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Ep 7: Hichame Assi – World citizen 

 
(Intro music begins) 

Hi, I'm Siew Hoon and I love to travel. More than that, I'm in love with the ability of travel to 

change lives. Welcome to A Life in Travel. This season is brought to you by Expedia Group – 

Bringing the world within reach.  

In this episode, find out why Hichame Assi, who’s built a career in travel tech, is at home 

everywhere and yet nowhere.  

(Music fades) 

 

SHY:  Hi, Hichame. 

Hichame:  Hi.  

SHY:  How are you? 

Hichame:  I like the intro [laughs]. 

SHY:  Yeah, I was intrigued by that because the other day you said, “You know, I'm at 

home everywhere and yet at home nowhere.” Tell me why you feel that way. 

Hichame:  There's a number of reasons actually, on the at home everywhere piece. I'm what 

they call a third culture kid, my father's Syrian my mother's English, I was born in 

France. I've lived in France, Syria, UK, and now Australia. But also, I was in an 

international school for most of my childhood and there's a lot of advantages to 

that. Like in your class obviously it's very multinational and many different 

religions, you learn history of the world rather than just the country you're in. But 

also, as people move, you end up making friends that are everywhere. So now 

wherever I go, I'm always like, “What's happening?”, somebody say, “I am in 

town, let's meet,” and that has helped (me) to feel at home everywhere, because 

I don't think it's where you go. I think it's who you're with, ultimately. 

SHY:  You really grew up in a global village and you are what is considered a global 

soul. Pico Iyer wrote a book about that actually, he said that there were, I may get 

the number wrong, but he said there were approximately 1.5 million people who 

are third culture, who are global souls. How does it make you feel when you feel 

at home nowhere? Because I also feel at home everywhere I go, because I've 

got friends everywhere and I'm a pretty adaptable traveller. But when I go to 

Penang for example, where I was born, I know I am at home and that gives me a 
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sense of rootedness and belonging. How does that make you feel to not feel at 

home anywhere? 

Hichame:  The not feeling at home anywhere is related partly to the Syria situation because 

my formative years and most of my uni(versity) years were there, and after the 

civil war that happened, a lot of the family moved around. Even if we had family 

who were in different countries with, we’d all regroup over weddings and summer 

holidays, etc. But now there's no real core for people to come back to. So that 

plays a part. 

SHY:  I understand that, actually. Because with Penang too, I feel like most of my family 

has moved out. So, when I go back, there are fewer and fewer people for me to 

congregate with so maybe, I can understand that. You consider Syria your 

home? 

Hichame:  One of them. London to some degree and now Sydney, obviously. 

SHY:  What was Syria like when you were growing up there and you did your studies 

there. What was Syria like? 

Hichame:  When we first moved there, I was only five so it's hard to remember what it felt 

like, but my mother will share anecdotes. Being English, I think was quite 

challenging for her to adapt, and it was also – 

SHY:  So, your mum's English and your dad is Syrian? 

Hichame:  Correct. We were in Aleppo which is a northern town close to the Turkish border. 

My mother was a teacher in an international school so there was a bit of an expat 

community that she was part of, so it wasn't too hard. But being in the ‘80s it was 

a little bit socialist back then and there wasn't too much on offer. She had to kind 

of drive up to Turkey, cross the border to do shopping with her English friends or 

English colleagues. So those were the slightly tougher times, and then it's 

improved along the way.  

 One thing that I really cherished was that it was very multiethnic and there was 

tolerance for minorities. … was about 20% Christians in what is ultimately a more 

Muslim area. There were churches and mosques on the same street. When it 

was Eid they would come and celebrate with us, when it was Christmas we would 

celebrate with the Christians. It was quite open and my mother's Christian, and so 

she would go to a church on Christmas, so I kind of accepted both. I love that, but 

I think the problem with the civil war is that it has polarised the community 

dramatically and people have, I think in fear of change, they tend to hold tighter to 

what they know, and that's kind of I think how extremist views start to form.  

SHY:  Did your parents meet in Syria?  



