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Introduction


In early 2005, after I’d finished an assignment for the New York Times in northern Thailand, I took a weekend trip to Myanmar. Myanmar, or Burma, as it’s also known, was under exceedingly tight military rule back then, but Americans could, for reasons I didn’t try to understand, cross the border without a prearranged visa, provided they stayed less than fourteen days and did not travel beyond eastern Shan State. Since I had just a couple of days free, and wanted only to see the unusual and fascinating hill tribes of the Golden Triangle, the famously lawless opium-and-gun-smuggling region, these were not onerous restrictions.


My friend Bonnie Yoon, a graphic designer who was visiting me from Los Angeles, and I arrived at the border post of Mae Sai just before 4 p.m. and began the process of changing countries. The Thai border guards stamped our passports good-bye with little ado, and we crossed a small bridge over a river and into Myanmar. At the entry point, an immigration officer, a polite young Burmese woman whose cheeks were dusted with yellow sunblocking powder made from the thanaka root, approached us and offered to help us through the process. First, she led us to a photo booth, where we paid several dollars to have our pictures taken. Then she brought us to an immigration kiosk, where another officer, a broad man in a pressed white shirt and embroidered sarong, handed us visa applications and the woman glued our pictures into what she described as “internal travel documents”—single sheets of rough purple construction paper, printed with a form in Burmese and folded in half, like a first-grader’s art project. These we’d use in place of our own U.S. passports, which, she informed us, the authorities would gladly hold for us here at the border until we returned.


“Is that okay?” she asked expectantly.


Bonnie and I looked at each other. Leaving our passports here did not seem like the wisest course of action, particularly in a country where journalists, foreigners as well as locals, were commonly arrested, deported, or worse. On the entry application, I’d written “video game consultant” as my occupation, and while I didn’t expect we’d get busted, keeping at least some official identification on my person seemed like a good idea, just in case.


“Actually,” I told the woman, “I think we’d like to keep our passports with us, if that’s okay with you. We’d feel safer that way.”


“Oh, no,” she said, “that’s not possible.” She shook her head, looking down and smiling apologetically. Then she looked back up. “Is that okay?”


It was, we decided, okay. Was the Burmese government really going to steal our passports? We accepted our purple travel documents and entered Myanmar.


The difference between the two countries was instantly obvious. The Thai side of the border had hummed with energy and commerce, the signs electrified, the automobiles new and shiny, the streets well-paved. Here, in the town of Tachileik, it was as if we’d stepped back in time a couple of decades. The concrete was cracking, and the light-bulbs were feeble. Frankenstein cars, assembled from whatever parts were available, rumbled slowly down the streets. The only commonality between the two sides was the goods we saw for sale in markets or being loaded onto trucks: international-brand shampoos, diapers, soaps, melamine dishes, bottles of Johnny Walker Black and Red, acrylic blankets, and rice cookers. This was a border post, and goods passed through as often as people.


The gates of the town, we were told, were about to close, and we wouldn’t have time to travel onward until the morning, so Bonnie and I found a hotel for the night and set out to explore Tachileik. Tachileik turned out to be a very small town. A few old brick buildings in disrepair offered hints of the British colonial era, but architecturally Tachileik was dumpy—all concrete structures assembled without regard to aesthetics, as if everyone had arrived in a hurry and with little intention of sticking around. And why would they? It was a border town; it existed only because the border existed, and the diplomatic machinery of the border required certain support services: mechanics, food vendors, a market, hotels, a Buddhist temple or two, and somewhere to drink and sing karaoke.


Just after 6 p.m., night began to fall, as it does at virtually the same time every day in the tropics, and in the dark Bonnie and I began hunting around for somewhere to eat. On a street whose overgrown empty lots hinted at the wilderness that lay just outside the limits of town, we spotted a couple of bars, open-air platforms whose low tables were forested with tall glass bottles of Myanmar Beer. We hustled over and ordered two bottles, along with a tomato salad, its bright red slices scattered with fried shallots and briny dried shrimp. As we clinked glasses and started planning the next day, we noticed a man sitting at another table. He was tall and thin and dark-skinned, with a long straight nose, and his posture, his demeanor, and his outfit—loose white tracksuit, white baseball cap—made him look out of place among the other Burmese guys at his table. He couldn’t be Burmese too, could he? Australian, I figured, or Singaporean.


The man noticed us watching him, nodded hello, and came over to join us. In perfect English, he introduced himself: “Slim—like Slim Shady,” he said. He smiled, and Bonnie and I knew: He liked Eminem; ergo we liked him. Over the course of a few more beers, we learned more of Slim’s life. A physics graduate at Mandalay University, he’d been unable to find work in his hometown because, he said, jobs went to ethnic Burmese, while he, a Muslim with Indian roots, was denied. And so he’d moved his wife and young child out here, to the forgotten end of a forgotten country, where he hoped to work as a tour guide. He spoke English and good French, and Western tourists such as ourselves occasionally passed through.


For a moment or two, I wondered if Slim was actually an intelligence agent, a member of Burma’s legions of secret police come to check up on us foreigners. His story, though touching, seemed improbable. Who decided to become a tour guide by moving to one of the least-touristed corners of the country? Or was that just canny planning?


