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For two tribes: the Yavusa of Mali and the global Vorovoro
 Tribe, you worked and lived together to realise the dream.






PROLOGUE

KO VURAVURA ENA QAI YACO

MAI VOROVORO

THE WORLD WILL COME

TO VOROVORO'

For twenty-six years, a Fijian chief lived on water and not land. He sailed the world – London, Sydney Hawaii, New York – working aboard the Guardian Enterprise. In 1987, he returned to his small island home to bury his father and inherit his chiefdom. The next fifteen years passed without incident as, under the title of Tui Mali (Chief of Mali), Ratu Apenisa Bogiso lived the quiet life of a sailor, fisherman and gardener, interspersed with visits to the local villages to make sure his people were happy in their lives and work. He became Tui Mali, or Chief of Mali, carried out his duties and lived as his father had done. He expected that this was how it would be for the rest of his life. He was wrong.

On a dazzling dawn, as the sun crept over the dramatic headland that jutted from his island home, Tui Mali walked slowly out of his house and took the few steps down onto the empty beach. Looking out across the flat water of high tide, he could just make out the distant breakers on the outer reef. He could even hear the quiet roar as the swell met the coral wall and created lines of white water over the turquoise platform. But he could also hear another noise that morning. It was coming from down the beach, and it was clearly the sound of a machete slashing its way through tall grass. Slash. Slash. Pause. Slash. Slash. Pause. He knew his good friend and keen gardener Tevita was staying on Vorovoro, and it was probably him. But why was he cutting grass further down the valley away from his home, his garden and the two-house settlement where he lived? Tui Mali walked the hundred metres towards the sound and ducked under the trees. Tevita, a tall, well-built man, stood feet astride, dressed only in a pair of muddied denim shorts, and leaned into the head-high grass, swinging the blade back and forth. Tui Mali wondered again, why was he clearing space all the way down here? Surely, he thought, if we wanted to extend the garden we should be doing it closer to the house?

When Tevita saw Tui Mali walking towards him, he stopped what he was doing, wiped his hands on his shorts and threw the machete into the nearest log so that it stuck like a dart. He took two steps towards his Chief and shook his hand, bowing slightly as he did so. He said good morning: 'Yadre sia'. Tui Mali greeted his friend and then looked at him with his deep, luminous eyes. Tevita didn't need to hear the question to understand what his friend wanted to know. He knew that Tui Mali would not understand why he was cutting grass this far away from the house, people didn't come down here. Apart from family and friends no one ever came to this remote island. He looked at his friend, his Chief, and decided to tell him simply and directly the reason behind his actions. He knew it was a big statement and he knew the consequences could change the Chief's future, as well as his beloved Vorovoro's, forever. Tevita looked Tui Mali dead in the eye, his eyebrows raised as sweat poured down his face and said:

'Ko vuravura ena qai yaco mai Vorovoro.' ("The world will come to Vorovoro.')

Tevita let the words sink in before continuing: 'Me da vakarau.' ('We have to get ready.') Tui Mali nodded slowly and turned away, walking back towards the beach. He knew of Tevita's ability for prophecy, and he knew that what he had just heard was big news. Big news. He began wondering what it all meant. He turned, thinking he might go and question his friend. But Tevita had turned too, his back glistening in the morning sun; he was already swinging his machete again. Slash. Slash. Slash. There seemed to be a real urgency to his work. "The world will come to Vorovoro,' he repeated carefully in his own mind. Tui Mali knew this was an important day. Maybe his and his island's future wouldn't be quite as quiet as he had expected.
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BABASIGA

THE SUNNY SIDE

I was floating. Silky, warm water was breaking gently over me as I breathed in the aromatic atmosphere. But this was no opulent five-star spa. This was the natural wonder of Vorovoro, a small island in northern Fiji that a friend and I had leased for three years. Along with the local community and visitors from around the world, we were now living a reverie. And at that moment, with the morning sun bouncing off my English winter skin as I lay in the shallows of the crystal lagoon, it was perfect.

Vorovoro is one small place, a Google Earth coordinate in the world's ocean, but the ideas surrounding this adventure are global and immediate. It's about living more sustainably, about where our current communication technologies can take us as a global community. It's a wild idea but I liked it from the start, and I wasn't alone. We are, apparently, helping to initiate a 'revolution in tourism', combining community driven eco-tourism with online social networking, pursuing paradise with a purpose.

