
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Travel Tales: Pickpockets & Other Thieves

        

        
        
          True Travel Tales

        

        
        
          Michael Brein

        

        
          Published by Michael Brein, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      TRAVEL TALES: PICKPOCKETS & OTHER THIEVES

    

    
      First edition. July 31, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Michael Brein.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201556334

    

    
    
      Written by Michael Brein.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Michael Brein

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Road to Strange

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: The Contiguous Universe

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: A Psychic Reader

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Synchronicity

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Macumba and Other Rites

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      True Travel Tales

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Michael's Own Top 25

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Close Calls & Great Escapes Vol 1

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: The Best of 10,000 Stories Vol 1

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Close Calls & Great Escapes Vol 2

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Women Alone — The #MeToo of Travel!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Idiots Abroad

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Wild Animals

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Cons, Scams & Ripoffs!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Getting Away With It — Or Almost!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: The African Safari Reader

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: France — Paris & The Riviera

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: The Gourmand — Food & Drink Abroad!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Morocco, Egypt & North Africa

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: The Mexico Reader

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: England, Ireland & The UK

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Italy, Rome & More

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Ghost Encounters

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Hotels from Hell

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Down Under Australia & New Zealand

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Airplanes Terror in the Skies

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Hawaii Paradox & Paradise

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Toilet Stories

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: The Best of 10,000 Stories Vol 2

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Snakes & Other Critters

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Nine Lives Travelers

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Trains — Terror on the Rails!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: 100 Faces — Passing for Others!

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Michael's Own Best 150

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: The Contiguous Universe

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Pickpockets & Other Thieves

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Scary Stories!

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Russia & The USSR

          
        
          
	          Travel Tales: Sea Stories — The Ways of Water

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Ghost Encounters

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Déjà Vu

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Flying Saucers and Other UAP

          
        
          
	          The Road to Strange: Bigfoot And Other Cryptids

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Michael Brein’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This book is dedicated to all the Lloyd Youngbloods among us who for maybe that and the same day, suffered no less than being butted by an entitled holy cow walking along the street in, perhaps, Calcutta... or was it maybe Delhi? Or was it Bombay?


But our poor Lloyd was also crapped upon his head by a bird, wild or no... and, finally — and not the least of all — a monkey stole and ran off with Lloyd’s bunch of bananas!


Woe be it to Lloyd's sufferance of such a miserable theft. Yet in spite of feeling the victim nonetheless simply cannot get enough of the ceaseless wonders of travel though suffering the occasional travel misery that never seems entirely to quit!
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Joseph Redmiles
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I am the widower of Rosemary Ellen Guiley, the co-author with Michael Brein, and the 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 and 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 study UFOs (unidentified flying objects) or UAP, as they are often referred to (unidentified aerial phenomena). 

I’ve been the State Director for Hawaii and 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, nearly 10,000 accounts of all sorts of things that have happened to them. And I’ve delved into the deeper 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 mundane day-to-day lives as well. Interestingly, about five percent are about strange things that have occurred to them, whether of a psychic nature or highly strange things they’ve seen in the skies.

It became apparent many people got far more than they’d 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 and paranormal lore that had been largely ignored and neglected by the mainstream scientists.

Combining both a social science background with personally experiencing the paranormal, I bring to the fore a rare combination of both scientist and experiencer 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 of 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 and adventure and curiosity we achieve more personal growth and gain an understanding of realities we perhaps never 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 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 throughout my life. I call this gift my “Inner Psychic.”

Others 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 The Contiguous Universe and A Psychic Reader, are not intended to prove 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. And 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 under all kinds of circumstances. They even happen up close and personal in your own home. Reading these accounts may help you better understand some of the strange events in your own lives and may 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 got an entirely different take on travel, even more so than anyone I’ve ever read on the subject, an approach different from anyone’s 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 behavior with all its aspects from the point of view of a social scientist, namely, by asking this very simple question: “Say, what’s 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 or 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 led me to study a variety of exotic languages such as Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian — and even the study of Tongan, the official language 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 even 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 however I could find them, set them down, and then record 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. And 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: Pickpockets & Other Thieves

***
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Travel Tales: Pickpockets & Other Thieves is just one book of my True Travel Tales series, which is based on my collection of so many fascinating travel stories from the interviews I’ve done over nearly five decades that I have gathered from nearly 2,000 world travelers who I’ve encountered in my own travels around the world.

These are the true travel stories of travelers who have had close calls with pickpockets and thieves throughout their travels. Indeed, some of their encounters did not end so well but could have been much worse.

Some travelers were lucky, and sadly, some were not. Some travelers have experienced inordinate fear and anxiety over these close calls. If one can say that the “inexperienced life is not worth living,” some travelers have pushed their lives to the max and can say — and some may even boast — “I’ve been pickpocketed, learned a valuable lesson, got over it, and moved on.”

I’m weaving their 10,000 or so memorable travel tales into a psychology of travel as revealed by their very telling stories.

These are travelers I've met on planes, trains, buses, ships, tours, safaris, and in campgrounds, cafes, restaurants, and pubs who’ve freely shared their most personal travel tales with me, which I, in turn, get to share with you now through my True Travel Tales book series.

Each book in the collection features noteworthy travel tales of a particular kind, all on a specific travel theme, or country. The travel stories that appear in the True Travel Tales series are but waypoints to understanding in a broader way the very psychology of travel. Travel tales are told here — but with this one unique difference — with my being the world's first travel psychologist, you get more of the psychological pay dirt behind the incredible travel tales told to me by these world travelers.

Lastly, there’s always a little bit of room for levity and humor. Indeed, some close calls and great escapes are not life-threatening at all but are even embarrassing or funny, for they are not so much the tales of impending life-threatening disasters, but of embarrassing moments one would wish would simply not happen at all. A few such tales are interspersed here and there if only to give a brief respite by way of a laugh or a smile from accounts that will likely take your breath away.

While the majority of books in the True Travel Tales series deal mainly with issues of safety, security, and survival in travel, my book, Travel Tales: Idiots Abroad pauses the collection to interject a book of travel humor.

Briefly: About Other Books

in the True Travel Tales Series:

Travel Tales: Women Alone: #The MeToo of Travel is a very important book in my True Travel Tales series. Not only are sexual misbehavior reports being increasingly reported by women travelers, but the recent #MeToo phenomenon has now empowered more women to speak up regarding such incidents. The result is we are now hearing more about it, especially regarding foreign travel.

However, this is not at all new: women travelers have long suffered such disparaging and dangerous unwanted sexual attention and sexual assaults by men overseas since time immemorial. And I have many reports of women in their solo travels having to ward off unwanted dangerous approaches by foreign men.

