


Chapter 1

Awakening

It’s a dangerous business, Frodo, going out your front 

door. You step out on to the road, and if you don’t 

keep your feet, there’s no knowing where you’ll be 

swept off to. — j. r. r. tolkien

Lesson: Adventure is for everyone.

We live in interesting times, a remarkable age that offers 
countless opportunities for personal growth and ad-

vancement. As busy as we all are, most of us still have enough 
free time to pursue hobbies and the development of nones-
sential skills. For the price of a plane ticket, we can jet off 
to foreign lands. Whatever we could possibly want to learn is 
readily available to us.

Yet these opportunities can also be overwhelming. After 
our basic needs are met, how do we choose a focus? For many 
of us, the answer is surprisingly simple: We choose to embrace 
a quest, and we choose to live for adventure.

At meetups and coffee shops on five continents, I sought 
out people who were undertaking quests and heard their sto-
ries. Through a series of interviews and surveys, I pestered 
them about why they chose to focus on a specific goal for an 
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14 • The Happiness of Pursuit

extended period of time. What did they learn, and how were 
they changed along the way?

Regardless of what kind of project it was, I noticed that 
people who pursue quests tend to have a few things in com-
mon. For example, I talked with a number of people who 
walked, cycled, or sailed thousands of miles on their own. I 
didn’t want to walk, cycle, or sail thousands of miles (I pre-
ferred airplanes). Those who felt compelled to make such jour-
neys probably weren’t interested in what I had to deal with 
either (presumably they didn’t want to spend countless nights 
attempting to sleep on airport floors, or countless days dealing 
with corrupt officials in stressful situations). But the challenge 
itself— the ambition of the pursuit and the desire to do what-
ever it took to keep going— that was the common thread.

In seeking answers, I also borrowed an approach I used 
in my previous book, The $100 Startup. For that project, a 
small team and I cast a net far and wide, seeking stories from 
around the globe. One thing led to another and the book’s sto-
ries seemed to accumulate easily, with one interesting person 
leading to another.

I faced a greater challenge this time, however. If you’re 
looking for stories of people who’ve started a business without 
much money or education, the criteria are clear. But what sto-
ries should you search for when it comes to questing?

Working with another small team and a large supply of cof-
fee, I started by once again casting a wide net, this time in 
search of anyone who’d undertaken a big journey or purpose-
ful adventure. By leaving the initial casting call open- ended, 
we hoped to hear from a wide variety of diverse subjects. Be-
cause people who are pursuing a big quest aren’t always online 
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(and because some don’t actively speak about their projects), 
we encouraged readers to submit other people’s stories as well.

Having an open casting call was a good starting point, but 
we quickly realized that we’d need to apply some stricter crite-
ria. Among the initial responses was a broad group of submis-
sions related to general life improvement: getting in shape, for 
example, or starting a small business, or writing a book. All 
of these things are fine and well, we thought, but they aren’t 
exactly quests. Deciding to improve one’s life, however mean-
ingful it might be on a personal level, is not by itself a quest. 
Quitting smoking, losing weight, or getting out of debt are all 
worthy pursuits, but they shouldn’t be a lifelong focus.

A quest, we decided, is something bigger. It takes more 
time and requires more commitment than general life improve-
ment. Still, though, what exactly is a quest? How to define it?

We decided to let the stories lead the way. Walking across 
the continent and not speaking for a decade? Yes, that counts. 
Giving up a well- paying job to advocate for women’s rights in 
Bangladesh . . . as a volunteer with no recognition for twenty 
years? Yes, that too.

After much consideration, here are the criteria we settled on.

A quest has a clear goal and a specific end point. 
You can clearly explain a quest in a sentence or two. Every 
quest has a beginning, and sooner or later, every quest will 
come to an end. (Not everyone will understand why you 
undertook the quest, but that’s another matter.)

A quest presents a clear challenge. By design, a quest 
requires that something be overcome. Not every quest 
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16 • The Happiness of Pursuit

needs to be dangerous or next to impossible to achieve, but 
it shouldn’t be easy, either.

A quest requires sacrifice of some kind. There is 
no “having it all” when it comes to a quest— to pursue 
a big dream, you must give something up along the way. 
Sometimes the sacrifice is apparent in the beginning; other 
times it becomes apparent only later on.