But we weren't the only ones taking risks. The island chief, Tui Mali, had gambled his legacy as the hereditary leader of his indigenous tribe by betting on us, hoping that we would be the people to bring work and a better life to his island communities. This small Fijian tribe had thrown their cards in with the internet generation and on Vorovoro the experiment had begun. Now Fijians who previously didn't have much of a voice began to educate, entertain and embrace the world, or at least those who chose to go to Vorovoro.

'I will stay on Vorovoro, because here I can teach the world.' Tevita, the man that foretold to Tui Mali, that one day many people would come to his small home, was now leading community development. Vorovoro, despite being at the opposite end of Fiji to the tourist hub, was a place where Tevita felt he could make a real impact. His horticultural skills, his extraordinary knowledge of ancient Fijian traditions and his boundless passion for life made Tevita an ideal candidate to pilot the project. If Tui Mali was the all-seeing general, Tevita was his intuitive captain leading from dawn to dusk.

And then there was the internet tribe. Aged six to sixty-seven, from London to New York to Tokyo to Lima, from lawyers to engineers to artists and students, they had joined this ambitious outfit. Many had subsequently visited Vorovoro like Andy, Farrel and Peter, who were all young energetic lads from the UK. They spent their island days building a tree house at the far end of the village out of scrap plyboard and driftwood washed up in cyclone. Chasing girls aside, I don't think many lads could imagine a better way to spend a week, given total freedom to design and construct a real tree house on a genuine tropical island.

Two airline pilots from the US, Geoff and Josh, came to Vorovoro to spend ten out of their eighteen days of annual leave collecting firewood and constructing a poker table out of odds and sods. They could have afforded a comfortable island resort in Fiji but they had chosen to come to Vorovoro and, in their hammocks or running free, they were having the time of their lives.

Vicky from Somerset spent her time reading, hiking and taking some of the most amazing photographs I've ever seen. She was the first person to swim around the island in one go, but not the last. Matt was an American graduate who was going to be representing Estonia as an Olympic swimmer. He swam the circumference of the island, finless, in a rapid hour and ten minutes. Meanwhile, Gigi, a sprightly 67-year-old, taught yoga in the Great Bure to Fijians and tribe members alike as the builders looked on. saying 'We saw this on a television once.' Eight-year-old Jacob was our first junior tribe member on Vorovoro who, with Stone-cold Steve, his enthusiastic, kava-swilling father, made the island feel even more like a family home.

The combination of communal showers, hammock hang-outs, footy matches, building projects, Fijian ceremonies, reef trips, school visits, island exploring, gardening, tai chi, snorkelling, spear-fishing, feasting, dancing, coconut Olympics and crab racing all made for a fantastic, fulfilling Pacific island life.

Later, as I sat in a hammock in the Great Bure looking towards the beach, watching happy island life evolve around me, I picked up a book lying on the mat on the floor entitled 'Tales from Nowhere'. It was a Lonely Planet publication which one of the tribe members had left in our ever-increasing library, stacked up on hand-hewn bookshelves. Some handwriting on the inside back cover caught my eye. The few paragraphs had been written by Peter Coe, one of the tree-house trio, a 24-year-old former ice-cream van driver. I copied down the words the second I finished reading.

'If you are reading this you've made it to a certain type of nowhere. How you got here or how I got here no longer matters, we both made it. Build it and they will come.' How true those words are, people worldwide being drawn by an unknown source, that sense of adventure, to come here, a tiny island in a giant ocean both physically and culturally. Never have I felt so at home, yet at the same time so far away from my life, everything I know and love is thousands of miles from me. But do I miss them? Do I hell! Good company, check. Good food, check. Beautiful environment, check. And, most important of all, freedom, check. What more do I need? Nothing. It may only be a few short weeks, a blip, a drop in the ocean of time, but the memories will last forever. The legacy of this project can change the world, if you let it.'
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TATADRA MAI DEVON

DREAMING FROM DEVON

The journey that took me to that same beach on Vorovoro began in Devon on a cold, grey Boxing Day afternoon in 2005, when I got an email from someone I had never met, called Mark James Bowness.

I was sitting at the old kitchen table, my 'boardroom', upstairs in the barn, reading on BBC online about the Asian Tsunami, one year on. Mark's message popped up on the bottom right-hand corner of the screen. I clicked on it. He was looking for a partnership and, although I was not a great choice at that point having just invested everything I had in my own online start-up, there was something in his request that made me want to learn more.

