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Foreword

By the time I finished my editorial work on this year’s edition of Best American Travel Writing—about five weeks into my state’s mandatory stay-at-home order—I’d had plenty of time to think about the future of the form. During the first few weeks of lockdown, I was invited on to a podcast with several other travel writers to discuss our predictions. With gloom and doom, I speculated about magazines suspending publication, compared this to how travel had “irrevocably” changed after 9/11, and declared that this was “the extinction event” for a certain type of travel publishing. To be honest, I had no more idea of what might happen than anyone else, and I still don’t. But I held forth anyway, and I am aware that whatever I write here in the spring of 2020 may seem naive, hysterical, or wildly inaccurate by the fall, when the anthology is published, never mind a year or five from now.

Otherwise, I have whiled away the days in isolation thinking a lot about oddly divergent (and convergent) things: Iceland, Robert Byron’s classic travel book The Road to Oxiana, and the pond across from my home in New Jersey—where an alligator, according to local legend, may or may not live.

My musings on Iceland were spurred, no doubt, by the fact that two of the most noteworthy pieces in this year’s anthology deal with that country: Lacy Johnson’s moving piece on “How to Mourn a Glacier” in this time of climate change, and Kyle Chayka’s “My Own Private Iceland,” about its current state of overtourism. In Chayka’s piece, he argues for “inauthentic” travel, suggesting that “when a destination is deemed dead might be the best time to go there, as the most accurate reflection of our impure world” and declares that “the less authentic an experience was supposed to be in Iceland, the more fun I had and the more aware I was of the consequences of 21st century travel.”

While an excellent, funny, and insightful meditation on the current state of travel, Chayka’s piece also made me incredibly sad and yearning for an era of my own past, my own private Iceland of the late 1990s and early 2000s. I spent a lot of time in Iceland then, living for short periods in Reykjavík, and traveling the island extensively.

It would be misleading and disingenuous to call this pre-Instagram time “authentic,” though when I first arrived there, lots of Icelanders still believed in elves, there was no gourmet coffee, and it was not uncommon to see Björk at a hot-dog stand or to catch her doing a late-night guest-DJ set. I remember being so taken by Icelandic moss—so prevalent and vivid, so many varieties and hues—that I foolishly smuggled a few samples back into the United States (pre-TSA) to try to grow in my yard. This feels like another lifetime.

Back then, when you traveled around the Icelandic countryside, you didn’t need to book in advance for a hotel. Airbnb did not exist. In the summers, one of the cheapest places to stay was in the dorms of the secondary schools, emptied for vacation, which cost slightly less if you brought your own sheets and pillowcases. The tiny towns at the end of ice-blue fjords were pungent with the smell of fish factories, and, besides the working port, consisted only of a community geothermal swimming pool, a few shops, an Esso station that doubled as a bakery, café, and hot-dog stand, and a chain restaurant called Pizza 67 that specialized in “Hawaii” pizza, with pineapple and ham.

I once visited the Herring Era Museum in the northern village of Siglufjördur, dedicated to the booming early-20th-century herring industry, which eventually went bust from overfishing. I spent an afternoon there chatting with one of the museum docents, a young blonde woman dressed in a flannel shirt and big rubber boots, what the so-called herring girls wore during the boom when they spent all day packing salted fish into barrels. I was so taken by all the nostalgia that I enthusiastically accepted the Herring Girl’s invitation to go hiking after her shift. We climbed to a waterfall high above the fjord, picked purple wildflowers, then swam in a hot spring.

She laughed hysterically when I asked if she believed in elves. As she removed her work costume and slid into the steaming water, she showed me her tattoo of Tupac Shakur and cursed being trapped in this tiny remote town. She wanted nothing more than to move to Reykjavík as soon as possible, dye her hair black, and find work in a fashion boutique or a cocktail bar. Chasing authenticity in travel has always been slippery—a Gordian knot, a nesting doll, an onion.

 


I’ve been thinking a lot about the strange travel books that British writers produced in the decades between the two world wars. A time of serious upheaval and disruption to travel—a complete breakdown of what had been the narrative of journeying. The great travel writing of that era, books such as D. H. Lawrence’s Sea and Sardinia, Graham Greene’s Journey Without Maps, or Rebecca West’s Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, began to explore new forms. The itineraries, trips to Italy or Africa or the Balkans, were similar to previous generations’, but the writers began employing modernist techniques borrowed from fiction and poetry: fragmentation, collage, juxtaposition, dialogue-driven scenes. This was a period when, as the critic Paul Fussell says, “writing travel books was not at all considered incompatible with a serious literary career.”

One of the strangest books of this era is Robert Byron’s The Road to Oxiana. “What Ulysses is to the novel between the wars and what The Waste Land is to poetry, The Road to Oxiana is to the travel book,” said Fussell. Bruce Chatwin called it a “masterpiece.” It’s ostensibly a travelogue about Islamic architecture, charting a course across the Middle East, Afghanistan, and Iran. But the book quickly veers into a wild stew of diary entries, mini-essays and rants on politics and art history, twenty comic dialogues (almost playlets), news clippings, and fragmented notes. At some points, the book feels almost unhinged, and may or may not glide into fiction. Tom Bissell once described The Road to Oxiana as “reportage and analysis, travelogue and autobiography, fiction and nonfiction. It did not happen, but it did.” It’s no wonder that The Road to Oxiana was held up as a “sacred text” by writers like Chatwin as, during the 1980s, travel writing once again went through a revolution of form.

In the months that have passed since my pessimistic podcast appearance, I’ve had a change of heart about the future of travel writing. Of course it will survive, as it has before, even if the publishing models radically change. Travel writers, once again, will embrace new forms, experiment, borrow from other genres, and find novel approaches. Many people have also suggested that, once we’re free from lockdown, more modest domestic or local travel, rather than exotic foreign adventures, will take center stage. They say narratives about home might become significant and popular. Perhaps.

When I think of local travel, I think of Hopkins Pond, a small body of water in the wooded park near my home in Haddonfield, New Jersey. The park is not very well maintained by the county, but on sunny days it’s still beautiful. I often take long walks there around the edge of the pond, where I’ll encounter a handful of people fishing, joggers, or families riding bikes. In most ways, it’s a completely typical suburban recreational area.

Not far from Hopkins Pond is the place where the world’s first complete dinosaur skeleton was discovered in 1858. A National Historic Site plaque marks the spot. They named it the Hadrosaurus, but in Haddonfield it now goes by the nickname Haddy. When they dug up Haddy’s bones, the Victorian media of the era went into a frenzy with the discovery of a true-to-life monster, and journalists from all over the world came to Haddonfield. I’ve always loved this part of our town history.

