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part one

1999





I entered the investment business in 1968 with six hundred
dollars in my pocket, and I left it in 1980, at the age of thirty-

seven, with enough money to satisfy a lifelong yearning for adven-
ture. As the comanager of an offshore hedge fund, analyzing the
worldwide flow of capital, raw materials, goods, and information, I
had invested where others did not, exploiting untapped markets
around the globe, and it was a significant factor in my success. But
what I wanted out of Wall Street, and ultimately out of long-term in-
vesting, was not typical of the business. I wanted to buy the freedom
to taste as much of life as possible—I wanted to see the world. And
I wanted to see the world that other travelers rarely see, the world
that can be seen only from the ground up and truly understood only
from that vantage point.

I wanted to see what I like to think of as the real world.
I have met people who have traveled to more countries than I, but

in almost every case, it seems, they have flown from one place to an-
other. You have not really been to a country, I believe, until you have
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had to cross the border physically, had to find food on your own, fuel,
a place to sleep, until you have experienced it close to the ground.

In the late winter of 1990, I set out on a two-year odyssey to circle
the planet on a motorcycle. That 65,000-mile journey took me across
six continents and through dozens of countries; it landed me in the
Guinness Book of Records and resulted in a best-selling book of my
own, Investment Biker: Around the World with Jim Rogers. No sooner
had I completed the trip and returned home to New York than I began
thinking about something more. I was abetted in my quest to find it by
a simple quirk of the calendar: the approaching turn of the millennium.
My insatiable thirst to understand firsthand what is going on in the
world, to be there, to see it for myself—to dig out the real story—was
intensified by the opportunity to capitalize on a historical moment. My
plan was to spend three years driving around the globe as the twentieth
century came to a close, to take the world’s pulse at the end of one mil-
lennium and the start of another.

The trip would be both an adventure and a part of the continuing
education I had been engaged in all my life, from rural Demopolis, Al-
abama, where I grew up, through Yale, Oxford, and the U.S. Army,
and eventually to Wall Street, where experience taught me that the
“experts” were usually wrong. My travels tended to be characterized
by the slaughter of sacred cows, the puncturing of various balloons,
and the laying to rest of preconceptions of the world held by certain
“authorities,” many of whom rarely left home. My success in the
market has been predicated on viewing the world from a different
perspective.

While I have never patronized a prostitute, I know that one can
learn more about a country from speaking to the madam of a brothel
or a black marketeer than from speaking to a government minister.
There is nothing like crossing outlying borders for gaining insights
into a country.

Finding promising investment opportunities was not a defined aim
of the trip, but just because I am who I am, it is something that hap-
pens when I travel. As an investor, I would seek to learn about the
markets in China, Africa, and South America, and I would visit
promising stock exchanges whenever possible. I had made money in
the past by investing in sleepy markets, such as Austria, Botswana,
Peru, and others, and would no doubt stumble on some again.
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If the trip killed me, I would die happy, pursuing my passion. And
that was better than dying on Wall Street someday with a few extra
dollars in my pocket.

The trip took me through 116 countries, many of which are rarely
visited: Saudi Arabia, Myanmar, Angola, Sudan, Congo, Colombia,
East Timor, and the like. The journey took me down the west coast
and up the east coast of Africa, through thirty-two countries there.
(My previous trip had taken me straight down the center, from Tunis
to Cape Town.) It took me from Atlantic to Pacific—out of Europe
across Central Asia and China—and from the Pacific back to the At-
lantic, by way of Siberia. From the northeast coast of Africa I traveled
across Arabia and the Indian subcontinent to Indochina, Malaysia,
and Indonesia. After touring Australia and New Zealand, I made for
the southern tip of South America, driving from there to Alaska be-
fore heading home to New York. No one had ever driven overland
following this route. The trip took me through approximately half of
the world’s thirty civil wars, covered 152,000 miles, 5,030 more than
the distance of my previous trip, and resulted in another Guinness
World Record.

Studies have shown that traveling around the world is people’s sin-
gle most popular fantasy; many people in many places around the
globe approached and said, “You are living everyone’s dream.”

