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Editing Your Writing

• Passive vs Active
• Present or Past Tense?
• Editing Ruthlessly for Focus

Getting it Out There

• Your Author Platform  
(social media, blogs, recognition)

• Publishing in magazines
• Publishing Ebooks & Print Books
• About Agents & Publishers

Writing Travel Narratives

• Theme
• Plot
• Scenes
• Narrative Arc

Enriching Your Writing

• Research
• Telling it All
• Sensual Detail
• A Sense of Place
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WRITING

• Theme
• Plot
• Scenes
• Narrative Arc

Stories | Articles | Books | Blogs



Writing for Travel
A travel narrative is the crafted evocation of a journey, usually written in the first person, 
that is structured as a sequence of anecdotes/scenes, and that presents a quest that 
illuminates a place and culture... 

Here's what you have to do:

1. Figure out what the lesson of your travel experience/story is.
2. Figure out what steps led you to learn that lesson.
3. Recreate those steps in your mind.
4. Recreate those steps in words so the reader can live them with you.
5. Craft your tale with a beginning, middle and end that shape and convey your lesson.

- Don George  (read more - Gadling: The secret formula for writing a successful travel 
narrative - http://aol.it/13kvdgL)



Theme
• What is the story about?

• What is the lesson of your story?

• Hone down the theme (and subthemes) 
further: 

• An external challenge, a quest such as a sailing journey to Hawaii, a 
motorcycle trip to Death Valley, hiking Mt. Diable. Bars in Budapest. 
Fashion in Mexico City. Thai food in Los Angeles. Ireland’s fairies, the 
Bedouin camel market. 

• Maybe you have 2 or s3 themes that deserve 2 
or 3 stories. Or even a book.



Plot
Whether experimental, traditional, or somewhere in between, we know a story 
plays out on two levels at once— the protagonist’s internal struggle (what the story 
is actually about) and the external events (the plot)— so it’s no surprise that cause 
and effect governs both, allowing them to dovetail and thus create a seamless 
narrative thread. 

1. Plot-wise cause and effect plays out on the surface level, as one event logistically 
triggers the next: Joe pops Clyde’s shiny red balloon; Joe gets kicked out of 
clown school.      

2. Story-wise cause and effect plays out on a deeper level— that of meaning. It 
explains why Joe pops Clyde’s balloon, even though he knows it will probably 
get him expelled.

-- Lisa Cron, Wired for Story



Plot: More Notes
• Plot is a literary term defined as the events that make up a story, 

particularly as they relate to one another in a pattern, in a 
sequence, through cause and effect, how the reader views the 
story, or simply by coincidence. -Wikipedia

• Your travel narrative is a “character-driven” story.  Plot is how 
you get from A to B.

• Outer journeys may affect the progress of the inner journey, and 
vice versa.

• Plots are usually categorized as a Quest or a Hero’s Journey. 
Travel stories can be both!

• The intentional plotting (planning) of your trip is only interesting 
when compared to what actually happens, and how it affects you.

• Elements

1. Story goal
2. Consequence
3. Requirements - steps to be accomplished
4. Forewarnings - suspense
5. Cost - emotional or physical
6. Dividends - rewards
7. Prerequisites - what you have to do get from here to 

there (cross a desert, displease your husband)
8. Pre-existing obstacles - physical disability, lack of 

resources (money), contract with others

Every story evolves around a conflict or several conflicts that follow 
seven basic patterns:

1. Man vs. Himself : a hero is challenged by his own will, confusion, 
or fears. This is a struggle of the hero who must to come to a 
decision.

2. Man vs. Man: a hero faces challenges by antagonists.
3. Man vs. Society: a hero must confront social traditions, moral 

principles and edicts.
4. Man vs. Nature: a hero is challenged by forces of nature.
5. Man vs. the Supernatural: a hero is challenged by supernatural 

forces or the unknown.
6. Man vs. God: a hero is challenged by divine forces or religious or 

spiritual conviction or belief.
7. Man vs. Technology: a hero is challenged by the machine, 

technology or science; this is a common theme in science fiction.

