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Preface


This guidebook, based on lessons learned from 40 years of exploring Europe, is your handbook for traveling smart. With the tips and advice I’ve assembled here, you can plan, create, and enjoy a trip that will live up to your dreams.


My first five trips to Europe were purely for kicks. I made my share of blunders—I missed train connections, wasted money on dreary hotels and bad restaurants, and showed up at sights after they had closed. But each new trip became smoother than the last. It was clear: I was learning from my mistakes.


While traveling, I saw others making the same costly and time-consuming errors that I’d once made. It occurred to me that by sharing my experiences, others could learn from my missteps rather than making their own—and have better trips from the start. And I’d have a good excuse to go back to Europe every summer to update my material.


Throughout the late 1970s I taught my “European Travel Cheap” class in Seattle during the school year, and traveled to Europe each summer. I developed a good sense of the fears and apprehensions that troubled people before their trips, and I gathered lots of great “Back Door” discoveries and experiences throughout Europe.


So, in 1980, with all that material, writing the first edition of Europe Through the Back Door was easy. I rented an IBM Selectric typewriter, sweet-talked my girlfriend into typing the manuscript, and cajoled my roommate into sketching the illustrations. I gingerly delivered that precious first pile of pages to a printer, and, on my 25th birthday, picked up 2,500 copies.


I sold all those first editions of Europe Through the Back Door through my travel classes. With the second edition, in 1981, I got a bit more professional, taking out my personal poems and lists of the most dangerous airlines. I found a distributor who got the book into stores throughout the Pacific Northwest. The third edition, although it was typeset, still looked so simple and amateurish that reviewers repeatedly mistook it for a “prepublication” edition.


All this time I was supporting myself as a piano teacher. But my recital hall was gradually becoming a travel lecture classroom, and I needed to choose what I would teach: Europe or music. I chose Europe, let my piano students go, and began building my travel business. At the same time, an actual publisher agreed to bring out the fourth edition of Europe Through the Back Door. Happily, I could now focus on researching and writing rather than publishing.


Since then I’ve kept to the same teaching mission—and now this mission is amplified by 100 workmates at my company in Edmonds, Washington, and by technology I never could have dreamed of back when I started. Together we’ve developed a wide-ranging program of travel material—guidebooks, guided bus tours, a public television series, a weekly public-radio program, an app with over 60 free audio tours, personally designed gear, a generous website, and more. Everything we do is designed to inform and inspire American tourists to turn their travel dreams into smooth and affordable reality—and this book is the foundation of our work.


My favorite part of this job remains my on-the-ground research. I typically spend four months every year in Europe: April and May in the Mediterranean, July and August north of the Alps. I use some of that time to film my TV series, but for the majority of it, I’m alone, eyes and ears open: exploring new places, revisiting old favorites, tracking down leads, collecting experiences, and updating my guidebooks. When I get home, I can’t wait to splice the lessons I’ve learned from my most recent travels into the book you’re about to read.
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While Covid-19 put everything on hold for a couple of years, I’m thankful that travel is back and this book is updated for post-pandemic trips. Going forward, God willing, we’ll find a Europe as vibrant and fun as ever. I’m also thankful to be on the road again with gusto: making mistakes just to see what will happen…and taking careful notes. When I get ripped off, I still celebrate. I’ll pack that lesson—with all the others—into this book in hopes that you can learn from my experiences.


I love the thought that, if you equip yourself with good information and expect yourself to travel smart, you can. And that has been the mission of this handbook now for 40 editions.


Happy travels!
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Introduction


ABOUT THIS BOOK


STOKE YOUR TRAVEL DREAMS


Free Travel Resources from Rick Steves


MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR TRIP


Extroverts Have More Fun


Rick Steves’ Back Door Travel Philosophy


Why do I find Europe so endlessly fun and entertaining? Because I know where to look. My curiosity will always take me back to that wonderful continent.


Europe is my beat. For four decades, it’s been my second home. Sure, I love the biggies...from the Eiffel Tower to “Mad” King Ludwig’s castles to Michelangelo’s David. But even more than the must-see sights, I value the Back Door experiences that Europe has to offer: meeting pilgrims at Santiago, sampling stinky cheese in a Czech town, pondering an ancient stone circle in Dartmoor, and cheering for a youth soccer team with new friends in Greece. Looking back on my European travels, having spent much of my adult life living out of a carry-on-sized bag, I’m thankful that, for me, Europe never gets old. When I first started traveling, I wanted to “feel the fjords and caress the castles”...and I still do.


But many American travelers miss the real Europe because they enter through its grand front door. This Europe greets you with cash registers cocked, $15 cups of coffee, high-rise hotels, and service with a purchased smile. Instead, you can give your trip an extra, more real dimension by coming with me through the back door, where a warm, relaxed, personable Europe welcomes us as friends. Rather than simply being a part of the economy, we become part of the party.


Sure, Europe is expensive. Prices are high for locals—and even steeper for travelers. But the Back Door style of travel is better because of—not despite—your budget. Spending money has little to do with enjoying your trip. In fact, as we can learn from Europeans, even those who don’t have much money can manage plenty of la dolce vita.


When I reread my trip journals, I’m reminded that the less I spend, the richer the experience I have. Often the best travel memories have cost little or nothing. If you see dancers in Barcelona celebrating their Catalan heritage in the sardana circle dance, join in. In Rome, climb up the Scala Santa Holy Stairs on your knees to learn what it feels like to be a pilgrim. Watch tourists run for their lives from the bulls in Pamplona. At a French produce market, gather a gourmet picnic to enjoy in the garden of a Loire château...or perched in a Provençal hill town amid fields of lavender. Even in London (one of Europe’s most expensive cities), you can have a world-class experience by soaking up its many free museums: Visiting the Tate Gallery, British Museum, and National Gallery won’t cost you a pence. And, when you splurge, choose an experience that you’ll always remember—such as a concert or cooking class.


Participate in sports and games, and everyone wins. Join the Scotsman who runs your B&B in a game of lawn bowling, the Frenchman who runs your chambre d’hôte in a game of pétanque, or the Greek who runs your dhomatia for backgammon. Even if you don’t know the rules, you’ll end up with a memory that’s easy to pack and costs nothing.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


The first half of this book covers the practical skills of Back Door European travel: how to plan a smart itinerary, pack light, take public transportation, find good-value accommodations, eat inexpensively but well, stay healthy, use technology wisely, avoid theft and scams, save money and time—and best of all, connect with locals. Even more important than saving you money, my travel tips (which apply whether you’re traveling on your own or with a tour group) will steer you toward matchless experiences that become indelible memories. These are the kind of souvenirs you’ll enjoy for a lifetime.


The second half of the book gives you a vivid sampling of the experiences that await you across Europe. With limited vacation time, it’s important to understand what each place has to offer. These country introductions will help you sort through the many options so you can come up with a terrific trip, immersing yourself in the Europe of your dreams.



STOKE YOUR TRAVEL DREAMS



Kicking off your European adventure can be a matter of simple logistics (you’ve got 10 days off in April) or the fulfillment of a lifetime dream (you’ve always wanted to see where your French grandmother was born). Whether your trip is fueled by practicality or inspiration, the planning part can be instrumental in its success and an enjoyable part of the experience itself. Start by finding out all you can about the destinations you’d like to visit. Many resources are standing by to help inform and inspire your planning. For in-depth itinerary-planning advice, see “Designing an Itinerary” on here.


Find inspiration from other travelers. Firsthand, fresh information can be good stuff—whether you’re at home or in Europe. Travelers love to share the tips and lessons they’ve learned. Take advantage of every opportunity to confer with fellow travelers who’ve been to where you want to go. Solicit tips and ideas from your Facebook friends, ogle Instagram images, follow travel accounts on Twitter, read travel blogs, and talk to travelers in online forums.


Keep in mind, however, that these assessments of a place’s touristic merit are a product of that person’s personality and experiences there. Maybe it was raining, or the crowds were out of control that particular weekend. Every year, I find travelers hell-bent on following bad advice from friends at home. Treat opinions as opinions (except, of course, those found in this book).


Look through travel books and magazines. Spend some time in the travel section of a bookstore, thumbing through guidebooks. (Make it a date with your travel partner.) Page through coffee-table books with eye-candy pictures of the places you’re thinking of visiting. Your hometown library has a lifetime of valuable reading on European culture. Navigate toward nonfiction: Dewey gave Europe the numbers 914 and 940. (For reading recommendations by country, check the “Explore Europe” pages at RickSteves.com.)


Pick up a few travel magazines loaded with beautiful photographs of enticing destinations. For glitz, try Travel & Leisure or Condé Nast Traveler; for a more scholarly approach turn to Smithsonian or National Geographic.


Feast on videos. Experience a place vicariously through travel shows. My public television series, Rick Steves’ Europe, captures the best of Europe in more than 100 episodes (www.ricksteves.com/tv), getting you up-close with awe-inspiring art, centuries-old churches, colorful markets, romantically cobbled streets, pristine lakes, and peaceful vineyards. All of my shows are available to stream at no cost.




Free Travel Resources from Rick Steves


This book is just the tip of a flying wedge of information I’ve produced and designed to make your trip smooth, efficient, and affordable. By tapping into the resources listed below, you’ll have access to the collective travel experience of my 100-person staff and legions of smart travelers.
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My goal is to inspire, inform, and equip Americans to have European trips that are fun, affordable, and culturally broadening.





RickSteves.com


My mobile-friendly website is the place to explore Europe. You’ll find thousands of fun articles, videos, photos, and radio interviews organized by country, a wealth of money-saving tips for planning your dream trip, travel news dispatches, my travel blog, and our latest guidebook updates. You can also follow me on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter.


To raise your travel IQ, check out our video library of travel talks covering most European countries as well as travel skills, packing smart, tech for travelers, and more. Our Travel Forum is a well-groomed collection of message boards, where our travel-savvy community answers questions and shares personal travel experiences.


And there’s information on our small-group European bus tours, buying rail passes, and a wide array of guidebooks, luggage, and accessories for sale.


Rick Steves’ Europe on Public Television


My television series, airing on more than 300 public television stations across the United States, covers my favorite continent in more than 100 half-hour episodes, and we’re working on new shows every year. Each half-hour show takes you to Europe’s most interesting places, from great cities to off-the-beaten-path discoveries. Several shows devoted to travel skills help illustrate this book. All of my TV shows, including my sweeping, six-hour Art of Europe series, are available free on demand at RickSteves.com/tv, where you’ll also find scripts and a behind-the-scenes look at filming Rick Steves’ Europe.


Travel with Rick Steves on Public Radio


My weekly public radio show, Travel with Rick Steves, features interviews with travel experts from around the world. It airs on 400 public radio stations across the US. A list of local broadcast times, and on-demand archives of the show, are at RickSteves.com/radio.
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Producer Simon Griffith, cameraman Karel Bauer, and writer/host Rick Steves—working together to bring the best of Europe home to you on public television.
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Our free audio tours cover the top sights in London, Paris, Rome, Florence, Venice, Vienna, Athens, and other locales.





Rick Steves Podcasts


You can enjoy my travel content via several free podcasts. The podcast version of my radio show brings you a weekly, hour-long travel conversation. My other podcasts include a selection of video clips from my public television show, and video recordings of my travel classes. Find them at RickSteves.com/podcasts.


Rick Steves Audio Europe


My free app includes 60 self-guided audio tours of Europe’s top neighborhoods, museums, and sights, and hundreds of my radio interviews, all organized into handy geographic playlists. Find it in your app store and you’ll have me as your tour guide anytime. For more information, see RickSteves.com/audioeurope.


