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			Woster

			This is a record of one of the most amazing experiences a guy could have with the perfect travel buddy, and life partner.

			Love you more than White Maltesers x

			Friends

			To all our friends that supported us during this adventure and everyone who we met along the way, you know who you are. We couldn’t have done it without you, it just wouldn’t have been the same. To those who knew I was writing this and kept prodding and enabling me, thank you.

			Families

			Along with the joy, came tears. Your support not only helped us to continue but has been a constant ever since. Thank you.

			Mum & Dad

			I hope you’ve been watching all this!
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			Location: Melbourne


		

		
			The Exciting Introduction

			The sweat was dripping from our brows as the armed policeman debated our refusal to give him a bribe. I was convinced that with his melodic glances up and down, shifting his gaze between our eyes, and the passports he held in his hands, he was mentally pulling leaves from a daisy and reciting ‘let them go’, pluck, ‘lock them up’, pluck, ’let them go’. Our only crime was an invalid visa after all, we were not drug runners or anything serious, but I had just refused point blank to give him a US$200 bribe. I’ve seen those TV shows where innocent people get banged up abroad. How many petals do daisies have in Vietnam anyway?

			Nic: ‘Dun Dun Dun!’

			Lee: ‘What?’

			Nic: ‘Well that sounded like it needed some dramatic music. Anyway, I thought you were writing a book about our trip, and you’ve started months into it?’

			Lee: ‘I’m trying to entice people in with some excitement so they will stay with us for the journey.’

			Nic: ‘Isn’t it going to confuse people, jumping around like that? With your mix of past and present tense, they are probably going to feel like Dr Who as it is. Shouldn’t you at least have introduced us first?’

			Lee: ‘Face it hun, we are boring people. I fell asleep twice writing about us. If I picked up a book and started reading about us, it wouldn’t be long before I’d get distracted and start Googling funny aardvark videos on YouTube.’

			Nic: ‘Well that’s the point isn’t it. We’re average people who didn’t believe they could ever complete a trip like this, it just wasn’t in our upbringing. It’s a story of achievement, of relationships, of adventure.’

			Lee: ‘Yes, but other people complete trips like this on unicycles or with a donkey in tow, or circumnavigate the globe doing a Monty Python funny walk. Who is going to want to read about normal people?’

			Nic: ‘We completed a 77,000km trip through 27 countries, 60% of which was completed without flying, a distance of more than the Earth’s circumference. That’s an achievement in anyone’s book (excuse the pun). There were certainly some exciting moments, like nearly being stranded in Siberia; numerous near-death experiences on various modes of transport; and of course that moment in Vietnam, which I’m still trying to forget. Anyway, it’s not all about the excitement, you’re not Jason Bourne despite what you think. What about the laughs? What about the moments of heartache?’

			Lee: ‘To be honest this will mainly be about the fun and laughs, and less about Bear Grylls moments, although I did eat those insects in Thailand.’

			Nic: ‘How about you just start with us and if people like us, they will hopefully stay along for the ride.’

			Lee: ‘Fair enough, back to the beginning.’

			The Beginning

			Let me introduce ourselves to those who don’t know us, we are your common or garden average couple in our 40’s.  Not too boring, not too exciting, socially awkward, reserved as only the English can be. We are certainly not too tall, one of us has a good sense of humour, the other travels with a first aid kit that’s the size of a house.  Get the picture? Oh yes, our names – Lee & Nicki.

			We were brought up in the North West of England, and although we had some limited experience of travelling with family, we were undoubtedly late bloomers as far as being a tourist. At the end of 2002, three months after we were eventually married, we decided to embark on a pretty scary (for us) mini-migration to Australia. Planning to start off in Melbourne ‘for a few months’, before moving to the next city, and so on, for a total of 12 months before returning to the UK.  I’m sure you’re thinking that this was a big step for newlyweds, but don’t worry we’d just completed a 10 year ‘try before you buy’ scheme so knew what we were getting into.

			So how did our plan go? Well, 10 years after landing in Melbourne, we still hadn’t managed to move onward (or return home). Writing that down certainly makes it sounds like we were pretty damn lazy at this travel malarkey. The problem was, we immediately felt at home in Melbourne. Within days of landing we were directing tourists around this beautiful city. On one hand, it was great that we’d built up the courage to travel and we were finally putting ourselves out there. However, when your first stop regularly tops the rankings as one of the world’s most liveable cities, the urge to move on, suddenly becomes quite flaccid. 

			Because of the city’s status, you’ll often meet travellers in Melbourne who are generally much better at escaping the lure of the city. This gave us the chance to meet many people that have travelled much more extensively than us. Even with the locals, it seemed like most Australians were kicked out of the country to travel the world in some kind of drunken national service/rite of passage. Now I’m sure that this also happens by their UK counterparts but for our age group, the area we grew up in, and our socio-economic backgrounds, it was rare. Even though we had ‘upped sticks’ and moved across the world, we didn’t feel brave enough for any serious travelling. The more people we talked to about their experiences, the less scary and more obtainable travelling seemed. When we initially landed in Melbourne, we felt akin to Lindenberg and Earhart for completing such an adventure, even though the process was actually pretty damn easy. We thought it would be our globe-trotting pinnacle and we’d be able to ride the coattails of this endeavour for the rest of time. This was not to be so.

			A couple of years after we arrived, we were introduced to Tim and Moira, a couple who were passing through on a global journey. They had become frustrated with their working life in London, decided to quit their jobs, buy two round-the-world airline tickets, and go travelling for a year. To us, this made them real heroes. We were awe inspired, hearing their stories about different cities and countries over a few glasses of wine, thinking how boring our migration story was. After they moved on from Melbourne, we would often continue to talk of their adventure. Their trip finally came to an end, and they decided that, from all the places they’d visited, Melbourne was the place they wanted to live. They eventually returned, and we became good friends. Surely this seemed like further validation that we should be more than happy where we were, shouldn’t we? 

			Over the next year, they introduced us to something we fell in love with, scuba diving. This new passion opened up some great dive trips and our first foray into the joys of South East Asia with mini trips to Thailand and Malaysia.  We were protected from the potential culture shock of these exotic locations by having these experienced travellers with us, and the fact that we were mostly underwater so oblivious to it. Did we think we could do it by ourselves? No, not really.

			Despite getting away regularly for these underwater adventures, it still didn’t seem to calm down a brewing wanderlust. The more trips we took, the shorter the gap we wanted until the next one, like an addiction, we just didn’t seem to get enough. The general rule was that we had to have the next trip at least planned, if not booked, within a week of returning from the current holiday. Don’t get us wrong, we knew we were absolutely blessed to be in such a situation and really appreciated our lifestyle. We both had good jobs, worked hard, and the fact that we are unable to keep a goldfish alive for more than a fortnight has made us refrain from producing our own little travel bugs. Since arriving in Australia with nothing more than our suitcases, we’d naturally accumulated some ‘stuff’, but not enough to mean we weren’t comfortable in a smaller, and therefore cheaper, apartment. All this enabled us to maximise our disposable income.

