
[image: Cover: The New Tourist: Waking Up to the Power and Perils of Travel, by Paige McClanahan. A Financial Times Best Book of the Year. “Many travel books tell you where to go. This one tells you how to go. Deeply researched and engagingly written, The New Tourist will change the way you think about travel.” –Eric Weiner, New York Times Bestselling Author of The Geography of Bliss.]



More Praise for THE NEW TOURIST


    “Conversation stirring . . . Deeply researched, with dispatches from Barcelona to Iceland . . . digs into the negative and positive impacts of tourism with nuance and care.”

    —National Geographic

    “Many travel books tell you where to go. This one tells you how to go. The New Tourist will change the way you think about travel. A must-read for anyone planning a journey near or far.”

    —Eric Weiner, New York Times bestselling author of The Geography of Bliss

    "[A] fun and breezy way of looking at different aspects of modern travel."

    —Alex Schwartz, cohost of the New Yorker's Critics at Large

    “As you’ll discover here, there’s plenty of good and bad in modern tourism, but the mixture is, in this author’s hands, a fascinating read.”

    —Tony Wheeler, cocreator of the Lonely Planet guidebook series

    “A timely look at the double-edged phenomenon of leisure travel.”

    —Financial Times

    “McClanahan takes us on a many-faceted journey through the vast and complex world of the tourism industry—and like all great tour guides, she makes the trip accessible, meaningful, and fun.”

    —Rick Steves, author of Travel as a Political Act: A Radical Guide to Meaningful Travel

    “Insightful . . . [A] smart balance of informed critique and hopeful discussions of the travel industry’s potential for positive change. It’s a trip worth taking.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “With infectious curiosity and clear-eyed prose, McClanahan provides everything you expect from the best of travel—fascinating scenery to gawk at, rich history to imbibe, and eccentric characters to meet.”

—Benjamin Lorr, author of The Secret Life of Groceries

    “Opens a world of conversation about the role of travel . . . McClanahan’s approach is to sit with strangers from both sides of the argument—those cautious of overtourism and those excited for tourism’s expansion—resulting in a comprehensive understanding.”

    —Booklist

    “In this lively and rewarding book, Paige McClanahan wrestles with the complexities of twenty-first century tourism, deftly exploring the joys and the real-world consequences of world travel. I highly recommend The New Tourist.”

—Elizabeth Becker, author of Overbooked: The Exploding Business of Travel and Tourism

    “Engaging and thoughtful . . . An instructive engagement with the world of travel writing and a first-class exemplar of its practice.”

        —Kirkus Reviews

    “Remarkable . . . Neither travel guide nor social history but a thoughtful and deeply researched amalgam covering the symbiosis of traveler and destination and their effect on each other’s souls.”

—Catherine Watson, author of Roads Less Traveled: Dispatches from the Ends of the Earth

    “An essential reconsideration of the impacts of tourism in our increasingly connected times . . . It’s about time that someone wrote this book, but only McClanahan would have made it so damn entertaining.”

—Thomas Kohnstamm, novelist and author of Do Travel Writers Go to Hell?

“A thought-provoking, fascinating, and very readable book for anyone who travels, wants to travel more mindfully, works in the tourism industry, or is interested in countries and destinations around the world—so, pretty much everyone.”

—Eliza Reid, first lady of Iceland, former UN ambassador for tourism

“Travel has changed radically over a generation while its impact on the world has grown. If you want a fresh and nuanced take on what it all means, buy this book. McClanahan is an embodiment of the New Tourist herself—thoughtfully traveling the world with curiosity and an open heart. I’d follow her anywhere.”

—Ethan Watters, author of Crazy Like Us: The Globalization of the American Psyche

“Groundbreaking. The New Tourist will enable you to have much better travel experiences.”

—Harold Goodwin, professor emeritus at Manchester Metropolitan University and director of the Responsible Tourism Partnership
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For Oli, Alice, and Nora




Author’s Note

I’ve had two passions for as long as I can remember: writing and exploring the world around me. I pursued both of these passions in an earnest if somewhat scattershot fashion until my mid-twenties, when they began to merge. It was then that, in various ways, I started to write about the people, places, and events that I encountered as I moved through the world. About five years ago, my focus sharpened, and I started reporting on the people who facilitate humanity’s movement around the planet for pleasure, as well as the systems and infrastructure that have been built to accommodate them. Which is to say that I started to write about tourism.

