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Even when we’re not on a trip, we all carry within us the places that 
have made us who we are, revisiting them in our minds, especially in 
difficult times like these. On the following pages, some of our favorite 
travelers go back to the destinations they hold closest 

the lands  we love

The Scala dei Turchi, or Stair of the Turks, in southern Sicily, 2018  Photograph by COLE WILSON



the lands  we love
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I was studying abroad in Rome, but my estranged boyfriend was 
studying in Madrid. Ryanair had just debuted, and you could 
get a flight for 30 euros. We decided to reunite in Barcelona. 
All I wanted to drink was sangria. I couldn’t believe the way the 
Mediterranean met the mountains. I swooned for the Gaudí, 
for the dank Gothic Quarter. The last night we had a terrible 
sangria-fueled fight, and I dragged my suitcases into the street 
at 4 a.m. I got all the way to the Plaça de Catalunya before he 
caught up to me. People were wandering home, taxis idled, and 
neon lights suddenly illuminated the dark fountains. “It’s not as 
pretty as Rome,” I told him, “but I think I like it.” 

Next, I was a sommelier. I worked in New York at an 
all-Spanish wineshop by day and tended bar at a tapas restau-
rant at night. The work paid off, and my boss sent me to Spain 
for an “educational” wine trip. My liver learned to tolerate the 
excess of visiting three wineries in a day, tasting 40-year-old 
Riojas at 10 a.m., submitting to three-hour lunches of chilled 
Cigales and gambas in Sanlúcar de Barrameda, barreling 
through bottles of Manzanilla sherry like they were water. I sat 
through the endless cigar-smoke-soaked dinners of suckling 
lamb and suckling pig, where I would sometimes sleep with 
my eyes open, my teeth purpled. I can recall perfectly the dark, 

First,  
I went as  
a student.

SPAIN by STEPHANIE DANLER
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San Juan de Gaztelugatxe, in the Basque Country, 2014  Photograph by GRANT HARDER





glittering schist soil in Priorat; the salt crusts on the grapes in 
the Basque Country, the pink anchovies lined up next to the 
tasting glasses. My favorite was the after-hours karaoke, 
accompanied by gin and tonics the size of my head, where all 
the philosopher winemakers got drunk and sang Abba songs. 

Later, I was a pilgrim. The end of my 20s found me divorced, 
in grad school, and waiting tables. Wanting to be a differ- 
ent person, I decided to walk the Camino de Santiago. In the 
cities I walked through—Pamplona, Logroño, Burgos, Leon, 
Astorga—I ate the inexpensive prix fixe menus pilgrims often 
eat: cold french fries, chicken cutlets. But I rarely think about 
those cities, those meals. I think about the road in between, all 
the small, beige, crumbling towns. My old gastronomic map of 
Spain faded, and after 46 days of walking, I felt erased, like one 
of those forgotten towns where even trucks don’t stop. 

Eventually, I was an author. After a small Spanish book tour, 
I was invited to an artists residency in the mountains of Catal-
onia. The artists lived in a villa that had been grandfathered into 
a natural park, so there were no houses—or people—for miles. 
I saw wild boar while running on forested trails by the house. I 
sat by the pool and read and listened to the other writers 

Above: The town of Cadaqués, 
on the Costa Brava, 2014  
Left: A cortado at a café  
on La Loncha beach,  
in San Sebastián, 2015

playing tennis. One—a Frenchwoman in her 50s—drove to 
the sea every morning to swim. When I went with her, the 
water was surprisingly cold, the pine trees tumbling down the 
cliffs. At night over dinner we argued over art and ethics, the 
young Spanish feminists lambasting the older French men, or 
we gossiped about writers we all had opinions about.

Finally, I was a mother. I had a deadline to write a book. 
One night when my son was three months old, I turned to 
Matt, my husband, and said, “What if you quit your job and 
we move to Barcelona so I can write this book and you’ll take 
care of Julian?” A month later we flew with our newborn to 
Spain. In the two and a half months we were in Gràcia, a 
neighborhood in Barcelona, we did very little. I wrote seven 
days a week, going between a café and the office in our apart-
ment. I nursed Julian. The boys shopped for food at market 
stalls where the selection changed daily: apricots, cherries, 
peaches, tomatoes. Once a week Matt and I would leave 
Julian with a babysitter and gorge ourselves on jamón, 
gambas, and almejas and come home tipsy at midnight.  
I never went to a museum; I never went to Park Güell. I didn’t 
even go to the Gothic Quarter, where I once drank sangria. 
But I was all of my past selves at once as I drank my daily 
vermouth and soda, watched people and pigeons move 
through the plazas, bounced my son on my lap. I am always 
returning to Spain to measure how I’ve changed. It always 
takes me in. It is the country that gives me the space to 
imagine wildly. I know my son will never remember those 
months in Barcelona, but I hope they are imprinted on his 
consciousness, as they are on mine. 
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It’s called “the finest walk in the world,” after all. And so, as I planned my 
family’s itinerary for a two-month round-the-world trip, I decided the 
Milford Track in New Zealand would be our first stop. We were on the 
trail 48 hours after arriving in the country—me, my husband, our 12-year-
old daughter and 13-year-old son. We hiked together at times, our four 
pairs of trekking poles clicking against the ground as we went; at others,  
we spread out over a half mile (the kids, with youthful zeal and better 
knees, charged ahead). Around every bend there was another astonishment 
of mountains, waterfalls, forests, meadows, rivers, lakes, and wetlands.  
“It’s like Oregon, Hawaii, and Alaska had a baby,” my husband observed 

I had   to go.
MILFORD TRACK, NEW ZEALAND by CHERYL STRAYED
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HARTSFIELD-JACKSON INTERNATIONAL 
AIRPORT, ATLANTA by FRANCIS LAM

Layovers are the definition  
of  being neither here nor there.
But in the way that light shines brighter in a dark room, finding the 
grounding of humanity while shuffling between gates can feel 
unexpectedly profound. I once asked a man selling trinkets at a 
kiosk in Atlanta’s Hartsfield-Jackson Airport if he knew where to 
find the cafeteria that African cab drivers went to. I’d heard it was 
near the parking lot, beyond the view of travelers. The man, Elhadji, 
gave me directions, but he also told me that, as a West African, he 
didn’t go there much; the Somali way with rice doesn’t fill his 
hunger for Senegalese food. Then he told me about the grilled lamb 
his wife makes—the scent fills the break room and everyone asks 
for a taste. He told me that he and his wife had to leave their chil-
dren in Senegal to work here. And he told me that he has no regrets, 
that his kids love soccer and basketball, that he’s met senators and 
celebrities while selling Zoo Atlanta souvenirs. We talked so long I 
didn’t have time for the rice, and I never saw Elhadji again. But 
when asked what I love about flying, I think of him.

