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“In leaving home one learns life.
You travel. Travelling is victory!
You shall return with much wisdom.”

Joseph Conrad

An Outcast of the Islands

1896
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Introduction

This life is a short journey. How can you make sure you fill it with the most fun and that you visit all the coolest places on earth before you pack those bags for the very last time?

Rituals, festivals, and other events are the essence of life and the most intense concentration of cultural experience one can find. They give understanding to travel destinations, serving as a window into what the rest of the world believes in, treasures, celebrates, and holds true. Sometimes they even offer a glimpse into the past or the future. Furthermore, these celebrations are often the most emotional and rewarding experiences of traveling. They’re awaiting your participation. So what are you waiting for? Start packing!

Paris is a beautiful city and a pleasure to visit any day of the year. But you have never felt Gallic pride in full effect until you’ve danced with a French firefighter there on Bastille Day. Every minute in India seems saturated with mysterious Hindu beliefs and symbolism. But when this religious fervor comes together in the “juggernaut” at Puri’s Rath Yatra, you really start to understand what Hinduism is all about. And there is no better way to find out more about America’s spirit of ingenuity and competitiveness than by experiencing the wacky and outrageous World Championship Punkin’ Chunkin’ in Delaware.

In this book, we’ve selected what we believe to be the world’s one hundred most stimulating and inspiring events. We’ve scoured the globe, traveled millions of miles, and talked to the people who have made the pilgrimage, danced in the streets, run with the bulls, and sampled the local vibe. This list should serve as a jumping-off point for determining what’s worth checking out and then checking off your list.

Some of these events are large and some are small. Some require lots of preparation and some are easy to participate in. Some are very expensive and difficult to attend and others are open to everyone. But they all have something special that really sets them apart. Whether well known or obscure, they all demand your attention. Like a good meal, the list offers a wide range of tastes and flavors, from elated to somber, from ancient to modern, from reserved to raucous, and from significant to just plain silly. There is something here for every mood and mindset. There’s probably something right in your own backyard.

While the intent of this book is primarily to fuel your dreams, we also wanted to provide up-to-the-minute resources for planning your adventures. For the latter, we have created a unique tool. With each event in this book you will find a corresponding “web coordinate” URL. When you visit this page on the WhatsGoingOn.com website, you will find upcoming event dates, contact telephone numbers, and web addresses to help you plan and turn your dreams into reality. Information and contacts for many of these events are always changing, so you have, in effect, purchased a book that will never become out of date.

So what are you waiting for? Get off your butt and create a fabulous memory or two before you exit this life. And be sure to let us know how your adventure turns out. Bon voyage!

Dave Freeman and Neil Teplica


Disclaimer

Be physically and mentally prepared when you participate in many of the events described in this book. Be warned that aside from having fun, you could be crushed, gored, burned, frozen, drowned, run over, electrocuted, infected, punctured, or dehydrated. You could get hit with a mallet, arrow, or pumpkin. In short, you run the risk of serious or possibly fatal infury. So be careful. And don’t say we didn’t warn you.




The USA and Canada
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USA: ALASKA

Iditarod Sled Dog Race

Anchorage to Nome, Alaska, USA

GPS Lat: 64.50922 N Lon: 165.41519 W

[image: image]

Every year, human adventurers and canines join together to confront the coldest weather and the toughest terrain. The legendary Iditarod Sled Dog Race has set the standard for sled dog racing worldwide. Known as “The Last Great Race on Earth,” the competition begins on the first Saturday in March in Anchorage and covers 1,150 miles to Nome.

A musher begins the race with sixteen dogs—a team that stretches 80 feet from the leader’s nose to the musher at the back of the sled. That’s about as long as an eighteen-wheel truck (only a lot cuter). As soon as the musher calls out, “Hike, okay!” the dogs take off. Contrary to Hollywood lore, no one yells “Mush!” In fact, the pack is driven by the musher’s voice alone, not by reins. This type of dog-human relationship is extremely affectionate and sometimes takes on an ESP quality.

