
 

   

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

   

 
 

 
 

   

   
  

The New Normal of Travel 
Bold(h)er, Brought to you by BMO for Women 

Mary Jean Tully: 

Travel unites everybody, but everybody needs this escape. And right now with COVID, we 
need something to plan. We need something to look forward to. Just like after 9/11, the 
liquids, the taking the shoes off, the doing everything, that was a new normal then. The 
new normal now is going to be masks, hand sanitizer, better cleanliness when we travel. 

Lisa Bragg: 

Mary Jean Tully, the CEO and founder of Tully Luxury Travel, is a leading figure in the travel 
industry. As COVID-19 continues to disrupt global travel and tourism, Mary Jean is optimistic 
for the future. I'm Lisa Bragg and this is Bold(h)er, stories of and for women who stand out, 
brought to you by BMO for Women. Mary Jean, we all love a good vacation, but travel has 
been an all-consuming passion of yours. When did you realize that this was the industry for 
you? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

Well I was the type as a kid, I always had travel posters all in my bedroom, not of rock stars 
or models or anything like that, but I had travel posters. There was a young girl, which was, 
well, quite a number of years older than me, that I was an awe of as a neighbour. She drove 
this little red Spider convertible and she went to work and she had on this little red, tight 
skirt and this white blouse and this little hat and she was a flight attendant. She would be 
flying to Paris and she would be flying to Japan and Rome and all these places, and I 
thought she was the most beautiful specimen of a human being and the most perfect life. I 
always thought, “Oh, when I grow up, I want to be like her.” My mom and dad wanted me to 
be an English teacher, I did really well in English at school, but it just never really kind of 
excited me. 

Lisa Bragg: 

So you have this dream of travel, but your parents wanted you to be a teacher. You’re in 
school, and then thud. A paper lands at your doorstep. You open it up, and there’s an ad for a 
brand new travel agency. You don’t have a resume, so you quickly whip up one and then 
what? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

I immediately go over to the place and I said to the lady at reception, I said, “Could I please 
speak to the person that’s going to be doing the interviews on Thursday?” She said, “No, all 
this is is just to drop off your resume and they will call you.” And I said, “But if I drop off my 
resume, nobody's going to call me.” I said, “Please, is there any way that I could see-““No, 
he's not taking any calls.” I said, “Who's the one doing it?” She told me his name. I said, 



  
 

  

  

 
 

  

 
 

 

 

   

 

 

  

 

 

  
 

“Okay, thank you.” I walk away. I go to the registry by the elevator. I look and see where his 
office is. I go up to his office. He's on the phone or he had just hung up the phone. He had a 
white shirt rolled up at the sleeves and glasses. I remember I knocked on the outside of his 
door. The door was open, but I knocked on the door. 
He looked up at me through the glasses and I said, “Hi.” I said, “Look, I really hate to bother 
you, but my name is Mary Jean Trankina.” At the time, my maiden name. “My name is Mary 
Jean Trankina and I know that if I leave you my resume, you are never going to call me and 
it would be the biggest mistake you would ever make in your life because I've wanted to do 
this my whole life. When I follow my passion, I'm really good. You don't have to pay me for 
three months. Just see how I am. Just give me this opportunity. I'm begging you to please 
give me this opportunity.” And he looked at me and he goes, “What’s your name?” I said, 
“Mary Jean Trankina.” He wrote it down. 
They called me. I got the job. They paid me right away. I became assistant manager in seven 
and a half months and that started my whole travel career and I never looked back. I never 
took no for an answer on anything because I really think if you're passionate about 
something, you're going to be brilliant at it. I think that if you really, really want it and with 
my whole being... And even right now, when I'm telling you this, I'm excited and I almost 
can get tears in my eyes because I still love, love, love what I do. 

