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What You Need… and Don't Need… 
to Be a Travel Writer  

 
 

 
 
 
Travel writing has got to be the best job in the world. You'll be amazed at the 
insider access and special treatment successful travel writers receive. It's like 
gaining membership in an exclusive club.  

 
How would you like a trip to Cancun, at no charge, where you and your spouse 
would be wined and dined over a long weekend at a new, luxury hotel? 
 
Or maybe you'd be more enticed by a complimentary rafting expedition down 
the Amazon in Ecuador's untamed rain forest? Perhaps a no-charge cruise to 
Europe's most romantic cities?  
 
Or a complimentary stay at one of New York's most decadent hotels... the sort 
that costs $650 a night?  
 
Those trips might sounds like daydreams, but they are all money-free travel 
perks freelance writers I know have taken advantage of. And not only did those 
writers travel without paying a dime, they got paid to write about their 
experiences, too.  
 

Why Do Travel Writers Get Wined and Dined? 
 
Why do people roll out the red carpet and treat travel writers with such 
respect... and prestige? 

 
Actually, it's pretty easy to explain, once you understand how the system 
works.  
 
You see, around the world, tourism generates $1.2 billion in spending per day, 
according to the World Tourism Organization. And competition for those tourist 
dollars is fierce -- particularly now, post-9/11, when people are staying closer 
to home and are more hesitant to travel.  
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It's no wonder, then, that hotels... tour organizers... cruise lines... airlines... 
even local governments are willing to spend big bucks on travel writers -- in 
hopes that they'll have a positive experience and write about it favorably in a 
magazine, newspaper, newsletter, or online.  

 
The more articles written about a place, the rationale goes, the more tourists 
will go there. More tourists means more money... simple as that.  
 

Do You Need a Degree in Journalism? 
  
Many of the most successful writers I've worked with never had any formal 
training as "writers" per se. They didn't have degrees in journalism or in English, 
nor did they write in some other field in their day-to-day lives. They simply 
enjoyed a passion for travel, had a good eye for detail, and had learned how to 
deliver a story in just the way an editor would want it.  
 
A couple of years back, I surveyed the class at one of AWAI's live travel-writer 
workshops to find out what the students did in their "other" lives, when they 
weren't learning to be travel writers. Their backgrounds ran the gamut -- travel 
agent... financial consultant... freelance photographer... television 
executive... stay-at-home mom... architect... accounting professor... retired 
elementary-school teacher... newspaper columnist...  painter... retired 
surgeon...  real estate developer...  acupuncturist... even a college 
president... 
 
The list goes on. But my point is this: Just as they've become successful, so can 
you.  
 
Really, the requirements are few:  
 

• You need a desire to succeed.  
• You need an interest in seeing new places and meeting new people.  
• You have to be opinionated.  
• You have to be observant.  
• You need to be willing to read and do research.  
• You must make a commitment to put words on paper.  

 
In the pages that follow, I'll give you some pointers to give your travel-writing 
career a jump-start. Plus you'll find lots more online at 
www.thetravelwriterslife.com. 
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Odd, Shocking and Strange:  
What to Look for When You Travel 

 
 

 
 
 
The best travel writers are observant travelers. They've trained themselves to 
notice things.  
 
At our travel writer's workshop in Paris, my colleague John Forde made some 
useful suggestions for ways you can train yourself to do it.  
 
When you're traveling, he said, look for things that strike you as odd, shocking, 
strange, or at least different than what you're used to seeing at home.  
 
Ask questions like:  
 
*** What’s on the menu? (See any strange foods?) 
 
*** What’s on the catwalk? (Notice any interesting fashions?) 
 
*** What’s in the skyline? (What sorts of buildings surround you?)  
 
*** What’s on the calendar? (Any unique festivals, events, ceremonies, or even 
daily rituals?) 
 
*** What’s in the shop windows? (Could you mistake this place for home, or is 
that rabbit strung up in the butcher shop a sure giveaway?) 
 
*** How do the locals do things? (Notice anything unusual about the way people 
sweep the streets or pass each other on the sidewalk or eat their food or park 
their cars or greet each other or stand in line...?) 
 
