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Toboggan Wars 
Slow down 

 

 “Slow down and enjoy life. It's not only the scenery you miss by going too fast—you also miss the sense of 

where you are going and why.” – Eddie Cantor 

 

THE CLASSROOM: Port Albert, Ontario -- “You are not going out in public wearing that.” 

These were the words spoken by my mother, filled with compassion, after I showed up at home 

dripping with blood and a chunk of flesh missing from the back of my thigh. Seeing one of her 

children in need of immediate medical attention, Mom’s maternal instincts apparently told her 

that the priority here was ensuring I didn’t go out in public wearing pants with a hole in them. A 

little while later I was wearing a fresh pair of slacks and we were on our way to the ER (after 

Mom put on her makeup of course). 

 I learned that tobogganing isn’t for the faint of heart that cold winter day when I slammed 

my sled into a fallen tree. The jagged remains of a broken tree branch on that log skewered me 

like a scrawny, pre-pubescent shish kebob. It tore a gaping hole in the back of my leg that went 

all the way to the bone.  

As a member of a very competitive family, tobogganing was much more than a few pleasant 

sled rides down a snowy hill. Tobogganing was a sport. Nay, tobogganing was a bloody war, and 

the hills of Port Albert were our battlefields.  

Take, for example, McGarrity’s Run—a classic hill built for speed and racers with more 

guts than brains. The steep hill was straight as an arrow and ended abruptly at the edge of a small 

cliff. This precipice left us Tobogganing Gladiators with a dilemma: (a) slow down to avoid 

flying over the edge, but risk losing the race, or (b) give ’er hell the entire time and hope to be 

able to bail out before going over.  

For us, a choice between self-preservation and victory was hardly a choice at all. And so we 

would hurl ourselves over the edge for the glory of the sport, our cheap plastic toboggans and 

1970s-era snowsuits plunging into the abyss. Looking back, I suppose I can’t fault Mom for her 

lack of sympathy.  
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THE LESSON: Sometimes life can be a lot like McGarrity’s Run. In our fast-paced world it 

seems we have more demands for our time than ever. We work longer hours and involve 

ourselves in more and more activities until life soon becomes a blur.  

A 2005 study was conducted by Statistics Canada on workaholics and time perception. It 

revealed that almost one-third of Canadians identify themselves as workaholics and are much 

more likely to be dissatisfied with their work-life balance. The majority of these self-reported 

workaholics worried they weren’t spending enough time with family and friends and reported 

that their general state of health was fair or poor. 

We are told “It’s a race to the top.” But like McGarrity’s, if you choose to sacrifice time 

with family, friends, or your physical and mental health, it’s actually a race to the bottom. And 

the same thing awaits everyone at the finish line—a fall over the edge.  

 

THE HOMEWORK: If you find your life is becoming too “McGarrity,” do what you need to 

do to slow down. Purging your calendar is a great first step. Here are a few tips:  

 

• Write your plans on a wall calendar to give a visual sense of how busy you are. If it’s 

looking pretty full, don’t jump into anything new. 

• When invited to something, get in the habit of telling people, “I’ll think about it.” Buy 

yourself some time so you can reflect if you really should be adding something else to 

your schedule. 

• When hosting a party or entertaining some relatives for the weekend, don’t kill yourself 

putting together lavish meals or planning complicated activities. Keep it simple. 

 

Life’s too short to be going so fast. Slow down, cliff ahead! 

 

*** 

Funny stories. Good advice. Josh Martin is the author of the book “Simple(ton) Living: Lessons 

in balance from life’s absurd moments,” available online at www.JoshMartinInk.com. 
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Fish Heads in the Far East 

Simple gatherings 

 

“In character, in manner, in style, in all things, the supreme excellence is simplicity.” 

– Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 

 

THE CLASSROOM: Chiayi, Taiwan—My 90 cc scooter (which I fondly nicknamed “Scoot 

Scoot Riot”) howled in protest as we made the steep ascent along the winding mountain roads in 

Taiwan. By noon my two fellow ESL teachers, Marty and Yanik, and I had reached our campsite 

for the weekend. 

That evening, as the sun set over the mountains, and without an agenda to occupy our time, 

we strolled through the campgrounds. We passed a group of six Taiwanese men who invited us 

to join them for dinner and some Tsingtao Beer. Though strangers, in no time at all we were 

laughing and joking around the campfire like old friends (even if neither side spoke the other’s 

language well).  