Once the race gets underway, there are long stretches of time in which the team runs on autopilot (good trails and fair weather conditions permitting). The musher is free to pop a favorite musher-mix tape into a Walkman and enjoy the scenery.

Trail breakers usually ride ahead of lead teams and clear the area. There are more than twenty checkpoints at which the musher must stop. These are the only times that he or she can receive any outside assistance, get food and shelter, attend to the dogs, and handle any other business without breaking race rules.

The year 1973 marked the first Iditarod. Many believed it was crazy to head out into the vast Alaskan wilderness. However, those who didn’t packed up their arctic parkas, snowshoes, and 2,000 dog booties per team (dogs need protection from the cold, too!) and took part in what was to become Alaska’s best-known sporting event.

[image: image]

Since then, thousands of people have been infected with musher-mania. Volunteers and fans come out in droves to be part of the Last Great Race on Earth.

As the nose of the first dog crosses the finish line, the celebrations begin. A huge crowd lines the “chute” down Nome’s Front Street as the city’s fire siren blares. After about seventeen days of lining the chute, folks get tired. However, each musher is entitled to a big welcome. Even the last team back gets special recognition—the Red Lantern Award, for those so far back they need a light to find their way home.


“the standard for sled dog racing worldwide”



When You Go:

If you’d rather not brave the cold on Front Street, then check out the celebration at the Nome Convention Center. Over 2,000 people come out to see the mushers pick up their victory belt buckle and finisher patches. Every musher gets a chance to speak, and the awards are given out. Those who aren’t back in time for the main banquet are honored at the Red Lantern Banquet. Better late than never, right?

Web Coordinate:

www.whatsgoingon.com/100things/iditarod
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Iditarod Trail Comm, Inc./Jim Brown

 

World Extreme Skiing Championships

Chugach Mountain Range, Valdez, Alaska, USA

GPS Lat: 61.08336 N Lon: 146.30237 W

[image: image]

Each spring, thirty-eight of the world’s craziest and best skiers compete in the World Extreme Skiing Championships (WESC) on the slopes of the Chugach Mountain range, which encircles the Alaskan port of Valdez. The competition’s slopes are at a 35- to 55-degree angle, with descents of 2,000 to 3,000 feet. One fall and a skier, traveling 65 miles per hour, can die instantly. This is the most insane skiing competition in the world. WESC president Mark Johnson has said of the championship skiers, “These competitors are some of the best athletes in the world. The ability these athletes have to draw their line right along the edge, while being very aware of what lies on the other side, is impressive.” What that means is that they come close to death without actually dying, usually.

This competition is the culmination of over a half-dozen very tough qualifying events around the world, including competitions in Japan, South America, Europe, and the USA. At the World Extreme Skiing Championships, there are three days of competitive skiing, with the terrain and slopes getting progressively more difficult. Rocks, narrow gorges, and sheer cliffs are part of the mix. Skiers are judged on several standards, including aggressiveness, fluidity, control, and technical ability. As the event progresses, competitors accumulate scores from each day. For the finals, the top fifteen men and top four women are chosen.

[image: image]

Because of the danger of this event, the WESC takes pains to make things as safe as possible. The proceedings are begun with a safety meeting, evacuation helicopters are on hand to help fallen skiers, and snow machines refresh the course so skiers don’t end up skiing on ice. The preliminary elimination round increases safety, as only skiers who can actually win the elimination round make the final run; losers in the elimination round can’t ski in the finals, so they aren’t further exposed to injury. Says Johnson, “We want people to come here and have fun. To walk away saying, ‘This place rips!’ ”

Over a thousand spectators and competitors visit the snowy Chugach Mountains near Valdez each year to watch the World Extreme Skiing Championships and pump up their adrenaline. Black Diamond ski jockeys leave quite humbled! If you want to compete next year, either do superbly in the qualifiers, or apply by sending in your “ski portfolio” and a demonstration video. Then sit back and wait for the phone to ring.