Rick Steves Classroom Europe


My free online video clip library is a powerful tool for teachers but is also useful for travelers. This video database is packed with roughly 600 short clips excerpted from Rick Steves’ Europe TV episodes. Teachers can search it, select any number of short clips, and build playlists to enhance their lesson plans. Travelers can use it to sort through options for your trip and better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com (just enter a topic to find everything I’ve filmed on a subject).





Watching movies, television series, and documentaries set in Europe can also stoke your wanderlust. The Tuscan picnic scene in A Room with a View will have you packing your bags for Italy. Downton Abbey makes English manors and manners enthralling. The Sound of Music sends fans singing into the streets of Salzburg, and Midnight in Paris will inspire you to stay out after dark in the City of Light.


Documentaries can be equally compelling: The Rape of Europa, telling the fascinating story of the rescue of Europe’s great art from Nazi plunderers, adds an extra dimension to your museum going. The Singing Revolution gives you stirring background on how the people of Estonia literally—and courageously—sang their way to freedom. (For more TV and film suggestions by country, check the “Explore Europe” pages at RickSteves.com.)


Take classes. Understanding a subject makes it interesting. To avoid getting “cathedraled” or “museumed” out, take an art history class, especially if you’re going to Italy or Greece. A European history class will bring “dull” museums to life, while a conversational language class can be fun and practical. My travel talks, available on my website, range from lectures on countries and travel skills to lessons in art history (www.ricksteves.com/travel-talks).


Study this book. I’ve been teaching Americans how to travel smart in Europe on a budget for more than four decades, and the tips in this book are tried and tested on the ground every year. The feedback from my readers makes it clear: Enjoying Europe through the back door can be done—by you.


MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR TRIP


On the road, I get out of my comfort zone and meet people I’d never encounter at home. In Europe, I’m immersed in a place where people do things—and see things—differently. That’s what distinguishes cultures, and it’s what makes travel interesting. By being open to differences and staying flexible, I have a better time in Europe—and so will you. Be mentally braced for some surprises, good and bad. Much of the success of your trip will depend on the attitude you pack.


Don’t be a creative worrier. Some travelers actively cultivate pretrip anxiety, coming up with all kinds of reasons to be stressed. Every year there are small problems turning into large problems, and old problems becoming new again...and yet the world keeps turning. Don’t sweat stuff that hasn’t yet happened (and is very unlikely to happen) to you. And don’t underestimate yourself. Think you’re too old to travel? I’ve learned that age only matters if you’re a cheese: If you want to travel with a youthful spirit, you certainly can.


Expect problems and tackle them creatively. Travel is exciting and rewarding because it requires you to ad-lib, to be imaginative and spontaneous while conquering surprise challenges. Make an art out of taking the unexpected in stride. Relax—you’re on the other side of the world playing games in a continental backyard. Be a good sport, enjoy the uncertainty, and frolic in the pits. For many situations, the best defense is a good offense—arm yourself with good information and a knack for improvisation.
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When I see a bunch of cute guys on a bench, I ask ’em to scoot over... and decades later, I’m still one of the gang.





No trip is without its disappointments: If your must-see cathedral isn’t covered with scaffolding, or your must-visit museum isn’t closed for restoration, then your favorite artist’s masterpiece will be out on loan—probably to the US.


Many of my readers’ richest travel experiences have been the result of seemingly terrible mishaps: the lost passport in Slovenia, the doctor visit in Ireland, the blowout in Portugal, or the moped accident on Corfu.


Most of the time, the worst result is a missed museum or two, and maybe a blown budget for the week. But you may well make some friends and stack up some fond memories. This is the essence of travel that you’ll enjoy long after your journal is shelved and your photos are archived.


KISS: “Keep it simple, stupid!” Don’t complicate your trip. Simplify! Travelers can get stressed and clutter their minds over the silliest things, which, in their niggling ways, can suffocate a happy holiday: standing in a long line at the post office on a sunny day in the Alps, worrying about the correct answers to meaningless bureaucratic forms, having a picnic in pants that make you worry about grass stains. Concerns like these are outlawed in my travels.


People can complicate their trips with clunky camera gear, special tickets for free entry to all the sights they won’t see, inflatable hangers, immersion heaters, and instant coffee. They ask for a toilet in 17 words and use a calculator to convert currencies to the third digit. Travel more like Gandhi—with simple clothes, open eyes, and an uncluttered mind.
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If people stare...sing cowboy songs.





Head off screwups before they happen. You make a rental-car reservation months ahead of time, have everything in careful order, go to pick up your car...and it’s not there. The rental agency’s fault? Sure. But if you’d called a day ahead to confirm, you’d have avoided an annoying hiccup in your travel plans. Double-checking things along the way minimizes the chances of having your trip marred by other people’s mistakes.


Don’t be penny wise, pound foolish. Smart travelers will spend a little extra to polish off the rough edges of a trip. Take a taxi instead of a bus when catching an early morning flight at the airport. Enjoy a touristy town without the crowds by spending the night there. If you’re traveling solo and feeling lonely, hire a guide for the day and you’ve got a buddy to hang out with who really knows the local culture.


Be militantly humble—Attila had a lousy trip. All summer long I’m pushing for a bargain, often for groups. It’s the hottest, toughest time of year. Tourists and locals clash—often due to misunderstandings compounded by linguistic and cultural differences. Many tourists leave needlessly soured.


Don’t let an unpleasant interaction ruin your travel day. When I catch a Spanish merchant shortchanging me, I correct the bill, smile, and say “adiós.” When a French hotel owner blows up at me for no legitimate reason, I wait, smile, and try again. Usually the irate ranter comes to his senses, and we work things out.


“Turn the other cheek” applies perfectly to those riding Europe’s magic carousel. If you slap back, the ride is over. The militantly humble and hopelessly optimistic can happily spin forever.


Ask questions. If you are too proud to ask questions, your dignity will stay nicely intact...until you hop the wrong train, order the dish you didn’t want, or lead your travel partner in circles. Many tourists are too timid to ask questions, even to prevent mistakes that can cost precious time and money. Locals are a wealth of information: Use them. Most people are happy to help a traveler. Hurdle the language barrier. Use a paper and pencil, charades, or whatever it takes to be understood. Don’t be afraid to butcher the language.


Ask questions—or be lost. If you are lost, get help. Perceive friendliness and you’ll find it.


Make yourself an extrovert, even if you’re not. The meek may inherit the earth, but they make lousy travelers. Be a catalyst for adventure and excitement. Meet people. Don’t wait for cultural experiences—reach out and make them happen. The American casual-and-friendly social style is charming to Europeans who are raised to respect social formalities. While our slap-on-the-back friendliness can be overplayed and obnoxious, it can also be a great asset for the American interested in meeting Europeans. Consider that cultural trait a plus. Enjoy it. Take advantage of it.




Extroverts Have More Fun


I’m not naturally a wild-and-crazy kind of guy. But when I’m shy and quiet, things don’t happen, and that’s a bad rut to travel in. So, when I’m on the road I make myself an extrovert...and everything changes. Let me describe the same evening twice—first with the mild-and-lazy me, then with the wild-and-crazy me.




The traffic held me up, so by the time I got to that great museum I’d always wanted to see, it was 12 minutes before closing. No one was allowed to enter. Disappointed, I walked to a restaurant and couldn’t make heads or tails out of the menu. I recognized “steak-frites” and settled for a meat patty and French fries. On the way home, I looked into a pub but it seemed dark, so I walked on. A couple waved at me from their balcony, but I didn’t know what to say, so I ignored them. I returned to my room and did some laundry.





That’s not a night to be proud of. An extrovert’s journal would read like this:




I got to the museum only 12 minutes before closing. The guard said no one could enter, but I pleaded with him, saying I’d traveled all the way to see this place. I assured him that I’d be out by closing time, and he gave me a glorious 12 minutes in a hall slathered with Renaissance frescoes. At a restaurant that the guard recommended, I couldn’t make heads or tails out of the menu. Inviting myself into the kitchen, I met the cooks and got a firsthand look at what was cookin’. What I chose was delizioso! On the way home, I passed a pub, and, while it seemed uninviting, I stepped in anyway, and was greeted by a guy who spoke broken English. He proudly befriended me, and we shared stories about our kids (he had pictures…and so did I)—while treating me to his favorite brew. As I headed home, a couple waved at me from their balcony, and I waved back, saying “Buon giorno!” I knew it didn’t mean “Good evening,” but they understood. They invited me up to their apartment. We joked around—not understanding a lot of what we were saying to each other—and had fun. What a lucky break to be welcomed into a local home! And to think that I could’ve been back in my room doing laundry!





Pledge every morning to do something entirely different that day. Meet people and create adventure—or bring home a boring journal.





Every town in Europe has an amazing open-air market. If you’re like me, you might feel a little awkward: You don’t speak the language, you’re not good with the metric system, you just want to buy one apple and two carrots, the coins are unfamiliar, and there’s a long line of locals. Hold your ground. You’re not a gawky tourist who is out of your league; you’re one in a thousand-year-long line of hungry travelers. You’re legit. Stop looking at it as if you were on a stage, get out there, and risk making mistakes. Connect.


Accept that today’s Europe is changing. Europe is a complex, mixed bag of the very old, the very new, and everything in between. Among its palaces, quaint folk dancers, and dusty museums, you’ll find a living civilization grasping for its future while we romantic tourists grope for its past.


This presents us with a sometimes painful dose of truth. Europe can be crowded, tense, seedy, polluted, industrialized, and increasingly hamburgerized. Hans Christian Andersen’s statue has four-letter words scrawled across its base. Amsterdam’s sex shops and McDonald’s share the same streetlamp. In Paris, armies of street vendors bait tourists with knock-off purses and light-up Eiffel Towers. Drunk punks do their best to repulse you as you climb to St. Patrick’s grave in Ireland, and mountains of trash make their way into the Mediterranean Sea. A 12-year-old boy in Denmark smokes a cigarette like he was born with it in his mouth. On town squares, tattooed violinists play Vivaldi while statue-mime Napoleons jerk into action at the drop of a coin.


Cherish the cultural diversity—your Dublin B&B host is as likely to be Polish as he is Irish. Europe is a society of 400 million people just like us, sorting through social challenges and dealing with them in a creative, productive, and positive way. Contemporary Europe is alive and in motion. Keep up!


Savor the differences. Europeans’ eating habits can be an adjustment. They may have next to nothing for breakfast, mud for coffee, mussels in Brussels, snails in Paris, and dinner at 10 p.m. in Spain. Beer is room-temperature here and flat there, coffee isn’t served with dinner, and ice cubes are only a dream.


Germans wait patiently—in the rain—for the traffic light before they cross an empty street, while Roman cars stay in their lanes like rocks in an avalanche. Trains are speedy but rail strikes are routine.


Locals are more attracted to sidewalk cafés and modern malls than medieval cathedrals. The latest government tax or protest march has everyone talking. Today’s problems will fill tomorrow’s museums. Feel privileged to walk the vibrant streets of Europe as a student—not as a judge. Be open-minded. Absorb, accept, and learn.


If you can think positively, travel smartly, adapt well, and connect with the culture, you’ll have a truly rich European trip. So, raise your travel dreams to their upright and locked positions, and let this book fly you away.




Rick Steves’ Back Door Travel Philosophy


Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


Affording travel is a matter of priorities. (Make do with the old car.) You can eat and sleep—simply, safely, and enjoyably—anywhere in Europe for $140 a day plus transportation costs. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see. Europe is a cultural carnival, and time after time, you’ll find that its best acts are free and the best seats are the cheap ones.
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Experiencing the real Europe requires catching it by surprise, going casual...“through the Back Door.” A tight budget forces you to travel close to the ground, meeting and communicating with the people. Never sacrifice sleep, nutrition, safety, or cleanliness to save money. Simply enjoy the local-style alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants.


