Myguest todayis AmenaBakali. Sheis a travel content creator, speaker and blogger who
specializes in Muslim travel, family travel and personal finance. Sheis also aconsultant on award travel
who educates her audience on how to optimize points and miles to travel more for less. Born and raisedin
Dallas, Texas, to immigrant parents from India and Pakistan, sheis now awife and mother of three kids
ages 16, 12and 4. And her 4-year-old has already been to 11 countries.

Amena, welcometo the show.

Amena Bakali: Thank you forhaving me. What an honor. | really appreciate it. Super excited for our
conversation today.

| am super excited for our conversationas well. Let's just start off though by setting the
scene and talking about where we are recording from today. | am actually in the Blue Ridge Mountains of
Asheville, North Carolinatoday. And where are you?

Amena Bakali: | amin Dallas, Texas.

Well, | feel like we need to start off this conversation bytalking about where and how we
met, which was at the WITS Travel Creator Summitin New York City. What are your recollections of how
you and | initially connected at WITS?

Amena Bakali: This was mythird year for wits, so | was kind of familiar with how the last afternoonthe
closing ceremonies go and | just vaguely remember looking up and seeing thiswhite malewith a
Palestinian flag on his shoulder. And given the times and the circumstances we'rein now, | was like, okay.
And I think I was just really excited to see that show of support, number one. And also excited for that
afternoon's sessions thatwe'refocusing on more mindful travel and speaking up about what's goingonin
theworld todayand how we can use our platforms notJustfor what we do in our individual respective
spaces of travel, but also more community, more collaboration, and justtraveling in aworld that'son fire
right now.

A 100%. And that keynote panelincluded Maverick show guests like Yulia Denisyuk and Dr.
Anu Taranath. And after that panel, we all together, includingyou, wentoutfor lunch, and we got pizzain
New York City. And we got to hang out and debrief what was an incredibly powerful panel that got a
standing ovation from 600 people and clearly and passionately and emotionally spoke out against the
genocide in Palestine. And was avery emotional panel, both forthe peoplein the audience as well as the
panelists themselves. And so, you came with us, and we all went outfor lunch and sortof debriefed that
panel and spent some quality time together afterwards, which for me was one ofthe most special
moments of the whole conference.

Amena Bakali: Right. Andl do remember being in tears before meeting you guys and even afterwards, just
to take a deep breath, becausewhileit wasn't myfirst travel conference, | haven't been in this space where
they've actuallytalked about this. Right. Listening to some of the stories, it's different when you hear and
experienceitin your own community whereyou grew up. [t was just adifferent experience seeing people
and meeting people from all over the U.S. and some even from outside of the US and just hearing your
stories about what they may or may not be doing. To speak up.



Well, I'm going to. | want to talk a little bit about your background. Can you share a little bit
about whereyou grew up? And before you even talk about where you grew up, can you share a little bit
about whereyour parents are from and what their experience was likeimmigrating to the U.S.

Amena Bakali: Mydad is from, so he has family in Hyderabad and Mumbai. And so that's where he grew
up. Andthat's where he was there up until his graduate studies. And mymom's side of the familyis from
Pakistan, but theydid kind of shift over to India as well. So, we have familyin Karachi, Pakistan, and
Hyderabad and Mumbai. So, my dad immigrated here when he was doing his graduate studies. He did his
master's at Georgia Tech, and after that, got married and has just been in Dallas, Texas, sincethen. So, my
parents got married, theysettled here. | was born and raised in Dallas, Texas. Thatis home. Always lived
here. And | remember growing up. It's interestingnow, being a parent, | find myself saying the same things
that my parents would tell me, except we grew up way more privileged than theydid. And our kids are
growing up way more privileged than we did.

And | remember my dad telling us stories about how literally he was one of five kids and he studied by
candlelight. Andwe're like, what? Whatever, you know. And | remember thinking like that. He literally taught
ustheimportance of work ethic and hard work. My aunt was here in the summer visiting from Indiaand
some of the stories you would hear, he's like, | would beat my siblings to get them to study by candlelight
becauseyou don't know whatopportunities we have available. And | remember hearing that growingup.
And again, we didn't go back home every summer or every few years. We didn't have any of that to relate
to, if that makes sense. But that's how he grew up.

So, can you talk a little bit now about your experience growingup in Texas and navigating
your desiimmigrant home life and community experience and coming up in the U.S. and how you navigated
thoseidentities?

Amena Bakali: As we were growing up, we were toggling this. We're Muslim, but thenwe're also half
Indian, half Pakistani, but we're American. We resonated more with our American id entity. But my
grandmother lived with us at home. Andifthere's anyone person who's goingto tryto instill still that
culture, you, it's going to be agrandparent who doesn'tunderstand how to relate to a 16-year-oldora17-
year-old who has never really been back, who doesn't have a countryto relate to or go back to, even
though that'swherethey're originally from. And it's interesting because 911 happenedwhen | was a senior
in high school. So, I think | grew up in aworld where myfate was being attacked. It was scary. My dad did a
lot of volunteer work in the community. He worked with organizationsthat spoke up for Gaza, for Palestine,
for other charitable causes in the community. And | still remember just vaguely When 911 happened, we
had a knock on thedoor. Theywereinterviewing active community servants and that was scaryfor my dad.

So, when 911 happened and I'm just aseniorin high school and justwant to go about myregular 17-year-
old life, right? What do | know? Andhe's like, come home, stayindoors. Even after that, don't engage too
much, just do what you need to do. And me and my sister being in high school, like, we don'tunderstand
this. We've never lived like this before. We've always been here. Yes, we are visibly our faith and we wear
our hijab, but we never had to deal with somethinglike this before. So, | think thefirst few years after that
was living in his fear. He was very scared of his two girls being outand trying to be adults, so to speak. And
what if something happened?

