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For Immediate Release 

TRAVEL WRITER ROLF POTTS DONATES LOWELL THOMAS AWARD WINNINGS TO 

PARKINSON'S DISEASE PROJECT
KASHGAR, China, Oct. 5, 2003--After winning his profession's highest honor, travel writer Rolf Potts has chosen to give back to the charity project that spawned his award-winning article.   

Potts, 33, won a Lowell Thomas Gold Award for his Slate.com story, "Virgin Trail: Travels in the Other Central America".  He announced this week that he will donate the $500 prize to the Drive Around the World LONGITUDE Expedition, an international Land Rover drive-a-thon that is raising money and awareness for Parkinson's disease research.

"Conquering Parkinson's disease is an important goal," said Potts, whose maternal grandmother suffered from the disease.  "And, considering that my story wouldn't have been possible without the Drive Around the World expedition, donating the prize money to their Parkinson's cause seemed appropriate."

Potts was the expedition's travel-writer-in-residence for four months in 2003 and 2004, as the nine-member team drove from Sunnyvale, Calif., to the southern tip of the Americas in Argentina.  

LONGITUDE is the third long-distance driving expedition for Drive Around the World, a non-profit organization based in Los Gatos, Calif.  For veteran expedition leader Nick Baggarly (he led a driving expedition to South America in’97, and he led a team of six around the world in 80 days during 1999’s Latitude Expedition), the expedition is personal.

Baggarly founded Drive Around the World in reaction to the news that his then 32-year-old sister, mother of four, was diagnosed with young-onset Parkinson’s in 1999.  

“When we returned from our last expedition around the world, it wasn’t, ‘Oh, great, you just drove around the world, it was, ‘Welcome home, and, bad news, your sister Jackie has Parkinson’s Disease,’” said Baggarly. “We just felt helpless.” 

He says that feeling of helplessness turned into a feeling of empowerment when his wife, Chanda, suggested that they do a drive-a-thon to raise money for Parkinson’s Disease research. 

Parkinson's is a chronic, progressive disorder of the central nervous system that belongs to a group of conditions called motor system disorders and is the direct result of the loss of cells in a section of the brain known as the substantia nigra. Those cells produce dopamine, a chemical messenger responsible for transmitting signals within the brain. Loss of dopamine causes critical nerve cells in the brain, or neurons, to fire out of control, leaving patients unable to direct or control their movements in a normal manner.  

The disease is progressive, debilitating, and currently has no cure.  There also is no preventive or restorative treatment available. In the United States, at least 1,000,000 people are believed to suffer from Parkinson's disease, and about 50,000 new cases are reported annually. The incidence is expected to increase as the average age of the population increases.  Researchers believe that proper funding can bring about a cure within the next 10-15 years.

“Rolf’s financial contribution is going to help people with Parkinson’s, and his travel wisdom will help our future expedition teams,” said Baggarly.  “The dream team for this expedition included Potts, from the beginning.  Having him along has taught us a lot about how to truly travel.  I’m thrilled that he was able to write such a beautiful story about his adventures in South America, and I’m grateful for this and all of his generous contributions to our cause.”  


Of Potts' award-winning story, the Lowell Thomas judges noted: "Writing five compelling chapters during a five-day stretch in Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and Nicaragua, Potts comes across as a contemporary mix of Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. He mixes tiny details with major themes so that his account becomes irresistible."


In addition to his online and magazine writing, Potts is known in travel-writing circles for his book "Vagabonding: An Uncommon Guide to the Art of Long-Term World Travel" (Random House, 2003).  He maintains a website and travel-oriented weblog at http://rolfpotts.com.

Those interested in finding out more about the Drive Around the World expedition and its Parkinson's cause can visit the team’s website at www.drivearoundtheworld.com, where an online donation of $100 or more enters donors to win one of their fully outfitted Land Rover Discovery expedition vehicles.  Because the team members and many generous sponsors have paid the full cost of the expedition, 100% of donations go directly to the Parkinson’s Institute of Sunnyvale, Calif., and the search for a cure.  

The expedition recently arrived in Kashgar, in northern China, after driving through travel warnings, red tape, and high mountain passes in India and Pakistan.  In all, the team has driven more than 30 thousand miles through 22 countries and shipped across two oceans and through the Panama Canal to arrive here in China.  Along the way, they have driven to the southernmost city in the world in Argentina, climbed to more than 18,300 ft along the highest motorable road in the world to crest the Khardung-la Pass in India, and they have become the first foreigners to drive across Myamar (formerly Burma) since 1953.  Play-by-plays and photos of each of these adventures can be found in the team’s daily journal postings at www.drivearoundtheworld.com.


The 20th Annual Lowell Thomas Travel Journalism Competition was sponsored by the Society of American Travel Writers (SATW) Foundation, which annually awards nearly $20,000 in prize money to travel journalists in 23 competition categories. 

#   #   #

Established in 2002, with headquarters in Los Gatos California, Drive Around the World is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that seeks to inspire a sense of adventure and the tradition of exploration, encouraging people to actively learn about our world and creatively act to understand the humanitarian and environmental problems we face. 

Drive Around the World press releases and electronic photos of the LONGITUDE expedition are available on-line in the pressroom section of www.drivearoundtheworld.com
To make a drive-a-thon pledge for Parkinson’s research, visit www.drivearoundtheworld.com
All who support the Parkinson’s research efforts of the Drive Around the World team receive a chance to win a Certified Land Rover Discovery, identical to the vehicles used on the LONGITUDE Expedition.
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