OSLO by AYAD AKHTAR

It’s August and the nights are still 
brief, but cooler, with the smell 
of pine and dew on the breeze.
The greening bronze statue of Ibsen before the National Theatre 
looks on approvingly as the city crews clean up before sunrise. 
Today is the premiere of my play, and once again I can’t sleep. 
Another shrimp-and-egg sandwich; another walk. Tonight’s 
aimless stroll takes me past a bar still serving local pilsner in foot-
high glasses and a handful of Punjabi taxi drivers dozing as they 
wait for a fare. I wend my way along the cobblestones into the old 
harbor, where weathered turrets on the embankment have stood 
guard since just after the Vikings. Through a thicket of lime- 
colored rental scooters, past shuttered booths for boat rides, I make 
my way onto the wharf, where, at the dock’s edge, I sit and peer out 
at the bay filled with tiny islands. A sudden gust, a bright blur, and 
all at once—I’m not alone. Tall, dirty white, perched on reed-thin 
legs below the ruffled skirt of black feathers along its wings, the 
stork turns its stout red bill from me to face the sea. Nothing more 
for either of us to do but wait for the day to begin.

The trail, which runs through Fiordland 
National Park on the South Island, 2015

Photograph by JAMES WESTMAN

during one of our trailside lunches. And it  
was: a union and multiplication of the most 
wondrous places we’d ever been or dreamed  
of going. After three days of walking, we 
reached the end of the track, at Sandfly Point 
on Milford Sound, feeling like the trail had 
delivered on its promise. It was the finest walk 
in the world. So beautiful it almost hurt.  
So beautiful it healed. One step and one 
breath at a time. 
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The town 
hung above us 

like a mirage 
conjured from 

the mist, 

SPERLONGA, ITALY by RUTH REICHL

ancient white buildings glittering in the sun. From our car it 
looked like a giant wedding cake. “Can we go up there?” my 
son, Nick, asked. “Please?”

The sea had just come into view, a great sweep of blue running 
beside the coastal road that twists from Rome to Naples. We 
were on our way to lunch at one of Italy’s greatest restaurants, 
but I figured a little detour wouldn’t hurt. I had no idea when I 
parked the car that this stop would change my life. 

We began climbing the stairs leading up to the ancient town 
of Sperlonga, which has been attracting Italian travelers since 
the time of Tiberius (who built his summer villa here on the 
Tyrrhenian Sea). It was incredibly serene—not yet tourist 
season—and snatches of lilting Italian floated out of open 
doorways. We turned a corner and almost ran into a man  
carrying a wicker basket. Nick was 10, and curious. “It’s filled 
with fish,” he reported, edging in to take a closer look. “Let’s 
see where he’s taking them.”

The man kept climbing, passing colorful bougainvillea  
cascading down whitewashed walls, until he reached the centro 
storico, where he stepped through an archway. Following, we 
found ourselves in a simple restaurant, tables set beneath 
bottles of wine perched precariously on uneven ledges.

“Signori.” A man in an apron gestured toward one of the 
tables. I backed away; lunch was waiting down the road.

Nick gave me a pleading look. I shook my head; he knew 
the rules. Restaurant critics don’t eat at random—especially 
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when they travel. Every meal is carefully planned, tables 
reserved long in advance. Wasting a lunch in a foreign country 
is simply not done.

But just as I was thinking of the dark, elegant restaurant 
where we were meant to dine, the fisherman with the basket 
beckoned, lifted up the covering of leaves, parted the seaweed, 
and displayed the contents. Silver fins glistened. Shells 
gleamed. Lively langoustines waved their antennae. 

“Please,” Nick whispered. 
I looked around. The restaurant did not look promising; 

there was not a single customer. I was shaking my head when 
Nick took matters into his own hands and simply sat down.  
I glanced at my watch and admitted defeat. It would be fine; 
the food would be terrible, and we’d finish with plenty of time 
for a late lunch at the fancy establishment down the road. 

The apron-clad owner, who had been watching the 
exchange, unfurled an enormous smile and headed for the 
kitchen, fisherman at his heels. 

Fresh anchovies, split and dressed in oil and vinegar. Squid 
salad with sliced tomatoes. Raw scallops, splashed with lemon 
juice. Oysters, tremblingly fresh, lovely as orchids. Tiny shrimp 
with sea beans. Stuffed squash blossoms. The dishes kept arriv-
ing until there was not an empty inch on the table. Undaunted, 
the owner pulled up a second table and covered that one with 
at least a dozen more little dishes of delicate seafood. 

Greedily, we ate it all. 

“We can’t,” I protested when the chef appeared holding  
a bowl of spaghetti with sea urchins. We could.

Then there were steamed langoustines, which we ate with 
our fingers, and a perfectly grilled sole. When the chef brought 
out a few fragile pieces of lettuce dressed in nothing but olive 
oil, lemon, and salt, I did not protest. It was, I thought, the 
most perfect meal I’d ever eaten.

I watched as Nick demolished a couple of pistachio-dusted 
cannoli. Then he sat back and announced, with 10-year-old 
wisdom, “The food was really great. But you know the best 
part?”

I wondered what he was going to say. 
“We weren’t expecting it.” 
I’d never thought of serendipity as a flavor, but it’s true:  

The meal had been wonderful, but the sheer surprise made 
everything taste even better. 

“Do you want to come back tomorrow?” I asked as we 
climbed down to the car. 

He thought about it. “No,” he decided. “It would never be as 
good again. Besides, we might find something even better.”

We didn’t. But that doesn’t mean we didn’t try. Because we’d 
just discovered the real secret of traveling: Keep searching for 
something wonderful, always believing it’s waiting just around 
the corner. It’s what I miss most about being in new places.  
I miss the sense of discovery, the constant search for the unex-
pected—and the certain knowledge that I’m going to find it.

The flavors of 
central Italy, 2017

Photographs by  
LOUISE PALMBERG
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I first learned about it from a white boy, which was shocking, 
considering I was the lone Middle Eastern kid in a mostly 
Chinese and Korean American group of friends. He would 
geek out on Chow Yun-fat and Stephen Chow and John Woo 
and Wong Kar-wai, and we would just smile and nod, but I 
realize now that hanging out with him is how I first fell in love 
with these incredibly violent and yet stunningly stylish action 
films. Their world has reeled relentlessly through my head for 
years and translated into a deep desire to experience cities, 
especially Hong Kong.

It took 25 years for me to finally visit for a few hours, on my 
way to the Ubud Writers & Readers Festival in Bali. I had 
deliberately flown Cathay Pacific and chosen Hong Kong 
International Airport as my stopover. I’d asked on Facebook if 
five hours was enough time to head into the city, and dozens of 
friends responded, all saying, Do not leave the airport, you will 
never make it to Indonesia, don’t be dumb, don’t risk it. I don’t 
know why I even asked, because I had already decided: I had to 
have dinner in Hong Kong. 

I landed at the airport wearing a hot-pink American 
Apparel hoodie, a T-shirt that read “Keep it surreal,” and 
sweatpants. An old high school friend, Michael, who was 
originally from Hong Kong and had moved back a few years 
earlier, had texted me, asking where to meet. I found myself 
thinking big: Where would Hong Kong movie stars go? I was 
half-joking but also half not, and I knew Michael would  
know that. After some back-and-forth, he suggested Man 
Wah at the Mandarin Oriental. I breathlessly dashed to the 
bathroom and let my giant suitcase gape open in the accessible 
stall. All my crumpled clothes dared me. What to wear when 
you have just one night in a city you’ve always dreamed of but 
never set foot in? 

I pulled out a bamboo silk dress that I had reserved for the 
fanciest night at the festival. I put on a full face of makeup and 
headed for the Airport Express commuter train.

