
    Over a year later, I still jump at the opportunity to talk to anyone who will 

listen about my year abroad. The first thing I tell them is that it was the best decision I 

ever made. The second thing I tell them is that it changed my life. I went through the 

college application process like everyone else my junior and senior year and had quite a 

normal experience. I can still remember standing in the kitchen reading the acceptance letter 

from the University of San Francisco out loud to my parents. At that moment, I could not 

have been happier.  
    As a few months went by, though, my excitement wore off. Why had I chosen USF? I had 

based my decision off of the romanticized notions I had of the city and one visit to the 

campus. The world seemed so big and so full of opportunities. How did I know at seventeen, 

having lived in Simsbury most of those years, where I wanted to be and what I wanted to do?  
    I was lucky enough to have a guidance counselor who was not only open to my newfound 

craving for adventure, but who was able to point me in the right direction. She had had a 

friend who had participated in the Surin Project, an elephant rescue organization in western 

Thailand, and recommended it to me. Besides my deep love for elephants, the project had 

both things I was looking for: travel and volunteerism.  
    It took a little convincing of my parents, but ultimately it was my happiness they wanted 

and they saw how important this was to me. So, in November of 2011, I took off from JFK to 

Bangkok by myself. Was I nervous? Of course. I was heading into a complete unknown. It 

was scary, but that had been the entire point, and in the end, my excitement superseded any 

doubts I had. I spent one day in Bangkok, which was spectacular in itself, but the next day I 

met the rest of the group at the bus station and we drove off to our real adventure. 

 Let me give you a typical layout of my day on the Surin Project. I woke at seven, 

along with the other volunteers, and we did our morning work. Afterwards was the morning 

walk. Elephants are very social creatures and need to spend time with the rest of the herd. 

These walks gave the elephants a chance to spend time with each other, and us a time to 

spend time with the elephants. Everyone had their favorite elephants and every elephant had 

their favorite person. I can’t articulate how much I miss holding Teng-Mo’s trunk as we 

walked together through the jungle. After a quick lunch break of the most delicious Thai food 

I had ever eaten, it was time for free time. This was usually used for doing some shopping in 

the local market, relaxing with a book under a palm tree, or talking with friends anywhere in 

the village.  For our afternoon work we would typically go to cut sugar cane, the elephants’ 

favorite food. I can’t help but smile when I think of driving home in the back of our project 

pickup truck, sucking on a cane myself as they played in their lake. Sometimes I would read, 

sometimes I would draw, sometimes I would l enjoy the company of my human friends.  

If this day doesn’t seem like a lot of work, I’m not explaining it right. It was the 

hardest work I had ever done, but I loved every second of it. It feels good to do things with 

your body, to feel the heat of the sun and to know you’re working for a worthwhile goal. 

Still, by the time we got to the evening, I was exhausted. This just made relaxing in our 

beautiful sanctuary even better. My favorite spot was the hammock we had hung high among 

the trees. I would lie there and watch the elephants This included watering the plants the 

elephants would later graze on, and cleaning up in the elephant enclosure or the elephant pens 

(yes, this means picking up poop). 
We spent a lot of time with the elephants, which was obviously the best part of this 

particular project. We really got to know them and their personalities. We fell in love with 

them. We were surrounded by sadness as well, though. The project is still young, and right 

now they don’t have enough volunteers to be able to admit all the elephants in the village to 

the project. This means that I was witness to the brutal treatment that I had only heard about 



before. The local circus was just down the street, and I ran home crying many days after 

watching the babies be trained. As terrible as this was, it just gave me more of a sense of 

purpose. Seeing the horrors made my reason for being there all the more real and I knew I 

was making a difference.  
Whatever I was doing, I experienced a deeper happiness than I had ever imagined 

possible. Both the hard work and the relaxation made me feel so alive. It was life in high 

definition. I remember specifically one Friday night camping trip with the elephants. My 

friend Josie and I went for a warm nighttime swim in the river to watch the meteor shower 

overhead. As I floated there in the water, I realized how important it was for me to grab life 

as it came to me. There were so many beautiful things in this world, and I wanted to let 

myself appreciate every single one of them.  
This trip was inspiring in more than just a spiritual way. Although I was there for the 

elephants and they were by far the best part, I was surprised by the connection I made with 

my “family” as well. Although there were difficulties with communication, I could not have 

been happier about becoming a part of them and their culture. It was there, sitting with them 

eating dinner that I became entranced by the idea of culture and chose it for my path of study.  
That first adventure paved the way for many more. I am currently at Concordia 

University in Montreal, Quebec, pursuing honors in anthropology. I could not be happier 

with where I am and what I’m studying and I owe it all to my year abroad. It gave me the 

confidence and courage to consider universities outside the US, and exposed me to the right 

field of study for me. Education is infinitely important, but not only did my year off teach me 

just as much as I’ve learned so far at school, it educated me enough so that not one moment 

of my formal education will be wasted.  

 


