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500 days

AROUND (SOME OF) THE WORLD IN
One trip, 20 countries and a life-changing
adventure: an ode to life on the road

Words and photographs: Sarah Duff (@SarahDuff)

Finding Zen by cycling
through Arashiyama Bamboo
Forest in Kyoto, Japan.
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D

anish author Hans Christian
Andersen said that to travel
is to live. As a travel writer,
I couldn’t agree more. I’ve
spent the last seven years on
assignment in Africa and
around the world, writing stories about my
experiences and urging people to travel as
much as possible. It’s safe to say that travel
has made up an inordinately large part of my
life. The thing about travel, though, is that it’s
truly addictive. Even though I was travelling
for work, getting away for a few days (or
even a fortnight) no longer seemed enough
and I started to crave an increased dose.
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My solution was hatched one rainy Sunday
afternoon in Cape Town: to travel for a yearand-a-half to wherever I felt like going. It
didn’t take much to persuade my boyfriend,
Joe, to come on a round-the-world trip with
me. The fact that we’re both self-employed
(he’s a software developer) made the decision
to undertake long-term travelling easy: we
planned to work as we travelled. Collectively,
all we needed to do our jobs were a camera,
two laptops and decent wifi connection.
So, exactly a year after that Sundayafternoon idea entered my mind, we’d
packed our flat, chosen a small collection
of clothes to fit into our backpacks and
were in the air en route to JFK Airport,
toasting the unknown with Bloody Marys.
We hadn’t planned anything beyond New
York. The Big Apple was the hit-the-groundrunning start of three months in the USA
– six weeks of culture, cocktails and late
nights in the city that only sleeps on Sunday
mornings. Six weeks of living out a moviefed fantasy of a 7 000km cross-country
road trip from Manhattan to San Francisco
that took us through the honky-tonk bars
of Nashville, New Orleans, the wide open
spaces of Texas, the deserts of Utah, the
Grand Canyon, Las Vegas, the beautiful
Californian coastline and the counter-culture
festival, Burning Man.
Those first three months were the
adjustment period from our routine back
in Cape Town. We were experiencing life
differently – living out of bags, spending

nearly 24 hours a day together and having a
work schedule moulded around everything
from sight-seeing and visiting museums
to hiking among giant redwood trees and
watching Delta blues bands in sweaty bars.
From the USA we flew across the Equator
to Argentina and took a bit of a breather
in Buenos Aires, renting an apartment on
AirBnb in the trendy area of Palermo for six
weeks. It felt good to be in one place for a
while, getting a taste of local life. We enrolled
for Spanish lessons, speaking broken phrases
outside class from the first day, learning
numbers when shopping at the greengrocer,
asking for directions when we took nerveshattering fast taxis and doing confusing
beginner’s tango classes.
We quickly made a life for ourselves in this
rough-around-the-edges city, but – too soon
– we had to say “goodbye” to our short-lived
Airbnb home. The rest of South America
was waiting. Travels in this continent turned
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out to be the most adventurous of our
whole trip. We started in the far south and
one of the wildest places on the planet –
Patagonia – where we hiked across glaciers
and through forests on snow-covered peaks
to turquoise lakes. Travelling in a northwards
arc, our Spanish constantly improving, we
explored the driest place in the world –
Chile’s Atacama Desert, crossed Bolivia’s
astoundingly beautiful, high-altitude desert
and otherworldly vast salt pans in a 4x4,
fished for piranhas in the Amazon rainforest
and communed with lawnmower llamas at
Machu Picchu.
We turned into avid birders on the
Galápagos Islands and in the cloud forests
of Ecuador, hiked for days through a steamy,
mosquito-infested jungle in northern
Colombia to find the ancient, long-forgotten
ruins of a mysterious city and learnt to
scuba-dive on Providencia, a tiny, oneroad island in the Caribbean with a reggae
soundtrack. All the while, we never took it
for granted that on a Tuesday morning we
could be drinking whisky cooled with hunks
of glacial ice in Patagonia, learning about
geology on a volcanic island in the Pacific,
tracking wild pigs in the Amazon or boiling
eggs for breakfast in the bubbling spring of a
volcanic geyser in Chile.
The highs of long-term travel packed
with adventures like these are absurdly
enormous, but this kind of itinerant life
doesn’t come without some corresponding
lows (one, in particular, was a bout of

dengue fever contracted from determined
Colombian mosquitoes). Six months into
our new life and after travelling at a fairly
fast pace around South America, we started
to miss the comfortable familiarity of friends
and family, and needed to feel part of a
community again.
Nosara, a small village on an undeveloped
stretch of the Pacific Coast of Costa Rica,
became our next home for two months.
Here we quickly made friends
with other long-term travellers,
expats and locals over communal
dinners at our guesthouse, in the
waves and on the beach. After so
many weeks of each day being
completely different, slipping
into a daily routine of morning
surfs or yoga classes, days spent
working under a ceiling fan,
afternoon surfs and sundowner
beers on the beach felt decidedly
luxurious. The rest of Central
America nearly fell by the
wayside as Nosara wormed its
way into our hearts, but we had
just a few weeks to travel north.

Nevertheless, we were spellbound by the smell
of freshly ground coffee beans and cacao in
the mountain air of Guatemala, the gentle
palm tree sunrises on a minute Belizean
island, and the flavour-packed punch of heatprickling chillies and limes when we ate our
way around southern Mexico.
From sun-drenched Mexico City, we
flew to Iceland at the beginning of spring
and returned to a snowy landscape we

Clockwise, from opposite, top left: Bird-watching
in Ecuador’s spectacular Mashpi Cloud Forest.
Exploring Bolivia’s otherworldly salt flat on a roughand-ready 4x4 trip. The author and her boyfriend,
Joe, at Machu Picchu in Peru. Trekking across the
Perito Moreno Glacier in Argentinian Patagonia.