The parade of food was simple and delicious. We were generously treated to every type of 

local cuisine imaginable. At the end of the meal one of our new friends offered me a plate with a 

massive fish head on it, its beady eye staring up at me.  

I have never been a fan of seafood to start with (especially the kind that can look you in the 

eye), so I politely declined. Upon doing so I was informed that to be offered a fish head was a 

show of great respect and friendship within Taiwanese culture. The honour outweighed my 

distaste so I reluctantly accepted and proceeded to eat the vile thing. To this day, however, I’m 

not entirely sure if it really was a gesture of friendship or if they just wanted to see if I would 

actually eat it. 

Finally, when the food had all been eaten, the guitar came out and the singing began. In a 

country obsessed with Karaoke, our hosts showed no inhibitions. Before long, we were singing 

and dancing around the fire, the fish head sloshing around my belly full of cheap beer. 
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THE LESSON: Our mountaintop dance party taught me an important lesson in the value of 

simple gatherings. The simple, the spontaneous, the informal—these are the key ingredients to 

the best get-togethers. I’d much rather share a six-pack of cheap beer with friends around a 

campfire than attend a stuffy dinner party with hors d’oeuvres and fine china any day of the 

week.  

The average wedding in Canada costs between $20,000 and $30,000. That’s a down 

payment for a house, a college fund for your kids, or a couple trips around the world. Spent 

instead on a single day. 

 And never mind the obscene price. Weddings and elaborate functions involve weeks and 

months of planning and stress. We set the expectations for the event so high that we can’t help 

but be disappointed. So much work goes into the superficial elements of the gathering—the food, 

the décor, the ambiance—that the real reasons for celebrating get crushed into a corner. 

 The simplicity of my mountaintop dance party in the Far East was what made it so great. 

Keeping it simple not only saves you time and money, but also usually results in the best 

experiences. 

 

THE HOMEWORK: The next time you are planning a get-together—be it a dinner party or a 

wedding—remember what’s really important. Here are a few tips on how to keep it simple: 

 

1) Order a pizza. Do you find yourself spending more time in the kitchen preparing the five-

course meal than spending time with your guests? Let someone else worry about that. 

2) Leave room for spontaneity. Don’t crowd your event with too many preplanned, 

scheduled activities. Leave space for a get-together to unfold organically. 

3) Don’t kill yourself with the details. Nobody really cares if the dinner plates don’t match 

or you didn’t get around to mopping your floors. Besides, the more informal and 

unpolished gatherings tend to be the ones where guests feel most at ease. 

4) Don’t force your guests to eat a fish head. 

 

*** 

Funny stories. Good advice. Josh Martin is the author of the book “Simple(ton) Living: Lessons 

in balance from life’s absurd moments,” available online at www.JoshMartinInk.com. 
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Hobo Torpedo 

Friends over money 

 

“My friends are my estate.” – Emily Dickinson 

 

THE CLASSROOM: Waterloo, Ontario—It’s ten-thirty at night and I’m hurtling down a 

deserted street inside a shopping cart, like some hobo torpedo. As my mobile, metal coffin rattles 

down the road at mach five I suddenly realize something—I’m an idiot. 

It had all started two minutes earlier when my “friend” Royce offered to push me to the local 

bar in a shopping cart. Royce and I lived together in university with four other buddies in a dump 

of a student house on Marshall Street a few blocks from the bar we were headed to. Never one to 

pass up a free ride, I accepted the shopping cart offer without a second thought.  

I sat in the shopping cart facing forward and cheered Royce on as he pushed me faster and 

faster down the darkened street. It didn’t take long for my courage to falter, however. 

“OK, Royce!” I yelled over the clatter of the rattling shopping cart. “Slow down!... Slow 

down, Royce!... ROYCE!?” 

The cart showed no signs of slowing down. I risked a glance over my shoulder to sternly 

insist that my good and trusted friend stop the cart immediately. Unfortunately, my good and 

trusted friend was now twenty yards behind me with a stupid grin on his face. He had let go of 

the cart and sent me hurtling into the night. 

Turning forward once again I realized that I was drifting to the right. To my horror I found 

myself heading straight for a fire hydrant. I vainly attempted to extricate myself from my 

impending doom but leaping from a speeding shopping cart is more difficult then you might 

imagine. 

I crashed squarely into the hydrant and was launched from the cart as if from a catapult. I 

flipped head over heels, cleared the fire hydrant and landed on my back in the grass on the other 

side with a dull thud.  
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THE LESSON: My life on Marshall Street was far from luxurious. We lived in a house that was 

near collapse. Our diets would make any nutritionist weep. All our furniture was second-hand 

and exuded a wide range of odours. None of us owned a car and our bank accounts were full of 

cobwebs.  

