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Vagabond. As I stepped off the charter bus, that was the word I kept coming back to. I’d 

seen it in a travel novel I’d read the week before leaving for South Africa, clinging to every tip 

and trick in the characters’ fictional backpacking journey. Of course, as soon as I’d gotten to the 

airport, I forgot everything I’d learned. Except the word vagabond.  

Drifter, traveler, wanderer, nomad. Someone who’s independent, floating from place to 

place with no trouble leaving everything behind. A person with no deep-seated roots. Vagabond. 

Something I had never been, traveling no farther from my Pennsylvania home than Disney 

World until now. I’d just spent four hours on a bus driving from East London to Coffee Bay with 

the rest of the students on our university’s GO program. We were just beginning a two-and-a-
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half week cultural immersion in South Africa—a study abroad trip was a graduation requirement 

for our school—and I’d spent the past two days wondering when I was going to stop feeling like 

an American tourist and start feeling like a South African backpacker.  

Strictly speaking, we weren’t actually backpacking. We dragged rolling suitcases behind 

us, following our co-leader chaperones from one preplanned activity to another. So far all we’d 

seen was the Johannesburg skyline from a distance and the inside of the Apartheid Museum, but 

I knew my luck was about to change as we carried our luggage through the wooden gate entrance 

of Sugarloaf Backpackers.  

Sugarloaf was a tiny community of huts similar to the ones we’d be staying in once we 

arrived in the rural village we were ultimately heading to. The girls claimed a twelve-person hut 

before going any further into the backpackers. Since I was one of the last through the door, I 

wound up with the top bunk on one of the triple level bunk beds. Last night had been my first-

ever bunk bed experience—top bunk, because Meg had insisted on bottom—and I wasn’t sure I 

was qualified for a bunk of this height quite yet.  

“What happens if I roll off?” I asked Meg, who had secured a bottom bunk once again. 

“You might die,” she replied simply, patting my shoulder.  

I told myself it was okay. Backpackers did stuff like this all the time; it probably didn’t 

faze them. So I swung my backpack up onto my bed and decided to figure out how to climb up 

there later.  

Together, Meg and I ventured into the main house. There was an outdoor sitting area with 

mismatched chairs and hanging lights shaped like stars. Other travelers who had gotten here 

before us sat around, chatting like old friends—though they probably had just met hours 

before—and sipping Castle milk stout from the bar. No one seemed interested in the pool table. 
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How did they make conversation so easily? I watched two guys slouched in patio chairs, 

smoking cigarettes and talking to a woman with shoulder-length dreadlocks and a bottle of 

something in her hand. I wondered if alcohol made it easier. I’d never been drunk enough to find 

out.  

A bunch of people were clustered in the living room, so I stepped through the open door 

to see what was going on. Two boys and one girl were running around in long fleece pajamas. I 

quickly leapt out of their way. How were they not sweating? Then I remembered that May is 

wintertime in South Africa, even though it felt like late spring to us. I tried to get the little girl in 

superhero pajamas to talk to me, but she seemed preoccupied with chasing around one of the 

dogs. Several girls from our hut were petting a small puppy that was cuddled in one girl’s arms.  

A middle-aged woman I assumed was the owner—of both Sugarloaf and the puppies, 

maybe the kids as well—introduced us to each of the puppies and told us about the fun things to 

do in Coffee Bay.  

“You all should check out some of our activities if you have time,” the woman said, 

motioning to a chalkboard hanging on a pillar behind her. The words Sugarloaf Activities were 

written in yellow chalk above a huge list of adventurous things to do, like nature walks and 

kayaking, along with the prices in South African rand.  

I was immediately disappointed we were only staying for the night. How was I supposed 

to immerse myself in backpacker culture if I wasn’t given the chance? Sugarloaf was perfect: 

bohemian and laid-back. For half a second, I wondered if I could demand to be left here, letting 

the rest of the group continue to the rural Tshani village without me. But I knew that was 

ridiculous.  
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I sat on one of the living room’s super comfy couches for about fifteen minutes, holding 

Chili the Puppy while she fell asleep on my lap, something I probably wouldn’t have done at 

home. I’ve never been one to run up to strange dogs and start petting them, but here it felt okay. 