We started in the far south and one of the
wildest places on the planet – Patagonia – where
we hiked across glaciers and through forests on
snow-covered peaks to turquoise lakes.
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I celebrated my 30th birthday with a scuba-dive in
glacial (1°C) water in a narrow fissure between the
North American and Eurasian continental plates.

hadn’t seen since Patagonia. I celebrated my
30th birthday with a scuba-dive in glacial
(1°C) water in a narrow fissure between the
North American and Eurasian continental
plates during the day, which turned into a
spectacular display of the dancing green
lights of the Aurora Borealis at night. I
felt indescribably grateful to be starting a
new decade in such a wild and out-of-theordinary place.
While Iceland was all wilderness
escapades and moments of sheer joy, living
the slower life that followed as short-term
“locals” in Europe was just as pleasurable.
We fell in love with grungy Berlin, where
we got around by bike, danced until dawn
and washed down many litres of beer with
tangy sauerkraut on dense pretzel bread,
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and wanted to live forever in a centuriesold Tuscan farmhouse surrounded by
chirping cicadas in the idyllic, vine-striped
countryside of central Italy.
At this point – a year into the trip – Italy
and Germany also offered the time to reflect
on the magical inward journey we’d been
on. As a couple, we’d learnt to better support
one another during challenging times and
travelling brought us closer together (we got
engaged three months into the trip and were
married a month after returning home). I’d
learnt a lot – how to scuba-dive and surf tiny
waves, how to truly pack lightly for a variety
of climates, how to avoid sweating the small
stuff and how to sleep anywhere, anytime, as
long as I had my eye mask on. I’d lessened
my connection to material possessions and
embraced change and uncertainty as
Clockwise, from top left: Joe catching
waves in Nosara, on the Costa Rican
Pacific Coast. The author touching the
North American and Eurasian continental
plates on a glacial water dive in
Iceland. Joe taking a swing
into the warm ocean on the
Colombian island of
Providencia, where
the couple learnt to
scuba-dive.
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Tips for longterm travelling
STAY CONNECTED

Roaming isn’t an option for long-term
travelling. If you’re in a country for a few
days, rely on wifi (making calls home
using Skype, Facetime or WhatsApp).
If you’re somewhere for several weeks,
buy a local SIM card: they’re usually
cheap and easy to obtain.

RESEARCH
ACCOMMODATION OPTIONS

Find out about the school and national
holidays of the place you’re travelling
to next so that you know how far in
advance to book your accommodation.
I’d rather do some research and stay at
a really great guesthouse or boutique
hotel than leave it to the last minute
and stay at a below-average motel.
Airbnb is my favourite accommodation
option: it works out to be the most costeffective and you can choose to rent an
entire house or apartment to yourself,
or stay with a host (who can quickly
become a friend).
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never before. My perspective of the world
widening with each new country visited,
I felt as if I’d done university courses on
Colombian guerrilla groups, Mayan ritual
sacrifices, the Icelandic poetic sagas and the
poetry of Jorge Luis Borges.
During the last few months in the last
two countries of the trip, China and Japan, I
planned to learn more about my own mind.
In a small village surrounded by emeraldgreen rice paddies in south-west China, we
spent a few weeks training in Tai Chi and
Chi Kung under the watchful eye of a caged
mynah bird that repeatedly said: “Nĭ hăo!”
(Mandarin for “Hello!”), as if testing our
meditative resolve as we practised standing
in one position and breathing deeply for 20
minutes at a time.
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On the coast of southern Japan, we stayed
with the village Buddhist priest and his
nonagenarian mother in their temple home,
waking up each day at 5.30am to meditate
for an hour-and-a-half and receive abstruse
Zen teachings (“Become stupid! Throw out
ego!”) from our eccentric host as we sampled
Japanese whiskies from his extensive
collection around the kitchen table at night.
I’d hardly became a meditation expert by
the time we left Tokyo to fly back to Cape
Town, but I’d definitely experienced a mental
shift and gained a presence of mind that’s
remained with me ever since.
American novelist John Steinbeck once
said that people don’t take trips – trips
take people. This 500-day trip took me to
20 countries and places I never thought I’d
go to, taught me more about this amazing
planet (and my very small place in it) than
I’d ever known, gave me friends scattered
across the globe and brought me back home,
changed in ways I’m still discovering.
Clockwise, from top left: Joe doing Tai Chi with
Master Ping at a school in a small southern China
village. The serenely beautiful Kinkaku-ji Temple in
Kyoto, one of Japan’s most famous buildings.

Getting there
USA

SAA flies to New York and
Washington DC seven days a week.
Fly to the rest of the USA with
code-share partners United Airlines
and JetBlue.

SOUTH AND CENTRAL AMERICA

SAA flies directly from OR Tambo
International to São Paulo seven days
a week. The city is a hub for travelling
to most other South American countries
via code-share partner TAM Airlines,
while Bogotá in Colombia is a hub for
flights to Central America.

EUROPE

SAA flies directly to Frankfurt and
Munich seven days a week. Fly to the
rest of Europe with code-share partners
Lufthansa and Scandinavian Airlines
out of Frankfurt and Munich.

ASIA

SAA flies directly to Hong Kong seven
days a week. Fly to Japan with codeshare partner All Nippon Airways and
to China with AirChina.
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