In the medieval dark of the Tachileik night, the stars were easily visible above, and as I looked at them I realized I didn’t care if Slim was monitoring us. We were having such a nice time, Bonnie and I had no ill intentions, I wasn’t even planning on writing about this side trip. Nothing could go wrong. Indeed, everything was right with the world. There we were: Slim, a Burmese-Indian Muslim; Bonnie, a Korean-American Christian; and myself, an American Jew—bonding over beers in the Golden Triangle. This was how it was supposed to be—this moment, however brief, was why I traveled. I was happy, and I told Bonnie and Slim why.


We all laughed and raised our glasses and drank, and then Slim said, “Hey, do you guys like Pink Floyd? How about the Scorpions?”


At the time, I was already a fairly well-traveled person. I’d made my way to Mexico, India, Western Europe, all over the United States, and through much of East Asia. But I was about to begin a period of intensive travel that would put those experiences to shame. The New York Times assignment that had me in northern Thailand was one of my very first, and over the next seven years that paper, and magazines such as Saveur and Afar, would send me to more than fifty countries, from the great capitals of Europe and the megacities of Asia to Turkish apple orchards and flyspeck Caribbean islands. I would spend months on the road at a time, and create hundreds of articles, dozens of videos, and enough digital photos to bring several overpriced computers to a crawl.


That weekend in Burma marked a turning point for me in another way, however. It was so short, so sweet, so weird, and so perfect—and it had all taken place so far from any location of significance. Tachileik was the middle of nowhere, a town overlooked by everyone but those required to spend the night (or their lives), and yet there was Slim, and there we were. The connection, the moment, could happen, even there.


Until then, my travels had shrunk the world. I had crossed continents by every conveyance imaginable and was developing not only some mastery of the practicalities of travel but also, more important, a fundamental ease in the role of traveler, a sense that the discomforts and awkwardness of exploring the world were worthwhile because I was, at last, doing was what I was supposed to be doing.


Now, though, the world was starting to appear bigger than ever, a massively expanding network of tiny points where anything at all could happen, and within each point another infinite web of possibilities. Indeed, the very next day, as Bonnie and I took a group taxi north to the city of Kengtung, we stopped halfway, at a minuscule village whose one restaurant served, alongside some decent curries and stir-fries, incredible tomato-based salsas spiked with unfamiliar herbs and familiarly pungent fish sauce—a Mexican condiment by way of Southeast Asia. If Tachileik was the middle of nowhere, this was nowhere’s very edge, and yet here too were treasures.


Over the course of my subsequent travels, the world grew and grew. I found fascinating halfway points between two larger points, and then halfway points between those halfway points. Big cities ballooned as I focused on neighborhoods and then subneighborhoods and then single blocks. Highways splintered into fractal root systems of possibility. It seemed I would never be able to claim the entire world, and yet I kept trying.


As far as I traveled, and as many breakthrough moments as I experienced in some of the most and least renowned locales on Earth, I could never get entirely out of my own head. I may have learned how to snag cheap plane tickets, how to cross borders on foot, how to show up in a strange land and find a welcoming bed, a fine meal, and eager new friends, but I was still plagued by the same anxieties: that I didn’t know what I was doing, that I was going to fall ill, that I was spending far more than I could afford, that I would succumb to loneliness and never really penetrate or understand the places I was being paid to penetrate and understand. These anxieties weren’t entirely imaginary. I had evidence of my failures—nights spent in crummy motels or in the way back of my station wagon, memories of three-day stretches in which I hardly spoke, a collection of perforated foil packets of antibiotics.


This is not to say I wasn’t enjoying myself. Every time I boarded a long-haul flight, I marveled at the opportunity I’d been given to roam the world on someone else’s dime. On those trips, I found close friends, discovered new foods, and stumbled into unfathomably joyous experiences—the time a clan of mountain goats surrounded me at midnight in the mountains of Montana, the gentle way a carful of Chinese railroad passengers took care of me on a forty-eight-hour trip from Urumqi to Beijing.


Still, the sad side of travel continued to occupy me, in part because it always seemed to lurk so close beneath the surface. One minute I could be sipping espresso with a Carthaginian playboy and the next I’d be friendless and adrift. (Vice versa, too.)


But the real reason, I think, was that mastering the psychic challenges of travel felt more important than mastering the practical challenges. As I tried to convey in “The Frugal Traveler,” the New York Times column I wrote from 2006 to 2010, anyone could learn to travel both well and on a budget. There were Web sites to make use of, smart tricks and tips to employ, and an open attitude to adopt. You didn’t need to be a well-known “New York Times travel writer” to do this stuff, and indeed I traveled anonymously, and wrote as an Everyman, to prove it.