This is the first book of its kind to present nearly 100 sexual harassment and assault incidents of solo women travelers, where these took place, and how the women handled them.

Fortunately, many of these women who were featured in this book were lucky enough to resist, thwart or escape such advances and attacks, but some, sadly, were not. I have documented a number of regrettable and avoidable kidnappings and disappearances as well. 

It is such a serious, timely, and growing problem that I have determined to make sure more women travelers become more aware of the potential sexual harassment and assault problems that just may await them in their travels.

Travel Tales: Wild Animals includes specific tales of close calls, and, hopefully, great escapes with encounters by travelers, largely on safari in Africa and India, and elsewhere, even, with lions, tigers, snakes, hippos, elephants, Cape buffalos, crocodiles, dogs, bulls, monkeys, baboons, hyenas, birds of prey, cougars, bears, and more.

This collection of true tales is the place to hear about them. I hope they don't happen to you, but if they do, I hope you manage to escape and overcome. Hopefully, you'll be all the wiser for reading about such things throughout these pages. By reading the accounts of the near mishaps of others you'll gain a healthier respect for what it is like to experience the true wild. And with a better respect for mother nature in the wild one gains better enjoyment and the utmost appreciation of creation.

Close Calls: Wild Animals includes many examples of bad things that happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things DO happen on occasion, and the best thing to do is to avoid them in the first place. But if we cannot, we should do our best to escape them.

While there is no easy, simple list of failsafe strategies for always staying safe and surviving each dangerous situation with wild animals that may arise, there are, nevertheless, meaningful takeaway strategies from the many examples presented in this book that’ll enable one to develop and keep in mind by way of the many examples presented in this book ways to enhance personal safety and reduce the risks of potentially dangerous outcomes.

Travel Tales: Close Calls & Great Escapes is a two-volume compendium of all sorts of travel experiences where the majority of travelers, fortunately, manage to essentially stay safe in a number of precarious encounters in all sorts of travel-related situations. 

The two volumes collect fearful things that can and do happen to travelers, but mostly these will not happen to you. 

Close Calls & Great Escapes includes many examples of bad things that do happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things. But bad things DO happen on occasion, and the best thing to do, of course, is to avoid them in the first place. But if we cannot, we should certainly at least do our best to escape them.

Yes, such things may never happen to you, but at least after reading about them in these books, it may give you some pause — who knows? 

You’ll read stories in these two volumes that will alert you to situations that may never even occur to you. But if you manage to avoid even one new travel or life danger that you might not have even thought of by simply reading these books, then I’ll have accomplished a very useful purpose.

About this Book:

Travel Tales: Pickpockets & Other Thieves is a collection of true experiences of travelers becoming victims of pickpocketing or actual blatant physical attacks or robberies.

Sometimes you may be able to thwart such an attack, managing, if you are lucky, to avoid if not escape such an encounter. And believe it or not, sometimes, you even catch the thief in the act!

This book presents many fearful accounts of pickpocketing and thefts that can and do happen to many travelers. If you are reasonably careful in your travels, mostly these will not happen to you. 

Very often pickpocketing and thefts happen so swiftly that you are left with an uneasy feeling of, Uh, what just happened?

And when it all finally registers — exactly what did happen to you — you are often left with the nagging feeling of having become a victim. And what’s worse is the often very debilitating aftermath of having to deal with the loss of passports, important paperwork, possessions, and of course everything to do with your money and your credit cards.

Pickpockets & Other Thieves includes many examples of bad things that happen to travelers despite their best efforts to avoid such things in the first place. But bad things DO happen on occasion, and the best thing to do of course is to avoid them entirely. 

While there’s no fast and easy, simple list of failsafe strategies for always staying safe, surviving dangerous situations, and dealing with pickpockets, robbers, and other thieves in travel, there are, nevertheless, meaningful takeaway strategies from the many examples presented in this book as well as the other books that make up the True Travel Tales series that will enable one to develop and keep in mind ways to enhance personal safety and reduce the risks of potentially dangerous outcomes.

While some of the tales in this book are not strictly about pickpockets, robbers, and thieves, per se, some of them are about difficult, embarrassing, and otherwise annoying nuisance situations such as the occasional con game and scam that we all would do very well to do our best to strickly avoid and certainly do without.

Taken together, if by any of my examples in this book, I’ve helped you avoid even one new travel danger that you might never have even thought of by simply reading this book, then I’ll have accomplished a very useful purpose.

In all, in this book about pickpockets, robbers, and thieves in your travels you’ll read travelers’ accounts dealing with purse and wallet snatchings, threats at gun- or knifepoint, missing or messed-with baggage, assaults, being rolled or even gassed on trains, encounters with Gypsies, roadblocks, extortion by police and officials, and thieves that got away or even some that got caught!

Finally, the outright theft of people per se in travel as in kidnapping, disappearances, human trafficking, and white slavery, as well as abject violations of personal and physical space as inappropriate touching, verbal sexual approaches and abuse, and outright physical assaults including rape are no less the subject of “theft” and do therefore warrant their own inclusion and treatment in the True Travel Tales series.

Thus, the volume, Travel Tales: Women Alone: #The MeToo of Travel briefly discussed above is a book in my True Travel Tales series that is so important a subject in its own right that it is solely dedicated to doing just that: namely, to treat the subject of sexual harassment and assault as absolutely crucial topics in travel that warrant a book dedicated solely to these important topics.

To view all the books in the True Travel Tales series, go to www.books2read.com/michael-brein.

STATEMENT

The stories shared in this volume as far as I know are all true, whether told to me by the persons who experienced these instances of danger or injuries to themselves or whether their deaths or disappearances have been related to me by others.

The tales told in this book are absolutely not intended to entertain whatsoever. Rather, they are about deadly serious and dangerous situations. Their purpose is to inform travelers, about what can and does happen at times to people during their travels.

These stories, however unpleasant and unpalatable as some may be MUST be told. Someone has to address these horrid things that happen sometimes (and more often than one would like to think) to travelers. And it is exactly this that I have taken on as my own personal responsibility.

The purpose of this book is to better inform the traveler of the realities of what can and does happen to travelers on occasion so that she/he can take steps to travel more safely and securely.

It is with this caveat and warning that a portion of stories that may involve more graphic material involving injury or death, may have, therefore, the following note appear at the outset of the story:

[Note: some graphic material. Reader discretion is advised.]

By no means is it ever to be concluded by anyone reading this book that a person described in any of the tales in this book has ever ‘asked for it’ or ‘brought it on him- or herself.’

