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We thank our contributors for their stories. Thanks to all of you brave souls who have ventured to lands far and wide, and shared your sometimes bizarre, frightening, and mostly ineffable experiences of your closest calls and greatest escapes with me for publication. Without you, this book could not have been written.

A special thanks goes to the late Professor Herbert B. Weaver, Ph.D., former head of the Department of Psychology at the University of Hawaii, without whose mentorship and encouragement I might not have become the world’s first Travel Psychologist that I am today.
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And finally, thank yous go to the proprietors of the innumerable unnamed coffee houses that have tolerated me as I sat endlessly working on these stories, hour upon hour with endless refills after refills.

— Michael Brein



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Foreword

[image: ]




Joseph Redmiles
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I am the widower of Rosemary Ellen Guiley, the co-author with Michael Brein and publisher of the first two books of The Road to Strange series. Rosemary sadly passed away in July 2019. Appropriately enough, I came to know Michael Brein during one of my cross-country trips to the Pacific Northwest. Michael was one of Rosemary Ellen Guiley’s many personal and professional colleagues and friends.

When Rosemary and I married, I was quickly plunged into a whirlwind routine of travel by car, train, and automobile. I accompanied Rosemary on many of her tours, assisted with event setup, and investigations, and coordinated the logistics of our trips. Along the way, I met many fascinating people and experienced parts of the USA and England that had long been on my list of places to visit.

The Pacific Northwest was special to Rosemary. It was where she grew up, received her education, and began her professional career as a journalist for several major newspapers. Every summer, we’d spend several weeks in her hometown of Seattle, Washington. This was our downtime; a chance to catch our breath, relax with friends and family, and take time for ourselves.

Rosemary had told me about Michael, the world traveler, author, and Travel Psychologist. As Michael resided on nearby Bainbridge Island, naturally we got together during one of our early trips to Seattle. We quickly became friends, and Michael graciously acted as our tour guide around the island. I have fond recollections of our times together as we shared travel anecdotes in our far-ranging conversations over meals and coffee breaks.
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Two Book Series

***
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The Weird Stuff

I’m the “Travel Psychologist.” I originally coined the term “travel psychology” during my Ph.D. studies at the University of Hawaii and then became the world’s first travel psychologist.

I’m also what you might call a “UFOlogist.” I’m one who studies UFOs (unidentified flying objects) or UAP, as they are often referred to (unidentified aerial phenomena), and now, more recently, to unidentified anomalous phenomena).

I’ve been the State Director for MUFON in Hawaii and the Ambassador-at-Large for MUFON (the Mutual UFO Network), the largest UFO research organization in the United States, with a significant worldwide presence as well.

For over five decades, I have crisscrossed and traveled the world several times over seeking and interviewing nearly 2,000 travelers, adventurers, and other willing contributors, collecting and recording all the while, thousands of accounts of all sorts of things that have happened to them. And I’ve also delved deeper into the psychological aspects of their experiences.

Typically, I’ve asked people to share some of their most interesting experiences with me, be they in their travels or during their relatively normal day-to-day lives as well. Interestingly, about five percent of the stories are about strange things that have occurred to them, whether of a psychic nature or highly strange things they’ve seen in the skies, on the ground, and in the seas as well.

It became apparent that many people got far more than they had anticipated either from travel or during living their daily lives; they’ve had highly strange, unusual experiences of a psychic nature or even of a mystical or spiritual kind. I had to learn about them. I saw common themes running through their accounts. These reports fascinated me, and so I began a special collection of them, forging new territory in the UFO or UAP realms and paranormal lore that had been largely ignored and neglected by mainstream scientists or academia.

Combining both a social science background and personally experiencing the paranormal myself, I bring to the fore a rare combination of both social scientists and experiencers of the strange and unordinary.

I bring both scientific rigor into the equation plus the openness and wonderment of someone who has actually had psychic experiences beyond the normal pale and one who also suspects our scientific paradigms of the day are not the be-all, end-all of knowing and explaining all there is.

And I want to add that I’ve not had just one experience with the paranormal; I’ve had many. Thus, I bring together in one person — someone not only trained to research, observe, and document as social scientists typically do, but one who’s also open and eager to understand better the unknown which looms just outside the normal bounds of science as we now know it.