And also, when you think back growing up, how did your politics and yourworldview and
your activism develop, your commitment to Palestine and other struggles against injustice?



Amena Bakali: | thinkit was just being in rooms with my parents sometimes and not knowingwhy. It was
beingin local mosque events and local rallies. And mydad did a lot of service work. Hehad abusyjob, he
traveled for work at times. My grandmotheralso lived with us. But even in that, hefound timeto serve the
communityand serve on nonprofit boards and middle school, highschool. We just remember alot of
times it was me, my sister and my grandmother athome, and hewould be out serving. And alot oftimes
we were in rooms with him. Come with us to this fundraiser. Comewithus. There is a speaker speaking on
thiscause. | don't thinkit really hit us untilwe becameyoung adults ourselves. And thennow, as amom of
three, as | see my older two grow up now, I'm kind of finding myselfthe last couple years, as they've been
getting older, kind of going down that same path.But it just started with being in spaces, beingin rooms,
being in communities, notknowing whyl was there, becausel'min middle schooland I'min highschool
and my parents made me. That's how it started, to be honest.

Well, | also want to ask you about your experience going back to Indiaas an adult. And |
know that thattrip was also the same trip where you went to Saudi Arabiafor Al Hajj. Can you talk about, |
guess, both ofthosethings? Because those are both really significant trips. Andl thinkthat was yourfirst
time even leaving the countryin general, which is yet another really significant thing attached to that. So
can you think back to that moment and that tripand describe the trip, butalso theimpact and maybe even
start for people that are not familiar with EL Hajjand what that is and the significance of it. Maybe just
describethat and who you went with.

Amena Bakali: So, we went in winter of 2004. So, Muslims followthe lunar calendar, so it shifts every year.
And at that time, | was in college, about 19, | wantto sayit fell right in mywinter break. And so, we stopped
in Indiafirst, Mumbai and Hyderabad. And it was allittle bit of a culture shock. We had grown up here. We
hadn't gone back every summer or even every few years. Even when we spoke, the foods, the culture, the
mannerisms, everything about us justsaid American. And so that definitely could be hidden. And of
course, people have no filter. And my parents had taught us that, look, you're probably going to be meeting
relatives for thefirsttimethat theytalk to on the phoneall thetime. And they'll be like, here, hey, say hi. Say
salam. Like, talk to them. And we're like, hi, | don't know you.And,you know, we're meeting these people
probablyfor thefirst time. Culture shockis the best wayto describeit.

So, we spent about one to two weeks in Bombay and Hyderabad. After that, we did Hajj. And Hajjis like, so
for Dil Hijjah, it's the last 10 days or so of Dil Hijjah followed by Eid al Adha. And so, we did Hajj there. And
Hajj is also considered alonger pilgrimage. And so, there's different rituals and different elements of the
trip. It's physically straining, it's very exhausting. Butthere's different elements, different holy sites that you
visit in Makkah and Medinah. And | had the chance a few years ago to repeat that in a smaller pilgrimage
called Umrah of my family two years ago. And it just broughtback memories of going to Hajj with mydad.
And it was significant because a year later | was set to get married. And for mydad, mydad'sintention was
Hajj, if also, if you're not familiar, it's required oncein your lifetimefor a Muslim if you're able to afford it. It's
obviouslyvery expensive. Expensive. And it was me, my sister, my mom and my dad.

And this was after our Aliatrip. So, we were already a little bit tired from then, but it was justinteresting.
We were there, we were able to just be together as a family as we knew it probablyfor the last time beforel
got married. That was also very important and special for mydad.

So, when you think abouttheimpact of that particulartrip, boththe Hajjexperiencein terms
of your Muslimidentity and faith, and also in terms ofthe Indiavisit in terms of that aspect of your heritage



and your identity, what do you think theimpact of that trip was on you whenyou got back and moving
forward?

Amena Bakali: You know, theimpact at Hajj, | have to say, was | want to go back sooner than later. And
that's where Umrah comesiin. If you're familiar with that in Umrah can be done anytime of theyear. It's not
as long as Hajj. And you simply go for the purpose of. Youvisit Mecca, you visit Medina, but you're not tied
to a particular timein the calendar. You're not tied. You know, you can go anytime. You'll see. You often hear
this. Peoplego during the cooler months, like November, December, you know, whenever you have time or
breaks. | just couldn't wait to go back. And | didn't make it back until 2022 because life just kept on
happening.

And ljust clearlyremember we had stopped for aday in Dubaion our wayhome, and | just remember
sitting there thinking | was at 19, maybe on the verge of 20, and | was like, when can | go back? | didn't
realize what was so special. As Muslims, we prayfive times a day and we face Makkah, right? And you hear
these stories and you see these pictures. And it didn't really hit me until | saw the Kaabain front of me, until
| went through the stories that | had read about the prophets and the significance of the direction that I'm
praying in every single day. And then life just happened. And then | didn'tmake it back with my own family
until 2022.

Well, you'vedone abunch of other traveling as well. | think thefirst place | want to ask you
aboutisthe 2019 trip that you did to Italy and Spain. And | know you spentsometimein the south of Spain,
which | have as well. And for peoplethat haven't been there, whenyou go to a place like Granada and you
see the Alhambra, which is one of the most spectacular pieces of Islamic architecture in theworld, and
thenyou'relearning about the history of the Moors and all that kind of stuff, I'm curious for you whatthat
experiencewas like.

Amena Bakali: This was one of myfirst countries with Islamic architecture and Islamicinfluence. My legit
firstthought was, | can't wait to bring my older two kids back. Atthat time, we had two, nowwe have three.
And | told my husband we had been fortunate enough at thattime to spend two weeks in Europe, Spain
and Italy. Seven cities for two weeks. And myveryfirst thought was, oh, myGod, | have to bring them back.
They have to see this. We have to get out of our bubble and seethe culture, the history, therichness, the
foods, the stuff that you read about in the historybooks. Sometimes noteven that was really myfirst
thoughtthatcameto my mindis, how can | come back here with them? How can | show them this?
Becausea lot of thatis just lostin messages. It's lostin translation. And we were able to do that afew
years later.

