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Travel & 13 Kinds of Love
“The wilder shores of love” is a phrase that sends tremors through me.  It’s the title of a book that Lesley Blanche gave to her collection of pieces about four 19th century women who fled Europe to explore the Orient. The phrase became a flaming torch that burned if I dwelled upon it.  It implied flight, strangers, inspiration—the romance of travel.

I had heard about the book from Anais Nin when I was immersed in my family.  Seeking “wilder shores of love” meant getting away to unknown and mysterious places, a thought that provoked guilt then about not being responsible.  For Lesley Blanche’s subjects “love for travel” was a means for individual expression, of liberation, and fulfillment within that radiant periphery.  What was I yearning for?  Would I ever be satisfied?  I hadn’t a clue.

But as life and the eventual exploration of distant lands conspired, I realized I’d tapped into love in many forms, aside from the terrain between two people: affinity with people from diverse cultures, bond with a place, passion for our earth’s magnificent diversity of flora and fauna, and ecstatic expressions of the spirit in art and sacred ceremony. 

At the time of the deadly events on 9/11/2001, I understood more fervently than ever why I traveled and wanted to persuade others to be as curious about and respectful of other cultures as much as I am.
The hijackers, who used airplanes and innocent passengers to crush the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, pulled back the skin on a long-festering disease.  The subsequent wars on Iraq and Afghanistan exposed problems with other countries we hadn’t taken seriously enough—suicidal hatred of the U.S. had spread among even educated people.  The issues had a long political history as well as resistance to aspects of exported western culture that offended the morality and religious beliefs of some.  So if we Americans want to defuse such antagonism, imagine if we understood the cultures of others, how they too have tragedies and mourn the loss of family lives and homeland.  Much bridge-building and soul-searching are needed to bring nations together.  

Because travel instructs us about the ways and beliefs of other cultures, it helps for people to travel more, not less.  Increased travel, along with the Internet, has already greatly furthered information-sharing and cultural diversity.  Doctors Without Borders, Words Without Borders, international sports and music have helped.  As countries struggle with economic globalization, a primary issue is how can we make interdependence positive for all?

Travel greatly expands not only our knowledge but more importantly our care and appreciation of one another.  The form of love most required is “agape” in the Greek sense, meaning compassion and understanding for others, so that war can be evaded.

At the heart of “agape” is the truth that we all belong to the human family.  All of us on this earth are biological kin, even the plants and animals.  We are more citizens of nature than any one nation.  We are mutually indispensable to the planet as well.

Several decades ago when my children were three and one years old, I discovered the work of Dr. Maria Montessori (1870-1952).  While many people know her schools, not so many know about her life and mission.  She was Italy’s first female medical doctor, defying her father’s will and male colleagues.  Recognizing that children were the key to forming the adults who could construct world peace, she established Children’s Houses throughout the Americas, Europe, Asia, and Africa.  Wherever she went, she was highly welcomed by the country’s leaders.  She was not just concerned with educating toddlers but spelled out plans for teenagers too, based on a concept she called “cosmic education.” 

Montessori’s contemporary, C.G. Jung (1875-1961), wrote about a layer of the psyche that stored what he called “archetypal” images, those that are common to all cultures.  For example, the tree of life, the oceanic depths of the unknown, rivers flowing like time, the egg as birth, the phoenix rising from the ashes, mother and father, and so on.  Moreover, he found from listening to his clients’ associations and dreams that our psyches possessed memories from ancient history, which he called the “collective unconscious.”  In this sense, a cosmic unity already exists within the deep psyche of every individual.

Whether travelers realize it or not, they are getting cosmically or globally educated.  Common cultural concerns emerge. Varied forms of love are aroused.

Among the synonyms for love in Roget’s Thesaurus are:  affection, charity, protectiveness, kindness, tenderness, understanding, devotion, caprice, sentimentality, loyalty, enchantment, yearning, admiration, infatuation, enthusiasm, and seduction.  I add the repose and perspective that come from reflections or contemplation on a place, the realization of a voluptuousness that is beyond anything one formerly knew.

How do these qualities manifest in traveling?  One befriends people with very different backgrounds, in some cases without even speaking the same language.  Some individuals become dear.  We experience (sometimes extraordinary) charity from many strangers.  Our concern for—even protectiveness—for a place will grow.  Indonesia used to be odd shapes on a map until I went there.  Now I keep up with their news.  Ditto, the Galapagos Islands.  We observe novel kind and tender ways people relate to one another or practice kinship.  I think of how in Mexico mothers and sons and daughters hold hands as they walk the streets; so will friends, including men.  Caprice adds spice.  For example, the women in Costa Rica dress in colors like the plumage of parrots.  We become sentimental over the places we’ve been enchanted by.  Deep within us is a yearning for more connection or relief from our pace and commercialism.  Sometimes just witnessing the way other cultures do things differently can be comforting and inspiring.

I went to Greece once sad and angry about a man who had turned cold to me.  After settling on the island, Skyros, a Saturday morning in March I headed for a café.  While reveling in a concoction of yogurt-grapes-honey, I was struck by the sharp cords of bouzouki music.  A strong, tall, wizened man with sprigs of basil behind an ear rose and in the center of the wood floor raised his booted legs and pounded the floor rhythmically with his heels.  He danced alone to an inner pleasure.  The village, it turned out, honored Pan in early March by dressing in goatskins and hanging bells around their waists. Of course, this was the time when the sap stirred in the trees and milk filled the ewes' teats, when the urge to copulate came over all, when the fecund earth was fertilized and sown with seeds.  Pan, it turned out, lifted my spirits.
Whether we seek escape, solace, knowledge or adventure, we can gain or give so much love, even on short trips.
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