A century and a half later there was another discovery, accompanied by a minor panic, when my neighbors and a local policeman spotted what they thought was an alligator swimming in the water of the lake. I very much welcomed the excitement of a large reptile living across the street in my neighborhood pond. I was hopeful that a little exotic danger and intrigue might find its way into what is normally a quiet town.

The alligator was estimated to be around four feet long, and when a police sergeant arrived on the scene, he saw the reptile feasting on a goose. For a few days, our woods were roped off with yellow tape, and TV news helicopters hovered overhead. A sign by my son’s school read PLEASE JOIN OUR EFFORTS IN KEEPING OUR CHILDREN AWAY FROM THE AREA UNTIL IT IS SAFE. A guy from the Philadelphia Zoo was quoted in the newspaper as saying, “It’s not going to go rampaging through neighborhoods, but I would not take my teacup poodle on a walk around that pond.”

I had hoped our alligator in Hopkins Pond would take up permanent, mysterious residence, and that it might grow from four feet into a real monster. After all, right around the same time, in Los Angeles’s Lake Machado, there were sightings of an elusive alligator named Reggie. By the time the city caught Reggie, he was over eight feet long. But Hopkins Pond was not Los Angeles. After those initial sightings in our pond, whatever reptile had been seen simply disappeared. A year went by without any sightings, then longer. The freezing winters surely would have killed an alligator, people said. After a few years, most people figured the story of the Hopkins Pond alligator was simply make-believe. The local police began characterizing the alligator sighting as “unfounded.” About five years after our alligator sighting in Hopkins Pond, there was finally another, a few miles away in the Cooper River. This reptile, too, was said to be four feet long. It made me happy to think that our gator had perhaps survived the cold winters and made it to a larger body of water. They never caught the reptile in Cooper River, either. And no one ever saw it again.

It had been some time since I’d thought about our local reptiles, but during lockdown the only “travel” I’d really been doing was a daily walk around the pond. Early spring buds, ducks, our boring New Jersey, non-Icelandic moss. Of course, I was keeping my eyes peeled for any hints that our alligator still exists.

It occurred to me that I could write a travel article about the pond. And that’s what I intended to do: to take some notes on my next walk, do some reportage. Then, a few days later, the governor of New Jersey shut down the parks. For the moment, the only travel essay I could write about Hopkins Pond would have to exist in the same nostalgic space as Iceland or Oxiana.

On my short-lived local nature walks, it struck me that Robert Macfarlane, who over the past decade has reinvented and reinvigorated nature writing (travel writing’s close cousin), was the perfect person to have worked with as guest editor on this year’s anthology. He’s already thought deeply about challenging form in writing about place (and of moss).

In The Old Ways, Macfarlane insists that too often we only think of landscapes as affecting us when we are in them. “But,” he writes, “there are also the landscapes we bear with us in absentia, those places that live on in memory long after they have withdrawn in actuality, and such places—retreated to most often when we are most remote from them—are among the most important landscapes we possess.”

Being forced to stay at home in isolation might be the ultimate in so-called inauthentic travel. Yet it offers a frighteningly accurate reflection of our world and the consequences of journeying in it. Now that I sit with the nostalgia of the pre-pandemic places I once loved to visit, perhaps those landscapes I carry inside will become the only authenticity worth exploring.

 


The stories included here are, as always, selected from among dozens of pieces in dozens of diverse publications—from mainstream glossies to cutting-edge websites to Sunday newspaper travel sections to literary journals to niche magazines. I’ve done my best to be fair and representative, and in my opinion the best travel stories from 2019 were forwarded to Robert Macfarlane, who made our final selections. I’m grateful to Alicia Kennedy for her essential assistance with this year’s collection, as well as to Jessica Vestuto and Nicole Angeloro at Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

I now begin anew by reading the travel stories published in 2020. As I have for years, I am asking editors and writers to submit the best of whatever it is they define as travel writing—the wider the better. These submissions must be nonfiction, and published in the United States during the 2020 calendar year. They must not be reprints or excerpts from published books. They must include the author’s name, date of publication, and publication name, and must be tear sheets, the complete publication, or a clear photocopy of the piece as it originally appeared. I must receive all submissions by January 1, 2021, in order to ensure full consideration for the next collection.

Further, publications that want to make certain their contributions will be considered for the next edition should make sure to include this anthology on their subscription list. Submissions or subscriptions should be sent to: Jason Wilson, Best American Travel Writing, 230 Kings Highway East, Suite 192, Haddonfield, NJ 08033.

 


  Jason Wilson



Introduction

I write from a world in which travel has stopped. Around half of the planet’s population is presently under lockdown. Apartment block doors are welded shut. Police set checkpoints on major roads. National borders have closed. We find ourselves trapped within concentric confinements: home, city, region, nation. During this state of exception, we shelter in place.

Place itself is changing around us, though. Cities, neighborhoods, and landscapes have become defamiliarized to the point of unrecognizability. Central Park is crammed with white tents—scores of marquees have sprung up almost overnight, like a riot of mushrooms after spring rain. From a distance, out of context, it looks like a medieval jousting tournament or a music festival. But it’s a field hospital. This isn’t a world’s fair come to New York, it’s a world war. California’s highways are a location-scout’s dream for a romantic road movie or a zombie apocalypse: scarcely a car in sight, the motels standing empty.

Not all the changes are grim. Blue spring skies can now be seen above Delhi, London, Wuhan: clear of contrail graffiti, the cauls of smog thinned almost to nothing. Birdsong is newly bright on the ear, unmasked by the absence of traffic noise. A friend calls from southwest London, where she lives under the Heathrow flight-path and wakes usually to the roar of the first planes. I’ve never really heard the dawn chorus before! Is it always like this? Yes, I say, I think it probably is. You live in a wildwood of a megacity, with a tree for almost every one of its nine million or so citizens . . .

Setting down these sentences, I’ve found myself flickering in and out of disbelief. They fall from the mind of a dystopian novelist, surely, not a travel writer. But no, these are the realities of the time. Even the cosmopolitan world-traveler—passport a collage of customs stamps and visa stickers—is suddenly grounded. Meanwhile the virus probes hairline cracks in global systems, finding most victims among the most vulnerable. If the long biopolitical history of pandemics has taught us one easily memorable but frequently forgotten thing, it is the falsity of oratorical generalizations about how disease does not discriminate. Inequality is a comorbidity. Environmental degradation and public health justice are inseparable. In New York, the COVID-19 death-distribution map echoes poverty and deprivation maps of the same districts. In Gaza, where there are 40 ICU beds and 56 ventilators for two million people who live in a permanent confinement, the virus will rip killingly through the population in coming weeks. These outcomes aren’t indiscriminate tolls, they’re tracings of power.

