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The Backpack Years is unique in that it is a multiple-narrative travel memoir, written by a husband and wife 
team. Stefanie and James Wilson alternate chapters, sharing their journeys through young adulthood in 
their own words.

James wants to escape his father, his job, and his growing anxiety over the debt he’s accrued. He quits his life 
in England and goes to Australia to clear his mind and figure out how to fix everything.

Stef heads to Spain to study abroad before graduating college. The experiences she has in Europe make her 
reconsider her carefully laid plans, and after her first year of teaching, she decides she’s not cut out for it and 
travels to Australia for three months.

At an Irish pub in Sydney’s red light district, Stef and James meet, and once again, they redesign the futures 
they’d imagined for themselves.

Over six years, they collectively travel to thirteen different countries. They struggle with career choices. 
Stef discovers her personality evolving and James comes to terms with the reasons he left home. And 
throughout, the memoir follows the ups and downs of their relationship, and the commitment it took to stay 
together.

The book spans the years 2000-2006 and is separated into four sections, relating to different stages of their 
life and relationship.

About

Sections

Immerses us in the couple’s individual travels before they met—James through Bali and Australia, and Stef in 
Spain and France, and details events that would change the course of their lives forever.

Part 1: A World Apart

SUMMARY

Describes how Stef went to Australia and the couple met and fell in love, just to be separated three months 
later when Stef heads to New Zealand, and James to Thailand.

Part 2: Falling Down Under

Shares the complications of their relationship in the U.K. and U.S.: geographic, bureaucratic and personal.

Part 3: Across the Pond

Brings us on a journey of healing across Asia, as the couple tries to recreate the 
magic of travel that brought them together.

Part 4: The Way Home
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Stefanie Wilson

James Wilson

Stefanie was born in Pittsburgh, USA. Since she was a girl, she has been blonde 
and ditsy. Her super patient husband has shown her how to use the remote a 
million times, and she owes him big time.

Though a seasoned traveller, her hometown pride and her love of a Primanti’s 
sandwich keep her connected to her roots. She babysits her niece often and 
patiently makes up treasure hunts to keep her occupied.

She currently lives in Pittsburgh with her broodingly handsome husband, 
James. The Backpack Years is her first published work.

Written by James Wilson.

James was born in Warrington, England. Since he was a boy, he has been an 
accident-prone, illness-prone hot mess. His saint-like wife has nursed him back 
to health countless times, and he owes her big time.

He has almost lived more of his life outside Britain than in it, but his love of 
football and a good fry-up keep him connected to his roots. He calls his mum 
often and patiently listens to updates on who won bingo.

He currently lives in Pittsburgh with his smoking-hot wife, Stef. The Backpack 
Years is his first published work.

Written by Stefanie Wilson.
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INTERVIEW SAMPLE QUESTIONS

General

Stef:
I kept detailed journals from all of the places I visited, and I’d wanted to write a travel memoir for a long time. 
I actually did complete one, but it was terrible. James and I were driving to visit my parents in Pittsburgh one 
summer, and I mentioned to him that I was just going to give up on it.

James:
Stef said she didn’t think there was anything special about her story, and I felt bad hearing her talk about 
giving up since I knew it was something she’d been working on for a long time. I suggested we write a book 
of short travel stories together.

Stef:
We spent the whole drive, like seven hours, brainstorming how we would write this book together.

Stef:
I have anxiety, and the idea of the general public knowing my name freaks me out. And my mom has 
anxiety, worse than me, and if our whole family knew all of those stories about me—I mean, a few are pretty 
bad—she might be the first person to literally die of embarrassment.

James:
Same goes for me. There’s definitely some stories my mum would be embarrassed about. Also, even though 
it’s been almost 20 years since my debt issues, I still feel bad about myself and ashamed to share those issues 
with the world.

