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INTRODUCTION


ad•ven•ture - n. 1. an undertaking involving risk, unforeseeable danger, or unexpected excitement. 2. an exciting or remarkable experience.



Adventure is a personal matter. Everyone has his own definition of it, his own threshold of risk, danger, or excitement. Take, for example, Manhattan writer Fran Lebowitz, who defines the outdoors as “a place you must pass through in order to get from your apartment into a taxicab.” To Fran, a twenty-minute walk through the New Jersey suburbs would qualify as an adventurous undertaking, fraught with the risk of falling branches, the unforeseeable danger of Lyme disease, and the unexpected excitement of an encounter with a squirrel. To mountaineer Reinhold Messner, on the other hand, an expedition to the summit of Mount Everest, using supplemental oxygen, probably would not qualify as a particularly exciting or remarkable experience, since he’s already climbed Everest a couple of times without oxygen, once by himself.

Whether you’re a Lebowitz or a Messner, an adventure is an experience that pushes your personal envelope, that forces you out of your day-to-day comfort zone. A true adventure, in addition to being exhilarating and inspiring, should also make you tired, nervous, disoriented, a little scared. My own personal definition goes like this: It’s not really an adventure unless, at some point during the trip, I say to myself, “What the fuck am I doing here?”

I have uttered those precise words on any number of occasions: Lost in the jungles of Trinidad as daylight fades. Trapped in a stalled bus about to topple over a cliff on the road to Darjeeling. Dangling exhausted from a rope 200 feet down into a 700-foot-deep rock crevasse in Utah. Puking my guts out on the upper slopes of Kilimanjaro. These were all genuinely scary or miserable moments that, fortunately, passed without serious mishap. And I now have extraordinarily fond memories of each.

An estimated 15 million Americans spent roughly $8 billion on adventure travel in 1996, making it the fastest-growing segment of the travel industry. I imagine that not all of these 15 million people qualified as adventurers by my definition. But it’s safe to assume that each was looking for something more than the usual Caribbean beach vacation, European museum tour, or Disney World pilgrimage with the kids. They wanted to get off the beaten path and actually do something: trek in the Himalayas, paddle a sea kayak in Belize, ride a raft down a raging river in Chile, climb a mountain in Africa, ride a bicycle through the wine country of Portugal, stay in an Indian village in the Venezuelan rain forest. They wanted physical and mental challenge, excitement, uncertainty—maybe even a hint of danger.

What they didn’t want, however, was the hassle of arranging the trips themselves: choosing precise routes, hiring guides and porters, assembling equipment and food, getting permits, and all the other myriad nitpicking detail required to organize an off-the-beaten-path journey in a remote, possibly primitive part of the world.

To tap into this growing market of people whose lust is for adventure rather than logistics, a number of outfitters have sprung up in the last couple of decades to offer all-inclusive adventure trips to virtually every part of the world. Mountain Travel (now merged with Sobek Expeditions and known as Mountain Travel-Sobek) essentially invented the business in the late sixties when it began to run guided treks in a little-known Himalayan country called Nepal. A number of other large, well-established companies also offer full menus of adventure trips all over the world. Among the best known are Wilderness Travel, Geographic Expeditions, Backroads, and Overseas Adventure Travel. There are dozens of others. A whole different tier of companies focus on specific activities—sea kayaking, for example, or mountaineering, or dogsledding, or whitewater rafting—in particular areas. There are literally hundreds of these smaller, more specialized outfitters.

Big or small, they have hit upon a formula that seems to appeal to a lot of people. A small group of travelers—typically five to fifteen—strikes out on foot, bicycle, ski, or horseback; in dugout canoes, rafts, or jeeps. Their focus is a beautiful, rugged landscape, unusual wildlife, or a “primitive” culture—often all three. Extreme physical fitness isn’t required for most trips (mountaineering ascents are often the exception), and the hardships along the way are usually rather modest for an active, flexible, good-humored person. On a typical Himalayan trek, for example, porters carry all the camp supplies and luggage, and the trekking staff puts up the tents, cooks, does the dishes, and even hands you a cup of steaming hot tea through your tent flap each morning. Essentially, all the trekker has to do is walk, eat, and sleep.

There are those who will insist that such all-inclusive trips are not really adventures, that they’re too safe, too well managed. How can it be an adventure if your sole logistical responsibility is to get off the plane in Kathmandu and find the guy with the sign that says “Above the Clouds Trekking”?

They’ve got a point. Unplanned itineraries and do-it-yourself logistics often bring the delight of the unexpected. In the process of blundering your way through, getting lost, asking around, standing in line, taking detours, and struggling to make yourself understood in the local language, you’ll meet people and see places you never imagined. Hitchhiking through Belize a few years ago, I got picked up by a guy who owned a jungle lodge that wasn’t in any guidebook, and ended up spending three marvelous days there. That would have never happened on an outfitted trip. And even lacking such serendipity, there is a certain satisfaction and reward in taking responsibility for yourself.

But do-it-yourself planning can be time-consuming and expensive. On a recent on-my-own climbing and hiking trip in Italy, for example, I had to get from the alpine village of Alagna to Selva, another village 200 miles away in the Dolomites. The exhausting all-day journey required a bus, three trains, and a $75 taxi ride that got me to my hotel in Selva too late for dinner. An outfitter’s mini-bus could have gotten me there by noon, at half the cost, leaving the rest of the day free for a hike to Sassolungo. Given a choice between a hike and a train ride, well, I’ll take the hike every time.