Reading the psychic, UFO, and high-strangeness accounts of others presents the reader with new and unique events that are often both eye-opening and awesome — just as life tends to be itself. It’s largely through the novel experiences offered by travel adventure and curiosity that we achieve more personal growth and gain an understanding of realities that we perhaps never even knew existed. This aspect of life, as expanded by these apparently new realities, is nothing short of a paradigm-shifter.

Travel is mind-opening and mind-bending. Maybe it takes the travel experience — namely the condensing, collapsing, and speeding up of time and space, the rush of novelty, all impacting on us at once at every turn — to pry open the portals to the unknown.

Imagine the degree of impact that a travel-related paranormal event can have on one’s life by events happening to anyone from all walks of life, regardless of the belief in the supernatural.

An experience of the strange, the psychic, or the highly strange — an occurrence that appears to go beyond the normal reach of our ordinary lives — is nothing less than a paradigm-bender as well. Sometimes we need such a mind-bending experience of the supernatural to give us the wake-up call, “Hey... Pay attention! There’s more going on in life than you think.”

Some people represented in The Road to Strange book series acknowledge they have life histories of the paranormal, UFOs, and other highly strange, unusual experiences. Such is the case with me, as I have had many episodes of premonitions, precognitive dreams, psychic phenomena, synchronicities, and more going on throughout my life. I call this gift my “Inner Psychic.”

Others represented in The Road to Strange series say they’ve had, for most of their lives, no extraordinary particular psychic sense, and some even profess to be skeptical — that is until their own strange experiences opened their eyes.

The stories in my most recent books, The Road to Strange: The Contiguous Universe and The Road to Strange: A Psychic Reader, are not intended to prove that UFOs, extraterrestrials, the paranormal, or the highly strange are real. My purpose is to show that these experiences not only do happen, but they happen often, and, yes, they happen to you, and to me, too. You and I are not alone in our experiences. It happens more often than you know.

The true stories presented in the four-book Road to Strange series are a compelling mix of topics such as ghosts, premonitions, déjà vu, synchronicity, mysticism, spirituality, past lives, and reincarnation, clairvoyance, telepathy, black magic, psychic readings, poltergeists, space-time warps, sacred sites, phantom persons, out-of-body experiences, and more. A number of the stories included in these books are of people who have also reported UFO accounts.

UFO and psychic experiences take place in exotic locations all over the planet, and in all kinds of circumstances. They even happen up close and personal in your own home. Reading these accounts may help you to better understand some of the strange events in your own lives and may also open you up even more to the unknown during your forthcoming life adventures.

Perhaps you’ve had experiences along The Road to Strange yourself? See the Afterword to submit your own stories for one of my upcoming volumes.

The Travel Stuff

By becoming The Travel Psychologist, I’ve gotten an entirely different take on travel, even more so than anyone I’ve ever read on the subject, an approach different from anyone who’s come before me: I look at the subject of travel in a distinctly different manner than nearly anyone else.

Oh yeah, of course, ordinary people and writers on travel have thought about and written about travel from all conceivable points of view for eons, no less.

But no one I know has distinctly looked at travel from a social scientific point of view as I have, by becoming the world’s first travel psychologist — a person who’s approached the subject from a social science point of view — is a first that I am distinctly proud to say that I’ve accomplished.

My approach has been different from those who’ve come before me, namely, that you can study travel as a form of human behavior with all its aspects from the point of view of a social scientist, namely, by asking this very simple question: “Say, what is travel all about from the standpoint of psychology?”

Oh, yes, I’ve studied all sorts of courses as part of my Ph.D. curriculum including some firsts, such as the psychology of being a Peace Corps Volunteer, the spatial aspects of the behavior of the traveler, or non-verbal and verbal communication of travelers to exotic countries and with the hosts of these countries.

Indeed, my studies have led me to study a variety of exotic languages as well such as Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian — and even Tongan, the official language of the Pacific Island kingdom of Tonga — during my stint as a psychologist with the Peace Corps at the University of Hawaii’s training site for volunteers who were eventually on their way to Tonga. I was right there with the volunteers themselves, yep... Five hours a day, studying the Tongan language right along with them.

People said,


“This Michael Brein is a curious fellow, not only studying the Tongan language five hours a day right along with the trainees themselves but even, indeed, becoming quite the character — even you might say, a teachers’ pet, of sorts, earning the reputation of becoming the most proficient in learning Tongan even among all the volunteers, themselves. Oh yeah, this Michael Brein distinguished himself, all right, in also becoming a curious student of a subject that no one ever formally studied before — the psychology of travel.”



