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            An Admission

          

        

      

    

    
      Artificial Intelligence - AI. What do you think? The end of civilisation as we know it or a time-saving tool of the future?

      I’ve used AI, sparingly,  in my latest book. With less dependence than any writer has on say, spellcheck or, what was known in ancient times as a dictionary.

      One feature of AI is its ability to summon the spirit of writers no longer with us. I tried to get feedback from living writers. But, Paul Theroux, Stephen Fry and Bill Bryson ignored my requests. Knowing also that my own small cohort of literary colleagues would have had enough of offering me their praise, I took the AI path. The imagined input from some of my favourite writers, all of whom have influenced my own work, are uniformly positive. A feature of AI I can’t help but admire.

      It’s a high risk strategy. Reading some of the text AI gave me, I can’t help but find my own words sometimes dull in comparison. Conversely, on occasion, I’m gratified to find I struggle to discern any great improvement between my scribblings and those of the greats I’m inspired by.

      This book doesn’t embrace AI, but it does engage in furtive fumbling with it on the back seat of the bus from the airport.

      If this offends you as a reader, look away, now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreward by Henry Miller (from the Beyond)

          

        

      

    

    
      The man writes like he’s escaping something — Christmas, sobriety, civilisation itself — and maybe he is. Every page of Quicker Than Walking, drips with that peculiar joy of the wanderer who has finally accepted that there’s no final destination, only another beer, another border, another dodgy mattress in a room that smells of fried garlic and regret.

      Les Stanley doesn’t travel to “find himself.” Thank God. He’s already found himself, or at least the part of himself that can tolerate heat, boredom, and the endless comedy of human striving. He doesn’t preach enlightenment. He sweats it out of his pores, quietly, without fanfare. The road in his hands becomes a confessional, a stage, a joke told to no one in particular.

      There are bicycles in this book — stubborn, noble machines — and hills that feel Biblical in their indifference. In the north, he climbs. In the south, he stews. Always with that calm observer’s eye, the kind that sees beauty and absurdity as twin faces of the same god. Rain soaks him, mosquitoes adore him, yet he keeps pedalling through a landscape that refuses to be anything but itself.

      Les Stanley writes with the rhythm of a man who knows that thought, when left alone too long, curdles. He punctures the travel genre like a monk with a toothpick — all those self-important voyagers searching for meaning! He’s not searching; he’s watching. Watching and quietly laughing at the whole ridiculous performance of life abroad — the temples, the tuk-tuks, the “authentic experiences.”

      His prose, dry as gin and twice as intoxicating, slides between observation and revelation without warning. One moment he’s dissecting the peculiar agony of a damp sock; the next he’s musing on mortality with the offhand brilliance of a man who’s seen through the farce but refuses to stop playing.

      What I love — what I recognise — is the tone of a man free enough to mock his own freedom. Les Stanley doesn’t pretend to be noble. He’s cranky, funny, tender, occasionally cruel — alive in the way that only someone unafraid of being alone can be.

      In short, Quicker Than Walking isn’t about Thailand, China, or Hong Kong. It’s about that internal geography we all pedal through when the road goes on and the mind refuses to rest. The true traveller, as I’ve always said, is not the man who crosses borders but the one who crosses himself — repeatedly, clumsily, joyfully. Stanley does just that.

      A magnificent little confession dressed up as a travel diary. If you read it properly — with the salt of your own sweat in your eyes — you’ll come away changed, or at least amused that change was never the point.

      Henry Miller - Fearless Rebel of Modern Literature

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Quicker Than Walking

          

        

      

    

    
      In Quicker Than Walking, Les Stanley moves through Thailand, China, and Hong Kong not as a tourist but as a creature testing his pulse against the world. The land breathes, sweats, and presses close. The rain does not merely fall; it invades. The heat does not punish; it awakens. Every hill and roadside encounter becomes a small reckoning between the body and the spirit that refuses to settle.

      Stanley’s prose hums with that rare honesty that comes only from travel without disguise — the man alone, alert to the sensual truth of things. He writes of the road, the bicycle, the human comedy, and somewhere beneath it all, the ache to feel alive without apology. It is not escape he seeks, but contact — raw, immediate, and entirely human.

      D. H. Lawrence

      Chronicler of Desire and Rebellion
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        * * *

      

      In Quicker Than Walking, Les Stanley sets out across Thailand, China, and Hong Kong, though one suspects the true journey never leaves the confines of his own mind. The roads are endless, the heat oppressive, the small triumphs swallowed by the slow machinery of time. Each hotel room, each bicycle climb, each failed attempt at escape feels like another page in an infinite ledger of necessary but meaningless acts.

      There is humour here — dry, fatalistic — the kind that survives only when all illusions have been quietly surrendered. Stanley writes as a man both observer and subject of his own trial, condemned to motion yet strangely at peace with the sentence. In the end, travel offers no redemption, only the faint consolation that even futility can be well documented.

      Franz Kafka

      Master of Surreal Nightmares
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        * * *

      

      In Quicker Than Walking, Les Stanley travels through heat, rain, and the quiet despair of a world without direction. Nothing here is truly lived — everything is observed, dissected, understood too late. Travel is no escape, but a slow confrontation with the void: the white sky, the anonymous rooms, the self.

      Monsieur Stanley writes with the lucidity of a man who knows that freedom is a performance we stage to avoid madness. His roads loop back upon themselves; his thoughts linger like metaphysical bus stops. And yet, amid the absurdity, a tenderness endures — the fragile dignity of continuing to walk simply because one still exists.

      (Translated from the original French)

      Jean-Paul Sartre

      Radical Thinker of Freedom
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        * * *

      

      In Quicker Than Walking, Les Stanley travels through Thailand, China, and Hong Kong, yet the true movement is not on the map. It happens within. Every road, every downpour, every solitary room becomes a mirror in which the traveller rediscovers himself — changed, though never entirely redeemed.