			Working in Australia provided a much-improved lifestyle for us, especially with some of the employee benefits we both received from working in the government health industry. For instance, the use of salary packaging enables employees to pay their rent and eat out in restaurants using pre-tax salary. Where else in the world would you get something called ‘leave loading’, a mechanism where you get paid a little extra during your annual leave to help you enjoy yourself? One of the key benefits that will often secure a jaw drop when telling folks back home is long service leave. In Nic’s case, this rewarded her after 10 years of continuous service, with 17 weeks of paid leave. She is also given the option to take this at half pay for double the time, giving her a reduced income for 34 weeks. As you may have just twigged, this benefit is quite pertinent to the future of this book.

			This feeling to travel kept growing within. Apparently, there is a condition called Dromomania which gives people the uncontrolled psychological urge to wander. I much prefer the thought that we were inflicted with this disorder, rather than just being spoilt brats with a ‘because I want to’ mentality. Either way, we knew something was coming…. 

			A big trip shaped lightbulb

			The way things generally work in our relationship is that Nic will spurt out a harebrained idea and I have the bad cop duties of reeling that idea in with practicality, or dash her dreams with the phrase ‘We’ll see’ which we both understand is the non-confrontational code for saying ‘No!’. Case in point, one rainy Melbourne afternoon, we were walking through the backpacker section of a travel expo, and she hit me with a real humdinger, ‘let’s travel from Sydney to London on a bus!’. A typical Nic statement, and a trait that’s one of the three reasons I married her. Now, the thought of spending twelve weeks sharing low-cost transportation and dorm accommodation with the great unwashed didn’t appeal. I’m way too short to be some kind of father figure, and way too old to spend eleven of those weeks too drunk to remember a thing. I think this idea even bypassed the ‘We’ll see’ response and went straight to ‘Not on your nelly, luv’, as I made a beeline for a cruise ship stand which funnily enough didn’t have any dreadlocks within 20 feet of it. That would be the end of that!

			As the years rolled on, Nic’s long service leave approached, we thought we should take advantage of this fantastic opportunity and do some form of a trip to celebrate. Not just any trip, one of those big-ticket items like the Grand Canyon or Machu Picchu, but how would we choose which one, and what were the chances of us agreeing on the same place? No problem, we could each pick a location and take an extended holiday. Then, you pull out a map, and you notice; if you go there, then look how close that place is; if we are going there, then it would be silly not to see this place. Just like a dodgy 80’s ‘made for TV’ film, we’d get regular flashbacks to the wine infused fireside stories from Tim and Moira. One thing led to another, bucket list items were added, introducing more countries, the knee bone connected to a cross continent rail trip and the hip bone connected to a trans-ocean boat crossing. There you have it. A one year adventure right around the globe.

			Surely we couldn’t, it was just little ol’ us, on our own without the protection of our regular travel buddies. Could we?

			The World is your Lobster

			It was time to start getting serious about the route, so we pulled out a large world map and laid it out on the floor. Nic was first to speak, ‘Where do we start?’, ‘Well look, the world is your lobster!’, was my reply. I’d used this saying for years with the context that you shouldn’t settle for an oyster when you can have lobster1. With a little research, I found out that the phrase was coined by a real gem of classic British comedy. A character called Arthur Daley, played by the late great George Cole, in the TV series Minder. This made the saying even more endearing, and it quickly became the catchphrase for the whole trip.

			
				1) this probably also explains my dramatically poor cash flow over the years

			

			So it was now set in stone, it would be a Round the World trip, and we needed to make a complete loop, out from one direction and in from the other. I think Nic’s crazy idea of the Sydney to London bus trip had taken a subliminal toll, it just seemed appropriate that we should head west. This meant it certainly wouldn’t be a ’follow the sun’ trip, but we didn’t seem to mind at the time. Between our dive trips and stopovers to the UK, we’d previously visited Singapore, Thailand, and Malaysia so liked the idea of starting the tour on familiar ground.

			After that, places just appeared from everywhere. It’s always been my ambition to visit Moscow, and as we wandered around the next travel expo to hit town, we came across a stand advertising the Trans-Mongolian Railway. Based on the view that if it didn’t kill us, it would make us stronger, it was added to the list. 

			One of the ideas we liked most about the trip was that we wouldn’t plan it too much, and just see where things would take us. The romantic thought of just turning up at the airport and deciding where to go today made us very excited, although it never did actually eventuate. The train trip was ideal, it was something we had to book in advance, locking in a deadline of reaching Beijing around five months after setting off. That way, we wouldn’t just find an idyllic tropical island and stay there for a year.

			The well-trodden ‘Banana Pancake’ route through South East Asia was looking like a sensible option, but there was another country we had on our radar. My father was based in wartime Burma and told us stories about its temples, especially one he’d seen with a giant reclining Buddha. It seemed like quite a scary place to go, but if we can add Russia to the list then, why not?

			Things were starting to fall into place. As we were embarking on our Aussie traveller rite of passage, we would begin in Bali, Australian’s Benidorm. It seemed only right that we should hit this hot spot for partying Australians first. From there, we had a rough plan mapped out that took us through Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Burma, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Hong Kong, and China. I did say we weren’t going to run by an itinerary but figured we needed to have an idea of what a route might look like. That way, if we stopped somewhere longer, or went off at a tangent, we would know what other areas might be missed. Secretly, I created a spreadsheet.

			The train would get us all the way to Europe, then what? Surely, it was about time for one of Nic’s harebrained ideas. Her timing was perfect. ‘Let’s buy an old VW campervan like the one dad had when I was 8, and tour in that!’. You already know what my reply was, but as the words ‘we’ll see’ were rolling off my tongue, the voices in my head were saying, ‘how cool would that be’. By this point in the journey, we should have taken a few trains and buses, it might be nice to do something different and be more flexible. When we first started to think about having a year out, we initially conjured up an image of living in a French village for a few months and becoming a local. As we’d decided to conquer the world instead, this wasn’t looking likely, but the thought of a slow meander through France sounded good. Back when we called the UK home, we loved nipping across the channel and driving our old car through the French countryside to Le Mans, where we would camp and watch the 24 hour motor race. It holds great memories. More and more, I was sold on the idea. The plan was to buy an old cheap campervan that we would use for the trip and sell as soon as we finished. We would start looking for one as we approached Europe. I’m afraid you will have to wait and see how that turns out. For the rest of the route back to Australia, surely we would have time to research that as we travelled.

			Big Trip Preparation

			It’s all a bit vague, but I would say we started planning in earnest about 18 months before we left. First things first, money. We needed to sort out a budgeting plan and ensure we had enough saved, so we quickly opened a high-interest saving account. We chose one that had a website with a nice graph to see the money going up for added saving motivation. I think it’s fair to say that we had never been able to save for anything in our life before, financially speaking, we (mainly me) were experts at clearly understanding our means, then living just outside them. This was the first challenge we had to overcome, how could the minimum payment Mountfords get enough dosh together to take a whole year off?