Transcript: Taken from alifeintravel.net 
 

 3 

Hichame:  No, they met in France – 

SHY:  It’s interesting, so they met in France and they actually came back to Syria? 

Hichame:  I think my dad was studying Medicine in France and my mother was studying 

education and psychology of children in France and so they met at university. 

One of the conditions from my dad's side is that eventually he will want to move 

back, and my mother would have to accept that. That's before they got married 

[laughs] so kind of prenuptial kind of condition. She knew it’d be hard but she's 

very resilient, very stiff upper lip English person and actually that's helped her 

through the civil war situation. She was much more pragmatic about the situation 

and they moved to Dubai quickly, she found a job. Now, they (have) moved to 

Sydney. My dad was much more romantic about everything, “I want to die in my 

homeland” and all this kind of stuff.  

SHY:  Has he adapted? Clearly what's happening, all we hear about Aleppo is really 

just bad news. Has he lost that romantic feeling about his homeland and taken a 

more pragmatic approach that – 

Hichame:  Umm, a little bit. He's definitely adapting to Sydney, I think it's a really easy 

lifestyle for their generation, so I'm really glad that we managed to get them there. 

The situation in Aleppo has improved enough that he can go there, so he goes 

there once a year. He's actually there now during Ramadan because it's a good 

time to connect with the family and I think he gets his dose that way. It helps him 

appreciate what he has that others don't, because otherwise you can get stuck in 

a victim kind of mentality. Yeah, I think it's okay now. 

 

(Music break) 

 

SHY: I just finished reading this fantastic book called ‘A Gentleman in Moscow’ by 

Amor Towles. It’s basically about a Count in Russia around the time of the 

Bolshevik Revolution and he's put in (sic) house arrest in the hotel, the city's top 

hotel, so lucky him. It describes his life in the hotel and the characters. I'm not 

going to tell you how it ends because it’ll spoil it for everyone. Essentially the 

book is about freedom and love and what we would do for it. I was interested 

because your parents chose freedom and left Syria, and my father chose 

freedom too, in a way, from starvation and left China for Penang in the 1930s. 

We're both children of immigrants, and we have our parents are thank for what 

we are today. But it seems like we live in such good times these days, we forget 

how hard our ancestors fought for their freedom so that we are able to live our 

lives. What do you tell your kids about your heritage? 
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Hichame:  I have an eight year old son who's extremely confused. He was asked to do a 

family tree for school and he was finding it very difficult because he thought my 

mother was French because they speak – so my mum and dad speak French 

together because my dad doesn't speak English very well (and) my mum doesn't 

speak Arabic very well. We are (sic) French at home a lot and he thought they 

were French, but they're not. This was a few years back. When you ask him, 

“Where are you from?” he'd say “Cremorne”, which is a suburb we're from in 

Sydney. He had no appreciation for background. We tried to explain, but it was 

very confusing.  

 I think the best ways to expose them to it – so we've been fortunate enough to 

travel a lot. We went to Istanbul about three years ago where there was a lot of 

Syrian refugees, and he was exposed to some of the orphans on the streets. You 

could tell it took a bit of a toll on him and he was quite confronted by it, but I think 

it helped him appreciate a bit more and that not everybody is living in a bubble 

like we are in Sydney at the moment. I think that's what we'd like to keep 

exposing him to, and my wife does a bit of charity and refugee work with some of 

the refugee camps. So, when he's a little older, maybe we'll take him there so he 

can help her out and appreciate a little bit more. I think that's the only way that 

they will really relate.  

 I remember my dad telling me, “I used to walk five kilometres to get here or there 

and ride my bicycle, and you guys do everything on Uber,” and all those kinds of 

stuff. We usually trivialise it as kids, or we did, and I think it'll be the same so the 

best is really to just expose them to the current. And you said we live in good 

times but I think not everybody does, and exposing them to some of these 

scenarios hopefully will help people be a bit more grateful. 

SHY: Yeah, and it makes it important because then we don't take our freedom for 

granted. We realise how hard-fought that freedom was. Both of us are in the 

travel industry, and we both travel a lot. It is said that travel give you wings, but 

it's also very important to have roots. So you need a combination of wings and 

roots to be a whole person. I’m glad that you are teaching your son about his 

roots, which is really important. Let's talk about what you do professionally. 