Travel has stopped, but writing, reading, and dreaming about travel have not—they’ve surged. Lockdown has triggered a greed for what cannot now be done as we restlessly pace our cages. People’s bodies are anchored, so they journey in imagination and memory. We have all become versions of Xavier de Maistre, the 18th-century aristocrat, soldier, and author who wrote Voyage au-tour de ma chambre (Voyage Around My Room [1794]), when confined to his room in Turin for six weeks after being arrested for his part in a duel. “When I travel through my room, I rarely follow a straight line: I go from the table towards a picture hanging in a corner; from there, I set out obliquely towards the door . . .”

On Twitter and Instagram, millions ransack their image-archives to post photographs of where they have been, and where they will go when This Is All Over. New online communities have spontaneously self-generated, celebrating and documenting journeys no one can now make. A young Indian naturalist, Yuvan Aves, takes his Instagram followers on “guided walks” of the Chennai coastline each day, stopping at landmarks, documenting the birdlife and sea-life of the coast, the shells and cephalopods cast up in the wrack-line: all of this done from memory and pre-taken photographs. A British writer, Julian Hoffman, who lives in the Prespa Lakes region of southern Europe, where three national borders (Greece, Albania, North Macedonia) converge, has turned his social media feeds into unfolding natural-historical deep maps of his remarkable home-landscape.

I miss two things most in lockdown: my parents and the mountains. I live in Cambridgeshire, a region of Fens, a county so flat—as the old joke goes—that you could fax it. A county so flat (Bill Bryson’s quip, this) that you can stand on a chair and see into Norfolk, the next-door county. There are two chalk hills a mile or so from my suburban home, which rise to the dizzying heights of 76 meters above sea level: that’s as Alpine as it gets round here. So when lockdown began I decided to find a way to travel to the mountains without leaving home. I set up a book group on Twitter to read Nan Shepherd’s slender masterpiece The Living Mountain, written in the 1940s—at another time of world crisis—but not published until 1977. Thousands of people from more than 30 countries joined the group, and over the course of three weeks we walked virtually together “into” both Shepherd’s prose and the Cairngorm Mountains of northeast Scotland where it is set. As I write, we’re still walking. Thousands of comments, replies, memories, photographs, and creative responses have been posted by the community. A nurse wrote to tell me that after coming back from 14-hour shifts in intensive care on a COVID ward she would log on to join the journey, finding it allowed her to escape temporarily from the horrors of the front line. Is this travel, and travel writing, though no one has moved anywhere? It is to me, for now at least.

 


I chose the pieces gathered in this anthology in February 2020, back in a former world. In those weeks, the novel coronavirus was—to most outside East Asia at least—a distant storm, squalling somewhere over southern China. We’d known such things before: SARS, MERS, H1N1. . . . It would be contained elsewhere, affect other lives. As we now know, what we experienced then as calmness was in fact the drawing back of the ocean that precedes the tsunami.

On what I recall as the last normal day—the last day before futures began to foreclose, the last day when you could go for hours without mentioning or even thinking of the virus—I traveled with my graduate students on a field trip to Orford Ness, one of the eeriest landscapes I know. The Ness, as it’s usually called, is a 12-mile-long shingle spit off the coast of the county of Suffolk, in the east of England. For seven decades in the 20th century, it was used as a weapons testing site by British and American states: initially for “lethality and vulnerability” testing of conventional ballistics during World Wars I and II, and then for the “stress testing” of nuclear weapons, especially their detonators, during the Cold War. You get across to the Ness by boat, and though I’ve been there more than 20 times in the last 15 years, it still feels like a border crossing: from the chocolate-box English coastal village of Orford to the secret shadow-world of the Ness, where crumbling ferroconcrete laboratories stand as relics of a globalized geography of ultraviolence.

That day, my students and I jokingly referred to the field trip as a “journey to the Terminal Beach.” Certainly it felt as if we had entered a short story by J. G. Ballard, or been signed up as extras in Andrei Tarkovsky’s film Stalker. W. G. Sebald writes of Orford Ness in his masterpiece of “long-distance mental travel,” The Rings of Saturn (1995), and evokes these slippages of time and space: “Where and in what time I truly was that day at Orfordness,” says his narrator, “I cannot say, even now as I write these words.” We returned from the Ness similarly disoriented—and woke up the next morning to a transformed world: lockdown preparations underway, stock-market graphs like falling Himalayan ridgelines, travelers desperately scrambling home from holidays and business trips.

So to read the pieces gathered in this volume now is to experience a peculiar kind of double vision: to be struck again by their individual excellence and by their diversity as a gathered group, but also to see many of them anew in light of the convulsions the world has undergone since my first encounter with them. Revisiting Heidi Julavits’s “What I Learned in Avalanche School,” for instance, I understood it in part as a prescient meditation on prescience: a long exploration of how to read and heed warning signs in order to foretell and thus forestall a possible future catastrophe. Kyle Chayka’s “My Own Private Iceland” reads as uncannily premonitory of the forms of virtualized and disembodied travel that have proliferated under lockdown. Chayka—a Baudrillard for the 21st century, but far funnier—explores “overtourism” in Iceland. Much of that small country has become a version of what Don DeLillo parodied in White Noise (1984) as “the most photographed barn in America”: a location whose self-generating layers of mediation have become its identity, smothering whatever “real” place might once have existed there. Much of what Chakya lovingly skewers here—the mass consumption and exhaustion of destinations, the prioritization of “engagement over originality”—is likely to be collapsed, at least temporarily, by coronavirus, even as the “simulations and the fictions” he describes are thickened by it.

I must stop. I run the risk of COVID-izing everything; a symptomatic side-effect of the pandemic. There was life before this virus and there will be life after, even if future global historians will divide 21st-century history into the eras of BC, DC, and AC: before coronavirus, during coronavirus, and after coronavirus. There are other crises burning on, crises that preceded this pandemic and that will outlast it, from the “slow violence”—in Rob Nixon’s durable phrase—of climate change, to the everyday sufferings of migrants, refugees, and other immiserated groups. These crises are recognized in this collection too, and by diverse voices. I think here of Jackie Bryant’s brief “Life, Death, and the Border Patrol,” about kindness and distress on the Mexican-American border; Paul Salopek’s dispatches from his epic walk in the footsteps of restless humanity; Lacy Johnson’s profound discussion of what it might mean to “mourn a glacier,” at a time when we are “witnessing geological time collapse on a human scale”; Mojgan Ghazirad’s journey to Iran, recording and evoking the damage US sanctions have brought to everyday life there; Ken Budd asking hard questions about how best to do good far from home, when volunteering in a Kenyan orphanage; Emmanuel Iduma’s experimental, Barthesian letter to a stranger; and Emily Raboteau’s brilliant “Climate Signs,” which may travel no farther in space than the five boroughs of New York, but is planetary in terms of its attempt “to grasp the effects of global warming on the place where we live.”

