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FOREWORD

It is early morning and I have walked into the woods behind my house in Kent in the south of England. With each step, the roar of the busy road fades until just the song of small, hidden birds, warbling in the air, envelops me. I stand stock-still and listen. Beneath my boots, the root-riddled dirt is pockmarked with the delicate footprints of deer, and high above my head stretch sweet chestnut trees, their tender young bodies swaying in the crisp wind and emitting a soft groan, as if protesting against the sun for waking them so early. It is not the most exotic scene, but it is my own perfect pocket of quiet.

The lockdowns enforced to contain the spread of Covid-19 plunged all of us into unprecedented periods of confinement. For some, this brought their first experience of prolonged quiet; for others it was a stressful, and at times claustrophobic, collision of work and home-schooling. As a result, some may say: ‘Don’t speak to me of quiet: I want chatter, clamour and sweet cacophony’, while others may long for it. Regardless, all of us now feel our weary souls have been stretched thin. For those that cherished the quietness of lockdown and want to extend it, this book is for you. For those, exhausted and wrung out by stress, this book is for you. It is a vaccine against noise.

During my career as a travel journalist, I have always been drawn to, or sought out, the world’s quieter corners and experiences. But, unable to travel, I spent the year exploring silence as if it were a new continent. I discovered it is a mysterious, practically untouched, place where few of us have travelled because, let’s face it, even when we are confined, sounds and screens are never far away. How much energy do we expend staving off the incessant hum, thrum and clatter of modern life? And, in doing so, how much of ourselves also gets lost in the blocking?

Quiet Escapes is a collection of the best places I have encountered for quiet and the discreet magic it offers. It is a pilgrim’s guide of sorts: I can show you the way, but the journey is yours. Quiet is making a comeback. Welcome to the silent revolution.

Emma
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Paddleboarder on the mirror-calm Hobda River in Ulgii, Western Mongolia.





INTRODUCTION

There is a certain irony in writing about quiet. Words create boundaries around an experience that is, ultimately, vast and indescribable. For q.u.i.e.t is the space between. It is the full stop. The pause between breaths. The gap between musical notes. It is not nothing, but rather everything. It is where all meaning resides.

And, yet, enjoying quiet is a rare adventure for most of us. Our ears are bombarded daily by a seemingly ever-increasing shrill, discordant symphony of ringing telephones, pinging text message and email alerts, honking car horns, rumbling airplanes, barking dogs, and the ceaseless chatter of others all around us. Our brains are a-buzz, and we are hooked on it; driven by the dopamine rush of anticipation, while simultaneously battling the anxiety this constant noise brings.

Two-thirds of the world’s population own a mobile phone and it is estimated that the average UK citizen spends three and a half hours a day on it; in the USA that rises to five hours. Our addiction is so pervasive they even have a name for it: nomophobia, the fear of not having your phone with you. It is giving us shorter attention spans and we are all getting deafer as we crank up the volume louder and louder just to be able to hear above the din. In this hyper-connected world, we need to pause and notice if we are shifting from, ‘being free people to becoming resources’, writes Norwegian explorer, Erling Kagge. ‘We learn to live with it because we think we must, but noise is and remains a disturbing element that reduces our quality of life,’ he continues.

Many of us are longing to press the off button. ‘To return to something basic, authentic, to find peace, and to experience a small quiet alternative,’ finishes Kagge. And still, the idea of being quiet can often be seen as boring, uncomfortable, even scary. John Cage, in his avant-garde Lecture on Nothing, urges us to look past this: ‘We need not fear these silences, we may love them...for we are like an empty glass into which, at any moment, anything may be poured.’

And it seems that life does will us toward silence. All animals can hear, but not all can see, which is a clear indication we have to listen to survive. The practice of silence (in the form of prayer or meditation) is also a common denominator among all religions and spiritual practices, despite them being separated by thousands of years and miles. Artists from Mark Rothko to Claude Monet and musicians and composers such as Miles Davis and Claude Debussy, even the deaf Ludwig van Beethoven, have all harnessed silence in their work to communicate its capacity to expand our minds and thoughts.

Furthermore, according to the research of professor Nina Kraus, if you take children regularly to quiet places where they can listen to nature (which the ears were made for) their neural networking will be much stronger and they will have far superior abilities to learn language and solve problems.

Quiet is the great overlooked panacea. Benefits include lower blood pressure, lower cortisol (the stress hormone) levels, easing of insomnia and improved concentration, to name a few. Some argue that silence is the new luxury; a therapy only the wealthy can afford. After all, it is money that buys homes in less-crowded neighbourhoods, with quieter spaces; it is money that purchases travel to far-flung peaceful destinations. But while silence is certainly precious, this book of 50 personally picked suggestions on where to find it will show that quiet can be found in locations both near and far and to suit a range of budgets.

And while quiet can technically be accessed anywhere, anytime, you often need to get away from your routine to go deeper into yourself, and travel to new places can help with this. Even the religious greats had to journey to find quiet and meaning; Jesus walked into the Judaean Desert for 40 days and nights; Buddha wandered through Nepal and India.