So, then I want to hear also, when you took the kids there, what was theimpact of that trip
onthekids?

Amena Bakali: | want to saytheywere, what, 12 and 9 maybe at that time, maybe a little bit younger. I'm
not going to say that they'rein love with museums and history, but whenthey saw that, | think myolder one
expression was like, so thisis what you were telling us about. These are the pictures that you were saying.
Thisis what this means. But again, tweens, teens, how much of that actually registers? It's interesting, like|
said, about being in spaces and being inrooms. | don't think they registered until after the trip because that
month in Europethat we spentin 2021, when wetook ourkids back to Granadaand spentaweek plusin
Granada, now theyactuallyregister. Now they're like, oh, well, that's whatthat's about. And that's why you
guys choseto spend a week there.



Yeah, it's areally special place. Andiffolks haven't been, it's very different from other parts
of Spain. One ofthereally interesting things about traveling around Spain, as you know, is there's all of
thesedifferent regions which are so culturally distinct. And thenwhen you go to Granada and if you stay in
the Albison Quarter, there are parts of it that really look justin fact, feel like North Africa. And | know you've
been to Morocco aswell, and it's just this reallyinteresting placein Europeto go and immerse and spend
time. And that's reallyamazing that you were able to bring your kids there as well. | want to also ask you
aboutyour trip to Istanbulin Turkey, which is also one of myvery favorite cities, and talk about Islamic
architecture. Mygoodness. But you alsogot to spend Eid in Istanbul, so can you share what that
experiencewas like?

Amena Bakali: So, Eid away from home, that was abucket list item for us. Our youngest reference was
about sixmonthsat that time, and we spentabout 10 days there. And we purposelydid it around Eid Al
Adhatimebecause we also wanted to experience Eid in a Muslim country, somethingwe had never done
before. | want to say we found communityin a place where we knew no one. We prayed in a mosque where
weknew no one. We spent Eid daytrying to figure out where to eat. It was just our little family of five. And
then mysister had actuallyjoined us as well and surprised the kids for eat. So that was nice. A little bit ofa
cultureshock thereaswell. Butit was just an experiencethat | haven't ever had before.

And wejust sat with thelocals, we prayed with the locals and wejust sat there and did a little bit of people
watching and just seeing. How do you celebrate the holidaythere? And our Airbnb was by Galata Tower
and so a lot oftheyouth were out there and just buying gifts for each other and taking pictures and selfies
and just enjoying good food and similar to just whatever customs and rituals we have here. But the only
difference forusis we justdidn'tknowanyone.Wedidn't have our normal. We go to our local mosque and
we see peoplefrom our community and take pictures and we catch up and we exchange gifts for our kids.
None of that was there. And while we missed that, we just had atotally different experience that we still
talk about to this daybecause that was our first-time experiencing Eid’s justawayfrom home.

Yeah, | can remember going to Istanbul for myfirsttime and just being absolutely blown
away by onething after another. Like, | have memories just standing in that grassy areabetween the Blue
Mosque and the Hagia Sophiaand then you just hear the call to prayer and it's just like this angelic. It's like
unbelievably gorgeous. | mean, you'rejust there and you're in the middle of this. In just architecture that's
justmind blowingis allaround you. AndI'mjust like, where am I? What is even happening? So, | have so
manyincredible memories of Istanbul going up and downthe Bosphorus.| mean, it's just such a special
place and I'minthefood. | know you are a fellow foodie. Talk to me about thefood in Istanbul.

Amena Bakali: Oh myGod, wheredo | start? Where do | start from? Therestaurants, thefood. I'm not
even a baklava person. | kid you not. We came back home with so much baklavaand me and myhusband
were like, since when did we become baklava people? Thefood is so good. We literally tasted anything and
everything. We're a little wary about maybe more street food now as we get older, but other thanthat, man,
we are looking forward to redoing thattrip maybe next summer.

Listen, I'lL tell you, even the street food in Istanbul, | would be coming home late at night and
ordering an Adanakebab, which iskind of a little bit of the spicier one, right from one of the street vendors
at midnight, like a late night one. | still thinkaboutthat. So amazing. And thenif you go to some ofthe
restaurants, thefood in Istanbul, it's one ofthe mostincredible food cities th at | have ever been to, such a
spectacular place. And | as well want to go back and spend more time there. Speaking of food cities, | want
to ask you about your Japan trip.



Amena Bakali: This was our first countryin Asia. It was completely different. It's one of our favorite trips.
Our son loves Asian food, He loves Thaifood, he loves Japanesefood. And as he's getting older, he loves
his steaks like his dad. He loves his steaks and he loves his meats. We also wanted to try halal foods, and
so thatwasa little bit harder. It wasn't just easily accessible. Maybe in Istanbul or even in Dallas. Like, we
have so manyhalal restaurants around every corner. That was a little tough because we were trying to find
halalramen. Myhusbandis abig foodie, and so I'm like, you figure that out. So, we had to travel a little bit
forthat. Butljust rememberthe breakfast at our hotel, the buffet, | don'tknow whatit was in those eggs
that theymadefresh, so delicious. So, it was great.

