Thursday, the 5th of April 2007

We met Benno about two years ago. It was on our last vacation before I got pregnant with Tristan. We had just rushed through Cambodia and visited the Ankor Wat and were looking forward to some beach time in Thailand. We were staying at a guesthouse in Trat, on our way to one of the islands. It almost seemed like good faith that we bumped into each other there and then. For the two weeks of vacation we had left, I had made up my mind to go to an undeveloped island, unspoiled by tourism like Koh Chang, which lies just outside Trat. Koh Kood was such an island. Its small population lived of fishing and growing crops, and counted only one resort and possibly a few guesthouses. I wanted to get there, but I didn’t know how. This island was off the beaten track, you see, no tourist boats ever went there. And there was Benno; Swiss guy, tall and well built, dark long hair and deep blue eyes: if I had been single in those days, I swear…

Anyway, he knew just how to get us to Koh Kood and the next day, the three of us were catching a ride on the next local boat to paradise. I have to say that I have lazed at a rather decent amount of beaches in my life, from Goa to the Australian east coast, from the Mexican Caribbean to the African west coast, from Copa Cabana in Rio to Greece and Spain, not to mention a bunch of the Thai islands. But of all these places, Koh Kood was without any doubt the most beautiful and idyllic place I had ever seen. It was pure paradise, a bit like in the movie “The Beach”, but better. (Phi Phi Islands was nothing compared to this.) I

On this breathtaking gem, we spent ten days together, getting to know each other. Both Christian and I developed a friendship with Benno each in our own ways. Christian and Benno are both into computers and share a lot of points of view. I think my friendship with Benno was more of the spiritual kind in addition to the ideas we shared about society. At the time we met, Benno was on a longer journey, travelling for about a year. After Christian and I had gone home from our vacation, he was headed for India. He bought a motorbike there and was on the road with it for four months. India must have left quite an impression on him then. When he came home to Switzerland, we regained contact. We spent many long hours on MSN and Skype chatting about life and the ideas we shared. Benno wanted, just like us, someday to move away from Western society and the “rat race”, making a living while enjoying life to the fullest. Christian and he had tons of ideas for making computer business in different countries. During the Swedish “Midsommar” 2006, Benno visited us for a week in Gothenburg. Again we talked and talked, and it seems that he and Christian finally had figured out a way to earn money abroad. Christian had been very unhappy in his previous job. The atmosphere had been very bad, and he felt like many of us do in the West: going to work everyday and like robots working for somebody else’s benefits with something you didn’t really want to do for a living in the first place. He just wanted to try something new and I had given him my blessing to do that. If it wouldn’t work out, we could still return to good old boring Swedish life. It may sound weird, but even though Christian and Benno both love computers, they both agreed that sitting behind a computer screen ten hours a day is not a life. 
Benno told us he was headed for India again in December 2006. Once he would get there he was going to work for a Swiss client, and Christian was to become his partner in the project. So part of the reason we chose India as a destination for this journey, is because of Benno. Other reasons were of course that I had been meaning to show India to Christian for a long time. Further on I wanted to relive that “spirit of India” again, the one I have been talking about before.

After Benno left for Switzerland I unexpectedly got into university, something I had been striving for the past two years, and even though leaving Sweden was an idea we played with often, I did want to study anthropology in Gothenburg. Nevertheless, during our one month island hopping trip to Greece last September, we decided to go travelling for a while this winter. We told Benno we were headed for India and that Christian was looking forward to work with him. It was a crazy but fun and exciting idea and we were all for it! But during the many preparing Skype conversations things slowly started to change. The arrangements went difficult and my impression was that Benno wasn’t clear in his head half of the time because of his “smoking habits”. The last couple of chats I had with Benno were filled with bad energy and usually ended up wrongly. I was usually left with mixed feelings afterwards, but since I was already going through a rough time last autumn, I decided to let it go and take it up with him once we were in India. The environment would be different then and we would be able to talk face to face. Regarding the project he was supposed to work on with Christian, I discussed it with Christian a couple of times and we decided that we would still go for it. We would however focus on other sources of income besides the gig with Benno while in India, just to be sure. Things went just worse after Benno left for India mid December 2007, and since then we lost contact entirely. We predicted that India had changed Benno, just as it changes many travellers and we started to doubt that we would meet him at all in India.
In the mean time Christian had quit his job at RBM Sweden and started up his own company. By help of a talent seeker, he got in contact with the client he worked for last autumn. It was rather nice to have him working from home so that I attend my lectures, without having to put Tristan in day-care. This talent seeker, Ravi is his name, turned out to be Swedish-Indian. Ravi works and lives in Sweden, but has besides that some businesses running in India. Through him Christian got more job offers, among others in Delhi and Hyderabad. Right now, it doesn’t really matter whether Christian takes the job or not. It would be fun and a great experience for him, and even if it nice with some extra cash, we do not desperately need the money. We will see what happens next. The future is unwritten. 
Saturday, the 7th of April 2007