The trip began on January 1, 1999, in Reykjavík, the capital of Ice-
land. I did not make the trip alone. I traveled with a beautiful woman,
a blue-eyed blonde from Rocky Mount, North Carolina, named Paige
Parker. I met Paige in 1996 during a speaking engagement at the Mint
Museum in Charlotte. Paige, a fund-raiser at Queens College, had
read my book on the recommendation of Billy Wireman, the college
president, and come to hear me speak about my motorcycle trip. I
tracked her down the next day and invited her to dinner.

“I’m thinking of going around the world again,” I said to her on
our first date. “I haven’t told anybody yet. But I’m thinking of doing
it at the turn of the millennium.”

She agreed that such a trip could be illuminating.
“Do you want to go with me?” I asked.
She was momentarily dumbstruck.
“Yes,” she said. “Sign me on.”
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Of course, we both thought it was idle banter.
Who knew?

Paige and I had been dating for a little over a year when she quit her job
in Charlotte and moved to New York, taking her own apartment there
in October 1997. As she began working as a director at a marketing
firm and she and I began working that much more on our romance, I
began seriously searching for an overland alternative to motorcycles.

There is nothing more exhilarating than driving a motorcycle. I
have owned several in my life. I first rode a motorcycle across China
in 1988, a trip documented by PBS as part of its Travels series, titled
“The Long Ride.” More than exhilaration, there is a simplicity to a
bike. It is a lot easier, for example, to get a motorcycle across oceans,
across deserts, or through jungles. And had Paige been enthusiastic to
do so, we might have motorcycled around the globe. It was she who
encouraged me to think about making the trip in a car. But I was not
going to travel in just any car. It had to be a sports car. And it had to
be a convertible. I wanted to put the top down and have the wind in
my face.

Of course, I knew nothing about cars. Living in New York City, I
had not owned one since 1968. And my ignorance was apparent to
everyone when I explained that what I was looking for was a con-
vertible two-seater with four-wheel drive and a lot of clearance off the
ground, without which, I could guarantee, no car was going to make
it around the world.

Everyone in turn guaranteed me that there was no such car on the
market.

Every two years there is a big Four-Wheel-Drive Show in Munich,
and in the spring of 1998 I attended it. I did not find the car I was
looking for, but I met people there who modified cars—I had looked
at many vehicles by now and figured I would use a sporty body on a
Toyota chassis—and one of them told me about a fellow in California
I should look up. It was typical of the quest that I had to go to Ger-
many to find a guy in California. The guy in California told me about
another guy in California (it was very much like trying to get into
Cameroon two years later), and that is how I met Gerhard Steinle. It
was Steinle and his team at Prisma Design International who would
put together the one-of-a-kind Mercedes-Benz in which Paige and I
eventually traveled the world.
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By then my requirements had become more specific. More than a
convertible, the car had to be equipped with a retractable hardtop. I
did not want to run the risk of the top’s being slashed, which could
prove to be a definite damper on a trip around the world. Further-
more, I decided, it had to have a diesel engine. Trucks, buses, trains,
and boats around the world run on diesel fuel, and you can always get
it. Gasoline, I had discovered on my previous trip, was often very dif-
ficult to find. If you could get it at all, you could not be sure it would
be any good.

Steinle, a former president of Mercedes-Benz Advanced Design of
North America, came up with the notion of merging the body and in-
terior of Mercedes’ SLK roadster with the chassis and diesel engine of
the company’s sport-utility vehicle, known in Europe as the G-Class,
or der Geländewagen (G-Wagen). The rugged G-Wagen, designed
originally for German military and police use, would be unavailable
in the United States until three years later, when it would be intro-
duced as the G500. The SLK, which came with a retractable hardtop
as standard equipment, was built on the same wheelbase as the
shorter of the two G-Class models. The chassis of the two cars were
the same. To marry the two, Steinle figured out, we would not have to
cut or lengthen anything.

I told Steinle that I needed an extra fuel tank and a secret compart-
ment in which to hide money. He said that because the hardtop re-
tracted into the trunk, I was going to need a trailer, as well. He would
design one to match the car. He talked me out of going with a manual
transmission, explaining that Mercedes-Benz was a far better driver
than I and that the company’s automatic transmission would get me
out of predicaments better than I could extricate myself with a stick
shift.

