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We would like to begin by thanking you for taking the time to read this. Your interest and feedback are always appreciated. 


The purpose of this download is to explain a bit about who we are, what we do, and why we do it. By the end of it, you should be able to say ,”Wow, this is really for me!” , or discover that this is not perhaps exactly what you are looking for, and thus spend your hard earned dollars and vacation time on something more suited to your particular tastes.


So, without wasting any more of your valuable time, here we go.

Have you:
· Ever gone skydiving on Australia’s Great Barrier Reef?

· Had lunch 300 meters down a Polish Salt mine after spending an hour rappelling down the vertical shafts?

· Sea Kayaked with Killer Whales?

· Spent a night or two in the jungle in Belize underneath the palm frond shelter that you built yourself?

· Used gliders to soar above the Carpathian mountains?

· Camped under 300 year old Douglas Fir trees in the Pacific Northwest?

· Spent a night in a yurt (a tepee made of animal furs) while sipping fermented mare’s milk on the steppes of Kazakstan?

· Spent an afternoon touring the Baltic on an actual working naval submarine of WW2 era?

· Ever explored an underground cave system in Central America by floating inside a mountain on an inner tube?

· Gone Scuba Diving in the Coral Sea?

· Seen (up close and personal, on foot) a wild, Eastern European  bison in its native habitat?

· Swum with BIG sharks?

· Ever really thought about the word “Genocide” until you spend a very quiet day in a little tiny Polish village whose name translated to English is “Auschwitz”?

· Shook hands with a Kangaroo?

· Hugged a monkey?

Our life on this planet can be whatever we choose to make it. Very Special Adventures (henceforth VSA) chooses to embrace it fully, and we attempt to maximize our short stay on this fascinating place we call “Earth”. Variety is quoted as being the spice of life. Again, we concur. We believe that occasionally a vacation should be an exploration, sometimes within oneself and sometimes in new and very different locales from those we are accustomed to. Sometimes that involves giggling like a 6 year old while slurping noodles in Vancouver’s Chinatown, and sometimes that involves sweaty palms and a thumping heart as the door opens in an aircraft some 14,000 ft. above the ground. Sometimes to fully appreciate the luxurious castle you will call home for a night in Poland it is necessary to fully appreciate the meaning of genocide by spending the day before at the most horrible place in the world: Auschwitz concentration camp. To linger in parts of the world often denied to us, such as below the waves, in the deep jungle, and quietly soaring through the skies, we learn to appreciate just how much MORE there really is. And every sojourn into those “other” areas inevitably broadens our horizons. And horizons, once broadened, can never contract to their former size. And by learning new skills, and tackling new challenges, (all the while managing to laugh through 90% of it) we emerge at the other end of the tunnel as better people than what we started. We suppose that is as close of a mission statement or company goal as we have ever been able to express. We really don’t talk about it that much. Nor do we really hug trees or eat granola to speak of, nor wish to push our views on you. It is just kind of the thing that is in the background, and EVERYBODY told us to be a big kid you HAVE to have a Mission Statement for the company, so that’s it. What we DO KNOW and FULLY REALIZE is that we fell into the Gold Mine of adventure travel, and have some seriously screaming, KICK ASS trips where a significant portion of the clients AND the cadre are in tears saying goodbye to each other. You jaws will hurt from saying “WOW” and “OH MY GOD”. The choicest phrases are usually uttered by the prettiest, tiniest, and least imposing women, generally occurring upon jumping from airplanes. But that is another story…


And before we go too much further, it is time to clarify a couple of very important points. First of all, you are on your VACATION. Which means you get to do what YOU want. If you choose to spend the day curled up with a good book around the pool consuming fuzzy drinks with umbrellas in them, well then so be it. You are not in Scout Camp and nobody EVER tries to force you into something you do not want to do. We have lots and lots of alternate activities for those who simply WILL NOT jump out of an airplane, or climb, or mountain bike, or whatever. And a very rewarding activity indeed, for those used to a frantic pace in life, can be sipping that fuzzy drink around the pool without having to resort to the use of any brain cells for the day. Again, so be it.


The second point is that you do NOT have to be Super Athlete to attend. There are mountain biking trails that are superb scenery, but also happen to be flat. Climbing, which depends FAR more on technique (which you are taught) than strength, is geared from the absolute beginner to first class mountaineers. And with guide climber ratios of about 4:1, you can enjoy the activity at a level YOU are comfortable with. And lastly, you have professional instructors who do this for a living, and have dealt with FAR worse than you could possibly be. Almost all of our activities are broken down into groups, so you can paddle, or peddle, or paraglide as far as YOU want to, from beginner to expert. You make your own start and the finish lines, so to speak. What you really DO need is a good attitude, and a desire to have fun, and if you wish to learn new skills, you must have a desire to be taught. That’s really  pretty much it.


The third point is about the couple of folks who are with you for the duration. Guides, cadre, chaperones, instructors, whatever name you choose. They are there, first and foremost, to make sure that everything works. They will be the first you see in the morning, and the last ones to bed. They really do take great pride in providing a first class service, so if there is anything (within the bounds of sanity please) that they can adjust to ensure your vacation in better, then tell them. And if we can, we will. The other rather unusual point is that all of our people lead from the front. If we tell you it is great fun to be a Christian while running through the lions’ cage, then we are the first to tie large T-Bone steaks to ourselves before we enter for a game of dodgeball with the cuddly felines. Jokes aside, you will see your staff paddling right beside you, peddling right behind you, while climbing ahead of you. (so we fall first). The very first person into a new activity is one of the staff, regardless. We are first to roll over the side of the boat on a Scuba dive, and we lead out the door skydiving. We can not possibly engender your respect or trust any other way. So that’s the way it is. Period. We call this the Guides Go First policy.


The last point is a hugely important one. SAFETY. Our biggest nightmare is getting somebody hurt. No company wants that. And so far, VSA has never gotten a client badly banged up. And we plan to keep it that way. The equipment we use is simply some of the best available. Same as the instructors. You also receive training AND safety briefings before our more adventurous activities. And while nobody, (including us) can guarantee your safety, we do everything we can, to include the Guides Go First policy. A significant portion of your travel dollar remitted to us goes into the Client Safety fund. And to be totally frank, we could use cheaper service providers upon occasion, but we don’t feel comfortable with the corners cut versus the level of safety provided. So you are paying more to receive a thicker safety net. If this bothers you, then it is time for you to go somewhere else because we are not changing it.

Who we are:

Very Special Adventures is a collection of individuals from all walks of life. Our staff are as eclectic as the clients. Amongst those on the payroll we have diplomats, paratroops, a former butler, small business owners, ski instructors, a former model, and an attaché to the Ambassador of one particular country. All are highly successful in their own right. Most are in their late 30’s to mid 40’s although we have a fair smattering of late 20’s. The average age of your guide is about 39. What we do NOT have is anyone just out of high school, or someone who is in “transition” and has decided to guide for a year or two.

Who most of our clients are:

The majority of VSA’s clients are from 25-50 years in age. About 75% are actually in their mid 30’s to mid 40’s. Most are successful to the point where time has quite often taken on more value than money. Most are professionals, of all walks of life (just like our staff). This is NOT saying you need to be rich to attend, but rather be in a position where you want to maximize your available vacation days. They are a very discerning lot, and expect very good value for the money spent. About 40% are returnees, opting for a second (usually different) adventure with us. In short, they are paying for good service and expect exactly that.

How we got started:


This always get a laugh around the bonfire. We started because the initial cadre of staff, who had known each other for years, simply went on one trip too many where the standards of performance were not up to the levels of expectation. We paid too much money for a trip that simply did not cut it. So we were partaking of Guiness around the campfire, and one of us finally saw the light and stated, “You know, I think we could have done it better ourselves.” Kind of similar to the Urban Legend of the four guys drinking beer in a garage in their underwear and winding up with the “ restaurant” now known as “Hooters.” Only they are a lot bigger than we are and use devious ploys to attract customers.


Every one of the guides has a “real” job in the world. And is highly successful at it, to the point where money  is not really the reason they guide. One of the great foundations for our success is, to put it bluntly, we love what we do. Sufficiently passionate about it  that we spend OUR vacations guiding you around on YOURS. We have the same time constraints and commitments that most of our clients do. As such, we want to savor it too, hence the tremendous effort to maximize the enjoyment of it. And as an added bonus, we have found this has eliminated guide “burnout” so you are NOT dealing with an individual who must put on the show for another group starting every Saturday.

