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To my best friend and husband, Peter, who believed in me even in the moments that I did not. To my mother, who instilled in me her undying Italian work ethic. To my little Lupita, who happily worked harder so I could escape to live my dream. Most of all, to the dreamers whose aspirations see no boundaries—you inspire me.
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Peter and me touring a pineapple farm in Maui
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What is keeping you from experiencing something truly incredible—turning a wondrous travel dream into reality? For some it is the obstacle of time, while for others it’s the dilemma of limited funds or simply the fear of stepping out of their comfort zone. But, there is a place beyond those hurdles, a place where each morning you wake with inspiration in your heart and a fire in your belly, ready to tackle a goal with passion. Only a small fraction of people will ever live like this, but I have learned that most people can. You can find that place where your wanderlust runs wild and your diligence puts you on a journey that quenches your desire—Bucket List Adventures can show you how.
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I am fortunate to be one of the few, a person who is living my ideal life. For more than eight years as a travel writer, blogger, and new experience collector I have been following my passion of checking the world off my bucket list, one incredible adventure at a time. It is a life where one day may be spent eating fresh Ladurée macarons in Paris, while the next will have me playing a game of hide-and-seek with the Sri Lankan children on the streets of Colombo or floating in the salty Dead Sea in Jordan. This lifestyle was not borne out of privilege: my family is not rich, and in fact are Italian immigrants who came to the United States with very little money. Rather, it is what can happen when you are determined to design a life that you are thrilled to be living, thus saying no to fear, and turning your “I can’ts” into “I cans”.

It hasn’t always been this way for me. Before following my calling for exploration, I instead followed in the family footsteps. My husband and I borrowed every dime to open a little Italian restaurant in my hometown. We settled into a beyond-full-time work routine that ate up over seventy hours a week of our lives. It left little time for anything else. Though the restaurant was rewarding and the food business is in my blood, there was also something else tugging at my heart. It was an urge to explore and try something for the first time—a lot of somethings. But, I too had countless anxieties and obstacles that prevented me from taking strides toward living an intrepid life, one that would take me away from the daily grind to travel the globe. I was uninspired, controlled by fear, and just going through the motions hoping that something would change, but nothing ever did. Einstein put it best when he said that the definition of insanity is “doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result.” Doing nothing changed nothing. If going truffle hunting in Italy or diving the Great Barrier Reef was my deepest wish, then there were steps that had to be taken in order to make that happen. Nobody was going to wave a magic wand to cure my anxieties, free up time in my over-scheduled day, or put thousands of dollars into a travel fund for me. I needed to do those things myself. In other words, instead of just dreaming about my bucket list, I needed to actually live it. And that’s exactly what I did, one tiny step at a time.

The result of these steps, which are revealed inside the pages of this book, has been a myriad of incredible experiences that span the globe. With over forty countries under my belt, this is a collection of my ten most extraordinary journeys—from walking amongst the wildebeest on an African safari; to the Galápagos Islands to see the Blue Footed Booby mating dance; to swimming in a lake surrounded by thousands of jellyfish in Palau and so much more.
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This is more than just a book of inspirational stories to whet your appetite; it is also a practical guide brimming with resources for active dreamers who are craving to create memorable adventures in their own lives. Each travelogue includes an informational guide that covers the “how-to” of checking the experience off your own bucket list: the best hotels, restaurants, tour companies, time of year to visit, etc. Beyond this, there are tips on how to find the precious free time that always seems to be lacking, how to create a money management system to fund your travels, and proven techniques on working through the fear that afflicts us all on some level. Most importantly, my book will give you the tools to create a life-changing bucket list of your own, plus essential travel tips for planning an unbelievable journey, and ultimately crossing your items off your list.

Imagine living a life filled with adventure, to be inspired to dream bigger and to have the means to turn fantasies into reality. Whether your goal is to go wine tasting through Tuscany, climb Mount Kilimanjaro, or simply have a family weekend getaway in the mountains, this book will inspire your imagination to have no limits and give you the know-how to design the type of life that you are truly inspired to live.
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PART 1:
UNCOVERING YOUR DREAMS
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	1: SETTING GOALS WITH A BUCKET LIST
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BUCK· ET LIST NOUN, INFORMAL. 1. A LIST OF THINGS A PERSON WANTS TO ACHIEVE OR EXPERIENCE, AS BEFORE REACHING A CERTAIN AGE OR DYING: A BUCKET LIST FOR A TERMINALLY ILL PATIENT.

The very words “bucket list” can stir up some pretty heavy-duty fears. It can be a reminder of our own mortality, and death is typically something we would rather not think about. But, the reminder that our time is limited is actually one of the best gifts we can be given. It is one that can guide us to achieve what is most important to us before it is too late.

On average, we all will have 22,170 days in our adulthood to decide how to spend; maximizing each moment should be a priority because that time will go by all too quickly. Instead of wasting precious hours on meaningless and mundane activities (how many times have you checked Facebook today?), we should direct our energy toward goals that will inspire us to wake up motivated each morning and push us to each live our ideal life. In order to do that, we need to be acutely aware that we are not immortal, and then we need a plan. A bucket list can be the foundation for this plan.

Have you ever noticed that we will have detailed architectural plans when building a home and binders full of intentions when creating a destination wedding, but absolutely no strategy for the direction of our lives? You wouldn’t expect to construct your fantasy house without having a system for how to lay the concrete foundation; the same is true for your life. A bucket list can be the framework for your life’s design. It is not simply an idle collection of goals you want to achieve while you are alive; it can lay the groundwork for the future, while also allowing you to dream bigger and giving you immediate motivation.

