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PROLOGUE


A Murder in Loughborough




Of the gladdest moments in human life, methinks, is the departure upon a distant journey into unknown lands. Shaking off with one mighty effort the fetters of Habit, the leaden weight of Routine, the cloak of many Cares and the slavery of Home, man feels once more happy. The blood flows with the fast circulation of childhood. Afresh dawns the morn of life.


Richard Burton
The Devil Drives





When you travel, you have a choice: You can be a tourist and have a nice time, or you can be a traveler and change your life. This book is for those who want to change their lives.


For centuries the travel giants—famous travelers and great travel writers—have celebrated the life-altering effects of travel, with its unparalleled opportunities for self-improvement and personal growth.


•  “I have a notion that by travel I can add to my personality and so change myself,” W. Somerset Maugham wrote. “I do not bring back from a journey quite the same self that I took” (17).


•  Alexander Pope wrote that “by travel, generous souls enlarge the mind” (Fussell 1987, 174).


•  The 16th-century Chinese traveler Ming-Liao-Tzu declared that he left home “to emancipate his heart and liberate his will” (Zeldin, 307).


This prospect of a life-changing experience informs all the classic phrases used to describe the impact of travel, that it broadens your horizons, changes your perspective, deepens your understanding, that travel opens you up. But while all these things can happen when you travel, there are no guarantees.


This book is for those who would like to know more about the opportunities travel offers and how to make the most of them. It is for those who would like to add to their personality, enlarge their mind, and bring back a different self from the one who set out. It is for those who want to learn what travel has to teach. Such a person in these pages is known as a serious traveler.


To be sure these phrases come easily: broaden your horizons, change your perspective, add to your personality. But what do they mean? How exactly is a person who has had his* horizons broadened different from someone who has not? What are the precise mechanisms by which travel accomplishes these marvelous transformations? And most importantly, what does the traveler have to do to make sure the self he brings back is not the same one he left home with? These are the questions that inspired this book and that will be answered in these pages.


There are those, let’s call them the travel purists, who would consider this entire undertaking a fool’s errand. Because travel, you see, is dead. It was killed off years ago by tourism. You can still journey to distant shores, of course, but the purists insist that you can no longer travel.


And these people certainly know whereof they speak. They can tell you the identity of the man who killed travel, the date of its demise, the scene of the crime, the murder weapon, the number of witnesses, and even the name of the principal accomplice. The perpetrator was the businessman Thomas Cook, the date was July 5, 1841, the place was the Loughborough train station in the British Midlands, the weapon was a train ride, there were 570 witnesses, and Cook’s partner in crime was none other than George Pullman, the inventor of the Pullman railroad car.


So what exactly happened at Loughborough on that fateful day? Cook had persuaded officials of the Midland Counties Railway to offer a reduced fare for one of the trips along their line, the 15-mile journey from Loughborough to Leicester, in return for a guarantee of a sizeable number of passengers. The officials agreed, and in the end Cook turned out 570 “excursionists,” all members of the Harborough Temperance Society and sister organizations en route to their regional meeting in Leicester. “This excursion proved so popular,” Lynne Withey writes in her history of leisure travel, “that Cook kept himself busy over the next three summers organizing trips for Temperance Society Members and Sunday school children throughout the region” (136).


And Cook never looked back. Over the next few years, he arranged longer and longer excursions, first within the UK and later to continental Europe. Cook’s tours, as they came to be known, introduced four new elements to the experience of travel—speed, comfort, convenience, and the tour group—and in the process created what we would now call tourism, a highly sanitized, worry-free kind of travel, carefully scrubbed of any experiences that might unsettle, disturb, or confuse the tourists or otherwise strike them dumb. “The man who started the rot,” John Julius Norwich writes,




was that disagreeable old abstainer Thomas Cook, who, already by the middle of the century, had developed the idea of insulating his clients as far as possible from the uncouth conditions all too frequently prevailing in foreign parts by swathing them in a protective cocoon of block bookings [and] meal vouchers. (1)





For all intents and purposes, it was travel without foreigners. Over time, tourism became the preferred way to travel for millions of people, and it has continued to thrive down to the present day.