“In a story, plot-wise, what all other considerations bend to is the 
protagonist’s external goal. Sounds easy enough, until you add the fact that 
what her external goal bends to is her internal issue— the thing she 
struggles with that keeps her from easily achieving said goal without 
breaking a sweat...this internal struggle is what the reader came for, 
whether he’s conscious of it or not. The driving question is: what would it 
cost, emotionally, to achieve that goal? Let me give you a quick down-and-
dirty example. In the msovie Die Hard, what’s John McClane’s goal? To stop 
pseudo-terrorists from murdering everyone at the company Christmas 
party at Nakatomi Plaza? To kill Hans Gruber? To live to see the daswn? 
Sure, he wants to do all those things. But his goal, which the movie makes 
clear in the very first scene, is to win back his estranged wife, Holly.”  - Lisa 
Cron, Wired for Story: The Writer's Guide to Using Brain Science to Hook Readers 
from the Very First Sentence 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monomyth

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monomyth


Scenes
• All creative or narrative nonfiction books or articles are 

fundamentally collections of scenes that together make one big 
story.

• Scenes are places in a story with characters and action, where 
things happen to move the plot along.

• Think “movie script,” as if you are writing for a director, complete 
with vivid descriptions, characters, dialogue, action, and moving 
the plot along.

• Details:  The more details the better.  Then edit to stick to the 
theme.

The Yellow Test (By Lee Gutkind for Draft, on the craft of writing)

How To Write A Script: Heros Journey Plot Points (YouTube, Sherri Sheridan)

http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/08/27/the-yellow-test/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zY_WYkbq7YM%23at=30


Narrative Arc

• Graphs

• Beginning

• Middle

• End



Narrative Arc: Graphs



Beginning

DO: Jump into the action. Does your lead 
grab the reader’s attention by the throat and 
force them to keep reading?  

Bill Bryson: “A basic error with travel writing is assuming everybody’s interested. You have to 
work from the opposite assumption: nobody is interested. Even your wife is not interested.”

DON’T: Start with the mundane: packing 
your bags, your experience at the airline 
check-in counter, or locking up the house.

The prostitutes thought our son Galen was a real gentleman. In fact maybe the only gentleman, besides his father, in the crowded dining al fresco 
in front of the Hotel du France in Antananarivo. - Lisa Alpine, Maddening Madagascar

The voodoo temple was lit by the warm glow of a dozen candles. Rivulets of smokey incense danced in the air. Loud, pounding rhythms of tribal 
drums pulsed through my body like a new heartbeat...  - Christi Phillips, The Art of Darkness

No, I was not broadsided by a big bad diesel-dripping, coal-flinging blue Chinese truck. I did not slide of the Silk Route into the Wei River along with 
the pieces of the shale cliff that knocked chunks out of the soft new asphalt. I did not catch a rare Asian flu and I did not fall in love with a goat 
herder or decide to shave my head and become a Buddhist nun. - Carla King, Flying Under the Radar

The bus was split open like an overripe watermelon, its bloodied human contents tumbling from its sides. A big blond girl dangled awkwardly in mid-
air, her body suspended between the two buses that had collided. A young dreadlocked backpacker lying by the side of the road looked up, a long 
metal rod piercing his cheek. A Laotian woman with severe facial lacerations groped blindly, her arms extended in front of her. Stunned passengers 
stumbled along the road in a daze. Others panicked.  - Alison Wright, Learning to Breathe

His penetrating eyes hid in the shadow of a full-brim hat, the sun glistened off his ebony black skin, wet with sweat from the mid-day heat. “Your 
visa is expired.” A patch on his sand-khaki uniform read Department of Immigration, Zambia. - Chris Collard, Shanghaied in Zambia

I cruised to Cuba at night like the smuggled human freight in Ernest Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not. The boat yawled drunkenly as gunmetal 
waves smashed violently against the bow. I hung on grimly. - Christopher Baker, Mi Motel Fidel

There’s probably an ordinance against flaming  torches in your neighborhood—just as there is against dancing with an open container, wearing a 
straw costume while leaping a bonfire, bagpipe playing after dark—well, bagpipe playing at all. But in Northern Ireland we witnessed pagans 
perpetrating these reckless acts. And happily joined in. - Cathleen Miller, Pagans Cram a Lot of Fun into the Shortest Night of the Year



Middle
• Use scenes

• Stick to the theme of the story/chapter/article - bars, boats, or 
bicycles - one aspect of the journey (maybe with subthemes).

