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FOREWORD


It is early morning and I have walked into the woods behind my house in Kent in the south of England. With each step, the roar of the busy road fades until just the song of small, hidden birds, warbling in the air, envelops me. I stand stock-still and listen. Beneath my boots, the root-riddled dirt is pockmarked with the delicate footprints of deer, and high above my head stretch sweet chestnut trees, their tender young bodies swaying in the crisp wind and emitting a soft groan, as if protesting against the sun for waking them so early. It is not the most exotic scene, but it is my own perfect pocket of quiet.


The lockdowns enforced to contain the spread of Covid-19 plunged all of us into unprecedented periods of confinement. For some, this brought their first experience of prolonged quiet; for others it was a stressful, and at times claustrophobic, collision of work and home-schooling. As a result, some may say: ‘Don’t speak to me of quiet: I want chatter, clamour and sweet cacophony’, while others may long for it. Regardless, all of us now feel our weary souls have been stretched thin. For those that cherished the quietness of lockdown and want to extend it, this book is for you. For those, exhausted and wrung out by stress, this book is for you. It is a vaccine against noise.


During my career as a travel journalist, I have always been drawn to, or sought out, the world’s quieter corners and experiences. But, unable to travel, I spent the year exploring silence as if it were a new continent. I discovered it is a mysterious, practically untouched, place where few of us have travelled because, let’s face it, even when we are confined, sounds and screens are never far away. How much energy do we expend staving off the incessant hum, thrum and clatter of modern life? And, in doing so, how much of ourselves also gets lost in the blocking?


Quiet Escapes is a collection of the best places I have encountered for quiet and the discreet magic it offers. It is a pilgrim’s guide of sorts: I can show you the way, but the journey is yours. Quiet is making a comeback. Welcome to the silent revolution.


Emma
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HOW TO TRAVEL
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Paddleboarder on the mirror-calm Hobda River in Ulgii, Western Mongolia.









INTRODUCTION


There is a certain irony in writing about quiet. Words create boundaries around an experience that is, ultimately, vast and indescribable. For q.u.i.e.t is the space between. It is the full stop. The pause between breaths. The gap between musical notes. It is not nothing, but rather everything. It is where all meaning resides.


And, yet, enjoying quiet is a rare adventure for most of us. Our ears are bombarded daily by a seemingly ever-increasing shrill, discordant symphony of ringing telephones, pinging text message and email alerts, honking car horns, rumbling airplanes, barking dogs, and the ceaseless chatter of others all around us. Our brains are a-buzz, and we are hooked on it; driven by the dopamine rush of anticipation, while simultaneously battling the anxiety this constant noise brings.


Two-thirds of the world’s population own a mobile phone and it is estimated that the average UK citizen spends three and a half hours a day on it; in the USA that rises to five hours. Our addiction is so pervasive they even have a name for it: nomophobia, the fear of not having your phone with you. It is giving us shorter attention spans and we are all getting deafer as we crank up the volume louder and louder just to be able to hear above the din. In this hyper-connected world, we need to pause and notice if we are shifting from, ‘being free people to becoming resources’, writes Norwegian explorer, Erling Kagge. ‘We learn to live with it because we think we must, but noise is and remains a disturbing element that reduces our quality of life,’ he continues.


Many of us are longing to press the off button. ‘To return to something basic, authentic, to find peace, and to experience a small quiet alternative,’ finishes Kagge. And still, the idea of being quiet can often be seen as boring, uncomfortable, even scary. John Cage, in his avant-garde Lecture on Nothing, urges us to look past this: ‘We need not fear these silences, we may love them...for we are like an empty glass into which, at any moment, anything may be poured.’


And it seems that life does will us toward silence. All animals can hear, but not all can see, which is a clear indication we have to listen to survive. The practice of silence (in the form of prayer or meditation) is also a common denominator among all religions and spiritual practices, despite them being separated by thousands of years and miles. Artists from Mark Rothko to Claude Monet and musicians and composers such as Miles Davis and Claude Debussy, even the deaf Ludwig van Beethoven, have all harnessed silence in their work to communicate its capacity to expand our minds and thoughts.


