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Davis shares experiences of year-long trip
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Greg Davis, a native of Livingston, sits with a spiritual sadhu in Durbar Square in 
Kathmandu. The sadhu is a person who has given up all their worldly possessions 
in search of spiritual enlightenment. Davis met the sadhu in a 14-country trip he took 
between July 2004 and July 2005. 

By VANESA BRASHIER
Features/special sections editor

LIVINGSTON – In 2004, Greg 
Davis was working in a corporate 
job, spending his days in a small 
cubicle, and talking to clients on 
the phone. 

It was a good job in a great 
location– he was working for 
Hewlett-Packard, living in a beau-
tiful Colorado town and going 
snowboarding and camping on 
the weekends – but working in a 
corporate atmosphere made Davis 
feel like a hamster on a wheel, go-
ing round and round and getting 
nowhere. 

“I knew I had to get out of 
there. I had to get away from my 
comfort zone,” Davis said. “I 
wanted to be able to look back on 
my life and be glad with the deci-
sions I had made.”

So, Davis quit his job at 
Hewlett-Packard and started plan-
ning his next move.

He was unencumbered, had no 
wife and children, no mortgage and 
no debt, and the only living thing 
relying on him was his dog. 

“I was in a fortunate situation. 
I realized that I have something 
that a lot of people don’t have 
– freedom,” said Davis, 36.

He also had something else that 
many other people do have – a love 
of travel. It had always been his 
dream to explore the world and to 
Greg, the time was now. 

He sold some of his posses-
sions and stored the rest in his 
aunt’s garage in Austin and saved 
about $17,500 for his round-the-
world trip. His dog was left with 
his friend, James “Blue” Hage-
meier and wife, Tracey, in Katy.

“I told my aunt about the trip 
and she said, ‘Go for it, honey. 
Don’t look back,’” Davis said. 

Davis’ plan was to live frugally, 
traveling, eating and living like the 
locals in each of the countries on 
his itinerary. 

“If the locals traveled by bus, 
that’s what I would do. If the buses 
pulled over at a small restaurant 
and the locals ordered, then I 
would order the same thing too,” 
said Davis. 

The $3,500 for air fare was the 
single most expensive item on his 
trip. This fee allowed him to travel 
through 14 countries. 

Another $3,000 was spent 
on scuba diving and the rest of 
his budget was spent on accom-
modations, travel, food and other 
items. 

He traveled lightly, carrying all 
he needed in his backpack, barter-
ing for other items along the way 
and ridding himself of items when 
they became unnecessary, like a 
pair of hiking boots that he aban-
doned somewhere in Nepal. 

His backpack held 35 lbs. of 
gear, which included three days of 
clothing, an MP3 player, the boots 
he later discarded, flip-flops, medi-
cations for malaria and stomach 
problems, a laptop computer and 
an Olympus C750 camera. 

Though the camera is not a top 
of the line camera, Davis’ excellent 

photography skills combined with 
the incredibly vibrant landscapes 
and interesting people made for some 
superb photographs. 

Along the journey, Davis wrote 
entries into his computer journal 
about the things he had seen and 
experienced. Each time he entered 
a big city, Davis visited an internet 
café and uploaded his photos and 
journal entries to his web site. His 
family and friends were able to keep 
up with his progress and welfare by 
visiting the web site. 

The first destination on his 14-
country trip was Istanbul, Turkey, 
where he arrived in July 2004.

In Turkey, Davis had to face some 
of his biggest fears. The city was 
predominantly Muslim and being an 
American made him stand out. 

“I realized that all of my fears 
turned out to be false. The Muslims 
are just like Christians, Hindus and 
Buddhists in some ways. They want 
the same things, to take care of their 
families and live a comfortable life,” 
Davis said. 

In Turkey, he joined up with 
friends from Houston, Chris and 
Nicole McNeely, and the trio spent 
about a month in Turkey, soaking 
up the great culture, learning about 
its history and eating the same foods 
as the locals. 

“Turkey is a developed country 
and it’s an easy place to get around,” 
he said. 

From Turkey, Davis traveled 
to South Africa, flying through the 
United Arab Emirates city of Dubai 
on the way. 

