Travelling Light  
The books I have written have largely been about travel and exploration, which has been something of a personal obsession over half a century. I have always been attracted to those writers who combine action with contemplation – what I think White means by ‘landscape/mindscape’ i.e. thoughts and attitudes informed by experience and the outer environment. In his preface to Pilgrim of the Void, Kenneth White quotes Hsuan-chuen on the tao-jen or man-on-the-way:
Take a look at that easy-going fellow, out on the way, who has given up all striving

Neither avoiding the false nor seeking the true

For ignorance after all is really enlightenment

And this changing body is really the body of deep reality.
Neitzsche in The Wanderer and his Shadow said:

‘I decided to go away into foreign parts to meet what was strange to me…following a long vagabondage, full of research and transformation, with no easy definitions …you feel space growing all around you, the horizon opens.’  Herman Hess uses the word wandern, which has the implication of aimlessness – I prefer to have, if not a purpose, at least a focus, such as retracing the footsteps of a writing subject.
I have used that fine old Gaelic word stravaig to indicate travel which is not point-to-point. I have much admired the writings of the Spanish traveller Jose de Cela, especially Journey to the Alcarria, who uses the Spanish equivalent vagabundaje. In the introduction Paul Ilie says, ‘the vagabundaje is actually a picaresque narrative made subjective and lyrical by the vagabond’s consciousness of the landscape…the constant preoccupation with food and lodging claims first attention. But in the process, a great change occurs. The structure of life is reduced to its basic simplicity. People are met and engaged freely, with purity of intention. 
An example of this occurred to me in Cuba over 10 years ago. Having cycled several hundred miles across the country to celebrate my 63rd year, I wanted to do something different. I stopped at a tiny wooden cabin at the roadside, where a woman on the porch was rocking her baby. I asked her husband to show me how he cut the sugar cane. Within a minute he hoisted his young son in front of him on to his white horse, and machete in hand, indicated that I should ride pillion behind him into the canefields. The day turned into a mini-adventure, with introductions not only to cane-cutting, but to other Cuban cabelleros anxious to show off their horsemanship – all because I had shown an unthreatening open engagement with them.
Ilie commented again on Cela’s attitudes when he said: ‘he must not have a preformed idea of the direction of his excursion, except of course for the general outline. He believes that everything that comes along is the best thing that could happen…above all, he accepts that the world as it is offered to him, good or evil.’ For me, stravaiging cannot be by car – it has to under one’s own propulsion, whether on foot, by bicycle, or on skis. The pace of all of these allow for observation and meditation. The Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh rightly said ‘When we practise walking meditation, we just enjoy the walking, with no particular aim or destination…. we arrive in each moment.’ -  as I did on several occasions in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada in the Alpujarras of Andalucia: 
The cobbled track got steeper and I left the shepherd and his flock behind - a little later I saw that they had used this access to cross the gorge, and although they seemed like specks far below me, we were able to exchange signals  as they slowly zig-zagged up the far and very barren slope on the way to the high pastures. My next encounter was totally surprising - round a bend in the narrow steep track came a mule, a large Alsatian dog (which growled its displeasure at me) and a man in a sombrero with  a cigarette in his mouth and cursing - only he was on the mule, facing backwards, and hanging on for dear life. He didn't respond to my "Buenas dias" probably because he was too pre-occupied with hanging on to the mule's tail. Later I worked out that this might be quite a sensible way of descending a steep track to avoid being pitched forward over the animal's head.
Once I took the train across the great Nullarbor Desert from Perth to Melbourne which people said would be two and a half days of utter boredom. It was nothing of the kind – when I had discarded my northern preconceptions about what constitutes beautiful landscape. With every passing mile I became entranced by the sheer red immensity of the sandy waste stretching to the horizon on every side, enveloped in another world of spaciousness without limit.
White encapsulated this in Pilgrim of the Void : ‘Maybe the thing is not to ask too many questions, but to get out on the road, the life road, and live it, taking it all as it comes, the up and the down, the sordid and the marvellous, the tough and the gentle. When the monk asked the master ‘What is Tao, the answer came like a shot: “Go!”