Over the past five years, by my estimate, I’ve interviewed somewhere around two thousand people in the world of tourism. (If you’re one of them, thank you again for your time and your trust.) As I spoke to these people and, in many cases, as I saw where they worked, lived, and traveled, I learned a lot about the world, and I learned a lot about myself. And I kept being surprised by tourism’s profound power to transform the communities, environments, economies, cultures, as well as the individuals that it touches—in ways that are good, bad, and always complicated. The more I learned, the more I became fascinated by the nuances of tourism, and the more I realized that the stakes of this phenomenon are much, much bigger than I had imagined.

In creating this book, my first task, as I understood it, was to listen and learn—then to think, write, and, finally, give the whole thing right back to the world. So here you have it: my own personal examination of the perils and power of tourism, an activity in which so many of us are lucky enough to participate, but which so rarely gets the attention or scrutiny it deserves. The book combines recorded interviews with my own fallible recollections. It is neither unbiased nor comprehensive. That said, I want to state up front that I accepted no freebies or discounts in reporting this book; I owe no favors to anyone represented in the pages that follow.

The individuals and scenes that I have chosen to convey represent a fraction of the myriad experiences I had in reporting this book. Those experiences are, in turn, microscopic slices of the whole truth of what’s happening in the places I visited, to the extent that a “whole truth” even exists. You may disagree with some of the views or voices that you encounter here, or otherwise feel challenged by them. They certainly challenged me. But all the individuals who appear in this book have a perspective or a story that I felt needed telling. I’ve done my best to honor the trust of my interviewees, and to honor the places I visited, which we so often think of as “destinations,” but which are always, and in the first place, someone’s home.

So, whether you find yourself nodding in agreement, scratching your head, or grimacing in disgust, I urge you to keep reading. Because tourism is important, at a societal level as well as a deeply personal one. And this is a conversation we need to have.




Introduction

About nine hundred years ago, a group of monks built a stone abbey along the banks of a cold, clear river in a steep-sided valley high in the Alps. The religious men took up residence among the locals—people who spent their days tending cows and sheep, churning butter, weeding onions and turnips, scouring the forests for mushrooms, and chiseling sculptures from the local limestone. Centuries passed, and the abbey went through the typical cycles of decline and renewal, fire and renovation, until 1792, when an invading army (the French) claimed the monks’ worldly possessions as their own—and kicked them out. Stripped of its holy residents, the abbey took on a new life as the headquarters of a company that mined the local iron ore, which was destined for the infrastructure of a rapidly industrializing Europe. Later, as wealthy Europeans began to seek out the restorative powers of alpine air, the abbey went through another reinvention: it became a hotel.

In the summer of 2018, my family and I moved to a house that sits a few miles from that abbey, whose tidy lawn now hosts a popular outdoor concert series every summer. The abbey’s hotel closed in the nineties—a casualty of the rise in the popularity of chalet rentals over hotel rooms—but tourism in the valley is going strong. So much so that the people who live along the banks of the valley’s cold, clear river now spend their days driving tourists to and from the airport; serving them espressos and blueberry tarts; cleaning their bathrooms and changing their sheets; and leading them along hiking trails, up rock-climbing routes, and down wide slopes of fresh, untracked snow. For the past fifty years, tourism has been the cornerstone of the local economy. It’s also the main reason why the local village hasn’t gone the way of so many villages across Western Europe since the end of the Second World War—and disappeared entirely.

My boyfriend and I first visited the valley as tourists, back in 2007. We were weekenders coming up with friends from Geneva, where we lived and worked. We fell in love with that cold, clear river and the high, jagged peaks, spliced with waterfalls, that soared above it. We returned to the valley eleven years later—now married and with two small children and having lived in three other countries in Africa and Europe. We moved into our house, applied for our residence permits and driver’s licenses, and enrolled our children in the local school. We had spent most of our lives as visitors to tourist destinations. Now we were residents.

As we settled into life in the valley, we learned to adapt to the comings and goings of the tourists, a seasonal migration as predictable as the public holidays and school vacation schedules that dictate their movements. I came to love how tourists brought energy and life—as well as jobs and income—into our beautiful, sleepy corner of the world. I happily shared the local hiking trails and ski slopes with tourists, and enjoyed eating at our many local restaurants, most of which wouldn’t survive without tourists’ patronage.

