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“I haven’t a clue how my story will end, but that’s all right. 
   When you set out on your journey and night covers the road, 
       that’s when you discover the stars.”

- Unknown 



Introduction
The book that you hold in your hands is the result of a dream - a basic and sincere dream that I’d had all my life to go 

traveling. Before embarking on the twenty-one month journey, where the images and stories in this book came from, I’d certainly 
been to lots of countries and I considered myself lucky to have seen quite a bit of the world. Places I’d visited included most of 
western Europe, western Russia, east Africa, parts of South America, as well as Australia and New Zealand, all fifty US states, and 
quite a bit of Canada, among others. 

But before this trip, each time I’d gone somewhere, I had a return ticket and an end date which was always much too soon 
after I’d arrived at my foreign destination. I always felt as if I was hurrying just to see another sight and I was never able to stay 
somewhere I liked and really get ‘under the skin’ of a place. For as long as I can remember, I dreamed of buying a one-way ticket 
to a region and just going from there to anywhere and everywhere that my whims took me. Put another way, I longed to simply 
TRAVEL.

And then, after a mid-life crisis involving a divorce, and experiencing firsthand the tragic death of two of my close family 
members in two different and unrelated devastating events, I decided to finally live my dream and just go - no excuses. Once and 
for all, I was going to live out those one-liners that we all have tacked to our fridge. Life is short. Seize the day. LIVE before you 
die. Someday you’ll regret the things you didn’t do. Just do it. And my favorite - Dream as if you’ll live forever, Live as if you’ll die 
tomorrow. I began to actively prepare for an open-ended odyssey.  

The year was 2010 and I was living alone and planning a solo trip. I was flexible in my plans and truly open minded about 
all things regarding this journey, when coincidentally, I met a girl from Russia online, via Skype. We emailed and had video chats 
through the magic of the internet for about two months and we were getting along wonderfully. One day she invited me to visit 
her in Russia. As I continued to plan for a big travel trip, it crossed my mind that I might ask this girl to go with me for part of 
my adventure. 

During the summer of that year, I did go to meet Anya in her hometown, Novokuznetsk, which is in Siberia, very far from 
anywhere I’d ever been before. We both found that we got along just as well in person as we had online, and throughout that short 
10 day visit, I asked Anya if she’d go with me for part of the ‘big trip’ that I was planning. I thought it was pretty cool when she 
said yes. She wasn’t worried about obligations regarding her life in Russia. She wasn’t concerned about her ‘career job’ or missing 
her friends or her family. She simply had an open mind and an adventurous spirit.  

And so, on October 10, 2010 (10/10/10 - which is not a coincidence) I flew with a one-way ticket from Denver, Colorado 
to the capital of Montenegro - Podgorica - in eastern Europe. Anya had purchased a round trip ticket and flew from Novokuznetsk 
to Podgorica, Montenegro as well. Anya hadn’t ever been outside of Russia before (and certainly hadn’t traveled with an American 
man she’d only known for a few months), so she initially joined me on a trial basis. Her trip was to be for just three weeks. 

This was the beginning of our journey, both romantically and, for me, as a vagabonding traveler for the very first time. I 
didn’t know how long I’d travel. I didn’t know how long the money would last. I wasn’t sure if I’d survive. I certainly didn’t realize 
that this was the start of an almost two year adventure which would include getting engaged, discovering endless places and end-
less things about the world and myself, and about Anya as well. But I was ready to cast off the bow lines that had held me back 
from such a trip all my life. I certainly felt a twinge of apprehension but that was fully overwhelmed by the excitement of living out 
my simple dream. Over time, Anya started to have a travel dream as well, and our individual dreams eventually melded into one.   

This book is our travel story. We certainly aren’t fancy or rich. We did everything on our own and on a limited budget. 
We had no corporate sponsors, no entourage. We didn’t spend nights at the Marriott, and there was no fanfare when we left or 
when we came back. We were just two people who experienced the kindness of strangers, witnessed the beauty of the world and 
who happened to fall in love while traveling. 

It is with a warm heart and a glowing smile that I thank you dear reader for taking the time to read this book.

 - Don Mammoser
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PART  I
 A Simple Dream. Say Yes.



“I have found out that there ain’t no surer way to find out whether  
 you like people or hate them than to travel with them.” 

– Mark Twain



Imagine my infinite happiness when I found myself in Montenegro, holding 
hands with a cute girl, endless possibilities before us, the entire world just waiting to 
be experienced. I carried all that I needed in a simple backpack, I had no wish to buy 
any new gadget, item or souvenir. I also carried a ceaseless curiosity and a deep, strong  
desire to get to know the real world, to see places for myself that I’d heard of or read 
about in books. Everything was new and I felt reborn. I had as much time as I wanted, 
and this fact was overwhelmingly wonderful. I could tell that Anya felt similar, and she 
inspired me, motivated me and never needed to pretend to be interested, she just was. 