[image: image]

Tony Stone Images/Joe McBride

When You Go:

Valdez is 115 miles east of Anchorage. You can fly, but the drive is worth it. If you take Richardson Highway, you’ll be inundated with beautiful scenery—alpine meadows, waterfalls, glaciers, and mountains. Take binoculars and a small radio to the competition. The P.A. announcements are simulcast on a short-range FM stereo transmitter to help you follow the action. Be aware that the competition site is 40 miles from the nearest phone.

Web Coordinate:

www.whatsgoingon.com/100things/extreme


“the most insane skiing competition in the world”



USA: ARIZONA

Navajo Nation Fair

Window Rock, Arizona, USA

GPS Lat: 35.66666 N Lon: 109.05000 W
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Welcome to Dinetah! This unique and beautiful corner of the Southwest is the homeland of the Navajo (or Diné) people. It sprawls out across Arizona and parts of New Mexico and Utah and functions as a semi-autonomous, self-governing region with over 150,000 inhabitants from America’s largest Native American tribe.

Every September, the Navajo Nation Fair unites Navajos from all over for the world’s largest Native American gathering. It is a great opportunity to experience the ancient traditions and modern realities of Navajo life on the reservation.

Navajos definitely have their own way of doing things. The fair blends all the typical elements of more standard county fairs with the Navajos’ highly complex set of beliefs and rites. After checking out the livestock show or whirling around on some carnival rides, you can watch Gourd Dancing, the Drum-Off Competition, or the Grand Pow Wow.

One of the biggest events during the week is the Free Barbecue Feed, where over 10,000 Navajos chow down on more than 2,800 pounds of beef that’s specially cooked in big pits covered with thin sheets of steel and piles of dirt. The Feed began as a way for local businesses to say thank you to the Navajos for their patronage and has turned into the biggest reunion of friends, families, and neighbors from all over the reservation.

Another highlight at the fair is a unique twist on the typical beauty contest, the Navajo Nation Pow Wow Princess Pageant. There’s no swimsuit competition here; contestants are judged on their dancing ability, “traditional talent,” and contributions to the community. The lucky winner represents the Nation at Native American events all over the country.

[image: image]

You’ll also want to stick around for the Navajo Nation Indian Professional Rodeo. Navajos have a reputation as expert horse handlers and herders, and this “Native American only” show highlights their gutsy rodeo style. Events include steer wrestling, calf roping, breakaway roping, and barrel racing.

Take some cash, as there will be plenty of crafts for sale. Look out for intricately designed Navajo rugs and blankets featuring bold geometric patterns. You should also find plenty of silver and turquoise jewelry (another Navajo specialty). Save a few bucks to treat yourself to a traditional Navajo meal of stewed mutton and fry bread. It’s so good we’re sure you’ll say a big “ahéheé” (that means “thank you” in Navajo).


“experience the ancient traditions and modern realities of Navajo life”



When You Go:

Because of their religious beliefs, most Navajos prefer not to have pictures taken. Always ask permission first. While in Window Rock, plan to drop by the Navajo Nation Museum. You’ll have the chance to learn all about Navajo history, religion, and arts and crafts. While driving around Navajo Country, keep your radio tuned to KTNN AM 660. This station, known as “the Voice of the Navajo Nation,” is run by Navajos and offers music and local news in both English and Navajo.

Web Coordinate:

www.whatsgoingon.com/100things/navajo

[image: image]

Navajo Nation Museum

USA: CALIFORNIA

Academy Awards Ceremony

Los Angeles, California, USA

GPS Lat: 34.36666 N Lon: 118.20000 W

[image: image]

The most desirable 13.5 inches in the movie world don’t belong to any adult movie star; they belong to the Oscar statuette. Every March, celebrities and film fans gather live or in front of televisions to watch cinema’s most scintillating and exclusive night.