Andyou also spenttimein London?lwasin Londonaboutamonth ago and | hadn't been to
Londonin awhile. Butfor me, whenl go to London, the culinary sceneis tippy, top priority. And specifically,
thedesiimmigrant culinary scene was my focus of this London trip. And so, | went to Shoreditch and | went
to have Bangladeshifood onBrick Lane, and | went to Tooting and | wentto a Pakistanirestaurantand |
actually met up with abunch of Maverick Show guests in London. Andwe all went to this Peshawar spotin
Tooting and we got like the traditional posh tunedfloor seating. Itwas like this amazing thing. Butthen| was
going to Sri Lankan restaurants. For me, desi food is my favorite food in theworld. And so, whenlamina
place that has amazing desifood, that all of a sudden becomes mytop priority. But I'm curious for you, how
is your London experience? And I'm also curious as well. When you go to a city like that, that has areally
substantial Desiimmigrant population, whatis your experience like connecting with the Desidiasporain
other countries?

Amena Bakali: You know, it's interesting. We joke with my husband; heis from Bangladesh. Andl joke with
himand | tell him, your peoplefind this everywhere. It's so true. We went through Manchester. We spent
two days in Manchester. And then we also he has somefamily in London. And it's justinteresting to see the
way the communityis there. We're just used to the community here. And there's so many Desis here. There
are so many Middle Eastern communities, Lebanese, Egyptian. There's just so much here. Dallasis
growing, right.

I think I just like seeing how peopleliveand work and shop. Andit's just niceto see that. As far as food, we
have some of our favorite restaurants. I'm sure you've heard of Dishoom. That's one of our favorite ones
there, | believe we try even maybe sell us thatfood. We got alot of the mithai, which isthe sweets. My
husband obviously had to look up the Bangladeshi area as you would have alittle bit of that homemade
food, thefishes for him and seafood and the shrimps and the papas, alot of that. | am still notthat good at
cooking, but yeah, breakfast, lunch, dinner, we have to try different things. | kid you not.

Well, | want to ask you more about the Umrah trips thatyou just mentioned thatyou were
ableto take your kids on. Can you clarifyone more time, just for folks that are not familiar with other
Umrah, whatitis, how it's different from Hajj and then also what your two now trips were like with your kids
and how did your kids experience and what was the impact of the trips on them?

Amena Bakali: So Umrah is aspiritual pilgrimage is the best wayto putit. It's different from Hajjis that it's
not Thai. You can go any time of the year. Those of us with families, you'll generally see them going around
Thanksgiving break or springbreak when it's going cooler. Butyou can go anytime of the year. I've
fortunatelyhad the blessingto go the last threeyears in thefall of 2022 is when we left our youngest with
family. She was about two at that time. And it's not thatyou cannottakekids. It's just thatwe were going for
worship and notleisure. And so, we are grateful to have a village to give us that type of support, especially



foratrip thatended up being about 10 days because we went throughlstanbulas well. So, Dallas to
Istanbul and then Istanbul to Makkah, Makkah to Medina.

Andouroldertwoareabout 12 and nine. And the stories that we talk about or the direction we prayin the
Kaaba and the significance. And it was allittle bit tough for our son. Hewas about nine at that time. That
was a little bit tough. There's certain attire if you're familiar, if you've seen videos or pictures, and the point
of thatis simplicity. It means Muslims from all over the world, from all different demographics, but when
you are standing and circling the Kaaba, in the eyes of God, you're all the same. And so if you've seen the
images and the pictures, you've seen the men wearing like white towels, so to speak, is the best way to
describeit. And so that was alittle bit difficult for our sonto kind of handle that. Buttheyloved it.

And | remember my older onetoo, at times just being in tears that we're here, we're here in Makkah, we're
seeing a Kaaba with our own eyes. And thenyou visit Medina, you visit the Prophet's mosque, like we sayin
Medina. And it's so difficult to wake them up early here for early morning prayer, or even just for school for
that matter. But when you'rein Makkah, when you'rein Medina, it's not hard at all because everyone
aroundyou is doing that. Everyone aroundyou is waking up at 4 o' clock because theywant to go and p ray
atthe Kaaba or theywant to be one of thefirstin Medina. That was our first trip with them. We did have the
privilege to go again last fall when theywere a little bit older.

So, In November of 2024, allittle bit better understanding this time, and there was no shortage of being a
foodietheretoo. Myhusband did have to find the Bangladesh areathere. And while me and my daughter
stayed back to just pray in Medina, my husband did take my son and theywent to the Bangladeshiarea and
theyfound some local Bangladeshfood.So, whether we arein one side oftheworld or whetherwe are first
built spiritual pilgrimage, you better believe | have my coffee. And he will find this Bangladesh food, | kid
you not. And myson's like, mom, dad took me to the Bangladesh areaand I'm like, that's great. Let's get to
know your heritage alittle bit better because you are halfBalathe Sheik.

Well, one ofthethings that you have done with all of this family travel around the worldis
you have figured out how to optimize points and miles to do this travel with afamilyfor far less moneythan
alot of peoplethink that it mightcost. And | wantto ask you for some specifics, but maybe can you just
share a little bit about how. Howyou initially got so deeplyimmersed in studying and optimizingthese
points and miles strategies, and then maybe give some examples ofhow you've been able to radically
reduce costs of international family travel using points and miles.

Amena Bakali: Funny story, myhusbandswitched jobs about 2017, 2018. We had two young kids at that
time. And this was, | guess, before remote work was all the rage and way before the pandemic. And the
intention was, hey, I'll be able to work remotely. Of course, they'llcome with alittle bit of travel, but at least
this will give me more time to give to the family, and you will have time to pursue otherthings as well.And
when hewould travel for work, | slowly started getting down the rabbit hole of loyalty programs and points
in miles, because |l would seetheserewards adding up. And | was like, this is great. He's gone for a couple
days and things are stacking up. And | found myselflookinginto local airlines, and he wouldbeflying and
hotel programs and slowlywould kind of add up.

