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All that is gold does not glitter,


Not all those who wander are lost


– J.R.R. Tolkien










For my brother, Peter










Introduction


Why am I telling you all these examples of exploration and adventure? Because we are all explorers in life, whichever path we follow – Nansen, Spirit of Adventure, 1926


I had never been more scared in my life.


‘Jump! Just jump!’


I was a child. A terrified seven-year-old child. Since my earliest thoughts I had dreamed of adventure, but now that I looked down at the swirling waters beneath a sheer cliff face, I was beginning to realise that I was not the explorer I had imagined myself to be.


‘Jump!’


Right there, in that moment of childhood, I had reached a fork in life’s road. I could never have known it then, but to step back from the cliff’s edge would have sent me on a very different journey to the life that I live today. If I had backed away from that cliff, I might never have gone on to jump out of planes with the Parachute Regiment or walk through war zones with nothing but my camera. I may not have experienced the differences between the sodden heat of the jungle and the baking sun of the desert; breathed in the smells of Himalayan meadows, or felt the ground move as a herd of elephants passed by. 


Would I have ever shared smiles and conversations on the world’s frontlines, or in remote villages forgotten by time? I don’t believe I would have done. 


There is a whole world for us to explore, but it will always be out of reach until we take the first step.


Until we jump.


Fortunately for me, I had my father with me on that cliff top, if you can even call it that. It seemed miles high at the time, and there was no way that I could have mustered the courage to jump into the cold waters below unless my dad had asked, ‘Do you trust me?’


I did, and even though I thought we were probably jumping to our deaths, I followed him over the edge, and to adventure. From that point on in my life, I could not be held back. Now, in this book, I want to do for you what my father did for me.


I want to support, guide and encourage you to think like an explorer.


By virtue of the fact you have picked up this book, you have shown that you are a curious individual, and curiosity is what drives exploration. It is the essence of humanity. Our ability to ask questions, to learn and to share that knowledge is what has made our species the most successful on the planet. Exploration is hardwired into our DNA, so if you feel like you are sometimes consumed by an urge to discover new things, to travel or to explore, then you are not alone.


Because it is who we are.


Too often we can feel like passengers in our own lives. This is because we have surrendered our curiosity to other people. We let them make our decisions, and tell us what shape our lives will take. We let fear and mistrust guide us; we become scared of change. We allow ourselves to fall into a rut – our comfort zones – and fail to appreciate new things. We forget that when you retrieve your own curiosity, you can begin to take back control of your life and start sitting in the driving seat .


I can tell you from experience that being a passenger in a car that is out of control is not a good place to be. I was very lucky to survive when the taxi I was travelling in fell hundreds of feet from a Himalayan mountain road. I had no right to survive that accident, and yet here I am. I have been very lucky in many ways in life. I survived the war in Afghanistan too, and some close calls with crocodiles and elephants in Africa. Somehow, I narrowly missed stepping on several bombs in Iraq and Syria. For that, I am very grateful.


I was fortunate to grow up in a stable democracy and I couldn’t have asked to be born to better parents, who believed in the value of education and gave me the gift of curiosity. But even with the privilege of a very happy childhood, I had no idea that my dreams of exploring the world would ever become true. We were not wealthy, and I assumed that the only people who could have those kinds of adventures were the very rich. I never imagined that it would be possible to make my living by following my dreams of travel.


Some people are born with the travel bug, others are later bitten by it, but the need to visit far-flung places is not a criteria for reading this book. It is about the importance of allowing yourself to be curious, and to become a student of life.


I’m not trying to convince you to become a professional, full-time explorer, and that’s not because I don’t want the competition! Part of the explorer’s mindset is to be realistic, and even though what appear at first to be obstacles can often provide the answer, there are certain things in our life that restrict our ability to do as we like. If your dreams are to explore full-time, then you already have the explorer’s mindset, and I hope you will find in these pages the tools to refine those raw ideas into an art form.


For everyone else, no matter your age or profession, I believe wholeheartedly that these lessons from my travels can help you to fulfill your potential for living a happy life, regardless of your circumstances.


