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My philosophy of travel is simple. I can sum it up in four short sentences:

* Be a dreamer.

* Be open-minded.

* Be self-confident.

* Be prepared.

First and foremost: be a dreamer and set reasonable goals for yourself. As the poet, Carl Sandburg wrote, "Nothing happens unless first, we dream!" Before travelers begin their journey, they must know where they are going. So, dream of the places that you would like to visit.

And do not feel restricted by your age. C.S. Lewis wrote, "You are never too old to set another goal or to dream a new dream." The American writer, Mark Twain, gives travelers wise advice. He wrote, "Years from now, you will be more disappointed by the things you didn't do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the wind in your sails."

Second, I suggest that travelers be open-minded. Travel entails the one constant in life that we can depend upon: Change. Constant change. Travel can and will change you, so be open-minded toward visiting fascinating places, meeting a mixture of people, acquiring different languages, discovering diverse cultures, sampling unusual foods, and learning new ideas. This healthy attitude should accompany you on your travels.

As a world traveler, Mark Twain learned a great deal during his journeys. He concluded, "Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness." In travel, as in life, our ability to cope with change is a measure of our flexibility and our maturity. An open-minded attitude toward diversity is a positive step toward learning and personal growth. As Mahatma Gandhi said, "Live as if you were to die tomorrow. Learn as if you were to live forever."

Third, travelers need to be self-confident. Believe in yourself and in your ability to achieve your dreams and goals. Unfortunately, many people stifle their dreams when they allow fear to triumph over their self-esteem. For example, they might say, "I have always wanted to visit China, but it's so far away." Or, "I'd love to visit Egypt, but aren't there a lot of terrorists there?" Negative thinking like this can undermine your dreams. So think positively, and act accordingly. The following biblical statement, in Romans, Chapter 12, Verse 2, offers wise advice: "Be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind."

Fourth, travelers must be prepared—particularly for the unexpected. In travel, as in life, setting reasonable goals is not enough to realize them. Action is required, and careful preparation is essential. Remember the adage: "If you fail to plan, plan to fail." We all can pursue our dreams, but it often takes hard work, determination, and personal sacrifice to achieve them. The word "travel" is related to the word "travail,' which means "work" in French.

Now, assume that you have decided where to go, you have opened your mind to challenges in your travels, and you feel that you can cope with change to the best of your ability. I suggest that you pack as lightly as possible. On my travels, I take only one small suitcase on wheels, plus a small backpack. Oh, and do not forget to take along your sense of humor. You will likely need it because the unexpected can happen. Your sense of humor can temper your frustration, calm your nerves, and make traveling more enjoyable.
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In April, I went on a two-week trip to rural Guatemala offered by a non-­profit organization called Global Awareness Through Experience (GATE). It was one of the most unusual journeys I have taken in my extensive international travels because it had a strong cultural and spiritual focus.

I used frequent-flyer miles on United Airlines to jet me from Seattle, Washington, to Guatemala City. Because I arrived one day before the GATE trip began, I arranged to overnight at the Posada Belén Museum Inn. This simple but clean and charming hotel is in the historic center of Guatemala City, within walking distance to the main square and many restaurants.

The following day, I met my six fellow travelers, including our two group leaders, Marie Des Jarlais and Jan Gregorich, who were, to my surprise, non-habit-wearing Catholic nuns. During our trip, their enthusiasm, cultural knowledge, fluency in Spanish, and street smarts impressed me immensely.

We stayed for several days at Casa San José, a modest private retreat where we became acquainted, especially during our delicious Guatemalan meals. Although a religious organization operates GATE, and we said a daily morning prayer together, the program itself is non-sectarian.