He was suggesting a project involving the creation of an online community with a shared interest in seeing the world by following a real-life journey. In short, he wanted to create a global adventure from a bedroom in the Wirral. He had found me through careerbreakcafe.com, an online magazine I had recently started to promote gap years for everyone, not just for those between school and university. It was a free source of inspiration and advice for those who wanted to put the brakes on their busy lives for a while. Obviously, our ideas were running along parallel lines and, with a bit of a nudge, might converge. I emailed Mark back saying I liked his idea but was already committed and added some thoughts about how it might work in reality.

He responded immediately, revealing that his proposal was in fact only the tip of the iceberg of other plans he had. I was intrigued and within hours we were in a full-scale email dialogue about his visions and how they might function. I had never had such an intense email exchange before and it was kind of weird but, at the same time, exciting especially as the content of our discussions fascinated me. We spent the next week hurling emails back and forth, brainstorming, debating and modifying some of our more ambitious ideas as we tried to thrash out a credible plan that we both believed in.

We had similar motivations. Since my second year of reading politics at university, I had known that the kinds of jobs open to graduates in London were not at the top of my list of things to do next. Although I was having a good time, I was pretty much disillusioned with the vision of being suffocated in the arms of corporate Britain so I turned to something I knew I loved: travel. Purposeful, adventurous, sense-assaulting, unpredictable travel. Being a tourist was not enough. I'd been sure of this ever since I'd had a conversation with a Tanzanian guide called Abel whilst scrambling down the steep screed slopes of Mount Kilimanjaro.

It was 1998, I had just finished my A levels and my dad, my brother and I were attempting to reach the summit of Africa's highest peak. We had always taken on challenges together and this was the biggest yet. Dad had run an event in Tanzania the previous year and was excited about the possibility of climbing Kili with us. So, after an intense fortnight celebrating the end of school with my mates, I flew straight to Tanzania and ten days' trekking. Perhaps two weeks partying was not the best preparation for altitude and after three days on the mountain I was pretty sick. I struggled to the top, the spectacular Uhuru point, and collapsed on the icy summit. I was exhausted, nauseous, and hallucinating but I'd made it. Still, I barely had the energy to crunch my way through a frozen chocolate bar. Abel was worried. He quickly encouraged us off the melting ice-cap and down into the vast veins that make up the mountain valleys.

A day later and I was starting to recover, with more oxygen in the air and Abel at my side. Dan, my younger brother by sixteen months and my very fit dad bounced on ahead. I asked Abel about his life as a guide, his family and what impact trekkers like us were having on him, his people, and his country. Although his English was broken (he often switched back into Swahili) I found that we could understand each other. I also enjoyed learning about his culture, perspective and dreams. I wanted to know more and wondered how I could spend time with people like Abel and find out about the way he and his people lived.

It also became clear to me that even Abel, with a good job as a mountain guide, struggled to provide for his family - and he was one of the lucky ones. A thought-engine sparked inside me, one that would quietly tick over for the next few years and lead me to unforeseen adventures and projects. Just a year ago, I found out through a friend who still organises treks on Kilimanjaro that Abel had been killed in a road accident. I had only spent a week with the guy but the impact of our meeting had inspired me. It was a sad day.

In fact, the opportunity to begin further adventures like the one I had on Kilimanjaro came two years later when I met a big-hearted entrepreneur called John Lawler in 2000 while I was still a student. John had taken a year out from his studies to teach in Ghana and broke his leg the first day he arrived in West Africa. When he recovered, he helped fund and build a school in a small village called Shia. To thank him for his work and friendship villagers made him chief. Back in the UK, John formed Madventurer, a company devoted to raising funds for rural community projects focusing on health, education and sport before getting young people out to remote places and sending them on overland adventures – a kind of modern and cheaper version of Raleigh International. I joined him.

Madventurer was exactly what I was looking for, an educational adventure that took me beyond the pages of my political books and into real-life experiences with remote settlements, breathtaking mountains and vast landscapes where I could engage with people and cultures. And so I spent the next few summers leading groups of students to places like Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, Uganda, Burkina Faso, Mali, Peru, Trinidad, Tonga and, interestingly, Fiji. Joining John and his small team instead of applying for the latest top one hundred grad jobs gave me the chance to see the world and learn about building a business from scratch. I loved it and it proved the perfect preparation for everything that was to come.