She was a backpacker puppy, after all.  

 

 

My first South African purchase was alcohol. It was more out of necessity than a desire 

to get drunk, though. There were no drinks served with dinner; we had to buy from the bar.  

“Get the cider,” Meg advised, passing me her bottle so I could take a sip. “It’s pretty 

good.”  

It tasted strong, but I liked how the bottle felt in my hand. So I handed over a fifty rand 

bill with a picture of a lion on it to the bartender wearing a gray hoodie, and that was that. He 

handed me my change and a green bottle, popping the top for me. I waited until I returned to the 

dinner table to take a sip. 

After dinner, I carried my bottle—still two-thirds full—into the living room. A musician 

was setting up his guitar on a raised platform that doubled as a stage. Tall white candles had been 

lit and placed in the necks of alcohol bottles lining the stage, the only light source in the living 

room. While we waited for him to finish setting up, I took a closer look around the living room. 

There were dreamcatchers and wicker baskets hanging from the ceiling. Surfboards lined the 

wall shelves, and I wanted to pull one down and run outside to find the ocean. Other backpackers 

told us it was close, but since we’d arrived after the sun set, we couldn’t see it from the window.  

I wondered what my family would say when they heard my stories and saw my pictures 

of this place. Would they think I looked out of place against Sugarloaf’s bohemian backdrop, 
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eating foods I wouldn’t have thought of ordering in the United States? My always straightened 

hair was curly, and I’d stopped making makeup a priority after day one of the trip. I’d thought 

about calling home a few times to tell them about everything I’d seen so far, but I didn’t. They’d 

hear all about it eventually.  

Finally the musician leaned into the microphone and introduced himself as Nate. He 

informed us he had copies of his CDs for sale, and if we bought one, we’d also get a free sticker. 

Then he started to play. His music was easy to listen to, what someone would play while sitting 

on a deck and looking out at the ocean. He sandwiched his songs between stories of traveling 

around South Africa, even visiting the United States once.  

I finished my bottle of cider and twirled it between my palms, entertaining the possibility 

of living the kind of life Nate did: traveling up and down South Africa, playing music for 

whoever would listen. I had two guitars under my bed at home—I could write some songs, learn 

a few covers and rebuild the calluses on my fingers from when I used to take lessons. I could 

stay at twenty other backpackers like Sugarloaf, drinking alcohol between songs and selling 

demos out of my backpack.  

After Nate finished playing, we decided to go outside. Meg was tipsy—I think more from 

the idea of being able to legally drink here than the actual alcohol she had—and I felt warm and 

chattier than I’d been all evening. We sat on upturned logs around a dead fire pit and stared up at 

the stars. South African stars were more interesting than Pennsylvania stars, I determined. I 

didn’t really have a reason why. I’d just always been able to look away from Pennsylvania stars 

without taking a second glance back towards the sky.  
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The next morning, I woke up to find several of the other girls awake and dressed. 

“We’re going to go find the beach,” Meg informed me, fiddling with her camera. “I think 

some of the guys said they wanted to, too.”  

It wasn’t exactly a wild and crazy adventure, but I’d take even the slightest hint of the 

unknown. I clambered down from my top bunk—which I’d managed to not fall off while I 

slept—and rummaged through my suitcase for my shoes.  

By the time we set off down the dirt road, there were six of us, and none of us knew 

exactly where we were going. The woman who owned Sugarloaf had mentioned following the 

road down the hill, so we just kept walking. We passed a few groups of kids with backpacks on, 

on their way to school, and we waved at them. They just stared. Back home, I would’ve 

wondered if something was wrong with me, if I’d done something to earn their attention. But 

here, I knew. We were awed by this place, the sights they were accustomed to and no longer 

found fascinating. So today I didn’t mind standing out.  

