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Beth Anne Lambrechts didn't want to give her dad another sweater for his 72nd birthday. 

"He was in the middle of renovating his condo and had absolutely no room for anything," she recalled. 

So Lambrechts gave him a memory. 

She sent her father, Ronald Byer, on a trip from his home in Point Pleasant to a bird sanctuary in New York's Hudson Valley where the former Air Force pilot could photograph birds of prey. 

"It was a wonderful day for him, getting close with the birds, especially a big owl with bright orange eyes," recalled Lambrechts, of Medford. "He made me a collage as a thank you gift." 

Last year, more than one out of five gifts -- 22 percent -- was an experience, such as a spa treatment, dinner out or concert tickets, according to Unity Marketing. 

Lambrechts bought her father's gift through Excitations.com, an experiential gift-giving Web site, that offers such goodies as hang gliding in Williamstown or swimming with the sharks at the Adventure Aquarium in Camden. 

"We do the due diligence for the gift-giver," said Ian Landy, CEO for the e-tailer, which is operating in the New York, Philadelphia and Washington, D.C., markets and expanding soon to Chicago and San Francisco. 

British-born Landy said similar businesses are thriving in the United Kingdom, where experiences are eclipsing material goods as gifts. 

"We thought why not launch the concept in the States?" he said. "The sunshine is here and the rivers flow faster." 

The concept makes sense to Lambrechts, who would like to receive a whitewater rafting trip or a spin in a bi-plane for her birthday. 

"If I got another bath-and-body set, I'd say "thanks' -- but I would think that there are already six in my closet," she said. "I'd really rather go to a nice restaurant." 

Excitations, named for the word coined by the Beach Boys in "Good Vibrations," has researchers on the ground -- or above it -- checking the background and safety records of prospective providers. 

So far, experiences related to NASCAR are the most popular, closely followed by wine exploration, Landy said. 

The average price is just over $200, with women making 80 percent of the purchases. But Excitations offers such over-the-top gifts as an introductory polo class for two ($500); six weeks of intensive yoga and acupuncture ($2,100); and a cocktail cruise for 15 on a private yacht ($3,200). 

"We can put you up in the presidential suite at the Mandarin Oriental in D.C. for $13,000," he said. 

Each experience comes with a small red memory box, where customers are encouraged to keep reminders of their adventure. 

Paul Zippel, of Cherry Hill, searched the Excitations site for a gift he could share with his girlfriend, Corinne Dochney. 

"I wouldn't want to do pottery sculpting, which is what she'd like to do," he said. 

Zippel settled on a dinner cruise, embarking from Carteret to New York, circling the Statue of Liberty, and back. 

"We saved the cork from our bottle of wine and put it in the memory box, along with pictures of us on the ship," he said. "For us, that experience was more meaningful than an object -- although I did give her a bracelet, too." 

Reach Eileen Smith at (856) 486-2444 or esmith@courierpostonline.com 
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Shoppers looking for a memorable gift can purchase bird-watching experiences through Excitations.com.

BY THE NUMBERS
$110: Two half-days, indoor rock climbing for kids

$165: Private surfing lessons

$545: Two-day camping trek with llamas

$625: Scotch tasting and kosher dinner for 2

$1,215: Fighter pilot for day

ON THE WEB
Excitations.com: Excitations.com