The tales collected in this book range across nearly five decades and involve varying and evolving societal customs, beliefs, and mores of the times, and those of different countries, peoples, and cultures which may differ greatly from one another or may vary or change or evolve over time, as unpalatable or unpleasant to one’s own world views as some of these notions may be.

Finally, by relating these stories of injuries, deaths, or disappearances, I, the author, do not necessarily agree with any or all of the points of view as are specifically expressed by the particular experiencers and tellers of these stories.

FURTHER DISCLAIMER

Please be forewarned that some of the stories in the True Travel Tales series may be graphic, unpleasant, disturbing, and distinctly uncomfortable.

This book is aimed toward 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 more safely and securely.

No story in the series is meant to depict any country, people, race, culture, religion, or gender in any negative light. Good and bad things can and do happen anywhere and to anyone.

Finally, some stories may be repeated on occasion in other books in the True Travel Tales series depending on the countries and subject matters covered.
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A Thought Experiment!
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Last but not least!

How about a Five-Step Thought Experiment?

***
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Maybe it’s the former college professor in me, maybe not, but I have an interesting experiment for you to do. Do you want to try it out? It’s a ‘before and after’ experiment of sorts. Why not try it out, and then read my final thoughts in the Afterword only when you’ve finished this book!

The Experiment:

Step #1:

Read Appendix 1 from beginning to end. Read this first before starting this book. These are my 12 Travel Tips for more safe and secure travel.

Step #2:

Now, read this book cover to cover in its entirety.

Step #3:

Now, reread Appendix 1 from beginning to end — my 12 Travel Tips to more safe and secure travel.

Step #4:

Finally, go to the Afterword of this book and answer the question?
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Robbed in Rome Four Times!
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How NOT to be a Pickpocketing Victim!

***
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Their fathers were pickpockets; their grandfathers were pickpockets, and their great-grandfathers were pickpockets. It's a family business. I mean, somehow these pickpockets can tell an American tourist; they're easy pickings, and they go for American tourists because they’ve got money and they're oblivious.

Told to me by *“Robert B. K (RBK)”. Everybody’s got a story about being ripped off on the infamous tourist Bus 64 in Rome, Italy. It’s always very crowded, coming from the Termini, the main train station in Rome, to the Vatican.

I first came to Rome in March 1962 and lived here for three years working for Time Magazine, and then went back to the U.S. and returned in September 1999. And I've been here now every year. 

Incident #1: My Wallet

The Infamous Bus 64

Author Michael: Tell me about your first incident. What happened to you?

RBK: I had been here in Rome only a few days, and I was on the very crowded infamous Bus 64.

Michael: And that’s infamous because?

RBK: It’s infamous because everybody gets ripped off on Bus 64. Everybody's got a story about being ripped off on that bus. It's always very crowded along its run from the Termini train station to the Vatican.

When my wallet was stolen from me, I didn't even realize until three hours later that my wallet was even missing.

I had my wallet in my front pants pocket, which you’d think would be safe enough. But no, they're experts. These pickpockets in Rome train from childhood. Their fathers were pickpockets; their grandfathers were pickpockets, and their great-grandfathers were pickpockets. It's a family business. 

Michael: What was in your wallet? Describe to me that feeling, that moment of discovery.

RBK: A sinking feeling. I wasn't even sure at first that anything was wrong. I thought since I hadn’t felt my wallet being taken, I even wondered, Did I forget to take my wallet in the first place? 

That kind of thing.

I went all the way back to my “pensione,” (hotel) and I turned the place upside down, looking everywhere possible for my wallet. I finally concluded, Those sons of bitches got my wallet!

Michael: What was in it?

I had cash, credit cards, my driver's license, some membership cards, and things like that.

The credit cards were a big pain because I had to call the United States to cancel the cards. In the meantime, three of my cards had already been maxed out, so they at least couldn't buy anything with those cards, fortunately.

But my Diners Club Card was a different story. They charged $6,003 on it before the card was canceled. 

Michael: Over how long of a period of time? 

RBK: Less than a day. (Laughs.)

Michael: Were you liable for any of it?

RBK: No. It turned out I was very lucky but stupid! It happened on September 23.And the bill from Diners Club came early in November. I didn't even look at it; I just paid it! Can you imagine? And including the $6,000 in extra charges and not even realizing it!

I just paid it! My total bill was about $10,000, and being that I was extraordinarily busy doing my work, I just didn't even notice, let alone care, you know. I wasn't paying attention.

I didn't even realize all of this until I finally did my taxes in July 2000, some ten months later. And only then while I was doing my taxes, did I discover I’d actually paid the nearly $6,000 in erroneous charges from around September 23 of the previous year. I just could not believe I’d done something so foolish.

Michael: You said that once you discovered the cards were stolen, you called all the credit card companies. Did you call Diners Club as well?

RBK: Yeah.

Michael: And what did they say?

RBK: They canceled it

Michael: What did Diners Club do once you realized you overpaid so much? What happened?

RBK: I wrote them with all the facts. Fortunately, I had the police report with me in Rome from the Carabinieri (police), and I faxed Diners Club a copy of that as well as some of my communications with my other credit card companies to help my case.

And after they did their own investigation, they credited my account with the full $6,003. They were great.

Of course, I should have let them know a lot sooner had I known any better! 

Michael: You were lucky! What sort of expenditures did the thieves charge?

RBK: They charged perfume and jewelry. It didn’t take many charges to rack up the $6,000! (Laughs.)

Michael: One wonders how long it takes to resolve such credit card hassles and deal with all the other sorts of important documents you have. How much of a hassle was all that?

RBK: It was a royal pain. Here’s an example. I had to get my Oregon driver's license replaced. Fortunately, I indicated an email address for the Oregon driver's license people, so they took care of me by email, and by snail mail, and they sent me a temporary driver's license.

Of course, dealing with all this took its toll on time! I’m a very busy guy! It took maybe a hundred hours out of my life to deal with all of this!

A Funny Related Thing 

A friend of mine, a Jesuit priest, related to me an interesting anecdote. According to him, what happens in Rome among at least some thieves apparently is that it is not totally unknown for some pickpockets to take your wallet, remove the credit cards and money, and even mail back your wallet because it would have your driver's license and such important things in it.

And if your address happens to be there somewhere, you may get back your wallet. But this has got to be few and far between, I would think.

What a kind, gentlemanly thing for a pickpocket to do! But as for me, I wouldn’t count on such honor among thieves.

Considering my hassles in Rome with thieves and pickpockets, I had to say to this priest, “Well, in my case, times must have changed!”

Needless to say, I didn't get my wallet back or anything else, for that matter!

