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Brandon and his boyfriend
have been wanting to take a
trip with Zoom Vacations for
years. At last the planets
aligned, and we were so
thrilled to welcome them in
South Africa. 

Zoom:  What were you most
looking forward to about your
trip to Africa with Zoom
Vacations? 

Brandon:  I had always
dreamed of taking a trip to
Africa to do a safari from a
young age. So this was
literally a dream come true. I
used to marvel at pictures in

Greetings!
Enjoy this month's newsletter! Be sure to check out our
Club Zoom travel offers and promotions. 

What Makes Rio So Special
  
For someone who has never
been to Rio de Janeiro, they
may likely consider it to be
simply another big city...and
they would be wrong.
 
Its unique location on the
coast, nestled among towering
green mountains and the
Tijuca Forest make it one of the world's most stunning
cities.
 
Of course Brazil is known for its beautiful, friendly
locals, and perhaps nowhere is this more evident than in
Rio de Janeiro.  There is a casual and gracious
familiarity present in the people of Rio, and this laid
back vibe is contagious to all who visit. 
 
Gorgeous beaches are mere steps away from most
hotels, the food is delicious and tropical, and shopping
and nightlife offer options for any taste!
 
Join our trip to Rio for New Years and see for yourself! 

Zoom Vacations:
Reflecting on Ten
Years 
This Month: Our Most
Meaningful Moment,
Brought to us by a 6
Year Old in India 
 

The following excerpt is from one of our travel blog
entries during our India trip, as we visited the ancient,
mystical city of Varanasi.
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National Geographic, which
my grandfather made sure I
had a subscription for, once I
was old enough to read. The
truth is the pictures always
fascinated me more anyhow,
so that's what I focused on
mostly!
   
Zoom:  What was your
highlight of the trip?
 
Brandon:  For me it was the
safari, because that was the
most unusual. We were in
their natural habitat, and
because of that there was an
element of danger and
adventure being that we
were within 20 feet of wild
animals that could do
damage to you if they
wanted. Fortunately we had
great rangers that knew what
they were doing. I was also
really amazed by the visit to
a very poor remote African
village in Zambia. While they
may not have had a lot of the
basic luxuries we are
accustomed to like electricity,
plumbing, running water, etc.
they were very welcoming
and the children had the
widest smiles I had ever
seen. There were also
extremely skilled craftsmen
and women making the most
elaborate wood-carved
animals and creations. It was
very eye-opening and gave
me a better appreciation of
how fortunate we are to have
the luxuries of a first world
country while painfully
highlighting the extreme
disparity that still remains
among other countries less
fortunate. 

Zoom:  What do you think
that most people would like
or appreciate about this trip?

Brandon:  The trip
encompasses so much that
everyone will find something

 
It's so difficult to describe what our group experienced
in the holy city of Varanasi.  Let me put things into
perspective.
 
Imagine you are walking up 8th avenue in Manhattan,
and the buildings have been stripped of their facades,
revealing coarse brick, mortar, and cinder block.  Now
give them all a nice coating of gray dust with an
additional half inch of dust on the street, blurring any
hint of lane lines.  Fill 8th avenue full of people, none
over 5 and a half feet tall, and add a cow or two every
50 feet, plus some stray dogs and goats. Small cars and
larger trucks dart in every direction, as motorcycles and
rickshaws dodge in and out of traffic, avoiding the
crowds of pedestrians.  
 
All you hear is the honking of horns and the calling out
of vendors selling fruit, crafts, dinner, and unidentifiable
items from make-shift stalls that line the avenue.
 
Women in brightly colored Saris dot the otherwise gray
canvas, and their beauty takes your mind off the smells
of gasoline, food, livestock, and occasionally urine.  One
thing illuminates the scene; the bright eyes and smiles
of all you pass on your way to the Ganges.  And in this
foreign, strange city where little is familiar and
expectations are constantly questioned, there is one
thing we have come to expect:  if you offer anyone
here...I mean ANYone a friendly smile or hello, you are
met with the most humbling, sincere, beautiful greeting
in return. 
 