In South Africa, he went scuba 
diving to see whale sharks and manta 
rays in Mozambique and did a cage 
dive to see great white sharks in Cape 
Town, South Africa.

After a month, Davis and the 
McNeelys, who were still traveling 
with him, moved on to India. 

Of his vacationing with friends, 
Davis said, “I thought it was wise to 
have someone to get started with. We 
knew we would eventually part ways 
but we didn’t know when. We were 
surprised that it lasted four months 
before killing each other.”

The McNeelys were with Davis 
during one of his most memorable, if 
not disturbing experiences, in India. 

“We saw a guy on the street and 
we thought he was asleep until we 
saw he had flies around his mouth,” 
Davis said. “People were just step-
ping over him.

Davis approached a merchant 
on the street corner and, despite the 
language differences, managed to 
convey the message that the man 
lying in the street was dead.

As Davis spoke to the merchant, 
the man bobbed his head from side to 
side, a custom that Davis had never 
before seen. 

“He was acknowledging our con-
versation in a non-verbal way. Then 
finally what we were saying to him 
clicked and he said, ‘Life in India is 
cheap. Someone will clean him up,’” 
Davis said. “There was no regard for 
the man’s death. It wasn’t because 
the merchant was unsympathetic but 
because of his belief systems.”

Davis explained, “In India, you 
are born into a particular social 
system [caste] because of the way 
you lived your life previously. They 
believe in reincarnation.”

The dead man was a Dalit, part 
of a group of humanity in India that 
isn’t even considered part of the hu-
man caste system because their low 
social rank. Dalits, which translates 
into “oppressed,” are also called 
“Untouchables.” One out of six 
Indians, or roughly 160 million, are 
members of this caste. 

The disregard for the man’s 
death was difficult for Davis to un-
derstand. 

“I couldn’t put my mind around 
it. I just didn’t know until I started 
asking more questions. I under-
stood then,” he said. 

The discovery also helped him 
better understand his earlier trip to 
Varanasi, which Davis said is “the 
Mecca of Hinduism.”

In Varanasi, Davis had seen 
aging people who had come to the 
holy city to die. The city is west 
of the Ganges River, which snakes 
through that region.

“In Varanasi, there were guest 
houses where they could stay and 
live out the remaining days of their 
lives,” said Davis, adding that Hin-
dus believe that when they die they 
must have their ashes spread into 
the Ganges River for their souls to 
go to Brahmin. 

“If not, their souls would be 
recycled into life,” he said. 

An excerpt from his journal 
written about India reads:

“I sat one afternoon on the 
banks of the Ganges in Varanasi, 
India and watched life all around 
me struggle onward. A well-to-do 
Indian woman brushed by toting 
a burlap sack filled with unknown 
hidden blessings.

“A few Untouchables noticed 
her presence. Others, too weak to 
raise their chins, only their bowls, 
did not. Those Untouchables who 
were aware watched intently as 
for her purpose here. The angelic 
figure took a blade, punctured the 
bag and rice began to fall to the 
ground around her sari.

“The first few grains of rice 
smashed against the bottom of an 
empty tin bowl placed there by the 
first Untouchable to recognize its 
contents. She was one of the lucky 
ones that day. 
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The Untouchables, also known as the Dalits, are considered 
the lowest members of India’s caste system. These people 
are the poorest of India’s poor, forcing them to plead for 
food. 

“The sound, that sound still reso-
nates through my memory to this 
day. The simple ringing sound of rice 
falling on tin created mayhem that 
afternoon and the mad rush toward 
the angelic figure holding a small 
bag of rice.

“There was hope in the eyes of the 
people in need. One handful, if just 
only one handful. “Here son, take the 
larger bowl. I’ll take the smaller. We 
may get an extra handful of rice this 
time if you hold the larger bowl.” And 
so it was this time.”

After his emotionally moving visit 
to Varanasi, Davis traveled to the Taj 
Mahal in Agra, India, and was over-
whelmed there too, but for different 
reasons. 

 “I knew it was beautiful but I didn’t 
expect it to take my breath away. It 
looked like someone had dipped their 
brush in marble paint and painted the 
sky,” said Davis, who learned on his 
trip that the Taj Mahal was once even 
more breathtaking, but diamonds 
that once adorned the building were 
removed.

