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an elephanT never forgeTs
embracing The culTure of eco-Tourism

By Chelsea Kemp

When I was in Thailand 
in 2008, I was 

young and inexperienced. 
I was only 19 and was 
not as aware as I am 
now about questionable 
tourist attractions. When 
I look back now one of 
the highlights of that 
backpacking trip has 
become one of my most 
problematic experiences; 
the opportunity to visit 
an elephant sanctuary 
near the city of Pattaya.

Pattaya is hands down 
one of my least favourite 
places I have ever been 
too. The city was a giant 
tourist trap, and not 
at all what my friends 
and I were looking for; 
Pattaya left you with a 
dirty feeling. It’s great 
for people who are not 

looking for  extreme of a 
culture shock because the 
city caters to American 
tourists. I hate playing 
into stereotypes but it was 
the type of city where 
older men would go 
looking for young wives, 
I feel like that says it all. 
At one point we even 
found a guide book on the 
best way for women to get 
an American boyfriend. 
After our stay there I 
was left with a bad taste 
in my mouth, especially 

because I had such a great 
time in Thailand overall.

Unfortunately we were 
stuck in Pattaya for a 
several days, so we tried 
to make the most of it. 
We ended up finding a 
lot of things to do outside 
the city. One of the most 
amazing things we did 
was visit an animal 
sanctuary, that offered 
the experience of feeding 
and riding elephants.

At the time visiting 
the sanctuary was one 
of my favourite parts of 
Thailand. We were able 
to explore this massive 
sanctuary that had a 
number of animals you 
could feed. It was amazing 
getting the opportunity 
to give  giraffes 
and elephants food 
straight out my hands. 

At the end of the tour we 
even had the opportunity 
to go for an elephant ride. 
It was fantastic being able 
to ride an elephant. We 
were given a bunch of 
bananas to feed our new 
elephant friends. It was a 
breathtaking experience; 
However, I now find it 
difficult to look back 
on this experience with 
a clean conscience.

The institution we 
visited may have called 
itself a sanctuary, but 
years later when I was 
researching Eco-tourism 
I found out that elephant 
sanctuaries are not as 
ideal as they seem. While 
we thought at the time the 

sanctuary was legitimate 
now I know that the fact 
that we could feed and 
ride the animals should 
have been a huge red 

flag. The biggest red flag 
though was the fact that 
we were able to ride the 
elephants. Legitimate 
animal sanctuaries will 
never let you ride wild 
animals, it is animal 
cruelty. While we never 
saw the animals being 
abused, one of the ways 
the animals are prepped to 
become a tourist attraction 
is through abuse and 
dominance. We never saw 
anything but that doesn’t 
mean it didn’t happen. 
The group TRAFFIC 
has a lot of great, but 
disturbing information, 
on attractions such as this.

Elephant rides are a 

lucrative tourist business 
in countries like Thailand, 
Cambodia, and Vietnam, 
but its important to do 
your research when 

visiting so called 
sanctuaries. The internet 
makes it easier to know 
now if the places your 
visiting are legit. When 
I look back now I try an 
enjoy the memory I have, 
while acknowledging the 
dark side to attractions 
like this. I know now to 
do my research before 
I engage in any tourist 
activities that I find to be 
questionable. As a rule 
trust your gut and look to 
Google if you ever have 
doubts about a place you 
may travel; although, in 
the end just do what you 
think is right for you 
and travel thoughtfully.

It was fun while at lasted.In the end just do 
what you think is 
right for you and 

travel thoughtfully.
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and Canadian to my core 
I joked that the people 
of Puebla were worried 
about snow piling on 
the roof. While it was 
a good joke I could not 
have been more wrong.

My professor explained 
that the roofs were built 

flat, so that families could 
continue to build on top 
of the buildings. It was 
a survival mechanism of 
culture I did not know. 
People in Puebla built up, 
instead of out like I was 
used too. That experience 
was brief but a major 
paradigm shift in how I 
experience culture shock.

Culture shock can 
also happen in reverse. 
In fact one of the worst 
experiences I ever had 
was when I returned 
home after a two month 
backing trip to Asia. It 
took me weeks to get 
back to normal. My two 
friends and I had a really 
hard time getting back 

Embrace culture shock when you travel 

it can lead you on fun adventure!
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Don’t get trapped by culture shock.

into Canadian culture. It 
was hard seeing people 
dressed differently, the 
food was over portioned 
and bland, following 

different rules, even 
being in less crowded 
areas was almost too 
much to handle. It was 
a bizarre feeling at the 
time knowing the hardest 
part of backpacking 
in Asia was returning 
home to experience 
reverse culture shock.