			I’m pretty sure it’s not just me, but how many of you when faced with a financial situation, find that the dark recesses of your brain suddenly wake up, and from nowhere, out pops: ‘I could rob a bank or a petrol station’. How all of a sudden this can become a viable solution in a normally rational brain, I’m not sure. Nic promptly reminded me that I have never looked good in either stripes or orange, so it was back to the drawing board.

			Maybe it was time for one of those ‘Get Rich’ self-help books. I’ve always been quite sceptical about such things, and the real reason these authors get rich is because of suckers like us buying their books. I’m positive that if I knew the secret of getting rich, I’d be sipping Margaritas in a posh resort somewhere, certainly not encouraging riffraff to get rich and join me. The book (loaned from the library for free, no Margarita for you) did resonate with some sound advice. It talked about the cumulative effect of how we waste money on small things, like buying a latte, and by saving the cost of just one of these each day, makes a difference long term. This made us look at the little things that add up to big things, and we tweaked our lifestyle just a little to accommodate. I suppose we started with baby steps as it’s all very well and good to say you’re going to stop buying a Latte a day, but what about the fact that without coffee we are unable to perform even the most basic of functions.  So we started our holiday saving regime by spending $3002 on a Nespresso coffee maker.  It seemed wrong, but our morning coffees were now a tenth of the cost of what they were. It actually did make a difference, and we didn’t really feel any worse off. Probably one of the best bits of advice was to have a salary paid into the savings account and then taking out what you need, much more productive than just transferring what you haven’t spent at the end of the month into your savings (which often doesn’t happen).

			
				2) throughout the book, $ refers to Australian Dollars unless identified otherwise (US$)

			

			Week by week, we’d watch the graph grow but still never quite believed we would ever reach our target amount. The balance took the occasional hit, but after a while, it did actually look like we just might be able to pull it off. I backed this up with various spreadsheets, they are like comfort pillows to me. They’ve come to the rescue of many a household crisis, ranging from choosing a wedding location to finding solace when we were thousands in debt. 

			The wedding location exercise, wasn’t so much working out the cheapest venue, it was the fact that we kept fudging the figures to make one particular location rise up the list. We knew, then and there, that this was the one. In a similar fashion, we would later take an antique coin on our journey that would be used to make decisions. Not necessarily to leave it up to fate, but to check that your heart didn’t drop a little when the wrong side came up, informing us what we really wanted to do.

			Adjusting mental baggage to reduce our travel baggage

			Having never done anything like this before we really had no idea what we might need with us on a journey that would take us around the world. One benefit was that we were used to packing for dive holidays. Where, 80% of your baggage allowance is taken up with dive gear, leaving you to live in a pair of shorts and a couple of t-shirts. This meant that we couldn’t afford to be precious about our wardrobe. However, these trips never lasted more than two weeks in a warm beach setting, compared to a year in pretty much every environment you can think of. Your first thought is to try and list everything you possess that you might want to use in a year. Then when you realise there is no magic spell to shrink it all into a backpack, you are forced to reassess. 

			Probably one of the most stressful aspects of packing was making the decision on which backpack to choose. Now is perhaps a good time to delve a little into our psyche to explain the significance of this. We are the opposite of those personality types that just look at something and decide to buy it (or do it), without a single worry about whether it’s the right decision. They just go through life looking, deciding, and doing, without any fear of the consequences, and a mind as unburdened as a babe in arms. In our house, they are referred to as, ‘lucky, lucky bastards’. We, on the other hand, are deeply troubled by making the right choice after researching all the facts and alternatives, not to mention getting the best possible value. You can understand how significantly different planning a trip like this would be between us and them. To them, it would be like popping down the shops to buy milk, and a spanner set (because they saw it). For us, it’s like planning a trip to Mars.

			It’s a bit of a double edged sword as we are chained down by this inbuilt responsibility to make sensible, informed decisions, and it certainly limits the spontaneous and free-living aspect of our lives. However, it’s slightly made up for by the fact that our diligence can give us a faint underlying smugness. We know that any spanner set we buy will be the best it could be, and years later we can turn to each other and comment on, ‘how good a decision we’d made on that’. Something that now, post the trip, we are regularly saying about our backpacks.

			Given the lack of any magic spell, it seemed that we would need a bag at least twice the size of us, and maybe come with wheels, and a sherpa to carry it. We started reading many forums (of course we did) which all disagreed with this notion. The first big mistake was the wheels, they add weight, bulk and are only suitable on certain surfaces. Next was the size, the consistent advice was that we should get something less than half the size of what we thought, that surely couldn’t be right could it? 

			Luckily, we found a wonderful shop in the centre of Melbourne called Backpacking Light. Much as the name implies, it stocks lightweight products for serious travellers. In the 12 months leading up to the trip, we would visit most Saturdays, scaring ourselves silly about what we were getting into. This place made the trip seem very real.

			Nick, one of their experienced staff members, came over as we were looking at a 75-litre behemoth backpack and we got chatting about our plans. He pointed out that his choice would be a 38-litre backpack at which we scoffed in disbelief, how could we manage with so little space for a year? We left without making a purchase that day, imagining how many times Nick must use the old trick of turning undies inside out to reduce the amount he needed to pack. Compared to us, he was a big unit as well, surely just one of his t-shirts would take up the space of three of mine. After regular visits to Backpacking Light to chat with Nick and Tim (the owner), supplemented by more forum searching and YouTube watching, we finally came round to their way of thinking. We were lucky to find such helpful staff, and I would highly recommend building up a rapport with your local specialist shop, so that they understand your plans, and can give you the best advice. Including the advice that you didn’t think you needed. 

			After half an hour of walking around the shop with a bag weighted up to test its comfort, we both decided on the Osprey FarPoint 55. This was actually a 38-litre backpack with a detachable daypack. The backpack has a couple of wings that enclose around the daypack, making it look fairly presentable when arriving anywhere a little bit fancy. One of the hardest parts was convincing Nick to sell both of us the same colour, something he initially flatly refused for our own coolness (or lack thereof). This was an epic moment in our preparations. It had been a long hard decision with lots of research, these bags were after all our home for the next year. From memory, it’s previously only been the design of our wedding invitations that have caused as much heated discussion and general indecision. Thankfully, in this case, we came to an agreement without the need for me to sleep on the sofa. So, now we had his ’n’ hers backpacks in matching olive green, what the hell do we put in them?