Andthenlwaslike, hey, | booked us a skitrip, or I've got four tickets on Southwest, because you earn us all
thesepoints. And that'show | started going downtherabbit hole. Andl was like, how can | leverage our
everyday spend to earn points and miles? Becausel don't want to wait for him to have to travel to these
points. How could | just do this and just optimize? At that time, we were a family of four. 2020. We became



a family of five. Now it's 2025, and our youngest has been aboutto 10to 11 countries, simply becausel
leaned into just leveraging our everyday spend.

So, I think that's areallyimportant point, because a lot of people, like, especially back in the
day, this concept of frequent flyer miles was like, oh, if you're traveling on airplanes all the time, you get
miles for the amount of distance that you travel. And so, the perception was that ifyou don't travel a lot,
there is notreally an easy way to rack up enough award credit to be able to fly your family all over the world
for free. Butin fact, thereis, right? I mean, people do not need to be traveling a lot in order to accumulate
these points and miles. So, I'm wondering if you can break down, maybe even give some specific
examples. Ifyou want to talk about how you took your entire family to Umrah and Saudi Arabia on Points
and miles or things like that, if somebodywas like, wow, | have a family of five, so traveling to the other side
of theworld for a trip sound like afinancially not possible thingfor me to do. How might somebodywant to
reshape their thinkingon that? And how would they go about actually accumulating points and miles to be
ableto do thatforalotless money?

Amena Bakali: So, for reference, in 2022, when we went, like | said, this was our first family, Umra, and my
firsttimegoing back. So Hajj | did in 2004, 2022, | did Umrah, and we paid the hefty 7 to 10k price tag. But it
hit me thatI've been booking all these other tripsand points and miles. | don't have to becausel don't want
Umrah to beonce in a lifetime trip. And that's whereit lit afire in me. How can | do this specific trip again?
When wewent backin 2024, our cost to book four tickets, flights,and then also hotel stays, our total cost
out of pocket was just $500. And that's because for one year, | leveraged anyexpenses that cameup.
Whether it was my husband's worktrips, whether it was some responsibilities to our parents or any other
financial obligations or any other expenses that come up, | leveraged watching out for those credit card
offers and lining them up withthose unplanned expenses that sometimes come up.

And looking at those daily multipliers, we are big foodies. Dining groceries is abig one for us, right? So,
looking at those multipliers and really making sure, am | getting the most back for every single type of
purchase? And | want to saythatit does take timeto accumulatethose points and miles. It doesn'thappen
overnight. | liketo remind everyone about that is that whenyou seeit on social and when you seeit on the
Internet, just know thatthereis alittle bit of time and energy goes into it, butit's totally worth it, especially
if you want to take a trip like Umra. Anytrip that would be special to you, for that matter.

So, let's go a little bit deeper into this and talk about when you reference multipliers, what
that means. Andthen let's also start off with the credit card award bonuses. Butthen onceyou have the
credit card and the multipliers, lay out the strategy. If somebodywanted to think about this, a year from
now, theywant to go on a really special trip and take the whole family somewhere super far to the other
side oftheworld and see something epic and stay somewhere nice. How shouldtheybe thinkingabout
planning for thatin terms of points and miles accumulation so thatit's really leveraged and optimized to
themax.

Amena Bakali: So, theway| teach my individual clients that | have is working backwards. So, the way| say
is think 12 to 18 months out, especiallyifyou're traveling with afamily or loved ones or friends or whatever
first. Forexample, | livein Dallas, so | love going to Googleflights. | lookat theroutes. | want to go from
Dallas to Istanbul. For example, forIstanbul; from Istanbul | flyinto Jeddah becauseyou can't flyin to
Dhaka. So, | fly into Jetta and | need to do alittle bit of working backwards. So, I'min Dallas. | am luckilyin
an American Airlines hub. So, let's say | want to fly American Airlines. That's how| flew last November. So, |
need to earn American Airlines miles. And then | see, arethere any elevated offers outright now? That's



probablythe best timeto go for an offeris when its time is elevated. | also like to match it with any
expenseswehave.

Obviously, you have your daily expenses, your monthly expenses that you need to just survive. Butthat's
where | start. And then how many people are there with me? I'm a family of five. | need two rooms. | know
that | want to stay with Hyatt for example, becausethat's the hotel program | frequent. But if you're not
loyalto oneorifyou'rejust trying to chooseonethat'sjust close, in this casein Makkah and Medina, the
priorityfor most peopleis just walking distance to the local mosquethere, right? So, you can, you don't
have to walk too far. So, then | would see, okay, is there an |G hotel there? Is there a Hyatt hotel there?
Which hotel brand is there where | can earn points for that? Which card offer is going to give me those
points? And there's also something in thatwe refer to in the points in Milo's world called Player 1 and
Player 2. So, let's say I'm Player 1. My investment is pretty player too. When you leverage another partner
ora spouseorafriend, anyonethat you maybetraveling with, it's achanceto notjust earn referral points.
It'sachance forthemto also earn their own setup points. Thatall comesin handybecauseit's just more
points to trot altogether.

Allright,so we've got the credit card bonuses, the sign-up bonuses. So, you get anew card,
theyhave a special offer and it might be 75,000, 100,000 points or miles thatyou get. Onceyou spend a
few thousandbucksin thefirst few months or whatever the criteria are, then boom, that triggers and all of
a sudden now you have ahundred thousand or so points or miles in your account. And alot ofthese cards
allow you to applythoseto a number of different airlines, whichever oneis going to the place where you
want to go. And then as you mentioned, ifyou have a spouse or someoneyou're traveling with, ifthey also
get a card and then theyhave. Now all of a sudden you have 200,000, right?

Amena Bakali: Correct.

Now then you want to route all of your expenses, whetherthey'reyour personal expenses or
they'reyour business expenses. If you have abusiness card and routing everythingthrough thisso that
you're getting points and miles for every dollar that you spend on the normalthings that yo u're already
paying for and buying. And then talk aboutthe multipliers that you mentionedin terms of how to get even
more leverage on some ofthat.