If we’re being fair, we can’t really say travel was murdered that day in Loughborough, the day tourism was born, but it was certainly wounded and definitely diminished. Travel had to swallow its pride after Loughborough, and from that day forward it was obliged to compete with tourism to capture the hearts and minds of all those who went abroad. But as we will see in these pages, so long as the essential ingredients of true travel still exist—an unfamiliar place, its unfamiliar inhabitants, and a curious observer—then the possibility of travel will always be with us. And so long as travel is still possible, then horizons can still be broadened, hearts can still be emancipated, and minds can still be enlarged.


Tourism did not kill travel that day in the British Midlands, then; it simply made it more difficult, throwing up numerous obstacles and temptations that the serious traveler of today must be aware of and try to avoid. In short, those who venture abroad today must make a conscious choice: to be a tourist or to be a traveler.


If you’d like to change your life, then be a traveler.










[image: images]












CHAPTER 1


Why Travel Matters


The goal in these pages is twofold: to describe the life-altering effects of travel (chapters 1–4) and to explain how to have the kind of journey that will indeed change your life (chapter 5). We will take up those topics presently but we should first define what we mean by travel, both in the modern era generally and in these pages in particular.


Our subject here is travel to a foreign country and a different culture, not travel inside our own country. Most contemporary observers and scholars of travel agree on the ingredients that define “true” or “serious” travel (so-called because there is also recreational or leisure travel, otherwise known as tourism), and they likewise agree that it’s important to distinguish between travel and tourism. Not so much because one is superior to the other but because they are different kinds of experience with very different results, and people should choose the experience that will give them the results they’re looking for.


Tourism is largely escape from whereas true travel is arriving at; tourism is mainly recreational whereas travel is primarily educational; tourists are driven around and served by the locals whereas travelers want to meet them; tourists want to relax whereas travelers want to be stimulated; the goal of tourism is to see the sights, while the goal of travel is to add to understanding. Paul Theroux, in his trademark curmudgeon mode, observed that “travelers don’t know where they’re going [because that’s not the point] and tourists don’t know where they’ve been” (Swick, 7). In The Oxford Book of Exploration Robin Hanbury-Tenison makes his own sharp distinctions: “There are tourists and there are travellers. The former go abroad to rest their bodies and their minds, no more. The latter go to see and understand” (xiv).


We define travel herein as journeying to a foreign country and encountering a different culture for the purpose of personal growth and self-improvement. Or, as W. Somerset Maugham would have it: adding to one’s personality and bringing back a different self.


But travel in this sense and to these ends has not existed for most of human history, not until the last 300 years or so. Understanding how travel has evolved through the ages will put in perspective the unique opportunities travel offers in the present era. And that perspective, in turn, may inspire today’s voyagers to seize these rare opportunities and make the most of their journeys—inspire them, in short, to be travelers rather than tourists. To that end we take a few pages to offer a short biography of travel.


A Brief History of Travel




Ever since humans graced the earth, more than two million years ago, we have been nomadic wanderers. . . . Sedentary lifestyles in which people sat around log fires until the cows came home are as fictional as they are absurd. Humans don’t do it. They have to travel.


Christopher Lloyd





At the dawn of history the human condition was nothing but travel, in the sense of moving about or nomadism. The life of the hunter-gatherer, the lot of humanity for close to two million years, was ceaseless movement, following the herds and the seasons. If there had been a word for travel back at the dawn of human history, it would have been the equivalent of the word for “life,” or “existence,” or “the way things are,” or simply “what we do.”