Three days before we left Arambol, we decided to go for one of our morning swims. With Tristan on my arm I already went ahead to the ocean. I walked towards the gate of the guesthouse garden, giving strait way to the beach. When I stepped through the gate I suddenly stopped: right in front of me, with his back turned against me, stood a tall man, darkly tanned, half long dark brown curly hair hidden underneath a turban. He was wearing “Aladdin”-pants (the newest traveller’s fashion in Asia nowadays) and a sleeveless shirt, completely dressed in black. He had grown a beard, and even though I don’t like men with beards, I still thought he looked handsome. With him was an equally tanned and tall woman, with the perfect figure, dressed in gipsy style. She too was beautiful, slightly older than me, and secretly I wanted to be like her. I am rather tall, but next to this woman I felt short and chubby. My skin was pale and my tummy still showed the results of bringing a child to the world one year earlier. They were speaking in French to a third person I never had seen before. I hesitated… Could it really be him? I moved closer, but he didn’t see me. I walked around them, looked strait at his face, still without him noticing me, and then took one step back again. It was him! I walked back into the guesthouse garden, where Christian was already on his way out. 

“Guess who is standing right in front of our guesthouse”, I stumbled. Doubtfully Christian peeked through the gate, looked back at me with surprised eyes and declared: “Benno! Haha!” We were both equally astonished, as we thought he would have travelled far up north by now and besides we didn’t think we would meet him again, but there he was, not more than two meters away from us. Christian walked strait up to him. It took Benno a second or two before he recognized Christian; his hair was cut much shorter than the last time they met. Benno in his turn had grown back his hair after have shaven it all off on his previous visit to India (which I thought looked awful by the way). Then they hugged each other briefly. Then he saw me, and we fell into each others arms. It felt really good to see him again, Benno, my lost buddy. We were presented to the tall woman; her name was Anahy, a “Parisiènne” and Benno’s new love of his life.

We chatted for a short while and Benno promised to pop by later that evening. Nothing much was said that night, except for the fact that Benno was in no mood to do “European work” here in India. He seemed to have forgotten about the oral agreement he had made with Christian, but in a way, that did not come as a surprise to us. You see, Benno is a beautiful person with a beautiful mind, but nevertheless he has been walking around stoned half of the time for the past two years. It momentarily changes his attitude every time, and that’s a bloody shame.

