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TRAVEL WRITING 101: 
“Oh, the Places You'll Go!”

The Basics:

With it's rich history and useful nature, the travel writing genre generally provokes interest, 
engagement, and curiosity.  It's a fabulous fit for the classroom at any level and offers plenty of opportunities 
to incorporate various media elements or a larger multigenre project.  Even in the modern times of 
globalization and Google Maps, travel writing still finds value and place in the narrative, 
informative/instructional, and creative- among other approaches.  For our purposes today, we are going to 
focus on those three aspects of travel writing.

The Examples:
THE NARRATIVE TRAVEL PIECE

The Secret Lives of Nomads
Article and photos by David Joshua Jennings

Turkish nomadic family in their tent.

It was my second day hitching along the Turkish Mediterranean and I was standing on a road above the village 
of Kalkan when a man rounded the corniche walking backwards with his thumb out. When he saw me he 
stopped and stared. He squinted to read my sign, on which I’d written “Demre,” and approached, realizing I too 
was a hitchhiker.

He had a lime-green sash around his head and wore loose-fitting şalvar pants. His name was Olaş. He was from 
Istanbul, a student, completely broke, traveling around to see his country. The only thing he carried was a 
sleeping bag.
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It was late in the afternoon. As the sun fell the white-washed villas of Kalkan turned fuchsia. The little sailboats 
rocked peacefully in the harbor, and the shadow of the nearby mountain elongated over us.

After half an hour, a car rounded the bend and pulled over. Its tinted window descended and two men wearing 
sunglasses offered us a ride. Olaş talked with them. All I understood was that these men, like Olaş, had just 
gotten out of the army.

It turned out to be one of the worst rides of my life.

A few seconds after we got in the driver cranked up the music and slammed on the gas pedal, accelerating to a 
speed of over 100 km per hour, then slammed on the brakes as we screeched around a tight turn, then slammed 
on the accelerator again. We were traveling on a narrow winding coastal road whose ledge, a few feet from our 
tires, had no guard rails and dropped 50 meters into the sea. I was terrified.

We swung around a blind corner in the wrong lane and dodged by inches a honking truck, and then slid around 
another bend. The driver was purposely fishtailing, sweeping the tires within inches of the ledge. He accelerated 
again, steering with his knee as he lit a cigarette and handed it back to me. My hand was trembling as I took it. I 
looked out the window and envisioned us careening over the cliff. Before I realized it, without even smoking, the 
cigarette had burned down to my fingers.

The driver looked at me through the rear-view mirror as if to ensure that I was frightened. I tried to pretend I 
wasn’t, but on the next turn I desperately gripped the seat in front of me. The driver laughed.

“Are you okay?” he shouted.

“I’m fine.”

He drove even faster.

We asked to be let off in the first town we came across and stumbled out of the car quite shaken. Olaş and I 
were both burning with adrenaline but couldn’t really express ourselves to each another due to the language 
gap. We parted ways. I walked down to the beach, pitched my tent, and lay in the sand for a while, thinking 
about how easy it was to die. I tried to sleep but couldn’t, and swam away my excess energy in the sea.

THE INFORMATIVE/INSTRUCTIVE TRAVEL PIECE

24 Hours in Prague

I’m sitting on the express train Franz Kafka, daily departure at 9:10am from Prague Main Train Station, 
destination Munich. I’m moving on with my itinerary, and the six-hour ride will be a good opportunity to think 
about the highlights of these past five weeks. If you had only 24 hours to conquer the city, I’d first tell you to get 
some more time, dagnabbit. There’s nothing worse than power tourism (old joke: “Darling, where are we?” “Is it 
Tuesday today?” “Yes” “Then this must be Venice”). But if you insist, here’s the second best advice I can give 
you:

8:00am – Roll out of bed. Head down to the nearest metro station, get a 24-hour public transport pass from the 
old, passive-aggressive lady behind the window. Let’s pretend this takes less than 15 minutes.
8:15am – Time for breakfast. You don’t want to waste time: head down to Liberské Lahudky on Vodikova and get 
one or two of their beautiful bite-size sandwiches. These are both artistically arranged and dirt cheap. There’s no 
seating but you don’t need it: eat everything on your way out.