You will doubtless notice later on in the syllabus that we only run a few trips a year. That is because every one of them is special, and we will not become a “puppy mill” of high volume clients where you are walking through the rainforest and come across the footprints of the group that preceded you by a week. No thanks.

You should probably NOT come with us if:

· Your idea of a good time is getting drunk to the point of falling down every night.

· You expect everything to go according to plan ALL the time.

· You are seriously winded by going up a flight of stairs

· You did not achieve at least a “C” grade in the “Plays well with others” block in your report card as a child

· You are a very young male and hope to “score” with the female members of the group

· You expect American food at every meal, and American standards of living in foreign lands. (What is the point of leaving the USA we ask?)

· You do not like new challenges

· You are a negative person prone to complaining a lot. The cadre call them “whiners”.

· You are a super athlete, type AAA, and expect every second to be white knuckle living on the edge one breath from death. You should be in the Eco-Challenge not here.

VSA is not implying anything with the above. Every person has the right to choose their own path in life. We are simply suggesting that the above traits do not usually do well with the majority of our trips, and you will probably get better value for your money (and more enjoyment) by seeking out other companies which are more in line for what you are looking for.

You will probably enjoy yourself if:
· You have a positive outlook on life in general, and enjoy traveling

· You believe that the reason one travels is to immerse oneself in the customs, culture, and food of the current port of call.  Which is why you consider yourself  a traveler whilst a tourist’s closest contact with the local populace is the waiter who serves breakfast

· You enjoy learning new things

· You accept the fact that sometimes a good case of nerves or a bit of fear is normal while we try new things. Remember you signed up for a bit of adventure, not Mission Impossible. That’s why the guides are there.

· You have a sense of humor. Sometimes it rains, sometimes it even rains REALLY HARD. Sometimes a (pick one)…... Monkey…… Snow Leopard…... Grizzly Bear…….. Komodo Dragon…..has just run off with your favorite hat. Oh, well…….not much you can do save laugh about it. 

· You enjoy meeting some REALLY interesting people from all over the world.  Having said that, we get a surprising number of solo introverts who have a GREAT time. Do NOT be afraid to come on this trip if you are a “loner” or shy. No worries at all.

· You are in reasonable shape. “Reasonable shape” means you can hike for an hour or two without falling dead on the trail. Each trip has physical fitness specifics written in later on. We are not looking for Superman or Batgirl but if you can not physically get on to the horse it makes it a tad difficult to ride it.

· You like to laugh. Dinners can get hilarious and everybody, cadre included, will take their share of jokes. (All in good fun)

· You do not have to be the fastest, biggest, or first all the time and you have the ability to leave the Ego at home.

Gosh, you wonder,……why so many points in what to look for in your fellow travelers? VSA sincerely wants each group to have a really enjoyable, special time. You are paying a large sum of money for the experience. And the last thing anybody needs is to have an individual who is a permanent rain cloud hovering over the rest of us. This only pulls down your vacation and puts a greater strain on all of us. So this is the best we can do to “pre-screen” our clients. It seems to work. Most of our guests actively research other travel companies and a lot seem to arrive here because we do in fact try to “suggest” what type of person will do best with us.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ’s)

Q: What sort of equipment do I need?

A: Every trip is different. Once we receive your deposit, we mail you a complete packing list, joining instructions, contact telephone numbers, etc. Most of the “specialized” equipment is provided by VSA. The major exception is SCUBA diving equipment.

Q: How many people will be on my trip? I am not fond of “tour groups”.

A: VSA trips will generally have minimum of 6 and a maximum of 12. In reality, 8-10 is probably the average. We could do run higher volume trips, but we feel it degrades the overall experience, so we keep the numbers down. You are an individual, not a number this way.

Q: How are the trips graded?

A: VSA trips are rated as follows:

· Easy: Open to all clients. Physical condition not really a limiting factor.

· Moderate: The client should be anticipating moderate levels of exercise. You should be comfortable with the thought of paddling a kayak for a couple of hours, or bicycling for the same time period. You should be able to carry a 20lb pack for an afternoon without serious difficulty. In short, you should be on SOME type of exercise program

· Advanced: Clients must be prepared for longer time frames of moderate level exercise. Those opting for more difficult biking trails, those choosing to try sea kayak surfing, etc, should all be in more advanced levels of physical fitness.

· Strenuous:  As the name implies, you need to be in very good shape. Advanced climbing or biking would fall under the strenuous category

One should note that you can have MANY different levels of physical output on the same vacation. Each trip has been designed to allow the fitter and more adventurous souls to push further on different routes, while still permitting the rest of the group to follow much more moderate routes. That is really up to the client. This year’s trips are all in the Moderate range, although the selection of activities (do I climb an easy route or a really hard one?) can move the scale into the Strenuous level. 

Q: I love the itinerary, but there are 1 or 2 activities I simply do not wish to partake in. Now what?

A: Not everything is for everybody. On most of our trips, you have a day or two where you may select from a variety of choices. Eg: windsurfing or skydiving     If you simply are NOT going to ride a horse, inform us before hand and you can spend the day at the ranch or we can accommodate you with an alternate activity.. When you sign on for the trip you will need to fill out a questionnaire which will address these issues.   

Q: How come you are such an internet based company? Why don’t you have pretty brochures like the other companies?

A: Your money is the reason. All those nice glossy brochures cost money. Sometimes quite a bit of it, if you figure it takes 50 printings and mailings to recruit a customer. Well, the cost of that is paid for by you, not the 49 who DIDN’T opt to go on the trip. The internet has allowed us to dispense with the traditional means of marketing, which means WE spend less money which means YOU spend less money. We have an exhaustive collection of photos on each page, links are numerous, and this download is lengthy. And if you investigate those links to, you really have just about all the information you require to make a well informed and intelligent decision. And we follow up every application with a phone call to confirm the details, and to allow you to ask any questions you may have. 

Q: I am worried that the program is beyond my physical means. Now what?

A: Again, we are not looking for triathletes. If you partake in any form of exercise, even modestly, you should be fine. Also, each trip has pretty detailed explanations of what to expect along the lines of physical activity. The whole purpose of VSA was to open up this part of the market to almost everyone, while still keeping it exciting enough to appeal to the very fit and adventurous group.

Q: I am single. Am I still going to have a good time?

A: Absolutely. Although we are certainly not Club Med, there is a very healthy interaction amongst the group, and you will quite often find that you are not “alone” by being single. Most of our trips are about 50-50 couples and singles evenly split. We have also had families on a few of the trips, although the program is not really designed for them.

Q: Why should I choose you over the other million adventure travel companies?

A: The people. No question it is the staff and your fellow travelers that make most adventures “special”. The right group of people can have a great time in a barn, while others can be miserable in the lap of luxury. It is for this reason that we put so much effort into recruiting both the right staff and the right client base. Your guides WANT you to have a good time. This is a SERVICE industry and quite a few folks have forgotten that. We also go to some pretty exotic locales that make us look good. Tie that in with the wide variety of activities we offer, coupled with First Class food and accommodation, well…….it’s pretty tough to beat. When you are moving under a triple canopy rainforest in Belize, skydiving onto the beach in Australia  or roaming the Kazakhstan steppe on horseback, it is hard NOT to enjoy yourself.

Adventures 2003

Australia

Our “Always a good time” Locale

This one is best described in two words: “No Worries”.  The catch all phrase which so aptly reflects the character of the great Land Down Under. Of all the locales in the world, this is undoubtedly one of the most special. Take a breathtaking continent, add in a sports mad population with an affinity for beer and the beach, stir well with a diverse variety of activities and you have a truly once in a lifetime vacation. This is the one where you wake up shaking your head every morning, pinching yourself to see if this is really happening. From the gorgeous villas which you will call home, to the stunning mix of adventures, this is truly the jewel in the crown for most of our clients. Very popular with both couples and singles. What follows is the 14 day outline for the trip.

Day 1:  Fly to Cairns, Australia

Day2:   Arrive Cairns Australia, where we will meet you at the airport and deliver you to one of the two locations we use. One is a gorgeous 3 acre estate located just 20 minutes from downtown. The other is a deluxe 5 star accommodation on the beach where you will wake up to the sound of dolphins jumping in the Ocean to your front. Sleep, explore Cairns, sample the great beers of Australia, and savor the down time, because starting tomorrow the pace will pick up quite a bit.