“The British claimed those and 
they are being shown in museums in 
England,” he said. 

After his month-long visit to India, 
the McNeelys and Davis parted ways, 
with Davis traveling on to Nepal. 

“I walked eight days and 82 miles in 
the Himalayan Mountains in Nepal,” 
he said. “It was definitely challenging 
but it wasn’t too bad. It can be done 
by a person in decent shape.”

Along the way, he encountered 
villagers who were curious about 
the white man who had entered their 
community. 

“The kids are so curious to know 
what you are, more than who you 
are,” said Davis. 

His journal entry reflects his feel-
ings:

“When approaching a mountain 
village, I’m always hesitant to climb 
the fence and enter their world. You 
can’t help but feel like an alien. You 
enter as if you own the place. No one 
is there to greet you, so you just kind 
of wander up and smile.

“Although taken aback at first, the 
children always seem to warm up. It’s 
like the circus has come to town and 
you’re the freak show… They are just 
as fascinated by us as we are of them, 
but they have the numbers.

“It can be peculiar to be standing, 
looking for something – words, any-
thing – and be silently gawked at by 
countless shiny little eyes.

“That’s normally about the time 
to do something stupid – perform a 
trick, make a funny sound, dance a 
little dance, sing a little song, or do 
something else you might not ordi-
narily consider doing with others 
watching you.”

In Nepal, Davis met and befriended 
a schoolteacher named Krishna, who 
had been forced to flee his home 
in Peudwar because of Maoists, a 
Communist group that Davis likens 
to terrorists. 

“The Maoists chased Krishna from 
his home in the Himalayan Moun-
tains. They kept coming to his village, 
taxing him, getting money from him, 
money they used to help fund their 
revolution,” Davis said. “This is hap-
pening all over Nepal. It’s affecting 
the little people. People like Krishna 
are affected and the children he might 
have taught are affected because they 
won’t get an education.”

After fleeing Peudwar, Krishna 
relocated his family in Kathmandu, 
where Krishna has given up teaching 
for now and is “slinging drinks at a 
bar,” Davis said. 

The home that Krishna and his fam-
ily once occupied in their picturesque 
village was abandoned and the family 
took only what they could carry. They 
now live in a 15 X 15-foot concrete 
room.

“Krishna is stuck there now trying 
to figure out what direction his life 
will go,” Davis said. “I’ve mentioned 
to him about starting another school 
but right now he’s gotta do what is 
right for his family.”

Of all the people Davis met on his 
journey, it is Krishna that he most 
would like to help.

“I am thinking about importing 
Nepalese goods – puppets and masks 
– and sell those to send the proceeds 
back to Krishna for the school,” 
Davis said. 

Davis mentions the children he met 
in his journal: 

“The children didn’t have much in 
terms of toys, but they made do with 
what they could muster. They had a 
few marbles and a few rubber bands 
that they used to play a game similar 
to the Western game of washers.

“Besides attending school and 
playing games, the children were kept 
busy working the fields, processing 
the rice, weaving cotton, feeding 
animals, washing clothes and doing 
basically anything that needed to be 
done in order to sustain the health 
and well-being of the tribe.

“Family bonds are so strong with 
these people. They require each other. 
Without the help of others, there’s no 
survival.”

Davis left Nepal and moved on to 
Thailand, arriving just shortly before 
the deadly tsunamis in December 
2004. 

“I got there right before Christmas 
and found a friend who was travel-
ing around the world too. We made 
plans to have lunch at a nice hotel 
in Bangkok but when I got there he 
had already finished his dinner and 
was on dessert because he had made 
plans to go to Krabi, Thailand,” said 
Davis. “He said I could go with him 
but I had been eating rice and beans 
for three months and the buffet looked 
awesome so I stayed. I told him I 
would get up the next morning to go 
to Krabi.”

After gorging on the food, Davis 
was sluggish and tired and he didn’t 
get off on the early start he had 
planned. But it probably saved his 
life. 

“When I woke up the next morn-

ing, people were crowding around the 
TVs, watching the news coverage. I 
couldn’t put my finger on what was 
going on,” he said. “Later, I noticed 
even more people surrounding the 
TVs.”

That’s when he learned of the tsu-
namis. Four hundred people in Krabi 
were killed but fortunately, Davis’ 
friend, David, was alive. 