You might feel that you keep getting knocked by the world and the people in it, and you need help to get back on your feet. Or you may be winning at life and constantly looking for ways to sharpen your mental blade. Whatever position you’re in, you can always do better. We can always learn. We can always improve. If you have waited sixty years to explore, but start today, that is not failure. The start point will be different for everyone, but the destination will be the same – a happier, more fulfilled life.


I have always tried to learn from my own mistakes and from those of others. I have also learned from the successes of strangers, taking inspiration from people who have done things that I want to do, applying those lessons to create the life of my choice. Life is all about making choices. Being human is all about making choices; but we can only make those choices when we recognise first that we have them by taking ownership of our lives and taking the relevant action. There is much in the world beyond our control, but that it is no reason to surrender the huge amount of power that we do have over our own lives.


Affirmative action is a term we used in the military to describe a situation when you need to do something, even if you don’t know what, in order to progress and avoid getting stuck in a negative pattern. Moving forward breeds success, and the more considered action we take, the more successful we will be in any line of work.


This book sets out to arrange the ways that I have learned to act and think. They are the guiding principles that have given me the best opportunities in my vocation, which is so intertwined with my life that it is impossible to separate the two; nor would I want to, because I love what I do, and I do it because I can’t imagine doing anything else. It is my purpose. I used to shy away from the term ‘explorer’, as it felt a bit old-fashioned and fusty, belonging to an era when men wore pith helmets and shot tigers. Now exploration takes on a new meaning and is far more inclusive. It is about documenting a moment in time, not for the sake of posterity, but for the here and now, so that we can all share in the dissemination of learning, improvement and collective knowledge.


A hundred and fifty years ago, vast swathes of the world remained unexplored. There were countless opportunities to undertake pioneering expeditions. Many rivers had yet to be navigated, almost no great mountains had been summited and the poles were thought to be an impossible dream. Today, you can simply look at your phone and scroll on Google Maps to see any point on our planet. There is no need to worry what will happen when you get there, either – Trip Advisor will fill in all the details. Almost no ‘firsts’ remain to be conquered. Instead, would-be explorers have taken to adapting the well-trodden paths with new speed records, unassisted or oxygen-free climbs, and eco-friendly adventures. Good for them, I say!


There remain plenty of reasons to travel, beyond verifying what the digital guidebooks say, and finding a new variation on an old route is a worthy undertaking in itself. It is better than not travelling at all, that’s for sure. But fear not, there is still one unexplored journey to be had for each and every one of us, and that is in the quest for self-discovery – to live a meaningful life. This kind of exploration traverses more than the physical realm, but the treasures are perhaps even more rewarding.


There are risks, of course, and no GPS can tell you how to live a good life. Therein lies the challenge. In this modern age of chaotic technological advancement, even Google cannot find out who you truly are, and the signposts are perhaps more obscured than ever. That is why it is vitally important to forge your own path and plot a course towards a life of your own making. This is what I have always tried to do and I hope this book will help you to do the same.


To that end, I have included lessons from some of the great explorers and figures in history, but also anecdotes from my own life – from childhood adventures and student wanderings to military scrapes and my encounters as a professional explorer. As you will see, I have never had all of the answers, but fortunately there have been people around me who helped out along the way, and now I want to pass their wisdom onto you. I have been fortunate to travel to more than a hundred countries, and wherever I have gone I have tried to be curious and learn lessons from the people around me. In that sense, exploration never ceases.


I have set out these eleven lessons from the road not as a comprehensive rule book, nor as an autobiographical summary of my own adventures, but simply as a way of showing how the art of exploration can benefit anyone.


This is a book for students, entrepreneurs, career-changers, armchair wanderers and veteran travellers alike. It is about curiosity – and that belongs to us all. It is part philosophy and part smart-thinking, with a smattering of guidance.