Day 3:  After a delicious and hearty breakfast we move to the pickup point for the first adventure. Keeping in mind that some guests are still going to be a bit tired from the voyage over, we keep today rather light. In fact, you don’t even need to walk, as we board a charter aircraft for a flight over the most famous natural wonder on the planet: Australia’s Great Barrier Reef. Some of Australia’s most pristine rainforest and untouched beaches beckon a mere 14,000 ft below. All agree the view from the aircraft is superb, but it’s even better when you clip up and SKYDIVE into the fresh ocean air. For over a full minute, you and your tandem master will hurtle through the atmosphere, far above the beckoning surf. The only other addition in the sky is the cameraman to catch on film forever the sight of your eyeballs the size of soup plates in the 125 mph breeze as you bore through a mile or two of outer space in about 60 seconds.


The silence after the parachute opens is absolute. Utter tranquility after the organized chaos of the jump. And for the next few minutes you will gently waft along, banking and gliding just like the local birdlife. About 300ft above the beach the tandem master will line you up for a soft, stand up landing right on the fine white sand. A stellar Australian beer will await those in need of restoratives.


Spend the rest of the day exploring the island, swimming in the ocean, and generally unwinding from the adrenalin high of the jump. Your first genuine Australian barbeque follows on the island, and tonight we rough it, using the only hostel on the island, so as to be better configured for the next day. For whatever reason (the staff can never figure this out) the preferred topic of dinner conversation is invariably skydiving.

 Day 4: Ever imagined waking up, stranded on a deserted South Pacific (in this case Australian) island? Well, your wish has come true because that is exactly where we are. Except for the stranded part, as we are now going to SEA KAYAK to our next location which is Dunk Island. Upon arrival you are free to carry on sea kayaking, or perhaps if the weather is right, try your hand at KAYAK SURFING, which is for neither the weak nor faint hearted. Another option is to partake in the other water sports activities, after you have checked in to the Dunk Island Rainforest Resort.  Should you find you are getting a bit soggy, the island awaits exploration, and of course, the bar (you will find a lot of these in Australia) can always be used to soothe those shattered nerves from the day before. A good dinner, hot shower, and clean sheets will all help prepare for the next day.

Day 5: Your paddling skills will come in handy today, for today is the day we WHITE WATER RAFT the mighty TULLY river. This is absolutely the best one day whitewater adventure on the continent, with over 44 adrenalin pumping rapids. The whole trip is rated as a Class 4. Your highly skilled guide will lead you through more than 5 hours of  high adventure as you paddle your way through this fabulous river. Of course, another BBQ lunch will be on order, as we are in Australia after all. You can anticipate getting perhaps a wee bit damp and laughing a lot. This is invariably a super experience. Upon completion, we return to Dunk Island for our last night on the barrier reef.

Day 6: After a leisurely breakfast, we cruise back to the mainland. The rest of the day is spent exploring the tablelands, home to some of the most unique geography, flora and fauna in the world. It is about 1 hour north of Cairns. Then late that afternoon, we move to Port Douglas where we board  Australia’s newest live aboard boat, for a SCUBA DIVING trip to the CORAL SEA. After a light dinner on board, you can unwind from the trip to date while the we head East to remote OSPREY REEF, home of some of the world’s best adventure diving. Plan on making a MINIMUM of 14 dives.

Osprey reef is a diver’s playground with its superb visibility, 1000 meter drop offs, fantastic shark action, schools of large pelagic fish, beautiful coral, and many other forms of marine life. While you are at the reef, the dive vessel offers an open back deck diving policy allowing you to have as many dives as your computer will allow at your leisure.

Day 7:  All day Scuba diving at the reef. The morning dive is guided. The rest of the day is an open back deck where we can dive as often as we like. After a day of superb diving we will finish up at the North Horn for a NIGHT DIVE. We could easily add another page to this itinerary just speaking about the diving, but it is not possible to put the experience into words. ”World Class” is an understatement.

Day 8: Another big day on and under the water. We start the dive with the DEEP DIVE  at the North Horn then again have an open deck for the rest of the day. Yet another night dive is in order, followed by an overnight steam to the famous COD HOLE.

Day 9: Wake up to dive Pixie Reef. The next dive is the legendary Cod Hole. Upon completion of the Cod Hole dive, we will steam South for the last 2 dives.

Day10: Awake at Agincourt for the final 2 dives of the trip. Steam to Port Douglas. Arrive at 12:00 noon. From there it is but a short drive back to the hotel, where we all do nothing for the rest of the day. For those who are still highly motivated, now is a good time to explore the environs of Cairns and perhaps go work on the suntan at Trinity beach. The pubs of Cairns are quite the event, and invariably a goodly portion of the clients feel reinvigorated sufficiently to investigate how the local Aussies really do spend their evenings. You will find the Foster’s beer commercials are more accurate than most locals would care to admit. Some would say it is a documentary as opposed to a commercial. In any case, a good time is had by all.

Day 11: Up to this date, we have been above Australia, below the waters of it, and on the waters of it, but not much time has been spent on the dirt portion of the continent. That is about to change. And here you have a choice:

Option 1: Spend two days TREKKING in the QUEENSLAND  RAINFOREST. During the trip you will come face to face with a huge variety of animals indigenous only to this part of the earth. The trekking is actually quite easy, and for those who prefer an “up close and personal” interaction with Mother Nature this is the way to do it. You will camp overnight in a beautiful and secluded section of the forest, and continue on the next day.

Option 2: After the last 10 days, if you still require a double expresso in the morning, then this choice is for you. You will go on an all terrain MOTORCYCLE ADVENTURE  for a RAINFOREST and OUTBACK SAFARI for the next two days. It is one of the best fun rides you will ever experience , taking in exhilarating mountain trails, heavily forested tracks, spectacular views, cool mountain streams, and secluded and remote waterfalls accessible to only a privileged few. Overnight accommodation at PK’s Jungle Village Cape Tribulation where the reef meets the rainforest. Taking in the local’s favorite track known as the CREB track, Kuranda, Port Douglas, Daintree, and the Cape Tribulation National Parks. The guide’s favorite tour.

So the rest of Day 11 you will either be trekking in the Rainforest interacting with Kangaroos and Koala Bears, or taking a motocross bike across half of Queensland. In either case, have fun.

Day 12: Trekking or biking. As per day 11. Returning to Cairns for the evening. With lots of pictures of the furry, fuzzy and winged locals if you were on the trek, and with bruises and bloodstains (just kidding…..maybe) if you were on the Motocross.

Day13: Free day in Cairns. A chance to partake in all those bizarre Aussie rituals that  caught your fancy during the last fortnight. Shop for Boomerangs. Buy a stuffed Kangaroo to take home. Wrestle a Great White Shark at the Pier. Whatever. Inevitably a percentage will be determined to conduct a tour of the local Pubs. Which is perhaps the biggest challenge of the whole trip, as there are a LOT of Pubs in Cairns. Nonetheless, we have many who make the attempt. And if it has been a high stress group, your guide is quite often leading the charge. (Just kidding..) Tonight is the big blow out dinner and last chance fiesta, where everybody cries into their beermugs at the same time. We all promise to be best friends forever, and to stay in touch until the earth melts…….(who started that anyway?) All joking aside, it  IS normally a pretty special evening. And some folks really DO stay in touch. We often see them in another part of the world a year later….which is quite a compliment, so we are quite proud of that.

Day14: The one truly sad day of the whole trip. You go home. With hopefully about 342987394298 pictures and enough special memories to last a lifetime. Most guests depart in dark sunglasses…..don’t know if it is leftovers from last night’s party or they don’t wish to been seen crying in public. For what it’s worth, it’s not our favorite day either. A safe flight home……….

Cost: $4710 US dollars        2003 Trip Date: 13-26 September (inclusive)

Rating: Moderate (With optional Advanced Portions)

BELIZE

Our “Exotic, Steamy, Lush, and Mysterious” Locale

Belize. Formerly known as British Honduras, Belize is the most EXOTIC  of our adventure locales. Triple canopy jungle where Jaguars still roam free, the second largest (and certainly the most undeveloped) Barrier Reef in the world, and ancient Mayan ruins make this tiny Central American country an Adventure Traveler’s Dream. Steamy, sensual, wild, and unforgettable, this is the trip where you come face to face with Mother Nature in all her (occasionally muddy) glory. You don’t observe raw jungle from the car: you go live in it. Pretty much guaranteed you will make contact (literally) with the local primate population. And if you think an iguana is some little lizard that your friend keeps in a shoebox, you are about 4 feet and 80 pounds off the mark. Belize is WILD. This is a VERY popular trip and has a high proportion of ……….newlyweds. Go figure. (We think it is the jungle thing…..all that steam). Having said that, we get all types. If you really want to see what a real Jungle looks, feels, and smells like, kayak a Barrier Reef, and still take in some of the best Scuba diving in the Western Hemisphere, well, read on.

