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TESTIMONIALS

Grab a cup of coffee, settle into a comfortable spot, and let Grahams words transport you to places familiar and fantastical. This is more than just a book: its an experience, a conversation with an old friend, and a journey through the very fabric of life itself.

ARTHUR SPECTOR

Former Chairman, The Rosenbach Museum and Library, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

A masterpiece of storytelling. Grahams unique voice shines through every chapter, making it impossible to put the book down. This is one of those rare finds that you want to share with everyone.

KELLY CALWAY

Lieutenant Colonel, US Army, Military Intelligence, Langley, Virginia

A rollercoaster of emotions from start to finish. Grahams stories are not just entertaining, but thought-provoking. A must read for anyone looking for a meaningful escape.

JACK ALLEN

National Masters running champion, Milwaukee, Wisconsin

Reading this book felt like a warm embrace from an old friend. Grahams ability to blend humor with poignant memories is a rare gift. I unreservedly recommend this to anyone looking for a heartfelt literary journey.

HARRY TOUKALAS

Founder and CEO of Swarm Dynamics, Melbourne, Australia

A brilliant collection of tales that resonate deeply with both the young and the old. Grahams ability to weave humor and wisdom into every story is unparalleled. Highly recommend!

BETSY BUSH

Chairwoman of the New Choral Society of Westchester, Scarsdale, New York

Backpack, Jacket, Surfboard is a truly remarkable series of adventures. Graham has a voice that needs to be heard and those that do hear it will be all the better for it.

BLAIR ROBERTSON

Managing Director, MUFG Bank, Oxford, England

Each tale is a gem, polished to perfection with Grahams wit and insight. The stories linger in your mind long after youve turned the last page. I found myself rereading passages just to savor the magic again.

BART HAMLIN

Architect and coffee connoisseur, Mount Tom, Connecticut

An absolute page-turner! Grahams vivid descriptions and relatable characters made me feel I was part of each story. I laughed, I cried, and I reflected deeply. This book is a treasure.

ANNABELLE PLOTKIN

Former global head of risk, Colombia Threadneedle, Brooklyn, New York

I think its brilliant. I think Grahams stories create vivid images in the mind of the reader. I love the detail, the additional history too; this makes it come alive. I felt as if I journeyed across America with Graham, shared his adventures, and it deepened my connection with places I had previously visited myself.

NICK BROWN

Former Chairman, Hampstead Cricket Club, St. Johns Wood, London
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To Betsy, James, and Peyton, 
who have somehow endured and survived my relentless telling and retelling of these stories for over forty years.





I may not have gone where I intended to go, but I think I have ended up where I needed to be.

DOUGLAS ADAMS

AUTHOR OF THE HITCHHIKERS GUIDE TO THE GALAXY
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

To Kelly Calway, who reminded me that the young man in these storiesis me.

and

To my longtime boss, Peter Nielsen, who, on receiving a very long work email from me about a significant problem, called me into his office.

You do realize, Graham, that you write like you speak. A long silent pause, until he continued, You do know that those are two completely different skill sets?

Since that conversation, there have been many years of failed attempts to separate the above two skills and, in particular, to be more concise. As a colleague once commented, Graham couldnt even tell you his name in less than fifteen minutes.

I have tried to teach myself how to write for a book, rather than write a rambling monologue. To be more succinct, more literary. I have taken classes. I have failed and given up.

I walk around all day telling stories to myself. This book is written as those stories sound to me, in my voice, and as I often tell themacross a table with a drink in hand. I hope you imagine my arms flailing around in explanation as you read these stories and smile rather than feel the need to put me in touch with a good editor.




PROLOGUE

People often define themselves by where they grew up.

I grew up on the streets of the Bronx.

I grew up in the cornfields of Iowa.

I grew up in a mining town in South Wales.

Each statement captures an image of a character built from the stories of people who were carved out of that same local upbringing, the same environment and history. It is not just places, however, but experiences that form us as individuals and that lay the real foundation for who we become.

I grew up hitchhiking across America.

I am glad I did.




INTRODUCTION

As a student at Birmingham University in England, back in 1980, I won a scholarship to study at the Library of Congress in Washington, DC.

My scholarship award included flight tickets from London to DC and back, enough money for a cheap hotel, and a food and drink stipend for six weeks.

On receipt, I called the airline and sold my ticket to DC, replacing it with a ticket to Los Angeles. I wanted to go surf the waves at Malibu Beach.

I kept the flight back from DC and decided I would hitchhike there from Los Angeles before getting my studying done at the library and returning home.
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I studied International Relations at the University of Birmingham from 1978 to 1981.







