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Rosie's group brings vacation to Philadelphia

By Melissa Dribben

March 11, 2007

The Philadelphia Inquirer
Traffic was snarled. Bars were filled with St. Patrick's Day revelers. Rosie O'Donnell and two of her four children spent half an hour in a car yesterday trying to get from the Hyatt Regency at Penn's Landing to Strikes Bowling Lounge at 40th and Locust.

"The driver was going around and around," O'Donnell said. "I kept asking, 'Is it in Philadelphia?' "

When they arrived at 5:45 p.m., expecting to surprise the nearly 200 participants in the first land-based trip organized by O'Donnell's gay-friendly travel company, they were greeted only by staff and plates of hot wings.

Traffic had held up the trolleys carrying the R Family Vacations group, too.

It was about the only glitch in an otherwise excellent weekend, designed for gay and lesbian families.

When the trolleys finally unloaded, in filed fathers and fathers, mothers and mothers, singles, pink-fleeced babies in strollers, toddlers toting tippee cups, and teenagers on their own two cool feet.

Rosie, wearing a flamingo-pink bowling shirt and a heavy camera around her neck, greeted anyone who wanted to be greeted. "Hello, young man." "How are you doing? I'm Rosie."

Her arrival had been kept a solemn secret until that moment. "I don't want to be the focus," she said. "People always ask if I'm on every trip. So far, I am. But at some point, I won't be able to. This thing has a life of its own."

At one point she whispered to her partner, Kelli O'Donnell, the cofounder of R Family Vacations, that she hadn't had anything to eat all day. Forthwith, a plate of hot wings arrived.

"Are you coming?" asked a pretty girl at the bowling-shoe counter, Kelli and Rosie's 9-year-old daughter, Chelsea.

"Yeah, baby," said Rosie. "Do we have a lane?"

The event began Friday night with a news conference, cocktail party and organized games for the kids at the Hyatt Regency.

With a view of the river and Camden twinkling behind him, Gov. Rendell told the group: "Nobody in this community has ever asked for special treatment. They've only asked to live their lives free of prejudice."

The gathering, which included 75 children, most younger than 12, primarily came from New York, New Jersey and Pennsylvania, said Gregg Kaminsky, the other cofounder of R Family Vacations. "There are a few faithful from farther away," he said.

That would include Mark Lewis-Brown, 44, a hotel marketer from Albuquerque, N.M. "We call ourselves R Family Groupies," Lewis-Brown said. "We did the first cruise to New England in 2005, the one to Alaska in 2006, and we just came back from the February cruise to the Caribbean."

Originally from Bangor, Maine, Lewis-Brown said this was his first trip to Philadelphia. He and his partner had been looking forward to bringing their two adopted children, Angel, 5, and Krista, 4, he said, but at the last minute the girls came down with colds and had to stay home with their other dad.

Few of the other families who signed up for the Philadelphia weekend have had as much R Family R & R as Lewis-Brown's.

"I would love to go on a cruise, but...," Vicky Borgia said wistfully as she shifted her conked-out 4-year-old son into a more comfortable slump on her shoulder. Borgia, a family physician at a community health center, and her partner, Stacy Giles, a nurse, have two children, Damon, the sleeping one, and Eric, a 2-year-old who was still going strong playing games in the adjacent room.

Borgia said their family, who moved from California last year to Bella Vista, signed up for this weekend "because when you go on vacations, kids especially need to feel that they belong, to have a place where they can be around friends who have families like ours."   The cost - $250 per adult, $149 if you didn't stay in the hotel, and $99 for each child - was within their budget. Especially compared with the $3,000 to $5,000 you need for most R Family cruises.

Roberta Segal-Sklar, spokeswoman for the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force in Washington, said this R Family initiative "carves out a space and time for our families to have our picnic." Segal-Sklar and her partner of 28 years have two children, one in his late 20s, the other 16.

"There is so much inappropriate pontificating about whether gay and lesbian people should have children without regard for the hundreds, perhaps thousands of children who are living out their lives in our families."

For Philadelphia, the R Family Vacations weekend was a first-prize trophy carried home by a team of promoters led by Meryl Levitz and Bruce Yelk from the Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corp.

In the fall of 2003, the organization launched a $1 million national advertising campaign promoting Philadelphia as a gay-friendly city. It paid $1,500 to O'Donnell's group to present a 30-second commercial on her cruises. The spot, which showed two gay men in colonial garb meeting at Independence Hall with the tag line, "Get your history straight and your nightlife gay," irritated conservatives and inspired comedians.

Comedy Central's The Daily Show With Jon Stewart ran a segment on Philadelphia's campaign, featuring interviews with Levitz and William Devlin of the Urban Family Council, a local nonprofit.

Correspondent Rob Corddry asked Levitz: "I'm a 19-year-old runaway, I got $50 burning a hole in my pocket, and I've been up for three days on crystal meth. And I love historical documents. Where do I go?"

Nonplussed, Levitz began rattling off the options: "Independence Visitor Center, the National Constitution Center..."

Devlin, meanwhile, told Corddry in ruthlessly spliced detail why marketing to gays is wrong-headed.

The video was the most e-mailed link on the Internet for days.

After spending yesterday visiting historic sites, nearly everyone in the R Family Vacations group said the city had lived up to its gay-friendly billing.

All but Wendy Dougherty from New Hampshire. Dougherty, who is straight, went on the trip to see her sister-in-law, who is a lesbian and has not come out to everyone in the family.

Wearing the key chain that identifies the R Family Vacations group, Dougherty reached across a woman in a hotel elevator to push the button for her floor. The woman said, " 'Oh! I could have done that for you,' " Dougherty said. "I touched her arm, affectionately - I tend to do that - and told her, 'That's OK.' "

But the woman, noticing the key chain, drew back, disgusted. A man behind them snickered.

"For 20 years, I've been telling my sister-in-law she should come out. What's the big deal? I never expected it would mean someone recoiling from your touch."

In a twist of fate, at the end of the bowling party last night, Dougherty's 7-year-old daughter, Maya, won a free R Family Vacations cruise for the entire family.

"Maybe it's a sign," Dougherty said. "My sister-in-law should come out now."