But it wasn’t all fun and games, as I discovered the first time I showed up at the local supermarket on a Saturday afternoon in August. Or the time my children were late for school because our usual parking lot was overflowing at 8:00 a.m. on a weekday. Or the times when I sat in bumper-to-bumper traffic on our rural, two-lane road—which leads both to our house and to a nature reserve that attracts a few hundred thousand visitors every year. Within weeks of moving to the valley, I began to appreciate—for the first time in my life—the depth, nuance, and significance of a phenomenon in which I had always, and usually unwittingly, played a part.



Tourism shapes our world—by which I mean it alters our economies and cultures, as well as our physical environments—in profound and surprising ways. The numbers are astonishing: in 2019, travel and tourism generated more than 10 percent of global economic output, which makes it more than double the size of the global agriculture industry. It also accounted for about one in ten jobs around the world, and one in five jobs created in the previous five years. In 2019, international visitors spent $1.9 trillion while traveling, which was well over double U.S. federal defense spending the same year.1 And the numbers are only getting bigger: the global economic value of travel and tourism is expected to rise by an average of 5.8 percent per year until 2032, compared to a 2.7 percent predicted growth rate for the global economy overall.2

But the impacts of tourism go far beyond jobs and GDP. In many places, tourism is a significant source of funding for wildlife conservation;3 tourism also generates about 8 percent of our greenhouse gas emissions.4 And with roughly a billion international tourist arrivals every year,5 tourism has become humanity’s most important means of conversation across cultures. You don’t even have to cross a border to feel the impact. If you’ve ever seen a hula girl on the dashboard of a taxi and thought of Hawai‘i, you’ve felt tourism’s influence. The same is probably true if an image of a flamenco dancer makes you think of Spain, or if you can name the capital of Iceland without consulting your phone.

Tourism shapes national narratives, creates national symbols, and frames our perceptions of other societies. It also intensifies the commodification of our cultures, even as it sometimes helps to sustain them. Tourism provides a powerful economic incentive to protect the world’s natural wonders; it can also threaten their very existence. Tourism transforms villages like our own into vibrant places that are, for the most part, agreeable and welcoming to visitors and residents alike. But tourism can also destroy places’ souls, hollowing out city centers and leaving empty urban shells whose most striking feature is sheer commercialism.

Governments, particularly local governments, have an enormous influence over whether the net impact of tourism in a place is positive or negative, though many governments have only recently woken up to this fact. Tourism businesses also affect the vitality of the places that underwrite their profits, and these profit-seeking ventures vary widely in terms of their self-awareness and willingness to ensure that their operations do more good than harm. But tourists play a role, too. Those of us who are privileged enough to fall into this category wield significant power, individually and collectively, in determining tourism’s impact—both on the places we visit, and on ourselves.



Before we go any further, I should take a moment to define my terms here. Because while dictionary definitions of “tourism” tend to focus on the business side of accommodating people when they go on vacation, I have a broader understanding of the word. The UN World Tourism Organization tells us that tourism is “a social, cultural, and economic phenomenon which entails the movement of people to countries or places outside their usual environment for personal or business/professional purposes.”6 My understanding of tourism aligns with that one, although I would add a temporal component: tourist movements are for finite periods; we’re not talking about immigration here.

A lot of people are uncomfortable with the word “tourist,” at least when it’s aimed in their direction. I’m hoping this book will help shake loose some of that stigma, because I don’t think it’s helpful. It irks me that some people insist on a distinction between “travelers” and “tourists,” where the former are explorer types who are unsatisfied with anything short of an “authentic” experience, while the latter are philistines who are content with clichéd, mass-market experiences. In practice, I find that the biggest difference between the terms is that we use “traveler” when referring to ourselves and people close to us, while “tourist” is reserved for everyone else. I don’t deny that people travel for a huge range of reasons, some higher-minded than others. So sure, call yourself a traveler, but never forget that you’re a tourist, too. Our redemption as tourists lies not in wallowing in a sense of superiority over the people standing in line ahead of us as we wait to get into the Louvre. It lies in elevating our understanding of what tourists are, and the important role that they—that we—play in the world.