A quest is often driven by a calling or sense of 
mission. A calling need not be some form of divine 
inspiration. It is often expressed simply as a deep sense 
of internal purpose. Whatever form it takes, people who 
pursue quests feel driven, pushed, or otherwise highly 
motivated to keep going.

A quest requires a series of small steps and 
incremental progress toward the goal. As we’ll see, 
many quests are composed of a long, slow- and- steady 
march toward something, with moments of glory and 
elation few and far between. You don’t simply arrive at the 
holy grail the day after you set out to find it. (If you do, it’s 
probably not the holy grail, and it’s definitely not a quest.)

To sum it up, a quest is a journey toward something spe-
cific, with a number of challenges throughout. Most quests 
also require a series of logistical steps and some kind of per-
sonal growth.

Before anything else can be done, you have to sort out the 
many practical details and obstacles that lie in your way. In my 
case I had to arrange visas and methods of transport. I had to 
figure out how to visit hostile countries that didn’t exactly have 
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Why a Quest Might Be for You

This book will offer the opportunity to examine dozens of 

quests, projects, and adventures. If you’re already beginning to 

think about how to apply these lessons and stories to your own 

life, consider these questions. The more you’re inclined to an-

swer “yes,” the more likely you are to enjoy a quest of your own.

• Do you like making lists and checking things off?

• Have you always enjoyed setting goals?

• Do you feel motivated by making progress toward a goal?

• Do you enjoy planning?*

• Do you have a hobby or passion that not everyone under-

stands?

• Do you ever find yourself day- dreaming or imagining a differ-

ent kind of life?

• Do you spend a lot of time thinking about your hobby or pas-

sion?

*  Research shows that we enjoy planning a vacation as much as taking the vaca-
tion. Anticipation is a powerful force.

a tourist department on hand to answer questions or distribute 
sightseeing brochures. When I ran into problems, I had to re-
treat and regroup, and then plan for another attempt.

But in a true, life- altering quest, it’s not only the practical 
aspects you have to consider. You also must become a better 
person than you were before you started. You must improve 
throughout the journey.

Oh, and there’s one more thing I learned: Most of the time, 
something else happens along the way.
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A Taxonomy of Adventure

In ancient myths, most quests were ones of discovery or con-
frontation. A kingdom was under siege, so it required defend-
ing. A minotaur in a faraway land guarded a magic chalice, 
and only the hero could wrest it back.

Happily, real- world quests offer more possibilities than 
storming castles and rescuing princesses, and with some excep-
tions modern- day quests can be placed into a few broad catego-
ries. Travel is an obvious starting point. As I searched for stories 
and recruited submissions from readers, I learned of many peo-
ple who set out to circumnavigate the globe in different fashions 
or be the first to accomplish a challenging goal far from home.

Branching out beyond travel, the categories of learning, 
documenting, and athleticism were also fairly self- explanatory. 
When an independent learner from Canada decided to tackle 
the four- year MIT computer science curriculum in just one 
year, publishing his test scores along the way, this was clearly 
a quest oriented around learning and achievement. When a 
young woman who competed in international competitions 
decided to adopt and train an especially difficult horse— 
eventually placing near the top in an important European 
championship— this was clearly an athletic pursuit.

Perhaps more interesting than topical categories is the 
broader question of why people pursue quests and adventures. 
The answers can fit into categories, too, albeit ones that are 
not as tightly boxed. As I traveled the world and traversed my 
inbox, a few themes kept coming up:

Self- discovery. Just as heroes of old set off on horses to 
chase their dreams into enchanted forests, many people 
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still follow paths to “find” themselves. Nate Damm, who 
walked across America, and Tom Allen, who set out to 
cycle the planet from his town in England, originally left 
home merely because they could. They wanted to chal lenge 
themselves by learning more about the world. Some of their 
friends and family understood their desire to set out on big 
journeys— both gave up jobs to do so— but others didn’t get 
it. “This is just something I need to do,” Nate said. “It’s 
about letting a little risk into your life,” Tom explained.

Reclaiming. In days of old, reclaiming was about 
taking back the land. Recall Mel Gibson in his classic 
Braveheart performance standing on a hill and shouting 
“Freeeee- dooom!” in defense of Scotland against the tyrant 
Englishmen from the south.