• Plot - getting there - literally moves you through the story - what 
is happening - it is your (outer/inner) journey.

• Inner journey - “the hero’s journey” - recent example Cheryl 
Strayed “Wild” - more on this later.

• You’re heading toward a goal... story requires interruption, 
resolution, repeat.

• Character development - we need to know you to care about you 
- REVEAL YOURSELF - more on this in RISKS.



End

• Consequences.

• What changed?

• What’s your point?

• Why did you tell the story?



ENRICHING

• Getting Personal

• The Inner Journey

• Sensual Detail 

• Research

• Sense of Place



Getting Personal

• Character development - we need to know you to care about you.

• The personal is universal. Nobody’s perfect, and we want to know that you, the brave 
adventurer, are really a lot like me.

• “When the events of the story are filtered through the protagonist’s point of view— 
allowing us to watch as she makes sense of everything that happens to her— we are 
seeing it through her eyes. Thus it’s not just that we see the things she sees— it’s that 
we grasp what they mean to her. In other words, the reader must be aware of the 
protagonist’s personal spin on everything that happens. This is what gives narrative 
story its unique power. What sets prose apart from plays, movies, and life itself is that it 
provides direct access to the most alluring and otherwise inaccessible realm imaginable: 
someone else’s mind. Lest the significance of this be lost, bear in mind that our brain 
evolved with just that goal— to see into the minds of others in order to intuit their 
motives, thoughts, and thus, true colors.” - Lisa Cron, Wired for Story: The Writer's Guide 
to Using Brain Science to Hook Readers from the Very First Sentence.

You, as the protagonist of your travel story, are not making this up. But how much should 
you reveal? (Hint: Playing it safe does not make for a good story.)



The Inner Journey
Risk revealing your most intimate thoughts and feelings. The range of human experience and emotion are 
universal. The more revealing you are, the more readers connect your stories, your experiences, and your 
emotions, with their own. They may not sail across an ocean or climb a mountain or ride a motorcycle, but 
they will recognize in themselves your most intimate fears and pleasures, failures and triumphs.

Beyond Adventure: An Inner Journey  
by Colin Mortlock

The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing 
 edited by Peter Hulme, Tim Youngs



Sensual Detail

SIGHT: In midday the horizon was etched 
as if in pencil demarcating the ocean, bluer 
than the sunburnt sky. 

Re-read all of your writing and enrich the readers experience with your memories of...

SOUND: Sails down, there was only the soft 
lapping of water against the hull and the 
occasional cry of a gull. Then, the sickening 
crack of the mast splintering, showering the 
deck with shards of wood...

TOUCH/FEEL: My bare feet slipped along 
the just-washed deck where hot puddles of 
fresh water mixed with strong lye soap stung 
the cut on my heel.   

TASTE: ... sliced open the back of my hand. I 
quickly brought it to my mouth where the 
blood, thick and salty, and the thicker tang of 
engine grease, combined on my tongue, 
already gritty with sawdust.SMELL: The clean scent of propane leaking 

from the stove mingled with diesel fuel and 
salt water as all systems seemed to fail at 
once.

And when I turned my head to take a parting glance at the tug which had just left 
us anchored outside the bar, I saw the straight line of the flat shore joined to the 
stable sea, edge to edge, with a perfect and unmarked closeness, in one leveled 
floor half brown, half blue under the enormous dome of the sky. - Joseph Conrad

And there were also disturbing sounds by this time—voices, footsteps 
forward; the steward flitted along the main-deck, a busily ministering spirit; 
a hand bell tinkled urgently under the poop deck... - Joseph Conrad

[There are] 11,000,000 bits of information our five senses are lobbing at us 
every second... They are sensory details. Yet our brain knows that we need to 
be shielded from at least 10,999,960 of them. The only details it lets through 
are the ones with the potential to affect us. The same is true of your story. 
Your job is to filter out the details that don’t matter a whit so you can have 
plenty of space left for the ones that do. - Lisa Cron, Wired for Story:



Research

• Tell them what they don’t know.