Life is a complicated matter and we all have our own path to follow and mission to achieve. For some people, winning comes easy. For others it may take a lifetime. But what is for sure is that we can all be explorers in our own right if only we adopt the right thought process. So forget routine; now is the time to embrace the unknown, step out of your comfort zone and open the gateway to the Art of Exploration.


All you have to do is jump.


 


Levison Wood


London, January 2021
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1


Know Yourself


Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom – Aristotle


Exploration starts at home


I have a rather unusual name, and a rather unusual career. That often leads people to assume that I grew up somewhere far away and exotic, and that my parents brought me up amongst the local wildlife on some far-flung frontier. They’re often disappointed when they hear the truth of where I was born and raised.


Stoke.


Nothing much exciting happened in Stoke in the early 1980s. The coalmines and factories were all but closed, and there was widespread unemployment. People’s ambitions were mostly limited to a ten-mile radius and a sense of the foreign was encountered only when the first curry houses started to open. Families were tight and the idea of going off on an adventure was complete anathema.


Not that I’m complaining. Despite being a typical and very average upbringing, Stoke-on-Trent was very good to me. My childhood memories are a bundled collection of passing images: my little brother in a pram being pushed by my Auntie Josie outside my grandparents’ house; walking up a cobbled side street in Hanley city centre going shopping with my mum, and standing in a red soldier’s uniform in the school play. They are all visions of home; a happy childhood in a safe place, far from exotic, a mundane vision of suburbia.


That said, there are a few moments I do recall that set me upon a path of discovery when I grew up; the first of which came when I was about six years old. It was morning assembly at my primary school, all the pupils sitting cross-legged in the hall, eagerly awaiting Mr Adams to address us. ‘Mr A’ as he liked to be known, was our favourite teacher. Kind and funny, he was the only male teacher at the primary school, memorable for being tall and hairy. He let us play and never shouted; he didn’t need to, we all did as we were told.


Anyway, we sat in silence, and I remember sitting in the second row to the front at the far left, looking towards the line of chairs where the other teachers, Mrs Rogers and Mrs Watts, were sitting. Mr Adams stood up.


It was story time.


Sometimes we were read a few pages from Enid Blyton’s The Famous Five. Other times it was a biblical proverb regaling the adventures of some long-lost saint. But this morning Mr Adams had a treat for us. It was a real-life adventure – something that had happened to him personally. When Mr Adams was eight, he had sneaked out of his house with two friends, and walked across the fields in search of an elusive newt pond. Armed only with some jam jars and a net, the boys went off on a voyage of discovery for this mysterious Shangri-La of Stoke-on-Trent.


These were local fields, which I’d heard of myself. He travelled far, crossing over the brook, and climbing over a fence and through a small forest, until it was very late in the afternoon and he realised that he was lost. His friends ran away, abandoning Paul (as he was known to them). As the sun set, Paul followed a hedgerow towards a hill in the distance. At the top he looked out over the forest to the fields beyond, where he thought he could make out the familiar sight of a nearby town.


Looking down, he saw a path between the trees, but that led to a cliff, and beneath it was a gorge through which ran the railway track. He knew it was dangerous to go anywhere near the train tracks, and there were signs everywhere with a skull and crossbones – but he had no choice. He climbed down the little cliff, sending soil and rocks crumbling down the sandstone divide, until he found himself standing, alone, on the gravel embankment. Looking left then right, he stood there for five, maybe ten minutes, fearful that a train might come and crush him at any moment.


Eventually, he made the mad dash, hopping over the metal girders and the wooden beams until he was safe on the far side. From there, he was able to climb up the other bank and follow a path that led him to safety; through the woods, across the fields and towards the town, where he was able to walk home.


I’m sure there must have been some lofty moral to the story. All the other stories, proverbs and biblical extracts we’d been read had a moralistic tone, and this one would have been no different, even if it was real life. However, at the time, this little tale of misadventure left a lasting impression on me. I don’t know why I remember it so well, because it wasn’t particularly memorable or adventurous, especially when compared to the stories of my own dad or grandad, who had served in the war. But it was probably the first one I’d heard where the protagonist was not an immediate family member, and he got away with doing something naughty.