Hong Kong looked exactly as I had hoped: a glittering,  
cosmopolitan mecca that felt wildly alive, even on a Sunday 
night. The stocky glass skyscraper of the Mandarin Oriental 
loomed impressively on Connaught Road. I trembled as I 
passed through the legendary lobby to the elevator. Just being 
here, in this place of my teenage fantasies, was enough to take 
my breath away. 

Man Wah, the famous Michelin-starred Cantonese restau-
rant beloved for its seamless blending of the traditional and 
the luxurious, occupies the hotel’s top floor. Michael and I 
were led to our table in an elegant, dimly lit dining room, all 
pink and red and mahogany. There were black lacquer screens 
full of Chinese calligraphy, exquisite bonsai trees, and golden 
lanterns shaped like birdcages. A stunning view of the skyline 
and Victoria Harbour greeted us. The atmosphere was opulent 
and timeless, discreet and romantic. At nearly every table sat  
a beautiful young woman with her equally beautiful date, 
everyone impeccable in their glamour. I could barely listen to 
Michael as I imagined who these people might be: starlets, 
models, bankers, crime bosses from the old action films?  
Every once in a while, I looked down at my dress, unsure if I fit 
in; I was glad my “Keep it surreal” shirt was hidden away in my 
duffel bag.

We ate, and boy, did we eat: hot and sour soup, Peking 
duck, braised beef ribs, dumplings, egg tarts, and chilled 
mango cream. I foolishly did not check my phone once to see 
if I was doing okay on time, and neither did Michael. “Why 
do you want to go to Indonesia?” he grumbled, and I 
explained the festival. “You want to be here, you always have,” 
he said, smiling. I’d wind up leaving way too late and have to 
rush to make my flight, but I knew the whole time I would 
not have cared if I missed the plane; I could have simply 
eased into life in Hong Kong forever. I would get wherever I 
had to, eventually. But for now I was having dinner tucked 
deep in the glorious wrinkles of an old dream.

When I was just becoming a teenager in 
suburban Los Angeles in the early ’90s, 
Hong Kong cinema began trickling into my 
predominantly East Asian neighborhood. 

HONG KONG by POROCHISTA KHAKPOUR
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Temple Street Night Market, on the Kowloon side of Hong Kong, 2019  Photograph by LAURYN ISHAK



From left: A colorful house in 
English Harbour; a wooden beach 
bungalow shaded by palm trees; 
the view from Darkwood Beach;  
a front porch in Liberta; 
bananas dangling in a vendor’s 
stall on Turners Beach; all 2015

Photographs by MIRJAM BLEEKER

“I like it 
here!”

ANTIGUA by ROWAN RICARDO PHILLIPS

I’m trying to remember the sound of my childhood voice. A 
voice I’ve forgotten and maybe wouldn’t even recognize if I 
heard it today. That’s the strangest part of our design: that we 
live a number of early years we’re destined to forget. 

What I do remember is that, for the first time in my life, I 
had been at an airport, then on a plane, then at another airport, 
and now I was lying in bed, five years old, my voice still full of 
clouds from the flight. 

“I like it here,” I said again.
What was it I liked? And where exactly was here? I remem-

ber here being night. And a house. There had been a lizard in 
the bathtub. My aunt had escorted it out like a guest who’d 
overstayed her welcome. I remember the mosquito net over 
my bed, a chandelier of translucent cotton, soft rays of white 
light cascading down from it. I remember the heat. Even at 
night: the aqueous, everlasting heat.

Writing this today, as an adult, I am an ocean that has for-
gotten the rivers that feed it. The mind for some reason is 
made this way. We are full of early moments that bend out of 
sight and away into distant lands, leaving us with only our 
actions, our tendencies, and the tenacity of our memories. The 
rivers chase down the ocean; the ocean remembers. 

“Do you like it here, Ricky?”
My childhood name, winding its way back to me. 
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Night is framed by a window. The equator’s stars are so 
bright in the sky and so different from the vague constellations 
I’d stitch together through guesswork while falling asleep in 
New York. And behind the question, the black oceanic face of 
my father’s father through the haze of creeping sleep and the 
mosquito net.

“Yes, Grandpa, I like it here!”
Here I am now, trying to remember why I love to travel, why 

on instinct I go to the beaches in Rio, the Costa Brava, Cape 
Cod—anywhere—at daybreak, and what I hear is the voice of 
a child who hadn’t been to those places. Just as the sensation  
of sunlight on your back is impossible to describe, that voice  
is impossible to describe. But it is also absolute. How many 
affirmations do we make as children that end up being, unbe-
knownst to us at the time, affirmations of a life’s journey?

“Good. This is your home. And you haven’t been to the 
beach yet. I’ll take you tomorrow. Good night.”

The moments of my childhood I remember most vividly are 
when I wasn’t speaking, when the mysterious mind of the 
child imprints sensations upon itself. I remember my grand- 
father’s words at that moment because of the image they set 
loose in my mind. A familiar image: the beach as I’d seen it 
already countless times at such a young age. A midday sun, 
blankets, a parasol, and above all, idleness. Even then, at five,  

I knew that a day at the beach was a rebellion against the 
tyranny of routine. I went to bed with dreams of an afternoon 
like that. I had been to the beach before, but never in Antigua. 
And so, as night descended, I closed my eyes and dreamed of 
that beach: packed and sizzling under the afternoon sky. 

The next day, my grandfather came to pick me up—at seven 
in the morning. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, but not the 
disbelief. When we arrived at the beach, we had it to ourselves. 
The early sun, crisp as a lemon rind, speculated across the face 
of the cool water. I realize now that at that moment I both 
gained and lost something. As when Satan saw Eden for the 
first time in Paradise Lost and Milton wrote that he beheld: 

…where the morning Sun first warmly smote 
The open field, and where the unpierc’t shade 
Imbround the noontime Bowrs: Thus was this place, 
A happy rural seat of various view. 

We left long before noon. But I was already profoundly 
changed. I didn’t know that I would never see my grandfather 
again. I had found paradise, and I had lost it. I was five. 
Antigua was still a colony. I have traveled widely since then.  
I have lived in four countries. And, if I can help it, I only go to 
the beach in the morning light. Because I like it there.
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NATIONAL MONUMENTS, UTAH  

Photographs by  

DAVID BENJAMIN SHERRY

Like many others, I watched in horror as the Trump 
Administration lifted the protected status of designated nation-
al monuments in order to lease the land for coal and uranium 
mining and oil drilling. Starting in the spring of 2017, I set out 
to explore, commune with, and photograph these lesser-known, 
wild, and hard-to-reach places. Spending months alone in 
these threatened sanctuaries, I became increasingly motivated 
to protect them, in part by engaging the tradition of photo-
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From left: A view from Muley Point, 
Bears Ears National Monument, 2018; 
Wahweap Hoodoos, Grand Staircase-
Escalante National Monument, 2019

graphic preservation. Photographers’ efforts to use their images 
to advocate for the protection of lands began in the 19th 
century with the U.S. Geological Survey and are inextricably 
bound up with the United States’ conflicted mission of simul-
taneously wresting lands from Indigenous peoples and preserv-
ing that land for future generations of Americans. Like Ansel 
Adams and many of my other early forebears, I use an 8-by-10 
large-format film camera, which allows for an unrivaled level of 

detail. However, when printing, I’m not interested in depicting 
the way the subject appears in reality, but rather its potential for 
emotional resonance between viewer and subject. Color is a 
conduit for me to make those feelings visible. –D.B.S.