We chose to start in Montenegro for several reasons. For me, it was a central 
location from where I could travel to lots of new places easily. Also, it had no visa re-
quirements or restrictions for tourists visiting from either Russia or the US. And I had 
actually been to Montenegro before and wanted a semi-familiar place to first be travel-
ing with Anya. I knew it was a friendly country and I hoped that she’d like it there. For 
Anya’s part, she had simply heard about Montenegro from a couple of friends who told 
her it was great. 

Journal Entry: October 13, 2010 - We awoke to steel gray skies and though 
it looked as if the sky could open up at any minute, no rain was falling. We sat for 
breakfast at Hotel Kangaroo in Budva, Montenegro and it seemed like we were the 
only guests there. I stared into Anya’s beautiful eyes and we talked a bit about our 
travel plans and the amazing day we had had yesterday exploring Kotor. Anya’s 
absolute positive attitude and her smile were both infectious. We decided that  
today we’d go to the town of Perast, on the Bay of Kotor. We caught a local bus and 
sat holding hands as we made our way along the gorgeous coastline for almost an 

hour. Eventually the bus stopped above Perast 
where our driver let us off. Nobody was 
around and no cars went by either. It was just 
Anya and me and the incredible views over 
the town and the calm Bay of Kotor waters. 
The two tiny islands, Our Lady of the Rocks 
Island and Saint George Island, which ap-
peared to float in the bay looked story-book 

Bay of Kotor from Perast overlook (previous pages),  
Kotor Old Town (left) and Old Town of Budva (above 
right) in Montenegro.
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romantic - like tiny toys from a child’s playset. For the entire morning we saw few other signs of life 
except for a wet, scruffy dog that stuck to our heels as we explored the quaint seaside town, took lots 
of photos and found contentment merely being there together.

We kept busy during those initial three weeks. Not only were we getting to know each other, but I 
was finding out what it meant to truly be a traveler and Anya was doing something completely different 
from her normal life in Russia. We toured most of coastal Montenegro and then went to Albania for 
three days, getting around by bus and on foot.

Since it was Anya’s first time traveling anywhere outside Russia and she didn’t know what to  
expect weather-wise, she had brought a HUGE wheeled suitcase filled with a bit of everything she owned. 
I suffered with carrying her bag around out of gentlemanliness, but after three rough days in Albania, 
she saw the wisdom of traveling with a reasonable backpack, like the one I had. We went back to Budva 
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for a few days and then decided to head north to Dubrovnik, Croatia. This time, before going, we pared 
our stuff down to just my pack filled mostly with Anya’s things, plus our day bags. We left her suitcase at 
a storage locker in our favorite Budva hotel, which turned out to be a great idea. Traveling light makes 
for happy travelers. 

Dubrovnik was wonderful. We found a perfect ‘sobe’ (private residence available for short term 
stays) just outside the old walls, and after settling in we went exploring this ancient coastal city. The 
weather we had was changeable and when it rained in Dubrovnik, it poured. I remember standing  
together one day under a tiny rooftop overhang as a massive downpour turned the steep steps of the old 
town into beautiful cascading waterfalls. Yet the rain did nothing to dampen our spirits, mainly because 
we were falling in love. We also had sunny days and one perfect evening when a dripping red sunset lit 
the Adriatic on fire. That day two new lovers watched their first sunset together from a viewpoint they’d  
discovered above the city. 
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Sveti Stefan Island (above) in Montenegro,  
Old Town Dubrovnik at sunset (left) and  
Dubrovnik City Walls (below) in Croatia.

During our third week, back in Montenegro, we rented a red Toyota Yaris for five days and drove 
around, visiting scenic highlights like Cetinje, Rijeka Crnojevica, Podgorica, Durmitor National Park, 
the Tara River Canyon and Lovcen National Park. We traveled wherever our whims took us, and for 
lodging we found an inexpensive hotel or guesthouse when we arrived somewhere new. We’d then spend 
all day sightseeing, walking hand in hand, taking lots of photos and enjoying life. Our romance flour-
ished and we both began to dread the day when Anya was to fly back home.

On October 30, 2010 I rode with Anya on the bus to the airport. After some last hugs, a few soft 
kisses and the mutual promise that we would be back together again soon, she was gone. I had the intense 
feeling that a vital organ had been taken from my chest when I watched her walk through passport control. 
I clung to the commitment that we’d made to each other to meet somewhere once she got things sorted 
out at home. Anya needed to quit her job and tell her family that she was going off with the American 
man again. For my part, I was now traveling as a solo vagabond.
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Old Town of Mostar at sunset 
(above) and ‘Stari Most’ Bridge 
at night (left) in Bosnia i Her-
cegovina.