I enjoyed the camaraderie of our small group because we got along so well. Together we attended many presentations on the present-day reality of Guatemala. We learned a lot about Guatemala's history and politics, its indigenous Mayan roots, and its perspectives on human rights. For example, we met Julia Esquivel, an accomplished poet, theologian, and human rights advocate who spent 16 years in exile. She spoke eloquently and passionately of her hope for a better future for her country. We also listened to the tragic story of Emilia García, co-founder of Mutual Support Group. In the 1980s, her adult son was kidnapped and murdered with 46,000 other Guatemalan men, women, and children.

In one of the poorest neighborhoods in Guatemala City, we visited an educational center called Project Safe Passage. At this center, we learned that more than five hundred street children once had to survive by scavenging a nearby garbage dump in search of anything they could eat or sell. Today the center provides them with one nutritious meal daily, plus assistance with their homework, thanks to many volunteers from the United States, Canada, and Europe. What a joy it was to see the smiling faces of those underprivileged children and to hear them sing several songs so loudly that the rafters of the center seemed to reverberate.

High up in the mountains in Quiché Province, our group visited the Santa Apolonia Orphanage, a self-sustaining village for about one hundred children who lost their parents during Guatemala's Civil War. We toured the woodworking, sewing, and shoe workshops and marveled at the new solar panels that engineering students from Marquette University in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, had recently installed during spring break.

At Las Trampas, a Mayan village nestled among tall mountains and dormant volcanoes, the villagers and their community leaders welcomed our group with a formal presentation, which a volunteer translated from Quiché to Spanish, and English. With great pride, they showed us their new water pump that serves 26 of the 150 families in the village. Now those twenty-six fortunate families no longer have to fetch water from a nearby river for cooking, drinking, and washing. I pondered, with some guilt, how easy my life seemed compared to theirs.

We traveled by van to the town of Chichicastenango, where we stayed in a small hotel that served as our base for visiting nearby places. For instance, in the village of Santa Cruz, we visited Christian Action Guatemala, a creative arts workshop for children of the civil war. They proudly posed for our cameras while holding their beautiful paintings and wall hangings that depicted various religious and Mayan scenes.

In a nearby town, we visited a church that had been a place of torture, rape, and execution of many innocent Mayan people who were among more than 200,000 civilians killed during a Guatemalan war. We saw another tragic site: a horrendous mass grave where more than one hundred people suddenly perished in a massive mudslide down the slope of a volcano in October 2005. On a positive note, the surviving villagers had already rebuilt their homes with the assistance of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).

Over the next several days, my fellow travelers and I participated in many additional activities scheduled in the GATE trip itinerary, including a pilgrimage to the simple rectory of Stanley Rother, an American priest from Oklahoma who suffered a brutal murder. We also visited a boarding school for deprived young girls who would not otherwise have received an education. We attended a lecture and discussion on The Process of Poverty, presented by Father Greg Schaffer, an American priest from Minnesota. We met with Rosa Escobar, who discussed the rights of Guatemalan women at the Women in Solidarity Clinic, a modest health facility. Finally, we had breakfast at the home of an expert designer and weaver of beautiful, brilliantly colored fabrics.

Our GATE trip ended with a stay in colonial Antigua, whose architectural glories of Guatemala's past provide the setting for its struggles of today. We had ample time to participate in the traditional religious celebrations held there during Holy Week, particularly on Holy Thursday and Good Friday. On those days, a half-million visitors flooded into the city to see the colorful street processions that are second only to those in Seville, Spain.

As indicated by most of the activities described above, this was not a conventional tour. It was a trip for open-minded folks who wanted a personal cultural and spiritual travel experience.
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In mid-April, I took an insightful trip to Venezuela offered by Global Awareness through 

Experience (GATE). The mission of this non-profit organization is "to create an awareness of other cultures and their realities through people-to-people connections."

On this trip, I wanted to experience life in contemporary Venezuela, especially after being exposed to considerable hostility in the American media toward the country's socialistic government, headed at that time by Hugo Chávez. I hoped to understand Venezuelans' political views, rather than from an us-versus-them-perspective. I left my home with an open mind and an optimistic spirit in search of reality at a grassroots level for which my efforts would be rewarded.

