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            Buy the Ticket, Take the Ride

         

         A few years ago, at an estate sale, I bought a bookcase that once belonged to Anthony Bourdain. I thought it would serve as a constant reminder of something he once said: ‘Move. As far as you can, as much as you can.’ Turns out, owning a seven-foot-tall oak monolith makes it hard to do any moving at all. I discovered this when I lost my job during the Covid-19 pandemic and decided to leave New York City after two decades there. When I sold off all my belongings, Bourdain’s imposing Stickley bookcase was one of the last things to go. It towered over my increasingly barren living room, its shelves eerily empty of travelogues and guidebooks.

         Eventually, the bookcase found a buyer. As Arthur and I loaded it into his SUV, he suggested I visit his home country and watch the Uruguay episodes of Parts 6Unknown and No Reservations. I was immediately sold on Bourdain’s description of Montevideo as ‘the opposite of New York’, a place with a ‘crumbling cool, a peeling grandeur similar to Havana’s’.

         Anthony Bourdain was my patron saint of travel. His assurance that, ‘the extent to which you can walk in someone else’s shoes or at least eat their food, it’s a plus for everybody’, made me believe that the harried vacations I took from my office job could be enlightening, transformative. In the Uruguay episode of No Reservations, he stumbles upon a candombe drum circle in the streets of Montevideo and marvels, ‘I can’t believe this place hasn’t been discovered’. Having decided to try my luck as a full-time freelance travel writer, I saw this as an invitation.

         There was an actual invitation as well: Arthur told me that if I went to Montevideo, he’d connect me with his family. The gesture was markedly different from the ways in which we discover new places post-Bourdain – by skimming listicles, chatting with AI, and watching online videos in which fresh-off-the-boat influencers insist, via clickbait titles, that a country is ‘NOT what they say it is’.

         I became convinced that Uruguay would be my ‘it’, to borrow a term from On the Road. It had sun. It had sand. And it was somewhat of a mystery. 7There was just one problem: Its borders were closed indefinitely.
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         The Covid-19 pandemic was a wakeup call for all of us who had started taking one-click travel for granted – the moment in Up in the Air when George Clooney’s character, on his way to 10 million miles, is told, ‘You’re grounded. Everybody’s grounded. It’s done.’ Suddenly it was illegal to enter most countries; air travel entailed quarantines, proof of vaccination, negative test results, masking – and forget about the bar cart.

         The pandemic taught us that travel is a privilege that can be stripped from us at any time. Throughout my lifetime, my options and liberties as a traveler had only expanded: Low-cost airlines had made flights more affordable; ‘travel hacking’ sites had made the affordable flights easier to find; home-sharing apps had made lodging more diverse and abundant; mobility apps had made unfamiliar cities more manageable; ride-sharing apps made it simpler and cheaper to get across town. And translation apps served up the Czech, Georgian or Tagalog version of those first words I learned in French class: ‘Où est le McDo?’

         8During the pandemic, travel was no longer a breeze. In March 2020, when I flew to Louisiana to form what was not yet known as a ‘pod’, or a ‘bubble’, in a town named Cut Off, a friend who was sheltering at home told me to ‘have fun killing people’. The flight attendants made jokes about the plane being my private jet as they tossed me, its sole passenger, trail mix bags by the handful. In the surreally empty New Orleans airport, Southwest Airlines agents were playing cornhole in front of their check-in desks.

         I justified my Covid travel as self-care – an attempt to avoid the winter blahs that often gripped me in New York City. I argued that I was being a responsible consumer in the face of economic crisis. After all, didn’t President George W. Bush tell Americans to ‘get down to Disney World’ when airlines were struggling after 9/11? In truth, I was simply eager to enjoy the new mobility that came with not having to go into the office every day, and much of the world would soon join me in taking advantage of it.

         Despite my giddiness over US$27 airfares, this might’ve been the first time I experienced travel as a moral dilemma rather than solely a means of ‘broadening horizons’. In early 2021, I traveled to Mérida, Mexico, where Covid-19 rates were relatively low. Every time I strolled through a sidewalk mister and 9wiped my feet on a disinfecting mat before entering a restaurant, I wondered how the waiters felt about me: were they resentful about being put at risk, or grateful for the tips I was leaving in their otherwise empty dining rooms? Was I supporting them or exploiting them? Or a little bit of both? ‘Would you mind settling up?’ a waiter in Austin, Texas, asked me moments after the TV announced that restaurants there would have to close. ‘Because I don’t have a job anymore.’