“Survival depended on mobility and opportunism,” Brian Fagan has written of the Late Ice Age (16,000 to 13,000 BC). “It was a world of small-scale living, of widely cast social networks, of occasional gatherings where several bands came together, but, above all, of mobility, where small groups survived by ranging over enormous territories . . .” (29). This was movement, to be sure, but personal growth was certainly not the object.


Many observers cite the primordial preeminence of nomadism to explain our puzzling 21st-century wanderlust, to account, that is, for the call of the road enduring into the modern era, long past the time when travel was necessary. If we consider how long mankind spent as wanderers, close to two million years, compared to how long we have lived in towns and villages, less than 20,000 years, it’s no wonder we feel like taking a trip every so often just for the fun of it. Wandering is in our DNA, much like the human fascination with fire. A French writer, Gontran de Poncins, once asked an Eskimo why his people were always on the move. “What can we do?” the man replied. “We are born with the great unrest” (Washington Post Book World, 14).


Then somewhere between 8,000 and 15,000 years ago, mankind learned how to domesticate and breed certain animals and how to grow certain crops, and human history changed forever. Along with the dawn of agriculture came the birth of sedentism, the habit of staying in place, and the beginning of semi- and ultimately permanent settlements. It became normal not to move about or regularly change one’s location, and as sedentism and staying put became the norm, nomadism and travel became the exception.


And not merely the exception: travel quickly became decidedly dangerous and hence demonstrably unwise. To be on the road (although there were almost no roads as such at this time) inevitably meant that you were separated from a settlement and no longer belonged to or could count on the protection and goodwill of a permanent kinship group. You were an exile, a stranger, and there was no one to protect the stranger, no one whose interests were allied with those of the stranger, no one who would benefit in any way from extending courtesy or goodwill to the stranger. If you were on the road in the Stone Age or the Bronze Age, it was because others had ordained it, and they would only ordain such a thing if your presence among them was undesirable. You were on the road, in short, because you had been deemed unfit to inhabit home.


One of Christianity’s great foundation stories, the tale of Adam and Eve, is an allegory of this momentous shift in the human condition from nomadism to sedentism. The story of Adam and Eve is first and foremost a cautionary tale, extolling the virtues of being settled and, largely by implication, the dangers of wandering. The Garden of Eden, after all, is the epitome of sedentism, with its self-reproducing abundance of foodstuffs and its tame and obedient animals. For their sins, Adam and Eve are banished from this idyllic world and condemned to wander. The moral of the tale is clear: only the foolish would risk the refuge and protection offered by the settled life. And the punishment for such foolishness—in Biblical parlance, Adam and Eve’s “penance”—is travel. Thus did travel or nomadism morph from being the human condition to being anathema.


In his book The Mind of the Traveler, Eric Leed observes that the oldest source of our word travel is probably the Indo-European root per, “many of the secondary meanings of which refer explicitly to motion: ‘to cross space,’ ‘to reach a goal,’ ‘to go out’” (5). And the primary meanings of per—to try, to test, to risk—are where we get our words experiment and peril. Paul Fussell finds another and more recent ancestor in the word travail. “A traveler is one who suffers travail,” he writes, “a word deriving in its turn from Latin tripalium, a torture instrument consisting of three stakes designed to rack the body” (1980, 39).


Homer’s Odyssey is probably the most famous example of the Bronze Age view of travel as deeply undesirable, an ordeal, a series of trials that the hero must somehow survive. Odysseus neither chooses to be a traveler nor actively seeks adventure; he is shipwrecked on his return from the Trojan wars and is simply trying to get back to his homeland, Ithaca, and to his beloved wife, Penelope, as soon as possible. Fortunately for western literature, it takes him ten years. From Odysseus’ perspective, his epic adventures are only so many unwanted obstacles to overcome, so many tests set by the gods to keep him from the bosom of home. “There is nothing worse for mortals,” Homer writes, “than a wandering life” (Lapham, 52).


