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“The surest way to look like your passport photo is to travel.” 
 
Before I start, I want to tell you a story…a 
story about the power of story. 
 
(Story) 
 
It is interesting and quite appropriate, that 
you invited a storyteller to a conference of 
travel directors because in many ways our 
work is quite similar. As a storyteller and a 
writer, I am, very much like you, a travel 
director, asking others to travel with me 
and go on a journey of discovery that will 
take them both into the world and into the 
self. As the writer James Baldwin said, 
“I’ve encountered many on my travels. I’ve 
even encountered myself”.  
 
We are both, you and I, weavers of magic carpets taking our audiences into new worlds and 
different times, to see, hear, smell, feel things they haven't before experienced, to challenge 
them with ideas they hadn't expected, to create community where there was none before and to 
help make at least temporary sense of contemporary life. We take the whole vast wide world and 
edit it in a way that helps others to make momentary sense of the chaos, without leaving the 
mystery behind. As we do our work we also are both aware that our audiences/clients are in 
conversation with themselves and what we show and/or tell them. They are traveling back and 
forth between wondering about the beauty of Machu Picchu, the benefits of a theocracy and 
thinking about whether or not their grandchild who had a cold when they left, is OK.  
 
We, storytellers, writers, filmmakers, travel directors are all in the same business, the business 
of discovery and as Marcel Proust said, “The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking 
new landscapes but in having new eyes.” We are, if we are successful, agents of surprise, 
purveyors of the unpredictable and the trumpet wielding Gabriel who breaks down the walls of 
accepted truths and unexamined assumptions. As Mark Twain said, “Travel is fatal to prejudice, 
bigotry and narrow-mindedness.” 
 
Storytelling and travel have always been linked together, Homer’s Odyssey, the travels of Marco 
Polo, the work of Arabic traveler, Ibn Battuta, the flaneurs, those walkers in the cities who 
thought, talked and wrote…Whitman, Baudelaire, the wonderful Turkish writer, Orhan Pamuk. 
Storytelling/writing and traveling have been linked because people like to share what they’ve 
learned, Theroux, Chatwin, Richard Burton, Petrarch, Kerouac, the Chinese writers of the Song 
Dynasty. 
 
And you, you are part of that tradition, the tradition of sharing with others what you have 
discovered. Alfred Tauck was part of that tradition when he realized that he wanted to share the 
beauty of a New England Autumn or when so excited about old Heidleberg and so upset that it 
was blemished by the globalized world of highways, ordered his tours to enter the city in a 
different way so that others could have the same experience as he did, when he was a young 
man. Each time you get up in the bus and talk you are part of a grand tradition. You are the 
interpreters, the scouts, the storytellers and the griots, who take the history and share it. 
 



Your role becomes increasingly more, 
rather than less important in a globalized 
world where all diversity is seemingly 
available.  Your tours, your interpretations, 
are more and more needed to protect 
diversity. As chain stores proliferate, as a 
veneer of similarity spreads like cream 
cheese on a bagel it is more and more up 
to the storytellers and the tour directors to 
not let that veneer of sameness be all 
anyone sees or understands. You are 
protectors of diversity, not simply because 
your audience wants to see something 
different than they see at home, but 
because we all need a diverse environment to feel our own internal diversity. We need to 
understand the layers of history and culture to understand our own layers and complexity. The 
idea that we are all the same (It’s a small world after all) is comforting on some level, but it’s 
seduction is also a Trojan Horse that can too often be based on only one theme about what 
makes us ‘one’ and can create a false and very boring homogeneity.  
 
So, we, as storytellers and as travel directors, can introduce and explore the power of 
differences and depth and the understanding that life is not just a photo, a two dimensional 
rendition of reality, but instead a movie, something that has history that is still being created; a 
rich tapestry of interconnecting threads. When people come home from your tours, or from my 
stories we want them to feel a common humanness not based on the false sameness like 
facades of buildings, but based on the extraordinary richness of human and ecological diversity. 
 
When you immerse your clients in an engaged experience, when you meet people at the place 
where they walk, talk, play, love, work, govern, battle, sing, dance, create art you are like the 
author Richard Price who said yesterday in Sunday’s New York Times, when asked why he 
spends so much time wondering around, looking, asking questions, instead of just living in his 
imagination, I’m letting god do the great work of writing. He knows, as we know, that there is no 
substitute for being present in the moment. 
 