Connecting with people carbonates your experience. Extroverts have more fun. If your trip is low on magic moments, kick yourself and make things happen. If you don’t enjoy a place, maybe you don’t know enough about it. Seek the truth. Recognize tourist traps. Give a culture the benefit of your open mind. See things as different, but not better or worse. Any culture has plenty to share. When an opportunity presents itself, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Of course, travel, like the world, is a series of hills and valleys. Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking, change your liking.


Our Earth is home to seven billion equally precious people. It’s humbling to travel and find that other people don’t have the “American Dream”—they have their own dreams. Europeans like us, but with all due respect, they wouldn’t trade passports.


Can travel be a political act? Yes. Travelers learn that the world is basically a good place, and that caring for our environment and finding international solutions can be a win-win rather than a win-lose. In the Industrial Age (RIP), the adage was, “What’s good for GM is good for America.” But now we live in a global age, and we can’t make that go away by denying facts and building walls. A new maxim might be, “What’s good for the world is good for America.”


Thoughtful travel engages us with the world. It reminds us what is important and teaches new ways to measure quality of life. I believe that if Americans were required to travel before they could vote, the US would be safer, stronger, and happier. That’s why, rather than saying, “Have a safe trip,” I say, “Keep on travelin’.”


Globetrotting destroys ethnocentricity, and helps us understand and appreciate other cultures. Rather than fear the diversity on this planet, celebrate it. Among your most prized souvenirs will be the strands of different cultures you choose to knit into your own character. The world is a cultural yarn shop, and Back Door travelers are weaving the ultimate tapestry. Join in!








Travel Skills
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In Europe, life’s very good—even if you’re on a budget.
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Budgeting & Planning


PLANNING YOUR BUDGET


Budget Breakdown


Two-Week Trip Costs


Go with a Group or on Your Own?


Budget Tips


Comparing Apfels to Pommes: Relative Prices in Europe’s Top Cities


RESEARCHING YOUR TRIP


Online Resources


Resources for Trip Planning


Guidebooks and Planning Maps


Rick Steves Guidebook Series


Guidebooks: Small, Handy, and Tailored to Your Trip


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


Europe by (Tourist) Season


European Weather


Itinerary Considerations


Numbers and Stumblers


Map: Sample Itinerary


Your Best Itinerary in Eight Steps


Planning an Itinerary


Tracking Your Itinerary


The Home-Base Strategy


Good Home-Base Cities


High-Speed Town-Hopping


PRIORITIZING YOUR TIME


The Best and Worst of Europe (with No Apologies)


Sightseeing Priorities, Country by Country


Understanding the Travel Industry


The best travelers aren’t those with the fattest wallets, but those who take the planning process seriously. Jack might jet off to Europe as a free spirit, without much planning and no real itinerary—and return home with a backpack full of complaints about how expensive and stressful it all was. Jill does her homework and travels with a detailed day-to-day plan—and returns home with rich stories of spontaneous European adventures. It’s the classic paradox of good travel: Structure rewards a traveler with freedom, and “winging it” can become a ball-and-chain of too many decisions, too little information, and precious little time to relax.


In this chapter, I’ll help you create a budget for your trip, guide you through the best resources for researching and planning, give you the scoop on Europe’s travel “seasons,” and walk you through creating a smart itinerary.


PLANNING YOUR BUDGET


Anticipating costs, knowing your options, and living within your budget are fundamental to a good trip. You can travel comfortably in Europe for two weeks for about $3,000 (plus airfare). Students and rock-bottom travelers can enjoy two weeks in Europe for about 40 percent less—$1,800 plus airfare. See the sidebar and read the next section for details.


Budget Breakdown


Run a reality check on your dream trip. Start by getting a handle on your biggest expenses. Five components make up your trip costs: airfare, transportation within Europe, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, and shopping and miscellany.




Two-Week Trip Costs
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Airfare: The same round-trip flight between the US and Europe can cost anywhere from $900 to $1,500, depending on the time of year, where you are flying from, and various fees (such as airport taxes, fuel surcharges, and baggage fees). Traveling outside of peak season can save you several hundred dollars per ticket. The Flying chapter later in this book will help you understand all your alternatives.


Transportation Within Europe: This can be reasonable if you use Europe’s excellent public transportation system (taking advantage of the best deals) or split a car rental among several people. And cheap flights—about $150 one-way between most major European cities—can save time and money on long journeys. For transit within cities, figure about $2-3 for each bus or subway ride. Your budget shouldn’t dictate how freely you travel in Europe. If you want to go somewhere, make the most of whatever money-saving options you find. You came to travel. See the Trains, Buses, & Boats chapter for more details.


Lodging and Meals: The costs of sleeping and eating can make or break your budget. Luckily, you have a good degree of control over these expenses. The average traveler can thrive on $140 a day for lodging and meals: $85 per person in a $170 hotel double with breakfast, $15 apiece for lunch, and $35 for dinner. That leaves you $5 for cappuccino or gelato. Remember that these costs are averages—Scandinavia, France, Britain, and Italy are more expensive, while Spain, Portugal, Greece, Poland, and Hungary are cheaper. Also, as a general rule, you’ll pay less in the countryside and more in big cities.




Go with a Group or on Your Own?


Putting together a dream trip requires time and skills. As with any do-it-yourself project, at the outset it’s wise to honestly assess whether you want to handle your endeavor (in this case, exploring Europe) on your own. Some people are not inclined to figure things out for a trip, and that’s OK. They make their living figuring things out 50 weeks a year, and that’s not their idea of a good vacation. These people should travel with a tour or a partner who will take on the planning.
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Tours and cruises are an easy way to see Europe and can make a lot of sense for people with limited time. You won’t waste any mental energy determining where to sleep or how to get to the next town. With a good tour company, you’ll enjoy the insights of local guides who’ll bring Roman life alive in Pompeii or help you recall recent history in Berlin. And cruises offer the undeniable efficiency of sleeping while you travel to your next destination, allowing you to tour six dynamically different destinations in a single week—experiencing Europe as day trips in port rather than as a 24/7 immersion course.


Some tours and cruises can be cheaper than independent travel. Large tour companies get deals on hotels and restaurants, and using your cruise ship as a floating hotel can be less expensive than paying separately for hotels and city-to-city transportation (see the Bus Tours & Cruises chapter).


On a bus tour or cruise, you dip into Europe here and there, and tend to see a veneered version of Europe. For a more intimate challenge, an educational and experiential time, and a break from other Americans, you’ll get the most satisfaction from traveling independently. Just as someone trying to learn a language will do better by actually experiencing that culture rather than sitting in a classroom for a few hours, I believe that travelers in search of engaging, enlightening experiences should eat, sleep, and live Europe.





If $130 per day is too steep for your budget, that’s no reason to stay home—you can get by on less by picnicking more and staying in simpler accommodations. If you trade white tablecloths and black-tie waiters for a street market bench, your tomato salad will cost 20 times less. What you’d pay in a day for accommodations will cover a week if you opt for a basic double instead of a suite with fancy room service and chocolate on your pillow. For more money-saving advice, see the Sleeping and Eating chapters.


Sightseeing and Entertainment: Admissions to major attractions are roughly $8-20; smaller sights usually charge $2-5. Concerts, plays, and bus tours cost about $35. Plan for an average of about $30 per day. Don’t skimp here. This category powers most of the experiences that all of the other expenses are designed to make possible. And fortunately, some of the best sights are free. See the Sightseeing chapter for strategies to make the most of your time and money.


Shopping and Miscellany: Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong and wonderful memories. But if souvenirs are part of your travel dreams, see the Shopping chapter.


Budget Tips


I traveled every summer for years on a part-time piano teacher’s income (and, boy, was she upset). My idea of “cheap” is simple, not sleazy. I’m not talking about begging and groveling around Europe. I’m talking about enjoying a one-star hotel rather than a three-star hotel ($100 saved), ordering a carafe of house wine at an atmospheric hole-in-the wall rather than a bottle of fine wine in a classy restaurant ($40 saved), and taking the shuttle bus in from the airport rather than a taxi ($50 saved). There are plenty of ways to keep your expenses in check without compromising your travel experience. In many ways, the less you spend, the more engaged you are with the culture around you, and the more you actually experience life as a temporary European.


Sleep in inexpensive hotels. I go for safe, central, friendly, local-style hotels, shunning swimming pools, people in uniforms, and transplanted American niceties. Hotels can be pricey just about everywhere in Europe. But, equipped with good information, you can land some fine deals—which often come with the most memories, to boot. In Dubrovnik, for example, I pick a centrally located room in a small family-run hotel over a pricey resort hotel on a distant beach.


Find deals at local institutions. Rome has several convents that rent out rooms—the beds are twins and English is often in short supply, but the price is right. In London, you don’t need to be a student to stay at colleges (such as the London School of Economics), which have openings in their dorms during summer break.


Try inexpensive, unique alternatives to standard accommodations. I’ve slept well in a former medieval watchtower along Germany’s Rhine River (Hotel Kranenturm, $130 double), a view room in a Franciscan convent in Italy’s Umbria region (St. Anthony’s Guest House in Assisi, $120 double), and a welcoming guesthouse in Dubrovnik’s old town (Villa Ragusa, $100 double). If you’re willing to rough it, you’ll save even more. Consider a renovated jail in Ljubljana (Hostel Celica, $30 for a bunk in a 12-bed dorm) or a summer-only circus tent in Munich ($10 per foam mattress).
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Daily dining specials let you eat well while saving money.
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When young Norwegians “eat out,” they drop by the grocery store for a disposable “one-time grill” and head for the park.





Delve into the “sharing economy.” Staying in the home of a local is interesting and affordable, whether through pay-for-stay arrangements like Airbnb, home exchanges, or organizations that emphasize intercultural exchange such as Servas.


Patronize family-run restaurants with a local following. The best values are not in the places with glossy menus in six languages out front. I look for family-run restaurants away from the high-rent squares, filled with enthusiastic locals and offering a small, handwritten menu in the local language only. You’ll get more for your money at mom-and-pop places; they pay less in labor (family members) and care more about their customers.


Look for daily deals. You can eat well for less nearly anywhere in Europe by taking advantage of daily specials, lunch deals, and early-bird dinners. In Britain, you’ll find restaurants offering a three-course “set menu” deal before 7 p.m. In Stockholm, eat your main meal at lunch, when cafés and restaurants have daily special plates called dagens rätt.


Economize where it’s expensive and splurge where it’s cheap. The priciest parts of Europe (Scandinavia, Britain, France, and much of Italy) can be twice as expensive as Europe’s cheapest corners (Spain, Portugal, Greece, and Poland). Exercise budget alternatives where they’ll save you the most money. A hostel may save you $10 in Crete but $50 in Finland. In Scandinavia I picnic, walk, and sleep on trains, but I live like a king in Portugal or Poland, where my splurge dollars go the furthest. Those on a tight budget manage better by traveling more quickly through the expensive countries and lingering in the cheap ones.




Comparing Apfels to Pommes: Relative Prices in Europe’s Top Cities


Budget alone should not determine where you go in Europe. People on a shoestring budget can have a blast in Europe’s most expensive countries...if they travel smart. But knowing roughly what you’ll pay in various destinations can help you craft a more wallet-friendly itinerary. This chart attempts to compare apples to apples by showing rough costs in US dollars for basic tourist expenses in several of Europe’s major cities (and, by way of comparison, my hometown in the USA). Prices are based on midrange hotels and restaurants, second-class trains, and first-class museums.
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Central European hotels are nearly as pricey as in the West, but other items are a relative steal. A mug of Czech beer costs $2 (versus $6 in Britain or Ireland, or $10 in Oslo). A ticket for Mozart in a sumptuous Budapest opera house runs $20 (versus $65 in Vienna). And your own private Sarajevan guide is $100 for a half-day (versus $250 in London).