That approach, however, often left out the intangibles, for which there are no universal solutions. I could teach anyone how to minimize credit card surcharges overseas, or how pick up enough Indonesian to roam around Java for a week, but could I offer a one-size-fits-all cure for loneliness? Or explain how to confront, ethically and emotionally, the reality of Third World poverty? No matter how deeply you understand the vagaries of booking cheap flights—on a Tuesday afternoon, or via a foreign carrier’s home-country Web site, or whatever—you may still be saddled with inexplicable feelings of depression and inadequacy when you venture out into the world. No need to feel guilty about those persistent problems, though. They’re simply the Advanced Placement test for frequent travelers—they mean you’re graduating to the next level.


The Turk Who Loved Apples, then, chronicles my ongoing attempts to come to terms with those psychic challenges. I’ve tried to arrange the chapters in an order that represents what many travelers go through. We begin with ignorance and naïveté—the biggest stumbling blocks for the novice—then delve into the twin issues of eating well and getting sick, the similarly paired problems of being alone and making friends, and then traveling frugally and turning a profit from travel. Ethical dilemmas are followed by the quirks of getting lost, and the ultimate, unavoidable horror of traveling with family. After addressing the eternal debate of tourist versus traveler, I finish with one of the heaviest burdens: homecoming.


Throughout, I refer back frequently to the postcollegiate year I spent in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. Though that trip took place long ago, in 1996 and 1997, it was my first major solo adventure abroad and brought me face to face with the epiphanies and anxieties I would encounter again and again for decades to come. Whenever I am lonely, or ill, or guilt-ridden, I think back to the model that year provided me. It doesn’t always give me answers, but it does remind me that I survived once before and can do so again.


That year abroad provides a backbone for the book as its various themed chapters leap around, from country to country, from my childhood to my most recent experiences. This is, I’ve discovered, one of the inevitable consequences of a lifetime of travel—that one’s constant dislocation in space produces a parallel dislocation in time. An ill breeze in Brooklyn recalls to me with instantaneous effect the streets of Saigon, and a bar of music overheard in a Taipei bar puts me in a Volvo crossing the Texas desert. I trade messages with Facebook friends I haven’t seen in person in years and make plans to see others far from their homes—in eastern Java, in Mongolia. Wherever I happen to be at this moment, I can close my eyes and imagine myself a million other places.


If your life has not been filled with constant travel, these sorts of jumps may be disconcerting—a kind of narrative jetlag, I suppose. For me, at this point in my traveling life, it’s become normal, and I know I’m not entirely alone. When my travel-writer friends and I gather over drinks, our conversation is always filled with lines like “That reminds me of when I was in Osaka . . . ” or “Oh, just like in Bogotà!” Yes, it’s insufferable to outsiders, I’ll be the first to admit, but for us the world has opened up, and to act like we don’t notice the deep connections between disparate points on the globe would be to pretend we’ve learned nothing at all.


Another, more important phenomenon I’ve learned in assembling these nearly thirty years of travel anecdotes is that they tell the tale of a very independent traveler—one who almost never outsourced the planning and execution of his adventures to travel agents, tour companies, concierges, or friends and family. In many ways, I was an independent traveler by default. At first I didn’t have the money to depend on outsider help, and by the time I had the money, it was my duty to readers to deal with everything myself, so that they might learn from my example.


Still, those practical factors were always secondary. From an early age, I’ve simply wanted to do things myself. Whether I was spending hours on Lego projects in my room or taking independent study courses in high school and college, I’ve always been more comfortable figuring the world out on my own, and enjoying the private rush of triumph that comes from knowing I alone was responsible for my success. Or something like that: I never set out to be independent, and until recently wasn’t self-aware enough to identify that as one of my character traits.


Of course, no one is born independent, nor is independence an absolute value, immutable once it’s achieved. This book is a chronicle of my ongoing progress toward independence, each minor step forward a tentative one, each victory shaky, liable to be overturned at the next foreign challenge. By the end of my story, you should be able to see how far I’ve come—and how that’s also not, maybe, really very far at all. When you go around the world, you wind up back where you started.


Now that I recognize my own independent streak, I can see, too, how it’s aided me as a traveler. Because when you travel, things will go wrong: baggage will disappear, your guts will betray you, and you will find yourself alone in a poor, strange land where you don’t speak the language. The illusion of control that you set out with, fueled by a fevered studying of guidebooks, planning of itineraries, and e-mailing of friends of friends (of friends), will evaporate, leaving you with no one to rely on but you. Money and experience can insulate you from calamity, but never perfectly; when it comes down to it, you are responsible for your own happiness. Are you ready for that kind of responsibility? I wasn’t always—but I am now, I think.