You're one of the early pioneers in the online travel space and you worked for a 

company called Octopus Travel in London? 

Hichame:  Yeah, that's right. 

SHY:  Many, many arms [laughs]. 

Hichame: [Laugh] Yes, tentacles. 
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SHY:  Yes, tentacles that’s right. Then you moved to Sydney to join HotelsCombined. 

Tell us how your company used technology to make travel easier for travellers 

like me. 

Hichame:  I think in the early days at Octopus it was around, maybe travel 1.0 if you like, 

where we were just getting everything online. It was more about just exposure. 

So, these were the rates that you would normally get through your agency, and 

we're putting them online. It was less competitive at the time and it was more 

about just facilitating that, and e-commerce and others. Obviously now, it's 

completely different; user-behaviour, expectations and the competition. On the 

metasearch side, what we do with both HotelsCombined and Kayak now, that I'm 

part of, is ensure that we're helping people make the best decision, and making 

them feel that they're confident that it was the right decision. We do that by 

making sure we can pull in all the different options. It's not just about price, 

metasearch is we call price comparison – 

SHY: Yeah, I was just going to get there. It's not all about price.  

Hichame:  No, in the flight space, sometimes it's about the number of stops, right? 

Sometimes it's around the timing, when you leave (or) when you land. Sometimes 

it's just better to take two airline legs because it's more convenient on the timing 

side, even if it's slightly more expensive. So it's not that simple. With hotels in my 

view, location plays a massive part, the room, the view, all the facilities – 

SHY:  Any interesting insights you can share about how travellers behave? We know 

when they search for flight, I’m told that people have to make like 20 searches 

before they actually come to a decision, so that sounds like really high anxiety 

and highly complex. 

Hichame:  To be honest I don't have the numbers or data in my head, but I know from 

anecdotally, my wife will spend hours literally trying to save $10. It's not about the 

money, it's more about the fulfilment she gets from, “Yes, I got that little discount,” 

and I'm always trying to tell her, “You know, it's not efficient. Like three hours 

from your time is probably [laughs] worth much more than $10.” But she doesn't 

care, she enjoys the research and I think there are a lot of people who do. It isn't 

that anxious for some people, for others it’s about reducing the anxiety.  

 

(Music break) 

 

SHY:  There was a study done that said that the planning of travel was actually more 

stressful than the holiday itself. There was a study done on that. But then there's 
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another study that says when you travel, you shouldn't plan so much because 

that will lead to less stress. What kind of traveller are you? 

Hichame:  I like the statement that Stephen Fry, I think was the one who said it, was to 

travel hopefully is better than to arrive. I think there's so much in the anticipation 

of travel and all that stuff. I remember as a kid just knowing that I was going to 

England for the summer was just amazing and then getting there is a bit less 

exciting. When you're going to a new destination that you've been dreaming 

about for a while, you know there's a Stockholm Syndrome I think – 

SHY: I actually went to the shop where that happened. It’s now a very fancy boutique 

with this brand called Acne Studios which sells jeans for like $2,000. 

Hichame: Wow [laughs]. 

SHY: And, I was told that that's where the Stockholm Syndrome was [laughs]. 

Hichame:  I’m glad you can afford those jeans [laughs]. 

SHY:  I didn’t buy any, Hichame [laughs]. I wanted to check out what the other Asians 

were buying [laughs]. 

Hichame:  All right, I see [laughs]. Yes, I used to be that kind of traveller. Right now to be 

honest, I really just go with the flow. I'm travelling so much, everything's kind of 

blending in. I use Kayak Trips, which is a feature we have that just helps me 

organise which flights I’m next on, which airport, it gives good notifications around 

when to leave to get to the airport, where your baggage claim is, all this kind of 

stuff.  

SHY: That’s a good tool. 