Follow your passion. It will lead you to your purpose.

OPRAH WINFREY




CHAPTER 1

THE SCHOLARSHIP



The Journey

My trip across America was a voyage of personal discovery, fed by remarkable adventures that helped explain America to me in a way I could not have anticipated. It also changed my life, my plans, my dreams.

I returned to California in April of 2024 to try and piece together the stories about that original trip that were lost in the fog of my memory. The return trip was a lot of fun, generated a whole new series of anecdotes, and brought clarity to some of the original experiencesbut not all.

I also realized how much of what I had become in my personal life, and especially in my business career, could have stemmed from and grown out of the learning experiences of that original trip. Over time, I started to recognize that stories which had initially been silly anecdotes worth a quick retelling over a beer may have had a more profound impact on forming the person that I became and that I am today.

That trip had been my education.

Those stories were still me.

As a bonus, the return trip also gave me a new lens through which I could make sense of America, both then and now.

California

In the summer of 1980, I went to California. It would be my first tripmy introductionto the United States of America. And what an introduction it turned out to be.

As a twenty-year-old, I had a California dream to visit the home of surfingMalibu Beachto experience the huge swells and crashing waves, the beautiful beaches, the constant sunshine, the impossibly beautiful women, and to visit it all with the sound of the Beach Boys ringing in my head.

These dream images were well-formed in the minds of most teenagers growing up in the dreary British Isles. We had a cultural attitude that somewhere else was always better than where we were. This attitude was probably behind the establishment of the British Empire: They wanted somewhere to visit that had better weather. It is certainly behind the immense business today that is British tourists invading countries around the world during the summer school holidays.

The UK that I was leaving had battled through and survived the Winter of Discontent. 1979. That was the winter of Maggie Thatcher breaking the trade unions. Prime Minister Thatcher inherited a country perceived as being in terminal decline, with an economy wrapped up in the rights of the trade union movement. Those unions were embedded in declining industries that would no longer be relevant for driving a new Great Britain as it faced the turn of the century.

The results of the government-versus-union confrontation were evident everywhere. As they stared each other down, the coal miners were on strike (and most people heated their homes with coal), the utility workers were on strike, the sanitation workers were on strike, and the newspaper workers were on strike. The union battles had taken to the streetmassed mobs of workers in hand-to-hand combat with the police, who were armed only with shields, truncheons, and helmets. On top of this, that winter had seen the worst, most bitter weather in decades.

Imagine no electricity for light, no heat for the fireplace or the stove, no one to pick up your trash all winter long. No newspapers to read and gray, dreary, rainy, and cold weather. For months on end.

The TV was full of sitcoms and movies from California that would allow us to escape for a moment. Blue skies, yellow beaches, bubbling surf, tanned bodies. The contrast was stark.

California daydreams would dance in my mind as I struggled through another damp and dreary winter in the west of England. California seemed like another world to me. And I wanted a part of it, somehow, some way.

International Relations

As I write today, I recognize that my life has experienced an almost endless helping of good fortune. And that summer, I received a huge dollop of it.

I was a student of International Relations at the University of Birmingham in England, between my second and third (and final) year. This would be called a rising senior in the US. Twenty percent of my degree grade was made up of a dissertation, a long essay of more than fifteen thousand words on a subject to be agreed on between my faculty professor and me.

I was fortunate to have a young, slightly acne-impaired, socially awkward associate professor, Jonathan Haslam (whom we referred to as Johny, as he was almost one of us). In a sign of those times, he dated one of the women in our class of twenty-three students for at least six months. The results of those dates were often evident in the morning-after classes. Despite not being much older than his students, Johny was a stimulating, engaging, and intellectually mature lecturer. It turned out he was on his way to a great career in the world of international affairs (an outcome none of us would have imagined at the time).

Johny is presently the George F. Kennan Professor of Historical Studies at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton and Professor of the History of International Relations at the University of Cambridge. He has been a visiting professor at Stanford, Duke, and Yale. He has written many books about Soviet foreign policy and is considered the leading authority on internal Russian affairs in the twentieth century.

I am not sure what he thought of me. I probably came across as more jock than intellectual. But I was clearly more mature and ambitious than the other students, and I was engaged and interested in his class and the subject matter.

A Long and Winding Road

I had wanted to study International Relations for a while, but I took a circuitous route to achieving that objective.

I went to a very good private school, Merchant Taylors, just north of Liverpool. Seventy-five percent of the students were fee-paying and from the local area. About 15 percent of the students were boarders with parents in the military, diplomatic corps, or international commerce. And 10 percent were local kids in the community who were smart but could not afford the annual private school fees. Direct-Grant kids, where the grant came from the government. That was me. My parents could not afford the fees, but I scholarshipped in as an eleven-year-old.

