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Preface
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Every book begins with a question that refuses to go away. This one began with something simple: why we leave home at all, and why we bother to come back. The more I followed it, the less it seemed to belong to travel. It led instead to return — to the things journeys carry back, and to the quiet ways those returns shape people, places, and, over enough time, whole civilizations. What follows is an attempt to take that question as far as it would go.

The rest belongs to the book.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction

[image: ]


There is a story we tell about why people travel, and it is repeated so often that nobody checks it any more.

The story says travel is ancient. That the same instinct which walked our ancestors out of Africa seventy thousand years ago is the instinct that books a flight today. That we are restless by nature, curious by design, and the modern traveller is just the latest version of a very old animal.

It is a satisfying story. It is also two completely different things wearing the same word.

What walked out of Africa was not travel. It was migration, and migration is need. People moved because the water was better somewhere else, because the animals had gone, because the land had stopped feeding them, or because someone stronger arrived. And it went one way only. You left, and you did not come back. Nobody returned to the valley to say what they had found. Whatever the leavers learned, they took with them, and the people who stayed never heard it.

That is not what a person is doing when they cross a continent to see a mountain and then fly home on Sunday.

The difference is not the distance. It is the return.

And once you see that, the ancient story falls apart, because the round trip is young.

For most of human existence, going somewhere meant never coming back. Returning was not a choice people turned down. It simply was not available. Two things had to exist first, and neither of them was a map. There had to be somewhere to return to — a fixed place a person belonged to, which is younger than our species by a very long way. And the journey had to be survivable twice, which for most of history it was not: the way home is the same road in worse condition, and it killed almost everyone who tried it.

Travel is what appeared once return became possible. It is not an instinct. It is an invention. It is a behaviour that had never existed before, and it had to be built, tool by tool, out of the machinery of coming home.

So the question this book asks is not why human beings leave. That one has answers, and they are easy ones.

The question is why human beings come back, and what the coming back was for.

This is not a history of exploration and it is not a travel memoir. Both of those exist, in better versions than I would write.

It is an examination of one ordinary act that nobody questions — going somewhere — and of what that act has quietly been doing to every society that permitted it.

The argument descends.

It begins with the body: how travel was invented, what returners carried home, and why the same road that brought back the salt could bring back the raider — and why the man who went and never returned did the opposite of the man who came home, though nobody watching them leave could tell which was which. That is the mechanism, and everything after it is built on it.

Then it asks who is permitted to make that journey now. Every natural barrier has fallen; the ocean is eight hours. We replaced them with something the desert never was: a barrier that knows your name, and that asks a question the desert never thought of.

Then the book turns, and watches us try to replace the traveller. We took his report and put it on a wire, and travel exploded instead of ending. We built machines that go where no body can survive and report back for decades, and they are magnificent, and they are not travellers. We built an economy on the journey itself, and it sells presence rather than knowledge, and it counts one item of what comes home and ignores the rest. Each of those should have finished it. Each removed something that looked essential. And after every single one, more people went.

And then it asks what the returner himself is — the one cargo no gate can open — and what a civilization turns out to be made of, once you follow the returns all the way down. The last chapter asks what is left, and where the returning finally stops.

There is a principle underneath all of it, and it emerged while I was writing rather than before, which is usually the sign that something is true.

Nothing returns alone.

The seed came home with the insect that eats it. The technique came with whatever was in the blood of the man who learned it. The mathematics came with the fact that the people there argue with their teachers. The cure and the plague travelled the same roads, in the same years, carried by the same kind of man. Nobody ever chose what was in the luggage. There was no inspection, no selection, no version in which a society took delivery of the grain and declined the disease, accepted the technique and refused the idea, kept the word and left the doubt behind.

Which is the uncomfortable arithmetic underneath every civilization anyone has been proud of. It is not made of what it invented. It is made, layer upon layer, of what its returners carried in — and none of them knew what they were carrying.

That is what journeys did to civilizations. Not the going. The coming back, and the fact that nobody could ever specify in advance what came back with them.

Let us begin where the returning began.
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The body goes, and comes back, and the coming back is the whole of it.
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A word first: this single word carries two different things, and this chapter depends on separating them.

By travel, I mean going somewhere and coming back. Not wandering, which is far older. Not leaving for good, which is need. Going out from a place you belong to, and returning to it.

That definition sounds narrow. It is the whole subject.

* * *
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For most of human existence there was no travel, because there was nothing to travel from.

There was wandering — not travel, but movement without a fixed point. People moved because the food moved: following herds, following seasons, following water. They did not have a home they were away from. They had a direction they were going. Nothing was left behind because nothing had ever been fixed.

In that world, return is not difficult. It is meaningless. There is nowhere to come back to.

This is the part the ancient-instinct story gets wrong. It looks at seventy thousand years of movement and calls it the ancestor of the holiday. But wandering is not travelling any more than breathing is running. They are different behaviours that happen to involve motion.

Travel could not exist until something else did first.

* * *
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Settlement is what invented travel.

The moment a group of people stays — builds, plants, buries their dead in ground they intend to keep — something appears that had never existed: a place you belong to. A fixed point.

And a fixed point creates three possibilities at once, none of which existed before. You can
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