Hichame: It makes me lazy and it also means that I don't plan as much. Every time 

somebody asks me, “When do you actually get here?”, I actually have to open 

the app to check. I don't think everybody's like that, obviously, but – 

SHY: I think most people are like that. Technology is supposed to enable us, empower 

us and free us up. But do you think technology has made us really lazy? Because 

now we want to learn about something, we just go and type in Google and you, 

with your app. We hardly know who we are meeting until half an hour later or 

something. 

Hichame:  I don't know if it's lazier. I see my phone as an extension of my mind. It doesn't 

necessarily make me dumber, which some – I think there's a book about how the 

internet is making, or Google makes people dumber or something like that. I don't 

think it makes me dumber. It just frees my mind up to do other things, maybe to 

think differently, or to be a bit more objective about stuff rather than having to 
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store information that I used to. I think it's important that the mind is thinking and 

processing, and I don't think that that's taken away. I'm a big fan of technology 

and what it brings to us.  

 I'm a little cautious about what's happening on the AI (artificial intelligence) side 

and the level of data that many companies are now storing about people, and the 

decisions they can make and I think in the wrong hands, it can be quite 

dangerous. So I’m just kind of watching that. I don't mean in the travel space; I 

mean more general day to day and some other facial recognition stuff that is out 

there in some markets. 

SHY:  Yeah, I do find it creepy when I type in something like – recently I was in Iceland 

for example, and suddenly I'm getting everything about Iceland, even after I come 

back. It’s this constant barrage that makes me feel like I'm living in an alternate 

universe where I'm still in Iceland, according to my virtual self, but actually I’m 

home and they don’t know [laughs]. 

Hichame:  [Laugh] That’s just bad retargeting to be honest, they should have known what 

dates you were on. 

SHY: Let's come back to your business. HotelsCombined was bought by Kayak, as you 

mentioned. Kayak is a travel search website and it's owned by Booking Holdings 

which owns many brands like Booking.com, Agoda, Rentalcars, OpenTable. 

You're now running Kayak in APAC and the Middle East. How are you adjusting 

from running an independent entity, because HotelsCombined was one of the last 

independent metasearches, to working within an empire that's as huge as 

Booking Holdings, personally? 

Hichame:  It's been around six months there's definitely some adjustments, but it's actually 

not that different. I find Kayak, there’s still a rebellious spirit. HotelsCombined 

kind of rolls up into Kayak, Kayak is the metasearch arm or unit within Booking 

Holdings. I don't feel yet Booking Holdings, we're involved in the updates and 

some of the group-wide communications, but I don't feel necessarily – 

SHY: So, you haven’t lost your freedom? 

Hichame:  No, there's different challenges and different considerations I need to take. Being 

a public company, I have to think in quarterly cycles. Whereas as an 

independent, you have a little bit more freedom to think, to shift budgets around 

without having to worry too much, but that's something that we're adjusting.  

SHY: You adjust and evolve. 

Hichame: I think the more important thing actually is, the cultural fit has been really solid. 

One of the first things we did was make sure that the people connected so that 

we avoided any of the potential paranoia and politics that comes up with 
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integrations such as these. I had experienced a really bad integration about 15 

years ago in London and that prepared me to make sure that I delivered a really 

collaborative message to the HotelsCombined team, and likewise the Kayak 

team had been very supportive, collaborative and respectful. We think very 

similar, and we actually had a very similar vision and purpose, the … were almost 

the same and the values were very similar. So that's really helped a lot. It’s a bit 

of a messy period, just making sure everything aligns throughout this year, but it's 

really exciting and the opportunities for APAC particularly, are immense. 

SHY:  You seem really energised by this new role and being part of a bigger world and 

having the resources fulfill the very same mission that you actually had. I think 

that's wonderful. 

Hichame:  I’ve also never done anything with flights and this is like the first time I get 

exposed to it, so it's quite a good learning curve for me. 

 

(Music break) 

 

SHY: Talking about flights and freedom, the right to travel to me is one of the most 

precious freedoms we have. My mother says that I was born with the spirit of a 

restless horse, which is why they named me Siew Hoon, which in Mandarin is 

Siew Yin, which actually means gentle cloud. It is meant to calm me down, 

because I know that I would wither like a leaf in the desert if I didn't travel 

[laughs]. 