         My own job was soon to follow. When the pandemic struck, my employer froze budgets and made it clear that the news site I had founded was in danger of shutting down. I tried to keep the site vital by assigning stories about the pandemic, including one about New York City trying to reboot tourism via virtual tours and ‘staycations’. With hotel rooms being converted into office space, the industry seemed unlikely to recover in the foreseeable future.

         Little did we know that ‘revenge travel’ would become a worldwide phenomenon. If current projections stand, the number of people flying each year will break 5 billion for the first time in 2025,1 and global tourism will double by 2050,2 thanks in part to rapidly growing middle classes in developing countries like China and India and, to a lesser 10extent, Brazil, Mexico, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and Indonesia.3 The global middle class will increase by 1.7 billion in the next two decades.4 With GDP in Asia Pacific on track to grow by 65 per cent during that time, trips per capita there will double – by 2043, nearly half of global air traffic will depart or originate from the region.5 This explosion in travel will bring increased prosperity to many destinations, but will strain others as the prices of housing, goods and services rise. Waiters may find that the extra money in their tip jar isn’t enough to cover their latest rent increase.

         When my employer told me over Zoom, in May 2021, that I was being laid off, I was paying US$2,400 per month to live on a houseboat on a far edge of Queens. I decided I’d spend one last summer there and leave New York City before another bracingly cold winter set in. I didn’t really have much choice. My landlord was selling the boat. The new owner would end up giving it an HGTV-style makeover and doing what enterprising landlords are doing all over the world – listing it on Airbnb at six times my monthly rent.

         Having visited an old New York friend who had moved to Bangkok, I had seen how cheaply one could live abroad. I envied his easygoing life of riding 11tuk-tuks to river bars and admiring sunsets from rooftop infinity pools, but I couldn’t imagine giving up the security of a decent salary, a retirement plan and a place in the world. When all of that disappeared in an instant, I knew it was time to hit the road. I felt like I was doing something wild and anachronistic – a throwback to the days of living down and out in Paris. In reality, I was part of a growing, worldwide phenomenon. My kindred spirits weren’t so much Orwell, Miller, Stein and Hemingway – they were twenty-three-year-old social media managers. I had joined the swelling ranks of digital nomads.

         Since 2019, the number of American workers describing themselves as digital nomads has more than doubled, with 11 per cent doing so in 2024. The trend is only expected to continue: 21 million Americans say they plan to become digital nomads.6 Though 2025 found many employers calling their remote workers back into the office, it’s hard to put the cat back into the cubicle. Surveys show that employees are willing to take pay cuts in order to keep working from home7 – hence a marked increase in job postings offering telework. As a result, long-term rentals have become a greater share of Airbnb’s business.8 By 2030, the number of global digital jobs is expected to rise by about 25 per cent, to around 92 million.9

         12In his book Nomads, Anthony Sattin notes that during the Scientific and Industrial Revolutions, the roving hunter-gatherers, herders and warriors who had, for centuries, made up half of society – who helped shape the course of history – came to be seen as ‘people without arts, morals, literature, laws or reason’. Today, identifying as a digital nomad carries its own stigma, hence preferred terms like ‘expats’, ‘global citizens’, ‘traveling remote workers’ and ‘location-independent professionals’. (In Eat, Pray, Love – a modern-day On the Road for countless digital nomads – Elizabeth Gilbert opts for the Sanskrit word antevasin, meaning one who lives on the border of civilization and solitude.) There are still many who view digital nomads as ‘connected conquistadors’, to borrow from a Reddit thread.10 But since digital nomads tend to be young, it’s likely that the practice will become increasingly normalized in the future.

         During my three-plus years of what travel guru Rolf Potts calls ‘vagabonding’, I’ve often struggled to know whether I’m an asset to my chosen home of the moment – or at least a benign presence – or whether I’m part of a barbarian horde, carrying MacBooks rather than crossbows. Had I ‘decided to be a bum’, as Vincent says in Pulp Fiction when Jules shares his plan to ‘walk the earth’? Or, by relocating 13to countries with lower costs of living and committing what is sometimes called ‘geo-arbitrage’, was I unwittingly doing something worse? Nothing kills a vermouth buzz at a summer block party like noticing that the bar is plastered with stickers reading, ‘Love Barcelona, hate the expats’. Or being told a restaurant’s Wi-Fi password is ‘TOURISTGOHOME’.

