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A trek along Asia’s ‘hippie trail’ in 1972 led to Tony and Maureen Wheeler creating travel publisher Lonely Planet, and to the New York Times describing Tony as the ‘trailblazing patron saint of the world’s backpackers and adventure travelers’. Recently Tony has been involved with the Planet Wheeler Foundation’s international development work and the creation of Melbourne’s Wheeler Centre for Books, Writing and Ideas. He still travels a lot.
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To Maureen—who else would I travel with?









Distance




Everywhere is walking distance if you have the time.


Steven Wright, comedian and film producer





We are two-thirds of the way across the country when I turn on my pocket GPS and hold it up against the window.


‘Tracking Satellites’, the screen announces, and little bar graphs bounce up and down as it tries to find the four satellites it needs to tell me where I am. After a few minutes, four bars have turned solid and my GPS confirms exactly what the 747’s moving map has been telling me, it even agrees on the ground-speed figure, precisely 882 kilometres per hour.


I click on the nearest destinations and several waypoints, GPS jargon for the locations I entered into the device only a year ago, pop up on the screen. Since we’re crossing the country more or less from the south-east to the north-west, we have to intersect the route I took, and I’m looking for the place I named M of J. Sure enough, there it is, only 109 kilometres away, and travelling at 14 kilometres a minute we’re getting rapidly closer. At first it seems like we’re heading directly towards it, but then it’s clear we’re going to pass just a little bit to the east. We’re at 33 kilometres distance, 32, 31.9, 31.8 and then 31.9 again.


Of course, I am not only 31.9 horizontal kilometres from the Minaret of Jam, I am also 35 000 feet above it, and those 10 vertical kilometres make all the difference in the world. Sitting in my comfortable window seat, a glass of wine on my fold-out table, I could just as easily be 10 000 kilometres from Afghanistan, that gloriously spectacular country unfolding beneath me— mountainous, barren, with rivers tracing streaks of green down the valleys, and scratches of roads winding alongside them and sidling away to climb some mountain pass.


Thirty-five years earlier I’d first encountered that lonely minaret, with its Pisa-like lean, as a travel poster on the wall of a Herat hotel. I’d never heard of the Minaret of Jam, but that one picture was enough. I wanted to go there. A messy revolution, a Russian invasion, the chaotic, greedy, violent squabbles of assorted mujahedin (they were Russia’s enemies, so they must be our friends), the arrival of the Taliban and then 9/11 and its various aftermaths delayed my return trip for far too many years, but in the pre-dawn light of a May morning in 2006 my Toyota Hilux rolled out of Herat and headed due east. It felt curiously appropriate that in Afghanistan I was riding in the four-wheel drive regularly cited as the terrorist’s vehicle of choice, from Mogadishu to Mazar-e Sharif.


The first 150 kilometres through Obe and Chisht-e Sharif, with its graceful, decayed gumbad, were no problem, but then the road deteriorated and the vehicle Top Gear rates as near indestructible began to earn its reputation. It was less than 300 kilometres from Herat to the minaret, but the trip took fifteen hours, and we arrived after nightfall. I gratefully unrolled my sleeping bag on the floor of the guesthouse near the minaret, just 32 kilometres from where my 747 would pass over one year later.


Distance, it’s what travel is so often about. We may travel great distances, but the reality is that small physical distances can still mean huge separations. Afghanistan may be just 10 kilometres below me, but it’s still a world away. Back home I could drive 10 kilometres in less than ten minutes, but in our Airbus or Boeing we fly overhead while poverty, overcrowding, violence, wars see the unnoticed below us.


That gulf of separation has always intrigued me about travel. We can be so near, yet so far, and it isn’t only thin air beneath our wings that can separate us. Language can do the job just as well. We could be standing in the same room, breathing the same air, and yet be separated by an unbridgeable gap: we cannot communicate.


Or we cannot understand. Our beliefs, our fears, our concepts are so different that even communication cannot lead to understanding.


We travel for all sorts of reasons. It can be simple escape, a change from the working-week routine, a chance to get away from our problems, to forget everyday life.


Or it can be much more. We may travel in search of beauty. Music, art, writing, nature can all thrill us with their beauty, and so can travel. Who hasn’t been left open-mouthed in wonder by the splendour of something seen or experienced ‘on the road’?


It can be simply to satisfy an urge, a need to travel. We’ve been infected by wanderlust and the only way to scratch that itch is to go somewhere. It’s been a human condition from the earliest days—isn’t going walkabout an Australian term? Today, we have greater opportunities to satisfy that nomadic urge.


It can be the need to make the pulse beat faster, to live life a little on the edge. There is a subcategory of travel where you deliberately seek out the dangerous places; the government travel advisories are an attraction rather than a warning.


And having travelled everywhere, there’s the simple pleasure of coming home. Nothing makes home as sweet as being away from it.


Whatever the reasons for travel, it’s the thing that puts us in the same room, puts us in contact, helps us to bridge the gap, and to build the understanding that only travel can bring. We do so much of it, we jump on so many planes, sleep in so many hotel rooms, eat so many restaurant meals, that travel and tourism have become the biggest single component of the world’s economy. The World Travel & Tourism Council estimates that, including direct and indirect factors, it accounts for nearly 10 per cent of the world’s GDP, that one in every twelve jobs on earth is travel related.


Of course, travel has its downside—you don’t do so much of anything without doing some damage somewhere—but I firmly believe that, overall, the effects are positive. In so many places, the travel business brings increased prosperity, and usually it’s prosperity that brings peace—the world’s most unstable places are the most poverty-stricken.
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