So how do we do that? Where do we begin? I find it helpful to imagine two tourist archetypes that lie at either end of a spectrum. On one side, we have the new tourist, who is a tourist in her most evolved state, her highest manifestation. This is in contrast to what we find at the other end of the spectrum—the old tourist, who represents an approach to tourism that we would all do well to leave behind. We might like to think of an old tourist as a loud-talking, gum-smacking, sneakers-wearing American who seeks out Starbucks abroad like a heat-seeking missile. But I have a somewhat more nuanced definition. The old tourist, in my view, is a pure consumer who sees the people and places he encounters when he travels as nothing more than a means to some self-serving end: an item crossed off a bucket list, a fun shot for his Instagram grid, one more thing to brag about to his peers. The old tourist confines his destination and its inhabitants to a preconceived story, which makes it impossible for him to consider the people or places he visits in any depth or with any real empathy. He projects his fantasies onto his destination of choice, and he reacts with disappointment or even outrage when the reality fails to match his notion of the ideal.

But I believe there’s such a thing as a new tourist, too, which is the whole reason I wrote this book—and chose the title I did. In my view, it’s entirely possible that the new tourist is an American who talks loudly, chews gum, wears sneakers, and sometimes likes to get a coffee at Starbucks when she’s overseas. Those kinds of details don’t matter much in the end. Here’s what does: Even if, like all of us, she sometimes takes comfort in the familiar, the new tourist is humbled by her travels, which open her eyes to her smallness in the great stretch of history and the vast sea of humanity. The new tourist embraces the chance to encounter people whose backgrounds are very different from her own, and to learn from cultures or religions that she might otherwise fear or regard with contempt. The new tourist returns from her travels with a degree of skepticism for her native land that may not have occurred to her had she never left home. Because of her travels, the new tourist is inoculated against anyone who might try to convince her to hate or look down on people who look different from her, who speak a language other than her own, who pray to a different god, or who happen to live on the other side of a border. Because of her travels, the new tourist is a more open and generous human being.

All of us who travel fall somewhere between the old and new tourist archetypes, and we probably find ourselves sliding along the spectrum at different points in our travels. Rest assured, I’m somewhere in the middle with you. But if we understand what the new tourist looks like, we can at least aspire to reach her heights. I’ve been trying to find my way to the land of the new tourist for a while now. This book, as I see it, is my best and biggest effort to finally get there myself.



Travel presents us with a dizzying array of choices: where to go, when to go, how to go, what to do while we’re there. Many books have been written about how to travel “sustainably,” “responsibly,” or “mindfully.” I see this book as a sort of prequel to those. My goal here isn’t to give you a list of dos and don’ts for your next vacation, because there’s no way that I could provide an answer for every situation you might encounter. Only you can make those choices—in the moment, and within whatever constraints you happen to find yourself. Instead of prescribing, my aim here is twofold: to provide you with a framework that will help you come up with your own questions, and to inspire you to ask those questions—of yourself, of the companies you patronize, of your governments, and of the symbols and narratives that you encounter when you travel. Because that is the way of the new tourist.

My goal here is to tell the whole truth, messy as it may be, and to show how we tourists help to shape the phenomenon of tourism itself. Each chapter explores a complex question about tourism and its players, its impacts, its levers of power, and its stakes. How did a handful of young baby boomers transform the way millions of Westerners view the world? Is social media changing the way we see ourselves in relation to other cultures and landscapes? How does tourism influence a nation’s image—and influence—on the world stage? When does tourism destroy the soul of a city, and when does it offer a place a new lease on life? Is “last-chance tourism” prompting a powerful change in perspective, or obliterating places we cherish? Is it possible to strike a balance between tourist fantasies of a place and the realities of everyday local life? Given all the negative headlines about tourists these days, would it be better for all of us just to stay at home?

To wake up to the consequences of our travels might sound like a lot of work, but doing so can bring deep and lasting rewards—for us as individuals, as well as for our societies. Some people are happy to roam the world as old tourists, pure consumers who remain willfully blind to the impacts of their wanderings. But I know that many of you are ready to join me in striving for a new, and better, way of doing things. I hope this book helps us get there together. Because to be a tourist is a privilege and, for many of us, it’s one of life’s great pleasures. With the right approach, which begins with a deep understanding of what’s at stake, tourism can also be a powerful force for good.