         There’s an old saying that social media often attributes to Anthony Bourdain: ‘Be a traveler, not a tourist.’ The nugget has been warmed over countless times. ‘The traveler sees what he sees, the tourist sees what he has come to see,’ wrote G.K. Chesterton. ‘Tourists don’t know where they’ve been, travelers don’t know where they’re going,’ wrote Paul Theroux. In The New Tourist, Paige McClanahan makes a distinction between the Old Tourist, who sees travel as ‘a means to some self-serving end’, and the New Tourist, who is ‘humbled by her travels’.

         Dean MacCannell, author of the seminal sociological study The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class, distinguishes between industrial tourism and ‘organic’ tourism that hasn’t been ‘cooked’ by tour operators and service providers. He doesn’t, however, see a difference between a traveler and a tourist. ‘It’s a distinction that’s mainly used to try 14to feel superior to the other people that are doing exactly the same thing you’re doing,’ he told me.

         Before I joined the growing ranks of ‘slomads’, or practitioners of ‘slow travel’, I certainly considered myself a traveler, and not a tourist, as I touched down in countless cities with my ‘Bourdain list’ in hand. The irony was that in using his recommendations as my touchstone, I was ensuring that many of the people I encountered would be … fellow Bourdain fans. There’s a reason that, while filming in one of Asia Argento’s favorite neighborhood restaurants in Rome, he told her not to utter its name: ‘You want to come in here and see nothing but Americans?’

         At the end of the day, following the Tony trail could feel just as unsatisfying as following the tourist trail. I wasn’t being sheepled through museums and cathedrals like some socks-and-sandals fogey, but there was no doubt I had a checklist. Roast guinea pig in Ecuador! Bull’s penis soup in Vietnam! Uricacid fish in South Korea! Chicken ovaries in Japan!

         I was seeking the Bourdain Experience – which is what he originally wanted to call his Travel Channel show. ‘I am looking for extremes of emotion and experience,’ he narrates during the title sequence of A Cook’s Tour. ‘I’ll try anything, I’ll risk everything, I have nothing to lose.’ Note how many times 15I is used there, reinforcing the idea that travel is primarily about what the traveler gets out of it.

         While Bourdain was prone to bluster and bravado, he also had a tattoo that read, in classical Greek, ‘I am certain of nothing’. In his later shows, he struggled with the moral dilemmas of travel. After a lunch stop in Madagascar devolved into a mob of hungry children jostling for food, he insisted on giving the episode an ending that would show ‘the reality on the ground in all its buzzkill awfulness’, his director Tom Vitale wrote in In the Weeds. It would speak to something important: ‘What do we include, what do we choose to leave out?’ Bourdain told Vitale. ‘Either way it’s our choice. It’s about the moral quandary of travel and white privilege.’

         I didn’t always feel guilty as I zip-lined across the universe racking up bragging rights, but one moment stands out. During a canoe tour of islands inhabited by ‘river people’ in the Peruvian Amazon, I asked our guide if there was any way to sample masato de yuca, a mildly alcoholic drink traditionally made by chewing and spitting cassava and leaving it to ferment. The canoe’s paddler happened to have some at home, so we went to the modest A-frame on one of the islands.

         ‘His daughter made it a few days ago,’ explained the guide, motioning toward the young woman in 16the corner. When I smiled and nodded at her, she looked away – out of shyness or discomfort, I couldn’t know. Suddenly, I felt a little embarrassed about quaffing this person’s saliva in front of her without her consent, and with little understanding of the cultural implications. From what I had read, this drink was used in sacred rituals and also to welcome houseguests, but was I really welcome if they hadn’t been expecting me? If I had been brought there in hopes of customer satisfaction and a better tip?
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         One of Bourdain’s heroes, Hunter S. Thompson, famously wrote, ‘Buy the ticket, take the ride … and if it occasionally gets a little heavier than what you had in mind, well … maybe chalk it up to forced consciousness expansion.’

         During nearly four years of traveling slower, and living more like a local at my destinations, I’ve bought many tickets, and I’ve experienced plenty of forced consciousness expansion. In Spain and Latin America, I witnessed protests against overtourism, gentrification, and environmentally irresponsible travel, leading to conversations with activists who felt that my lifestyle was harming their cities and destroying our planet. I’m sharing my story because I believe more of us will be 17having these conversations, and facing these dilemmas, as we travel. As live-translation devices make it easier to talk to locals other than our tour guides or Airbnb hosts, we may be in for a wakeup call we never called down to the front desk for.