My experience with Madventurer also taught me about how the world really ticks. It showed me that the quickest way to learn is to put yourself in situations where you have little or no experience. Whether I was being held at gunpoint at a border crossing, or being asked for 'expenses' by a village chief in the middle of the night, or taking a group of English students clubbing in Ouagadougou, I adapted fast. I had to. Most of all I learned how to think clearly, not to waffle about the possibilities and suggest some compromise solution but to focus, decide, act. All I had was my common sense and the untapped intuition and knowledge of those around me. It was nerve-wracking at times but fun and it gave me confidence in myself and in what's possible.

Despite the harsh and challenging realities of much of the developing world, it also gave me a belief that people could achieve together regardless of culture, class, or race. I remember getting an email from a mate who said that even though he'd been in Delhi for twelve hours he still hadn't 'found himself'. Of course he was joking but it is a serious point. I was never going to be content as that stereotypical traveller, destination unknown, even if I did listen to Bob Marley, dream of never-ending adventures and occasionally wear beads. I had to have a base and something solid to Work towards, the influence of my dad, the disciplined entrepreneur, perhaps. But, more like my mum, I also had the desire to work with people to achieve something, to be part of a community or at least support communities that didn't have the opportunities that I did.

In the short time I had been speaking with him online, I had learned that Mark, like me, had travelled and worked in Africa, helped set up volunteer projects – stepped out of his own comfort zone. But while I approached most things from a practical, 'how do we do it' point of view, Mark came more from a 'why don't we try this' perspective. If I needed a base, Mark needed a platform. Not to show off but to leap off.

We met in the second week of January. After all the online conversations we'd had, I thought it would be a good idea to meet the guy. If anything was going to happen we would need to get on with each other outside the safety of our inboxes. When I arrived at Manchester Piccadilly's finest drinking establishment, Mark – hoody, jeans, trainers, pint – was sitting in the corner. Three hours, four pints and one conversation later, when I had to leave to catch the train back south, I had a new friend and business partner. With him came the beginnings of a new company specialising in sustainable, adventurous travel to be marketed globally online and aimed at people from any age or background. I really believed in it. I liked Mark, or MJ as I now knew him. I felt confident that we would be doing something together that we could be proud of and which would, with luck, at the same time provide us with the means to a decent income. So I was a little pissed off when MJ rang a week later to say that he wanted to change everything. 'What do you mean, you've had a better idea?'

'Ben, steady, just listen. This is it, trust me. Where are you now?'

'At my desk. Working on our business plan.' I sighed. 'Yesterday's business plan.'

'Check your emails. I've written it all down. Read it, then call me.'

I opened my mail. 'You have one new message.' I looked at the title. Then I looked away. I fell back into my chair and felt my pulse quicken. I read it again. This is what it said:

THE ISLAND PROJECT – A TRIBE IS WANTED.

Nothing like it had ever been done before. MJ's one-page proposal said we were going to buy an island, build an eco-community on it and thus create a tribe. Anyone could join, from anywhere in the world, and everyone would take part on the internet by voting for a tribal chief or joining debates within the community. And, crucially, each member would have the opportunity to visit the island at some point, to live the dream. All we needed was some money. Oh, and an island.

Hang on a second. Was MJ serious? Perhaps, more importantly, why were we even thinking about attempting something that sounded so ridiculous and how on earth were we going to make it happen? I quickly scribbled down the main barriers but didn't send them to MJ. Instead I just emailed him and said, 'Crazy idea mate, not sure where you get them from. I think I get it, I certainly want to get it, but I have a lot of questions...'

Here are a few of the questions that I asked him. Why did he want to attempt this? How exactly did he get this idea? What did he know about 'eco-community-building' on tropical islands? What did he think the impact would be on the local people of the area and how would we manage that? How would the online community work as a decision-making entity? How would the business model work? Did he have projected budgets for different aspects of the project? What was the 'elected Chief babble all about? And how did he think we might go about buying an island when two weeks previously we had both agreed that whatever we did would need to be self-funding?

I was a little worried my barrage of questions might scare him off – and these were only half of them. But I needn't have worried. MJ quickly emailed me back. It was clear his zest for and, indeed, his knowledge of current online technologies was something I was going to have to equal pretty quickly if I was going to keep up with him. And he had answers for most of the questions. He seemed pretty clear about how the business model, the marketing and the online side of the project would work. He was certainly not short of ideas about how an online community with a real-world base could be engaged.