Day 1: Arrive Belize International Airport. We pick you up and from there it is about an hour and a half to the lodge just outside of Belmopan. During our land portion, we stay at the oldest and most famous Lodge in Belize, the well known Banana Bank. (www.bananabank.com) The last time we were there we had the legendary Gurkhas who were doing jungle training with the Singapore Police in one night, and  a church group the next. To make it to the Lodge we have to do the hand over hand rope bridge thing, across the Belmopan river,  (you’re standing in a boat silly, not literally dangling from  a rope bridge!) all the while checking for the locals (iguanas) hanging out in the trees.


After you settle in, grab a libation of choice (The beer is called Beliken and is REALLY quite good) and wonder about the huge ranch, observing the horses, birds, pet monkeys, or Tika, the most photographed JAGUAR on the planet. A big dinner, the inevitable who we are conversation, the mandatory questions about snakes and being kidnapped by either people or large reptiles, and off to bed we go.

Day 2: No Waiting. After breakfast, we load up with our hopefully not to heavy backpacks and head for the weeds. Within the hour you will find yourself pulling an Indiana Jones, and stumbling through untouched, virgin JUNGLE. You will sweat. You will get muddy. And you will get wet. That we promise, so if this is not for you, now is a good time to bail out of reading about the rest of the trip. During our sojourn into the wilds, we will be accompanied by one of the top naturalists in the country, so he can readily identify all of the local population of critters and vegetation for you, and inform you of which frogs you can and can not lick. 


In reality, advancing through triple canopy is quite pleasant, as there is very little vegetation of the jungle floor, and you are always in the shade. It is the secondary growth that gives everyone fits and where your valiant guides have to swing the machetes. After moving for several hours, we will identify a campsite, and prepare camp. Read that as in your naturalist, with our assistance, will demonstrate how to use the local vines, palm fronds, etc. to construct a truly “man-made, natural” shelter which will be your home for the night. VSA does provide hammocks for those who do not feel quite comfortable  about snoozing on the jungle floor. This will occupy your time for the remainder of the day. And in this world of instant gratification, this is a wonderful opportunity. For if it rains that night and you stay dry….YOU DID WELL. And if you get wet……..YOU BUILT POORLY. Instant feedback. To be frank, there are generally two types. You either slept like a baby or you hardly slept at all. There is the distinct possibility we will have guests in the night….it is THEIR jungle after all. Having said that, other than a few really good screams and some racing heartbeats, we have never had serious incident. And now is as good a time as any to inform you that your guides carry firearms, GPS, cell phones, maps, and a pretty extensive first aid kit. And you are not really as far away from civilization as you might think.

Day 3: After your second cup of what has to be some of the best coffee in the world, the snorts, roars, chirps, and bellows of the rest of the jungle population seem somehow not as bad as what they were a few hours earlier. We pack up and move through the jungle for a last full day. During this time, our naturalist will continue to instruct, and sometime during the day, we will have to effect several stream crossings. Your cadre will teach you how to construct a rope bridge, which we will use to cross the stream. Lunch is on the far bank. The afternoon is a repeat of the day before with one difference. Those who got wet the night before spend a LOT more time  building their shelter for the night. Dinner is always interesting, due primarily to some optional additives our naturalist has produced. We will admit that the cadre don’t touch the stuff and stay with more “traditional” fare, but for those who have always had a desire to eat….whatever, now is your chance. Another night quietly spent listening to the thunderous roaring of the more nocturnal critters rounds out day 3.

Day 4: Getting the routine down, we move out shortly after breakfast. By now you are probably starting to think about:

· Cold beer

· Hot showers

· Clean clothes

· A night’s sleep without a domestic violence incident within the monkey population

So we move forward to our linkup which occurs before lunch. Dependent upon the water level of the river, we shall either CANOE or paddle old British Army assault boats back to the lodge, invariably plundering the icy beer which somehow has magically materialized upon the bottom of your seaworthy craft. (Water and Lemonade also of course). Arriving back at Banana Bank, you will find the laundry machines ready to go, and a HUGE dinner in the main lodge. Time permitting, we will also have HORSEBACK RIDING 101 on the calendar. You will be introduced to the basics of how to drive your horse for the following day. It will be a pleasant change to ride after spending 3 days walking.

Day 5: A full day’s ride. We depart on horses shortly after breakfast. The day will be decided by the group over breakfast. We can return to the Lodge for lunch, and go out again, or pack a lunch with us. Either way, you will get a full day in the saddle in some of the most beautiful country imaginable. It will also be appreciated perhaps a bit more as you are not the one doing the walking! Today is one of the favorite days of the cadre. The scenery really is THAT spectacular. We return to the lodge again that night where the inevitable massive dinner awaits. Most folks opt for an early night of it today, closing out day 5.

Day 6: Today is a very different day indeed. After breakfast, we gather up and move about 30 minutes by vehicle into a rugged limestone valley. Upon debussing, we will be issued our very own inner tube where we will use that to spend the day exploring an UNDERGROUND RIVER and CAVE COMPLEX. Part SPELUNKING and part INNER TUBING. A very worthwhile day, and observe the ancient Mayan pottery. Lunch will be about a quarter mile inside the cave complex. Good fun and somebody always giggles or screams when we all turn off our headlamps. Anytime you find yourself wearing a wetsuit, with a lamp on your head, toting an innertube, while strolling across a meadow in Central America,……well, it just HAS to be a good day. Upon return, all usually partake in a lovely ROPESWING  from a tree which overhangs a gorgeous, crystal clear river. Acrobatics, and lack thereof, can be quite impressive. Return to lodge for dinner, and be sure to tell your caving  stories at the bar. 

Day 7: Option day. You have one of two choices. They are:

1. Another FULL DAY RIDE on the horses, to include lunch, on a route that we have not done before. Quite often we stop at a village or two, for some local food, or beverage of choice. Along the way, we will also dismount at a medium sized pond upon which has been built a lookout tower where we can occasionally observe Belize crocodiles and the various types of birdlife. Another good day on the trail.

OR

2. A visit to the ancient site of  TIKAL, in neighboring Guatemala. This was the center of the ancient MAYAN culture, and is an amazing site to view. It is about a 6 hour ride round trip, and you will spend another 4-6 hours on the site itself. At the Guatemalan border you will be met by our VERY experienced guide. He is a certified expert and will rapidly escort you through customs and be with you for the day. His English is better than that of some of the American cadre who accompany you. A nice typical lunch at a Guatemalan café rounds out the experience. Take lots of film if you opt for this trip.

In both cases, we will rejoin for dinner, and this will be a hearty one indeed, as upon the morrow we depart for the Ocean. And thus closes the halfway mark of the trip.

Day 8: Fairly early to rise, as today we shift environments. A final breakfast, a last hug with the monkey or photo with TIKA the Jaguar (For God’s sake don’t get confused and try and hug the jaguar and photo the monkey…)and off we go to the coast.


Arriving on site, we perform a very serious paring down of what is essential and what is not. What is not will be waiting for us at journey’s end. What is essential will be placed in waterproof bags and stored in the bow compartment of your boat, as you are going to SEA KAYAK the BARRIER REEF of Belize for the next few days. 


After a short but thorough block of instruction on how to paddle, off we set, and find ourselves quite literally paddling into the sunset. Pulling ashore on a very quiet outer island, we set up camp and will have the pleasure tonight of sleeping on the beach, with minimal risk of interruptions unlike the jungle portion.

