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Members of the Educational Travel Community 
(ETC) Advisory and Emeritus Councils were invit-
ed by Mr. John Hendricks to the Gateway Canyons 
Resort, from April 29-May 3, 2010, to “experience” 
Experius Academy and the soon-to-be launched 
Curiosity Retreats. The collective task was to 
evaluate, critique and provide recommendations on 
both the programming experiences, as well as on 
the facility, activities and services provided. ETC 
representatives were briefed ahead of time that they 
would not experience a “full” weeklong Curiosity 
Retreat, as the program in place was significantly 
and graciously modified to enable ETC to conduct 
its Educational Travel Conference 2011 mid-year 
planning meeting. Approximately 16 hours were 
allotted to ETC’s meeting, and the remainder of the 
time was dedicated to Resort and Academy events 
and activities (see the schedule on page 79).

ETC is composed of the leading affinity, alumni and 
museum travel planners, special interest tour operators, international destination representatives and global 
travel suppliers within the field of educational travel. Given the extensive expertise and senior leadership in 
educational and experiential group travel represented at this meeting, representatives were uniquely qualified to 
vet the resort and the Experius Academy/Curiosity Retreats concept in order to provide programming insights, 
operational recommendations, and industry marketing expertise. Specific task assignments for this group in-
cluded providing the following:

 •a 1- to 2-page written summary and impressions of the Experius Academy/Gateway Canyons Resort; 
 •the design of a one-week Experius Academy program that would be suitable for the affinity and non  
 profit Educational Travel market;
 •photographers’ top photos of Experius Academy activities and of Gateway Canyons Resort. 

ETC’s representatives documented all aspects of their experience while onsite—from check-in to events and 
activities to a full site inspection of the grounds and facilities. Each morning, the ETC staff held a debriefing to 
capture the ETC representatives’ feedback, which is documented in this report’s “Daily Debriefings by Topic” 
section. A formal “Final Group Debriefing,” facilitated by Experius Academy-contracted Gary Leopold, is also 
captured in this report. Additionally, ETC representatives provided formal written summaries for the “Individual 
Impressions and Programming Suggestions” section. ETC’s representatives and Conference Director Carole 
Erickson have provided a detailed vetting on all pertinent issues from communications, staffing and resort pro-
cedures to grounds and facilities, food and beverage, and activities and programming. 

On behalf of the entire ETC delegation and staff who participated in this mid-year planning meeting we wish 
to express our sincere and appreciative thanks to John Hendricks and the Experius Academy team for making 
it possible. Our 25th anniversary conference in 2011 will exude an energy and spirit directly attributable to the 
wonderful sense of place and beauty where we held our pivotal mid-year planning meeting. 

I. Executive Summary

ETC Advisory and Emeritus Council members at the ETC 2011 Mid-
Year Planning Meeting. Pictured, from left to right: Susan Goodale, 

Lynn Meehan, Joe Small, and Leslie Jennings Rowley    
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BOLD GATEWAY
The soul of Gateway Canyons is bold and 
piercing, as is the vision and vistas show-
cased in the beautifully sculpted Gateway 
Canyons Resort buildings. Gateway Can-
yons is first and foremost a resort in a vast 
and wild landscape that begs to engage all 
of one’s senses; even the most beleaguered 
of travelers will feel quickly energized in 
the face of this wondrous landscape. The 
strength of John Hendricks’ visual genius 
is beautifully transfixed in the Gateway 
Canyons Resort. 

Despite the synergy of visual contexts—
landscape and architecture—the nexus 
between the inner and outer transforma-
tional experiences is curiously underplayed 
and unplanned for. The program offerings, 
as proposed on the sample schedule, are very 
much a journey of the mind, and the activi-
ties very much an excursion for the body; however, there is little time, facilitation and programming built in to 
pause for the reflections of heart and soul, which become so fully engaged and renewed in this boldly inviting 
landscape. 

BRANDING GATEWAY
Gateway Canyons is presently a major resort with a minor presence in the domestic, let alone international, mar-
ket. It is a hidden gem that needs to be marketed across the United States and its borders. Its Western experience 
is rich and multi-faceted and offers a unique setting and cache for travelers. Given the legacy of John Hendricks, 
there is a perceived interplay of brands between Gateway Canyons and the Discovery Channel—all the more 
heightened with the introduction of Curiosity Retreats. 

What exists at Gateway Canyons is a resort without an identity that, as such, is vastly undermarketed in the U.S. 
not to mention its obvious potential in the international market—particularly with nonstop flights from Paris 
now running into Salt Lake City. Hidden gems such as the Gateway Auto Museum need to be marketed as well. 

A challenge before Gateway Canyons, in the face of the retrofit branding of Experius Academy, layered again 
with the brand launch for Curiosity Retreats, is ensuring the facilities’ staff, as well as visitors are clear about 
the overarching mission and plans. Without clear messaging and purpose there can be no expectation for brand 
buy-in. To the outsider, the Experius Academy and Curiosity Retreats appear to be ancillary  “product” offerings 
that the Resort will feature (much as it offers its other specialty programs such as the “antique car show” week-
end).  However, before layering on the Experius Academy and Curiosity Retreats program line and brands, the 
Gateway Canyons Resort itself must have a brand and a strong foundation and staff support. Otherwise, without 
a solid foundation (in this scenario the Resort itself), it is akin to putting the cart before the horse. 

BEYOND GATEWAY
The rich landscape surrounding Gateway Canyons Resort invites guests to engage and explore by foot, 4WD 
and horseback; yet, as expansive as the regional landscape is, the Resort/Experius Academy activities appear to 
be contained only within the Resort itself and on nearby BLM lands. The potential for the whole region should 
be recognized.  

Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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For a week-long program, the Resort should invite guests to explore beyond its perimeter—if only to travel five 
miles further south along the scenic byway for one afternoon. Furthermore, building real and significant local 
cultural alliances is essential to facilitating a more inclusive, authentic and deeper Western “experience” much 
needed at Gateway Canyons Resort presently. There appears to be a “bubble” effect, if not a disconnect between 
the Western communities and Gateway Canyons Resort. 

FOUR STARS:

1. Visual Integrity
The highest marks Gateway Canyons Resort received were based on the strength of the visual and structural 
integrity of the complex set amidst a stunning and spectacular landscape. Inspired and directed under the visual 
guru and architectural eye of John Hendricks, his genius for visual exposes met the unstated high expectations 
of the Resort’s links to the Discovery Channel. 

The indigenous architecture, building orientations and design features—while a bit confusing to navigate with 
limited signage and lighting (even understated)—illustrate well the meticulous level of detail and investment 
expended into maximizing every viewpoint to showcase the dramatic landscape. The wonderfully appointed 
rooms, from the hugely comfortable king beds to the romantic hot tubs with beautiful vistas of the surrounding 
landscapes, were outstanding in every detail. An indoor lap pool would enhance the resort amenities, when the 
spa is officially opened. 

2. Fresh Cuisine 
The palate’s experience of “fresh” is taken to a new level when dining at Gateway Canyons Resort! The fresh-
ness and quality of the foods served in abundance at Gateway Canyons—both with a local and international 
flair—deservedly received a round of applause. Chef Larry did an extraordinary job delivering an exquisite 
selection of menus throughout the three days of ETC’s stay—from homemade preserves to savory meats and 
slightly seared fish. Adding in the reality that much of the kitchen operations were delivered in temporary sta-
tions, this was an exceptional feat.  
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Chef Larry’s expertise is evident not only 
in his culinary talent but also in his ability 
to recruit and manage (with all the inherent 
challenges) a seasonal work force. It is a 
great strength that Gateway Canyons Resort 
recruited not only a seasoned chef but one 
well versed in the resort industry—as well 
as one with proven expertise to effectively 
tap and recruit talent from seasonal winter 
resorts. The restaurant team, including the 
very observant and attentive Mary Barton-
Palmer at the Paradox Grille, is well on 
its way to delivering five-star menus and 
exceptional service. 

3. Programming Potential
For both orchestrated Curiosity Retreats and 
the FIT/group domestic or inbound traveler, 
Gateway should not only be one stop on the scenic byway; it could be the base from which guests, in a one-
week stay, can explore the surrounding area—from Grand Junction and the vineyards to Moab.

Here are but a few programming thoughts for your consideration, many of which build upon the inherent skill 
and strength of a resource unique to Gateway Resorts and John Hendricks—the Discovery Channel filming/
documentary expertise:
 
• Make use of neighboring resorts, resources, and attractions such as Arches National Park, Moab, Uniweep 
Canyon, and the La Sal Mountains. Bring in local natural history experts, geologists, and paleontologists, etc. 
Go deeper with excursions within a 30-mile or so range. Or, use a plane to do tours in outlying areas (e.g. we 
learned that Lake Powell is a 45-minute flight from Gateway Canyons). The Resort could serve as a base for 
day-tours, and this would add value for both U.S. and foreign visitors. Introducing guests to the surrounding 
areas and scenic byways will help to provide greater context and understanding of the region. Also, bring your 
Gateway Canyons staff to these places to show them why this is such a special place (remarkably, we met a 
number of Gateway Canyons Resort and Experius Academy staff who have not visited the nearby local trea-
sures). Institutions such as the Museum of Western Colorado and its sister complex Dinosaur Discovery, as well 
as the many other destination gems (wine growers, western rodeo, etc.) should be tapped extensively, as well 
as all of the expertise readily available in the surrounding two-hour radius from Gateway Canyons. At the very 
least, such sustained and integrated alliances could only serve to enhance and expand the guiding capabilities at 
Gateway Canyons Resort/Experius Academy.

• Allow guests to “preview” the various activities and excursion options from the privacy of their rooms. The 
very filming of the ETC group on various activities is ready-made footage for illustrating the activity options 
for in-room viewing. To further facilitate and enhance these types of excursions, have a book and/or films/film 
feeds in each room explaining the geology and natural history of this region (select materials could be sent to 
guests ahead of arrival, as well). Introduce guests to the region through a brief lecture and by pointing out key 
features on a topography map in the Adventure Center. With the incredible talent and resources of the Discovery 
Channel team on the Curiosity project, some lectures could be filmed and in place in short order.  

• Bring lecturers into the wilderness for place-based lectures and what the educational travel community refers 
to as “museum without walls” experiences.  Tape these lectures on various occasions and put them in your vid-
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eo/education library. If the best geologist is not available on a particular day when a guest is ready to explore, 
one can still watch a prominent geologist’s lecture/interpretation via video. 

• Consider filming such excursions or using excursions to teach photography and filming. The “product” out-
comes can be memorable takeaways for visitors. Why not engage a few of the Discovery Channel videogra-
phers to be study leaders on such a Curiosity Retreat focus—an easy cross utilization of talent and expertise?

• Create programs unique to this region focusing on issues important in Western states, whether environmental 
issues like water rights and the Tamarisk eradication story or programs on energy, from nuclear energy to geo-
thermal energy to wind and solar (e.g. we were told the Anasazi were the first solar architects). Many interesting 
points of local history, geography, and land management can and should be brought into play. This could be the 
place for the premier “Western experience.”

• For the peak horseback ride provide equestrian tours around the Gateway Canyons Resort, including levels for 
intermediate and advanced riders. While a tour of the stables is an incredible treat, the rides and scenery near the 
stables are less dramatic (albeit a bit tedious and not exciting) than those around the resort with the canyon vis-
tas. The dirt roads around the resort are great for a brisk ride particularly for those with more advanced skills—
and the long car ride to the stables would be alleviated. 

• For the more sedate adventurer, a daily half-hour pinzgauer sundowner drive to the vista overlooking Gateway 
Canyons Resort (at the end of the runway) serving Mimosas is the best welcome gift the Resort can give to new 
guests. Without viewing the Resort from such “high country” vistas, the guest will never be able to set into con-
text the overwhelming beauty of the Resort and its location. As such this short excursion is recommended for all 
guests—as a site orientation. 

• As you seek to establish what is essentially termed an “alumni college,” it would be beneficial for you to bring 
in nonprofit travel planners at an early-planning stage to co-create the Experius Academy lectures and themes 
for the year. This is also important in terms of pricing models for alumni programs where the faculty and spous-
es must be priced in, as well.
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4. Discovery Channel Cache & Connections 
The Discovery Channel link—if only in association with John Hendricks’ name—is a strength unique to Gate-
way Canyons. As supporters of the quality educational programming provided by Discovery Channel, people 
will be swayed by the Discovery Channel cache, regardless of how overt or not the connection is made at Gate-
way Canyons. John Hendricks’ name is synonymous with Discovery Channel, and as such travelers will set high 
expectations in terms of intellectual content and scientific knowledge. All of the experiences and activities at 
Gateway Canyons Resort/Experius Academy should be developed not just to meet, but rather to exceed, guests’ 
expectations for quality, service and content. This includes education, dining and fun. In-room educational film 
features should be unparalleled given the resources of the Discovery Channel (even though the Discovery Chan-
nel is not a partner in this Resort venture). 

CHALLENGES:

1. Orchestrated Experiences 
As many of today’s travelers are baby boomers seeking  “peak” adventure and outdoor experiences, executing 
these well could provide an edge on competition for Gateway Canyons Resort/Experius Academy, particularly 
when coupled with the unparalleled landscape environment. The Curiosity Retreats currently in plan appear, at 
least at first sight, to be very much “in the head” with lectures, not providing enough to engage “the soul” of the 
journey—a key aspect of transformational travel.  Offering authentic experiences, transformative experiences, 
unique experiences is where the rubber hits the road for Gateway Canyons’/Experius Academy’s competitive 
edge. 

Consider offering a “whole person retreat”—an integrated wellness center that speaks not only to the intellect 
but also to the body, mind, and spirit (Canyon Ranch and the Miraval Resort are perhaps the best examples of 
health and wellness oases).

And yet the mechanism to facilitate this desire for engagement  is absent from Gateway Canyons Resort, as is 
“showmanship,” an all-important component that cannot be understated with respect to such experiences. If 
marketed in conjunction with the Curiosity project at Discovery Channel, the guests’ expectations will be high 
in terms of education, service and exploration. 

2. Expertise Voids  
Currently there is indeed a gap between 
the high level of education being pitched 
and the level of current Adventure Staff 
for the type of travelers who will attend a 
Curiosity Retreat. This disconnect needs to 
be addressed as one of the highest priori-
ties, whether or not Curiosity Retreats is 
launched on schedule.  

The majority of the current staff at the Ad-
venture Center cannot truly anticipate and 
answer the level of sophisticated questions 
raised on a daily basis by educated travel-
ers attracted to the Resort for its Curiosity 
Retreats or promoted educational offerings 
and expertise. One of the most pervasive 
comments among ETC’s group was that the 
staff and guides lack the in-depth knowl- Photo of Lynn Meehan, Gateway Canyons. 

Courtesy of New Brunswick Tourism and Parks
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edge needed to satisfy the most inquisitive of guests—exactly the target audience Experius Academy intends to 
engage on its Curiosity Retreats. The interpretive guiding level must be stronger and enhanced. A comparable 
investment in staff training and recruitment has to be made to reflect the level and integrity of the facilities in-
vestment already made at Gateway Canyons. 

It appeared that the Adventure Center staff did not perceive themselves as “educators.” For a deep dive into 
curiosity to occur both inside and outside the walls of the Palisade Events Center, the type of career experts 
and guides who are more knowledgeable than the knowledge-seekers will be critical. Aside from experts such 
as David Gann and the local color of Anasazi Bob, the Adventure Center offers no guides or expedition leaders 
of the caliber that the ETC members employ on all four corners of the earth. For Gateway Canyons to compete 
in the adventure resort market this lack of serious guiding is a huge limitation. While the Adventure Center 
staff bring exuberance and passion to their job, the maturity, expertise and training of many to provide “deeper 
scripts” is limited at best. Certainly guests should not have to Google flora and fauna facts in lieu of guide ex-
pertise.  

All activities need to be well vetted and 
scripted without the guest ever discerning a 
script in the delivery—with excitement and 
adventure in its execution. Some of the lead-
ers in the educational travel industry craft-
ing such guest adventure experiences are 
those that run safari programs in Africa like 
Thomson Safaris. On trips with Academic 
Arrangements Abroad, AHI Travel, Explori-
tas (formerly Elderhostel), Geographic Ex-
peditions, and Lindblad Expeditions, among 
others, well trained and highly educated ex-
pedition and trip leaders showcase the level 
of expertise and sophistication the educa-
tional travel community has come to expect 
for a so-called  “educational experience.” 
The safari model, as an example, maximizes 
every excursion with peak photo ops, well-
planned and rehearsed animal runs, special 
refreshment breaks in exceptional settings, 

and well-crafted  “adventure” moments. Bring in a company such as Lindblad’s expedition leaders, or a lead-
ing African safari company to really orchestrate the design of such off-road experiences. Things as simple but 
critical as scheduling photo ops—or identifying them on trail maps (both of which are lacking currently)—are 
essential to such scripting.

A great example of superior guiding and interpretation in place now at Gateway Canyons Resort is Miffie 
Blozvich on the air tour, as well as Amy Wilkison on the equestrian activities. With her background at the Mu-
seum of Western Colorado, Miffie delivered on expertise expectations. Both women should be asked to be lead 
trainers at Gateway University, assuming that guides can be brought in who have as extensive background and 
on-the ground expertise as both Miffie and Amy. The standard of the equestrian program and the air tour should 
be held up as examples of how to take other activity offerings to the “next level” of expertise.    

ETC’s key message to its community members, across the supply-chain, has been to “partner for success.” 
Knowing the expertise available at the Museum of Western Colorado, for example, and the wealth of resources 
likely available in Grand Junction and the surrounding 2-hour radius (including such major natural attractions as 

Canyons Airtour guide Miffie Blozvich gives a safety briefing prior  
to takeoff. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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Arches National Park and Canyonlands), tap into these local assets and treasures. Even with the understanding 
that Curiosity Retreats intends to partner with universities and to be a content provider, these regional resources 
can be a phenomenal way to fill in the gaps and also to foster good relations and assist in helping to sustain a 
supportive local community.

4. Training & Service Levels
Passion is high at Gateway Canyons, and support for John Hendricks is voiced by every staff person. What a 
wonderful staff commitment evident at Gateway Canyons today! However in the delivery of guest services, pas-
sion is not the only element for success. As you consider in what direction(s) to move with the further devel-
opment of the resort and Curiosity programming, stay focused on the key importance of providing consistent 
and high-quality training for all staff. Even if this requires bringing in lead trainers from other 5-star resorts, 
there should be protocols and procedures written, and staff should know the importance of all the little touches, 
including looking up answers to questions they could not answer. Over time, an FAQ for staff and guides should 
be developed. 

While we learned there is a “Gateway University” for training staff on topics from hygiene to grammar, includ-
ing reports from all resort departments, it’s essential to evaluate whether or not the curriculum and delivery is 
effective as currently structured. As shared by staff, the Gateway University currently offers a lot of information 
“downloaded” at one time—in a very compressed timeframe for each new recruit. But what if the new recruits 
lack the college level skills of effective note taking? How do they retain information that is literally “fired at 
them” in a short period of time—and only once? As such, one may wonder if all the recruits are absorbing the 
information, let alone understanding the overall brand and all of its implications. Perhaps refresher courses are 
critical to success here. To be sure, apply the same high level of comprehensive and systematic training and 
branding orientation to the Gateway Canyons Resort/Experius Academy team as is offered to the Discovery 
Channel staff. 

Further, tap into the talent you already have at the Resort. Are staff members in the positions that best utilize 
their skills and talents? We met an individual working the front desk who had 2.5 years’ experience in teaching 
safety and proper use of kayaks in a poolside environment, in addition to years of aquatic/pool management. 
Getting to know your staff, cultivating it, and investing in it from the start will be in the entire Resort’s and 
Academy’s best long-term interests. 

One got the impression from speaking with staff that many were just hired based on their past associations or 
positions within the Discovery Channel versus on extensive and career-long expertise in the field of hospitality 
management and tour development. Yet expertise in all divisions of hospitality management and programming 
is essential, and of course such expertise is expensive. The investment in expertise does not appear to match the 
investment level of the overall Resort complex. 

Given that Gateway Canyons Resort experiences the opposite seasonal flow from Colorado’s typical peak 
season—summer versus winter—there are great seasonal staffing resources to be tapped from the neighboring 
ski resorts. Once the talent is developed from within and consistency in service is provided, the little details like 
staff uniforms reflecting a Western influence can be procured that speak to the type of unforgettable experience 
that can only be had here at the Gateway Canyons Resort, in combination with Experius Academy/Curiosity 
Retreats. 
  
Whether or not the plan for Gateway Canyons was to provide five-star service, the expectation of five-star ser-
vice is inherent in Curiosity Retreats’ prominent promotional linkage with the Discovery Channel. Furthermore 
the “bricks and mortar” facility exudes five-star quality. So the question remains: why is five-star service not 
currently backing up the five-star infrastructure already in place?  Basic room services such as laundry service 
and ordering wine in your room need to be ironed out quickly. Having bell service, providing guests with a 
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proper orientation to their rooms (light switches, drapes, etc.) and to the overall facility, offering a concierge 
service (particularly to review all of the wonderful adventure activities and dining options available) are other 
basic must-haves. 

The Housekeeping team, under Pamela Polly’s leadership, received a great round of applause from ETC guests, 
and justifiably so. Aside from poor pitches in walk-in handicapped showers and the resulting mold and floor de-
terioration, as well as small improvements such as brighter lighting, the rooms’ cleanliness were top notch under 
her watch. 