Which is why I cannot present this book as some kind of elaborate instruction manual for becoming a good traveler yourself. No, this is simply how and why I did what I did, related in what I hope is an entertaining and dramatic format. For me to claim you should make similar choices would be worse than presumptuous—after all, you are not me—it would be dangerous. If anything, I want you, too, to become an independent traveler, to think and act for yourself wherever you might be, without the aid of guidebooks and the kinds of newspaper and magazine articles I write for a living. I want you to experience and understand the miserable things that can happen when you travel, to learn how to deal with them, and, like Sisyphus, to transcend them, to find joy in the crushing inevitability not so much of failure but of near-failure. I want you to leave home and return with stories to tell, not of disasters dealt with the way Matt Gross would have but of how you improvised your own solutions. The Turk Who Loved Apples should be the last guidebook you’ll ever need. And if things actually work out that way, then, well, as Kemal Görgün, our eponymous apple farmer, would say: WOW.
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Chapter 1


Schrödinger’s Boarding Pass



      Perpetually Unprepared—and Totally Comfortable with That—I Set Off for Vietnam, Tunisia, and Beyond      



One night in early August, about a week after my twenty-second birthday, I drove head-on into a pickup truck on Maryland’s eastern shore. I’d been coming down from Washington, D.C., to Chincoteague, Virginia, to meet my parents for a brief beach vacation; my girlfriend, Tammy, was in the passenger seat. It had been raining hard, with heavy traffic, but then, near the town of Salisbury, the showers stopped and the road cleared. I relaxed—too soon. The unfamiliar highway curved, I hit the brakes, and my lilac Plymouth Acclaim skidded across the lane and directly into the oncoming pickup. Bang.


An instant later the street was silent. Tammy and I looked at each other; neither of us was hurt. Nor was the driver of the pickup, just then clambering out of his vehicle. Soon, a police car arrived on the scene. The officer told us we were the third accident at that spot that night. Then he brought us to the station, where I called my mother at the bed-and-breakfast in Chincoteague to come get us.


While we waited, I took a photo of Tammy, looking miserable and exhausted in the yellow lamplight. And then a serene calm settled over me. Understandable, I think, for someone who’d just survived a potentially disastrous wreck, but my happiness was more a sense of relief—relief that the car was totaled.


Because from the moment I’d acquired the vehicle, it had been the source of constant troubles. The Acclaim had come into my possession only because my maternal grandmother, who’d owned it previously, had died three months earlier. She’d lived in Wilmington, Delaware, and I, finishing up college in nearby Baltimore, was carless, so without much ado, the Plymouth became mine.


But not for long. Less than a week after I’d driven it back to Baltimore, it vanished off the street one night. A theft, I figured, particularly since Grandma Rosalie had outfitted the car with a newfangled cellular phone. A few days later the police found the car wrapped around a lamppost—sans cell, of course—and promptly notified my late grandmother by mail. Only when I called to check in did they direct me to an impound lot.


In addition to being strangely technologically prescient, Grandma Rosalie had also arranged zero-deductible insurance for the car, so it cost nothing to put the car in the shop, where after another couple of weeks it emerged almost as good as new. (Which, for a lilac Acclaim, was not really so good.) The car chugged along in relative health for another two months, until one day in Washington—where I was spending five weeks learning how to teach English as a foreign language—I discovered it wouldn’t go more than about thirty-five miles per hour. The transmission was shot. Worse, by then insurance wouldn’t cover it.


One week and roughly $600 later, I picked up the Plymouth from yet another garage, threw my bags and books in the trunk, and headed for Baltimore to fetch Tammy and enjoy a nice vacation with my folks.


Bang.


This series of calamities would signify nothing—the all-too-short life and death of a generic American sedan—were it not for my post-Chincoteague plans. That is, less than a week after the crash, I was supposed to be moving to Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.


The year was 1996. I’d just graduated from college with a degree in creative writing, an expensive certification of my unsuitability for work. Unsure of what to do next, I’d fixated on Vietnam, which had recently reestablished diplomatic ties with its old enemy the United States. It would be my future, my destiny, my salvation. I would go there and . . . do something. I wasn’t sure what. I had some vague ideas about mastering the Vietnamese language and joining the Communist Party (less an ideological goal than a route to power and influence). Also, I was going to write big, important, best-selling novels in English at the same time.


But mostly, I really liked Vietnamese food, and figured that if I was going to live abroad, it should be somewhere I really liked the food.


In other words, in the months leading up to a life-changing move, the Fates seemed to be delivering me a series of dire, travel-related warnings, the kinds of omens that, in a bad movie, would foreshadow the protagonist’s travel-related demise. Had I been able to take a step back from my life and observe the events with a more analytical (and possibly more paranoid) attitude, I might have delayed, canceled, or at least worried more about what awaited me in the former Saigon.


Instead, I was oblivious, as I had been for much of my life, to the reality that things could go awry, and in ways that could do me physical or psychological damage. Like Chauncey Gardiner in Being There, I moved through the world unaware of looming danger and potential disaster.


In preparing for the move to Vietnam, for example, I had done the minimum of research. There was that teacher-training course in Washington, which I’d taken more because I didn’t have the first clue about teaching English than because I thought having a certificate might help me find a job. Even so, that was general preparation—it had nothing to do with Ho Chi Minh City as a specific and unique destination.


In those days, the Internet was of little use to travelers. This was before TripAdvisor, before Travelocity and Expedia, before blogs, before—if you can conceive of such a thing—Google. I hadn’t posted about my plans in any online forums. I had never seen a map of Ho Chi Minh City. I didn’t know where I was going to live, or whether Le Thi Thanh, an acquaintance of a friend of my father, would show up to greet me at the airport, or whether the teaching job that Ms. Thanh had written me about (by actual international airmail) would materialize.