Day 9: A full day on the water. We paddle from one atoll to the next, stopping for lunch along the way. The group will spread out somewhat, each paddling at a speed comfortable to themselves. The energetic ones may feel free to travel further afield, while your guides keep tabs on the whole group. You can expect to see the occasional dolphin, and the colors of the water must really be seen to be believed. The collection of blues and greens is truly breathtaking. Most will find the sea kayaking portion to be very quiet and peaceful, though still active. Always a bit of fun when the surface chop picks up just a little bit. But these are really languid, lazy days on the water. You will have time to pull ashore at the odd island and go EXPLORING if you so desire. Eventually in late afternoon, we all arrive at the next island, and have a repeat of the day before. The SWIMMING is superb, and the water feels great after the day in the boat. A hearty dinner and we call it a day, although the coolers will still have ice in them, and invariably someone wants to lighten the load in their boat by consuming as much beer as possible!!

Day 10: Arising early to the scent of coffee, we have a big breakfast, and prepare to depart for parts unknown. A short final few hours on the water bring us to our final landfall, where we then have a very short voyage to the last location we shall be at in this exotic country. All the time we shall spend in San Pedro shall be dedicated to exploring the rest of the Belize Barrier Reef. Only this time we shall be SCUBA DIVING on it.

The Scuba Diving is considered to be the best in the Western Hemisphere, and very rarely are we disappointed. Depending upon our arrival time, we usually are able to get a quick familiarization dive in during the afternoon, before dinner, which is a big seafood spread tonight. This is also the first (and only) time that you are staying in a commercial area with other tourists and travelers, so downtown San Pedro should be explored by all at least once. Besides, it is an opportunity for you to impress the lesser mortals with your , “There I was in the jungle, surrounded by jaguars and anacondas stories.” Always popular.

Day 11: Today is like beginning a holiday within a holiday. We are met by our divemasters who will brief us on the locations for the day. Plan on 3-4 dives per day, depending upon when we opt for the night dive. The weather will dictate whether we return for lunch or take the picnic lunch with us. You can expect your diving to be from 30-120 feet in depth, with some ENORMOUS WALLS to dive. A huge diversity of fish life will await us, and it is not unusual to see some of the larger critters. Visibility is often in the 100-150 foot range and the diving conditions are routinely near perfect. Invariably  the diving proves to be one of the high points of the trip for all concerned.

Day 12: Essentially a repeat of yesterday, albeit with different locations. Plan on a night dive tonight. Not to be missed.

Day 13: Your last full day of diving. Morning and afternoon. Another wall or two will probably be on the list. Of course, if you have had your fill of diving, the hammocks at the resort always beckon. Either way, a great last day on the books.

That evening is the traditional farewell dinner, where you are now able to publicly say all the bad things you thought about the staff during the jungle portion of the first day or two. It is invariably a good time and a lot of very bad, stupid, “I can’t believe I took this dumb shot” photos are snapped. By now you have done so much you can hardly remember what life was like before you got here. But it has been a lot of fun the whole time, and that would include your guides. The dinner and fiesta has been known to extend well past midnight…….to each their own.

Day 14: As with all of VSA trips, the last day basically sucks. The long of it is that we get you back to Belize City where you catch your flight back to the 4 corners of the planet, hopefully worn out, relaxed, and ready to go back to whatever it is you do. We look forward to the next time, or wish you well, regardless.

Cost: $42390 US dollars                    Trip Date: 4-17 October inclusive

Trip Rating: Moderate (with Optional Advanced and Strenuous Portions)

CANADA

Our” Play Hard, Great Outdoors” Locale

The Great White North. Only it’s not white in the summer. Of all of the adventures, this is the one most geared for enthusiasts of the Great Outdoors. The scenery is stunning. Sparkling blue waters, backed be the great Rocky Mountains, and if you look hard enough, yes you can see snow capped peaks. Killer whales or Orcas ply the cool ocean currents while bighorn sheep cause roadblocks. This is the only adventure where, upon camping for the night, we hang our food in the trees. Otherwise you will be sharing your late night munchies with the local bear population. This trip is a voyage of sporting superlatives. The Sea Kayaking is the best in the world, bar none. The climbing and Mountain biking equally so. Vancouver has been voted one of the world’s best cities so many times they can even count them. And the Bed and Breakfasts we stay in stereotypes of what you would expect. Log cabins, albeit luxurious, big fireplaces, you get the idea. The weather is usually fabulous, warm enough to catch a tan and tool about in shorts, but cool enough in the evening to warrant a sweater and easy sleeping. If partaking in physical activity in unbelievable surroundings is your thing, then this is the trip for you.

Day 1:  Fly into Vancouver International Airport. Most clients are going “WOW” even before they leave the building. While you are gazing in awe at the surroundings, we need only 25 short minutes to whisk you away to the lodgings for the first night. As you will spend the next few days on the water, we thought we might get you acclimated. You will be staying in British Colombia’s (BC from this point on) famous overlooking the water B&B’s. (www.riverruncottages.com). No kidding, just don’t fall out the bedroom window or else you will be splashing your way to the front door. Recoup from jet lag, a great dinner, and sample one of those great Canuck beers everybody raves about. An easy night. (www.tourismdelta.bc.ca    provides a good overview on night 1)

Day2: The games begin. Not to often you get picked up outside the door by boat. You do today. A short ride takes us into a nearby harbor, where your new mode of transport awaits. An ocean going SEA KAYAK. Think big. Like in hauling barbeque grates. (Actually it is the cadre boats that lug all the awkward stuff). Greet Tony, your instructor, and we spend the rest of the day conducting classes on seamanship, paddling skills, rescues, and all the other pertinent issues involved in traversing large chunks of ocean. Late in the afternoon, we will paddle through an estuary, and finish the loop at the harbor. If you have never paddled before, this is marvelous, as you silently glide amongst the fishing boats, and go where no other watercraft can. Upon return to the dock, we simply load the kayaks onto the jet boat, and cheat the first night. We move under power to the starting point in the Gulf islands. The trip is an adventure in itself, and invariably there is a lot of laughing at our appearance. Off we go and spend the first night in one of the superb Gulf Island Bed and Breakfasts. The initial kayaking sea trials and training complete, we enjoy the amenities of home and prepare for the next day.

Day 3-5: Welcome to paddling Nirvana. (www.kaymarantours.com) We glide through the pristine islands of this offshore archipelago, pulling up on wild and deserted islands for lunch and snacks. The glory of the trip is that all may more or less wander to their heart’s content, within the bounds of sanity. The stronger paddlers will find lots to keep themselves occupied, while those interested in a more leisurely tour will find the going not so difficult as one might imagine. SAILING is also an option on our support catamaran. If we find the wave conditions correct, one of the cadre will introduce the adventurous to the fine sub sport of KAYAK SURFING. Don’t laugh until you’ve tried it. Imagine having an 18 foot long board! Most novices are amazed at the nimbleness and seaworthiness of their craft, once they learn to use the water to their advantage. (It is not as hard as you might think…honest) If we are lucky, we may see pods of Killer Whales. Sea Lions are fairly routine, and will happily annihilate your lunch should you leave it unguarded. The islands themselves are inhabited by trees that probably watched George Vancouver himself sail up the sound in the mid 1600’s. They are that old and they are that BIG. Remember you are paddling in a temperate RAINFOREST. The archipelago is laid out in such a manner that we are always able to find suitable paddling for the group, pretty much regardless of the wind and sea conditions on the Ocean side.


When this trip was designed, one of the most contentious issues amongst the staff was accommodation. Some voted for the quaint Bed and Breakfasts (B&B) which dot the islands, with their unique Canadiana architecture, while the purists advocated what is the point of being in the Islands with their 300 year old trees and not camping on them to get the real flavor of the place? So we split it, and this has worked out fine. Several of the evenings, we glide up on a rocky shore to hot showers and cold beer, and are able to pass along the stories of the day in front of the crackling fire in the dining room, and sleep between fresh sheets. And for one special night, the purists may regale us with stories about the ghosts of Indians, and headless grizzly bears that stalk the campsite at night in pursuit of uneaten marshmallows. Some poor soul, (usually blonde), invariably the same one that underestimates the power of Canadian beer, goes “REALLY?” with eyes the size of soup plates and opts to spend the night sleeping next to the campfire as opposed to the terrors of the tent. Hey, we said this was an Adventure Travel trip.


It hopefully goes without saying that you won’t be dining on peanut butter sandwiches. The food is top end, and morale is always high amongst the crew. All in all, it is a wonderful respite to not hear the sound of motor vehicles for a few days, and to wave at the fools on the ferries who think WE are the silly ones, paddling about in our tiny watercraft. A good time had by all.