Apparently a lot of people agree with me, particularly people with ample funds and less-than-ample vacation time. Mountain Travel-Sobek reports that its typical customer is a forty-six-year-old professional who has a graduate degree, makes about $75,000 a year, and lives in a major metropolitan area. With the glaring exception of a rather more modest income, I happen to match that profile almost exactly. They’ve got me pegged. They know that when I get off a 747 in a remote third-world city, brutally jet-lagged, there’s no sweeter sight than the guy holding the sign.

Demographics aside, this book is designed for adventurers with limited time and a low threshold for logistical hassle. The vast majority of the adventure trips described here take from two to four weeks, well within most people’s vacation quotas. In each, the logistics are taken care of and included in the price of the trip: hotels, meals, transportation, guides, porters, permits. Basically, your sole logistical responsibility is to call the 800 number, give them your credit-card number, buy the stuff on the equipment list, and get to the airport on time.

Relieved of the niggling details, you’ll be free to focus on the real adventure. With a little bit of luck, you’ll soon be asking yourself what the fuck you’re doing there.
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CHOOSING A TRIP

That well-known rain forest eco-traveler Pogo Possum once lamented that he was “confronted with insurmountable opportunities.” He might well have been talking about the daunting task of choosing among the thousands of adventure trips available today. This book winnows your choices down to a more manageable forty, but that’s still a mind-boggling selection, a lifetime of travel. Where to begin?

Begin with the reference section at the end of each trip narrative. A number of trips will probably eliminate themselves right off the bat because they’re too expensive or run at the wrong time of year.

The reference section also contains ratings of the physical challenge, mental challenge, and skills required for each trip. These ratings will help you get through the second round of elimination: those trips that are either too difficult or not challenging enough.

The demands of each trip are rated 1 through 5, with 1 the easiest and 5 the most difficult. Such ratings are notoriously subjective, of course, but it’s assumed you are a healthy, well-adjusted, self-sufficient, modestly active, and reasonably well-coordinated person—someone who can, say, briskly walk up two flights of stairs without pain, wheezing, or risk of cardiac arrest. Someone who, if absolutely necessary, could change a tire—or at least be willing to learn how.

PHYSICAL CHALLENGE

Virtually every trip in this book requires some sort of physical effort beyond the normal daily routine of the average American—that’s part of the attraction, part of the adventure. Physical demands range from a leisurely half-hour stroll along a riverbank to several weeks of hauling 60-pound loads uphill through hip-deep snow at elevations above 24,000 feet.

Here’s what the ratings mean:


1. Couch potatoes welcome; no physical challenge at all. Any healthy person can manage with little effort. Hikes, if any, are optional and short. No pretrip physical conditioning necessary.

2. Modest effort required, enough to get the heart pumping now and then. You might be called upon to hike for four or five hours over generally level terrain at low altitude, or ride a bike 20 or 30 miles in a day. While the habitually slothful would require pretrip conditioning, a reasonably fit person could manage without. European inn-to-inn walking trips typically carry a 2 rating.

3. Be prepared for some serious huffing and puffing. Avid runners or cyclists should take 3-rated trips in stride, but if regular aerobic exercise isn’t a part of your life, you’ll need a pretrip workout program. A typical 3-rated trip might include daily bicycle rides of 40 to 70 miles, or daily hikes of six to eight hours over sometimes steep terrain at altitudes above 10,000 feet. Many Himalayan and Andean treks fall into this category.

4. Even if you’re in very good shape, expect to be seriously challenged. There may be days when you are as physically exhausted as you’ve ever been. Some sort of vigorous pretrip aerobic workout program is mandatory. Most 4-rated trips are ascents of “beginner” mountains such as Kilimanjaro or Popocatepetl, involving steep terrain, altitudes up to 20,000 feet, and possibly a grueling twelve- to eighteen-hour summit day.

5. If you have to ask, you probably can’t do it. The one 5-rated trip in this book—a climb of Mount Everest—demands extended periods of high-altitude climbing through deep snow with heavy packs. In addition to extraordinary cardiovascular fitness and stamina, you’ll need robust overall health to cope with altitude sickness, dehydration, and hypothermia.



Rating a trip is easy, but how does one rate oneself? You must be mercilessly objective in evaluating your own physical fitness. Not how fit you were back in college. Not how fit you could be in a few months if you joined the health club. How fit you are right now. An accurate self-assessment can spell the difference between the adventure of a lifetime and a fiasco.

A sad example: A few years ago, I took an African trek that included ascents of Mount Kenya and Kilimanjaro. The trip had been labeled “strenuous walking, high elevation” in the catalog, and pretrip paperwork clearly laid out what to expect, including one eighteen-hour day that began at one A.M. with a steep 4,000-foot ascent to more than 19,000 feet. Yet two of the group members—a fiftyish sedentary mobile-home salesman and a retired newscaster in his late sixties—were physically overmatched from the first day. They struggled on the easier Mount Kenya trek, arriving exhausted and miserable at camp each day, several hours behind the rest of us. Both were too wiped out to try the two-hour walk to the 16,300-foot trekking summit. The group leader wisely didn’t permit them to even begin the much tougher, longer climb of Kilimanjaro. They both had a wretched time, fled for home early, and essentially flushed $6,000 down the toilet—all because they wildly overestimated their own physical fitness.

Such expensive self-delusion is not the sole province of the aging. On another climbing trip, this one in Mexico, a muscular young army officer in our group found himself gasping and floundering like a blowfish barely halfway up the first mountain we attempted. He retreated to base camp, and the next day packed up his biceps and went home, missing the final eight days of the twelve-day trip. Three thousand more dollars down the toilet. On a three-day instructional climb on Mount Rainier, I once watched a slightly overweight young fellow in his mid-twenties give up, exhausted, fifteen minutes from the base lodge.