5. Safety Considerations & Security Risks 
While pursuing the development of activities and programming, first and foremost keep a mind to ensuring the 
proper staffing, provisions, support, and safety equipment/procedures needed to build a solid foundation that 
will enable guests to pursue the type of rigorous challenges that will reward and transform them. A comprehen-
sive emergency preparedness plan should be created and implemented. No matter how stellar the experiences, 
if guests’ trust in the level of safety is broken, such a misstep may not be repairable. It is critical to provide staff 
with safety training and to consult the experts on risk management for outdoor recreation and wilderness train-
ing: NOLS (National Outdoor Leadership School) and Outward Bound. NOLS runs leading industry seminars 
on risk management from which senior staff at Gateway Canyons could vastly benefit. 
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Summary Report by Carole Erickson, ETC Conference Director

 
The opportunity to host our ETC Executive Advisory Council (EAC) Mid-Year Meeting and evaluate Gateways 
Canyons as a Corporate Retreat facility was truly unique and rewarding. As the Educational Travel Conference 
Director, the following summary is prepared through the eyes of a meeting planner to assist with the develop-
ment of Curiosity Retreats:

Programming/Pre-Meeting Communication
An Experius Academy Programming/On-Site Coordinator is essential. This individual will be responsible for 
communicating directly with the Guest Meeting Planner/On-site Manager prior to arrival and serve as the point 
contact on-site. The Experius Academy Programming/On-Site Coordinator and the Gateway Canyons Manage-
ment Team must have a clear understanding of roles and responsibilities to enable them to work effectively 
together on behalf of the guest organization hosting a retreat.

The Experius Academy Programming/On-Site Coordinator role is difficult to fill. This individual must possess 
strong interpersonal relationship skills, communicate effectively with key individuals at the resort and the Guest 
Meeting Planner/On-site Manager. On-site, this individual must be self directed, enjoy multi-tasking, possess 
the ability to be an active listener, make adjustments and provide solutions in a timely manner. 

During the pre-meeting communication, Carrie and Victoria were very clear about Victoria’s role as the Ex-
perius Academy on-site coordinator. She was to serve in the capacity of a “Senior Event Manager” one enjoys 
when hosting a conference at a hotel. In this role, she was to coordinate the schedules, have ETC manuals, name 
badges and individual activity schedules at the front desk to give to guests upon arrival, coordinate all on-site 
events, address on-site issues while remaining flexible and maintaining the ability to make changes and provide 
solutions in a timely manner and serve as the point contact for me. Something happened prior to our arrival 
that created a disconnect between Victoria and the Gateway Canyons Management Team. Was this due to the 
fact that the Gateway Canyons Management Team had not received proper communication from the Experius 
Academy Management Team? This must be addressed and resolved before hosting another group, as it created 
tension for Victoria and affected her ability to function properly in her role as the on-site coordinator. Nicole 
was a complement as Victoria’s assistant—her pleasant, relaxed manner, quick smile and ability to listen and 
provide solutions was valued.

Airport Greeting
My first impression was awesome! What could have been better than to be personally greeted by members of 
the Experius Academy team! The luxury van transfer was comfortable and a highlight of the drive to the resort 
was the historical overview of the area provided by Anasazi Bob.

First Impression Upon Arrival
The resort setting was simply breathtaking! Nestled in the grandeur of the red rock canyons, this spectacular 
property exudes quality and John Hendricks’ passion to enjoy and preserve nature.

Resort Greeting/Check In Procedure
Victoria and members of the resort team greeted us upon arrival. Victoria has a striking, gracious presence and 
welcomed us warmly. I was checked in promptly and given directions to my room and provided assistance with 
my luggage.  

When the large group arrived, I was there to welcome them with Victoria. However, the individual activity 
packets were not available and Victoria did not give them an overview of events for the afternoon. I suggested 
they check into their room and meet in the lobby at 4 p.m. to receive instructions for the afternoon activities.  
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No one was offered assistance with luggage. As it turns out, assistance with luggage to the room is not only nice 
but necessary. There is a master switch on the wall near the front door that controls the overhead lighting in the 
rooms. Guests need to be informed about the lighting and temperature control, instructed where to find ice ma-
chines and, due to inadequate outdoor lighting at night, a flashlight should be mounted on the wall of each room 
or provided to guests upon check in with instructions to take the flashlight to evening venues. If bellman assis-
tance is not available due to limited staff, it would be useful to develop a page of facts titled “Navigating Your 
Way Around the Resort” (or something similar). This could be printed on the back of the map guests receive 
upon check in.

The Registration desk was set up in Kiva Lodge just prior to our arrival and construction was in progress. The 
staff did an excellent job given the fact that they were not familiar with the set up. There is no Boarding Pass 
Kiosk/printer or ATM in the lobby—this must be addressed. It is my understanding that this will be provided in 
the business center located in a building near the General Store. This will be an inconvenience for guests unless 
the registration team explains the location of the business center upon check in.  

Throughout our stay, all of the resort staff were friendly, easily accessible and eager to please.

Kiva Lodge Rooms
Our two-bedroom suite was beautiful, large and had functional workspace. The King Bedroom with a handicap 
access shower needs attention. The shower floor does not have enough slant and the water overflows onto the 
bedroom carpet. In addition to being uncomfortable walking on a wet, soggy carpet, it will cause mold and dam-
age to the floor if not repaired.

The roll-away bed was not comfortable.  A higher quality roll-away or addition of a padded mattress cover is 
needed. 

Group Activities
The diversity of group activities provides numerous opportunities to savor the outdoors. Amy Wilkison, Manag-
er of Gateway Stables, set the stage with carriage rides—she was knowledgeable, fun and professional.  Group 
comments address constructive comments pertaining to safety, attire and guided tours. Due to activity schedules 
being filled by our guests, I only participated in the carriage ride (x2!) and the pinzgauer ride and enjoyed both 
immensely! Another highlight was a golf cart tour with Carrie. Perhaps providing this as a complimentary, op-
tional service for all guests would be a nice way to introduce them to the resort and to assist them in navigating 
it. It also would be an opportunity to point out key features of the resort, introducing them to the architecture, 
design/decor, and engineering (including green aspects like the geo-thermal pond); it also would be the right 
time to mention any safety concerns, as referenced in the group comments.  

Food and Beverage
The opening venue at the Auto Museum provided a fun-filled memorable evening. In addition to the most 
impressive classic car collection, Docent Preston provided a high-level tour enjoyed by all. Our first experience 
with the fine food and beverage coordinated by Jason, Holly, Denise and bartender Jesse provided a great first 
impression.

Chef Larry is an asset to the resort. With his professional experience, he is training the staff to understand food 
quality, presentation and delivery of service. With the kitchens not completed, he is to be commended for the 
ability to produce elegant menus with fresh food and 5-star presentation. 

Palisade Event Center
The Palisade Event Center provides an ideal setting for corporate board meetings, retreats and small confer-
ences. Due to geo-thermal heating, it is imperative to leave the temperature set at a comfortable level during the 
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night as it takes time to adjust the temperature during the day. Someone inadvertently turned the temperature 
down in the evening and the Board Room was too cold the next morning.

Old Sage Boardroom accommodates 14-15 comfortably around the table using leather executive chairs with 
arms. We needed additional chairs and added conference chairs to meet our needs. The size of the room is ample 
and provides cabinetry to set up beverages and snacks. The windows and French doors opening up to the patio 
provide an aesthetically pleasing setting for day-long meetings.

Sunset Atrium, Storyteller Library and Entrada Lounge provided adequate space for small focus groups.

Experius HD Theatre is an excellent venue for lectures/movies. If you are not going to allow beverages in the 
theatre, guests need to be instructed prior to their arrival, or you need to provide proper signage prior to entering 
the theatre. Our guests received mixed messages and were told in a rude manner that they could not have wine 
in the theatre when in fact earlier they were encouraged to take a glass of wine to the evening presentation.

Palisade Grand Hall is a multi-functional space with an airwall. We enjoyed this space for lunch and the final 
banquet.

Entrada Restaurant & Lounge was a perfect setting for daily breakfasts and before/after dinner entertainment, 
dancing, cocktails and S’mores!

Paradox Grille serves excellent food in the dining area. We enjoyed an evening dinner in the banquet room  
located upstairs, which provided another interesting dining venue.

Signage and Exterior Lighting
The signage on the buildings needs to be larger and displayed prominently on each building. Additional di-
rectional signage is needed throughout. The exterior lighting around the walkways is inadequate and creates a 
liability for the resort. Additional lighting can be added without jeopardizing the aesthetics.

Summary
Gateway Canyons is a “diamond in the rough,” located in a majestic setting with all of the logistic components 
in place to pursue a 5-star corporate retreat.  Once you have established a solid vision/branding for Curiosity 
Retreats, the following steps must take place:

1) Implement a program for the Experius and Gateway Canyons Executive Management Teams to introduce the 
vision and value of pursuing corporate retreats;

2) Create buy-in and understanding of the mutual benefit for all entities required at the Executive Management 
level;

3) Establish a position for an Experius Academy Program Administrator and a Gateway Canyons Senior Event 
Manager to work effectively together with the guest organization meeting planner to provide seamless delivery 
of service from concept to completion and follow-up of each retreat;

4) Implement a resort-wide customer service program for all staff to present Experius Academy/Curiosity 
Retreat vision, plans for implementation, set expectations and standards of excellence for all departments; the 
resort employs quality employees who deserve the opportunity to develop professionally and assist with imple-
menting successful corporate retreats;

5) Provide ample training for tour guides, upgrade information on levels of activities, develop adequate sup-
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plies and safety guidelines; assess individual groups to determine the level of guided expertise required for each 
activity;

6) Establish a Speakers Bureau—contract with professionals in the Grand Junction area to complement David 
Gann and others on the Experius Academy team;

7) Once implemented, reinforce and nurture the development of a 5-star resort and unique corporate retreat 
venue.

Thank you sincerely for giving me the opportunity to work with you. I wish you the very best.
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II. ETC’s Daily Debriefings by Topic

ETC 2011 Mid-Year Planning Meeting attendees  
and their guests pictured at John Hendricks’ ranch, 

Gateway Canyons, CO. 

ACTIVITIES & SPECIAL EVENTS (Includes guiding and interpretation)

General Comments:
-Love the variety of options.

-Activity sheets need to be ready right away, upon arrival. 

-Descriptions of activities are needed ahead of time, before people make their choices. The activities also should 
be ranked. What level is this particular activity? You could have a rating scale of 1-10.

-Recommendations for clothing and accessories are essential…and could be a matter of safety. Tell people what 
to bring in terms of clothes with in-depth detail for particular activities (e.g. hiking boots, rain jacket, leather 
gloves, etc.). The Adventure Center should have sufficient quality and quantity of essential clothing and acces-
sories on-hand to lend guests. Also, weather conditions need to be forecasted and communicated as much as 
possible (and particularly with respect to gear recommendations).

-There needs to be advanced notice of everything: policies and preparation.
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-More guidance and more guides are needed.

-There is a disconnect between what I’d want as a curious scientist and what we’re learning. I realize it is hard 
for guides to mix adventure and science, and take you on a great activity while sharing sites and knowledge, but 
this is important to strive for. Also, if this place wants to be green, why is ATVing an activity? There is some 
discussion thereafter about ATVing being an authentic part of Western life today. 

-I echo what everyone has said about the level of expertise lacking. For the type of intense programming that 
will be desired, they should talk to the Museum of Western Colorado, which works with these types of educa-
tional travel groups already. The guides here need deeper scripts, broader knowledge, and they need to be able 
to deal with sophisticated questions. They should start communicating locally and building local alliances rather 
than having this as an insulated place. A lot of the expertise is right here in the surrounding 2-hour radius.

-I think they’ve hired good people, but they’ve put them in positions they are not qualified for. When you go 
to the Adventure Center, they give you a trail map, if you ask for one, but they don’t personalize it. They don’t 
provide true customer service. It’s all about knowledge, skills, and attitude. They need a lot more knowledge. 
They also didn’t provide any safety information like what wildlife to watch out for (e.g. cougars when running 
alone).

-We’ve been on outings in beautiful settings, but there has never been an opportunity to stop for photos. There 
have been many opportunities for taking photos, but none of the guides have acknowledged this. They need 
to say, “here’s a place where people may want to stop and take photos (e.g. on top of air field).” Photo ops are 
important. The staff needs to start looking at things from the customer’s perspective. The Air Tour (Miffie and 
Deanna) did this, and maybe they should be the lead trainers. The guest experience is critical. 

-Recommendation to lay out trail maps (with mileage); plus, you could mark spots for great photo opportunities 
on the map. 

-There were limited places to walk around the resort and/or no trail map, markers, or signage identifying where 
to walk, if there were place (or will be places). 

Left to right: Guides Dawn Wieker and “Anasazi Bob” Dundas lead a pinzgauer tour; ETC’s Carole Erickson learns the ropes of 
driving the carriage horse team from Gateway Stables Manager Amy Wilkison. Photos by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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Safety Incidents & Suggestions:
-A first-time kayaker flipped his boat and was paddling behind the whole group, including the guide. “I had to 
save myself,” he said. He was completely unprepared for this and there was no one around to help him. Others 
in the group provided some extra clothing and a hat, but he remained wet and cold. He was not prepared for the 
true danger of this kayaking trip (and the level of skill he should have had). He expected there to be more safety 
precautions. His trust in the competence and security of the Adventure Center was broken, and he didn’t do 
other activities after this.

-A group was guided to the top of the Palisade. One of the climbers, an experienced international climber, com-
mented that he felt unsafe. He said the resort has not yet worked with the BLM to put bolts in the rock where 
there should be. The guide said they’d like to do this, but there hasn’t been follow through yet. He also won-
dered about his guide’s qualifications. He believes his guide learned to climb on his own but has no technical 
qualification (“no certification, no WOOF or anything”). There were areas of the climb when only a “little cat 
walk was available and you had a lot of exposure.” There should be lines and clips there. He felt the staff wasn’t 
prepared for this climb, and that it would not be safe for beginners. It made him wonder what safety procedures 
are in place if something were to happen? If someone were to break an ankle or fall, it would change the whole 
scenario here. “There seem to be no regulations. It’s like the Wild West, and this casual manner, when it comes 
to safety, won’t fly for folks coming from New York City.”

-The Minary Conference is held at Stanford University’s Sierra Camp (near Lake Tahoe). Everything is done 
very well there, and it could be a model. They give you warnings, cautions, signage, information/preparation. 
Liability could be an issue here [at Gateway Canyon Resorts] and they need to think more about this. Right now 
they are pretty lax about the orientation they are giving people. When the kayak flipped in the river, this first-
timer was not prepared. He’d not been given enough instruction on what to do; they just put him into active rap-
ids). If the resort/Adventure Center wants to look at a model, Sierra Camp is appropriate (it’s also for children). 
There are plenty of instructions there, and you are always aware of what to do in the event of…. You need to 
be respectful of the dramatic environment here [at Gateway Canyons]. Liability forms are a little lax. I’d really 
recommend they focus on this.

-What about children? Is this a place young children would be welcome? What do you do with toddler-size 
people? Think about who your target audience is and what this means in terms of demographics.

Kayaking on the Dolores River. Photo by Lynn Meehan, New Brunswick Tourism and Parks
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-Another example of a well-run resort is Miraval Resort (Arizona). It’s a high-end resort where everything is 
well programmed and done to the T.  There are a lot of safety measures in place. You feel completely taken care 
of no matter what you are doing.

Air Tour:
-Deanna Strand, the pilot, was great. And the flight was very well interpreted. Miffie Blozvich had an in-depth 
knowledge and formerly worked with the Museum of Western Colorado Museum. Great headphones were pro-
vided. Miffie talked about the flight and debriefed with us. This group agrees that the quality and level of Can-
yon Airtours and the tour of the Gateway Auto Museum should be held up as the standard model for the other 
tours.

ATV:
-The ATV was a blast, but it was freezing. We weren’t dressed right or prepared with gloves (Adventure Cen-
ter staff gave us cotton gloves, which didn’t keep us warm). A storm came upon us on the top of a mesa, and 
it added excitement, but again we didn’t have the right clothing or accessories in case of the worst. Other than 
this, it was a very sedate ride. Boomers don’t want se-
date activities. Those with higher energy levels need to 
be accommodated. The Boomers want higher levels of 
activities, greater challenges.

-In contrast to what was just said about cotton gloves, 
leather gloves were handed to this person, who says that 
the problem is that “the guides didn’t provide an expla-
nation about the gloves and recommended which type 
to wear,” (Or, maybe they didn’t have enough leather 
gloves? Most were able to choose only from a box of 
miscellaneous and somewhat mismatched gloves). 

-We went on the ATV and had never been on one. The 
staff did a good job teaching us about the machine and 
taking us through an obstacle course before we went out. 

Chris White and Judi Wineland rev up for an  
ATV adventure. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli

(Left) Canyon Airtours pilot Deanna Strand and interpreter Miffie Blozvich. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
(Right) The Canyon Airtours jet awaits takeoff. Photo by Pauline Ranieri
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They had a guide at the front and back of our group, which gave me an added sense of security. I felt very safe.
Gateway Auto Museum:
-Loved the museum. Some mentioned it seemed out of place at this resort; another liked the “eclectic” nature of 
resort having an auto museum onsite.

-Spectacular…tour fantastic. 

-Everyone concurred that docent Preston Patterson did an excellent job and “made the experience.”  The mu-
seum was “so much fun to go to, in large part because of Preston.” 

John Hendricks’ House Visit:
-The guide for Hendricks’ house tour couldn’t answer questions that I had, such as questions about the mission-
aries in the area. They need to know more details and to take the tour to the next level in terms of interpretation 
(like Preston did). The challenge facing them is how to take all of the tours to the next level and to get the level 
of expertise required for this. 

-There is a purpose in visiting John Hendricks’ house if he will be there and you are having breakfast and a dis-
cussion with him, for example. It’s beautiful, with great views, but we can enjoy the views from the resort. It’s 
a lot of time and effort to go there, and I just didn’t gain a lot of value from the experience and discussion of the 
house. For a group of think-tank individuals (Curiosity Retreats) this two-hour outing is not necessary. 

-Another adds the tour is just building up the aura of John Hendricks…it becomes a John Hendricks’ retreat, not 
a Curiosity Retreat.

Hiking
-The “hike” was more of a walk (maybe a “nature walk”).

-I would describe it as an interesting walk along the rim of a small mesa. 

-I went on the “stroll,” too. It was well led…the guide (Nick) did a pretty good job, and it was great to get a 
perspective of the property from up on high. Different angles gave different views; it was a great place to learn 

(Left to right) Gateway Auto Museum docent Preston Patterson shows off the 1930 Model J Duessenberg LWB; the ETC group 
enjoys a unique dining experience at the Gateway Auto Museum. Photos by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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and then walk around and contemplate.
-It was definitely a leisurely walk and not a hike. Dawn was very nice and knowledgeable, if you asked ques-
tions. She stopped several times to point out unique features of the environment, but more “guiding” and educa-
tion would have been appreciated. I didn’t walk away with a very structured understanding of the flora, fauna, 
and geology/natural history of the area (and I expected this from an Experius “Academy” hike); plus, the rigor 
suggested by the word “hike” was lacking. 

-The hike was “ a delightful walk.” I appreciated the “expansive view.”

-I agree that the hike was a “stroll.” My suggestion is that a description of each activity should be provided on 
the activity sheet. A hike is different than a stroll, and the level of exertion could have been described. It’s help-
ful to give guests a better understanding of what level of energy and fitness is required for each activity. Also, a 
lot of us weren’t familiar with what a pinzgauer is, and this could have been explained if there was a description 
on the activity sheet. 

-I agree with the comments being made about the level of guiding. We need more in-depth knowledge. Thank-
fully someone in our group pulled up Google on our hike, so we could answer some questions that we had.

-Dawn was the guide on my hike, and she pointed out flowers and vegetation. We enjoyed this. 

-I agree with the comments being made that there needs to be a much greater level of understanding and de-
scriptions of the level of activities. What strikes me is that Dawn is really creative and talked about what they’ve 
done in running the Adventure Center, but she doesn’t have the content knowledge needed to do the hike. It 
strikes me that they’ve employed creative people and given them flexibility to run their respective places, but 
they haven’t found the people with the depth and expertise needed for leading these types of hikes, etc. 

Pinzgauer:
-There was no interpretation on the pinzgauer tour.

-We had fun on the pinzgauer (just a ride), but it is very loud when you are a passenger. It would be nice if the 
guide had a microphone when answering questions. Although there was no formal interpretation, the guide 
answered questions when people asked, and I would have liked to hear the answers. I agree with an earlier point 

(Left): Creative Strategies’ cameramen record ETC members leaving Gateway Canyons Resort for a pinzgauer drive to the Utah 
border. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli (Right): ETC members hike with an Adventure Center guide. Photo by Pauline Ranieri
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that there’s a mismatch between the guides and 
the consumers. The guides are young and sweet, 
but for the top intellectuals expected to come 
here, they’ll know more than the guides and 
lecturers provided to instruct them.

Spa:
-Spa treatment was very nice.

-I had a facial, which was my first ever. It was 
good, because the woman who provided the 
treatment was explanatory without being too 
chatty. She was excellent and very professional. I 
had a nice, relaxing time.