Finally, I even wrote a formal paper on the psychology of travel that made it into the prestigious psychological journal at the time: The Psychological Bulletin. I was the rare graduate student who could claim such an accomplishment. The title of the article “Intercultural Communication and the Adjustment of the Sojourner,” translates to...

“The Psychology of Travel”

Thus began my career of nearly five decades of interviewing travelers wherever I could find them, sitting them down, and then recording their stories. But why you might ask? Simply this: I’ve always figured the best way to study the psychology of travel is to simply ask for (and record) the travelers’ tales. Thus began the True Travel Tales series that you see before you.


“Thanks to Michael Brein... To be the pioneer of this field.”
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Travel Tales: Trains

Terror on the Rails

***
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I have collected so many fascinating stories of traveling the World’s railways including tales of some of the most famous and infamous trains that have traversed some of the Earth’s most scenic and exotic spots.

Indeed, if you expand the notion of travel along the World’s railways as well to include some of the Planet’s most interesting locales, and if you consider the huge variety of railroad routes and the like, you’ll have a very good idea of the huge wealth of possibilities that there are for travelers and adventurers who dare to travel the rails to see the world.

Indeed, if you consider the variety of ways that travelers have traveled the rails you will appreciate the wealth and variety of train traveling from traveling as paying passengers to train-hopping for free that daring travelers have engaged in from time immemorial vying for transport from city to city that varies from participating in a wide variety rail related transport activities, from accomplishing the most basic transportation to engaging in complete rail-related lifestyles that go hand in hand with train travel.

It’s so huge, after all, the why and the wherefore of how we engage in so many rail-hopping activities that it does nothing less than boggle the mind, so much so, that in my True Travel Tales book series I have dedicated one entire volume to the myriad of train and traveler-adventurer-railroading activities that travelers engage in whether for the simple purposes of transport from say here to there to the almost limitless variety of engagement in rail adventure activities as well as mind expansion that rail travelers conceivably engage themselves in.

To be sure, the huge wealth and variety of train and rail-related traveler-adventurer activities that people engage in will be seen to include an almost unimaginable variety of activities that a mere perusal of the chapter titles in Travel Tales: Trains — Terror on the Rails will surely be impetus enough to stir your imagination to appreciate more the huge scope and variety of possibilities, many of which you may not have even ever thought of.

So relax and engage yourself in reading some of the most interesting travel tales that have resulted from my interviews of some 2,000 world travelers and adventurers on the particular subject of traversing and experiencing some of the World’s most engaging railways.

On a more serious note please be advised some of the stories in this book take a more somber look at some of the more serious close calls, great escapes, and some not-so-lucky railroading encounters of travelers during their travels and adventures around the Globe. In travel and adventure, just as in any other human activity, there are some serious personal safety and security issues that we must all on occasion turn our attention to.

Finally, sadly and somberly, no book on travelers’ and adventurers’ experiences on the world’s rails could ever be complete without paying homage to those unfortunate travelers who through no fault of their own may have fallen victim to being robbed, and maybe even possibly being thrown off trains quite possibly losing their lives (that could conceivably still be occurring somewhere maybe to train hoppers)... You just never know.

Overview of True Travel Tales: 

My Shorter- vs. Longer-Take Books


You would not believe the incredible stories people have told me about their travels!



I'm “The Travel Psychologist.” I've interviewed more than 2,000 world travelers for my True Travel Tales book series on the psychology of travel as revealed through the most exciting, memorable, good, great, and funny (as well as the bad, truly horrible, and absolute worst) close call and great escape travel experiences of this remarkable collection of travel-savvy (as well as not always so savvy) world travel adventurers.

We can learn some truly valuable travel life lessons as well as be entertained by their best travel stories.

The Longer-Take Books

These are most of the books in my True Travel Tales series. These are often jam-packed heftier print-on-demand (POD) books of multiple hundreds of pages or so often containing at least one hundred or more stories all on a more-or-less single theme.

The Shorter-Take Books

These books are briefer starter books of sorts usually on a single theme, such as my relatively more recently written books of collected travel stories as well as forthcoming titles, for example on Turkey, India, Foreign Intrigue, Train Stories, Ancestors Abroad, and the like (as well as more books to come).

These relatively shorter-length books on particular travel-related themes tend to be shorter takes of books that include some 250 pages or more that are part and parcel of my True Travel Tales book series.

First, why not go ahead and enjoy these relatively shorter-length books? You may then want to move on to the lengthier more substantially expanded books in the series on a wide variety of other travel themes.