Chapter One A Groove on the Map
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On July 4, 1972, a pair of young newlyweds named Tony and Maureen backed out of the driveway of a family home in the south of England. They were driving a used blue minivan that they had bought for the princely sum of £65, and their goal was to get to India. Or somewhere. They had a trunk full of food, cooking equipment, some spare parts for the car, a stack of traveler’s checks, some sleeping bags, and an old tent. As he eased the car out of his parents’ driveway, Tony called out to his mum and dad that they’d be back in a year. Fate had other plans.1

So begins the story of Lonely Planet, the most powerful travel brand of the twentieth century—a company that would influence the movements and experiences of tens of millions of travelers, while also shaping the fate of countless businesses and, in some cases, entire communities. But the five-and-a-half-month overland journey that led to the company’s founding was hardly unprecedented. In many ways, those newlyweds—Tony and Maureen Wheeler—were typical young baby boomers: they were eager to see the world, and they wanted to do so in a way that had been both unthinkable and, in many cases, physically impossible for their parents. As they set off on their trip, Tony and Maureen were following in the footsteps of thousands of young travelers who’d already blazed the “Hippie Trail” across Asia. But these young newlyweds were also exceptional, which is why we’re still talking about them today: Tony and Maureen’s trip to India and beyond went on to inspire a business that would tap into the restless power of their generation, serving the millions of young Westerners who shared their drive to escape the confines of the comfortable postwar societies in which they’d been raised. The couple’s business, which they would found in Australia at the other end of that now-fabled 1972 journey across Asia, would fundamentally change the way tourists experience the world. And it would change the world, too.

But back in the summer of 1972, the Wheelers were just a couple of kids. Maureen, who was born in Belfast in 1950, had quit her job as an office assistant in London a few weeks earlier. Tony, age twenty-five and fresh out of business school, had just been offered a job at Ford Motor Company’s office in Essex; he declined, but asked if they would hold the position for him while he traveled for a year, and they agreed. And so they set off, fully believing that their jaunt across Asia would be nothing more than a little adventure before they settled down to a steady, middle-class life in England.

The Wheelers could have chosen to travel with one of the several Hippie Trail tour operators that were selling seats on buses that would make the whole trip across Asia in two or three months. But tagging along with a group wasn’t their style. Also, they couldn’t afford it. So they figured it out themselves, and it turned out to be just the kind of adventure these two young people craved: they got caught in a snowstorm in the Italian Alps; slept on the beach on the Greek island of Lesbos; bumped into the shah’s motorcade in Iran; then sold their car and hung out with the hippies in Kabul. (“If you can remember it clearly then clearly you weren’t there,” Tony recalls of Afghanistan in the early seventies.)2 From there, it was a bus to Pakistan, then on to India, Nepal, back to India, then a short flight to Bangkok because it was impossible to cross Burma by land. The couple hitchhiked south across Thailand and on through Malaysia and Singapore, where the immigration officer suggested that Tony cut his hair if he planned to stay for more than twenty-four hours. A fifty-pound loan from Tony’s parents was enough to get them on a ship to Jakarta and then a bus to Bali, where they set out on the final leg of the trip: a one-week stint as crew on a yacht bound for the white sand coast of Western Australia. But the winds died, the engine broke, and one of their water tanks sprung a leak. By day eight on the yacht, they were eating the last of their food stores and severely rationing their water.

But they made it. A fellow crew member snapped a photo of the grinning couple on an empty Australian beach, thirty seconds after they’d set foot on land, their meager belongings scattered on the sand below them. They’d run out of gas multiple times in Europe; had their belongings stolen in Italy; been briefly held at gunpoint while camping on the coast of the Black Sea; and gotten the shits in just about every country since Afghanistan. (Already slim when they started out, Tony and Maureen each lost more than ten pounds in the five and a half months it took them to get from England to Australia.) They’d covered over ten thousand miles, and by the time they made it to Sydney they had precisely twenty-seven cents left to sustain them.