Furthermore, according to the research of professor Nina Kraus, if you take children regularly to quiet places where they can listen to nature (which the ears were made for) their neural networking will be much stronger and they will have far superior abilities to learn language and solve problems.


Quiet is the great overlooked panacea. Benefits include lower blood pressure, lower cortisol (the stress hormone) levels, easing of insomnia and improved concentration, to name a few. Some argue that silence is the new luxury; a therapy only the wealthy can afford. After all, it is money that buys homes in less-crowded neighbourhoods, with quieter spaces; it is money that purchases travel to far-flung peaceful destinations. But while silence is certainly precious, this book of 50 personally picked suggestions on where to find it will show that quiet can be found in locations both near and far and to suit a range of budgets.


And while quiet can technically be accessed anywhere, anytime, you often need to get away from your routine to go deeper into yourself, and travel to new places can help with this. Even the religious greats had to journey to find quiet and meaning; Jesus walked into the Judaean Desert for 40 days and nights; Buddha wandered through Nepal and India.


However, experiencing the benefit of quiet is not just achievable by monks and holy men; it is achievable by all. And the quickest way to access it is by paying attention to place. Places often have something to say and, frequently, to teach us. Don’t allow the temptation to share the adventure verbally with a travelling companion or capture it on camera lest you miss its subtle messages. At times a place will sing, on other occasions it will whisper. Let us retrain our ears to listen to the sounds they were crafted to enjoy. For in the words of author Jay Griffiths, who spent seven years exploring the Earth’s wild places: ‘We were not born for pavements and escalators, but for thunder and mud.’ Experiencing deep silence is a state as graceful as a hand dipped into the current of a stream; you cannot know or feel it without testing the waters. Nature is the stage. All you have to do is stand there, let it soak into your bones and feel your soul unclench.
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The soft folds of the Sharqiya Sands desert in Oman.






Seeking Quiet in a Noisy World


Quiet is the new cool. Forward-thinking businesses are creating quiet zones, meditation/nap rooms, Zen rooftop gardens and installing pods – convertible lounge chairs with hoods that can be pulled down for privacy. Hotels, supermarkets and even airports are also waking up to the benefits of creating peaceful spaces. At the time of writing, there are 17 airports worldwide that have gone silent (i.e. all announcements are banned in the main waiting area) including Dubai Airport, Delhi’s Indira Gandhi International Airport and Singapore Changi Airport. The concept of pop-up silent cafés is growing, and every year in April there is a global Noise Awareness Day.


Quiet is sparking social movements, such as the collaboration between Mimi (a German hearing technology company) and the Good Hearing Initiative who launched a nationwide campaign in 2020 called #silenceforfuture to make people stop and think about the level of noise they are living with day-to-day and have them talk about it. And, ‘the latest trend in luxury travel doesn’t involve thread count or a seaweed-mud wrap. It’s quiet. Hotels from luxury resorts to business-travel chains are marketing things like noise-free zones, triple-paned glass, soundproof walls, and serene settings where the whole sell is the ability to hear a pin drop,’ reports Leigh Gallagher in Fortune.com.


For the first time in history, rather than just trying to reduce noise levels generally, our quiet areas – from tracts of wilderness and urban parks to city idylls and marine parks – are being actively protected via the Quiet Parks International initiative (see here). These will become beacons for travellers seeking quiet.


All this shows that quiet while travelling is not unattainable. It just sometimes requires a little bit more awareness and effort. Some of the places suggested in this book may take longer to get to, but the payoff for peace is priceless.


Being a Quiet Traveller


Going on a quiet trip plays a part in the growing movement of travelling with purpose; a trend that was encouraged before, but in light of pressing concerns about climate change, should really be the norm. Quiet travellers consciously aim to be slower, greener and more sustainable in their choice of destination.


