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We thank our contributors for their stories. Thanks to all of you brave souls who have ventured to lands far and wide, and shared your sometimes bizarre, frightening, and mostly ineffable experiences of your closest calls and greatest escapes with me for publication. Without you, this book could not be written.

A special thanks goes to the late Professor Herbert B. Weaver, Ph.D., former head of the Department of Psychology at the University of Hawaii, without whose mentorship and encouragement I might not have become the world’s first Travel Psychologist I am today. 

A profound thank you goes to Ellen Stuart for her incessant help in editing this book and her outstanding suggestions for improvements. Having had a career as a senior legal secretary with the prestigious law firm Perkins Coie, based in Chicago, Ellen brings top skills to any writing effort, and I thank you profoundly, Ellen. 
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Joseph Redmiles
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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, 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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Two Book Series
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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 study UFOs (unidentified flying objects) or UAP, as they are often referred to (unidentified aerial phenomena). 

I’ve been the State Director for Hawaii and 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. 

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 are about strange things that have occurred to them, whether of a psychic nature or highly strange things they’ve seen in the skies.

It became apparent many people got far more than they’d 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 and paranormal lore that had been largely ignored and neglected by the mainstream scientists.

Combining both a social science background with personally experiencing the paranormal, 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, 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 and adventure and curiosity we achieve more personal growth and gain an understanding of realities we perhaps never 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 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. And 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 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 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 got an entirely different take on travel, even more so than anyone I’ve ever read on the subject, an approach different from anyone’s 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 behavior with all its aspects from the point of view of a social scientist, namely, by asking this very simple question: “Say, what’s 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 or 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 led me to study a variety of exotic languages such as Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian — and even the study of 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, set 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: Close Calls & Great Escapes Vols 1 and 2
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I have so many fascinating stories of the close calls and great escapes of the nearly 2,000 people whom I have interviewed over nearly five decades that I have simply divided them into two companion volumes, 1 and 2, containing roughly half the material each. We hope you enjoy reading the material so much so in this first Vol 1 that you will naturally be interested in continuing to read even more fascinating stories contained in Vol 2. Also, both Appendix 1 and 2 are repeated in both volumes since they are relevant and pertinent enough to be included in both books.

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 been 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 boast — “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 instant from the razor’s edge — that very fine line — between safety and mortal danger. 

Over the last five decades, 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 collection 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 in a broader way 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 happen 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. 

Travel Tales: Women Alone
#The MeToo of Travel
Travel Tales: Women Alone is an important first book about close calls and often enough without escapes, and therefore a very important earlier book in my True Travel Tales series. Not only are sexual misbehavior reports being increasingly told by women passengers in 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 attention and sexual assaults by men overseas since time immemorial. I have many reports of women in their solo travels 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 very serious business for independent solo women travelers who often include among their ranks relatively young, inexperienced, and naïve Western young 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 in 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 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 more women travelers 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 harassments and assaults.

Travel Tales: Wild Animals

Travel Tales: Wild Animals, the next book in the True Travel Tales series and includes specific tales of close calls, and, hopefully, great escapes with encounters by travelers, largely on safari in Africa and India, and elsewhere, even, with lions, tigers, snakes, hippos, elephants, Cape buffalos, crocodiles, dogs, bulls, monkeys, baboons, hyenas, birds of prey, cougars, bears, and more.

This collection of true tales is the place 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 these pages. 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 of mother nature in the wild one gains better enjoyment and the utmost appreciation of creation.

Close Calls: Wild Animals includes many examples of bad things that happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things DO happen on occasion, and the best thing to do is to avoid them in the first place. But if we cannot, we should 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 this book that’ll enable one to develop and keep in mind by way of the many examples presented in this book ways to enhance personal safety and reduce the risks of potentially dangerous outcomes.

While many of the tales in this book are not strictly about life and death situations surrounding wildlife, many of them are, and many are 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 this book 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’d never 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, but after reading about it in this book, 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 this book 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 this book, then I’ll have accomplished a very useful purpose.