I got a great education. But in my final year, I got distracted. Infatuated. I fell in love with a girl from the high school up the street. I was a very active athlete and was out training or playing competitive sports, probably three, four, or even five evenings a week. My off nights were spent with my girlfriend. My parents thought we were upstairs in the bedroom studying together; we were not. She did not play many sports, so she could study on other evenings. She was fine. She got a scholarship to Oxford.

No studying for a year meant I screwed up my final years exams. I got good enough grades to go to university, but not good enough to study International Relations. The only universities that had the type of courses I wanted were Oxford and Cambridge, which I always believed were beyond me, then the London School of Economics and Birmingham University.

I already knew that, given my personality, I would only excel at something I really wanted to do. I chose to take a gap year (it ended up being two) rather than go and study some nonsense at a mid-level British university.

During the gap, I spent almost two years traveling and working in EuropeFrance, Germany, the Netherlands. Suffice it to say, my grades for worldly wisdom and life experiences went up a lot.

In order to get the academic grades to study International Relations, I had to go back to a local community college. I studied for one term. Retook my German A-level examwhich was very straightforward. I had worked in a factory in Germany for a year, and I was fluent. That was an A. I took a two-year Economics A-level class in just ten weeks and passed comfortably. I was focused and purposeful.

And then I arrived at the University of Birmingham. Most of my fellow students were wrestling with leaving home for the first time. When was Mum visiting? Could we really go down to the bar and drink beer?

I was ready to study, gather experiences, and expand my horizons.

A Chat with Johny

It was no surprise that, two years later, I was willing to take on a research project that others would never have considered. A dissertation both international and exotic.

Young Johny Haslam had the foresight that I could probably pull this off. I was not his typical student.

Johny pointed me toward the diplomatic agreements from the mid-1970s, in which the US agreed to cede control of the Panama Canalthe most important transportation hub in world tradeback to the Republic of Panama.

The simple discussion between student and teacher, made after class one day about the choice of a dissertation subject, would have profound implications for my life in so many different and unforeseen ways.

The critical advantage of taking on the Panama Canal Treaties as a dissertation subject was that almost all the books and literature for my research were in the Library of Congress in Washington, DC. There were no Google searches back then. The records would only be found in hardback books, of which there was often only one copy. Paper records, stored in files but only to be found in a substack down a specific corridor of a particular library. For this subject, those books and that library were in the United States of America. For a student with a lust for travel and adventure, this was perfect.

Next problem to be solved. I could not afford to fly to America to carry out the project. But the faculty pointed me toward the study grants that were available for travel and accommodation costs and to a university scholarship that I could apply and compete for, and that would cover all my incidental costs.

I won the scholarship. I wrote a short essay, filled in some forms, told them who I was and why I wanted to go to Washington, DC. To this day, I believe I must have been the only one who applied.

My classmates had all selected to study local UK-centric international relations issues (which seemed to completely miss the point). So, I stepped forward as everyone stood still, not for the first or last time, and won a scholarship that paid for the following:

 a return British Airways flight to Washington, DC, from London,

 travelers checks sufficient for a very inexpensive hotel in DC for six weeks, and

 a check that I could cash for a stipend to cover subsistence-level food and drink while there.

If I recall correctly, the combination of the travelers checks and the stipend check added up to 400. The exchange rate back then was over two US dollars to the British pound. This was about $900.

That worked out as a little over $20 a day over a six-week period for accommodation, travel, and food. I may have supplemented it with $100 of my hard-earned savings. The flight tickets were separate.

So much money, I would not know how to spend it all!

All I had to do was spend six weeks researching and studying at the Library of Congress. On my return, I would have to evidence my course of study by writing an appropriate summary of my dissertation, with references to books and documents discovered during my time spent in Washington, DC. Do that, and I get a paid trip to the US of A.

How great was that!

The Manila Envelope

To this day, I still remember the scholarship packet arriving at our home in Bristol. A large manila envelope. I was on my own, sitting at our wooden, oval-shaped dining room table. I opened the envelope eagerly and reviewed its contents.

I read every line. Inspected every document. Because I had a plan.

I decided to call the airline. In those days, when you called, you were put in touch with a human beingin this case, a British Airways agentwho was willing to listen to your situation and understood the vagaries of international flight travel. After a thorough discussion assessing all the flight options and prices, I was able to sell my flight ticket from London Heathrow to Washington, DC, and replace it with a flight direct to Los Angeles, California. At no extra cost.

