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The post-college life is a trek into the unknown, but for many it is a path that ventures towards 

graduate school or a definitive career. This was not 

the case for Paul Mohr, who is currently settled in 

Kansas City, Missouri and working for the 

Department of Housing and Urban Development. 

Although he now focuses on improving sites in the 

United States, he spent a decade of his life 

exploring wonders around the world. Immediately 

after graduating Cum Laude in Economics from 

Claremont-McKenna College in California, he 

hopped on a plane and flew to Europe. Intending to 

stay for only three months, he spent the next three years of his life working on boats and 

traveling the world. I sat down with Paul to recount some of his more memorable, often 

dangerous, adventures through Europe and Africa. 

You told me you were working on sailboats in the Mediterranean. How did your journey to 

Africa begin? 
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I actually started the trip to Africa more or less from London, where I had gone to take some 

classes on sailing. I had several maps, and I thought this would be a great adventure to go from 

London to Cape Town. I thought I would take whatever transportation is available, hitchhiking 

mainly, to get there. At one point I jumped a freight train with a Spanish hitchhiker that I traveled 

with for several days. We were on a rail car with big iron wheels that were shifting around. Once 

on the train you couldn’t get off without jumping. It was very dangerous, very cold. 

You said you jumped the train? Did you just hop on? 

The train was stopped at a freight yard. We saw some signs on the train, and we could tell it was 

going in our direction. So we climbed aboard while it was stopped. Sure enough, it took off. 

Then it overshot our destination. We ended up somewhere late at night in a rail yard. 

How did you end up getting back to your destination? 

We slept in a passenger car on the side of a train station. We thought it was a safe place for the 

night. Then, during the night, we heard a huge clang. We jumped out of our sleeping bags and 

realized our car was being pulled away by another engine. We had no idea where we were going 

to end up. It stopped after awhile, and we went to the road and hitchhiked our way towards the 

south, towards Africa. 

Wow. Where was this again? 

It was near Madrid, in the center of Spain. We were headed to Morocco to begin our trip. 
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Did you plan on traveling all over Africa? 

The plan was to go from Morocco through West Africa, make a trip through Central Africa, over 

to East Africa, and then to South Africa. 

Were there any moments you thought you might die on your travels? 

There were times sailing when there would be a particularly huge wave. It was intimidating to 

look up at a wave that’s 20- to 25-feet tall coming towards the boat. I would tell myself that 

there’s no point in letting that get to me because there’s nothing to be done. It’s just nature being 

nature. Nature didn’t really frighten me. I don’t remember many situations in which I was 

intimately at risk, except the hippo of course. 
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The hippo? 

I was in an area that is now the Central African Republic. I was in a village close to jungle, and 

in my short stay I heard there were hippos nearby. I went down to the river to hopefully see 

some. There was a man with a dugout canoe. I rented out his canoe for a small amount. He 

indicated there were hippos up the river. It was the middle of the afternoon so I headed that way, 

paddling up the river. I don’t remember seeing any other people or canoes. It was heavily 

forested. The sun grew lower on the horizon. I looked up the river and thought, “Well, I can see 

something way up ahead (about 100 yards). It may be a woman in a red dress doing some 

washing in the river. I’ll just go that far, and if I see nothing by then, I’ll turn around and go 

back.” I was getting closer to this turnaround point when out of nowhere – to my complete 

surprise and shock and amazement – there was this breaking of the water. Maybe two car lengths 

ahead of me broke from the water this giant hippo with a roar. Sounded something like this 

*imitates roar*. 

Yikes! What did you do? 

I turned the canoe around on a dime, spun it precisely 180 degrees, and furiously paddled in the 

other direction. There was no thought to it. It was complete instinct. I knew my life was 

threatened, significantly. I looked back and saw that the supposed women in a red dress was 

actually several hippos resting with their mouths open on the bank. Clearly, I was in hippo 

territory. I was enormously fortunate that the hippo gave me a warning instead of just coming up 

underneath the canoe and breaking or flipping me out of it. It was later that I learned that the 

hippo is the most dangerous animal in Africa. 
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All of these are pretty terrifying stories. Let’s switch to something a little more cheerful. 

What’s the best memory of all your travels? 

There are so many, it is hard to say one over the other. There are times where you are sailing 

across the ocean, the wind is in just the right place, and the yacht is floating across the water. You 

look out, and you can see the beautiful blue color of the deep ocean, and you know it is teaming 

with life. You can see it; the fish jumping out or maybe a porpoise or whales. And the stars at 

night… you are well fed, and people are getting along. It is like looking at nature from a 

comfortable armchair, but you aren’t watching it on TV or a movie screen. You are actually in it. 

So there are moments like that, with natural beauty, seeing what the world has to offer. And then, 

in the human realm, I encountered wonderful hospitality throughout the world – sometimes by 

people who had very little, but they were very gracious and hospitable. Just lots of very kind 

people around the world.