We arrive by rickshaw to grand, ancient stone steps
leading into the Ganges, amidst throngs of people, the
smell of smoke filling the air, and gentle chanting heard
in the distance.
 
Boarding our small boat, we sailed the tranquil waters
just 15 minutes upstream to witness the cremation
funeral Pyres, where families come to ceremonially burn
their deceased.
 
We were allowed to take photos for a while, until we
were right next to the pyres on the banks.  Seven pyres
could be easily seen but there were surely more, and
without much imagination we could see the outlines of
cremated bodies on the piles of wood.  So why didn't it
seem in any way morbid? Why did it instill in all of those
in our group a peaceful, beautiful silence?  Varanasi, in
all of its multi-sensory chaos and strangeness was
somehow silencing our cynical minds and opening our
hearts.  This was fortunate for us, because tomorrow
would challenge everything we thought we knew about
faith, healing, spirituality, and ourselves.
 
Normally waking up before 7 am fills me with such



on safari

that appeals to them most.
The care that Zoom
Vacations takes to ensure
that everyone is pampered
and provided with a
comprehensive variety of
experiences is really unique.
Our group of 19 experienced
top-flight accommodations,
meals, and jaw-dropping
experiential treats that only a
small tour operator like Zoom
is able to provide. 

Zoom:  You also own Swirlz
Cupcakes in Chicago, one of
the city's best bakeries.  Did
you get any ideas for new
cupcake recipes or themes
while you were away? 

Brandon:   Cape Town and
in particular the Stellenbosch
region of South Africa were a
foodie's heaven. They have
mastered the culinary art of
balancing and blending
spices with a strong
Malaysian and Indonesian
community that has
influenced their dishes. As for
cupcakes, nothing yet, but I
like the idea of a Chai or
Five-spice whipped
buttercream frosting on a
pumpkin cake.  In that vain,
keep an eye out for our
Pumpkin Spice cupcake,
which is on the current fall
menu at Swirlz Cupcakes. 
 
Zoom:  Swirlz's slogan is
"cupcakes make people
happy", and like your
cupcakes, you also have a
gift of making people happy.
What's your secret to living
such a good life?
 
Brandon:  I am personally
grateful to have a good life
including a dream job,
fiancée, and loving family
and friends. I strongly feel
that when you have the
opportunity to make a
positive impact in other's

dread that I subtly pout the night before.  But today, I
have woken at 4:30 am, and I am so excited for today's
events that I have morning energy I've never
experienced. Today we once again descend to the
Ganges, this time to view the morning Hindu rituals as
the sun rises above the river, opposite the city.
 
We see things today that challenge our every notion of
life, death, right, and wrong.  In our morning showers
at the hotel, if a drop of water falls in our mouths it
ignites a panic, yet here, in the same sacred waters that
receive the ashes of the dead, as well as garbage and
even livestock passage, are people bathing and
drinking.  
 
They swallow mouthfuls of the Ganges in large gulps,
while others around them burn small fires on the banks
and chant prayers.  Flowers and candles adorn the steps
in exotic designs.  Women in bright saris of pinks, blues,
oranges, and yellows hover on the steps preparing their
rituals and then submerging themselves fully clothed
into the ashy Ganges, like a newborn baptism.
 
Read on

Zoom Vacations Southern Africa
Tour Photos
Zoom Vacations' tour of
southern Africa
includes several nights
in Cape Town, our
luxury safari, and
several nights at
Victoria Falls, one of
the 7 Natural Wonders
of the World.

Our animal viewing
while on safari was
incredible, as you will
see in the photos.

Of course, southern Africa has so much more to offer
than animal viewing, such as wine tasting, incredible
cuisine, dramatic landscapes, rich cultural heritage, and
more.

See the Photos

Club Zoom 
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Meet Buddha, the
newest addition to Team

Zoom

lives, you should, in
whichever capacity you are
able to. I don't think I'm
unique in that way, but
perhaps since donating my
kidney in 2011 to my
fiancées mother, it's just
more obvious in my case.
 