“He was on a boat and barely got 
out alive,” said Davis. 

“I thought about helping out but 
there were a lot of rumors going 
around about disease and I had no 
medical training. I felt like I would 
have gotten in the way and I didn’t 
want to be a rubber-necker,” he 
added. 

So Davis rented a motorcycle and 
headed for Laos. He traveled north 
through an area in Thailand called 
the “Road of a Thousand Curves,” 
which took him through some re-
mote villages. He met members of 
the Karen Tribe, who are known for 
wearing multiple brass rings about 
their necks. 

In Laos, he got a sense of what the 
majority of Southeast Asia once was 
– underdeveloped, rural, and steeped 
in poverty. 

An excerpt from his journal 
reads:

“After spending time in Thailand, 
which I loved, I was seeking a more 
authentic Southeast Asian experience. 
With the global advance of capital-
ism and the boom in local tourism, 
I thought this might be an unreason-
able expectation. I was wrong. I was 
as close as possible to the real thing 
in Laos. 

“The people there make it such a 
special place with their warm smiles 
and “Sah-bah-dee” greetings. You 
feel welcome from your first step 
onto their soil. The locals graciously 
open their doors to all who come to 
experience the riches of Laos. Stun-
ning scenery, jagged mountains and 
water of every shade of blue and 
green imaginable make the country 
a sacred place to those who reside 
within its borders…

“Paper products are a luxury in 
Laos, so a proper stiff inhalation or a 
shirtsleeve will do in a crunch.”

On his first night in Laos, Davis 
stumbled out of his guesthouse and 
came across a group of youths who 
were laughing and playing a guitar. 

“They looked approachable, so I 
asked if I could play a few songs. 
They let me and I had barely gotten 
started when one of the young men in-
terrupted and asked me to sing along 
with the music,” Davis said. “My first 
reaction was ‘Oh, you don’t want that. 
I can’t sing to save my life.’ But I gave 
it a whirl. It was liberating to just belt 
out “Hey Joe” and “Symbol in My 
Driveway” and not feel apprehensive 
about my singing voice.

“They had never heard of Jimi 
Hendrix or Jack Johnson and certainly 
wouldn’t know if I botched the vocals 
here or there. They seemed to enjoy a 
brief glance into the world of Western 
music,” he said. “I enjoyed the free-
dom of that moment so much that I 
thanked them for allowing me to sing 
and then went on my merry way.”

After leaving the village, Davis 
went on a three-day hike into the 
mountains of Northern Laos. The 
price for his trip: a whopping $34. 

The only problem he faced was 
finding the right kind of shoes; he had 
left behind his hiking boots in Nepal 
and had only flip-flops. 

“So I zipped down to the market 
to pick up a pair of hiking boots. 
I found a $3 pair of Chuck Taylor 
knockoffs to help get me over the hill 
and back,” Davis said. “If you know 
anything about Chuck Taylor shoes, 
you know they are not the best choice 
for hiking, but at $1.50 a shoe, how 
could I resist?

“By the end of the trek, my feet 
felt like someone had dropped an 
anvil on them, then taken a set of 
pliers and pinched the big and pinky 
toes until they thumped purple. My 
dogs barked for days afterward, and 
the shoes – well – they have been 
reintroduced into the Laos used shoe 
market,” he said. 

On the first day of his trek, Davis 
stumbled into an opium den. He wrote 
of his experiences in his journal:

“In the dimly lit bamboo hut laid 
a frail bag of bones puffing way on a 
pipe while his wife and three infant 
children looked on. Outside of Burma 
and Afghanistan, Laos produces more 
opium than any other country in the 
world – up to 200 tons of opium an-

nually.
“Although more locals are be-

coming dependant, most of the “O” 
supply is used to support growing ad-
diction in the West. Opium addiction 
has created a noticeable reduction 
in the male workforce in Northern 
Laos and has had an overall negative 
effect on agricultural output in the 
communities.”

The trek also took him through 
an Akha village, where he was in-
vited to attend the wedding of a local 
couple. 

