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Wanderlust 
 
Evidently, you can tell a lot about someone from what’s in his fridge. In mine, right now, 
there’s half a litre of organic skimmed milk, five litres of organic fruit juices, half a kilo of 
low-fat butter, three free-range organic eggs, two pots of live yoghurt, some tomatoes from a 
neighbour’s garden (she gave them to me, I didn’t steal them in the night!), about half a kilo 
of Jarslberg cheese, half a bottle of Norwegian akvavit, two bottles of champagne, some 
home-made mayonnaise, a sprig of dill and two rolls of 35mm film. What does that tell you? 
That I live on liquids? That I eat out more than at home? That I need a wife – or a nutritionist? 
That it’s the end of the week and I really must do some shopping?  

 
A better guide to someone’s character, I think, is what’s on 
his bookshelves. OK, let’s look: “Driving Through Cuba” 
by Carlo Gebler, “Chernobyl Strawberries” by Vesna 
Goldsworthy, “Red Dust” by Ma Jian, “When The Astors 
Owned New York” by Justin Kaplan, “One Foot in Laos” by 
Dervla Murphy, “To Travel Hopefully” by Christopher 
Rush, “Another Fool in the Balkans” by Tony White. Is 
there a pattern here? Among the fiction there’s Graham 
Greene and Paul Theroux, and three whole shelves are filled 

with guidebooks, maps and travel diaries.   
 
I’ve been home for four weeks. Yes, Anita (Slovakia), I sat in my cosy house with a proper 
cup of tea reading your comments, and it was lovely. But I already feel restless again. I 
haven’t packed a suitcase for a whole month! I’ve got itchy feet; that old wanderlust. It’s time 
to go somewhere – anywhere!  
 
A Finnish psychologist (a former student of mine) once told me that the reason why I run for 
a couple of hours every day is to escape ‘real life’. Yes. Obviously.  And her point was what 
exactly? (How could you bear to live with a psychologist? Write and tell us, if you do.) 
 
‘Real life’ means different things to different people. My girlfriend once told me that 
“champagne and flowers are not enough” (strange, it always worked in the past). No, we had 
to do ‘real’ things together. Things like (me) putting up shelves and wallpapering her 
bedroom, swapping office gossip, choosing new curtains, staying in more. Why? What’s so 
good about that? 
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‘Real’ is when your rusty bus breaks down somewhere on the Tibetan plateau and you have to 
fix it quickly or die of hypothermia. ‘Real’ is learning to track a family of bears across 
magnificent landscapes in central Sweden. ‘Real’ is the exhilaration of teaching English in a 
Chinese university. Or climbing a beautiful (and not too dangerous!) mountain. Or just 
cycling down an English country lane in spring to meet your tennis partner. 
 
Of course you have to have a job (unless you’re very lucky), but you don’t have to choose one 
you’re going to hate forever, do you: one that stops you living a ‘real’ life? 
 
I like my little house in west London. I’ve got most of the material possessions I’ve ever 
wanted (well, not the Aston Martin Vantage, obviously). I have some very good friends. I 
enjoy my work. 
 
“So why are you so dissatisfied, Stephen?” 
 
“I’m not!!!”   
 
I may be a bit restless, but that’s because I know there’s so much wonderful stuff out there 
and I’ve only got a very limited time left to see it.  When I was a boy I was fascinated by the 
sounds of certain place names: Gothenburg sounded magnificent, Ulan Bator sounded 
whacky, Samarkand sounded languorous, Prague sounded elegant, Tangier sounded 
dangerous, Shanghai sounded sophisticated, Havana sounded sexy. I must have decided, 
without realising it, to visit and see for myself. None of 
these places ever disappointed me.  
 
And now my wanderlust is fed daily with messages from 
you: from places of great history – Yekaterinburg; from 
places of great beauty – Nepal; from places I will never see 
– Yangon; and from places I could practically walk to – the 
Netherlands. I even get declarations of ‘love’ from the 
obviously wonderful Lucy (is that your real name?), in a 
place I have always wanted to visit, Sakhalin Island, on the 
edge of the world. (Hmm, I’ve never had a Russian 
girlfriend even though I’ve travelled widely in Russia and 
have put my face into Lake Baikal and drunk the water 
direct from it – and survived!) 
 
OK. We’re packed. The car is loaded. It’s ten o’clock. We’re going to drive through the night 
so that we arrive in Edinburgh in time for breakfast. Then we’ll continue north (follow our 
route on a roadmap) to St Andrew's where we’ll unload Lucy’s stuff, and her life as an 
undergraduate will begin. I’ve got a big box of Kleenex in the car!   
 
I’ll tell you about it the next time I write. 
 
Meanwhile, write and tell us what’s in your fridge! 
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Bye for now. 
 

 
 
 
Some useful words and expressions 
wanderlust 
the instinct or need to travel 
tell (a lot) about someone 
know or assume (a lot) about someone 
skimmed milk 
milk from which the cream has been removed 
free-range…eggs 
eggs from hens which are allowed to move and feed freely (the opposite of free-range hens is 
‘battery hens’) 
akvavit 
a strong alcoholic drink (spirit) from Scandinavia 
sprig 
A sprig of a plant is a small piece of stem with leaves on it. 
dill 
a herb with yellow flowers and a strong sweet smell 
live on… 
If you ‘live on’ something it is the main thing you eat or drink. 
nutritionist 
a specialist who gives advice on what to eat to remain healthy 
(to have) itchy feet 
an idiomatic expression which means you are restless to travel 
putting up 
erecting; fixing (shelves) to a wall 
swapping 
exchanging 
staying in 
staying at home; the opposite of ‘going out’ 
hypothermia 
extreme cold (a medical condition) 
track 
follow 
exhilaration 
thrill 
whacky 
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crazy  
languorous 
lazy, relaxed, sleepy, in an extremely pleasant way 
undergraduate 
student studying for a first degree 
 