Lisa Bragg: 

So why do you love it so much? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

I love to meet people. I love different cultures. I love... I have a heart that is so big for 
wanting to learn and to be around people. I want to sit up there in the foothills of Morocco 
and sit on a floor and I celebrated Ramadan with families, Muslim families and the Berbers. 
I've done ... It's just something that you don't see and you don't get to experience and you 
just realize that all these countries that we're in, all different religions, different 
governments, but yet every single one is the same. They like to sit with their families and 
break bread and laugh and they love their children and they do something. 
When you sit there and you think, “My gosh,” and then you go home and you meet people 
who are so jaded and one-sided that don't realize how lucky we have it, but yet how similar 
we are, that the governments are different, but humans for the most part are the same and 
children all over the world, they’re the most wonderful, loving, open things. We as adults 
teach them our bad habits, our way of looking at things that can be negative or positive, and 
it just opens your eyes and you just see so much. It’s just an experience that I wouldn’t trade 
for the world. 

Lisa Bragg: 

You’ve obviously had so many wonderful, wonderful experiences. What’s your favourite? Or 
is that a top secret? 



   

  

 

 
 

   

 

   
  

   

   

  
  

 

Mary Jean Tully: 

No, I don’t keep it a top secret because if I share it and I’ve made so many other people feel 
now the same way that I did, and that is the first time I went to Africa and I went on a 
safari. To be one with nature and to be surrounded by elephants and to hear the birds 
chirping and the greenery and you’re just one with all of this is like something that you 
cannot even imagine. You talk to anybody who's been on a safari, they come back and say 
it's one of the greatest things that they've ever done in their life. You still have the creature 
comforts. You still have the peace of mind, the safety, and then you see the communities 
and the people that are so gracious and the interaction between the animals and what's 
going on, which wound up getting me so heavily involved in conservation initiatives. 

Lisa Bragg: 

Talk to me a little bit about those conservation initiatives because your company actively 
promotes sustainable and responsible travel, yes? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

I have the greatest right now obligation, a sense of being able to help. I can bring this to the 
attention of so many people in how we treat animals in tourist attractions. I rode elephants. 
I painted with them. I've bathed them. I actually, in one video I have from years ago, said, 
“Oh, look. The elephant is smiling.” I was riding on the back of my spirit animal. It’s not 
smiling. The elephant was ripped away from its mother after two days and it’s called 
phajaan, the treatment and how they break the spirits of the elephants and what they do. I 
grew up as a kid loving going to the circus. Now, we’re horrified by the way that the animals 
are treated. So I’ve been able and, to me, I think blessed to be a voice for people who say, 
“Hey, I did it. I didn’t know,” because I really believe that most people have a core value 
about them that if they knew really what was going on, they wouldn’t do it. They wouldn’t. 
They wouldn’t react that way. 

Lisa Bragg: 

So we didn’t know what we didn’t know. We don’t know what we don’t know. 

Mary Jean Tully: 

Right. When you tell the story and you have the picture and you actually say, "This is what’s 
happening,” and people know that I don't make any money on this, this has got nothing to 
do with money, it’s got something to do with what’s right or what’s wrong, people are very 
open to it. People are very open to it and they want to change. 

Lisa Bragg: 

As one of the largest luxury travel companies in the world, you've managed to tread that 
line between profit, people, and planet. Why is that so important to you? 



   

  
  

 
 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 
 

   

 

  

 

 

Mary Jean Tully: 

If I can tell people, if we can tell people, “Look, stay at a nice hotel, do all of this, do all this, 
but one day if you’d like to experience something about giving back whether it’s 
Cambodia…” For $275 with your family, you can go out and be part of digging a well. Women 
will walk four kilometres each way just to get water for their family. You see it right there. 
You pay there. You don't pay me. You pay right there. You take your children or yourself or 
your girlfriends or your husband, your wife, whatever, you dig, and you see a family getting 
water for the very first time. What a profound experience. You still can go back to your luxury 
hotel. You can still go and visit Angkor Wat and see all the things that you want to see, but 
you've made a difference. You've changed a life. You've changed a world. 
People come back and say to me, “Oh my goodness, thank you. Thank you for this.” And it’s 
how you position it. Do all people want to do something like that? No. You don't expect all 
of them to, but if they know that they can ... What an example to set for their children. I 
mean it's experiences. People walk away and they feel enriched and they want their 
children to feel this way. So I always look at this with travel. If you don't worry about the 
money and you do the right thing, it comes to you because people want you to recreate 
those experiences for them. They want to go back and then they come back and they tell 
their friends. At the same time, we're making the world a better place and we're opening up 
people's hearts. Isn't that what it should be about? 