Since 1929, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences has been honoring the achievements of those who make movies happen. What began as a banquet affair in a hotel has turned into a multimedia auditorium and television production with millions of viewers worldwide. You can be sure that the low, low 1929 price of $10 won’t get you into the Oscars anytime soon. Heck, being a member of the Academy doesn’t even guarantee you a ticket. Only 300 seats are reserved for over 6,000 members. That means that even the bigwigs have to rely on the dumb luck of a lottery.

Those Academy members who use their powers to assist them in getting non-sanctioned guests tickets are subject to excommunication from the Academy. Remarkably, two or three such expulsions happen every year. So the question remains—how does a desperate fan cajole her or his way into an event filled with more stars than the Milky Way? If you scoff at the notion of joining the bathroom attendants’ union, perhaps you could be one of those seat-fillers or ushers you’ve heard so much about. Unfortunately, you’ll need a connection to get one of these plum jobs, too. The best investment you can make is putting in a few years of cozying up to a studio head or a performer.

[image: image]

A final (and perfectly legal) way you can score a couple of seats is by placing an ad on the Academy Awards telecast. Sponsors are usually awarded two tickets for each thirty seconds of advertising they run. Thirty-second spots on the Academy Awards have gone for about $1 million in recent years, though, so this may not be the most economical way to sit within spitting distance of John Travolta.

Whether you’re inside the auditorium or outside watching the stars arrive, simply enjoy the drama as it unfolds. The night is sure to be filled with memorable moments. No matter who gets the Oscar (probably not you), there will be plenty to discuss at the parties afterwards. Roll up your sleeves; the party’s just begun!

[image: image]

Russell Einhorn/STAR MAX, Inc.

When You Go:

Wake up very early. Make sure your hair and makeup people arrive in plenty of time to adequately primp you. Give yourself ample time to get there—that pre-Oscar traffic can be dreadful! Finding a personal assistant is vital. You’ll need someone to take care of the little things—like helping you out of the limo and making sure toilet paper isn’t stuck to your shoes. Finally, take some raw meat to throw—it will keep the Oscar hounds at bay.

Web Coordinate:

www.whatsgoingon.com/100things/academy


“cinema’s most scintillating and exclusive night”



 

Pageant of the Masters

Laguna Beach, California, USA

GPS Lat: 33.53990 N Lon: 117.76072 W

[image: image]

The Pageant of the Masters is the ultimate expression of life imitating art. For over sixty-five years, this two-month celebration of art and commerce has been the raison d’être for the seaside resort of Laguna Beach.

The event began during the depths of the Great Depression, when the citizenry of this Pacific Coast town sought a means of bolstering the local economy. Laguna Beach, long an enclave of artists and craftspeople, inaugurated its first Festival of the Arts in 1932. The organizers incorporated a bit of entrepreneurial flair, adding spectacle into the mix. The locals outfitted themselves as subjects of artwork and stood in front of painted backdrops in imitation of master paintings.

The pageant has come a long way from those humble beginnings. These days, you can view tableaux vivants, or “living pictures,” which are painfully exact recreations of famous masterpieces, with living models. The performers, in suspended animation, appear to be part of the painting as the entire work is wheeled onto the stage. A full orchestra and vocal music accompanies each tableau, and a commentator introduces each work. The two-hour show takes place every evening in a gorgeous canyon amphitheater.

The program changes every summer and includes a varied selection of about thirty-five works grouped around a broad theme. In the same evening you might view works like Winslow Homer’s Breezing Up, Michelangelo’s Pieta, and the Korean War Memorial in Washington D.C. The works are ordered according to narrative value, culminating in the traditional conclusion to each year’s show: a startling recreation of Da Vinci’s masterwork, The Last Supper.

