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CHAPTER 16

1

Seeing Another Way
 We may log impressive miles in our travels but see nothing; we may 
follow all the advice in the travel magazines and still feel little 
enthusiasm. I don’t believe that the problem is in the sites as much as 
it is in the sighting, the way we see.

 It’s not simply the images that lured us there and let us down, as in 
the imagining that is required of us. What matters most is how deeply 
we see, how attentively we hear, and how richly we feel the encounters 
in our hearts and souls.

                           —Phil Cousineau

 In previous Chapters we discussed preparation in terms of research, 
packing, and other topics. Here we describe a different type of preparation, 
practicing different ways of seeing. If you are mindful of these methods, you 
will “take in” much more of what there is to experience during your travels, 
thereby leading you to become a more attentive adventurer.

Vision is the art of seeing what is invisible to others.
        —Jonathan Swift

Pix 16.1  Chinaman on his boat on Yangtze 
River, Chongqing, China



SECTION 1

The question is not what you look at 
but what you see.

      —Henry David Thoreau

 Qualities such as beauty, style, and 
tastefulness do not reside in landmarks, ar-
chitecture, flowers, landscapes, or places in 
and of themselves. Rather, these qualities 
exist only in the eye of the beholder.

 In like manner, people’s travel ventures 
are in large part filtered through their previ-
ous experiences, attitudes, and world views. 
While most of us believe that we see what 
there is to see, such is not necessarily al-
ways the case.

 We tend to look for particular things; 
and often, we find what we are looking for. 
Many times, however, this ability to look ac-
tually impedes our ability to see.  

Enhancing Your Ability to See and Experience

2

Pix 16.2  Paper bag maker and seller in Varanasi, Benares, India
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 Learning to take in more than you do normally re-
quires patience and a willingness to engage in prac-
tices that will enhance your abilities to see, hear, and 
experience. Four of these practices, or perhaps we 
should refer to them as attitudes, are described below 
and focus on (1) cultivating preparedness, (2) acquir-
ing a beginner’s mind, (3) silencing the familiar and 
welcoming the strange, and (4) thinking sideways. 
Each will help you to better find things that you 
weren’t even looking for.

CULTIVATING PREPAREDNESS   
 In the vignette above, Christina Salgo was pre-
pared to see the scenery along the road to Tianjin dif-
ferently than did others because she had taken 
courses in East Asian studies.

 Marina Niven, a world traveler from South Africa, 
spoke about the importance of being prepared, com-
menting that, 

 The more research you do, the more you enjoy a 
place. To see the Parthenon when I had actually 
studied it and all its measurements at the 
university - when I saw it, I just burst into tears. It 
was so utterly amazing to see the real thing. It’s 
much more interesting to have some background 
rather than get to a place, ooohhh and aaahhh, 
and then just walk away.

 Christina and Marina were able to “see” much more 
than their counterparts because they had acquired back-
ground information about places on the itinerary. Coming 
to a situation with a prepared mind is actually as easy as 
perusing books, magazines, and maps, while gathering 
information regarding your destinations. Cruising the 
Internet and reviewing descriptions of regions you plan 
to visit will prepare you to see with a more finely tuned 
eye. 

Pix 16.3  The Parthenon, Athens, Greece
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The eye sees only
what the mind is prepared to comprehend.

                           —Henri Bergson

 Phil Cousineau referred to the preparation for seeing 
as the “intention of attention.” He practices it by choosing 
themes through which he observes during his travels. For ex-
ample, roads: “cobbled streets, brick roads, dirt roads, old 
Roman paved roads—all manner of roads.” You might 
choose to focus on themes such as windows, doors, shut-
ters, children, patterns and tile designs, a particular color, 
dogs, shoes, hats, people on motor scooters in Vietnam, or 
with umbrellas in England. 

  Travelers interested in photography might direct their 
attention to some of the above themes as focal points of 
their photos. You can even practice without a camera by sim-
ply spending time engaging your mind’s eye as you walk or 
drive, by taking a closer look at things you would normally 
pass by without a second glance. 

Please be a traveler, not a tourist.
Try new things; meet new people,

and look beyond what’s right in front of you.
Those are the keys to understanding 

this amazing world we live in.

    —Andrew Zimmern, 
chef, food writer, and teacher 

ACQUIRING A BEGINNER’S MIND
 How long has it been since you experienced a child’s 
sense of wonder, a time when you lived in the moment, not 
thinking of the past or future, a space in your life when you 
experienced limitless curiosity? That’s what having a begin-
ner’s mind is like. If you let yourself go into an experience 
with this frame of mind, if you learn to confine yourself to 
the here and now, you’ll see much more of what there is to 
see. 

Pix 16.4  Masons laying Cobblestones in the street, Prague



CHAPTER 17
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Embracing Cultural Differences

Travelers never 
think that they are 

foreigners.
         
 —Mason Cooley 

Pix 17.1  Andean man in traditional dress (Peru) Pix 17.2  Quechua girl and her llama (Peru)
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 We talk about culture, but what is it? 

 Think of it as an iceberg, with the visible portion above 
the water. Elements of a country’s culture include houses 
and other buildings, language, food, religion, fashions, art, 
and music among others.