“DAVID BENJAMIN SHERRY: AMERICAN MONUMENTS,”  
A COLLECTION OF LANDSCAPE PHOTOGRAPHY FROM THREATENED 
NATIONAL MONUMENTS, IS AVAILABLE NOW FROM RADIUS BOOKS.
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What I loved in my imagination before ever setting eyes on 
the enormous West African country was its ancient culture: 
the intricately carved, semiabstract sculptures and ßamboyant 
dyed textiles; the trade in copper and gold; the mellißuous 
epics; and, above all, the lavish musical traditions of the 
country. !e Malian music we hear today is unmistakably 
modern, but it owes its beginnings to the 13th-century king 
Sundiata Keita, whose enormous Mande Empire established 
cultural lineages that survive to this day. Ancient instruments 
like the kora, a dazzling 21-string instrument, and the 
balafon, a wooden xylophone, are now played in ensembles 
that also feature drum kits, electric basses, and synthesizers. 
!e guitarists of Mali are among the best in the world, and 

I longed! for so long!  
 to visit Mali"

MALI  by  TEJU COLE

the singers are famous for their power and subtlety. Many of 
these performers are djeli, hereditary musicians.

Mali is a poor place, struggling under postcolonial burdens, 
landlocked between seven neighboring countries, at risk of 
desertiÞcation, and Þghting an insurgency. But facts are neces-
sarily narrow, and there are always other facts. I went to 
Bamako to attend the Rencontres de Bamako, a pan-African 
photography biennial. !e exhibitions were held in venues 
scattered across the city, and I saw many installations that 
excited me both as a photographer and as a critic. But one 
night, as though I had suddenly awakened to the deeper 
purpose of my visit, I dragged three of my friends with me to 
Espace Club Africa. When we arrived around midnight, I 
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immediately recognized ÒTitati,Ó a version of which I love by 
the late diva Bako Dagnon, who died in 2015. It was a !urs-
day, and the room was nearly empty. !e lead guitarist was 
ßeet-Þngered, his notes drenched in feedback; the bassist was 
somnolently groovy; and the keyboardist, completely blind, 
played the keys in a percussive style. As for the singer: She was 
unforgettable, resplendent in traditional Guinea cloth, which 
was shiny and dyed a deep purple. She was in her late 20s, and 
her authoritative and majestic voice seemed to carry 700 years 
of tradition. !e band played for fewer than a dozen of us, and 
we gave them all our energy. !e walls were covered in murals 
of the greats: the kora player Toumani DiabatŽ, the singer 
KassŽ Mady DiabatŽ, the guitar maestro Ali Farka TourŽ, the 
singer Salif Keita, and Bako Dagnon.

About an hour after we arrived, the singer began what 
sounded very much like ÒNanfoule,Ó one of my favorite songs 
in the Malian repertoire. It is said to have been Þrst performed 
by a djeli who had been arrested and tortured during colonial 
times by the French, in the 1940s. ÒSet me free,Ó he is reported 
to have sang. ÒTake o" these shackles.Ó It is a spellbinding 
song, full of yearning, and the young singer before us sang with 
mesmerizing focus, lowering her voice and then occasionally 
spinning out a soaring phrase, breaking my heart in a language 
I do not understand.

!ere was a second surprise for me, deep into the night, 
after the performance Þnished. I went to the singer and in my 
bad French told her how much I had enjoyed her voice. I asked 
for her name. 

ÒBako Dagnon,Ó she said. 
ÒVous •tes la Þlle du Bako Dagnon?Ó 
She smiled and said yes, that was her mother. I was aston-

ished and immediately participated in the local tradition  
by opening up my wallet to give her a cash gift in honor of  
her performance.

!e following night, and the nights after that, I saw guitar-
ists, kora players, other djeliÑa live set with Oumou SangarŽÕs 
niece, another with Toumani DiabatŽÕs brother, yet another 
with KassŽ Mady DiabatŽÕs brotherÑand heard the same 
music pouring out of shops and taxis and street weddings. 
Bamako seemed to o"er me a soundtrack at every moment, 
an audible inßection that brought unanticipated beauty to  
the humble city.

!ose nights in Mali put me in direct contact with a pro-
found Africa. !e rhythms, perfected over centuries, renewed 
my love of complexity. And the songs reminded me of one of 
lifeÕs irreducible joys: that there is so much more to peak experi-
ences than can be divined from a glance at a countryÕs GDP. In 
Mali they do music as well as anyone anywhere does anything. 
And this, Þnally, is why we travel: to witness such excellence 
Þrsthand, and to plunge through an unexpected trapdoor and 
come to a soft landing in the most human side of ourselves.

Clockwise from far left:  Children find shelter 
from the midday sun under exposed tree roots 
along the Bani River; in Mopti, a brickmaker 
shapes mud taken from the banks of the Niger 
River; a worshipper stands outside DjennŽÕs 
Great Mosque; a nomadic cattle herder keeps 
watch over his flock near DjennŽ; all 2006

Photographs by  STUART REDLER
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Mallik Ghat Flower Market, one of 
the largest in Kolkata, 2019

Photograph by ATHUL PRASAD

a sliver in the earth exposing volcanic rock, alkaline pools, and 
crusts of thermophilic bacteria. You arenÕt allowed to explore 
the landscape alone. A guide must lead you along a wooden 
walkway; here, they will say, is the acid lake, the boiling springs, 
the waterfall. A ranger with a riße follows behind. !ere is 
much to compete for your attention, but if you stay sharp, you 
might spot one man-made object alongside these natural 
wonders: a round structure constructed from stacked stones. 
!e rangers built it years ago. Hours after the tour ends, 
Velikan Geyser will erupt, shooting steam 1,000 feet into the 
air, where it condenses and rains down to collect in this inge-
nious little tub. If youÕre still in the valley after the last helicop-
ter departs, the sta" will let you leave the path and pick over 
mud and living crusts to swim with them in their geyser-fed 
pool. !ey call it the KingÕs Bath: a secret spot to contemplate 
one of the most fragile places on the planet. 

KAMCHATKA, RUSSIA  by  JULIA PHILLIPS

The Valley of Geysers is 
fragile territory!

barks, yelps, grunts, roars. And smell them too. A pile of rocks 
in the Sea of Cortez, covered in sea lions. Los Islotes. I jumped 
o" the sloop and ßippered in. Right away I saw them: two 
pups tugging on either end of a piece of rope. I dove and exe-
cuted a triple lutz. Sort of. One pup dropped the rope and 
zoomed by, spinning barrel rolls. Oh, yeah? I dove again, som-
ersaulted, twisted. She doubled back, very close, spindled, and 
backßipped. I was ready to surrender. !en I felt a tugging, 
hard, on my right ßipper. She had it in her teeth. She released 
and circled around and came straight at me. Inches from my 
mask she broke for the bottom. We played and played. We 
took breaks and just hung upside down, ßippers on the surface, 
looking at each other. I shivered with cold. I didnÕt care. When 
I Þnally swam back to the boat, she arrowed around me in 
Þgure eights. She didnÕt want me to leave. Me neither. I had 
forgotten my name, that I was human, and that there was any-
thing else in the world more glorious.