If you have any doubts about your fitness, call the outfitter. But keep in mind that some companies, loath to turn away paying customers, take an unrealistically upbeat you-can-do-it attitude. (After all, they get to keep your money if you can’t hack it.) And even if you waltz through the trip with ease, a company’s reluctance to properly screen its clients may mean that other overmatched trekkers slow you and the rest of the group down.

In almost all cases, a pretrip workout program is a very good idea. Your specific program depends on the trip, of course. But at the least, it should include some sort of vigorous physical exercise for twenty minutes, three times a week. With that as a base, tailor your exercise program to your specific activity.

For a hike or trek, the best preparation is simply to walk a lot, preferably with a light pack. Prepare for hilly country by hitting the Stairmaster or, better yet, simply hiking up and down a lot of steep hills. If there aren’t any nearby, improvise. A small-town midwesterner I know gets in shape for his treks by shouldering a heavy pack and repeatedly walking up and down the stairs of the tallest building in town—a six-story office “tower.”

MENTAL CHALLENGE

It takes more than muscle tone and aerobic capacity to enjoy an adventure trip. You gotta have an attitude.

An adventure trip challenges the mind as well as the body. Along with the stunning vistas, intriguing people, and exotic wildlife go sudden rainstorms, bad roads, recalcitrant bureaucrats, blisters, smelly toilet pits, and a myriad of other minor unpleasantries that are part and parcel of being off the beaten path. Many trips have the potential of more serious hazards as well: nasty diseases, altitude sickness, dangerous roads, and isolation from help in case of injury or illness.

The mental-challenge ratings quantify these discomforts and potential hazards. Here are the criteria:


1. Virtually all the comforts of home. No camping—you’ll stay in reasonably nice hotels or lodges, eat good food in restaurants, and encounter little in the way of bad weather or other discomfort. You won’t be tested or challenged in any way. Essentially, your level of comfort will be pretty much like it is at home.

2. A few of the comforts of home, such as rustic cabins or large stand-up tents with cots, maybe even indoor plumbing some of the time. You may get a little dusty or sweaty, but the potential for serious discomfort due to weather, fatigue, or other factors is small.

3. None of the comforts of home. You’ll be camping out in small two-person tents or huts and away from hot water for long periods of time. You’ll be peeing in a hole or behind a bush. You may get wet or cold on occasion. You’ll be tired at the end of the day, and probably won’t smell very good after a while. But for an experienced outdoorsperson, a 3-rated trip should be a piece of cake. Call it full-service backpacking—you won’t have to carry a heavy pack, cook, or wash dishes. Your tent may even be set up for you when you arrive at camp.

4. Difficult conditions even for an experienced outdoorsperson. You may be challenged by severe weather, exhaustion, gastrointestinal distress, or altitude sickness. The food may be lousy at times, and you will have to pitch in with camp chores. Periodically, you will long to be at home in your own bed.

5. You could die out there. Crevasses, avalanches, bitter cold, altitude sickness, and relentless, exhausting physical effort may all be part of the game. And don’t count on being treated like a guest; you’ll be expected to pitch in for your share of the scut work and pull your weight in an emergency.



“The Attitude”—the proper spirit of adventure to deal with the vagaries of off-the-beaten-path travel—has a number of facets. It is a cheerful, flexible, easygoing nature and a sense of humor. It’s the ability to shrug off—or even relish—minor hardships. A stoicism in the face of difficulty. A willingness to suck it up and keep going when you’d really rather quit. The ability to adjust quickly when things go wrong—because things will almost certainly go wrong on any adventure trip. (If they don’t, your outfitter is either very lucky or playing it very safe, in which case you’re not getting much of an adventure at all.)

The Attitude is personified by the British explorer Wilfrid Thesiger, who spent years roaming the sands of Arabia in the company of Bedu nomads. Thesiger despised the comfort and security of civilized life. “I long for the chaos, the smells, the untidiness, and the haphazard life,” he wrote. “I want color and savagery and hardship.…” Now, it’s not necessary to actually long for bad smells and hardship as Thesiger did, but you must be able to at least tolerate them with some measure of good cheer.

Once again, a scrupulously objective self-assessment is critical. Unfortunately, judging one’s own mental toughness is even harder than judging one’s physical fitness. Most of us, if prodded, might be willing to concede that, well, okay, maybe I’m not really in that great a shape physically. But how many among us could bring ourselves to admit, “Yeah, I guess when you get right down to it, I’m a spoiled, self-pitying whiner who freaks out at the first hint of a problem.”

Ask yourself some questions: Am I the type of person who makes a big stink in a restaurant if a spoon is dirty? Am I the type who checks the spoons in the first place? Does being wet and cold ruin my whole day? Does a dirty bathroom gross me out? Are most of the people I meet real jerks? Would I bring along twenty-two pairs of clean underwear for a twenty-two-day Himalayan trek? (Don’t laugh, a trekmate of mine once did just that.) Does waiting around drive me nuts?

A “yes” answer to any of these questions is not a good sign. You are not a Trekker With Attitude. Perhaps you should stick to the Hiltons and put this book back on the shelf.

I recall a trek during which one middle-aged woman, traveling alone, whined incessantly about the food, the weather, the cold, her boots, everything. We could hear her every night, literally whimpering and moaning in her tent. The grand finale came when she claimed she was too tired to walk up a particularly long, steep hill, and demanded that a porter carry her up piggyback. The poor fellow actually did so. Needless to say, she didn’t win many friends on the trip, or have much fun.

Group dynamics play a big role on any adventure trip. You’ll be spending a lot of time in close quarters with five, ten, or fifteen strangers. For some, this is the fatal drawback of outfitted adventure travel: They simply don’t want to take the risk of being stuck with a real asshole for three weeks.