Either way, the memory stuck. I thought how wonderful it was to be a grown-up boy of eight, who could go off on an adventure and get lost, and be able to climb down cliffs and run over train tracks. It sounded like the height of exploration. I also remember how disappointed I was. I was already six, and I hadn’t done anything so extreme or dangerous yet. I felt as if I had wasted my life so far, and promised myself that as soon as I was old enough, I would go off on a perilous adventure. I wanted to be just like him and have my own stories to tell.


But Mr Adams’ story was only an idea. We all have those – dreams where we act out the life that we want, rather than accept the one that we lead – and the truth is that I did not run away from home on my own newt-seeking adventure, or risk life and limb to climb down cliffs and cross train tracks at the next opportunity, much to my parents’ relief.


Perhaps my dad did recognise something in me, though. A chafing desire to be outside and explore the big wide world. Either way, a few months after I heard Mr Adams’ story, my dad took me canoeing and camping for the first time.


It was the height of summer and we paddled down an ancient gorge; suddenly I felt as if I was exploring the world myself, and not hearing about it second-hand through other people’s stories. I loved the feeling of floating down the fast-flowing river, my dad telling me to hold on tight – there was a sensation of danger, and it was thrilling.


After some time, we came to a pebble beach under the shade of a tree. My dad pulled us up onto the bank. ‘Come on, son, it’s time,’ he said purposefully.


Time for what? I thought, as we got out of the canoe, but I didn’t ask. I could feel we were on the edge of something important, and I didn’t want to ruin it with questions.


‘Follow me,’ he said, and leaving the paddles behind, we scrambled along the water’s edge, and up a rough track that ran parallel to the river. My dad helped me up the rocky outcrops, until we were standing on top of a cliff that seemed to tower over the whirling rapids below. I assumed that he’d brought me up here so that I could admire the view.


I was wrong.


‘Jump,’ he said, still holding my hand.


Jump? It seemed unfathomably high and I could barely bring myself to peer over the edge. Instead I looked at him and started to cry. There was no way I was going over that cliff. I wanted adventure, but it seemed obvious that to jump down there was to die.


‘Son,’ my dad said, with a patient stare, ‘do you trust me?’


I was silent. I had a fear of heights and I didn’t much like water, either. The combination terrified me. I could hear the water crashing below. In my mind, it was a mile to the bottom; in reality, it was probably only a few metres.


‘Would I ever hurt you?’ my dad asked benevolently.


Ashamed of my cowardice, I looked at my feet. ‘No . . .’


‘We’ll jump together,’ he said. ‘Okay?’


So the decision was made for me. We’d die together, but better death than the shame of letting my father down.


I closed my eyes and hoped that my feet would grow roots into the stone. They did not, and my knees trembled as my dad slowly pulled us towards the edge.


‘Jump!’


I held my breath and clenched my hand in his, as we stepped forwards and into the abyss.


The fall seemed to go on forever. My eyes remained closed as I held my breath, waiting for the impact. Everything was silent as I plunged down through the air, my fingers suddenly slipping free, and I could no longer feel the safety of my father’s hands.


Whoosh . . . I hit the cold waters and felt my head sucked under the eddy. I wanted to let out a cry of shock as I opened my eyes and saw nothing but white foam whirling all around. I had no concept of up or down. I might have been pulled a mile downstream for all I knew, but I kept holding my breath, hoping for the best. Suddenly, I felt someone grab me from behind and pull me up. I turned around and let out a sigh of relief when I felt my dad close by. He lifted me clean out of the water and had a big smile on his face.


I wanted to cry again, but I didn’t – I was safe! The overwhelming sensation changed instantly from terror to relief, which morphed into a visceral bodily pleasure. I found myself inexplicably happy, beaming with confidence and joy. I had done something I never thought I could do, and to top it off, my dad was proud of me!


What did I do next? I swam back across the river, of course, climbed to the top off the cliff and jumped off again, this time on my own, and without a moment’s hesitation.