Learn from the locals. When you’re in Europe’s priciest places, take the high cost of living gracefully in stride by following the lead of people who live there. Instead of paying dearly for dinner at a restaurant, Norwegians “eat out” in parks, barbecuing their groceries on disposable “one-time grills” ($5 in supermarkets). The last time I was in a restaurant in Oslo, 16 of 20 diners were drinking only tap water. While you’ll see crowds of young people drinking beer along Copenhagen’s canals, that doesn’t mean alcohol consumption is higher in Denmark—it’s just that many young adults can’t afford to drink in the bars, so they pick up their beer at the grocery store and party al fresco. Why not drop by the local equivalent of a 7-Eleven and do the same?


Look for transportation discounts. You can save on city transportation by purchasing transit passes for multiple rides or all-day usage. Some locales offer discounts if you travel in off-peak hours.


Swallow pride and save money. Many people cringe every time I use the word “cheap”; others appreciate the directness. Find out the complete price before ordering anything, and say “no thanks” if the price isn’t right. Expect equal and fair treatment as a tourist.


Sightsee smartly. If you’re an avid sightseer, look into combo-tickets or passes that cover multiple museums. If a town doesn’t offer deals, prioritize the top sights you want to see, and then seek out free sights and experiences. Plenty of big-city museums have a free day or evening (but expect crowds); some sell discounted tickets for specific evenings when they are open late (such as the Orangerie or Musée d’Orsay in Paris).


Spend money to save time. When you travel, time really is money. (Divide the complete cost of your trip by your waking hours in Europe, and you’ll see what I mean. My cost: $20 per hour.) Don’t waste your valuable time in lines. In Europe’s most crowded cities (especially Paris, Rome, Florence, and Barcelona), advance tickets/reservations let you skirt long ticket-buying lines. If it costs $1 to use your mobile phone to confirm museum times, but it saves you trekking across town to discover the sight is closed, that’s a buck very well spent.


Go communal. If you’re traveling with a buddy or small group of friends, pool your money for everyday expenses. Separate checks and long lists of petty IOUs are a pain. Plus, combining costs can save you money; for instance, a group of four often travels more cheaply in a shared taxi or rental car than by subway, bus, or train. Enjoy treating each other to taxis and dinners out of your “kitty,” and after the trip, divvy up the remains. Keep track of major individual expenses, but don’t worry about who got an extra postcard or cappuccino. Just assume everything equals out in the long run. If one person consumed $40 or $50 more, that’s a small price to pay for the convenience and economy of communal money.


Don’t take budget tips too far. The true “value” of a trip isn’t just a function of how cheaply you travel, but how much you enjoy it. If everyone says, “Portugal is cheap,” but your travel dreams feature the Swiss Alps, then your best value is in Switzerland.


RESEARCHING YOUR TRIP


Europe is always changing, and it’s essential to plan and travel with the most up-to-date information. Study before you go. Guidebooks, maps, and travel apps and websites are all key resources in getting started—and guiding you as you go.


While information is what keeps you afloat, too much can sink the ship. So, winnow down your resources to what best suits your travel needs and interests. World War II buffs research battle sites, wine lovers brainstorm a wish list of wineries, and MacGregors locate their clan’s castles in Scotland.


A word of warning as you hatch your plans: Understand what shapes the information that shapes your travel dreams. Information you seek out yourself is likely to be impartial, whereas information that comes at you is often propelled by business. Many publications and websites are supported by advertisers who have products and services to sell; their information may be useful, but it’s not necessarily unbiased.


Online Resources


For travelers hitting the road post-pandemic, the internet is a critical resource for current restrictions, requirements, and health guidance; and for reconfirming details as you plan and travel.


Online resources also can help you save time and zero in on your interests. Thinking about visiting the Eiffel Tower, but worried about getting stuck in a long line? Use the official website to buy tickets in advance. Want to eat at the latest hot spot in Berlin? Get the inside scoop from a local blog, then check the open hours on the restaurant’s own website. Wondering where a certain hotel is in Barcelona? Map it with Google Maps, then check “street view” to get the neighborhood vibe.


Start your web research with the professionals: Every guidebook publisher has a website, as do travel magazines and major newspapers with good travel sections. But don’t overlook homegrown talent and opinions from other travelers. Here are some sources to consider:


Government Websites


Two websites to bookmark as resources for travel restrictions by destination, health requirements, and more are Cdc.gov/travel (the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s travel website) and Travel.State.gov (the US State Department’s international travel website). US embassy websites are also good resources for individual countries (www.usembassy.gov).


Tourist Information Office Websites


Each European country has its own official tourism website—a great place to begin researching your trip. Most of these sites are packed with practical information, suggested itineraries, city guides, interactive maps, colorful photos, and free downloadable brochures describing walking tours and more. Major European cities also have tourist information websites with similar information. Once you’re in Europe, just about every city has a centrally located tourist information office loaded with maps and advice (often my first stop upon arrival in any town).




Resources for Trip Planning


CDC.gov/travel: US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention travel site, with recommendations by destination


Travel.State.gov: US State Department’s official travel site, with foreign entry requirements, travel warnings, and more


TripAdvisor, Booking.com: Traveler reviews, hotel prices and availability


Google Maps, Apple Maps, CityMaps2Go: Downloadable maps for offline use


ViaMichelin.com: Maps and route planner


Bahn.com: German rail website listing schedules for trains all over Europe


Rome2Rio.com: Compiles different transportation options from one destination to another


WeatherPlanner.com: Weather prediction site that uses historical data


RickSteves.com: Destination info, trip-planning advice, festival and holiday dates, travel forum, and a trove of Rick’s TV shows, radio interviews, articles, and travel-skills talks


VisitaCity.com: Itinerary planning, budgeting, and sharing


TripIt app: All-in one travel organizer





Local Websites


I’m a big fan of local websites and blogs loaded with insider tips. Not only do they fill you in on the latest happenings and hot spots, but they help you feel like a native in no time.


Any major city has a host of online resources dedicated to arts, culture, food, and drink. Serious foodies looking for Paris restaurants and specialty shops should consult the always appetizing ParisByMouth.com. Another source for tips on food, entertainment, and things to do is TimeOut.com, which covers most major cities. The Local, the largest English-language news network in Europe, has websites devoted to Germany (www.thelocal.de), Italy (www.thelocal.it), and several other countries (though a subscription is required).


One of my favorite resources, Matt Barrett’s Athens Survival Guide (www.athensguide.com), covers emerging and off-beat neighborhoods as well as recommendations for vibrant, untouristy restaurants. The Florentine (www.theflorentine.net) takes an insider look at culture, art, and food in Florence and Tuscany. Expat websites, such as IAmExpat.de for Germany, collect tips on local events, markets, and the like.


Traveler Reviews


To plan a trip, I once relied on travel agents, other travel writers, and the word-of-mouth advice of friends. Those sources are still valid—but my circle of “friends” has increased exponentially. With the advent of user-review sites and apps such as Yelp, Booking.com, and TripAdvisor, the opinions of everyday travelers are changing the way we approach trip planning.


User reviews can be helpful as you plan, allowing you to browse destinations and get a consensus of traveler opinions about everything from hotels and restaurants to sights and nightlife. But these reviews also have their drawbacks.


When I started traveling, there wasn’t enough information. Now there’s too much. Those enamored with crowdsourcing might plan an entire trip based solely on user reviews. But it’s risky: Your reviewer may be someone who visited once and had a bad day; a company on another continent that’s being paid to say good (or bad) things about European businesses; a couple who promised to write a good review of a B&B in exchange for a free breakfast; or a guy who goes to Paris to eat Tex-Mex. I’ve seen estimates that one-third to one-half of the travel reviews you see on the internet are fake.


Review sites can also become an echo chamber, where one or two well-located, flashy businesses camp out atop the ratings. Travelers rave about these already-popular places, creating a self-perpetuating cycle of positive reviews. Meanwhile, a better, more affordable, and more authentic alternative may sit ignored, tucked down a side street. Or a hotel can pay a website to be a “preferred property” and get its listing bumped to a high spot—even if the reviews are mediocre. And hotels or B&Bs who refuse to pay a commission won’t be listed at all.


The most helpful crowd-sourced ideas for travelers usually come from the categories for tours, sightseeing experiences, and entertainment. If I’m coming into Amsterdam and I want to know what’s new, I might look at TripAdvisor: It lists every food tour, every bike tour, every zipline, and every goofy goblin tour. You can sort through those options and decide what you want to do with your time. But keep in mind that good guidebook writers have already done most of the work for you—read on!


Guidebooks and Planning Maps


Guidebooks are $30 tools for $4,000 experiences. As a writer—and user—of guidebooks, I am a big believer in their worth. When I visit somewhere as a rank beginner, I equip myself with a good, recently updated guidebook. I travel like an old pro, not because I’m a super traveler, but because I have expert advice and I use it.


Guidebooks: With a good guidebook, you can come into Paris for your first time, go anywhere in town for less than $2 on the subway, enjoy a memorable bistro lunch for $25, and pay $200 for a double room in a friendly hotel on a pedestrian-only street a few blocks from the Eiffel Tower—so French that when you step outside in the morning, you feel you must have been a poodle in a previous life.


In this online age, the value of a good printed guidebook is in its curated choices and smart strategies. You could spend hours sorting through hotels on a booking site, or follow a guidebook’s recommendation to find a room in a neighborhood that’s convenient to transit and sightseeing. Museum tickets and hours are easily available on your smartphone, but a good guidebook will tell you which entrance is least crowded—and which parts of the museum are most worth seeing.


Before buying any guidebook, check the publication date. Many guidebooks get an update only every five or six years. Only a handful of series are regularly updated (for example, most of my titles are updated in person every other year). When I’m choosing between guidebooks for a certain destination, the publication date (often on the copyright page) is usually the deciding factor.


Planning Maps: When you pick up your guidebook, choose a map or two for planning purposes. The Michelin Map Europe 705 provides an excellent overall view of Europe. Many guidebook publishers make maps or include foldout maps in their guidebooks. While online mapping tools are excellent for help in planning the finer points of your itinerary (especially if you’re driving), there’s nothing quite like laying out a large map on the table to get a sense of relative locations and distances, then inking in your intended route.
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Never underestimate the value of a good guidebook.
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My planning maps highlight what you want to see...not just the biggest cities.





Ebooks: Many guidebook series, including most of my titles, are available as ebooks. While I still consider myself a paper guy, there are advantages to going digital. You can carry multiple titles without adding weight to your bag (great for long, multidestination trips), and you can buy books on the go (convenient for spur-of-the-moment detours). But ebooks have limitations: Flipping from page to page is awkward, and maps—often designed to run across two pages—don’t always appear correctly. Until the perfect digital solution arrives, I believe a printed guidebook is the most practical format.


Rick Steves Guidebooks


The book you’re holding is the foundation of a series of books—written and refined over the past three decades—that work together to help smooth your travels and broaden your cultural experiences. With the help of my research partners, I update my guidebooks lovingly and in person. To experience the same Europe that most of my readers do, I insist on doing my research in the peak tourist season—from April through September. And I’m stubbornly selective, writing about fewer destinations than other guidebooks. For example, Italy has dozens of hill towns, but my Italy book zooms in on the handful that are truly worth the trip. I base my depth of coverage on a place’s worthiness, rather than its population or fame.
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A trio of my books is best read before your trip. This book, Europe Through the Back Door, teaches you the nuts and bolts of how to travel affordably and efficiently, with maximum opportunities to connect to the culture. Europe 101: History and Art for the Traveler (co-authored with Gene Openshaw) will help you achieve a deeper understanding of the story of Europe. (It’s for smart people who slept through their art history classes before they knew they were going to Europe...and now wish they knew who the Etruscans were.) The next step, Travel as a Political Act, illustrates how Americans who travel with an open mind and a curious spirit can have the time of their lives and come home smarter—with a keener appreciation for the interconnectedness of the world around them.




