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| annual mating ritual. As she recorded
the scene with her camera, Platero
breathed in the salty air of the cold
South Atlantic Ocean and relished the
~ deep satisfaction of being in one of
| the world’s wildest places. :
. Although not her first—or last—
. adventure, it was a special moment
| for Platero. After 31 years of teach-
. ing junior high and high school
~ students, she has, since 1995, ag-
~  gressively pursued her companion
enthusiasms of photography, wildlife,
and travel. She has embarked on journeys to
see polar bears in northern Canada, orang-
utans in Indonesia, lions in Africa, and frost-

Betty Platero

herearetoomany  encrusted buffalo in a Yellowstone winter.
p}am] wanttogo, Butthat day on South Georgia, surrounded
says the former teacher, DY 8laciers and mountains, elephant sealsf:
At and penguins, was a symbol to Platero o
e NI e oo et e B oo through her
marker on fm expethtwn ongoing quest to fulfill her passions.
fo Norway in 1992. Whatever the desired experience—a

landing in Antarctica, a trek into the Grand
Canyon, or a bicycle trip through the
French countryside—going it on your own
is no longer necessary. The latest figures

show that at least 8,000 outfitters in the
United States alone can satisfy your yen for
excitement. According to the World Travel
and Tourism Council, adventure is the
fastest growing segment of the travel indus-
try today, with more than 98 million adults
pursuing a challenging experience in just
the past five years alone.

“The very definition of adventure travel
has changed over the past several decades,”
says Richard Bangs, a founding partner of
Mountain Travel-Sobek, one of the oldest
and largest operators in the field. “In the
early days, in the ’60s, there was a very
small client base for this business—mostly
well-heeled professionals who wanted lots
of adventure and didn’t mind taking serious
risks or being uncomfortable doing it. The
trips were expensive and full of unknowns
and bad surprises. But the gradual shift to-
ward ‘soft’ adventure in the mid-'80s
opened the business to a larger population
of clients who wanted something challeng:
ing but also demanded good planning and a
relative degree of comfort.”

It’s no accident that the concept of adven-
ture became a mainstream phenomenon in
the 20th century. Modern life has stripped
away many of the physical challenges that
once were inherent in human existence.
That void creates an unfulfilled need.

“The desire to experience is important in
today’s virtual world, “ says Dawn Beckley,
operations director for Alpine Ascents Inter-
national, a travel company specializing in
mountain climbing. “People can lose touch
with their sense of physical purpose, and
climbing is a way for those people to feel
strong. To strive for something difficult, to
go beyond what’s called for in everyday life,
becomes empowering and carries with it not
just a physical sense of accomplishment but
a spiritual one. The impact goes far beyond
the experience itself. A real adventure stays -
with you. It becomes a part of who you are.” =

More than a visit to a foreign city, the ex- <
citement of a serious adrenaline rush lin
gers. For many people, adventure, once tast- -
ed, becomes addictive.

“Lifestyles have changed,” says Bud Davis, ©
founder of the International Adventure
Travel and Outdoor Show, the leading in- =
dustry trade show. “Many people aren’t con- =
tent anymore to be beach potatoes and fry ©
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in the sun. Add to that a gen-

uine concern about vanish-
ing wilderness and the desire
to get out in the magnificent

THEY WERE IN

=ysy dile god. “When you try to

#] define adventure,” he says,
“the only definition that
makes sense is that it’s more
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;:s:(rlg)o;; dbif{;}r? it ciis;i)— Serious dangﬂ of mental and emotional than
; you've go e < anything else. When vou f-
dl;i\-’C behind tflm growth in Stawmg When they challenge yourself, you learn
adventure travel.” from it and come back ' Rj

vBangs is a cas'e in point. StumhlEd Ul[t 0{ changed, with new strength Rl:n]'lasfld B“al;l?s
}low 49 anq editor-at-large ﬂ]e ]u]]gle om’g d and understanding.” B 5’5,. -
for Microsoft’s Expedia.com b padding the s
on_lline traw_:l site, he had, as _ Iemote ﬂHSth. he transformative power River in Sumatra in 1983
a kid g?rowfmg up in subur- of adventure is well- onmexpedjtiontoan
Iban Washington, D.C., an S, known to Keith and Antje oranglﬂanresewe §ays
innate yearning for risk, and Gunnar. This :

in his late teens he was seduced by the §
allure of fast rivers. One day he bought
a cheap rubber raft and launched him-
self down the Little Falls rapids on the Po-
tomac River. Submerged rocks soon ripped
the bottom out of his raft and he almost
drowned. But Bangs was electrified with ex-
citement, and that epiphany led him to take
a summer job as a guide on the Colorado
River. “I was just blown away,” he recalls.
“Running the canyon was beautiful, and the
people who came along were incredible. In
those days, it was only the rare person who
would take a trip like that.”

His appetite whetted, Bangs upped the
ante by heading to Ethiopia, where there
were rivers so wild that they had never be-
fore been run. His intent was to take a year
off between graduation from Northwestern
University and graduate school, a “last
vahoo,” as he puts it. But a dark, forbidding
river called the Omo, full of crocodiles, poi-
sonous snakes, lethal insects, and deadly
rapids changed all that. After weeks in un-
charted wilderness, he and his small band of
companions ran out of food and had to
abort the trip. They were in danger of starv-
ing when they stumbled out of the jungle
onto a remote airstrip, and salvation.