*** What can't I do here that I do at home? (Are you frustrated by something? Is 
there something you thought would be easily accomplished but has, instead, 
taken days?) 
 
Becoming an observant traveler is the first step to becoming a great travel 
writer.  The more you notice -- the more specific, interesting details you pick 
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up, that is -- the more rich material you have to include in your articles. And 
it’s those rich details that editors like.  
 
How, specifically, do you become a more observant traveler? 
 
 

SEVEN WAYS TO NOTICE MORE 
 
1.  Rely On More than Just Your Eyes 
 
Certainly, pay attention to what you see. But also take note of what you hear, 
what you smell, how things taste, how they feel. If there's a low, stone wall 
surrounding a village cemetery, don't just scribble in your notebook "low, stone 
wall." Go up to it and check if the top is dusty. Exactly how low is it? What 
sounds do you hear as you lean on it? Is there cheerful chatter from the kids 
sent to leave flowers? Or is it utterly silent, save for the occasional bird call 
and the scratching of squirrels? 
 
2.  Count 
 
How many steps must you climb to reach the top of that lighthouse? How many 
steeples do you see jutting up above the rooftops? How many tables does the 
café hold? How many tourists are standing in line? How many types of bread 
does the bakery sell? Specific numbers often provide the kind of astonishing 
detail useful in an article. 
 
3. Pick up papers -- maps, brochures, local newspapers and 
magazines, brochures, postcards, menus, business cards 
 
I keep a one-gallon Ziplock bag in my suitcase when I travel, and at the end of 
each day, I toss into it whatever papers I've gathered. If I got a business card 
from somebody I spoke with, I make a note on the back, reminding myself who 
that person is. If I got a menu from a place where I enjoyed lunch, I scribble on 
it what I had and what I thought of it. I'll flip through a local paper, scanning 
for odd-ball items and ideas about what I might do the next day, making note 
of local politics, finding out what controversies are raging. You won't likely use 
all this material in your article, but it's all useful as you piece together a 
context for this place you're visiting.  
 
4. Talk with locals. 
 
No matter where you are -- in a bar, a café, a shop, a taxi -- strike up a 
conversation with a local. Ask directions. Ask for suggestions about what you 
might do or where you might eat. Inquire as to how things have changed in the 



 7 

past decade or more. Ask this person where he or she takes family and friends 
who visit. My colleague John Forde always suggests talking with anybody over 
70. Smart guy, that John.  
 
Doing a load of laundry in a Laundromat offers you the perfect excuse to start 
talking with somebody who lives in the neighborhood you're visiting. Have your 
hair done. I rarely take the time to have my hair cut at home, so I'll often do it 
on the road. (One of the best haircuts I ever got was in a woman's front room in 
Zanzibar; one of the worst was at a salon in London.) But both gave me ample 
time -- and an ideal excuse -- to ask questions and learn things. 
 
5. Shop with locals. 
 
Poke your head into as many "tourist" shops as you like, but make sure you also 
spend some time where the locals shop. Go to a grocery store and pay 
attention to what's on offer. How many types of cheese are in that case -- and 
how many is the average shopper buying? Is that an entire wall of lentils? Is 
that man perched on a stool at the back filling up people's empty glass jugs 
with wine from a vat? Investigate an outdoor market or a hardware store. My 
point is: By paying attention to how the locals shop, what they buy, and how 
much things cost, you'll uncover all sorts of interesting quirks you'd never find 
out if all you shopped for were t-shirts, snow-globes, and fridge magnets. 
 
6. Get into a local's home.  
 
(I'm not suggesting you climb in a window.) Get yourself invited for tea or lunch 
or dinner... or just a quick tour. It's amazing what you'll learn once you step 
over a threshold into the private world tourists never see. You'll instantly know 
more about people's priorities, about how they order their lives... indeed, 
maybe a good bit about how that society is ordered. Here, again, notice how 
things look, feel, taste, and smell. (How do you get invited in, you ask? I 
promise: Strike up conversations, and you'll be surprised at how hospitable 
people become.)   
 