Instead, I’d been supplementing my preexisting knowledge of Vietnam—which came entirely from movies and TV—with books. Not serious histories of the war by writers like Stanley Karnow or Philip Caputo, which might have given me some perspective on the matter, but contemporary Vietnamese novels in translation: Novel Without a Name, by Duong Thu Huong, and The Sorrow of War, by Bao Ninh. Both were interesting, but their focus on the war era left me cold. That is, I knew the war, or at least the pop-culture version of the war, and I understood how deeply it had consumed my parents’ generation. But what all the war stories left out was Vietnam itself. What was this country? What kinds of lives did Vietnamese people live? How did they think and act? And now, more than twenty years after the war had ended, what had the place become?


I decided to find out not by reading journalistic accounts (such books hadn’t yet been written) or guidebooks (I don’t remember ever even looking for one) but by delving into even earlier Vietnamese literature. One book I read on the plane from Washington to Paris to Ho Chi Minh City was a piece of literary reportage from 1920s French Indochina, by a Vietnamese journalist who’d worked undercover driving a cyclo, the tricycle pedicabs that plied the streets of Saigon. It was, I believe, entitled I Am a Cyclo Driver. It did not tell me much about present-day Vietnam, but it did give me a foundation for discussing labor issues and racism under the French colonial government.


I did, however, have one true guidebook in my possession—though not, unfortunately, one by Lonely Planet, which I would later learn dominated the Southeast Asia guidebook world. No, mine—which I believe my mother bought me as a birthday gift—was a lesser guidebook, with lots of general historical and cultural information but no details about, say, acquiring a long-term tourist or business visa, opening a bank account, finding work, learning the language—all those survival-related things that, as the jet neared its destination, I suddenly realized I was going to have to do. I flipped back and forth through the guidebook with mounting anxiety, until at last I looked at the publisher’s information page.


The book, I noticed, had been published in Slovenia. That did not seem to be a good sign. Thanks, Mom.


Fourteen years later, nothing had changed—and everything had changed. After dozens of trips abroad, to sixty countries on five continents, having produced hundreds of newspaper and magazine stories, I was once again setting off on an adventure, utterly ill-informed—possibly even less informed than I’d been when I flew off to Vietnam. Because this time, as I waited for the A train to Kennedy Airport in the bowels of a Brooklyn subway station, I did not even know my precise destination. All I knew, on this Saturday in June of 2010, was that an Air France plane ticket had been purchased for me, and that I needed to get to JFK on this particular day and at roughly this time.


Knowing nothing more was the whole point. This journey to wherever was sponsored by Afar, a then-new travel magazine, based in California, that had assigned me a “Spin the Globe” story, in which the editors select a destination at random (supposedly by spinning a globe in their offices) and, without revealing it, buy the writer a plane ticket. Of course, certain details had to be worked out in advance—when I’d be available, whether I’d need a visa or vaccinations, what the weather would be like—but the fact remained: I would be going off into the wild blue yonder, with no idea whatsoever of what awaited me. I was as excited as I’d ever been.


Still, if I wanted a clue, I had one right at my feet. On the damp platform sat the black leather weekend bag I’d bought in the late 1990s, and inside, atop four days’ worth of warm-weather clothes, was a small package wrapped in brown paper. My wife, Jean Liu—whom the Afar editors had provided vital data like my departure time and destination—had put it there. “It’s a hint about where you’re going,” she’d said.


I wanted that hint, and badly, but just as badly I wanted to wait. The longer the mystery remained, the more I cherished it. Because who now truly gets sent off into the void? I was on the cusp of adventure—an adventure whose appeal lay almost entirely in my lack of knowledge of what the adventure would be. Right this second I was in a filthy Brooklyn subway station, but in a few hours I might be in Paris, or Dakar, or Dushanbe. Who in this borough, in this city, in this country, could say the same with equal (un)certainty?


Not knowing was key. Surely, there were thousands of people about to do crazy things in crazy places all over the globe. But how many had planned nothing at all? Who among the brave was willing to give up total control, to set forth blindly into unknown lands?


You had to be particularly brave to do this, I thought. So many hundreds of thousands of Americans stay home, refuse to travel, precisely because of a lack of knowledge—because they don’t have time to fully plan trips, because they don’t know their options, because they are afraid to confront the near-certainty that when they leave the confines of their homes, something will happen, something that could shake their fundamental understanding of the world and their place in it. Me, I wanted to be shaken, to be the ultimate blank slate on which the world would leave its marks.


And yet I also desperately wanted to know where I was going. At some point soon, of course, I would find out—like when I checked in at the Air France counter of Terminal 1. And at that point, I feared, my dreams would collapse. Just knowing I was flying Air France was dangerous; that meant, most likely, I was bound for the Caribbean, Canada, North Africa, or France itself. And perhaps it would turn out I already knew someone in the destination, or that it would be a country or city I’d read about extensively—maybe even written about without ever having visited. After traveling for decades and working in journalism for years, there were many such places. Even if it was somewhere brand new and unfamiliar, simply knowing the location might be a disappointment. Moldova, seriously? On that plane bound for somewhere, I’d be just another passenger who knew where he was supposed to disembark, and what he might do when he got there.