Lisa Bragg: 

I know from our earlier conversations that you have a lens. You really look for women 
vendors and you search them out. Tell us about that. 

Mary Jean Tully: 

Well I think that in so many of the countries that we read about whether it's places like 
India, certain countries all over the world where women are second class citizens even if it's 
going to school, a lot of shows, you watch movies, you see that they'll provide schooling for 
the boys. They don't do anything for the women or certainly if a woman's husband dies, she 
has to provide for her children as she's begging on the streets. Even in countries like 
Morocco, all of these places, you see these poor women that are so destitute. So a number 
of years ago, I made a point and I've had some absolutely fabulous guides that were 
women. So when you call, and I know because I'm in the industry, when you call, they'll 
have all of these guides that have gone through and done well, but the first ones that they 
give you are list of all of these men. I asked for a woman, a woman guide. When I'm in the 
marketplace whether it's a marketplace where they've got fruits and vegetables or I'm 
buying something or shopping, I go to where the women are. 
You can see they're timid and they're sweet and they're so appreciative, and I know that 
they've got their children generally sitting right there with them. So I think that if you can 
give women an opportunity because they have it so hard in life, and we as tourists if we 
come in if we can do something for them, it's just so critical. I love to tell people even to 
bring something with them. You look at all of these fabulous resorts all over the world 



   

 

 
 

   

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

 

whether you're in Vietnam, whether you're in the Philippines, whether you're in the 
Caribbean, these ultra luxurious resorts, but you look around you around where the hotel is 
built, people have nothing. Even just one of my favorite things to do is to bring reading 
glasses, to go to the dollar store and buy reading glasses. There's no ophthalmologists 
running around the jungles and the woods. A lot of these people, just a reading glass or a 
magnifying glass times two, times three, it makes a difference in somebody being able to 
provide for their family and doing stuff. 

Lisa Bragg: 

Seemingly overnight, the whole world ground to a halt with the COVID-19 pandemic. What 
was your experience as a business owner in an industry that was so massively, massively 
disrupted? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

It was horrific when all of this happened. We had cancellations left, right, and centre. I mean 
everywhere. The whole world stopped. I've had the business for 32 years. I still have the first 
employee I ever hired. I have a staff of 83 people and to wake up one day and to realize all 
everybody's doing is canceling and there was no end in sight, and I'm one of these people 
that I can fix things. It's like, "Well how do you fix it?" And I get it done. You couldn't fix this 
because there's so many open-ended things, moving parts that nobody had any idea. And 
yet, I could relate. Probably one of the biggest successes that I have in my business is that I 
always say I am the client, the good, the bad, and the ugly. I think like the client. Don't 
overcharge me. Don't rush me. Give me options. Talk to me and remind me again. 
There's things that I've learned every single day. I'll give you a perfect example. I have a 
very large family group of 18 that were booking to go to Africa next June, so June of 2021. 
They're still nervous because they said, "Well what if a vaccine isn't ready? What if this? 
What if that?" I put myself in their place and I said to them, "You know what? You don't need 
to worry about that. Don't worry about it. This should be an amazing trip. Let's look at 2022. 
Let me go now while the space is there, move everything over, get it all done for you. If you 
want to do other things close to home and you don't want to be in Africa, do that." 
So people really respect and value that above and beyond anything else if you put your 
mind and everything that you believe in in the same position that the clients are in and they 
know that you have their best interests at heart, you win. This has been devastating. I could 
sit there and say ... I'm not going to say to a client, "Oh, go. Don't worry about it." Would I do 
it? If I wouldn't do it, I don't want somebody else to do it. Peace of mind is everything. So I 
think it was a hard thing. There were some days that I got up in the morning and I was like 
full steam ahead, and there were other days I wanted to crawl back in the bed and put the 
covers over my head and sobbed like a baby because I just thought, "What is going to be the 
new normal? And when will this end?" 
I'm so thankful that I have a company and I have a business partner that has the same 
philosophies that I do. We took a 40 percent pay cut across the board. We had to do this to 
survive the business. We have suppliers that have worked along great with us over all of the 