You may be thinking, “I don’t need a plan, things happen for a reason.” Just as often as I hear the term bucket list, I catch people claiming that things happen for a reason. Hearing that is like the sound of nails on a chalkboard to me. This is because many people use this phrase when they want to believe that they didn’t have a choice in the outcome of whatever has happened to them. It makes them feel better thinking they had no control over racking up thousands of dollars of credit card debt, or having no time for an overnight getaway—that takes the blame off them. Of course, life can be unpredictable, so you cannot possibly be in control 100 percent of the time; sometimes there’s an unexpected crack in the foundation. But, your current lifestyle is a result of the decisions you have made in the past. Take a look at your life; what choices did you make to get where you are today? Do you have a shiny new car in the driveway, but claim to have no money for that trip to the South of France you have been dreaming of since childhood? Is your schedule filled with reading the tabloids and surfing the Internet, but you believe you have no time to take a day trip to the mountains to learn to snowboard? For the most part, your own choices create your current situation, and a bucket list will help you to look at your future in a way that can be the guide to help make decisions based on what you truly want. Without a plan, aspirations are nothing more than hollow ideas floating around in your head.
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Relaxing at a café in the South of France

I had always been a fairly motivated person, consistently working on a few conventional goals: like finishing college, owning a business and my own home. But, it wasn’t until I started my bucket list over ten years ago that my life completely changed. It forced me to reveal my deepest dreams, leaving the limitations behind. It was a place to put the fear aside and focus on the endless possibilities the world had to offer. It is the main reason that I chose to defy a conventional way of living, leaving behind the typical nine-to-five job. It is also why I have dared to eat worm patties on the streets of Vietnam, zip line through the Andes, fly through the air on a trapeze, and swim with whale sharks in Mexico. It was also the reason that I became a travel writer and started my travel blog, and why that blog now sees over a hundred thousand pairs of eyes each month. It got me in the mindset of truly believing that anything is possible, instead of just fantasizing about what I wished I could be and do. Without it, I undoubtedly would be a different version of myself today, one that conformed to societal expectations instead of designing my own life based on my undying passion for having new experiences.

BENEFITS OF A BUCKET LIST

We fuel our bodies with food, our minds with education, and our hearts with love, but new experiences and dreams can nourish our spirit in ways that nothing else can. Whatever you want, there are benefits to turning them into a bucket list, and a well-crafted one can push you to lead your version of an ideal life.

Forces You to Look at What You Really Want

Many people will live their entire lives without having any idea as to what they really want. They will follow society’s conventional expectations of getting married, working the same office job for the next twenty years, buying a home, and having children—all without giving it a second thought because that is just what they are “supposed to do.” But, if that path is not their true passion, then life will end up leading them, instead of them leading their life.

The process of writing a bucket list forces you to take a close look at what it is you truly desire, to analyze where you are versus where you want to be. It very well may be the career, children, and home, etc., but it may also be something entirely different. We may believe that what we want is to have more money or to land that big promotion at work, but delving deeper reveals that what we really crave is more freedom and to be passionate about what we do. Will that new position at work really help you achieve your future goals or will it only stifle your creativity and keep you at work more hours of the day?

When sitting down to contemplate what your future will look like, your dreams and what type of experiences you want to have will be brought to the forefront. By asking yourself what you truly want, setting goals and consistently reexamining your goals, you gain a self-knowledge that will propel you in the right direction instead of focusing on random things.
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Inspecting a colorful sea urchin while snorkeling in Maui

Gets you Excited

Many people’s sleepless nights are due to having a mind filled with countless tasks for the next day: Johnny has to be driven to soccer practice after school, the prescription needs to be picked up at the pharmacy, work documents must be priority mailed … and the list goes on. These duties can also be the reason you walk around the entire day in a fog, oblivious to how you got from one place to the next, instinctively going through the monotonous routines of life. But, what if what kept you up at night were thoughts of planning your dream vacation to watch the sunset at Uluwatu Temple in Bali or going back to school to study French viticulture, to do the things you are truly passionate about? Then sleepless nights would be because of excitement, a reason to get up early in the morning, and stay up late at night.

When you are stuck in the rut of day-to-day life, it can be difficult to get excited about the day that lies ahead. A bucket list gives you a reason to spend that extra hour a day working, adding meaning to the extra effort, because the additional money will be why your dream of ice climbing in Iceland will come true. It can create an excitement deep in your soul and expose the passion you thought you had lost many years ago.
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Snowshoeing at Glacier National Park in Montana

Creates Focus

A bucket list will give you a sense of direction that allows your mind to focus on the target, instead of getting sidetracked dawdling on social media or watching reruns of the Kardashians (I am admittedly guilty of that sometimes too!). It will help you determine your end goal and the steps that need to be taken to get there, keeping your eye on the prize. For example, without a clear career focus, you may just take every promotion opportunity given, switching departments and ending up as the executive production manager, when what you really wanted was to be a marketing director. Without clear goals it’s easy to get diverted, heading in multiple directions, and years later ending up in a place you really never intended. Even with goals, if you cannot remain focused you will lose momentum, which will lead to a loss of motivation and ultimately failure to achieve the result you desire. But once you create your bucket list, you will be able to continuously refer to it in order to reenergize your focus.