But one man’s “real asshole” is another man’s “idiosyncratic personality that can easily be ignored.” The ability to get along with—or at least tolerate—all sorts of people is a basic part of The Attitude.

In my experience, the asshole-quotient on adventure trips is surprisingly low, and more than compensated by the high likelihood of meeting some absolutely splendid people. Group adventure travel seems to self-select out most of the spoiled whiners. In the dozen or so adventure trips I’ve taken, I can recall only one true psycho (the piggyback woman), maybe three moderately annoying jerks, a smattering of bores, an overwhelming majority of fine folks, and a couple of dozen true soul mates. After one trip, five of the seven group members—including one guy from Australia—showed up for a one-year reunion party at my house. Eight years later, I’m still in touch with all of them. Friends like that are worth the occasional jerk.

Your ability to get along with people applies to the local population as well as your trekmates. Many Americans are surprised at the intelligence, sensitivity, and sophistication of people who at first glance might be considered “primitive” or “backward.” Thesiger, writing of the Arabian nomads with whom he traveled, admitted, “I went there with a belief in my own racial superiority, but in their tents, I felt like an uncouth, inarticulate barbarian, an intruder from a shoddy and materialistic world.” Once again, you may not go to Thesiger’s extremes, but smug preconceptions about the inferiority of “primitive” people are definitely not part of The Attitude.

SKILLS

A number of the trips in this book require certain specific skills: paddling a sea kayak, riding a horse, self-arresting with an ice ax, or negotiating technical terrain on a mountain bike. Sometimes the outfitter can teach you what you need to know during the trip; in other cases you’ll need to bring well-honed skills with you.

Here’s what the ratings mean:


1. No special skills required at all. Even if you can’t walk and chew gum at the same time, spit out the gum and just walk. Hiking and trekking trips fall into this category.

2. A few basic skills required, but they can be learned during the trip. No previous experience is necessary, nor will run-of-the-mill klutziness ruin your trip or threaten your safety. Smooth-water canoeing or sea kayaking trips typically fall into this category, as does nontechnical mountain biking.

3. Some skills definitely required. Previous experience is highly recommended, but an apt, determined beginner can probably pick up enough pointers on the trip to get through it without a mishap. Insufficiently skilled people, however, will miss some of the fun. They’ll have to walk their mountain bikes around particularly rough, steep sections of trail, for example, or portage kayaks around some rapids.

4. Accomplished veterans only. No way even the most talented beginner can learn enough along the way. The insufficiently skilled will not only ruin his own trip but will also be a big pain in the butt—and possibly a hazard—for the entire group.

5. Experts only. If you can’t hack it, you could die.



Once again, assessing your own skill level can be tricky. A few skills like rock climbing, hang gliding, and whitewater kayaking have objective rating criteria. But how do you assess your ability to climb a mountain, ride a horse, handle a sea kayak in rough water, or do technical mountain biking?

If in doubt, call an outfitter for advice. Try to avoid vague terms like “intermediate”; ask specific questions: Do I need to know how to Eskimo roll? Make surf landings? Do linked telemark turns in crust? Once again, beware the upbeat outfitter who says, “Hey, no problem, you can do it. What’s your credit-card number?”

Okay, you’ve eliminated the trips that don’t meet your schedule or budget, as well as those that are beyond your physical, mental, or skill limits. Now what?

Maybe the choice will be easy. Maybe you’ve always been just dying to see Mount Everest, or watch the sun rise at Machu Picchu, or come face-to-face with a hippopotamus. Most likely, though, it won’t be that simple. You’ll still have to pick from dozens of really cool-sounding trips.

If you’re less fixated on a place, pick an activity first. Heretical as it may seem, I’m a firm believer that the destination counts less than what you do once you get there. Trekking is equally wonderful in the Himalayas, the Andes, or the Karakoram. Sea kayaking in Belize isn’t much different from sea kayaking in the Solomon Islands. But any trekking trip is vastly different from any sea kayaking trip.

Choose an activity you know, or at least one for which you have some affinity. Hiking and trekking trips make good first adventures because virtually everybody has hiked at some point in his life. Bike trips also have near-universal appeal.

Finally, pick your destination. If no country leaps to mind, choose a place that might have some special significance in your life, however small. Maybe your merchant seaman uncle told you tall tales about Borneo when you were a kid. Maybe you were entranced by Beryl Markham’s descriptions of colonial life in Kenya from West with the Night. Perhaps you’re intrigued by Buddhist monasteries. Whatever your choice of place, don’t be afraid to make it on the most ethereal of whims. Following your dream is what adventure travel is all about.


CHOOSING AN OUTFITTER

Okay, you’ve finished the fun part: figuring out where to go and what to do when you get there. Now comes the not-quite-so-fun part: picking an outfitter.

If only one outfitter runs your trip, great—send off your deposit and skip the rest of this chapter. But for most of the trips in this book, several outfitters are given.

The outfitters are listed in alphabetical order. There are no ratings, no stars next to any outfitter’s name. To accurately rate each outfitter against its competition is virtually impossible. To be thorough and fair, a self-appointed arbiter would have to personally make all of the one hundred-plus outfitters’ trips listed here. An enviable task, perhaps, but one that would require ten years of nonstop travel and a budget of, oh, half a million dollars. (The publisher, sadly, rejected my plea to fund just such a research program.)

In the absence of a star-rating system, I can state with reasonable assurance that all the outfitters listed here are good, solid companies. Each has its own strengths, weaknesses, and personalities that may or may not be a good fit for you. It’s up to you to sort them out for yourself.


• Step one is to call and ask for a catalog. Outfitter promotional material runs the gamut from a single typewritten sheet to a huge glossy volume that would sit nicely on a Park Avenue coffee table. (The catalogs of Geographic Expeditions and Wilderness Travel are particularly seductive; anyone who can page through either and not give serious thought to quitting his job, leaving his family, and spending the rest of his life adventure traveling is a hard case indeed.)