Culture shock is not 
a bad thing; although, it 
can feel uncomfortable. 
In the end, I want to feel 
the difference because 
it leads me to learn as 
much as I can about a 
different cultures. Ask 
questions, respectfully, 
and learn all you can. It’s 
ok to feel uncomfortable 
in countries that have 
different ways of life, 
that’s why you can ask 
questions and learn.

Culture shock has 
the potential to be a life 
changing event; it is a 
gateway to learning and 
experiencing all you can 

about a culture. Embrace 
culture shock when you 
travel it can lead you on 
fun adventure, and get 
you to ask the questions 
you never thought to ask.

were on us. It was an eye-
opening reminder that 
despite what I believed 
England was still a new 
culture. Culture shock 
can strike anywhere.

Embrace culture shock, 
it can make you question 
different cultures. The 

questions you ask lead 
you to find out amazing 
things about a culture, that 
you may not have thought 
to ask in the first place.

In my fourth year 
of university I did an 
ethnographic study in 
Puebla, Mexico. At that 
point in my life I barely 
felt culture shock. I started 
to just go with it when 
experiencing different 
countries; however, this 
view changed when my 
professor asked me a 
simple question. Why 
were the buildings built 
with flat roofs? It’s a 
simple question and I 
had at no point thought to 
question it. Being naive 

i’m all shook up
When culTure shock sTrikes!

You are never going to be 
here again so say yes!
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Culture Shock: It can be an intriguing experience.

culture, or to embrace and 
immerse myself learning 
new exciting things. 
I did not know about 
culture shock at the time, 
but luckily I chose the 
latter. It took some time 
to adapt but I eventually 
just threw myself into 
Vietnamese culture.

I developed a mantra 
for myself on that trip, 
and it is one that I still 
embrace to this day, 
“You are never going 
to be here again so say 
yes!” My mantra works, 
when I travel I embrace 
as much of a culture as I 
can. I will not say that I 
never experience culture 
shock but at this point 
the feeling is so muted 
I’m barely aware of it.

The other time I 
experienced severe 
culture shock was in 
London. Like Vietnam, 
I had gone in with many 
presumptions about what 
the culture would be like. 
I thought England would 
feel like a home away 
from home. I could not 
have been more wrong. It 
was the little things that 
got to be and my friends. 
We felt like we stuck out 
like sore thumbs dressed 
like backpackers, because 
as a culture everyone 
dressed business casual. 
The only jeans we saw 

overwhelming the city 
was huge and there were 
people everywhere, but it 
was the little things that 
made it hard to adapt at 
first. I went into Vietnam 
with expectations based 
on my own experiences 
and biases. My beliefs 
coloured the way I was 
viewing things. Little 

things like the different 
architecture, road way 
rules, food, and clothing  
really threw me off in 

the beginning. Even the 
fact that it was so much 
warmer and humid than 
Calgary was a hard 
adjustment to make.

I had two choices at 
that point to close off 
and not engage with the 

When people first 
experience culture shock 
typically three things will 
happen. Firstly people 
can become unsettled and 
will turtle and withdraw 
from the culture because 
the change is too much. 
Second can become angry 
because the culture is so 
different from their own. 
Lastly or people embrace 
the culture differences 
and become immersed.

My first real experience 
with culture shock was 
when I visited Vietnam. 
I’m from a small town 
just outside of Calgary. I 

grew up on acreage and 
was never really around 
big crowds or different 
cultures. Vietnam was a 
wake up for a country girl.

The first city I 
visited in Vietnam was 
Hanoi. At first it was 

By Chelsea Kemp

Culture Shock, 
“The feeling 

of disorientation 
experienced by someone 
who is suddenly 
subjected to an unfamiliar 
culture, way of life, or 
set of attitudes.” Every 
traveller experiences it 
in their own unique way.