Other themes and threads bind these pieces together, and one of them is lostness. This finds its strongest expression in Molly McCully Brown’s extraordinary account of feeling “always lost,” due in part to the oxygen deprivation she suffered at birth, which injured the neural structures that allow orientation. Brown cannot find her way alone to the banks of a river half a mile away from her home, despite having made the journey many times with help; she can’t make a voyage to the end of her room without crashing into furniture. Reading her work reminded me of the etymology of the word “travel,” from the Latin trepalium, meaning “a three-pronged instrument of torment.” Despite or because of the challenges she faces, Brown is a compulsive traveler: “Constant motion camouflages the extent to which I’m alien even to myself.” Her essay intertwines in arresting ways with Fred Bahnson’s account of foot-stepping the American mystic Thomas Merton along the Californian coast, to his monastic retreat among “immense silent redwoods.” Bahnson’s own journey itself braids with Merton’s, and provokes Bahnson to open his own heart to himself in surprising ways. The essay asks hard questions for hard times: “Can we redeem the desire to run from and turn it into a desire to run toward? If so, toward what?” and—Merton’s, this—“What can we gain by sailing to the moon if we are not able to cross the abyss that separates us from ourselves?” I recalled that line when reading Yiyun Li’s heartbreaking meditation on travel in the aftermath of her son’s suicide. Her essay exists in that “abyss,” even explores the possibility of making it a long-term dwelling-place. “I repeatedly found myself disoriented,” she writes; like Brown, but for different reasons, Li discovers that finding herself has become near impossible.

“Perhaps all places—landlocked or surrounded by water—are islands,” writes Li. In Welsh, “self-isolation” translates as hunan ynysu, meaning literally “self-islanding.” We are all living on islands right now, waving across the water to one another in fear and love. At such moments literature realizes urgent new versions of its old powers: carrying hope, creating connections, transporting readers to other-worlds, and imagining alternative presents and alternative futures. The COVID-19 crisis has taken many things from us, but it has also reminded people about what they value most, and for many whom I know, writing—perhaps especially travel writing—has been a vital part of this reckoning.

 


Our word “quarantine” is from the early-modern Venetian term quarantena, meaning “40 days”; the length of time a ship needed to remain isolated before its crew and passengers would be allowed to disembark during the Black Death epidemics of the 14th and 15th centuries. An old practice, then, repurposed for a globalized contemporary world. What will travel look like by the time the coronavirus outbreak has been brought under control globally? What will it look like by the time people read this introduction for the first time, in November of 2020? One certain consequence will be the severe tightening of restrictions on freedoms of movement. Tough extra layers of bureaucracy will be introduced. Forehead scanners will join passport scanners at immigration controls. Travelers will fear quarantine upon arrival in a foreign country, so will travel far less. The World Tourism Organization counted 1.4 billion international tourists in 2018, and predicted—before coronavirus—1.8 billion by 2030. That rise will not now happen, thankfully.

For travel writing, coronavirus will lead to a cinching of the curtilage. Those easefully epic journeys, when a travel desk might commission a writer to switch hemispheres for a week or a weekend, will diminish (desirably so, to my mind). Travel writing will tend toward the deep rather than the wide; new localisms and regionalisms will emerge, new forms of attention and description will be required, and encounters with difference and otherness will often occur a few dozen or hundred miles, rather than several thousand, from one’s own home. Many travel writers will likely become—to borrow a phrase used of my friend Roger Deakin, whose classic book Waterlog (1999) involved him swimming through Britain, via its rivers, lakes, lochs, and streams—“explorers of the undiscovered country of the nearby.”

In this respect, the coronavirus crisis might be seen to stand as the mirror-point to a crisis experienced by travel writing half a century ago, brought about then by the newly widespread availability of international air travel. In the course of the 1970s, flight became increasingly affordable, and globalization was starting to standardize even far-flung places. Tourism was just beginning its metamorphosis into, in Chayka’s phrase, “not a localized phenomenon . . . but an omnipresent condition, like climate change or the internet.” This posed complex challenges for what might be called Anglophone travel-writing’s regrettable late-imperial mode, whereby the discovery of terra incognita was the default aim, and the heroic male adventurer the default protagonist. How was the “other” to be encountered when the world was so swiftly becoming self-similar? How was adventure to be performed upon such a crowded stage? In 1984 Susan Sontag famously diagnosed the problem as fatal to the form, declaring travel writing to have become a “literature of disappointment,” unable—like the empires that had produced it—to come to terms with its dwindling domain and diminished responsibilities. Sontag was wrong, though. The crisis of territory didn’t kill travel writing, it revolutionized it. Travel writing was in dire need of both decolonization and redirection, and the best writers rose to the challenge by seeking not originality of destination, but originality of form and sensitivity of encounter.

That earlier crisis was a function of travel’s drastic expansion; the COVID crisis will result in travel’s drastic contraction. In the past few locked-down weeks, as I make my voyages to the end of my small suburban garden and back, I have found myself thinking several times of Robin Wall Kimmerer’s remarks in her beautiful book of (among many other things) microtravel, Gathering Moss. “Mosses and other small beings issue an invitation to dwell for a time right at the limits of ordinary perception,” she writes there. “All it requires of us is attentiveness. Look in a certain way and a whole new world can be revealed.” In the months and years ahead, we will all need to learn to become better at seeing moss.

 


  Robert Macfarlane




  SAM ANDERSON


Rick Steves Wants to Set You Free

FROM The New York Times Magazine
 
Rick Steves can tell you how to avoid having your pocket picked on the subway in Istanbul. He can tell you where to buy cookies from cloistered Spanish nuns on a hilltop in Andalusia. He can tell you approximately what percentage of Russia’s gross domestic product comes from bribery. He can teach you the magic idiom that unlocks perfectly complementary gelato flavors in Florence (“What marries well?”).

But Rick Steves does not know his way around New York City.

“In the Western Hemisphere,” Steves told me one afternoon last March, “I am a terrible traveler.”

We were, at that moment, very much inside the Western Hemisphere, 4,000 miles west of Rome, inching through Manhattan in a hired black car. Steves was in the middle of a grueling speaking tour of the United States: 21 cities in 34 days. New York was stop No. 17. He had just flown in from Pittsburgh, where he had spent less than 24 hours, and he would soon be off to Los Angeles, Denver, and Dallas. In his brief windows of downtime, Steves did not go out searching for quaint restaurants or architectural treasures. He sat alone in his hotel rooms, clacking away on his laptop, working on new projects. His whole world, for the time being, had been reduced to a concrete blur of airports, hotels, lecture halls, and media appearances.