You can’t judge a company solely by its catalog, of course, but it does give a perspective. Check the number and types of trips offered. Does the company specialize in one particular area or activity? (Concordia Expeditions, for example, specializes in Pakistan. International Expeditions runs mostly nature-oriented trips.) Or does it offer a smorgasbord of trekking, rafting, climbing, and paddling all over the world?

The big guys have broad experience in adventure travel, but the small specialists sometimes—and I emphasize the sometimes—have more expertise in their specialties. Indeed, the big adventure-supermarket companies sometimes use the specialists to operate the trips they sell.

The catalog will also give you a feel for the style of the company: macho or soothing, corporate or mom-and-pop, slick or hokey.


• Step two is to ask for the detailed day-to-day itinerary and predeparture information package. Compare the itineraries from several outfitters carefully. There are likely to be major differences in routing, accommodations, rest days, and so forth.



Note the thoroughness and frankness of the pretrip info package. There should be detailed lists of recommended clothing and equipment, medical and physical fitness advice, and warnings of potential discomforts or hazards. If one outfitter mentions voracious black flies while another doesn’t, beware the Pollyanna.


• Once you’ve made the first cut of outfitters based on their printed material, get on the phone and start asking some tough questions: How long has the outfitter been in business? How long have they been running this trip? Do they run the trip themselves or subcontract it to a local operator? How long have they been working with that local operator? What is their cancellation/refund policy?

• Ask about the trip leader, who may be the most important single factor on any adventure trip. He or she serves as your guide, interpreter, teacher, mother hen, drill sergeant, and group psychologist. (Among my most memorable trip leaders have been the first Latin American to climb Everest, a renowned marine biologist, and the wife of famed Sherpa mountaineer Tenzing Norgay.) Blitz each outfitter with questions about the trip leader: How long has he worked for you? What is her experience and background in this country? How long has he been leading this particular itinerary? Does she have any special knowledge about the local geology, culture, or natural environment?



American trip leader or local? Both have their pros and cons. An American (or British) leader clearly has the upper hand in communication and cultural understanding of trip members’ needs. A native of the country, on the other hand, can provide an insider’s perspective that is unmatched. Your choice.

Ask the outfitter for the trip leader’s phone number. Even if you have to call overseas, the cost of the call will be a small price to pay for a chat with the person who, more than anyone else, will determine how much you’ll enjoy your trip.


• Then ask the outfitter for the phone numbers of several people who’ve taken that same trip. Call them all. (Don’t be shy; people love to talk about their adventure trips.) A savvy outfitter won’t give you the name of an unhappy client, so you may have to read between the lines. Does the former client rave about the trip or merely endorse it? Does she seem to share your priorities about what makes a good trip?



This second round of inquiry should winnow the outfitters to a short list that match your needs and karma pretty closely. Now it’s crunch time: How much are you willing to pay?

Adventure trips can be surprisingly expensive. I recall the astonishment in my friends’ eyes a few years back when I told them about my mountaineering trip to Africa. Alas, it was not my rhapsodic account of sunrise from the summit of Kilimanjaro that so amazed them. It was the cost of the trip: $3,890 for nineteen days. “Are you serious?” one incredulous friend asked. “You paid $200 a day to sleep in a tent and eat beans and rice?”

Not exactly. But you can’t blame people for puzzling over the high cost of roughing it in the far corners of the globe. The trips featured in this book have per-diem costs ranging from about $80 (a no-frills mountaineering trip to Mexico) to $1,275 (a dogsled trip to the North Pole). The average is about $200 a day—right up there with big-city, four-star hotels. (Keep in mind that the prices listed for each trip were current as of early 1997. Listed prices assume a full travel group; some outfitters use “tier-pricing,” adding a surcharge if the group size turns out to be small. Prices also assume double occupancy. Most trips have a “single supplement” of a few hundred dollars.)

So where do the adventure traveler’s hard-earned dollars go? Probably not into the outfitters’ pockets. “Nobody’s making huge sums of money in this business,” says Ben Wallace of Himalayan Travel. Indeed, industry stalwarts like Mountain Travel and Overseas Adventure Travel suffered financial turbulence in the early nineties.

A surprisingly large percentage of the money you pay for an adventure trip goes toward the peripherals and extras: hotels in the staging city, transportation, trip-leader salaries, office overhead, and so on.

Why do two outfitters charge significantly different prices for what appears to be the same trip? Rarely is there a ripoff. In most cases, different prices simply reflect different levels of service and amenities. You almost always get what you pay for. The trick is to pay for only what you want, to find an outfitter that shares your priorities about what makes a great adventure.

Do you want a fancy hotel to come back to after the trek, or is one star sufficient? When traveling within the country, do you want to fly or take a bus? Do you want a Western trip leader or a local? How good do you want your pretrip customer service to be? The true bargain is the trip that has the frills you like but lacks the ones you don’t.

In the end, your choice of an outfitter should come down to a gut feel based on the maximum amount of information—about both yourself and the outfitter.

Made up your mind? Good. Take a deep breath, call the toll-free number, and have your credit card handy. Now it’s time to start getting ready.


GETTING READY

This chapter won’t tell you how to apply for a passport or get a visa. It won’t remind you to buy traveler’s checks or have a neighbor collect your mail while you’re away. You know that stuff already. That’s Traveling 101.

Adventure travel, even the full-service outfitted variety, demands more than undergraduate-level trip-planning skills. Arcane matters like helicopter evacuation insurance, State Department warnings of guerrilla activity, malaria pills, and moisture-wicking underwear can loom large and confusing to the uninitiated.

