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We must be willing to get rid of the life we've planned, so as to have the life 
that is waiting for us.  

-Joseph Campbell (1904–1987)  

 



 

 

 

Prologue: Tikal, Guatemala 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

HE SPRING OF 1997 found us picking our way through the 
Guatemalan jungle in near darkness, the forest canopy so dense 
that the trail was barely visible in the half-light of dawn. As the 

sky lightened, the screams of howler monkeys began to echo through 
the vine-hung trees, and we picked up the pace. Our escape—a sabbati-
cal begun the month previous in Mexico—had brought us as far as the 
ancient Mayan ruins of Tikal, and we were determined to reach the top 
of the much-lauded Temple IV by sunrise. 

This wasn’t our first extended leave, nor would it be the last. And 
although this trip would take us to several more Central American 
countries before we headed home, a chance encounter on this particu-
lar day would set us on a path that would wind its way eventually to this 
book.  

We left the main trail and began to work our way uphill, grabbing 
at roots and vines to keep the pace, pulling ourselves hand over hand 
up the increasing slope and thickening growth. Just as it seemed we 
were completely lost, the jungle abruptly ended and we emerged onto 
the open face of a steep hill. 

But it wasn’t a hill. The slope we had been climbing was in fact the 
side of a towering Mayan temple. Its lower portion, the “hill” we had 
struggled to climb moments before, had been completely reclaimed by 
jungle and was indistinguishable from the surrounding area. Here, the 
roots, dirt and undergrowth had been excavated down to stone steps, 

T 
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and we stood on the ancient temple itself. I paused for a moment to 
digest the scene, and then we climbed the remaining distance to the 
top, finally pressing our backs against the stone and sidestepping along 
a narrow ledge to reach the front of the monolith. 

The temple towered over a jungle canopy that stretched, unbroken, 
in every direction as far as we could see. As we stood, awed, the sun 
rose over thousands of acres of tropical forest. Colorful parrots flew 
above the din of the wakening jungle. It was as breathtaking a sight as 
I’d seen in all my travels.  

As much as that moment has been crystallized in my mind over the 
years, it was what happened next that would impact the course of our 
life together for many years. It would change our family, our work, and 
our fortunes. It would start us down a path toward an extraordinary 
work-life balance that I am grateful for every single day. 

What happened next was simply this: a family arrived at the top of the 
temple. 

It’s important to realize that at this time, although we had done 
some extensive traveling to various countries, we were relatively young 
and unencumbered. Getting away, while challenging, did not involve 
mortgages, careers, retirement investments, car payments or businesses. 
And it certainly didn’t involve children. It involved saving some cash, 
quitting (sometimes temporarily, more often permanently) whatever we 
were working at and simply leaving. Doing that with a family? Well that 
was something altogether different. 

Wasn’t it? 
The family that arrived at the top of the temple watched the sunrise 

in silence, giving me a chance to observe them. A middle-aged couple 
with two pre-teens—young girls, one ten-ish, the other perhaps eight. 
Once they’d grown accustomed (as much as was possible) to the 
panorama before them, they whispered amongst themselves, shared a 
drink of water from their bottle, and turned to greet us. 

This family, as it turned out, had been just another typical middle 
class family—two kids, two jobs, two cars, one house, one dog, two cats, 
living somewhere in suburban America. But that was what they had 
been. Now, they were something quite different.  

The year before, they’d sold everything, pulled the kids out of 
school, and were now traveling through Central America, generally 
staying a month at a time in a given spot, then moving on. And in their 



Escape 101 11
 

 

dramatic break from the “real” world, they felt they truly had become 
something quite different from their demographic equals back home: 
they had become a happy family. 

They were connected. Animated. Curious. Excited. They were all 
the things I hoped our family would be one day. And even better, they 
had escaped. They’d left it all behind. As far as I could see, they had won 
the game. 

“Was it hard?” I asked the man. 
“Leaving?” He smiled and gazed out over the jungle. “Leaving was 

actually easy. It was thinking about leaving that was hard.” 
We spoke for a while longer, then parted ways to explore the ruins 

of Tikal. And although I never saw them again, I began to see copies of 
them—cheerful twin-like families that cropped up in our future travels, 
and resurfaced in memories of trips past. The cyclist couple in New 
Zealand with their baby in the bike trailer. The young couple camping 
on the beach in Mexico with their newborn. And it wasn’t just families 
traveling. I saw the same spirit in the people back home who left careers 
to pursue dreams in business, or to study. To follow their passion, 
whatever it was. 

Everywhere I looked I saw escapists. And they all shared two quali-
ties: they were happy, and they were few. Though they could be found 
anywhere, they were an underwhelming minority. They were the cars 
on the road you never notice until you buy the same model and then 
see them everywhere. 