BRANDING
There was a general opening discussion during 
the first morning debriefing on 
April 30 about how “confused” 
this group is about the branding of 
“Experius Academy” versus Curi-
osity Retreats. There are so many 
different company brands” from 
Experius to Curiosity Retreats to 
Gateway Canyons Resort. We’re 
not clear on the distinctions and how these all fit together.

-We’re not sure how Curiosity Retreats fits into the Gateway Canyons Resort experience in terms of the quality 
of speakers being brought in (where are they coming from…all from universities)? Is the focus on continuing 
education?

-They have a great facility here, but they have not defined exactly what they want to have happen and how it’s 
going to come together. They don’t know what’s coming next. Our activities have been really minimal. 

-It’s almost like they have the idea but not the plan. They have this great idea but no business plan to follow the 
process.

-The community [Gateway Canyons] is confused, as are the customers about the mission and plans for this 
property. The mission and plan/vision is not clear.

-By Day 3, I’m still confused between the branding of Gateway Canyons Resort and Experius Academy and 
Curiosity Retreats. Even the guide on my hike was really confused. It sounds like there hasn’t been a lot of 
communication between the leadership and the staff.  Do they have a hotel or hospitality manager or programs 
manager? Most of the group echoes this person’s comment.

-The other big question is where is this place going to be in 5 years?
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CUSTOMER SERVICE, HOSPITALITY, AND ON SITE STAFF

First Day Arrival & First Impressions:

-When greeted at the airport, it was a nice gesture to get the goody bag, but my first thought was “really?  A 
plastic disposable water bottle?” I came in at midnight, and it was gorgeous to come in under the light of a full 
moon. Even though it was late, the staff members were still peppy. However, I had to circle the building at 
night, in the dark, by myself, to find my room. A staff person should have offered to show me the way. 

-Arrival at airport was very good. I felt very welcomed. The drive in with Anasazi Bob was excellent, as he 
gave a commentary that provided a sense of the area’s history and geology. Upon arriving at the resort, I had 
difficulty navigating the rooms and deciphering the building blocks like A, B, C. The signage on the building 
could be a bit bigger and clearer.

-It’s clear the staff is still figuring out how to do things here. They missed my wake-up call. On the positive side, 
I definitely get the feeling from the staff that they are totally focused on trying to please us. It’s nice that they’ve 
had staff stationed around the grounds/facilities to help guide us to a particular venue like they did for the Gate-
way Auto Museum tour and dinner.

-Another person had the problem of arriving at night and not being able to find her way around. She also 
couldn’t find the ice machine, and very kindly the staff person got her ice. All the people she met at the resort 
have been extremely helpful and pleasant.

-I also had a problem finding the ice machine. I went out to look for ice three times.  

-I taught customer service and have learned what good service is: passion, integrity, and going above and be-
yond. Everyone here talks about the disjointedness of the organization, and I would agree—but, the passion they 
have here is unbelievable. The Marriot is one of best hotel chains in the world, and so far I see that the passion 
of this staff [at Gateway Canyons Resort lives up to the Marriot’s staff.

(Left to right) Experius Academy’s Victoria Patsantaras and Nicole Goodknight worked with the Gateway Canyons Resort staff  
to prepare for ETC’s meeting and to ensure that everything ran on site as planned. Photos by J. Mara DelliPriscoli



24

-The service and people are wonderful.
-I understand what others are saying about the many “little things” the staff can learn that will make a differ-
ence. They are not formal enough in saying, “Welcome to Kiva Lodge.” They are very friendly, but training 
is needed. The staff didn’t offer to take my luggage. I worked in the hotel business years ago, and these things 
should be basic protocol. The keys didn’t work at the room [a few others experienced that problem, too], and the 
bellman ran back to get our keys, which was great. I just think that because this is such a special place and the 
room is beautiful that the service should match. I hope the staff knows what a special place this is. It would have 
been neat, for example, if a staff person escorted us to our room and opened the curtains to show us the mesa 
and explain a few things (to help us orient). It’s wonderful when you go to a place and a bellman shows you 
around your room and explains how everything works. Such special touches here would make a real difference.  

-A lot of comments raised are minor things that need to be worked on and fixed. The most important thing is the 
core and feel of the hotel, because that’s not something you can teach. What is overwhelmingly obvious is the 
love for what the mission is (you get this feeling from just 20 minutes of being with Amy Wilkison, Manager of 
Gateway Stables, on the carriage ride); they love their job, they’re passionate. I learned that Mr. Hendricks has 
given away 90 percent of the land that has been purchased. Everything is here, and the little details will fall into 
place.

-Wonderful staff. I agree about Amy Wilkison, and also the woman who does the spa service is terrific. These 
women are true professionals. 

-I would describe the resort as “impressive”—the property, scenery…and the rooms are great. Check in was fast 
and easy. The service was good. 

Day 2 Impressions:
-Staff is very helpful…they couldn’t be nicer.

-The resort staff members are wonderful and kind and want to do the right thing, but I see a big gap. If you 
will be bringing groups of alumni or professionals who are interested in addressing the big life questions, I see 
a gap between the information the staff are exposing us to…and being able to address the kinds of questions 
such guests will have. For example, I was on the hike and was fascinated by the cryptobiotic soil the guide, 

(Left): Victoria Patsantaras escorts Kevin O’Neal to his room; The ETC group recommends that a bellman show guests key  
features in their rooms, including the magnificent views awaiting beyond the curtains. Photos by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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Dawn, was talking about. I had 
some specific questions that 
she couldn’t answer. I felt the 
guiding/the approach was too 
simplistic. If you are going to 
market this place for the “curi-
ous,” sophisticated, educated 
people, then you can’t have this 
sort of response to questions. 
I’ve seen this happen with other 
staff here, too. It will be a while 
before you can bring in a group 
of people with a high set of 
expectations. This place exudes 
luxury, and I think guests might 
be disappointed by the level of 
staff. For example, if you want 
to order a glass of wine in your 
room, you should be able to do 
so easily. I didn’t find a service 
menu in the room. There are 
many spectacular things here, 
but there are also many things you’ll need to do before you go on to the next step. Dawn and Nick won’t cut 
it if you want to know about the ecosystem. And, frankly with Anasazi Bob I see the same thing. He is able to 
answer certain questions, but he has a certain scope of knowledge and can’t answer you beyond those questions. 
Preston, by contrast, is fantastic and could answer many questions on the Auto Museum tour.  I also feel that 
Anasazi Bob should not use the name “Anasazi.” Another dittos this comment, saying she has an archaeologist 
friend who studies the Anasazi and finds this offensive. 

-If you want a really great place to get away to and to relax and escape, this resort is a great place to come—but 
they have more work to do.

Housekeeping:
-We dropped a water glass on the slate floor, and it shattered. We cleaned it up as much as we could and left a 
note asking if the floor could be mopped up so that we wouldn’t step on it with bare feet. Our room was totally 
clean and perfect when we came back. Housekeeping does a great job. 

-Another echoed the comment that Housekeeping did a great job. 

-Pamela Polly, Housekeeping Supervisor, is terrific and was acknowledged by several in the group.

Day 3 Impressions:
-Everyone we’ve met who works here seems to have met John Hendricks in the past. I don’t get the feeling that 
people were hired for their specific jobs. They were just placed in a position coming from different companies 
from a past work association. For the most part, experts in their field have not been identified. They seem to 
have transferred people from different fields.

-The next step is a big step. It’s easy to fix lights and add signage, etc., but bringing in quality people is not so 
easy. The quality knowledge needed for the type of retreats they want to run can’t be taught in a one-month 
course. There will be a difficult transition ahead…as they don’t have enough staff either. They have all the 

The ETC group’s overall impression of Gateway Canyons Resort is that it “exudes luxury.” 
Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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physical stuff, but you need expertise, and expertise is expensive.

FOOD AND BEVERAGE
-The food on the first night at the Gateway Auto Museum dinner was very good. This made a great first 
impression.

Day 2 Impressions:
--The food is “terrific.”

-I enjoyed the S’mores at night.

-I had an interesting talk with the chef and learned that none of the kitchen areas are complete, which makes the 
high-quality of the food, its plentiful nature, and the presentation even more remarkable. The attention to detail 
is commendable. For instance, they ran out of salmon, noticed, and replenished it right away. 

-Food is excellent; especially if staff is new, this speaks volumes.

-It’d be nice to have signs with the buffet explaining what the different foods are. Not only would this be “nice,” 
but it also may be an important health concern for those with food allergies, etc. 

(Clockwise, from left): Roberta Moore and Susan Goodale tasting S’mores. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli; Fresh fruit, salads, 
and a variety of dishes were provided at each meal. Photo by Jim Friedlander; Leslie Rowley, Pauline Ranieri, Rick Thomson, and 
Judi Wineland enjoy dinner at the Entrada Restaurant and Lounge. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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-The food and beverage staff are excellent and really on top of things.

-During the meeting coffee breaks, I had to ask for more coffee. The staff ran around and got it upon request, 
but they should look at the schedule and think ahead. The staff is incredibly eager to please. This is a great first 
step, as they have the enthusiasm to please and just need more training. 

-I do events [for my institution], and the events staff reports to me, so I can appreciate the work that goes into 
this component. Here we are more than an hour from the closest store, and yet the quality of ingredients and 
type of food being served is outstanding. I am very impressed.

-The resort is using thermal carafes to keep the coffee hot, but I would recommend using electric coffee pots 
instead, as the coffee was never really hot. I love hot coffee, and we use the electric coffee pots at our events.  

-The food is very fresh.

-Holly Belluscio has been outstanding. Jason Kusel, the Banquet Manager was also good. The new chef does an 
excellent job.

-The food in the Paradox Grille was superb, and Mary Barton-Palmer is attentive and observant of guests, as is 
Lisa Leming.

GROUNDS & FACILITY

-The setting is spectacular, and it’s great to be surrounded by the majesty of the peaks. It’s obvious there is a 
lot of passion and vision behind the whole project—and that a lot of money and time have been spent to make 
it work the right way. Although it’s not totally organized and needs more work, you feel the staff is genuinely 
concerned about you and very enthusiastic. I think it has a good chance. If I had to summarize my overall first 
impression, I’d say, “Great…a terrific setting, topped off with staff that generally want to make it work for us.”

-The room was cozy.

A diverse array of dining options are available at Gateway Canyons Resort. Pictured here is the Paradox Grille.
Photos by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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-I liked the Western styling of the 
rooms. The room is decorated in an 
earthy, tasteful way.

-It was odd that the only stations 
on my room TV were Los Angeles 
stations; might want to patch into 
Denver stations for local news and 
color. Personally, I want to see lo-
cal news.

- I love the fireplace in my room, 
but when you turn on the timer it 
ticks away noisily. They should 
find a quiet timer. I also don’t have 
enough hot water for a really good 
hot shower or bath (if this is due to 
geothermal, this needs to be ex-
plained).

-I did a tour of my own before 
arriving. I went down to Moab, 
which was beautiful (highly recom-
mend it). Along the way, though, I 
couldn’t get cell phone service, but 
as soon as we pulled into Gateway 
Canyons Resort I got cell service. I 
think people will expect this from 
the resort [it’s good, and it should 
be noted on website/in marketing 
materials].

-It’s a wonderful oasis of civiliza-
tion amidst all the grandeur, amenities are fantastic. My only caveat is that I couldn’t find my hairdryer this 
morning. Another person had the same problem and had to call the desk to ask where the hairdryer was located.

-The rooms are gorgeous, setting spectacular. The private hot tub is fantastic. If I had to be picky, there is a 
shortage of light bulbs…a lot of burned out light bulbs, and one not working. Light bulb maintenance is needed. 
On the note of light bulbs, wavelength of florescent is too cold. They are using daylight fluorescents, and they 
need to use a softer florescent.

-Also, in my room, I didn’t see any information about laundry service. Last point…given all the releases I’ve 
had to sign, I need a lawyer! (In all seriousness, releases should be given out at one time. Several noted how an-
noying it is to sign releases for multiple purposes, multiple times.)

-The resort is fantastic, and the rooms lovely. The setting is wonderful. I love the eclectic nature of it like having 
an auto museum here. 

-Aesthetically, the resort is beautiful and the location is beautiful. We, too, had trouble finding our way upon 

ETC’s group stayed at Kiva Lodge,  
however, one travel planner noted that the 
“best-value” lodging at the Dolores River 
Inn (pictured here) would be suitable for 

some of her alumni. Photos by J. Mara 
DelliPriscoli
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arrival. Carrie Passmore mentioned that more signage will be put up, and this will help. For example, I walked 
into the reception area through the back door and wasn’t sure if I was at the check-in desk. 

-I want to praise the resort on the wonderful Internet service in guest rooms.

-The setting is awe inspiring, but the place is confusing. I would have loved to calm my own confusion by hav-
ing some time to myself; for example, now that you are here if you’d like to go out and explore, here are some 
benches Hendricks installed. There are a few places I’d like to know about and to have time to get in touch with 
the surroundings.

-The bed is so comfortable. The rooms are beautiful. One negative is that the room is a little dark (not enough 
lighting). Many others in group agree with this.

-Two people commented on that the water from their showers is flooding into the sleeping room, soaking the 
carpet. They then had to step over a very wet carpet and are concerned about the inevitable danger of mildew. 

Environmental Practices & Observations:
-When I got to the site, I did notice the steam rising off the pool. And then the large showerhead in the bath-

room. And the hot tub without covers. All of 
these are luxuries that potential clients would 
likely want. And there is no overt statement 
that this property is trying to be green. But 
there might need to be some sort of acknowl-
edgment somehow other than the “help us 
reuse the towels” note.

-We also were not happy the resort is heating 
our hot tub continuously. Mara then men-
tioned it is heated with geothermal, and this 
made a difference of opinion. Mara explained 
that the facilities director had been planning 
to provide a tour about the resort’s energy The Resort’s fitness center soon will be complemented by a full-service spa. 

Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli

(Left) ETC’s group stayed at the “spacious” and “luxurious” Kiva Lodge. Photo by Susan Goodale; Kiva Lodge’s premium rooms 
feature private outdoor courtyards with hot tubs. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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and carbon footprint, but there was not time. When Curiosity Retreats are run, this component will be built in. 
All agree this will be important, and there are several suggestions that the resort should provide more signage 
explaining how the facilities operate, explaining the geothermal energy production, and highlighting any other 
green features. Similarly, it was pointed out that signage could highlight the artwork and decorations made lo-
cally (supporting local Western artisans). 

Day 2 Impressions:

-The theater was very nice and comfortable. 

-I didn’t have glass of wine in my hand, but a few people walked in with wine, and I felt we were barked at for 
having the wine. If this is the rule, it needs to be explained with signage and softly, graciously communicated. 
How it was said was offensive. They might want to rethink this policy, particularly for evening events. One who 
had brought in wine said he didn’t know he couldn’t do this, as a staff person in the restaurant said it was okay 
to bring his wine. 

- I walked back on my own last night and almost broke my neck, tripping over a curb. They need to improve the 
outdoor lighting, especially if they’ll have senior citizens here. 

-I know the resort wants to keep the outside lighting low at night so that you can see the stars, but at check-in 
each guest should be handed a flashlight.

-Guests need access to a computer with a printer (business center doesn’t exist yet); e.g. I wanted to print out 
boarding passes and I could not. All motels and hotels have them. They need one that would be accessible.

-Is there an ATM?

-The robes available in the rooms are fabulous and of a great quality, but I was looking for slippers, especially 
with slate floors.

-You need to be able to charge things to your room like drinks (from the bar, for example). At the bar, specifi-
cally, one person could not charge the drink to his room. 

(Left to right): The Palisade Events Center Atrium welcomes visitors with its earthy western decor; Local artisans’ work, such as 
this reclaimed metal sculpture, adorn Gateway Canyons Resort. Photos by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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MARKETING & PR

-The website doesn’t do justice to 
the spectacular natural setting

- The setting is so unique, but it is 
uniquely American. To focus only 
on the American market is to miss 
another market such as foreign-
ers who can’t have this experience 
replicated anywhere else in the 
world. For foreigners this would 
be a once-in-a-lifetime experience. 
There’s an “incoming market” that 
should be considered from a mar-
keting standpoint.

-The Experius business card re-
flects a different tagline for Curios-
ity Retreats than the one shared with us: “for the incurably curious.” This tagline seems more compelling and 
descriptive than “the world’s most curious vacation.”

NATURAL SETTING

-Enjoyed being in the Canyonlands and in the region where the Anasazi have been. It’s marvelous to step out of 
one’s room and be surrounded by the canyons. This was my first impression upon waking up the first morning. 

-Love the location and that we are outside of a town, city…out in the boonies. I see this as a great getaway.

-The physical location is stunning.

-The natural beauty is breathtaking and the location couldn’t be better. I’d echo the sentiment about a bellman or 
another staff person opening the room’s curtains upon arrival…this would make a memorable first impression. 

-Lovely environment to be in…nice, peaceful, quiet. The drive from Denver was beautiful.

MISCELLANEOUS OBSERVATIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

-I don’t like the Curiosity Retreats name badges (the product, not the concept of wearing them). They kept 
flipping. Someone, who had the same complaint about his company’s name badges, started printing two-sided 
badge to solve this problem. 

-Guests should get a “take-away film from their experiences.” The resort or Experius/Curiosity Retreats could 
bring in a videographer to do this. Everyone coming has a “sense of the Discovery Channel” and this would add 
to the experience and branding connection. It’s another story to put in your arsenal; having a “discovery experi-
ence” on your retreat. The tour company Lindblad does this, and it’s highly effective.

-There’s a lack of signage in general. This has been noted several times, but it has come up again in terms of 
signage lacking for flora and for art (e.g. the horse, bell tower), etc.  

Native plants and locally made art add interest and character to the Resort’s grounds,  
with the dramatic Palisade rising in the background. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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III. Final ETC Group Debriefing

What were your expectations?

The physical beauty of the site was more breathtaking and stunning than I had imagined.

There’s a lot more to the facility than I’d gathered from the website. I had not gotten a sense of the terrain from 
the website. 

I’ve traveled all over the west and still can’t believe I haven’t heard of this spot; it’s an undiscovered gem… 
I have mixed feelings that it will become discovered. 

When I saw the video and went online I never expected this beautiful site. However, I thought that by looking at 
the Curiosity Retreats video presented at ETC 2010, we’d have more in-depth explanation of things—scientific 
explanations of nature and of the native people…that we’d find this knowledge throughout the resort and as you 
walk the grounds (not just in a seminar).

I was swayed by the Discovery brand and expected high intellectual content and scientific knowledge.  It was an 
expectation not met. Gary summarized this comment as expecting more “Discovery moments.”

This person thought the program would be more mature. He didn’t realize it was at its beginning stages. There 
was a gap between the promise anticipated and the actuality. In part, it may have been resolved a little if we had 
had the full program. If we’d had the presentation that David Gann gave today earlier in the program (first), it 
would have provided more; the guides were not knowledgeable enough throughout the activities/program. All 
the people are very genuine and loyal to Mr. Hendricks and passionate about the project, and they have a strong 
positive attitude, but there is skill and knowledge lacking. 

My expectations were really high when I went onto website and because of John Hendricks’ name being con-
nected with the Experius Academy/Gateway Canyons Resort. Based on the website’s visuals, my expectations 
were high. My first interactions didn’t give me a sense of the significance of this place (e.g. welcome to…and 
this is where you are). This was lacking from check-in and throughout. I wanted to know where I was and what 
this place is about (maybe this atmosphere and place is the norm for the employees, but they need to realize that 
it isn’t the norm for guests). Gary summarized that “every employee here needs to be a guide (to open a win-
dow). Many times you take where you live for granted and visitors remind you of how special your place is.”

The employees are very nice and friendly, but they don’t know how to answer the guests’ questions.

Friendly
Breathtaking
Genuine
Passion
Scenic
Spectacular

Peaceful 
Colorful
Potential/Promising
Pure
Unique
Energizing

Escape
Exciting
Questionable
Reenergizing
Bold
Eclectic

What one word would you use to describe the experience? 

This debriefing was facilitated by Gary Leopold on Sunday, May 2, 2010, at 5:30 p.m., after the ETC group had 
concluded its afternoon lecture and activities.  
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There was an expectation that we’d be here with real naturalists…for example, if we’d been hiking with David 
Gann this would have fulfilled our expectations. Time and again, we were with a local who has a fountain of in-
formation but did not share information about the flora, fauna, etc. The employees and guides should be talking 
about all of this and pointing out everything.

Part of the level of expertise/knowledge of staff will depend on the level of guests you are looking for. If it’s 
individuals coming to relax and expand knowledge, it’s one level; if it’s physicians and accountants, it’s another 
level; if you are looking at a think tank, it’s a completely different level. At every level there will be different 
expectations. As this person watched the promotional video, she felt Curiosity Retreats is targeting a think-tank 
level—and this is where the staff will need to match the highest level of expertise. She recommends identifying 
who the client will be and what that client will be looking for.

I saw the promo video at ETC 2010 and thought there might be a community of scientists at Gateway Canyons 
Resort. There is gap between the video promo and the reality.

When you look at landscape and buildings the word that comes to mind is “thoughtful.” What we’re struggling 
with is that the experience also has to be thoughtful. It’s not that you have to create a Disney experience, but 
the expectation and connection to Discovery Channel will be high. Everything should lend itself to Discovery’s 
sense of curiosity—from how you are greeted at the desk to the layout to how you navigate space. Everyone 
walking in the door will be walking in having had a previous Discovery Channel experience. 

