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GO INSIDE THE EMPOWERING WORLD 
OF ALL-WOMEN’S ADVENTURE TRAVEL 

This movement is a force to be reckoned with. Join the party.
BY LAUREN MATISON • PHOTOGRAPHS BY SADIE MOSES
PUBLISHED MARCH 22, 2018

After suffering a hypoglycemic epi-
sode, my new friend Donna reaches 
a gushing river where the once clear 
path of rocks has now been sub-
merged. “I don’t see it. I don’t see it,” 
she says, shaking her head, as our 
guide Mariana helps her across with 
an outstretched hiking pole. Donna 

forges on through the pouring rain, 
talking about how beautiful the tur-
quoise lake looks on the horizon.
I’m with 12 women hiking the leg-
endary W Trek in Patagonia’s Torres 
del Paine National Park. We’re at the 
start of a 10-day off-the-grid Wild 
Women Expeditions trip. In more 

A YOUNG GIRL EXPLORES THE DEEP COASTAL FORESTS OF THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST.
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than a decade as a travel journalist, 
I never gave much thought to wom-
en’s-only adventures. And yet, as we 
march deeper into the vast UNESCO 
biosphere reserve, listening to a 
soundtrack of laughter, whipping 
winds, and Eso! Eso! cheers, I realize 
it’s the women making this journey at 
the end of the world so incredible.
Before being diagnosed with type 1 
diabetes seven years ago, at the age 
of 50, Donna was one of those how-
does-she-do-it-all types: racing bikes, 
raising two kids, conquering the Teton 
Grand Traverse, and running a suc-
cessful business. “Then I lost who I 
was,” says Donna, whose mother also 
passed away suddenly a month ago. 
“I wanted to do a trip with women 
because I knew they’d be nurturing 
and caring. I knew you’d all be there 
for me.”
That first night on the trail, thawing in 
our long underwear on the cabin floor 
of Refugio Los Cuernos with a couple 

bottles of wine and a container of 
Pringles, we toasted to Donna’s fierce 
strength—and the strength of us all. It 
was one of those stripped-down travel 
moments when you feel part of some-
thing bigger than yourself.
No two stories were alike. One woman 
was considering divorce, another was 
preparing for life without her can-
cer-stricken husband, and one simply 
wanted to visit Patagonia with adven-
turous gals. What Donna said rang 
true; we were there for each other long 
before we ever met. Plus, the connec-
tive thread—a wild spark, the desire 
to be totally absorbed by nature and 
discover a new side of ourselves—eas-
ily created a sisterhoodyou could call 
las gauchas salvajes. 
“We should really applaud the peo-
ple who are helping give women 
the skills and the venue they need 
to pursue outdoor activities,” adds 
Wise, who helps run Dawn Patrol, a 
newly launched subscription-based 

WOMEN EXPLORE VARIOUS REGIONS OF OREGON’S MOST WELL-KNOWN HIKES.
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channel dedicated to coverage of 
women’s gear, and authors a rousing 
Sticks & Stones newsletter about the 
female trailblazers cultivating safe, 
sustainable spaces. She describes the 
women she showcases, “For example, 
Sasha Cox, who founded Trail Mavens 
to help teach interested 
women wilderness 
survival skills, 
or Shelma Jun, 
who founded 
the Women’s 
Climbing Fest in 
an effort to connect 
female climbers of 
all levels with other women 
who climb and give them the skills and 
stoke they need to make it happen.”
In between aquatic pursuits in Playa 
del Carmen with newly launched 
Vaera Journeys, you can work-
shop a bold career move with a 
business coach and entrepreneur-
ial-minded travelers. Consider 

Nepal & the Mystical Himalayas or 
Untamed Iceland with Gutsy Women 
Travel, which plans to launch Gutsy 
Girlfriends in 2019 to service a 
younger demographic of millennials. 
Since debuting Damesly two years ago, 
co-founder Kelly Lewis has broadened 

the all-women’s playing field 
with refreshingly off-

beat curations like an 
“Islands + Identity” 
surf adventure 
in Hawaii and 

a “Canyons + 
Camera” weekend 

retreat in Arizona.
 “Turns out, combining adven-

ture travel with professional and 
creative growth was a model we hadn’t 
really seen in the travel industry 
before,” says Lewis, who also founded 
Go! Girl Guides and the Women’s 
Travel Fest. “The fact that it’s for 
women just makes it that much more 
rewarding for me, because I want 

It was one of those stripped-down 
travel moments when you feel part of 

something bigger than yourself.
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to see women grow, succeed, and 
conquer.”
Today, there are 60 
unique women-led 
trips and 180 dif-
ferent departures 
from 25 countries. 
Experiences range 
from a Women on 
Water weekend 
in Ontario to an 
eight-day Galapagos 
Islands Eco-Yacht 
Adventure.
“I want women to 
fall in love with the 
wild,” Haddow told 
me. “I want them to 
feel a sense of awe.”
Paine—the three iconic granite towers 
from which the surrounding national 
park gets its name. The peaks were 
hidden. We’d traveled thousands of 
miles for this moment, carried the 
towers in our pockets on Chilean 

mil pesos, and saw them looming in 
the distance from our geodesic 
domes at EcoCamp, but still, 
we’d made it. “Eso! Eso!” we 
yelled, our voices echoing across 
the emerald lake at the base of 
the shrouded formations.
As the last few clouds disap-
peared, the perfectly visible 
towers pierced the bright blue 
sky like a Gaudí masterpiece. I 
settled on a boulder by the lake 
with Sarah, a prison guard from 
Northumberland, England. “I’d 
never done any kind of adventure 
before this,” she said.
“I think the only real thing that 
was holding me back was me. 
The women on this trip always 

pull together and never make me feel 
like someone is better at something. 
I’m more confident now and want to 
experience much more of the world. 
I know there’s no limit to what I can 
do.”
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