Notice, also, how that other great traveler of the Bronze Age, Gilgamesh, likewise finds his path strewn with obstacles he must surmount before he can return home to his capital, Uruk. “He had journeyed to the edge of the world,” his epic story begins, “and made his way back, exhausted but whole. He had carved his trials on stone tablets” (Mitchell, 69). “Trials,” they are called, not adventures. “When we think of travel in the remote past,” Peter Whitfield has observed,




a number of powerful and resonant words come into our minds: Exodus and Odyssey, Epic and Saga, Quest and Pilgrimage. Each of these words has its own distinct meaning, but all convey one of the primal senses of travel—that it was an ordeal, a challenge, an experience to be endured. Travel was associated with suffering. (2)





Travel in the Stone, Bronze, and Iron Ages, then, is mostly trials, obstacles, and perils. The traveler is not so much a hero as someone to be pitied, and accordingly the arc of the travel narrative is always homeward. Travel is not a journey outward, from home, but the return voyage to home.


One way or another this state of affairs continued through ancient times, up through the Dark Ages and to the beginning of the Middle Ages. By this time strangers no longer had the roads to themselves, of course, but the three most common types of travelers during these epochs—soldiers (including sailors), merchants or traders, and pilgrims—were certainly not in search of self-improvement. Pilgrims probably came the closest, but even pilgrims did not travel for personal growth but to save their immortal souls. “There is plenty of movement from place to place,” Paul Fussell has written of travel in the ancient world and the Dark Ages, but for there to be “real travel, movement from one place to another should manifest some impulse of non-utilitarian pleasure. . . . Until then, it is perhaps best to speak not of travel but of pre-travel” (1987, 21).


By the early Middle Ages there were many more roads and many more people on them. “On the main highways,” medieval historian Morris Bishop has observed, “the traffic was very heavy.” But there was still no one we would call a traveler.




Everyone was on the roads: monks and nuns on errands for their community; bishops bound for Rome or making a parochial visitation; wandering students; singing pilgrims following their priests and their banners; papal postmen; minstrels, quacks, and drug sellers; chapmen and tinkers; seasonal workmen and serfs out of bond; discharged soldiers, beggars, and highwaymen. . . . (185, 186)





In his book Touring in 1600, E. S. Bates summarizes the reasons the wise stayed close to home during the 16th and 17th centuries.




The roads were dangerous, the inns wretched, the ships unseaworthy, the maps so bad as to be seen as gifts to an enemy rather than to a friend. . . . Never journey without something to eat in your pocket, if only to throw to dogs when attacked by them, and if bringing a watch, make sure it was not a striker, for that warns the wicked you have cash (Lapham, 15).





Waiting for the Self




[C]onventions of self-consciousness and inward scrutinizing [were] not common much before the Renaissance and not highly developed until people in the later eighteenth century became obsessed with “personality.”


Paul Fussell
The Norton Book of Travel





Travel for the sake of self-improvement requires a self, and most observers agree that the self did not make its appearance in the world until the late Middle Ages. There were individuals long before the Renaissance, of course, but there was not individualism as we know it today. This is difficult for modern man to grasp since individualism is such a fundamental part of the contemporary notion of identity. Indeed, the very phrase we use to describe identity—self-concept—is not even imaginable absent the notion of individualism. The idea that there could have been something before the self, a way of being that did not somehow encompass the notion of personal identity, is almost impossible to get our modern minds around.


So if these pre-moderns didn’t look upon themselves as individuals, just who did they think they were? They were the children of God, to begin with, created in His image and put on earth to serve, worship, and obey Him. The core of their being was their connection to the divine. The human condition was widely regarded as “nasty, brutish, and short,” as Thomas Hobbes reminded us—very short in the Middle Ages—and anyway, life wasn’t the main event. What really mattered was the afterlife. “To true Christians,” William Manchester observes, “life on Earth was almost irrelevant. During it they obeyed the precepts of Catholicism to safeguard their future in paradise. The thought of living for the sheer sake of living, celebrating mortal existence before God took them unto his own, was subversive of the entire [religious] structure” (113).