 These aspects of culture are easily observed, but the 
essence of culture actually lies beneath the surface and 
consists of beliefs and values in terms of spirituality; time; 
humor; taboos; sense of right and wrong; body language; 
eye contact; respect shown to elders; appropriate topics of 
conversation and those that should be avoided; roles in rela-
tion to age, gender, class, and occupation; and so forth. 

 In truth, culture is so ingrained in people that they are 
not aware of the norms and values that propel them to be-
have in certain ways.

 Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner de-
scribe culture in the following words, “A fish discovers its 
need for water only when it’s no longer in it. Culture to us 
is like water to the fish. It sustains us. We breathe through 
it,” but it is likely invisible when we live in it.

A nation’s culture resides in
the hearts and in the soul of its people.

                                                             —Mahatma Gandhi

Pix 17.3  Llamas overlooking Machu Picchu ruins



CHAPTER 18
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Interacting With Locals
 In 20 years’ time, that

 Gucci handbag will not have
made a difference to your life and 

will be a distant memory. 

The night you spent in a tent 
guarded by a Masai warrior
 while lions roamed outside,

 however, won’t ever be forgotten.

—Caz Makepeace

Pix 18.1 Lioness in South Luangwa National Park, Zambia
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 You may believe it’s impossible to make any kind of 
meaningful contact with locals, because you will spend 
only one to three days in each port; however, through the 
stories below, you will see that brief, even fleeting, interac-
tions will give you joy and a deeper understanding of the 
people living in and around your destination ports. 

 To give you a feeling for the difference between be-
ing in a culture and interacting with the people of that cul-
ture, visit the following website:     

www.wherethehellismatt.com/videos.

 On the upper portion of the site, click Videos. Scroll 
down and watch a minute or two of the video titled Danc-
ing 2006.

 After watching that video, return to the top of the 
page and click Dancing 2012.

 What a dramatic difference interacting with the lo-
cals makes! 

Pix 18.2 Matt dancing in Afghanistan, interacting with the locals.

http://www.wherethehellismatt.com/videos
http://www.wherethehellismatt.com/videos


SECTION 1

Create Smiles With Your Camera
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Pix 18.3  Bedouin children living in Egypt
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 Conventional wisdom suggests it’s a mistake to take 
a large camera and lens with you, if you want to blend in 
and interact with locals; however, we have found that our 
cameras actually provide an entrée to people. We’re not 
the only ones. The last day of a world cruise, the question 
at the morning audience participation show, “Good Morn-
ing Amsterdam” was “What experience was the most 
memorable for you?” A woman raised her hand and said,

 It was my relationship with my camera. In a 
lecture, photographer David Smith gave us lots of 
great tips on interacting with people. Among them 
was to take pictures of children and show them 
their pictures on the back of the camera, because 
they get excited when they see themselves.

 I was nervous about doing it, but I went up to a 
group of kids, took their pictures, and shared with 
them. They got all tickled.

 The mothers wanted to see the pictures too, so I 
asked if they wanted their pictures taken, and a 
number of them did. They got excited when they 
saw theirs, and then some of the men standing 
around wanted their pictures taken too, so it sort of 
snowballed . . .  

 What went through my mind as I listened to her 
story was that she was transformed. No  longer a tourist, 
a mere observer, she was a traveler interacting with the 
locals.

 David Smith had also suggested the importance of 
being in the area for a period of time before approach-
ing people to take their pictures.

 Don’t go right in and ask for the photo. Go 
through the market, so everyone sees you and 
knows you have a camera, and then go back 
through a second time. That’s when you ask to 
take their pictures. If you just run in, take the 
picture, and leave, it’s like the feeling many Native 
Americans have, that their spirit has been stolen.

Pix 18.4 Woman we met in Nha Trang, Viet 
Nam market.



SECTION 2

Engaging With Locals
Will Change You Forever
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Perhaps travel 
cannot prevent 
bigotry, but by 
demonstrating 

that all peoples cry, 
laugh, eat, worry, 

and die, it can 
introduce the         
idea that if we try

 to understand each 
other, we may even 

become  friends.
               

—Maya Angelou

Pix 18.5  Children having fun with skateboard by the “Recovas” in Havana, Cuba
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 Once you have communicated and interacted with 
people of a country, you no longer think of your destina-
tions as simply regions in the world outside of you, be-
cause they aren’t. They are places with which you have a 
connection; they are peopled by those with whom you 
have spent time, even though you may only have been 
able to communicate through sign language. 

 A passage from Geraldine Brooks’s novel titled Peo-
ple of the Book captures what may be true of those who 
do not travel. A man in the story conveys how he believes 
outsiders viewed the siege in Sarajevo: 

    You, all of you from the safe world, with your air 
bags and your tamper-proof packaging and your fat-free 
diets. . . you sat in your nice little flat all through our war 
and watched us bleeding all over the TV news. And you 
thought, “How awful,” and then you got up and made 
yourself another cup of gourmet coffee. 

 No, he is wrong, particularly about travelers. We 
don’t merely make ourselves another cup of coffee; we 
don’t simply go on as usual. How can we? We do care; we 
are concerned.

 The people we meet do not necessarily represent 
their governments any more than we do. Just as human 
beings from around the world responded from their 
hearts to such tragedies in the U.S.  as 9/11, Katrina, the 

Sandy Hook Elementary School shootings, and so many 
others, we are and forever will be sensitive to the peo-
ple living in the lands we have visited.

Pix 18.6  Young Vietnamese children curious about the foreigners 
visiting school today.
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