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T
he idea of traveling around the
world or taking your dream

trip may seem out of reach at the
moment, but now is the perfect
time to start laying the foundation
for your next adventure. Years ago, I
planned an 18-month around-the-
world adventure — long before digi-
tal libraries, travel apps, and Ama-
zon Prime became the norm. Re-
searching and planning from home
couldn’t be easier, so take this time
to plan your next well-deserved va-

cation. Here are some tips to consider.

Information gathering
Libraries may be closed, but most offer on-

line digital services and have extended their
offerings, allowing more people to borrow
travel-related books, magazines, DVDs, and
other useful materials. The Boston Public Li-
brary has also extended library card expira-
tion dates, so you’ll have until October to re-
new an expired card and can still use it in the
meantime.

Support your local bookstores by purchas-
ing travel maps, guidebooks, and language
CDs. In the wake of the coronavirus, many
bookstores now offer free shipping or even
curbside delivery. Harvard Book Store and

Porter Square Books, for instance, will either
ship your items for free or offer curbside pick-
up so you can drive by and scoop up your or-
der. Porter Square Books also offers free home
delivery in Somerville and Cambridge.

Some magazine publishers have put con-
tent online for free to reach more readers.
Elevation Outdoors, a magazine focused on
outdoor adventure and travel in the Rocky
Mountains and beyond, and Travelife, a Ca-
nadian travel publica-
tion, for instance, have
offered free reads of
their magazines online
(Elevation Outdoors has
committed to posting
its March and April is-
sues online, and send-
ing free print issues of
the April publication to
subscribers).

Online travel chat
rooms provide the perfect place for travelers
to share stories and for you to gather the most
up-to-date information on destinations.
Whether you’re planning a trip, looking to
summit a mountain, or need info on training
for your first marathon, you can meet other
like-minded people through Meetup.com, a
free online platform.

“Connecting with people in chat rooms is a
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Dreaming of the time when you
will again be able to move about

and explore the world?
Now is the time
to ensure that you’ll be
prepared and ready to

go when it is safe
to do so.
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V
irtual tours? It wasn’t that long ago that we

scoffed at the idea of watching a watered-down
walk-through of a place. How can that be better

than the real thing? Never! And, why ruin the
first-time surprise and excitement of, say, a visit to

the Great Wall of China?
Well, what a difference a day or two can make. After a

week in lock-down mode, all our you-need-to-see-it-for-
yourself travel arrogance has dissipated, and we’re ready —
no delighted — to, say, visit the Louvre virtually. While
virtual tours of museums, parks, and places have been
around for a while, they’re in the spotlight now, as an

antidote for COVID-19-induced
cabin-fever.

Google Arts & Culture has
partnered with more than 1,200
museums and archives
worldwide to showcase their
collections online. Some offer
virtual tours; others provide
high-quality photography with

descriptions. You’ll find a list of participants at
www.artsandculture.google.com/partner. Other places,
including parks, tourist attractions, and popular sites, have
developed their own tours. Here are seven that we enjoyed,
and that whetted our appetite to re-visit one day — in
person.

Smithsonian National Air & SpaceMuseum
Climb aboard a space shuttle and listen to the

astronauts who helped deploy the Hubble Telescope in a
360-degree video at this national museum. You’ll also tour
the operations room, visit the Hubble control center, and
learn how astronauts go to the bathroom in space
(apparently one of the most asked questions.) There’s also a
360-degree video from the Hubble Space telescope of Orion
Nebula in the Milky Way.
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7 virtual tours that can take you there
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Online travel chat
rooms can provide
the most up-to-date
information on
destinations.

This image made
available by NASA
shows fledgling
stars hidden in the
gas and clouds of
the Orion Nebula.
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www.artsandculture.google.com/proj-
ect/360-videos

Kenai Fjords National Park
This beautiful park, filled with

gushing waterfalls, giant ice flows,
towering mountains, massive glaciers,
and soaring eagles, has nearly 40 gla-
ciers across the Harding Icefield. Fol-
low a park ranger to the base of Exit
Glacier, and learn how the ice has
been rapidly receding, in recent years
up to 150 feet per year. You’ll climb
down into a large crevice, rappelling
30 feet below the surface of a glacier.
And, then go kayaking in Bear Glacier
Lagoon, surrounded by floating ice
chunks and towering glaciers. It’s now
on our travel to-do list. https://art-
sandculture.withgoogle.com/en-us/na-
tional-parks-service/kenai-fjords/exit-
glacier-tour

AmericanMuseum of Natural History
The world-famous “dinosaur hall”

at this popular New York City museum
is home to an amazing collection of
skeletons. The newest is Titanosaur; it
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grazes the 19-foot-high ceiling, and at
122 feet long, it’s so large, its neck and
head extend out of the room. “It’s one
of the newest big dinosaurs that have
been found in the world,” says Mark
Norell, Macauley Curator, Division of
Paleontology. Look and listen to a vid-
eo on how this giant, one of the largest

land animals ever to live, was discov-
ered in Patagonia, and how it was cast
and reassembled at its new home in
the museum. www.amnh.org/exhibi-
tions/permanent/orientation-center/
the-titanosaur

There are additional opportunities
to visit the museum virtually through
the museum’s YouTube channel
(www.youtube.com/channel/UCMky-
bZyI_B-xgkLQo_eCQ_w), and a virtu-
al tour from Google Arts and Culture
(www.artsandculture.google.com/
partner/american-museum-of-natu-
ral-history). Previously recorded tours
of the halls and collections are also be-
ing shared on Facebook Lives at 2 p.m.
daily (www.facebook.com/naturalhis-
tory).