Day 6: We finish the paddling around noon, or early afternoon. The somewhat timid group that began has nothing in common whatsoever with the skilled paddlers that sadly glide ashore just South of the ferry terminal. The learning curve has been near vertical, and all go home as highly accomplished paddlers. About 50% of the clients think the sea kayaking is the high point of the trip. So, saying good-bye to our boats, we pile aboard a much bigger one (BC Ferry) to ply across the straits to deliver us to Horseshoe Bay. From there, it is about an hours drive, to Sqaumish, the uncontested Outdoor Adventure Capital of Canada. Just before we turn off the Sea to Sky highway, a HUGE granite rock face, known as the “Chief” stares down upon us on the right hand side. Invariably, we get a lot of “OOOHS” and “AAAHS” from the unknowing. The cadre always smile because most of the unknowing will climb up that monster in the next couple of days. To look at it from the base, it would appear impossible. That’s one of the reasons we like Squamish.

Squamish lies at the end of Howe sound, and is thus on the water. Our digs for the next 5 or 6 nights is the best place in town, the Howe Sound Inn and Brewing Company. Built in 1996, and voted by National Geographic Adventure magazine as the “Best Place to stay in Squamish”. We heartily concur. The fireplace burns trees as opposed to mere logs, and how can one complain about a hotel that actually has a brewery in the place? This is invariably a huge draw with a significant portion of the male clientele. And if you fell while swinging from the chandelier in the dining room of this place, prepare for impact as you have about a 30-foot freefall. Think Big, Canadian, and Impressive. Everybody enjoys the Inn.

Days7 –8: Welcome to the Chief. For the next two days you will be CLIMBING on one of the biggest granite walls in the world. The only one bigger is the famous El Cap in Yosemite. Instruction and guiding starts at absolute novice (what’s climbing?) to expert. Your guides will take you through two days of high adventure. Your options include:

· Introduction to Rock Climbing which is a fun two day course for those who have never climbed before. Cliff safety, equipment, knots, belaying, anchors, climbing technique and rappelling are all covered. Tremendous introduction to the sport.

· Top Rope Anchors teaches the skills necessary to safely set up top ropes on single pitch rope climbs. Cliff safety knots, anchor construction, rappelling, and movement skills. 

· Lead Climbing allows you to expand your horizons and learn to lead climb in Canada’s best crack climbing area. Learn to lead single pitch gear routes. Need to have top roping experience.

For more experienced climbers, any number of guided climbs are available. What normally happens is the group is broken down into skill levels and desires and then we go from there.  In any case, the stories are certainly fun to hear at the end of the day. You will arrive back at the Inn both tired and exhilarated. This is truly world class stuff and be sure to bring your camera. The exposure on the climbs are tremendous, as are the views. Time flies by and you will be amazed at how quickly the days pass. Lots of smiles at the end of the day.

Days 9-10: Giving your tired fingers a break from the granite, the next two days are spent MOUNTAIN BIKING. Once again, the skill levels range from absolute novice (what’s a mountain bike?) to those who desire to commit a glorious form of suicide via downhill racing on the 50lb machines designed specifically for the job. (Just sign your waiver first please!) Seriously, Sqaumish has more than 600 kilometers of riding trails that literally begin outside the front door of the Inn. Everything from flat, gentle rides with lots of cushy padding for those tender derrieres to state of the art machines that will take you through the serious bump and grind. As with all of our activities, a skills evaluation, safety briefing, and classes (if needed) are conducted for all before we depart and head off with our various groups. A picnic lunch is consumed on the trail, often in the shadow of the “Chief” where you have just been. The guides do a good job of it, and again lots of smiles, and perhaps a few tender parts of the anatomy are the norm as we return for yet another massive feast at the Inn.

Day 11: It is time to take to the water again. SCUBA DIVING or WINDSURFING are the options for the day. Scuba diving is done on a boat day trip, where we get to explore what Howe sound has to offer. Of special interest is the local wildlife, such as the Wolf eel, (harmless, more or less) and other unique critters seen only in the North West Pacific. Two tanks are the order of the day. To be completely honest, the diving on the West side of Vancouver Island is better, but those who are interested in this activity, it is still WELL worth the time. Most of the cadre opt to plunge under the waves, mostly because they are all hard core divers.

Windsurfing People come from all over the WORLD to windsurf Sqaumish. It is THAT good. The summer winds, channeled in by the mountains, create a Wind Surfer’s paradise. Again, skill levels vary, and all ages and manner of experience are catered to. You may opt for the one day wind surfing clinic to being issued a Ferrari of wind surfing vehicles and heading off into the sunset. You pick.

Day 12: You pick again. Rock Climb, Mountain Bike, Wind Surf, or Scuba Dive. Decisions. Decisions. Decisions. Just when you thought you had finally escaped the office. Alas, the only other weighty issues you will have to decide upon for this trip is which Canadian beer you will sample for dinner.

A Note about Options: VSA tries to accommodate all tastes. However, if you are one of those Rock Lizards who could happily spend ALL 5 days basking in the sun while hanging from their fingertips on the granite slabs of the Chief, we can arrange that. Same if you would prefer to donate blood and opt for extreme Mountain Biking for the entire duration of your stay in Squamish. You are responsible only for paying the difference in cost, which is easy to sort out on site. Although we encourage all to try all, that of course is up to you and we are more than happy (and willing) to set you up in your favorite activity for the duration. It is YOUR vacation, after all. The only event we can not facilitate is 5 days of Scuba diving. (We can, but then you need to take a separate mini vacation on the West side of Vancouver Island, which is logistically and cost prohibitive for most folks)

Day 12 (continued): After having gathered you up from beneath the Ocean, upon the waves, hanging from the cliffs, and hurtling down mountainsides on two wheels (we call this just another day at the office) we all roll for Vancouver. Moving upscale once again, we stroll into a world class hotel downtown still dripping seawater, blood, and smelling faintly of burnt tire rubber while Eagle feathers flutter to the floor in our wake. Quickly doing the Clark Kent maneuver in the rooms, we emerge looking much better and the group heads for the sights, sounds, and fleshpots of downtown Vancouver. More specifically, Chinatown, which is VERY Asiatic. The restaurant carries just about anything imaginable, save dog, (Thank God.) After dinner, we bid you farewell or “ Good Hunting” based on the individuals involved and the cadre turn you loose on the town. “God help Vancouver” has seemed to be a popular refrain coming from the lips of the clients over the years.

Day 13: Breakfast more or less happens. (usually less) Free day in Vancouver. Explore Stanley Park. Chinatown in daylight. Go shopping on Robson Street while admiring the coffee corner. (One intersection, 3 coffee shops….go figure). Practice your Cantonese, Chinese, Korean, Hong Kongian, and even speak English at times. Pig out on VERY good chocolate, washed down with coffee, tea, or the great Canadian standby……beer. For those unknowing, chocolate only kills the taste of Champagne, not beer. Just so you know. Vancouver is a very dynamic, young city, and is really a lot of fun. The restaurants, especially the Asian ones, are amongst the best in the Western Hemisphere. Your end of trip dinner is in one of the most prestigious restaurants in town and has the best view of all. Everybody bring your camera to dinner.

Dinner is predictable. Everyone has a great time…takes a million pictures of which maybe 5 will turn out…..tells the staff they were great (but only after 3 bottles of wine), cries into their beer mug (mostly because it’s empty)……blah, blah, blah. All good fun, and the dreaded highlights show put on by the staff generally brings the house down. Upon completion of dinner, we bid you “Good night”, “Good Hunting” , or “Follow me” as the cadre have been known to lead forays into the Vancouver night on special occasions. For most of the VSA staff, a free beer equates to a “special occasion”. You’ve been warned.

Day 14: As in all of our trips, this day is not really fun at all. In fact it is kind of quiet. Your staff will see you to the airport, and make all the smiley faces and appropriate jokes, even if we really don’t feel like it. Like you, we would rather it be day 2 again. Such is life. There is not really much left to say, save for we hope you had the trip of a lifetime. For what it’s worth, the staff has a night out on Day 14, and we always have a quiet cook out at the house of one of the guides. It is not really a festive occasion. And then, like most of you, we promptly fall asleep for about 12 hours to catch up on it all. Till next time, of course. Cheers.