Rick Steves Guidebook Series


My take-along guidebooks create a blueprint for your trip, weaving my favorite sights, accommodations, and restaurants into strategies designed to make the most out of every mile, minute, and dollar. I focus on helping you explore and enjoy Europe’s big cities, small towns, and regions, mixing must-see sights with intimate Back Door nooks and offbeat crannies. For a complete list of titles, see the ad pages at the end of this book.


Rick Steves City, Regional, and Country Guidebooks


These comprehensive guidebooks cut through the superlatives to give you the best possible plan for your trip, with all the info and tips you need to tour Europe’s top destinations and sights.


Rick Steves “Best Of” Guidebooks


This series covers Europe’s best destinations in condensed form. Full-color and easy-to-scan, they focus on the top cities and sights across Europe.
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Rick Steves Pocket Guidebooks


For travelers taking short, focused trips, my colorful Pocket guidebooks cover many of Europe’s most popular destinations and slip right into your pocket.


Rick Steves Snapshot Guidebooks


Excerpted from my bigger country guidebooks, these slim titles zoom in on many of my favorite cities and regional destinations.


Rick Steves Cruise Guidebooks


My cruise-focused guidebooks help you choose and book a cruise, enjoy your time on board, and make the most of your time in port.


Rick Steves Phrase Books


Fun and practical, these guides will help you get along in French, Italian, German, Spanish, and Portuguese.





This trilogy forms a pyramid—similar to Abraham Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs”—for the thinking traveler. You start off with the basics: Pack light, stay safe, catch the train, and eat and sleep well. When those needs are met, you can enjoy the art, history, and culture. Finally you reach the pinnacle of travel: gaining a deeper understanding of our place on this delightful planet.
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A good guidebook allows you to play “tour guide” and brings Europe’s museums to life.





For leisure reading laced with inspiration—think of them as guidebooks in disguise—my other books can add meaning and depth to your sightseeing. For the Love of Europe gathers 100 of my favorite travel memories from more than four decades of travel—and encourages you to make your own. Italy for Food Lovers is packed with unique insights and tips for appreciating good food the way Italians do. In Europe’s Top 100 Masterpieces, Gene Openshaw and I take you on a chronological tour of Europe’s greatest paintings, sculptures, and historic buildings. And in European Festivals, we bring you out into the streets for pageantry and revelry as we explore centuries-old local celebrations and traditions.


Other Guidebook Series


Every guidebook series has an area of specialization: Some are great for hotels but fall down on restaurants. Other series can’t be beat for history and culture. Some guidebooks (like mine) are more opinionated and selective, choosing the most worthwhile destinations in each country and covering them in depth. Others seek to cover every possible destination you might find yourself in. When I travel to areas I don’t cover in my books, I routinely use guidebooks from these publishers, and find them helpful.


Lonely Planet: The worldwide standard for a solid guidebook, Lonely Planet covers most countries in Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas. The Lonely Planet series offers comprehensive, no-nonsense facts, low- and mid-budget listings, and helpful on-the-ground travel tips.


Frommer’s Guides: The granddaddy of travel publishing, Frommer’s has reinvented its long-standing series to be leaner and more focused on the budget traveler. These books are especially well attuned to the needs of older travelers, but some readers may feel like they’re being handled with unnecessary kid gloves.




Guidebooks: Small, Handy, and Tailored to Your Trip


I often buy several guidebooks for each country I visit, rip them up, and staple the pertinent chapters together into my own personalized hybrid guidebook. On the road, I bring only the applicable pages—there’s no point in carrying 100 pages of information on Madrid to dinner in Barcelona.
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As I travel in Europe, I’ve met lots of people with clever book treatments. One couple was proud of the job they did in the name of packing light: cutting out only the pages they’d be using and putting them into a spiral binding. Another couple put their guidebook in a brown-paper-bag book cover so they wouldn’t look so touristy (a smart move, I’ll admit).


I love the ritual of customizing the guidebooks I’ll be using: I fold the pages back until the spine breaks, neatly slice out the sections I want with a utility knife, then pull them out with the gummy edge intact. I use a monster stapler to “rebind” the sections I’m keeping, then finish it off with some clear, heavy-duty packing tape to smooth and reinforce the spine. Another option is to tear out the chapters you don’t need and bring the rest in the original binding. To make things easy for travelers who like this approach, I’ve created a slide-on laminated cover to corral your pages (for details, see RickSteves.com/shop).





Fodor’s Travel: A stalwart of travel publishing, Fodor’s has been producing good basic European guidebooks for American travelers since the 1930s. Their coverage is more encyclopedic than inspiring.


DK Eyewitness Travel: These visual guides offer appealing color photos and illustrations (like cutaway cross-sections of important castles and churches). They are great for inspiration and visual learners, but the practical information is scant—I don’t travel with them.


Rough Guides: This British series is written by Europeans who understand the contemporary social scene better than most American writers. While their hotel listings can be skimpy and uninspired, the historical and sightseeing information tends to offer greater depth than others.


Michelin Green Guides: From a French publisher, these tall, green books are packed with color maps and photos, plus small but encyclopedic chapters on history, lifestyles, art, culture, and customs. Recent editions also list hotels and restaurants. Michelin Red Guides are the hotel and restaurant connoisseur’s bibles.


Bradt Travel Guides: This British series, specializing in off-the-beaten-track destinations throughout Europe (and the world), offers plenty of cultural insights in addition to solid nitty-gritty details.


Blue Guides: Known for a dry and scholarly approach, these guides are ideal if you want a deep dive into history, art, architecture, and culture. With the Blue Guide to Greece, I had all the information I needed about every sight and never needed to hire a guide. Scholarly types actually find a faint but endearing personality hiding between the sheets of their Blue Guides.


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


Filling in the blanks between your flight out and the flight home is one of the more pleasurable parts of trip planning. It’s armchair travel that turns into real travel.


I never start a trip without having every day planned out. Your reaction to an itinerary may be, “Hey, won’t my spontaneity and freedom suffer?” Not necessarily. Even with my well-thought-out plan, I maintain my flexibility and make changes as needed, using my itinerary to see the consequences of any on-the-fly revisions I make. With the help of an itinerary, you can lay out your goals, maximize their execution, and avoid regrettable changes.


Your itinerary depends on several factors, including weather, crowds, geography, timeline, and travel style. (Are you antsy to see as much as you can, or do you like settling into a place for a few days?) Take the following considerations into account as you build your European itinerary.


Europe by (Tourist) Season


Some people have flexible enough jobs and lifestyles to cherry-pick when to take their vacations, but many others have less choice. Fortunately, Europe welcomes visitors 365 days a year—and each season offers a different ambience and experience.


In travel-industry jargon, the year is divided into three seasons: peak season (roughly May through September), shoulder season (April and October), and off-season (November through March). Each has its pros and cons. Regardless of when you go, if your objective is to “meet the people,” you’ll find Europe filled with them any time of year.



Peak Season



Summer is a great time to travel—except for the crowds and high temperatures. Sunny weather, long days, and exuberant nightlife turn Europe into a powerful magnet. I haven’t missed a peak season in 40 years. Families with school-age children are usually locked into peak-season travel. Here are a few tips to help you keep your cool:


Arrange your trip with crowd control in mind. Go to the busy places as early or late in peak season as you can. Consider, for instance, a six-week European trip beginning June 1, half with a rail pass to see famous sights in Italy and Austria, and half visiting relatives in Scotland. It would be wise to do the rail pass section first, enjoying fewer crowds, then spend time with the family during the last half of your vacation, when Florence and Salzburg are teeming with tourists. Salzburg on June 10 and Salzburg on July 10 are two very different experiences.


Spend the night. Popular day-trip destinations near big cities and resorts such as Toledo (near Madrid), San Marino (near huge Italian beach resorts), and San Gimignano (near Florence) take on a more peaceful and enjoyable atmosphere at night, when the legions of day-trippers retreat to the predictable plumbing of their big-city or beach-resort hotels. Small towns normally lack hotels big enough for tour groups and are often inaccessible to large buses. So, at worst, they experience midday crowds. Likewise, popular cruise-ship destinations, such as Venice and Dubrovnik, are hellishly packed during the day—but more bearable at night, when the cruise crowds sail off.


Prepare for intense heat. Climate change has come to Europe, with more frequent and persistent heatwaves. Even restaurants in typically cooler climates (like Munich or Amsterdam) now tend to have ample al fresco seating to take advantage of the ever longer outdoor-dining season. Throughout Europe in July and August, expect high temperatures—even sweltering heat—particularly in the south.
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In peak season, sunbathers are packed like sardines on Europe’s beaches. In shoulder season, the beaches are wide open.
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St. Mark’s Square in July—no wonder Venice is sinking...but any time of the year, walk a few blocks away and it’s just you and Venice.





Don’t discount cities in July and August. In much of Europe, especially Italy and France, cities partially shut down in July and August, when local urbanites take their beach breaks. You’ll hear that these are terrible times to travel, but it’s really no big deal. You can’t get a dentist, and many launderettes may be closed, but tourists are basically unaffected by Europe’s mass holidays. Just don’t get caught on the wrong road on the first or fifteenth of the month (when vacations often start or finish, causing huge traffic jams), or try to compete with all of Europe for a piece of French Riviera beach in August.


Some places are best experienced in peak season. Travel in the peak season in Scandinavia, Britain, and Ireland, where you want the best weather and longest days possible, where crowds are relatively rare, and where sights are sleepy or even closed in shoulder season. Scandinavia has an extremely brief tourist season—basically from mid-June to late August; I’d avoid it outside this window.


Shoulder Season


“Shoulder season”—generally April and October—combines the advantages of both peak- and off-season travel. In shoulder season, you’ll enjoy decent weather, long-enough daylight, fewer crowds, and a local tourist industry still ready to please and entertain.


Shoulder season varies by destination. Because spring and fall bring cooler temperatures in Mediterranean Europe, shoulder season in much of Italy, southern France, Spain, Croatia, and Greece can actually come with near peak-season crowds and prices.


Spring or fall? If debating the merits of traveling before or after summer, consider your destination. Both weather and crowds are about the same in spring or fall. Mediterranean Europe is generally green in spring but parched in fall. For hikers, the Alps are better in early fall, because many good hiking trails are still covered with snow through the late spring.




European Weather


Make sure to consider weather conditions when you make your travel plans. Europe and North America share the same latitudes and a similar climate. This map shows Europe superimposed over North America (shaded) with latitude lines. Use the map as a general weather guide. For example, London and Vancouver, Canada, are located at a similar latitude and are both near the sea, so you can assume their climates are nearly the same. But you can’t go by latitude alone. While it might seem that Rome and New York City should have similar weather, Rome is hotter because it’s surrounded by the warm Mediterranean. Inland areas have colder winters, so Prague can get as chilly as Minneapolis. Elevation affects climate as well. For average temperatures, check Wunderground.com.
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Off-Season


Every summer, Europe greets a stampede of sightseers. Before jumping into the peak-season pig pile, consider a trip during the off-season—generally November through March. In the off-season, you’ll enjoy an amazing slice of Europe where the only crowds are festive locals.


Expect to pay less (most of the time). Off-season airfares are often hundreds of dollars cheaper. With fewer crowds in Europe, you may find you can sleep for less: Many fine hotels drop their prices, and budget hotels will have plenty of vacancies. And while some smaller or rural accommodations may be closed, those still open are usually empty and, therefore, more comfortable. The opposite is true of big-city business centers (especially Berlin, Brussels, and the Scandinavian capitals), which are busiest with corporate travelers and most expensive off-season.
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In the north, darkness falls early in the winter. This is Oslo at 3:30 p.m.
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Italy’s Cinque Terre villages are empty in the winter...and the good restaurants close for a much-needed holiday.