And yet, despite the squalor in which we spent our days and nights, I’ve never laughed so 

hard or had so much fun. Some of my greatest memories, like being launched from a shopping 

cart, are from those days in university and I think it says a lot about what’s really important in 

life. 

Our culture places a lot of emphasis on high-paying jobs, big houses, cars, and other 

material benchmarks of success. In pursuit of these acquisitions however, we often sacrifice time 

and relationships with the people that make life so enjoyable. As Joe Dominguez and Vicki 

Robin put it in Your Money or Your Life, “Once upon a time ‘earning a living’ was the means to 

an end. The means was ‘earning’; the end was ‘living.’ Over time our relationship with money—

earning it, spending it, investing it, owing it, protecting it, worrying about it—has taken over the 

major part of our lives.” 

 

THE HOMEWORK: Cherish the friendships you have and don’t let the superficial stuff in life 

get in the way of them. Here are a few ideas on keeping your priorities straight:  

 

1) Carve time out of your week to catch up on correspondence with family and friends.  

2) Grab a beer with a friend one evening instead of zoning out in front of the TV.  

3) When deciding between going on vacation with your family and buying that new big 

screen TV, always go for the vacation. Memories last longer than TVs do. 

 

Before making any decision, always consider the social implications. If that means riding a 

shopping cart to the bar instead of a Ferrari, then I say giddy’up—as long as Royce isn’t driving, 

of course. 

 

*** 

Funny stories. Good advice. Josh Martin is the author of the book “Simple(ton) Living: Lessons 

in balance from life’s absurd moments,” available online at www.JoshMartinInk.com.
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The Taipei Middle Way 

Finding your material balance 

 

“Excess and deficiency are equally at fault.” – Confucius 

 

THE CLASSROOM: The back alleys of Taipei, Taiwan—After wandering the dark side streets 

of Taipei for about an hour, I finally stumbled upon the address of the youth hostel I had picked 

out from my travel guidebook. I had sought out this particular lodging in Tawian’s bustling 

capital city because it was the cheapest one listed. I immediately understood why. The “hostel” 

was tucked away in the dark recesses of some rank alleyway—a six-story heap of foreboding 

doom. The place looked ready to collapse. It came complete with a creepy old man lurking in the 

shadows by the front entrance, beckoning me to enter.  

“Upstairs, upstairs,” the skeletal figure rasped from the shadows. 

“Is this the youth hostel?” I inquired as steadily as I could manage, unable to find signage 

that indicated it as such. 

“Yes, yes,” he assured me with a toothy grin, “Upstairs!” 

Incredibly, this was all the assurance I needed. I entered the open doorway which led to a 

rickety, wooden staircase. I heaved a sigh of relief when I didn’t feel a knife blade slip between 

my shoulder blades. Girding myself, I began the climb up, up the stairs on my way down, down 

to hell.  

Each landing was illuminated by a single, exposed light bulb, keeping the cockroaches just 

out of sight. There were closed doors at each landing. I assumed they could only lead to rooms 

filled with the rotting corpses of other foolhardy travelers.  

By the time I reached the third landing, I decided the two or three dollars I was saving 

wasn’t worth dying for. I decided to get as far away from that place as possible. Turning around, 

I bolted down the stairs as fast as my legs would carry me. I half expected the walls to start 

moaning and bleeding as I fled in terror. Bursting through the door, I flew past Skeletor and ran 

like the wind.  
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When I was a safe enough distance away, I consulted my guidebook once more. I chose a 

more reputable hostel, even though it cost a few dollars extra a night.  

 

THE LESSON: It’s important to strike a balance between poverty and excess. Some people 

have the belief that simple living means we should all be living in the Hostel of Horrors. But 

living simply doesn’t mean living in poverty. The Buddhist “Middle Way” reflects this principle, 

arguing that the path to enlightenment is through moderation, away from the extremes of self-

indulgence and self-mortification. 

Duane Elgin, author of Voluntary Simplicity puts it this way: “Those choosing a simpler life 

have sought the golden mean—a creative and aesthetic balance between poverty and excess.” 

The hostel I ended up going to was cheap enough that I could still save money to spend on 

doing touristy activities later. But it wasn’t so cheap that I feared for my safety. In life, as in 

Taipei, it’s all about balance. 