As to where the idea itself actually came from, he had been sitting at his laptop, thinking about where online communities might go next, when he had started to daydream. His daydream from a dining table in a house in north-west England in the middle of winter took him to the tropics, to sunshine and a beach. We've all had that daydream. But what if, he pondered, you could connect the two? What if the online community's purpose was to go and live on an island? MySpace with a real space; Secondlife with a real life; Facebook with actual face-to-face meetings? It was a brilliant mental leap, a simple and spectacular spark. I absolutely loved it.

Where his answers were shorter and virtually non-existent was on the 'how it would work on the island' bit. That was where he expected me to come in: 'You will manage the island, the real-world community and operation and I will manage the online community and the marketing.' Why did he want to do it? 'To see if it might be possible; to give online communities a real-world dimension; to make a difference to people's lives.' As to how he would go about finding an island, easy, he said. 'Google'. MJ didn't mess around.

Once I'd got the 'what are we doing' and 'how are we going to do it' a bit more clearly established in my own mind, I turned to perhaps the most important question: 'Why are we going to do it?' MJ had given me his reasons. But when I asked myself the question, I came back with some interesting answers.

The first was purely instinctive – there was something about the idea that had gripped me, thrown me backwards in my chair and quickened my pulse. The email had lit up a grey winter's day like a supernova. I couldn't stop asking questions, couldn't stop thinking that it might be possible. My imagination was on fire. I imagined the island – the beach, the palm trees, the building of a village, the games, the fishing, the singing; I imagined the perfect island community and wondered if we could do it. I didn't believe in the idea of Utopia or in a perpetual paradise. I knew society was flawed. But I was irresistibly drawn to the idea of a community in a beautiful environment alongside a different culture.

The second answer was more rooted in my perspective on the world and my experiences. I loved the idea of building something from scratch that could mirror and embrace the environment. A village that would slot into the cycles of a tropical island's ecology rather than simply building a development that would leave its physical and environmental footprint forever. Would it be possible? I was no expert, but it was already obvious to me that sustainability was going to be an increasingly important aspect of the way we lived and travelled. I understood sustainability as simply a style of living where you complement your environment rather than change it. The first thing that popped into my head was the idea that on a small island there isn't any water except rainwater. How much rainwater could we catch to run an island community? It was a question that would not be easily resolved.

Thirdly, and finally, I considered the possibility of an online and island community participating and communicating to create something new and exciting. The sense that a large number of people would be co-creating in two different worlds simultaneously fascinated me. I wasn't quite sure how it would work but I loved the idea of empowering people online to change a real space. A global village – the great macro online network of people connected 24/7 by an instantaneous and infinite information galaxy, would be focusing its time and energy into a tiny micro island village. The original concept of building paradise on earth was, the more I thought about it, an incredible blend of ideas, current trends and even history. By now my mouth was watering at the thought of what MJ's idea might actually mean.

Outside, the January drizzle and mist shrouded picturesque Devonshire landscape and reminded me why English people drank so much tea. I put the kettle on. The email from MJ had come through at 10am and, as I stood in the kitchen, the clock caught my eye: 3.15pm. Shit, I'd been messaging for over five hours without any kind of break. This was proving a serious distraction from my other big commitment, the London marathon. After running in the fresh country air, I sat down with a cup of tea. I wanted to get a second opinion on MJ's idea. So, in 'Who Wants To Be A Millionaire' style, I decided to use my 'phone a friend' lifeline. I wasn't going to spend hours on the phone to different mates, most of whom I knew were going to laugh at me and tell me to get 'my ass up to London and get a real job', so I picked one friend who had sound judgement when it came to ridiculous risk.

I had lived with Mark McGinn, or Marco, for a year at university and he had become my best mate there. We were similar – loved going out, staying up late talking rubbish about travel, music and sport. Marco is one of life's enthusiasts and, if anyone was going to back me on this, he would. And I was right. 'Oh my God, Benny Boy, that is a crazy idea. I love it.' I asked him if he thought it was possible, if he thought the reasons for doing it were sound and if he thought I should be throwing myself into it when I had just started my own business. Marco, as I expected, was realistic about the challenges. But he was instinctively excited about the potential and, like the good advertising account manager he had become, said it was a unique concept that could inspire people and create change. I got off the phone with another surge of adrenalin running through my veins at the thought of giving this a go. As I settled back at my laptop and opened MJ's next email, alone in dark, wintry Devon with dozens of questions in my mind, I already knew I was being sucked in. A black hole was opening up in front of me and I was going headlong into it.
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