At last, the A train arrived, and I boarded. My journey was beginning. I’d been patient long enough. I might as well open the package and reveal my hint. I untied the twine and shuffled off the brown paper.


Inside was a hardcover copy of Fodor’s Tunisia—from 1973, the year before I was born. Jean and I had found it at a used-book store maybe a decade earlier, and without ever reading it I’d fantasized about someday using it to explore the country. Someday was apparently today.


As I started to flip through the book, I felt ambivalence build up inside me. First, there was a warmth, the delight of finally getting to visit a land I’d held in my imagination ever since, at the age of around three, I saw Star Wars, whose desert planet opening scenes had been filmed near the Tunisian town of Tataouine. And I appreciated the serendipity of simply having this guidebook in my possession, as if I’d secretly planned this very trip a decade in advance. Plus, there was the sweetness of Jean’s having packed it in my bags. I married well, I thought.


At the same time, I could sense my travel writer’s instincts—honed over countless professional trips for the New York Times and other publications—kicking in. At JFK, I knew, as soon as I’d passed through security I’d go online, scanning CouchSurfing.org and A Small World, a theoretically exclusive social network, for contacts. I’d hit Facebook and Twitter and let my friends and followers know where I was headed; maybe they’d have advice. Hadn’t my old coworker Marie-France lived in Tunis as a child? She’d get a direct e-mail. And hadn’t Jean herself once visited Tunis and flirted with a local guy from whom she’d later received postcards? Did she still have the postcards? Could I track down the man who’d once tried to woo her? Now, that would be a story!


And that was just my strategy for filling in the things I didn’t already know. What I did already know was that Tunisia was a relatively small, comparatively secular Muslim Arab country, its beach towns popular with European vacationers, its government stable thanks to the police-state tactics (e.g., jailing bloggers) of its longtime president, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. People there would speak French better than me, not to mention Arabic. I could search the markets for harissa, a spice-enriched chili paste, I could see how Tunisian merguez, a lamb sausage, stacked up against its Moroccan and Algerian counterparts, which I’d eaten elsewhere, and I’d absolutely have to try brik, a deep-fried packet of phyllo dough stuffed with shredded tuna, spices, and egg. Oh, and orange juice—lots and lots of fresh-squeezed orange juice.


By this point, the A train was maybe halfway to the airport, and I’d already mentally mapped out the next several days. I hadn’t wanted to, honestly. I’d hoped to maintain that blissful feeling of not-knowing for as long as possible, but as long as possible wasn’t very long at all. And now I had this guidebook, too, which would no doubt reveal to me even more secrets of Tunisia, the family taverns of bygone days, the tenth-generation artisans still weaving cottons and carving wood in sea-cliff caves. Why even bother going now?


Except that as I read deeper into the book, I realized something else: Fodor’s was useless. Parts of it discussed Tunisian history, both recent and ancient, which I knew somewhat, while the rest dealt with “culture,” from Carthaginian art (“very little remains”) to contemporary carpet makers. Compared with guidebooks of today, which include copious listings of where to eat and sleep and what to do to keep yourself occupied, Fodor’s Tunisia was sketchy. In the listings of “moderate” hotels, four hotels appeared, none of them with any identifying details or description other than address. Restaurants tended toward the touristic (“many tempting specialties . . . oriental dancers tempting too”). One section, however, was fanatically detailed—a two-page walk-through of every funerary stela and Roman sarcophagus worth seeing in the Bardo Museum, Tunisia’s national repository of relics from antiquity. But somehow all that highly specific information felt tedious and unnecessary; who needs a guidebook in a museum?


This was, in a way, disappointing. I’d hoped I could use the book to track down some of the older businesses in Tunisia, or to uncover forgotten attractions, but in the span of 261 pages, Fodor’s Tunisia didn’t really get into such things. Instead, it was a gloss, a manual not for intrepid wanderers (as I imagined myself to be) but for those voyagers of the 1970s who’d float through the Maghreb in the care of a travel agent’s time-honed itinerary.


Which meant there would remain at least some holes in my pre-arrival knowledge—and thank goodness. Because for a long time now, such holes had become harder and harder to find, or to create. As the New York Times’ “Frugal Traveler” columnist from 2006 to 2010, I’d had to become an expert at researching every aspect of my trips. I’d mastered Google, and could, with a few clicks, dig up brand-new boutique hotels in Puerto Rico and little-known bed-and-breakfasts in far-flung corners of New Mexico. Through Facebook and CouchSurfing and A Small World, I reached out to strangers from Bucharest to Chennai, ensuring myself friendly local guides to strange, new cultures. I scoured food blogs and Chowhound.com and eGullet.org so I’d know what to put in my mouth in Seoul and Budapest. I set up bank accounts and credit cards to maximize frequent-flier miles and minimize fees. I figured out how to store high-resolution Google maps on my iPhone so that I could reference them abroad without incurring roaming charges.