This could involve taking fewer trips and staying for longer to reduce our environmental impact; being aware of how much noise we are generating on location (see here for tips on how to reduce this); and perhaps choosing to support local accommodation providers instead of staying in big-brand chain hotels that leave large carbon footprints. It could mean exploring on foot or by bike while in situ instead of choosing noise-polluting taxis, buses and trains, or swapping visits to well-known Instagrammed-to-death sites for lesser-known spots that perhaps give you a glimpse of the city or country’s truer character. Travelling to quieter locations also eases the pressure of over-tourism on iconic routes such as Iceland’s Golden Circle, regions like southern Bali and Thailand, or bucket-list sites such as Machu Picchu in Peru. In turn, this benefits local communities by spreading revenue more evenly.


Quiet travellers are not passive, they are present. They put down their cameras and drones and look; they sit and listen to the stories of locals, instead of staying within the comfort of a group; and they let the landscape speak.








SEVEN WAYS TO TRAVEL MORE PEACEFULLY



Setting off


Build in peace as soon as you leave the front door by factoring in extra time, so you do not have to rush. Book a seat at the front of the plane away from the engines located under the wings; you could even go as far as selecting an aisle seat; they are four decibels quieter than window seats, which are closer to the skin of the aircraft.


Do not overplan


When visiting a new place, the temptation to see as much as possible can be strong. Try to resist overplanning. Leave entire days empty and just let the time unfold – see what comes, whether it is lingering in a café for an hour or two to observe life playing out in front of you, or sitting in a field listening to the wind and noticing the to-ing and fro-ing of minute insects.


Switch off


For many of us, the reliance on electronics is strong and their constant use ingrained. Try leaving your phone, smartwatch or tablet in the hotel – not just switching them off – and remember what life felt like before we ever had them. Look up and listen to the place you are in.


Pack earplugs


There are some parts of travelling that are inherently noisy – airports, public transport, etc. Invest in some good-quality foam earplugs and muffle it all out.


Timing is everything


It cannot be avoided: even some of the world’s quietest places at times suffer from busy periods. Arrange to travel during low season and if you are visiting a well-known site, such as a national park, try to visit early in the day or last thing in the evening to have the best chance of enjoying longer stretches of silence.


Be mindful


Quiet travellers leave no trace. They take their rubbish with them; they do not yell or shout if they are trying to get someone’s attention; and they do not use drones for photography. They tread softly and respectfully.


Learn to listen


It is often said that we are not really paying attention to someone during a conversation, if we are already thinking about how we will respond while they are still talking. The same applies when responding to life. True listening requires focus and presence and, much like an onion, sounds are layered. The longer you stay still, the more these layers will slowly be revealed to you as your ears adjust to the new soundscape.
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Hoh Rainforest at Olympic National Park, Washington State, USA – the world’s first Quiet Park.









QUIET PARKS INTERNATIONAL


Ask most people to reel off a list of things that are at risk of extinction and they will quote tigers, pandas or the polar ice caps. But quietness – never. Turns out we should be concerned.


‘Noise is blanketing the planet and natural quiet has become an endangered species without people knowing it,’ according to Emmy-winning acoustic ecologist, Gordon Hempton.


‘Most people on Earth, 55 per cent, live in urban areas (this will rise to 68 per cent by 2041) and refrigerators, air-conditioning systems and airplanes are a few of the things that have become part of the ambient sound that prevents us from listening to the natural sounds of our environment. But it is our birthright to listen, quietly and undisturbed, to the natural environment and take whatever meanings we may from it,’ says Hempton.


He goes on to say that, ‘Science has made it abundantly clear that noise pollution is not just an annoyance, it causes health loss,’ and shockingly, it is estimated that nine out of ten children alive today will never experience quiet in their lives unless things change. Yet, as recently as 2018, no-one was protecting it.