“The girl was absolutely petrified 
by the whole affair. She looked miser-
able, but maybe only to my Western 
eyes. The wedding was completely 
different from, but at the same time 
very similar, to what we experience 
in the West,” Davis said. “The men 
drank lots of lao lao, a rice wine, 
while the bride handed out cigarettes 
and watched patiently as they all be-
came totally inebriated. Considering 
that I just showed up in their village, 
I was honored to have taken part in 
the day’s events.”

From Laos, Davis traveled on to 
Northern Vietnam and began making 
his way south. 

Driving a rented old Russian Minsk 
motorcycle, he drove through the ter-
raced hillside of Northern Vietnam. 
He traveled through Hanoi – a town 
he said still bears a French influ-
ence. 

“There were bustling streets in 
Hanoi. There are no street signs and 
millions of motorbikes, moped types, 
are zooming past you,” Davis said. 
“For you to cross the road, you have 
to just step out, walk, step again and 
keep stepping. These bikes are zoom-
ing behind you, zooming in front of 
you and you just keep walking across 
the street. It was very scary.”

He made his way down the coast 
of Vietnam to Ho Chi Minh City, 
formerly known as Saigon. 

Of all the places he had visited 
before and after, Vietnam was Davis’ 
least favorite.

“I hit a travel wall. I wasn’t really 
interested in seeing the sights. It was 
a struggle to do things. I would have 
gone home right then but I told myself 
not to get too frustrated or worked 
up about it,” he said. “But I was tired 
of explaining who I was and where I 
was from, tired of bartering, tired of 
sleeping in another bed and tired of 
riding the bus.”

“In most countries I went through, 
I picked up a book about that country 
that related directly to the history 
and culture of that country,” said 
Davis, adding that the book he read 
in Vietnam gave him a glimpse into 
the Vietnam War.

“There were wrongs on both sides. 
I got to hear the story from their side. 
We weren’t taught that in school, to be 
empathetic to them,” he said. 

After Vietnam, Davis needed a 
break from traveling, so he took a 
$125 flight to Bali. He spent one week 
on the island of Bali and another three 
weeks on the neighboring island of 
Lombok. 

He spent the month diving and 
meeting new friends. In Bali, he also 
learned that his aunt, the same one 
who had encouraged him to take the 
trip, had died of brain cancer.

Unsure whether he should return 
home for the funeral or finish out the 
trip, Davis asked his mother, Sara 
Poston of Livingston, for advice. 

“Mom said for me not to come 
home,” Davis said. “So on the morn-
ing of my aunt’s funeral, I took a 
motorcycle and went to the north 
side of Bali to Lovina, a village that 
is known for dolphin watching.

“At sunrise, I went out in a bamboo 
boat and watched the dolphins as 
they jumped out of the water. It was 
amazing with the golden sunlight 
reflecting off the ocean. That’s what 
I will always remember when I think 
of Aunt Martha,” he said. 

The trip to Bali rejuvenated Davis, 
giving him the fresh start he needed 
to continue his journey.

He flew to Australia, a country he 
had visited after graduating college 
in 1992. But this time was different 
– he didn’t have to wash dishes or 
clean toilets to make ends meet. This 
time he got to hang out with friends 
and spend more time diving. 

From Melbourne, Australia, he flew 
to the Australian island of Tasmania, 
where he rented an RV to make his 
accommodations more comfortable. 
But the RV was costly, so Davis 
found some backpackers who were 
traveling through Tasmania to share 
the expense. 
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In Hinduism, a sadhu is solely dedicated to achieving 
liberation through meditation and contemplation of God. 
Throughout India and Nepal, sadhus wander in search of 
spiritual enlightenment.

The three of them climbed Cradle 
Mountain in Tasmania and found 
some of the most remote beaches on 
the island. 

After 10 days on Tasmania, Davis 
flew to Fijian island of Taveuni. 

Upon arriving on Taveuni, Davis 
began walking from the airport down 
a road, where he came upon a giant 
of a man named Kitte. 

“He stopped and put his hands on 
his hips and said, ‘Where are you go-
ing?’ I said, ‘Well, I am looking for a 
place to stay.’”

The man asked Davis, “You come 
to Taveuni and you have no place to 
stay?”

Davis said, “No.” 
The man then said, “You come 

with me.” Then he turned around and 
started walking away.

