Coming Full Circle – Clayton King 2016

Watching a sunset from the Temple of Poseidon at Cape Sounion, Greece.

Introduction
I had the privilege of taking my last class at Texas A&M as a study abroad may minimester in
Thessaloniki, Greece. I had the even greater privilege of wrapping up my college career as a
secondary winner of the Globetrotter Grant. This allowed me to wrap up a classical education,
focused on Greek and Roman culture, started in high school by experiencing both the historical
and modern day states of these two once great civilizations. This report goes over the highlights
of my travels in both these countries and how they have encouraged me to continue to be a
Globetrotter as I continue into my professional career.

Thessaloniki, Greece

My classmates for the Engineering Ethics Study Abroad at the University of Aristotle.

Though this study abroad was not funded by the Globetrotter Grant, I include it to show the
mindset and some of the big things I noticed as a back drop for my next 4 days in Athens and
then 10 days through Italy, which were made possible by the Globetrotter Grant. After nearly
three weeks in Thessaloniki, I felt more at home and less like I was traveling. I still had a hard
time understanding the locals, reading menus, and was living in a hotel, but I was more adapted
to the culture than I realized. I would sleep from 3 AM to 8 AM and then take a 2 hour nap in
the afternoon, as many of the people in the city did. I ate lunch around 2 PM and dinner around
10 PM. These sound like small changes, but consider how much of a lifestyle change that would

require here in the United States to live like this, it’s nearly unheard of even with college
students.

Globie and I at the base of the Edessa waterfalls in Greece.

This short study abroad put me in a mindset of being open to travel, which was perfect for my
trip after the study abroad. If you are planning on applying for the Globetrotter Grant, but
unsure about a study abroad, I would highly recommend them as they do plan everything for
you if you are new to traveling, though at a much higher cost. Plus they serve as the perfect
spring board into a solo trip of a lifetime, which I had as I explored the areas that were the
foundation of my high school education.

Globie and I among my classmates as we explore ancient Greek fortifications.

Athens, Greece

Globie chilling as he overlooks the city of Athens from the Acropolis.

My train ride to Athens was the first travel experience totally on my own in a foreign country
and marked the beginning of my adventure. And what a start to my adventure. I used a Eurail
pass to travel by train between cities in Greece and Italy, along with a ferry between the two
countries. On the first time using my Eurail pass I had to speak with two different ticket sellers;
as the first one did not speak any English and I did not speak any Greek. No matter, I was
accustomed to the Greek language barrier and simply used the second ticket seller to get my
ticket. After obtaining my ticket, I then walked onto the wrong cabin and had to change from
the front to the back of the train right before the train left. After this, I looked to take my seat
at the back of the train and found a woman sitting in my seat. She spoke very little English and
as we compared tickets, we realized we had been given the same seats. Both confused, we
waited on the train attendant to address the issue. Luckily for me, the woman had accidentally
bought the ticket for a train two weeks from the day. Luckily for her, there was an open seat
next to me and we both laughed over the situation. Even though we did not speak the same
language, we shared the common bond of laughter over the seat situation. After this I made it
to Athens without issue, but I definitely had a more eventful first solo travel experience than I
wanted.

Once in Athens, I had no issue arriving at my hostel. There at the hostel I befriended the front
desk person who gave me valuable insight into the cheap places to eat in the Plaka, the oldest
neighborhood of Athens and home to the majority of Ancient Greek ruins. I then spent an
entire today exploring the Plaka and seeing all the wonders of the ancient Athenian and other
Greek civilizations. I have included two pictures below, a fraction of the over one hundred

photos I took. Traveling these ruins was one of my favorite days of the trip as I was able to
identify so much of Ancient Greek civilization and take as much time as I wanted to enjoy the
former glory of one of the world’s oldest civilization.

Globie and I at the Panathenaic Stadium in Athens.

Globie and I at the famous Parthenon on top of the Acropolis in Athens.

The next day I spent exploring much of the shopping district and wandering through the
crowded side streets of the Plaka and enjoying meeting fellow travelers throughout the day. My
first stay in a hostel was a great experience as I met a variety of people from across the world, a
theme that would be continued into Venice.