This idea of engagement, of integrating into the community of celebrating its diversity, not just 
tolerating it, will becoming, in my opinion more and more important as your demographics 
changes. While I’m no expert on tourism, I do feel as a baby boomer, I am part of the 
demographic that will be drawn to your tours in the not to near future. What do they want? Let 
me share a story. 
 
(Story) 
 
So, they want engagement, involvement, relevancy and community. They want to feel that they 
are building bridges between themselves and where they are visiting. They want to feel that they 
are wrestling with important questions. They want to understand the present by understanding 
its context. They don’t want facts and dates as much as they want the context for those facts 
and dates. They want to understand real people, living real lives and not just cardboard 
monarchs doling out largess. They no longer want to see everything from our American view 
point but want to understand how societies in the past were not less smart, less developed, 
more primitive, but simply different. They know that as the proverb said, “If the Lion could speak, 
the story of the hunt would be different.” 
 
The baby boomers, in my opinion, are the post modern tourists in that we know that certainty is 
not worth seeking, but the pleasure of understanding comes from being able to hold conflicting 



theories and multiple interpretations. They don’t necessary want facts but questions. They want 
their curiosity stimulated.  
 
And this is where storytelling comes in. At its best, storytelling and good site interpretation helps 
people see beneath the surface, it helps to draw attention to the clues that the social and 
ecological landscape offers. It personalizes history. It sees history as compelling, challenging, 
confusion and dare I say it…sexy! It understands that real people make history and that includes 
all of us and our ancestors and not just the aristocrats. Good storytelling, good interpretation 
embraces difficult questions that occasionally make people uncomfortable. 
 
For instance, here we are on this magnificently beautiful island, an island that has, I discovered 
more churches per person than any other place on the planet and more golf courses per square 
mile than any other place as well. I wonder what the connection is…praying for par or asking for 
forgiveness for what we said when we were on the course itself. 
 

Anyway, there is here a very mixed race 
population and one that if you were giving a tour 
of the island you would want to look at. Of 
course one of the reasons for it, was the early 
introduction of slaves. Bermuda was of course 
part of the Atlantic slave route. If we were giving 
a tour here, we can look at the island’s beaches, 
discuss the geology, the roofs, the sea life, the 
resort history, but if we didn’t look at the history 
and culture of all the people on the island and 
how they got here, we would be doing a 
disservice to ourselves and to our clients. In fact, 
there is a cemetery in St George, part of an old 
church that has almost a hidden and certainly 
separate part set off for the graves of slave and 
free Blacks. What would you say to your clients 
who saw this?  
 
The story while depressing and horrific does not 
have to be without hope and interest. For 
instance the first African populations arrived just 
around the first shipwrecks that initially brought 
people here. African slaves were sophisticated in 
the ways of world’s languages and the ocean. 
Because they were part of the Atlantic slave 
trade and traveled and worked at various ports 
many learned multiple languages and because 

they were often on the sea, they learned to swim and sail. They were important in Bermuda not 
only for growing tobacco, but for pearl diving, sailing and the scavenging of wrecks in addition to 
many trades they became masters at. There were strong relationships between blacks, whites 
and later Native Americans who were brought to many of the islands after the King Phillips war 
in New England. Blacks and whites, primarily indentured Irish, socialized in bars, had children 
together and much to the distress of the rulers of the island, fought for freedom against slavery 
and indenture. In fact, there was actually a law prohibiting whites from allowing blacks into their 
houses to drink around 1630. So, interpreting the separate graveyard, rather than being simply 
depressing, is a great jumping off point for revealing both some of the rich texture of 
contemporary Bermuda as well as some wonderfully compelling issues of history such as the lie 
of racial purity, black and white relationships and the way in which wealth is created.  
 



The great Italian writer Cesare Pavese said, "If you wish to travel far and fast, travel light. Take 
off all your envies, jealousies, unforgiveness, selfishness and fears.” 
 
I have a radio show on ‘Significant Yet Underappreciated Dates of the 20th Century’. I take 
moments in time and use these moments to reveal many of the events that led to this moment 
as well as look at how that moment shaped contemporary life. I like this approach to storytelling 
as well as looking at the meeting of certain significant individuals because they lend themselves 
to personalizing history and to revealing how life is created, through the intersection of threads of 
history.  
 