			Let me start with one piece of great advice (of course it was passed onto us by Tim and Nick). Packing Sacks, Packing Sacks, Packing Sacks! They are little miracle workers, and each tiny little Tardis compacts your belongings into easy to find sections, meaning you can easily access what you are looking for. You can choose different sizes and colours to help differentiate the contents. Another one of my favourites items, despite being warned that you can look a bit of a knob in them, were zip off trousers. You know, the ones that have a zip around the knee to remove the legs. They’re shorts, no they’re trousers, no wait they’re shorts again. ‘Crikey, I’m getting hot in these trousers’, ‘zzzzzzzzip-zzzzzzip’, ‘Ah that’s better!’. Knob or not, they will always be on my essential list, I packed two pairs. The final clothes list was now significantly reduced from our first draft. 

			It was great fun putting together our travel belongings and finding quirky travel items, such as peg-less washing lines, duct tape, a Shewee, and flat rubber sink plugs (some budget lodgings don’t have them). One essential for all travelling Australians is a supply of mini Koala toys, the ones that you squeeze and the hands open up to clip on something. These would be used as gifts on our journey. We even took a washing machine, but I’ll tell you about that later. Some items would work a treat and became essential, but for others, we would realise early on in the trip that we didn’t need them, and either post home or donate. Obviously, we made sure that we wouldn’t take anything we were precious about and couldn’t be replaced. 

			Magic Shirt

			I included one clothes item that didn’t require any thought and that was the Magic Shirt. I say magic as it’s the stuff of fables. In the early ‘90s a Greek God (Gusset, The God of Needlework) decided that he would use his magical powers to create a shirt to suit all occasions and would never ever crease. He hated being late to a cocktail evening with the other Gods, only to realise he should have ironed. Zeus and Athena would point and make fun as always. The shirt he created could be scrunched up into a ball at the bottom of his bag and then be pulled out looking like new. He made it in a timeless style that could be worn for decades to come. To top it off, he decided to make it available in the River Island clothes store where it would be heavily discounted in the New Year sales to only £6.

			The shirt and I have had a faithful relationship for twenty five years now, I’ve not come across anything else like it and it will be indispensable on this trip.

			Sitting on the dock of the eBay

			Historically, we are serial hoarders. When we left the UK, we rented our house out and put all the things we couldn’t live without in a storage container, we were only going to be away for a year after all. 13 years later, we are still paying the monthly storage fees for those things that we can’t live without, whatever they were, we really can’t remember. 

			We were determined not to do the same this time around, no siree bob! This time we would make much more of a concerted effort to minimise our belongings. One saving grace was the fact that our relatively short time in the country meant we hadn’t had the chance to build up a lot of sentimental belongings. Most of our Australian possessions had been bought on the cheap as there were only supposed to last a year. Also, our small apartment lifestyle meant that we just didn’t have the room to accumulate much. 

			eBay was our friend and helped to bolster our funds a little too, although because of the urgency of the matter there were good (a.k.a heartbreaking) deals to be had by others. We even managed to sell some memory foam pillows. Now I know they are not cheap to purchase new, and these were a good deal, but to buy secondhand pillows seems a bit weird in my book, especially ones that have a memory. A good friend of ours, Susan, won’t even borrow books from the library at the thought of someone previously having a good read while squeezing one out on the big white throne (potentially me). You can bet your bottom dollar that it wasn’t Susan that bought the pillows. We were quite lucky with our sales, especially as some larger items were sold with perfect timing, such as the fridge heading to its new owners on the day before we moved out.

			Of course, we were then left with, you know, the stuff we can’t live without. We found the smallest size storage unit that would fit our essentials, a 2m x 2m x 3m room in a nice new facility nearby. One of the last things we sold was Sherman, a devoted member of the family, a Land Rover Discovery Series 1 (it was a big green tank, hence the name). Before we said our goodbyes, we did as many runs as we could to the storage unit. The last big load was transported using a hire van with the large items such as the bed, TV, sofa, not to mention another member of the family, Big Ted, a huge Costco teddy bear that was bigger than me. He was excellent for hug therapy, but not the most practical possession in a small apartment. We placed him high on top of the storage room to oversee our belongings and hopefully scare the crap out of any would-be burglars. 

			After a very sweaty day, we finally finished, and vowed next time to pay someone for help. We looked up to see Big Ted staring down at us with sad eyes as we closed the door on our Melbourne life. It felt quite symbolic and would have been an emotional moment if we didn’t smell so badly, in some sadistic competition to see who could make the other faint. Only one thing for it, a treat. We’d booked ourselves into a nearby hotel for a well deserved relax and a nice soak in the bath (our apartment didn’t have one). That was it, the only things left in the apartment were the bags we were going travelling with. 

			The following day, having learnt our lesson, we paid someone to clean the apartment before handing back the keys to the estate agent. We were now suddenly homeless. One aspect of this really hit home, we had no keys. None, even our backpack padlocks had a combination lock. Since you’ve been old enough to be trusted with a copy of the front door key, when do you ever have no keys in your life? 

			The previous two months before leaving was a whirlwind as we were very focused on our preparation plan. Each day, jobs were ticked off, and affairs were put in order. The enormity of the workload was detracting us from thinking about the actual journey, and helping suppress the worry about what we were about to embark on. As each job was scratched from the list, there were fewer things to distract us, and then on the 22nd of December we reach the last item on the list, ‘Get to the airport on time’.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 
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			Location: Still Melbourne
Days 1, Countries 1, Kilometers 0, Beds 0
Trains 0, Planes 0, Automobiles 0, Boats 0
Beers 0

		

		
			And we’re off!

			Now that we were homeless, our friends, Craig and Susan graciously put us up and offered to drop us off at the airport. We’d all decided that they would just pull into the drop-off zone to avoid lengthy emotional goodbyes. The ride to the airport was quieter than usual as Craig followed a stream of taxis to the drop-off point. We quickly barrel rolled out of the car, which I’m not sure actually came to a halt. I was hoping that this wasn’t a reflection of them wanting to get rid of us. We waved goodbye to the back of their car, as they sped off. Then all of a sudden, there we were, the last item on the list crossed off. 

			We found a nice quiet area in the airport, looking out over the runway, and sat down. Both exhausted, we just stared at each other for about an hour. What the hell were we doing? Yes, we are great at organising, and there’s none better when it comes to ticking off lists, but to wander off and travel the globe, seriously!? 

			We took comfort in the fact that at this very same airport, almost exactly 11 years previously, we emerged from a plane after a similar 3 months of frantically ticking lists, with precisely the same feeling in the pits of our stomachs. Back then, one of the first things we were greeted with on our walk towards the baggage claim was a large Vodafone poster aimed at encouraging tourists to phone home. It showed the biggest crocodile you’ve ever seen with a giant arrow pointing into its open mouth, the caption reading ‘Your family think you are here - phone home!’. Seriously Vodafone, you were really not helping our already delicate bowels at the time. Anyway, as months went by without any reptile decapitation incidents in the Melbourne Metro area, the feeling passed, and that particular adventure turned out alright, so why shouldn’t this?