Nor was individualism encouraged by the harsh circumstances of daily life before the late Middle Ages. Subsistence living was the norm, and for most people it was only possible via communal arrangements. Kin and clan were everything, and the group was the only viable unit of survival. The well-being of the group always came first, thereby offering a modicum of safety and security to its individual members.


In A World Lit Only by Fire, William Manchester observes that most people in the Middle Ages did not even have names, the ultimate signifier of self, since there was no need. “Noblemen had surnames,” he writes, “but fewer than one percent of the souls in Christendom were wellborn. [For] the rest . . . a nickname would do. Because most peasants lived and died without ever leaving their birthplace, there was seldom need for any tag beyond One-Eye, or Roussie (Redhead), or Biona (Blondie), or the like” (21; italics added).


The secular world, then, much like the spiritual one, offered precious little scope for the emergence of the individual and the possibility of self-expression. “The most baffling, elusive, yet in many ways most significant dimension of the medieval mind,” Manchester continues, “was the medieval man’s total lack of ego. Even those with creative powers had no sense of self. . . . Their anonymity approached the absolute. So did their mute acceptance of it” (21, 22).


The Birth of Individualism




A basic psychological change, a certain form of individuality, was born in Europe some time between 1000 and 1200, and [this] accounts most of all for the Western mentality.


Peter Watson
Ideas: A History of Thought and Invention





And then, sometime in the late Middle Ages, all this began to change: A fundamental realignment of human aspiration and interest took place, away from a preoccupation with God and the next life to a focus on man and the present life. Such a momentous shift had a number of causes, but one of the most significant was the rediscovery of the classic Greek thinkers and philosophers, especially Aristotle, and with it the restoration of logic and reason to compete with revelation and faith. “A secular way of thinking was introduced into the world,” Peter Watson writes, “which would eventually change man’s understanding for all time” (331).


Martin Luther greatly abetted the cause of individualism at this crucial juncture by challenging the infallibility of the Catholic church and church teaching. If Rome was not all-knowing, then man would have to decide for himself what to believe and what not to believe (guided, of course, by the Bible). Still, the idea was now out there that the individual was much more of a player in his or her life than ever before.


The printing press was yet a third midwife at the birth of individualism by putting books—hence knowledge—within the reach of more and more people. Those who could read, and their number was growing during the late Middle Ages, could now educate themselves and not have to rely on the church to tell them what was true and what was not. Luther’s apostasy and the almost simultaneous spread of the written word forever robbed the church of its monopoly on knowledge and its stranglehold on truth. People could make their own inquiries into the nature of reality and decide for themselves what was true. By the advent of the Renaissance (the early 1400s), the individual, who had been stirring for two centuries all over Europe, was increasingly restless and on the verge of standing up.


‘The man of the Renaissance lived, as it were, between two worlds,” Watson writes:




He was suspended between faith and knowledge. As the grip of medieval supernaturalism began to loosen, secular and human interests became more prominent. The facts of individual experience here on earth became more interesting than the shadowy afterlife. Reliance on God and faith weakened. The present world became an end in itself instead of a preparation for a world to come. (398)





The Coming of Travel




Where one Englishman traveled in the reign of the first two Georges, ten now go on a grand tour.


Anonymous (1772)





The arrival of the individual on the stage of history by the end of the 1400s did not turn people into true or serious travelers overnight; it turns out that the concept of self was a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the emergence of true travel. Several other elements were still needed: good roads, a means of conveyance, money, and, most important, leisure time.