One experience of up and downs, tough and gentle came to me crossing the high plateau of central Norway on skis. The first day of rolling snowfields in crisp sunshine made every snowflake a prism of multi-coloured diamonds and we glided like phantoms in an ethereal landscape. But by day four, the light was so flat we could not see any features and became disorientated, falling off snow cliffs, our packs forcing us deeper into exhausting snow. It took a huge effort at the end of the day to break the ice below the hut for water and even more to don skis in the moonlight to go to the loo, only to find that a return journey was required to pick up a shovel to clear the door of a huge drift. When I got back, my pillow was covered in the white stuff from a gap in the wooden walls.
In An Inland Voyage Robert Louis Stevenson, talking of the apprehension of danger,  says ‘…we usually find ourselves a great deal braver and better than we thought…I wish sincerely, for it would have saved me much trouble, that there had been someone to put me in good heart about life when I was younger, to tell me how dangers are most portentous on a distant sight….’

That was exemplified by the young Africans in the group I was leading up Kilimanjaro on an Outward Bound Course 50 years ago. Not today’s cosseted experience with guides, porters and the paraphernalia of tourism, but carrying all our gear the long way up from the Kenya side, sleeping in lava caves, myself further encumbered with a plant press. Looking at the snowy heights, they were convinced that they would die, and said so in their nightly log-books. Their total elation, thanking the Almighty profusely, when they did not leave their corpses on the rim of the ice-bound crater, was delightful.
In Wandering, Hermann Hesse, who had unfortunate personal relationships, had a distinctive slant, saying: 
Half of the romantic side of travelling is nothing else than waiting for the adventure…we wayfarers are used to cultivating amorous desires  because of their unsatsifiability, and we dispel that love, which would belong to the woman, lavishing it to the village and to the mountain, to the lake and the chasm, to the children on the path, to the ox on the field, to the bird and the butterfly.

Most of my own travels have been solitary, for reasons which are not unconnected to geopoetics. It seems to me almost impossible to have any genuine experience of the environment and culture of a place, or to engage in the sort of human encounters I have described, accompanied by someone who shares your domestic background. On your own, you are perforce obliged to connect with local people, to learn something of the language, whereas with others around, you naturally engage with them, bringing your home culture with you. Laurens van der Post, that most existential of writers said, in A Walk with a White Bushman ‘..the individual has to guard his individuality in an aloneness which is not loneliness…then he can discover the greatest of freedoms.’
This was brought home forcibly to me as the solitary Anglophone spending weeks on patrol in the Aberdare Mountains with a completely non-English speaking company of African askaris. Shivering in the night cold at 11,000 feet, they told me about their homes several weeks journey north, the number of their cattle, the constant warfare with Somali rustlers and in turn, asked me how many wives I had and did we also eat corned beef and rice there? And where did the stars come from ? (Given that I could read and write, even as a 19 year old stripling I was regarded as a fount of knowledge and wisdom) It was a priceless education for me, not least in the trust that developed between us, sharing the same dangers and discomforts.
That last  - comfort or its absence - is another aspect of solitary stravaiging. Being somewhat masochistic by nature, (being of the ‘no gain without pain’ school of Calvinism) I am prepared to put up with levels of discomfort and weariness that other might not (including most definitely my wife) but the experience is diminished when I am overly concerned with the welfare of others. This was perhaps taken to extreme by the Japanese pilgrim Matsuo Basho who says, in The Narrow Road to the Deep North
I do not wear a single piece of metal on my belt, nor do I carry anything but a sack on my shoulder…my bony shoulders were sore because of the load I carried, which consisted of a paper coat to keep me warm at night, a light cotton gown to wear after the bath, scanty protection against the rain, writing equipment…I wanted to travel light of course, but there were always certain things I could not throw away for either practical or sentimental reasons