“I need everything ready to go by the end of the year,” I said.
Steinle, unbeknownst to me, rather than simply order the cars,

called Mercedes of North America, told the people there that he had
this crazy guy who wanted to do X, Y, and Z, and asked if they
wanted to get involved. Apparently, they liked the story. When I next
heard from Steinle, he reported, to my amazement, that he had per-
suaded Mercedes of North America to provide the vehicles free of
charge, as long as I paid for the expensive conversion.

“And of course,” Gerhard said, “they’ll be under warranty.”
“Let’s do it.”
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Even in the absence of a warranty, I knew, I would find Mercedes
service everywhere in the world. Even in the developing world one is
never far from a dealership; every dictator and mafioso in the world
drives a Mercedes. Even in countries with no roads to speak of, Mer-
cedes service is available—often to the exclusion of things like food—
thanks to all the U.S. foreign aid, the International Monetary Fund,
and World Bank money being shipped in. It is no secret that this
money is aimed at nourishing only those corrupt enough to get their
hands on it, while at the same time fattening the bureaucrats on both
sides of the transaction who diligently work the trough. And none of
them is driving a Chevy.

I knew much of this from my last trip. The upcoming trip, especially
as it took us through Africa, would be an eye-opening education into
the workings of the latest foreign aid scam: the nongovernmental or-
ganization, or NGO. As an American taxpayer, I would be amazed to
discover that a lot of the money we send to these countries goes to sup-
port Mercedes and BMW dealers and various Swiss bankers.

But more about that later.
The truth is that had we traveled in a different car, we probably

never would have made it around the world; this wacky idea of a car
was the perfect choice in every way. One of its more important at-
tributes would prove to be its color. Officially Sunburst Yellow, or, as
I saw it, Martian Movie Yellow, it would draw crowds everywhere we
went, making us many friends in the process, and in so doing save our
lives on several occasions. Showing up by surprise in a car so unusual,
so weird, and at the same time so downright unthreatening, would
spark immediate curiosity. The bizarre, all-terrain hybrid in explosive
color was just goofy enough to throw people off balance, to warm
them up long enough to get us through a particular situation before
anyone had a chance to say, “Hey, we forgot to rob those people” or
“Weren’t we supposed to kidnap them?”

One of the more frequently asked questions one gets about travel-
ing around the world is “How do you pack?” It is worth mentioning
here that when we designed the trailer for this trip, we in effect de-
signed it around the supplies with which we intended to fill it. We got
everything we wanted to take with us, put it in a pile, and measured
the pile, determining how many cubic feet of space we would need,
and gave the measurement to the people who were manufacturing the
trailer. Among all the things we carried, the jerry cans for extra water
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and fuel, the sleeping bags, the tent, and whatever else we packed into
the trailer, the most important item, and the first to go into the pile,
was the kit containing medical supplies. And it was big—not so big
that it could not be carried aboard an airplane, but bigger than the
typical household first aid kit.

To determine what went into the kit, we visited a couple of doctors,
among them exotic disease specialists, and got their recommenda-
tions. We packed syringes because there are many places in the world
where syringes are unavailable, or where, if available, they are recy-
cled. We had normal stuff, bandages and disinfectants, and we also
had malaria pills and antibiotics. And we had instructions on how
and when to use them and what symptoms to look for, in the event
that we had to act as our own doctors. It was a pretty extensive first
aid kit, and we had a doctor’s letter, for what it was worth, to show
those border guards who might suspect us of smuggling. I am happy
to say that very little of what we carried did we ever actually need.
Normally, if we needed something, we would buy it locally, if it were
available, rather than invade the first aid kit, which was much more
important for emergencies out in the bush.

Before setting out on the trip, I prepared an extra wallet. It con-
tained several expired credit cards, an expired license or two, and
what looked like a lot of money—a healthy portion of low-grade cur-
rency, Italian lire, Spanish pesetas, and Portuguese escudos—so that I
would have something convincing to hand over calmly in the event
that I was robbed.