Enjoy having Europe to yourself. Off-season adventurers loiter undisturbed in Leonardo da Vinci’s home, ponder Rome’s Forum all alone, kick up sand on lonely Adriatic beaches, and chat with laid-back guards by log fires in French châteaux. In wintertime Venice, you can be by yourself atop St. Mark’s bell tower; below, on St. Mark’s Square, pigeons fidget and wonder, “Where are the tourists?”


Off-season adventurers enjoy step-right-up service and experience a more European Europe. Although many popular tourist-oriented parks, shows, and tours are closed, off-season is in-season for high culture: In Vienna, for example, the Boys’ Choir, opera, and Lipizzaner stallions are in all their crowd-pleasing glory.


Be prepared for any kind of weather. Because much of Europe is at Canadian latitudes, winter days are short. It’s dark by 5 p.m. The weather can be miserable—cold, windy, and drizzly—and then turn worse.


Pack for the cold and wet—layers of clothing, rainproof parka, gloves, wool hat, long johns, waterproof shoes, and an umbrella. Dress warmly. Cold weather is colder when you’re outdoors trying to enjoy yourself all day long. But just as summer can be wet and gray, winter can be crisp and blue, and even into mid-November, hillsides blaze with colorful leaves.


Beware of shorter hours. Make the most of your limited daylight hours. Some sights close entirely in the off-season, and others operate on shorter hours, with sunset often determining the closing time. Winter sightseeing is fine in big cities, which bustle year-round, but it’s more frustrating in small tourist towns, which can be boringly quiet, with many sights and restaurants closed down. In December, most beach resorts shut up as tight as canned hams. While Europe’s wonderful outdoor evening ambience survives all year in the south, wintertime streets are empty in the north after dark. English-language tours, common in the summer, are rarer off-season, when most visitors are natives. Tourist information offices often have shorter hours in winter.


Itinerary Considerations


When planning your trip itinerary, deal thoughtfully with issues such as weather, culture shock, health maintenance, fatigue, and festivals—and you’ll travel happier.


Establish a logical flight plan. Avoid needless travel time and expense by flying into one airport and out from another. You usually pay just half the round-trip fare for each airport. Even if this type of multicity flight plan is more expensive than the cheapest round-trip fare, it often saves you lots of time and money when surface connections are figured in. For example, you could fly into London, travel east through whatever interests you in Europe, and fly home from Athens. This eliminates the costly, time-consuming, and needless return to London.


I used to fly into Amsterdam, travel to Rome, then ride one full day by train back to Amsterdam to fly home because I thought it was “too expensive” to pay $200 extra to fly out of Rome. Now I understand the real economy—in time and money—in the multicity flight plan.


Plug various cities into flight websites and check the fares. For more on choosing flights, see here.


See countries in order of cultural hairiness. If you plan to see Britain, the Alps, and Italy, do it in that order so you’ll grow steadily into the more intense travel. If you’ve never been out of the US, flying directly into Rome can be overwhelming. Even if you did survive Italy, everything after that would be anticlimactic. Start mild—that means England. Compared to any place but the United States, England is pretty dull. Don’t get me wrong—it’s a wonderful place to travel. But go there first, when cream teas and roundabouts will be exotic. You’re more likely to enjoy Naples, Athens, or Sarajevo if you gradually work your way south and east.


Match your destination to your interests. If you’re passionate about Renaissance art, Florence is a must. England’s Cotswolds beckon to those who fantasize about thatched cottages, time-passed villages, and sheep lazing on green hillsides. For WWII buffs, there’s no more stirring experience than a visit to Normandy. Beer connoisseurs make pilgrimages to Belgium. If you like big cities, you’ll enjoy London, Paris, Rome, and Madrid. Want to get off the beaten path? Nothing rearranges your mental furniture like a trip to Bosnia’s Mostar or Morocco’s Tangier.


If you have European roots, a fun part of travel is to discover a kinship with people from the land of your ancestors. I can’t tell you how many American Murphys, Kellys, and O’Somethings I meet in Ireland, in search of their roots and a good beer. I’m Norwegian, and anywhere in Scandinavia, I feel like I’m among cousins, but when I cross the border into Norway, it’s like I’m among brothers and sisters.


Seek out less-visited alternatives. Keep in mind that accessibility and promotional budgets may determine a place’s fame and popularity just as much as its worthiness as a tourist attraction. And the most touristed locales are often crowded—sometimes uncomfortably so—and less likely to show you today’s Europe.


I enjoy visiting Europe’s less glamorous second cities—the Chicagos of Europe—such as Antwerp (Belgium), Marseille (France), Liverpool (England), and Hamburg (Germany). A lot of money and effort are being put into revitalizing these once-depressed, former Industrial Age powers, giving them a certain energy that you don’t find in their more well-known siblings. If you have three days to spend in Edinburgh, consider spending one of them in Scotland’s second city: Glasgow (just 45 minutes away).


Some underpromoted locales can even be more pleasant than their more popular counterparts. The beaches of Greece’s Peloponnesian Peninsula enjoy the same weather and water as the highly promoted isles of Santorini and Ios, but are out of the way and wonderfully deserted. In England, you can find yourself all alone at your own private little stone circle, and even though it’s not as grandiose as Stonehenge, there’s more magic there. If you’re traveling by car, take advantage of your mobility by leaving the well-worn tourist routes. Europe away from the train tracks is less expensive and feels more peaceful and relaxed. Overlooked by the rail pass mobs, it’s one step behind the modern parade.
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Don’t let well-advertised tourist traps trump more worthwhile sights.







Numbers and Stumblers


Europeans convey numerical information differently than we do, from measurements to schedules and even dates. Knowing the differences will save needless confusion when planning itineraries or making reservations.


Time and Date


The 24-hour clock (military time) is used in any official timetable. This includes bus, train, and tour schedules. Learn to use it quickly and easily. Everything is the same until 12:00. Then, the Europeans keep on going—13:00, 14:00, and so on. For any time after noon, subtract 12 and add p.m. (18:00 is 6 p.m.).


To figure out the time back home, remember that European time is generally six/nine hours ahead of the East/West Coasts of the US. (These are the major exceptions: British, Irish, and Portuguese time is five/eight hours ahead; Greece and Turkey are seven/ten hours ahead.) Europe observes daylight saving time (called “summer time” in the UK), but on a slightly different schedule than the US: Europe “springs forward” on the last Sunday in March (three weeks after most of North America) and “falls back” the last Sunday in October (one week before North America). For a handy time converter, use the world clock app on your mobile phone.


When it comes to dates, remember—especially when making reservations—that European date order is written day/month/year. Christmas 2026, for example, is 25/12/26 instead of 12/25/26, as we would write it. Also, European wall calendars tend to start on a Monday, not Sunday.


Written Numbers


A European’s handwritten numbers look different from ours. The number 1 has an upswing ([image: Image]). The number 4 often looks like a short lightning bolt ([image: Image]). If you don’t cross your 7 ([image: Image]), it may be mistaken as a sloppy 1, and you could miss your train. Don’t use “#” for “number”—it’s not common in Europe.


On the Continent, commas are decimal points and decimals are commas, so a euro and a half is €1,50 and there are 5.280 feet in a mile. (Britain and Ireland use commas and decimal points like North America.)


Metric Conversion


Expect to confront the metric system in your European travels. Here are some easy ways to guesstimate metric conversions: Since a meter is 39 inches, just consider a meter roughly equivalent to a yard. A kilometer is a bit more than a half-mile (1 kilometer = 0.62 mile). A liter is nearly the same as a quart (1.056 quarts, to be exact)—about four to a gallon. A centimeter is about half the distance across a penny (1 inch = 2.54 centimeters), while a millimeter is about the thickness of a penny (1 inch = 25 millimeters). In markets, it’s handy to know that 1 ounce = 28 grams, and 2.2 pounds = 1 kilogram.


Temperature Conversion


Europeans measure temperatures in degrees Celsius (zero degrees C = 32 degrees F). To roughly convert to Fahrenheit, it’s easiest (if not perfectly accurate) to double the Celsius temperature and add 30. So, if it’s 27° C, double to 54 and add 30 to get 84° F (it’s actually 81° F, but that’s close enough for me). To convert Fahrenheit to Celsius, just subtract 30 and divide by 2. A memory aid: 28° C = 82° F—balmy summer weather.





Moderate the weather conditions you’ll encounter. Over my many years of travels, my routine has been spring in the Mediterranean area and summer north of the Alps. Match the coolest month of your trip with the warmest area, and vice versa. For a spring and early summer trip, enjoy comfortable temperatures throughout by starting in the southern countries and working your way north. If possible, avoid the midsummer Mediterranean heat and crowds of Italy and southern France. Spend those weeks in Scandinavia, Britain, Ireland, or the Alps (which may also increase your odds of sun in places prone to miserable weather).


Alternate intense big cities with villages and countryside. For example, break a tour of Venice, Florence, and Rome with an easygoing time in Italy’s hill towns or on the Italian Riviera. Judging Italy by Rome alone is like judging America by New York City.


Join the celebration. If you like parties, hit as many festivals, national holidays, and arts seasons as you can (or, if you hate crowds, learn the dates to avoid). An effort to visit the right places at the right times will drape your trip with festive tinsel. This takes some planning. One of the best places to start is with my country-by-country list of major holidays and festivals at RickSteves.com/festivals. Remember that event dates can change, so be sure to verify them on each festival’s website or with a local tourist information office (and book your room well in advance).


Train or plane within Europe? Do a cost and time analysis to help you decide the best mode of transportation for your trip. Not too long ago, I’d piece together a trip based on which towns could be connected by train. Today, there are fewer night trains, and it’s relatively cheap and easy to combine, say, Portugal, Poland, and Palermo on a single itinerary by air (for more on cheap flights, see here).


A train ride itself may take longer than a flight, but for most train journeys you just hop aboard (no lengthy check-in), and most trains arrive right in the heart of town. For a flight, you’ll need to add in the time it takes to get to and from the airport, as well as how early you’ll need to arrive for check-in. Flying also has a bigger environmental impact.
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Minimize one-night stands. Even the speediest itinerary should be a series of two-night stands. It can be worth taking a late-afternoon drive or train ride to settle into a town for two consecutive nights—and gain a full uninterrupted day for sightseeing. Staying in a home base and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels (see later for more on home-basing).


Leave some slack in your itinerary. Don’t schedule yourself too tightly (a common tendency). Everyday chores, small business matters, transportation problems, constipation, and planning mistakes deserve about one day of slack per week in your itinerary. For long trips, schedule a “vacation from your vacation” in the middle. Most people need several days in a place where they couldn’t see a museum or take a tour even if they wanted to. A stop in the mountains or on an island, in a friendly rural town, or at the home of a relative is a great way to revitalize your tourist spirit.


Assume you will return. This “General MacArthur” approach is a key to touristic happiness. You can’t cover all of Europe in one trip—don’t even try. Enjoy what you’re seeing. Forget what you won’t get to on this trip. If you worry about things that are just out of reach, you won’t appreciate what’s in your hand. I’ve taken dozens of European trips, and I still need more time. I’m happy about what I can’t get to. It’s a blessing that we can never see all of Europe.


Your Best Itinerary in Eight Steps


Trying to narrow your choices among European destinations is a bit like being a kid in a candy shop. The options are endless and everything looks delicious (and consuming too much isn’t good for you). Guidebooks, tour company websites, travel blogs, and other sources can provide you with well-thought-out itineraries to crib from. Start by listing every place you’d like to visit, then turn that list into a smart itinerary by following these steps.


1. Decide on the places you want to see. Write out your wish list (“Places I want to see—London, Alps, Bavaria, Florence, Amsterdam, Paris, the Rhine, Rome, Venice, Greece”). Then make sure you have a reason for every stop. Don’t visit Casablanca because you liked the movie. Just because George Clooney bought a villa on Lake Como doesn’t mean you should go there, too.