Motivates You

Without motivation, your dream will be nothing more than that; it is the necessary energy that pushes you to accomplish your goals. If you think about it, most drive you have had in your entire life has been based on some form of a goal. You worked a part-time job in high school in order to afford a shiny new car, you suffered through endless piano lessons to be able to play at the year-end recital, and you ate salad for dinner every night in order to fit into a bathing suit by summer. Motivation is why race car drivers win trophies and business owners become millionaires, and it is the main reason that this is a published book, a project that took me over a year and a thousand hours.

In order to truly get motivated, you need to know what you really want, and writing a bucket list will help to determine exactly what that is. These goals will then be the root of your motivation. Also, having any sort of list naturally inspires you to want to cross things off of it, whether it is simply your weekly grocery list, daily to-dos, or a bucket list. Plus, having it written down will be a constant reminder of what you need to do, and will serve as the fuel that will drive you forward. This does not mean it will be easy, but once you set your list to paper and have announced it to the world, you have something to encourage you to push forward.

Pushes the Boundaries of Your Comfort Zone

It has been said that life begins at the end of your comfort zone, so then why are so many afraid of stepping outside of it? I will tell you why. Being inside your comfort zone minimizes stress and risk, keeping you at a low anxiety level. This makes it very easy to never push the boundaries, because it’s pretty darn comfy inside the safety of your little bubble. Everyday activities like taking a shower, cooking dinner, and going to work don’t create any apprehension because they are familiar. However, flying across the globe, eating strange foreign foods, and not speaking the language of an area will undoubtedly cause trepidation.
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Reeling in my first ever sailfish while on a boat in Guatemala

Unfortunately, if you stay inside of these boundaries you’ll be missing out on the incredible benefits of taking a risk. Risk-taking leads to personal growth; expanding your mindset, teaching you valuable lessons, increasing your confidence, and limiting regrets. Your bucket list will continuously test these barriers, helping you to transform and grow. Once you step out of the norm for the first time, it can lead to a snowball effect, where each consecutive time you do it, it gets a little bit easier and your comfort zone expands bigger and bigger. That’s when the world is truly at your feet.

Makes You Feel Accomplished

There is a new gallon of milk in the fridge, the children have taken their baths, and dinner is on the table. You sit back with a glass of Cabernet and relish in the success of the last eight hours. It feels really good to finish your daily errands; there is a sense of satisfaction knowing that you completed everything you set out to do for the day. Just imagine the triumphant feeling after you’ve walked the five-hundred-mile El Camino de Santiago or skydived over Palm Jumeirah in Dubai. The sense of accomplishment can truly be overwhelming.

Accomplishment gives you a feeling of pride, which in turn builds self-esteem and increases life satisfaction and fulfillment. When you are living the bucket list life, you will be continuously making check marks next to your goals, and getting the addictive feeling of success often. It doesn’t even have to be a gigantic long-term goal to generate the feeling of achievement; it can be as simple as learning how to make an origami crane or learning to ice skate. Plus, one of the best parts is that you are not waiting for someone to pat you on the back to tell you did a good job—it is a feeling you created yourself.

Makes You More Interesting

My high school political science teacher once told me that the only thing I would be able to talk to my husband about at the breakfast table was going to be bacon and eggs. The class definitely wasn’t my favorite, but her words have resonated with me ever since. It was humiliating at the time, making me feel dumb and insignificant, but I now understand that it was her intention to make me realize that people would find me a bore if there was never anything interesting coming out of my mouth. I would love to talk to her now about the dozen different types of bacon found throughout the villages in Italy and the secret recipe of the traditional egg coffee drink in Vietnam.
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My husband and I at the famous Moulin Rouge show in Paris, France

Think back to some of the most intriguing people you have met at a dinner party or event. They were probably ones who were following their passions, traveling the world, and/or overcoming an obstacle to achieve a goal. With a bucket list you will have personal stories from around the world and extraordinary things you have done to contribute to the conversation. Plus, for me it’s much easier to join into a conversation because when a person begins to talk about going wine tasting in Tuscany I have either done the same or have a relatable experience.

Keeps You Active

Sitting home night after night on the couch leads to a sedentary (and very boring) life. Things like riding a mechanical bull, swimming with dolphins, or learning how to indoor rock climb gets you off the sofa and keeps you moving. Besides a few random Pilates classes, my bucket list is my main form of exercise, because there is always something adventurous on it. Some days will involve training for a 5k race, while others will take me to the golf course attempting to make an elusive hole in one. When the goal is centered on traveling, traipsing through airport terminals, and exploring city centers by foot, you could easily rack up the ten thousand steps a day that many of us try to achieve (my record was twenty-nine thousand or 14.5 miles while hunting for the Khamthiang Market in Chiang Mai). The best part is that when you are excited about trying something new or achieving a goal, you’ll barely realize that you are getting a workout at the same time.

Creates a Legacy

What stories do you want to tell to your great-grandchildren? How would you like to be remembered? What example do you want to set for future generations—one of a life full of passion, following dreams, and having meaningful adventure or one of unhappiness? We all want our lives to matter, to serve as an example for what a truly incredible life can be. A bucket list can help you to be that example.

When you are following your passions and accomplishing goals you will leave an inspiring legacy of your personal values for future generations. Family, friends, and even strangers will remember the best parts of you and be inspired to follow in your footsteps. Make sure the path is taking them in the direction you would want your loved ones to go.