If I was going to America, I was going to California to surf Malibu Beach!

I kept the flight from Washington, DC, back to London.

I had taken a quick look at a map of the US and decided I would just hitchhike across from Los Angeles to DC. In the atlas I used, I believe the UK was on page three and the US on page six. The two countries looked about the same size to my eyes. It was an atlas, not a map. Belgium on one page looked just like Canada on the next.

Hitchhiking from Birmingham to London, or from Paris to Bordeauxboth of which I had done beforelooked like hiking from LA to DC. I thought hitchhiking across America would be similar to my European experiences and therefore an entirely plausible and reasonable aspiration for this nave Brit. Of course, I knew the US was much bigger (I was not an idiot), but I did not want that minor fact to get in the way of my enthusiasm or my dream.

My plan was clear: Surf in Malibu for a few days, hitchhike across the country in maybe a week, get some studies done in the libraryprobably for about four weeksand then fly home. This all seemed well-thought-through to a twenty-year-old student in Birmingham, England, in the spring of 1980.

I was going to America.

I was going to surf Malibu Beach!

And my university was paying for the trip.





Oh, The Places Youll Go!

DR. SEUSS



CHAPTER 2

LAX TO THE PERRIS JUMP CENTER



My Friend Frank

I did not fly over to the US on my own. I was joined by Frank Smith. Frank was a fellow student who was studying medicine at Birmingham University. Three of my housematesSimon, Nicky Y, and Nicky Twere medical students, and so Frank visited his friends in our university digs on a regular basis. Frank and I were both also members of our university swimming and water polo teams, as were Nick and Nick.

Frank was a close friend. He was quiet, conservative, studious, and considered, but with a wild, risk-taking component to his nature that always surprised me. He drove around campus on the most powerful motorbike. He jumped out of airplanes as his primary extracurricular activity. On our travels, I would learn that the same quiet person I had known from university could demonstrate an almost schizophrenic character split. Frank was at one moment a calm, earnest travel companion, then at another, a young man intent on yet one more death-defying adventure.

As a university student, Frank had already completed more than two hundred parachute jumps. He had recently been part of a new record-breaking group free-fall. Twenty-four people had jumped out of the same plane and been able to join hands in a free-fall before releasing themselves from each other and deploying their parachutes.

Frank had also been featured on a new MasterCard credit card, which had a photo of four BASE jumpers holding hands midair.

Frank had planned to go to the United States in the summer of 1980 so that he could visit the Perris jump center in California and spend a few weeks jumping out of airplanes. Perris was the epicenter of parachuting at the time. All the great and the good gathered there to jump and share their jump stories. One evening, hanging out at our lush university digs in Moseley, Birmingham, Frank heard that I was also going to California, and we excitedly decided to join up and fly over together.
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Frank is in the center of the card, smiling right at us. Source: Photo by Greg Duff.



I was going to Malibu Beach, about thirty miles due north of Los Angeles, with a plan to then hike up to San Francisco before going east to Washington, DC.

Frank was going to Perris, about one hundred miles due east of Los Angeles, with a plan to stay there for a while and then visit some friends in La Jolla.

Frank and I discussed our America plans one evening during a posh party at the universitys Medics Bar. That evening was better recalled as the time when Frank ordered a gin and tonic and a scotch, and the barman famously replied, In the same glass, sir? I believe there was a lot of alcohol drunk that night, which may be one reason our plans were so lacking in detail.

We arranged to catch the same flight to Los Angeles so that we could spend some time hitchhiking in California togetherprobably including going to Perris and Malibuand then go our separate ways. I was planning to go for six weeks; Frank, for a month. No other plans. No schedule, no hotels booked, no transportation booked beyond the flights over and back. When asked by friends and family about our plans, I just said, Frank and I are going to California together. Starting in Los Angeles.

Some would mention that they thought I was going to study in Washington, DC. I would just respond, Yes, but that comes later.

That seemed a more than sufficient explanation of our summer plans.

Trusting Parents

With my tickets in hand, I really did almost no other travel planning. I sat around and thought of surfing on Malibu Beach. Getting from Los Angeles to Malibu looked very straightforwardthey were practically the same place. Then just bob up the California coast to San Fran. And then head east to DC. That complete lack of planning is so striking in comparison to how I travel today. I love to travel and usually have every hour of every day covered to ensure I can maximize my exposure to whatever country or city I am visiting. The perfect hotel, in exactly the right location, and the exact order of museums, galleries, cathedrals, and sights laid out in front of me.