Hempton grew up amid quiet. His father was stationed at Pearl Harbour, outside of Honolulu, prior to the arrival of tourism in Hawaii. ‘The jungle was my backyard; my best friends were all insects,’ says Hempton, but his first memory of silence was at the bottom of the community swimming pool. ‘I would let my air out and sink to the bottom and feel swaddled by the pressure of the water.’


But the experience that would shape the direction of his entire life did not come until much later. ‘One day, after enrolling in graduate school, a thunderstorm rolled over me – and for the first time I really heard it. I lay on the ground and listened and felt alive.’ In the four decades since, he has circled the globe three times in pursuit of and recording Earth’s rarest natural sounds.


His first attempt to protect these sounds was the One Square Inch of Silence project – a small red stone symbolically placed in Hoh Rainforest at Olympic National Park, near his home in Seattle, with a view to it becoming the world’s first quiet park. Forming the largest swathe of virgin temperate rainforest in the western hemisphere, ‘it was once the least noise-polluted place in the United States, until the US Navy decided that this little-used airspace would become an electronic-warfare exercise range and fly over it thousands of times in the world’s noisiest jets,’ explains Hempton. For 13 years, Hempton campaigned to protect it, but with no luck. And then the stone that marked the one square inch was taken. ‘So on a day when the US Navy weren’t flying, I went into the forest and asked the Quiet what I had done wrong and where I went from here. And the Quiet answered! It laughed at me and said, “It’s just a rock. Isn’t there another one?”’ And on that day in 2018, Hempton co-founded Quiet Parks International (QPI) – the world’s only non-profit organization committed to saving quiet (rather than just reducing noise). Until its formation, not a single location on planet Earth was off limits to noise pollution.


So what counts as noise? ‘Noise pollution is any loud simple-information sound that denies us access to the faint, often complex, and survival-relevant sounds that provide meaning to our lives,’ explains Hempton. He and the QPI team aim to protect six key areas: Wilderness Quiet Parks, Urban Quiet Parks, Quiet Trails, Marine Quiet Parks, Quiet Residences and Communities, and Quiet Stays.


To determine if they qualify, QPI sound recordists measure and look for the noise-free intervals in an average morning between two hours prior to sunrise until one hour after sunrise. (These parameters change for marine parks because sound travels many times faster and more clearly through water than through air.) ‘Anything over 15 minutes without a human-caused noise intrusion is considered world class. To a layperson this may seem easy to achieve, but it’s not – despite what peaceful photographs of the national parks suggest,’ says Hempton.


In fact, it is so unusual that only 12 or 13 sites have been identified across the entire USA (excluding Hawaii and Alaska). At the time of writing, there is currently one certified Wilderness Quiet Park (see here), with nine pending; and four Urban Quiet Parks (see here and here), with another six awaiting certification. ‘By recognizing and awarding tranquil areas and inviting people to listen to the outer quiet, we help them to find the source of silence within themselves,’ says Hempton. ‘All those nagging questions in our modern lives seem unanswerable because you need to find your way home and ask those questions there (see box, here). And your home is a quiet place. Don’t listen for something; just notice how a place makes you feel.’


However, preserving quiet is not just for our peace of mind. ‘Quiet places are inherently healthy places,’ says Hempton. It seems our ears are attuned to sounds that help us not just to survive but thrive. ‘Humans have an incredible hearing range – from 20 to 20,000 vibrations per second – that allows us to interpret tremendous beauty in life, such as the wind passing through trees and the rhythm of crashing surf – none of which is of much survival relevance to us. And yet...our peak sensitivity falls within range of 2.5 kilohertz. And do you know what other sound corresponds perfectly to this? Not other human voices, but birdsong. Birdsong is the number one indicator of habitats prosperous to humans. If birds are singing, there’s food, water and enough resources to raise young,’ explains Hempton.


So when we ask ourselves why something we cannot see, touch, taste or hear needs our protection, Hempton says: ‘Because when we save quiet, we save the Earth – we save the places that produce clean air, we keep biodiversity and we protect endangered species. When you enter a church there are no signs saying, ‘Be Quiet’; it is implicit. There is an accepted code of behaviour. It is the same with Quiet Parks: if people know it is a designated quiet area, they will explore with a different code of behaviour.’


