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Preface

In the spring of 1978, I was a 23-year-old piano teacher, newly graduated from the University of Washington with a history degree, and traveling whenever I could. With 50 wonderful students, I made enough money to spend my summers in Europe, and I fully expected to be a piano teacher for the rest of my life.

But Europe is the wading pool for world exploration, and I was aching to dive into the deep end. My travel dreams were taking me east...to a tantalizing adventure called the “Hippie Trail.”

This overland trek—three thousand miles from Istanbul to Kathmandu—promised a once-in-a-lifetime journey through mysterious lands. The route echoed the fabled Silk Road of medieval Marco Polos, adventurers who set off for the “exotic East” and returned with fabulous wealth and fantastic tales.

By the 1960s, this route was attracting a new breed of traveler…young backpackers. Hippies. And when the Beatles famously visited the Maharishi, India became the next frontier, a place where young Westerners could find themselves and their purpose in life. By the time I graduated from college a decade later, hundreds of thousands of backpackers had crossed into India from the West.

I’d been on the verge of taking this trip for several years, but it was scary. I kept booking flights and then finding excuses to cancel, put off India, and do Europe again. But that spring, everything aligned, and I found the perfect travel partner for the adventure of a lifetime.

I teamed up with my school buddy Gene Openshaw, who’d backpacked around Europe with me in 1973, the summer after our high school graduation. We sketched out a rough itinerary. From Europe, we’d journey to Istanbul, traverse the arid expanses of Turkey, Iran, and Afghanistan, and then cross the Khyber Pass into Pakistan, ultimately arriving at our goal: India and Nepal, including the ultimate mecca of freakdom, Kathmandu.

Back then, India seemed like the edge of the world to me: a magical land of strange gods, dangerous bacteria, golden temples, holy beggars, and hashish. Information was scarce and unreliable. Most travelers just winged it, sharing lessons and warnings from their experiences on the road.

We packed our small rucksacks with what we guessed we might need. We had minimal clothes but plenty of medicine: antibiotics, malaria pills, and iodine drops for our water. We had cameras with enough film to last the trip—if we stuck to our nine-shots-a-day allotment. Finally, we bought a big, fold-out map of the entire 3,000-mile route—our only solid information for this journey into the unknown.

I also packed a journal—a hard-bound empty book ready to collect all my travel memories. I was determined to chronicle the trip, grabbing a stream-of-consciousness-parade of impressions, and I did—writing a thousand words a day.

After the trip, this journal was packed away, never read…forgotten for 42 years. Then, stuck at home during the pandemic, I stumbled across it. And as if on an anthropological dig into my own past, I entered the world of 23-year-old me and relived my coming-of-age trip.

The journal you’re about to read has been lightly edited by my Hippie Trail partner, Gene (who became my frequent collaborator in the decades since). With Gene’s help, I’ve condensed some of the more mundane and redundant entries—transportation logistics, meals, waking, sleeping, and hurried trips to the toilet—and rearranged a few itinerary details for better flow and readability. But we are determined to share a candid, unvarnished snapshot of our trip, and we’ve been careful not to make me sound older, wiser, or more culturally sensitive than I was at the time.

Ready for the adventure of a lifetime? Stow away with me now as Gene and I travel from Europe to Kathmandu. The date is July 14, 1978, the first day of our trip. I open my empty notebook, pull out my cheap Bic pen, and write the very first words…
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