The experience can’t be sedate, exploring only on your own, enjoying this environment for what you make it to 
be; the group that’s being targeted will look for an experience to be given to them. 

The potential of the site is not just the resort; there’s a filter down effect it could have for the whole region. The 
guests will also have the opportunity to explore the area, which is little known. There are not too many areas 
like this in the U.S. with indigenous languages, nature, and a rich cultural environment. This must be highlight-
ed and the potential for the whole region should be recognized. 

Images of Gateway Canyons. Photos by Aleksandra Matic
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Even from a standpoint of something as simple as trail maps, they could be tailored to say “it’s two miles to take 
this loop,” and along the way “here are the best photographic points.”  The Adventure Center needs to be able to 
define the experience for the guest. On a tour, where are the opportunities for photo ops; here’s the scenic route; 
or, here’s this great spot. 

What you are trying to do is really difficult to achieve. If you put a motel here, there is no expectation. As soon 
as you start offering excursions and activities, people have expectations. You’re transitioning this place from a 
lodge to this Curiosity Retreats/Experius. In the end, when you do an activity, it is a stage show and has to be 
performed just right. You have to see it this way and practice it. Take your whole crew through the event, think 
of extra things you can do.  If you see a fantastic tree or a great view, make the walk go through that area—stage 
it. The guest shouldn’t know you are staging it, but you should teach all of your staff about this. Think of put-
ting on an activity as putting on a show. Once you start to roll it out, it starts to make some sense. It is orches-
trated. Again it can’t be seen as a show, but it must be performed as a show. 

Discovery has to do with trust, and my trust was shaken. The first time was on the kayaking trip. I thought the 
level of service would be a lot better and that I’d really be protected. I was a novice on the kayaking trip and fell 
in the water. I wasn’t wearing a helmet and wasn’t instructed to wear a helmet. When I fell in everyone else was 
way down stream. If the guide knew I was new she should have been with me. I saved myself. What I expected 
was not met. This is why I pulled out of a lot of excursions, because I didn’t feel safe. When I was on the ATV, 
it was snowing on top of the mountain and I didn’t have the proper attire. I had to rely on myself to keep the 
ATV in check. Time needs to be taken ahead of time to gauge the weather and offer clothing recommendations. 
I lost faith in the guides to keep me safe. It put giant check marks in my eyes as to what [Experius/Gateway 
Canyons Resort] has to offer. I know you can fix this type of problem, and that’s why I mention it. 

I went on the flight, and it exceeded my expectations. It was a stellar experience. It had the “orchestrated show.” 
You get on this beautiful, clean plane and you have a security check. The pilot went through all the prep, includ-
ing covering the safety and all the little noises that might otherwise be concerning. The landing was superb. The 
pilot talked about her background and about the West. The lady interpreting was from the Museum of the West 
and she had training on how to interpret, so the experience was almost perfect.

The horse facility was also up to par. It was a very well staffed horse ride. Each rider was connected to a horse 

The Gateway Canyons Air Tour allowed for many a spectacular photo op. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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that was appropriate. This was one of the 
safest trail rides I’ve been on. My question 
is “why are some of these activities so well 
interpreted and orchestrated, and others not?”

As you move forward with activities, look 
at the consumer and rank activities as begin-
ning, intermediate, and advanced. Many of us 
went on a hike and for those of us who hike, it 
was truly a stroll. We wanted something more 
rigorous. Descriptions are essential for the 
activities, as well as clothing recommenda-
tions (e.g. what’s the level of fitness required, 
how much energy will be exerted?). I’ve been 
on ATVs, and usually you get a suit. We had 
the helmet, but we didn’t have proper gloves, 
and we were all in our own clothes, which got 
dirty (suits should be offered). 

Packing lists should be sent to guests, and 
more preparatory materials (what to bring) 
are needed.

It was always great when you came to dinner and the fire rings, where we roasted S’mores were burning. The 
ambience was terrific. This made for magic in the evenings when you sit out in front of the fire. The food has 
been fantastic. 

The caliber of the auto museum (the tour given by Preston) ex-
ceeded expectations. There was no question he couldn’t answer. 
Even people who don’t care about cars are fascinated by this mu-
seum. The museum was exquisite, but it was Preston who made 
this work.

It is the “sleeper” (like Preston) that works so authentically with 
this place. You want to arrive and have it all open up. You might 
consider that maybe you are looking for the sleepers…the genu-
ine person who is a wealth of knowledge but only opens up as the 
questions start rolling. You don’t necessarily want to come here 
and learn, as much as peel open the onion and be active in your 
own learning. 

I have trouble believing anyone would come here and not be 
curious about the geology, flora and fauna—all universal top-
ics, but here they are striking. The question is how you would 
convey this information (whether on the website, through books 
in each room, by having a resource center, by including a video 
introduction on the TVs in each rooms)? You don’t have to have 
the world’s best geologist lecturing everyday, but you might have 
him give a lecture and have it recorded and put in your video 
library. 

ETC’s group gets an ATV lesson before heading out for a ride into the 
canyons. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli

Chris White and Lynn Meehan savor wine and 
S’mores. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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The resort itself is beautiful and the 
rooms are lovely. There are some 
things I didn’t expect like fireplaces 
and private hot tubs on the first 
floors. I love that the rooms are fur-
nished with local style and artifacts, 
as they are in all the public spaces, 
too. However, I personally found 
it difficult to navigate the grounds, 
especially at night. I missed a curb 
when trying to getting back to my 
room one night and almost had 
an accident. I understand that you 
don’t want to over-light the place 
because you want guests to be able 
to see the stars, but a little safety light 
is important.  

One of my activities was the scenic flight, and it exceeded my expectations. The pilot nailed it in going over all 
the safety features. It’s important to know what all the little beeps and noises mean. You felt extremely safe and 
comfortable throughout. She tipped the wings to give us a photo shot, and this made for a “wow” moment.

A “wow” moment could have happened when I arrived on site for the first time. I wish the bellhop had opened 
the curtains right away to show me the view. I opened the curtains myself and actually took a photo and sent it 
right away to my family. I also couldn’t figure out the various switches in the room. I would have liked someone 
to bring me into the room and show me how the fireplace works, which switches are for which lights, etc. The 
fireplace timer also ticks too loudly, and I wonder if there’s a more silent timer available. 

Going back to the “show,” what is being described would be part of the show. Showmanship is missing. This is 
part of the training for staff that is needed. Right now when you ask four different staff members the same ques-
tion, you’d get four different answers. The staff will love having training, because they’ll learn more. 
[ETC addendum: we later learned about the Gateway University training set up for staff, but understand it is 
only a two-day crash course. Talking to some of the staff, it seems this is not the best way to learn so much 
intensive information, especially when not all staff are prepared to take detailed notes and learn classroom style 
in such a short time.] 

They did a fabulous job designing the resort because everyone’s rooms overlook fantastic views. 

The flight was amazing but not completely new for me personally. Today was my first day on a horse. This is 
something I have always wanted to do. If it were not for how much trust I had in the staff—Amy and her ranch 
hands—I wouldn’t have done it. The horseback ride exceeded my expectations. If I hadn’t had so much trust in 
them, I wouldn’t have gone, and I’m so glad I went! 

Amy is another “sleeper.” She’ll be driving the horses (like on the carriage ride) quietly and calmly, but if you 
wanted to ask a question about horses, she just opened up. 

The goal should be to deliver more answers than even the extent of your curiosity. There’s so much passion 
there, and the knowledge base needs to dive as deep. 

John Hendricks’ Belgian draft horses. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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My background is customer service, and I don’t see a common thread. I see one employees who’s great and 
others just following the steps. [Al adds that a drawback here is that some of the locals get it, and some don’t 
care…we’re limited to the staff we can recruit, and it is a struggle to get the caliber and training needed.] It is 
then advised to consider following the Disney model. You can’t just build it and expect people to come. Your 
job is to win the crowd. You have to dazzle guests from the get go, and you can’t let go.  Your biggest knot here 
is your customer service. The staff should know people’s names ahead of time, they should take the ball and run 
with it. You need to bump up your service. 

How would you describe the service?

I would use the word “passionate” to describe the staff. It becomes very clear to me when I mention passion that 
Mr. Hendricks’ passion extends throughout; it is real, and you feel it. The staff are fine people who are friendly 
and understand to some degree Mr. Hendricks’ expectations, however, this operation has operated as a resort. 
There is a different mentality needed for the next level. There is an expectation for this resort that it should be 
at a 5-star level, with comparable service and expectations set for the staff. The staff is trainable, but they can 
only do the job they are trained for. The interdepartmental communication needs to be enhanced, even at the 
resort level. This is not even speaking to the next leg of the journey. As you look at the Curiosity Retreats, you 
are looking at an elevated level with an intellectual component. I’d recommend you take all the good things the 
staff are doing as a foundation, but then bump it up. This first “resort level” needs to be developed before you 
can go to a Curiosity Retreat with a whole different set of expectations. You’ll probably need to bring in experts 
to be the guides. Again, you can first build upon the resort mentality from where it is today and enhance it to a 
5-star level before taking the next step. 

One fellow who caught my attention is Jesse (the bar tender). He was great from day one at recognizing names 
and individuals. 

Holly (Entrada food and beverage manager), as a server, is wonderful. She got, on day one, that I drink decaf 
coffee, and it was always there for me at breakfast. You have some great people to keep on.

The people who run the adventure center (Olivie, Nick, and Dawn) are good people, but they view themselves 
as adventure guides; they don’t view themselves as educators/trainers (they don’t profess to have knowledge, 
and they don’t). As you transition, you either need to bring different people in or train your current guides and 
add additional staff (if the resort were fully booked, you wouldn’t have enough staff). You want guests to come 
here and feel this sense of place. You need guides and staff to show you what “here” is. 
[ETC Note: Having spent additional time with Anasazi Bob, who was not referenced in this debriefing, we 
would highlight him as an exception to the comments above about the Adventure Center guides. His knowledge 
of the area’s flora, fauna, history/pre-history, geology, as well as his stories and passion, do provide a rich sense 
of place and the security that you are exploring in competent hands. Others noted they would have felt the same 
on a guided hike with David Gann, for example.]

You have problems with servicing issues, but your people are passionate. My concern is that the vision is not 
clear to your staff. What is the vision of Curiosity Retreats? Whose eyes are we looking through? We don’t even 
know what Curiosity Retreats is trying to do. You have passionate people here, and if the vision were conveyed 
to them, you’d be golden.

Is there an emergency preparedness plan in case of a major accident or fatality? Are the guides trained in first 
aid and CPR? 

Gary summarizes that he is hearing clearly the plane flight pulled out the safety checklist, and this should be 
done for every activity. He adds, there’s no reason we can’t have a supply of extra proper clothing, etc. so you 
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guests don’t have to buy it (e.g. having 
a stash of ATV gloves for example). 
Someone adds that if they were lent 
appropriate clothing, they might even 
buy it after testing it during the ac-
tivity. These are the little things that 
would make guests know Gateway 
Canyons Resort is first-class. These 
things are all fixable. 

Larry, the chef, is excellent. Larry 
has been hired to set new expecta-
tions. He’s setting a foundation and 
training for his staff. Larry is work-
ing diligently to take this resort to the 
next level. His food is so fresh. All of 
us have been grateful for the freshness, 
presentation, and consistent delivery from your food and beverage people. 

You are engaged here and the place is engaging; however, then the disconnect happens when I try to engage and 
to understand the Experius Academy/Curiosity Retreats concept. The setting and facility’s design are engaging, 
but it needs to be translated and this didn’t happen. 

Gary says he doesn’t think Hendricks intended this resort to be 5-star and asks: “how many stars would you 
give it today? And, to be effective in the markets you serve what star does it need to be?

I would say you are looking for a 5-star experience

The problem is that the quality of the buildings set the stage for 5-star expectations. The bricks and mortar set 
the 5-star expectation, and then the service isn’t 5-star. You are going to have people walking in the door expect-
ing this.

It’s not to say the staff isn’t friendly and willing, but I don’t think they know what a 5-star experience is.  For 
example, when the waiter came in and out of the boardroom during our meeting, he did not hold the door to 
close quietly. It’s all the little details that matter. When you are trained properly in a hotel, you are trained for 
these details.

It’s also about basic things like calling up the front desk/service and asking for wine in the room. We did this, 
and it was very difficult. It was a struggle to get wine delivered.

I thought this was supposed to be a 5-star lodge. This was my expectation.

Gary says that internally it hasn’t been thought of as 5-star resort, but it’s good to know that as customers when 
you see the setting and hear of this as a place for “the great minds of our time to gather,” naturally you think it 
will be a really great resort. It doesn’t have to be 6-star, but it needs all the trappings in terms of thoughtfulness 
and attention to detail from a service standpoint. 

The 5-star concept is very important, but once you get to that level, I honestly don’t think there is a differential 
aspect. People will not be coming here because it’s a 5-star resort, but a 5-star resort experience needs to be 
delivered.

Gateway Canyons Resort. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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I keep going back to Discovery and John Hendricks. There’s an expectation inherent in this branding already. 

The 5th star could come from the very fact of the differentiation here—that you are trying to establish that the 
great minds come to this place. This already gives it an aura. What is most missing is the sleepers, a sense of 
intellectual curiosity. It just stops at places. This would transform another star or two if you continued this train-
ing. An added caveat, among people who think of themselves as intellectuals comes personal curiosities. You’ll 
need to train the staff that some of the guests will be peculiar.

What does Curiosity Retreat mean? If you have Stephen Hawking, etc. and limited guest spaces, there is an ex-
pectation you’ll pay premium price to be here. I have no sense of what this will cost, but when you start to place 
a price tag, you’ll have to base the service delivered off that.

Even on this property, the Delores River Inn is a throw-back motor lodge, and you won’t have Hawking here 52 
weeks per year, so you need to think about your possibilities. You can’t be all things to everyone. We weren’t 
asked to respond to the Delores River Inn, and I think that’s interesting we weren’t ask to vet it. It could be ap-
propriate for some of my university alumni and their family. It’s the downgraded step from Kiva Lodge.

Carrie describes the resort as “exclusive” and “intimate.” As Carrie says, people think this is an academy, but 
this is a bit of play on words. 

Carrie says, “We’ll be content providers down the road and maybe come up with thematic retreats (e.g. What 
is Happiness?). Universities will create content and showcase their greatest rock star professors, so we provide 
the venue and facility—and then they celebrate the intellectual powerhouses of their university, and we pepper 
it with lecturers like David Gann on the Western Experience. This place lives in the sharing of knowledge and 
intellect. The universities will be our partners in this process.”

Gary adds that this is a “fluid” process. The resort is being retrofitted for Curiosity Retreats. 

As a meeting planner, we needed breakout sessions, and we had ample space for meeting, as well as ample 
space for eating. For a corporate retreat, the spaces we’ve had are great, as is the theater. The Conference Center 
is well designed and met our needs for the meeting. 

I think what we’ve witnessed is a venue and not the experience, and so it gave us a feeling of disconnect. It’s 
hard for us to understand what a 
real experience would be like. 

It’s almost like this place is a con-
ference center, a canyon river ranch, 
and a scientific expedition center all 
molded into one. It’s as if you are 
trying to do all three without having 
a foundation set.  What you don’t 
have is the identity to mold all three 
together. I see a lot of potential and 
see you could open the door and 
start marketing to conferences, but 
for you to take an extra step and get 
big-name players you need to get 
the foundation established first. 

ETC’s group on tour at the Gateway Auto Museum. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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I just hope that you whatever you do, your plans are first and foremost for investing in staff training. Put money 
and energy into staff training. Even just for your average visitor, the experience will only be as special and 
memorable as your staff make it. They need to be empowered. 
[ETC note: the same person who made this comment later came up to us and shared a scene she observed at the 
front desk. A guest had come for the weekend and paid full-price, and had a list of complaints. The front desk 
employee did the right thing and asked the guest if she would like to speak with a manager, and the guest said, 
“No, I’m never coming back.” The staff need to be empowered in such a moment so that they proactively ask 
the guest to please wait while they get the manager to see what might be done.” She described it as a lost op-
portunity and spoke of the negative word-of-mouth effect that can stem from an experience like this when not 
handled appropriately.] 

In terms of programming and the website, things are more programmed here than I expected, and you have a 
greater array of activities and facilities than I realized from the website.

A few good models for resorts that are doing the programming piece and service delivery well are the Miraval 
Resort and the Chautauqua Institute. 

I think getting out and doing activities during our meeting energized us. 

The overall ambience and comfort served us well. 

Branding:
I was confused between the Experius Academy and Curiosity Retreats. You need to gel the branding piece, 
and think of the one word that describes you.

Taking time to reflect at John Hendricks’ ranch. Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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IV. INDIVIDUAL IMPRESSIONS

Gateway Canyons Resort Adventure Center guide 
“Anasazi Bob” Dundas points to Red Rock Canyon  
petroglyphs likely to have been made by the Anasazi  

or Freemont tribes thousands of years ago. 
Photo by J. Mara DelliPriscoli
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Submitted by Bobbi Collins, U.S. Naval Academy Alumni Association

Airport pickup
A bit disorganized, but friendly. Good 
luggage handling, water bottles and 
snacks, but need more food for those 
who have come from far away (East 
Coast) the ride is VERY long and 
needs much more commentary—Ana-
sazi Bob is  nice but not enough.  

The Resort
I have never seen a resort like this be-
fore, with such stunning natural beauty 
all around. The placement is perfect—
every room has stunning views and 
you want to stay outside all day just to 
look at the mountains. 
Front entrance is hard to find and not 
well marked. Lobby is nice but front 
desk area cramped. Front desk staff is 
pleasant but not skilled in check-in/out and needs to know EVERYTHING about the resort. Layout of Kiva 
Lodge is confusing, and they need more signs. Metal fence around pool chops it all up—why is it needed?   
Everything is pressed together—why is there no open space between buildings in the Kiva complex? It is all 
mashed in tight with barely room to walk between buildings. Much more lighting is needed at night on path-
ways and along walkways. More signage to help people get places and also to describe the beautiful natural 
beauty and area around the resort. 

Rooms are lovely—well furnished and large, with good amenities and furnishings. Comfortable beds, good bed-
ding and plenty of storage room. Bathrooms are nice and have nice lotions etc. Overall rooms are dark though, 
with only a couple lamps and small spotlights over bar. Needs much more lighting throughout. Also need some-
one to explain light switches, and show all storage options when guests check in. Local TV channels should be 
Denver or other, not Los Angeles. Change timer switches on fireplace—they are noisy and it ruins the ambience 
of the fireplace. Have someone check all rooms for small items to fix—my room had broken door chain, one 
phone did not work and seal on fridge was broken. Should put a copy of John Hendricks’ book in every room. It 
has great photos and lots of good information that guests will want to know. 

Conference center is nice, meeting spaces are very nice and AV works well. There are plenty of gathering spaces 
and nice touches throughout—quilt art, fireplaces out front, comfortable furniture, etc. All in all, it creates a 
very nice atmosphere and is very relaxing.  

Adventure Center is nicely stocked with logo apparel and such but needs to have better loaner equipment for 
those who sign up for outdoor activities and cannot provide what they need. Good gloves for ATV rental (not 
garden gloves), etc. 

Food and Beverage
Chef is creative and does great presentation for group meals. Entrada Restaurant is very nice, service is pleasant 
but spotty. Staff needs to learn to monitor things better (e.g. coffee, water, etc.) and plan ahead when groups are 
around. Paradox Grille food was very good, but staff was inexperienced and space appeared much under-used. 
The last evening’s banquet, held in the ballroom, had issues—six people at 12-person tables made conversation 

Bobbi Collins (left) talks with Lynn Meehan while making S’mores.
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hard, ballroom was too large for our event and service was sporadic. Food was nice, but soup arrived cold and 
meal was served late. Need to purchase plate warmers and hot boxes to keep all warm, and work on serving 
staff training.

Auto Museum
VERY pleasant surprise—I do not particularly like old cars and I loved this collection. Preston is a gem who 
could not be stumped, and we tried. The collection is delightful and enjoyable to see. Dinner was great. A real 
hidden treasure out in the desert, need to market it more and let people know they can come for the day—try a 
special activity, tour the museum and have a meal. 

Activities
Lots of creative things to do, my assessment is on things I did. One note though, I did not get any of my prefer-
ences or really special things—massage, facial, yoga, air flight, while others got several. First come, first served 
is not a way to assign activities when some of the group might be on travel and unable to respond promptly to 
request for choices. 

Hiking: it was a stroll, not a hike, but we did see lovely scenery. Guide (Nick) was very nice but did not have 
very much knowledge about what we were seeing. Apparently he was self-taught about what we were seeing; he 
was not a naturalist by trade. People coming for these retreats will be educated and inquisitive and guides will 
need to have a strong knowledge base to answer questions and make a commentary as the group goes along.   

Horseback riding: very well done. Great stables, great staff (Amy!) and wonderful horses. Good for all skill lev-
els, including those of us who had never ridden before. Plenty of wranglers along on the ride, so we all felt safe.  

Recommendations for a Curiosity Retreat Based on the Sample Schedule:

1) It is my understanding that the format for this “retreat” is a combination of intellectual conversation/learning 
and relaxation. In my opinion there is not enough of the first, and too much of the second. 