One of the most intense 
experiences a traveler can 
have is culture shock. 
It can be overwhelming 
when you first enter a 
new, intensely different 
culture. It can take some 

time to adjust. Conversely, 
reverse culture shock 
can also occur when you 
return home after a long 
trip. It can be jarring 
to return to regular 
everyday life when you 
have grown accustomed 
to a different world.
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What culture shock can feel like.
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Two of thousands of skulls hidden in the depths of the catacombs.

i saW The sign
encounTering racism abroad

By Chelsea Kemp

one of the best parts of 
travelling are when 

you meet new people. 
You get the opportunity 
to engage with people 
from all over the world. 
These fellow travellers 
(and locals) can give you 
scoops on the best scenes 
to visit, where to get 
great food and they also 
share their life stories. 
Most of the people I have 

met have been fantastic 
with great travel tales; 
However, sometimes 
people don’t learn the full 
story at first and that can 
be a fun yarn to unravel.

In 2011 my  two friends 
and I were staying in 
Valencia, Spain. While 
in Valencia my friend 
became friends with a 
badly sun burnt guy from 
Poland. At the time he 
seemed to be  really fun, 
friendly and helpfull. 
He was staying at the 
same hostel as us, and 
had been town a bit 
longer so he had some 
great insights to offer.

We had a blast 

hanging out with him 
and exploring the city, 
and more importantly the 
beach.  He even added my 
one friend on Facebook. 
The Facebook request was 
when the shoe dropped. 
Turns out Mr. Friendly 
was a Neo-Nazi! His 

page was full of swastikas 
and Naxi imagery, I felt 
sick. That was an awful 
surprise for us, we had no 
idea. The three of us went 
on a horrified Facebook 
spiral wondering how 
we  missed the signs that 
we had met a Nazi. After 
our little spiral my friend 
deleted him on Facebook.

I find it really interesting 
to look back now because 
of the current rise of 
the Alt-Right (lets call 
a spade a spade scared  
racists) in Europe and 
North America. I wonder 

now what it would be like 
to meet him, would it be 
more apparent now to us?  
The fear and xenophobia 
that is rising in Europe 
was not as apparent when 
we went back packing 
in 2011. It would be 
interesting to see how 

the people have changed 
in Europe today, and 
how they interact with 
and talk about foreigners 
now. That guy has come 

to represent a cultural 
moment for me, how 
seemingly normal, good 
people have descended 
in to racist madness. The 
world is shifting, but by 
travelling and sharing 
experiences  people can 

help to promote peace 
and acceptance by sharing 
our life stories. I honestly 
believe that as human 
beings it is our duty.

People always have 
stories to tell, and to 
say these stories may 

not always line up 
with your beliefs is an 
understatement. Our 
experience with this 
Polish man really opened 

my eyes to the different 
types of people you can 
meet on the road. My only 
take away is just try and 
suss out if someones a 
Nazi before you add them 
on Facebook, especially 
in today’s world.

began in 1810 at Place 
D e n f e r t - R o c h e r e t e , 
located in the southern 
part of Paris. Originally 
the cemetery served 
as underground mines. 
The tunnel network 
was accessed by the 
city to relocate bodies, 

because at the time the 
cemeteries of Paris were 
literally overflowing. The 
Catacombs now serve as 
the home to over six  to 

seven million individuals 
The burials snake through 
100’s of kilometers of 
tunnels that started off as 
mines.  It took 12 years 
to establish the new 
underground cemetery.  
Upon completion the 

By Chelsea Kemp

one of the most 
important tips I 

would ever give to people 
in a foreign city is to talk 
to Tourist Information. 
They are usually amazing 
and helpful no matter 

where you are. However, 
most importantly 
Tourist Information can 
give you spots to visit 
that you may not have 

know about. Talking 
to Tourist Information 
is how we ended up in 
the Catacombs of Paris.

The Catacombs of 
Paris are both shocking 
and stunning. The burials 

Catacombs began their 
existence as a tourist 
destination. In May 
of 2009 my friends 
and I went to visit.

I have never been to a 
tourist attraction like the 
Catacombs. We were not 

sure what to expect as we 
began our decent from 
the bustling streets, into 
the tunnels below. There 
is no flash photography 
in the Catacombs and 
minimal lighting, adding 
to our uncomfortable 
sense of dread.

When we entered 
the tunnels they were 
somewhat horrifying. 
There are literally 
hundreds, of thousands, 
of stacked bones spanning 
the entire tunnel network 
from floor to ceiling. 
Some of the bones are 

even placed into “fun” 
designs. On the day we 
visited it was not busy, and 
we saw no other people 
during our underground 
tour. It was eerie, just my 
two friends and thousands 
upon a thousands of bones.