Michael: Did you get new credit cards sent to you? 

RBK: Yeah, for sure.

Michael: So you weren’t inconvenienced for too long, were you?

RBK: It was a huge hassle. One of the cards taken was my ATM card, which is the only way that I could get cash. So, yeah, getting cash was a big problem.

Because the convenient way to get cash these days is with an ATM card; you don't use traveler's checks anymore. You just insert your ATM card into a machine at the bank and take out $200, or whatever.

So I was without my ATM card, and getting cash was a huge hassle for me.

Michael: For about how long?

RBK: Oh, I’d say for about two months because the ATM people sent my new card to my home address back in the States. And being that I’m away and my mail is forwarded to my brother's address. So finally he mailed me the card, but didn't have the PIN!

So I had to phone the bank and ask, “Can you give me the PIN?”

And they responded, “Oh, no! We couldn't possibly give you the number over the telephone.”

So I had to wait until the new PIN went through that complicated route of first going to my home address and then forwarded to my brother. It took two months! It was a living nightmare!

Meanwhile, I had to borrow money from friends in Rome. I was borrowing hundreds of thousands of Italian lire from them over two months until I finally got my new ATM card. 

Michael: Had you been forewarned about Bus 64 at any point? 

RBK: No. Not really. I didn’t know anything. Part of my problem was that I was spoiled. Because when I was first here in Rome, I never traveled on public transportation. I had, in fact, a chauffeur — two chauffeurs even! They would take me everywhere and wait for me to take me back.

I never took the bus and only rarely took a taxi. So that was a really rude awakening for me. 

Michael: Well, what did you decide to do differently after that point? 

RBK: A couple of things. I got a holster and a pouch that goes around my neck and underneath my shirt — a little black pouch. And that's where I carry my wallet now.

Incident #2: My Cell Phone

Bus 64 Again!

Michael: But that was not the end of it, was it? What happened next?

RBK: In December 1999, I had my cell phone taken out of my suit coat pocket.

Michael: Where did that happen?

RBK: Also on that cursed Bus 64. I was reading a book that night on the bus.

Michael: Was it crowded? 

RBK: Oh, yeah! Bus 64 is always crowded, it seems! And I had a seat, and I was reading a book because I'm always reading, and I didn't notice anything.

In fact, I went to dinner after I got off the bus. And after dinner, I wanted to make a cell phone call. When I reached in my pocket, of course, it wasn't there!

Michael: What was that feeling like?

RBK: Oh sh*t, it happened again! 

Michael: Did you think for a moment that maybe you didn't bring it with you? Like when your wallet went missing?

RBK: Yes, I thought for a moment I forgot it. It wasn't until I got home I realized I didn't have it.

I contacted the phone company, and they canceled the account immediately.

They were actually able to track the person down who stole my phone. They had some way of tracking his calls on that phone, so they were apparently tracking him. They might have even gotten him. I don’t know. I never heard anything more about it.

I got a free new replacement phone, and I didn't get charged for anything.

Michael: So that's just a couple of months later. So where did that leave you with this happening not once but twice to you? What thoughts did you have about that? 

RBK: I was angry. I felt violated. But being somewhat philosophical about it, at least they didn't take my very valuable Rolex watch, and they didn’t get the money I had in my left pocket.

But unfortunately, they would again sooner or later!

Incident #3: Mugged 

Near the Train Station

Michael: It happened again?

RBK: I was living in a hotel near the Termini, Rome’s main train station. One evening I had dinner with a young man who wanted to share a taxi back to the train station.

Normally I would have gone directly to my hotel, but on this one evening, we both got out at the station, and I walked the three blocks from the station back to my hotel.

Michael: About what time of the night was this?

RBK: Around midnight.

Michael: So how did you feel about this at first? Were there people around the station? 

RBK: Yeah. Termini was busy. But on the three-block walk home, it became a fairly deserted street, and apparently one of the derelicts that hung around the streets by the station must have followed me the three blocks to my hotel.

Michael: Did you actually see him?

RBK: Yeah. In fact, he was narrowing the distance between himself and me and coming up behind me 

Michael: What kind of feeling did you have?

RBK: I thought, Uh-oh, I’d better duck into the well-lit lobby of a hotel.

And that’s what I did! 

However, there was nobody in the so-called “lobby” of the hotel because the hotel, per se, was up on the second floor — typically in Europe, the so-called “first floor” is actually the floor up above the ground floor, our second floor! Most Americans don’t typically know that.

He grabbed me, shoved my head against a pillar, and grabbed the money out of my left pocket that I had just gotten from an ATM.

Michael: How much?

RBK: About 500,000 lire! You would think that is a huge amount of money! But it was only maybe about $50 U.S. but nonetheless... 

He just pushed me against a pillar and reached his hand into my left pocket and grabbed my money.

And I don't know how he knew my money was in my left-hand pocket, except that maybe he watched me get out of the cab and pay the driver. That’s probably what happened. 

Michael: Could you determine where he was from?

RBK: He was not an African. He was tall. He could have been of any nationality. He had a mustache. He was tall, thin, and young. He was maybe 25 years old.

After he grabbed the money, I ran after him and shouted at him. But then I realized, What will I do if I catch him?

He might hurt me, you know? So I gave up the pursuit.

Again, he didn't take my Rolex, which was worth around $10,000!

Michael: You never saw him around again, did you?

RBK: Oh, I looked for him, you know, whenever I was near the train station. I looked to see if I could find him, if I could spot him. I would have grabbed him and reported him.

But in the end, how can you prove it, you know?

Unfortunately, this mugging was not to be the end of it either.

Incident #4:

Entrance to the Metro

One Sunday morning in March 2000, around 10:30, I had just come from Mass at the Church of Santa Susanna in Rome, the national parish for residents of Rome from the U.S.

I was feeling happy, free, and alive. The weather was nice; the birds were singing, and the sun was shining.

I had just bought a Sunday newspaper and was walking along the renowned Via Veneto to the subway stop near where I lived, just by the beautiful Piazza Barberini.

Not far from the news kiosk is the entrance to the Rome Metro. I walked down the stairs like I always do.

But on this morning I didn't yet get to the long passageway toward the Metro because I only went down about the first six steps below the street level, just out of the view of any passersby.

There wasn’t anyone around except for several Gypsies, including a little Gypsy boy down along the stairs. 

Michael: What was your first reaction when you saw them? 

RBK: I was startled because one of them was nursing a baby at the breast. And they were all reaching out their hands begging.

I reached for my right pocket to give them some pocket change — I had a few coins in my right pocket I was going to give them.

Michael: The timing for this was perfect, having just come from church, huh? 

