
Travel Writing 

Unlike purely factual travel guides that aspire to a degree of objectivity, travel writing gives small bits of factual data and sensual description 
embedded within a larger subjective context. Travel books seldom attempt to explore all aspects of a place, but rather relate only those 
aspects that the author encountered on an actual visit or visits. This can lend them a real-world air that readers may identify with. Travel 
books can take many forms and may focus on a particular journey, an exotic location, or a theme that connects seemingly disparate places; 
however, most travel books share a story-telling quality that focuses almost as much on their authors' opinions and reactions to a place as on 
the places themselves. Often employing a humorous tone, travel writing can appeal to readers as a chance to experience places they might 
not otherwise visit, as preparation for visiting a place, as exploration of a theme or topic that interests them, or solely out of a sense of 
camaraderie with a certain author. 

 

Elizabeth Gilbert. Eat, Pray, Love: One Woman’s Search for Everything Across Italy, India and Indonesia. 

2006. 

 

Gilbert, an award-winning writer, describes her journey both literally and figuratively to discover who she is apart from 

her broken marriage. Her travels take her to Italy in the pursuit of pleasure and to rejuvenate herself physically through 

good eating, India in the pursuit of spirituality, and Indonesia in the pursuit of balance. Her insights and humor make 

for an extremely entertaining and inspiring read. The book was made into a feature film starring Julia Roberts and Javier 

Bardem in 2010. 

  

 

David Grann. The Lost City of Z: A Tale of Deadly Obsession in the Amazon. 2009. 

 

The Amazon has been referred to as a "counterfeit paradise" – a seemingly rich environment that is in truth difficult, if 

not deadly, to live in. Its unexplored vastness calls to the imagination: what might lie hidden deep in its jungles? Early 

in the 20th century, the explorer Percy Fawcett became intrigued with tales of El Dorado, a lost city of gold somewhere 

in the Amazon. He decided to find it, calling it only "Z." This is the tale of his obsession, his disappearance, and the 

subsequent efforts to find him (and perhaps find “Z”). Grann himself journeyed to the area where Fawcett was last 

seen, and has his own conclusions about Z. 

 

Grann alternates between Fawcett's story and his own, but concentrates mainly on Fawcett's ordeals. He describes the 

hardships of exploring the Amazon in wince-inducing detail: the mosquitoes, snakes, piranhas, malaria, and arrow-

shooting natives; not to mention the psychological dangers of boredom, fatigue, suspicion, madness, and despair. This 

is truly an adventure to be enjoyed while sitting in your favorite comfy chair. For readers who like this book, point them 

to these other titles about the Amazon: State of Wonder by Ann Patchett (fiction),The River of Doubt: Theodore 

Roosevelt’s Darkest Journey by Candice Millard, and The Unconquered: In Search of the Amazon’s Last Uncontacted 

Tribes by Scott Wallace. 

  

 

Peter Hessler. Country Driving. 2010. 

 

Country Driving is much more than a travel book. Hessler, the New Yorker’s China correspondent from 2000 to 2007, 

does indeed describe his travels all over the country, complete with interesting vignettes and amusing anecdotes. But, 

as a long-term resident, he can go much deeper than a typical travel writer, spending months in some places and 

befriending a wide range of people. His respect for the people he meets, his awareness of their government’s 

shortcomings, his fluency in the language, and his knowledge of Chinese society allow him to create a nuanced depiction 

of a country in the midst of great upheaval -- the economic boom and the accompanying mass migration from rural to 

urban areas. He writes engagingly, with an eye for detail and great skill in conveying personalities. The characters are 

everyday people, and Hessler's adventures are low-key (being hassled by confused or suspicious police in remote areas 

is about the greatest danger he encounters), but the individuals and the society he describes are endlessly fascinating. 

His two other books on China, River Town and Oracle Bones, are also excellent. 

  

 

Beryl Markham. West With the Night. 1942. 