A sure path to discomfort and embarrassment on an adventure trip is to get caught unprepared when everyone else in the group is prepared. I still remember the guy who, ignoring the outfitter’s stern guidelines, showed up for a Caribbean sea-kayaking trip with no tent and a wardrobe that consisted primarily of cotton shorts and T-shirts. “Tent, schment,” he said. “This is the tropics. It’s warm. I’ll just sleep in my hammock.” (I’m not making this up; the guy literally said, “Tent, schment.”) Of course, there was a downpour the first night, and he ended up wet and shivering in somebody else’s tent (not mine, I can assure you), an imposition that was not particularly well received by the rest of the group. He was certainly uncomfortable, and should have been embarrassed, although this clown may have been beyond embarrassment.

It sounds pathetically obvious, but here it is: The single best way to prepare for any adventure trip is to carefully read the outfitter’s pretrip recommended equipment list, and then make sure you have everything on it.

Astonishingly and inexplicably, vast legions of adventure travelers fail to do so. Jim Traverso of Overseas Adventure Travel recalls a Nepal trekker who showed up in Kathmandu without hiking boots, claiming that the pretrip equipment list hadn’t emphasized them. In fact, as Traverso patiently pointed out to her, the equipment list for that particular trek began with the words, “The most important item you’ll bring along on your trek is your hiking boots.…”

The better companies put immense effort into their pretrip packets. (Remember, you picked your outfitter partly on the basis of it.) Your outfitter has probably taken several hundred clients on your particular trip, and its recommendations are a distillation of that collected wisdom. They know what works. Listen to them. Says Traverso wearily, “Every day I get calls from clients asking, ‘Do I really need …?’ My answer is always, ‘Yes, you really need …’ ”

That said, there are still a number of decisions you’ll have to make yourself. Here are some words of advice on various aspects of pretrip planning.

INSURANCE

Although the whole concept of insurance flies directly in the face of the risk-taking philosophy of adventure travel, most outfitters will be happy to sell you all sorts of coverage. (An exception is Geographic Expeditions, which includes medical and evacuation insurance in the price of its trips.) Mountain Travel-Sobek offers a full package of medical, evacuation, trip cancellation, and life insurance for $189 and up, depending on the trip. Wilderness Travel, which requires medical/evacuation insurance for treks in the Alps and Himalayas, has a deal with Travelers Insurance. Most other outfitters either have connections with, or at least can refer you to, travel insurance firms such as Travel Guard International (800-826-1300) and Tele-Trip (800-228-9792). Since general insurance agents don’t typically sell specialized travel policies, your first move should be to call your outfitter and see what they have.

You’ll be offered a variety of insurance. Trip cancellation/interruption insurance, which reimburses you if some unforeseen emergency prevents you from starting or finishing your trip, typically costs around $5.50 per $100 of coverage. For a $4,000 trip, that amounts to $220, not a trivial amount. (Heck, you could buy a nice windproof Patagonia fleece jacket for $220.) Personally, I’ve never bought trip cancellation insurance, and have thereby saved myself several thousands of dollars over the last decade. (Fortunately, that time I broke my collarbone skating at the local pond, I had no trip scheduled for the next few months.) You’ll have to make your own decision, based on your personal risk/cash/peace-of-mind dynamic.

Health insurance is something to think about because your exposure to disease and injury is higher on an adventure trip. Most standard health insurance policies cover accident or illness abroad, but check to make sure yours does. If not, consider extra coverage. One thing to remember, though: Virtually every country in the world has medical costs far lower than the fantastic charges that are the rule in the United States. Mending a broken ankle in Gangtok will cost closer to $50 than $5,000. Jim Sano of Geographic Expeditions tells the story of a client who suffered a stroke in Tibet. He was evacuated to a topnotch state-of-the-art hospital in Singapore, where he spent a week in the intensive care unit. His total hospital bill: $2,200.

Evacuation insurance covers the cost of a helicopter rescue from a remote area and a flight to a nearby hospital. Without insurance, such a rescue in Nepal, for example, would cost $8,000. (In some cases, the insurance also covers the cost of a medevac flight by jet back to the States.) Helicopter evacuations are extremely rare, however; Overseas Adventure Travel has taken nearly three thousand people trekking in Nepal in the last ten years, with a grand total of three chopper rescues. Healthy, stoic sorts may choose to go without coverage on the grounds that if there is a truly life-threatening emergency, they’ll be perfectly happy to pay the $8,000.

HEALTH

In matters of health, Americans have a tendency to rely on benevolent all-knowing authorities like the family doctor and the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. But neither of these august institutions is likely to be of much direct help for the adventure traveler. Marcus Welby is too busy patting runny-nosed moppets on the head to keep up to date on the South American cholera epidemic. And the CDCP, although a font of knowledge, is too big and bureaucratic to offer more than ultraconservative cover-their-ass shotgun advice. If you call the CDCP’s International Travelers’ Hotline (404-332-4559) seeking information about recommended inoculations for, say, Zambia, you’ll get a labyrinthine six-minute journey through push-button hell, with stern recorded lectures on tetanus, diphtheria, polio, measles, mumps, and rubella—but nary a word about malaria. Don’t even bother.

As always, first check your outfitter’s pretrip info package. Ideally, you should find specific, up-to-date medical advice for your particular destination, not just the boilerplate “check with your physician.” For a trip I took to Borneo, Overseas Adventure Travel sent three pages of advice on various inoculations and exotic diseases, plus several more pages on altitude sickness and general hygiene.

If your outfitter doesn’t come up to that standard, consult a travel clinic or physician who specializes in travel medicine. Check the Yellow Pages, or the Travelers’ Medical Resource from ICS Books.