Like to learn more about my books?

Please go to books2read.com/michael-brein

This Particular Book:

Travel Tales: Trains — Terror on the Rails

Is the next book in line of relatively shorter take samplers in my True Travel Tales book series. This book is a collection of some very scary tales of close calls on passenger or freight trains while plying some of the World’s most famous railways and just barely managing in some of the rare instances to escape from being robbed or even harmed.

Somewhat facetiously, if you are a so-called “Nine-Lives Traveler,” you might even be one, who by all rights, should have or could have very easily lost one or more of your so-called “nine lives” via perhaps not making it through a particular travel or life situation that by all accounts should have very well claimed at least one of them, had things worked out differently for you than they did.

Train Stories is a collection of some fearful close calls and, hopefully, accompanying great escapes that can and do happen to world rail travelers on rare occasions. Mostly these will of course never happen to you. But if they do, you may get to experience some real, raw fear including sometimes even fear for your very own life. There are certainly some very unsettling occasions that can potentially pop up now and again to any of us rail travelers and adventurers.

This collection of True Travel Tales is the place to hear about them. I hope such things don't happen to you, but if they do, I hope you’ll manage to escape and overcome. Hopefully, you'll be all the wiser for reading about such things throughout these pages.

Again, Trains includes some examples of bad things that occasionally happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things of course DO happen now and again, and the best thing to do is to of course avoid them in the first place! Hah! But if we cannot, we should certainly at least do our best to escape them.

While there is no easy, simple laundry list of failsafe rail traveling strategies for always staying safe and surviving each potentially dangerous situation that may arise in your life and travels on the rails, there are, nevertheless, meaningful takeaway strategies to be learned from the numerous examples presented in this book that will enable one to develop and keep in mind ways to enhance personal safety and reduce the risks of potentially dangerous outcomes at times in your travel on the World’s railroads.

While the tales in Trains — Terror on the Rails are of course not all strictly about life and death and/or robbery situations, many are doubtless about difficult, embarrassing, and otherwise potentially annoying nuisance situations that we all would do very well to avoid and certainly do without in the first place.

The scope and variety of close calls and ultimate escapes in Trains — Terror on the Rails —  may very well surprise you and cause you a great laugh now and again. And some would never likely even occur to you in the first place. Some are even quite funny, like, for example, the story of soiled clothing so very badly in need of laundering that traveled over and over again throughout the rails of France.

The extreme close-call adventures may never happen to you, but reading about them in this particular book in my True Travel Tales book series, may give you pause: who knows? Maybe you’ll never, be followed, stalked, chased, or intimidated at all in the first place or maybe in the next instance throughout your travels on the rails.

Sure, you’ll read stories in this book that will alert you to situations that may never even have occurred to you in the first place. But if you avoid even one potentially new (to you) travel or life danger — if you avoid losing that one potentially valuable life (of your “nine lives” if you do happen to have them) that you might never have even thought of save by simply reading this book, then I’ll have accomplished a very useful purpose.

Since it’s impossible to include every fascinating travel tale of nearly losing one of your very valuable nine lives, in my collection of True Travel Tales all in one single volume, they do, of course, appear throughout my True Travel Tales book series.

Nine-Lives Travelers

For argument's sake, just what is a “Nine-Lives Traveler,” anyway, you may wonder?

For this book, Travel Tales: Trains — Terror on the Rails, in particular, and the broader entire series, True Travel Tales, in general, we consider that those of us travelers and adventurers though having naturally our one and likely only single cherished God-given life to live do have the potential, of course, to court a number of seriously dangerous or potentially disastrous (or even funny or embarrassing for us) close calls such that we may very easily and loosely have skillfully managed to “save” or even sometimes hypothetically “lose” in our travels or adventures yet we live on yet another mindful day.

We may say that we have indeed “lost” (or nearly lost) one of our potential so-called sacred “nine lives” when and if we have managed to maintain barely, contain, or even sustain ourselves in these sometimes dangerous (or exceedingly embarrassing or funny situations during our travel lives) and have duly managed to “survive” and “overcome” to live on to experience yet another travel day!