 

Beryl Markham moved to Kenya with her father at the age of four and stayed until her death. She describes the Africa 

she loved, a childhood surrounded by tribal people and tangles with wild animals. Her adventures and courageous 

career as a bush pilot are recounted in vivid detail. Controversy over whether she actually authored the book doesn’t 

seem to detract from the many rave reviews it has maintained over the years. One such review comes from Ernest 

Hemingway when he wrote to Maxwell Perkins in 1942. Hemingway knew Markham personally. He said, "Did you read 

Beryl Markham's book, West with the Night? ...she has written so well, that I was completely ashamed of myself as a 

writer. I wish you would get it and read it because it is really a bloody wonderful book." 



  

 

Amy Elizabeth Smith. All Roads Lead to Austen: A Yearlong Journey with Jane. 2012. 

 

College professor Smith has an opportunity for a sabbatical and decides to conduct Spanish-language book discussions 

of three Austen novels in Latin America. Can Jane Austen travel across time, cultural distance, and language? Short 

answer: yes! Is there a possibility of a real relationship with handsome Diego, a taxi driver she's met on a previous visit 

to Puerta Vallarta? We'll find out! Beginning with a return to her language immersion program in Antigua, Guatemala 

and first discussion there, Smith gamely questions her own assumptions (prejudices) while teaching, discussing, and 

loading herself down with books in Mexico, Ecuador, Chile, Paraguay, and Argentina. Even though the reading groups 

are mostly drawn from a narrow pool of available participants, differences in background and perspective lead to lively 

questions of class, feminism, education, and family. Readers of Eat, Pray, Love by Gilbert and Reading Lolita in 

Tehran by Nafisi may find parallels and enjoyment here. 

  

 

Cheryl Strayed. Wild: From Lost to Found on the Pacific Crest Trail. 2012. 

 

Reeling from her mother’s death, a recent divorce, and battles with personal demons, twenty-six-year-old Cheryl 

Strayed turns to The Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) to make sense of her past and set the course for her future. Stooped 

under the weight of a heavily laden backpack named "Monster," Cheryl sets out on a solo hike that will carry her over 

1,000 miles through scorching deserts, alpine glaciers, and ancient forests, on a steady march north toward the Oregon 

landmark "The Bridge of the Gods." 

 

Her journey through the wilderness is both literal and metaphorical. With a narrative voice sometimes painfully honest, 

other times laugh-out-loud funny, Cheryl relates her struggles on the PCT, as well as those of the tumultuous years 

which led her there. Readers learn of her close relationships, often cut tragically short; her struggles with chemical 

dependence and sexual addiction; and her general sense of feeling lost in the world. Perhaps not so strangely, it is in 

the beautiful, terrifying backwoods of the PCT, among the eclectic handful of fellow travelers crisscrossing her path, that 

Cheryl finds healing and home. 

  

 

Eric Weiner. The Geography of Bliss: One Grump's Search for the Happiest Places in the World. 2008. 

 

Eric Weiner, a foreign correspondent for NPR, has certainly lived in and visited some exciting places, but none of them 

were particularly happy places. A self-confessed grump, Weiner (pronounced whiner) decides to visit some happy places 

to see if he can figure out exactly what role environment plays in happiness. It's a clever premise. Geography of Bliss is 

not about a certain place or a particular journey. In fact, while Weiner does describe the appearance of most of the 

places he visits, it is not his focus nor are his efforts to get there. Rather, Weiner covers a variety of obscure locations 

with very little in common other than the relative happiness, or unhappiness in one instance, of their populations, and 

his focus is on the people and their state of mind. Each chapter of the book explores a single destination and what 

Weiner discerns as the general cause of its happiness. The tone of the narrative is simultaneously witty, sarcastic, 

introspective, and exploratory. Whether or not a person imagines he or she might enjoy reading a book about places 

like Qatar and Moldova, Weiner's approach makes them interesting, despite some people's slight dislike of Weiner 

himself. 

 