I had conquered my fear, and felt invincible.


 


The motto of my old high school is Know Yourself.


Painsley was a Roman Catholic comprehensive school which drew in a wide range of children from across the surrounding towns and villages due to its good reputation for the sciences, and a stern disciplinarian staff. Mr Tunney, the headmaster, would explain to all the new pupils the importance of knowing yourself.


‘Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom,’ the head would say, quoting Aristotle, and we would stare back blankly. Everybody knows themselves already, surely? Why would we need to be reminded of that?


Perhaps the school motto was not intended for the children we were then, but for the adults we would grow up to be. It was a reminder that knowing oneself is the key to both success and happiness. Being self-aware means marrying your outward behaviour and actions with your internal ideals and values. Astute self-awareness is a good predictor of success in life; it gives people a clear idea of the opportunities that will suit them and those that won’t.


Above all, this ability to see yourself as being separate from your environment can bring you happiness and contentment. As the Chinese philosopher Tzu put it, ‘Knowing others is intelligence; knowing yourself is true wisdom.’


Samsara


If I asked you to think of an explorer, His Holiness the Dalai Lama might not be the first person who came to mind, but he is a man who trekked over the Himalayas on foot, travelling at night and in disguise to escape persecution in his homeland. What’s more, he has since travelled the world spreading the message of peace, reconciliation and compassion, whilst maintaining his very humble origins. He is a man of boundless energy, infectious enthusiasm and a childlike curiosity – all characteristics of a great explorer.


I was fortunate to meet and speak with the man himself, when I visited India and listened to one of his sermons on the subject of ‘Samsara’, a central tenet of Tibetan Buddhism. Samsara is a Sanskrit word that translates as ‘wandering’, but in this context it can also mean rebirth, and life after death – reincarnation. Its essence is a cyclic and circuitous change known in Buddhism as the karmic cycle. It is best understood as ‘a cycle of aimless drifting, wandering and mundane existence’. The whole point of our spiritual quest, according to the Dalai Lama, is to be liberated from Samsara, through enlightenment. This can only be achieved through self-awareness, understanding and self-mastery.


For Buddhists, and many others who follow the ancient Eastern philosophies, the meaning of life is simple: to achieve a state of mind that is free from desire, temptation and greed, and to walk a middle path of balance and moderation.


Very few people achieve it, but with dedication and hard work, we are all capable of it. For me, the Art of Exploration is about discovering the world with purpose and intent, and an aspiration of betterment. The starting point for our liberation from aimless wandering is self-knowledge.


The importance of self-awareness


The year 2020 will be remembered as the Great Pause. As the world went into lockdown, billions of people were quarantined in their own homes for weeks and months on end due to the Coronavirus Pandemic. For thousands across the globe it was a time of tragedy, losing loved ones to this terrible disease. For many millions more it was financially ruinous, as jobs and businesses went under and the economy plummeted.


Of course, it affected many people in different ways, but despite its awful impact and terrible consequences, if we were to fathom some positives to come out of the whole mess, it would be fair to say that it brought many communities together, unified in purpose and a desire to help one another get through it. Perhaps even more importantly, it forced a great number of us to take stock and reflect on our lives in a way that we never have before. It certainly did for me.


It is quite remarkable what a few weeks of solitary confinement can do for you. Shakespeare wrote King Lear while quarantining from the plague and the playhouses were closed, and the famous seventeenth-century diarist Samuel Pepys documented the impact of the rampant 1665 bubonic plague in London:


 


But, Lord! how sad a sight it is to see the streets empty of people, and very few upon the ’Change. Jealous of every door that one sees shut up, lest it should be the plague; and about us two shops in three, if not more, generally shut up.


 


Seclusion has also afforded a great many writers over the centuries the chance to come up with their finest masterpieces. Dante wrote The Divine Comedy whilst in exile, and Cervantes came up with Don Quixote whilst behind bars. Dostoyevsky too was inspired to write two of his finest works after spending months in jail, and let’s not forget Nelson Mandela, and a whole host of other political leaders. It seems that having one’s liberty removed temporarily, if looked at with a positive mindset, can enable you to focus on things that really matter; and that begins with self-reflection and an understanding of oneself.