In addition to the G-Wagen and the SLK roadster that he would
combine to make the hybrid, Gerhard arranged for Mercedes to donate
a second G-Wagen as well. The additional—straight, unmodified—
SUV would carry the video cameraman and Webmaster I was seeking
to recruit for the trip.

Paige and I knew from the beginning that we wanted to document
the trip. And it did not take some youngster’s running up to me and
saying “You need a Web site” for me to realize that there was no other
way to do it. Ten years earlier, there had been many places where the
only way I could communicate with New York was by postcard. But
the world had since undergone a communications revolution of blind-
ing velocity, and Paige and I were determined to participate in the rev-
olution firsthand. We decided to maintain a multimedia Web site, with
audio and video, by way of which we would provide an on-line diary
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of the trip and interact with those who “traveled” with us. (I was 
so naïve as to think that this would be a snap. Though ultimately it
worked, it was far more difficult and annoying than I had anticipated.)

For the last twenty-seven and thirty-one months of the trip, respec-
tively, we were joined in our adventure by the same videographer and
Webmaster, Chris Capozzoli and Fredrik Görander, who traveled in
the second vehicle and helped chronicle the trip.

I ran my third consecutive New York City Marathon in the fall of
1998. Just as I finished the race, I asked Paige to be my wife. She ac-
cepted. We were not yet in a position to specify plans—who knew
where we would be or where we would want to be at the time—but
we did set a date: January 1, 2000.

Paige had quit her job in anticipation of our spending time in Cal-
ifornia with a four-wheel-drive instructor, but the company to which
Gerhard Steinle subcontracted the metalwork missed several dead-
lines and we were unable to practice with the car before striking out.
We managed to get hold of the car and load it aboard a ship bound
for Iceland just in time to meet our January 1, 1999, deadline.

Paige and I had been talking about the trip virtually from the mo-
ment we met, but putting your life on hold for three years is not easy
for most people. Paige’s feeling was that the trip represented a chal-
lenge and an opportunity that she would forever regret passing up.
Even though she had just received her first big promotion and raise—
she had been on the job only a year—she nonetheless felt that after
the trip, being that much more knowledgeable and well rounded a
person, she would be even more employable.

Several times before we left, I gave Paige a chance to back out of
the trip. As the deadline approached, I increased the pressure, en-
couraging her to think twice.

“You don’t really know what you’re getting in for,” I said. “Every-
thing that can go wrong will go wrong. Things that you cannot imag-
ine, no matter how well we plan, will go wrong. Things are always
going wrong. Just by the nature of the world. It’s going to be very dif-
ficult, and our lives will be in danger. There will be deserts and jun-
gles . . .”

“I’m going,” she said.
“There will be wars, there will be epidemics . . .”
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“I’m tough,” she said.
“There will be blizzards . . .”
“I can do it.”
And with that we flew off to celebrate New Year’s Eve in the Land

of the Midnight Sun.

It had to be the worst blizzard that that part of Iceland had seen in
thirty years, and it hit unexpectedly on the third day of our trip. Even
with our faces pressed to the windshield, we could not see the front of
the car. Not even the meter posts could keep me on the road. Driving
along with the posts on my right, I suddenly noticed them on my left.
When the meter posts finally disappeared beneath the snow, I knew
we were in serious trouble.

No visibility. Deep snow. Disaster.
Driving perfectly was not good enough anymore. A slight turn to

the right, and we would veer off the mountainside; to the left, and we
would drive directly into it. Avoid either, and there was always the
possibility of a head-on collision with an oncoming truck.

Setting out in Iceland on our round-the-world adventure, we had
not known if we would return alive—but not even at our most pes-
simistic had we thought we might die on our third day out.

Iceland is the westernmost country in Europe. Also, it was celebrating
the one thousandth anniversary of Leif Eriksson’s voyages west from
there to North America. But what really drew me to choose Iceland as
a starting point for the trip was a happenstance of geology. Tectonic
plates beneath the Eastern and Western Hemispheres come together
in Iceland; it is the only place in the world where you can actually
drive from North America to Europe—geologically speaking. What
better place to start the trip?