I think way more structure is needed and the week should have activities planned ahead of time—with each 
day having a theme just for it. Not sure how to tie together the lectures and leisure activities, but they should be 
related. Lectures are only 1.5 hours a day—total of 6 hours. If I were going to be out of the office for a week, I 
would need more than 6 hours of content.

2) Lectures should be multi-media and include lecture and perhaps workshops with breakout groups. Ask the 
question, ponder the responses in small groups, then report back ideas. A paper should be produced at the end to 
document all the ideas/comments that were generated.

3) Everything should tie in together—lectures, field trips, optional activities, so they form a cohesive experi-
ence. Those who attend should be separated into teams for the activities so they work as a team building experi-
ence and help the group get some competitive spirit. 
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Submitted by James Friedlander, Academic Arrangements Abroad

Overall
A very nice 4-star property that has po-
tential to accomplish its mission, though 
it is not yet there.
 
Access
By private lane, apparently excellent. 
However, flying in through Grand Junc-
tion took an entire day from the New 
York Area in each direction and neces-
sitated odd hours for travel. Having a 
shuttle that has better windows on the 
way would be a great addition…the tour 
guide on arrival was wonderful, but the 
windows were so foggy that it was hard 
to see anything…turning on the air in 
the bus would have reduced humidity.
 
Check-in/Welcome 
All rooms were pre-keyed and organized alphabetically—a great start…but if you want to impress me on a trip 
(and as the hotel had low occupancy) the Tour Escort should have had them on the bus and handed them to us 
before we arrived. Then, on arrival, we would be offered a small glass of iced tea and a warm chocolate chip 
cookie and escorted to our room by a staff member who could open the window shades dramatically to show off 
the amazing views and explain a little about the ethos of the property…we would be asked to stop by the front 
desk in the first 24 hours to leave an imprint of our credit cards at the front desk…this is how you treat valued 
guests (perhaps call them Students?), not motel clients, particularly if they are part of an established group.
 
Rooms
Large, and I liked the furnishings….Zen meets western…need more and better lighting—other than that they 
were great, though a missed opportunity not to have a video library accessible through the TV and an explana-
tion about the resort in the rooms…better collateral material all around would be a plus. Guests staying more 
than a few days will expect a laundry service and perhaps dry cleaning as well.
 
Bathrooms
Again, better lighting…also a flexible silicon strip on the hinge side of the shower door would prevent wet, slip-
pery floors in the bathroom. I noticed no mold in the shower, which says either excellent housekeeping or that 
they were new. I would also think about replacing the amenities daily instead of after three days when there was 
barely enough left. Bathrobes are GREAT…make sure to point them out day 1 and also offer them for sale to 
guests….and is there really a hair dryer in every room???
 
Food
Good solid quality…well presented….a few tips: GET PLATE WARMERS…the best hot food will cool quickly 
if put into a cold dish…serving food at the right temperature takes work but can be done. Also consider the 
possibilities of what food could be…imagine the menu for a hamburger and fries; if you will the following: 
“Tonight we are serving hamburger made from grass fed organic beef raised on the X ranch located 10 miles 
from where we are now….burgers are accompanied by lettuce grown hydroponically in Sue Goodwork’s local 
hothouse and the select heirloom tomatoes are grown right here on the ranch….The potatoes are raised from an 
original Peruvian strain and cooked in fresh peanut oil that is reprocessed into fuel for vehicles on the resort af-

Jim Friedlander and Roberta Moore pose for the camera after  
a fun barbeque lunch outside at the Palisade Events Center.
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ter use.” Sound’s much better than just a burger and is consistent with the low-impact message of the buildings.
 
Activities 
A nice variety of adventures, but where is the learning???  I wanted a walk with a geologist to explore a lo-
cal uranium mine, a horticulturist to explore the flora of the desert and a zoologist to observe the fauna. Give a 
purpose to that ATV ride, and you have a smashing product not just a fun experience that anyone can do on their 
own…who needs you and what is YOUR value-added in this world? Also, kudos for your masseuse and for the 
yoga teacher…now you need to add some Native Indian touches in your Healing Arts approach.
 
Bills/Departure 
With a 4:15 a.m. departure, checking out the night before should not be unusual, yet it apparently was…a little 
training can easily clear this up. Were valets available to help with bags? If so, none were in evidence.
 
Marketing
OK now let’s talk turkey. You are not yet ready to unleash this great property/concept on the general public…
but you are well on your way. You will need to dual track this if you want to do it efficiently so:
 
1. Hire the key educational staff so you have an educational component to offer Day One.
2. Train and equip the staff with the tools they need.
3. Clarify your mission and drill it into everyone’s head and ask over and over “what are you doing and how are 
you treating the students and is it consistent with that mission?”
4. Market to 97% of the world that is NOT American and who know your global brand. To them, being in the 
U.S. is special and being on the High Colorado Plateau and especially in Gateway Canyons is a dream….access 
to the U.S. is already an issue for some, the additional travel time is not that bad and for a longer stay.
5. I would NOT structure the program to include nights off for the staff…programs should be Saturday to Satur-
day or Sunday to Sunday (7 days a week)…you need sufficient staff to be able to operate your facility with high 
occupancy if you want to earn money to invest in doing it right. I have not seen your model program yet but this 
is how the business operates successfully in most of the Western world…why would Experius be an exception? 
Don’t forget that your clients will frequently be of working age and have jobs to go back to.  A one week vaca-
tion is perfect. For Foreigners, I would offer packages to other major destinations (i.e. Washington, Chicago, 
New York, Orlando, L.A.) where there is a high concentration of related activities popular with foreign visitors 
in conjunction with a stay at the Academy.
6. I would include a much more structured introduction up-front on arrival (where is the welcome video with 
John Hendricks inviting us to share in this little piece of heaven he calls home and to take us on an adventure of 
the mind….)?
7. Like a good website, I would build in layers of information for “students” at the Academy. Where is the li-
brary stacked with relevant books and the computer room?
8. I would structure the program in two levels: “Discover on your own,” with all the basic activities for FIT, 
and a section called “For the Really Curious” for both FIT and groups. The second level would bring in thought 
leaders in various fields or the groups could bring their own.
9. I would not approach all of these organizations domestically or internationally on your own. Work with expe-
rienced educational tour operators who get to know your product and are willing to invest the time and structure 
the right experiences for their groups at your facility.
10. Finally, have fun…this is a lot of work to put together, but you have a really fun concept and that spirit of 
fun needs to be felt everywhere.
 
Please express my thanks to John Hendricks for inviting us to take a look…and good luck.
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Submitted by Susan Goodale, UC Santa Barbara Alumni Association

Rooms: 
Wonderful, beautiful large rooms. Comfortable 
beds. Artistically beautiful but functional fur-
niture. I especially liked the fact that there are 
drawers in the dressers and in the bathroom so 
that guests can unpack and thus are not “living 
out of a suitcase.” The fireplace is a great “add” 
to the room, as are the robes and “dressing 
area.”  Internet access was at no charge, which 
was very nice. Handy “kitchenette” component 
and in-room microwave for multiple night stays.

Please consider:
•A room service menu in the rooms
•Placing emergency evacuation instructions on 
the back inside of the room door
•Have draperies and sheers open when guests 
arrive so they are aware of the great room 
views. I opened my drapes but did not open my 
sheers until the second day, and thus did not 
take advantage of the great view of the Pali-
sades. Once I discovered the view, the sheers 
and drapes were never closed the remainder of 
my stay.  
•Local TV news on the television. I only had Los 
Angeles TV news in my room.
•In-room service selection via TV of a wide variety of Discovery shows. Short enrichment videos on TV of  
local history, culture and geology, etc.
•Is there a laundry service? Clothes get dirty when you are playing outdoors.  

Resort in General
•Please provide each guest room a flashlight upon check-in. Given the concept to keep artificial lighting to a 
minimum in order to enjoy the natural starlight and moonlight, flashlights would be handy. By providing them 
upon check-in it is likely you will receive them back upon check-out.
•Please make lodging building lettering more visible.   

Please consider:
Group walking tour upon arrival. This would not only help orient us to the resort layout and its key buildings 
but would also provide a time for staff to review general safety (e.g. where to go in the event of a wild fire, what 
to do if on the trail and approached by a mountain lion, what animal life might people see, where to find the 
business center and its hours, where to find an ATM, general history/geology of the region). 

General Store
The General Store was so much more than expected! It is a great place to find not only items one might forget to 
pack, but all the fresh produce, dairy and foods and beverages one might desire in order to put a picnic together, 
keep in-room if one’s activities take them away from the resort during meal time, or just satisfy a late-night 
craving. Business center not yet open. ATM located in The General Store. Please also place an ATM in the Front 
Desk area.

Susan Goodale on an off-road ATV tour.
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Activity Center Store
Reputable name-brand outdoor merchandise covering many of the diverse needs guests may have during their 
stay including outer wear, shoes and socks to snake bite kits, bike gear, books on the area and various outdoor 
subjects, history of Colorado, etc. I stumbled upon the store by word of mouth from colleagues—for the first 
two days I thought the General Store was the only purchase point on the resort, which at the time then thought it 
was lacking typical resort branded attire.

Conference Center
Like other buildings at Gateway, the Conference Center is a beautiful and very functional facility. The central 
foyer with fireplace makes not only for a perfect registration area for events but also a social gathering place in 
between meetings. There is plenty of indoor space for breakout sessions, and the ballroom is versatile since it 
can be split into two rooms. The state-of-the-art theatre offers comfortable seating for a good size group. Wom-
en’s restrooms have numerous stalls that can quickly accommodate many. The outdoor fire pits are so much fun 
and make the outdoor area use-able year-round. The combination of dining opportunities here also presents nice 
multiple options, from using the ballroom to the restaurant area to the outside patios.

Please consider:
•Hooks on the back of the women’s restroom stalls for handbags in all public restrooms on the resort, not just 
the conference center. Currently you have to place handbags on the floor.
•Turning up the heat in the women’s restrooms. They were colder than the meeting room (which was cold!)
•Adjusting the auto flush on the women’s restroom toilets for a stronger flush and a longer delay before flush 
occurs. Simply said, timing is off and the combination of the too-soon and too-weak flush means you frequently 
walked into a stall that needed a flush before use.

Question:  I don’t remember seeing a business center in the Conference Center. I would guess there is one? If 
not, this would be important.

Food/Table Décor/Presentation
Kudos! Food was fresh and health conscious and it was obvious thought had been put into the variety of diets 
and such as there was always something for everyone. Buffets were colorful in food presentation and provided 
options. I understand this was all delivered with limited kitchen access and tools, but we never would have 
known had someone from our group not chatted with the chef. I really appreciated the variety of grilled veggies 
and access to fresh fruit. Table décor was always thoughtful and professional. 

Please consider:
•Labeling main dishes and salads in buffets. Fish and chicken can look  very much alike, and I almost placed 
some fish on my plate…not good given I’m allergic.
•Leaving dressings off the salads and letting guests dress their own. Some people like a lot of dressing, some 
next to none. Also, I had to ask if the already-dressed caesar salad contained anchovies in the salad dressing—
which, again, being allergic to fish would have had unpleasant results for all. The already-dressed salad preclud-
ed me from eating salad at that meal. Dressing-free salad would have been acceptable.
•Adding oatmeal to the daily breakfast. It works for both the lactose and gluten intolerant and those who want 
fiber to start their day. The cinnamon rolls and scones were so very good, but an alternative would be greatly 
appreciated.
•I suspect the wine list will grow over time to offer more varieties and a larger selection of CO, CA and interna-
tional wines to cater to the targeted guest demographic of the coming years?

Airport Arrival
The Curiosity staff and signage was visible as we walked through the airport. I suggest that there be a desig-
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nated greeter and someone additional who does the check in. It seemed both staff were trying to check in and I 
was never greeted and had to approach a staffer and find out what it was I should be doing or where I should be 
checking in.

Transfer in shuttle. Shuttle is comfortable though it could have been a bit warmer given it was cold and snowy 
outside. Our welcome bags provided at the airport (apple, water and granola bar) were fabulous to have, as due 
to our flight time there was no opportunity for lunch and dinner was a time off yet. The items provided were 
healthy and fresh…good choice!

Commentary en-route. The commentary from Anasazi Bob en-route to the ranch was interesting but not being 
an archeologist and a bit rusty on my sciences, I’m unfamiliar with the Paleolithic, etc. periods. A reference to 
that year span would have been helpful. Also, it seemed assumed that we all knew that the Anasazi were a tribe 
of native Americans in the region and I think that may be an overstatement given people come from all over, not 
just the West. Overall, information on geology, etc., was enough to assimilate during the transfer time and not 
too heavy or too light for those just having had a day of travel. If I may suggest, in dealing with audiences com-
ing for Curiosity workshops, that lecturers go by given names. In some instances nicknames may sound camp-
like and not provide the prestige to the speaker as he/she deserves based on his/her knowledge and experience 
and credentials.

Pre-Arrival Activity Sign Up Forms
Please indicate level of exertion for each activity. I thought that the hike would actually be a hike and it was a 
stroll—level 1 exertion.  

Also, please provide a more extension summary of the activities. What is a pinzgauer, where you do go, what 
do you see? Do you off road, do a fire road or a trail? What would be the difference in what you see and experi-
ence between this, the jeep tour and the ATV tour? Is there more than one hike from which to select; then please 
specify.

Please indicate on form what equipment will be provided to guests for the activity and what they should bring 
and//or how they should dress.

If there are release and waivers guests need to sign, it would be most convenient to enclose them prior to arrival 
for signature and return so all the paperwork does not need to be done upon arrival; guests can simply arrive and 
relax. Please place a fax number on the forms. I tried to return the video waiver upon arrival but there was no 
fax number or number to call in order to secure a fax. Many of us may not have the technology to return it via 
our computer.

Photo Ops
There are so many wonderful photo ops on the resort property, yet on three different adventure activities the 
guides never stopped to allow us to shoot; it was only upon request that we stopped. One of the most beautiful 
opportunities is at the end of the runway overlooking the resort and the Palisade. This should be a stop for every 
group that steps foot on the resort. These opportunities need to be pre-determined by the staff and provided to 
all the guests. Rick Thomson said it best that each adventure needs to be walked through by all the staff and ex-
amined as if they have never seen it before and “staged” for a tour without making it feel staged. This includes 
the photo moments.

Staffing
I think we sufficiently covered the topic of staffing in our group conversations. The staff are genuine, friendly, 
attentive and provide a very positive imprint upon the resort. However, as discussed, in order to meet the expec-
tations of the audience they desire to serve, the level of knowledge, especially among those on the Adventure 
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Staff and those imparting the history, geology, culture of the region needs to increase. A great reference would 
be Greg Greer, currently at Orbridge (www.orbridge.com), who has grown his own following as a naturalist/ad-
venture leader due to his extensive knowledge and charisma. 

Curiosity Retreat Ideas/Lectures
The sky is pretty much the limit when it comes to topics for lectures and activities. Given the time-line, I sus-
pect it will take time to up renown speakers (one year?). However, topics will need relevance but may not be as 
timely as current world events. An example of that would be with what is happening in Iceland with regards to 
the volcanic eruption and its impact on the world (geophysical, economical, environmental).

I think that the topics chosen will need to be diverse; not all can be overly technical or overly scientific. Curi-
osity will want to attract all types of minds and individuals (as well as their friends and family). Typically the 
speakers, due to their level of prestige will bring their own following to the resort, so the guests will be homo-
geneous week to week, so again a balance of topics from very scientific to more general would be important in 
attracting in a diverse audience.

Broad Range Topics:
 •Global Warming and Its Effect on Nature/Animal Life
 •Human Impact on “Lost/Isolated Civilizations”
 •How the Definition of Terrorism Has Changed Over the Last 1,000 Years
 •History of Wine From Jesus To Contemporary Times
 •Conquering Autoimmune Disease
 •Stress and Pathology
 •Politics and Media 
 •Something along the lines of Criminology/Forensics–Study of Unsolved Serial Killers

Activities:
While there might be some activities geared specifically toward the Curiosity topic, I embrace the idea of 
focusing on those activities currently offered by the Adventure Center. I think when participating in high-level 
lecture and discussion, the best thing for the body and mind is a break that will refresh both. This also provides 
an incentive to bring family and friends who may not have as large an interest in the Curiosity topic, while still 
allowing them to mingle with and engage with other guests on a completely different level.
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Submitted by Aleksandra Matic, Art Institute of Chicago
 
Understanding that our group did not get 
to have the full Curiosity Retreat experi-
ence because of our meeting schedule, 
my experience and my sister’s was very 
positive.

Upon our arrival at the airport, the resort 
staff was very welcoming and visible with 
their signs, and the snacks were a welcome 
surprise. The ride to the resort was a per-
fect introduction to our visit, via commen-
tary from Kindra and Anasazi Bob. Both 
had interesting facts and stories to offer 
about the region and landscape.

I think that the accommodations were 
lovely—clean, comfortable, and spacious. 
The only suggestions I have (and I can only 
speak for the room we were in) are:

•The bathroom needed a robe hook right outside the shower.
•There was a card telling us to open the curtains, which did not appear to be motorized in any way, with a  
remote that we never found.
•The in-room coffee pot was stained.
•The carpet had some large stains on it.
•There was a sizeable gap between the shower wall and the glass door, which meant puddles on the floor.

Carrie and Victoria did a wonderful job with their first group—any confusion or lack of communication we 
encountered can be cured with time and experience. 

Dawn and Olivier at the Adventure Center were terrific—our hikes with Dawn were great. My sister said that 
her ATV ride was incredible, one of the most fun things she has done in a while. She mentioned that she felt 
incredibly safe the entire time—that she was instructed and guided in a very professional manner. 

My carriage ride with Amy the first day was terrific. She was so enthusiastic and friendly the entire ride. She 
was also a wealth of information about the area. I loved hearing her stories from the point of view of a local- 
about sending her children to the local school and how they, with the help of Mr. Hendricks, were trying to 
develop and build their arts program. This was of special interest to me, being with the Art Institute of Chicago. 

My air tour with Deanna and Miffie was amazing. From start to finish, the experience was flawless. Miffie’s in-
troduction was serious and informative, but still let us know that we were in for a special experience. Miffie led 
us through the safety features and procedures of the aircraft and let us know we could have air sicknesss bands 
and bags, if needed, and that we shouldn’t worry if we saw Deanna outside the aircraft—that she was just com-
pleting an extensive list of safety checks, which made us feel very at ease, and would, I imagine, be of immense 
comfort to a first-time flier. The aircraft was spacious and luxurious for a six-seater, with terrific Bose headsets 
that we could use throughout the flight to communicate with each other or with Deanna and Miffie. The flight 
was breathtaking. Deanna is an accomplished pilot who added extra-special touches, like offering to raise or 

Rodrigo Esponda and Aleksandra Matic look forward  
to a scenic flight over Gateway Canyons.
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lower a wing if we wanted a certain shot of the landscape. After our smooth landing, Miffie took photos of the 
group, and e-mailed them to us a few days later. A wonderful experience from start to finish….

The Stables! It was my absolute first time on a horse ever. I have passed up many, many riding opportunities in 
the past because I haven’t felt comfortable. Amy, Josh, and the rest of the ranch-hands made my sister and me 
feel comfortable and welcome. They stressed repeatedly that if we did not feel comfortable with the experience, 
we could change horses, saddles, etc. I’m almost scared to ride again, because I feel like I could never duplicate 
such an impeccable riding experience….

How delightful it was to come out of a morning of meetings and see Rebecca’s smiling face, “Happy National 
Stress Awareness Month! Would you like to make a stress ball or plant a flower?” My sister, Scott, Leslie, and I 
took her up on her timely offer, and it was lovely. 

Overall, the meals were terrific. The produce, especially, was ripe and fresh. For the closing dinner, filet and 
tuna were overdone—tricky dishes for large groups because of temperature preferences. Might no longer be an 
issue when the kitchen facilities are complete?? 

I think the main root of confusion that the group kept referring to stemmed from the video we were shown the 
first night, and similar marketing efforts. The phrase “greatest minds of our generation” is a lot to live up to. 
This is probably where any Stephen Hawking references came from. I visited the website before we arrived and 
saw an announcement for a lovely quilting retreat. After seeing the video and after our activities, I think that the 
quilting retreat and similar experiences make much more sense to what a realistic mission could be.

Again, since we didn’t get to experience any of these academic sessions and lectures, I’m not sure that our 
group can fairly evaluate the experience that the Academy is trying to create and promote. I think that the Acad-
emy and Retreats are being marketed to two very distinct visitors: turbo-geniuses and regular folks who want to 
learn, relax, and experience a variety of activities designed around the stunning local landscape, which is creat-
ing a bit of confusion…. I think that if the mission were simplified and a bit more focused, there would be much 
less confusion. 
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Submitted by Janet Moore, Distant Horizons
 
The overriding impression of Gateway Canyons 
Resort is of a magnificently beautiful and peace-
ful spot, which provides an ideal opportunity for 
reflection and thought. There is no question in my 
mind of this. In addition the rooms at the Delores 
Lodge are superb—comfortable, well-designed 
and spacious. The furnishings are luxurious and 
carefully chosen with lovely sheets, towels and 
bathroom amenities. The Internet access was fast 
and the fireplace was delightful. The hot-tub in my 
room was brilliant, and I was delighted to learn it 
was geo-thermally heated.
 