More About Rails

Finally, Travel Tales: Trains — Terror on the Rails takes a quizzical turn: aside from including tales of travelers about traveling the World’s railroads — rails as a means of conveyance or transport, if you will, of travel and adventure both as paying passengers or even freeloaders traveling the freights we take a look at times the influence of rail travel on culture — some of the broader societal cultural trends that are going on in tandem with rail travel. Maybe even considering rail travel as a symbolic cultural medium if not even a somewhat mystical medium. The stories of rail travel in all of its forms, in all its representations vis-à-vis travel and adventure are all grist for the mill for additional consideration.

DISCLAIMER

Please know that some stories in the True Travel Tales series may include graphic, unpleasant, disturbing, harsh language, or sexually explicit material. Some stories may not be suitable for the squeamish at heart.

This book is aimed at a mature adult audience. Yet, some material ought to be communicated clearly and responsibly to younger and relatively inexperienced travelers who could benefit by knowing how to travel the rails more safely and securely.

No story in the series is meant to depict any country, people, race, culture, or religion in a negative light. Good and bad things can and do happen on occasion any- where and to any- one. Finally, some stories may be repeated and appear in other books in the True Travel Tales series depending on the countries and subject matter covered where appropriate.
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Trains Miscellany

***
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My collected best travel stories of all manner of classic monster train trips and land-going railroads, including one of the World’s longest train rides, the Trans-Siberian Railroad, all of which famously plied the continents of the World are featured in this first chapter of Trains — Terror on the Rails.

Mainly these accounts are of disasters and bizarre mishaps, all of which take place along the rails of the World. But have no worries, a few of the travelers’ tales included here are even of the bizarre paranormal, and classicly famous trains of the World, and even some of the patently silly.

But these stories must after all be told, and so here they are included properly in these pages.

One even wonders how some of these events ever could have conceivably happened in the first place, and even wound up being chronicled in their final instances.

How or when these stories crisscrossed paths with me and ultimately wound up right here is interesting in and of itself. So why not sit back, relax, and enjoy this particular collection of True Travel Tales of travel along the World’s rails that might well not likely find themselves anywhere else in any other venue or collection of travelers’ accounts in any other annals save those buried right here in these very pages.
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Dirty Laundry: Lost and Found

[image: ]




Pantaloons Take a European Vacation!

***
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The SNCF...

The State-Owned Railway of France

Somewhere in France!

“What do I do? Do I wash it? Do I throw it away? 

Do I readdress it and send it back to America?”

As told to me by Eric Mendoza. A young American couple was honeymooning in Europe in the early 1960s. In the course of their travels, they finished up in Paris with a lot of dirty laundry.

They found I think, it was far too expensive to have it laundered in Paris, so they decided to carry it on with them to England and do it themselves. They were traveling by train and boat.

When they got to Calais, they realized that they had lost their laundry somewhere en route, and notified the lost property office of the French Railways (the venerable SNCF).

Ours was the only address they knew in England, so they gave our address as a contact for the French railways.

We saw them when they got to London and had a pleasant time with them. They told us about all of this, and there the matter rested, with their laundry floating around somewhere in France.

Some months later we received a letter from the lost property office at Boulogne — a very nicely written letter in perfect English — advising us that the laundry had been found and that, in fact, they were dispatching a bag of laundry to us. Dirty laundry, of course!

I would say that there were roughly six weeks from the loss of it to their notification to us.

But we've still not received the laundry as of the telling of this story!

Oh, it's on the way to us from somewhere. I can't think where it could be, in fact, so we've got a bag of dirty laundry coming to us. It's floating about. I'm not quite sure where.

My wife wondered, What do I do with it? Do I wash it? Do I throw it away? Do I readdress it and send it to America?

Because it's quite old, this laundry by now.

Finally, it arrived.

Opening the bag was awful — with its foul, evil heat lying inside.
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Taking Wrong Trains
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To All the Wrong Places

***
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A Subway in Tokyo

A Passenger Lost and Found!

As told to me by Rachel Dilys. In 2006 I was in Tokyo, Japan participating in a study abroad program for about five weeks in all. We were studying only one course, Japanese civilization.

Author Michael: Was this your first trip to an exotic country?

Rachel: No. But it was my first time being on that side of the World. I'd never been to Asia before at all.

I was pretty much always by myself because I was with a group of girls who all they really liked to do was shop. So they spent all their free time shopping.

I didn't care for it too much at all. So I was always by myself getting lost, which was fine with me because if you're lost, you can see something new.

So I'd always take the wrong trains. Not on purpose. Just Yeah, I'm from New York so I'm comfortable traveling really far on trains and subways. But you know, you still get lost.

