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    Advance Praise for Mad Travelers


     



    “Dave Seminara has written a gripping detective story that is also a fascinating history of, and meditation on, the powerful attraction of travel.” 


    —Thomas Swick, author of The Joys of Travel: And Stories That Illuminate Them


     


    “A revolutionary insight into the mindset of the modern traveler. Full of fascinating stories of adventure that don’t hold back on the darker aspects of the reality of wanderlust.”


    —Levison Wood, author of Walking the Nile


     


    “This madcap, hard-to-put-down tale gets to the heart of the big question: why do we travel? And why are some people so wild with wanderlust? Dave Seminara’s wonderfully written tome detailing the untamed lust for travel is a superb story to get lost in.” 


    —David Farley, author of An Irreverent Curiosity: In Search of the Church’s Strangest Relic in Italy’s Oddest Town


     


    “A fascinating account of an extreme, obsessive travel subculture and a brilliant young con man who fleeced its members while masquerading as an upper crust English billionaire. This book is essential reading for anyone with terminal wanderlust (like me) and those who puzzle over our psychology.”


    —Richard Grant, author of American Nomads


     


    “Dave Seminara, himself an esteemed collector of passport stamps, has assembled a tale almost too delicious to be true. Part globe-hopping adventure, part detective story, and part examination of the murky world of obsessive travelers, this book reads like a missing season of Parts Unknown in which Anthony Bourdain visits a dozen Fyre Festivals.”


    —Mark Adams, author of Turn Right at Machu Picchu: Rediscovering the Lost City One Step at a Time


     


    “This is a book about the crackheads of travel. The obsessives. The compulsive. The people with a problem. Normal people take their vacations in Cancun. Or Italy. Or Tahiti. And then there are the weirdos who pencil in a week in Mogadishu. Or a grueling trip to an obscure island in the Chukchi Sea. Seminara’s tale isn’t about geography. It’s about the obsession that drives people to the ends of the Earth.”


    —J. Maarten Troost, author of The Sex Lives of Cannibals: Adrift in the Equatorial Pacific


     


    “Mad Travelers is a strange and delightful tale. William Baaekeland, a swindler and world traveler extraordinaire with an honest case of wanderlust, is masterfully dissected. By the end, I was examining my own rambles with a fresh perspective. Take this book on your next long flight—preferably to someplace way, way off the beaten path.”


    —Noah Stryker, author of Birding Without Borders: 
    An Obsession, a Quest, and the Biggest Year in the World
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    Wherever my travels may lead, paradise is where I am.


    —Voltaire

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Extreme Travel
    Rock Star


    Our battered suitcases were piled on the sidewalk again; we had longer ways to go. But no matter, the road is life.


    —Jack Kerouac


    When William S. Baekeland’s name first popped into my Gmail inbox on October 12, 2015, it felt like an encounter with an elusive celebrity or a brush with a member of the British royal family. I had heard a lot about the brainy and daring young billionaire explorer from other prolific travelers I profiled, most for a BBC series called Travel Pioneers. The series gave me a chance to meet some of the world’s greatest travelers—men who had been to not just every country in the world, but nearly every speck on the map. Their quest is to get to the hard-to-reach, virtually unvisited places at the ends of the earth and young William was the lad who was getting them where they wanted to go, or at least was promising to try. How could I resist the opportunity to profile a twenty-one-year-old billionaire whose travel resume floored even these hyper-well-traveled men?


    Months before, I pitched a television production company on making a TV series about the world’s top travelers and they paid me a trifling sum for the rights to my idea, with the promise of significantly more if a network bought the show they developed. But a problem emerged as they began to interview the travelers whom I recommended: the world’s top travelers were all older, straight white guys, and many of them were retired.


    “The networks want stars who are in the right demo,” said my contact at the production company, an industry veteran. “In order to sell this, we need younger travelers. And women.”


    The fact that these men were venturing to fascinating, forbidden places that even geography buffs would struggle to locate on a map was apparently irrelevant. The networks wanted a Survivor cast: young multiracial people who look great in bathing suits, at least one person with a Southern drawl, and so on.


    I doubled back to my network of extreme travelers in search of younger, more demographically interesting country collectors, and several made the same recommendation: William S. Baekeland. Here are some of the adjectives the country collectors used to describe him: rich, brilliant, genius, incredible, wise, remarkable. One prominent extreme traveler said in an interview that he was destined to become the world’s most traveled person.


    I relayed his bio to the production company and they were sold on him before they even heard his voice. What’s not to like about a handsome young billionaire with a posh British accent and time on his hands to travel to far-flung corners of the planet?