This Book:

Travel Tales: Close Calls & Great Escapes (both Vols 1 and 2) are the next two books in line in the True Travel Tales series. The two-book set is a collection of very scary tales of coming close to serious trouble in your life and travels but managing to just barely escape. They are also a collection of the fearful sorts of things that can and do happen to travelers, but mostly these will not happen to you. But if they do, you may get to experience 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.

Close Calls & Great Escapes includes many examples of bad things that happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things DO happen on occasion, 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 from the many examples presented in this two companion book series that’ll 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 the two books of this series are not strictly about life and death situations, many of them are, and many are about difficult, embarrassing, and otherwise annoying nuisances situations that we all would do well to avoid and certainly do without.

The scope and variety of close calls and escapes in the two-book set may surprise you. And some would never likely even occur to you. Some are even humorous, like, for example, El Diablo Rojo 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 these books, it may give you some pause — who knows? Maybe you’ll never, ever board a chicken bus in the first or 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 that you might never have even thought of by simply reading these books, then I’ll have accomplished a very useful purpose.

Since it’s impossible to include every fascinating travel tale in my collection about close calls and great escapes all in one single volume, I’ve divided the current stories into two companion volumes. And the next book in the True Travel Tales series, namely, Travel Tales: Wild Animals, is a follow-up book that specifically includes tales of close calls (and, hopefully) great escapes as well with encounters by travelers, largely on safari in Africa and India, and elsewhere, even, with lions, tigers, snakes, hippos, elephants, Cape buffalos, crocodiles, dogs, bulls, monkeys, baboons, birds of prey, cougars, hyenas, bears, and more.

Finally, some important helpful travel tips to enable you to travel more safely and securely appear in Appendix 1 of both books of the Close Calls and Great Escapes two-volume series.

STATEMENT

The stories shared in this volume as far as I know are all true, whether told to me by the persons who experienced these instances of danger or injuries to themselves or whether their deaths have been related to me by others.

The tales told in this book are absolutely not intended to entertain or be enjoyed whatsoever. They are not like this at all! Rather, they are about deadly serious and dangerous situations. Their purpose is to inform travelers, what can and does happen at times to people during their travels.

These stories, however unpleasant and unpalatable as some may be MUST be told. Someone has to address these horrid things that happen sometimes (and more often than one would like to think) to travelers. And it is exactly this that I have taken on as my own personal responsibility.

The purpose of this book is to better inform the traveler of the realities of what can and does happen to travelers on occasion so that she/he can take steps to travel more safely and securely.

It is with this caveat and warning that a portion of stories that may involve more graphic material involving injury or death, may have, therefore, the following note appear at the outset of the story:

[Note: some graphic material. Reader discretion is advised.]

By no means is it ever to be concluded by anyone reading this book that a person described in any of the tales in this book has ever ‘asked for it’ or ‘brought it on him- or herself.’

The tales told in this book range over nearly five decades and involve the varying and evolving societal customs, beliefs, and mores of the times, and those of different countries, peoples, and cultures which may differ greatly from one another or may vary or change or evolve over time, as unpalatable or unpleasant to one’s own world views as some of these may be.

Finally, by relating these stories of injuries or deaths, I, the author, do not necessarily agree with any or all of the points of view as are specifically expressed by the particular experiencers and tellers of these stories.

FURTHER DISCLAIMER

Please be forewarned that some of the stories in the True Travel Tales series may be graphic, unpleasant, disturbing, and distinctly uncomfortable.

This book is aimed towards 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, or gender in any negative light. Good and bad things can and do happen anywhere and to anyone.

Finally, some stories may be repeated on occasion in other books in the True Travel Tales series depending on the countries and subject matters covered.
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Pull off Some Great Escapes
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The Cheat

By Michael Brein. As a kid, I was fascinated with all things rails. I built a model railroad empire in my attic. As an adult, this carried over so that I'd ride the REAL rails for the pure joy of it. I was also a slight bit rambunctious as a young man, traveling on limited funds and occasionally doing some things I haven't been entirely proud of. For instance, sometimes you just want to see if you can get away with something just for the pure excitement of it. And you have close calls none the less.