Allows You to Dream Bigger

Typically, when people create goals for themselves they are influenced by their current financial situation and personal time restrictions. They are usually thinking about things short term, instead of thinking of their entire lifetime. But, a bucket list is an invitation to dream bigger. When the time limit is before you die, instead of this month or year, it opens up the possibilities. It encourages people to put on it all the things they have ever thought about doing while taking away the limitation of fear, time, and money.

So make a bucket list and fill it with dreams that have no boundaries; things that scare the daylights out of you, make you pee-your-pants laugh, and inspire you to be a better version of yourself. Keep it close, to refer to it often as a reminder to never forget your dreams.
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Feeling on top of the world on the Exuma Islands
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	2. CREATING & CONQUERING YOUR BUCKET LIST
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Sleep in an overwater bungalow in Bora Bora, hike Peru’s Inca Trail to Machu Picchu, or drink beer at Oktoberfest in Germany—what’s on your bucket list? For too many people it takes a terrifying illness, hitting retirement age, or some other life altering event to honestly begin thinking about the things they want to experience in their lifetime. In many of these cases, it will then be too late to turn these dreams into a reality. Life is uncertain, and you will undoubtedly be thrown curveballs throughout. You cannot be sure that in ten or twenty years you will be physically, emotionally, or financially able to do all of the things that you desire, like climbing the twelve hundred steps of Sigiriya Rock in Sri Lanka or hiking between the cities of Italy’s Cinque Terre. Don’t wait for that “perfect time” to begin—create your bucket list not because you are dying but because you want to live!
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Maneuvering my personal underwater SUB in the Bahamas

There is no right or wrong way of designing a bucket list, no one specific prescription. It is a personal journey between you and your aspirations. Each one should be different because it is meant to reflect what you most desire in your own life. For example, mine includes learning to surf, skydiving, and rappelling down a waterfall to appease my adventurous side. If you are not a thrill seeker, your list may be entirely different. The important part is to come up with items that are meaningful to you; ones that will inspire you to wake up each morning with a fire in your belly. Retiling the bathroom floor has no place on this list, nor does cleaning the cobwebs out of the garage. Save those for your weekly honey-dos. With that said, don’t worry if you didn’t make each aspiration earth shattering, or even travel related; sometimes the simplest goals are the most rewarding. Giving a blood donation took less than an hour commitment, yet is still one of my most gratifying experiences. Also, don’t exclude anything just because you think it is too difficult or frightening; it is meant to stretch your comfort zone. Do the same for the things you think are too simple. As long as it has meaning to you it should be on your list, because even the smallest achievement can give us the feeling of a great accomplishment.

The length of your list is also ultimately up to you; there is no magic number of goals that should be on it. You cannot put limitations on something that is meant to unravel your dreams. I do recommend having at least twenty-five objectives to start, with varying levels of difficulty. They can be as small as hiking a new trail at a local park or as big as running a marathon—some will be checked off in a weekend, while others may be lifelong journeys. Including short-term goals that can easily be completed will give you a sense of accomplishment and help to keep you motivated for the ones that may take years. By continuously working toward (and checking off) your goals, you will turn the sense of achieving into a good habit.

Don’t pass judgment on your own abilities. You will be surprised at what you can actually accomplish. People put limitations on themselves by thinking that they can’t do incredible things or because the big picture of an aspiration seems so overwhelming. You need to dream big, go beyond the realistic goals, and put down everything that you have ever wanted to see, touch, and experience. Be realistic, but also understand that we are capable of doing so much more than we think we can. Don’t think it is too silly, just write it down.
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Walking Jerash Archaeolgical Site—Jordan

Speaking of writing it down, one of the most important steps in creating a bucket list is recording it somewhere. Sounds simple, right? But even so, most people miss this critical step. Recording your list represents a sincere commitment, turning them into tangible goals—doable aspirations to work toward instead of wishful thinking. Studies have shown that people are 33 percent more successful with achieving their goals when they write them down, share them with the world, and are held accountable with weekly updates. It’s also very easy to forget all of your aspirations if you don’t have something concrete to refer back to.

My first bucket list was created in a small, green, flowered journal, and then upgraded to a simple Word document. Afterward it graduated to a multi-tabbed Excel file. Now my over eight-hundred-item list is located solely online on my blog, which has been the easiest for me. Not only is it conveniently accessible, but it also holds me accountable by being visible to the universe. There are also many phone apps and online bucket list websites where you can record your list and share it with others (refer to resource chapter for examples).

Starting is the hardest part, so let’s begin right now. Yes. Now. Living your own bucket list is as easy as following the Four C’s: Cultivate, Commit, Conquer, Celebrate.

CULTIVATE

Once you have made the decision to create a bucket list, you need to start cultivating ideas. You’re bound to have a few items that you have always wanted to do in the forefront of you mind, and immediately write those down. But, how do you come up with other incredible ideas? How do you know what’s out there in the world to choose from? The following are different methods to stimulate ideas for your list.

Write Your Eulogy

At a time when I was suffering from a serious case of the blahs, a close friend challenged me to write my own eulogy. I thought that was the craziest and most depressing proposal. Why would anyone want to think about his or her own death? The answer is that by doing so you can learn a valuable lesson about what you want your life to look like when you are alive. What legacy do you want to leave? What do you want to achieve? What would you want your friends to say about you and your life after you are gone? What does your ideal life look like?