In this town car, however, rolling through Midtown, Steves was brimming with delight. He was between a TV interview at the New York Stock Exchange and a podcast at CBS, and he seemed as enchanted by all the big-city bustle as the most wide-eyed tourist.

“Look at all the buildings!” he exclaimed. “There’s so much energy! Man, oh, man!”

A woman crossed the street pushing two Yorkies in a stroller.

“How cute!” Steves shouted.

The town car crawled toward a shabby metal hulk spanning the East River.

“Wow!” Steves said. “Is that the Brooklyn Bridge?”

It was almost the opposite of the Brooklyn Bridge. The Brooklyn Bridge is one of the most recognizable structures in the world: a stretched stone cathedral. This was its unloved upriver cousin, a tangle of discolored metal, vibrating with cars, perpetually under construction. The driver told Steves that it was the Ed Koch Queensboro Bridge—or, as most New Yorkers still thought of it, the 59th Street Bridge.

This revelation only increased Steves’s wonder.

“The Fifty-Ninth Street Bridge!” he said. “That’s one of my favorite songs!”

With buoyant enthusiasm, Steves started to sing Simon and Garfunkel’s classic 1966 tune “The 59th Street Bridge Song (Feelin’ Groovy),” a skippy tune about slowing down and taking your time and enjoying yourself. 

“Just—kickin’ down the cobblestones,” he sang.

The car hit traffic and lurched to a stop. Steves paused to scan the street outside. “Where are the cobblestones?” he asked. Then he refocused. He finished the song with a flourish: “Lookin’ for fun and feelin’—GROOOVYYYYYY!”

There was a silence in the car.

“Can you imagine those two guys walking around right here?” Steves said. “Just feeling groovy? Gosh, that’s cool.”

Steves pulled out his phone and, for his online fans, recorded a video of himself singing “The 59th Street Bridge Song (Feelin’ Groovy).”

“It’s fun to be in New York City,” he signed off. “Happy travels!”

There was another silence in the car, this one longer.

“You know,” the driver said finally, “you’re not very different than you are on your show.”

This was correct. The driver was referring to Steves’s long-running, widely syndicated, family-friendly public-television travel series Rick Steves’ Europe, on which Steves is a joyful and jaunty host, all eager-beaver smiles and expressive head tilts. With a backpack over one shoulder and a hand tucked into his pocket, Steves gushes poetically about England’s Lake District (“a lush land steeped in a rich brew of history, culture, and nature”), and Erfurt, Germany (“this half-timbered medieval town with a shallow river gurgling through its center”), and Istanbul (“this sprawling metropolis on the Bosporus”), and Lisbon (“like San Francisco, but older and grittier and less expensive”). He reclines jauntily atop the cliffs of Dover and is vigorously scrubbed in a Turkish bath. The show has aired now for nearly 20 years, and in that time, among travelers, Steves has established himself as one of the legendary PBS superdorks—right there in the pantheon with Mr. Rogers, Bob Ross, and Big Bird. Like them, Steves is a gentle soul who wants to help you feel at home in the world. Like them, he seems miraculously untouched by the need to look cool, which of course makes him sneakily cool. To the aspiring traveler, Steves is as inspirational as Julia Child once was to the aspiring home chef.

Eventually, Steves’s busy New York day ended on the Upper East Side, where he was scheduled to give a talk at a Barnes & Noble. As we drove to the event, Steves confessed that he wasn’t sure what kind of crowd he would get. You never knew exactly where his Rickniks (as the hard-core fans call themselves) would materialize en masse. Some Steves appearances were mobbed; others were sparse. His appeal is slightly cultish. For every Ricknik out in the world, a large contingent of average people have no idea who he is.

I was mildly skeptical about Steves’s drawing power in New York. It was hard to imagine a bunch of cynical, worldly, urban, polyglot, multicultural East Coast sophisticates—people who probably vacationed at deconsecrated eco-hostels in Oman or Madagascar—getting excited about public television’s reigning expert on Europe.

We arrived, however, to find the bookstore overflowing. A solid wave of applause met Steves at the door. Fans had been pouring in, the organizer told us, for two solid hours. People sat in the aisles and stood in the back. Some wore T-shirts and hats bearing the Rick Steves slogan: “Keep on Travelin’.” The crowd’s body heat overwhelmed the building’s climate control.

I noticed a group of hipster 20-somethings standing near the back, and at first I assumed they had all come sarcastically. But as Steves began to speak, they grinned and laughed with absolute earnestness. Everyone here was, apparently, a superfan. At one point, Steves showed a slide of tourists swimming in a sunny French river underneath a Roman aqueduct, and the whole crowd gasped. When he mentioned that his website featured a special video devoted to packing light for women, a woman in the crowd actually pumped her fist.

At the end of his talk, Steves offered to sign books—but not in the traditional way. There were too many people for a signing table, he said, and anyway, single-file lines were always inefficient. (This is one of his travel credos: avoid waiting in line.) Instead of sitting down, Steves walked out into the center of the room and invited everyone to open their books and surround him. He pulled out a Sharpie. And then he started to spin. Steves held out his pen and signed book after book after book, fluidly, on the move, smiling as the crowd pressed in. “We went to Portugal on our honeymoon,” a man shouted. “How romantic!” Steves answered, still spinning. A woman asked him where to celebrate Christmas in Europe. Steves, in midrotation, still signing furiously, told her that he had made a whole special about precisely that question and that it was available free on his website. “Keep on travelin’, Rick!” someone shouted. “Keep on travelin’!” Steves shouted back. As he spun, Steves thanked everyone and gave quick, off-the-cuff advice. In an astonishingly short time, he had signed every book. The people were satisfied. The crowd thinned. Steves finally came to a stop.

 


Rick Steves is absolutely American. He wears jeans every single day. He drinks frozen orange juice from a can. He likes his hash browns burned, his coffee extra hot. He dislikes most fancy restaurants; when he’s on the road, he prefers to buy a foot-long Subway sandwich and split it between lunch and dinner. He has a great spontaneous honk of a laugh—it bursts out of him, when he is truly delighted, with the sharpness of a firecracker on the Fourth of July. Steves is so completely American that when you stop to really look at his name, you realize it’s just the name Rick followed by the plural of Steve—that he is a one-man crowd of absolutely regular everyday American guys: one Rick, many Steves. Although Steves spends nearly half his life traveling, he insists, passionately, that he would never live anywhere but the United States—and you know when he says it that this is absolutely true. In fact, Steves still lives in the small Seattle suburb where he grew up, and every morning he walks to work on the same block, downtown, where his parents owned a piano store 50 years ago. On Sundays, Steves wears his jeans to church, where he plays the congas, with great arm-pumping spirit, in the inspirational soft-rock band that serenades the congregation before the service starts, and then he sits down and sings classic Lutheran hymns without even needing to refer to the hymnal. Although Steves has published many foreign-language phrase books, the only language he speaks fluently is English. He built his business in America, raised his kids in America, and gives frequent loving paeans to the glories of American life.

