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When Mike Cummings and his fiancée, Michelle, began planning their 2002 wedding, the future groom wasn't sure what type of ceremony he wanted. But he knew he wanted it to be memorable.

"I'd been to a lot of weddings," says Cummings, an insurance broker from Hanover. "And at the end of the day, none of them were particularly unique or memorable. They all seemed the same. "We wanted to have something small and intimate," he says. "A ceremony that was just for us."

Cummings got his wish. Forsaking a traditional church wedding, Cummings and his bride exchanged vows in a formal sunset ceremony and reception held at a seaside villa on the Caribbean island of St. John. The ceremony capped a weeklong stay at the rented villa by the wedding couple and a small gathering of immediate family. Following the wedding, family members returned home while the couple retreated to a nearby beachfront cottage for their honeymoon.

 "It was fabulous," Michelle Cummings says. "The best part was marrying in a fantasy location while spending time with close family." 

The Cummings are among the many couples who are forgoing traditional hometown church weddings and big receptions in favor of ceremonies held in exotic locales. Known as destination weddings," these out-of-town - and often out-of-country - nuptials are becoming increasingly popular with couples seeking a more intimate ceremony amid a storybook setting. 

"We've been doing a lot of destination weddings," says Mary Meserve of Meserve Travel in West Bridgewater. "It seems to be a new trend." 

Quentin "Bud" Carmichael agrees. Carmichael, president of Horizons Unlimited Travel in Framingham, launched DestinationWeddings.com in 2002 to handle the increased number of clients seeking assistance in arranging long-distance nuptials. 

"A couple of friends of mine each had children who were marrying someone (who lived) on the other side of the country, and they just didn't know how they were going to arrange all the details," he says. "I realized the perception was that destination weddings were so unique that no (travel agency) did them." 

Since founding the web site three years ago, Carmichael says, destination weddings have become even more popular - so popular, in fact, that travel industry figures indicate they now comprise 13 percent of all first-time weddings. 

Changing times 

So, what's behind the sudden increase in destination weddings? Travel agents say the trend reflects changing demographics. 

"In 1984, the average age of a first-time bride was 21 and the average groom was 24," Carmichael says. "In 2004, the average first-time bride was 27 while the average groom was 30." Because couples are marrying later, travel agents say, today's marriages typically unite two young professionals who have already been living on their own or, in some cases, living together. 

"Today's couples don't need the typical bridal shower and wedding gifts to help them set up housekeeping - they already have two of everything," Carmichael says. "So the traditional wedding and reception doesn't make a lot of sense for them." 

Cost is another factor. Many couples who are saving for a down payment on a house or are paying for their wedding themselves are finding that a destination wedding can be significantly more affordable than the traditional wedding and reception. 

"It used to be that destination weddings were the domain of the rich and famous," Carmichael says. "But couples are beginning to realize that destination weddings are not only unique, but also affordable." 

Whereas it's not unusual for families to spend up to $25,000 on a traditional wedding, industry experts say, destination weddings average under $10,000, primarily because far fewer guests typically attend the ceremony. Because of the significant savings, some couples opt to help pay travel expenses so that more of their friends and family can accompany them to their destination wedding. 

That was the case for Melissa Kripke. A travel agent at Meserve Travel, Kripke's destination wedding in August involved bringing 19 of the couple's family and friends along on a Royal Caribbean cruise. When the ship pulled into St. Thomas, the wedding party went ashore, where Kripke and her fiancé, Michael, wed in a formal ceremony on the beach. Upon their return home, the couple hosted an informal backyard garden reception where they displayed photos from their island wedding. 

Sand beckons 

"I've always wanted to get married on the beach," Kripke says. "We found that for the same cost as a traditional wedding we could have our friends and family join us for a once-in-a-lifetime trip and a ceremony that was really fun and personal." 

Indeed, many couples cite the intimate nature of the ceremony and the chance to spend quality time with loved ones as key factors in selecting a destination wedding. 

"Michelle's family was in Florida and my sister was in Texas," Mike Cummings says. "So having the wedding at the villa in St. John really became like a family reunion." 

Carmichael agrees. "At a regular wedding, the bride and groom are lucky if they get 15 minutes with each of their guests because they have to circulate among the tables, have photos taken;" he says. "At a destination wedding, they have the most important people in their lives with them for (several) days. That's a party!" 

Second time around 

Destination weddings are particularly popular when it is a second wedding for the bride, the groom or both, travel agents say, with some agents estimating that up to 70 percent of all second marriages are now destination weddings. 

"They've already done the big traditional wedding, plus the bride and groom are often trying to blend families," Carmichael says. "A destination wedding offers a chance to join the families in an intimate, relaxed and child-friendly environment." 

Christine Cedrone Logan and her husband, Scott, had both been married before when the former high school classmates bumped into one another at Dunkin' Donuts and began dating. When the couple decided to marry, they both knew what type of wedding ceremony they wanted. 

"We wanted something simple," says Cedrone Logan, a Quincy attorney. "Simple, yet romantic and personal." 

After researching various islands and resorts on the Internet, the couple selected the Sandals resort in Nassau, The Bahamas. The two traveled to the island alone in August and married at the resort in a ceremony on the beach. Following the service, they cut the traditional wedding cake, enjoyed a first dance and then dinner at one of the resort's restaurants. After spending several more days at Sandals, the Logans returned to Quincy, where they later held a reception for 100 friends and family at the Common Market restaurant. 

"The invitations invited our guests to 'a celebration of our marriage,'" Cedrone Logan says. "The whole experience was wonderful, just what we wanted it to be." Help on hand The Logans also took advantage of yet another wedding trend: the availability at many resorts of full-time wedding coordinators who help couples plan their dream wedding down to the smallest detail. "(Sandals) did everything," Cedrone Logan says. "They arranged for a marriage officiant, a photographer, a videographer, the cake…. They even provided two witnesses for the ceremony." 

Wedding coordinators and travel agents can also help couples navigate the varying legal requirements that different countries have for performing marriage ceremonies. 

"The islands all have different residency requirements for how long couples have to be on the island before they marry," says Meserve, whose travel agency not only connects couples with local wedding coordinators, but also continues to assist the couple throughout the planning process. 

"Some islands, like the Dominican Republic, require that documents like birth certificates be translated into Spanish before the ceremony. "So there are a lot of details that we take care of for the couple." 

Meserve also notes that her travel agency offers a honeymoon registry, whereby friends and family can skip the traditional blender or coffee maker and instead contribute toward the couple's honeymoon. 

Cedrone Logan recommends that couples contemplating a destination wedding research potential locales on the Internet. Once a destination has been selected, she suggests contacting the resort to see if it has a wedding coordinator who can make the necessary local arrangements. 

"It's important to plan ahead so that there are no surprises when you arrive," she says. Meserve Travel's Kripke, meanwhile, believes her own recent island nuptials will help her assist future clients in planning their own destination dream wedding. "Now that I've been through it myself," she says, "I have that first-hand knowledge to help them take care of all those little details." 

Jennifer Logue is a freelance writer who lives in Quincy.