I am certain that, in time, we will look back at 2020 as being a year of catalytic change in many ways – politically, economically, and socially. We have lived through historic times, and I believe that much of the change to come will be driven by people who have used the time wisely, thinking about what they can do to improve themselves. There are the obvious things that many of us aspire to, such as reading books, getting fit, learning an instrument or a new language, or perhaps taking up a new hobby, whether that’s origami or baking. But as well as the ‘easy wins’, I’m also referring to deep, fundamental changes in how we go about our daily lives, committing ourselves to a new regime of betterment in how we treat ourselves and others – and all this begins with understanding.


I’ve heard more than one person say that – if not for the losses that so many people have suffered – they were almost glad the pandemic happened, because it gave them the first chance of a break in their lives for decades. If it takes a coronavirus to give you the time to do what you want in life, then that would suggest a strong case for examining how you live; and you can only do that if you are self-aware. We can make big changes at any point in our lives, but we often get distracted because of work, relationships and other external factors, and it is easy to ignore what is happening deep inside of us. As well as taking care of our physical health, we need to carve out time to work on our self-awareness.


There are few times in our lives when we are forced to be still and make peace with our decisions, because we have no choice but to do otherwise. For me as an explorer and professional traveller, the year 2020 was the first time in over a decade that I’d spent more than a couple of months in one place, so it was certainly a big change from the norm.


At first I remember feeling trapped and a bit claustrophobic, stuck in London when all I wanted was to enjoy the freedom of the road. All my trips got cancelled and, like many freelancers, I lost an entire year’s worth of wages. It was made harder by the fact that I ended up breaking an ankle, which forced me to stay put, even if there was a temptation at times to escape. It would have been simple to just sit in front of the TV and do nothing, but, instead of moping, I decided to try and use the time wisely and write down some of the lessons I have learned from travel, and in doing so reflect on what I could do better.


 


It reminded me of the last time I was forced to stay still and take stock in the summer of 2015. It was under slightly different circumstances, but with a rather similar outcome. I remember the date well – it was 19 August. I was on an expedition in the Himalayas, when the taxi I was travelling in took a tumble off the edge of a cliff in the dead of night, and I was plunged into a jungle ravine. Somehow I survived and escaped that time with only a broken arm and a few smashed ribs, but I ended up having to halt the journey for fifty days while I recovered from the accident. I’m sure a close brush with death is enough to give anyone pause for thought, and it forced me to re-evaluate things and ask myself a few questions about my own life, who I was, and where I was going.


Quite often we can get on a path to reach a ‘destination’, but neglect to re-evaluate the next stage once we get there: we simply keep going in the same direction without thinking. This can happen in business, relationships or in any part of our life. How often do you sit back and think – really think – about whether or not the path you are on is the right one? Maybe it was the right choice for you a few years ago, but life changes us, and what works for the person you were then, may not be right for the person you are now.


Wilful ignorance


Like many young men, I spent much of my teenage years unsure of who I was and where I would fit into the world. I did have a strong idea of what I wasn’t about – I disliked routine and knew that a 9–5 office job was never going to satisfy me – but I found it hard to identify something positive that I could sink my teeth into. Back then, I thought that only the really wealthy could live the kind of life that I wanted.


I was fiercely independent, but I was also driven intensely by social approval in ways that I wasn’t even aware. In fact, I think a lot of what I thought of as my ‘independence’ at the time was driven by a need for other people to see me that way. In my desire to be seen as making my own choices, I was making those choices because I was worried what people would think of me!