RBK: I'm there feeling good, generous, and benevolent, maybe even with a bit of an attitude of helping your poor fellow brethren. I’d just been lectured on something like that. So I had to stop for a moment to do that.

And just as I was doing that, one of them grabbed my right wrist, and another grabbed my left wrist. And we all were kind of pushing and shoving, and while in the middle of this commotion, a third person swooped down, and apparently in all the confusion got into my left pocket and got my cash.

Once again, I had a full complement of cash, about 500,000 lire, in paper notes on me, And I didn't even know the money was there in my pocket.

And all the while, the little boy was in front of me saying, “Please, please, please, please...”

All I could do was shout, “Get away from me! Get away from me!”

Michael: The boy was there for a reason. 

RBK: He was there to distract me from realizing that my money had been taken because if I had realized, I could have turned in pursuit.

By the time I took another 12 steps or so to try to get rid of this little boy, I then realized my money was gone. And I now turned and started to go back up the steps to the entrance, but the little boy dashed away from in front of me.

He, of course, traversed the stairs a lot faster than I ever could. And by the time I got up to the top, he was nowhere to be seen.

Michael: Did you know anything was amiss yet? 

RBK: I knew by that time my money was gone. 

Michael: So you’re out running after the two adults, a baby and a ten-year-old boy!

RBK: As soon as I got up to the street level I asked an Italian man standing nearby, “Did you see any Gypsies here?”

He said, “Well, I guess I did. Yeah, there. They went that way!”

A lot of good that did me.

And I said, “Hey, they just took 500,000 lire from me!”

He could only shrug his shoulders, maybe with an, “I'm sorry” gesture, and that was about it.

Michael: So this was the fourth time now. What feeling were you left with? 

RBK: I'm much more careful now. Live and learn. I mean, how many times do you have to get ripped off before you start to be careful, right?

Of course, I feel a little stupid that it took me four times, you know. 

Michael: What do you do differently now?

RBK: Now anytime Gypsies get even close to me I start shouting at them, “Get away from me” in English, and what usually happens then is they stay away from me. It apparently works!

Michael: Have you ever run into a group of them again?

RBK: Yeah, I just start walking really fast, and I shout at them, “Get away from me!” Truthfully, I'd like to see them all deported and put on Devil’s Island! 

Michael: What other advice can you give? What other steps can you take?

RBK: Don’t carry any significant cash in your pockets. Now, I don't carry 500,000. If I'm going anywhere, I'll carry a maximum of 200,000, which is what? Maybe around $50 to $100 or so. 

Michael: Okay, knowing that you could lose that, you can live with that, right? 

RBK: And sometimes I carry lire, you know, in a pouch around my neck, and have a few thousand at most in my pocket.

In that way, if they go for my pocket, they can at least get a little, you know. 

Express Bus 40

Michael: Have you ever taken Bus 64 again?

RBK: I have, but I tend to stay away from it. I don't take it much anymore. At that time, I was taking it regularly.

Michael: Actually, there's an express Bus 40 now which covers about the same distance but better and faster.

And what advice would you give people even if you're approaching a crowded bus, for example?

RBK: I wouldn't wear a watch. I would have my watch somewhere in a neck pouch. I now carry my cell phone in an interior pocket on my chest so that they cannot get at it, maybe in a zipper case.

Michael: Finally, have you heard any other stories that happened to people that you knew?

RBK: I have friends who come to Rome, and they get ripped off right away. 

I mean, somehow these pickpockets can always tell an American tourist. They're easy pickings, so they go for American tourists who they know have got money, and they're oblivious.

Americans don't normally have experiences like these back in the States. 

Michael: If American tourists can be forewarned about this, they can to some extent probably reduce the chances of this happening to them, huh?

I learned my own lessons, having nearly been pickpocketed by a group of Gypsies on the Madrid Metro, which I figured out while it was happening to me. They got nothing.

RBK: Typically, when you see a group of Gypsies who've got things over their arms like coats or newspapers, beware: they may be obscuring what they're doing with their hands.

Michael: The Italian police are making some effort in protecting the public against pickpockets. I mean, you do see lots of police around the subways and even on the platforms now and in the Termini railroad station. They do seem to be all over the place looking to help, you know. The trouble is, they cannot be everywhere at once. If they're witnessing a pickpocketing going on, of course, they're looking to bust thieves on those platforms.

The Gypsy people have had a rough time of it around Europe. And they're being held down to some extent. I'm not making excuses for them, but to some extent, their plight has been abetted somewhat by society because the Gypsies have always been kind of outsiders and suppressed.

RBK: I am of course sympathetic to some extent. But I'm not making excuses for them. I think there are plenty of them who could get jobs and go to work if they wanted to instead of picking people’s pockets.

Michael: What's your attitude towards all these poor beggars that you see around all over the place looking for handouts?

RBK: Sometimes I’ll give them money, especially, I mean, if I see some real hard-luck cases, you know.

And some things are done for the poor by the church and by the State. However, it seems to me some of those people who are begging may also be double-dipping; they're getting welfare from the state and they're also begging on the side.

Michael: Well, if you're forewarned, you’re forearmed somewhat, aren’t you?

RBK: Writing your books should be a help because you're going to tell people what to be aware of.

*Anonymous “RBK” to protect the innocent, the embarrassed, those who write under a “nom de plume,” or, of course, those who are simply guilty as hell!
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Again, Robbed in Rome
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More than Once!

***
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Told to me by Roxanne Goulston. My daughter has been robbed several times in her travels. Once was around 2006 or 2007. My daughter and a travel companion landed at the Fiumicino Airport in Rome, Italy.

You take the train to downtown Rome, which leaves you at the main train station, Termini, which is well known for Gypsies hanging about waiting for new unwary pickpocketing targets.

Author Michael: What happens?

Roxanne: When you get off the train, there's this broad set of stairs that leads you to the upper level of the train station where there's always a crush of people. 

My daughter had cash in her backpack in her wallet. She hadn't yet converted her funds to Italian lire, which is what she intended to do. She didn't even make it all the way up the stairwell before she was pickpocketed by the Gypsies. 

Michael: How do they do that?

Roxanne: What they do is they rush you, two or three of them, who come right up around you, with one, usually a kid, saying something to you to distract you while another one reaches in and grabs your wallet. And it happens all the time.

Michael: And this is before the tourists realize how it’s done or what’s happening?

Roxanne: Right.

Michael: And this is before they’ve had a chance to adjust their awareness from being in America to now being in Rome when they are most vulnerable? 

Roxanne: Right. Exactly. 

Michael: Do the police ever do anything?