The resort restaurants were superb and every meal 
we had was excellent. The buffets offered some of 
the best buffet meals I have ever had in 25 years 
of working in the travel business. Food was fresh, 
cooked with great flavor and someone had obvious-
ly thought carefully about variety so that there was 
something to please everyone. I loved every single 
salad, and we never had the same salad twice! I was 
very, very impressed with the food. 
 
I did not use the pool but it looked lovely. I did have a massage, which was great (I understand, though, that she 
has left which is a shame). It was a little odd having it in a hotel room, but I understand that the full spa will 
soon open which I think will be great. The Auto Museum was amazing—very, very well laid out, and with the 
curator providing a running commentary, it was a memorable evening. 
 
The resort staff I met were excellent—helpful, kind, patient and lovely. 
 
From my point of view, the weakest area was that of education. If this resort is to be used to foster and encour-
age curiosity then you need to have staff that can do this. Obviously, we did not have the lecture series that 
would make up the weekly sessions, and I have no doubt that, with great lecturers, this would be a very success-
ful part of the program. However, for those optional activities and excursions, it is still necessary to maintain a 
high level of education. Whilst the young staff at the Adventure Center was quite lovely, I felt that they lacked 
in-depth knowledge of the area. If the resort wants to present itself as an educational institution then this needs 
to change and I am not so sure that it’s a question of simply sending them on a training course. You really need 
people who have a deep understanding of the terrain, the plant-life, the eco-system…and this is something that 
requires an extended period of study. Many of the potential guests could well be knowledgeable themselves 
and will come expecting more knowledge. This is how I felt when I asked questions. In the same vein you can’t 
take people out on a jeep-drive without a clear plan for what you plan to do with your guests. We were put in a 
jeep and then driven for 1 hour and 15 minutes without any real commentary. These were missed opportunities. 
Bottom line is the guests are likely to be well-educated and well-traveled and they will come with high expecta-
tions that need to be fulfilled. It will not work to provide them anything less than expertise. Again, even though 
I liked him, I was not impressed with the knowledge of Anasazi Bob. He certainly had worked in the area for a 
long time but his commentary was superficial and would, I feel, frustrate many people. If this “secondary” tier 
of staff (I say secondary because the lecturers are probably the first tier) can be brought up to a level that will 
bring them close to the information provided by the lecturers, then I think the overall impression of the experi-

(Left to right): Jessica O’Keefe, Janet Moore, and David Larson 
chat around the evening’s campfire.
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ence will be enhanced greatly. You can’t have wonderful lectures every day and then have the local staff drop 
the ball. 
 
I felt the Adventure Center itself could have been better organized—it felt more like a store than a source of 
information, and somehow this needs to change. In the end I did find a wall of leaflets providing information 
about the property but these were never pointed out to me by any of the staff. There was also some mis-commu-
nications with regards to timings. We were returned after our jeep-ride, 30 minutes after we were supposed to be 
meeting the rest of the group for dinner. A simple mistake but not one that can be repeated. One never wants to 
look disorganized. 
 
I found the excursion to Mr. Hendricks’ home, an odd one. Whilst it was interesting to visit his home, it felt sort 
of odd like we were voyeurs. I am sure that many of the potential guests will have experienced beautiful homes 
and since the reason for the retreat is for reflection, I found this visit in conflict with the mission of the retreat. 
One way in which I think it could be successfully used is if the participants went there for a specific purpose—a 
lecture on astronomy or on some other relevant topic—but as a visit simply to Mr. Hendricks’ home—it did not 
work. 
 
Overall I felt that better signage would be very useful. It was hard to locate my room and also not so easy to find 
other parts of the property. There was something about the layout that I found confusing—somehow, after three 
days, I should have had the plan of the resort laid out in my mind, but I did not which I found strange. 
 
I remained confused throughout my stay about what the place was called. I asked my jeep driver what the staff 
called the place, and he said that it had been through several names and so they just called it the Resort. I do feel 
a clear definition of a name will assist greatly in the successful marketing of the property. Is it Gateway Can-
yons Resort, Curiosity Retreats, Experius, Dolores Lodge, Kiva Lodge? To an outsider this was confusing.
 
I think what would be very lovely—and possibly address some of the points above—is if, on the first evening 
everyone was brought together and welcomed by Carrie or whomever was assigned to this, to the Curiosity 
Retreat. They could review the plan for the week. I think a connection right away with the Retreat is essential 
for marketing and branding purposes. I felt I lacked that connection, which was partly as a result of the fact that 
we were sort of “guinea-pigs!” 
 
In summary, I believe very strongly that the majority of the ingredients for the Curiosity Retreat are all there; 
it’s a question of putting them together with thought and ensuring that the local staff complements the guest 
lecturers. 
 
Ideas for a One-Week Program Under the Curiosity Retreats Banner 
I’d love to see a one-week program that discusses where we are going in the next twenty years with regards to
Philosophy, Science and Economics—a kind of overview of current trends with regards to these three topics.
 
I like the weekly schedule that Carrie proposed: morning activity, mid-morning lecture and then optional stuff. 
I personally would probably suggest two lectures a day—I think that most people would prefer two lectures a 
day. 

Overall, I think it’s a great model—obviously, as we discussed, the morning excursions, run by the hotel staff, 
need to be very strong, which they were not when we were there. We can’t just go on a jeep ride with a very 
dynamic driver but without a specific goal.
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Submitted by David Larson, M.D. (Guest of Janet Moore)
 
Accommodations
The rooms were outstanding, very large and comfortable. I loved the large outside patio space with a view of 
the mountains. The bathroom was a bit awkward, because the shower door opened into the room.
 
Food
Fantastic. Even though I understand the kitchen was not fully opened, the food presented to us was fresh and 
delicious.
 
Grounds
The hotel grounds were well kept and interesting. Some parts of the complex were a bit like a maze and some-
what difficult to navigate. Perhaps more signs would prevent people from getting lost.
 
Activities
Varied, well planned and interesting. The staff was new and did not always have information required to inform 
their curious guests. Some guides had limited knowledge of the flora and fauna of the region, and when you 
want people to be curious, you need to have the answers. The drive to the Utah border was interesting but un-
interpreted by the guide.
 
Staff
Eager to please but, somewhat inexperienced in general. Some seemed to have just a vague idea of the purpose 
and mission of the Experius Academy. 
 
Climbing the Palisade:  
I had the opportunity to climb the Palisade with Nick Kroger on Saturday, for which I am very appreciative. 
Nick was a fantastic guide, knew the route well, and was full of information. The approach drive was a good 
introduction to the Palisade.  You could see it from different angles. Looking up at it from the ground, it seemed 
very improbable that one could actually climb it! The early climbing was steep but non-technical. As we rose 
up the face we did come to some roped areas and places where novices could need quite a bit of help. The climb 
could be made a bit safer by placing a few bolts along the exposed portions of the climb, so novice climbers 
could be roped and made to feel safer. We saw some Bureau of Land Management rangers on our way down 
who were climbing the route to evaluate it. It seems like the Gateway climbing team has already discussed this 
possibility and is waiting for a permit. The Palisade is an impressive natural formation and will give an exciting 
and challenging motivational opportunity for future clients. It is an exhilarating outing.
 
Gateway Canyons is an amazing location, and I feel lucky to have experienced it. I would certainly return given 
the chance!
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Submitted by Lynn Meehan, New Brunswick Tourism and Parks, Canada  
(and, Guest: Chris White)
 
Website
The Gateway Canyons Resort website was our first 
impression of resort and first step to get visuals 
and details on resort, community, etc, on where we 
were going as first timers and with little knowledge 
of travel in Colorado. General visuals of resort and 
the surrounding area were breathtaking, created 
very high expectations immediately, created excite-
ment immediately. The visuals on the website are 
what sold Chris to attend as a spouse, as he realized 
this was not “just another conference/resort site.” 

Visuals and details on the two accommodation op-
tions were a bit weaker than overall visuals, but I 
find this on many accommodations websites: that 
the images do not do the guestrooms justice.  

Overall, I found the website very good and it satis-
fied needs.  

I also attempted to research “Gateway” and found little on the community via the Colorado tourism site, but the 
Grand Junction site was good.  

Drive from Grand Junction to Gateway Canyons Resort
Suggest more signage just to provide comfort for drivers to know they are on the right route; e.g. there is a great 
(large) billboard right after the turnoff, outside of Grand Junction, but if it was before the turn-off it’d be much 
better, as we drove past the turn-off and then saw the billboard and had to pull a “U” turn. No big thing but we 
found it easy to miss, and we were looking. After that, a few small directional signs would be good every once 
in a while just to give re-assurance. Many of our industry suppliers in New Brunswick that are off the beaten 
track do this. Periodic, inexpensive directional and reflective signage lessens the stress level for people; they 
trust that they are already being taken care of, knowing they are being guided and will probably see another sign 
soon and can enjoy the drive and amazing scenery. Directional signage is key in creating a positive atmosphere 
with clients even before they arrive. (e.g. When we came by the stables and then Mr. Hendricks’ gate, we no-
ticed the Gateway symbol so we were a bit confused as to whether we had gone too far, we wondered if we had 
passed the resort? If it were dark, it could have been very confusing.) 

Arrival at Gateway Canyons Resort
Suggestion to improve directional signage on grounds, especially upon arrival to check-in. We drove around a 
bit in confusion. Carrie noticed us and directed us correctly and I think she mentioned this is being worked on.   

When we walked into the registration/front desk area, we still were not sure we were in right spot. (We later 
learned this was fairly new as well.) Chris and I had a debate as to whether I was walking into the right building 
so this caused a bit of stress for us as we were tired, having driven from Denver through a minor snow storm at 
times, no less. Front desk (young lady) did not really welcome us to “Gateway Canyons Resort” so I had to ask 
if I was at the registration. She was nice, but I felt she was a bit unsure of herself and handed me paperwork to 
fill out. Two young men came out of the office and informed us that Victoria wanted us to wait for her before 
we went to our room. I met Victoria and she asked us if our luggage was being taken care of. The two men 

Lynn Meehan and Chris White pose for a photo  
in front of the Paradox Grille.
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appeared puzzled and said that they had delivered two boxes to our room that had been delivered for me via 
courier. They did not know what she meant. Once the situation was clarified, one of them did assist us with our 
luggage. This is important, as there are no elevators and I would have found it hard to carry my bag; plus, we 
would probably have found it hard to find our room, even though the young lady at the front desk lady provided 
a map—it was still a bit confusing. I suggest  bellman service to be offered automatically. 

The young man who assisted us to our room was great. Unfortunately, the two keys did not work at the door. He 
felt embarrassed and literally ran to get new ones. We told him no worries at all. He was so sweet and we were 
tuned into his embarrassment, but this is common with many hotels and we told him that. When he returned I 
felt he had not been trained on how to “show a room” (i.e. opening the curtains and mentioning the amazing 
view as we were seeing it, mentioning the heating, lighting, and electronic curtain system, showing the fridge 
and bathroom, mentioning services offered if we need anything, etc.). I feel it is very important for the bellman 
to “show the room” and to be proud of this exceptional place.  

Housekeeping
We found the housekeeping services excellent. Our room was always cleaned early and everything was in its 
place with appropriate items replaced. I thought there was excellent attention to detail from housekeeping. We 
left a gratuity and New Brunswick chocolates and candy for the housekeeping staff with a note of thanks to 
them for their service to our room during our stay.

Food
The aesthetic beauty of the grounds and surrounding were second to none. The food at every meal was by far 
the best I have experienced at any meeting/conference. The food, every meal, was memorable, which does not 
happen often. “Exceptional” and “consistent” are the two words I would use to describe the food. Hats off to the 
Chef and his team. 

Buildings and Grounds
Lovely and well laid out, though as noted above, onsite directional signage is needed. Better lighting for eve-
ning walking to and from buildings is needed. Due to the fact that there are no elevators, bell service is needed, 
as noted above. The Palisade Event Center was an exceptional  building for meetings; from the boardroom, to 
theatre, to storytelling room to banquet room—all superb. All, or specifically designated, staff need to learn air 
condition/heat system, as we struggled each day with the coolness in the boardroom.

The map of the grounds that I printed off at my home from the Gateway Canyons Resort website and brought 
with me was slightly different than the one we were given onsite in our kits? I was confused at first.

Activities
This has been discussed as a group; overall, the sense of the level of safety and pre-activity training/prepara-
tion from Adventure Center staff was inconsistent, non-existent and/or very low. Based on the fact that we were 
made to fill out various liability forms at the opening dinner, and it was stressed these all had completed, I was 
surprised at how little pre-activity safety was provided (activities we took part in were kayaking, ATVing, horse-
backing riding, and the pinzgauer ride). However, the horseback riding was an exception—there was plenty of 
pre-ride safety done and they had an ample number of staff, and skilled staff, which gave us a great sense of 
security whereas this was lacking with kayaking and ATVing. Proper clothing must be provided to clients for 
kayaking and ATVing due to unexpected changes in weather, which did happen to us. Overall, I felt the Adven-
ture Center staff were not well trained to service paying customers. Though they were very nice kids, the level 
of safety, security, and general knowledge of area was seriously lacking. 

With regards to general knowledge of “this place,” “this community,” we strongly suggest further training be 
put into place. There was very little to no commentary on the ATV and vehicle trips—very disappointing as 
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we were new to the area and wanted to know what we were seeing, etc. This is part of a guide’s role: “to tell a 
story of this place” along the way. A very good saying that Gateway Canyons Resort may want to consider as its 
mantra in the training process is: “A product is something you buy, an experience is something you remember.”  
My suggestion with regards to the Adventure Center programming is either make it (the experiences/activities) 
memorable, or don’t make it at all. 

Amenities
Since we were quite busy, we did not utilize all of the amenities. I found the pool and hot tub very clean and 
nicely arranged, very inviting. General store could be better stocked, but perhaps due to beginning of season 
it was low. I found the retail outlet at the Adventure Center excellent—we shopped here and enjoyed the high 
quality clothing offerings, plus the other items, and found the prices very good. We did purchase the hard cover 
book on Gateway Canyons, and it is sitting on our coffee table at home as a wonderful memory of our excellent 
adventure at Gateway Canyons Resort. Room service is a must for this level of resort. 

Staff Training – Hospitality
Overall, all the staff were lovely and all wanted to be of service in the best way possible. I felt there was a lack 
of hospitality training of staff—they just did not seem to know basic things in the world of hotel/resort service.  
I refer to the general front desk, and Adventure Center staff. Food and beverage staff were an exception, howev-
er; they seemed well trained for the most part. I strongly recommend a high quality training program and regular 
refresher program for all staff. The expectations of the client Gateway Canyons Resort is targeting will demand 
this. As well, the staff will feel better about working at Gateway Canyons Resort if they are well trained.

Victoria was exceptional in overseeing all the needs for our group experience. I noticed her quite often, as in 
my position I am the lead with various client groups/meetings/special events, and I appreciated her attention to 
detail, the personal contact she made with each of us, etc. One could see she was on top of everything, and when 
there were adjustments that needed to be made—they were done with no issue. Very impressive. I feel she is the 
perfect person to oversee the clients at Experius Academy. 

Conclusion
Overall, I would give Gateway Canyons Resort an 8 out of 10 based on our experience. If I had been a paying 
client, I may have rated the experience a bit lower. However, all are minor things that can be worked on and 
training of staff is the key in my opinion. The other items I got the impression are due to the newness of the 
grounds and that they are still being worked on for the most part. Congratulations to all of the Gateway Canyons 
Resort staff for welcoming us and providing us with a special experience. We wish you all the best and future 
success at Gateway Canyons Resort. I keep wondering what the resort experience will be like six months to a 
year from now—we just might have to venture back on our own.  
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Submitted by Roberta Moore, Dartmouth College (and, Guest: Tim Marsh)
 
Mapquest provided two options to drive to Gateway 
Canyons, 2 ½ hours from the southwest or 4 hours 
from the northwest. Being impatient Easterners, we 
chose the most speedy route but quickly discovered 
that it really didn’t matter which path we selected, 
it wasn’t about getting from point A to point B. The 
journey was about finally experiencing the awesome 
natural beauty of our own diverse country, and we 
wondered why it took us so long to discover it!

As unpredictable as the landscape, so was the 
weather and we found ourselves turning up the 
heat as an errant spring snowstorm descended upon 
our fuel-efficient rental. We felt like inconsequential 
insects climbing through fissures in soaring canyon 
walls to reach a meandering river, fittingly named Delores. Our reliance on electronic gadgets that flaunt the 
idea that you always know where you are provided no help as “no service available” repeatedly flashed on the 
screen. Luckily a map (printed prior to leaving home) indicated that the resort was located next to Delores, so I 
knew we just had to follow her to our temporary home away from home.

After a few nail-biting moments of wondering if we would have enough gas to reach our destination, we arrived 
at a facility which looked as if it were part of the land itself, proving the thoughtfulness of her developers. We 
referred back to the map to determine where one had to go to check-in—this was not immediately obvious and 
signage was non-existent. We’ve all experienced our travelers getting a little panicked upon arrival to a new 
destination, and I mention this because what seems intuitive to one who knows where to go isn’t to a new visi-
tor. We found where we needed to go and, after repeated directions from the front desk attendant, we hopped 
back in our rental and skirted the entire property to find a parking spot close to our room. Even after a few days 
of roaming the resort, finding the correct path was sometimes difficult.

Our room fit the landscape and the western spirit, abundant and comfortable. Another plus was the spectacular 
views of the Palisade mountain but the private hot tub —heated with geothermal energy—was the icing on the 
cake. Because we were a bit late in arriving, we sprinted to the Auto Museum to catch up with our group. It 
seemed strange initially—and honestly it still does—that a resort like Gateway Canyons contained a Jay Leno-
sized car collection. It was a veritable step back in time with a guide whose enthusiasm you could taste but the 
question still remained why a car collection of this magnitude was located here? 

Returning to our room was a little tricky with the dim exterior lighting so as not to detract from celestial view-
ing, however, flashlights or low-lighted pathways would be extremely helpful. We utilized the personal hot tub 
without guilt and fell into bed—which was one of the most comfortable we have ever experienced.  

We woke to sunlight peeking through the crack of the heavy curtains and made our way to the Palisade Event 
Center for a fresh, hearty breakfast. As for the food, we heard rumors that the chef was cooking off-site, but 
these were not the typical catered deliveries. There was always fresh fruit and salads, meat and vegetarian op-
tions and the food was plentiful without being wasteful. In the evenings, our group quickly discovered the tasti-
ness of the red wine—especially vinted for Gateway Canyons.

The meeting rooms were comfortable albeit a bit small for our group, and once the room attendants realized that 
we were a friendly bunch, they learned our needs and their personalities began to emerge. Our meeting was pro-
ductive, and I am convinced that the balance of business and leisure was the reason we were able to accomplish 

Roberta Moore and Tim Marsh gear up for an off-road adventure.
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our goals and stay on target. The fire pits outside the Palisade was a welcome heat source but also added to the 
western ambiance. 

We are a “gathering” group in that we all look forward to seeing each other to catch up, but the facility (at this 
point) lacks in welcoming common spaces to open a book or converse with a new friend. The availability of 
afternoon coffee or tea in a common area might add to this natural inclination.

Overall the staff was warm and helpful but rarely did they go above and beyond to meet the guests and learn 
their interests. An unforgettable experience is always enhanced by those you meet, and a resort such as this begs 
for exceptional customer service. The fact that many of the workers are local is a huge plus, as the right custom-
er service trainer will encourage the staff to bring out the western personality and hospitality.

We were able to take advantage of a limited number of activities because the facility was not fully operational. 
Here is another good use of a common area—to publicize the daily activities and vacancies in previously 
booked activities and to publicize weather conditions in the area.

We were expecting a welcome briefing about the facility and amenities but this never materialized. We are far 
enough off the beaten path that health and safety warnings should have been delivered. Too much of our experi-
ence relied on word-of-mouth (e.g. where to report for an activity, who to contact if a change was needed, or 
where to forward special needs). Briefings before outdoor activities also need improvement, as there were many 
activities where we were complete novices and yet eagerly jumped on horses or ATVs and headed out into wil-
derness.

We were completely enamored with the environment and the potential of Gateway Canyons. Being linked to the 
Discovery Channel is a huge selling point but the delivery MUST be as inspiring and informative as any of the 
television series. If we were to choose Gateway Canyons as a vacation destination, we would expect an experi-
ence as awesome as anything we could dream of. Here lies the challenge to the team at Gateway Canyons—to 
be a beautiful resort with some interesting activities or to offer inspiring, life-altering experiences in an awe-
some place.

Comments on the Proposed Curiosity Retreat Schedule
•Timing is good…Sunday arrival, but why not a Saturday departure? What is the resort planning to do with two 
nights unsold? Seems there is something missing but perhaps this could be wedding business?

•Far too few educational sessions. I would go for 2.5-3 hours of educational content each morning—or move it 
to the afternoon on some days to accommodate fun morning activities.

•I like the idea of taking advantage of early morning activities but I would follow it up with a lecture or educa-
tional experience—perhaps at 9 or 10 a.m. 

•Brilliant to offer free time after lunch and I’d keep that in place.

•Guests like to gather at the end of the day to discuss their activities, so I would build in cocktail time. If some-
one isn’t interested, they won’t attend…and that is okay.