			Over some sugar sweets and a celebratory glass of early morning bubbly, we were already working out a plan B, just in case. Basically, it was my Dad’s sofa in the UK. Apart from it being the house I was brought up in, it was one of those places that just the thought of, made you relax. A typical front room in a UK council house with a comfy sofa, packed with ornaments, being provided copious amounts of tea, and a complete lack of commitment to any conversation because everyone was happily engrossed in the TV. This would be our ‘pull cord to eject’ plan. If ever we realised we were not cut out for this life, we would jump on the first flight to the UK, find the bus to Birkenhead and put the kettle on.

			This was all we needed to settle our nerves, and now we really started to feel excited. First though, sleep. The thought of travelling on an aeroplane is still so exciting for us, we typically get to the airport in plenty of time, just to hang out. In our early days of courtship, I’d even taken Nic on a date to Heathrow. We got tipsy in a bar, watching the planes take off while I drew diagrams on a napkin to explain the aerodynamic theory of how a wing worked. What a catch I was. The staff at the airport caught wind of what I was doing and offered to have a whip round so that we could go to the cinema instead. Today, even the preflight instructions couldn’t keep us awake as we were busy dreaming of what was to come (and snoring a little) before the 737 pulled back from the gate.

			1st stop - Australia (wait, isn’t that where we left from?)

			You must be all wondering, where on earth would this first stop be? The world is our lobster after all, what delights will we get to first. It was Darwin. Well, Darwin was the only major Australian city that we’d not visited, so stopping over on the way to Bali was a great way to address this. We woke to hear the captain’s announcement as we descended into Darwin and realised for the first time that our pilot was female. In all my previous flights, this was the first female commercial pilot I’d come across, and it was unusual not to hear that posh middle-class male English accent that you normally hear. I’m pretty sure that airlines round up their recently qualified pilots from all ethnical backgrounds and walks of life, forcing them into a movie theatre and play, back-to-back 1950’s English movies. Keeping them locked up until they walk out speaking like Alistair Simms or David Niven. Hopefully, David’s starring role in The Battle of Britain would be left out of the playlist just in case it gave anyone any ideas.

			As an ex Aerospace Engineer, I think it’s fantastic that we’re starting to hear a female voice over the tannoy. I don’t know about you, but I immediately get that comfortable feeling that they would have at least stayed awake for the whole journey. What a perfect display of equality in a once male-dominated area. Well done to the pilot and well done to Jetstar (it’s not often I get to praise them) and how convenient too that it’s in a vehicle that doesn’t need to reverse.

			Unfortunately, when we arrived in Darwin, it was shut. No-one was in. Even though it was the last shopping day before Christmas, the town was empty apart from a few local residents enjoying a festive eggnog and teaching us a few new phrases which I won’t repeat here.  The humidity already made it feel like we were a million miles from Melbourne. In a twist on a classic northern saying, I realised that I do ‘sweat much for a fat lass’.  I could see the look of concern, disdain, or even fear on people’s faces as I walked towards them, beads of sweat running down my head and dripping from the tip of my nose.  Folks were crossing the road to avoid me, in case I suddenly self combust. I like to think that this was compounded by my current poor fitness level and hoped that exercise and acclimatisation will improve things as we travel. I’ll be sure to keep everyone posted on the perspiration perspective.

			It turned out that having an Australian stopover worked really well for sorting out last minute jobs. Thankfully the heavy downpours also meant that we felt guilt-free for not exploring the city more. We realised as we were changing our SMS numbers for internet banking that they wouldn’t accept our non-Australian travel SIM. Luckily we had time to quickly run around town in search of a decent Australian based SIM that was relatively cost-effective for travel. If we hadn’t realised this before we left home soil, we would have been returning much sooner than our estimated 12 months.

			We stayed two nights at Darwin’s Crown Plaza, and our excitement for the trip was starting to build, manifesting itself in our telling absolutely anyone about it. Unfortunately, ordinary passers-by had just that, the freedom to keep passing by, so we had to target the captive audience, i.e. the hotel staff. Our enthusiasm must have rubbed off, we returned to our room to find a bottle of bubbly and a lovely card from Jenna on reception. 

			Darwin, I think you will need to win us over next time, but in the meantime, you have served your purpose well. Next stop, somewhere not Australia. 

			2nd Stop - Somewhere not Australia

			As mentioned earlier, the first ‘proper’ stop was going to be Bali. Being brought up in England, this brings to mind classic images of palm trees, beautiful beaches, and coconut drinks served by either Bob Hope or Bing Crosby. If my mind had fully assimilated into an Australian one, it would probably have been filled with bikinis, drinking cocktails from a bucket, and having my head down a toilet. For once, I much prefer what’s going on in my head. 

			So here we were on flight number two of who knows how many, and I’m just about to endure one of my most embarrassing mid-flight experiences. There is a welcome place for toilet humour in my life, I am British after all. For a bit of relevant backstory, my ancestors, as a clan, are generally bowel challenged. Just as people that have gone to war, look at each other and know the horrors that they have had to endure, we look at each other in a similar way. A few years earlier, during some hospital experimentation, I saw my insides on a computer screen and I swear it was identical to stage 4 of the RAC British Rally. Even Colin McRae and Nicky Grist would struggle on this route, so whatever hope was there for me. A symptom of this is that a trip to the smallest room is never quick. I don’t help myself as I do daydream a little. This can hardly be my fault, I come from a nation where half the men can’t go unless they have a newspaper with them. In this modern age, I think mobile phone apps should have a separate rating to judge how conducive they are to keeping people regular. Instead of star ratings, they could have little… Okay, I’ll leave it there.

			So flying to Bali, the excitement of the trip must have been getting to me, I sensed movement down below. I looked around the plane, and everyone looked asleep, so I headed to the WC for a mid-air ablution. 

			Time lapses.

			Before I know it (which sounds quick but it could have been a good 30-40 minutes) I hear loud banging on the door as though there is a real emergency. Thinking that we were heading for disaster, I slide open the lock, still sat down, pants around my ankles. I peered around the door, the pulsating vertical vein still visible down my forehead. The poor steward must have clocked me going in and thought I’d died or something. As I explained to her that I was just fine and dandy, her compassionate face changed to one of scorn as she glanced over her shoulder where I could see a queue of people behind her, desperate to be in the exact same spot that I was now. Jeez, I bet you don’t get this in Business Class.

			Bali was just what we needed, 5 days of relaxation after the hectic months leading up to the journey. Although we felt guilty for not starting the great adventure with more gusto, it still wasn’t quite enough guilt to stop us sleeping most of the day. We’d predicted this would be the case, so paid more than our budget for a nice hotel. This backfired a little as we were disappointed with the Mercure in Sanur, if only we’d known how our standards would slip later on during the year. After arriving at our first room, we found that there was no in-room safe so asked to change rooms. It was, after all, one of the criteria in which we had made our booking. At this point it might have looked better if they had lied and said that of course room 212 has never had a safe, what were we thinking. Instead, a porter turns up with a look of ‘I’ll show you where the safe is, you idiots’, he opened the wardrobe door and looked at where it should have been. He closed the door and opened it again quickly, maybe David Copperfield was in the room next door and was playing tricks on him. No safe. He literally scratched his head, pursed his lips with a look of concern before picking up our bags to take us to our new room. Once there, we took it in turns to ensure that the safe was secure and was not going to get up and join the safe from room 212, wherever that may be.