• Weave it into your scenes.

• Use it in dialogue (the reason you should be 
interviewing people when you travel).

• geology

• oceanography

• geography

• history = the number one reason people travel

• botany

• mapping

• language, culture, etc etc etc...



A Sense of Place
2 examples of definitions from Home Ground: Language for an American Landscape

wrack line:  The line of dried seaweed, marine vegetation, and other organic debris and detritus left on the beach by the action of 
the tides is called the wrack line. Tides strand the remains of marine creatures and sea grasses on the beach, including small 
invertebrates and bits of eelgrass. The wrack line may also contain man-made litter and refuse and is easily identifiable to the naked eye 
on that area of the beach where no plant life grows. Although there may be viable seeds hidden in the organic detritus of the wrack line, 
germination and seedling growth will typically occur only when a storm tide has left the debris at the highest and most landward edge 
of the beach, far out of reach of the daily high tides and waves. The wrack line serves as a prime feeding ground for birds and other 
animals that hunt here for food then defecate in the sand, providing organic matter essential to a strong ecosystem.

chaparral: Chaparral refers to the low, scrub vegetation of the dry regions of California and the Southwest. Chaparro is the Spanish 
name for the tough, broad-leaved evergreen scrub oak that grows in thickets in a dry Mediterranean climate. The word may come from 
the Basque txapar, which means “thicket.” It came into American English after the U.S. annexation of California and the inland West. 
Here is William Brewer, field leader of the first California geological survey, in a letter to his sister in early May 1861, describing the 
view of the Santa Lucia range from the Salinas Valley: “A very rugged landscape of mountains behind, steep, rocky, black with chaparral.” 
In his 1938 story “Flight,” John Steinbeck seems to be using the word a little more exactly: “As soon as the trail had parted from the 
stream, the trees were gone and only thick, brittle sage and manzanita and chaparral edged the trail.”



A Sense of Place
BOOK: A Sense of Place: Great Travel Writers Talk About their Craft, Lives, and Inspiration, 
by Michael Shapiro 
Geographic space is the space that encircle the planet or in orbit ones body, through which biological life moves. It is 
differentiated from "outer space" and "inner space" (inside the mind). - Wikipedia

If you don’t know where you are, says Wendell Berry, you don’t know who you are. Berry is a writer, one of our best, 
who after some circling has settled on the bank of the Kentucky River, where he grew up and where his family has 
lived for many generations. He conducts his literary explorations inward, toward the core of what supports him 
physically and spiritually. He belongs to an honorable tradition, one that even in America includes some great names: 
Thoreau, Burroughs, Frost, Faulkner, Steinbeck – lovers of known earth, known weathers, and known neighbors both 
human and nonhuman. He calls himself a “placed” person. - From The Sense of Place by Wallace Stegner

Place as personality - Wallace Stegner’s Angle of Repose - the American West
Towns are like old people. Old ones often have character, the new ones are interchangeable. Nevada City is in process of 
changing from old to new. Ups the hill, on the steep side streets, a lot of the old flavor remains in gabled houses and second-
story balconies, and even the main street has an occasional old brick building with iron shutters, left over from the 1850s and 
1860s. But mostly it is Main Street, Anywhere, a street used over and over in a hundred B movies, a stroboscopic image pulsing 
to reassure us by subliminal tricks that though we are nowhere, we are at home. 



EDITING

• Focus

• Active vs Passive



Focus

• Review your theme(s).

• Does every single sentence contribute to the 
furthering of the theme to the conflict/resolution?

• Is every character fully developed? Have a reason 
to be there?

• Edit ruthlessly.



Active vs Passive

• Avoid forms of “to be” - is understood, was helped, 
were being copied, can be taken and should have 
been known. 