I flew to Caracas, Venezuela, where I stayed at the Hotel Ávila, a large Spanish-style inn set in a quiet, park-like setting at the base of a mountain range. I met my fellow travelers, a group of nineteen Americans and six Canadians, plus our group leaders, Marie Des Jarlais, Violeta Abitia, and Lisa Sullivan. Fortunately, all three women spoke English and Spanish fluently and kindly served as excellent interpreters during the entire trip.

Charlie Hardy, a former Catholic missionary working in barrios (poverty-stricken neighborhoods) of Caracas, gave us an overview of past and recent events in Venezuela. He talked of the repression under former dictatorships in the country and of Venezuelan's hope for a better life as part of the socialistic revolution begun by President Chávez.

In the evening, Eva Golinger spoke passionately and at great length about the controversial issue of U.S. intervention in Venezuela. Her talk not only generated many questions from our group but also fostered a great deal of discussion among us.

The following day, our group listened to and conversed with Sister Jenny Russian, who works in the Barrio Carapita of Caracas. This enthusiastic Catholic nun provided an overview of the human rights situation in her community. She seemed content with her progress thus far: plentiful food, better educational opportunities, more jobs, and improved medical care.

After listening to the ideas and opinions of Charlie, Eva, and Sister Jenny, I wanted to witness for myself some concrete examples of socialism in action in Venezuela and to ask some residents about their impressions of the Chávez government.

I realized my goals when our group traveled eastward by minibus to the town of Higuerote, where we stayed at the Hotel Barlovento, a beautiful resort set on a beach bordering the Atlantic Ocean. Naturally, we all took advantage of the sprawling outdoor swimming pool with its luscious, sun-heated water. At La Ceiba Cacao Plantation in nearby San José, we met Javier who gave us a fascinating tour of the plantation and spoke of the efforts of his government to encourage small farms and cooperative production. Afterward, we toured a community plant for refining cacao before becoming chocolate. Everyone with whom we spoke answered all our questions enthusiastically.

In addition to these visits, we had time for relaxation. Five highly-talented young men entertained us with the traditional music of their region. We also enjoyed a boat ride among the mangroves in the Tacarigua Lagoon, where we saw hundreds of bright red birds returning to their nests as the sun set gracefully.

From Higuerote, we traveled westward for twelve hours to the city of Barquisimeto. After checking into the Hotel Príncipe, we visited the San Juan Cultural Center, where a large group of young people presented lively Afro-Venezuelan music on our behalf. Afterward, we enjoyed dinner together and began making new friends at the center.

The following morning, we boarded our minibus and rode to the small town of Sanare, where we stayed three nights at Posada El Cerrito, which served as our base. In the nearby town of Quibor, we toured one of the university villages attended by hundreds of deprived students who, for the first time, could study foreign languages, law, and medicine.

In the town of Carora, the assistant mayor spoke eloquently about the hundreds of community councils that do volunteer work throughout Venezuela. Afterward, he accompanied us to one of them, San Félix, a remote desert village whose residents raise goats and make mud bricks fired in makeshift ovens. I sensed strong feelings of empowerment, accomplishment, and dignity among the many kind folks there.

In the village of Palo Verde, we met its community, religious, and education leaders. We joined them for a dinner of traditional sancocho, a stew consisting of goat meat, potatoes, yucca, plantains, and corn. Afterward, a large group of resident children entertained us with traditional music from their region.

After returning to Caracas, we met with a student who expressed his opposition to the Chávez government. We listened intensely to his opinions and asked him many questions. Meanwhile, hundreds of thousands of Venezuelans were assembling in the streets of the capital. Our group joined them after we met with the anti-socialistic student. We meandered through the enthusiastic crowd toward a raised platform on which President Chávez spoke passionately to his people, many of whom wore bright red shirts to show solidarity with him and his revolution. It was an impressive sight.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