“The experience was so remarkable that I
couldn’t accept the idea of going back to
normal life after that,” he says. “There was
such a richness to the adventures, every-
thing seemed young and new, and the exotic
sights and smells and languages just swept
me away. | came home determined to see if
could make a living doing this.”

After that trip, Bangs and a friend founded
Sobek, named for the ancient Egyptian croco-

BOTTOM: RICH FRISHMAN

F: MICHAEL NICHOLS

couple from Whidbey
Island, Washington, sur-
rendered to their love of
the outdoors when they first
met 40 years ago, before
there was an industry to
cater to it. Keith put togeth-
er a 20-day trek through
the Himalayas of Nepal.
No information was avail-
able on the area because
no other Westerners had
ever traveled this trek-
king route before, so

he ‘thrives on chaos.’
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Keith charted a course from Gorkha to
Pokhara using the only resource he had: maps.
The journey led them through valleys and
villages, and eventually into the high rhodo-
dendron forests on the lower slopes of the
range. At one 15,000-foot pass, however, the
Gunnars realized they were lost. Two of their
Sherpa guides scouted a route they hoped
would bring them out of the mountains, and
eventually the small party descended out of
the clouds to astonish a small village whose
residents had never seen a trekking party be-
fore. The Gunnars weren’t sure what kind of
reception they would get.
They had nothing to fear. The Nepalis greet-
ed them warmly, adorned them with garlands
of marigolds, and celebrated the occasion
with an epic party. Keith and Antje were the
guests of honor, plied all night with a potent
distilled beverage called rakshi, and enter-
tained with nonstop dancing and singing.
“We must have seemed like aliens descend-
ing from the sky,” Keith says.
An expectation of wonderful moments has
inspired the Gunnars to pursue a life wholly
given over to their first love—travel. “We de-
cided not to have kids because we wanted to
keep our freedom and be able to play,” says
Keith. “I even turned down a job as vice presi-
dent of an aircraft company because I knew |
wouldn’t be able to travel. Instead, we were
able to derive income from the photos we
took while traveling to wild, remote places.”
When they met in 1960, Keith was working
as an engineer specializing in aircraft wind-
shields for Boeing in Seattle, and German-
born Antje was a Boeing liaison for Lufthansa. ©
The airline connection made worldwide travel
possible for them at a fraction of published =
fares. “We could fly to Alaska for $15,” =
Keith recalls. “We once flew to New &
Delhi for $98. We sometimes got a ride
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Keith € Antje
Gunnar

heir scrapbook

includes (clockwise
from left) pictures of
them greeting penguins
in Argentina, scuba
diving off the Netherlands
Antilles, backpacking in
| Washington, and getting
' a9ood deal from a Kikuyu
woman in Kenya.

were no limits in those days.”
A seminal moment of sorts came in

zine proved that the adventure-travel indus-
try was coming into its own. The world was =}
beginning to catch up with the Gunnars. 3
The emergence of a service industry only ¢
fueled the couple’s passion, and their pace =
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of travel increased in the '80s
and '90s to include more
exotic destinations: Russia,

Antarctica, remote Scandi-

navian archipelagos, the
North Pole—all commercial offerings. Says
Keith, stocky and strong at 71, five years
older than Antje: “I don’t think there’s any-
where in the world you can’t go to just by
picking up the phone. That’s the big differ-
ence from the '60s to today.”

[ or New Englander Sal Pomponi, the urge
L for adventure was awakened in midlife
and driven by a sudden passion for
mountain climbing. Already
well-traveled in his career as a
systems engineer, Pomponi had =
also lived abroad. “Just before ¥
my 50th birthday I did a mental

review of my life,” he says. “I had T4

an extremely rewarding and satis- § =
fying career. I had a wonderful
family. I had traveled extensively. I
couldn’t find a lot to wish for, but
nevertheless I set two goals for my-
self: I would run a marathon and I would
do an expedition climb.”

He did the marathon that year, but orches-
trating the climbing expedition took longer.
His love of the mountains had already been
nurtured by camping trips into the White
Mountains of New Hampshire along with
his wife and children. By the early '80s, his
grown son Marco had introduced him to the
sport of rock climbing. Business trips to
Tokyo had given him the opportunity to
climb in the Japanese Alps. He was, in his
own words, “really smitten by the beauty
and exhilaration of mountaineering.” He
began to climb in earnest.

Pomponi, 70 this year, can now look back
on the past 20 years with an impressive ré-

z sumé. He has climbed the highest peaks on

five of seven continents, including Acon-

cagua in South America, McKinley in North

America, and Kilimanjaro in Africa. All as-
- cents were made dfter his 60th birthday.

“Climbing appeals to me on many levels,”

“I like to push myself mentally and

A

a proven way to decompress from the ten-
o sion of everyday life. Mountaineering has a
9 way of putting life back into perspective for

| [ e — | —— | ——— . g e | (e—— =

me because life is pretty simple
on the mountain.”