			Our days in Bali were mainly made up of sleeping, walking along the beachfront, and eating. We were very much at the bottom of a steep learning curve in the ways of budget travel and were given lesson No.1 on our very first morning when we wandered, blurry-eyed, into the hotel’s restaurant and agreed to sign up for their breakfast buffet. The amount we paid would be our daily budget (including accommodation) in a few weeks time. It was a real newbie error, especially as we soon discovered one of our favourite restaurants in Bali was literally opposite the hotel entrance where breakfast would cost a tenth of the price. I suppose if we wanted to jump in at the deep end of budget travel then our 5-star hotel probably shouldn’t have been the way to go. Baby steps. However, between this and long naps in a bed that was as large as the apartment we’d just left in Melbourne, I was starting to worry that we didn’t have what it takes to do this backpacker malarkey. At this rate our funds would only last a couple of months, returning to Melbourne with no money, just in time for winter. I found myself needing a distraction from this negative energy and a large cocktail from a bar overlooking the beach certainly did that. We were warm, relaxed, sitting on hammock chairs, gazing out onto a beautiful beach with the silhouette of Lombok on the horizon when that ubiquitous holiday thought popped into my head, ‘This was the life’. 

			Wait a moment, it really was. This was our new job. Our negatively earning career for the next year. It was time to draw a line in the beautiful white sand and ensure that we can last more than a couple of months. One less cocktail tomorrow. For Nic. A perfect time to capture the moment with a Nostril Shot.

			Nostril Shots

			We have a phrase that might crop up during the book that I should explain up front, the Nostril Shot. I wouldn’t go as far as saying we invented the ‘Selfie’, but we did. For all you youngsters out there, you need to realise that before camera-phones existed you had to stretch your arm out, holding your heavy camera pointing at you with no idea what you were taking. Before that, at a time just post dinosaurs, you had to use an even heavier film camera. There was no checking the shot and trying again with those. No, you’d have to fly home from the Algarve, unpack, head downtown, place the film in for developing. You’d then come back a week later (or next day if you were minted) to find out you had completely missed everything but a zit, mid forehead, that seemed to be smiling back at you.

			As Nic and I met before even the internet existed, we had to endure this practice. It never stopped us trying though. Our accuracy is slightly given away by the fact we called them Nostril Shots, as that is generally all you saw. Now, Nic has the smallest of noses (and small ears for that matter), this pleases me greatly as I was once told that they are the only parts of the body that keep growing your entire life. Imagine finding the girl of your dreams at a young age and she already had a huge honk and ears that slowed her down when running. Yes, Yes, I know, beauty is only skin deep, beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and horses for courses, etc. But when you’re both 80 and each day your general frame shrinks smaller and smaller, those things are still growing. It’s like Benjamin Button meets the Twilight Zone. This was definitely one of the three reasons I married Nic. I, on the other hand have nostrils that have been used as sets for two of the Aliens movies. It’s a family thing, and we are trained early to use their powers. A quick nostril flare can be seen at least twenty feet away and is a passive aggressive delight. Our early holiday memories are mostly made up of snaps where Nic looks like she’s just about to be eaten, or fall into a deep ravine.

			Anyway, Nostril Shots. We invented them, that’s what they are really called. End of. 

			We spent Christmas Day in Bali, which was a little surreal with staff from the posh Hyatt next door dressed up as Santa giving out presents to the children on the beach. In the hot sun, one Santa had sweat matting together his long white beard, as he tried not to faint over a chubby fat American five-year-old, almost certainly dashing any belief in Father Christmas and ensuring huge therapy bills in future years. Christmas in a hot climate just seems wrong, especially for someone brought up in the northern hemisphere. In our 10 years of being in Melbourne it still never felt right. We would often rebel with other ex-pats and celebrate ‘Christmas in July’, a time of the year when the nights draw in early, and the weather was miserable enough to make you think of the UK. Lately, even Melbourne shops have picked up on this, some digging out the Chrimbo decorations in July to try and fleece what they can out of similar, non-religious, revellers. 

			We started our Christmas morning with a scrubba. No, that’s not what you are thinking, please get your minds out of the gutter. The Scrubba was a Christmas present from our friends, a travel washing machine designed by a Melbourne entrepreneur1. It was basically a dry bag with a transparent plastic window, and the inside was full of knobbly bits. You would put the clothes, travel wash and water in, close it up by wrapping the end so that it captured a little air inside, and then roll it back and forth on the floor. Although a little hard work at first and looked like you were giving your knickers CPR, it worked a charm and would be a godsend on the trip.

			
				1) www.thescrubba.com.au

			

			We celebrated with a meal at our newly found cheap restaurant, had a foot massage for $5 and splashed out with a cocktail on the beach. No presents or cards, just the two of us and the world at our feet. We both agreed it was probably the best Christmas present ever. 

			Actually, I did get a little extra present that night (stop it), walking home from the beach I was pooped on by a bat. Holy guano Batman, that really has got to be good luck, hasn’t it? To be fair, the poor little blighter may have done it because he thought I was French. I did have a bit of a quiff in my hair and a nonchalant look about me. It was pretty messy, I think he might have been on the same diet as me, or he was a relative. To rub it in, we then retired to the balcony and I could hear his clicks as he flew past. My morse code is a bit rusty, but I’m sure I could make out, ‘ha, got you mon amie’.

			Bali Hai-er or Lower

			Even though we were on an adventure to cast away our normal mundane existence and forget about our office life, I guess it was only a matter of time before I got my geek on and created a spreadsheet. As well as the budget and route itinerary (that we aren’t following of course), I thought it would be good to start recording some stats from the trip. My plan was to set up a blog to keep people informed of our journey where I could then post some figures. This was initially just going to be details of the distances travelled, broken down by what mode of transport we’d used. This soon expanded to include stats like the number of UNESCO world heritage sites visited; the number of different types of domestic beers for that particular country; and even the number of flip-flops (thongs for you Aussies) that we went through. 

			One of the obvious statistics would be the number of countries visited. Of course, this trip was never about beating anyone or about hitting some magical figure. Well okay, I confess, even as I write that I know I’m not being totally honest. I knew what had been achieved by a couple of friends who’d been influential to this trip and I wanted to do ourselves proud. 

			With that in mind, I now needed to address the big white Indonesian elephant in the room. Could I count Bali as a separate country? Nic wasn’t playing along, so I decided to reach out to the half-dozen friends and family that were following our blog and set up a quick online poll with arguments for and against.