As for Swirlz Cupcakes, my
phenomenal business partner
Pam Rose ensures no one
leaves Swirlz unhappy and
because of that approach
along with maintaining top-
notch cupcakes we can
proudly stand behind our
business, now seven years
old. All our gluten-free and
vegan gluten-free varieties
can be found in all the Illinois
Whole Foods Markets in
addition to our retail store in
Lincoln Park. We're excited to
offer larger cakes starting
this fall. Swirlz has always
partnered with local charities
since our inception and are
proud to support the Illinois
National Kidney Foundation
currently, having raised over
$5,000 since kicking off our
fundraising campaign on
September 14th. I'm
matching the first $7,000
donated and am excited we
will have no problem meeting
that goal.  
 
Zoom:   The safari
experience can be very
enlightening.  Did you have
any epiphanies or special
moments while on safari?
  
Brandon:  To see the circle
of life (yes I quoted the Lion
King) in action and in full-
effect on the safari was really
mind-boggling. We saw lions
munching on an antelope, a
couple of frisky leopards
copulating multiple times,
and a baby rhino still figuring
out how to walk, all in their
own time in their own
habitat....we just happened

If you are new to Club Zoom,
here's the scoop: you will
receive discounts and special
offers on many of your favorite
hotels, retail outlets, and
services around the country!
And the best part is, it's free! It
is simply our way of saying, "thank you" for being a part
of Zoom Vacations.
 
And, if you run a quality gay-friendly business, hotel,
restaurant, or service, you may be a good fit for Club
Zoom!  Contact Bryan if you are interested in being
considered. 
 
Simply click here to get a list of our partners and the
codes necessary to redeem these offers.

For the Animal lover in All of Us 
by Zoom Traveler, Wayne Disher.
  
"Shhhh, don't tell Bryan or Joel,
but we sometimes go places
without our Zoom buddies. Like
many of you pet owners, I
sometimes can't bear the
thought of always leaving a pet
behind for a vacation, so I plan
time to travel with my dogs. But
you can't just load your pet into
the sedan and peel out for parts
unknown without taking some
precautions. 
 
Is your destination pet friendly?
What will you do with your pet
once you get there? Do your
homework before you set out to
prevent surprises. Here are some or my favorite tips to
make traveling by car with your pet a bit more fun. 
 
First, prepare your pooch for car travel. If he has never
been in the car before, make some short trips first to
see how it reacts. Some animals behave just fine, but
others suffer from anxiety or even motion sickness. You
may need to see your vet for help in those instances. I
put together a "travel kit" for my pooches. I've included
portable water and food bowls, poop scoops, treats,
extra leashes, health records, food and water, etc. 
 
 I also like to think about how to entertain my dogs
while on the road. Many pets will sleep in the car, but
I'm not so lucky. My pooches get restless. I don't like
them to hang their heads out of the window while we
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to be there at the right time
to witness it occurring. No
Disney trip or zoo can
replicate the wonders of
nature and its time-worn
traditions. 
 
Zoom:  In addition to this
trip, you have had a lot of big
things happen this year.
Could you tell us a bit about
that?  How did this trip serve
you emotionally, mentally,
and spiritually? 
  
Brandon:  I sing with the
Metropolitan Opera chorus
and have had the opportunity
to take a sabbatical from
work for a year, allowing us
to travel the world and get
out of NYC. We are taking
time to enjoy the beach in
NJ, along the Jersey Shore,
when not traveling. We've
already been to the Grand
Canyon, Turkey, Israel, and
Amsterdam prior to the
South Africa trip and are
eyeing Singapore, Thailand,
Australia, and New Zealand
as our next destination. 
 
We literally saved four people
adrift at sea in Turkey, whose
boat capsized and had been
stranded for two and half
hours before hearing them
yell in our direction as they
floated by in their life jackets
in the open ocean, five miles
from shore on a very windy
day at sea. Being in the right
place at the right time or was
it fate that we were to find
them? These are the things
that go through your head. 
 