In 1980, my parents would have been aware only of the following:

1. I was flying with my friend Frank to Los Angeles, California, from London Heathrow, in late June.

2. I intended to go to Malibu, just north of Los Angeles, and then hitchhike up the coast to visit San Francisco.

3. From San Francisco, I would hitchhike across to Washington, DC, where I would fulfill my scholarship studies at the Library of Congress.

4. After my six weeks were up, I would fly back from DC to London Heathrow in late August.

My parents agreed to pick me up from the train station at Bristol Parkway upon my return, insisting, Dont go to Bristol Temple Meads; it is so inconvenient. It took about seven minutes longer for them to drive to Temple Meads than to Parkway. This Temple Meads to Parkway issue appeared to be the most important part of the plan to them.

My mothers greatest concern regarding my visits to Malibu and San Francisco was how many days of study I would miss at the Library of Congress. A reasonable concern. As a teacher, she always wanted me to complete my homework obligations. I also vaguely recall her asking, Do you think it is safe to hitchhike in the US?

I guess my responses were satisfactory; I do not know how. I had read about a couple of hitchhikers recently being murdered in Californiapretty gory incidentsbut I assumed she had not seen that news. I had hitchhiked before. I knew that you had to be careful, not go to the wrong places, and not jump in a car with the wrong driver. I had developed a bit of an instinct for those criteria after a while. And I was a big, strapping water polo player. No one would mess with mewould they?

I do not want to give the impression that my parents were somehow disinterested in their son and his activities. I had great parents; they were heavily involved in all aspects of my life and nurturing, but when it came to travel, I guess they either trusted me or knew that, at twenty years of age, there was nothing they could do to stop me. I had hitchhiked in the UK and across Europe without anything happening to me.

Let me rephrase that slightly. I enjoyed my hitchhiking adventures. I would take some risks. Stuff happened. Good and bad. But nothing so bad that it was reported back formally to my parents via the police or the medical services.

The mode and frequency of communication while traveling was different then. No easy phone calls, no smartphones, not even handheld phones. No texting; no WhatsApp, FaceTime, or Instagram. My parents expected three or four postcards, sent by snail mail, and for me to try to call us when you can. A public phone, where you had to prepay for your call using quarters, was completely impractical for an expensive international call, even if you could find a public phone that worked. My parents understood that they might only get one or two calls over the six weeks. Needless to say, I underdelivered on even the lowest of their expectations.

Graham and Frank Fly to LA

I was twenty years of age when Frank and I planned our trip, and I would turn twenty-one a few days before our departure to Los Angeles. I was not aware at the time that the trip would be my true coming of age.

What I remember about the flight over is that Frank wore his parachute on the plane.

In those days, when parachutes were large and round and you only ever jumped solo, the greatest risk of an accident was that the chute would not open correctly. And it would not open correctly if you had not packed it properly. Frank always packed his own parachute, very carefully, into the chute pack. He was not going to check that chute at the airport and run the risk of someone opening and rearranging it. The best result of Franks safety concerns were the faces of our fellow passengers when they realized what Frank was carrying.

What is that in your pack?

Its my parachute  and if you knew the captain of this flight as well as I do, you would have brought one too.

Frank, as a serious, quiet medical student, could always deliver that line in a way that left people quite unsure if he was being serious or joking.

What Frank remembers about that flight is that I charmed the British Airways stewardess (now called a flight attendant) into giving me an extra scone. An extra scone!

Typical, he added as he recounted the incident.

It was not until we were sitting on the flight that we discussed the fact that it probably made sense to go to Perris first, after we got to Los Angeles, then go to Malibu. I am not sure if that made any sense geographically, but that is what we agreed.

The Kodak Instamatic

On that initial trip to the US in 1980, I took with me a single Kodak Instamatic camera. This was a pocket-sized camera for point-and-shoot photos. It had an easy-to-load film cartridge that would take twenty-four photos, and the cartridge came enclosed. The camera cost around 25 back in 1980a not inconsiderable sum of money for a student.

I had one camera and no expectations of buying another on that trip. Twenty-four photos would have to last six weeks.

I still have the photos from that original trip and share them throughout this book. Remarkably, I managed that inventory in an extremely disciplined fashion, with a photo of LAX on day one and a single photo of me on the last day of my trip, many weeks later.

Those twenty-four photos were preserved in a photo album, tucked away in my attic, for more than forty years. They were posted in that album in the order that they were taken, allowing me to follow the exact chronology of that trip from 1980.

In 2024, when I chose to go back to California in an attempt to replicate each day as I had spent it during the first three weeks of that original trip, I used the photos as my guide. I traveled
















Preparing to Jump



















Epilogue
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