Amena Bakali: So, we say multipliers. We mean travel, dining, gas, shopping, streamingservices. Those
are considered multipliers. So, there are some cards that | havein my wallet for these types of expenses.
By now | know thatwedrive alot. So, | need a good card that's going to earn me the most miles on gas. We
are also big foodies. | need somethingthat's going to give methe most back for my dining. So that's how|
know I'm maximizing each and every purchase as best as | can. And there's multiple cars that can offer you
that. So, you just need to choose. So, for example, we are loyal to World to Pyatt simplybecause theygive
usthebest family service and theygive us the best award rates. Award rates, meaningin points and miles.
And sometimes ifwe do end up having a cheaper cash stay, that also works well. Anotherreason it works
wellis because we're a family of five.

So, whenyou are in this space long enough, you start to understand which airline or which hotel program
will serveyour lifestyle and your family stylethe best. Another reason | sayto start early is because you'll
noticewhen you'relooking at cash rates for flights. And yes, you can sometimes jump on agood last-
minute deal. But myreality, and maybe someone else's reality could be differentisthat the further outyou
book. So, | accumulated points for about ayear, earning them and then redeeming them. And just



availability, especially for peak travel time for thesetypes of trips, can go fast. So that's one advice | tell
everyone, is to start early, look at your home, airport, look at your destination, and be willingto beflexible.
We may not have stopped in Istanbul for two or three days, but thatwas the best route when | was trying to
book through American Airlinesfiles. Hey, | loveis sampleand | would love to stop, but when you're leaving
a littleone back home and you have a limited time and you're going for purpose for Umrah, in this case, you
have to beflexible.

Andthenthereis also the opportunityto doubleor triple dip, because when you're using
your card to buy something, you're getting points just because you useyour card to buy something. But
depending on throughwhich channel you buythething, it'spossible to get additional points on the other
side as well. For example, most of these airlines have shopping malls, right? Online shopping malls. So, if
I'mgoing to buy, let's just sayapair of Bose headphones because | need anew pair of Bose headphones
instead of ordering them fromthe Bose store online, if| go to the Delta shopping mall,let's say, and | click
through the Deltalink to the Bose store, Deltais going to give me Delta miles for theamount of moneythat|
spend just becausel went to their store. So now I'm going to get the miles and points from my credit card
becausethat's what | useto pay with it.

And also, I'mgoing to get these additional Deltamiles because | went throughtheir linkto this particular
store for the product that I'm buying. And you would be amazed how intertwinedthese airlines are with
these portals for amassive range of things. For example,l am adigital homad. And so instead of paying my
utility bills at ahouse, like most people do thatownahouse, I'm travelingaround the world. Well, what
doesthat mean?I'm booking myaccommodations, let's saythrough Airbnb, okay. AndI'll book for amonth
ortwo atatime through Airbnb. Deltahas aportal to Airbnb.

So, every time | book an Airbnb, | get the points that my credit card gives mefor paying the money. But |
went throughthe Delta portal. So, everydollar | spend on the Airbnb, | also am accumulating Delta milesin
the Delta account. And this can bethe case for a massive number of things, probably Whatever it is that
you pay for, you can find a wayto route it through one oftheseairline portals and be double and triple
dipping on all of the stuff. And so, when you set up this whole networkand you do abit of research and you
set up your strategyin a year from now, just by spending money on the normal stuffthat you're already
spending money on withoutanything additional, you would be amazed how much award travel credit you,
you can accumulate to do really amazing things.

Amena Bakali: And I'm so glad that you mentionedthat and reiterate that this is moneythat we are already
spending dayin and day out. People consistently ask me, but howdo you earn so manypoints?|'m like, we
are a family of five. We also have additional responsibilities. In this economy, to be frank, what travel
budget? Our travel budget is maybe getting lunch or dinner. That is our travel budget. Thereis no budget for
flights and hotels because everything is just so expensive. When you mentionedthe shoppingportals, it's
so key because we livein an American Airlines hub. So, we always tryto have an American Airlines card
between the two of us. Especially my husband travels for worka lot, flies American Airlines a lot.

But another thing is we are a family of five. We are shoppingonline alot. | am routing my expenses through
the American Airlines shopping portal because | know that rather than going in the store, | can save time
anddoitonlineandI'llearn two, three, sometimes four times stuff. Whether it's mykids back to school
expenses, whether it's beauty expenses for me or myteen or whatever it could be shoes. My son needed
Nike shoesthe other dayand | compared the prices, always making sure because atthe end ofthe day, if
it's cheaperin person, sure. Butmostofthetimeit's the same. So yes, always do that comparison.|'m not



going to try to pay more to earn points. Generally speaking, it's always the same. So, we looked up, made
himtryit in the store, | came back home, bought it online, little bit more effort, one more step. But it got us
thepoints, got us additional points. Those little steps, those minor efforts that you don't realize it just goes
a long way, especiallywhenyou are 3, 4, 5.

Well, | know that you have actually puttogether aguide on how to do Umrah on points and
miles and you also offer award travel consultingservices for individual people, oneon one. Can you sharea
little bit about that and how folks can get moreinformation on that?

Amena Bakali: So, | have a 30-page Umrah guide that | have put together and it does alittle bit of what
we've talked about today, but it goes morein depth. I havevideo tutorials starting withhowto search on
Googleflights, howto think about where you're flying from, whereyou want to go, what are the best offers
that are going to allow you to stay at some ofthe major hotel loyalty programs, if that is not your cup of tea
and you want to stay at more boutique properties, how you can even cover some of those expenses. | also
talk about we know Umrah can be avery tiring journeyjust to get there.