You can learn more and support the work of QPI at quietparks.org
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The peaceful meander of Lutownia River, a tributary of the Narewka River in Bialowieza Forest, Poland.





ASKING QUESTIONS OF THE QUIET


It may be an oxymoron but asking questions to the Quiet can yield answers that do not otherwise easily reveal themselves. When you are in a quiet place it takes time for stillness to descend, for the lake to become calm, the wind to stop blowing, but eventually stillness will settle upon you. When it does, pull out a list of questions that you have been unable to solve – they can be about business, family, etc. – and ask the Quiet out loud. The first emotion you feel is the answer – hang onto it and gently tease it apart. The most common answer is usually: ‘That’s not important.’


Gordon Hempton, co-founder Quiet Parks International
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INTO THE WILDERNESS


 


‘And into the forest I go, to lose my mind and find my soul.’


JOHN MUIR
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One of the peaceful cottages at Glacier Lodge Eqi, Illulissat, Greenland.









Hike Greenland’s remote Arctic Circle Trail


KANGERLUSSUAQ TO SISIMIUT, GREENLAND


THE LOWDOWN


How to do it: Greenland is an autonomous territory of Denmark, so Air Greenland flights depart from Copenhagen direct to Kangerlussuaq. On completing the trek, most travellers take an internal flight from Sisimiut back to Kangerlussuaq. Visas aren’t required. This isn’t a technical trail, but it requires preparation. Provisions cannot be obtained en route and should be purchased from the Pilersuisoq supermarket in Kangerlussuaq, or Pisiffik in Sisimiut. There are unstaffed wooden huts dotted along the trail furnished only with bunk beds and no other facilities. They can’t be pre-booked, so most trekkers prefer to carry and pitch their own tent. Hostels and hotels are available in both Kangerlussuaq and Sisimiut.


Best time of year: The trail is open only from mid-June to mid-September but be aware mosquitoes can hatch in full force at the start of the season – bring a headnet. Also pack an eye mask to block out the midnight sun and aid sleep.


Travel to the top of the world and spend ten days inside the Arctic Circle, yet outside of time


Picture a place of soft polar silence, where whales slink through the shallows and 15,000-year-old icebergs waltz slowly in the bay. A timeless kind of quiet that you can feel in your bones. A rich nothingness made for the mind, not the ears. Few of us know what to do with it anymore, but Greenland can remind you.


Locals call their homeland Kalaalit Nunnat, meaning ‘Land of the People’, which is ironic given that it is the least densely populated territory on Earth – home to just 56,565 people in an area roughly half the size of Europe. Out here, nature is King. Eighty per cent of the island is crowned by a vast ancient ice cap, dogs outnumber people two to one and, come winter, the sun packs up and heads south for two and a half months, leaving the land with the lights off. There are just 13 main towns and no roads or railways running between them. The only way of getting around is via helicopter, boat...or foot.


And here is Greenland’s ‘sole’ secret: it isn’t entirely frozen like the Arctic or Antarctic. Come summer, the fringes of the world’s largest island are, in fact, green. A verdant wash of wildflower-covered tundra brimming with blueberries, crowberries and mushrooms – terrain ripe for off-the-beaten-track hiking.


The Arctic Circle Trail is a backcountry route that stretches for 160km (100 miles) from Kangerlussuaq, on the edge of the vast interior ice sheet, to Sisimiut, Greenland’s second-largest town, on the shores of the Labrador Sea. There are simple russet-coloured huts – some no larger than garden sheds – dotted along the trail, but most hikers prefer to wild camp so they can fully embrace the trail’s gift of silence and the opportunity it provides to disconnect. Because outside of the two towns there is no mobile phone signal and, on average, only 300 hikers a year attempt the route, so it’s possible to go days without seeing or hearing from another soul.
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Pitch your tent on the Greenland ice cap and listen to its songs.