For one Frugal Traveler column, I wrote about my system for getting the best possible deals on airfares. It was, I thought, a highly rational system, consisting of a dozen steps—or maybe twenty—that spanned the gamut of airline Web sites and third-party online travel agents and fare forecasters and seat recommenders (which is better, SeatGuru.com or SeatExpert.com?), and I didn’t even get around to discussing the whole business of international-flight consolidators.


Perhaps predictably, this column got a lot of responses: 217 people wrote in, many of them thanking me for the advice and some offering their own tips. Others, however, were more critical. One compared my method to “herding cats”; another said it made her head spin. Someone called “Buddy” from Houston, Texas, wrote, “So, you spent how many hours and saved how much for all that effort? Exactly how much is your time worth to you?”


As it happens, this was a question I’d already begun to ask myself, in a slightly different form: What was the point of all this preparation?


It’s not that I was utterly dissatisfied with how I was traveling. I never felt like I’d over-researched a trip, to the point where I was merely executing a set of pre-planned maneuvers through Paris or Bratislava. There were always moments of randomness, spontaneity, and serendipity. There was the bistro owner on the French Riviera who offered me a free meal if I’d send him video footage of his restaurant. There was the afternoon I walked into a Slovakian village, my feet blistered, my legs collapsing, and met a family who invited me in for fresh-baked pastries, homemade wine, and a place to spend the night, out of the rain and safe from the Gypsies. Once, in the Gulf Islands of British Columbia, I was walking down a rocky beach when I somehow caught the attention of a quartet of hip locals in their early twenties; within minutes, we’d all stripped off our clothes and were skinny-dipping in the freezing surf. Although they later told me this was the “nudie beach,” I could find no reference to it on the Internet. You try it—Google “nudie beach” and see what you come up with.


These episodes made me wonder if I needed the research part at all—they happened so naturally and beautifully they overshadowed the quotidian parts of the trip: checking into hotels, taking buses or trains from one spot to another, dutifully seeing sites considered historically or culturally important. More frustrating, when I’d sit down to write my articles, I’d find that including the quotidian stuff—which publications generally require, since they’re in the business of telling readers how to travel—left little room for the serendipitous moments that made the trips special to me.


But if you’re going to be a professional travel writer, you can’t exactly stop researching your destinations or give up advising readers on how to travel. The business doesn’t work that way. You don’t call up an editor, tell them you want to go to Morocco or Ireland for a couple of weeks, and have them cut you a big check. And you don’t generally head off on your own dime to one of these places, hoping you’ll be able to turn your adventures into a salable story afterward. That’s how you go broke.


No, if you want to go to, say, Tokyo, first you come up with an angle: some subset of activities or specific thematic bent. For example, ramen. Hugely popular in America, both the inexpensive, dried, college-food form and the fresh, high-end New York restaurant style, ramen is, in Japan, a full-blown cultural phenomenon. There are ramen magazines, ramen TV shows, ramen bloggers, a ramen museum, and five thousand ramen shops in Tokyo alone. So: seeing and understanding Tokyo by trying to make sense of its ramen shops and ramen aficionados—Tokyo through a noodly lens—that’s the angle.


Then you figure out what the story will cost to report—or really, how you can do it as cheaply as possible, since magazine and newspaper budgets are always tight—and when you can do it, and the editor has to see if it conflicts with any other stories in the pipeline, and then, finally, the editor says yes, and you sign a contract that specifies how much you can spend and how little you’ll be paid—and then off you go to Tokyo!


More or less, that’s how I got myself there in December 2009, and—after scouring Web postings and corralling Tokyo’s ramen bloggers—I spent a week eating four bowls of ramen a day: pork bone ramen, miso ramen, cheese ramen. That was a pretty damn delicious trip. And I couldn’t have done it, either the on-the-ground reporting or the actual writing of the story, without intense preparation.


But the hell with intense preparation! Maybe I was just getting old, but I seemed to remember a time, long before I became a travel writer, when I not only didn’t prepare but couldn’t prepare, when I didn’t have the tools to plan ahead because those tools hadn’t been invented yet. And yet those adventures seemed more real to me, more all-encompassing, more life-changing, more objectively important. I looked back on them nostalgically, knowing they’d made me the traveler I am today even though they seemed to have happened to an entirely different person. In short, I found myself facing questions that all travelers face, but now on a deeper, more existential level: How did I get from where I started to here? And how do I get back there again?


My first memory of travel is a simple one: I am four years old, or maybe five or six, sitting in the backseat of the family station wagon, looking out the window. It is raining, and fairly hard, too. Hard enough that the raindrops defy gravity, streaking up and rolling across the window just slowly enough that I can follow their progress—trace their wobbly trails—until they dead-end in the slat of vertical rubber. Then I drag my gaze back to find a new droplet.


Where are we Grosses going? In my memory, it’s always to my paternal grandparents’ house, in Bridgeport, Connecticut, about a two-hour trip from our home in Amherst, Massachusetts. Two hours is a long time for a little kid, made longer by the abstractedness of the journey. What are Amherst and Bridgeport? How are they connected geographically? The fact is, I don’t know, and I don’t know enough to even ask the questions. There are steps I remember are necessary to take. We will cross the Connecticut River via the Coolidge Bridge. At some point, we will drive down something called the Merritt Parkway. Finally, we will turn onto Dixon Street, whose Waspy name always seems so proper and stately that it’s almost a joke that people called Gross live there.