I again realized how fragile
life can be as just days later I
discovered my stepmother
had narrowly escaped death
in a horrific car accident.
Another experience was
when we were in Istanbul
this past June during the
riots held around Gezi Park.

hurl down the Interstate at 70 MPH! Instead, I pack
chew toys and stuffed animals for them to demolish-and
of course I plan lots of potty breaks. 
 
Being in unfamiliar locations can easily confuse your pet
and cause them to bolt at the slightest thing. I therefore
prepare for the worst case scenario. Make sure your
pets are tagged. I put my cell phone number on my
dog's collars. I even recommend the microchip. 
 
Finally, when you reach your destination, take your
leashed dog on a long walk. This not only helps relax
them and let them relieve their pent up stress from the
travel, but it also gets them familiar with the smells,
sounds, and lights in their new surroundings. Expect
that your first night at your destination will be
restless...but given a night or two, your pets will be
loving the new environs and exploring the world with
you." 

Zooming with Joel
  
A Different World from
when we were Younger
  
I always get a kick out of the
sentence, "why would you
want to go there", as there
are few places on Earth I
wouldn't want to see for
myself.

Arguably, almost every
country has enough sites of
interest and things to do to
make a vacation.  Granted, of course I understand
avoiding a country embroiled in a natural disaster or
human-made conflict, or countries that are antigay.
However, I have noticed that some people hold ill-
perceived ideas about some places, originating from the
past.
 
For instance, myself and a lot of my peers grew up
during the Beirut War, and a lot of us can't get past
that. It's a shame, because Beirut is often called the
Paris of the Middle East, and visitors to the city now can
see that it is gaining back its former glory.  Plus, there is
so much to see and do outside of Beirut, throughout
Lebanon, such as ancient ruins and natural wonders.
 
The other place about which many people have a
misperceived idea is Vietnam. Before going, you may
link Vietnam with war.  After a vacation to this stunning
country, you'll instead associate Vietnam with



We were there during the
most violent night, watching
it unfold on CNN from our
hotel room, just around the
corner from where
everything was happening. 
 
We could hear the water
cannons and rubber pullets
being employed by the
government on the protester
with the windows closed to
prevent tear gas from
seeping in. We had been in
the square next to the park
earlier that day and could
sense the friction between
the police and protesters. To
see the unity and sense of
purpose that brought the
protesters together gave me
chills. One of the signs in the
crowd of protesters read:
"When life gives you tear
gas, you make lemonade." It
felt like I was at the
crossroads of a cultural shift,
and being able to witness it
first hand was phenomenal. 
 
Zoom:  Wow, you have had
some amazing experiences!
After these recent travels,
where would you like to go
next with Zoom Vacations?
 
Brandon:   I would love to
go on the Peru trip or India
trip. We are definitely a fan
of Zoom Vacations having
already had one trip of a
lifetime to Africa and are now
considering when and where
to go next.
 
Read about Zoom Vacations'
next tour to India

impeccable cuisine, natural beauty, gorgeous hotels,
and a fascinating, beautiful culture. 
 
Read about our trip to Vietnam and Cambodia 

Zoom Notes
  
Rio new years limited space 
Click here for more information
 
Limited Availability on Zoom Argentina this
November 
Click here for more information
  
Southern Africa trip half full
Click here for more information
 
Zoom Peru 2013:  Sold Out. Waitlist only, or
consider our 2014 dates: November 22-29
Click here for more information
 
New hotels on the China trip coming soon

 Quick Links
Our Website

Reserve Today
Testimonials

Awards
Contact Us

Tours at a Glance
Private Events

http://www.zoomvacations.com/india.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/vietnam.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/rionewyears.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/argentina.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/southafrica.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/peru.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/reservations.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/testimonials.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/awards.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/contact.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/gaytours.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive
http://www.zoomvacations.com/private.htm?utm_source=OctoberNewsletter2013&utm_campaign=October+13+newsletter&utm_medium=archive