And that would be me with the London Underground. I became known one day as “The Underground Cheat.” There is a certain irony about all this vis-à-vis an unexpected turn of events that would take place some 30 years later 

But for better or worse, once upon a time, I had been buying a London Underground four-day ticket, which was basically good for unlimited rides once the rush hour was through, after, say 9 a.m.. I had become accustomed to using this ticket long after it had actually expired, though. Not good 

How I did this was by simply placing my thumb over the expiration date and proceeding to continue using this ticket with no compunction. I acted as if everything were normal and ‘behaved’ as if I ‘fit in.’ I did all the right things for the wrong reasons 

Actually, I figured out that it was all about having a particular sort of mindset: If you behaved and looked as if you belonged, and that everything was normal, then nothing out of the ordinary should or would likwly happen to you. If only this were true 

I was soon in store for a very rude awakening in conjunction with this sort of thinking.

Then one day, I had a particularly uneasy feeling that my good luck was about to run out. Shall I say maybe I got a bit blasé or careless about it? It was not a good thing this playing on my mind.

After all, dwelling on such negatives could essentially bring about the very problem I was worried about, couldn't it? Almost as if feeling confident, self-assured, ‘normal,’ positive, and ‘fitting in,’ would seem to bring about just their opposites.

So on this one day, I was hanging out with a friend of a friend. We were about to exit the ‘Tube’ from one of the many Piccadilly Circus tunnels and exits.

There happened to be crowds coming down the escalators into the Underground as well as plenty of people exiting. Maybe a crowd of people is a good thing, I wondered?

I said to my friend, “You go out ahead of me; I'll meet you at the surface.”

I had an uneasy feeling and just wanted him to be out of there before I made my exit. My hesitancy and consideration of this made me feel even more distinctly uncomfortable. I had to face this ‘demon’ on my own. I had to prepare for my exit.

I hyperventilated and gathered myself together in order to make my grand departure. Of course, I just wanted it to seem like a normal and typical departure, no different from that of any others among the exiting hoards.

So I proceed, ‘ticket in fingers,’ so-to-speak, to go through the exit.

But when it’s my turn, I am dramatically stopped in my tracks by the Underground guard standing at the entrance to the escalator who then shouts out to me, “Why do you have your fingers covering the date?”

My heart stops in place. I meekly uncover the ticket. I’m dead. I’m thinking. He then takes a second look and then mutters under his breath, “CHEAT ” 

Then, “YOU. Wait over there ” 

I meekly comply. I feel how a smuggler must feel getting caught in the act. Now busted, despondent, and anxious, I move over to and stand sullenly against a wall opposite him, acquiescing and awaiting my fate. 

What will happen to me? Would I / could I even be arrested for something like this? Deported maybe? Banned from the Underground, from London, or the country even? For life?

I am more than a bit apprehensive, I have to admit. And I’m feeling guilty for what I’ve done. But, now, nothing... none of that matters. I am awaiting my fate. The people keep pouring out past the escaltor guard and up the escalator and finally out the exit. 

I’m staring into space and looking around to here and there. And suddenly, it dawns on me there are all sorts of tunnels converging and diverging in every direction from where I am standing. What the hell. 

I AT ONCE sprint directly into one of the neighboring tunnels, remarkably and immediately out of this one official's view, and scramble out of there for dear life. Without giving it a thought, I, once again, grab the ticket as I always have.

I then successfully negotiate and glide my way past the next escalator exit guard without incident, just as if there never was a problem in the first place, recalling the same confidence, self-esteem, sense of belonging, the visage of normalcy, and joie de vivre I so aptly applied many times before. All the right moves for all the wrong reasons 

Up the escalator I go, arriving in the enormous grand foyer of Piccadilly Circus, whereupon, after circulating about, I catch up with my waiting friend. “What the hell happened to you down there?” he asked.

“Oh nothing really,” I reply blasé and tongue in cheek.

“Let's get out of here ” I implore, whereupon we promptly exit out onto the streets, into the sunshine, and into the fresh air.

I for sure felt the kind of exhilaration that you must feel after you almost don’t quite get away with something. I realize that I could very well have very easily faced some very undesirable consequences, as a result.