•Think about a fireside chat during cocktail hour. This can be with an invited speaker who presented earlier in 
the day for a more relaxed engagement.

•Guests are captive at the resort so there has to be more offered in the evening. How about Discovery Series or 
other theme-appropriate documentaries in the HD theater? Wine and S’mores after dinner isn’t enough. Could 
there be night sky viewing or search for nocturnal animal safari?
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Submitted by Jessica O’Keefe, EGYPTAIR Airlines
 
In general, our experience was wonderful. The 
scenery is beautiful and dramatic. The resort was 
luxurious and comfortable and had a western flavor 
of informality that was particularly pleasant. The 
rooms were furnished nicely, very comfortable with 
lots of space.

For the 50+ clientele the amount of light available 
in the Kiva Lodge could be improved, and we sug-
gest flashlights be given to everyone on check-in 
to help find your way in the evenings. The kitchen 
ventilation system had an intrusive mechanical 
whining noise, which in the context of the resort 
was in conflict with the surroundings. The noise 
could be significantly mitigated with some kind of 
baffle.    

Guides were competent and skilled in the physical 
activities, however, because of the setting of the 
property—such a dramatic and unusual landscape—
interpretive guiding for the wildlife and landscape 
could and should be stronger. For example, guides 
should be able to describe the landscape in terms of what a palisade is and the various rock formations. A good 
overview of the geography and topography—terminology for land forms, etc. would add value to the program.

The food was great—given that we were in such a remote location, I was impressed with the freshness of the 
salads and vegetables.

Activities were fun—take into consideration our above remarks about the guides. We participated in the hike 
and in the PinzGauer Tour, and both were entertaining. I had a quick look at the workout room, which certainly 
seems adequate. Unfortunately we did not have time to participate in any spa activities —always welcome in a 
resort.   

Sample Itinerary for a Writers Week

Day 1
3:00pm  Arrival at Grand Junction airport and transfer to Gateway Canyons Resort
4:00-5:00pm  House orientation and settle into rooms
6:30pm  Story teller Dinner

Day 2
08:00 am  Breakfast
09:00 am  Overview of program
10:00 am-12noon Choice of following programs:
   •How to Blog
   •Memoir  Writing
   •Poetry Writing

(Left to right): John Laver, Jessica O’Keefe, and Rick Thomson 
gather outside the Palisade Events Center.
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12:00pm-1:30pm Lunch
2:00pm-5:00pm Resort Activities
6:00pm-8:00pm Dinner
8:00pm – 9:00pm Lecture: How to Get Published 

Day 3
08:00 am  Breakfast
09:00 am – 11:00am Create a sample piece related to your program yesterday
11:00am – 1:00 pm Critique pieces
1:00 pm – 2:00 pm Lunch

2:00pm – 4:00pm Creative Writing 101
   •How to Blog (repeated)
   •Travel Writing
6:00pm-8:00pm Dinner
8:00pm-10:00pm Entertainment – Live music

Day 4

07:00am  Breakfast
   Full day excursion to Moab with lunch/dinner

Day 5
08:00am  Breakfast
09:00am – 12:00pm Workshops:
   •Children’s Book Writing
   •Novel Writing
   •Humor Writing
12:00-1:00pm  Lunch
1:00pm – 6:00pm Free time for resort activities
6:00pm – 8:00pm Dinner
8:00pm – 9:00pm Lecture: The Short Story

Day 6
08:00am  Breakfast
09:00am  Full day: Short Story Contest 
   Submit by 2:00 p.m.
12:00pm – 1:00pm Lunch
2:00pm  Contest Submissions
2:00pm – 6:00pm Resort activities
6:00pm – 8:00pm Final Dinner & winner of competition announced
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Submitted by Kevin O’Neal, USI Travel Insurance Services
 
Gateway Canyons Experience
Overall, from check in to check out, the 
experience was wonderful…the setting, 
facilities and people created a desire to 
return! But one of the things you must 
understand about me…I’m very easy to 
please and my needs/expectations are 
minimal. So some of my thoughts are as 
follow:

• At check in when I was directed to my 
room, albeit in the dark, I was told I was in 
building _____ (the name escapes me) but 
all I could find was the letter B and it was 
not lit.  
• I asked about hiking trails and was look-
ing for a map with distance and difficulty. 
While the person was wonderful, the re-
sponse was, there isn’t a map but there are 
plenty of trails: pick one and enjoy.
• Food and food service was very good, but I never knew what I was eating without asking. A simple card with 
the menu item name or description solves the issue.
• The grounds are amazing but lighting at night could be improved…curbs and walkway lighting could be 
improved without increasing light pollution. More lighting focused on specific points to minimize trip and fall 
hazards…it is one thing when a younger person falls and another when an age of 62+ is out for an evening walk 
and falls!
• To lump my remaining thoughts into one…you have a core group of people with a desire to please. They need 
support and training (or better understanding) on the concept of creating the true experience I believe you are 
seeking! That is an easy fix…the challenge others might have is hiring motivated staff…you have that. They 
need a clear understanding of the direction you desire and development and training.

Ideas for Curiosity Retreats:
For me I’m not going to focus on the concepts. I’m sure you will hear from others in our group. There are many 
concepts that come to mind when I think of the words:
 
Curiosity: 
 • Stimulating the mind
 • Development
 • Learning
 • Training 
 • Education
 • Mindful
 • Thought provoking
 • Discovery

Retreat:
 • Escape from the norm
 • Time

Carole Erickson and Kevin O’Neal catch up at the Entrada  
Restaurant and Lounge.
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 • Solitude
 • Me
 • Remote
 • Quiet
 • Meditation
 • Growth
 • Thinking

As I think of the words above and the viable relationship to the idea of Curiosity Retreats and the creative per-
spectives of John Hendricks four ideas for retreats come to mind:

Health:
 • Fitness
 • Wellness
 • Stress reduction
 • Mountain Biking
 • Yoga

Creative Arts:
 • Visual Arts
 • Video media
 • Photography
 • Creative writing to support above

Entrepreneurship:
 • Idea Incubator
 • Concept development
 • Funding
 • Leadership development
 • Motivation 

Women’s personal and professional development opportunities:
 • An area that provides great opportunity, I believe, in your programs. Any and all of the above could be   
 combined to provide an empowering experience.
 • An example is a little surf camp in Mexico that brings women together from all walks of life and ages   
 to learn and do something once thought impossible. Mix that with some form of personal or professional  
 experience…Olympic Athletes to share their impossible dreams. Professionals who share the tools and   
 tactics they have learned/developed to guide their success in business.

The concept of a Curiosity Retreat is an amazing idea to me. The marketing idea is a natural, but the creation of 
the experience will prove more challenging. Yet, the opportunity to provide access and serve targeted communi-
ties (interest) is limitless. Consider focusing on:
 • Combining individual interest (hobbies in health and creative arts) with personal or professional 
 development
 • Programs that deal with empowerment…yourself or others around you

While I could go on for days, I will close with this…I truly enjoyed the opportunity to become aware of a 
concept that can serve the greater good. Provided, you can clearly define and deliver the experience, I believe 
this is possible!
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Submitted by Pauline Ranieri, University of Washington
 
Check-in Process
The staff has a wonderful opportunity for a 
“wow” moment by walking guests to their 
rooms and opening the room’s curtains for 
the first view of the incredible scenery. It 
would be a fabulous introduction to their 
stay. In addition, someone really should 
walk guests through the various room fea-
tures such as light switches, etc.—it took 
me some time to figure it all out.

And please replace the noisy gas fireplace 
timers with quiet ones!

Accommodations
I loved the spacious rooms. Having the 
extra seating area, complete with fireplace, 
makes the room an oasis within an oasis. 
I also appreciated the inclusion of a sink, 
coffee-maker, fridge and second vanity area. Overall, the room size and amenities would add to a very comfort-
able and enjoyable stay at the resort.

Meals
The meals really were fabulous, especially considering they were served buffet-style. There was great variety 
with plenty of healthy choices.

Rather than having the white plastic pitchers of coffee at meals, I would suggest using the larger, electric coffee 
pots—same goes for coffee available in the meeting rooms. These pots would keep the coffee much hotter and 
it would be very easy to gauge the remaining quantity. I’ll admit to being very irked at having warm versus hot 
coffee during the course of the retreat.

Activities
As we all discussed, the majority of the activities need to be revamped to a professional level. Everything from 
accurately describing an activity, to advising guests about the attire needed, to having an expert guiding an 
excursion who can properly answer questions. While it’s important to have guests sign release forms for more 
risky activities, it’s imperative that all activities are professionally operated for the safety of guests and resort 
staff. A release form won’t protect the resort if its staff are negligent to begin with.

If you tell a guest that there is a great viewpoint coming up, you have to stop so that the guest can enjoy the 
viewpoint and take photos if desired. I was quite flabbergasted at this oversight during my very first activity. To 
me it illustrated the lack of training on behalf of the employee, a point I continued to notice with various em-
ployees I came in contact with.

I was one of the lucky few to enjoy an air tour with Deanna and Miffie. From the moment we approached the 
plane and were assisted with taking photos, through the safety briefing, and to the final landing, we experienced 
great customer service. Miffie was proactive about advising us of sounds we would be hearing during our flight 
and what the sounds meant. If she hadn’t done so, there most likely would have been moments of unease where 
we may have been concerned about our safety. Miffie did an excellent job of sharing interesting geological 

Pauline Ranieri boards the Canyons Airtour jet.
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information about what we were seeing from the plane. Overall, this activity was very professionally run and 
should exemplify how every activity or excursion should be operated.

Overall Facility
The entire facility has been well-designed and lends itself well to the hosting of Curiosity Retreats. There’s a 
nice balance of meeting space, areas for casual socializing and restaurant space. I loved the patio area with the 
two large gas fire pits—this is truly a wonderful place to socialize at any time of the day.

General feedback from the group is that there needs to be better signage and nighttime lighting throughout the 
facility. While we were verbally apprised of the fact that there are cougars or mountain lions in the area, I didn’t 
see any signage warning guests about this.

Final Comment
The entire staff should be encouraged to look at everything they do through the eyes of a first-time visitor to the 
area and be proactive about anticipating the needs of every guest.

Curiosity Retreats
Interestingly enough, a previous executive director of our organization had a similar concept that he called 
“Conversation Weekends.” The idea was to bring a couple of interesting UW lecturers to a conference facil-
ity outside of Seattle and spend 2.5 days learning and enjoying the area. Unfortunately, we just didn’t have the 
resources or audience to pull it off, although we all agreed that it was a fantastic concept.

In reviewing the “sample” weekly schedule that was shared by Carrie Passmore, I was very surprised at how 
little time was actually allowed for lectures. I would strongly suggest that the lecture time be doubled, at least! 
From what I know about our travelers, they really enjoy the educational components of our program and always 
seem to want more formal lectures than what we can fit into a tour itinerary. 

I would also recommend that there is a session available with every lecturer for just Q & A and/or to be used 
as a summary of everything learned during the week. Again, the learning opportunities need to be expanded in 
order for these to truly be curiosity retreats.
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Submitted by Leslie Jennings Rowley, Princeton University
 
I was on the late wave to arrive into Colorado. I ar-
rived Grand Junction at 10:20pm, but the staff was 
there smiling and very visible and happy to whisk 
me (and Kevin O’Neal) off to Gateway Canyons. 
The drive in, with the full moon, was stunning 
(when I had my eyes open) and quite comfortable 
in the SUV shuttle.

Even though I was only one of two to check in at 
that time, there wasn’t much assistance given to 
help in wayfinding other than circling my room on 
the map and giving a general point out the door. 
I ended up circling the correct building before 
finding my room (partly due to the fact that signs 
dealt strictly with leading one to the upstairs units 
and not explaining the ground floor numbering 
system).

One initial thought was, though I know travelers are 
often parched from their Journeys, it seemed a bit incongruous to be greeted into the middle of nature with a 
disposable water bottle (the current anathema to those trying to “go green”). Upon arrival, I was mildly shocked 
to see heat rising (and being wasted) from the pool and my own private hot tub (covers, which don’t seem 
existent, would help with heat loss and thus energy savings). The high flow shower heads and no attention to 
low flow toilets didn’t surprise me much, knowing that the clientele that would come here would enjoy those 
amenities, but it does seem that some sort of statement about one’s responsibility to nature might need to be 
thought about beyond “help the environment by saving your towels.” Even if it’s not the resort’s intention to be 
“green”, clients will be thinking about the earth when they come to such a beautiful setting and you may want to 
be prepared for that seeming disconnect. (The first morning, I did leave my towel on the bathroom floor to see if 
it would be replenished; not only did it not—and I think it should have—but my bath mat disappeared and was 
not replaced.)

When first touring the room to get my bearings, I noticed a sign on the bar that said “To activate the lights in 
your room, please turn the Main Switch by the main entrance. Please use the Curtain remote control to open the 
curtains. I could find neither of these things and the lights and curtains all seemed to work just fine by hand. I 
was confused. Perhaps those elements haven’t been installed. If they are, they should be better labeled.

The floor lamp in my room did not seem to be put together properly as the entire top came off when I tried to 
pull the chain to turn it on. I told the housekeeper about it when I saw her in the outdoor corridor. I wasn’t cer-
tain she understood me (language barrier?), but it was not fixed when I returned.

I think it might be nice to add bathrobe hooks on the back of the door on the closet side of the bath/dressing area 
as well as the ones on the shower side. When I disrobed in the dressing area, it would have been slightly more 
convenient to put the robe on the hook rather than on a hanger in the closet.

Susan, the aesthetician who performed my facial, was flexible when our meetings ran long, super friendly, and 
very professional. She made one feel immediately at ease, gave enough time for discussion of issues, explained 
every part of the treatment along the way without needless chatter, and was just pleasant in every way.

Joe Small and Leslie Jennings Rowley laugh over an amusing  
comment at the board meeting.
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On Day 2, I was in a hiking group that was small enough (due to attrition of original takers) that we were able 
to ask for the route to be modified to fit our desire for a more active hike than the one offered to colleagues the 
previous day. It was great that Dawn could be nimble enough to accommodate this. We met a colleague on the 
trail who was out doing a run on his own, and I had to admit that I hadn’t even considered the possibility of go-
ing out alone. Having something detailed in each room about various activities that one can enjoy independently 
(hiking trail maps with activity level ratings and average time/length; info on bike rental/check-out program; 
safety notes to consider such as wildlife) would be helpful.

Because there are so many opportunities to be outdoors for various activities, guests in Kiva rooms that have 
the outdoor patio and hot tubs should be given keys to the back gate and back door so that they can enter from 
the outside instead of walking around the building and weaving around the pool. If this is done, room numbers 
would have to be put on the gate doors.

I’m not quite sure how I feel about touring Mr. Hendricks’ house. I was walking through thinking that my 
travelers would probably enjoy the experience but that I’d be somehow uneasy about adding the tour to my 
programs, feeling as though it was too personal. I’m just not sure about it. We should have been prepared that 
breakfast would be on the outdoor veranda; while the small fire and areas of sunshine helped, it was cold for 
those who hadn’t brought adequate outerwear.

I love the S’mores idea that had people congregating around the Entrada porch fire pits at night, as it seems a 
great way to end the day. All meals were very good, but the Day 2 barbeque lunch was particularly great, adding 
nice local “flavor.” (I personally loved the chili.)

***

Because of a developing relationship between Princeton faculty and the Curiosity Project television program-
ming, I’m extremely interested to see if there is a way to partner effectively with Experius Academy to develop 
travel programming at Gateway Canyons.

In my personal life, I’m always looking at how a particular destination or Journey may or may not be appropri-
ate for families traveling with children. I think Gateway Canyons would be ideal for teens, given the wealth of 
physical diversions. And, if the week’s educational component were planned well, it could be great inter-genera-
tionally, as well. I can see a bunch of activities—carriage ride, car museum scavenger hunt, short hikes, groom-
ing/painting horses, maybe even setting up tents and sleeping under the stars—could be modified for younger 
guests. And of course there is the pool. While the travel (at least one plane connection, followed by relatively 
long ground transport that would require carseats) might be a little cumbersome, it wouldn’t be out of the 
question to bring even younger kids, thus opening up to a segment of the market clamoring to have an experi-
ence that marries downtime with togetherness. My husband recently said he wanted to “get back to nature” and 
introduce our son to the pleasures of being in the great outdoors. I think many in the young family demographic 
might feel this way.

I’ll likely be working with Carrie Passmore and her team to build an actual Curiosity Retreat for Princeton 
based on our expert faculty, once more of them have been identified for the on-air component of the project.
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Submitted by Scott Williams, University of Illinois
 
I love the site.  I love the staff, and the 
food, and the amenities, and the facili-
ties.

I can think of two ways a one-week 
Curiosity Retreat program could be 
marketed:

1. To the public, primarily DISCOV-
ERY “Curiosity” viewers, as the place 
to go to go where world opinion/
thought leaders also like to hang out.  
You might start with the scientists who 
had been featured during one or several 
of the first “Curiosity” episodes, and 
promote the fact that they’ll be gather-
ing at Gateway Canyons . . . “and so can 
you!” Over time, viewers with a real love 
for science and exploration will begin to think of this as a unique vacation destination, where other people “just 
like them” also spend their vacations. Over more time, I could see a seasonal changing menu of topic offerings 
to appeal to people with those specific interests. 

2. As an alumni group tour destination, marketed to specific alumni associations for specific interaction with 
top faculty addressing one or more of the issues featured in the “Curiosity” series. Those universities already 
involved with the first episodes ought to be the most interested in the early stages of this. More than one univer-
sity could certainly bring a group to Gateway during the same time period. 

Or, a university could gather one or more of its own faculty to review and discuss “Curiosity” episodes from 
their own expertise. Alumni would generally prefer to follow their own faculty. I’m not sure how the faculty 
would expect to be compensated for this time; while the opportunity for a vacation (expense-paid?) at an exclu-
sive and nice report would seem like enough incentive, our faculty often want to be paid in addition. I explained 
to Carrie that we are among the universities that have not established an expectation within our alumni travel 
audience that faculty will be involved.
 
As I see it, you have one more obstacle to consider: Generally, I would caution that it is the rare faculty 
“expert”—on any topic—who is also pleased to mingle socially with group tour participants, or pleasant to 
be around unless lecturing. They’ll usually expect some level of star treatment. Quite possibly, Mr. Hendricks 
might manage to provide that, if he is able to be on site for the Retreats.
 
And I’d include a good mix of recreation/free time in addition to the “academic” stuff (as I know you will).

Joe Small and Scott Williams engage in lively conversation  
at the nightly S’mores and wine event.
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Submitted by Judi Wineland, Thomson Safaris (and, Guest: Rick Thomson)
 
This summary is solely about the 
Gateway Canyons Resort, not about 
the Experius Academy or the  
Curiosity Retreat(s).

What is most problematic about do-
ing this evaluation is that there was 
not cost to us (thank you very, very 
much) so there was not an indication 
of the level of value that we were to 
expect. Both Rick and I travel to very 
remote destinations and are willing to 
stay in hotels with shared bathrooms 
or we might go to a remote place and 
stay in a luxury lodge. Much of the 
decision has to do with the location.

So if I start with the location, it was 
beautiful! Truly value added to any 
star rating the lodge might get. It was 
extraordinary to listen to my fellow 
travelers who travel for a living be 
wowed by the grandeur of the canyons.  Rick and I spend quite a bit of time in Grand Gulch and were reminded 
of the great beauty of the canyons.

The services were good but for people in the service industry such as ourselves we saw a disconnect about what 
they provided and what we wanted. The telephone system did not allow us to call room service, or get to the 
various restaurants. When we called to ask for two glasses of wine to have in our hot tub, we were put through 
about three different lines..to end up with someone who said, “I don’t think we can send you glasses of wine”…
and asked the person next to her.

However, that being said…whatever we wanted they provided. So it became apparent that good leadership…
someone who could provide a solid mission and vision…would enable all the service providers to do a great 
job. The standards and procedures need some work. I imagine it will get very frustrating to not know what the 
quality of service is that you are supposed to provide. That can be very dis-empowering.

The activities were a little tame for us…and even though tame, they were as safe as needed for the general 
public. The litigious society in which we live, if injured on this property would easily win a law suit. The ATV 
was great…and although we ended up in a snow storm, our guide provided a great adventure. (Best, however, to 
keep proper clothing in the bags that sit at the rear of the ATV.) The climb to the top of the Palisades sounded a 
bit dicey. No protection could be a terrible problem for the guests as well as the lodge.

Keeping the essence of the West, with its gentle down to earth people, is important. But the problem is how to 
balance that and provide luxury services to a demanding clientele…that is difficult.

Food…thank you for not trying to be something more than good western food.  What you provided was fantas-
tic and plentiful.

Rick Thomson and Judi Wineland reading about the Gateway Auto Museum.
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My advice: Stick with the western theme…don’t lose it…but ensure that you have a well defined vision so that 
your employees can help you get there…and make decisions on their own. They are an extremely dedicated 
group.

I’d drop the Home tour for most groups…unless there is interaction with the Hendricks. Otherwise it doesn’t 
work.

Ideas for a One-Week Program Under the Curiosity Retreats Banner
I am sorry, but I can’t offer suggestions on this without understanding who Experius Academy/Curiosity Re-
treats is catering to. Are they hoping to get people who want a western/canyons experience with a few lectures, 
or scientists who want to come together and talk about the origin of the earth, or who?

