it all, know less. 

But returning to Hatta or Dubai from the border, it was often the border police themselves, despite the laws against hitchhiking, who helped me to get lifts. I had a variety of interesting ones. 

On one occasion, a British businessman and his driver offered me a lift back to Dubai from the border. They were using a GPS, which suggested a shortcut that took us down a deserted road through the desert, with nothing else in sight. Suddenly, we realised we were driving up to the gates of a hidden, walled military base camp, guarded by officers with long rifles leaning against their shoulders, staring at us as though wondering what we were up to.

I was only surprised and intrigued—having been a lifelong traveller, I’d already seen all kinds of things, so I wasn’t too concerned. Besides, I wasn’t travelling on a British passport. The British man, however, looked very perturbed. 

“Quick, let’s get out of here,” he said. We had to drive straight up to the gate before the driver could do a U-turn under the scrutiny of the guards and head back the way we’d come.

“What’s wrong?” I asked the Englishman.

“It’s alright for you,” he said, “But since I’m English, there’d be suspicion on me as to whether I’d come here deliberately.” So much for the GPS.

Another time, a local man gave me a lift to the bus station in Hatta. When we reached the town, he offered to pay me something equivalent to 1,000 euros if I spent the night with him in an expensive hotel. 

“What the blank!” I yelled at him and insisted he take me to the bus immediately. 

When I got back to the hostel, I shared the story with my Arab friends































































































[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image017.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





