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ON TRAVEL
Ramsay Short bemoans the lost art of travel as a 

character- and identity-building experience 

A recent look online at travel advice 
websites and social media revealed some 
fascinating insights into modern day 
travellers’ holidays, like: “The car park 
was a bit of a walk from the hotel”; “Good 
sized room but we were disappointed we 
didn’t have a bath, only a shower,” and 
“The tour guide didn’t let us stop for a 
cigarette break.”

Reading these it struck me that today 
there are few travellers but many tourists, 
ones who participate in a type of foreign 
travel that has ceased to be an activity 
and instead become a commodity. 

Is it perhaps because going abroad is today 
easy and relatively cheap? That when we 
travel we prefer to stay in brand name 
hotels where everything is the same, 
that we simply now engage in planned 
sightseeing, shopping and packaged tours 
that involve paying a company or a person 
to make sure nice things happen to us. 
And when it’s not nice, when the hotel 
isn’t up to scratch for example, we are 
disappointed and complain. Where then 
is the personal growth and independent 
experience in that? 

Before the late 20th century, and the 
current ease of getting away, travelling was 
expensive and typically uncomfortable. The 
majority who travelled did it out of purpose 
not simply for leisure. Those who could 
would undertake arduous trips over long 
distances, perhaps to study other places, 
or explore new species, and find new ways 
of thought, new ideas, different ways of life 
to their own. As Daniel J. Boorstin writes in 
The Image, “Great stirrings of the mind have 
frequently followed great ages of travel… 
Travel has been the universal catalyst. It 
has made men think faster, imagine larger, 
want more passionately. The returning 
traveller brings home disturbing ideas.” 
This is certainly what happened during the 
Enlightenment. 

Indeed whenever I go to a new city (or 
an  old) for work or to discover, one of the 
first things I do is get lost. Any town with 
a good marketplace is a perfect place to 
start, an invitation to wander off and drop 
into shops, bookstores, buildings you’d 
never have found if you hadn’t taken that 
wrong turn. Take Marrakesh, I’ve enjoyed 
more cups of mint tea from strangers in 
the souk wandering lost than I would if 
I’d stayed on the well-trodden path. Or 
Vietnam and India where I’ve travelled by 
buses over bumpy roads to destinations 
that never arrive because the driver’s 
taken a detour to his mum’s; or by train to 
random stations and had to wait for hours 
for connections that are forever delayed, 
before the station manager invites me 
to stay the night and eat supper with his 
family. 

Surely it’s better to be a traveller than 
a tourist, a spectator, staring out from 
a picture-book window at the natives, 
insulated from the landscape, the noise, 
the smells and the people, thinking about 
the ease of parking, the size of the hotel 
room and the convenience of the guide’s 
pit-stops? 

Ramsay Short blogs on travel @
hiketothemoon and hiketothemoon.com
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