
“Without a doubt, without our trip, I would have started back in the finan-

cial sector—I would still be commuting daily to Manhattan,” muses Wade

Dokken, founder and director of the new 11,000-acre Ameya luxury devel-

opment-cum-nature preserve in western Montana. Instead, Dokken took

advantage of a two-year non-compete clause following the sale of the fund

management firm American Skandia Inc. (where he was president and

CEO) to travel the globe with his wife and three boys. At age 43, he had the

time and financial resources to really take advantage of the journey. “We com-

missioned National Geographic to create a customized trip for us. In every loca-

tion, we had PhDs for guides, and laptops full of encyclopedias.”

Once an option primarily available to college students, retirees and

Australians (those guys are always on vacation!), extended travel sabbaticals—

or ‘career breaks’ as they’re known in the U.K.—are on the rise among estab-

lished professionals at all levels. According to The Career Break Book: Swap
Your Briefcase for a Passport and Live Your Dream (Lonely Planet 2006), a

recent Lloyd’s TSB survey found that almost one-third of Britain’s upper-income

earners have taken, or are considering, a career break, while nearly one-third of

American employers now offer some sort of extended-leave program, with pri-

vate industry slowly catching up to the academic and government sectors.

Dr. Michael Kull, president of the D.C.-based corporate consulting firm

Amplifi, and his wife Rebecca Ward decided to sell everything, leave their jobs,

and travel the world for six months early last year. At 38, “the main reason we

chose to take the kind of trip we did was that we were in a position in our lives

where we still could,” says Ward. “We felt reasonably secure that we could take

a break and come back to something.” In fact, they’ve returned more confident

and more successful: Two of Kull’s clients offered him lucrative internal consult-

ing positions, while Ward (who works in corporate communications) re-joined

her company with a newfound ability to negotiate her own terms. 

One measure of the success of your “time out” is journey’s impact on you

once you get home. While today’s mid-career travelers aren’t necessarily hiking

Nepal or toiling in kibbutzim, even a pampered extended stay can act as spiri-

tual or social enlightenment.

“‘Be careful, or one
day you’ll wake up,

and your boys will be
off to college, and

you will have missed
it.’ I heard that loud

and clear.”
– Director John
Lassiter on the

“mandated” family
road trip that inspired

the movie Cars.

By Robert Haynes-Peterson
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For Dokken, who was already actively involved with the Nature

Conservancy and Habitat for Humanity, the trip helped confirm that he wanted

to do much more than sit on charitable boards. 

The result of his sabbatical and introspection is Ameya Preserve. Not sim-

ply an elite second- or third-home retreat nestled in the Big Sky wilderness,

Dokken also envisions it as the ideal melding of man and nature for the entire

family: Scientists are on hand for instruction, awareness, even international field

trips; artists and poets participate in residencies (poet Maya Angelou is signed

on for the fall); a world-class amphitheater is expected to host top-line entertain-

ers from jazz and classical to rock. The entire project is intended to be sustain-

able and carbon-neutral from an energy standpoint, and a percentage of the

proceeds from luxury home sales will be contributed to Habitat for Humanity

construction in nearby Livingston. “We want to build a community,” says

Dokken. “And a community is much more than a golf course.”

Kull and Ward also came back with a greater understanding of their role in

society: After traveling Indonesia, they made friends in a small village that was

directly impacted by the tsunami and earthquakes. The duo created a fund that

went into rebuilding the community (13 homes this year, 25 more next year).

“We consider ourselves global citizens now,” says Ward.

Such breaks don’t just make you a more socially responsible person: You’ll

become a better employer or employee. They’re also a hell of a lot of fun.

Taking time off to travel can
help you professionally.

“The notion that
you should retire
before hiking Mt.
Sinai is ridiculous,”
says Dr. Michael
Kull (opposite page
and far right).
“There are
busloads of people
at the bottom of the
mountain who can’t
hike up, and only a
handful at the top.”

“The transition has
been incredible,”
says Wade Dokken
(with his wife
below). “My
commute is eight
minutes. We’re 15
minutes from a ski
resort. It’s just a
whole different
lifestyle.”
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