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A Traveler’s Tale

I had classmates who were studying abroad in 
Luxembourg and enrolling in internships in Eng-
land — truly exotic undertakings in my mind at the 
time — but I preferred the neat choreography that 
I could establish within a manageable radius on a 
given day in Oxford, Ohio.

After college, however, I left the Midwest for gradu-
ate school in New York City. That move expanded my 
thinking, and then I started working as an editor at a 
national magazine. The job entailed eclectic journal-
istic assignments all around the country, so whether I 
wanted to or not, suddenly I had to travel. 

When I was not venturing for my job to won-
derfully peculiar places like the “best beach bar in 
the country” or the “biggest casino in Las Vegas,” 
I was getting a hefty dose of diverse cultures and 
subcultures on the bustling streets of Manhattan. 
My magazine’s editorial offices were located just 
two blocks from New York City’s Korea Town, so I 
began to spend some of my free time browsing that 
district’s Korean music stores and trying hole-in-the-
wall Korean restaurants. On a whim one evening, I 
enrolled in a Korean language class. I made Korean 
friends and started reading captivating books about 
Asia such as Peter Hessler’s River Town and Pico 
Iyer’s Video Night in Kathmandu.

Best of all, the more I read about Asia, and the 
more I explored Asia’s cultures through a decidedly 
New York lens, the more I was intrigued. I was slowly 
catching the international travel bug.

At the same time, my magazine job started to 
change; editorial budget cuts and ripples of an 
economic recession increasingly stifled those quirky 
journalistic trips. Some of my colleagues got laid off. 
Layered words like “restructuring” and “downsiz-
ing” became more common in conversations around 
the editorial offices. At one point, my magazine’s 
publisher even started giving glum and foreboding 
speeches about the sad state of print publications in 
an increasingly digital world.

It all amounted to a pessimistic work environ-
ment. I wondered whether I should extricate myself 
from the New York City magazine scene. In this haze 
of uncertainty, I applied for a Fulbright research 
grant in South Korea and dreamed of a fresh start as 
a backpacking expat in Asia’s far-flung locales.

But I also started to wonder if my best travel years 
had passed me by. Old acquaintances of mine who 
had journeyed to global destinations to be English 
teachers or beach layabouts in their 20s were return-
ing en masse to the United States to face their more 
straitlaced 30s; they were getting married, buying 
houses, starting families, and seeming to temper 
their more adventurous impulses.

Was there an unofficial age limit for wanting to be 
an international vagabond? Steadily I was convincing 
myself that perhaps there was.

And just as I had nearly turned that corner myself 
and given up my urge for long-term global travel, 
I received a notice that I had been awarded that 
yearlong Fulbright research grant. In a whirlwind of 
emotions, I felt thrilled — like my life finally had new 
direction — and then suddenly directionless; I would 
be moving to Asia, but I did not have the slightest 
clue what that would entail.

The next couple of weeks were a blur, and even now 
they exist in my mind only as snippets of more whims 
as I prepared to leave the U.S. I donated my furniture 
to affable apartment neighbors. I bought pizza for my 
friends and said most of my goodbyes on humming 
Manhattan street corners. I left my job wondering 
whether I was being too impulsive. Then I packed a 
duffel bag of clothes and purchased a one-way plane 
ticket to South Korea. It was new choreography, that 
of long-term world travel.

The rest of my international journey commenced 
with highs and lows, but I loved living abroad. While 
it involved occasional bouts of loneliness, there were 
also moments of transcendence. I befriended monks 
and tourists, North Korean defectors, and transient 
missionaries in South Korea.

Most importantly, I realized that there is no age 
limit for any kind of travel, of course. But I would not 
have learned that if I had not traveled.

In that sense, travel is funny — it answers its own 
questions. It also prompts new ones. I do not regret 
being oblivious to all of this as an undergraduate 
because the appreciation lies in the unpredictable 
slow reveal. What begins as a manageable radius in 
Oxford can expand over time to include other coun-
tries and cultures. Other continents, too. Sometimes 
it just takes a whim or two — and a wide-open world.
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By John Burgman ’04 

When I look back on my formative years as an undergraduate, it is clear 
that traveling was never in my purview. Even though the wide-open 
world fascinated me at the time, I preferred the sanctuary of classrooms 
and the down-home comforts of the Midwest. More specifically, I liked 
that my entire world could exist, self-contained, in a familiar college 
routine: I could wake up in my dormitory, grab breakfast at the nearby 
Shriver Center, attend lectures at Upham Hall, squeeze in another meal, 
jog up High Street, and wrap up the day bleary-eyed in an upper-floor 
nook at King Library.

All totaled, John Burgman 
’04, of Zionsville, Ind., 
spent five years living 
in various parts of Asia, 
including on South Korea’s 
Jeju Island. His time on  
that island is chronicled  
in his book, Island Solitaire. 
Now back in the United 
States, he writes for several 
magazines.