Planning an Itinerary
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Use abbreviations in the bo ttom right of each calendar day to indicate where you’ll spend the nigh t (for example, L = L ondon). NT = Nigh t Train; ST = Side Trip





2. Establish a route and timeline. Circle your destinations on a map, then figure out a logical geographical order and length for your trip. Pin down any places that you have to be on a certain date (and ask yourself if it’s really worth stifling your flexibility). Once you’ve settled on an order, be satisfied with your efficient plan, and focus any more study and preparation only on places that fall along your proposed route.


3. Decide on the cities you’ll fly in and out of. Flying into one city and out of another is usually more efficient than booking a round-trip flight in and out of the same city. Think carefully about which cities make the most sense as a first stop or a finale. If you’ll be renting a car, remember that a one-way drop-off fee can add to your costs, especially if you are crossing country borders.


4. Determine the mode of transportation. Base this not solely on cost, but by what’s best for the trip you envision. Study the ins and outs of the many ways of getting from point A to point B—whether flying, riding the rails, driving, biking, or hiking.


For example, if you’re traveling alone, traversing a huge area, and spending the majority of your time in big cities, it makes more sense to go by train with a rail pass than to rent a car.


5. Make a rough itinerary. Sketch out an itinerary, writing in the number of days you’d like to stay in each place (knowing you’ll probably have to trim it later). Take advantage of weekends to stretch your time and minimize lost workdays. Remember that to have one full day in a town, you need to spend two nights there: don’t think you’ll get two days in Dublin if you arrive at noon one day and leave by noon the next.


Carefully consider travel time. Estimate how long various journeys will take by rail (www.bahn.com), air (www.skyscanner.com), or by car (Google Maps or www.viamichelin.com). Rome2Rio.com provides an overview of transportation options from Point A to Point B, including by plane, train, bus, car, or boat. Consider night trains or overnight boats to save time and money.


My rough itinerary, with desired number of days:
















	3

	London






	5

	Paris






	3

	Alps






	2

	Florence






	3

	Rome (flight or train)






	7

	Greece (flight or train + night boat)






	1

	Bologna






	2

	Venice (night train)






	3

	Munich/Bavaria






	3

	Romantic Road/Rhine Cruise






	3

	Berlin






	4

	Amsterdam






	39

	TOTAL DAYS









6. Adjust to fit your timeline or budget. If your rough itinerary exceeds your available time or money, look for ways to save on travel time and/or cost. If two destinations are equally important to you but you don’t have time for both, cut the place that takes the most time, hassle, or expense to reach. For example, let’s say my rough itinerary is too long: I have only 22 days for my trip. Based on time saved, I cut Greece, and even though I’d like to see both Amsterdam and Berlin, I drop Berlin because it takes longer to get to.


Then I minimize clutter. A so-so destination (Bologna) breaking up a relatively short train ride (Rome-Venice) is clutter.


Next, eliminate repetition. On a quick trip, focus on only one part of the Romantic Road (my favorite stop is Rothenburg). The Rhine Valley is chock-a-block with castles. Choose one (Rheinfels, above the town of St. Goar).


Finally, I trim time from each stop. Five days in Paris would be grand, but I can see the high points in four. There’s a slope of diminishing return for each day that you stay in a town. Day number five in a great city is not as good as day number one in a secondary city.


It can also help to consider economizing on car rental or a rail pass. For instance, a 22-day trip can be managed with a 15-day train pass by seeing London, Paris, and Amsterdam before or after using the pass.


My final itinerary, with number of days adjusted to time limitations:
















	3

	London






	4

	Paris






	2

	Alps






	2

	Florence






	2

	Rome






	2

	Venice






	3

	Munich/Bavaria






	2

	Romantic Road/Rhine Cruise






	2

	Amsterdam






	22

	TOTAL DAYS









7. Fine-tune your itinerary. Study your guidebook. Take advantage of online tools and apps that allow you to browse destinations, compare itineraries, and even get advice from friends or fellow travelers. Find out if any sights require tickets to be purchased in advance. Be sure crucial sights are open the day you’ll be in town. Remember that most major tourist attractions close for one day during the week (usually Monday). It would be a shame to be in Paris only on a Monday, when the Orsay is fermé. Write out a day-by-day itinerary that takes into account any can’t-miss sights, festivals, or markets. Note that when flying from the United States, you’ll most likely arrive in Europe on the next day. When returning, you arrive home the same day (or so you hope).




Tracking Your Itinerary


Once I’ve fine-tuned my itinerary, I put everything into a chart like this one. This system keeps me organized, since I can collect all my reservations, train times, and other trip notes in one place. As I travel, I can see at a glance where I’ll be sleeping a week from now, or what time the train leaves on Saturday. Even if you’re not a detail person, it pays to be disciplined about this. And it’s handy to give to family, friends, and coworkers who are curious about where you’ll be.


Once you’ve created the chart, use it to keep track of your progress as you systematically set up your trip. Work your way through your list and request rooms, slogging away until the entire trip is confirmed. Make any reservations you’ll need (for this itinerary, I’d reserve the Eurostar and overnight trains ahead of time, and buy advance tickets for any sight where they are required). Then...travel, enjoying a well-planned trip.


















	Date

	Travel

	Sleep/Notes










	Fri, Sept 4

	Fly to London after work (depart 6 p.m.)

	Plane






	Sat, Sept 5

	Arrive London at 11:45 a.m., check in at hotel, take orientation bus tour

	Luna Simone Hotel, London Original London Sightseeing Bus Tour is discounted with guidebook






	Sun, Sept 6

	Sightsee London (Tower of London, Shakespeare’s Globe tour, Tate Modern)

	Luna Simone Hotel, London Many sights closed today; Speaker’s Corner open today only






	Mon, Sept 7

	See more London (Westminster Abbey, National Gallery, evening play)

	Luna Simone Hotel, London Parliament open late; buy Westminster Abbey tickets ahead; check for discount theater tickets at Leicester Square






	Tue, Sept 8

	Wrap up London (St. Paul’s/The City, British Museum); take evening train to Paris (6 p.m.)

	Grand Hôtel Lévêque, Paris Confirm Paris hotel before leaving London






	Wed, Sept 9

	Sightsee Paris (historic core, incl. Sainte-Chapelle; also Louvre, Eiffel Tower at night)

	Grand Hôtel Lévêque, Paris Louvre open late, advance tickets required for Sainte-Chapelle, Louvre, and Eiffel Tower






	Thu, Sept 10

	Sightsee Paris (Champs-Elysées, Rodin Museum, Orsay)

	Grand Hôtel Lévêque, Paris Orsay open late






	Fri, Sept 11

	Side trip to Versailles

	Grand Hôtel Lévêque, Paris; advance tickets required for Versailles






	Sat, Sept 12

	Take morning train (7 a.m.) to Interlaken, Swiss Alps; maybe hike in late afternoon

	Olle and Maria’s B&B, Gimmelwald






	Sun, Sept 13

	Sightsee Alps (breakfast at the Schilthorn, Männlichen-Kleine Scheidegg hike)

	Olle and Maria’s B&B, Gimmelwald If rainy, visit Bern






	Mon, Sept 14

	Short morning hike and/or visit Trümmelbach Falls, afternoon train to Florence (from Interlaken 1:30 p.m.)

	Hotel Centrale, Florence If rainy, take morning train to Florence (from Interlaken 7:30 a.m); on arrival, do walking tour (most museums closed)






	and so on...












8. Share your final itinerary. Whether you want to meet up with friends along the way, let family members know where you’ll be, or just corral all your travel details in one place—an itinerary chart saved in a Word document or Excel chart makes it easy to share your plans. Tools such as TripIt can also help; using your confirmation emails, the app creates an itinerary—with maps, directions, and recommendations—that you can access from your phone and share.


The Home-Base Strategy


Staying longer in one spot can be a good way to make your trip itinerary smoother, simpler, and more efficient. Set yourself up in a central location and use that place as a base for day trips to nearby attractions.


The home-base approach minimizes set-up time. Changing hotels frequently can be exhausting, frustrating, and time-consuming. Many hotels give a better price, or at least more smiles, for longer stays. Some B&Bs don’t accept those staying only one night.


You are freed from your luggage. Being able to leave your luggage in the hotel lets you travel freely and with the peace of mind that you are set for the night.


You feel “at home” in your home-base town. This comfortable feeling takes more than a day to get, and when you’re changing locations every day or two, you may never enjoy this important sense of rootedness. Home-basing allows you to become attuned to the rhythm of daily life.


Day-trip to a village, enjoy the nightlife in a city. The home-base approach lets you spend the evening in a city, where there is more exciting nightlife. Most small countryside towns die after 9 p.m. If you’re not dead by 9 p.m., you’ll enjoy the action in a larger city.


Transportation is a snap. Europe’s generally frequent and punctual train and bus systems (many of which operate out of a hub anyway) make this home-base strategy practical. With a train pass, trips are “free”; otherwise, the transportation is reasonable, sometimes with reductions offered for round-trip tickets (especially for “same-day return”).


Good Home-Base Cities


Here are some of my favorite places to call home, along with the best day trips from each.


Madrid: Toledo, Segovia, El Escorial, and even Sevilla and Córdoba with the AVE bullet trains


Amsterdam: Most of the Netherlands, particularly Alkmaar, Enkhuizen’s Zuiderzee Museum, Arnhem’s Netherlands Open-Air Museum and Kröller-Müller Museum, Delft, The Hague, Scheveningen, and Edam


Copenhagen: Frederiksborg Castle, Roskilde, Helsingør, and Odense


Paris: Versailles, Chartres, Vaux-le-Vicomte, Fontainebleau, Chantilly, Giverny, Reims


London: Bath, Stonehenge, Cambridge, York, and many others; even Paris is less than three hours away by train


Arles: Pont du Gard, Nîmes, Avignon, and the rest of Provence


Florence: Siena, Pisa, San Gimignano, and many other hill towns


Venice: Padua, Vicenza, Verona, and Ravenna


Munich: Salzburg, “Mad” King Ludwig’s castles (Neuschwanstein and Linderhof), the Wieskirche, Oberammergau, and other small Bavarian towns


Sorrento: Naples, Pompeii, Herculaneum, Mount Vesuvius, Amalfi Coast, Paestum, and Capri


High-Speed Town-Hopping


When I tell people that I saw three or four towns in one day, many think, “Insane! Nobody can really see several towns in a day!” Of course, it’s folly to go too fast, but many stop-worthy towns take only an hour or two to cover. Don’t let feelings of guilt tell you to slow down and stay longer if you really are finished with a town. There’s so much more to enjoy in the rest of Europe. Going too slow is as bad as going too fast.


If you’re efficient and use the high-speed town-hopping method, you’ll amaze yourself with what you can see in a day. Let me explain with an example:


You wake up early in A-ville. Checking out of your hotel, you have one sight to see before your 10 a.m. train. (You checked the train schedule the night before.) After the sightseeing and before getting to the station, you visit the open-air market and buy the ingredients for your brunch, and pick up a B-burg map and tourist brochure at A-ville’s tourist office.


From 10 to 11 a.m. you travel by train to B-burg. During that hour you have a restful brunch, enjoy the passing scenery, and prepare for B-burg by reading your literature and deciding what you want to see. Just before your arrival, put the items you need (camera, jacket, tourist information) into your small day pack. Then, as soon as you get there, check the rest of your luggage in a locker. (Check ahead to confirm the availability of storage lockers or a baggage-check desk.)


Before leaving B-burg’s station, check on the departure times of the next few trains to C-town. Now you can sightsee as much or as little as you want and still know when to comfortably catch your outbound train.