I'm confident the escalator exit guard may not have given it much further thought, though, as I most certainly was neither the first nor the last to be labeled so aptly as an Underground ‘cheat.’

I'll tell you this: I'll bet I am the only one in the world who once having been labelled a lowly ‘cheat,’ has gone on and published a successful best-selling travel guide to sightseeing London by the Underground 

Yeah, I’m not all that proud of some things I’ve done in this life, but I’ll tell you this — I more than made up for my Underground indiscretions by eventually guiding maybe thousands of travelers all around London and environs using the fantastic London Underground 

The Trafalgar Fountain

Bubble Bath Fiasco

Uncle Butch sows soap bubbles in the Trafalgar Fountain and nearly gets away with it. Told to me by Larry Lowe, the nephew of our perpetrator, the infamous Gary Maxon, aka as “Uncle Butch.” 

Author Michael: You’re telling me the story about your uncle who just recently passed on, huh?

Larry: Yeah, my uncle Gary Maxon. We knew him as “Uncle Butch” because he was in the military, and he always wore a crew cut. And when I was a child, he always used butch wax on his hair. And when I was about five years old, he showed me how to use butch wax on my own crew cut.

So our whole life we always knew him as “Uncle Butch.” I didn't realize at all until his funeral that he actually had a real name which was Gary Maxon. 

Michael: And what was he like as a person?

Larry: Oh, he was a real good guy. If I could describe him with one word, I would describe him as “giving.” He was a real giving person. Whenever we got a chance to visit with him or anything, it was always really something special for us. 

Uncle Butch had served in the U.S. Military, the Air Force. I believe he did a tour of duty in Lebanon and then was transferred to England.

Trafalgar Fountain

At the same time Uncle Butch was in London in 1960, we had seen a story on the news about the famous fountain at Trafalgar Square.

Michael: It’s a really famous landmark now.

Larry: Yeah. And somebody had apparently taken and dumped a whole box of laundry detergent in the fountain at Trafalgar Square that practically wound up covering just about the whole square with bubbly suds. We saw it on the national TV news.

Michael: What did you think when you saw that?

Larry: Oh, well I thought it was pretty cool, myself. And to this day, I still think it's kind of cool. The British didn't think it was such a terrific move, however. I understand they're still to this very day not too happy about that notion at all. 

Michael: Do you think that was the first time or the last time that’s happened? 

Larry: From what I understand, I don't think that's the last time, either, that that's happened.

Michael: So what crossed your mind when you saw that on TV? 

Larry: Well, I thought it was pretty neat... just all the suds and all that.

Michael: Were the people laughing? 

Larry: Oh, no. The British were actually hunting for two American servicemen, apparently.

Michael: How did they know it might have been two American Servicemen? 

Larry: I believe there were some witnesses that saw two men in U.S. Military uniforms dumping the soap into the fountain. And they were wanted and being hunted down by Scotland Yard and the British Police.

Michael: How were these guys described?

Larry: Only as American servicemen. That was the only description given. And yeah, with the flat top haircuts, of course. And so, my brother and I knew that Uncle Butch was in London at the time.

Michael: But, surely you'd never associate that with him would you?

Larry: Of course not. We hadn’t the slightest idea. All we knew was that he was a serviceman in the U.S. Air Force. And they were looking for a couple of servicemen, so that, naturally, caught our attention. After all, what more do you need? Just kidding. Of course we could not have any idea. (Laughs.)

Michael: So what did you guys say to each other when you heard about this fountain and that they were looking for a couple of servicemen and that your uncle was over there?

Larry: We figured we knew he was going to be back here in the States within a week. So we decided we would ask Uncle Butch when he got back here if he knew anything about it or if he maybe even knew the service members they were looking for.

Michael: I mean, why would you bother doing that? Was there a reward? (Laughs.) 

Larry: No, there was no reward, but the story was big time on the national news. And we did have relatives living in London, and I also had a first cousin who was living in Warwick.

And then the next day, we heard it all again on the famous Paul Harvey news show. We listened to Paul Harvey every day. So now we'd heard it twice on the national news.

Michael: And so what was the so-called “(the) rest of the story?” according to Paul Harvey? (That was Paul Harvey’s famous tagline.)