Hichame:  I love the name, I didn’t know that’s what it meant.  

SHY: These days, travel is everywhere. You feel like an escape, you buy a low-cost 

fare online and you don't really care where you go sometimes. People just see a 

notification, like $2 fare to Kuching or whatever, and then they just snap it up. So, 

travelling by price, not by place seems to be a trend. What do you think about 

that? Do you think that's a healthy trend in travel? 

Hichame:  Yeah, I don't see why not. I think certainly technology has facilitated that, but I 

think also the pace of life in general these days has also made it so that, “Oh, I 

forgot I had a public holiday and it's a long weekend. Let's do something. Where 

we’re going to go?” Okay, you what's available basically. I've done that several 

times over the last two years and my wife is not happy that that's the situation I 

put her in, but we managed. We actually saw similar trends on our sites, the 

various brands that we have and actually, we launched the Discover feature to 

tap into those who have some time off and aren't particularly worried about where 

they go. It's still early days, but it's quite interesting to see how people use it.  
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 But I would just raise a point that while it might feel that there's definitely a lot 

more travel happening, but there's still a massive part of the population around 

the world that is not and partly financial restrictions, partly visa, a lot of people 

cannot go where they want to go. So they end up having to go to very limited 

places. That's still a very big Issue so not everybody has the right to travel in the 

way that they would like. 

SHY: We take for granted, and so bad on us to take it for granted. Clearly, technology 

has definitely moved us towards a culture of instant consumption; instant 

noodles, instant food, instant taxis or whatever. This whole thing about instant, 

what do you think about that? 

Hichame:  I don't know, like when I look at how my son uses YouTube or Netflix and the 

need to binge his cartoons. 

SHY: You allow him to binge? 

Hichame:  On the weekends or holidays. I remember having to wait for the next episode of 

my favourite cartoon or an entire week and wait a few minutes before, like it was 

an event. I don't know if I'm happy or not happy with it. I think it's just a factor – 

SHY: Just the way – 

Hichame: Yeah, I don't think we need to affect or change. But it does mean that the new 

generation will expect things to happen much quicker, and which might mean that 

they might appreciate things less. If you think generationally, I imagine every 

generation thinks the same of the previous one, that you don't appreciate that it 

used to be much harder for us to do this or whatever. There'll be other things that 

they have to learn to appreciate and we in many ways, have had the less polluted 

life in our early days. Our new generation will have a lot more. 

SHY: Earlier you said that for you, the anticipation was the magic for you. (It) seems 

like the anticipation is very much reduced these days, because we can so easily 

get what we want.  

 

(Music break) 

 

SHY: I think technology has also made it so easy for travellers to discover places, it's 

given us confidence to go to far flung places. I would not have been able to do 

that road trip round Iceland without that access to the technology that I have. In a 

way, though, maybe I'm just being old or romantic or nostalgic, but do you feel 

like it's taken the adventure out of travel? 
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Hichame:  Not particularly. I think if you're one of the last minute type of people who might 

book just two three days before, and then they use their phone throughout the trip 

and book every day to the next, there is an adventure there because you don't 

know where you're going to stay until a couple hours before and you spend a bit 

of time looking on your phone for it. There's still a bit of research in there, it’s just 

more micro research at every moment rather than front loading a lot of research 

let's say two months before, and writing your itinerary and making sure. So I think 

there's still adventure, it's just more broken up.  

SHY:  It’s just a different way of appreciating travel with the new tools that we have.  

Hichame: Yeah, I think so. 

SHY: For me, I'm not a planner. I like to be surprised, and so I tend to book like two 

hours before I arrive. I think one time I booked on Booking.com and I actually 

showed up at the hotel, and they didn't even have my reservation [laughs] in the 

pipeline. It was so last minute. I think we're seeing that kind of behaviour coming 

through, this real last-minute behaviour. 

