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CHAPTER 5

How to Travel 

We began this project with the somewhat bold declara-
tion that “travel offers unparalleled opportunities for 

self-improvement and personal growth.” Then we spent four chap-
ters backing up this claim, hoping readers who liked what they heard 
about travel would be inspired and take to the road. If you are such 
a reader, then perhaps you will appreciate some advice on how to 
make the most of your journey. 

The Life Lessons of Travel 

But first let’s pause here for a moment to collect in one place the 
various conclusions regarding travel strewn about the previous 
chapters. Our aim in these pages was to answer the question we 
posed in our introduction: How does travel change the traveler? 
And here is what we have learned. 
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1. You realize the impact of place, of physical surroundings, 
on how people think and act, and you begin to understand 
how your own place has molded you. 

2. You accept that there are varieties of normal and that what 
is different need not be threatening. 

3. You learn how easy it is to misunderstand others and the 
folly of judging—and especially of acting—before you 
understand. 

4. You realize it is possible to understand what appears to be 
altogether foreign and that you need not fear what is merely 
different. 

5. In learning about another culture and worldview, you see 
your own culture and yourself in new ways. 

6. Your ethnocentrism comes under withering attack and 
begins to unravel; you acquire the capacity to grow. 

An embarrassment of riches, to be sure, but the truth is that 
travel, if done right, can actually deliver on these extravagant 
promises. You must observe closely, of course, with all your senses 
alert. But even then these marvelous results will not all appear 
immediately. The seeds of these realizations are certainly planted 
during the journey, as part of the encounter with difference, but 
they will mature at various rates. You will have some of the insights 
listed above while still abroad, others only after returning home, 
and still others may require more travels (and other experiences) 
before coming fully into their own. Some seeds may never develop 
beyond vague intuitions, while others will grow into conscious 
realizations. And there are numerous other variables that will 
determine in which ways and how profoundly you will be changed 
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by your journey. But one thing is certain: however important the 
soil and the water, without the seed there can be no plant. 

“Travel is an evolving experience,” Dan Kieran writes. “It’s 
tucked up there in your memory and when you need a bit of it, or a 
new perspective on something hidden within it, it will emerge into 
your conscious mind” (165). 

A Word about Language 

“It’s a funny thing; the French call it a couteau, the 
Germans call it a messer, but we call it a knife, which is 
after all what it really is.” 

Richard Jenkyns 
The Victorians and Ancient Greece 

Before we get to our advice, we have one more modest digres-
sion. Some readers may be wondering if we are assuming they 
know the local language when they travel. Rest assured we are not. 
While many people around the world, both travelers and locals, 
speak English (or at least some English), we recognize that most 
travelers are not able to speak the primary language of the coun-
tries they go to, and most natives likewise do not speak the trav-
eler’s mother tongue. Readers who subscribe completely to the 
logic of this book—especially to the need to uncover the foreign 
worldview, and who are accordingly keen to follow the guidance 
served up here—such readers may be forgiven for wondering 
what’s the use of all this advice if we can’t communicate with the 
natives? 
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To begin with, you don’t need to speak the local language to 
experience the place—all the sights, sounds, smells of a foreign 
country (chapter 2)—and you likewise don’t need the language to 
observe the behavior of the people (chapter 3). The problem comes 
with chapter 4 where the idea is to engage the local people in con-
versation to discover their values and beliefs, how they think, and 
why they behave the way they do. This requires probing beneath 
the surface, well beyond what can merely be observed; it requires 
talking and listening, two activities that depend almost entirely on 
knowing the local language. 

It’s possible to have these kinds of exchanges without knowing 
the local language, but such conversations and the relationships they 
lead to will necessarily be restricted to locals who speak English, usu-
ally as a second language. In most countries, these English-speaking 
individuals will belong to one or more subsets of the general popula-
tion, usually people who are better educated and those whose work 
involves considerable interaction with foreigners. While you may thus 
be somewhat limited as to the variety of locals you can talk to, there 
is no reason to assume that individuals from these two demographics 
cannot be insightful interlocutors. Indeed, well-educated informants 
are more likely to have traveled and may be especially astute observ-
ers of culture. “Abroad, the people you end up talking to are usually 
the people who speak English,” Thomas Swick has written, 

an ability that in most countries sets them apart from the 
general population. This is not a negative; it’s the citizens 
who stand outside the society—often creative, artistic 
types—who have the best perspective on it [and] who can 
teach you the most. (59) 
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If not knowing the local language limits the types of foreigners 
you can interact with, it need not in any way limit the quality of the 
exchanges. 

How to Travel 

The time has come to offer some advice on how to travel: a few sug-
gestions on how to execute your voyage so as to maximize your 
chances for personal growth and self-improvement. The careful 
reader will have seen much of this advice coming, emerging out of 
the analyses of how travel works its changes on the individual. But 
while much of the advice offered here can perhaps be inferred from 
earlier discussions, the time has come to be explicit. 

1. Travel alone. 

The greatest travellers travel alone. They may hire 
guides, porters, or camel-drivers; they may join cara-
vans or other groups of local people, either for safety, 
or for greater economy or to keep them company along 
the way; but they bring no fellow-countryman with 
them, believing—rightly—that such a companion 
would come between themselves and the land through 
which they are passing, cushioning them from its 
impact and, as it were, desensitising their antennae. 

John Julius Norwich 
A Taste for Travel 