As the hill got steeper, the road turned into a dirt path. Then the dirt turned into sand, and 

I saw the Indian Ocean for the first time. The beach was rocky and beautiful, the sun sitting on 

top of a cliff. We were the only people there except for the kids walking to school. They 

probably thought we were crazy for running around on the beach in wintertime.  

I hopped from rock to rock, snapping pictures of the sunrise. We drew pictures in the 

sand, got the hems of our jeans wet and sandy, and kept remarking about how perfect everything 

was in that moment. We all made promises to come back in a year, five years, ten years. I 

agreed, and in that moment, I believed it. It would be easier to leave this place if there was even 

the smallest chance I’d see it again. Though it wasn’t a very vagabondish thing to do, I hooked 

my imaginary roots deep into the sand.  
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Connor walked into the reception building of Mdumbi Backpackers wearing an orange 

jacket, so naturally we all stared. The building doubled as a dining room, and we were all 

gulping down spaghetti Bolognese and thick slices of Xhosa bread like we might never see food  

again. Since we’d arrived at Mdumbi two days earlier, our schedules revolved around eating. 

Wake up in time for breakfast at eight. Go into Tshani village to meet with locals, but be sure 

we’re back by one o’clock for lunch, because if we miss it, there’s nothing but snack bags of 

potato chips to tide us over until dinner. Dinner isn’t until six-thirty, but sometimes the village 

guides make a huge bowl of popcorn to pass around while we’re sitting at the bonfire. Make sure 

to eat a lot of food at dinner, because that’s all there is until breakfast the next morning. 

All the girls at my dinner table began nudging each other, glancing at Connor. He looked 

a few years older than us, with short dark hair and a backpack slung over his shoulder. A real 

backpacker. I sat up straighter, hoping he’d grab a plate of food and come sit next to me.  

To my disappointment, he left after being given his room assignment. I twirled the 

remaining angel hair pasta on my plate absentmindedly, wondering what sort of business he had 

in Mdumbi. Was he visiting villagers too?  

The next afternoon, I lay sprawled out on my towel on the beach. A few of us had 

decided to walk down the hill from the backpackers to detox after a long morning of 

interviewing villagers. I was going over the notes I’d taken from that day. Mama Nosukile, the 
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seventy year old woman we’d spent the morning with, had asked me and my group members if 

we were in relationships. I’d told her no, I didn’t have a boyfriend, but I left out the part about 

the boy from school I’d been texting all summer until I’d left for Africa.  

I thought about him once in a while, usually when something amazing happened that 

made me want to stay here forever. Would he miss me if I never came back, if I decided to spend 

my life traveling around South Africa? Maybe that was a sacrifice backpackers made, I thought, 

not being able to have relationships.  

I wasn’t sure if my parents would come to visit me, either. My mom only ever travels 

when I’m with her, and my dad prefers to stay home. I don’t think he’s been on an airplane since 

he retired from the Air Force when I was nine. He used to travel all over; he’s visited almost 

every state in the US and spent a few months in Saudi Arabia when I was a baby. Military stuff. 

Maybe traveling just got old or he’s relieved to finally be allowed to stay in one place. Either 

way, if I became some sort of global vagabond, I doubted any long weekends in Cape Town 

were in the Bartlett family’s future. To be a backpacker, I probably would have to give up my 

roots, or at least pull a few of them free.  

I looked up from my journal and saw Connor walking down the hill towards the beach, 

Ray Bans over his eyes. Rolling over, I whispered, “Look who it is,” to the other girls. They all 

snuck covert glances over their shoulders and stifled giggles. He stretched out on a towel ten feet 

away from us and opened the paperback book he’d been carrying. Eko, the fuzzy white 

backpacker dog that had followed us to the beach, walked over and sat at Connor’s feet. He 

smiled, stroking Eko’s fur for a moment before returning to his book.  