We were in the capital, Reykjavík, on December 31, 1998, in time
for one of the world’s great spectacles. On New Year’s Eve in Iceland,
everybody puts on a fireworks display—every town, every block,
every household, every family, individually, all at the same time.
Imagine a city of 150,000, the sky above it one massive light show,
everybody trying to outdo everybody else, and you have Reykjavík on
New Year’s Eve. The celebration begins with gigantic bonfires all over
the city. They start at around ten o’clock. People travel from one bon-
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fire to the next, huge mobs of people, throwing things into the fires.
You can look out beyond the city and see bonfires lighting the sky
over towns that are fifty kilometers away. Sometime before midnight,
the fireworks begin. The sky in every town erupts. Paige and I, watch-
ing from Perlan, a revolving restaurant built atop Reykjavík’s geo-
thermal hot-water storage tanks, sat there overwhelmed.

We officially started the trip the following day, January 1, 1999,
drinking champagne at Thingvellir, on the spot where the tectonic
plates meet, some thirty kilometers from Reykjavík. The plates, we
learned, are actually pulling apart. As a result of its seismic instability,
Iceland is overactive with earthquakes, volcanoes, and hot springs.
Sixty thousand years from now this island nation suspended just
below the Arctic Circle is going to split in two, but in the meantime
electricity here is cheap because of the island’s enormous store of geo-
thermal energy.

As far as domestic energy is concerned, Iceland is even better situ-
ated than Saudi Arabia. The Saudis will run out of oil some day, but
Iceland has vast amounts of perpetual, renewable energy in geysers,
natural steam, and hot water—all of it virtually free after the initial
investment to capture and harness it. Everywhere you go you find
outdoor pools, naturally heated. The night before we set out, we were
swimming, doing the backstroke, in one of those outdoor pools, with
snowflakes coming down on our faces.

The first day of the trip was wonderful. We set off at daybreak,
which at that time of year, that far north, does not hit until after ten
a.m. We traveled the ring road that circles the country—fourteen hun-
dred kilometers from Reykjavík to Egilsstadir to Akureyri, then back
around to Reykjavík—a rough, jagged, glorious country of glaciers,
geysers, fjords, ancient lava flows, waterfalls, and eruptions of steam.
Our first night on the road we stayed in a farmhouse about three hun-
dred kilometers east of the capital, heading the next morning to
Egilsstadir on the country’s east coast. The second day of the trip was
more of the same. Absolutely perfect. Glorious winter scenes and no
traffic. We ate Arctic char dragged that day from the sea, which even
topped the fresh puffin we had eaten the day before.

We could not have been happier.
And then came day three.
Leaving Egilsstadir, we set off across a mountain pass toward the
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northern town of Akureyri. Conditions became treacherous almost
immediately. A light snow quickly turned into a driving, blinding,
heavy Icelandic blizzard. Darkness fell in the middle of the afternoon.
The meter posts disappeared, I guessed wrong one time too often,
drove off the road, and we came to a sudden stop in a snowbank.
Jumping out of the car, thigh-deep in snow, we shoveled to clear the
tires, but new snow, replacing the old, rapidly outpaced us. It was
soon apparent that we were going nowhere.

Soaking wet and shivering, we were rescued a few hours later. A
passing truck driver had notified authorities that these hopeless
Americans were trapped in the snow. The police showed up, followed
by a flatbed truck with a winch. They got the Mercedes up onto the
road, we secured it, and we started back to town in the police car—
which was when things really turned dangerous. Our driver nearly
got us killed along the way. Apparently, he was the town’s only po-
liceman. While he was rescuing us, an airplane, caught in the blizzard,
crashed at the local airport, and because the policeman was racing to
get there, we skidded off the road a few times.

By then Paige had just about lost it.
The rescue squad came as we were about to set off, and the man in

charge said, “We’ll go with you this time. You’re guests in our coun-
try. These are conditions you are unfamiliar with. We’ll see you over
the mountain.”

Our arrival in the country had been big news to start with, since a
country of only 270,000 people does not have much news in January.
Our dawn departure three days earlier had attracted numerous
tourists and had been widely covered by the local media. So naturally,
our rescue was all over the press. News reports portrayed us as nutty
Americans trying to drive around Iceland in January. It was not going
to look good if we got killed. So when we set out across the mountain
two days later, we were escorted by the rescue squad in its big-time,
all-terrain, four-wheel-drive vehicle, custom made to go anywhere in
Iceland in the worst conditions conceivable. There was nothing this
machine could not do, nobody it could not rescue.