      Herr Stanley’s gaze is calm, almost monastic. He seeks nothing, and for that very reason, finds moments of pure presence — the quiet joy of breathing, the laughter at one’s own confusion, the deep accord with the world as it is. His book reminds us that every journey is merely another form of returning home.

      (Translated from the original German)

      Hermann Hesse

      Mystic Explorer of the Soul
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            Henry and I Fly to Bangkok

          

        

      

    

    
      Reading through the notes I’d taken on my recent trip, with a view to later, expanding them into a new book, it occurred to me that I was becoming repetitive, again. How many more times did readers need to know that I had had some medical issues before departure, or suffered jetlag, or been annoyed by some innocent fellow traveller?

      But I couldn’t change the facts. These things had happened and were destined to be part of any book I might write about any trip I made. What I could change, hopefully improve, with the help of technology, namely AI, was the style of writing. Why not? Instead of relating everything in my own, well-worn, world-weary way, I’d use AI to convert some text into the writing style of my favourite writers.

      Was it cheating? I suppose so, but the ideas promulgated were still mine. The experiences remained mine. I’ve read a few books over the years. Some to the end. And, without wishing to name drop, have a number of favourite authors among the greats. One of these is American bon vivant Henry Miller. My admiration for Miller’s style, if not always his content, remains high. Given the right subject, he’s not always about sleaze and passion, Miller can make the reader feel part of the story.

      Take the following, almost bland, couple of paragraphs:

      The few weeks before departure followed the usual pattern: visits to the doctor and dentist to discuss possible, mainly imagined, ailments. It turned out that the dental situation was less imagined than I thought. It would come back to haunt me often throughout the trip. 

      Time passed slowly, with mundanities filling my days until finally, it was time to leave. I took the train to the airport. Nothing much had changed since I was last there. I checked-in for my flight, impressing no-one but myself by only having nine kilos of luggage. Then I played the waiting game for a couple of hours. 

      Fed in to AI and rehashed, I’d get this from the mind, and pen, of Henry Miller:

      The last weeks before departure were the same old ritual, the same comedy of nerves and invented illnesses. Doctor, dentist, little consultations to reassure myself that the body was still more or less intact, though in truth it was a house already sagging on its foundations. The dentist, especially, had a prophecy for me: teeth, those stubborn remnants of childhood, would become my traveling companions whether I liked it or not. A tooth is a cruel master, and on the road, with no familiar chair to recline in, the pain can turn every sunrise into a small hell.

      Days dragged on. I shuffled through the banalities — bills, errands, packing lists written and rewritten. Life before a journey becomes unbearable in its ordinariness. You’re already elsewhere in your mind, but your body is stuck in the routine, like a man halfway through the door, unable to move forward or back. Every hour seemed to stretch like chewing gum. I was restless, pacing, waiting for time to finally crack open.

      When the day of departure arrived, it felt almost anticlimactic. No fanfare, no divine hand guiding me. Just me, lugging my small bag onto the train to the airport, staring out the window at the city I was about to abandon for God knows what. The airport itself was the same sterile limbo it always had been — neither here nor there, an in-between world populated by anxious travellers and overpriced coffee.

      I checked in with a kind of ridiculous pride, boasting silently to myself that I had only nine kilos of luggage. Nine kilos! As if the weight of the bag determined the weight of the soul. Nobody else noticed, nobody cared, but for me it was a badge of freedom, proof that I had reduced my life to the essentials. Everything I needed, or thought I needed, in a single, feather-light burden.

      And then came the waiting, that slow erosion of the spirit in the departure lounge. Two hours of plastic chairs, flickering screens, hollow announcements echoing through the space. Two hours of staring at faces, at couples bickering, children whining, men in suits tapping on their phones. I was one of them, and yet not one of them. I was already in another world, the world ahead of me, the unknown, the dream I had been nursing in those long, dull weeks. The plane was just a vehicle. The waiting was the real test.

      Henry and I, along with the spirits of a few other writers yet to be revealed, took Jetstar's direct flight to Bangkok. It was a new route for Jetstar and, coincidentally, my departure day was the inaugural flight. A band was playing at check-in and there were a few balloons on display. Hardly a fiesta. I hoped they would be giving out free upgrades or some such, but no. The flight was full, the crew friendly and efficient. On board there were other issues to endure. One row away from me was a woman who, judging by her accent, was from Northern England. She felt the need to share her view on life with the unfortunate passenger next to her. She did this in a voice loud enough that a good ten rows around her could also hear. 

      As we waited for take-off she wittered on about all manner of mundane nonsense, in a loud, heavily accented voice. She was travelling alone, which did not surprise me, and I assumed her garrulousness was due to nerves. This did not make it any less annoying. I was just grateful she was not seated next to me. Once we took off she quietened down and soon, no doubt exhausted by her own endless chatter, fell mercifully asleep.

      The flight was smooth most of the way, only getting a bit bumpy as we passed through the stormy environs of central Vietnam. I thought back to the wet Christmas I had spent in Hoi Anh the previous year. I still had the umbrella I’d bought from a smiling, plastic raincoat wearing, street vendor. It had seemed expensive at 100,000 Vietnamese Dong, around A$6, compared to others she had available. But I still use it regularly and it’s lasted better than most cheap umbrellas.

      We landed in Bangkok an hour late and, once off the plane and through the melee of immigration, there was another hold up. Some issue with the baggage. This delay, along with my ill-judged decision to take the train into town, meant that it was approaching midnight when I finally got to my hotel. A clicking air conditioning unit forced a room change and it was 1:00 a.m. before I finally got to bed.
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