Many people still pursue quests of reclaiming, though 
not usually with swords and shields. Sasha Martin, a 
woman raising a family in Oklahoma, had grown up 
living abroad and wanted to introduce her household to 
an awareness of different cultures. She couldn’t travel to 
foreign lands, at least not at the time, so she decided to 
make a meal from every country, complete with an entire 
menu and mini- celebration.

From the frontiers of Alaska, Howard Weaver led a 
scrappy team that took on an establishment newspaper. 
In an epic battle that stretched for years, Howard and his 
staff fought to present a “voice of the people” against a 
better- funded, big- business paper.

Response to external events. Sandi Wheaton, a career 
employee for General Motors, was laid off at the height of 
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the auto industry’s downturn in 2009. Instead of choosing 
the usual strategy (panic, then do everything you can to 
get another job), she took off for an extended trip, taking 
photos and documenting the journey as she went along. 
My own quest to visit every country initially came from a 
post- 9/11 experience, after which I wanted to find a way 
to meaningfully contribute. My soul- searching led to four 
years on a hospital ship in West Africa, which sparked 
everything that would come later.

Desire for ownership and empowerment. Julie 
Johnson, a blind woman who trained her own guide dog, 
said that she was motivated at least partly by the pressure 
put on her not to do it her own way. “Probably the biggest 
reason is that it felt right,” she told me. “I needed to 
do this Big Thing. I didn’t know then that it was a Big 
Thing, I just knew it was something that I needed to do 
for myself. If I didn’t, I’d always wonder about what could 
have been.” This perspective— “If I didn’t try, I’d always 
wonder what might have happened”— showed up again 
and again in the stories I came across.

Taking a stand for something. Some people I met 
were essentially missionaries or crusaders for their causes, 
sharing their stories with anyone who’d listen and building 
alliances along the way. Miranda Gibson, for example, 
spent more than a year living in a tree in Tasmania, 
protesting illegal logging. Others devoted their lives to 
something they believed in, sacrificing income and time 
(and sometimes more) to give all that they could.
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There’s an Adventure Waiting for You, Too

Real- life adventure isn’t only about traveling the world (al-
though many of this book’s stories do involve travel) nor is a 
quest always about leaving home (although it often involves 
breaking out of a comfort zone). Over the next two hundred– 
plus pages, you’ll encounter dozens of incredible stories. You’ll 
meet the people I’ve mentioned thus far and many more. And 
you’ll learn that the vast majority of these stories are about 
normal people doing remarkable things. 

Sure, there are exceptions: the story of John “Maddog” 
Wallace comes to mind. Wallace pulled off the feat of running 
250 marathons in a single year, ignoring a legion of sports doc-
tors and athletes who all said such a thing was impossible. You 
may be interested in why he did it, or even how he did it— but 
it’s not likely you’ll try the same thing. That’s OK, though. As 
I’ve said, most of this book’s “cast of characters” are ordinary, 
in the sense that they don’t have special powers or abilities. 
Their quests— and in many cases, their accomplishments— 
were extraordinary, but for the most part these individuals 
were successful not because of innate talent, but because of 
their choices and dedication.

Much of the time, the goals grew in proportion with time 
and experience. Those I interviewed often spoke of their per-
ceived feebleness, or of their belief that “anyone” could do 
what they did— but as you’ll see, few would have the resolve to 
persist as they did.

In addition to satisfying my own curiosity, I wrote this 
book to inspire you to attempt something remarkable of your 
own. Look closely here and you’ll see a path you can follow, no 
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matter your goal. Everyone who pursues a quest learns many 
lessons along the way. Some relate to accomplishment, disil-
lusionment, joy, and sacrifice— others to the specific project 
at hand. But what if you could learn these lessons earlier? 
What if you could study with others who’ve invested years— 
sometimes decades— in the relentless pursuit of their dreams?

That learning opportunity is what this book is about. You’ll 
sit with people who have pursued big adventures and crafted 
lives of purpose around something they found deeply mean-
ingful. You’ll hear their stories and lessons. You’ll learn what 
happened along the way, but more important, you’ll learn why 
it happened and why it matters. It’s my job as the author to 
provide a framework and issue a challenge. It’s yours to decide 
the next steps.

Perhaps reading about other people’s stories will prompt you 
to think about your own life. What excites you? What bothers 
you? If you could do anything at all without regard to time or 
money, what would it be?