I took his challenge, without realizing the impact it would have. My eulogy read something like this:

Annette was a devoted daughter, wife, and friend. She was always the first to laugh at herself and the last to judge others. She was a true lover of life—her biggest passion was trying something for the first time and sharing her adventures in order to inspire others to step out of their comfort zones. Her curious nature and eagerness to learn led her around the world, collecting thousands of memorable experiences and making friends of all nationalities, creeds, ethnicities, and races. These first hand experiences and the people she met were her best teachers in life. She designed an unconventional lifestyle that she was excited to wake up to every morning. It was filled with travel, adventure, giving back, and lots of laughter. She touched the hearts of people from all walks of life, though she would say that it was her heart that was touched by them.

This ended up being an emotional and enlightening exercise, realizing the life I truly wanted to lead versus the one I was living at the time. The two were miles apart. I took these words and translated them into goals for my life; travels that would immerse me with the locals, ways to inspire others to live a life beyond fear, and adventures that would leave lasting memories. This eulogy and my bucket list became my life’s mission statement.

Create Categories

Breaking up your life list into different categories can make the brainstorming process much easier. This is also a great way to organize it once it starts growing. Divide a page into your selected categories and list at least five entries for each one. You will find that some goals fit into two different sections; that is no problem, just record it in one—the most important part is that it’s on there somewhere. Following are only examples of categories. If you find many of your entries fall into a category not shown here, simply create it. This is your list.

•   Local Experiences

•   Adventure

•   Career & Finances

•   Charity

•   Creativity

•   Education

•   Entertainment & Events

•   Family & Kids

•   Food & Drink

•   Just for Fun

•   Personal Growth

•   Nature & Wildlife

•   Sports & Activities

•   Travel (Local, Domestic, International)

Ask Yourself 20 Questions

Sometimes the biggest “aha” moments come from asking yourself a question that has never been asked of you before. It can lead to overwhelming emotions and enlightening answers. Play a game of 20 Questions with yourself to find what adventures you would be most passionate about. Asking yourself these questions will provoke answers that can determine the life that you want to lead. If you get stumped, just skip to the next one and come back later. Don’t let your answers be controlled by fear or self-doubt, this is the place to dream bigger than you ever thought possible. Even I go back and ask these questions of myself from time to time, and as I have evolved as a person, so have some of my answers.

1.   Where in the world would you like to visit?

2.   If you had one month to live, what would you do?

3.   What types of new foods do you want to try?

4.   What cultural traditions are you interested in?

5.   Are there any activities or sports that you want to try?

6.   What events do you want to attend?

7.   What has always been your biggest dream in life?

8.   What classes have you always thought about taking?

9.   If money and fear were not an issue what would you do?

10. Who have you always wanted to meet in person?

11. What would you like to do with family and friends?

12. In what ways do you want to improve yourself physically, mentally, or spiritually?

13. What skills have you wanted to learn?

14. Is there a charity you have always wanted to support?

15. What was your childhood dream—is it still relevant today?

16. If you won a multi-million-dollar lottery today, what would you do?

17. If you were on your deathbed, what would be your regrets?

18. What travel stories would you want to share with your grandchildren?

19. If you had three wishes what would they be?

20. Is there someplace you have always wanted to take your spouse, best friend, and parent?

Use the Buddy System

Sometimes you can be gung ho about goal setting on your own and the ideas will flow easily, while other times you need a little help from your friends. Not only will they bring new ideas to the table, but also together you will be providing accountability and encouragement to each other. Connecting with like-minded people, especially if they share the same goal, can be a great support system to keep you motivated.

There are plenty of options when it comes to writing and tackling your bucket list with others. You can set up a girls’ night at a wine bar, a special date night with your significant other, or get the entire family together to throw ideas around. Think about trading in your book club for a bucket list club, a group that can meet once or twice a month to create your lists, get motivation, and even accomplish goals together. One of my favorite ideas is to throw a bucket list party. You can supply decorative paper, sparkly pens, and the margaritas, then your best friends can hang out and conjure up ideas.

Get Outside Inspiration

Now that you have ventured deep inside yourself to find experiences for your list, it’s time to get some outside inspiration. In this modern day of television, Internet search engines, and social media, inspiration is all around you; you just have to be in the bucket list mindset to see it. Once you start cultivating ideas your instinct will automatically be on high alert whenever anybody mentions something worthy of a spot on your list. It is similar to when you’ve finally determined your dream destination is Italy and everywhere you look you notice either people going there, mentioning it in conversation, or it being written about in magazines. This is because your subconscious mind is already thinking about it.

Until this mentality kicks in, you can get inspiration from browsing Pinterest boards, watching travel shows, subscribing to adventure magazines, reading blogs (like mine, BucketListJourney.net—shameless plug), searching specific hashtags on Twitter, etc. The inspiration possibilities are almost endless. If that’s not enough to get your brain juices flowing, you can also watch the movie The Bucket List with Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman. Though it did not start the bucket list phenomenon, it did bring the term to the forefront.