Years later, as we toured Thailand, Tara pregnant with our daugh-
ter, I saw them again, this time appreciating them even more as Tara’s 
belly swelled on the beaches, and our life changed as quickly as the little 
life that was growing inside her. 

But I still wondered. Why aren’t more people doing this? And I’d think 
back to the conversation at the top of a Mayan temple years before: 

Leaving was actually easy. It was thinking about leaving that was hard. 
And so, years later when we took yet another successful sabbatical—

this time with jobs, businesses, mortgages and a child—and met still 
more people doing the same thing, a book was born. A book of more 
than travel advice and tips for saving cash. A book that would make 
thinking about leaving a lot less difficult. 

Welcome to Escape 101. Your guide to getting away from it all, 
without giving it all away. 



 

 

 

Introduction: Escape is an Inside Job 
 
 
 

“What’s the world’s greatest lie?” the boy asked, completely surprised. 
 

“It’s this: that at a certain point in our lives, we lose control of what’s hap-
pening to us, and our lives become controlled by fate. That’s the world’s 
greatest lie.” 

-Paul Coelho 
The Alchemist 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SCAPE ISN’T A NEW idea. From the writings of ancient Greeks, to 
Thoreau’s Walden, the idea of pursuing life outside the tradi-
tional boundaries has been idealized for centuries. Today, the 

trend continues still, in modern best-sellers that praise “simple living” 
or “downsizing”. 

The tempting premise of getting away from the stress of everyday 
life hasn’t changed much over the years, but one important thing has: 
it’s easier than ever to actually do it.  

Or, at least it should be easier. Our productivity since World War II 
has more than doubled. In theory, we should now be able to work half 
the time, earn the same living our parents did, and spend all that extra 
time on leisure and other pursuits. 

E 
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Let’s see a show of hands. Who’s enjoying their twenty hour work-
week? Anyone? 

What happened? Instead of exchanging our newfound productivity 
for time, we’ve exchanged it for stuff.1 It’s as if we’ve been given a car 
that’s twice as fast, and instead of spending less time driving, we’re now 
choosing a route that’s more than twice as long. We’re spending just as 
much time (or more) in the driver’s seat, but we’re not actually getting 
anywhere new. 

Yet we want to get somewhere new. 
Almost without exception, everyone I’ve ever spoken to has ex-

pressed an interest in taking extended time off. And they all say the 
same thing: “I’d love to get away, but I could never do it.” The polls 
support this anecdotal evidence, too. A 2001 survey revealed that more 
than half the employees of small and midsize companies say they “long” 
for a sabbatical.2 People really do want to get away. And not only do 
they long for it, they even plan for it. Statistics from the UK show nearly 
one in four employees are planning a leave from work in the next 12 
months.3  

The reality though, is that most plans fall short, and we never really 
do take that dream sabbatical. Why don’t we? Why can’t we? What’s 
stopping us? Hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of people want 
the experience of a sabbatical, but only a few ever do it. Why? 

Why We Don’t Take The Time We Need 
A recent study claimed that over half of Americans fail to use all 

their vacation time.4 And that’s just one study—statistics consistently 
show that North Americans are taking fewer and fewer vacations, and 
working longer hours. So not only are we not taking extended time 
away from work, but many of us aren’t taking any time away. And if we 
do, it’s not real vacation. We check email, carry cell phones, and take 
conference calls. We fret and worry. We try to jam so much into our 
short vacation that we end up coming home more stressed out than we 
were before we left. 

But we need the time.  We want the time.  Studies suggest we 
would trade money for the time. Economics says it should be easy to 
escape, and there’s no shortage of people who want to, so why isn’t it 
happening? Are we truly trapped by the choices we’ve made? By our 
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career progress, our mortgages, our retirement savings, our businesses 
and family obligations? 

The answer is no. The reality is not that people don’t get away (al-
though they don’t). The truth is that people won’t get away. They won’t 
take the simple steps necessary to make it happen—to recover their 
health, their families, and themselves. We’ll get into the reasons why in 
more detail, but for now understand this: Although it’s not easy to leave 
your life, it’s by no means impossible. In fact, as you’ll discover in this book, 
it’s really not that hard at all. 

Leaving the rat race is not as daunting as it may seem. You’ll look 
back in later years and marvel at how easy it was and how much you 
gained for so little cost. It is however, fraught with potential pitfalls. 
Fortunately most, if not all, are avoidable with a little planning.  