We were all fascinated. Even though he was clearly American, something about him 

seemed exotic. Worldly. I wondered where he’d traveled, what he’d seen. I wanted to ask him 
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question after question. How had he become a backpacker? What was his favorite place to visit? 

Did he miss his family?  

When the rest of our little group decided to head back to the backpackers, I took my time 

squashing my sandy towel into my bag, keeping an eye on Connor through my sunglasses. The 

rest of the girls started off, Eko jumping up from her spot beside Connor and running after them. 

I walked slowly towards the hill, stopping to pick up some seashells when I saw him beginning 

to pack up his things.  

“Sorry we stole your company,” I called, nodding at Eko’s retreating back. The rest of the 

group was already halfway up the hill. 

He shrugged. “No problem.” Definitely American, I could tell from his voice. “So, how 

long have you been here?”  

“Three days. We’re here until Monday. You?”  

“I’m only staying another day or two. Lots to see.”  

So he was a traveler. A real backpacker! I tried to contain my excitement. “Where are 

you going next?”  

“After South Africa? I’m going climbing in the Alps.”  

My eyes widened. “That’s crazy! So you’re a big traveler, then?”  

He shrugged. “No matter where I go, I find someone who’s traveled to more places than I 

have.” He spoke like I’d imagined backpackers to: philosophical and slightly cryptic.  

The hill was steep, and I tried to keep my breaths steady as I spoke. “Where are you 

from?” I wondered if this was too personal a question, if backpackers could even identify a 

single place to call home.  
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But he answered right away. “New York originally. But I’ve spent the past three years in 

the U.K., working on my Ph.D. Economics,” he added, chuckling at my raised eyebrows.  

This took me by surprise. A Ph.D meant staying in one place for school. It was an odd 

sort of stability I’d never associated with travelers. I also pictured most world travelers as those 

people who took a year off between high school and college and just never went back, not those 

who pursued economics degrees.  

“I’m Kaitlin, by the way,” I said, realizing I hadn’t introduced myself.  

“Connor.” I already knew this—Jenna, one of our co-leaders, had chatted with him earlier 

that day and passed along the information—but I shook his hand anyway as we reached the top 

of the hill and Mdumbi came into view. 

Mdumbi Backpackers was a village of its own, with small white mud huts practically on 

top of each other. A tall wooden post held signs pointing every which way, one towards the 

reception and kitchen area, another towards a soccer field, one towards a warehouse-like 

building that the sign label proclaimed was a church. The entire backpackers was surrounded by 

a wooden fence, a clear boundary of where it began and ended. There was no gate closing the 

fence, though, leaving an opening towards the rocky dirt road we’d just arrived by. We crossed 

through the entrance.  

“So you guys have pretty much taken over the backpackers, huh?” he asked, glancing 

around at the huts, four of which were occupied by people from our trip. I wondered if that made 

us look juvenile, inexperienced backpacker wannabes traveling in packs.  

“Yeah,” I joked. “We pretty much rule the dining room, too.”  

He grinned at this. “Well, then I’ll probably run into you there.”  
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He did. He sat down next to me on the edge of our table bench that night, and we 

continued our conversation. The other girls at the table eyed me, as though trying to figure out 

when I’d became tight with Connor. I didn’t care what they thought. This was my opportunity to 

find answers.  

“Favorite place you’ve traveled?” I asked, scooping up some rice with my fork. 

He exhaled dramatically, putting his knife down and thinking. “You know, I was really 

impressed with India when I went. So many different things to do there, and their culture is so 

unique. Like nothing else I’ve seen.”  

I’d never given India a second thought, but now that he mentioned it, traveling there 

might be cool. I voiced the concern that had been on my mind lately, that I didn’t know when I 

could find the time to travel.  

“You said you’d like to go to grad school, right?” he asked.  

Had I? Our whole conversation from that afternoon was a bit of a blur. I’d been so 

preoccupied with asking questions, I wasn’t sure what I’d told him about myself. “Hopefully.” 