Would I come to this? Why would I come? I might come if this was a true retreat..physical (wellness center) 
with some lectures on heady topics. But, then I can’t figure out how to come up with a program when I don’t 
understand what the retreat is for.

I look at something I did at Canyon Ranch…and I feel that they did a great job of giving me a wellness week 
with lectures on wellness. Everything about Canyon Ranch exuded wellness.

What will Curiosity Retreats exude? Curiosity? If so, there is not enough programming in Carrie’s proposed 
one-week schedule. Does this place lend itself to curious minds? I would want it to have less free time and more 
time where I am asked questions that make me think outside the box…and I go to listen to great minds speak…
and lots of it!

***

Submitted by Rick Thomson

I am a co-founder with Judi of www.ThomsonSafaris.com, a Tanzania safari tour operator. Since 1981 we have 
operated wildlife photographic safaris in the wilderness of Tanzania, utilizing our fleet of Landrover Defender 
safari vehicles, deluxe safari camps and guide services, based in Arusha, Tanzania.
 
On Thursday, April 29, we experienced a Pinzgauer Tour with a total of 6 guests. I have not asked, but assume 
the tour is offered as a fun excursion and learning experience for resort guests. My thoughts afterward are that 
the excursion could be more rich than is now offered. 
 
The vehicle is perfect. It is unusual to most and will therefore intrigue guests. It is open sided, but with good sun 
cover, perfect for the weather here. However the vehicle is too noisy for the guide to offer information on the 
move. Change out the muffler to something that can do a better job, or add another muffler to help silence the 
exhaust noise. The look of the vehicle offers the jazz without it having to be noisy.
 
The trip was a good length time wise, but involved too many miles. Going all the way to the Utah border did not 
seem to wow anyone or cause any excitement other than for the guide. Less miles to travel will reduce fuel and 
maintenance costs. The driver can travel at a slower pace and still return to base on schedule with out having to 
drive so fast. At times our speed was such that another approaching vehicle could have caused concern for the 
guests. 
 
I suggest a team drive the road and work on the following:
Find another location as the turn around point that shortens the miles traveled, but still allows for some interest-
ing observation and discussion points/topics during the tour.
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Most guests will not know this kind of country and will be intrigued to learn more. Build into the trip a couple 
of stops so that guests can get out and do a short walk to an interesting place. Perhaps one stop on the way out 
and another on the way home. Search and locate a place where you can walk guests on a short meandering 
walk, to the river. The walk should not go direct from the vehicle, the idea is to take time, slow things down 
and make the trip interesting. Walk them via that wonderful big tree, or that special view of something. Show 
and name nice specimens of a few trees. Explain how past peoples used pinion pine and how important it was 
to them, have them walk past sagebrush and smell the leaves by rubbing. Have them touch and smell pine sap, 
let them get sticky fingers. Walk to the river’s edge and talk about the wildlife that uses the river, look for sign 
(prints and scat) and talk about what is seen. Talk about conservation, lands management and what makes this 
area special. Point out and name any flowering trees, bushes, etc.
 
This will take some time to explore the road and find the perfect spots that have all the components. Remember 
the guests are probably city people and all these things that are so common and every day to resort staff are new 
and interesting to the guests. The guides will need to learn a new rap, but this will be easy for them, they will 
enjoy the trip because it will be more demanding of them as guides. The bonus for the guides will be that animal 
or bird sighting occurring due to the slower pace. Consider a cooler so that on the 2nd stop the guests return to 
the vehicle to find the driver has provided a surprise refreshment.
 
So, same amount of time, but a more rich and varied experience, less miles on your Pinzgauer and a tour that 
will exceed your guests’ expectations. Exceeding your guests’ expectations must be the goal in all you do here.  
Sales can help by not overselling and by keeping the surprise refreshment a secret. You can build on this by of-
fering a picnic lunch at one of the stop points, some guests may prefer an extended tour such as this.
 
Many thanks, you have a great project and good luck with it.
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ETC 2011 Mid-Year Planning Meeting Attendees
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Alumni Association. In her role with the Alumni Association, she is responsible for revenue-generating programs for 
the Association, including the travel programs, affinity programs, membership, and events. She also works with the 
other federal service academies to run a joint travel program, Joint Academy Travel, which provides service academy 
alumni the opportunity to travel together. Bobbi’s love of travel began as a Navy wife, while living overseas with her 
husband, and has led to a lifelong love of exploration. 

Lynn Cutter is the Senior Vice President for Travel and Business Development at the National Geographic Soci-
ety. Lynn has more than 25 years of general management experience, with a focus on strategic marketing, business 
development, and direct marketing in travel and media companies. Lynn joined National Geographic in 1998 after 
operating her own consulting practice specializing in new business launches in travel and on the internet to clients. 
Prior to establishing her consulting practice, Lynn held senior positions in marketing and strategic planning at Bell 
Atlantic Video Services/Tele-TV, The Disney Channel and Citicorp, and also served as Vice President of Market-
ing for Special Expeditions (now Lindblad Expeditions). Lynn received her B.A. in Marketing and Journalism from 
Lehigh University, and an M.B.A. from Harvard University. She lives in Chevy Chase, M.D., with her husband and 
their two sons.

J. Mara DelliPriscoli, President, Travel Learning Connections, Inc., is the founder and architect of the Educational 
Travel Conference (formerly Nonprofits in Travel Conference). With this conference platform she has facilitated the 
growth of strategic business partnerships and business-to-business networking of those in the field of alumni, mu-
seum, conservation and affinity group travel. With over 30 years experience in the tourism industry, Ms. DelliPriscoli 
has directly worked within most sectors of the travel industry including marketing, sales, tour and hotel operations, 
and transportation, trade and government research firms. Mara lectures, writes and works with cultural, commu-
nity and conservation tourism development projects in the US and abroad. She consults in the field of educational, 
community and special interest tourism development for a variety of US and international organizations. Mara has 
a passion for exploration, blue water sailing, language, ethnic music and dance. Mara holds an M. Ed in Tourism 
Development from the George Washington University, and a B.A. from Barnard College, Columbia University. A 
native New Englander having spent a great deal of her professional life in the Washington, D.C. area, and then at sea 
for three years, Mara has been based in St. Ignatius, Montana for several years.

Carole Erickson has served as the ETC Conference Manager and ETC Partner Liaison since 2005. She has en-
joyed a 40-year career as a meeting planner, healthcare administrator, customer service consultant, and professional 
marketing/development director in Missoula, Montana, and Los Angeles, California. Since 1995, Carole has been 
responsible for developing and implementing all aspects of domestic and international symposiums. After retiring 
from full-time administration management in 2003, she now has her own consulting business providing customer 
service training and on-site conference/travel management. Carole is a native Montanan, from Livingston, now based 
in Missoula, Montana.

Rodrigo Esponda is the Mexico Tourism Board Director Midwest USA. He has been working as a tourism of-
ficial for the Mexican government for the last 12 years: first, at the National Trust Fund for Tourism Development 
(FONATUR) in Mexico City; and, since the year 2000, at the Mexico Tourism Board, where he served as Deputy 
Director in New York City until February 2008. Rodrigo has been an adjunct faculty member of the Tisch Center for 
Hospitality at New York University, where he taught tourism planning and product development. He graduated with 
a degree in Architecture from the National University of Mexico (UNAM) and earned an M.P.A. from Columbia 
University. 

James Friedlander is the President & CEO of Academic Arrangements Abroad, which he joined 11 years ago to 
direct and manage all facets of the company. Jim discovered his love of travel at a young age and upon graduating 
from Wesleyan University began his career as the French Country Officer in the International Banking Group of the 
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Irving Trust Company. After receiving his M.B.A. from Columbia University, he spent more than 10 years assisting 
companies that were experiencing significant financial or operational problems. In the past year Jim traveled to Bar-
bados, Belize, Denmark, Estonia, Egypt, Finland, Germany, Grenada, Greece, Hungry, Israel, Italy, Jordan, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Mexico, Poland, Sweden, and Russia either accompanying groups and/or researching new programs. 

Susan Goodale began her career in higher education at Wesmont College in Santa Barbara as Special Events Coor-
dinator. For the past 20 years she has worked for the U.C. Santa Barbara Alumni Association in various capacities 
with increased responsibilities. In her current role as Programs Director and Gaucho Getaways Coordinator, her 
diverse oversight includes management of the Association’s regional alumni programs/constituent groups, advocacy 
efforts, alumni career services, student engagement programs, and student awards. She added management of the 
alumni travel program to this list in 2001, and since that time has successfully implemented marketing, tour content, 
and passenger management changes, which rapidly increased interest and participation in the program. She received 
her B.A. in Communication Studies and in Sociology from U.C. Santa Barbara. 

Aleksandra Matic is the Associate Director of Member Travel at the Art Institute of Chicago, where she has been on 
staff for the past eight years. She received her B.A. in Art History from Lake Forest College.
    
Lynn Meehan is responsible for North America market development within the Group and FIT leisure travel sec-
tors for the Department of Tourism and Parks, Province of New Brunswick, CANADA. Having returned to her home 
province of New Brunswick in 2000, after 15 years as a resident of Vancouver, British Columbia, Lynn knew she 
wanted to share her enthusiasm for New Brunswick and for Atlantic Canada with key travel influencers and, perhaps 
in doing so, contribute to the growth and prosperity of the New Brunswick tourism industry. With over 25 years’ 
experience in the private sector of the tourism/travel industry she began her career with New Brunswick Tourism and 
Parks in 2002 and attended her first ETC in 2004. 

Janet Moore is President of Distant Horizons, which, in an attempt to combine her love of travel with a real job, 
she began more than 20 years ago. With a graduate degree in business from the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 
Janet has traveled extensively and is particularly interested in the challenge of opening up new destinations to travel-
ers with sensitivity and respect to the host country. Over the years, Janet has been among the first to initiate cultural 
programs from the Americas to Asia. In 2004 she initiated programs for Americans to both Afghanistan and Libya. 
She is a contributor to NPR’s The World and is frequently interviewed by national newspapers—from The New York 
Times to The Wall Street Journal—on travel issues. 

Roberta Moore has been working in higher education for more than 20 years. Her career began at Penn State Uni-
versity in college student personnel, followed by continuing education, then she directed alumni education program-
ming for the largest alumni association in the country. Her experiences include youth leadership, academic and sport 
camps, Elderhostel, summer study abroad, campus events, certification courses, and conferences. In September 2001 
she joined Alumni Relations at Dartmouth as Director of Alumni Continuing Education & Travel, where she is re-
sponsible for a wide range of educational outreach events ranging from regional and international travel experiences 
to regional club affiliate seminars to a weeklong Alumni College. She holds a B.A. from Millersville University and 
an M.F.A in Photography from Penn State. 

Jessica O’Keefe is Director of Sales for EgyptAir, the national carrier of Egypt. Previously she worked with Swis-
sAir and Royal Air Maroc, and has spent 25 years in sales and marketing. She has traveled extensively and concen-
trates on educational and special interest travel planning. 

Kevin O’Neal is President and COO of USI Travel Insurance Services. He has 30 years of experience in the insur-
ance industry, business management and risk management. His insurance expertise includes all types of traditional 
insurance, from property and liability, life and health, to specialty insurance plans and business continuation protec-
tion. Outside the insurance industry, Kevin acts as an adjunct professor for the Edward S. Ageno School of Business 
at Golden Gate University in San Francisco, California. He teaches management courses that include: Fundamental 
Management, Organizational Behavior, and Strategic Planning.
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Pauline Ranieri, Director of UW Alumni Tours for the University of Washington Alumni Association, has been in 
the travel industry for over 20 years. She began her career as a travel director with Contiki Holidays—a leader in the 
18-35 year old travel market—leading tours around the U.S. and Europe. She then moved into the position of opera-
tions manager for the U.S. market. Pauline has been with UW Alumni Tours since 1991 and currently manages a 
program that offers a variety of affinity tours supported by more than 800 travelers. She holds a B.A. in Journalism 
from the University of Montana.

Leslie Jennings Rowley is the Executive Manager of Princeton Journeys for the Office of the Alumni Association 
of Princeton University. Brought to Princeton in 2004 to revitalize and expand a flagging alumni educational travel 
program, she was asked to oversee all Alumni Education programming for the University in 2007. Prior to her work 
on the travel planner side of the business, Leslie gained valuable experience on the tour operator side, first working as 
an operations manager and tour manager at Peter Voll Associates and later at High Country Passage. Before breaking 
into the educational travel business, Leslie worked for the San Francisco Opera in training and development. With an 
A.B. in Economics and Geography from Dartmouth College and an M.B.A. in international business that she earned 
in Italy, Leslie now lives in Princeton with her husband and two children.

Sherry Schwarz is ETC’s Website Content Manager and Publications Manager. She joined ETC in 2008 after 
serving as Editor and Publisher of Transitions Abroad magazine (2003-2007), during which time she assisted in 
organizing sessions for ETC’s Responsible Tourism Forum (2006 and 2007) and producing the “Responsible Travel 
Handbook.” In addition to her role with ETC, Sherry is founder and director of the non-profit Abroad View Founda-
tion, which publishes Abroad View, the global education magazine for students. Sherry graduated from Middlebury 
College with a B.A. in English literature and concentrations in creative writing and sociology/ anthropology. Sherry 
is a native of Connecticut and now resides in Bennington, Vermont.

Joseph Small is President of AHI Travel located in Rosemont, Illinois. AHI specializes in educational travel for 
university, college and other non-profit organizations. Joe has worked for AHI for more than 30 years and served in 
a variety of capacities, including Travel Director, Operations, Promotion, Marketing and Sales. Joe served as found-
ing President of the popular Alumni Campus Abroad division. He is a graduate of Columbia College and received a 
M.F.A. from the University of Illinois. 

Scott Williams is the Senior Director at the University of Illinois Alumni Association and is in charge of the EX-
PLORERS alumni group travel program. He has been employed at the UIAA for 25 years and has directed the travel 
program for the past 10 years. Scott has participated in the Educational Travel Conference in the past as a speaker 
and presenter. He holds a B.A. in Physical Geography and an M.S. in Communications, both from the University of 
Illinois.

Judith Wineland, owner of Thomson Safaris and Thomson Family Adventures, graduated from Colorado State Uni-
versity in 1972 after spending her college summers playing guitar and singing in Vietnam, Korea, Guam, the Philip-
pines, and Japan. This window into traveling to exotic destinations whetted her appetite to explore new destinations. 
In 1978, at the age of 28, she invested $300, rented a converted bathroom in Harvard Square, and incorporated Over-
seas Adventure Travel. Although she offered treks to Nepal and rafting in Peru, her passion was Tanzania. She and 
Rick Thomson incorporated Thomson Safaris in Tanzania. Today Judi continues to be very connected and committed 
to this East African country and developing family travel to adventurous destinations. 
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Resource Contacts

CANYON AIRTOURS
www.canyonairtours.com

Miffie Blozvich, Marketing and Development
Deanna Strand, Pilot
817 Falcon Way, #203
Grand Junction, CO 81506
Phone: 888-427-5986
Email: miffieb@gmail.com

GATEWAY CANYONS RESORT
www.gatewaycanyons.com

Tammy Anderson
Director, Resort Lodging & Guest Experience
43200 Hwy. 141
P.O. Box 339
Gateway, CO 81522
Phone: 970-931-2647
Email: tammy.anderson@gatewaycanyons.com

Laurie Barlow
Lodging Manager
43200 Hwy. 141
P.O. Box 339
Gateway, CO 81522
Phone: 970-931-2721
Fax: 970-931-2613
Email: laurie.barlow@gatewaycanyons.com

“Anasazi Bob” Dundas
Historian, Photographer, Storyteller
Adventure Center Guide
34751 Pronghorn Dr.
Whitewater, CO 81527
Phone: 970-216-5299
Email: anasazibob@gmail.com

Jason Kusel
Banquet Manager
43200 Hwy. 141
P.O. Box 339
Gateway, CO 81522
Email: Jason.kusel@gatewaycanyons.com

Preston Patterson
Curator, Gateway Auto Museum
931-2658
preston.patterson@gatewaycanyons.com

Ali Sanchez
Sales & Marketing Manager
43200 Hwy. 141
P.O. Box 339
Gateway, CO 81522
Phone: 970-931-2674
Fax: 970-931-2823
Email: allison.sanchez@gatewaycanyons.com

Alan Sisson
Director of Facilities, Security, and  
Ground Transportation
43200 Hwy. 141
P.O. Box 339
Gateway, CO 81522
Phone: 970-931-2616
Email: alan.sisson@gatewaycanyons.com

Denise Wall
Event Planner
43200 Hwy. 141
P.O. Box 339
Gateway, CO 81522
Phone: 970-931-2613
Email: denise.wall@gatewaycanyons.com

Dawn Wieker
Manager of the Adventure Center
43200 Hwy. 141
P.O. Box 339
Gateway, CO 81522
Phone: 970-931-2615 
Email: adventure@gatewaycanyons.com

Amy Wilkison
Manager of Gateway Stables
43200 Hwy. 141
P.O. Box 339
Gateway, CO 81522
Phone: 970-931-2442
Email: amy.wilkison@gatewaycanyons.com



78

EXPERIUS ACADEMY
www.experius.com

David Gann
Conservation Science and Strategy for  
The Nature Conservancy
Regional Programming Advisor for  
Experius Academy
8484 Georgia Ave., Suite 700
Silver Spring, MD 20910
Phone: 970-275-1765
Fax: 970-797-1012
david.gann@experius.com

Carrie F. Passmore
Vice President, Partnership Development
8484 Georgia Avenue, Ste. 700
Silver Spring, MD 20910
Phone: 301-920-5909
Email: carrie.passmore@experius.com

Victoria Patsantaras
Director of Operations
c/o Gateway Canyons
P.O. Box 339
Gateway, CO 81522
Phone: 970-589-7272
Email: victoria.patsantaras@experius.com

MUSEUM OF WESTERN COLORADO
www.wcmuseum.org

Michael L. Perry
Executive Director
462 Ute Ave.
P.O. Box 20000
Grand Junction, CO 81502-5020
Phone: 970-242-0971, Ext. 204
Fax: 970-242-3960
Email: mperry@westcomuseum.org
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The Educational Travel Conference/Community was founded in 1987 by J. Mara DelliPriscoli, President of 
Travel Learning Connections, Inc., as a pioneering effort to provide highly customized educational program-
ming, professional development, and affinity-based networking forums for seasoned alumni, museum, zoo, 
conservation, and nonprofit educational travel planners. It was further developed to offer jumpstart training for 
newcomers to the field and high-level networking and peer-to-peer discussion for the executives to whom travel 
planners report. Designed and operated from its inception as an educational resource, ETC has progressively 
expanded to serve as a valuable and respected educational and networking resource for the travel providers, tour 
operators, suppliers, and destinations that serve this market.

Both the non-profit and for-profit sectors annually attend the ETC, including 150-plus nonprofit travel planners 
from across the United States and Canada. Travel supplier delegates to the ETC are an internationalized group 
representing all regions of the world—North America, Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America, the Middle East, 
and Oceania. Top-level decision makers and support staff from special-interest group travel of all sizes partici-
pate in the Conference. Highlights of the three key groups that attend ETC follow:

Nonprofit Travel Planners
Large and small travel programs are represented from alumni associations; art, museum, and cultural organi-
zations; zoos and conservation groups; science and natural history museums; national and regional nonprofit 
organizations and affinity groups. Some of the institutions represented include:

Dartmouth College, Exploritas (formerly Elderhostel), American Museum of Natural History, Stanford Alumni 
Association, Oakland Museum of California, Arizona Alumni Association, Washington & Lee University, Phila-
delphia Zoo, California Alumni Association–Berkeley, Harvard Alumni Association, Santa Barbara Museum of 
Art, National Geographic Society, Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Smithsonian Institution, The Nature Con-
servancy, National Trust for Historic Preservation, Philadelphia Zoo, UCLA Alumni Travel, Alumni Association 
of the University of Michigan

Leading Outbound U.S. Tour Operators, DMOs, and Suppliers
In addition to forging connections between travel planners from like institutions, ETC brings together specialty 
operators, destinations, and suppliers from all corners of the world, at one time, under one roof. More than 100 
special-interest tour operators and over 50 specialty suppliers attend and exhibit during the Conference.  
Some of the companies represented include:

Academic Arrangements Abroad, Odysseys Unlimited, Lindblad Expeditions, MIR, Nomadic Expeditions,
Collette Vacations, Alaska Wildland Tours, Global Adrenaline, Oberoi Hotels & Resorts, Pacific Delight Tours, 
USI Travel Insurance Services, Egyptair, Organization for Tropical Studies, Micato Safaris, Alumni Holidays, 
Geographic Expeditions, Emirates, and Starquest/TCS Expeditions

U.S. State and Foreign National Government Tourist Offices
More than 50 domestic and foreign government tourist offices, regional destinations, marketing alliances, and 
city tourist bureaus worldwide converge at the ETC. Some of the destinations represented include:

PromPeru, Dubai Tourism, Japan National Tourist Office, Papua New Guinea Tourism, Saxony Tourism,  
Jordan Tourism Board, Canadian Tourism Commission, China National Tourist Office, Greenland Tourism,  
Visit Britain, Thailand Tourist Authority, Mexico Tourism Board, The Philippines, Innovation Norway, Rhode 
Island Tourism Division, and Hong Kong Tourism Board

ETC Profile