The number-one medical concern of international travelers, of course, is shots. Which ones you’ll need depends entirely on where you’re going, so no specific advice can be offered here. (Again, ask your outfitter or travel clinic.) But keep in mind that, because of the American legal climate, your advisers are likely to take an ultraconservative approach to inoculations and prophylactic medicine—after all, it’s you, not they, who pays for all those shots and pills, and you, not they, who gets your arms punctured and suffers all the side effects.

You may want to think twice about certain “recommended” inoculations. Yellow fever shots, for example, are necessary mostly to satisfy bureaucrats in a few African countries; no American has contacted the disease since the mid-1980s. Cholera vaccine usually doesn’t work and can make you sick as a dog. And some old African hands prefer the antimalarial drug Paludrine, not available in the United States, to the usual Lariam regimen, which in rare cases can have serious side effects. These are things you should discuss with your doctor.

Beyond inoculations, the second big health concern of adventure travelers is gastrointestinal distress. Third-world sanitation is simply not up to Western standards, nor are our GI tracts accustomed to some of the exotic bugs to be found in far-off places. If you have chosen a competent outfitter and follow basic precautions when you’re on your own—drink only bottled water, eat only food that has been cooked or that you have peeled yourself—you’ll probably be fine. But diarrhea medicine is cheap, so you might as well take some along.

For mild bouts of the runs, good old Pepto-Bismol and Kaopectate are reasonably effective, and some people take it as a precaution before meals and bedtime. (Those with horrible childhood memories of a slimy pink liquid will be glad to know that Pepto-Bismol is also available in pill form these days.) For more serious or long-term cases of diarrhea, many travel specialists prescribe the antibiotic Ciprofloxacin. For short-term relief of the exploding-bowel variety, try over-the-counter Imodium, but not if you have a fever or bloody stool. In any case (hedge, hedge) be sure to consult with a physician, preferably a travel specialist, for possible side effects and contraindications.

There’s one adventure-travel health hazard you won’t learn much about even from travel clinics: altitude sickness. A mysterious malady triggered by the lower levels of oxygen found at high altitudes—above 10,000 feet or so—it has an array of symptoms ranging from headache, nausea, and lethargy to potentially fatal cerebral and pulmonary edema. Different people are affected in different ways, and susceptibility seems unrelated to age, general health, or physical fitness.

The best way to prevent altitude sickness is to ascend gradually, ideally no more than 1,000 feet per day once above 10,000 feet. This gives the body time to acclimate to the lower oxygen levels. You should also drink copious amounts of water. The prescription drug Diamox helps reduce symptoms in many people by making the blood more acidic, thereby increasing one’s rate of breathing during sleep. Your outfitter or travel clinic may not tell you this flat out, but I will: If you’re going above 12,000 feet, take Diamox. It has saved my ass on a number of occasions.

CLOTHING

Once again, what you need depends entirely on your destination and the time of year. Your outfitter should provide a detailed clothing list, but here are some general guidelines:


• Avoid cotton in cool or cold weather. Although it feels good against the skin, cotton has little insulating value when dry and none at all when wet. A sweat-soaked T-shirt can chill you to the bone; a cold, wet pair of jeans can be life-threatening under some conditions. Instead, take clothes of wool or quick-drying polyester fabrics like Polartec or Capilene. This may require a great philosophical shift for followers of indoor fashion, where cotton has traditionally meant classy and polyester is considered cheap and tacky. But in the outdoors, the only fashion is function.

• In cool or cold weather, dress in layers. This allows you to quickly remove or add items as the temperature and your activity level vary. The standard layering strategy has three prongs: a thin inner layer of synthetic material, such as Capilene, that will wick away excess perspiration; a heavier middle insulating layer of wool or quick-drying warm-when-wet polyester fleece (Polartec, for example); and a thin breathable waterproof outer shell, such as Gore-Tex. Mix and match the layers as necessary.

• Avoid cotton in hot, humid climates as well. It gets quickly soaked with sweat and stays clammy for days. For tropical climes, take clothes of quick-drying no-iron synthetic fabrics like Coolmax or Supplex. Long pants and long-sleeve shirts, which are necessary for sun and bug protection in the tropics, can be hard to find in lightweight 100 percent synthetic fabric, so you may have to settle for a cotton/synthetic blend. Try to keep the cotton to no more than 50 percent. One hundred percent cotton is acceptable—although still inferior to synthetics, in my opinion—only in hot, dry climates like East and North Africa.



The prestige brands in outdoor clothing are Patagonia (800-638-6464), North Face (800-362-4963), and Marmot (707-544-4590). Although their stuff is very good, it is breathtakingly expensive and lends itself to snobbery and pretension. (God forbid one of your trekmates is a wealthy outdoor novice all decked out for his first hike in $1,000 worth of Patagonia gear.) There are a number of excellent, reasonably priced retail and mail-order outlets; my favorites are L.L. Bean (800-341-4341), REI (800-426-4840), Travelsmith (800-950-1600), and Campmor (800-226-7667). I’d also recommend Sierra Trading Post (800-713-4534), a discounter that offers astonishing bargains in discontinued and irregular name-brand clothing and equipment.


• Make sure your chosen footgear is very comfortable and well broken in. When it comes to outdoor footgear, I happen to be a bit of an iconoclast who dares to challenge the hiking-boot dogma of stiff soles and full ankle support. (It seems to me that an ultrastiff sole actually promotes ankle-twisting by torquing abruptly around off-center obstacles instead of squishing around them like a soft-soled sneaker. But I digress.) For all but the most extreme hiking conditions, I prefer the comfort, cushioning, and light weight of low-cut running or cross-training shoes. I’ve happily worn Nike runners while climbing to 15,000 feet on Kilimanjaro, trekking for twenty-four days in Nepal, and humping a 40-pound pack for a week in New Zealand.