At the time, I was really into photography. I always had two or three cameras on me, and I always had maybe 10 or 15 pictures of my favorite family photos on me all the time. Just in case I missed them. I could easily just take the photos out and look at them. And they were all photos that I took and were my favorite ones.

So I'm on this one train. Oh, I should have probably gotten off like five or six stops earlier. But I had the whole day ahead of me. What with the confidence that I had... It didn't scare me at all.

This one old Japanese man sat down next to me. And he saw my cameras. And we began this conversation without words because he didn't speak any English at all. And I didn't speak Japanese.

Michael: How did the conversation take place?

Rachel: He looked at my cameras.

And he started to communicate with me through sign language and gestures and sounds about how he was a photographer too. And he demonstrated to me how he didn't have one of these kinds of fancy cameras that you hold in your hand, but one of the old school kind of cameras — on a stand of sorts — and then you put a cloth around you and you wait there and it was all about running back and forth to take the picture.

And then I pulled out my pictures and I showed them to him. He was looking at all of them and going in gestures “Good job!” 

You know, your hands moved, you know, demonstrating that, this and that. I let my hands do the talking for a little bit. And then he pulled out some of his own slides.

Michael: How old a man was he?

Rachel: He had to be in his 70s or 80s. He was very grandfatherly.

Michael: How old were you

Rachel: 20.

Yeah, it was really interesting. It was a full subway car. And people were all around us.

His photos were all of these slides of incredible landscapes that he would travel to — from snow to the waterways. He would simply set his stand down, pull the cloth around him and the camera, and simply run back and forth to get the photos just right. It was all truly remarkable.

I always think about how interesting that all was for me because basically I really wasn't supposed to be there at all. I should have gotten off several stops earlier. It was probably the most memorable and incredible dialogue that I ever had with someone from Japan while I was there.

It was all about something passionate and special that we both cared about and shared with each other. And the fact that we didn't speak the same language was no problem at all. We still communicated what we did. Like “I do this; you do that... Let us share what we do with each other.”

And that was pretty much it.

He got off maybe a stop or two later.

It was all good.

I felt like I had met the person I was supposed to meet on that particular subway on that particular day.

Michael: Did you smile at each other?

Rachel: Oh, for sure. I was very happy with the conversation.

And you know, and then I got off a little while after and took a subway back in the opposite from where I originally started.

I always think of that conversation on that subway train as one of my most favorite experiences that I ever had. That was an incredible experience.

Michael: So that happened all by happenstance by being in the wrong place at the wrong time?

Rachel: Yeah, but I don't really believe in coincidences. So it was all exactly how it was supposed to be. I firmly believed that I was supposed to have that particular conversation with him at that particular time.
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Headed for the Train Station
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So to Speak?

***
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The Swiss Federal Railway

As told to me by Jack Crampon. This happened to me in Bern, Switzerland. After three days I was to return to Geneva from there.

I knew not a single word of German. Morning came and I was to head back to Geneva and I was going to take the train to get there. I stopped by the doorman of the hotel and told him I wanted to get a taxi to take me to the railroad station.

Apparently, he didn't understand any more English than I did German because he hailed me a cab. And once I got in the cab I discovered that we were going out to the airport, instead, which was in the complete opposite direction that I needed to go.

[Author Michael’s (the Travel Pychologist’s) Take:]

Geez, what could poor Jack do? And how to speak? After all, this was Switzerland, and didn’t they speak like a hodge-podge of different language-variants in Switzerland? Wasn’t/isn’t Switzerland a bit of a mish-mash of languages and dialects?

[The official language of this part of Switzerland is a variant of German, where the main spoken language is the local version/variant of the so-called “Alemannic (Swiss-German dialect-variant) called in some circles as, “Bernese German.”]

According to Jack: “My train was about to leave from there in mere minutes, and I had to get to the station post haste. So I told the cab driver (in Jack’s version of make-shift Anglo-Italo-Deutsh-speak (Michael’s words) — which was mainly gesturing with a little bit of prayer and finger-pointing mixed in — but was mostly gesturing mixed in with whatever to the effect — that I did not want to go to the airport but rather to the train station instead.”

He had heard me say something, but he obviously, spoke not a single word of English apparently. We were having a really difficult time communicating, to say the least.

I thought maybe he knew some French. I remembered in fact the French word for train. “Chemin de Fer.”

He turned around and smiled and shook his head as if he got it — but he did not get it! It was getting later and later, and finally, out of desperation to get me to the train station by hook or by crook I tapped him on the shoulder and shouted and mimicked as best I could, “Choo, choo, choo, choo.”