Larry: According to Paul Harvey’s (the) rest of the story, these two servicemen were in big trouble if they got caught.

Michael: What would have happened to them?

Larry: Oh, I believe they would have probably been tried in a military court for vandalism.

Michael: Not to speak of having to clean up probably the whole dirty old square as a form of punishment. The punishment could be a form community service if they were caught. They could have actually cleaned that whole square up. That would have been a good punishment, and a very good deed to boot, actually 

Larry: And military style justice that would probably have dictated that a toothbrush be used to clean up after the dirty deed. (Laughs.)

Michael: Okay, so then what happened?

Larry: About a week later, my uncle arrived at the Medford, Oregon airport near where we were living. My dad went out and picked him up and brought him back to my grandparents’ house in nearby Jacksonville, Oregon.

Michael: And what happened next?

Larry: That was the very first thing we asked Uncle Butch when he came through the door. 

We shouted, “Hey, Uncle Butch, what do you know about the soap bubbles in Trafalgar Square?

That's when my uncle’s face suddenly went blank; his face just went totally ashen white. And he said meekly, “What do you mean?” My dad next said, “Well, yeah, it was on the national news. And it was even on Paul Harvey’s national news program.”

And it was just then that my uncle started getting a little shaky in the knees. He actually had to go and sit down. And he seemed to actually be quite worried. And, to make matters worse, it just so happened that my dad was actually a local police officer at the time with our local Sheriff's Department of all things 

And my dad said when he saw the horrified look on my uncle’s face that he could not help but put two and two together and really quickly figured out full well that my Uncle Butch had some information to share on the very issue of the soap bubbles in Trafalgar Fountain. 

Michael: Was your father going to get the information out? 

Larry: Almost Immediately, my dad then asked, “Well, so what what do you know about it?” And the next thing he asked was,“There wasn't anybody from the military there was there?” (Laughs.)

My father then grinned at that moment and said, “Oh, you evidently just might know something about the fountain incident, huh?”

And my uncle then said meekly, “You mean it was on the news?” He evidentally did not even realize that it was an international incident by then. And he just kind of sat there and put his head in his hands, and grandma's going, “Gary, what's the problem here?”

“Mother, he says, “That was me and my friend that did that ”

Uncle Butch continues, “I had NO idea that it’s blown up to such a big issue ” 

My grandma, she now kind of has a shocked look on her face. But, no sooner than in the next minute, my parents, my mom, who is Butch’s sister, and everybody just started laughing all at once. However, Uncle Butch was not laughing. He was really worried about being arrested for the soap bubble fiasco.

Finally, a terrified Uncle Butch exhorted us all, “Don't you EVER say anything to anybody about this. Don't tell your friends; don't tell anybody because I could get into very serious trouble for this ”

[Author Michael’s note: I believe this was about some 35 years ago at the time of the interview. Now, at the time of this writing, it’s some 60 years later ]

Michael: (To Larry) Why do you feel you can talk about this now?

Larry: Oh, well, my uncle is deceased now. So I feel they won't be able to prosecute a dead person at all. It should have maybe been on his epitapth: 


“Here lies Uncle Butch, the bubble bath prankster of Trafalgar Fountain fame ”


The Gate Crasher

By *Martin Bryant. I am in Nice France along the French Riviera in the early 1990s. It just so happens that there’s a huge street pageant going on. They have barrier walls. They close the main public street, and these walls are so high that you can't see anything going on.

And what they have are these big, colorful, beautiful decorated floats with beautiful women and lights. Just a gala, French-style, as only the French are wont to do.

It's gaudy and everything what with lights and music everywhere, and everyone's parading around, and there're flowers, and music, and hundreds of people. What a spectacle to behold. That is, if you can manage to get in.

Fences are at all the points of access where you can go, and you have to buy tickets to get in, and they are expensive in France. Maybe five or six dollars, which was expensive then. 

I thought, Oh well, I'd really like to see it. It would, indeed, be fun to get in there to see it, but no way am I going to buy a ticket.