As you progress through this book you’ll see that it advances 
a clear argument: Quests bring meaning and fulfillment to our 
lives. If you’ve ever wondered if there’s more to life, you might 
discover a world of opportunity and challenge waiting for you. 
But think of your first quest as reading this book. There’s a 
clear goal (finish the book) and a specific end point (the last 
page). Accomplishing the goal requires time and commitment. 
Hopefully, the sacrifice won’t be huge, but the point is, right 
now, you could be doing something else instead of reading.
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Just Take That First Step

It’s hard to put into words the excitement that wells up when 
you buck routine and begin doing something you were meant 
to do. I remember my first six- month stop when I volunteered 
aboard that hospital ship in West Africa. When I glanced out 
at the sea of faces in Sierra Leone, I felt remarkably alive. 
Above the dock lay the hills of Freetown, a place of abundant 
natural beauty marred by the devastation of an eight- year civil 
war that had only recently ended.

I jumped headfirst into West African life, and along the 
way learned about travel. The local version was fascinating. 
Shared taxis crawled through the streets of Freetown, picking 
up as many as a dozen passengers in a single car. One time I 
saw a cab swing by and the backseat was empty . . . except for 
a dead cow, which had somehow been wedged in for transport 
from one side of the city to another.

Traveling around the region was also interesting. Due to 
the poorly developed flight network, I often had to make three 
or more stops in neighboring countries to travel a distance the 
equivalent of New York to Chicago. The governments of these 
countries didn’t always like one another, so arriving passengers 
were treated with suspicion, even if they were obviously just 
passing through en route to their actual destinations.

It was all new and thrilling. I spent my early mornings 
running on the docks before the sun became too hot. Dur-
ing the day I unloaded medical cargo and coordinated logis-
tics, and at night I sat on the promenade deck to reflect on my 
surroundings.

By the time the four- year commitment ended, I was eager 
for a new challenge. I’d been traveling around Africa and 
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Europe, exploring more and more countries whenever I got the 
chance. On one trip I flew overnight from Paris to Johannes-
burg, wide awake and dreaming the whole way, memorizing 
the Air France route map and considering all the cities I still 
didn’t know.

I wasn’t sure how I would do it, but I was entranced by the 
notion of frequent travel— and I liked the idea of connecting 
it to a goal. By that point I was busy making lists of the places 
I wanted to visit. I’d seen a lot, no doubt, but there were far 
more places I hadn’t been to.

Even as I began my adventures by living and traveling in a 
challenging region where tanks patrolled the cities and street 
lamps were pocked with bullet holes, some parts of travel in-
timidated me. I wasn’t good at speaking other languages, and 
I didn’t feel especially brave. When I looked at the map and 
considered the whole world, I felt overwhelmed. Yet I was 
oddly attracted to the idea of going everywhere, and something 
about it reminded me of playing video games.

Ever since I was a kid, I enjoyed gaming. My favorite games 
were those that involved multiple stages and lots of obstacles to 
work through. The object of many of these games was to reach 
the end and emerge victorious, but for me, the game itself was 
what I enjoyed. Stage by stage, level by level, one triumphant 
fight after another— I was engaged the most when the game 
presented challenges that could be overcome through repeated 
effort and logical thinking.

Something about the gaming concept of going everywhere 
spoke to me. If I made a list and worked on the list, a big 
goal— even a huge goal— seemed feasible. Country by coun-
try, I’d work through the challenge. It wasn’t just about the 
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achievement, it was about the effort. I enjoyed the process of 
tackling the world, going farther and farther afield to places 
that were largely unfamiliar before I began— if I even knew of 
them at all. Eventually I’d reach the final stage, but the game 
itself was what I enjoyed.

Why should you consider a quest? Because your life is good, 
but you don’t feel completely fulfilled. You long for a challenge 
that requires you to develop new muscles and acquire new 
skills, and if you’re willing to work for it, you can find it . . . or 
perhaps even better, you can create it for yourself.

Remember

WVV*
A quest has a few key features, including a clear 

goal, a real challenge, and a set of milestones along 

the way.
___________________________________________________________________

Pay attention to the ideas that draw your interest, 

especially the ones you can’t stop thinking about.
___________________________________________________________________

This book isn’t just a study of what other people 

have done. You, too, can identify and pursue a quest.

Guil_9780385348843_2p_01_r1.indd   25 4/29/14   2:26 PM