One thing that after a time, I did throw away was a camera, but never my notebook. I watched, with increasing bemusement, how many tourists tried to capture the experience through the lens, alighting from their buses or vehicles, to take a quick snapshot, then move on quickly to the next photo opportunity. They disobey the rule of stravaiging, which is to let the experience come to them over time. As for luggage, mine is confined to a small backpack containing one change of clothes and whatever  language dictionary is appropriate. A water bottle and compass are essential – the latter is invaluable even in cities.
Perhaps Alastair Reid got to the point in Escueto (Whereabouts 1987) 

It was not long ago that my friend John Coleman pointed out to me the Spanish word escueto, deriving from the Latin, Scotus, a Scot. In present Spanish usage, it means ‘spare’, ‘undecorated’, ‘stark’, but when we eventually looked it up in Corominas’ etymological dictionary, we found that he had an extensive commentary on it, remarking at one point ‘(the word) seems to have been applied to men who travelled freely, impelled by the practice of going on pilgrimages, very common among the Scots.’ And he gives the meaning of ‘free’, ‘uncomplicated’ ‘unemployed’, and ‘without luggage’. …The word absorbed me, for it is clearly a Spanish notion, or translation, of the Scottish character – a view from outside, which chooses to interpret Scottish frugality as a freedom rather than a restraint.’ 
I travelled the pilgrim route to Santiago de Compostela on foot in just such a frame of mind, having a destination, but unconcerned about how long it took or what I might encounter on the way.
For enlightening travel, learn to observe and take delight in small things – whether the glass of water proferred by a villager, the games children play, the familiar plants along a water course. Van der Post wrote evocatively about bush tracking, keeping eyes and heart aware, but without preconception, to allow the phenomenon to manifest itself. I learned the same lesson on a jungle warfare course, following a diminutive Wanderobo tribesman armed with his bow and arrow, as he pointed out a single crushed leaf on the path or a slight discolouration in the sand indicating a person’s passage and how long ago. Some of us may think ourselves aware of the environment, but it does not begin to compare with the sensory perception of aboriginal peoples, such as those I encountered in the Northern Territory of Australia, so perceptively described by Bruce Chatwin in his Songlines, or the acute reading by Inuit of land and weather.
On the last, I recall travelling with some Berbers in the Jebel Sahro, attempting to follow in the footsteps of Robert Cunninghame-Graham in Morocco, when Alilush, the mule train leader, sniffed the slight breeze on a cloudless day of blue skies. He warned me to keep up as we needed to make camp soon against an approaching storm of which I could see no sign.  My diary says: 

‘…the Berbers erected my tent and provided a mule mattress, on which I lay in solitary splendour out of the heat of the mid-day sun. This tent looks like the sort of pavilion one imagines knights emerging from for a particularly elegant bout of mediaeval jousting, complete with fancy scalloped edges. Within minutes, Hussain had appeared, holding in his palm like a silver salver borne by an English butler, a torn piece of dirty cardboard, on which rested some home made bread, some rather mouldy cheese and an opened tin of tuna fish. From my paliasse in the middle of this draughty pavilion, I accepted this feast with as much grace as I could muster, while Hussain, hunkering down, poured from a beautifully embossed tall silver teapot, hot sweet mint tea into a none-too-clean tumbler, and vanished silently. I did not know whether to feel like a Pharoah or Ghengis Khan at the end of a particularly hard day's rape and pillage. But within minutes the desert storm arrived, blowing sand and grit through the tent, which seemed at one point at risk of collapse, while the mules outside turned their tails into the wind to protect their eyes.
I was greatly impressed by the economy of the muleteers lifestyle on trek. Apart from their minute satchels, they appeared to have no other baggage. At night, they built a low wall of stones to protect them from the bitter winds, and slept without sleeping bags or tents. They ate little, and I never saw them drinking water, although they drank copious amounts of mint tea at mealtimes -it seemed like a drug. They travelled in what they stood up in, and slept the same way. Everything they had was fit for its purpose. At night, they gathered just sufficient brushwood to light a small fire for cooking, expertly keeping it going with the addition of a few twigs which gave off a very pleasant aromatic odour. I felt honoured to be asked to sit with them round their fire while they cooked their flat bread - rather like chapattis - and was always offered pieces of the newly-baked hot bread to sample.