Revisit and Review Your List

Revisit your list in a week or a month to double-check what you have with a fresh pair of eyes. Do this while remembering that putting something on your list is making a contract with yourself. Ask yourself if they are truly your goals or have they been added to your list out of social expectations? Delete items that you added not because you wanted to actually achieve them, but because you thought they should be on there. Be brutally honest with yourself. What do you want to see, do, and experience in your lifetime? Just because everyone has bungee jumping in New Zealand on his or her list does not mean it has to be on yours, unless it is really something that you want to do. Don’t fill it with aspirations of other people, unless it truly resonates with your dreams. With that said, make sure that it is not your fear speaking when you remove something from your list

Remove anything that is impossible, truly impossible, not something that is frightening or seemingly undoable due to lack of confidence. If you are a woman, living in a Byzantine monastery on Mount Athos in Greece is not going to happen since females were banned in 1046. Competing in the NFL for a man over sixty with no athletic skill: I don’t think so. I am a firm believer that I can do almost anything that I put my mind to, but I also know my limitations. My window of opportunity for being an Olympic gymnast is over, not to mention the fact that I can’t even touch my toes, and becoming a famous country singer may involve not breaking glass when I sing. With that said, also force yourself to think outside of the box. If your goal is to compete in a Sumo wrestling match in Japan and you are a ninety-five-pound female, think about ways to tailor this target to something doable. Can you compete in an exhibition sumo match wearing a protective suit? Or is there a lightweight women’s segment?

Make it a ritual of reviewing your bucket list once a month—have your feelings about any goals changed? Is there something that you heard about that sparked an interest? Don’t be afraid to add items when inspiration strikes, or to delete when natural evolution has made the goal now lack meaning or you have truly had a change of heart. As I said earlier, fear, procrastination, or lack of motivation should not be the reason for a deletion. But as we grow, we evolve, and so should our bucket lists. Over the years your travel style will change, as will your adventure level. When you begin it may be all about your love of hiking National Parks in the United States, whereas a few years down the road you may have realized your passion for seeing the largest waterfalls all over the world or helping villages build community gardens in South Africa. As you discover more about yourself, a meaningful bucket list will have to grow with you.
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Stopping to smell the roses in Guatemala

COMMIT

Come each January, it is estimated that 45 percent of people make New Year’s resolutions, and every year only 8 percent of them will succeed at the goal they set for themselves. Typically, the first couple weeks it is all rainbows and butterflies, you are 100 percent devoted to the goal. Then as time goes on your level of commitment starts to dwindle; you begin to get sidetracked and discouraged. Before you know it, winter is rolling around again and you are a part of the failure statistic.

You have already begun to stop the cycle by writing your bucket list, now you must truly commit to living it.

Commit by making a personal promise to yourself that will assist you in living your dreams. When I first decided to make my bucket list a priority in my life, this was the pact I made with myself:

[image: image]

Taking a falconry lesson at Dromoland Castle in Ireland

I promise to never let fear make my decisions for me, and to take one step toward my goals each and every day.

This commitment caused me to analyze every declined opportunity to see if the reason was based on fear. If it was, I forced myself to turn my no into a yes. It also caused me to be continuously making progress toward a goal by committing to doing one thing every day. It didn’t have to be huge, on some days it was simply researching hiking trails and other days it was downloading a travel app to my iPhone. Maybe for you, you can only squeeze in a step every week. Whatever it is, make a commitment to yourself and stick to it.

CONQUER

Okay, so you have this incredible list, now it is time to do something about it. A bucket list is not helpful if all the goals just sit unfinished forever. It is time to start turning your dreams into a reality. Time and time again we hear people mention the wish lists for their lives, wide-eyed with an excitement in their voices, the crackling of the wheels turning in the brain and an overwhelming feeling of hope. It’s a contagious feeling; one that you wish would last forever. Then what happens? Unfortunately, that thought needs to turn to action and that’s where the need for “instant gratification” scores a touchdown while hard work is left to watch from the sidelines. Taking on the entire goal seems like an impossible feat, so day by day the excitement dwindles until the goal is a distant memory like the wrinkle-free skin I had when I was eighteen. Don’t worry, it’s happened to me too. But, there are some techniques to help ensure your success.

Be Accountable

Want to have better odds at keeping the commitment you made to yourself? Hold yourself accountable. You can do this by publicly announcing the contents of your bucket list or at least your active pursuit of one of your goals—share it with your family, friends, and even a couple of acquaintances. Not only will your enthusiasm be contagious, but sharing will make you feel obligated to complete a goal; you don’t want to be seen as the person who goes back on their word. After telling a few people, there is no doubt that someone like Uncle Mikey will ask you how you are coming along with “that bucket list thing” at your next family gathering. Either you will have an impressive adventurous story to share or it will give you the little push you need to get back on track.

Even better, if you have started your list with friends, your children, or a spouse, make a plan to meet once a month to discuss the progress you have all made and to determine steps you will take before the next time you meet. Having these monthly get-togethers causes you to be answerable to someone, and it could be a huge support when you encounter challenges with a goal you are working on.

I held myself accountable by starting a blog and letting the entire world know my intentions. Even in the beginning when the readers were few, Bucket List Journey held me accountable every day. People would email asking what I was doing next, or they would congratulate me on one of my ventures. Several have even invited me to assist in one of their goals. I have been invited to Thanksgiving dinner at the home of one of my readers, on a sexy Playboy-style cruise with a stranger (I actually went!), and even was sent a gift card to a restaurant in Portland when I announced my plans to go there. Each interaction pushed me forward and strengthened my commitment. I didn’t want to disappoint the people who were counting on me or to disappoint myself.

Pick Starter Goals

You are probably looking at your long list of aspirations, confused at where to begin. Focusing on too many goals can be distracting, so start by picking two to three to work on, at least one long-term and one short-term. If you can’t decide which ones to start with, read your list again to identify what excites you at the moment, what gives you goose bumps or a thrill in the pit of your stomach.