However, experiencing the benefit of quiet is not just achievable by monks and holy men; it is achievable by all. And the quickest way to access it is by paying attention to place. Places often have something to say and, frequently, to teach us. Don’t allow the temptation to share the adventure verbally with a travelling companion or capture it on camera lest you miss its subtle messages. At times a place will sing, on other occasions it will whisper. Let us retrain our ears to listen to the sounds they were crafted to enjoy. For in the words of author Jay Griffiths, who spent seven years exploring the Earth’s wild places: ‘We were not born for pavements and escalators, but for thunder and mud.’ Experiencing deep silence is a state as graceful as a hand dipped into the current of a stream; you cannot know or feel it without testing the waters. Nature is the stage. All you have to do is stand there, let it soak into your bones and feel your soul unclench.
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The soft folds of the Sharqiya Sands desert in Oman.



Seeking Quiet in a Noisy World

Quiet is the new cool. Forward-thinking businesses are creating quiet zones, meditation/nap rooms, Zen rooftop gardens and installing pods – convertible lounge chairs with hoods that can be pulled down for privacy. Hotels, supermarkets and even airports are also waking up to the benefits of creating peaceful spaces. At the time of writing, there are 17 airports worldwide that have gone silent (i.e. all announcements are banned in the main waiting area) including Dubai Airport, Delhi’s Indira Gandhi International Airport and Singapore Changi Airport. The concept of pop-up silent cafés is growing, and every year in April there is a global Noise Awareness Day.

Quiet is sparking social movements, such as the collaboration between Mimi (a German hearing technology company) and the Good Hearing Initiative who launched a nationwide campaign in 2020 called #silenceforfuture to make people stop and think about the level of noise they are living with day-to-day and have them talk about it. And, ‘the latest trend in luxury travel doesn’t involve thread count or a seaweed-mud wrap. It’s quiet. Hotels from luxury resorts to business-travel chains are marketing things like noise-free zones, triple-paned glass, soundproof walls, and serene settings where the whole sell is the ability to hear a pin drop,’ reports Leigh Gallagher in Fortune.com.

For the first time in history, rather than just trying to reduce noise levels generally, our quiet areas – from tracts of wilderness and urban parks to city idylls and marine parks – are being actively protected via the Quiet Parks International initiative (see here). These will become beacons for travellers seeking quiet.

All this shows that quiet while travelling is not unattainable. It just sometimes requires a little bit more awareness and effort. Some of the places suggested in this book may take longer to get to, but the payoff for peace is priceless.

Being a Quiet Traveller

Going on a quiet trip plays a part in the growing movement of travelling with purpose; a trend that was encouraged before, but in light of pressing concerns about climate change, should really be the norm. Quiet travellers consciously aim to be slower, greener and more sustainable in their choice of destination.

This could involve taking fewer trips and staying for longer to reduce our environmental impact; being aware of how much noise we are generating on location (see here for tips on how to reduce this); and perhaps choosing to support local accommodation providers instead of staying in big-brand chain hotels that leave large carbon footprints. It could mean exploring on foot or by bike while in situ instead of choosing noise-polluting taxis, buses and trains, or swapping visits to well-known Instagrammed-to-death sites for lesser-known spots that perhaps give you a glimpse of the city or country’s truer character. Travelling to quieter locations also eases the pressure of over-tourism on iconic routes such as Iceland’s Golden Circle, regions like southern Bali and Thailand, or bucket-list sites such as Machu Picchu in Peru. In turn, this benefits local communities by spreading revenue more evenly.

Quiet travellers are not passive, they are present. They put down their cameras and drones and look; they sit and listen to the stories of locals, instead of staying within the comfort of a group; and they let the landscape speak.




SEVEN WAYS TO TRAVEL MORE PEACEFULLY

Setting off

Build in peace as soon as you leave the front door by factoring in extra time, so you do not have to rush. Book a seat at the front of the plane away from the engines located under the wings; you could even go as far as selecting an aisle seat; they are four decibels quieter than window seats, which are closer to the skin of the aircraft.

Do not overplan

When visiting a new place, the temptation to see as much as possible can be strong. Try to resist overplanning. Leave entire days empty and just let the time unfold – see what comes, whether it is lingering in a café for an hour or two to observe life playing out in front of you, or sitting in a field listening to the wind and noticing the to-ing and fro-ing of minute insects.

Switch off

For many of us, the reliance on electronics is strong and their constant use ingrained. Try leaving your phone, smartwatch or tablet in the hotel – not just switching them off – and remember what life felt like before we ever had them. Look up and listen to the place you are in.

Pack earplugs

There are some parts of travelling that are inherently noisy – airports, public transport, etc. Invest in some good-quality foam earplugs and muffle it all out.

Timing is everything

It cannot be avoided: even some of the world’s quietest places at times suffer from busy periods. Arrange to travel during low season and if you are visiting a well-known site, such as a national park, try to visit early in the day or last thing in the evening to have the best chance of enjoying longer stretches of silence.

Be mindful

Quiet travellers leave no trace. They take their rubbish with them; they do not yell or shout if they are trying to get someone’s attention; and they do not use drones for photography. They tread softly and respectfully.

Learn to listen

It is often said that we are not really paying attention to someone during a conversation, if we are already thinking about how we will respond while they are still talking. The same applies when responding to life. True listening requires focus and presence and, much like an onion, sounds are layered. The longer you stay still, the more these layers will slowly be revealed to you as your ears adjust to the new soundscape.
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