As a forester, I have always been drawn to forests and woodland, and have ventured into everything from high-altitude bamboo to low-level riverine mahogany, always fascinated by the complex ecology of this most diverse of habitats. But perhaps the most extraordinary were the swamp forests round Lake Victoria where I spent two years investigating the life history of a single species, Mitragyna, which thrives in a very inhospitable environment and about which almost nothing was known. Its upright roots poking above the deoxygenated swamp surface take in air, but rise and fall exactly with water levels. Its minute seeds would not survive were it not for tiny worm casts which provide a favourable substrate, less than a centimetre above the anaerobic swamp water surface. What is the point about telling you this in a discourse on geopoetics and travel ?  – simply that it is a marvellous example of natural relationships which, apart from their scientific interest, are also minor poetic miracles.
It was a combination of Carlos Castaneda and Antonin Artaud who stimulated me to cross the Sierra Madre in Northern Mexico by train – one of the great train journeys of the world, which I wrote about in Journey to the Land of the Tarahumaras (a title taken from Artaud) – they being the last of the Mexican tribes to have retained something of their indigenous culture. On this spectacular ride through the Copper Canyon, one is advised to – I quote – ‘inspect the train for airline leak or brakes sticking’ while in the week after my trip, an elderly Swiss tourist had been shot dead by bandits. What I was not prepared for were the flames leaping up alongside the carriages from devastating bush fires whose smoke, carried northwards, closed Dallas airport in Texas, or crawling over half burnt sleepers across canyons deeper than the famed Grand Canyon as the train climbed to over 8.000 feet. I could see the wagons which hadn’t made it, like crumpled beer tins, on the slopes below. 
It has not put me off trains, as one of the most delightful journeys I have made in recent years was via the Chemin de Fer de Provence or Pine Cone Train from Nice into Haute Provence. Stopping off at stations en route allowed me to walk into  ancient chestnut forests, where I encountered no one but two mushroom gatherers. But there were other meetings – my notes say:
…taking a walk on a track outside the old city walls of Entrevaux, I met up with a muleteer attempting to coax his animal up the narrowest of lanes, sandwiched between olive terraces on unbelievable slopes, supported by  bulging stone walls. He was taking hay to his store – a bearded friendly man who told me he had worked in Spain, Italy, Britain, and Norway and introduced me to his young family of mules. I helped push his wheeled cart up the cobbled alley and fed his beast with carrots. I was entranced by the feeling of being transported back centuries, surrounded by olive groves, fig trees, vines and oranges on an early evening when the light and shade on ancient walls and ochre soil seemed the quintessence of this old land above the glacial River Var…

To my mind, this encapsulates the encounters and freedom of travel I mentioned earlier – that evening, I had no notion of where I would eat or sleep and lived in the glorious moment. 
More than 20 years ago, I found myself on one of the last undeveloped stretches of the Maine coast, south of Acadia. This was The Country of the Pointed Firs so beautifully delineated by Sarah Orne Jowett in the dying years of the 19th century. Living in a remote lighthouse, I was carrying out a commission from the US National Park Service to investigate a potentially contentious proposal to create a new national park on the Bold Coast.  After a late night writing up notes, my head still buzzing with all the conflicting issues involved, I rose very early for a run through the nearby coastal woods. There was an old Indian trail that skirted the cliffs. 

A deep morning mist intermittently shrouded both the cliffs and the forest of spruce, fir, birch and cedar which reached down to the shore around inlets. Elsewhere, the jagged black and grey rocks were barren except for orange lichens which reflected a splash of colour. The woods themselves were carpeted with velvety emerald mosses  below an understorey of low woody shrubs. The silence and the damp air were a tonic to the body and the brain. With a path that gently undulated and wound its way round the clifftops, I soon recovered from the first minutes of awkward stumbling over roots and found an easier rhythmic stride. Along the trail, there was evidence of moose and black bear.