Hichame:  For sure. One thing I've noticed over the years that I've done – my wife and I, we 

like to travel a lot and we like to travel to experience culture, rather than beaches 

or whatever. We always try to go to old cities and just experience, whether it's 

temples or old architecture, and food is a big part of the travel as well. She does 

a lot of the research beforehand; where we're going, what we should do and all 

this stuff and she's much more knowledgeable throughout, so I find myself relying 

on, “What is this, where are we going?” all that kind of stuff. What I like to do after 

which, I wasn't intentional I just found myself doing it, was I started to read up on 

the places I've been and slowly the puzzle pieces start to form and it's kind of in 

reverse that I do it where I kind of like, “Yeah, I now understand why that looked 

like that,” I enjoy that, it's more reflective – 

SHY:  – does it make you want to go back then? 

Hichame:  Only if I miss something, only if, “Oh yeah, I should have taken a little more time 

to go into that corner or that little street or try that café,” or something like that, 

yeah maybe. I always say to myself, “Next time we go,” but it doesn’t always 

happen [laughs]. 

SHY:  [Laugh] It’s kind of an interesting way to experience travel in reverse, like after 

you've been, read up about it and then say, “Damn, I should have appreciated 

that” – 

Hichame: It’s more reflective [laughs]. 

SHY: – “mural a lot more.” 
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Hichame:  I get a lot of, “I told you so.” 

SHY:  [Laugh] Let's come back to travel tech. You're a bit of a geek, aren't you?  

Hichame: I am. 

SHY: What's the most exciting thing happening in travel tech that will make travel even 

better for people like me? 

Hichame:  Umm, while I’m geeky, I'm not really a futurist in any way. 

SHY: All of us are not. 

Hichame:  I feel at the moment, it's in the little things. It's not in the big kind of changes. I 

think data is definitely helping on the personalisation stuff, but it's little features 

and little tools that make it just a little bit easier and reduces some of the anxiety 

of travel. I think this was before we were part of the group, but I think Kayak did 

something around augmented reality where you can actually take a photo using 

the camera on your phone (to) measure the dimensions of your suitcase to see if 

it would fit in your low-cost carrier or something like that. I thought it was PR, but 

it's actually used by quite a lot of people, particularly in Europe, where a lot of the 

low-cost carriers have restrictions that are – 

SHY: I know! 

Hichame: – on the size of your luggage and so, quite a few people use it. I think it's things 

like that actually help because you avoid being confronted with another fine or an 

extra fee or whatever. I know this is probably not the answer you wanted to hear, 

because you want something more sexy in terms of – 

SHY: I think AR is pretty sexy. It brings to life, things. Virtual reality, I haven't seen a lot 

of advancements in that, they keep talking about how it could be inspiring. But I 

think augmented reality is interesting because it blends our world. In a way, we 

are living in an augmented reality world already. We have a virtual self and then 

we have a real self and sometimes, I think my friends don't even know, or even 

me, what I did for real, you know [laughs]. 

Hichame: Yeah, I don’t even know what reality I’m living in to be honest. 

SHY: So welcome to the real world [laughs]! 

Hichame: [Laugh] 

SHY: So, talking about real issues, one issue that concerns us as people in the travel 

industry is – I was in Amsterdam for example, and that whole town is just – 

Hichame:  Mm hmm. Heaving with – 
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SHY: Yeah, heaving with tourists and residents are not happy. Although somebody 

said, I think there was a talk that Amsterdam was going to keep away tourists and 

then somebody said, “Well, what else do they have?” And Barcelona, we had the 

close Boracay, there was a beach in Thailand that also had to close. So these 

issues, do they concern you as somebody who works in travel and do you think 

that there’s anything that we can do in the travel industry about this – to 

anticipate the problem? 

Hichame:  Yeah, it's definitely concerning. I was very impressed with the decision by the 

Philippine government. I mean, that's a pretty big decision. It's a long-term 

thinking and taking a short-term hit, which not many governments would be 

prepared to do. I was actually quite impressed that they took that call and the 

same in Thailand, I think it was a beach on Phi Phi Island, potentially. I think what 

we need to get better at is preempting it and not allowing it to get that far so that 

you have to actually close it, but maybe crowd control.  