Venice, Italy
My travel to Venice was just as eventful as my travel to Athens, though this time I had no
trouble with trains and buses to get to the ferry in Patras. Though I was not at all prepared for
the 30 hour ferry ride as I had no form of bedding and slept two nights in a glorified reclining
airline chair. The lack of amenities on the ferry made me cherish even having a bed to sleep on
in all of my hostels after this, even if they were not the “comfiest” beds. Though once the ferry
brought me into Venice and I took another boat to the main island of Venice, I immediately fell
in love with the beautiful city.

Typical albeit gorgeous view of the canals and bridges found from walking anywhere in Venice.

The weather there reminded me much of Houston in the summer, though slightly cooler. But
the city had such an old and wonderful feel to it as you got lost every time you walked
somewhere, but you were never truly lost as you enjoyed seeing a new alley of Venice. At the
hostel I stayed at I met students from the U.S. and we bonded over traveling solo through
Europe and talking about different parts of the country. Through these conversations, mostly in
Venice, but in all of the other cities I visited as well, I learned how diverse American life was.
Embarking on this trip, I was not expecting to learn about American culture as much as I did
from talking with other travelers. As I wrapped up my time in Venice, the thought occurred to
me that it was the Romans who constructed Venice originally and how amazing it was that an
artificial city from Roman times still existed, and thrived, almost 2000 years later.

Gorgeous view of San Marco’s square and west side of Venice from the St. Mark’s bell tower.

Florence, Italy
My train ride to Florence was uneventful and rather beautiful as I rode through the Tuscany
countryside. Arriving at the heart of the city, I noted the more modern feel of the city especially

compared to Venice. I easily walked to my hostel and walked around the entire historical
downtown area that evening, finding the city to very pedestrian friendly.

A friend from the hostel and I enjoy a beautiful sunset over the city of Florence.

My hostel in Florence continued to show me how easy it was to make friends with fellow
travelers. My biggest takeaway from Florence was the beauty and presence of art throughout
the city and the Tuscany countryside as we traveled to Pisa, a winery, and the ancient city of
San Gimignano. Everywhere I visited there was art, whether it was sculptures, paintings, or
ornate architecture. The city itself was simply beautiful and I was moved by the vast amount of
art created to immense detail everywhere, never before I have appreciated art as I have in
Florence and will forever appreciate what it means to be an artist.

Globie taking a rest overlooking the beautiful Tuscany country-side.

The famous leaning tower of Pisa found on a day trip from Florence.

Rome, Italy
Last, but certainty not least I arrived in Rome; the capital of the Roman Empire, the seat of the
rulers of the known world and arguably one of the greatest influences on western culture, the
city of Rome. The first day there I went to the Coliseum and all the ruins in the heart of the city.
I spent the day in very similar fashion as to my day in Athens, soaking in the history and
achievement of an ancient civilization.

Selfie in front of the famed Roman coliseum.

After seeing the wonder of Ancient Rome, I began to explore what made the modern day city of
Rome such an amazing place. I did this by going on a free bike tour with a group of people from
my hostel and got to see the city of Rome from the eyes of local, going to some of the best and
cheap places to eat away from the crowds and seeing things other tourists never see exploring
the city. This bike tour was something that I plan on doing on any new city I visit because I

enjoyed the ability see so much of the city in such a short span of time especially compared to
walking. Yet it was much cheaper and easier to navigate than taking the metro all over Rome as
I had done the day before.

The group that I took a 4 hour bike tour through with!

Conclusion
Sadly, I did have to fly back to the US and end my journey of traveling through Europe. Though
my trip to Greece and Italy has ended, my desire to travel has only grown. This trip taught me
that every city contains gems; some are just easier to find. This trip also taught me truly what it
meant to be a Globetrotter, getting out of my comfort zone to travel and meet people from
across the world. This trip, thanks to the generous donation of everyone on the Globetrotter

Grant Board, was the perfect ending to my college career. Without the generosity of Board, I
would not have been able to make this trip and I would not know what it means to be a citizen
of the world.