All the same, Benno and I had a lot of catching up to do and most importantly sort out the problems we had had over the internet last autumn. The latter happened rather fast. I wasn’t in the mood for fighting with him and neither was he. We both realised we had been going through stressful times and it is so much easier to create problems when one is under influence of the every day pressure of Western society. That last part is something Benno and I can talk about for hours. And we did. Two days later he picked me up in Arambol with the same old motorbike he cruised around India with and took me for a ride along the Goan coast. I enjoyed it to the fullest; the warm Indian breeze blowing through my hair, passing by simple settlements built out of palm leaves, local children happily screaming at us as we passed through their villages and the ocean moving majestically on to the shore at the far west end. As I sat behind him on his bike I felt the front of my hips against his lower back, resting my hands softly on his hips and I smelled his sweet bodily sent. It was kind of sexy actually. Hence I have always had an innocent crush on Benno. We first made a stop by the house he was renting together with Anahy. It was a simple Indian style house, hot as hell inside, with only the bare necessities, but charming nonetheless. We had chai and talked and talked like we had done before. Benno and I have in common that we both are rather critical towards our modern society. When we are out travelling, something we both love to do on a regular basis, we are, in a way and for a short moment in life, able cut loose from the “rat race”; the idea of what life should be like according to western values and this being the only way to become successful and happy. I am talking about getting an education after high school, getting a boy-/girlfriend which you marry after an appropriate period of time, buying a house, getting two or three kids and work your whole life day in day out to pay off the life long mortgage. You get up at 7am, spend one hour in traffic jams after having gulped down your coffee, sit behind a desk for eight hours, under pressure of your boss who keeps on harassing you about that deadline, your colleagues gossiping behind your back, leaving the office around 6pm to spend another hour in traffic, picking up the kids from day-care, not having the energy left to spend time with them before they go to bed at eight and then finally to crash into the sofa to watch a boring series or movie you have already seen for the hundredth time. The next day the whole thing starts over. The weekends are filled with household tasks for which you have no time during the week and/or visiting you mother in law. If you’re lucky enough you get some quality time with your partner and the kids, a walk in the park or a cinema. And all this time we look forward to those four weeks of vacation we get every year to “load up our batteries”, so we can start the rat race all over again. Load up our batteries?? Hello?? We shouldn’t have to load up our batteries! That’s not what life is about! Life should be joyful and filled with energy so that we don’t need to take a three week holiday to Greece to relax. Besides, by the time we have managed to let go of the stress, it is time to go home again. I am not proposing that one shouldn’t work at all. All I am aiming at is that we live to work, not work to survive. We work and work and work until we are so exhausted that by time we retire we are too tired to start living to the fullest. Of course I have described the whole thing a bit to the extreme, but you all know that there is much reality in what I just wrote. We do have a choice. Western society, however tells us we don’t. Whenever we are away from this society, travelling or doing whatever, we are able to look at it from a distance. Only when you are in outer space, you can see what the world really looks like. Of course we all have to make a living. But you can do it however and wherever. Why should we live in the future when we can enjoy the present? The future does not exist, neither does the past. All there is here and now. And we are given the choice to do with this present time whatever we want to do, not what society tells us we should do. The majority of the people living in modern society have some kind of idea of what the course of life should look like and this being the only course one should follow in order to become happy, but honestly, who ever asked them?
When I am out travelling I realise all of this. I realise that in fact this is my truth. It is also Christian’s truth, and Benno’s truth, and the truth of many others I know, usually those who have taken the opportunity to step away from Western thinking for a longer period of time. When ever I go back to Europe I get confused. Modern society’s mass media pumps us full with messages, which try to make you and me believe that there is only one “acceptable” path to follow during the course of a life time. This confusion leads to unhappiness, stress and loss of focus in life. This results in that many individuals, people like you and me, feel like they are not good enough, wondering what and why they are doing the things they do. When I am out here, that confusion disappears. That is what Benno and I discussed that afternoon. He knew me, he knew what my problem was and he shook me awake again. It was just what I needed and precisely what brought an end to those first weeks in India of uncertainty. Don’t get me wrong; he didn’t put any ideas into my head. He simply reminded me of what I had taught him in the first place two years ago, when he was lost and confused. He seems to have found his way in life now, even if sometimes he still acts young and naïve. He wants to quit the dope too; he wishes to be clear in his head all the time. Maybe Anahy, who is a few years older than him and who is a mother of two, can support him for that matter. He seems to be very much in love with her. I hope she feels the same, because I would hate to see him get hurt. Sadly enough this doesn’t take away the fact that Christian and I are slightly disappointed in Benno’s behaviour. Even though we are glad that he found happiness, we feel he has acted unprofessionally work wise. Now he has gone his own way and of the wonderful friendship we had together, little is left now. But life goes on and people come and go.
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Benno, unplugged from the West