 I think the Saudi government does that with the Haj pilgrimage; there are quotas, 

there are certain conditions, you have to be of a certain age or have a group size 

of X or Y to ensure that you can come, and that helps to control the number of 

people coming in. I think governments are going to need to do better at that and I 

think tourism boards have a really big responsibility to educate travellers of what 

lies beyond the one or two landmarks that everybody's familiar with. There’s so 

much to Spain – 

SHY: – get people to disperse. 

Hichame:  Exactly, there’s so much to Catalunya outside of Barcelona, go visit Girona or the 

museums that are out there and all this kind of stuff like. I know that (at) the first 

phase, everybody just wants to the landmark and take the Instagram and show 

off to their friends, but we're going to need to get better at dispersing and 

spreading it out. 

 

(Music break) 

 

SHY: At the same time, sometimes maybe the media paints a very one-sided view of 

the world, because when the talk is all about overcrowded places, we keep 

hearing the same places. But at the same time, the world is a big place and new 

destinations keep opening up and you brought out Saudi Arabia. I interviewed a 

couple of people from the Saudi travel industry and I'm amazed by the plans that 

they have to open up Saudi Arabia to leisure tourism, and then the billions of 

dollars of development that they're building along the Red Sea, so that's a new 
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destination that is going to be opening up for us. I can't wait to go there actually, I 

did ask them, “When can I go as a leisure traveller?” and they said, “Well, some 

time in 2019,” – so there you go. 

Hichame:  Oh, wow. I didn't think it was gonna be that quick [laughs]. 

SHY: Let's talk about you as a traveller. 

Hichame:  Just before that, the thing that worries me the most is pollution. You go to these 

places, and because there's so many crowds, the infrastructure can't keep up. 

There's a lot of plastic bottles everywhere and all that kind of stuff and I think 

that's something we need to really be more wary of. But yeah, that's just a point 

on the over-tourism thing. 

SHY: Yeah, hotels are adopting that policy they’re eliminating the single plastic use. My 

worry is that everybody's just gonna focus on that because that's the easiest 

thing to do and then forget everything else. And for PR sake say, “Oh, I'm doing 

something about it”, so it’s going to be another – 

Hichame:  I’ve replaced plastic straws with metal straws. 

SHY: [Laugh] So it's another kind of greenwashing, really. 

Hichame:  Yeah. I like that term. I've never heard that before. 

SHY:  All right, thank you. Now, let's get back to you as a traveller. You say you travel 

for culture. What is the most interesting culture destination that you've ever been? 

Hichame:  Ohh, umm. So there's two, if I may, have two in there. I think Istanbul is still my 

preferred because it really bridges East and West. Not just physically because of 

where it sits, but the architecture, the food, the peoples, etc. It's really is a bridge 

between Europe and Asia in many ways, and I feel that it's such a rich city when 

it comes to everything culturally. The other one that I really – actually there's a lot 

I can quote, but I really liked Andalusia in south of Spain. That was really 

interesting to see some of the history there. 

SHY: What about the most interesting cultural destination that you really want to visit, 

but you haven't yet? Is there one on the list? 

Hichame:  There's a few, I would say Vietnam is one that I haven't had the chance to go to. 

India as well, but India is the kind of place you need a couple of months to really 

explore. It’s not a two day kind of trip. And Peru. 

SHY: I think you have to go back to India maybe 30 times to actually experience the 

entire history and heritage of the destination. It is an amazing place I have to say, 

it’s one of the places that I go when I want something new in my life and to just 

have my eyes open. Okay, favourite food in Istanbul? 
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Hichame:  Favourite food? Oh wow, there's a lot there [laughs]. I enjoy the experience of 

having a really nice Turkish breakfast. It's a bit like, I guess most people would be 

familiar with the tapas or meze, but for breakfast and lots of fresh fruit, lots of 

cheese and olives and all this stuff. And egg as well – I’m hungry actually now! 

SHY: I know! You’re making me long for Turkey right now because it's also one of my 

favourite destinations. I know you're big on music. Music plays a very important 

part in my travel, like when I was in Iceland for example, I asked people (to) give 

me some Icelandic singers and all that. I listened to them and when I'm driving, 

not me driving, but when we are on that road trip, it just puts you in the mood. 