    In that first email, William told me that he was working on completing the travel destination lists of two prominent clubs—the Travelers’ Century Club (TCC) and Most Traveled People (MTP), as well as his own “Baekelist” of twelve thousand world highlights he developed.


    “Many of the places I wish to reach are hard, inaccessible and utterly remote,” he wrote. He continued:


    To get there, you have to find your own way there. For example, I am really keen on islands. Many have no sort of scheduled service or even occasional cruises. I have to charter my own yacht or ship. At the moment for example, I am working on getting my Antarctic continent and sub Antarctic islands[’] full circumnavigation by ship worked out. Each island requires permits and planning—it is a large undertaking to get to many places.


    Baekeland politely concluded that he looked forward to speaking with me, wishing me “all the best.” But he broke multiple telephone appointments and then did the same to the production company. Travelers told me that he probably bailed because, as a billionaire, he liked to keep a low profile, and, in any case, had nothing to promote on television.


    I concluded that Baekeland had better things to do with his time. After all, he was a busy young man who apparently had billions at his disposal. By twenty-three, William Baekeland had already seen more of the world than most people manage in a lifetime. He had visited 163 countries, and his goal was to see the thirty others that he hadn’t been to. Then he’d focus on visiting every country twice. Baekeland’s passion was finding ways to get to the world’s most challenging destinations—dangerous places, disputed territories, and, most of all, remote or officially off-limits islands few could spot on a world map.


    Rather than mingling with backpackers his own age on the beaches of Ibiza or Santorini, he frequently traveled with extreme travelers more than twice his age. He was the godfather of country collecting in that he worked tirelessly to help get the world’s top travelers to the hardest-to-get-to geographic oddities on the lists of the three biggest travel clubs: MTP, TCC, and a third called NomadMania/The Best Traveled (TBT).


    Baekeland wasn’t in it for the money. William played the harpsichord and was writing a book about Norwegian Antarctica. And he wasn’t boastful—unlike most young globetrotters, he didn’t have a website or a blog to document his extensive travels. But everyone in the tight-knit community of extreme travel, including several men whom I profiled, heard that he was a billionaire who had inherited his fortune from his great-grandfather, Leo Baekeland, considered the father of the plastics industry for his invention of Bakelite, an inexpensive, nonflammable, and versatile plastic, in 1907.


    Time magazine listed Leo as one of the hundred most important figures of the twentieth century, but the family also had a spell of tabloid infamy after his death. In 1972, Barbara Baekeland, the ex-wife of Brooks Baekeland, grandson of Leo, was stabbed to death with a kitchen knife by her son, Tony. According to the book, Savage Grace: The True Story of Fatal Relations in a Rich and Famous American Family, Tony was gay or bisexual and his mother hired prostitutes and even slept with him in failed bids to convert him to heterosexuality.


    William never mentioned the incident, and, in any case, his credibility among elite travelers couldn’t have been higher. Men who traveled almost everywhere would be stumped when, in his posh, upper-crust British accent, he would name-drop places like Kapingamarangi, a forgotten atoll in the Federated States of Micronesia, or Trindade and Martin Vaz, a stunning archipelago in the southern Atlantic Ocean that serves as a garrison for the Brazilian Navy.


    He led these extreme travelers on expeditions he planned using his extensive diplomatic and maritime industry contacts to off-limits islands in the Pacific, like Palmyra, and to war-torn countries like the Central African Republic and South Sudan. William had no occupation, save for managing some of his family’s lands in Scotland, and was decades younger than most of the other top travelers, who spent a lifetime building the kind of travel resume he had accumulated seemingly overnight.


    His 2016 Christmas card is illustrative of his jet-setting lifestyle. It included a review of his “year in travel,” documented through a seventy-nine-photo slideshow featuring his seventh around-the-world journey, his “pioneering” adventures crossing Russia’s Northeast Passage on an icebreaker ship, landing near the summit of Mount Everest in a helicopter, and a host of other adventures from the forbidden Hawaiian island of Niihau to a Namibian ghost town and beyond.


    A vegetarian—bone-thin and handsome—he looked and dressed like someone who might be rejected from a Brooks Brothers catalog audition for being a bit too skinny and earnest. Baekeland oozed sincerity and people of all nationalities found him to be personable and good company.


    In his Christmas card, Baekeland described 2016 as an “indescribably bad and difficult year.” In August, his sister Muguette died in New York. Two months later, he wrote, he lost his sister Ariadne to “weariness of life” (suicide). William asserted that his intensive travel schedule had “helped significantly with all of the challenges faced during this past year.”