 
 

 

 

   

 
 

 
 

 
  

  

 

 

 

 

years. My clients have reached out and said, "Mary Jean, we're canceling now, but we are 
going to go again. We're going to be dealing with you." That's what it is. If you do everything 
with integrity and don't for one moment think that I haven't been scared just like everybody 
else, but scared on many levels, but it will come back. The business will come back and I'm 
seeing it come back now. 

Lisa Bragg: 

We all know travel agencies have taken quite a hit in recent years with the rise of the 
internet discount booking sites and more and more people, "I'll just do it myself and figure it 
out myself and go from there," but do you think COVID-19 has compounded this or did it 
change this kind of thinking? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

Everything in life is about relationships and it's very important that you're dealing with 
somebody who has these relationships who can be your advocate. It's one thing to go 
online and say, "Okay, I'm going to book an airline ticket from New York to LA, from Toronto 
to Vancouver, and just go online and do it." That's fine, but get stuck somewhere or have 
something happen, try sitting on hold, who's going to do this for you? We don't charge a 
service fee, but it's invaluable what we offer, what we give back in terms of knowledge of 
the firsthand experience to finding out all of the things that clients need to know because I 
will tell you something. The most precious commodity that somebody has other than of 
course their family is their time, and I don't care whether you make $50,000 a year, 
$150,000, you're retired or you're a student, your time is worth everything. 
So to have somebody working with you and to find out what is the best way for you to go, 
what concerns do you have, are you traveling with somebody that has more of a 
compromised system, what are your fears, what is this, it should be unified. It needs to be a 
relationship, the relationship that we have with our clients, that we have with the suppliers. 
Right now, everything is up in the air. So let's say the borders between Canada and the 
United States are closed, but you can go into Italy. Okay. You don't have to quarantine when 
you go into Italy now, but when you come back, you have to quarantine into Canada. All of 
these things that are changing on a daily basis, what airlines are going to be really good 
about giving you refunds, who isn't going to be, we fought and I can honestly say we were 
able to get refunds for all of our clients that had to cancel stuff or travel credits moving 
forward. 
Some people were nervous about travel credits. How do we know that this company is 
going to be in existence? We had to be their advocate and people didn't know what to think. 
This was horrifying. This was something that none of us have ever been through in our lives 
and who wants to do this alone? So that's where we became an integral part of getting 
them home and making them feel safe. 



 

   

 

 

 
  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lisa Bragg: 

So all this talk of travel, we'll be giving our listeners itchy feet, as they say, and the desire to 
get out there. What do you think the future holds for travel and tourism? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