Oh, I have the money, but it's sort of just the principle of it: I don't think the public should have to pay for something like this. It’s a public street, for God’s sake. It ought to be free to the people 

So how am I going to do it? 

I'm walking along a parallel back street, and I'm noticing that by all these access points, there are fences, and there’re also police. And every time the policeman turns around, people are just jumping over the fence right behind his back. It’s all so brazen. 

Working your way up to the fence, putting your leg over because there's a metal sheet backing, and once you got in there, you could work your way into the main area where things were happening.

Well, I'd never done this before, and I thought, I've really got to dart quickly to do this because people were watching me, and if I jumped over the fence, they'd definitely be on to me. I'm just not fast enough, really.

And also, honestly — maybe I was rationalizing — but I really felt to do that was beneath me. l was too sophisticated a person to simply just crudely and blatantly jump over a fence like all these other people were doing. I mean, it was simple enough to do this, and for most, if they are going to go this route, it is obviously the way to get in.

If you want to go in, you just basically hop over the fence, and that's all there is to it. And so far as the police are concerned, people are climbing over the fence, and they are purposely not looking because they don't particularly want to have to apprehend people for doing that.

What are they going to do with dozens of kids and adults? Arrest them? It was simply too embarrassing for them to have to deal with. So they hope you’ll see them around and then you just won't do it, and then they walk away, and people are jumping right and left over this fence. Kind of disgusting that it comes to this, huh?

Is it a matter of national character or even international character to do something so blatant as this? But apparently people of any and all walks of life or nationalities were just doing it. I decide, no, I just cannot do it 

So I walk on farther; I disappear down alleys, figuring that somewhere along the way there’s going to be an access of some kind. These are all buildings where they have restaurants and apartments and shops, many of which front the parade route of the pageant. So I’m in the street, in the back, glancing down at the various alleyways, and so on.

I venture into this one little alleyway, spot a parking lot, and walk over to it. There's a guard in the parking lot, and he sees me. Not good. So I turn away, and just then there's a door open. I see it is a restaurant.

Aha. My mind is working fast. What I should do is go in through the door, crowd with the people in the restaurant, and then simply walk out the front door, and I'm in. That's the plan.

But they say, “the best-laid plans...”

So, according to plan, I enter this restaurant and discover there're only about five or six people. Oh, my God — so few people. This whole place is essentially empty, except for the few people sitting at the bar. 

Everybody obviously sees me come in, and the bartender abruptly asks me, “What are you doing? What do you want?”

Thinking quickly on my feet, I limply go, “I was here earlier, and I'm sure I dropped my car keys” (thinking that maybe there were so many people before eating and that it's conceivable I could have easily left my keys, and he just didn't remember me). It was a longs hot — a VERY long shot. But what else could I do or say?

This is a big stretch indeed, but it's the best I can come up with in the heat of the moment.

So I meekly saunter over to a table where I think the keys conceivably have been because they were all watching me like hawks, and I reach down and go, “Ah, here they are. (shaking the keys) They're right here ” (half-heartedly struggling to carry this ruse off. Of course, I had the keys in my hand the whole time.)

“Thanks, okay, (and all that) and I’ll leave.”

As I start to go toward the front door, he goes, “Wait a minute. Why don't you go out the door you came in?” 

Gulp. They are SO onto me. Busted. They know exactly what I’m up to. The ‘Scoundrel’ in me is not doing very well at all; and the ‘Adventurer’ in me is going, “Uh-huh ” (I told you so)

They knew the entire time I didn't lose my keys because they all knew full-well the restaurant wasn't open to the public earlier, either. So I hurry as quickly as I can right out the door to the driveway, and just as soon as I step out the door — WHAM. The door instantly slams behind me.

The bartender likely himself came right over and immediately slammed the door as fast as he could to communicate to me in no uncertain terms they knew exactly what I was up to, and they were just not buying it. I guess it could have been worse. So now I think, Geez, I am really blowing it.

But the ‘Scoundrel’ in me, simply unwilling to give up the challenge, feels that when there's a will, there's most certainly a way. So what I do is I walk down the driveway, and I see a car pull in. Then I see all the people pile out of the car and walk in a certain direction. I decide to just follow them. I'm walking right behind these people.