We’ve already noted that until the later Middle Ages most roads were poorly maintained or not maintained at all and not especially safe. Moreover, most roads in Europe did not have signposts at crossroads until the last decades of the 1600s; clearly, roads were used primarily by people who already knew the way and not by strangers passing through. And even if there had been good, safe, and signposted roads, the means to travel—a horse, a wagon, a boat, or, later, a coach or carriage—were beyond the resources of all but traders and the very rich, both of whom did in fact take to the roads in great numbers during the Middle Ages. If you had to travel, you walked, but then you needed money for food and a bed whenever you broke your journey, and disposable income was likewise beyond the means of all but the elite.


But for most people the missing ingredient, the one thing that might otherwise have caused their minds to turn towards travel, was the lack of leisure time. The common man and woman of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance did not have whole days and weeks free to do nothing but take to the roads. Subsistence living was the lot of the majority, and it did not allow for time off, except perhaps in the coldest part of the winter, when no one traveled who did not absolutely have to.


Most observers agree that travel as we know it today, travel to see the world, began in the 16th century in Europe, with what was called the “grand tour.” The grand tour was “a distinctly modern phenomenon,” Lynne Withey observes, reaching




its heyday in the late eighteenth [century]. Although limited mainly to the sons of wealthy families and intended primarily for educational purposes, by the middle of the eighteenth century the grand tour had become common enough among Britain’s upper classes, and combined pleasure and instruction to such an extent, that it constitutes the first significant example of leisure travel on a large scale. (x)





The grand tour originally took in northern Europe—France, Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland—along with Spain and Italy. But before long it was covering most of the Mediterranean, including Greece and Turkey. And then it became even grander, with scions of the best families regularly turning up in Egypt and the Holy Land.


The express purpose of the grand tour was very close to the modern travel goal of self-development. The point was to complete one’s formal education (which emphasized the classics) by visiting the “cradle of civilization” as it was called, the famous locations of antiquity—Greece, Turkey (for Troy), and Rome—and also to see first-hand the wonders of the Renaissance. For young men of means and ambition (the tour was largely a male phenomenon until the 19th century), the grand tour was a box that needed to be checked off on their rise to power and influence.


In Travel: A Literary History, Peter Whitfield notes that at this point travel was no longer just a




realm of action, not an incidental factor in military campaigning, in pilgrimage or in trade, but an intellectual force which had reshaped man’s understanding of his world. Travel would increasingly become a realm of thought, an experience which led to re-evaluations of the world and of the traveler’s own personality. (63)





The coming of the railroads revolutionized travel and soon brought it within reach even of the working class, thanks mainly to the efforts of the English businessman Thomas Cook. As we have seen, Cook organized his first train excursion in the summer of 1841 from Loughborough to Leicester, a journey of 15 miles, for a group of temperance society members. It was quite an event: a brass band played at the train station, and there were nearly as many curious spectators on hand as there were excursionists. A year later Cook organized his first tour to Scotland, and by the time of the Paris Exhibition of 1855, he was regularly sending his countrymen and women off to continental Europe.


The grand tour and Thomas Cook were the last two steps in travel’s long journey to modernity, and in Cook’s case, the first step in travel’s transformation into tourism. The grand tourists are the first travelers in which we moderns can easily recognize our own traveling selves. Indeed, we might even have been on that platform at Loughborough, not to attend a temperance meeting, of course, but eager to see the wider world and add to our personality.


The End of Travel?




I am assuming that travel is now impossible and that tourism is all we have left.


Paul Fussell
Abroad: British Literary Traveling
between the Wars





Scholars of travel have not been kind to Thomas Cook, seeing his tours as the beginning of the end of travel and the start of the age of tourism. While Cook should not be blamed for the excesses of his many imitators, it is true, as we will see in the following chapters, that the four elements Cook et al. introduced to the travel experience—speed, comfort, convenience, and the tour group—are the hallmarks of tourism and the sworn enemies of true or serious travel. “We go abroad,” Frederic Harrison wrote, “but we travel no longer” (Fussell, 1980, 41). And he wrote that in 1887.