• NOT The hiker was bitten by the tarantula. The 
tourist got bitten by the tarantula. BETTER: The 
tarantula bit the hiker. 

Voice and Verbs

• Search your document and replace: be, am, get, got, 
went, and such with more colorful verbs. 

• Simplify “ing” constructions. He was being petulant. We 
were dreading our arrival. INSTEAD: He was petulant. 
We dreaded our arrival.

“Many verbs carry in their imagery or in their sound a suggestion of what they mean: glitter, dazzle, twirl, beguile, scatter, swagger, poke, 
pamper, vex. Probably no other language has such a vast supply of verbs so bright with color. Don’t choose one that is dull or merely 
serviceable. Make active verbs activate your sentences, and avoid the kind that need an appended preposition to complete their work. 
Don’t set up a business that you can start or launch. Don’t say the president of the company stepped down. Did he resign? Did he retire? 
Did he get fired? Be precise. Use precise verbs.” -On Writing Well,  William Zinsser

RECOMMENDED! “Constance Hale, the best-selling author of Sin and Syntax, 
zooms in on the colorful world of verbs. Synthesizing the pedagogical and the 
popular, the scholarly and the scandalous, Hale combines the wit of Bill Bryson 
with the practical wisdom of William Zinsser. She marches through linguistic 
history to paint a layered picture of our language—from before it really existed 
to the quirky usages we see online today. She warns about habits to avoid and 
inspires with samples of brilliant writing. A veteran teacher, Hale gives writing 
prompts along the way, helping readers “try, do, write, play.” Vex, Hex, 
Smash, Smooch guides us to more powerful writing by demonstrating how to 
use great verbs with style.” - Publisher’s Amazon Review



MARKETING

• What editors want

• Dominate a niche

• Establish authority

• Develop your author platform

• Attend travel events

• seminars, workshops, meetups, massives



What Editors Want

READ WRITERS GUIDELINES: They all 
have them on their websites, or will send 
them to you by request. Some pubs do not 
publish writers unknown to them. 

Many editors are overworked, have more than one job, and have no time. They love working 
with reliable writers who know the publication and its style, who are or want to become expert 
in their field as well as committed to the writing craft and are open to editing.

DEADLINES: Adhere to them. Be 
trustworthy.

ADHERE TO THEM: You would be very 
surprised at how many do not.  

STYLE: Some publications have a very strict 
style. Make your piece fit that style. Others 
love variety.

CLEAN COPY: Structure, spelling, grammar, 
punctuation. Photos that illustrate the story.

QUERY LETTERS: Are dead. Email queries 
live, but editors expect you to be as flakey as 
many writers are. So they may tell you’ll 
they’ll consider it “on spec.” If you deliver a 
good piece, and but doesn’t fit, they’ll usually 
tell you why.  Try again!

READ THEIR MAGAZINE: So you know 
what type of writing, topics, they want. 

FREE STUFF: A previously published article. 
Excerpt from your book. Gear reviews.



Dominate a Niche

• Vehicles (adventure motorcycles, 4x4s, trawlers, sailboats)

• Nature (Sierras, Anza-Borrego Desert, Pacific Northwest)

• Eco travel - solar, off-the-grid - foraging

• Travel with children

• Motorcycles and... food, Italy, Baja, antique, a quest...



Establish Authority

• Overland Journal, Fall 2011  
 
Power from the Source: Senior Technical Editor Graham Jackson tests the 
latest offerings in portable solar energy.  
 
In 2003, while preparing for an extended overland trip in Africa, I purchased a 
small Brunton solar panel. I don’t remember the model or name, but I certainly 
remember the expletives I showered it with on discovering that it could not power 
any of the electrical devices I then owned. Fast-forward almost a decade, one 
marked by massive strides in the development of renewable energy, and a quick 
look at the market reveals a smorgasbord of solar panel offerings for the aspiring 
energy efficient traveller.



Author Platform

• How you are known - 140 character bio

• Blog and other social media

• GoDaddy domain names and Wordpress 
blog hosting

• Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest



Events & Organizations

• Networking

• Writers

• Niche



Get free stories

by Carla King
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