Roxanne: No, never. The police do absolutely nothing. I’ve seen someone hit by a car even and standing on the side of the street bleeding while a policeman did absolutely nothing. I mean they even look the other way; it’s not of any consequence to them.

Michael: So eventually someone calls an ambulance?

Roxanne: It’s got to be a citizen that’ll do something.

Michael: I imagine even you, the first time you arrived in Termini, didn’t perceive much of this either at first.

Roxanne: I quickly learned you must always be aware of your surroundings. You cannot walk the streets of Rome without being concerned about the Gypsies because they approach you in many different ways. 

They can be innocent-looking street vendors even. What happens is you are walking by and they'll reach out and grab your arm and snap a little bracelet onto your wrist and say, “Here, lady here,” Or, “Lady buy this...” just as one other guy grabs your arm and distracts you, while others are reaching in and swiping whatever they can get their hands on. And that I am afraid is really common.

And so I learned to resist the street vendors because you never know what their real intentions are. Sometimes they’re just trying to sell you a piece of jewelry or something. But more often others will usually distract you while another is robbing you. 

Michael: You say daughter was robbed several times?

Roxanne: Once she was surrounded by a group of ten people who were just leaving a bar and laughing and joking and everything. And even though there were two of them — my daughter and her girlfriend — who were even very well aware of the Gypsies, they were nevertheless hit on by these ten young people, all laughing and joking, and they were distracted by them asking for directions while both of them had their purses snatched.

Another time they were standing in front of a bus station and had just gotten off a bus and were now waiting for another bus going in another direction. And a guy came up feigning to be a tourist asking for directions, like, which bus do get on or which one goes downtown, and so on. 

What they did not realize was just as they were beginning to respond to him, they had set their backpacks down. And while they're giving this one guy directions someone else ran up from behind, grabbed one of the backpacks, and just ran off. And the guy who had asked for directions turned out to be one of them and ran off with them as well.

Michael: How did that make her feel?

Roxanne: She lost a Mac computer that was very expensive to replace. And you cannot replace those in Rome very easily. So that was quite the big loss. And it was a huge feeling of violation.

You know, you can definitely see the Gypsies working the train and bus stations regularly. So once you learn to recognize it, you actually can pick them out in the crowd to some degree.

And it’s usually the younger kids in the restaurant areas who work the areas where you’re sitting at one of those small tables outside where the tables are close-in together with chairs around them. Frequently while someone is sitting in a chair drinking their coffee, a kid will come by and just reach into a shopping bag or jacket or sweater and grab whatever.

We once saw a lady sitting right next to us who had her cell phone in the pocket of her sweater. And yes, even though she was even Italian, herself — and not a tourist —a little kid just whisked by and blatantly reached right into her pocket and snatched her phone.

I saw him do it, and so three or four of us immediately jumped up and chased the kid out onto the street, and a man who was in the lead of the chase caught him by the scruff of the neck and basically got the phone back from him. He basically threatened the kid in Italian to leave the area immediately. That’s just about all he could really do. And then he returned the phone back to the older woman. 

Michael: He was Italian?

Roxanne: Oh, yes. They say you can recognize the Gypsies pretty much because they are largely a distinguishable ethnic group. They tend to be a little darker complected with curly hair, and so on.

Michael: Did the kid look scared at all?

Roxanne: No, not really. And that’s just it; they're very blasé about it. They kind of laugh it off when you catch them in the act because they're been raised to do this. It’s their way of surviving. Nothing ever really happens to them, either, if they ever get caught, and rarely are they thrown in jail or deported or anything like that.

Michael: I've heard that because of the EU, more Romanians, Albanians and whoever are sweeping in throughout Europe because it's basically unrestricted travel. And they are saying the problem is getting worse. I know there have been some murders in Italy. and there's some backlash now.

Rosanne: Right. Because if you're part of the EU you can just about freely travel almost anywhere in Europe more or less unrestricted now.

Michael: There are lots of Australian tourists in Italy all the time and the Aussies, in particular, have been warned by their government officials to be on the lookout for the pickpockets and to be wary of the Gypsies now.

Roxanne: Yes, tourists are being made more aware that you have to be smart about where you're carrying your bags, and you have to keep them close to your person. 
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More Mayhem on Bus 64
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Possibly that “Tourist Bus” Again!

***
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Though extremely rare, there are sometimes upsides or silver linings to having become a pickpocketing victim. This story is about one of them.

Told to me by Dale Schaffer. I'm a seasoned enough traveler. I usually never do this: and that is to relegate all my credit cards and cash into one location, namely, my wallet.

Nowadays, I leave some cash in my shaving kit, and maybe a credit card elsewhere in my luggage, but for some reason, I used to put everything in my one wallet. And I had the naïve notion that if I kept my wallet in the front pocket of my Levi's blue jeans, there's no way anybody was getting their hand inside the front pocket of my blue jeans and taking my wallet. Boy was I wrong about that!

Author Michael: Let's start from the beginning. What year was this and where were you

Dale: The year was 1999 in Rome, Italy. I had just finished touring the Vatican and had my wallet safely tucked inside the front pocket of my jeans. I had just come out of the Vatican. Everything was great.

I walked down the street and got on a really relatively crowded public transit bus. And thus began what became a little adventure for me with surprising consequences.

Michael: Do you remember what number the bus was? Could that have been number 64?

Dale: I don't remember the bus line. 

Michael: There's a famous notorious bus line in Rome going, I believe between the Termini rail station and the Vatican — bus 64 which was known as the “tourist bus.” 

Dale: Oh, really?

Michael: All sorts of sinister things happen (mainly to unwary visitors to Rome) on that tourist bus line. Okay, continue on with your story. What happened? 

Dale: I had my wallet tucked in the front pocket of my blue jeans — safely and securely — or so I thought, in this relatively crowded bus.

And just as I'm readying to get off the bus, this young lady begins to nudge me on my left side and really bump into me. And maybe the not-so-seasoned traveler that I thought I was didn't quite realize that this was indeed a very, very strong indicator that you're being had. Pure and simple!

And so while this lady distracts me on my left-hand side, another young Gypsy girl has her hand in my pocket on my right-hand side, and the wallet’s suddenly gone from my pocket.

I am about to step off the bus thinking, You know, she's preventing me from getting off the bus. So I'll get off the bus kind of have to push her out of the way to get off the bus. 

I step off the bus, and the door shuts... and the bus is now beginning to move, and I hit my front pocket with my hand and immediately realize that my wallet is not there. It’s gone!

Michael: What’s that feeling... that moment of discovery like?

Dale: That moment of discovery is just a sinking feeling of I'm an idiot, and I've been had, and you know, you're a victim.