Let me give some examples for you to see and perhaps it might stimulate you in your own 
interpretations: 
 
- Native Americans in New England 
- Oppenheimer in New Mexico 
 
Let’s talk another difficult site, Auschwitz, certainly the site of one of the great horrors and 
tragedies of our species. How do you use this site in a way that tells the stories, leaves people 
effected and yet doesn’t lead to an emotional paralysis or worse? 
 
When I went there recently, I was struck by the difference between Auschwitz and Birkenau a 
few kilometers down the world. In Auschwitz there were dorms that were built I think as either 
police barracks or military barracks and there were multiple forms of interpretations, from huge 
glass displays of hair cut, luggage confiscated and shoes displayed, along with historical 
information about the Holocaust. It was certainly very powerful and yet, it couldn’t prepare me for 
Birchanau, which was set up to accommodate the overflow from Auschwitz and was pretty much 
left as it was, with hundreds of minimalist barracks stretching one after the other like soldiers in 
an empty, once agricultural field. Entering Birkenau, were the remains of the railroad tracks that 
brought Jews, Romas, homosexuals and political prisoners in to be sorted. At the far end of the 
field, were the remains of the gas chambers. Here you could feel the ghosts with the winds. In 
some ways the starkness and silence gave you a way to interpret the site. One, intellectually, 
Why? When? How? Who? The other, left time for reflects. To me it’s the only way we can give a 
genuine experience of this kind of sensitive history; to stimulate the intellectual and the 
emotional.  We have to allow people to take in the information and reflect on it and then talk 
about it. Because it is so horrific, because it is so difficult for the brain to hold, it invites questions 
and discussions. We can, as a human race, and as tour directors, look at the horrific if we have 
some time to process it, talk about it and to ask the questions.  
 
Our job here and in other sensitive sites is not only to tell and to personalize the facts, but also to 
open up the questions and to create a temporary community to talk about it.  
 
Audiences not only want to see, but they want to be engaged, challenged and it puts more 
pressure on you, but hopefully makes your job more fun, making you facilitators of question 
asking and discussion. We cannot underestimate the role of curiosity and question asking in 
encouraging good story and good interpreter of site. As Einstein said, “The smart child knows 
the answer and the genius knows the question.” And, as author Sam Keen said, “To be on a 
quest is nothing more or less than to become an asker of questions.” 
 
These are your unique experiences. These are your engagements…asking the questions, 
creating the community, looking at site in new ways for clues of the layering of civilization and 
meeting and speaking with those who form the rich tapestry of life than your and your clients are 
temporarily a part of. 
 
 



Some practical tips about storytelling  
 
a. Why is storytelling different from Theater? Keeping contact with your audience. Breaking 
down 4th wall. Bus problem 
b. What to look for in finding and/or writing a good story to tell: What is your purpose? Who is 
your audience? Know why you’re telling the story that you are telling 
c. Look for moments in history where various threads of history converge: A description of the 
storied world…10001 nights, slacker, mushroom community, web…think of how you’ve grown 
up  
d. People like to personalize history. Know your social history...how people lived, worked and 
played 
e. Don’t get so caught up in the ‘facts’ that you lose the 'personal' or the 'bigger philosophical 
and moral issues' 
f. Don’t make assumptions about what people know and don’t know. Explain! 
g. Think of how you enter into a story. How is it connecting to what people are experiencing and 
are thinking about at that moment and in their lives 
h. Don’t get to your point too quickly. You are building a cake or a meal. Let people savor your 
language and the drama you unravel 
i. Include personal thoughts and ideas, but phrasing them in such a way that keeps the 
conversation open 
j. Different styles are fine...find yours! Some are physical, some more cerebral 
k. Using the five senses. Describe the landscape. Reanimate the environment and understand 
the power of the natural world in story and the natural magic that is around us 
l. Be conversational 
m. Be curious yourself 
n. Personalize history (Viera’s story about chessboard in bathroom) 
o. Stories of everyday people doing everyday things 
p. Realize that others on your trip might have more expertise than you do, so encourage them to 
share their knowledge. 
q. Feel free to use objects, maps, photographs, music, food etc. 
r. Have people leave realizing that you surprised them 
s. Don’t let your talk get caught in a manila envelope: facts are finished, but interpretation is 
never ending! 
 
 

       
 
 
”The whole object of travel is not to set foot on foreign land; it is at last to set foot on one's own 
country as a foreign land.”  ~G.K. Chesterton 
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