Cost: $4470 US Dollars     2003 Trip Date: 23Aug-05Sep inclusive

Trip Rating: Moderate-Advanced (With optional Strenuous portions)

POLAND

Our “Romeo and Juliet” Locale

Of all the adventures, one would think that Australia or Belize would be the ones the staff fight to get on. Not so. Poland is the trip most likely to produce fist de cuffs when guide slots become available. For Poland is one of the most beautiful, tragic, heart breaking countries on the planet. This trip invariably gets the most “Oh my Gods’” and produces by far the most tears. The locales we go to are stunning in their beauty. And sometimes desolation. History is never far away and Poland has some of the most blood soaked soil in history. And the most ghosts. It is also by far the most romantic. Our guides have been all over the world. Paris, The Riviera, South Pacific islands, etc. and they all bring wives and girlfriends to Poland. This trip is the most memorable, mostly due to the people you will meet. How they can keep smiling after SO much pain and tragedy is beyond us. And on this trip you will sleep in beds what once held Kruschev, Truman, Lech Walesa, and Herman Goring. You will sleep in 700 year old Castles, and visit Ukranian border guards where the monthly wage is $20. At the horse auction, you stand an equal chance of rubbing shoulders with Mick Jagger, or the Saudi Royal family. Gliding (as in aircraft type gliders) in the Carpathians is mind boggling. And late at night, in the main square of Cracow, if you close your eyes and listen intently, you can still hear the faint clatter of German Panzers and the tramp of hob nailed jackboots.  This trip is a living paradox, and the hands down staff favorite. Intellectuals and romantics especially savor the flavor of this haunting land.  If Romeo and Juliet were a country, Shakespeare would have penned his famous play in Gdansk, Warsaw, or Krakow. Welcome to Poland.

Day 1: Arrive in Gdansk. (www.gdansk.gda.pl) Birthplace of Solidarity and a city that has just celebrated its 1000th anniversary. We will meet you at the airport, and drop you off at a nice quiet comfortable hotel. Sleep if need be, or explore the historic old town, which escaped destruction both by the Germans and the Russians. Later on, we will all gather for a SUPERB dinner, loaded with atmosphere, at a very special restaurant in the center of the Hanseatic Port section. Go back to the hotel and sleep, for the games begin on the morrow.

Day 2: After breakfast, we will pick you up and move you to an old farmhouse, which will be home for the next two days. It is about 1 kilometer away from KAISER WILHELM II’s summer and autumn hunting retreat. The Baltic is a 15 minute walk. HORSES will be laid on for a morning ride, through some of Poland’s most magnificent horse country. After a Polish peasant lunch, guests will have the opportunity of going SEA KAYAKING in the Baltic. Highly recommended as you will be doing it the following day as part of the program. Overall, a fairly light day, as jet lag is still in effect. A quiet night at the farm, where we are the only guests. You might even be able to steal a few of the wild apples which grow everywhere, if the season starts early enough. 

Day 3: Early to rise. Big day. We move to Gydnia, just North of Gdansk, where we are met by our inflatable boats (think military type inflatable with large motors) where we secure our Scuba Gear, and then head out to the Baltic. Our SCUBA DIVING sight is a historical one. Both dives are on German military craft, sunk in the Autumn battles of 1944. The wrecks are practically unknown outside of Poland, and as such are in pristine condition, untouched by hordes of divers.


From there, we will take a late afternoon lunch at Helle, one of Poland’s oldest settlements, where the trawlers still come in. The seafood, as to be expected, is superb, and morale is high after the dives. Due to the latitude, the sun does not set until nearly 10:00pm so we have time. We take the inflatable back to Gydnia, and stop a few kilometers off shore. From here we will board an actual working SUBMARINE and spend the next hour or two leisurely cruising the Baltic. It is an actual working WW2 era Soviet craft, still on the active list with the Polish Navy as a training vessel. So if you have ever dreamed of standing in the conning tower of a real sub, here’s your chance. This actually is quite a high point with a lot of the clients, and is not to be missed.


The van is waiting upon reentering the port, and whisks us back to the farm for a late, but highly animated dinner. By now the clients began to make inroads into the surprising good Zywiec name Polish beer. Beware the Vodka however. Consume at your own risk, regardless of what you see the locals doing. Don’t say we didn’t warn you!!

Day4: A bit more leisurely start, and after driving to the nearest airport, our PRIVATE AIRCRAFT will whisk us to just south of Bialystock in style. An hour or so later we find ourselves deep in the heart of the Eastern Polish forests. Think Gothic hunting lodges. Wild boar skins hang over the fireplace, and the American swimming pool is replaced by the Russian Sauna. After lunch, we are met by our guides, and you can opt to either travel by horse drawn carriage, foot, mountain bike, or horseback into the wild Bizcady forests, where we will encounter magnificent Bison in the wild. Moose, elk, wolves, lynx, and bear round out the inhabitants, along with several hundred rustic graves of partisans who died here in WW2. Nikita Kruschev and Herman Goring were both great fans of the hunting here. The forests themselves are, by European standards, enormous. There are trees that date over 300 years in age. 


We return to the lodge in the evening, where a huge meal and an optional sauna await. For those who so desire, you may even sleep in a true Russian Isba, a mud and wood structure with thatched roofing. (A quick note: The Polish-Russian border is SO close that they have identical modes of living. So in many cases the term Ukrainian, Polish, and Russian are nearly interchangeable, though the respective nationalities may not concur.)

Day 5: From mud hut to superstardom. For today, after another short trip to the forest, we drive down to the Janow Podlaski Horse Farms (www.janow.arabians.pl/en) for the annual HORSE AUCTION. This is one of the world’s major horse auctions, and you will most certainly rub shoulders with both the exceedingly rich and exceedingly famous. Mick Jagger hasn’t missed it in years. (No promises however.) Dine on a bit of caviar and watch the Arabs toss down a few millions for this or that stallion. High society at it’s best. A truly fun time to see how the upper crust lives. The champagne and caviar consumption determines when we depart. Not to be outdone by the other guests, however, our own PERSONAL AIRCRAFT will whisk us to the most remote part of South Eastern Poland, practically on the Ukrainian border. For tonight you dine and sleep at what once was the most elite lodge in Communist Poland. Arwanof lodge has had Truman, Krushcev, Gorbachev, et al. on the guest book. Lech Walesa was imprisoned by the state here for over a year. We always get that room. The views are stunning. The lodge is famous for its “wild game” menu and we will feast on venison, deer liver, or whatever else happens to be in vogue for the night. For those with more “domesticated” stomachs, the hotel also has a standard menu. Dependent upon arrival, you may go for a short ride on horses, or simply walk about the grounds, staring over the endless forests leading into the Republic of the Ukraine. After the rigors of the champagne and caviar, most opt for an early night.

Day 6: The morning begins with a riding trek along the Polish Ukrainian border. It is a very sad ride, as we pass through villages (actually the foundations are all that are left) destroyed in the war, and in the Polish Ukrainian disputes immediately after the German guns fell silent. We, by prearrangement, will visit a UKRAINIAN BORDER POST, thus allowing you to set foot in the Ukraine. Hopefully the guards won’t be too drunk. Should you want pictures, or uniforms, or hats, (no guns please) be sure to bring along your bottle of vodka, which replaces hard currency in this part of the world. Sad but true. The ride continues to meander through beautiful hills and valleys, eventually returning to the hotel. The airstrip is conveniently only a mile away.  From the extreme South East corner we once again take to the air. This time the destination is Zakopane, the best Polish mountain resort nestled in the base of the Carpathian Mountains. The afternoon is best used for a short hike in the crisp mountain air. Enjoy the panorama all around you. A dinner in a loft rounds out the day, and most heads are on the pillows early, for the following day is a big one.

Day 7: ADVENTURE DAY. No waiting. Shortly after breakfast we move to Nowy Targ, where the aircraft we have used for the past few days takes on a WHOLE new meaning. For today we will go up in it, but it will land without us. We are going to go SKYDIVING. The views of the Carpathians, as you potter along at about 120mph in freefall, are astounding. You can see clear into the Slovak Republic, and the jump itself can be something of an adrenaline boost. So the morning we spend on the drop zone. And if once was not enough, arrangements can be made for you to go a second time! Keeping in the spirit of the day, shortly after all are back on terra firma, we go for a short drive where we will spend the next few hours RAFTING down a river. Parts of it are very calm and placid, while others are not. Straight from sky to water. We normally paddle over to the Slovak Republic for lunch, so have your Passports handy. By now the shadows are beginning to lengthen, so as we wade ashore, wet and happy, what better place than a 13th Century CASTLE to call home for the night. Built in 1333, we have rooms in the best part. This is a magical, and some say haunted castle. All we can tell you is that there is nothing to compare it to in North America! The pictures are on the web site. 