You feel ashamed; you feel stupid that you would do such a thing as this, especially to have everything in one place — in your pocket — which is not very smart at all.

But you know, you just feel shame; you feel frustration, and also you feel like, Now I've got to deal with this whole situation, and it's going to be very bad. It’s my first time in Rome, and I don't have any credit cards or cash now. And so how is this all going to play out?

Michael: Do you have a feeling of fear?

Dale: There's a feeling of fear. But I know I'm in God's hands, so it's all going to work out somehow. So let's just kind of see what happens.

Michael: What did you lose?

Dale: I lost about $400 cash. And I lost two credit cards. And I wasn’t so concerned about the credit cards because you're covered up to a certain amount there, but it's just the fact that I'm in Rome, and I’m going to need cash to get to the airport ultimately.

My hotel is already on the credit card, so I'm not worried about that. I'm just going to have to be able to pay for transportation to the airport and so on. And so I do not have any cash.

The first thing I did was call my wife back home probably about 1 a.m. and said, “I've been pickpocketed, and please call the credit card companies and make them aware of the fact that the cards are now in hostile hands.”

I sort of walked around in a daze at this point. I remember walking from the Vatican over toward the Coliseum in a mental haze.

It's kind of funny, you know, I had met some American tourists the night before, and I’d actually treated them all, including a couple of their kids to a tiramisu (Italian) dessert because I had money to spend; it was no big deal.

Now, I asked them, “Well, you know, do you guys have maybe $20 I could borrow?”

And immediately they were going... “Oh, no, no, no!”

So it was like “Oh, terrific!” 

Michael: As if you were not unlike a typical scammer going, “Hey, I'm out of gas!” or some such other.

How did you feel when they turned you down like that? 

Dale: Well, I was thinking, I was kind to you guys last night. I spent 20 bucks on you. Couldn’t I get it back?

Michael: How did they seem to feel about that? 

Dale: You know, to their way of thinking all of a sudden you're going from being a nice guy to maybe being a mooch, which is not a position I'm used to being in.

And the really interesting thing was, I'm used to kind of being the giver, you know, I'm used to being on the giving end and not usually on the receiving end.

Michael: How does that feel when the tables are turned? 

Dale: It made me cry actually because all of a sudden you realize you have feelings of... when you have a feeling of need. It's just an unusual feeling. I'm not used to being in the position of, you know, of... What do I do? Do I set up my hat and start singing to people in English to try to earn money or what? 

Michael: But you feel for some of those people more now who maybe have nothing?

Dale: I'm more empathetic. Yeah. And I've always had a feeling toward people who are in dire straits. I’ve always wanted to help people out, especially if they have needs, not try to figure out who might be a con man and who's not, you know. I'm very generous toward people when I travel. 

Michael: Let’s pause for a second and recreate in a sort of slow-motion exactly what happened to you on the bus.

Dale: I was ready for the doors to open and to exit. I realized then that these girls were working as a team, and so this one girl is bumping my left-hand side just to distract me. And while she's doing this, I'm thinking that my wallet in my front pocket is probably okay.

Now, you don't realize while you're being distracted like that, and you're in a crowded place that you are actually right about to be robbed. It appears to be somebody just kind of touching you while actually somebody else is in the process of reaching and grabbing your wallet. And thus, it was already gone... out of my pocket!

Michael: How many of them were there do you think? 

Dale: At least two. All I know is they were definitely working as a team. 

Michael: So now, what would you do differently?

Dale: Well, for one, I would never carry all of my currency and credit cards together in one single vulnerable place.

Nowadays, I always keep some money in my shaving kit in a separate part of my luggage. And I keep a second credit card also in my shaving kit. And when I travel I always break up my currency and now keep the bulk of my money in a secure money belt that attaches to my belt.

Or if I’m in a particularly threatening zone, I'll even stick the bulk of my cash in a pouch down into my pants with it still being attached to my belt.

So that's how I travel these days.

Michael: How much did it cost you in all?

Dale: It cost me 400 bucks and days of hassle replacing all my stolen stuff.

Michael: Was your passport in there too? 

Dale: No, I would not travel with my passport there. 

Michael: Now there was a happy ending to this story, I believe, having to do with an Italian citizen, huh? Tell me what happened with that. 

Dale: Yes, there was an Italian man who owned a small shop about a block off of the famous Trevi Fountain where I bought some merchandise.

I was thinking and hoping maybe I could go and return some merchandise I bought from him and maybe be able to get some cash.

I brought back the merchandise that I bought from him on my Visa card. But he said, “Well, I can credit your card back, but I can't give you cash back for the merchandise since it was charged.

I said, “Okay, I understand that.”

He genuinely felt bad for me. He actually called the U.S. credit card company to see if there was something they could do to front me some money, but the long and the short of it was that they could not.

He said, “Well, look... your hotel has your card on file. See if they can actually charge your room an additional 20 lire (then it was lire, now it’s euros) and then give you the extra cash back. 

Unfortunately, the hotel would not do it, and would not even think about doing it. Case closed. The guy at the hotel was just very non-compliant and wasn't going to help me out at all.

Fortunately, the Italian shopkeeper added just before I left, “Look, if you don't have any success with your hotel, come back and talk to me. We'll see what we can do.”

So long story short, I returned to his shop and told him the hotel was not going to help me. If he would be willing to take the merchandise back, I can sell it back to him at a discount even.

He then said, “Look, come back here at 10 p.m. when my shop closes, and I’ll have you over for dinner! And surprise, surprise... right then and there he handed me $20 in lire adding that there was no returning the money at all.

“I'm just really so sorry this happened to you. I'm a Roman citizen. I don't like this Gypsy element that's come in and is corrupting our city.”

Furthermore, he told me, “In Rome, you know, you may be poor, but nobody in Rome should go hungry. So you come back and join me for dinner!”

I replied, “Wonderful!” 

So I came back and we had a wonderful meal of white fish and white wine. His wife was there as well, mentioning to me that she remembered how kind I was to her. They also spoke of how obnoxious some American tourists can be.

And then she said to me, “You are a very kind person. I remember speaking with you yesterday.”

I really learned incredible lessons from them.

One particularly interesting thing: for instance, the shop they were in now during the Holocaust actually housed Jews who were fleeing Germany. And she said she was Jewish herself and that her husband was Catholic.

I actually returned to Rome again and brought them gifts. I did not want to try to repay him the money he gave me but instead brought them gifts from the U.S.

Anytime I travel to Europe, I always bring gifts even for the people working at a hotel or wherever. You know, you meet nice people, and you give them a little box of toffees or chocolates or something like that.