Ironically, however, the first pitfall is planning itself. It’s easy to pull 
out the calculator from under your stack of monthly bills and start to 
calculate the cost of taking a year off—the cost of leaving and traveling, 
the opportunity cost of a year without working, the loss of forward 
momentum in your business or career, to name a few. The trap that 
awaits you here, though, is that you’ll likely scare yourself into quiet, 
hiatus-free submission for the rest of your life. Or what ultravagabond 
Tim Ferriss, author of The 4-Hour Workweek, calls dying a “slow spiritual 
death over 30-40 years of tolerating the mediocre.”5 Ouch. 

Do you need a plan? Sure. Do you need to make the plan first? No. 
Extended time off is a mental game. It’s a challenge of mind and heart, not 
of storage lockers and checkbooks. Before you can dive into the details 
of your sabbatical, you need to become master of your own thoughts 
and emotions.  

As a species we’ve gone to the moon, eradicated diseases, and de-
signed incredible technologies and feats of architecture, all of which 
started as thoughts. The four secrets that follow are about shaping your 
mind, your beliefs, and your attitudes. They’re about shaping your 
thinking, so that you can shape your world.  

You’re about to discover the four simple secrets that change won’t 
into will. 
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What This Book Will Do For You 
There are other sabbatical books out there. I think they’re all excel-

lent, and I’ve included a recommended reading list at the end. I can, 
however, tell you that this one is a bit different. 

There are as many different ways to enjoy a sabbatical as there are 
excuses to not take one. While every sabbatical is unique in its own 
way, the excuses all share one thing: they’re all in your head. Time away, 
living your life the way you’ve dreamed of, is real. The reasons you may 
be afraid to do it aren’t.  

The challenge, though, is that the mental roadblocks to getting 
away seem real. Incredibly real. More real than actually getting away. 
This book is about dealing with those demons first. About playing the 
inner game of sabbatical planning first, to borrow a phrase from W. 
Timothy Gallwey.6 

This book represents your first step towards choosing your life the 
way you want it.  

Taking time off from your life doesn’t require as much money as 
you think, nor is it really that hard. It takes some guts, though, and a 
small dose of wisdom. This book will help with both. 

Beyond marking the starting point in what I hope will be an in-
credible journey for you, here’s what this book can help you do: 

• Find the motivation to follow your dream of taking time off 
• Commit to your sabbatical in small, easy steps that will ensure 

you really do get away 
• Take action on the critical elements of your “escape plan” 
• Manage money so that you have plenty when you go 
• Leave without going broke 
• Leave your job without losing career progress 
• Take a year off without sacrificing your savings or investments 
• Successfully pitch your sabbatical to your boss 
• Be away from your business for extended periods of time, and 

still remain profitable 
• Take a year off on a shoestring budget 
• Make money or even get paid while you’re gone 
• Be financially independent for a year or more 
• Plan all of your sabbatical finances in just 30 minutes 
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Is this book just for travelers? No. If you want to take time away 
from the pressures of career or business for any reason, this book’s for 
you. It is, however, written from the perspective of getting away. 
Travel—or at least “changing locations”—for the duration of your 
sabbatical has some additional benefits that we’ll discuss, but if your 
plan is to write a book, go back to school, or any number of other 
things that don’t involve leaving your home, rest assured you’ve still 
come to the right place.  

It’s Not About the Money 
For most people, the idea of leaving work or business for more than 

two weeks goes beyond excuses; it seems impossible. They don’t believe 
they can do it. They think sabbaticals are for other people. People with 
unusual combinations of talent, guts, money, time, and jobs.  

And more often than not, they think they’re for the wealthy. 
It’s not true. Backpacking college grads would seem to outnumber 

‘grownups’ on the long-term leave trail by a factor of 50:1, and they’re 
notoriously broke. Not only is being wealthy not a requirement, but in 
many ways it becomes harder to take time off as your level of wealth 
increases. The wealthier you are, the more you have to lose. As your net 
worth climbs, your life is supported by an increasing infrastructure— 
things like cars, cottages, homes and boats that become anchors to the 
status quo. The higher you climb, the further you can fall, if you believe 
the old adage. 

If you’re wealthy, don’t let this stop you. This book’s going to help 
you just as much. But more importantly, know this: if you’re not 
independently wealthy—if you’ve got a job, a career, a business or if 
you’re unemployed and broke—you can take a sabbatical. You might not 
think so right now, but that’s okay. My job is to convince you, and give 
you the simple tools required to get away, wealthy or not. 

Taking a sabbatical is also more than getting away from the pres-
sures of life or seeing the world. It’s more than doing some good 
somewhere, or learning a skill you’ve always longed to master. And yes, 
it’s much more than leaving a job you can’t stand (although that’s a 
heck of a compelling motive). 