Carlsbad Caverns National Park
After watching this video, you’ll

definitely want to further explore this
magical, mystical place deep below the
Chihuahuan Desert in southern New
Mexico. Above ground, are rocky out-
croppings and ancient sea ledges deco-
rated with flowering cacti. Follow a
park ranger as she descends some 750
feet below the surface into an under-

ground world, filled with gnarly rock
formations and swooping bats. You’ll
take a VR headlamp tour of one of the
largest caves in North America, bigger
than six football fields, and discover
secret rooms. Outside again, watch as
swarms of cave swallows swoop above.
At nightfall a different spectacle be-
gins as hundreds of thousands of bats
enter in and out of the cave. You’ll
have close-up views of the bats and
learn how they navigate in the dark
using echolocation. https://artsand-
culture.withgoogle.com/en-us/nation-
al-parks-service/carlsbad-caverns

New England Aquarium
Our beloved aquarium has tempo-

rarily closed its doors, but you can still
visit as they continue to offer special
presentations and educational con-
tent. Video presentations are posted
each day on the website and also on
Facebook at 11 a.m. daily and can lat-
er be found on the aquarium’s Virtual
Visit webpage. Watch as a trainer
feeds the penguin colonies and learn
how they keep the cute critters healthy
and happy. There’s an underwater
tour of the Giant Ocean Tank, a close-
up look at sharks and rays, and the op-
portunity to watch as one of the
aquarium’s lobsters gets fed — a
shrimp on a tube! Other presentations
take you on virtual tours of the exhib-
its and provide a look at behind-scene
activities. So far, the most popular vid-
eo has been Monday’s feeding of Myr-
tle the turtle, which currently has
43,000 views on Facebook and anoth-
er 8,000 views on YouTube.
www.neaq.org

The Nature Conservancy
This organization offers a variety of

virtual field trips, aimed at kids in
grades 3 through 12. They’re educa-
tional in nature, the information is in-
teresting, and the video content is en-
gaging. We watched and enjoyed sev-
eral of them, including a canoe trip to
the Emerald Edge, home to the world’s
largest intact coastal temperate rain-
forest that is more than 800 years old;
a visit to the Dominican Republic to
learn about coral reefs; a visit to Bor-
neo, the third largest island in the
world, to learn about how scientists
are studying the rainforest, and a trip
to the grasslands and deserts of Ke-
nya, Africa. www.natureworksevery-
where.org

San Diego Zoo
Watching baby animal videos is a

sure-fire way to cheer you up. The
world-renowned San Diego Zoo, is
home to more than 3,500 animals and
650 species. You can watch live cams
and recorded footage of pandas, pen-
guins, baboons, polar bears, koalas, gi-
raffes, elephants, tigers and condors.
There’s also a variety of video content,
including one starring the sloth bear
brothers, Deemak and Kartick, and
another featuring Smudge, the search
and rescue koala dog used to track ko-
alas in Australia. www.sandiego-
zoo.org

Diane Bair and Pamela Wright can be
reached at bairwright@gmail.com.

great way to remain social and plan a
future trip,” says Nena Zahedi, a flight
attendant and a board member for
Travel Enthusiast, another free online
travel resource. “Asking your e-pal
what their experiences are is a great
way to discover hidden gems,” adds Za-
hedi, who recommends Travelers Chat
and Trip Advisor Forum as other good
resources for gathering real informa-
tion from other travelers.

Tap all your resources. Contact peo-
ple who come from the places you
want to visit, such as the owners of the
Thai restaurant down the street or
members of a local French language
club — send an e-mail, leave a voice
mail, or find people through social me-
dia. Reach out to people through your
alma mater to see if any alumni live in
the places you plan to explore. Again,
social media provides a good way to
track people down.

Learn a language
Use library resources to learn a lan-

guage while you’re at home. The BPL,
for instance, offers interactive language-
learning services for young kids (Little
Pims) and adults (Mango Languages).

Many good apps can help guide you
through the language-learning pro-
cess. Duolingo, a free app that works
on your phone or desktop, offers 31
different languages and uses fun, in-
teractive games to help you practice.
HelloTalk, another free app, connects
you with native speakers of more than
100 languages who can help you learn
their language through voice record-
ings, video calls, texts, and more. This
interactive experience connects you
with real people — perfect for a time
when we feel so isolated — and can
make learning a language even more
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fun. Babbel, a paid app starting at
$6.95 per month, helps you gain real-
life conversation skills, while Lan-
guage Bird lets you practice your new
language skills with other students in a
moderator-led online chatroom, called
Chirp Room.