There’s more: my wife actually went with my kids and some other people on a tour of Rome around four years later. And she walks into this guy's shop and says, “About four years ago, my husband...” and suddenly the man stops her in mid-sentence, “Wait, wait... Dale Schaffer?”

Yeah, and so my wife and her friends were just blown away that this Italian merchant remembered her husband from four years earlier. And some years later, we had the real privilege of visiting them once again in Rome.

I arranged to treat them to a very nice meal at a restaurant. The Italians were so pleased and so tickled. And bottom line, it really touched them that I as an American would come back and go so far out of my way to show my generosity and appreciation for the kindness and generosity they'd done for me years ago in my time of need.

Michael: Would Dale have ever traded all this kindness and goodwill for maybe not having the pickpocketing incident take place at all? Well, who can really say? It all certainly seems like the intervention of divine providence maybe!
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Nightmare Arrivals
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Welcome & One Goodbye!

***
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Arrival Incident #1:

Welcome to Nairobi!

Told to me by my friends Chad and Gwen Deetken. This was in 1991 about our arrival in Nairobi, Kenya. 

Gwen: We went to Africa. This is my story about our traumatic events upon arrival in Nairobi.

We had just spent several wonderful days in Kericho in Kenya known for its world-famous tea plantations in the highlands west of the Kenyan Rift Valley.

Going to Nairobi, we took a typical matatu, a Kenyan VW mini-bus. And when you arrive in Nairobi, they take you to the central bus station which is in a really bad part of town.

All kinds of people had told us that a lot of people get robbed there and that you just do not really want to be in that part of town, anytime, least of all after dark.

So, accordingly, we planned to be back in Nairobi before dark.

I guess since I was feeling so good about our wonderful visit to Kericho, I suppose I did a very dumb and careless thing: normally I put all my valuables including my passport and everything else important underneath my clothes. But then I also had like a little belly bag, also called a fanny pack sort of thing, you know, with some candy and some stuff inside.

But, I had all my important stuff inside my little belly bag as well. 

So we get out of the matatu in the bus station area. And we just knew we had to get out of there fast.

It was mid-afternoon, so it wasn't dark yet, since we arranged it purposely so that we would be back there before dark.

Author Michael: How did it feel after you arrived?

Gwen: Well, it turned out it was a pretty seedy area of town. And we were not overly concerned or especially freaked out, but we knew that it was a bad area to be in and that we should try and get out of there as quickly as possible.

So next we started walking down the street, I think towards another bus or whatever.

Anyway, we just started down the sidewalk, and Chad was walking just a little bit ahead of me, and somehow we sort of got separated in the crowd.

And so Chad was walking along, but because he was a little bit ahead of me as it turned out, that made all the difference in the world!

I came up to where there was an alleyway intersecting the sidewalk I guess. And just at that point, this big African guy came running up from out of the alleyway and grabbed my little belly bag and just ripped it right off of me!

Michael: How did you feel about that?

Gwen: Well, you know, I was surprised at myself. 


I felt just absolutely furious. Oddly enough, I wasn't scared at all, just really pissed off! And so yelled, “Chad! Chad!” 



Chad suddenly turns around and comes back. And I start running after this guy. I am going to run after him and get my little belly pack back. And just the guy notices I’m running after him, he brandishes this great big knife that he lifts up and says, “Don't you dare come after me, or I'll slice you!”

And Chad's grabbing and pulling me back, yelling, “Let him go! Just let him go!”

Michael: What are your thoughts just at that moment?

Gwen: Chad urges me to immediately let go of this threat and that it’s not worth it. Just to back off. Plus, it turns out, this guy has an accomplice.

Chad and I just look at each other when we see that he has the knife. And we realize at that point, that it’s stupid to continue on this tack because he just might use the knife on us. I think maybe it’s just a threat, but he does have a knife after all, and these are two tough dudes.

Anyway, the worst of it was that we were in Kenya a day or so later, and my passport and yellow fever shot record and all that stuff are gone, which is the real hassle part of this story.

Other than these items, there was really no money to speak of and nothing else of any real value in the pack.

That I think was pretty much all I had. So really, it wasn't all that much value to anyone else unless I suppose, they could use my stolen passport, with a big black guy trying to pass himself off as Ms. Gwen Deetken Shrimpton maybe, huh?.

But anyhow, the worst part of all was that we were to leave in a day or so, and here I am without my passport and shot record!

Chad: Okay, at that point, after we decided to back away from these guys and let them go, we were still kind of scared. I mean, there were tons of people all around. So we ran into a nearby clothing store, that was operated by an East Indian man.

They weren't particularly keen on our coming in there because maybe they were concerned that since they saw this whole thing happen — and lots of other people did as well — maybe they were afraid that these two guys were going to come in after us into their store. So they're kind of holding their hands up really needlessly as if they were victims too!

We now realized that nobody was coming to help us, and really the police were useless. And they’re never around when you need them, and so on.

And then, finally, someone from the store walks us to the police station and then simply walks off. Thankfully, he took us under his wing and walked us there because it would be nearly impossible to give us the very difficult directions.

Michael: So maybe they were just a little concerned for you?

Chad: Hopefully, or maybe it was more like they were just trying to get rid of us! (Laughs.)

Michael: What was the Nairobi Police Station like? 

Gwen: Oh, my God, the police station was just about as scary as the bus station because there're all these big sort of brute-looking guys standing around with like submachine guns. And it was a really dirty, seedy place. And the guy who was in charge of the police station seemed like a thug himself. You know, I mean, it was really nasty there.

Michael: Were you the only white people there?

Gwen: Yes. And they were not particularly nice to us at all. I mean, they weren’t really nasty either, but they were so busy that they just seemed unsympathetic to us. You know, we just didn't get a very good feeling from them.

But anyway, this one guy had us fill out a police report because, in order to be able to get a temporary passport of sorts, I had to be able to prove that my passport was stolen. So this one guy who spoke English took our testimony and helped me fill out the requisite forms, and then we had to have a captain or someone in authority sign it for us.

And then Chad insisted they call a taxi for us to take right to where we could take a bus to “Karen,” which is, you know, the town named after the famed Karen Blixen of the film Out of Africa.

Chad’s cousin owned a couple of acres that used to be part of Karen Blixen’s original coffee plantation.

Interestingly, as we're completing the forms, a squad of riot police returned from some ruckus and were all worked up and were wearing their typical Darth Vader-looking outfits. And they were all decked out with their riot clubs, shields, and requisite gear. And they marched through right past us.

It all kind of took us aback; it was such a heavy scene there. They sure looked like they had their hands full what with all the criminal activity going on around there.
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