         At the Mar del Plata International Film Festival in Argentina, I attended the South American premiere of Francis Ford Coppola’s Megalopolis. It’s a tale of two cities: the dystopia of the near future, in which mobs protest a lack of resources while the mayor plans a tourist-magnet casino, and the utopia of the far-off future, where moving walkways glide off to public parks and personal transportation bubbles float, Jetsons-style, into the sky.

         The coming years will bring a tug-of-war between these potential realities, and I’ve glimpsed them both. As I perused the flying taxis, AI suitcases and sentient motorcycles at Expo 2025, in Japan, I thought to myself: the future’s so bright, we’ve gotta wear live-streaming shades. At the same time, I saw that Kyoto’s once-serene geisha district had become so overrun with looky-loos that it resembled an extension of the world’s fair. Hearteningly, local authorities were taking great care – and using sophisticated new technology – to preserve the area’s authenticity and teach newcomers how to be respectful.

         18Like a billion-dollar Calatrava structure meant to market its home as a city of the future, cracks have started to appear in the exhilarating new paradigm of travel. Apps that promised the ‘sharing’ of homes are now accused of pushing people out of them. Technology sold as ‘disruptive’ is increasingly considered destructive. Countries that perceived tourism as a lifeline now worry it’s a stranglehold.

         As travel becomes easier, more accessible, more tempting – and, for millions of refugees, more urgent – than ever, what will happen to the cities we flock to? Will a new wave of ‘mobile bohemians’ make them more cosmopolitan, or will they become more generic, crowded and unaffordable as global corporations cater to the tastes of these MoBos in paradise?

         With residents increasingly complaining that their cities have become amusement parks, how will we experience travel as more and more of us buy the ticket and take the ride? Will we find ways to travel more thoughtfully? Or will we adopt the attitude of a sticker I saw in Barcelona, created in response to the ‘Tourist go home’ graffiti around town? It said, under a machine gun, ‘Tourists go home except me.’

         
            
145References

            1. International Air Transport Association (IATA), ‘Strengthened Profitability Expected in 2025 Even as Supply Chain Issues Persist’, 10 December 2024, https://www.iata.org/en/pressroom/2024-releases/2024-12-10-01/

            2. Paul Peeters and Bernadett Papp, Envisioning Tourism in 2030 and Beyond, The Travel Foundation, 2023, https://www.thetravelfoundation.org.uk/envision2030/

            3. Deloitte, ‘NextGen Travellers and Destinations’, 2024, https://www.deloitte.com/es/es/Industries/transportation/research/nextgen-travellers-and-destinations.html

            4. Airbus, Global Market Forecast 2024, 2024, https://www.airbus.com/sites/g/files/jlcbta136/files/2024-07/GMF%202024-2043%20Presentation_4DTS.pdf

            5. International Air Transport Association (IATA), Global Outlook for Air Transport, June 2024, https://www.iata.org/en/iata-repository/publications/economic-reports/global-outlook-for-air-transport-june-2024-report/

            6. MBO Partners, Digital Nomads: Nomading Normalizes in 2024, August 2024, https://www.mbopartners.com/state-of-independence/digital-nomads/

            7. Sarah Kessler, ‘Getting Rid of Remote Work Will Take More Than a Downturn’, New York Times, 7 January 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/07/business/dealbook/remote-work-downturn.html

            8. Patricia Miller, ‘Airbnb Expands Long-Term Rental Focus’, Value the Markets, 20 September 2024, https://www.valuethemarkets.com/analysis/airbnb-expands-long-term-rental-focus, accessed 8 June 2025.

            9. World Economic Forum, ‘The Rise of Global Digital Jobs’, https://www.weforum.org/stories/2024/01/remote-global-digital-jobs-whitepaper, accessed 30 July 2025.

            10. Reddit, ‘Alternative Terms to “Digital Nomad”?’, https://www.reddit.com/r/digitalnomad/comments/y41h4o/alternative_terms_to_digital_nomad/, accessed 8 June 2025.

         

      

   

OEBPS/images/9781911545804_cover_epub.jpg
X

THE
FUTURE
of
TRAVEL

DANIEL

-;[Fu; MAURER






OEBPS/images/decoration_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
X

THE
FUTURE
of
TRAVEL

Daniel Maurer

X

MELVILLE HOUSE UK
LONDON