But mountaineering is also
dangerous, and Pomponi knew
he could not expect to climb as
aggressively as he does without incident. Fi-
nally, one day the odds caught up with him.
He was high on Ama Dablam, a 22,350-foot
peak in the Khumbu Valley of Nepal, when
he stepped to one side to check a piece of
equipment. As he did so, a boulder dislodged
from high above and (continued on page 97)

Sal Pomponi
ifeis pretty simple on
the mountain,”he says. _;

Inset: At the summit of b

Vinson Massif, Antarctica’s | R

highest peak,in 1996.
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SEIZE THE WORLD

(continued from page 53)

roared past the spot where he had
been standing. It struck the climber
behind Pomponi, crushing his leg.

It took Pomponi and his compan-
ions three days to get the injured
climber down to where he could be
evacuated by helicopter. “Fortunate-
ly,” says Pomponi, “everything turned
out well. But [ still wonder what that
boulder could have done to me if I
hadn’t stopped when I did.”

If there is an ambition for him that
remains unfulfilled, it is to climb an
8,000-meter (26,240-foot) peak. There
are only 14 such mountains in the
world, and his previous attempt to
climb one—a venture on Mount Ever-
est in 1993—was unsuccessful. But he
is undaunted. “I hope to keep climb-
ing,” he says. “If you get trapped into
defining your actions and ambitions
solely by age, you're going to miss a
lot of opportunities to enjoy life.”

E piphanies of this kind, however,
don’t come cheap. The typical price
of an Antarctic wildlife excursion
aboard a chartered vessel, complete
with wildlife experts, can run to
$10,000 or more and a guided ascent
of Mount Everest can cost a staggering
$75,000. “Serious climbing takes time
and money, both of which are hard to
come by early in life,” Pomponi says.
His goals are more achievable today
because the guided-climbing industry
has matured. Similarly, Platero has
been able to pursue her photo hobby
through such companies as Joseph
Van Os Photo Safaris.

But who says you have to spend a for-
tune finding adventure? Whale-watch-

SOLUTION TO PUZZLE (PAGE 98)

“All work, even cotton spinning,
isnoble.”

ing trips from San Francisco Bay, an as-
cent of Mount Rainier, or a tour of
Anasazi ruins in Navajo country can be
had for a few hundred dollars. (See
“Great Adventures,” page 60.)

Purists argue that the very defini-
tion of adventure travel mandates
that it include travel to exotic, far-off
lands, but more practical travelers in-
sist it’s the adventure that’s impor-
tant, not the location.

“The great appeal of adventure trav-
el,” says Bangs, “is that it opens up
new doors of awareness for you. All
the external trappings of your life—
your mortgage payments, your job—
mean nothing in the wild.”

Bangs has compiled many of his ex-
citing adventures into more than a
dozen books. His latest, The Lost River
(Sierra Club, 1999), describes the first-
ever descent (by him) of the Tekeze, a
wild African river. “Like many of my
clients, I like chaos,” he says.

Most experienced adventurers can
recall close calls. The Gunnars re-
member being chased by a hippo

along the Luangwa River in Zambia.
Keith says that as he ran for his life
through the jungle, he imagined the
headline in his hometown paper:
LocAL MAN KILLED BY HIPPO IN
AfRICA! The story never ran; fortu-
nately, their Zambezi guide shot the
beast before it ran Keith down. Platero
remembers being buried in a rockslide
while camping in the Grand Canyon;
she had a broken collarbone and had
to be floated downriver for two days
until a place suitable for helicopter
evacuation was reached.

But near-misses have never dissuad-
ed these or other adventurous souls
from seeking excitement. “I encoun-
tered pleasant surprises when I started
serious climbing,” says Pomponi. “A lot
of people older than I am are out there
enjoying challenges. The rewards are
just too great not to go.” L

Peter Potterfield has written for Outside,
Condé Nast Traveler, and other publica-
tions. His most recent book is In the
Zone (The Mountaineers Books, 1996).

CREDITS FOR “GREAT ADVENTURES”:
PAGE 60: HORST CLEMM; PAGES 62, 63
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: HORST
CLEMM; CARR CLIFTON; GALEN ROW-
ELL/MOUNTAIN LIGHT; GARY M. JOHN-
SON; SLICKROCK ADVENTURES; NEVADA
WEIR; ].CHESTER/MOUNTAIN
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Central Florida’s Best Golf and Water Views
Life is good at The Plantation. Maybe that’s why so many active adults choose
to hang their hat here. After all, this award-winning community offers not one,
but two championship golf courses. Two clubhouses including a state-of-the-art
fitness center. Tennis, swimming, bocce, pickleball, private fishing lakes and 24-hour
gated security. Not to mention 107 weekly activities from concerts to crafts.

At the best prices anywhere. Call today to reserve your tour of The Plantation.

You'll love our views of Central Florida living.

AT LEESBURG

From THE $80s - $200

Call 1-800-234-7654 for free video and information
25201 US Hwy. 27 Leesburg, FL 34748-9099
On the internet: http://www.theplantation.com
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