Until the rescue squad drove it off the mountain.
We had to rescue the rescue squad.
You can imagine the Icelandic press. The story played better than

the original rescue. Here were these hapless American tourists, up
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against the Icelandic winter, and they had to rescue the rescue squad.
And we had it all on videotape. Which naturally I shared with the
media. The tape shows me shoveling snow as fast as I can, trying to
save Iceland’s experts.

And it shows Paige having second thoughts.
Not five days into the trip, Paige was in shock, literally—ashen-

faced, quivering, panicked—showing the clinical symptoms of shock.
There she was on videotape, thinking, “Even the rescue squad is a dis-
aster.” All the warnings about bandits in Russia and malaria in Africa
had not prepared her for this.

I had been around the world before, and I knew that this, our first
predicament, was not going to be our last.

“We were trapped in a blizzard, we survived, that’s part of the ad-
venture,” I told her, exhilarated by our escape.

“We didn’t save ourselves,” she said. “Thank God the rescue squad
came along.”

“We’re alive,” I said. “We made it. That’s part of the excitement.”
“Excitement, Jim?” she said. “There I was, thinking, ‘This is the

guy I’m trusting my life to, and he doesn’t know how to drive. What
on earth am I doing?’ There I was, stuck in two feet of snow, wearing
tennis shoes in an Arctic blizzard.”

“That,” I said, “is what’s so much fun about going around the
world.”

Paige did not quite feel that way.

We made it all the way around Iceland, spending two weeks in the
country. We met with President Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, and Paige
had more questions of him than I did, specifically on women’s issues
affecting Iceland. While I toured the stock exchange, she interviewed
women business owners. The head of a modeling agency pointed out
a fact of local demographics that we found illuminating: that despite
the image Iceland has around the world for being home to numerous
blonds, it actually has more brunets per capita than any of the other
four Scandinavian countries. Icelanders are the descendants of Irish
slaves brought by the Vikings to Scandinavia a thousand years ago.
There are very few true xanthochroids on the island.

In Iceland we discovered a country in the midst of enormous change.
There were young people everywhere we went. The streets, bars, and
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restaurants all were packed with kids. Well over half the population of
Iceland is under thirty years old. People under fifty are heavily repre-
sented in positions of influence in the country. Iceland, demographi-
cally, is the fourth youngest country in the world, and that alone will
lead to the most dramatic changes in the way it is run after centuries of
isolation.

Because agriculture is still heavily protected and there are high tar-
iffs on imported foodstuffs, basic necessities are currently so expen-
sive that many people have to work two or three jobs to maintain
their living standard. But the country is becoming more urban. A ma-
jority of the population now lives in greater Reykjavík. With fewer
and fewer farmers to protect, price supports are much harder for
politicians to justify. Subsidizing food production on a volcanic island
that is contiguous to the Arctic Circle is perceived by youthful voters
as an increasingly ludicrous extravagance. Quotas governing the wild
fishery are also being reexamined. Restrictions on foreign investment,
especially in the energy sector, have condemned the country to little
development in that very lucrative resource as well.

The same outdated thinking behind the protection of those indus-
tries is directed at safeguarding the nation’s cultural heritage. Iceland
was a Danish colony for hundreds of years, and it is still mandatory
for all schoolchildren there to study Danish as a second language.
Ponder that for a minute. Denmark is a nation of five million people,
so there are maybe seven million people on earth who speak Danish.
Doing so is hardly a competitive advantage in today’s world, and
forcing kids to study the language clearly helps hold Iceland back.
Their children, you can be sure, will not learn Danish; they will learn
English, Spanish, Mandarin, or Cantonese.

We would run into this again and again, everywhere in the world—
in Ireland, for example, where all schoolchildren are required to learn
Gaelic, or Irish as they call it now. Who in the world speaks Gaelic?
Why are they not learning German or some dialect of Chinese? If
there are people dying to learn Gaelic, let them do it, but making it
compulsory leads to a dead end. When they are thirty-five years old,
all Gaelic will get them is a job washing dishes.