THE SEA OF CORTEZ, MEXICO

 by  PETER HELLER

You could hear them a mile o"#
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a few weeks after my 18th birthday, and checked in to the Modern Lodge, 
just o" Sudder Street. !irty rupeesÑabout two dollars in those daysÑgot 
me a shared shower, a ceiling fan, and a sagging single bed. I was traveling 
alone and spent my days wandering around the city: the Maidan, the 
Kalighat Kali temple, and the marble halls of the Victoria Memorial. In the 
evenings I ate cheaply on Sudder Street, then as now a center for backpack-
ers. At my current stage in my life, IÕll probably never return to the Modern 
Lodge, and I no longer see backpackers as elite guardians of secret travel 
knowledge. But to my 18-year-old eyes, they seemed impossibly cool and 
sophisticated. Sitting around the sticky tables on Sudder Street, risking food 
poisoning to eat spicy chicken chaap and listening to veteran travelers tell 
tales of Dal Lake, Darjeeling, and the mangrove forests of the Sundarbans, 
felt like my initiation. I couldnÕt have been more excited if IÕd been at the 
Mos Eisley cantina in Star Wars, with an entire galaxy to explore.

I arrived  
in the city 

by train  
in !"#$%

KOLKATA by  MARCEL THEROUX
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Clockwise from above:   
The marble-lined inner courtyard of 

the Great Umayyad Mosque; a view  
of the mosque from the Throne Hall 

of the Aleppo Citadel, which 
sustained damage in the war; 

Aleppo, seen from the mosqueÕs 
since-toppled minaret; all 2007

Photographs by MANUEL VAZQUEZ

built by the Ottomans in the twilight of their rule with the aim of 
connecting Istanbul to Mecca. !e sleeper, all blue and white, with 
sprawling Arabic letters that spelled out the equivalent of CFSÑ
Chemins de fer SyriensÑhad an Arab attendant, a large mothering 
creature with kohled eyes. When we reached southeast Anatolia, our 
carriage was to separate from the rest of the train and continue across 
the border to Syria. As the train plunged deeper into Anatolia, we 

The Taurus Express! 
from Istanbul to 
Aleppo! juddered along 
what had been the old 
Hejaz Railway! 

ALEPPO by  AATISH TASEER
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before waving our train goodbye. A sign depicting the young 
dictator Bashar al-Assad beside Hafez al-Assad, his grim- 
visaged father, welcomed us to ÒAssadÕs Syria.Ó Hafez had 
quashed the Hama uprising of 1982 with brutal force. It was 
rumored that he had set Þre to the cityÕs sewer system to keep 
the rebels from escaping. !e son, with his English wife, was 
meant to be a reformer.

!e Aleppo I arrived in, on the night before Christmas Eve, 
was shrouded in a sleep that felt centuries old. I remember 
men in black-tasseled fezzesÑthe red ßat-topped hats of the 
Ottomans that had been outlawed in modern TurkeyÑat the 
train station. We drove through rain-drenched streets to the 
palatial house of my host, an old-fashioned Syrian Christian, 
who greeted me at the top of the stairs in his bathrobe. His 
wife, a Syrian Danielle Steele of sorts, with blond-streaked 
cropped hair, wrote novels with titles such as Si Loin de lÕEu-
phrate. Georges collected Byzantine mosaics, and sitting down 
to dinner in a beautiful dining room of silver frames and Louis 
Something bureaus, I observed La Dictionnaire de La Noblesse 
Fran•aise. It was the last gasp of a genteel older way of life. I 
wandered among the high arches, spice merchants, and mote-
Þlled light of the Aleppo souk, one of the marvels of the medi-
eval world, remembering that line from Macbeth: ÒHer 
husbandÕs to Aleppo gone, master oÕ thÕ Tiger.Ó I had drinks at 
the Baron Hotel, with its faded Pan Am stickers on the glass 
of the saloon doors and the ghosts of Agatha Christie, Charles 
Lindbergh, and T.E. Lawrence still stalking about. I diligently 
took notes without realizing I was recording for posterity a 
society that was on the verge of extinction. 

!e Syrian civil war, which erupted Þve years after my visit, 
decimated that world. Georges and his wife ßed to Lebanon. 
My guide and interpreter, bright-eyed Nedal, sent a note in 
2012, saying he had escaped to Dubai to avoid being drafted 
into the army. Ò!ings is very bad there,Ó he said of the conßict 
that would claim half a million lives and displace 13 million 
others. His brother had been arrested and was in a coma. !e 
war cured me of romance. When I think back to my arrival in 
Aleppo, or the courtyard trees laden with oranges, or the 
high-pointed arches infused with the smell of strong tobacco, 
or the enticing shred of a Roman colonnade in the Damascus 
souk, or a breakfast of yogurt and fresh herbs in the mountains 
by the coast, a chiding voice starts up in my head, warning me 
of the dangers of fetishizing the past, for so much of what I 
loved about Syria is gone, irrevocably gone.

To travel romantically is, in a sense, to never leave home; it 
is to return with oneÕs assumptions intact. To travel seriously 
is to be remade by the experience of travel. What happened in 
Syria is heartbreaking, but the world is always new. To have 
known something incredible, and to know that it is fragile 
and can be lost, is not a reason to forgo travel. It is a reason to 
set out into the world again. 

passed towns of honey-colored stone, each with a solitary 
minaret that cast a slim blue shadow over a blanket of snow. 

I was 25, traveling across the Islamic world to research my 
Þrst book, and the Þrst day and a half of the journey had been 
full of romance. I had quit my job at Time magazine in London 
six months before, in the spring of 2005. I was full of the spirit 
of men like Robert Byron and Bruce Chatwin, who left the 
London Sunday Times Magazine to travel, cabling back: ÒHave 
gone to Patagonia.Ó If the English schoolboy traveler was one 
kind of model, V.S. Naipaul was another. He wrote Òbooks of 
enquiry,Ó with the aim of dramatizing the core tensions of a 
societyÑits historical Þssures, its heartbreak, its inner drama. 
What kind of traveler did I want to be? I donÕt think I knew. 

Just before the border, the earth turned red, a landscape of 
boulders and emerald grass. We were in the Levant, and 
spokes of biblical light broke through the rain-Þlled sky. !e 
train was carrying Turkish soldiers now, and moments earlier 
two handsome men in blue berets, standing in the gangway of 
the next carriage, had shared an enormous joint with me 
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I traveled to a familiar place to recover it. I was 
born in Chicago, where my Peruvian parents  
had come for graduate school. Over the next  
18 years, no matter where we were livingÑ
Chicago, New York, S‹o Paulo, MadridÑwe 
would return to Lima for Christmas. It was the 
highlight of my year. We went, it seemed, to 
reenact the experience of being from there. 