1. Why did you write the book?

2. Why did you write the book anonymously?

James:
We’ve actually already helped Stef’s dad self-publish a memoir. I’m a graphic designer and pretty tech-savvy, 
so it was easy for me to learn how to format everything, and I designed a cover for him. Basically, we are able 
to do everything ourselves. And knowing that we would need to do our own marketing anyway, it didn’t 
make sense to try to get a book deal. Also, we like the idea of having control over our book and how it’s 
marketed and portrayed.

3. Why did you choose to self-publish?
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Stef:
I read a lot of non-fiction. I’m really curious, and there are always things I want to learn about. Some of my 
recent favorites were Metropolis, 1491, and The Inconvenient Indian. Bill Bryson is my favorite author. I love 
his memoirs, obviously, but I also enjoy his other non-fiction books. He can make literally anything funny.

James:
I’m actually not a huge reader. Although I did listen to a lot of audiobooks when I had a long commute to 
work. I gravitate towards memoirs. Kevin Hart and Trevor Noah are my favorites.

4. What kinds of books do you read? Who are your favorite authors?

INTERVIEW SAMPLE QUESTIONS

Personal

James:
(laughs) Yeah, we get that question a lot when we tell people we wrote a book together. 

Stef:
Even our writing teacher was like, “yeah, I think my wife and I would kill each other if we tried that.”

James:
For me, I never imagined we would publish the book. I thought it would be a great shared experience to 
write together and document our travels, and it was. Now, don’t get me wrong, there were many creative 
differences along the way but overall it was very rewarding. Although once we decided this thing could 
be a published book that others would read, it made the writing tougher for me and I definitely held up 
proceedings.

Stef:
Yeah, at first we weren’t on the same page about our goals for the project. But James always knew that I 
wanted to sell my book, so I just assumed he knew I’d want to sell this one, too. So we did have many long 
discussions about what to include. By discussions, I mean me trying to convince him to write about stuff he 
didn’t want to, because I knew it would be better for the story.

5. Are you still married?

James:
I did go to college for graphic design. We lived in Pittsburgh for a bit, and then moved to Virginia, where we 
lived for 13 years. Then the pandemic pushed us to make the move back home to be closer to family and 
friends. I am the only one in my family living in the U.S. and I miss them a lot but being back in Pittsburgh 
with Stef’s family is amazing.

Stef:
Yeah, we’ve kind of come full-circle, haven’t we?

6. The book covers up to 2006. What have you been up to since then?
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INTERVIEW SAMPLE QUESTIONS

Stef:
We took a few short trips. I got to go back to Spain for a week.

James:
Which was great. Stef showed me around and we ate a lot of tapas. I did feel a bit bad because many of the 
locals wanted to talk to me about football (soccer) so Jen spent a lot of time translating for me.

Stef:
A lot. (laughs) We visited his family a couple of times. And we recently took a
Covid-inspired road trip to visit some national parks, since we could stay outside.

James:
Stef’s not doing that trip justice. She writes a good story but she’s rubbish at telling them. We bought a tiny 
6ft by 8ft trailer and pulled it behind our small car for almost 9,000 miles across the country. We ate yogurt, 
cereal and sandwiches every day for eight weeks and it was quality.

7. Have you done any more traveling?

Stef:
Arcos de la Frontera, which is a Spanish pueblo. All the buildings are painted white, and it’s built up on a cliff. 
It’s the coolest town I’ve ever seen, and of course, it’s Spain, so...

James:
Angkor Wat in Cambodia. There’s an ancient temple there called Ta Prohm, which is being overgrown by the 
surrounding trees. The roots have embedded themselves into the stones. It looks awesome.

Stef:
Least favorite? Um, probably southwest Utah, honestly. We didn’t feel very welcome there. I went into a 
grocery store and it was like the whole “saloon goes silent and stares at you” kind of feeling. And apparently 
it’s the windiest place in the U.S.A. We spent a whole day in the trailer because you just couldn’t be out in it. 
And the trailer would actually rock in the wind gusts.

James:
My least favorite isn’t a particular place, but I’m not a fan of border towns in general. I talk about a few of 
them in the book. They make me feel uncomfortable. I always get this feeling like someone has slipped 
something illegal into my bag, and I’m about to walk into another country and get arrested.