“I thought, ‘Where in the heck is 
this guy taking me?’ I just followed,” 
Davis said. “He was huge and I knew 
that Fiji used to be cannibalistic, but 
this guy had no teeth so I knew he 
wasn’t going to be able to eat me.”

The man led Davis to a house that 
was perched over Somo Somo Strait, 
a world famous scuba diving area 
that has a rainbow reef and a great 
white wall, two things sought after 
by divers.

He learned that Kitte was the 
caretaker of a property owned by an 
American businessman. There were 
plans for a posh home on the property 
but Kitte’s home was modest. He had 
no electricity and didn’t have much. 

“But he was as happy as a lark just 
being near his family,” Davis said. 
“There were mango tree, tangerine 
trees and bananas. Taveuni is called 
the Garden Island because of the 
fertile soil. We ate rice, fish, ramen 
noodles and all the fruit we could 
eat.”

In his two weeks with Kitte and 
his family, he went diving a lot and 
relaxed. 

Joe Newnham, a longtime friend 
of his from Houston, joined Davis in 
Fiji. Both Newnham and Davis origi-
nate from Livingston and both men 
share an interest in scuba diving. 

The two of them went diving in the 
rainbow reef near Kitte’s home before 
traveling on to Vitilevu, which is the 
main island. 

There they took part in an out-of-
cage bull shark dive with dangerous 
8- to 10-foot bull sharks swimming 
all around them while feeding on the 
big tuna heads that were being tossed 
in the water to lure them.

“I don’t know what possessed us 
to do that. It was the adventure, the 
risk,” Davis said. “They say those 
who risk the most reap the greatest 
reward.

“I don’t know what it was but it was 
very, very exciting.”

Davis and Newnham then headed 
on to the Mamanuca Islands on the 
western side of Fiji, an area that caters 
to Western tourists. 

After depriving of luxuries for so 
long, it was overwhelming to Davis to 
suddenly be surrounded by them. 

“It was an introduction to my return 
home. It was time for me to go home. 
I felt it,” he said.

In July 2005, a little more than a 
year after the journey began, Davis 
flew back to America, picked up the 
dog, collected his belongings, visited 
family and shared his stories with old 
friends.

He didn’t, however, return to the 
corporate job and cubicle. 

“I knew I didn’t want to do what I 
used to do. If I had to do something, 
I wanted it to be something that was 
fun,” Davis said. 

So he got a job at a golf course, 
driving the vehicle that collects golf 
balls. He did that for a while, but it 
“wasn’t worth the money,” Davis 
said. 

He then got a job working for the 
Velvet Spade, a club in Austin owned 
by the Pickleseimer family, formerly 
of Livingston. 

Not long after, he got a call from 
an old college roommate who owns 
a company called Mental, a manufac-
turer of  ski and snowboard headgear. 
He asked Davis if he wanted a job 
as his national sales manager. Davis 
went to work for the company in 
December.

“So far it’s been good,” Davis 
said. 

About that same time, he stopped 
by a local art market in Austin and 
talked to the guy running it about 
setting up a table to exhibit the pho-
tographs from his travels.

“I told him that people were telling 
me they are amazing photos. I knew 
they were special but they were my 
experiences, not something that I 
would have ever thought that anyone 
would want to buy,” Davis said. 

He sold quite a few of the photo-
graphs during the Christmas season 
and in January had his biggest week-
end ever. 

“All the artists out there are tripping 
out. I don’t know if I am bringing 
something that people have always 
dreamed about doing or what. But 
people really like the photographs,” 
he said. 

Davis is bringing his photograph 
exhibit to Livingston Trade Days 
on the weekend of March 18-19 and 
hopes that people will come out to see 
the world through his lens. The photos 
are also shown on Davis’ Web site at 
www.gregdavisphotography.com.

When asked what he learned from 
his trip, Davis said, “I learned to be 
empathetic. I think it’s important for 
everybody to feel like a minority 
at some point in their life. Being a 
Westerner in some of these countries 
made me the minority. I believe it 
would make a person more empa-
thetic toward racial issues in their 
own towns and would make them 
more understanding. 

“The world is full of amazing 
people. You can bring something spe-
cial to any relationship. You are not 
insignificant. Sharing yourself with 
others makes you significant.”
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