    He kept traveling, and, in February 2017, while on a trip to Antarctica, Baekeland’s father died, and he couldn’t get to the funeral. Other travelers said he was inconsolable, but the losses didn’t stop him from making trips to the Pacific island of Clipperton, the Central African Republic, East Timor, war-torn Syria, and Libya. He was closing in on his goal of visiting all 193 countries (as defined by the United Nations), and planned to visit his final target—Serbia—along with his mother, Lady Violette Baekeland, in October 2017 for an elite extreme traveler conference where they were set to become the first mother-son team to have visited every country in the world.


    Baekeland and Lady Violette didn’t turn up in Liberland, a micro-nation that is essentially an unclaimed island in the Danube that straddles the Serb/Croat border. But many of the world’s top travelers attended the conference, and as they began to share stories and compare notes on a flurry of trips that William had recently cancelled, it became clear that the young billionaire owed a number of travelers tens or perhaps hundreds of thousands of dollars.


    Discretion and some degree of secrecy are the norm within this small community of extreme world travelers. Many had relied on William to get them to some of the world’s hardest-to-reach destinations while maintaining discretion regarding these trips, which helped some gain a competitive advantage over their rivals. But once communication lines opened, and the founder of one of the leading clubs for top travelers started digging into Baekeland’s story, some began to doubt him.


    Could a young man who barely needed to shave dupe a collection of the world’s best-traveled people? In early 2018, I became obsessed with untangling this question. It seemed like the ultimate example of the perils of wanderlust—his clients were desperate to get to the ends of the earth and were willing to do almost anything to hit their targets.


    Was William a con man or just a kid with incurable wanderlust who had gotten in over his head while trying to fund his travel ambitions? I needed to find out.
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    Chapter 2


    Passage to Bouvet Island


    For once you have tasted flight, you will walk the earth with your eyes turned skywards, for there you have been and there you will long to return.


    —Leonardo da Vinci


    Few travel agents would recommend a thirty-five-day South Atlantic Ocean cruise with frigid, spectacularly remote ports of call like Bouvet Island, an uninhabited subantarctic volcanic spec on the map that is considered the most remote island in the world. Seasoned travelers pay $10,000 each for a shared cabin or $15,000 and up for private cabins that are far from luxurious. There are no swimming pools, no spa treatments, no limbo contests, or casinos on board. And since the weather and seas are frequently violent and capricious in this part of the world, the operator—Oceanwide Expeditions—won’t guarantee that it’ll call on any of the advertised ports of call: the South Shetland Islands, the South Sandwich Islands, Tristan da Cunha, Gough Island, Bouvet, and St. Helena, which was Napoleon’s place of exile. Even in calm seas, due to the distances involved, passengers spend nearly the entire cruise on board the ship.
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    Bouvet Island


    Any of these factors would be deal breakers for ordinary travelers, but not for extreme travelers like William Baekeland and about sixty other seasoned travelers who were on Oceanwide Expeditions’ Ortelius as it bobbed in 80-mph winds near Bouvet Island on April 5, 2015. They were thrilled by the possibility of landing on the world’s most isolated island. For them, wanderlust is like a divine calling that is best indulged, not fought, and a landing on this holy grail of extreme travel would give them bragging rights akin to a big game hunter who had bagged a lion.


    Obsessive travelers want to go “everywhere,” but they do not agree on what that term means. Some members of the travel clubs, like Jorge Sánchez—a Spaniard who dropped out of school at fourteen and has traveled the world while intermittently working odd jobs—believe that peculiar, uninhabited islands like Bouvet shouldn’t count as places to visit.


    But it does and many of the world’s top travelers were with young William Baekeland on the Ortelius.


    [image: ]


    Dominique Laurent (left) and William


    Their ranks included Chicago-area residents Bob Bonifas and Don Parrish, then ranked number one and number two on MTP, Frank Wigand Grosse-Oetringhaus, a German man ranked number four on TBT, but who is, according to his own calculation, the world’s best-traveled person, his Filipino partner, Teodoro Murallon, and other top travelers like Dominique Laurent, a retired French financial manager, and Harry Mitsidis, the British-Greek founder of NomadMania, which ranks him as the world’s most traveled person.


    Mitsidis, forty-three at the time, was probably the second-youngest person on the ship, even though he was old enough to be William’s father. Born in London to a Greek father and South African mother, Mitsidis had already visited every country in the world by forty and one of his goals was to visit every country in the world twice by fifty. In his bio, Harry says that he has three master’s degrees and speaks eleven languages, including four fluently. Mitsidis was once a lecturer in quality management and leadership but apparently has the means to travel for most of the year. He told me that he owns properties that he rents out, and also has a home in the UK, but he essentially lives the life of a nomad.