My first tandem goals were going to the movies by myself and driving through the hills of Tuscany. Of course, the theater task was completed almost instantaneously, which made me feel like I was making progress, whereas traveling to Italy took over a year and a half. Once the short-term goal was completed I immediately replaced it with another easier item while still continuing to make progress on the larger goal.

Deadline Your Objectives

Setting deadlines can help escape the “someday” syndrome, a common excuse for why you won’t begin today because you will get to it someday. The goals you choose to currently work on should have a deadline different than “in your lifetime,” as it will create a sense of urgency to propel you forward. Push yourself, but also be realistic. If you have just accepted a demanding new job that will require six months of training, then your dream of going to a month-long silent retreat in Bali may have to have a longer deadline than a year. Spend some time calculating what is practical: if you are committed to a half year of training for your position, then allow yourself three months for full transition into the new position after the training period. Then assess how long it will take you to complete the goal from this point, and that’s what your deadline should be, keeping in mind that you will be able to complete little steps along the way.
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Searching for sea glass at Glass Beach in Fort Bragg, California

If you are putting a deadline to your entire bucket list, then it’s not really a bucket list by definition, because your lifetime is the deadline. What I can recommend is creating mini-lists within your list, for example:

•   Seasonal Bucket List – Some items will only be able to be done in certain seasons, like seeing the tulip fields in Holland or dogsledding in Greenland. Each year create lists for summer, winter, spring, or fall.

•   This Year’s Bucket List – Instead of making a New Year’s resolution, on the first of the year break your list down to the items you want to complete in the next twelve months.

•   30 Before 30, 40 before 40, or 50 before 50 – Choose goals that you want to do before reaching a certain age.

Break Down Goals into Actionable Steps

Don’t make the mistake of thinking it’s not worth even beginning if you are only able to make a small start. If your goal is completing a marathon, put on your running shoes and walk around the block. If it is learning how to speak Italian, memorize one word a day or even a week. Every accomplishment starts with one single step; it doesn’t matter how big or small, as long as you are making the effort to move forward.

Creating these types of baby steps is especially helpful when you are trying to tackle a larger, long-term goal. It is less daunting to focus on each small task, plus you will get a confidence boost with each little milestone reached, as you will realize that you are one step closer to your goal. When you are looking at the big picture in its entirety, it can seem overwhelming and intimidating, which can promote procrastination. Breaking it down into bite-sized pieces and concentrating on each one individually makes it seem more doable. For example, if your goal is to go hunting for truffles in Italy, this could be broken down into the following steps:

•   Get a passport

•   Research the best location for truffle hunting

•   Determine when truffle season is

•   Request time off from work

•   Book a truffle hunting tour

•   Research flights to Italy

•   Book a flight to Italy

•   Book a hotel

•   Order currency

•   And so on …

Take these steps, put deadlines to each one, and create a schedule. I can easily create up to a hundred steps for a large goal. This may sound tedious, but if you have committed to doing one thing each day, one hundred steps takes only just over three months of time before you are standing at the top of that mountain or crossing that finish line.

Start Today

The more you procrastinate, the less likely it is that you will be able to do all the things in life you wish. Change that procrastination into determination by starting today. Make the first step of your chosen starter goal something you know you can complete within the next twenty-four hours. If your dream is to walk the Great Wall of China, begin by researching the best path. If your wish is to learn to crochet a scarf, start by finding a nearby class or set of instructional videos. Don’t wait for what seems like the “perfect” time, because that time is today.

Sometimes we try to bargain with ourselves: “I will take that dream cruise through the Alaskan glaciers as soon as ______.” You can fill in the blank: when your child turns eighteen, after your business has a more efficient staff, or possibly when you are debt-free. This bargaining tool makes us feel that our goal is actually possible, but the steps to achieve it will be taken at a later time—someday. Someday is not a guarantee. It is never too early to begin, don’t wait for that someday that may never come. Go at life with a curious spirit, adventurous soul, and fearless mindset.

CELEBRATE

When you are working toward a goal there are bound to be challenges. Being so focused on the task at hand can turn these obstacles into setbacks, especially when you are not taking opportunities to celebrate small victories. When you reach a benchmark, stop to celebrate your progress. Let’s say you check off booking your hotel in Switzerland today, then reward yourself with a delicious piece of Swiss chocolate. You wrote your packing list for a trip to Venice in the spring—that’s good for a scoop of hazelnut gelato. Marking our achievements, celebrating even the small successes, keeps us energized and encourages us to keep going forward with our goals. Don’t only give yourself kudos for making the big check mark next to a large goal on your bucket list; recognize how far you’ve come and celebrate the journey all along the way.

After putting a big bold check mark next to an item on your list, make sure that the incredible memories and powerful feelings related to them don’t slip away. Keep a memory book filled with keepsakes, post photos on social media, or write in a journal. Do anything that will keep the memory alive and motivate you to achieve the next dream.
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Photographing the doors of Santorini, Greece
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	3. WHY TRAVEL?
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There were adorable African children at my feet, each wielding colorful twistable balloons. Some were wearing them as hats; others were making attempts at producing animals and a few of the younger ones were simply using them as pacifiers. One smarty-pants even tried to turn a bright yellow one into a water balloon, somewhat unsuccessfully. The laughter that encompassed the dirt courtyard and the smiles on their faces were priceless.

