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Robin Esrock is in a tiny internet café in 
Ethiopia. Deadline is looming and the 
sweat on the back of his neck hints at 

fears he won’t make it. Going through hell to 
publish stories is nothing new, but this one 
seems the toughest. He says it felt like he’d 
been connected to the Internet for eight 
hours with “dental floss and a toothpick,” try-
ing to send a high-resolution photo to his edi-
tor. Suddenly, movement on the screen. Suc-
cess. The picture sends. Esrock has just filed 
a story from the middle of nowhere.

“Save for some government offices and 
smarter hotels, the entire country is on dial-
up,” says Esrock, 34, a freelance travel writ-
er. “But there are Internet cafés all over the 
place. Just really, really slow ones. When they 
do work, they are expensive, and remind you 
quickly about the joys of high speed.” 

Esrock’s experience is a familiar one for 
travel writers, who admit their profession is 
not as glamorous as it’s often thought to be. 
The travel writing industry itself has changed 
dramatically over the past 30 years, with 
technological advances and funding issues at 
the forefront of the transformation.

Julia Dimon joins Esrock on the Outdoor 
Life Network show Word Travels. Esrock 
and Dimon are immersed in a growing trend 
in journalism of converging the elements of 
print, video, online and photography.

“You write, you do video, you do radio, 
you basically expand it to as many different 
ways as you can because you never really 
know exactly where you’re going to reso-
nate,” says Esrock. 

Esrock began using video while travelling 
around the world before YouTube came out, 
mostly to recount his experience for friends 
and family. Now, it’s opened up a whole new 
audience online. He has 18 videos on his You-
Tube page, which range from 500 to 188,000 
views (and growing). 

Catherine Watson was the founding travel 
editor at the Minneapolis Star Tribune from 
1978 to 2004. The award-winning writer 
now freelances, teaches and speaks at confer-
ences. She says newspapers are increasingly 
requiring travel journalists to not only blog 
on the road but to include video of their trav-
els. She notes however that these extra ele-
ments can be a burden when you’re already 
on deadline.

Jim Byers, travel editor at the Toronto 
Star, says he continuously tries to stay on top 
of the industry’s changing technology. When 
he became travel editor in October 2008 he 
decided to increase the section’s Internet 
presence. Byers now has a blog, uses video 
and has a Twitter page to share travel tidbits 
with his readers.  

Following in her travel writer mother’s 

footsteps, Dimon has made a name for her-
self in the industry. Based in New York City, 
Toronto-born Dimon, 28, writes a weekly 
column called ‘Travel Junkie’ in Metro, syndi-
cated across Canada for the past four years. 

Esrock was born in South Africa and has 
lived in Vancouver for 10 years. He has been 
travel writing since February 2005, merging 
his love of the written word and love of trav-
elling. Esrock came up with the idea of Word 
Travels, now filming its third season. 

“We wanted to come up with a show about 
two travel writers, and we wanted to show 
the truth behind the byline,” he says. “What 
our lives are like, how we look for, experi-
ence, write about stories.” 

Word Travels allows Esrock and Dimon to 
cover their print stories and show their lives 
but Dimon says camera crews can open doors, 
however, the crew can potentially change the 
nature of a story.

Esrock and Dimon have both seen changes 
in the technology and trends of travel writing 
since they started. 

“Right now there’s a massive trend for 
short and quick[ly] digested movements of 
information,” says Esrock. “A lot of stuff is the 
best 10 this, the five easiest that, the eight 
great getaways. Magazines aren’t really run-
ning 3,000, 4,000-word articles any more. It’s 
more of these quick little nuggets.” 
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Dimon says the lack of in-depth feature 
articles may have something to do with soci-
ety’s thirst for immediacy, and the movement 
towards online media outlets. 

“It’s uncomfortable to read 2,000-word 
pieces online, it’s easier to read ‘here’s 10 
tips you need to know,’” she says. “I don’t 
think it’s necessarily bad, it’s just the way 
things are. We want it fast and we want it 
now.” 

Watson says she used to work towards a 
60-inch story, or 2,000 to 2,200 words, along 
with sidebars and photos. Now the maximum 
for a feature story is 1,700 words, including 
a sidebar and not much more. She says it’s 
more difficult to develop a good narrative 
tale in that kind of space.