And yet: Rick Steves desperately wants you to leave America. The tiniest exposure to the outside world, he believes, will change your entire life. Travel, Steves likes to say, “wallops your ethnocentricity” and “carbonates your experience” and “rearranges your cultural furniture.” Like sealed windows on a hot day, a nation’s borders can be stultifying. Steves wants to crack them open, to let humanity’s breezes circulate. The more rootedly American you are, the more Rick Steves wants this for you. If you have never had a passport, if you are afraid of the world, if your family would prefer to vacation exclusively at Walt Disney World, if you worry that foreigners are rude and predatory and prone to violence or at least that their food will give you diarrhea, then Steves wants you—especially you—to go to Europe. Then he wants you to go beyond. (For a majority of his audience, Steves says, “Europe is the wading pool for world exploration.”) Perhaps, like him, you will need large headphones and half a tab of Ambien to properly relax on the flight, but Steves wants you to know that it will be worth it. He wants you to stand and make little moaning sounds on a cobblestone street the first time you taste authentic Italian gelato—flavors so pure they seem like the primordial essence of peach or melon or pistachio or rice distilled into molecules and stirred directly into your own molecules. He wants you to hike on a dirt path along a cliff over the almost-too-blue Mediterranean, with villages and vineyards spilling down the rugged mountains above you. He wants you to arrive at the Parthenon at dusk, just before it closes, when all the tour groups are loading back onto their cruise ships, so that you have the whole place to yourself and can stand there feeling like a private witness to the birth, and then the ruination, of Western civilization.

Steves wants you to go to Europe for as long as you can afford to, and he also wants to help you afford it. (Much of his guru energy is focused on cutting costs.) He wants you to go as many times as possible, and while you’re there, he wants you to get way down deep into the culture, to eat with locals in the teeming markets, to make a sympathetic fool of yourself, to get entirely lost in your lack of America.

Out of this paradoxical desire—the enlightenment of Americans through their extraction from America—Steves has built his quirky travel empire. His guidebooks, which started as hand-typed and photocopied information packets for his scraggly 1970s tour groups, now dominate the American market; their distinctive blue-and-yellow spines brighten the travel sections of bookstores everywhere. Steves is less interested in reaching sophisticated travelers than he is in converting the uninitiated. (“There will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents,” the Bible tells us, “than over 99 righteous persons who do not need to repent.”) Last year, his company led close to 30,000 paying customers on dozens of elaborate European itineraries. Steves teaches his followers everything from how to pack a toiletries kit to how to make themselves at home in a small hotel room to how to appreciate a religious tradition they may have been raised to despise. (In order to enjoy St. Peter’s Basilica, Steves admits, he had to learn to “park my Protestant sword at the door.”) He is a sort of spiritual travel agent for America’s curious but hesitant middle classes. He is simultaneously goofy and dead serious; he can ping, in an instant, from golly-gee Pollyanna cheerfulness to deep critiques of the modern world. In a series of long, affectionate, candid conversations, Steves’s colleagues described him to me using the words “sophomoric,” “knucklehead,” and “Santa Claus”—but also “juggernaut,” “evangelical,” and “revolutionary.” Rick Steves wants us to travel because it’s fun, yes, but also because he believes it might actually save the world.

 


I can testify, firsthand, to the power of Rick Steves. In 1998 he spoke at my college. Nothing about the encounter seemed promising. Our campus was a tiny outpost in a tiny town, and Steves delivered his talk not in some grand lecture hall but in a drab room in the basement of the student union. I was poor, shy, anxious, sheltered, repressed, and extremely pale. I was a particular kind of Pacific Northwest white guy—blind to myself and my place in the world. I had never really traveled; I was more comfortable on Greyhound buses than on airplanes. Going to Europe seemed like something aristocrats did, like fox hunting or debutante balls.

My girlfriend dragged me to the talk. I had never even heard of Steves. He entered looking like the kind of guy who would bring an acoustic guitar to every single church picnic within a two-hour radius of his favorite Applebee’s: large glasses, floppy hair, blue jeans, wholesome grin. But what he said over the next hour or so changed the rest of my life.

It’s hard to describe how thoroughly energized Steves becomes in front of a crowd. He paces, gesticulates, and speaks very fast. He tells his favorite old jokes as if they were eternally new. (“Eet smells like zee feet of angels,” the French cheesemonger always exclaims.) Onstage, he is a combination of preacher, comedian, salesman, life-hacker, professor, and inspirational speaker. Steves told us, that day, how to pack our entire lives into a single bag measuring 9 by 22 by 14 inches. (“It’s enlightened to pack light,” Steves insists. “It’s a blessing to pack light.”) He told us how to find excellent cheap hotels, how to survive on minimalist picnics in public parks, how to wash clothing in bathroom sinks, and how to make friends without sharing a language. Steves’s signature book, Europe Through the Back Door, seemed less like a travel philosophy than a whole mode of being: scrappy, prepared, independent, extroverted. Europe’s front door, he told us, was positioned to feed travelers directly into exploitation: overpriced cafés, trinket shops, long lines, corporate high-rise hotels. The back door, by contrast, led to revelations. He showed us impossibly enticing photos: cobblestone piazzas teeming with fruit stalls, quirky wooden hotels among wildflowers in the Alps, vast arsenals of multicolored cheese. He made travel seem less like a luxury than a necessary exploration of the self, a civic responsibility, a basic courtesy to your fellow humans. It seemed almost unreasonable not to go. Above all, Steves told us, do not be afraid. The people of the world are wonderful, and the planet we share is spectacular. But the only way to really understand that is to go and see it for yourself. So go.

My girlfriend and I left the room converts to the gospel of Rick Steves. We bought his book and highlighted it to near-meaninglessness. We started mapping itineraries, squirreling away money, asking relatives for donations. (In probably the worst phone call of my life, my rancher grandfather expressed shock and dismay that I would ask him to support this meaningless overseas lark.) Eventually, over many months, we scraped together just enough to buy plane tickets and order minimalist Steves-approved supplies, including a travel towel so thin and nonabsorbent that it seemed to just push the moisture around your skin until you forgot you were wet. We packed exactly as Steves taught us: T-shirts rolled into space-saving noodles, just enough clothes to get us from one hotel laundry session to the next. Then, for the first time in our lives, we left North America.