What did the young Wheelers have to guide them in all of this? The bookshops they could have visited back in England in 1972 would have had precious little to offer in the way of practical advice for their route. Travel guidebooks had been popular in Europe for well over a century, but those that existed in the early seventies didn’t cater to the likes of Tony and Maureen. Series like the Blue Guides and Baedeker Guides that were so beloved by the Victorians were still going strong, but these would have been of little interest to them. For one thing, the guides were mostly devoid of information on things like cafés and restaurants, let alone nightlife; any aspect of a nation’s culture that was more recent than about the eighteenth century was usually considered unworthy of description.

There were some books to consult that had a more up-to-date feel, but the range of the places they covered was still limited, and the audience they served was very different from the restless young baby boomer crowd. Arthur Frommer and Eugene Fodor were both producing popular travel guides at that point, and their books marked the beginning of an important shift in the genre. Frommer, born in Missouri in 1929, started publishing travel tips for his fellow GIs when he was serving in the military in Europe in the 1950s. He published Europe on $5 a Day for civilians after he got home, proving to his increasingly affluent American audience that they could indeed afford to travel on the Continent. Eugene Fodor, born in what’s now Slovakia in 1905, was already a few steps ahead of him, having published his first guidebook in 1936, a 1,200-page guide to Europe that he researched and wrote entirely by himself. Two years later, the updated edition hit the New York Times bestseller list.I

Fodor and Frommer were groundbreaking in that they were among the first to respond to the practical needs of travelers, and to treat travel as an exploration rather than a dull but character-building accumulation of historic sites and masterpieces. They both offered practical tips on how to get around, as well as information on modern society and culture. And Frommer in particular proved that seeing the sights of Europe was very much within the budget of most middle-class Americans. Unlike their Victorian precedents, these new midcentury guides also pushed readers to look for human connections when they traveled. In fact, Fodor’s motivation for his first book came in part from the lack of a “human element” in the guidebooks he could find in the thirties. And so he encouraged his readers to go beyond the sights of a place, and spend time with people “whose customs, habits and general outlook are different from your own.”3

This was all very much in line with Tony and Maureen’s way of thinking. But these savvy young boomers didn’t necessarily need help navigating their way around Europe, where Frommer and Fodor continued to focus (although Fodor, with the help of the CIA, would branch out significantly in the 1970s). Nor were they interested in the moderate to upscale hotels that the Fodor’s guides would list, or the major cities of Europe, which were the bread and butter of the Frommer’s guide. That wasn’t what the young Wheelers were about. They wanted to know where they could pitch their tent in Tehran, how to ask for marijuana in Kabul, and when the monsoon season would hit Malaysia. To find that kind of information, they were going to have to be a little more creative.

Only one helpful source would have been reliably available to Tony and Maureen in London at the time, and that was Overland to India and Australia. Published by BIT, an alternative information and exchange service based in London, BIT guides were a sort of hard-copy, baby boomer version of Craigslist. Much of the Asia overland guide was crowdsourced, and misinformation was rife—“You know some people were eight miles high when they wrote this stuff,”4 Tony later recalled—but it was the single best resource they had. The edition that was published in April 1972, a few months before the Wheelers set off, could be obtained for a “minimum donation” of fifty pence and consisted of a grand total of twenty stapled pages. Still, it was better than nothing.

Had the Wheelers wanted to make a similar trip from, say, London to South Africa, they would have been equally hard-pressed to find detailed information on how to navigate their route. BIT also published a guide to overlanding in Africa, but it was a mere scattershot collection of travelers’ stories, nothing like a comprehensive guide to the continent. And what if the Wheelers had wanted to chart their adventure along the “gringo trail” that was beginning to emerge between Mexico and the southern tip of Patagonia? The sole reliable resource they could have found in Britain would have been The South American Handbook, whose England-based editors updated the guide using information sent in from travelers. In 1972, with precious few exceptions, dedicated and well-researched English-language travel guides to individual countries in Africa, South America, and Asia simply didn’t exist—for travelers of any budget.

But that’s not to say that Tony and Maureen had nothing to guide them. As they would discover soon after setting off, their single best source of information was the other Western boomers whom they’d encounter on the road, often at hippie magnets like the Pudding Shop in Istanbul, Chicken Street in Kabul, or Freak Street in Kathmandu. Whenever they’d bump into fellow travelers, Tony and Maureen would pump them for information—and share information in return. Before long, they’d accumulated quite a bit of advice to share. On each day of the trip, Tony, always an assiduous notetaker, would jot down things like how far they’d traveled, how much they’d paid for their meals, what the roads were like, how they’d obtained their visas, as well as things he picked up about the local culture, religion, and history. These notes would later prove to be a very valuable resource indeed.