8. What are your favorite places you have visited? Do you have a least favorite?
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INTERVIEW SAMPLE QUESTIONS

Relevant Topics

Stef:
Yeah. Writing a memoir is interesting, because you put yourself through a level of self-analysis that many 
people never have the pleasure of doing. (laughs) So at the end of the book, I mention that I develop some 
strange symptoms. I had trouble concentrating, I couldn’t make simple decisions, my brain felt foggy a 
lot. And I had heart palpitations and my chest felt tight a lot. I had a panic attack. But there weren’t any 
doctors that were able to correctly diagnose me. When we got home from Asia, I was finally diagnosed with 
cyclothymia, a bipolar disorder that still isn’t on many psychiatrists’ radar.

And so looking back through all of the things that happened in the book, I can see that some of my issues 
didn’t just start with the cyclothymia. I definitely had anxiety while working at my first teaching jobs, for 
sure.

James:
In the book I talk a lot about my relationship with my dad (because Stef made me).

Stef:
Sorry.

James:
No you’re not. Anyway, Putting some distance between us definitely improved my mental health. I never 
wanted to even mention him, but I found that writing about it helped me process some of the issues I had, 
and even though I didn’t like writing about it, it was right for the book and it helped me understand myself a 
little better.

Also, though I’m not proud of running away from my debt, being away for a 
while stopped the panic attacks and helped me make better decisions. 
My stress levels also improved.

10. Mental health plays a role in your book. Can you elaborate on how your mental health 
impacted your lives and travels?

Stef:
(shakes her head) Um, no.

James:
I’m a nightmare. I blame me mum. She’s got all the health issues. Where to start really? Well, since Asia I 
smashed my head on a window air conditioner while walking down the street, which gave me concussion 
and put me in the ER.

I had a second major ear surgery and now have a new eardrum and prosthetic ear bones. I have to wear a 
sleep apnea mask at night, which is fun.

I had part of my spine removed and many hours of physical therapy. Should I go on? I broke my elbow 
while mountain biking, I had H Pylori, which is a stomach issue. I also have something called Gastroparesis, 
which is a delayed emptying of the stomach. I suffer from chronic fatigue and I recently bruised my tailbone 
sledding a tiny hill in Stef’s parents’ back garden with Stef’s niece. There’s probably more. 

9. James has several health issues throughout the book. Has he stayed healthy since then?
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INTERVIEW SAMPLE QUESTIONS

Stef:
It’s interesting, this great exodus from the work force. A lot of people right now are leaving for different 
reasons, like not wanting to work for low wages anymore, or parents needing to stay at home for child care. 
But I also think the pandemic has given a lot of people a carpe diem attitude.

James:
You wanted to say YOLO.

Stef:
(laughs) I really did. So now people are quitting to do things they always wanted to do, and don’t want to 
wait anymore. I have a friend who just published his first sci-fi novel. Another one quit her job to create a 
travel company. During our backpack years, we were traveling for a couple reasons. There’s definitely an 
aspect of running away from our problems, but we also have been a very YOLO-type couple.

James:
You can’t pull that off. But yeah, now we are definitely part of the “Great Resignation.” In July of 2021 we 
donated most of our furniture, quit our jobs in Virginia and moved in with Stef’s parents. We live in their 
converted loft, and their house is now full of our boxes. We watch Jeopardy and Wheel of Fortune every 
night, and we play Scrabble. I recently scored an all-time low of six. That’s right, six.

Anyway, we grew tired of working for employers that were not supportive during the pandemic and 
disillusioned with living life away from both our families.

Taking the recent trip in our tiny trailer gave me similar feelings to the ones I had back in 2001 when I quit 
my life and moved to Australia. You can never quite recreate that feeling of freedom but it came close.

11. How do you feel your experiences may compare to the “Great Resignation” phenomenon 
taking place in the Unites States right now?
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CONTACT INFORMATION

Email: info@TheBackpackYears.com
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