He smiled as if he now finally got it, and in a single split-second made a U-turn right then and there in the middle of the street... right on the spot... and zoomed right for the railroad station.

The moral of the story of course is “Speak a little bit of makeshift Schweizerdeutsch (Swiss-German)” Why don’t you?
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Lingua Deutsche
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Speaking German in

The Czech Republic

***
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The Prague Metro

And Prague Light Rail

By Author Michael. This is about my speaking German of all languages no less in Prague, in the Czech Republic in 1999. If you’re like me and study foreign languages, you only half expect to use them, and when you do, it is usually very haltingly at best. 

What they don’t tell you in French class is that before you can ever really hope to actually be able to use the language on the streets of France, you’re definitely going to need a LOT of practice ON these actual streets of the real foreign world!

The ‘Collector’ in me took lots of language courses just for the fun of it. I was good at learning languages in a book sense, but I struggled just like anyone else to actually be able to communicate using these languages.

And so, it was in Prague, while I was working on my travel guide to Prague by the Metro (and tram system as well), that I made a real effort to communicate with people there in Russian — yep, in Russian! I had studied three years of college Russian; it was fun, and I loved every minute of it. But I did not really use it all that much. Oh yeah, I spoke bits of it on my great Trans-Siberian Railroad adventure (see elsewhere in this book).

And I even had a Russian girlfriend, so to speak, for a little while during my visit to the city of Sochi on the Black Sea. Can you imagine; that I even had an argument with her in Russian? (The truly best way to learn a language is through the language of love! But although not as good as the language of fights, arguments, and discord that comes in as a close second!)

Well, I learned very quickly that nobody, but nobody, wants to speak ANY Russian with me at all in Prague, although I fully understood why. It is simply this: the Czechs were invaded by the Soviets and were forced to learn Russian as a second language. They HATED the Soviets. So, it should not surprise anyone that no one wants to communicate with you in it — even though they fully well spoke it!

I would even make qualification after qualification as a prelude to hoping, after all hope, that they would see it my way and at least talk to me in Russian, for the sake of essential communication.

“Talk to me,” I’d say, “I am NOT a fan at all of the Soviet Union, but I do know some Russian.” It always seemed to fall on deaf ears, however, no matter how hard, and sincerely, I tried.

But wouldn’t you know it — I’d soon have a linguistic shocker — a language epiphany of sorts — coming my way!

One day I was in for a total surprise. I made an appointment to visit the Prague Public Transportation Museum in the interest of researching my Prague travel guide.

I entered the Museum and was directed to an old refurbished metro car, which was now the makeshift office for the museum director himself. How innovative, I thought, To make an office out of an old reconditioned metro car!

The director of the museum invites me in to sit down and pours us both a coffee. I am expecting that he would speak Russian with me, but instead, to my total surprise, he asks me if I speak German at all! GERMAN?

Well, wouldn’t you know it; German was my high school elective language, and I speak it the best of all my foreign languages. Sensing that I was the rare American who could actually speak a little of another language, we proceeded over the next half-hour or so to have the ‘perfect conversation.’

To me, it was nothing short of amazing. The director spoke slowly and distinctly. I understood him perfectly, and he me! That was the first time in my life I’ve ever had a communication experience quite like that. And I realized that I, indeed, spoke well enough already to carry on a meaningful conversation in another language.
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And the Band Played On
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And On and On...

***
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Train stations all over Europe!


Seemingly outside train stations everywhere! Sue sees a Bolivian pan flute music ensemble play, not in one, not in two, but in seven cities she visits in Europe. And if this were not enough, how about the Jackson County Fair in Oregon? At home! She swears it was the SAME exact band that she heard in Europe!



As told to me by Sue Zimmerman. In 1982, we got off the airplane in Frankfurt, Germany, and when we came out of the airport area to go to the hotel, we boarded a train to the center city.

As we came out of the train station, we heard a band playing. It was a South American pan flute band playing in front of a McDonald's just across the street.

Author Michael: What was so unusual or noteworthy at that instant? 

Sue: It was very pleasant music, but it really wasn't anything particularly significant to me at the time. Just a pan flute band, probably Peruvian, Bolivian, or something like that — South American. It was good, entertaining, pleasant, and so on, but not especially memorable.