 

THE HOMEWORK: Find your middle way between the extremes. Here are a few tips on 

striking a balance between too much and too little. 

 

1) Buy used. When your living room couch has collapsed, don’t be afraid to get rid of it. 

Instead of rushing to the nearest furniture store, though, consider buying from a second-

hand store, Craigslist, Kijiji, or check out garage sales going on in your neighbourhood. 

2) Buy generic. When the clothes you’re wearing have been reduced to rags, bite the bullet 

and splurge for some new duds. Save some money by steering clear of the brand name 

products and go for the generic versions instead. 

3) Don’t cut corners when it comes to your health. While being fiscally prudent and a bit of 

a penny-pincher aren’t bad things, some essentials like food should never be 

compromised. You don’t need to be eating caviar and lobster, but don’t deprive yourself 

either by eating nothing but macaroni and hot dogs. 

 

*** 

Funny stories. Good advice. Josh Martin is the author of the book “Simple(ton) Living: Lessons 

in balance from life’s absurd moments,” available online at www.JoshMartinInk.com. 
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The Thief and the Chief 

The more you have, the more you have to lose 

 

“Our chief comforts often produce our greatest anxieties, and the increase in our possessions is 

but an inlet to new disquietudes.” – Oliver Goldsmith 

 

THE CLASSROOM: Back alleys of Kokrobite, Ghana—After a fun night of partying in a 

bungalow by the beach, in the touristy town of Kokrobite, four of us international volunteers 

decided to call it a day and make the twenty minute hike back to our hotel. As we walked along 

the dark and empty road, my conversation with Travis was suddenly interrupted when we heard 

Rob cry out from behind us. A man had just ripped Rob’s camera from his shoulder and was now 

fleeing with it into a dark side alley. 

“Give it back, you wanker!” Travis cried out when the moment of shock wore off. The thief 

did not obey my Australian friend. And so, armed only with an empty Fanta bottle and a gut full 

of adrenaline, I joined Travis and chased after the thief. It didn’t take long for us to lose sight of 

him or for me to remember that I was not, in fact, Batman. As the adrenaline wore off I quickly 

realized how exceedingly stupid it was to be chasing a criminal through dark alleys in an 

unfamiliar town.  

We were later advised to visit the local Chief to discuss the possibility of recovering Rob’s 

camera. Although this concept of criminal investigation was new to me, the next morning we 

were on our way to see the Chief. The management at the hotel arranged an audience with the 

Chief and provided an interpreter to help us file this unusual form of a “police report”.  

The Chief, a very animated and temperamental individual, while gesturing wildly with his 

hands launched into a ten-minute tirade in his native tongue. According to our interpreter this 

speech amounted to, “We’ll look into it.” I suspected something was lost in translation.  

Unfortunately, the Chief’s efforts yielded no results and Rob failed to get his camera back.  

 

THE LESSON: Our experience with the thief and Chief taught me a lesson. The more we 

accumulate, and the more we pin our hopes for happiness on material possessions, the more we 
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stand to lose. We spent a tremendous amount of time trying to track down an expensive camera; 

time that could have been better spent elsewhere. Had a cheap disposable camera been stolen, it 

would have been a lot easier to shrug the whole theft off. 

Sadly, our obsession with possessing more and more material comforts can end up 

consuming much of our time and energy in the same way it did chasing after the thief. We want 

that big house with the big lawn. So we work long hours for the fat pay cheque in order to afford 

it. We then convince ourselves we have to fill that house with the best furniture and biggest TV 

and continue on this work-to-spend treadmill. And the more possessions we acquire the more 

time and money we have to spend on cleaning, upkeep, repairs, insurance, security, etc. Not to 

mention the stress that comes when our stuff breaks down or is stolen. 

Janet Luhrs, author of The Simple Living Guide, puts it this way: “When did we decide that 

more and bigger stuff would give us a better life? … Do we really get more joy from worrying 

about, rearranging, and dusting our things than we do from visiting with a friend in an intimate 

way? … Do we like ourselves more if we move up from a medium-size to a big-screen television 

set?” 

 

THE HOMEWORK: Maybe our obsession with the bigger house, the greener lawn or the 

fancier camera isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Stop and think the next time you’re about to make a 

big purchase in your life. Take a moment to calculate the hidden costs of time and worry not 

listed on the price tag.  

 

*** 

Funny stories. Good advice. Josh Martin is the author of the book “Simple(ton) Living: Lessons 

in balance from life’s absurd moments,” available online at www.JoshMartinInk.com. 

 

 
 