The sad fact of the matter is that sometime within the next hundred
years there may be only about thirty languages left in the world—and
Gaelic and Danish will probably not be among the survivors. It may
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be horrible that Gaelic is disappearing, but the world has already lost
hundreds of languages. Take Cornwall on the southwest coast of En-
gland. The last person who spoke Cornish died fifty years ago. Are we
going to go back and teach everyone Cornish? There are a lot of na-
tive American languages and a lot of African languages that have dis-
appeared. It is nothing to celebrate. But if people were sitting around
still speaking them, they would be even worse off than they are.

People who fight change are fighting inevitability itself. Think of all
the great cities and great civilizations throughout history. The great
city of Carthage, home of Hannibal—gone. It is nothing but a mem-
ory, an excavation site. Families, tribes, corporations and nations,
races, languages, entire civilizations—gone. I am not applauding it. It
would be wonderful, and enriching to us all, if the Aztecs were still
here. I am sure the Maya would love to be what they once were. But
cutting yourself off from the world and fighting the forces of history
are not going to protect you from the fate that those civilizations suf-
fered.

In 1962, Burma was the richest country in Asia. The army decided:
We do not need the rest of the world, we are closing the door. Since
then, of course, Burma, present-day Myanmar, has been a disaster in
nearly every way. In 1957, Ghana was the richest country in the British
Empire, richer than England itself. Promptly upon the country’s
achieving independence, the great liberator, Kwame Nkrumah, closed
the country, saying, “What do we need the British for?” Seven years
later the country was bankrupt. Two hundred years ago, Ethiopia did
the same thing.

Poor Copernicus was condemned for claiming that the earth was
not the center of the universe. The Catholic Church made him recant.

You can take a similar approach today—tell an Icelandic kid that
he has to learn Danish—but you are not doing your country any
good, and you are not going to stop the wind of change from sweep-
ing over you. History is replete with examples of nations that paid the
price for ignoring reality.

One of the more visible changes the world is undergoing right now
is the end of the age of the empire builders. Over the past three hun-
dred years, thanks to technological advances, countries tended to
grow bigger and bigger. That tendency is reversing. There are about
two hundred countries in the world today. Over the next three to five
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decades, there will be three hundred or four hundred. Many have al-
ready begun to disintegrate. The Soviet Union is now fifteen coun-
tries. Yugoslavia is now six, Czechoslovakia is now two, Ethiopia
two. Somalia? Who knows? Many of us have heard of the Basque in-
dependence movement in Spain, but who realized that three other re-
gions of the country—Catalonia, Castilla, and Navarre—also have
separatist movements? And along comes East Timor. In conjunction
with globalization, we are seeing tribalization. While we are dancing
to Madonna, drinking Pepsi, and driving Toyotas, people are reach-
ing out for something they can understand and control. The emer-
gence of smaller nations from the ashes of collapsing empires may
lead to wars but need not necessarily do so. If borders remain open to
trade and migration, we will all be better off.

Evidence of the trend is visible in Europe but is even more appar-
ent beyond it, in Africa and especially in Asia. It is in Asia, the cru-
cible of some of the world’s oldest civilizations, that many of the more
immediate changes of the new millennium are taking place. And Paige
and I were eager to get there.



We spent a month crossing Europe, starting in the United
Kingdom and driving southeast to the Black Sea. Waiting for

the car in Edinburgh, less than two weeks into our trip, Paige, having
survived an Icelandic blizzard, came down with a horrible case of
food poisoning after eating at a five-star restaurant. On the road for a
full three years, touring the more remote, primitive regions of the
planet, eating what we could find along the way, Paige would suffer
serious food poisoning a total of three times. In each case her falling
ill would result from eating at a five-star restaurant.

From Scotland, we drove to Northern Ireland. And I very much
liked what I found there. The pubs were mobbed, and talking to the
kids was encouraging as well as informative. They do not have all the
hang-ups about Protestants and Catholics that are typical of their el-
ders. The Easter Uprising means nothing to them. And when they
look ahead, to the future, these kids look to Europe—not London or
Dublin—for inspiration.

The changes I saw coming in Northern Ireland were more than
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