			The arguments for:

			
					The Travellers Century Club, a pompous club for people who have visited more than 100 countries, list it separately to Java (lumped with Timor as the Lesser Sunda Islands). They do however also class Jersey as a separate country which doesn’t help their credibility. 

					Bali has a very high religious majority of Hindu practitioners (92%) rather than the rest of Indonesia which is Islamic. Even the Hindu religion here has certain idiosyncrasies. 

					It has its own government. 

					A good proportion of Australian tourists that come here are way too drunk to realise that they have even been to Indonesia. 

			

			The arguments against:

			
					It’s not a separate country. 

			

			The poll was close, but I didn’t get the cigar.

			After five days on this beautiful island (nay, country), it was sadly time to leave, although we weren’t sad to leave the hotel. It was a lovely setting in a quiet part of Bali but wasn’t particularly friendly, and it’s expensive food and beverage setup was at odds to the travellers we were trying to become. It was time to start the journey good and proper. I know, we said that in Darwin didn’t we, but this stop turned out to be more of a relaxing beach holiday, and now we were going to start travelling. Apart from walking aimlessly around the local area, our only exploration was to hire a lovely middle-aged taxi driver called Nyoman who drove us around some beautiful temples and took us for a lunch stop in the beautiful artisan village of Ubud. Our day with Nyoman just moved us from holidaymaker to tourist, but we certainly didn’t feel like travellers yet. So with some trepidation, we packed for the next leg, exploring Java. All we had to do was check out at 5am and get to the airport for an early flight. No problemo.

			Escape from the Mercure

			Next morning, we appear at the hotel desk, still asleep but all packed, to hand over our keys and pay for that bloody expensive breakfast. If we looked tired, then the guy behind the desk looked like he’d just emerged from a coma as he started to slide the bill across a ridiculously wide desk. In my usual trusting style, I was already automatically sliding my credit card towards him until the two articles met at the designated Checkpoint Charley somewhere in the middle. This was the last bit of accommodation we’d pre-booked before we started the trip and had been fully paid up in advance through expedia.com. Expedia knew this, we knew this, but it appeared that the hotel didn’t.

			Now, I’m a bugger for walking away from a till after paying for something, and Nic would ask me about the cost, ‘I dunno’ is the frequent response. This causes a lovely look from my wife, where at least one eyebrow reaches for the sky as though someone is pointing a gun at it. This time she was prepared for me and had spotted something not quite right on the bill. In super slow motion, her arm reached across, grabbed mine and pulled back my nervous looking credit card from the walking dead sat across from us. A closer look showed that the bill was $500 because it also included the room costs we’d already paid for.

			I explained that we had paid, he turned slightly left towards his computer, pressed two keys and with not so humorous dialogue, relayed that the ‘computer says no’. Nic whipped out the receipt from Expedia and plonked it in front of him. We saw a slight look of revelation in his eyes as he walked across to another computer. Obviously, they all have different opinions, and ours could have just woken up on the wrong side of the desk this morning. Time was getting on, but at least it felt like we were getting somewhere and we would be zipping off to the airport any moment now. ‘No record!’, he said as he sat back down. He stared blank faced at us with the odd quick glance to the credit card, we stared blank faced at him with the odd quick glance to the Expedia receipt. And this went on. As dawn started to break and lighten our faces, if not our moods, I encouraged him to phone his head office which he did with a look of reluctance. At least now we knew he was capable of more than one facial expression. It was a quick phone call, so we weren’t hopeful. He came back, printed something off from the computer and slid the revised bill towards us. Not one word was spoken, no apology, no explanation, just a look of defeat (adding to his growing repertoire). This time it was my turn to hold Nic’s arm back, ‘let’s just get to the airport hun’.

			Amazing Yogyakarta

			I’m afraid I can be a bit of a snob about reality TV, given the fact that it sucks the life out of us as a human race. However, I have to put my hand up and say that we have to thank reality TV for one of the best stops of the trip. One series which we do tolerate is The Amazing Race, we were avid viewers, especially for the two series leading up to our trip. It made us both scared and excited about what we were getting ourselves into. At least we wouldn’t have to contend with watermelon throwing or eating a barrel of tripe in ten minutes like the contestants. Back in Melbourne, just after we had booked the flights to Bali, we excitedly sat down to watch the latest episode where the teams had recently arrived in Java and were climbing over what looked like an incredible temple. Borobudur is the worlds biggest Buddhist temple and looked so magnificent that it should be worthy of world recognition in the same league as the Pyramids or Chichén Itzá.

			A quick search on the internet told us that the closest city was Yogyakarta (often shortened to Yogya) and as well as Borobudur there was an impressive Hindu temple complex nearby. Within minutes of the episode finishing a screen opened up on the laptop to show that flights from Bali to Yogya were only $50. We did later find you could get a very cheap 12-hour bus and ferry ride from Bali, but at this point, the emphasis to travel without flying hadn’t fully kicked in yet. The next leg had been decided. 

			Yogyakarta is the 2nd largest city in Java, and reading reviews had a bit of a rep for being noisy and dirty. We set off from Denpasar with a feeling that this would be quite a culture shock, and the stay in Yogya would be a means to an end for the temples, then we’d quickly get out of dodge. This preconception started to erode as soon as we landed at a lovely, clean little airport with excellent directions to baggage claim and the exit. Our research had informed us that you can get a pre-paid taxi voucher for IDR55,000 ($5.50) at an easy to find counter. There were a few taxi-touts around but a sharp, ‘No!’ (Tidak), is all they needed to move onto their next victim. The taxi ride confirmed expectations that traffic here is similar to Bali, busy and chaotic. I particularly like the way they inform oncoming traffic that they want to turn right by pulling into their lane and stopping. To be fair, he did have his indicator on as well.

			 As it was leading into New Year, lots of places were booked up, but we found a great hostel called the Ministry of Coffee that had good reviews on both TripAdvisor and Lonely Planet. The room cost $36 which was very different to our last location, so we were feeling a little apprehensive about it (when we weren’t fearing for our lives on the taxi ride there). It turned out that our $36 rewarded us with a top floor room, private bathroom, small balcony with views over the area, breakfast each morning, and a free welcome coffee. The rooms were made up each day, and they even folded the corners of the toilet paper, something we weren’t expecting from our first venture into cheap travel accommodation. Okay, so the bathroom had no marble in sight, but this place was a gem, we certainly could travel like this. It was a bit of a revelation for us, and we already started to feel a little better about the coming months on the road.

			In fact, things only got better at the Ministry. For two out of our three mornings there, we needed an early 4:30am start. The night before, we pre-filled a form to choose what we wanted for breakfast and when we came downstairs the next day, someone was waiting for us with a nice packup box and a lovely hot cup of Java tea. The only downside was that we didn’t realise our room had a speaker for the call to prayer pretty close to our window, a pleasant surprise awaited us at 4am. It was, however, a delightful soundtrack to the area and actually never grew old. From the distance sounds of other speakers, I think it would be hard to find anywhere in the area that wasn’t in range. Also, the Prawirotamen area we were located in was a good starting point to walk to the Sultans Palace and Sultan’s Water garden. 