Day 8: Today is another full day. CLIMBING in the Carpathians, no less. Above a beautiful GLACIAL lake. And if climbing is not your cup of tea, we can always go for the hike which takes you to the highest point in Poland. The climbing routes are designed for ALL experience levels, from rank beginner to super athlete. And the guides nearly all have Himalayan experience and are highly skilled. You will be challenged but all agree today is quite a memorable day. Fear not if you have NEVER done this. No worries. You will be shown from the bottom up. And to keep you in that “earthy” frame of mind, after you summit, we trek down the reverse slope into the Slovak Republic (again) to camp out under the stars. Or rather in tents, actually. The bonfire and marshmallow roast follow, along with stories of how you were one breath from death all day while climbing. There seems to be a direct correlation between vodka and beer consumed versus the daring of the stories, but that is not for us to comment. Suffice it to say all sleep well. 

Day 9: As you may have gathered, you are now in the middle of the “active” phase of the vacation. So remembering variety being the spice of life, today we forsake the climbing and skydiving harnesses for the good old fashioned bicycle. MOUNTAIN BIKING through the Carpathians. A picnic lunch along the way, and we wrap up in a fabulous national park. A quick return to everybody’s favorite Alpine hotel in Zakopane, (www.nosalowydwor.com) just in time to see the sunset over the mountains.  For those whom so desire, tonight is an opportunity to:

· Catch up on your sleep

· Go visit the nightlife of Zakopane, of which there is considerable

· Make new Polish friends in the aforementioned nightlife

· Your guides have been known to lead the way

Day 10: We rise early and move to Sturch. Once again, we take to the sky, but in a very unique style. For today we will go GLIDING (www.glidezar.com/galeria.html) in the aircraft without engines. Not once but twice. Soaring silently through the pristine mountain air, where the only sound you can hear is the rustle of air over the wings. And while some are gliding, the others will be PARA GLIDING, which is the type of gliding parachute. We start you with a tandem paraglide with your instructor, and by the end of the day, any adventurous souls amongst us, after passing the exam, are free to launch into the afternoon sky by themselves. At the risk of sounding repetitive, smiles are the order of the day. The last glides of the day are especially memorable, as the slanting rays of the setting sun give a golden color to the landscape. Tonight is a quiet night in Sturch, primarily because most folks are getting a wee tad tired from all the activities by this point. Alas, the following day is a day of recovery physically, although quite the opposite mentally. 

Day 11: This is not a fun day. Anything but. You will not laugh, and you will not smile. Almost everybody cries. It will however, be one of the most moving days of your life. Today we visit a little tiny village known as Oswciem. Which means nothing until you translate to English. Auschwitz. (www.auschwitz-muzeum.oswiecim.pl) The greatest concentration camp in the sad history of man’s inhumanity to man. Where over 3 million died. To be honest, we had grave doubts to include this as part of the itinerary on what is basically a sporting type vacation package. But the history of Poland is so heavily tied to the war, (WW2) where over 22% of the population died it is simply unavoidable and sheds a lot of light on the thought processes of this great land. And for those of our guests whom have tried it…..well, they have been so overwhelming in their support of including it as part of the package, this day spent in hell is now and forever will be a permanent addition to this trip. Regardless of race, religion, or political bent, this is a numbing experience. It is one thing to view Schindler’s List in the comfort of your living room, quite another to gently tread the railway track under the guard towers leading into the camp. It is an intensely emotional, gut wrenching experience where any written word is simply not able to convey the impact of walking the ground on your own two feet. Nearly all who make the sojourn find the next morning that they wake up as better, somewhat more compassionate human beings on the planet we inhabit. The vodka stocks usually take a beating upon arrival in Cracow.

Day 12: There are not many who walk among us can say they spent a day in the oldest working SALT MINE in the world. (www.poland-embassy.si/eng/poland/wieliczka.htm) You will. Today is unique, and a lot of fun. Most of it spent about 300meters below the ground at a World Heritage Site. You will be able to ply a jackhammer in a working salt vein should you so desire. And yes, we do go rappelling down vertical mine shafts. Great fun. Including one free rappel in a massive underground chamber where Hitler once built V2 rockets to bomb London. You can still see the tracks where slaves pushed the rocket components from one cavern to another. But we only touch upon that. Bold souls may SWIM in the UNDERGROUND LAKES, where the salt concentration is SO high it is practically impossible to drown. You tread upon ground first worked for salt some 800 years ago. And there is one additional surprise which delights all…….but we can’t tell you……that’s why it’s a surprise. Hint: It involves Presidents and Prime Ministers. To be honest, when we did a reconnaissance of the trip, we were rather skeptical of this portion. Not any longer. This is truly a really enjoyable day. Back to Cracow for the evening.

Day 13: Today is your free day for the trip. In beautiful CRACOW, which you finally get to see by day.(www.sarnow.com/poland/TOURISM/cracow.htm) Explore the Havel castle, standing proudly on the banks of the Vistula. Explore the alleys of the old city. Flirt with the young Polish girls, (or guys for that matter). For this is a very young city, and a contender with Prague for the most Bohemian city in Europe. Amber and Silver are the hot items to take home. Along with as much Zywiec beer as you can stuff into your suitcase. The clothes are very chic also. The central square has about a gazillion outdoor cafes, perfect for sipping a libation of choice while admiring how far this former East bloc country has come in a mere 12 years. 


The grand finale dinner is at the most famous restaurant in Poland, dating back over 800 years in tumultuous history. Bush and Gorbachev dined here. The service matches the suits of armor on the wall: both are superb. It is inevitably a happy occasion, save for the fact that we all depart tomorrow. Always smiling faces and lots of pictures. 

Day 14: Dowvidzena is the Polish word for it. Good bye. We see you off to the airport, where you will catch the air shuttle to Warsaw and hence the four corners of the world. Your guides will be there to administer to any last minute bumps, and to ensure all runs smoothly. And hopefully you will have a LOT of film, to prompt your memories in the future, of this special and unique land. Shakespeare would have lived in Poland had he the choice. Dowvidzena.

Cost: $4930 US Dollars                 2003 Trip Date: 05-18August inclusive

Trip Rating: Easy-Moderate (with optional Advanced/Strenuous portions)

Note: This trip would only rate “Easy” should a client desire to take the trip solely for the non-physical portions. You basically sit at the lodge and drink libations of choice while the others climb and mountain bike, so to speak. This note is included because this has been requested before. In reality, this is a Moderate level trip, but one that we can customize for several individuals to “Easy” without impacting upon the group.

PRICING:

Note: The actual trip prices are located at the end of each particular adventure

All Very Special Adventure Trips are aircraft door to aircraft door inclusive. From the time we pick you up at the airport until we deposit you back to the door of the plane to take you home. This includes:

· All food

· All accommodations

· All transfers and activities

· All entry fees to parks etc

· In short, everything on your trip.

What VSA does NOT cover:

· Alcohol. Some clients drink a lot. Some a little, and some none at all. It is not appropriate for those who do not drink to pay for those who do. If you choose to partake in the local libations, you will be expected to pay for that out of your own pocket. There are several occasions where VSA DOES provide wine with dinner for example, but those are exceptional circumstances. Plan on buying your own alcohol.

· Any items of a personal nature. Camera film, sunscreen, souvenirs, etc. 

· Any ADDITIONAL activities beyond those already existing in the program. Should you choose to partake in any activity beyond the scale of what is included in the package, that is your responsibility. An example of this is should you opt to take a third glider trip in the Carpathians. VSA has you booked for two. At that point, it is a direct path between you and the glider pilot. VSA does NOT get a commission, and there has never been a problem with providing the additional service.

· Your flight to and from the start point of the trip.

To Book a Trip:

Come online back to our website at www.verypecialadventures.com and go to the “Contact Us” page. Fill out with your name and phone number. State “Booking a trip” under comments. VSA will contact you soonest, have a nice conversation and answer any questions you may have. We will then provide all the documentation you require, sort out type of payment, and resolve any remaining ancillary questions. Please be advised that most trips fill 4-6 months in advance. We all look forward to seeing you and ensuring that your stay with us is one of the most memorable times of your life!!

Best Regards,

All the crew at Very Special Adventures