If you would have asked me this question a month ago compared to everyday, it's very fluid. 
It's changing every single day, but people are passionate about travel. They will not give up 
their God-given right to travel. I've got people today that are like champing at the bit that as 
soon as Canada opens up, they're on a plane, they're on a beach, they want to go 
somewhere, but they're not going to go to a soccer stadium and sit there with 40,000 
people. I think the new normal now is going to have a different face than before. I hope 
since COVID, I hope that it's made people have a time to reflect. I think a lot of people have, 
a lot of my clients have said this. They don't want to be around the big crowds. They want to 
have more meaning in what they're doing. They want to be more selective. 
I think the approach, whether it's going on a cruise which the cruise industry got a very bad 
rap unfairly so, so now you're going to find that so many places, whether it be at hotels, 
cruise lines, they're certainly going to be more prepared from a medical standpoint, the 
cleanliness standpoint. All the cruise ships are going to take less capacity. They keep talking 
about the planes. That remains to be seen because I'm still seeing flights even right now 
going on where all three seats across are filled and people taking pictures where they were 
talking about it. They're standing behind the airline industry. I think people will travel with 
masks. I think people will wash their hands more for certain, but I think that I've got people 
now saying, "I don't want to be in a big crowd." 
We didn't come up with a vaccine for SARS. We never did. It kind of went away. I think this is 
something that's going to take about a year when you're looking at the protocols and I'm on 
advisory boards with many of the hotels, many of the cruise lines, many of the safari 
outfitters, getting feedback on what they're doing. You're not going to find buffets anywhere 
anymore whether it's a hotel for a Sunday brunch or whether it's going on a cruise ship. You 
are not going to find a lot of them aren't even going to have the mini bars in the room. 
They're going to be set up completely different. The cleaning facilities ... In fact one of the 
hotels, I was speaking with the general manager at the Four Seasons in Morocco, they want 
to keep a room empty for 24 hours before they bring somebody else into the room again 
just so they can do all of these deep cleaning. They're all going to have much more medical 
staff on board. Temperatures are going to be taking everywhere. 
I definitely hope in Canada and the United States, which shocked me with both of these 
countries that they weren't taking temperatures. I mean they've been taking temperatures 
in Asia for such a long period of time, and I think you're going to find that more now/ you 
look at Emirates. In 10 minutes, they say the test, they have the test right there that you can 
take and to get the results. So I think you're going to find a lot more of that just like after 
9/11, the liquids, the taking the shoes off that, doing everything. That was a new normal 
then. The new normal now is going to be masks, hand sanitizer, better cleanliness when we 



 

 

   

 
 

  
 

 

  
 

 

 
 

   

 

 

 
 

 

  

travel, things to look at from a completely different vein. I think it's very important that 
people find out there are going to be some that are going to be better than others and 
that's where our roles come in. 

Lisa Bragg: 

Do you think the desires though of the traveler, of the consumer, do you think that's 
changed now? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

Well I think everybody wants to go back to normal. What does our new normal look like 
personally? I think in speaking with so many people, they've had this time to reflect. They 
want less waste. They want to spend more quality time. They don't want to be rushed. They 
want to have experiences. They want to come back feeling better about themselves, helping 
others, more living in the moment and being aware. I think our lives were so crazy busy 
before that we were running, running, running. We weren't taking the time to really reflect 
and see what is important. I think the new normal for a lot of people is they want to slow 
down and they want to take advantage of their surroundings and learn and grow because of 
it. 

Lisa Bragg: 

You have vendors all over the world. You're talking to so many different people. We even 
had to book this call so you could make sure that you were on time with Africa and the 
different countries that you talk to every day. So how are your vendors in those countries 
doing? Do you have concerns about them? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

Well the large vendors I'm not concerned about. I'm not concerned about like the Four 
Seasons or the Mandarin Oriental or the Peninsula. There's many people within a lot of these 
organizations that have lost their jobs right now that have been furloughed, laid off. Some of 
the small little independent agencies like whether we're sending somebody to St. 
Petersburg, Russia and they're doing private events or different little things like that, some 
of them I worry about. It depends on how long this is going to go on for. You wish you had a 
crystal ball and you don't know. Some of them, I think, have cut down in size. Where they 
had a staff of 20 or 30 or 40, now have five people left, but that will rehire people back. 
Many of the governments all over the world when you look at countries that rely on tourism, 
the average is 10 percent, but a country like Croatia, 24 percent relies on tourism. You look at 
Alaska. So the governments will step in. So it's a wait-and-see type of thing. There will be 
some, I think, that'll be joined by others will pick up, but some people, sadly enough just 
like we're finding everywhere in the world, some of our favorite little restaurants that now 
can't survive this time of months, but the big ones. And that's another reason why, with a 
travel agent, we know the people that are struggling. We know what's going on. We know 
who to deal with and who's going to be there, but like I said, we don't have the crystal ball. 



  

 

   

 
 

  
    

 

 

 

 
 

 

   

 

It depends on how long all of this goes for, but it's been a sad thing in so many industries, 
so many walks of life. 