!e Lima I knew as a little kid was made up of 
small experiencesÑrestaurants, rituals, candyÑ
that for me symbolized an unlived parallel life. On 
each visit I went to the same places, saw the same 
things, ate the same foods: My grandparentsÕ funky 
house, with its ßoating stairway and Formica 
kitchen. !e ra"a beach umbrellas and white 
slatted wood chaises on the beach at the Club 
Regatas Lima. !e kiddie pool with the seahorse 

LIMA  by  CARINA CHOCANO

Most people travel  
to new places to  
discover them! 
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else. In Miraßores, where my mother grew up, there 
were Spanish colonial revival buildings mixed with 
Tudor cottages and midcentury-modern houses. 
There was the lucuma ice cream at Heladar’a 
DÕOnofrio; the churros filled with chocolate, 
custard, and manjar blanco at Manolo; the pancakes 
at PalachinkeÑrestaurants founded by, respec- 
tively, an Italian in the 19th century, a Spaniard in 
the 1960s, and a Swiss in the 1970s. What I didnÕt 
like was the blatant racism and oppression, which, 
as a little kid, IÕd been sheltered from elsewhere. We 
were warned about the water, about the sun, about 
walking alone, about pickpockets, about cops. 
Nobody explained how to feel about seeing a little 
boy shooed from the shop when he came in to beg, 
while I stood there, ashamed, clutching a new 
Barbie doll and a cone, fresh from a childrenÕs 
theater matinee of !e Little Prince. 

!e word nostalgia was coined in 1688 by a 
Swiss doctor to describe the homesickness of  
students from Bern studying in Basel, servants 
working in France, and soldiers Þghting abroad. 
Once people knew what to call it, it was quickly 
recognized as a global malady, brought on by 
modernity, displacement. A yearning for a lost 
time. My family was nostalgic, I guess. When we 
arrived, my grandfather would meet us on the 
tarmac (he was in the air force, so they let him), 
and when we left, heÕd send us o# with little corked 
bottles of water and sand from the PaciÞc Ocean: 
Òthe mighty PaciÞc.Ó We were swimming in the 
wrong ocean, he told us, and he wanted us to 
remember who we were. 

IÕve lived in California almost my entire adult 
life, and I often see Lima in Los Angeles, another beach city with a narrow 
highway running along the ocean under sheer blu#s. A city of houses and 
tra"c and inequality. In Lima the big houses in Miraßores have been 
replaced by tall buildings. Nobody deplanes on the tarmac anymore. !e 
airport is big and modern and new. I realize now that my memories of Lima, 
which has become more alive and dynamic to me as IÕve gone back as an 
adult, were mostly a reenactment of inherited nostalgia, a kind of magical 
repository of irreplaceable things I had gradually lostÑgrandparents, club 
memberships, long vacations with nothing to do. I never moved forward in 
time there, only backward. I didnÕt experience Lima so much as construct it.

From my momÕs apartment in Miraßores, in a tall building that faces the 
right ocean, you can see paragliders, people walking and running and biking 
along El Malec—n, past the lighthouse ßanked by palm trees. SheÕs planning 
to give it up and go back to Madrid, where most of her grandchildren are.  
I will miss knowing that I have a place in Lima, even if it wasnÕt really mine. 
For years the apartment and the city existed as a virtual home, a possibility. 
But maybe thatÕs as real as anything else.

Clockwise from far left:  
A bright fa•ade; a neo-Gothic church; 
a Renzo Ortega mural; a clifftop view 
in LimaÕs Barranco district; all 2019

mosaic. Chicken s‡nguches and shoestring fries 
from PitÕs. Volkswagen Beetles and surfers and 
old ladiesÕ teas. Sea-Monkeys and Hello Kitty 
stickers. Elaborate kidsÕ birthday parties with 
tiny cups of strawberry Jell-O bavarois and 
puppet shows and phalanxes of nannies in white 
uniforms. Fancy estates, half-built houses, shan-
ties. Later, in the Õ80s, came the curfews, the 
power outages, the scary stories. It was the 
strangest and most familiar, the most speciÞc but 
uncategorizable city IÕd ever visitedÑa beautiful, 
ugly, absurd, magical, infuriating place. 

What I loved most were the unexpected juxta-
positions, the crazy mishmash of culinary inßu-
ences and architectural styles; double surnames 
that revealed far-ßung immigration patterns; 
strange, incredible sweets, unavailable anywhere 
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IÕve been coming to this vast, fenceless land since before I had kids. I love 
how the giant skies pricked with blinking stars recalibrate time and space to 
remind me what lies out of my control. We stay in the Orkhon ValleyÑ
close to Karakorum, the historic capital of Genghis KhanÕs empireÑin gers, 
the nomadsÕ traditional round wood and canvas tents, above the whispering 
S-bends of a silver river. !e days are deliciously unpredictable: today, a 
horse race; tomorrow, a feast until 3 a.m. My children have good friends 
here, and so do I, including the Mongolian concert pianist Odgerel Sampil-
norov. I Þrst heard her play in 2015 at a recital inside the largest tent, where 
local families sat listening by candlelight. !e music Þlled the space and 
then rose like smoke out of the hole in the roof. !e beauty of Bach in such 
an unlikely place sent me on a journey to nearby Siberia to Þnd a better 
piano for Odgerel. !e adventure turned into a book, which I partly wrote in 
the Orkhon Valley, a place where there are no distractions, where everything 
is unfamiliar, where magic feels not only possible, but likely.

Children racing horses in the Orkhon Valley, 2015  Photograph by KEN KOCHEY

MONGOLIA by  SOPHY ROBERTS

This country 
has more 

horses than 
people!
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The ornate Shah Mosque, in Esfah!nÕs Naqsh-e Jahan Square, 2016  Photograph by CROOKES & JACKSON



Time feels ßuid in this  
dry hillside colonial town
in the highlands northwest of Mexico City. When I remember 
it, I remember doors, great wooden ones that line either side of 
the street in the centro. Doors with heavy metal hinges, some 
framed with intricate carvings. Many of their big planks are 
cracked by dry air, but when the sun warms them they are still 
surprisingly fragrant: a dusty, pleasant scent, like old barn-
wood and dried grass, spiked with a whi! of petroleum. In the 
daytime these doors are thrown open to reveal a new gallery,  
a buzzy mezcal bar, a designerÕs superb brass tables, an ATM, a 
taqueria, a botanica not much touched in a hundred years, 
with tall, intricately labeled white jars of powders and tinctures 
lining every shelf. In the evening, strings of light bulbs remain 
stretched across the streets from "ree Kings Day and the 
dome of the Parroquia de San Miguel Arc‡ngel, the cityÕs  
glorious cathedral, glows under a moon of battered silver. "e 
magniÞcent doors, every one of them, are bolted shut. Well, 
maybe a barÕs still open, the few last patrons singing, voices 
echoing up the street. In what century am I walking?

My rental apartment was 
tucked away on a street that 
curled like a dragonÕs tail!
I hadnÕt expected this M.C. Escher puzzle box of a city, hewn 
from stone. "e Old Town defeats the two dimensions of a 
map with its interlocking tunnels and bridges and stairways. 
Once I learned my way around, it felt like knowing a secret. 
Glimpses of the sea come and go. Tacky shops crowd and 
clamor around the castle, but I like the sound of a bagpipe. 
("ereÕs always a bagpipe.) In spring, cherry trees bloom in 
the Meadows and gorse blazes yellow below the Salisbury 
Crags, that big basaltic slab of prehistory heaved up in Holy-
rood Park. On gray days the Crags loom like a warning; on a 
sunny day thereÕs no better picnic spot. "e real magic, 
though, is when lemony beams break through a lowering 
Scottish sky and glint o! jumbled roofs, uniting light and 
dark, ancient and new.