Your sabbatical is about doing what you want. It’s about living your 
life in alignment with your heart. It’s about dancing to the music that 
makes your heart sing. 
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Your sabbatical is about living deliberately.  
When you start to live your life on purpose, you discover that 

there’s a whole other side of you that’s been locked away for years. Your 
sabbatical is about releasing that side. It’s about unlocking the part of 
you that you know is still there, but may have been afraid to acknowl-
edge. 

The first step to unlocking that hidden side is to recognize one 
thing: everything you need to exit the rat race and take extended time 
off from your life is inside you. Like most things of true value, the 
sabbatical game is played mainly in the mind. Like the perfect heist, 
escaping your “normal” life is an inside job.  

Before We Begin 
This book is about the hard part of leaving your life (that thinking 

part). Its argument goes roughly like this: 

1. Most people want to take a sabbatical or career break, but 
don’t. 

2. The reasons people don’t are really mental/emotional, not 
practical or logistical. They’re abstract things like fear and 
uncertainty, not cash flow or seniority. 

3. There is a solution to this. 

This isn’t a backpacking guide for gap-year college students. With 
youth comes a natural ability to see past obstacles, and for most of the 
mortgage- and kid-free crowd, escape isn’t a hopeful luxury. It’s an 
inborn talent. 

Unlike most other talents, however, that natural hedonism fades 
over time, and talent is slowly replaced by tolerance. We accept that our 
role is to aim for some distant, speculative finish line when we’ll have 
the resources to escape, and we put our heads down and toe the line. 

This book is about changing that route to the finish line—at least 
for a few months—without changing the actual finish line itself. It’s 
about taking the break you need, without losing ground. More pre-
cisely, it’s about taking three months to a year off, without burning your 
career, business, relationships and savings to the ground. 

Before we get started, I’m going to ask you to make two important 
commitments: They’re neither difficult nor time-consuming, but they 
do require a certain attitude shift. 
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Here’s the first: suspend your disbelief.  
When you watch a great film, you do this almost subconsciously. 

You “forget” that the people are actors, that the setting is a set. In fact, 
just out of your view (the camera’s view, actually) an entire infrastruc-
ture of equipment and personnel is engaged solely in ensuring that you 
immerse yourself in a brand new world so completely that it becomes 
real. 

So for now, do the same as you would during a night at the movies 
and suspend your disbelief. Choose to be open to the possibility of a 
hiatus from your normal life. Remove “can’t” and “impossible” from 
your vocabulary long enough to give the idea a chance. Allow yourself 
to exit the rat race mentally for now, safe in the knowledge that 
dreaming is cost-free, and you can turn back at any time. 

The second commitment is easier, since it requires you to not do 
something. It’s this: stop planning.  

Before you assume this is dead easy, however, take note. Just below 
the surface of your consciousness, your remarkable brain is operating 
an auto-planning, predicting mechanism that constantly calculates next 
steps, likelihood of success, and more importantly, whether we should 
even bother with something.  

This system is running all the time, even in your sleep, and it’s this 
mechanism that tends to throw ideas out the window before we get a 
chance to really consider them, often in conversations that look 
something like this: 

You: I’d love to take a sabbatical. Okay. First I’ll need to talk to manage-
ment, and get some money together, then - 

Your brain (interrupting): You can’t afford it, and your boss will never 
let you. 

You: Yeah. Even if the boss would let me, I could never afford it. 
What’s really happening here? Your brain immediately starts pre-

dicting and planning. In an instant, two big roadblocks—jobs and 
finances—appear on the radar, and the idea is shut down without 
further consideration. It’s all over in a few synaptic blinks. 

While it’s difficult to turn off your brain, you can start by refusing 
to actively plan—at least until you get to the planning part of the book. 
Forget about trying to imagine where the money will come from, and 
how you can break the news to your boss, employees, colleagues or 
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friends. Stop planning. Stop wondering how, and open your mind to 
enjoying what your time away could be, and why it’s important.  

Trust in this: there is a how, and it’s in this book, but we’re not go-
ing there first. We’ll get to how eventually, but as the man says, we’ve 
got bigger fish to fry. 

It’s time to escape. 



START YOUR ESCAPE! 
 
Dear Reader, 
 
You’ve been reading an excerpt from Escape 101: The Four Secrets to 
Taking a Career Break Without Losing Your Money or Your Mind 

(ISBN 978-0-9739782-2-3) 
 

To read more, to order a copy or to get help making your sabbatical a 
reality, visit:  

www.escape-101.com 
 

We wish you all the best in planning your dream escape! 
 

Sincerely, 
 

Dan Clements & Tara Gignac 
Authors, Escape 101 