ALSO TRY


Jordan Trail, Jordan: In Biblical times, there was an ancient trade route that stretched from Egypt to Syria known as the King’s Highway. Some say Jesus walked along it. This 644-km (400-mile) long trail, that runs from Umm Qais, in the north, to Aqaba on the Red Sea, traces a section of it and, rather appropriately given the links to Jesus, it takes 40 days to complete.


Transcaucasian Trail, Georgia and Armenia: Still under development, this long-distance trail, best undertaken between May and September, connects more than 20 national parks and a host of UNESCO-listed sites that have earned it the moniker of the ‘New Silk Road’. Expect alpine meadows, glacial rivers and 1,000-year-old churches.


Damodar Saribung Traverse, Nepal: If you’ve always wanted to get a glimpse of Tibetan culture, this trek, which is counted as one of Nepal’s most-remote trails and rarely attempted by westerners, will lead you to it. Best for experienced trekkers because it can tip into mountaineering when crossing the 6,042-m (19,822-ft) high Saribung Pass.
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Explore the great big silence of Greenland.





It will just be you and the whispering wind, as you traverse mossy tundra beneath massive skies, ford glacial rivers and wade through fields of pom-pom cotton grass, past mirror-calm lakes, stone cairns knighted by bleached reindeer antlers and small sandy sweeps of beach. Your only visitors will be the occasional snow-white Arctic hare, grazing reindeer, shy amber-eyed Arctic foxes and the world’s fastest bird, the peregrine falcon, with its high-pitched cry.


Days are stripped of fast-paced decision making and instead blissfully simplified into breaking camp, walking and building camp. And what’s more, the trail is only open in summer, so you’ll experience near constant daylight. Breathe it all in. Indeed, freedom is such a natural part of life here that the Greenlanders don’t even have a word for it. It should also be added, your hiking bears purpose. International mining companies are moving in to excavate the island’s rich deposits of uranium, iron and platinum, but supporting tourism can help provide Greenlanders with a more sustainable future.
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The raw beauty of Philosopher Falls in Tasmania’s Tarkine wilderness.









Explore an ancient rainforest


TARKINE, TASMANIA, AUSTRALIA


THE LOWDOWN


How to do it: The international gateway to Tasmania is Hobart International Airport. From there, take an internal flight to Burnie/Wynyard Airport and hire a rental car (all the main companies have offices at the airport) and drive 50 minutes to Smithton, the main gateway to the region. The Tarkine is remote, so load your car with supplies and keep a note of where fuel stations are located.


Best time of year: Tasmania has a temperate climate meaning summers are mild and winters not overly cold. However, the Tarkine is the wettest area receiving on average 2,400mm (94.5in) of rainfall annually.


Tasmania’s wilderness offers a glimpse of a world that has hardly changed since dinosaurs roamed the Earth


Nestled in the far northwest of Tasmania, Tarkine is Australia’s largest tract of Gondwanan rainforest – a 180-million-year-old lost world filled with plant species that have been around since the island was connected to New Zealand, Papua New Guinea and Patagonia. Here, amid forests of tree ferns as tall as parasols, you could be the only person for miles. Pronounced ‘tar-kine’ to rhyme with ‘fine’, not ‘mean’, this forgotten landscape is not named on maps, but roughly falls within the area between Arthur River to the north, Pieman River to the south and the Murchison Highway to the east. It is a National Heritage site comprised of a jumble of myrtle, leatherwood and pine, clad in verdant mosses, lichens and liverworts; quivering plains of button grass; and rivers, caves and sandy beaches combed by wind-whipped waves. The habitats harbour many species of rare or endangered wildlife, such as the orange-bellied parrot and the only surviving wild population of Tasmanian devil. It is even whispered that Tasmanian tigers still stalk the Tarkine region: it was officially declared extinct in 1936 and yet this striped carnivorous marsupial, with an abdominal pouch like that of a kangaroo, is often the subject of (unproven) sightings.
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