June 30, 2011
By MichalLabik
CZECH REPUBLIC

•

http://www.letsgo.com/europe/czech-republic
http://www.letsgo.com/blog/michallabik
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8:30am – One more fuel stop: coffee. Head across the street to Mamacoffee, perhaps the best coffee joint in 
town. They’ll grind and prepare the coffee in front of your eyes. Tastes great, plus you’re presumably helping 
children in Ethiopia.
8:45am – Walk from Nové Mesto (New Town) to Staré Mesto (Old Town). You’ll be walking a lot today, better get 
used to it early.
9:00am – Catch Prague’s best known attraction, the Astronomical Clock show on the Old Town Hall Tower. Here’s 
what will happen: on the hour, there will be fanfare. 12 wooden statuettes of apostles will show their faces, 
surrounded by the statuettes of Death, Vanity, the Jew, and the Turk (no, political correctness was never too 
much of a concern). When the show is over in like 30 seconds, the crowd will go bananas with applause.
9:01am - Time to explore the Old Town. Go see the beautiful St. James Church, which has the dried arm of a thief 
hanging from the wall. Climb up Powder Tower for one of the nicest views of the Old Town. Walk by the Estates 
Theater, where Mozart premiered Don Giovanni, and where Forman filmed bits of Amadeus. Stop by the Old 
Jewish Cemetery in Josefov, where gravestones spring out of the ground one over another, like shark teeth. Walk 
past Kafka’s birthplace, or take a photo with his statue nearby. Go for a second serving of the Astronomical Clock 
show – one can never get enough. (Alternately, buy a ticket to the Old Town Hall and watch the apostle 
mechanism from inside. It’s every bit as underwhelming as seeing it from the outside).
11:00am – You might need to sit down for a while. Go to Kavárna Slavia, an art deco landmark famous as a 
meeting place for artists and, during communism, political dissidents. Have an ice cream cup and people watch, or 
look out at Vltava River.
11:30am – Take on the New Town. Visit the Alfons Mucha Museum, in case you didn’t have enough of seeing his 
posters everywhere already (you know, women in flowing robes, surrounded by fruit and flowers and such). 
Perhaps pop inside the Museum of Communism, which was, ironically, founded by an American expat. Go see the 
St. Wenceslas Statue, where the declaration of Czechoslovak independence was read, and then stop by the 
Lucerna Music Bar, where you can see David Cerný’s hilarious parody of the statue. You’ll find Cerný’s subversive 
sculptures all over Prague, so be on the lookout: they are invariably both offensive and interesting.
12:30pm – Go to Staré Mesto’s Kolkovna for lunch – the lunch menus are surprisingly cheap in this Michelin-
starred restaurant. Beer doesn’t get much better than theirs, as it comes from a tank rather than being on tap. 
There are scientific reasons here, but I’ll spare you.
1:30pm – Time to venture over to the other side of Vltava River. Walk down Charles Bridge, another Prague 
landmark. It’s always crowded, so you’ll have to elbow your way through. Snarl something about “those damned 
tourists”.
2:00pm – Castle time! Catch the guards ceremony on the hour. Go see the St. Vitus’ Cathedral, where under 
seven locks rest the Bohemian crown jewels. Notice the insurance company sponsorship messages on the 
cathedral’s colorful windows – now that’s some business acumen right there. Pop inside the Golden Lane, since 
your ticket allows you to – this tiny street used to be free, but to universal chagrin can now only be seen as part 
of the castle tour.

THE CREATIVE TRAVEL PIECE

Journeys

By Linda Dini Jenkins

I am making riboletta, the twice-cooked white bean soup
that my grandmother used to make,
while the others are back in Florence for the day
or soaking up sun here in the yard
The aroma of jasmine floats in from the pergola
mixing with the garlic from the big pot on the stove
to form a perfect memory of this place
Nonna, you were just a girl when you left here for New York
I wonder how easy it was to leave then,

http://www.letsgo.com/25151-czech_republic-travel-guides-prague_praha-sights-prague_castle_pra%C5%BEsk%C3%BD_hrad-around_prague_castle-c
http://www.letsgo.com/article/1288-the-charles-bridge
http://www.letsgo.com/15676-europe-travel-guides-czech_republic-sights-nov%C3%A9_m%C4%9Bsto_new_town-c
http://www.letsgo.com/15675-europe-travel-guides-czech_republic-sights-star%C3%A9_m%C4%9Bsto_old_town-c
http://www.letsgo.com/videos/74301
http://www.letsgo.com/15675-europe-travel-guides-czech_republic-sights-star%C3%A9_m%C4%9Bsto_old_town-c
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while this was all still new,
and how you survived in the city
with this countryside in your blood, with these smells
in your skillful fingertips?

MENTOR TEXT PROMPTS

1.  Using one of the three techniques we discussed (informative, narrative, creative), interpret the 
travel slideshow/video, “Swiss Glacier Hike”.

2.  Tell about a travel experience that you have had in any format you prefer.

3.  Using the hiking slideshow or your own experiences for inspiration, create an adventure story 
about traveling.

4.  Using the informative method of travel writing, offer an inside look at your hometown.

5.  Whatever you want

HELPFUL RESOURCES

Beyond “What I Did on Vacation”: Exploring the Genre of Travel Writing:

http://www.readwritethink.org/resources/resource-print.html?id=1086

Travel Brochures: Highlighting the Setting of a Story

http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/travel-brochures-highlighting-setting-961.html

Travel Writing Blogs:

http://almostfearless.com/

http://www.gonomad.com/

http://writetotravel.blogspot.com/
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