One of Steves’s strongest recommendations is to keep a journal. Mine was so corny that its cover actually said “A Traveler’s Notebook” over a picture of the Eiffel Tower. When I opened it recently, the reality of that long-ago trip hissed out with fresh urgency. My 20-year-old self recorded everything. On our first day in Europe, we bought imported Austrian apples with fat, heavy English coins and saw a woman stumble on a staircase, breaking an entire bag of newly bought china. We arrived at our first hostel, the YMCA in Bath, to find a man urinating in the stairwell—so we kept walking until we happened into a nearby churchyard, where the gravestones were so old and thin they were almost translucent. As we tried to make out the names of the dead, songbirds sang strenuously in the trees all around us. This juxtaposition—old death, new life—blew my jet-lagged American mind. “Already, after just one day in Bath,” I wrote in my journal, “the world has grown firmer. Reality fills its gaps.”

That, more or less, was the theme of the trip. For six weeks, we followed the Steves game plan. We shared squalid bunks with other young travelers from Denmark, Australia, Canada, and Japan. In the stately public parks of Paris, we ate rotisserie chickens with our bare hands. One stifling afternoon at the Colosseum in Rome, we watched a worker slam his ladder against the edge of an arch and break off some ancient bricks. (He looked over at us, looked down at the bricks, kicked dirt over them, and kept working.) We were moved by Van Gogh, Picasso, and Gaudí, but unmoved by Versailles (“more vain than beautiful,” I wrote), bullfighting (“more brutal than artful”) and Goya (“vague and blurry”). Once, I left my underwear on a Mediterranean beach overnight and, since I could not afford to lose a pair, had to go back and pick it up the next day, in full view of all the sunbathers.

Wherever we went, Rick Steves was with us. In my journal, I referred to him half-jokingly as our “worldly uncle and guiding light,” and as we walked around, I annoyed my girlfriend by doing impressions of him. We seemed to have entered the world of his slides: the fruit markets and overnight trains, the sunny French river under the ancient Roman aqueduct. Sometimes our European hosts, with the quiet pride of someone who once met Elvis, told us stories about Steves. He was a gentleman, they said, a truly good man, and he always came in person to check out their hotels, and he never failed to ask them how their children were doing.

By the end of our trip, we were completely broke. We couldn’t afford even a baguette on our last day in Paris. We flew home looking ragged, shaggy, weather-beaten, and exhausted.

But of course Steves was right: our lives were never the same. We were still young Americans, but we felt liberated and empowered, like true citizens of the world. The most important things we learned all had to do with home. As the English writer G. K. Chesterton once put it, in a quote I found printed in my corny old travel journal: “The whole object of travel is not to set foot on foreign land; it is at last to set foot on one’s own country as a foreign land.” After looking at a Roman stone wall topped by a Saxon stone wall topped by a medieval English wall next to a modern paved street, I began to see what a thin crust of national history the United States actually stands on. I began to realize how silly and narrow our notion of exceptionalism is—this impulse to consider ourselves somehow immune to the forces that shape the rest of the world. The environment I grew up in, with its malls and freeways, its fantasies of heroic individualism, began to seem unnatural. I started to sense how much reality exists elsewhere in the world—not just in a theoretical sense, in books and movies, but with the full urgent weight of the real. And not just in Europe but on every other continent, all the time, forever. I began to realize how much I still had to learn before I could pretend to understand anything. Not everyone needs Steves’s help to get to this point. Some people get there themselves, or their communities help them. But I needed him, and I am eternally glad I was dragged that day to see him talk.

 


Steves answered his front door slightly distracted. I had come in the middle of his breakfast preparations. He was stirring a block of frozen orange juice into a pitcher of water. “Freshly squeezed from the can!” he quipped. This was April 2018, exactly 20 years after my first trip to Europe. I had come to see Steves in the most exotic place possible: his home. He lives just north of Seattle, in a town so rainy it has a free umbrella-share program. There is nothing particularly exotic about the house itself. It has beige carpeting, professionally trimmed shrubs, and a back deck with a hot tub. What was exotic was simply that Steves was there. He had just returned from his frenetic speaking tour of the United States and would be leaving almost immediately on his annual trip to Europe. For now, he was making breakfast: frozen blueberries, Kashi cereal, OJ. “I would eat this every day for the rest of my life if I could,” he said.

But of course, he could not. Steves is gone too much, yo-yoing between the misty forests of the Pacific Northwest and the sun-baked cathedrals of Europe. Every year, no matter what else is going on, Steves spends at least four months practicing the kind of travel he has preached for 40-odd years: hauling his backpack up narrow staircases in cheap hotels, washing his clothes in sinks, improvising picnics.

He is now 63, and he could afford to retire many times over. But he doesn’t have the metabolism for sitting around. Among his colleagues, Steves is a notorious workaholic. After grueling days of filming in Europe, he has been known to slip script revisions under the crew’s doors at 2:00 a.m., and then to ask them, at breakfast, for their feedback. On long car rides, he sits in the back seat and types op-eds on his laptop. His relentless hands-on control of every aspect of his business is what has distinguished the Rick Steves brand.

It is also, obviously, exhausting—if not for Steves, then at least for the people around him. He has two children, now grown, and for much of their childhoods, Steves was gone. He was building his company, changing the world. For very long stretches, his wife was forced to be a single mother. (She and Steves divorced in 2010 after 25 years of marriage.) Every summer, when the family joined Steves in Europe, his pace hardly slackened: they would cover major cities in 48 hours, blitzing through huge museums back to back. The kids complained so much, on one trip, that Steves finally snapped—if they were so miserable, he said, they could just go sit in the hotel room all day and play video games. They remember this day as heaven. One year, while Steves was away, the children converted to Catholicism. His son, Andy Steves, eventually went into the family business: he now works as a tour guide and even published a European guidebook.

Steves is fully aware that his obsessive work ethic is unusual. He admits that he has regrets. But he cannot make himself stop. He has the fervor of the true evangelist: the more people he meets, the more cities he visits, the more lives he might change. At one point, as we talked, he pulled out the itinerary for his coming trip—from Sicily to Iceland, with no downtime whatsoever. Just looking at it made him giddy. I asked why he couldn’t ease up slightly—maybe just spend two months in Europe, maybe just speak in 10 American cities.

“It’s a strange thing,” he said. “I get energy from it. It’s like I’m breathing straight oxygen. What would I do if I stayed home? Not much. Nothing I would remember.”