[image: image]

Artisans of the Pharaoh died for their handiwork. Monet suffered cataracts, Van Gogh suffered psychoses, and Warhol suffered that wig of his. Just imagine the suffering of physically imitating fixed art. Over 140 cast members from the community, ages eight through eighty, are painted and placed just as the Masters would have them, holding anatomically inconceivable poses for a full two minutes. The result is amazingly true to form. Rumor has it that a pigeon once flew down and perched on one of the living statues.

Many of the performers have been a part of the show for years, and the audience misses out on the practical jokes played by these veterans. It is not unusual for the apostles of The Last Supper to be wearing hula skirts under the table!

[image: image]

Copyright 1999 Festival of Arts

When You Go:

The Pageant of the Masters is actually the focal point of the Laguna Beach Festival of the Arts, which features a juried show of over 160 area artists. The festival is open during the day and also features art workshops, demonstrations, and live entertainment. In case you’re broke or cheap, local residents say you can climb up the steep hill behind the amphitheater for a great but mildly obstructed view of the pageant. Don’t forget your binoculars.


“the ultimate expression of life imitating art”



Web Coordinate:

www.whatsgoingon.com/100things/masters

USA: DELAWARE

World Championship Punkin’ Chunkin’

Lewes, Delaware, USA

GPS Lat: 38.78028 N Lon: 075.14978 W

[image: image]

World Championship Punkin’ Chunkin’ embodies the true spirit of American ingenuity and competitiveness—given a challenge (even an inane one), no true American backs down. In Lewes, Delaware, things get unruly when competitors blast, launch, and propel pumpkins for the sole purpose of winning. Convoluted techniques and high-powered machinery are what Punkin’ Chunkin’ is all about, ever since it was conceived by a couple of testosteronally enhanced dreamers in the mid-1980s.

Viewing the 73-foot pneumatic cannons, centrifugal chunkers, and spring-loaded catapults, you might assume that Punkin’ Chunkin’ had gone terribly, terribly awry. But no. Monster machines were part of the original diabolical plans of Bill Thompson and Trey Melson in 1986 when they challenged John Ellsworth to a duel to see who could build a machine to chuck a pumpkin the farthest. The pumpkineers turned out to Thompson’s farm with machines composed of assorted ropes, tubes, pulleys, garage door springs, poles, and car frames. The top throw was 128 feet and 2 inches, a record that has been shattered to pieces many, many times since the history-making first chunk. These days, chunkers aspire to beat records of over three-quarters of a mile!

[image: image]

Over two dozen teams show off their pumpkin-hurling masterpieces to tens of thousands of spectators on Punkin’ Chunkin’ weekend. Enter a diesel-powered, spring-loaded, centrifugally oriented, or otherwise insane invention and call it something like “The Nullifier,” “The Invalidator,” or “The Besmircher,” and you’ll fit right in. Pumpkins must weigh 8 to 10 pounds and they must leave the machine intact. No explosive fuel is permitted. Divisions include Youth, Human Powered (manually locked and loaded), Unlimited (motorized), Centrifugal (like windmills with attitude), and Pneumatic (cannons powered by compressed air or bottled gas).

The machines that chunk the pumpkins thousands of feet certainly don’t lack signs of imagination. At these World Championships, you can find a mishmash of machines, including medieval catapults, machines powered by bicycles, surgical tubing stretched across two telephone poles, and huge wooden towers with ropes and pulleys that are “cocked” by a harnessed team member running out into the field. But that’s what’s so fun about World Championship Punkin’ Chunkin’. You never know what they’ll think of next!

[image: image]

Bob Savage and Aquarian Images Photographic Services

When You Go:

Needless to say, don’t wear your Sunday best to Punkin’ Chunkin’. Since heavy rainfall is a serious possibility at this time of year, you’ll want plenty of rain gear—we’re talking boots, tarps, and floppy hats. If you can bear living and breathing punkin’ chunkin’, camping at the official Punkin’ Chunkers campground is usually available. It’s not a bad idea, since hearing chunker stories is half the fun of attending.