			One of the primary modes of transport around town is the becak, a trishaw type vehicle where you sit up front in a double seat under a canopy and your driver pedals from behind. You look a bit like an offering to the gods as you’re wheeled out into the busy streets. Even though the seats are made for two, we quite often saw three or four bodies crammed in. Many of the drivers offer you very cheap fares, but we were warned to beware as they’ll take you to local art resellers where you receive a hard sell to buy something. 

			We always prefer walking so ended up exploring the town by foot, but even then you need to be careful, nice friendly guys chat to you before informing you that attractions such as the palace are closed and try to divert you to galleries and gift shops. This, unfortunately, puts you on edge a little and you don’t trust anyone or know if they are official. 

			Trust vs Footwear

			 Our first stop was the Sultan’s Water Garden (Taman Sari), built by the first sultan as a haven to spend time with his concubines. We paid the enormous amount of $0.75 to enter where a guide quickly presented himself to us. We weren’t sure whether he actually worked there or not, but he was both informative and funny, so we decided to roll with it, while still being a little on guard. 

			Just as we start the tour, he offered to take our picture under the entrance. After checking out that he was slightly overweight, looked like he had flip-flops on, I figured I could outrun him and happily handed over the camera. While posing for the photo I glanced down and spotted something on his ankle, it was a strap, they weren’t flip-flops, they were sandals! As top quality as my Havaianas thongs were, I wouldn’t stand a chance flip-flopping down a cobbled street after him if he decided to leg it with my camera. I started to sweat. Luckily no-one noticed as I had been drenched in the stuff from the moment I walked outside the Ministry’s door that morning.

			Crisis averted, the camera was returned, and the subsequent photo shows me looking like a coiled spring at the starting blocks of a 100m sprint. Although our guide did take us to some galleries, he was actually a resident of the compound surrounding the site that housed families who work for the Sultan. He was passionate about the area, and his only agenda was to talk about how excited he was to be working with Unesco who aimed to make it into a world heritage site within 2 years. Also, his concern that the current Sultan is pulling down all the worker’s houses to make the surroundings more of a touristy revenue earner. The old houses that are being pulled down belong to families that have worked for the sultans for generations, they hold a lot of history and traditional skills so it would be a real shame. The architecture wasn’t breathtaking, and without the guide, I think we would have spent less time here, he really brought out the history of the place. 

			The few locals we spoke to didn’t give you the feeling that they are endeared to their current sultan they quite quickly brought up the subject that he doesn’t have any sons so the next sultan will be his brother (who seems to be much liked). We also learnt that the capital of the next region is Surakarta (often called Solo) and it was great to hear that they have a similar banter going on as Melbourne and Sydney do. ‘Ah, but we have the Harbour bridge (Borobudur) and the Opera House (Prambanan)’, ‘that’s all well and good, but we have the culture, the art and great coffee!’. 

			The walk home took us down the main strip called Marliobro which is full of shops, malls, hawker stalls, motor traffic, becaks and horse-drawn carriages. It is such an attack on your senses, and a tropical downpour really added to the experience. After spending a bit of time walking around Yogyakarta and attempting to get across zebra crossings, I’m really intrigued about what the green cross code looks like here:

			
					Look left and see what is supposed to be three lanes of traffic but is really six lanes hurtling towards you with no intention of stopping. 

					Look right and see another six lanes from that direction. 

					Now raise your hand in the air and step out. 

					Don’t look back, don’t show fear, they can smell it. 

					Keep walking with your hand out, until you get to the other side.

			

			It was a real experience, and would be be good practice for other countries in South East Asia.

			Are you a Flipper or a Flopper?

			So, walking around Yogya after the rainstorm, the ground was quite wet, and we suddenly found ourselves presented with a much bigger life-threatening situation than crossing the road. Although our thongs were doing us proud, the main issue was that in many places the pavements were adorned with nice shiny red tiles. Now, to even the elite of thong wearers this might as well have been ice, as soon as we hit one we changed from cool looking funsters, bombing around in our shorts and thongs to awkward first-time skaters with arms outstretched and tongues sticking out. Looking back, I think one of the biggest dangers we ever faced through Asia was the dreaded red tile. 

			Anyway I digress. As usual, we try to cover a lot of ground and see as much as we can in the small amount of time whenever exploring a new area. We refer to it as a MountyDay where we try and pack into one day what a regular tour group would take 2-3 days to complete. Admittedly, sometimes to the detriment of what we are able to take in and enjoy, but you just don’t know when, or if, we’ll be back.

			After quite a lengthy 12km stroll in our thongs, we return to the hostel. Before entering, we assess our cleanliness to discover Nic had mud splashed up the back of her legs. There was not a milky white bit of her rugged calf to be seen. My legs, on the other hand, were spotless. We thought it weird, but put it down to a random puddle that she must have carelessly stepped in. I hosed her down, and we went inside. We definitely deserved our Bintang beer at the end of this day and clinked our bottles as we declared it, our first MountyDay of the trip. 

			Coming back to the thongs, as we travelled further and after more days out in similar weather with the same muddy results, we came to the conclusion that we have both been built differently concerning our thong technique. In the UK vernacular, it certainly was the case that I was a flopper and Nic was a flipper, and any amount of concentration or thong training couldn’t change her now.

			Bradgelina of Borobudur

			We finally made it to our target location, Borobudur is a 9th-century Buddhist temple and has been listed as the greatest Buddhist monument in the world. It is a vast construction of nine stacked platforms topped with a central dome and consists of over 500 Buddha statues. It was neglected, lost and overgrown for centuries before being rediscovered and restored. A short drive from here is Prambanan which is a 10th-century Hindu temple complex that has a large 47-metre high central stupa surrounded by other smaller temples. We hadn’t seen anything like these before, and the buildings were just amazing to experience.

			Travelling through central Java and visiting these magnificent temples in Java makes you feel like Harrison Ford from ‘Indiana Jones’ or Angelina Jolie from ‘Tombraider’. It really is such a special place and so removed from our humdrum lives. However, one thing we weren’t prepared for was the interest by the local school kids that were also visiting the temple. 

			We initially noticed them looking at us and whispering to each other, then one would make a break, usually with another in tow, maybe holding hands. They started walking toward us and then, at the last minute, seem to have a mini breakdown and swerve off at 90 degrees, returning to their group. A bit like seagulls homing in on those last few chips, a few iterations of this and they eventually made it all the way to their goal (us) and asked very politely if they can take our photo. 

			As soon as contact was made the rest of them appeared from nowhere to surround us. Suddenly, hundreds of cameras and phones appear. One by one, each wants their photo taken with us. One group of girls even let out little screams of excitement after they had their snap taken with Nic. I’ve never seen anything like it, I felt like the fifth Beatle.

			I couldn’t work out why.
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