Occasionally the mist rose above the woods to reveal a glimpse of the Bay of Fundy, in the distance, with its spectacular tides. There was an ethereal atmosphere – a combination of windlessness and calm sea, only seen in gaps between the trees, while the suspended cobwebs glistening with morning dew, created their own ghostly miasma. I felt my running was good and almost effortless on the spongy mat of the trail. My own breath, in this morning cold, was creating miniature grey clouds. I could hear my breathing, but I became aware of something that sounded like an echo to my left which I could not identify…

I kept going, enjoying the exhilarating rhythm of running, but increasingly aware that my passage through the silent woods was punctuated by a parallel movement to seaward. Just the noise similar to the expellation of the cleansing breath of a Tai Chi exercise, when you are encouraged to make a natural ‘whooshing’. Unable to see clearly through the undulating coastal mist, the low whistling seemed to keep pace with my own progress, an almost eerie reflection of my momentum, rising and falling. The half-closed mind clicked.  Whales!

Through the trees and the mist, nothing could be seen of the creatures. But with my ears now attuned, and my remembrance of reading of the several species of cetaceans which ploughed down this quiet sound, I was in no doubt. I could hear them but, pounding over the moss, could they hear me? Whatever, their need for air and my own seemed to create an umbilical cord across woods and water, both of us floating in our distinct but united worlds, moving down the coast…

On another coast on the other side of the continent, investigating the destruction of British Columbia’s indigenous forests,  I found the great spruces and firs first discovered by Archibald Menzies, the subject of my last book Monkey Puzzle Man. The Monkey Puzzle, a native of Chile, is botanically known as Araucaria. I was delighted to find mention of it in one of my favourite poems, Oh tierra, esperame by Pablo Neruda. (I will read the first verse in the original Spanish as it has its own linguistic rhythm)
Oh Earth, wait for Me
Return me, oh sun, to my wild destiny,

  rain of the ancient wood,

bring me back the aroma and the swords

  that fall from the sky,

the solitary peace of pasture and of rock.

  the damp at the river margins,

    the smell of the larch tree,

and the wind alive like a heart

beating in the crowded restlessness of the towering auracaria.

Earth, give me back your pure gifts,

  The towers of silence which rose

from the solemnity of their roots.

I want to go back to what I have not been,

  and learn to go back from such deeps

  that among all natural things

I could live or not live, it does not matter

  to be one stone more, the dark stone,

The pure stone which the river bears away.
From Memorial de Isla Negra by Pablo Neruda (1964)
Authors, excepting Kenneth White, referred to or commended for ‘geopoetic’ travel or other writing, with one example of their works.
Patrick Leigh Fermor: A Time to Keep Silence
Wilfrid Thesiger: Desert, Marsh and Mountain- The Life of a Nomad
Robert Gibbings: Sweet Cork of Thee
Neil Gunn: The Atom of Delight
Bruce Chatwin: Songlines
Laurens van der Post: The Way of the White Bushman
Barry Lopez: Arctic Dreams
Alastair Reid: Oasis
Robert Cunninghame Graham: Magreb-el-Acksa
Jose Cela: Journey to the Alcarria
Pablo Neruda: Selected Poems
Alan Spence: Stone Garden
Theodore Zeldin: An Intimate History of Humanity
Alan W Watts: The Tao of Philosophy
Alain De Boton: The Art of Travel
Peter Mathiesson: African Silences
Wade Davis: Shadows in the Sun
Matsuo Basho: The Narrow Road to the Deep North
Norman Lewis: Voice of the Old Sea
Phil Cousineu: The Art of Pilgrimage
R. L. Stevenson: The Cevennes Journal

Summary
This talk is about travel and exploration, drawing on my own experience and other travel writers who have a ‘geopoetic’ attitude, with excerpts from their writings. It focuses on solitary wanderings and human encounters, usually by foot, bicycle or train, including Cuba, Andalucia, Norway, Kenya, Morocco, North America and Mexico. A theme is getting off the beaten path and the observation of small enlightening things en route.