While the Wheelers were driving and thumbing their way across Asia, the world around them was opening up. The same year they set off on their adventure, U.S. president Richard Nixon made his famous eight-day visit to China, ending twenty-five years of frozen relations between the powers that would dominate geopolitics over the next half century. Six years after that widely televised trip—which Nixon called “the week that changed the world”—China would open its borders to international tourists for the first time since 1949. Closer to home for Tony and Maureen, the Iron Curtain remained drawn across Europe, but tourism was making that barrier increasingly porous. By the mid-1960s, more than a million Westerners were vacationing in the USSR every year, and tourist industry connections were deepening across the Cold War divide.5

But international travel remained highly exclusive: in the United States, the percentage of people who carried a passport would remain in the single digits well into the 1990s,6 and for all but the most adventurous tourists, travel agents remained indispensable—and often expensive—gatekeepers to traveling overseas. Jet travel, which had begun to spread in the 1960s, remained unaffordable for many in the early seventies. But among a certain stratum of restless and relatively affluent young baby boomers, international travel was growing very quickly indeed.

In the United States, the Peace Corps—which John F. Kennedy launched in 1961 to allow Americans the opportunity to contribute to “the great common cause of world development”7—was sending thousands of young boomers to other countries every year. The arrival of the Beatles in India in 1968 riveted a generation, spotlighting a part of the world that had long been unknown to many in the West and generating ever more interest in the Hippie Trail, which had been attracting a trickle of travelers since the mid-fifties. Paul Theroux’s travelogue The Great Railway Bazaar, which describes his travels along the Hippie Trail to India and beyond, became an international bestseller after it was published in 1975, adding ever more fuel to the fire.8 By the time the Iranian Revolution and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan brought the Hippie Trail to an abrupt end in 1979, tens of thousands of young travelers had made the trek.

But even with the closure of the Hippie Trail, by the dawn of the 1980s it was clear that, for a growing number of people, the world was shrinking very quickly indeed. In her travel memoir published in 1978, the journalist and author Martha Gellhorn observed that “perhaps the greatest social change since the Second World War is the way citizens of the free nations travel as never before in history.” Gellhorn described the new class of global wanderers as both “a vast floating population and an industry” that was “essential to many national economies.” (“Not that we are therefore treated with loving gratitude,” she went on, “more as if we were gold-bearing locusts.”)9 In 1960, when Tony and Maureen were still schoolchildren, 69 million tourists crossed an international border. By the time the Hippie Trail closed in 1979, the figure had more than quadrupled, to 283 million. And many of those budding global travelers needed help finding their way.



“The Asian overland trip has become so popular in the past five years that there’s almost a groove worn in the face of the map.”10

So begins Across Asia on the Cheap, the slim, hand-stapled book that the Wheelers published within a year of arriving in Australia. They hadn’t set out to write a guidebook, but soon after they made it to Sydney






























































	I. Fodor paused his work to join the U.S. military during World War II, but he picked up where he left off in 1949, producing his first dedicated country guide to Greece. More would soon follow. But the expansion of Fodor’s guides—which by the mid-1970s had sold close to 10 million copies—wasn’t purely in response to market forces. In 1974, the New York Times revealed classified testimony from disgraced former CIA director E. Howard Hunt in which he described how the CIA had “funded, to a large extent, the activities of Fodor’s Travel Guide.” Hunt also testified that Eugene Fodor had been on the CIA payroll, and that CIA support for the company had continued for twelve to fifteen years. Fodor couldn’t be reached for comment at the time, but he later admitted to providing cover for CIA agents working in Europe. “I told them to make sure to send me real writers, not civil engineers,” Fodor told a journalist six months after the Hunt testimony was published. “I wanted to get some writing out of them, and I did too.” (Seymour Hersch, “Hunt Tells of Early Work for a C.I.A. Domestic Unit,” New York Times, December 31, 1974; 4 Roy Bongartz, “Where Tourists Go, Fodor’s Been,” New York Times, June 15, 1975.)
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