“the true spirit of American ingenuity and competitiveness”



Web coordinate:

www.whatsgoingon.com/100things/punkinchunkin

USA: LOCATION VARIES

Coaster Con

Location Varies, USA

GPS Varies

[image: image]

Have you ever wanted to whirl till you hurl? You can get your chance at the American Coaster Enthusiasts’ (ACE) Coaster Con. This is a nauseating yet exhilarating thrill-fest, and it has roamed the country every summer for over twenty years in search of the wildest roller coasters America has to offer.

If you can stomach the continual loops and dips of steel beasts and rickety vintage wooden coasters, join some of the 5,000 certified ACE members for the ride of your life. This hardcore group lives for the bliss of being strapped willingly into a flying asylum.

Coaster Con is a road trip of sorts, usually hitting several amusement parks over several days. Favorites over the years have included Kennywood Park near Pittsburgh, Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk in California, and the home of the first Coaster Con, Busch Gardens in Williamsburg, Virginia.

During Coaster Con, banquets, exhibits, and parties offer plenty of time to get to know other coaster crazies. But most ACErs can’t wait until the divine moment when the park shuts down to the public and they get ERT (Exclusive Ride Time) on the most menacing roller coasters, which they ride over and over and over again. Sometimes ERT is offered first thing in the morning, maybe the best time to shake up your ol’ digestive tract.

The record number of consecutive rides ever managed by a deranged Coaster Con daredevil was on “Rebel Yell” at Kings Dominion in Doswell, Virginia. Some crazy guy went 102 times around the four-row beauty, which climbs up 44 feet in the air and features a loop, a sidewinder, a double corkscrew, and breakneck velocity in total darkness.

[image: image]

What would possess someone to inflict himself with what seems like sheer torture? The only torture for






When You Go:


Web Coordinate:





North American Rainbow Gathering

Location Varies, USA













When You Go:


Web coordinate:




USA: LOUISIANA

Mardi Gras

New Orleans, Louisiana, USA












When You Go:






Web Coordinate:



New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival

New Orleans, Louisiana, USA














When You Go:


Web coordinate:




USA: MONTANA

Custer’s Last Stand Reenactment (Little Big Horn Days)

Hardin, Montana, USA














When You Go:


Web Coordinate:





Testicle Festival

Rock Creek Lodge, Clinton, Montana, USA











When You Go:


Web Coordinate:






USA: NEVADA

Burning Man Project

Black Rock Desert, Nevada, USA











When You Go:


Web Coordinate:







National Finals Rodeo

Thomas and Mack Arena, Las Vegas, Nevada, USA













When You Go:


Web Coordinate:




USA: NEW MEXICO

Roswell UFO Encounter

Roswell, New Mexico, USA















When You Go:


Web coordinate:


USA: NEW YORK

Greenwich Village Halloween Parade

Greenwich Village, New York City, New York, USA













When You Go:


Web coordinate:





New Year’s Eve in Times Square

Times Square, New York City, New York, USA












When You Go:


Web Coordinate:






USA: NORTH CAROLINA

National Hollerin’ Contest

Midway High School, Spivey’s Corner, North Carolina, USA












When You Go:






Web Coordinate:


USA: OKLAHOMA

World Cow Chip Throwing Championship

Beaver Fairgrounds Arena, Beaver, Oklahoma, USA












When You Go:






Web Coordinate:



Mangum Rattlesnake Derby

Mangum, Oklahoma, USA














When You Go:


Web Coordinate:




USA: PENNSYLVANIA

Battle of Gettysburg Reenactment

Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, USA














When You Go:


Web Coordinate:




USA: TEXAS

Art Car Weekend

Houston, Texas, USA











When You Go:






Web coordinate:



SPAMARAMA

Auditorium Shores, Austin, Texas, USA












When You Go:






Web Coordinate:


CANADA: ALBERTA

Calgary Stampede and Exhibition

Stampede Park, Calgary, Alberta, Canada















When You Go:


Web Coordinate:
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