There are lot parking (and I suppose entrance?) attendants there as well. So I jiggle my keys just as if I, too, got out of the car with these people, and we all stride smoothly ‘together’ right into an area, and it's open, completely open. I glide right on into the pageant, and, voila. I'm there. I'm ‘in like Flint,’ in like a flash, as they used to say 

*Martin Bryant. Anonymous to protect the innocent, the embarrassed — and those who write under a “nom de plume,” or, of course, those who are simply guilty as hell 
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Hunts Bugs, Finds Bandits

[image: ]


Bandidos, Kidnappings, Escapes & Police in Mexico

***
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[Note: some graphic material. Reader discretion is advised.]

This is my amazing story of how I get kidnapped, held hostage, escape, witness the horrifying Mexican police and the whole decrepit system, and finally manage to thank my lucky stars that I got out of it all alive with the help of some phenomenal Mexican people 

I’m the Bug Scientist 

Told to me by Bob Burkhart. I’m the bug scientist. I was an exploratory entomologist for the State of Hawaii, and the major part of my job was to collect natural enemies for pests in Hawaii for further study, and we usually have to go on an exploration to do it. 

I started work in January 1976, and it was my first trip out. We started out in California and purchased a car and drove through the southwest U.S. down to Mexico and really had no problems.

It was to be a three-month trip. Things had gone really well. I'd had good luck collecting all throughout the United States and found a lot of natural enemies. A couple of new species, even as a matter of fact. Natural enemies would be, for example, parasitic wasps that would attack worms that eat tomatoes or beetles, this kind of thing. 

The State of Hawaii is very active in this kind of program to get natural enemies to control their crops. So that's my job to go out and find these. If we get a pest like from Mexico, I have to go to these countries and first find the pest and then find its natural enemies. But first I have to find the plant. In this case, it was tomatoes. 

After collecting in the United States, I remember crossing the border into Mexico. My first experience with Mexico actually was Customs guy. He said, “This isn't quite right here with your papers on this car.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, you're going to have to have more paperwork or we're not going to let this car through.” 

“La Mordida ”

I thought about things I'd heard before and I got $5 out and I put it on the table, and he kind of slid it over and he said, “Well, I think maybe we'll get this car through.” 

That five dollars saved me a lot of time. 

I had another friend who had a similar problem. He had to drive all the way back to the U.S. and actually get additional paperwork.

Author Michael: What have you heard before?

Bob: Similar things. A lot of bribery. A lot more of the “dida,” as they call it there, which is short for “La Mordida” (the bite). 

It means any transaction that occurs, a certain bite is taken out of it, and that's basically a bribe. If you don't learn that pretty soon in Mexico, you don't get a great deal done. Later on, when I had to make shipments, it was very useful to know this. 

I drove through the eastern highlands of Mexico, down to Mexico City, through some very rugged country, looking for the tomato pinworm, which was one of the main insects. 

I had good success. 

I went to see the agricultural people in Mexico City, to get final details for the last part of my trip, which was to travel up the west coast of Mexico. They told me where tomatoes were supposedly being grown, and so on.

So, I drove west out of Mexico City and up the west coast of Mexico. 

However, I started feeling a little uneasy in Mazatlán. While in my tent, I heard some rattling around and found somebody trying to break into my car. That made me a little uneasy, but I didn't think too much about it.

Then I drove north to Culiacan.

And this is about at the end of my three months in Mexico, and I have only a week left. Culiacan is a major city about halfway up the west coast of Mexico, the capital of the state of Sinaloa.

While in Culiacan, as I was leaving the city, I had an uneasy feeling. There's a river that goes out of the town there. You have to pay a toll to cross the river. And at that point, there were a lot of hoodlum-looking characters wanting rides, and so forth. 

And if you didn't give them a ride, you'd get the “fu*ck you” finger from them — really evil kinds of behaviors. Generally, the Mexicans are not that kind of people. 

Michael: What did they look like?

Bob: They're bushy-haired guys, mostly young. Rough, not clean-looking. Dirty blue jeans. Similar to our Hell's Angels here, but not quite as scruffy in appearance, but with the macho rough look that is characteristic of some of Mexico's youth.