Andthenonceyou'rethere, you still have ajourneyahead of you along the journey. Many ofus want to
access lounges. We need to change into what's called our ihram, which is for women, it can just be aboard
car and abaya. But for men, like we mentioned, it can be a towel. And so how some of these credit cards,
some of these premium cards, lounge access can help you with grabbinga meal, changing into your ihram,
taking a shower. | talk about how to access these experiences, how to access the lounges through cars you
may or may not already have. So, | walk you from not knowing anythingto how you can end up booking the
trip, howto planit, how to search. There are video tutorials. When you lookat Umrah, there'llbe afew
popular routes that come up. And also thinking about, hey, | don't live in amajor city. | don't live in Chicago,

I don'tlivein Dallas, | don't livein New York. Theflight options don't look that great for me. We talk about
positioningflights.

Positioningflights means, hey, | livein asmall town, | need to position myself, | need to get myself to
Dallas, which is amajor city. And then from Dallas I'lL flyout to Istanbul. Those are some of the things that |
talk about. I doindividual consults as well regarding whatever your personal concerns or your questions
may be, whether it's Umrah, whether it's alittle bit of trip planning, whatever it may be, | help you, walk you
through thatprocess. | don't know what card's going to work for me or how doesall this work, oralso
tackling some ofthe myths and thetaboos that come with this space. As someonewhois Muslimand
talking about personal finance, if you're familiar, thereis a lot and lot of just taboo and misconceptions as
Muslims, wedo not deal with interest.

And I think that was onereason whyit was so important for meto get in this space and | didn't realize it
when | was getting in early on and tackle it and show, show thatthis can bedonein ahealthyandina
manner that's also aligned with ourfaith as well. Awomantalking about credit cards and personal finance
and money, all ofthese are very hot topicsin the Muslim world and alot ofthat is maybe more so outside
of the U.S. there's different understandingof how to handle this space. I've noticed withsome ofthe
comments and some of the engagement that | get from my audience. And it just comes down to your
understanding of what dealing with credit, howto keep a healthyrelationship with credit, what thatlooks
like and how you can use that to your benefit.



Well, | also want to ask you alittle bit about parenting. Can you talk abouthowyou are being
intentional about integrating travel into your kids’ lives, how you're thinkingaboutthatas aparent and what
impactyou're seeing that the travel is having on them as they're getting older?

Amena Bakali: | want mykids to see how other peoplelive. | want mykids to experience different cultures.
I know alot ofthat comes with being in nice hotels and beingin nice, cushy, comfortable areas and doing a
lot ofthe touristythings. Butas | delve deeper into the personal finance space and learninghowto bea
little bit more savvywhenever we can, | do tryto stay within the local community. Wevisited CostaRica a
few years back and we did not stay at a hotel. Instead, we stayed at an Airbnb and we stayed with the
locals. And | remember every morning sendingmy kids down on the street and | said, I'm watching you.
Useyour Spanish. Go get us breakfast. And they'd look at me like, what? What did you just ask us? No
one's going to bring it to us. Or signal, no one's going to bringyou breakfast. Here's Muddy.

Andtheywere about 12 and 9 atthat time. They're old enough. We were watching them downthe street.
They weren't too far from us. Trying to just get them out of their comfort zone. There's onethingthat | teach
themisthat travel teaches you to get out of your comfort zone.We're always in comfortable areas. We're
always so blessed, so grateful. | was like, we need to experience and see how other peoplelive. And | want
to do more experiences like that where theyare in more ofthe local communityand not doingjust the
touristythings. | stillremember that this day| was like, go, go, experience. Say hello. Go get us breakfast.
Don't wait for mom and dad to do it. And | seethem slowlybuildingindependence. | seethem slowly
getting out of their comfort zone. | see them slowly become comfortable with whatever the trip may bring
for us. We are five. We are a crazy bunch. It's not always smooth.

Well, l want to ask you allittle bit more as well, in terms of how you're raising socially
conscious kids to care about theworld. You told me something so sweet thatmeant so much to methe
other day, which is that you were playing The Maverick Show episode wherel had a conversation with Yulia
Denisyuk, who we talked about at the beginning ofthis podcast, who was on that WITS panel. She had
interviewed me on her podcast right after that WITS panel. And | published thatepisode also as aMaverick
Show episode. And the whole episode we were talking about Palestine and the history of the Palestinian
liberation struggle and howwe can get involved and tryto help stop thegenocide. And you mentioned to
me that you choseto playthat episodein the car with your kids, and that meant so muchto me. And I'm
wondering ifyou can just share alittle bit about maybethat specifically choice to do that, but also even
more broadly, how you're choosingto. To exposeyour kids to injustices in the world and raisethem to care
about thosethings and to stand in solidarity with oppressed communities.

Amena Bakali: | thinkalot of that goes back to my own upbringingand being in rooms and being in spaces
and efforts where | didn't honestly always understand why | was there. Our kids are not on social media.
They are notinundated with all the news thatis coming. That beingsaid, their fatherand | can onlytalk to
them so much about theinjustice. We have taken themto local rallies here that had happened ourolder
two, thatis our youngest 3, too young. We have taken them to programs and efforts where people way
more knowledgeablethan us and peoplewho have been on the ground and have actually seen these
efforts when I've been there to help with their own eyes.

| choseto have them listen to that episode as well. Because sometimes hearing mom and dad's voice only
goes so far, but sometimes hearingit from another person, hearing someone else kind of break it down
step bystep, give the history. | don't know if everything registered, but | know it will register at some point.
They willremember it and hopefullythank us later for sharingexperiences and talkingto them about stuff



that makes them uncomfortable because we live so comfortablyand as a responsibility. We should speak
up forthosewho don'thave avoice. And again, | can onlytalk about it so much. They'renot on social
media. They're not seeing theimages that we are seeing day in and day out. So, it doesn't hit them like it
hits us. And so, | rememberthem being in the car. I'mtalking to them about this episode.