Cook introduced group travel, which soon evolved into mass travel and then quickly became tourism, as more and more groups took to the roads. In group travel, one spends most of one’s time with one’s fellow travelers, almost never meets a local (or at least none who don’t speak one’s native tongue), stays and eats in hotel chains imported from one’s home country, and travels in glass-covered, air-conditioned buses from which one peers out at and photographs what are known as “the sights.” There is only the most fleeting contact with the place and virtually none with its inhabitants, except for waiters and tour guides. It is what Paul Fussell calls “the calculated isolation from the actual” (1980, 44). George Orwell was less polite in a letter he wrote from Marrakech to a friend in England, referring to tourists as “the bastards who travel . . . from hotel to hotel, never seeing any difference anywhere except in the temperature” (Fleming, 342).


Paul Fussell was a brilliant thinker, a beautiful stylist, an unrivaled expert on travel—and something of a curmudgeon. He held out little hope for travel in the age of tourism, but even he agreed that “what distinguishes the tourist is the motives,” suggesting the possibility that with the right motives perhaps travel might still be attainable.


And one of Fussell’s very few rivals, in erudition in general and in the lore of travel in particular (and, like Fussell, the editor of an anthology of travel writing), John Julius Norwich is actually quite hopeful about the possibility of travel at the present time. Writing about some of the long-dead contributors to his anthology, he noted that




the overwhelming majority of the contributors to this volume had no choice in the matter. For them tourism did not exist; you were a traveler or you were a stay-at-home, and that was that. As to the remainder, they were—or in some cases still are—travelers because that is what they were determined to be from the start, and they have taught us a vitally important lesson: that we can all still be travelers rather than tourists if we set our minds to it. . . . The difference today lies less in the places we go to than in the way in which we go to them; it is perfectly possible to be a traveler in France—or even in England, for that matter—just as it is to be a tourist on the Upper Amazon. (3)





If scholars agree that travel today is not nearly as easy as it once was, challenged at every turn by the appeal of tourism, then this brief history offers hope, showing how all those contemporary challenges notwithstanding, travel has now evolved to the point where it promises rewards beyond anything previously imaginable. In the pages to come we will describe these riches and offer suggestions for how you can claim them. All you will have to do is follow Norwich’s advice and “set [y]our mind to it.”


Travel and Experience




Travel must be “experience” at its highest.


Louis MacNeice
Autumn Journal





Now that we’ve brought travel into the 21st century, it’s time to take up our central theme in these pages: the effects of travel and how travel achieves those effects. This means it’s time to talk about experience—new experience, to be more precise—since the true significance of travel and the source of all its effects is the fact that travel by its very nature is mankind’s greatest source of new experiences. New experiences and what they lead to are why travel matters.


What Is Experience?




He knew nothing yet well enough to see it. You cannot see things until you know roughly what they are.


C. S Lewis
Out of the Silent Planet





To understand the significance of new experience, we first need to understand what experience is and the role it plays in our mental development. Simply stated, experience is what happens when the external world meets the internal one, when the material world outside ourselves makes contact with “us,” the interior world that we think of as our mind, consciousness, or self. This contact occurs when elements of the external world impinge on any one of our five senses: sight, sound, smell, taste, or touch. What we think of as our senses are in fact a collection of receptors that receive a series of impressions from the objects that stimulate them. These impressions are then sent on to the relevant parts of the brain that processes them, receiving, encoding, and storing this raw input in a vast data bank we usually refer to as our sensory memory.


“Our senses are the gateways between our brain and the outside world,” Barry Gibb has written. “Most of our memories are based on sensory input. But what is memory? It’s the brain’s ability to encode, store, and retrieve thoughts and sensory experiences” (45, 63). Memory enables perception, and perception is how we see, hear et cetera. Using the sense of sight as our principal example, notice what happens when we “see” something.


“The eyes are given altogether too much credit for seeing,” Frank Smith has written.
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