Check your documents
Make sure your trip documents are

up to date and get paperwork going to
renew any that may expire in the next
year. For travel to many countries,
your passport must not expire within
six months of your visit. Passport re-
newals can be submitted by mail (see
travel.state.gov for details), while new
passports must be done in person once
offices reopen. All passport offices, in-
cluding the Boston Passport Agency,
remain closed and are only providing
passports to those needing to travel
within 72 hours because of life-or-
death emergencies (serious illnesses,
injuries, or deaths in your immediate
family) that require you to travel out-
side the United States.

Starting Oct. 1, 2020, travelers
must have a REAL ID-compliant card
to fly within the United States, which
means a REAL ID driver’s license, US
passport, Global Entry card, US Mili-
tary ID, or Enhanced Driver’s License
(the EDL lets you travel between the
United States and Canada, Mexico,
and some Caribbean countries — once
borders reopen — by land or sea only
without needing a passport, but it does
cost more than a REAL ID driver’s li-
cense). Now is a good time to get the
paperwork done for a REAL ID driver’s
license, unless you don’t mind carrying
a passport or other required card for
domestic travel. To save time, go to the
Registry of Motor Vehicles website to
fill out paperwork for the REAL ID, but
note that you’ll have to go to the RMV

to complete the application. Eight Reg-
istry of Motor Vehicles service centers
remain open in Massachusetts, includ-
ing Boston/Haymarket, Fall River,
Springfield, and Worcester, for when
it’s the right time to venture out.

Look into homestays
After this period of isolation, you’ll

likely be more than ready to embrace
the world and connect with other peo-
ple. Local hosts worldwide take visi-
tors into their homes for free, and pro-
vide safe, friendly environments for
cultural exchange. Some hospitality
groups are geared specifically to indi-
vidual or women travelers — you stay
with other women around the globe,
for instance — while others cater to se-
niors, or gay or lesbian adventurers.

During my around-the-world, solo
trip, I spent anywhere from two days
to two weeks with more than 20 differ-
ent host families, including a train
conductor in New Zealand, students in

Indonesia, a doctor in Malaysia, a re-
tired teacher in Thailand, and a shoe-
maker in India. These were, by far,
some of the most profound experienc-
es of my trip.

I arranged those homestays
through Servas, a nonprofit, nonde-
nominational, and nonpolitical peace
organization. Started by American stu-
dents in Denmark in 1949, Servasis ac-
tive in more than 100 countries and
aims to “build world peace, goodwill,
and understanding” by getting people
from different cultures and back-
grounds together. Meet local hosts for
a day or stay with them for up to two
nights (or longer, if invited). To join
Servas (www.usservas.org), pay a
small annual fee and complete your in-
terview remotely (through an online
service). Then start connecting with

other members through new virtual
meetups and virtual dinners.
Women Welcome Women, a non-

profit, UK-based hospitality group, en-
courages and enables women world-
wide to visit each other and, in the pro-
cess, foster international friendships.
More than 2,500 members, ranging
from 18 to 90 years old, belong to the
group. Membership fee runs about
$43 (www.womenwelcomewom-
en.org.uk). Lesbian and Gay Hospitali-
ty Exchange International, also a non-
profit group, has more than 400 mem-
bers who host gay and lesb ian
travelers in more than 28 countries
throughout Africa, Asia, Oceania, and
North, Central, and South America
(www.lghei.org).

Or consider planning a trip to swap
homes with someone around the
world. HomeExchange (www.homeex-
change.com) has more than 400,000
homes in 187 countries. Join now and
become a part of HomeExchange’s on-
line community, where you can learn
about destinations, gather ideas for fu-
ture trips, and make meaningful con-
nections with other like-minded trav-
elers.

“With many travel companies and
airlines offering special pricing and le-
nient cancellation policies, our advis-
ers are encouraging clients to book
their future travels now,” says Misty
Belles of Virtuoso, a luxury and experi-
ential travel network with more than
22,000 travel advisers worldwide.

Wherever your next adventure
takes you, whether it’s a walking holi-
day in Ireland or a dream cruise to
Antarctica, I look forward to seeing
you on the road.

Kari Bodnarchuk can be reached at
travelwriter@karib.us. Follow her on
Instagram at @womenstravelguide.

Use this time to prepare for your next travel excursion

It’s a good time to verify that your
passport will not expire soon and
to renew it if it will.

These virtual tours will transport you
to natural wonders and museums
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Above: Stalagmites and
stalactites in the Carlsbad
Caverns National Park in

New Mexico. Top: Blue waters
and tree-covered rocks on a

cloudy morning in Porcupine
Bay at Kenai Fjords National

Park in Alaska.