12 • Part I



I moved north from Montenegro, stopped along the coast of Croatia for 
some time and then got myself to Mostar, in Bosnia i Hercegovina. This UNESCO 
World Heritage city straddles the Neretva River and is a wonderful place to spend 
a couple of days. Evidence of the 1990 war could still be seen here but the good of 
humankind was, to me, much more pronounced. Throughout the city there were 
many examples of reconciliation and recovery. The coexistence of diverse cultural, 
ethnic and religious communities was what I chose to see. The ‘Stari Most’ (Old 
Bridge) of Mostar, linking the Muslim and Christian areas of town, was the best 
example of this. 

Journal Entry: November 3, 2010 - I woke up in Mostar, Bosnia and after 
lots of research online, I decided to take the train from Mostar to Ploce, Croatia 
and from Ploce, I thought I’d go to Korcula - an island town which sounded and 
looked great. The hostel owner, Deni, drove me to the bus/train station. We parted 
with a handshake and he wished me safe travels. His was the last smile I saw all 
day. At the counter I asked the attendant for a train ticket to Ploce and between 
puffs on a Marlboro, she rattled off god-knows-what in Croatian. She was NOT in 
a good mood. I paid and got my ticket. I asked where to go as there were definitely 
no trains or even train tracks in sight. She pointed left and said something that 
didn’t sound very happy. I went left. There was a roped-off parking lot and nobody 
around. Nothing of substance was in sight. My ticket said the train was at 9:26am. 
It was 9:15am. I went back to the window and asked the woman where I was to 
be. She got really upset and pointed left again. Ok, I vaguely remembered reading 
that due to repairs, part of the train trip to Ploce was by bus. No bus showed up at 
9:26 or even at 9:40. I went back to the mad woman. Now she hit the roof at this  

stupid American tourist asking her questions over and over. She scribbled 10:30 on a piece of paper 
and threw it at me. “But where?” I asked. She went berserk and pointed left and almost bit her ciga-
rette in half in the process. I quickly disappeared out of her sight. Luckily there was finally someone 
else over there, to the left and I asked this older man, while showing him my ticket if this was ok. “Da, 
da,” he said, and we waited together. A bus arrived at 10:40am and we were finally off.

That bus took me to Ploce and from there I caught another bus to Drevnik and then a ferry to 
Hvar Island. I needed another ferry to Korcula - my intended destination. Upon my arrival on Hvar, I 
got off the boat and the one person who looked official at the terminal said that no ferries ran to Korcula 
at this time of year. I was disappointed and almost out of daylight after all this. Luckily the small town 
of Sucuraj, on Hvar Island had a couple of guesthouses and I found one within my budget and I rested. 
The next day I took a morning ferry back to the mainland, caught a bus to Split, Croatia and then that 
evening a night train to Ljubljana, Slovenia, where I got on one final bus to Bled. 
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Bled, Slovenia is a fairy tale type of place if ever there was 
one. A pretty castle on a cliff overlooks a serene lake, where folks 
go for morning runs and sculling teams cruise silently past. No 
motors disturb the scene as only hand propelled watercraft are  
allowed. A flat, easy path encircles the entire lake and offers 
endlessly gorgeous scenery for joggers, scullers and photogra-
phers alike. This trail takes about 90 minutes to walk or about 30  
minutes by bike. It took me the better part of three days to get all 
the views and photos I wanted while there. 

Out in the lake on the far west side sits Slovenia’s only island - Bled Island - truly a special sight to 
behold, and the object of most of my images from the area. Bled Island is capped by a pretty church and 
bell tower dating from the 15th century. 99 steps lead from the water’s edge to the entrance of the church. 
Legend has it that a groom who successfully carries his new bride up those steps and rings the bell will 
bring happiness and good luck to himself and his new wife. 

I managed to find a tiny, unmarked trail which led to a scenic overlook where the entire lake 
stretched out before me. Snowcapped mountains receded into the background and Bled Island bobbed 
like a floating dream on the water. That day I had the place to myself. I spent most of an afternoon up 
at the viewpoint, getting photographs and simply enjoying the place. I picnicked with some bread and 
cheese I‘d brought for the occasion and only wished Anya could have been there with me.
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Bled Island reflection (above left), wide-angle 
view of the lake from hiking overlook (above) 
and hazy afternoon (right) in Bled, Slovenia.
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