Michael: What made you feel uneasy? 

Bob: Well, two things. One was the aggressive behavior that they displayed in trying to get a ride, coming up to your car. And second, when you didn't pick them up, the way they responded. I started to feel a little uncomfortable, but nothing severe. 

By this time, I was getting a little disappointed because many of the places on the west coast of Mexico where I'd been told there would be tomato fields, there weren't any. 

What I found out later is that agricultural people in Mexico often feel it's below them to actually get out and do fieldwork. So, a lot of the people I had talked to had never actually been to the fields themselves, and so, they gave me incorrect information. So I really had to look very hard for these tomato fields.

A Tomato Field at Last 

Finally, about 20 kilometers north of Culiacan, I saw the first real tomato field, or at least what I thought was a tomato field, the first and last one I saw along virtually the entire west coast of Mexico. And this really surprised me. 

So I did a screeching U-turn, came back by and started down this little road right there into the tomato field.

I was sort of staring off into the tomato fields, and suddenly there was this fellow standing right by my car. He took me by surprise. He said in Spanish, “Open up.”

What, he’s the Mexican Police? They want to search my car for Marijuana? I guess all the things that had happened previously clicked off in my mind, and I thought, Ah, this guy is bad.

I just got a gut-level evil feeling about it. He wasn't in uniform or anything. So I said, “Un-uh, amigo.” 

I speak some Spanish, but not that much. So a lot of words I used, I'm not quite sure what I actually said then, but at least I thought I was communicating something. 

Then I quickly locked the door, rolled the window up, almost on instinct. 

The guy now kicks the side of the door and shouts, “Open up ”

I just shake my head and I say, “No. I got friends down there. Don't mess with me.”

But when I do that, he now pulls a pistol out of his shirt and holds it up to the window, pointed right to my head where I’m sitting. 

I mean, I know there is always a distinct possibility of something like this happening, from everything else I heard about Mexico. And so I’m not so blown away, as I might otherwise be. I’m thinking there may still might even be a possibility of bluffing, so I say,“No ”

I am only about 50 feet off the major highway. Cars are zooming back and forth all the while this is going on. So there's really no way this guy is actually going to do anything. Not right here at least.

So again, I shake my head, “No ”

And no sooner I said that, he backs away, and I hear “BANG ”

He shoots a hole in the driver-side door 

That, of course, just unnerves me. 

It’s in my door only about a foot from my head. Somewhere around that. It's where the door comes up and starts to curve. It's right in that part, maybe 18 inches or so, something like that.

Michael: Away from you? 

Bob: Yeah, it wasn't directed at me, thank God. He could have easily blown me away. It wasn’t him; It was his friend that did it. He had a rifle right behind me. There were two of them. One of them was at the door, and, for some reason, I hadn't been aware of this other guy just behind him.

So after he shot, I just throw my hands up in the air and unbolt the door open in an instant. I am now totally at their beck and call and am very frightened.

They start hauling me off to their awaiting truck. It was sort of a little joke that occurred then. They got in my car and soon realized that I had removed the keys from the ignition, so they had to get the keys from me before we could leave.

They also had a driver, so that made three of them: a driver, the one with the rifle, and the original one with the pistol. The guy with the pistol then shoved it up against my temple, threw me down on the floor of their truck, and kept the pistol pressed up against my head.

They then start driving down this little dirt road away from the main highway and away from where they left my car. I am becoming more frightened all the while. I start thinking, What are these peoples' motives? What are they after? And I think, They probably want my life. “Here.”

I get my wallet out of my pocket, and I say, “Here, here.” I have forty dollars in it, and I am thinking it would appease them. But the guy kind of brushes it aside. And that frightens me even more when I realize maybe they have other motives. It just doesn’t make sense to me. They have everything they want. Why take me?

I am driven for I don't know how long. I start telling them, “Hey look, I'm a Norte Americano scientifico, no mal...” (I’m a North American Scientist. I’m okay ) I just start saying a “I'm not a bad guy, don't hurt me,” that kind of thing. But this doesn’t have any effect.

I guess
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