Lisa Bragg: 

With overseas travel now pretty much off the cards for many of our listeners in Canada and 
the US, we'll be looking inside our own countries thinking about where we should travel to 
and vacation. Any advice on where to go for domestic travel, a domestic dream vacation? 
Because we always look away, but we need to look inside this time. 

Mary Jean Tully: 

I think Whistler, Banff, Lake Louise, driving up. I mean when you look at three-quarters of 
Canada being unpopulated with the majority of people living within a hundred miles of the 
border between Us and Canada, our country is so vast and so many lakes and beautiful 
regions, going up to Baffin Island in the Arctic, Alaska, certainly places where if you want to 
get away and you want to have things and you don't want to be in densely populated areas, 
Canada is ideal. The same with Americans maybe going to Montana and Utah and Colorado 
and going to Yosemite National Park, doing stuff like this. I would stay away from if they 
don't want to be around the crowds. Me personally, would I go to Disney World right now? 
No, only because I just want that peace. I want to ease back. You've got a lot of people that 
just want to ease back into things. They want to just get in their car and they want to drive 
or they want to take a train or they want to fly, but they want to just be in the outdoors. 
I think even for people who are remotely concerned right now, they'll say chances are being 
outside, you're much better than being in a closed area. So going for a walk, biking trips, 
dude ranches, whitewater rafting in Colorado, we've got so many people that have been 
asking about doing that fun stuff, different things. So many people want to travel with their 
families and kids and be immersed. I have someone that I just spoke with yesterday that 
says, "One thing that I love is every single night at six o'clock, my husband and I and our 
three kids go for a walk and I don't want to lose that momentum again. I want to do 
something because we talk. Everybody has to leave their phones at home and we talk." And 
so people want to do something with the family and be in the outdoors and not be where 
they're Instagramming and Snapchatting and now doing TikTok and all of this. They want to 
have these moments like this, and there's so many places that you can do just that. 

Lisa Bragg: 

And I'm sure you're dreaming up your next vacation too. Where do you hope to get to when 
the world settles into this new normal? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

Oh, I'm dreaming of Africa. I can't wait to get back to Africa. I love all aspects of it, whether 
it's Botswana or Kenya. I do a lot. I've moved rhinos from endangered areas in South Africa, 
released them in Botswana. Having a rhino as it's down, breathing on my neck, breathing on 
my arm, watering it, I did in the Serengeti in Tanzania with the Serengeti Fund. I collared six 



 
 

 

   

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

   

  

   

 

elephants in two days to help with the human wildlife conflict and getting them down and 
being with elephants and actually giving the shot of the adrenaline to wake an elephant up. 
I mean these things are surreal. These things for the rest of my life will stay with me. It's 
just I can't wait. I cannot wait. 

Lisa Bragg: 

On Bold(h)er, we ask all our guests these three same questions. What's the boldest thing 
you've ever done? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

Literally gone and been with wild elephants, with animals in the wild and just trusting my 
instinct and doing some conservation initiatives that most people would be terrified of 
doing, but just feeling the adrenaline rush like there was no tomorrow. Most people 
wouldn't do that at first, but I loved it and I keep going back and doing it again and again. 

Lisa Bragg: 

When do you wish you were bolder? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

I'm always bold. I always believe and I never wished that I was bolder. Sometimes you wish 
that you would have said a little bit different things, but I'm very open with my feelings and 
about things. I'm very confident in myself for that. So I don't think ... I'm not good with 
confrontation. I'm not confrontational. I have a hard time. If somebody does something 
wrong, I don't have a hard time, but otherwise, I wish I was bolder sometimes in 
confronting some things. 

Lisa Bragg: 

What would you say to your 12-year-old self? 

Mary Jean Tully: 

Keep going because you know what? You're going to love your life. 

Lisa Bragg: 

You've been listening to Bold(h)er. I'm your host, Lisa Bragg, and the show is brought to you 
by BMO for Women. Our guest today was Mary Jean Tully, the CEO and founder of Tully Luxury 
Travel. Bold(h)er is produced and edited by MediaFace. If you like the show, subscribe and 
share it with others. Thanks for listening. 
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