I was also hugely competitive. I couldn’t bear the thought of other people seeing things in the world that I wouldn’t see, having experiences that I wouldn’t have or being able to do certain things better than me. I wanted to experience everything, all at once, and I was consumed by a constant fear of missing out. In my early years, it was fear that drove me. I was scared of being denied experiences, and ironically this led to an almost self-fulfilling prophecy as you cannot be truly grateful and appreciate the experiences that you do have, if your mind is whirling at 1000 miles an hour, trying to push you on to the next one. I have definitely been guilty of tick-in-the-box tourism.


As a young man, I started to drift. There are a number of structures that you can pin your efforts to at that age – sports teams, academic exams, and the like – which give you a sense of progress and purpose. But as time goes by, these gradually fall away, like scaffolding coming down to reveal a half-completed building. By my early twenties, I was starting to realise that I’d been going through life accumulating achievements and experiences, clocking up new pins on my mental map of the world in all the countries I’d visited, without ever really asking myself what was the underlying purpose of all this exploring. It took me a long time to figure that out.


Having an explorer’s mindset is not about visiting new or challenging places for the sake of visiting them. You have to ask yourself not only where or what you want to explore, but why. If you are facing challenges in your life, a bit of travel might seem like one way of getting a sense of perspective on these (more on this later), but it might not, because you are you, no matter which continent you stand in. Either way, what’s important is not where you go or what you do, but the mindset that you travel with. It’s important to want to learn about the world around you, but the answers will never fit into place until you understand the person asking the questions.


The First Adventure


Homer’s Ancient Greek epic poem, the Odyssey, is perhaps the earliest travel story in Western literature. It tells the adventures of Odysseus, the king of a small Greek island called Ithaca. Odysseus leaves his wife, Penelope, and their baby son at home and sets sail to fight in the Trojan war. The war drags on for a decade, but that isn’t the end of his travels. In his mission to get home, the fraught king encounters all sorts of obstacles. The journey is filled with fantastic tales of passionate affairs, a trip to the underworld and encounters with horrific monsters and demons.


Odysseus is the hero of the story, but he is deeply flawed, and brings a lot of the tale’s misfortune upon himself. His hubris after successfully tricking the Cyclops leads to him being cursed by the sea-god Poseidon, and he must wander the Mediterranean for ten years before he can return home to his family. His lack of self-awareness sets him at odds with his own compatriots – the Ithacans. Odysseus is warned not to eat the sun god Helios’s sacred cows, but his men ignore this and are shipwrecked as a result, with all but Odysseus dying. Then, when he returns to Ithaca, the man who was presumed dead murders his wife’s suitors in a cruel rampage, torturing some, and sparing none. Odysseus is blamed for the deaths of two generations of Ithacans – all because of his egotistical blunderings, and a lack of self-awareness.


This story is foundational to how we imagine adventure, at least in the West. It has underpinned our collective imagination for nearly three thousand years, and the word ‘odyssey’  – derived from Odysseus – has become synonymous with long journeys. The Ancient Greeks, along with Aristotle, were the first Westerners to explore ideas of self-knowledge in a meaningful way. This is reflected in literature from the period, and is the foundation of what we now call ‘philosophy’.


Discover your inner explorer


When we start to ask questions of ourselves, inevitably we get drawn towards the notion of ‘purpose’. Why am I here? Where am I going in life? What do I want to achieve? It is important to ask these questions, because without them we drift aimlessly. We might have a good idea of what we need to do to keep going from one day to the next, but without being able to tie this into some higher overarching goal or set of ambitions, we quickly become disillusioned.


We don’t all want the same things, and we (quite rightly) have our own personal interpretations of success. That makes it even more difficult when it comes to trying to distil lessons from other people’s lives. No one should presume to tell anyone else what they should be striving for, because that is a very personal matter, but for me the successful explorer’s mindset begins with a general principle, summarised aptly by Ernest Hemmingway: ‘There is nothing noble in being superior to your fellow man; true nobility is being superior to your former self.’


I echo Hemingway’s words. I truly believe that success is simply doing better than you were before; we all have a duty to understand ourselves better, and to strive constantly to improve ourselves, because life is about learning lessons. Classical philosophers from Aristotle to the Buddha and Sun Tzu have identified knowing ourselves as the starting point for a meaningful existence, but what does self-knowledge mean? What does it take to know oneself?