What soundtrack do you hear when you are in Turkey for example? 

Hichame:  Oh, actually, if I can maybe describe the music piece. I listen to a lot of music on 

the way. 

SHY: So..I was hoping that you would actually sing it, Hichame. 

Hichame:  No [laugh], sorry. Not my kind of music [laughs]. Music plays a big part of the 

travel experience, so on the plane itself, I might go from really aggressive kind of 

punk metal to, if I'm trying to fall asleep, something a little bit more melodic. At the 

destination I actually don't listen to too much music, because I want to actually 

hear the sounds of the streets and the hustle and bustle of where I am. But, if I 

am lucky enough to stay a Friday night or a Saturday in one of these, especially 

on all my business travel, I try to look for local concerts of the genre of music that 

I like, and just get exposed to local bands. That's something I really enjoy. 

SHY: What is the genre of music that you like? Aggressive punk, is that right? 

Hichame:  It's called hardcore, it's a genre of punk kind of / metal. The words are kind of 

anti-establishment. 

SHY: Interesting. Is that how you express your inner self, Hichame? 

Hichame:  A little bit. My surname, it means rebel in Arabic – 

SHY: Is that right? 

Hichame: – or disobeyer so, I guess it makes sense [laughs]. 

SHY: [Laugh] So that’s the way to express your rebellious spirit, then [laughs]. What 

makes your heart beat faster – music, books or food? 

Hichame:  I would say the experience of a really nice dinner with friends or colleagues, I 

think I really enjoy. And it would be three / four hours of just eating lots of different 

things and just talking and laughing. I think that really gets my groove and I 

always try to do that to the team wherever I go. Food, and everybody will tell you, 

food is a very big part of my travel. But for example, every time I come to 
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Singapore, I really annoy one of the local team we have here because I was 

asked to go to Jumbo and eat [laughs] chilli crab. 

SHY:  Oh no! We call people who go to Jumbo, “Dumbo’s”, you know [laughs]? 

Hichame:  I don’t mind being a Dumbo. The food is amazing [laughs]. 

SHY: If I would ask you to pick a song to describe where you are in your life right now, 

at this stage of your life with the amazing history that you have, the heritage that 

you have and that your parents are now living in Australia with you. What song 

would you pick to describe your life? 

Hichame:  I haven't really thought this through properly. There is a song by a band called 

Sick Of It All and it's called ‘Forked Tongue’, and it's referring to how people use 

the media to create polarisation in society. Unfortunately, what I've seen with 

Syria and what we see in a lot of the countries now, especially the European 

elections that just happened recently. There's a lot of polarisation and it's so easy 

for people to be swayed one way or another and to really just take an extreme 

view. While that doesn't reflect how I feel, I see it a lot in day to day and it's just, I 

think, a theme of the current few years. 

SHY: Interesting. I must go and listen to that song right away after this. I have one last 

question. Finally, how do you think travel has changed your life? 

Hichame:  I would say it is my life to be honest. I just love it. Even Kareem, he's 8 and he’s 

been to about 18 different countries already and he loves travelling, he loves the 

plane, experience. In work, if I wasn't travelling I think I get very bored as well. I 

need to meet new people and experience diversity. 

SHY: All right. Thank you, Hichame. Happy travelling. 

Hichame: Thank you very much. 

SHY: Happy listening to your aggressive punk [laughs]. 

Hichame:  [Laugh] Thank you very much! 

SHY: And, happy eating as well. 

Hichame:  Thank you. 

 

You’ve been listening to ‘A life in travel’, a podcast hosted by me, Yeoh Siew Hoon.  

Each season, we will feature cool stories of cool people doing cool stuff in a cool industry, folks 

who’ve built lives in travel and those whose lives have been changed by travel. 
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If you enjoyed this episode, please go to alifeintravel.net and subscribe and review us, and tell 

us who else we should be interviewing. We are open to ideas.  

This season of ‘A life in travel’ is brought to you by Expedia Group – Bringing the world within 

reach.  

Thank you for listening. 

 (Outro music ends) 

 

 