He asked if I knew where I wanted to go, and I rattled off a few schools I’d been looking 

into. “In my experience,” he said, “deferring after getting accepted to a school worked well for 

me. Then I had a year to travel.”  

The idea sounded so romantic: traveling the world for a year, then coming into a creative 

writing M.F.A. program with tons of story inspiration. But realistically, I wasn’t sure if I could 

do it. I knew my parents wanted me to go straight to grad school after I graduated next year. And 

even though I was an adult, I still cared a lot about my parents’ opinions.  

I wondered what Connor’s parents said when he told them his decision to defer from grad 

school for a year. Maybe he never told them. Either way, I didn’t ask. I sat and listened to 
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Connor tell me stories about the places he’d gone and the people he’d met, and I wondered if one 

day I’d be telling someone else stories about him.  

 

 

* 

 

 

We spent two nights at Buccaneers Backpackers in Chintsa, the third location in a row 

where I could see the ocean from my room. Buccaneers was styled like a beach bungalow, lots of 

little cottages scattered around the property, half-hidden by tropical looking plants. The dining 

area reminded me of a tree house; we had to climb several flights of outdoor stairs to reach it. 

The kitchen was serving sausage and mash that night. We sat down at a table where a guy 

and a girl were already eating. They looked a few years older than us and introduced themselves 

as Matt and Lucy. They both had British accents.  

“Are you traveling together?” we asked.  

Matt nodded. “Sort of, now. She’s been here for a few weeks already”—he nodded to 

Lucy—“and I told her I’d meet up with her here. I just got here a few days ago.”  

“We knew each other from home,” Lucy added. She had long, wavy brown hair with 

some halfway grown out blond highlights. Her pants were salmon colored and baggy, and she 

wore a navy blue long sleeved shirt and sandals. She looked perfectly bohemian. Matt, on the 

other hand, wore a beanie over his curly brown hair and a Hollister shirt with jeans. So different, 

yet the two of them fit together well.  
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We asked Lucy what’s she’d been doing while she was here, and she said she’d gotten a 

position volunteering at the nearby game reserve.  

“That’s so cool,” I exclaimed. “We’re going there tomorrow.”  

Everyone continued chatting. I picked at my food, not as impressed as I was by the 

dinners in Mdumbi. Then one of the girls sitting near me asked Matt and Lucy, “So are you guys 

dating?”  

They glanced at each other, sharing half-smiles. “Sort of,” Matt said. “I guess, as of 

today.”  

This caught my attention. They were travelers and a couple? Granted, a very new couple, 

but still. They’d managed to get to know another person well enough to think establishing a 

relationship was worth it. I’d never thought backpackers stayed in one place long enough to do 

that. 

“She’s still not sure,” Matt said when Lucy got up to put her dishes away. “She’s nervous 

about the whole thing.”  

Everyone at the table assured him that she would be fine; the idea of a new relationship 

was a lot to get used to. I didn’t say anything, instead letting my mind race, rethinking everything 

I thought I’d known about backpacker culture.  

When Lucy came back, Matt slung his arm around her. At that moment, I quit trying to 

figure out the “rules” of being a backpacker. There weren’t any rules. Travelers made life 

decisions as they went along, changing their minds when they felt like it. And that day, Matt and 

Lucy decided they wanted to be together.  

Days, weeks later, I thought back to Matt and Lucy. Were they still together? Or had their 

own adventures broken them apart and sent them in separate directions? In a strange way, I 
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hoped for both. I hoped they were each off on their own journey but found a way for their paths 

to intersect.  

I wasn’t sure what side of that line I would fall on. I could keep my roots, my 

relationships, my home. I could throw away my cell phone forever, keep my passport in my back 

pocket and set myself free. Or I could do both. I could take it day by day, like Matt and Lucy’s 

new relationship. I could see where the world took me.  

And that, I realized, was a true backpacker attitude. 