    At least one person on the ship—Artemy Lebedev, an eccentric Russian blogger who was then ranked number twenty-nine on TBT—felt intimidated by the unique collection of leading travelers. In a podcast interview with Ric Gazarian, the host of a show called Counting Countries, he likened himself to a shark that required constant movement to live and “feel happiness.” But he felt threatened in these waters.


    “We were like a bunch of superheroes all put in one place on this ship,” he said. “Imagine I’m Spiderman and have Superman sitting at the table next to me. That’s uncomfortable.”


    Among these travel superstars, William, then twenty-two, stood out on a small ship where most passengers were in their sixties, seventies, and eighties. On a boat where there was little to do but socialize, most were naturally curious to know his story. How did this young man have the cash to pay considerably more for his single cabin?


    And how did he have the time to spend thirty-five days on a cruise to such obscure places? Though he was young, travelers say that William acted much older than his age. And though he never boasted about his family background, a German traveler on board the ship spread the word that young William was a Baekeland heir.
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    ©Dominique Laurent


    Before long, everyone in the tight-knit group of country collectors on board had heard the news that there was a young aristocratic billionaire on the ship. William didn’t have to say much—most figured that any young person on such an exotic trip, and in a more expensive single cabin to boot, had to be extravagantly wealthy. And he sounded the part.


    “He had that beautiful British diction,” said one top traveler who was there. “He sounded upper crust.”


    Harry Mitsidis would later recollect in a Counting Countries podcast that William’s knowledge of geography was so encyclopedic that he could name-drop preposterously obscure places, like Kapingamarangi.


    “By the end of the 35-day trip, many were in awe of William, who, despite his shy start, was truly interested in becoming a great traveler and ‘seeing it all,’ as he put it,” Harry would write in a November 2017 NomadMania newsletter.


    Named after Abraham Ortelius, a Flemish cartographer who in 1570 published the first modern world atlas, Theatrum Orbis Terrarum or Theatre of the World, the ship served as a special purpose vessel for the Russian Academy of Sciences and was well equipped for the icy waters of the South Atlantic. The experienced Russian nautical crew assured anxious passengers that they’d make every attempt to help them achieve their goal of stepping foot on Bouvet. But it was already autumn in the Southern Hemisphere and the fierce winds rendered their prospects dicey at best.


    Bouvet is a nineteen-square-mile dependency of Norway, 90 percent covered in glaciers and about a thousand miles away from the nearest populated land mass—tiny Tristan da Cunha, a British Overseas Territory with just 262 inhabitants. In a September 2016 interview on the Counting Countries podcast, William said that he had always wanted to visit the place since it was the most remote island in the world.


    “It was a completely surreal experience finally seeing it because I had thought about it for so long,” he said.


    There wasn’t much for Baekeland to see that he couldn’t make out from the deck of the ship, but according to the travel clubs, seeing a place from a boat or a plane doesn’t count as a legitimate visit one can tick off toward ranking points. A few top travelers, like Don Parrish, were on the same voyage the year before when the seas had also been too ferocious to allow passengers to visit Bouvet. Mega-traveler John Clouse, once considered the world’s most traveled person, had gotten close to Bouvet twice before, but were foiled by nasty weather each time.


    David Langan, a fifty-seven-year-old Irish extreme traveler, once swallowed “half the sea” trying to reach out and touch Rockall—essentially a big uninhabited rock of an island 270 miles off the coast of Ireland that would later become a target for Baekeland and others.


    “You have to jump into the water from a Zodiac and the tide brings you against the island,” he recalled. “I was holding onto the moss for dear life, looking for some steps to grab onto. I was frightened. It was dangerous. I don’t recommend it at all.”


    Langan says that Bouvet is to extreme travelers as Mount Everest is to climbers. “People would kill their mother to land there.”


    Charles Veley, a software developer in his fifties who founded MTP, was on the same trip years before. According to a profile in Washingtonian magazine, Veley embarked on a time-consuming and risky trip to get to Bouvet in order to dethrone Clouse as the “World’s Most Traveled Man” in The Guinness Book of World Records. Veley spent seventy-two days on a ship with sailors and military personnel dispatched to Bouvet by South Africa’s National Antarctic Programme in order to fix equipment at a weather station on the island. He had to leave his wife and one-month-old baby at home to make the journey.


    Their vessel got close to Bouvet’s shore but they had to land on the island in a helicopter piloted by the South African Air Force in fifty-knot winds. Veley had a couple hours to snap a few photos and take a quick look around. There wasn’t much to see but it was a triumph of will and he had bragging rights. He later said “the experience was on par with witnessing the birth of [his] child.”