My views are so heretical that I would not urge them on others. I will point out, however, that Nepalese porters often go barefoot while carrying their 60-pound loads through the Himalayas. And can you guess the preferred trekking footwear of the most experienced American trip leader I know, a man who has led literally hundreds of Himalayan treks? Flip-flops.


• You must address the hat question. At the bare minimum, most of the trips in this book require some sort of baseball hat for sun protection. Many veteran travelers prefer all-around brims, but aesthetic discretion is advised. A brown, rakishly floppy Indiana Jones hat may look great on Harrison Ford or a cover model in Outside magazine, but on the head of a mere mortal it can border on caricature.

• In third-world countries, women should seriously consider making their primary travel garment a long, loose skirt. It has a number of practical advantages—light weight, cool in hot weather, ideal for discreet pit stops in open treeless areas—but the primary plus is cultural. By conforming to the more conservative dress codes of the local people, you’ll bring out the friendly feelings that most local women already have for foreign visitors, and avoid leers from the males, who may be shocked and titillated to see a bare, or even trousered, female leg.



OTHER STUFF


• Sun protection gear is critically important on virtually every trip in this book. High altitude, tropical latitude, snow, and water can dramatically intensify sunlight and the attendant ultraviolet radiation. At the summit of Kilimanjaro—near the equator, 19,000 feet above sea level, surrounded by snow—an unprotected person can be badly sunburned in a matter of minutes. In addition to a good hat, you’ll need sunglasses that block 100 percent of ultraviolet radiation. In snowy areas, “glacier glasses” with sun-blocking side panels are necessary. And of course you’ll be slathering on the sun block, minimum SPF 20 and preferably SPF 40.



Your outfitter will almost certainly pound home the need for adequate sun protection, but here are some suggestions for handy items you may not find on your outfitter’s equipment list:


• Ziploc bags. Clear plastic bags are invaluable for storing items that must stay dry, isolating wet and/or dirty clothes, and generally organizing your stuff. For the compulsive sorter, the possibilities are endless. Emergency pills in one bag, daily vitamins in another. Socks in one bag, underwear in another. A bag just for batteries (camera, flashlight, Walkman). A bag for paper, postcards, and pen. The see-through bags allow you to find things instantly, without rummaging. And if it rains, or the luggage raft capsizes, everything stays dry.

• Mini tape recorder. Audio memories—children giggling, the porters singing around the campfire, the roar of a lion—can be more fun than photographs. And local kids are invariably astonished and delighted when you play back their own voices to them.

• Compact binoculars. Beyond the obvious advantages for observing wildlife, it’s fun to watch the snow blow off a 25,000-foot peak, check out the porter’s progress behind you, or just people-watch from afar. A 9 x 25 model is a good compromise among magnification, light-gathering power, weight, and size.

• Pee bottle for men. Assuming you have an understanding tentmate, a wide-mouth plastic bottle by your sleeping bag will save a bone-chilling midnight trip to the toilet tent. Be sure to mark the bottle clearly with a skull and crossbones so you (or someone else) won’t mistakingly fill it with drinking water.

• Inflatable sleeping pad, such as a Therm-a-Rest. After one night on an inflatable, a return to an old-fashioned foam pad becomes unthinkable.

• Small toys to entertain local kids. Frisbees, whiffle balls, magic tricks, finger puppets, and wind-up toys are all wonderful ice-breakers. (A guy on a Nepal trek I took a few years ago became an instant hero in every village when he took out a Hacky Sack and started kicking it around with the local kids.) An inflatable globe is eye-catching and lets you point to where you live. Avoid electronic doodads like Gameboys, whose high-tech allure tends to mesmerize kids. The idea, after all, is to open up communication, not shut it off.

• Duffel bags instead of suitcases. Your bags may be in for some rough treatment—strapped to a yak, lashed to the roof of a jeep, pelted with spray in the bottom of a jungle river longboat. Veteran travelers like Jim Traverso of Overseas Adventure Travel use duffels within duffels—three or four medium-size bags nested within one big one. He sorts the smaller ones according to function: one for on-the-trail clothes, one for city clothes, one for personal gear, and so on.

• Medium-size day pack of about 1,500 to 2,000 cubic inches. Use it on the airplane as your carry-on bag for indispensable items (documents, valuables, spare clothes in case of lost luggage) and during the trip for all the little things you’ll need during the day when your luggage is unavailable (camera, snacks, water bottle, spare sweater).

• Snapshots of your family and hometown. More great ice-breakers. Imagine the reaction of a Mongolian yak herder upon seeing a picture of a Kansas field full of cows. Along the same line, a Polaroid camera lets you present local people with instant snapshots of themselves, an unfailing trigger for delighted guffaws. If you have an artistic bent, take along a small sketchbook or watercolor set.

• Lead-lined film bag. Third-world airports may not have the latest low-dose X-ray machines.

• Personal journal. Snapshots are okay, but you’ll find that a written record of your thoughts and feelings will bring a knowing smile years from now. Write down those what-the-fuck-am-I-doing-here moments. Adventure travel, because it so removes you from everyday life, invariably stimulates unaccustomed self-reflection and musing. Should I quit my boring job when I get back home? Does it really matter who wins the Super Bowl? Am I really ready to settle down and get married? And does this guy Buddha really hold the secret to life and death? Write these thoughts down. Years from now you’ll be amazed at what went through your head.



I could keep going here, but I fear I’ve already flouted the first rule of getting ready for adventure travel: Keep it to a minimum. As our old friend Wilfred Thesiger puts it, “Anything that is not a necessity becomes an encumbrance.”
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