SAN MIGUEL DE ALLENDE  by  MARK DOTY

EDINBURGH by  MAGGIE SHIPSTEAD

ESFAH!N, IRAN by  JASON REZAIAN

Our Þrst 
night! we 
wandered  
the historic 
quarter
of one of the most intact metropolises of humanityÕs 
past. I was 25 and had traveled with my father to the 
land of his youth. Now we were wide awake at an 
ungodly hour in the way that only happens when 
youÕre transported to the opposite side of the world. 
We stumbled past closed teahouses and rug shops 
and Þnally down a very short alley that opened onto 
the immense Naqsh-e Jahan Square. Centuries after 
it doubled as Esfah#nÕs commercial hub and a shahÕs 
polo grounds, it remains the cityÕs beating heart, 
thrumming with life by day. "is late at night, 
though, we had it to ourselves. I remember how the 
full moon, suspended above the magniÞcent Shah 
Mosque, illuminated everything below, casting light 
onto the turquoise-blue tiles and back over the 
fountains. Lore says the square takes its name, 
which means Òimage of the worldÓ in Farsi, from an 
old Persian rhyme that claims the city itself is half 
the world: ÒEsfah!n nesf-e jah!n.Ó But that night, to 
me, it was the whole damn thing. Now, nearly two 
decades later, having spent years living in Iran and 
presently barred from returning, itÕs Naqsh-e Jahan 
SquareÑin the middle of the night, with my dadÑ
that I miss most.
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Under a 
ghostly  
early!evening  
moon" 

 CHACO CULTURE NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK, NEW MEXICO   

by  WALTER KIRN

The sun sets on  
Pueblo Bonito, an Anasazi 
archaeological site, 2013

Photograph by KEVIN RUSS

the mesas rose to touch the smooth gray clouds. 
New Mexico juts into outer spaceÑit borders 
the starsÑand gravity seems weaker there, which 
allowed me to drive at high speeds, without 
resistance, as though my car were levitating 
slightly. When I reached the park, I was aston-
ished; it was like going for a casual jaunt and 
stumbling onto Machu Picchu, an anthropologi-
cal wonder of global importance. 

Travel is always a gamble. One never knows 
howÑor even ifÑit will pay o!. My accidental 
visit to Chaco Canyon was the biggest jackpot 
IÕd ever hit, an astonishing shower of silver coins 
in the form of a crumbling pueblo metropolis. I 
wandered through the hives of ancient rooms 
where the cityÕs residents passed their days, 
gazing up into the violet, star-strewn heavens 
and temporarily lost in time and space. The 
feeling was one of dreaming while awake. I 
almost expected an alien mother ship to emerge 
from behind the moon and beam me up. Half an 
hour earlier IÕd been a modern American, listen-
ing to hit songs on my car radio, munching bar-
becue potato chips, and worrying about reserving 
a hotel room in Santa Fe. Now, suddenly, I was a 
citizen of the cosmos, like that Platonic human 
Þgure inscribed inside of a circle by da Vinci. 

A park ranger with a ßashlight interrupted my 
reverie. She stood in a parking area beside my car 
and shined the light on me as I wiped dust from 
my trousers and shivered in the chilly darkness. 
She informed me that the park was closed and 
asked me to leave before she shut the gates. But 
instead of wearing a disapproving frown, she 
wore a slight grin. It was her privilege to live out 
here full-time, in all sorts of weather, day and 
night, and I think she liked the idea that IÕd 
enjoyed the park in the way that she often had, in 
perfect solitude. As I unlocked my car, she asked 
what had brought me here so early in the spring, 
before the rush and only a day after the snow had 
melted. Was I, she asked, an archaeology bu!? 

ÒNot really,Ó I said. ÒJust driving along, saw the 
sign, and made a detour.Ó

A detour IÕve been on ever since.

I crouched and braced myself with my right arm and hopped 
down into a kiva, a pitlike worship site surrounded by ancient 
walls of sandstone masonry. Around me, arrayed along a 
crumbling cliffside in the desert of northwestern New 
Mexico, stood the labyrinthine ruins of a great city, built 
about a thousand years ago and inhabited by the Anasazi 
people, who gathered here to trade and hold ceremonies. "e 
structures are astrologically aligned to cyclical movements of 
the sun and moon, and I could feel the pull of distant orbs as I 
kicked and dislodged rocks and pebbles that others had 
trodden on long ago. 

I tried to imagine all those vanished peopleÑtheir habits, 
their games, their philosophy of lifeÑbut I lack an imagina-
tion for the past. On seeing a ruin, I canÕt imagine a building; 
my mind doesnÕt work backward that way. I squatted and 
drew a circle in the dirt to summon the feeling of drawing a 
pictograph like those IÕd seen on nearby rocks, some of them 
featuring reddish painted handprints that seemed not to have 
come from individuals but from the god of hands. But my 
magic trick failed. I climbed up out of the pit and went to 
explore a warren of rooßess chambers with low square door-
ways that I had to duck to pass through. "e emptiness felt 
total. IÕd read that the city was abandoned during a drought 
after hundreds of years of occupation. "is should have left 
ghosts behind, but none announced themselves. "e hot dry 
sun must have baked them all away.

I had come upon Chaco Canyon by accident, during a lazy 
springtime road trip between Nevada and Arkansas. "e sign 
for the park, which IÕd never heard of, intrigued me, sending 
me 50 miles down a road crossed occasionally by darting 
rodents and completely empty of other vehicles. "e sky grew 
bluer as it darkened, the low sca!olded hills turned pink, and 
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This work is inspired by sketches I started while 
traveling in Morocco in May of 2018 and in Mexico in January 
of 2020, which I Þnished drawing in locked-down New York. 
Over the past years, travel has become an important element 
of my work. I feel it engages that collective sense of wonder 
that makes you feel alive and in the moment. !e name of my 
new exhibition, ÒPink Moon,Ó refers to the Þrst full moon of 
the spring, the largest and brightest full moon of the year. It is 
also my favorite Nick Drake album.

Before I went to Morocco, I was feeling burned-out from 
doing sets and costumes for the New York City Ballet, two 
Þlms, and four art shows in a year. Morocco renewed my mind. 
I was overtaken by the brightness of color and its combina-

tions. Before that trip I was using muted earthy colors, but 
afterward I was into brighter colors.

My trip to Mexico further opened up my color palette and 
inßuenced this series of drawings. !e country, which I have 
been to more than 30 times, has been a huge inßuence on me. 
In 2007 I spent half a year in Guadalajara, working on ceram-
ics at a foundry owned by Jose NoŽ Suro. !e nature there is so 
lush and beautiful, and the people are so kind. Both trips gave 
me the spark that makes the work exciting. ÐM.D.
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MEXICO AND MOROCCO Drawings by  MARCEL DZAMA
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at the very beginning of 1978, when I discovered 
Kauai. !e few dingy photographs I still have  
of that time donÕt capture how it felt to be there. 
When I ßip through them, they remind me how 
little I rememberÑthough the limited memories 
I do have are varied, spanning the senses. I 
remember my mother exclaiming, ÒI smell 
ßowers!Ó as our plane touched down, the islandÕs 
perfume hitting us even before the doors were 
opened. I remember tide pools, miniature worlds, 
and never tiring of gazing in them. I remember 
hanging in the oceanÕs swells, just past where my 
toes could touch bottom, ßoating with so little 
e"ort I might have been lying in bed. 