In his house, Steves offered up a little show-and-tell. He pointed out an antique silver cigarette lighter shaped like the Space Needle. He sat down at his baby grand piano and lost himself, for a few happy minutes, playing Scarlatti. He took me to a room filled with books and reached up to a very high shelf. “I don’t show this to too many people,” he said, “because they’ll think I’m nuts.” Steves pulled down a thick red binder, the contents of which were, indeed, pretty nutty. When Steves was 13, he decided, for no apparent reason, to conduct a deep statistical analysis of the 1968 Billboard pop charts. Every week, he would clip the rankings out of his local newspaper and, using a point system of his own devising, graph the top bands’ success on sheets of gridded paper. The lines were multicolored and interwoven—it looked like the subway map of some fantastical foreign city. You could see, at a glance, the rising and falling fortunes of the Beatles (red) and Creedence Clearwater Revival (black) and Elvis Presley (dots and dashes). Steves kept this up for three years, taping together many pieces of graph paper, and in the end he summarized the data in an authoritative-looking table that he typed on the family typewriter. This is what was in that binder: a systematic breakdown of the most successful bands from 1968 to 1970, as determined by the objective statistics of an analytical adolescent weirdo. (The winners, of course, were the Beatles—1,739 points—followed by Creedence, Simon and Garfunkel, Neil Diamond.)

Steves laughed. It was ridiculous. But it was also a perfect window into his mind. Even at 13, a powerful energy was coiled inside him—an unusual combination of obsession and precision, just waiting for some worthwhile project to burst out in.

And that, coincidentally, was exactly when he found it: the project of his life. In the summer of 1969, when Steves was 14, his parents took him to Europe. They owned a business tuning and importing pianos, and they wanted to see factories firsthand. Steves approached this first trip abroad with the same meticulous energy he brought to his Billboard graphs. As he traveled around the continent, he recorded the essential data of his journey on the backs of postcards: locations, activities, weather, expenses. One day, Steves spent 40 cents on fishing gear. Another, he met a 79-year-old man who had witnessed the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. To keep everything in order, Steves numbered the postcards sequentially. He still has them all packed lovingly into an old wooden box.

On that same formative trip, the Steves family visited relatives in Norway. They happened to be there in July 1969, when Neil Armstrong walked on the moon. “Ett lite skritt for et menneske,” the television said, “ett stort sprang for menneskeheten.” In that moment, in that strange place, young Rick Steves felt the concept of menneskeheten—mankind—at a depth he never would have been able to access back home. Europe was a crash course in cultural relativity. In a park in Oslo, he had an epiphany: the foreign humans around him, he realized, were leading existences every bit as rich and full as his own. “Right there,” he would write later, “my 14-year-old egocentric worldview took a huge hit.” A life-changing realization clicked into place. “This planet must be home to billions of equally lovable children of God.”

That first trip set the course for everything that followed. When Steves was 18, he went back to Europe without his parents. Soon, life in America became a series of interludes between travel. He taught piano to earn money, then stretched that money as far as he possibly could, sleeping on church pews and park benches, in empty barns and construction zones, from western Europe to Afghanistan. He turned his cheapness into a science. Instead of paying for a hotel room in a city, Steves would use his rail pass and sleep on a train for the night—four hours out, four hours back. He would stuff himself on free breakfast bread, then try to eat as little as possible for the rest of the day. Naturally, he recorded all this, and today he has an impressive archive of old travel journals. Their pages preserve, in tiny handwriting, shadowy young dissidents in Moscow, diarrhea in Bulgaria, revolution in Nicaragua.

In his 20s, Steves brought his wide-roaming wisdom back to the United States. He started to supplement his piano teaching with travel seminars. His signature class, European Travel Cheap, ran for six hours. Steves could have talked longer than that, but it struck him as impractical for his students. In Europe he rented a nine-seat minibus and started to lead small tours. Eventually, his seminars and tour notes morphed into his books. The first edition of Europe Through the Back Door, published in 1980, was typed on a rented IBM Selectric. It had no ISBN and looked so amateurish that bookstores assumed it was an early review copy. “Anyone caught reprinting any material herein for any purpose whatsoever will be thanked profusely,” it said. This was the birth of the Rick Steves empire.

 


Rick Steves both is and is not his TV persona. Off-screen, he allows himself to be much more explicitly political. He has the passion of the autodidact. Growing up, Steves led a relatively sheltered existence: he was a white, comfortable, middle-class baby boomer in a white, comfortable, middle-class pocket of America. Travel did for him what he promises it will do for everyone else: it put him in contact with other realities. He saw desperate poverty in Iran and became obsessed with economic injustice. He started searching for answers in books, scribbling notes in the margins of Bread for the World, by Arthur Simon, and The Origins of Totalitarianism, by Hannah Arendt. He studied the war industry and colonial exploitation. The first time Steves traveled to Central America, he came back so outraged that he wrote a fiery tract called “There’s Blood on Your Banana,” then flew to Washington and hand-delivered a copy to the office of every member of Congress.

In the early days, Steves injected political lessons into his European tours. Sometimes he would arrive in a city with no hotel reservations, just to make his privileged customers feel the anxiety of homelessness. In Munich, he would set up camp in an infamous hippie circus tent, among all the countercultural wanderers of Europe.

Today, Steves is more strategic. His most powerful tool, he realizes, is his broad appeal. He has an uncanny knack for making serious criticism feel gentle and friendly. Often he disguises critiques of America with a rhetorical move that I like to think of as “USA! USA! USA! (But. . . .)” “I’m unapologetically proud to be an American,” he writes in the introduction to his book Travel as a Political Act. “The happiest day of any trip is the day I come home . . . But other nations have some pretty good ideas too.”

That’s when he hits his audience with legal prostitution, high tax rates, and universal health care.

When I asked Steves about this strategy, he chuckled.

“It’s not America-bashing,” he said. “It’s America-loving. I think it’s loving America to look at it critically. But you’ve got to set it up. You’ve got to allay people’s concerns that you’re a communist. So you explain to them: I’m a capitalist, I make a lot of money, I employ a lot of people, I love the laws of supply and demand. It seems kind of silly, but you’ve got to say that. Then, especially the husbands who are dragged there by their wives, they go, ‘I thought he was a commie, but he’s OK.’ And then you don’t need to be too gentle. You can confront people with a different perspective, and you’ll get through.”

Steves learned this strategy, he said, from his early days running tours, living with the same people for weeks at a time. Survival required being pleasant. People didn’t want grating lectures about America’s shortcomings—even if that was sometimes his instinct. Instead, he pointed out different perspectives with a smile. He became fluent in the needs of American tourists. “I know what their buttons are,” he said. “I know what their attention span is. I don’t want to just preach to the choir. I want to preach to organizations that need to hear this, so I need to compromise a little bit so the gatekeepers let it through to their world.”

This balancing act has become increasingly difficult over the past two decades, in a world of terrorism, war, nationalism, and metastasizing partisanship. After the September 11 attacks, most travel companies anticipated that the bottom was about to fall out of the market. They canceled tours and cut back budgets. Steves, however, remained defiantly optimistic. He promised his staff that there would be no cuts, no layoffs, and no shift in message. He insisted that a world in crisis
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