The orphanage, on the outskirts of downtown Arusha in Tanzania, was hidden down a bumpy dirt road and painted in a friendly pale blue. There were forty-eight children that called it home, many who came outdoors when we arrived to greet us with a shy “Karibu,” which means “welcome” in Swahili. We were there to volunteer for the day and I came armed with fun—balloons that could be turned into animals. It was a simple toy that in a matter of minutes transformed bashful youngsters into creative, spunky kids.

When the memorable day was almost over, a little African girl came running toward me with her arms wide open, by pure instinct I scooped her up into my embrace. This was a thank-you that needed no words, one that crossed language barriers. It was a single moment that encompassed the power of a bucket list and meaningful travel; a moment that filled my heart with happiness, and hers too.

♦ ♦ ♦

Travel appears on many bucket lists for a variety of reasons. For some it is simply a time to reenergize your batteries, while for others it’s to experience things first hand or disconnect from the stresses at home. For me, and many others who choose to take it one step further and travel deeper, it is because it has the ability to enrich your life in some way, shape, or form—you return a different person than when you arrived. Just like in the case of the orphanage visit, it was impossible for me to leave those children without having been transformed in some way. It opened my eyes to hardships around the world, and to the importance of altruism. Travel is the best teacher in life.
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Spending the afternoon at Kibowa Orphanage in Tanzania, teaching the children how to make animal balloons

Though many people associate having meaningful travel experiences strictly with volunteerism, there are many more ways to travel deeper, exploring the world purposefully and making your ventures matter more. It could be seeing a mother gazelle giving birth in the bush, taking a relationship-changing road trip with your elderly grandfather, or learning to make pasta from a nonna in Italy. These ventures can enhance your life just as much as building a home for poverty-stricken families.

You are the only one that can determine what type of travel experience will make a difference in your life, but here are several ways to get the most out of traveling:

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN THE CULTURE

When many arrive to a foreign destination they make the mistake of visiting without ever really leaving their own world. They choose the route of being a tourist looking from the outside in, essentially sitting on the sidelines taking in everything going on around them yet never really participating. They are typically the people watchers, sitting at a Starbucks in Paris sipping a skinny vanilla latte, instead of eating croissants at Du Pain et Des Idées or shopping with the locals at the Marché aux Puces flea market. They are spectators of the city’s people.

On the flip side of the coin, others gain a better understanding and have a more profound experience by being immersed in the culture, which is really just a matter of leaving the comfort of your hotel and being engulfed into the world around you. The deepest travel happens when you integrate into a community by actively participating, opening yourself to interact with the locals, and understanding the way others live. This can be as easy as actively participating in their rituals, eating traditional dishes from the region, or learning the history that makes the city what it is today. For me, in Florence it meant breaking away from the typical spaghetti with meatballs and eating a lampredotto sandwich made with tender slices of tripe, a Florentine street food tradition. In Greece it was about mastering the art of Greek dancing, where the women pranced in the inner circle and the men on the outer while shouting “Opa!” And in Warsaw, immersion was walking through the Jewish Ghetto learning about the rich history that went on behind the tattered walls.

The locals can give you the best insight into their culture, unlike any book on the shelves. Plus, some of the best travel tips and advice comes from talking to them. I know that connecting with the locals doesn’t sound so easy to do sometimes, but try sitting at the bar when dining, striking up a conversation while standing in line, or talking to the taxi drivers—they definitely know their way around a city. This is how I found out where the best Greek salad was in Santorini and which booth to buy the finest ahi tuna at while visiting Tsukiji Fish Market in Tokyo.
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Meeting the locals at Jerash Archaeological Site in Jordan

Learn some basic phrases in the foreign tongue and look for opportunities to interact with the city’s people. Wander off the beaten path, drink at their pubs, and frequent their hangouts. Stay away from the tourist traps, but if you are there ask the workers at the souvenir stands the right questions. Ask the real questions about how it is to live, work, and eat in their town. Where are their favorite places to go? Be patient if you are traveling to a foreign country, as English is probably their second language. Interact with a curious, loving spirit—a willingness to learn.

Spending time lounging at a resort pool sipping on cosmopolitans is an entirely different experience than drinking a pint of Guinness at a neighborhood pub in Dublin. Put down the camera, turn off the cell phone, and just be present in a moment. There is a great value in learning a country’s history and being immersed into its culture.

CONNECT WITH NATURE AND WILDLIFE

Many brushes with nature are brief escapes from an otherwise stressful day; you may pause for a moment to look out your office window at an afternoon rainbow or spot a deer in the fields across from your child’s school. For an instant, the accidental encounter energizes and calms you at the same time, but you may not be sure why. Connecting with nature means more than simply getting a little fresh air, rather it has the potential to make us aware of an existence bigger than the latest Apple product, and possibly even ourselves.
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Hiking Pacaya Volcano in Guatemala

The world is an incredible collage of natural plants, animals, and landscapes—filled with unforgettable places organically created. Something spiritual happens when you are connecting with nature and experiencing wildlife. There’s nothing quite like witnessing the peacefulness of a mother baboon cuddling her child in a Ngorongoro crater, the soothing sound of the rushing water of the Iguazu Falls in South America, or being amongst the stillness of the giant redwoods along the California coast. These experiences can spur creativity, bring happiness, relieve stress, and cause you to look at the world with a sense of awe.
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