And that’s it: the road, the rain, the minor details that drizzled into my consciousness, the sense that we would begin one place and end at another, and that if I were relatively patient, I would be rewarded with hugs and gifts from my grandmother. Beyond that, I knew—and expected—nothing. This was how journeys went. You started out at one place, and ended in another, and spent most of the time in between in a state of semi-boredom that constantly threatened to veer into fidgety, unrealistic anticipation of imminent delight.


That was how my perception of travel began, and for a very long time it remained unchanged. When my father, a historian specializing in Revolutionary War–era Concord, Massachusetts, first took me abroad—to Denmark and England at the age of almost-eight—I had no map or guidebook to prepare me, just a sense that, somewhere on the other side of the Atlantic, a paradise of Lego bricks and unseen Dr. Who episodes awaited me. And perhaps that was all I needed, for nothing of importance that took place on that adventure could have been predicted in a book.


And it was an important trip, maybe the most important of my life. The Matt Gross who arrived in Copenhagen one afternoon in the summer of 1982 was a strange, nearly feral creature: messy curly hair neither tamed nor touched by brush or comb; tough dungarees with grass stains at the knee; blue eyes huge and unblinking, like an alien. And, always at his side, a crocheted yellow polyester blanket, softened by years of love, that provided a sense of security, particularly when paired with a thumb in the mouth. Picture Linus from Peanuts, crossed with Pig-Pen.


The first thing this Matt did, upon arriving in his hotel room, was look out the window and spot the glowing red neon sign of a bookstore. Books! This was a treat. He hadn’t really known where to start exploring, or what to do in the days before he and his father would make the trip to Legoland, in Billund (wherever that was), but now here was a bookstore. He could read, and pretty well, too: Encyclopedia Brown, Dr. Who novelizations, Tolkien. No surprise for the child of an editor and a history professor, really. So when he saw the bookstore, he leapt with excitement to show his father.


Only, there was a problem. A tricky problem that Dad didn’t know precisely how to explain, or rather, he knew how but wasn’t sure Matt would understand. And so he just said it.


“Matt, that’s an adult bookstore.”


Did Matt understand? He did, somehow. It had something to do with sex, whatever that was, with a world that he’d sensed existed but that had been, until now, beyond him. Well, it was still beyond him, but here, on his first day in Denmark, it was closer. He could see it, he could be told where it was, and though he was denied entry, this one step, this knowledge was enough. He’d inched closer. He laughed, I imagine, and his father laughed with him. It was funny, that he could understand even though he didn’t really understand. And besides, he’d brought other books to read anyway.


From there, the revelations and significant moments began to flow, seemingly at a rate of one per day. At Tivoli Gardens, the grand amusement park at the center of Copenhagen, Matt attempted to eat a fast-food burger from a kiosk—but rejected it as disgusting, inedible. His father, unbelieving, cajoled the tearful boy to finish until, at last, he himself bit into the foul gray thing. Into the trash it went; they dined on french fries instead. For the first time he could remember, Matt had been right about something in the grown-up realm: taste. And soon he was learning more. At Legoland, he had his initial plate of the heretofore exotic spaghetti bolognese, and liked it, enough that the dish became his mainstay, the food by which he could judge a restaurant, and on which he could rely in the absence of compelling alternatives. He was moving forward.


Although at times, it did not feel like moving forward. After a few days in Denmark, Matt and his father departed, by train and ferry, for England. It was an unbelievable journey—the train actually drove onto the ferry, Matt was stunned to learn—and despite the rocky seas and attendant nausea, he managed to play Centipede in the ferry lounge well enough to win a free game, another breakthrough. Once in England, however, Matt made a horrifying discovery: his blanket had vanished. Had he left it in Copenhagen? At Legoland? On the train? The only thing certain was that it was gone. But Matt did not cry, as he had over the Tivoli Gardens burger. Tears were of no use anymore, and besides, he was almost eight.


In the years since, I’ve often wondered about the disappearance of my blanket. It seems almost too perfect, in the context of this overly symbolic growing-up tale, that the most visible symbol of my babyhood—that frayed, ultrasoft blanket whose Cheerio-sized ringlets I can, thirty years later, still imagine against my bearded cheek—would go missing. My father, I’ve long suspected, must have removed it from our luggage, but whenever I’ve cornered him, he’s pleaded innocent. I guess I have to believe him.


The point is that you can never really know what’s going to happen when you travel. Or at least I never did, not when I set out on my heavy blue BMX bicycle to roam the hills of Amherst; not when, partly at my behest, my dad took a new teaching job at William & Mary and moved us all to Williamsburg, Virginia, in whose high school I was the only Jew, and a Yankee, and a skateboarder back when skateboarding was anything but cool; not when I chose to study math at Johns Hopkins, having visited the campus for a day and been so impressed by the focus with which students walked from quad to quad that I forgot that laziness and improvisation, not intensity and labor, were my natural modes of being. I was, for so much of my early life, either uninformed or ill-informed.
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