7. Travel more.  
 
The more often you travel, the more places you see, the better able you'll be 
to distinguish something that's really unusual. You'll develop a more well-
rounded perspective. And you'll gain something else there's no other way to 
come by: judgment.  
 
I asked Kathleen Peddicord, the editor and publisher of International Living, 
what she thought distinguished a truly inspired travel article from a run-of-the-
mill one, and that's the key word she came up with:  
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"Judgment. Being able to decipher what's special, unique, new, important, 
valuable in a place. Putting the place in context, historically and otherwise. 
Understanding what you're seeing and seeing beyond the tourist layer of a 
place."  

 
HOW TO GET STARTED RIGHT NOW 

 
You don't have to board an airplane and head across an ocean before you start 
sharpening your observation skills. Start this weekend. Take a half-hour walk 
and methodically go through your five senses. What do you see? What do you 
hear? What do you smell? How do things feel? How do they taste? (OK... get 
coffee while you're out or, if you live somewhere warm, grab an ice cream.) 
 
Count a few things. How many homes on a block or trees along a street? How 
many people on the sidewalk? How many kids in the park? How many shattered 
car windows? 
 
Then when you get back home, take five minutes and jot down the things that 
most stand out in your mind.  
 

Being Nosy Helps 
 
The truth is, gathering the kind of specific, stand-out details editors like to see 
in articles requires a certain amount of, well, nosiness.  
 
Sure, even if you're shy, you can still use your eyes, ears, nose, and mouth to 
discover what's around you. You needn't be outgoing to count steps or steeples.  
 
But if you never learn to peer through garden fences to check if the beds are 
weeded... if you never get up the gumption to ask that shop owner how 
business has been... if you never order the daily special in a restaurant, even 
when you have no idea what it is... then you're certain to miss out on some of 
the best opportunities there are for uncovering details a myopic traveler never 
even knows he's missing. 
 
In my view, it’s just this sort of attention to what's around you, this "noticing" 
while you're traveling that makes travel writing so much fun.  
 
As a travel writer you have an excuse -- indeed, a mandate -- to travel in a way 
a typical tourist does not. It makes your experience that much richer. And it 
will make your articles that much better.  
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Two More Tips for Starting Your 
Travel Writing Career 

 

 
 
 

1. Keep Those Scissors Handy and Create Clip Files 
 
I think of my clip files as my junk drawer of story ideas. I have my files divided, 
generally speaking, into four categories:  
 
Random Story Ideas 
 
Whenever an idea occurs to me—no matter how irrelevant to what I might be 
working on at the time—I jot it down on a piece of paper and toss it into a file 
folder I’ve labeled “Story Ideas.” Into this same folder go the “clips” or stories 
by other writers that trigger ideas—usually I’ll put a yellow sticky paper on the 
top with my related idea on it. 
 
Event-Specific or Holiday Story Ideas 
 
Another useful clip file I keep is event and holiday specific. If I go to an annual 
festival I think I could write about for the following year, I pick up lots of 
brochures and maps and such, clip them together, and drop them in this file. It 
helps, too, to scribble the holiday or time of year onto the info so it’s easy to 
find when you go hunting for it.  
 
Publications often want seasonal stories many months in advance. So if you’ve 
got an idea for a Christmas story… August is not too early to start querying 
publications about whether they’d be interested in publishing your piece. 
 
Examples of Writing You Admire 
 
I keep a third clip file of articles I’ve enjoyed reading—examples of strong 
writing by other people. When I start working on a type of story I haven’t 
written in a while or something that’s altogether new to me, I’ll flip through 
this “Favorites” file of mine and see if I don’t have an example of something 
similar that I thought was done well.  
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Then I analyze what, exactly, the writer has done. What is he or she up to in 
each paragraph? It helps, often, to get the juices flowing. And I always learn 
new things when I study these pieces.  
 