The tour took us about 
30 minutes to walk. That 
is a very long time when 
you are surrounded by 
the remains of that many 
people. Towards the end  
one friend and I literally 

began to run because the 
experience was getting 
too gruesome. We began 
to feel like we were 
breathing in death. When 
we escaped the Catacombs 
I can honestly say air has 
never tasted that fresh.

I can not over state 
how much I recommend 
visiting the Catacombs 
of Paris. It is an eerie, 
macabre, and exciting 
destination. It is too 
this day definitely one 
of the most unique (but 
morbid) destinations I 
have explored. But take 
note, the Catacombs are 
not for the weak of heart.

The Facebook 
request was 

when the shoe 
dropped. Turns 
out Mr. Friendly 
was a Neo-Nazi! 

People always have stories to tell, 
and to say these stories may not 
always line up with your beliefs

The gorgeous Valenica beach.
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deaTh becomes her
The caTacombs of paris

The  Catacombs  of  Paris  are  
both  shocking  and  stunning. 
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We began 
to feel like 
we were 

breathing in 
death. 
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“When I was in Grade 10 we went to Guatemala for this building schools trip. One 
of the things that we got to do for fun was that we went to the Mayan ruins. 
This is where they made the prediction that the world would end. Our tour 
guide pointed out these weird crusty flower things on the ground, and he told us 
that they were 10 times more potent with THC then marijuana. So, here we are 
on this church group trip, and we are stuffing these things in our backpacks. 
Everyone’s so excited! and we all brought them back home to the hotel. We 
all went on to the roof later that night to smoke them, and of course they did 
nothing. It was just really funny because we were with this church group and 
the parents are just watching us stuff these things in our bags, to try and get 
high. I’m convinced that the tour guide was just laughing at us with the parents 

because it was bullshit. Anyways, thats my funny travel story.”

-Colleen Hanasyk

besT. sTory. ever.
The end of The World

Best. Story. Ever. features peoples favourite stories and experiences they have had on the road.

a fair shake
experiencing The 2008 sichuan province earThquake

By Chelsea Kemp

i was in an earthquake and 
I didn’t even know it.

On May 12th, 2008 
I was in X’ian, China 
backpacking with three 
friends. The city had 
a giant, ancient wall 
surrounding it’s core 
and we had rented bikes 

to explore the wall and 
different parts of the 
city. We had a great 
time riding around the 
wall and city. Suddenly 
though, something caught 
our attention. Hoards of 
people were swarming the 
streets. It literally looked 
like an exodus of 1000s 
of people hanging out 
on a warm summer day.

We rode our bikes 
towards the crowds trying 
to figure out what was 
going on. These streets 
had been empty hours 
before and now people 
were everywhere. No one 
seemed that concerned or 
worried. The majority of 
people looked like they 
were just hanging out and 
waiting. We saw a number 
of people eating ice cream 
bars, so we found an ice 
cream truck and bought 

ice cream to try and fit 
in. For the life of us 
none of us could figure 
out what was going on. 
We were four Canadian 
Girls in a smaller Chinese 
city, we couldn’t even 
find someone to ask. 
We finally clued into 
what was going on when 
we went to by train 
tickets to get Chendgdu.

The next day we were 
supposed to take a train 
from X’ian to Chendgu, 
so we decided to bike 
over to pick up our tickets 
from the train station. 
The train station was in 
bedlam. We slowly started 
to clue in that something 
major was going on. After 
asking around for about 
an hour we found out 
there had been a massive 
earthquake, (that would 
come to be known as the 
Sichuan Earthquake), 

Chendgu had been 
devastated. We had been 
experiencing shocks in 
X’ian but none of us had 
noticed because we had 
been biking. We didn’t 
even learn of the full 
impact, loss of life, and 
destruction the Sichuan 
province had experienced 
until we came home 
to Canada. We tried 
to watch the news and 
search on the internet but 
the information was very 

limited; prior to coming 
home most of what we 
learned was from our 
parents over the phone.

In the end we were 
unable to visit Chendgu, 
instead we ended up in the 
beautiful city of Emeishan 
(that was experiencing 
aftershocks from the 
earthquake during our 
time there) but that is a 
story for a different day.

Biking care free on the X’ian city wall.
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A recreated royal litter used in the X’ian wall ceremony.

Hoards of people were 
swarming the streets. 
It literally looked like 
an exodus of 1000s of 

people hanging out on a 
warm summer day.

Chendgu had been devastated.

Photo by X’ian Tourism
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