    On the fourteenth day of the Ortelius’s thirty-day voyage across the Atlantic to Cape Verde, the ship lingered near Bouvet overnight in similarly windy conditions. The following day, the seas were still far too rough, scuttling any possibility of a landing. The mood on board turned gloomier than the weather. Don Parrish recounted:


    I was repeating the whole trip just to go to Bouvet and it failed. [As we approached Bouvet] I was on pins and needles like everyone else. I talked to the crew and it was clear that there are many ways to fail—it could be the tide, the swell, the wave action. The weather looked like a spooky movie, and I knew we wouldn’t make a landing.


    Oceanwide Expeditions had a schedule to keep and on April 6 the Ortelius circumnavigated Bouvet Island and moved on. Parrish and the others were disappointed but extreme travelers are accustomed to facing adversity in getting to the ends of the earth. It had been nine years since anyone had successfully landed on Bouvet.


    “Failure is not unusual,” Parrish said. “People fail trying to get to places like this. Here is my test for top travelers, tell me all the places you’ve failed to get to. The people who have the longest lists, those are the top travelers.”


    Days later, Baekeland floated a plan to a key group of motivated travelers on board the ship to return to Bouvet later in the year on a private yacht. The Ortelius was a repositioning cruise and April wasn’t an ideal time to visit. William said that they should return on their own in December or January when the weather would be favorable and they wouldn’t be at the mercy of a commercial ship’s tight timetable. Dominique Laurent, sixty-seven, a retired financial manager from Paris then ranked number forty-three on TBT, was one of the disappointed travelers who was receptive to William’s plan.


    “He led us to believe he was wealthy,” Mr. Laurent said. “So it seemed like he just wanted to get to Bouvet like the rest of us.”


    In the Counting Countries podcast interview more than a year after the journey, Baekeland said he planned to return to Bouvet “by his own means.”


    “The schedule of the cruise company was quite tight,” he recalled. “If we had stayed one more day, maybe we could have landed.”


    Mitsidis, in his self-published account of the Baekeland affair, The Curious Case of William Baekeland, asserted that William’s pledge to “tame” Bouvet vaulted him into extreme travel legend status. “Through his name, his power, his fortune, he had just reached a position much closer to the deities.”

  


  
    Chapter 3


    A Positive Addiction


    Man wants to wander, and he must do so or he shall die.


    —Sir Richard Burton


    Thirty-some-odd years ago, Don Parrish decided to visit all fifty U.S. states. Completing that feat only stoked his appetite for more, so he set out to apply the same concept on a global basis, visiting every region of every country. He says he’s a homebody despite the fact that he has visited all fifty U.S. states, thirty-two Chinese provinces, twenty-eight states in India, eighty-three Russian oblasts, twenty-seven regions of France, sixteen German Länder, and so on. (And these political subdivisions aren’t static, so when a new region is created, Parrish goes back to check it off his list. Oh no, South Sudan is now a country? Gotta go back!)


    Parrish is recognized as one of the world’s most traveled persons by all of the leading country-collecting clubs. His goal is to go everywhere on the planet, and he’s been closing in on completing the MTP travel list in recent years. Most of the places left on his to-do list are obscure, remote islands with no regular ferry service or spots that governments have declared off-limits to travelers.


    Parrish is a trim, robust man in his seventies with neatly parted grey hair, pale blue eyes, and a bushy, lumberjack beard. He’s a retired telecommunications engineer who looks like he’s ready to go back to work at any moment. He wears a Fitbit device to track how many steps he walks each day and keeps a favorite pen tucked in his shirt pocket. His travel obsession started in the summer of 1965 when, as a college student from Texas, he worked as an unskilled laborer in a metal factory in Hanau, West Germany, as part of an exchange program. This formative experience gave him a taste for travel that has only intensified over the years. Travel, he believes, is a pursuit of knowledge, and each trip leads to the next one.
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    Don Parrish ©Dave Seminara


    For hyper-organized Parrish, travel isn’t just a pastime or a hobby. He prepares laminated itineraries for each journey, detailing his schedule and goals for the trip. And he has recently begun to record and document every passport stamp he has accrued so he knows exactly when he entered and exited every country he has traveled to over the years. He calls this a “personal travel archaeology” project, and says the point isn’t to prove that he’s the most traveled person but rather just for his own record-keeping.


    “I like to be able to look back and see that on July 7, 1996, on trip number fifty-four [he also assigns each of his trips a number], I was in a particular place,” he explained.


    I met Parrish for the first time in a small park near his home in Downers Grove, a suburb of Chicago. He arrived early and had a black briefcase with some of his laminated trip
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