Country Files 
 
I keep one last kind of clip file as well—in fact, it’s a series of folders. These 
are my country files. Each country I’ve written about—or would like to write 
about—has a folder. I clip out of magazines and newspapers anything I see 
that’s about these countries—sometimes I won’t even take the time to read the 
article and simply tear it out and drop it into the folder. That way, when I go 
to write about that place, I’ve got the beginnings of my research all ready to 
go.  
 
2. Pen and Paper -- A Travel Writer's Trusty Companions 
 
Another habit I’ve developed over the years is to always keep on hand a pad of 
paper and a pen. When I travel, I take along those “steno” pads with cardboard 
covers and spiral bindings—they’re good in the rain and you can slide the pen 
into the binding for safe keeping. (I use a ball-point pen ever since that trip to 
Belize years ago when my notes—not in a steno pad, and written in ink—bled 
into each other in a rain storm.) 
 
Also nice are "reporter's notebooks." They are like steno pads, only narrower. 
This sort of thing is really a matter of personal preference. I advise, simply: 
make sure whatever you're carrying has a cover.  
 
Also, I keep a little pad of paper and something to scribble with next to my 
bed. I know it sounds a bit excessive, but more often than you might think, 
something on the late-night news or in a book I’m reading will trigger a story 
idea, and so it never hurts to have something on hand with which to write it 
down.  
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The Best Ideas Are Specific, Unique, 
and Targeted 

 

 
 
 
Once you have a few story ideas, the next step is to sift through them and 
improve upon them. The best story ideas are specific, unique, and targeted to 
a particular audience.  
 
If you’re anything like me, what you’ll scribble on a scrap of paper and toss 
into your clip file will most often be just the core of an idea… something that 
struck you as a possibility for a piece, but not something you’ve really thought 
through.  
 
So when you sit down to decide on the actual story you’d like to write, you 
must make sure that your idea is— 
 
Specific  
 
Don’t send a letter to a publication asking if the editor is interested in a piece 
about Belize. Instead, ask if he’d be interested in an article about the best 
jungle lodge or the top spots to invest in real estate. 
 
Unique 
 
If you’ve been reading a lot of travel stories, you’ll develop a sense after a few 
months for what’s run-of-the-mill and what’s new. Also, by keeping country 
files you’ll have on hand some examples of what other people have written 
about the place you’re going to write about, so you’ll know in what ways your 
piece will need to be different.  
 
I’ve found that one way to keep ideas unique is to think about what the 
stereotypical view of a place is and write to counter it. If most people know 
about the diving in the Bahamas, then you write about the hiking trails.  
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Targeted to a particular audience 
 
When you target a particular audience with your story idea, it becomes a 
stronger idea. Here’s what I mean: If I were to write to the readers of Walking 
magazine about St. John in the U.S. Virgin Islands, my story would, most likely, 
be about the trails there—the best walks, the best guide, the best time of year 
to go, maybe the best “outdoors” hotels to stay in.  
 
That story is specific and it’s unique—at least to the readers of Walking 
magazine. While you might regularly find stories about St. John in travel 
publications, it’s not run-of-the-mill fare for Walking.  
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If you're ready for the prestige... insider access... and freedom travel writers 
enjoy, then you might enjoy this:  
 
Private tours of the world's best museums... upgrades to first class... tickets to 
sold out shows....   When you travel as a writer, you see the world in way you 
never could as an ordinary tourist. It's like gaining membership in an exclusive 
club. 
 
But there are secrets the best travel writers rely on to land plum 
assignments... get their names published in prestigious magazines... and 
arrange travel perks...  
 
You'll find out how to do it... and much more... in Passport to Romance: 
The Ultimate Travel Writer's Course. In a matter of months -- even weeks -- 
You could be exploring the world as a VIP...   earning paychecks while you 
travel... taking your vacations as a tax write-off... and seeing your name 
in print... 
 
Visit: www.thetravelwriterslife.com/kp/change for details 
 

 

For me, last month's "work" involved checking out facilities at Bad 
Krozingen, a quaint spa village deep in Germany's Black Forest. And 
Arduous work it was too... moving from my sun bed into the pool 
where I was Pummeled with blissfully warm jets of thermal water.  
 
-- Steenie Harvey, Professional Travel Writer  