But what lives within me even more strongly 
are the dreams I began having about the trip 
almost as soon as it was over, dreams from four 
decades ago that remain as vivid as if IÕd dreamed 
them last night. !e place is recognizably Kauai, 
but itÕs a fantastical, hallucinatory, even frighten-
ing Kauai, just as the real Kauai was a fantastical, 
hallucinatory, and even frightening leap from 
everything IÕd ever known to that point. Kauai 
left me awed, a word I didnÕt know at that age. 
Later, when I learned that awe means Òreverential 
wonder,Ó I remembered Kauai.

In one of my Kauai dreams, IÕm alone in the 
ocean; no boat, no ßoatie, nothing and no one 
but me. A vertical tower of waterÑlike a huge 
faucet has just opened in heavenÑadvances on 
me slowly with a noise like a freight train. Soon 
it will crush me, but until it does, itÕs the most 
beautiful thing IÕve ever seen, a waterfall so 
perfect itÕs not even falling but rising.

In another dream, IÕm up in the air, among 

It was a month before 
my ninth birthday!

KAUAI  by  SUSAN CHOI

The Napali Coast, 2018
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plane that took us to Hawaii, it never crossed my mind to  
be afraid. I was eager for change, and I got it. IÕm no neuro- 
scientist, but I know that Hawaii rewired my brain. !ose 
dreams of beauty and terror are proof: !e brain doesnÕt  
confront the sublime without panic. But itÕs a glorious panic, 
a magniÞcent scare to have your eight-year-old Midwestern 
horizons abruptly blown to smithereens.

!ese days, IÕm a parent of children who had the privilege 
of traveling so early that far from reliably awing them, it has 
sometimes bored them. IÕve worried about this in the past: 
What would be their rewiring event? Now, in the most 
unexpected way, I think it has just happened. Overnight, 
travel became unthinkable. !e scale shifted, the normal 
grew strange. Because a virus could travel so easily, the rest 
of us couldnÕt. But as we begin walking out of our homes and 
onto planes, weÕll feel that sense of reverential wonder again. 
And weÕll be awed.

HawaiiÕs highest peaks. On all sides are the long, deep 
drapery folds of those incredible mountains, green as emer-
alds and plush as velvet. No human has so much as laid a 
Þnger on them, let alone cut a road or built a house here. 
Instead, Þne silver threads like spiderÕs silk link the peaks to 
one another, and along them travel the enchanted populace, 
too small for me to see. 

Before that trip, IÕd never seen a mountain. IÕd never seen, 
or swum in, the ocean. IÕd never been on a plane. I know I had 
hungered for these transformative experiences: When my 
parents would drive me into Chicago to visit the museums, as 
we crossed the Chicago Skyway Toll BridgeÑwindows 
closed tight against the fumes of Gary, IndianaÑI would 
press my face against the glass to see to the ground far below, 
certain that our car was as high as a plane. When we visited 
the shores of Lake Michigan, I could not comprehend how 
an ocean could be any larger. When we Þnally got on the 

Surfers at Kauapea Beach, 2016
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but it reminded me that I was starting anew. !ere were car 
horns blaring at all hours of the day. My building was modest, 
located on a side street directly next to a chicken coop, where 
you could hear the roosterÕs call well before the sun rose.  
I wasnÕt used to any of this, but it was new and it was mine.

To get to know my neighborhood, I walked everywhere, 
letting myself get lost and Þnding my way back on my own. 
!e sidewalks had high curbs, because erratic drivers rarely 
stopped at red lights or yielded to pedestrians. If I could  
learn to cross the street without fear, then Cairo would  
deÞnitely be home.

My Þrst trip to the city in March 2015, a gift from an uncle, 
was only the second time I had ever been out of the United 
States. I never thought that Þve months later, in August, IÕd be 
boarding a plane to live there. I was a single woman who 
needed a break from the monotony of life, one in which I was 
working so much that I couldnÕt remember what made me 
genuinely happy. I planned my move abroad in less than a 
month. I had no expectations of what my life would become, 
but I knew I wanted something more for myself. 

Two months into living in Maadi, I decided to get certiÞed 
in open-water scuba diving. What I found in my diving 
journey mirrored what I learned as I navigated life as an expat: 
survival without fear. I was the only person of color in my class 
of seven divers, and the only Muslim woman. I was the worst 
swimmer in the entire class but the only one who earned not 
one but two diving certiÞcations in less than 90 days. 

We did our qualiÞcation dives in Ain Sokhna, on the Red 
SeaÕs Gulf of Suez. From the coral to the Þsh, everything in this 

CAIRO by  IMANI BASHIR

Maadi! the 
area of town 
where I lived! 
was noisy

colorful, serene underwater world moved like it 
was in its own private city. Scuba diving, like living 
abroad, gave me a front-row seat in a place that  
I could never really understand by reading books 
or watching television. I had to be fully immersed.

I took a lot of trips alone to Old CairoÕs Khan 
el-Khalili, an area of outdoor markets and cob-
blestone roads, with everything from suit tailors 
and street food to custom drapery, jewelry, and 
souvenirs. It smelled of falafel, old car oil,  
and bakhoor, incense made from wood chips. 
Testing my knowledge of Arabic numbers by 
hailing taxis was hard but gratifying. Haggling 
with vendors to better understand the dialect  
of Egyptian Arabic showed me that I could learn 
a new language as an adult. 

Life as an expat also grew my womanhood.  
I had to depend on myself, which gave me 
strength and purpose. I went to concerts with 
coworkers and to the movies with my students.  
I dined alone and people-watched as a way of 
conÞrming my independence. I became a more 
e"ervescent person, who wasnÕt afraid to try and 
fail, because I came to understand that failure 
represents just another opportunity to succeed. 

Seven months later, I met my husband, who 
lived just 10 minutes away, in El Tagamoa  
El Khames, a district in New Cairo. Like me, he 
was a Black American whose career had ßour-
ished overseas. !rough conversations, we found 
out we had both been at the Pyramids of Giza on 
March 14, 2015Ña year before we met. !e  
Pyramids are one of the most crowded tourist 
sites in the world, so I imagined that God inten-
tionally designed this day in a most comical way. 
Maybe my husband and I walked past each other 
without ever knowing it. 

Meeting the love of my life was unexpected, 
completely unpredictable, and exactly what  
I needed for my next stage of growth. It solidi-
Þed my journey: I had moved across the world 
alone, and while I wanted companionship, I was 
willing to forgo it to Þnd myself again. 

My time in Cairo shaped how I travel now.  
I sink my teeth into every destination without 
expectations and live in every moment. I learn as 
much of the language as I can. I shop in the 
street markets. I try something new. Cairo raised 
me to be an international expatÑand showed 
me how transformative travel can be when you 
give it your full attention. 
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Speeding through al-Darb al-Ahmar, a historic district of Cairo filled with Islamic architecture, 
artisan workshops, and restored mosques, 2014.  Photograph by KARIM EL HAYAWAN