And I’'mjust briefly, do you guys understand what's going on? Do you hear someone else's experience? Do
you kind of hear that it didn't just start two years ago on October 7th. This started decades ago? Does that
make sense? And again, they're older, so some of this might come up in school as well. Andour eldestis
alsoin hijab. And so, we also straddle that line of speak up. But then she'sin high school. Carefully, speak
up. Mindfully, speak up. What are your friends saying? What are your teachers saying? And so, it's tough
becausel want to teach themto stand up. | want to teach themto speak up, but they'reyoung and they're
in high school. And | also teach themto respect as well. Even if the person on the other side does not have
your point of view, it's a constant balancing act.

I'm going to. Let me ask you one more question, and then we'llwrap this up and move into
The Lightning Round.When you think back aboutall of the travel that you've done up to this pointin your
life, whatimpact do you think all thattravel has had on you as a person? And why are you so passionate
about continuingto travel? What does travel mean to you today?

Amena Bakali: It just makes me feel so grateful for the opportunity to experience cultures, to kind of get
out of mycomfort zone. | want mykids and | want our family to have these experiences together becausel
thinkit's so important to see how other people live, how other people don'tlive, what they experience,
whattheydon't. And I think thatthat's also a part where you just grow to have empathyfor someonethat
doesn't look likeyou. Because | want that too, right? | want that. But as much as | want that,| haveto also
be ableto give that. And | thinkthatonlycomes when | get out of my comfort zone. As someonewhodidn't
go back home every summer. For someonewhose homeistall sexes. It's hard.

| straddle the Muslim American identity. | feel more than the Indian American identity, if that makes sense,
especiallybecause | am living in times where my faith has been on a tap. And so, | feel more tied to that
identitythan | do maybeto wear. My parents are from or my grandparents are from. Mykids being half
Bangladeshi, alittle bit Indian, alittle bit Pakistani. I'm not sure what'sto come for them. But | hopeto pass
thatdown as much as| can. And | feel like that's mybiggest reason for travel is yes, to have these fun
experiences, yes, to taste different cultures, yes, to see how peoplelivein different parts of the world. But
if [wantthat empathy, | also haveto be able to get that as well. And that doesn'tcome from staying in your
comfort zone.

Well, I think that is the perfect place to end the main portion of this interview. And at this
point, Amina, areyou ready to movein to The Lightning Round?

Amena Bakali: Let'sdo it.
Let'sdoit. Allright.What isone book thatyou would recommend thatpeople shouldread?

Amena Bakali: | do alot of self-help and memoirs. | love those kinds of books. | recently read The Most
Powerful Woman inthe Room Is You by Lydia Fenet. It was just areminder to me that everything | want to
do, everything that| hope to achieve, everything thatl've done. | know it soundsso cliche as I'm saying it,
butthepowerto doitis within meand | don't need to look anyfurther for validation.
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Allright,whois one person currently alive today that you've never met that you'd most love
to have dinner with, justyou and thatpersonfor an evening of dinner and conversation?

Amena Bakali: | would say Muhammad Yunus, the advisor in Bangladesh. And | would say maybe. Is my
husband allowed as well? Maybe me, him and myhusband. And | saythat only because mybackgroundis
in the nonprofit and socialimpact spaces. A few years ago, prior to the pandemic, prior to having our third,
my husband and |, we had made atrip out to London and we were meeting with some top, top Muslim
philanthropistin theworld. We had tinkered with the idea of starting amicrofinance platform. It's still
something wekind of tinker with todaytoo. And we hopeto do that one day. Kind of like a micro
endowment platform, if you will. Andif we know his background in thatspace, | would love to justbe able
to sitdown and pick his mind with that.

Allright.Knowingeverything thatyou know now, if you could go back in time and give one
piece of advice to your 18-year-old self, or whatwould yousayto 18-year-old Amina.

Amena Bakali: Don'toverthinkit. Whatever you want to do, just go for it because the time's going to pass
anywayand you don'twantto look back and have regrets.

Allright,of all the places that you have traveled, what are three of your favorite destinations
you would mostrecommend? Other people should definitely experience?

Amena Bakali: Spain and we love it so much. We are actually going again this winter to southern Spain for
our 20th anniversary with our family. We loved Japan. Definitelywant to explore more of that side of the
world. And oneplacethat myhusband and | wentto actually last year, early 2024, was Malta. So, we
definitely want to experience a little bit more of Europe as well. But that was nice.

Allright,last question. What are your top three bucket list destinations, places you have not
yet been highest on your list you'dmostlove to see?

Amena Bakali: | want to see more of the Stans, more specifically Uzbekistan. A lot of history there, a lot of
heritage, a lot of richness and culturethere. Haven't madeit out thereyet. Thailand has also been on the
list. One of our favorite types of food, we love Thai food. And so, Thailand'sbeen on the list. And also, just
more of Eastern Europe. We haven't been ableto really tackle any of that. So that's definitely on the list.

Great picks. Allright, at this point, Amena, | want you to let folks knowhow they can find you,
follow you on social media, get your Umrah guide, learn more about yourconsultingservices. How would
you like peopleto come into your world?

Amena Bakali: You can just slideinto my DMs, as they say. You can find me. I'm hassansonholiday on

Instagram. My email is there as well and feel free, you can email me, you can DM me and just hit meup
with your concerns.

Allright,wearegoingto link all ofthat up in the show notes so you can just go to oneplace
to find direct links for all the ways to find and follow and connect with Amena as well as everything else we
have discussed in this episode. It'sall going to be at themaverickshow.com just go thereand go to the
show notes for this episode. Amena, thankyou so much for comingon the show. This was such a special
conversation.
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Amena Bakali: Thank you, Matt. It was such ajoy, such apleasure to talk to you. When we just briefly met
at WITSand thenitwas so short and sweet at that time. So, thank you forhaving me. | really appreciate
this.

Allright,good night, everybody.