So we got on an overnight train again to continue our trip, and this time we took the train to Venice, Italy. And when we got to Venice, as soon as we got off the train and out of the train station in Venice, here it was, this same band playing in San Marco Square in Venice! 

And they were even playing the same song that we heard in Frankfurt! 

The very same song, I swear! 

Michael: Are you sure it was the same people? 

Sue: Thank you very much — yes, exactly those same people!

Michael: But don’t you think one pan flute band from Peru could look like all the others? I don’t say this to be demeaning, but groups of Peruvian musicians can all look alike, can’t they? Especially if you’ve never met that many Peruvians, huh?

Sue: But they had guitar cases that were the same as we saw before. And I looked closely at their signs and writing on the guitar cases, and that was the same as before. Even their clothing was the same. Visually, the people all looked the same as before. 

And, when I looked at the lettering on their drums, and the coloring, and the ribbons, and so on; it was all the same, just as before!

Michael: Was this odd, do you think?

Sue: To see them in Germany? And then to see them again in Venice. I didn't think it was necessarily a coincidence at the time, but I thought it was kind of odd, you know. I was going, “This is kind of strange!” You tell me!

Michael: Okay, and then what happened?

Sue: Was it possible that they could have been on the same overnight train as us? I didn’t know, but it could very well have been a possibility.

And, three days later, we left Venice. This time we took the train to Paris. We ended up at one hotel, which I didn't like because it was six stories high and had no fire escape. It just didn't feel safe enough for me. 

I told my sister we needed to go to another hotel. And, that we did; we went to another hotel, carried our luggage up to the room, and opened the window to let fresh air in, and then we flopped down on the bed. 

And then, not more than two minutes later, we heard this music. 

Michael: What kind of music? 

Sue: Coming through the window of our hotel room was this same pan flute music, again! So I'm lying on my bed, staring at the ceiling in total disbelief, and am now going, No way. It just can't be these same people! 

So then all three of us jump up off the bed, run to the window, and now look down out of the window to the street below, directly below our room, and three stories down is that very same pan flute band!

So, we’re now looking at one another in complete disbelief going, “That CAN’T be those same guys!” And we're like going, “Yeah it is!” 

We started counting heads; we're looking at guitar cases and everything... And, I swear; it was the same people as all those times before in the other cities! 

Michael: Really?

Sue: Yeah, really! So then, we're going like, “This is really too weird, you know.”

And so, we ended up getting dressed and going downstairs to watch the entire show.

Once again, we thought that that was really strange. 

So, we spent three of our days in Paris taking a cruise on the river Seine, going to the Louvre, seeing the Mona Lisa, seeing the Eiffel Tower, and so on. 

Then it came time for us to go to the Black Forest area of Germany. We got back on the train, and went to the Black Forest area — or maybe it was Salzburg, Austria, somewhere around there.

And when we got off the train, we were walking along the street to our hotel, and we heard this music, and we were going, “This sounds like them!” 

So, we took a side trip a couple of streets down, and soon there they were: standing there playing their music in one of the city parks.

Michael: Come on!

Sue: Seriously! Yeah, exactly — these same guys; they had those same guitar cases; the same signs on their guitar cases; and, you know, the ribbons, the coloring... everything — it was those same guys I tell you!

So, by this time, we planned to be in each place in Europe for about three days. It got to the point one day that I said to the others, “I’m going to look for these guys!” It was funny. It was almost our expectation.

Indeed, every single time we changed to a new city, this band was there — every single time! Without fail! So in all, we’d seen them about eight times in Europe in six weeks! 

Michael: Which number of times was this one in Salzburg?

Sue: This would be time number three. By the time we got to Paris, it was number four. 

Okay, so after Paris, we went to Amsterdam. And the same thing: we exited the train station, and there they would be — playing their pan flute music in an Amsterdam public square. Encounter number five.

This time, they were selling their CD. So, I was thinking that I probably should at least go buy one of their CDs. And so, I went out and looked at their CDs. And it was, you know, those same guys again playing in this same pan flute band. 

Michael: Come on? Don’t these guys all look the same?

Sue: No, no, they don't all look the same.

Michael: Okay, after Amsterdam, where to then?

After Amsterdam, we returned to Germany, first to Nuremberg and then finally back to Frankfurt again because we were getting ready to depart for home. 

We saw them again in Nuremberg. And finally in Frankfurt, there they were again, playing at the same place back out in front of McDonald's near where you enter the train station. Nuremberg and then Frankfurt; times numbers six and seven, respectively. 
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