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Journeys

At Your Request, a Bespoke Adventure 
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By CAREN OSTEN GERSZBERG

When was the last time you did something for the first time?" shouted Cindy Read's friends from down below. Scared and injured with a scraped-up leg, Ms. Read, from Denver, struggled to make it to the top of Edward's Crack, a narrow crevasse in a granite dome rock in Vedauwoo, Wyo. But the moment she heard her five friends call out the group's encouraging motto, Ms. Read realized she could not give up. Her 50-foot ascent was a success, and when she reached the summit she thanked Raleigh Coburn and Danika Gilbert, the two instructors who led the climb. 

A few hours later, Ms. Read recently recalled, she and her friends stood on their yoga mats in the wilderness, peering out over the rocks they had climbed that morning. With the instructors' help, the women made their way through sun salutations to relax their bodies and stretch their tired muscles. "The warrior pose is an empowering one," Ms. Read said, "and I felt empowered after I completed that crack climb." 

Rock climbing and yoga make a rare combination, one hard to find at traditional resorts. But now, more and more people are designing their own unique trips and finding companies that will make them happen. Custom adventure travel, it is called, and it is one of the fastest-growing segments of the industry. 

Over the last five years, a growing number of families, couples, solo travelers and multigenerational groups have found ways to avoid shopping off the rack for active vacations. They are seeking the perfect trip for their needs and time requirements. "People have done Vegas, Disney and Hawaii - they want an authentic and unique experience and may not find it in a standard package," said Shannon Stowell, president of the Adventure Travel Trade Association, an organization that provides networking and education opportunities for its travel operator members.

And how is the industry reacting? "This sense of wanting to connect in a deeper way has resulted in major growth in travel companies that are catering to the baby boomers' demands," said Costas Christ, president of the Adventure Council, a recently founded group that promotes adventure travel. "They want the adventure of doing it on their own, but with the security of a reliable and responsible operator." 

Ms. Read is one example. She was looking for a three-day trip last September that would combine physical challenge and emotional connection, so she asked the Women's Wilderness Institute of Boulder, Colo., if rock climbing and yoga would be a viable option for her group of friends. Although the two activities had never been paired before among the institute's 40 scheduled courses, Laura Tyson, the institute's executive director, agreed to give the women the chance to "balance the vertical world of climbing with the grounded practice of yoga," as she put it. 

For $500 a person, the institute provided two instructors and all meals, tents and gear. Specially designed trips like that one, Ms. Tyson said, have resulted in twice as many custom-travel bookings so far in 2005 at the Women's Wilderness Institute compared with the corresponding period last year.

The adventure travel industry initially grew out of the demands of baby boomers who realized they craved more from a vacation than simply a beach to lie on. "Back in the late 1970's, what you found were a few fledgling whitewater rafting outfitters, backpacking companies, ranches and hunting guides who began to dominate this new direction," said Dave Wiggins, who has been in the adventure travel business for more than 25 years and is now general manager of Austin-Lehman Adventures of Billings, Mont. In the 1990's, with the advent of the Internet and travelers' seeking more sophisticated adventure, the business matured. 

But moving into the 21st century, the notion of picking and choosing your own adventure activities - when and how you want them - is the latest trend to take hold. "Baby boomers don't want to take the type of vacation their parents did," said Jim Sano, a former park ranger at Yosemite National Park and now president of Geographic Expeditions, an international adventure outfitter based in San Francisco. "If you have a limited amount of time, and you really want to have the experience that matches your idea of what a fun and enriching time is, then it may be worth it to customize."

Austin-Lehman is one of many companies experiencing growth in custom travel. In 2004, custom bookings made up 22 percent of Austin-Lehman's business, up five percentage points from the previous year, according to Mr. Wiggins, and part of a continuous rise over the last five years. 

While hiking at Yellowstone National Park last summer, Susan and Brian White of Newtown, Conn., and their three sons, ages 11 to 16, found themselves inches from a bison carcass. Their private naturalist guide, Kurt Westenbarger, hired by the tour operator Off the Beaten Path, had come across the carcass the previous week. He led the White family and their friends, Sherri and Scott Baggett, also from Newtown and traveling with their two sons and a nephew, on a less-traveled trail so they could learn how and why this older bison did not make it. Later that day, Mr. Westenbarger pulled off the road to give the two families a close look at a grizzly bear and her cub.

When planning the Whites' and Baggetts' trip, Caroline Wood, a travel coordinator for Off the Beaten Path (whose custom travel business grew 27 percent last year) asked about the families' desires and made suggestions accordingly. Sherri Baggett wanted a hot tub to soak in, so the company had them spend a night at the Chico Hot Springs Resort & Day Spa in Pray, Mont., lounging in its hot spring pool. And both couples hoped to surprise the boys with a hot-air balloon flight. At 6 o'clock one morning, the two families were picked up at their hotel near Jackson, Wyo., and taken to a pasture where they helped prepare the basket and fill the balloon. For the next hour, they and their balloon pilot sailed up to 1,000 feet above the Grand Tetons.

FOR a multigenerational group, where young and old have varied interests and energy levels, a customized trip can be the key to a successful journey. Last summer, when Patty Figel and her twin sister, Peggy Brody, both from Denver, turned 70, they took their children and grandchildren on a custom adventure to Whistler, British Columbia. There were 20 people in the group, with ages ranging from 5 to 70. "I gave Austin-Lehman the parameters and let them know that my sister doesn't bike and that although I love to, I may be slower than the others," Ms. Figel recalled. 

While the group biked in Whistler Valley, a guide drove Ms. Brody, a painter, to a lake where she could work on a watercolor landscape. Hiking up Mount Whistler, some of the children grew too tired to make it to the top, so the guides modified the plan and found another place to set up a picnic lunch. The six-day trip, which included four guides - one expressly for the children - accommodations, all meals, equipment and gratuities, cost $2,598 for each person and was a gift from the sisters to the younger generations. "What I gave them was a memory," Ms. Figel said. "That's the greatest thing a grandparent can give."

In addition to allowing flexibility, a custom adventure can connect travelers with a guide who specializes in a particular activity. This made a big difference for Victoria Stehl, a graphic designer from Los Angeles. When Ms. Stehl's father invited her and her three sisters on a whale-watching trip to Alaska, she said she thought, "It'll probably be an average sightseeing trip and well see one whale." What she didn't realize, though, was how much Dennis Rogers, captain of the Alaskan Adventurer, knows about whale habits and that she would find herself in a kayak surrounded by about 30 humpbacks. 

Mr. Rogers, owner of Alaska Sea Adventures, describes all his trips as tailored to his passengers' wishes. There is no set itinerary, and guests aboard his four-cabin, 60-foot yacht can choose to spend their time getting close to glaciers, deep-sea or fly fishing, kayaking, hiking or soaking in a hot spring. The Alaska Adventurer sets sail from Petersburg, a small fishing community in southeast Alaska (served by Alaska Airlines), with Captain Rogers, a cook and a first mate. "We specialize in taking people to places where other people can't get to," said Mr. Rogers, who is booked up for 2005 and much of 2006. "Cruise ships can't get to these small islands, fjords, bays and coves." 

Out in the double kayak, Ms. Stehl and one of her sisters received step-by-step instructions from Mr. Rogers through a walkie-talkie. Observing from the yacht, Mr. Rogers told them where to paddle, how to look for bubble circles coming from the whales' movements down below, and when to raise their oars. 

"All of a sudden this two-ton mammal comes out of the ocean, and this volleyball-size eyeball is looking at me," Ms. Stehl said. "The whales never once touched the kayak as they shot up in front of me. It was magical." 