To understand our goals, we need to understand our flaws; to understand our flaws, we need to understand ourselves. Our histories (ancestral and personal), our identity, our upbringing, our desires and our values. To begin the journey of self-improvement, we must understand and grapple with the various factors, mistakes, hopes, dreams, strengths and weaknesses that define us as individuals.


This can be very uncomfortable and difficult work, but if we are truly to embrace the mindset of an explorer – someone who can think for themselves, be free of judgement, and aspire to humility and gratitude – then we need to accept that there is something we can do to help ourselves.


First, however, we need to understand a little bit more about our own drivers and motivations. As T.S. Eliot famously wrote: ‘We shall not cease from exploration / And the end of all our exploring / Will  be to arrive where we started / And know the place for the first time.’


It is impossible for us to know our limits and the extent of our powers without testing ourselves, pushing a bit further than we thought possible and delving a little deeper into the unknown, and we don’t know who we will be when we return after our own personal odyssey. 


Knowing yourself is important no matter who you are, and what you do. Navigating through life has always been difficult, but now we are under constant bombardment from our screens and phones telling us who we should be, and what we should think. We work long hours and are often tired, so it can be very tempting to accept one of these ‘one size fits all’ personalities that social media tries to hand us.


The problem is that, as humans, there is no one size fits all. We are all unique, and we need to make time and space to ask ourselves the question: what is truly meaningful to us? Without knowing the answer to this question, we cannot be effective, caring, understanding, calm or purposeful in what we do. In the hustle and bustle of modern-day living, we can get swept up in routine, work and family, without spending time to consider who we want to be and where we really want to go.


To live a fulfilled, exciting and happy life, I believe we have to create our own philosophy, whether conscious of it or not.


Sir Richard Burton


One of my personal role models and childhood heroes is the Victorian explorer Sir Richard Burton. Long before I was old enough to be let loose on my own, I read all about his adventures in faraway lands, using my imagination to fulfil my lust for adventure. He was a man of many talents, earning his keep as a soldier, diplomat, spy, translator and author. Far from ordinary, Burton was a troublemaker in his youth, known for clouting a teacher over the head with his violin. He was thrown out of Oxford University for violating dozens of rules (including keeping a pet bear), and left in an enormous huff, flattening the college flower beds on his way out with his horse and carriage.


As he grew up, Burton learned how to behave, but retained a rebellious streak. He hated what he called the ‘slavery of civilisation’ and rejoiced in shocking polite society. A young vicar once asked if it was true that he had killed a man in the Arabian desert. ‘Sir,’ Burton replied coolly, ‘I’m proud to say that I have committed every sin in the Decalogue.’


But Burton was not merely a hot-headed rogue. He had a sharp intellect and a healthy approach to improving himself; possessing the ability to work hard at subjects that interested him, or that he felt served him. He was a polyglot, with a mastery of multiple European and Asian languages, as well as multiple dialects of Arabic.


Free-spirited by nature, he would remain outspoken throughout his life and his adventures included a contested and controversial journey to search for the source of the Nile. His weather-worn complexion, dark eyes and language skills made him a perfect spy for the East India Company, but perhaps the greatest example of his guile and guts came when he smuggled himself across the deserts of Arabia and into Mecca, which was and is completely forbidden to non-Muslims. Not one to do things by halves, Burton had completed his disguise by getting circumcised.


The explorer once wrote, ‘Of the gladdest moments in human life, methinks is the departure upon a distant journey to unknown lands,’ to which I can certainly relate. There is no better feeling than the immense anticipation that comes with embarking on a trip of any kind. Burton found life in the desert and in the wilderness – and the risks of getting caught – utterly exhilarating. The idea of this endless inquisitiveness, and of being a brave and fearless risk taker, is what appealed to me as a boy. Burton was forever seeking out new experiences and continually defied expectation. I admire that he accepted his exploratory instincts and embraced his own insatiable curiosity.
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