The Toronto Star’s travel section runs 
Thursdays and Saturdays. Byers says the 
Thursday edition is usually eight pages while 
the Saturday edition ranges between 14 and 
16 pages. Ten years ago the Saturday edition 
had 30 pages. Even so, he says the travel sec-
tion is still one of the big ad revenue produc-
ers of the newspaper along with Wheels and 
Homes.

Responding to print advertising, putative 
travellers head for the Internet, often stum-
bling across amateur travel blogs, written 
by people without credibility, experience or 
training. The big debate is about the fuzzy 
line that separates a travel journalist from a 
tourist blogger. 

“It’s about credibility and whether you 
resonate with people out there,” says Esrock. 
“With the online stuff, there’s always going 
to be a new group of people that are going 
to walk down that road and dedicate them-

selves to it and then there’s going to be peo-
ple who write about their holidays.” 

Julia Steinecke, an editor at Verge Maga-
zine, agrees. 

“People are wondering if you have to pay 
for travel writing any more as people are do-
ing it on blogs,” she says. “We need to put the 
message out there that those are great, but it’s 
not better than working with a professional.” 
Steinecke says the benefits of a professional 
writer come down to being able to fact check, 
flush out unreliable sources and the ability to 
hold the trust of an editor – all of which come 
with experience, training and perspective. 

Dimon, however, is not worried about 
emerging bloggers affecting her work. 

“I think the advent of travel blogs is a 
great way for amateur travel writers to break 
into an industry that is notoriously competi-
tive,” she says. 

In her 30 years as a travel writer, Watson 
has weathered numerous recessions, eco-
nomic booms and the emergence of the In-
ternet. In the process, she has seen the move 
to more localized travel coverage, which she 
believes is the wrong way to go. 

“The tighter the budget, the more people 
yearn for distance, whether they actually go 
or not,” she says. “So the desire for ‘dream’ 
destinations goes up in hard economic times, 
not down.”

Esrock says the strategy may be ques-
tionable, but there’s nothing wrong with the 
technology.

“I look back at my early travels and I’ve 
got these faded, peeling photographs of me 
doing something like jumping into Victoria 
Falls, amazing stuff.

But now I have high-definition video set to 
cool music by professional editors,” says Es-
rock. “What an amazing thing to show people 
and to share.”

Robin Esrock and Julia Dimon host Word Travels on the Outdoor Life Network. 

Courtesy of Word Travels

Travel Writing: Essentials
History
Travel writing can be traced back to 

Herodotus penning his “Histories” of 
the Mediterranean from 466 to 445 BC. 
Revolutionary for his time, Herodotus in-
terviewed and scrutinized eyewitnesses 
to Persian wars as he travelled across the 
Middle East and Greece. 

“Herodotus is considered the father of 
travel writing,” says Bill Moreau, seasonal 
lecturer in the English department at the 
University of Toronto, Scarborough. 

Marco Polo, Christopher Columbus, 
Sir Walter Raleigh and Charles Darwin 
are all synonymous with exploring but 
they also pioneered modern travel writ-
ing with their accounts of new shores, 
people and creatures. 

Education and Entertainment
Moreau says the two main elements 

that influenced travel literature in the 
past are still around today: the need to 
educate and to entertain. Travel litera-
ture still encompasses the themes of the 
journey and the quest, both common 
themes in literature.  

But while the themes remain the 
same, travel literature today is light-
years ahead of Herodotus’ time. 

The Personal Narrative
Aside from technology, “the main dif-

ference today is travel literature is highly 
personal,” says Moreau. “Today we find 
out as much about the writer as we do 
about the place they travel to.” 

Catherine Watson, former travel edi-
tor of the Minneapolis Star Tribune says 
the personal narrative draws the reader 
in and creates a relationship with the 
reader.  

Toronto Star travel editor Jim Byers 
is not as fond of the personal element as 
Watson. “There’s a lot of me, me, me, not 
really telling me a lot about where they 
were,” he says. 

As Moreau explains, the debate over 
how personal a writer should be comes 
down to a balance of the individual and 
the location, painting an accurate version 
of a landscape some readers may never 
see.
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