B-burg is great, so you stay a little longer than anticipated. After a snack in the park, you catch the train at 2:30 p.m. By 3 p.m. you’re in C-town, where you repeat the same procedure you followed in B-burg. C-town just isn’t what it was cracked up to be, so after a walk along the waterfront and a look at the church, you catch the next train out at 5 p.m.


You arrive in D-dorf, the last town on the day’s agenda, by 5:30 p.m. The TI in the station directs you to a good budget pension two blocks down the street. You’re checked in and unpacked in no time, and, after a few horizontal moments, it’s time to find a good restaurant and eat dinner. After a meal and an evening stroll, you’re ready to call it a day. As you write in your journal, it occurs to you: This was a great sightseeing day. You spent it high-speed town-hopping.
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PRIORITIZING YOUR TIME


So much to see, so little time. How to choose? It depends on your interest and your tastes. One person’s Barcelona is another person’s Bucharest.


The Best and Worst of Europe (with No Apologies)


Good travel writers should make hard choices and give the reader solid opinions. Just so nobody will accuse me of gutlessness, I’ve assembled a pile of spunky opinions. Chances are that you have too many stops on your trip wish list and not enough time. To make your planning a little easier, heed these warnings. These are just my personal feelings after more than 150 months of European travel. And if you disagree with any of them, you obviously haven’t been there.


Let’s start with the dullest corner of the British Isles, southern Scotland. It’s so boring the Romans decided to block it off with Hadrian’s Wall. However, like Venice’s St. Mark’s Square at midnight and Napoleon’s tomb in Paris, Hadrian’s Wall itself covers history buffs with goose bumps.


London, York, Bath, and Edinburgh are the most interesting cities in Britain. Belfast, Liverpool, and Glasgow are quirky enough to be called interesting. I enjoy both Oxford and Cambridge, but seeing one university town is enough.
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Geneva’s newspaper objects to my “denigrating” its dull city on the internet.
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In Switzerland, special scenic trains give you front row seats and the Alps in your lap.
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Kissing the Blarney Stone: Slathered with spit and lipstick, it’s a standard stop for typical big-bus tours in Ireland.







[image: image]


England’s Land’s End...pay, pay, pay.





The west coast of Ireland (the Dingle Peninsula), Wales’ Snowdonia National Park, and England’s Windermere Lake District are the most beautiful natural regions of the British Isles. The North York Moors disappoint most creatures great and small.


Extra caution is merited in southwest England, a minefield of tourist traps. The British are masters at milking every conceivable tourist attraction for all it’s worth. Here are some booby traps: the Devil’s Toenail (a rock that looks just like a...toenail), Land’s End (pay, pay, pay), and cloying Clovelly (a one-street town lined with knickknack shops selling the same goodies—like “clotted cream that you can mail home”). While Tintagel’s castle, famous as the legendary birthplace of King Arthur, offers thrilling windswept and wave-beaten ruins, the town of Tintagel does everything in its little power to exploit the profitable Arthurian legend. There’s even a pub in town called the Excali Bar.


Germany’s Heidelberg, Ireland’s Blarney Stone (slobbered on by countless tourists to get the “gift of gab”), Spain’s Costa del Sol, and the French Riviera in July and August are among Europe’s most overrated spots. The tackiest souvenirs are found next to Pisa’s leaning tower and at the pilgrimage site in Lourdes.


Sognefjord is Norway’s most spectacular fjord. The Geirangerfjord, while famous as a cruise-ship stop, is a disappointment. The most boring countryside is in Sweden (yes, I’m Norwegian), although Scandinavia’s best medieval castle is in the Swedish town of Kalmar.


Norway’s Stavanger, famous for nearby fjords and its status as an oil boomtown, is a large port that’s about as exciting as...well, put it this way: Emigrants left it in droves to move to the wilds of Minnesota. Time in western Norway is better spent in and around Bergen.


Geneva, one of Switzerland’s largest and most sterile cities, gets the “nice place to live but I wouldn’t want to visit” award. It’s pleasantly situated on a lake—just like Buffalo, New York. While it’s famous, name familiarity is a rotten reason to go somewhere. If you want a Swiss city, see Bern or Luzern. However, it’s almost criminal to spend a sunny Swiss day in a city if you haven’t yet been high in the Alps.




Sightseeing Priorities, Country by Country


Use this chart to prioritize your sightseeing time in various countries. Add places from left to right as you build plans for the best of that country in 3, 5, 7, 10, or 14 days. So, according to this chart, the best week in Britain would be spread between London, Bath, the Cotswolds, and York; with more time, depending on your interests, you might dash up to Edinburgh or spend more time in Bath, taking day trips to Glastonbury, Wells, or Avebury. For help in linking your trip destinations in a logical route, consult the suggested itineraries in my country guidebooks.
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Bordeaux must mean “boredom” in some ancient language. If I were offered a free trip to that town, I’d stay home and clean the fridge. Connoisseurs visit for the wine, but Bordeaux wine country and Bordeaux city are as different as night and night soil. There’s a wine-tourism information bureau in Bordeaux that, for a price, will bus you out of town into the more interesting wine country nearby.


Andorra, a small country in the Pyrenees between France and Spain, is as scenic as any other chunk of those mountains. People from all over Europe flock to Andorra to take advantage of its famous duty-free shopping. As far as Americans are concerned, Andorra is just a big Spanish-speaking outlet mall. There are no bargains here that you can’t get at home. Enjoy the Pyrenees elsewhere, with less traffic. Among Europe’s other “little countries,” San Marino and Liechtenstein are also not worth the trouble.




Understanding the Travel Industry


When sorting through options for your trip, you need to understand that we travelers are consumers—and the travel industry is all about selling us things.


Travel media—TV shows, magazines, newspaper articles, and websites—are careful not to offend advertisers. Just like big business lobbies our government, big travel lobbies the travel media. There’s a huge appetite these days in travel journalism for lists. “The Top Ten This” and “Top Twenty That” are what the typical tourist is gobbling up. Plenty of factors that aren’t in your interest shape these reports.


The industry in general is geared toward filling resorts, cruise ships, big tour buses, and fancy hotels. There’s very little money to be made from independent travel. Consequently, there’s little reason to sing its praises in the glossy media that shape many people’s travel dreams.


As promotion is expensive, attractions and activities that are free or unprofitable are rarely marketed. It’s important to be smart about which information you use to determine your itinerary. Don’t be too influenced by the attractions promoted by leaflets in your hotel lobby, by advertising disguised as tourist information, or by the recommendations of your commission-hungry concierge.


And don’t believe everything you read. Many sources are peppered with information that is flat-out wrong. (Incredibly enough, even this book may have an error.) Some “writers” succumb to the temptation to write travelogues based on hearsay, travel brochures, other books, public-relations junkets, and wishful thinking. A writer met at the airport by an official from the national tourist board learns tips that are handy only for others who are met at the airport by an official from the national tourist board.


Enjoy the highly publicized attractions—many of them are popular for a reason. But don’t let the promotion lead you away from the wonderful world of travel experiences that are most likely to put you in touch with the people, nature, and culture of Europe. These dimensions, which no big business is pushing with slick publicity, are most likely to be the highlights of your trip.





Germany’s famous Black Forest disappoints more people than it excites. If it were all Germany offered, it would be worth seeing. For Europeans, any large forest is understandably a popular attraction. But I’d say the average American visitor who’s seen more than three trees in one place would prefer Germany’s Romantic Road and Bavaria to the east, the Rhine and Mosel country to the north, the Swiss Alps to the south, and France’s Alsace region to the west—all high points that cut the Black Forest down to stumps.
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Ancient Ostia Antica, outside Rome, is among Europe’s most underrated attractions.
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Vaux-le-Vicomte, near Paris, gets my vote for the most beautiful château in all of France.







[image: image]


The soaring interior of Sainte-Chapelle is the best lesson in Gothic you can find.





Kraków (Poland) and Budapest (Hungary) are, after Prague, Central Europe’s best cities. Bucharest, Romania’s capital, has little to offer. Its top-selling postcard is of the mid-20th-century concrete Grand Hotel Bucharest. If you’re heading to Greece, skip Thessaloniki, which deserves its place in the Bible but doesn’t belong in travel guidebooks.


Europe’s most scenic train ride is the Glacier Express, across southern Switzerland from St. Moritz/Davos to Zermatt. The most scenic boat ride is from Stockholm to Helsinki—countless islands and blondes. Europe’s most underrated sight is Rome’s ancient seaport, Ostia Antica, and its most misunderstood wine is Portugal’s vinho verde (green wine).


The best French château is Vaux-le-Vicomte, near Paris. The best Gothic interior is found in Paris’ Sainte-Chapelle church. The top two medieval castle interiors are Germany’s Burg Eltz on the Mosel River, and northern Italy’s Reifenstein, near the Brenner Pass. Lisbon, Oslo, Stockholm, Brussels, and Budapest are the most underrated big cities.


To honeymoon (or convalesce), try these tiny towns: Beilstein on Germany’s Mosel River; Hallstatt on Austria’s Lake Hallstatt; Varenna on Italy’s Lake Como; Ærøskøbing on an island in south Denmark; and Gimmelwald, high in the Swiss Alps. Have fun (or get well)!
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Paper Chase


TRAVEL DOCUMENTS


Passports


Visas and Travel Authorizations


European Borders (or Not)


Covid-19 Vaccination


Trusted Traveler Programs


Student Cards


Car Documents


Back Up Key Documents


TRAVEL INSURANCE


Insurance Basics


Travel Insurance Providers


Types of Coverage


BEFORE YOU GO


Someday, perhaps, travel will be completely paperless. But we’re not quite there yet, so you’ll need to be equipped with the necessary documents, identification, and insurance coverage. Here’s how to stay ahead in the inevitable paper chase.


TRAVEL DOCUMENTS


Your trip won’t get off the ground if you don’t prepare your documents well before your departure date. Give yourself plenty of lead time.


Passports


In much of Europe, the only travel document a US or Canadian citizen needs is a passport. (The US Passport Card works only for those driving or cruising to Canada, Mexico, Bermuda, and the Caribbean.) And for most American travelers, that passport gets the most scrutiny from a customs official...as you reenter the United States.


Canadian citizens can refer to the government of Canada’s travel site at Travel.gc.ca for passport information.


Getting or Renewing Your Passport: A US passport, good for 10 years, costs $130, plus a $35 acceptance fee (to renew a passport costs $130, no extra fee). The fee for minors under 16 (including infants) is $100, plus the $35 acceptance fee, for a passport good for five years—kids under 16 must apply in person with at least one parent and the other parent’s notarized permission. (See here for other document needs when traveling abroad with children.)


You can apply at some courthouses, libraries, and post offices, as well as municipal buildings, such as your City Hall. For details and the location of the nearest passport-acceptance facility, see Travel.State.gov or call 877 487 2778. Allow ample time to receive your passport. Processing time varies; the current wait is posted on the State Department website. During busier periods, waits of 12 weeks or more are common. After you apply, you can check online for the status of your application and your passport’s estimated arrival date.
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Your passport is your most important travel document.





If you need your passport faster than current processing times, make an appointment to go in person to the nearest US Passport Agency. You’ll pay an additional $60 expediting fee (plus overnight shipping both ways), which shaves off several weeks from the turnaround—check online for estimated waits. In a last-minute emergency, call the above number and speak to a customer-service representative. If you can prove that you must travel within two weeks (by showing evidence of a purchased airline ticket or a letter from work requiring you to go overseas on short notice), you may be able to receive a passport in 24 to 72 hours.


Keep an eye on your passport’s expiration date. Many European countries require that your passport be valid for at least six months after your ticketed date of return to the United States. This means that even if your passport doesn’t expire for a few months, you may be denied entry to a country. Check your destination country’s requirements and, if necessary, get your passport renewed well before you go.


Some countries have additional entry requirements. For requirements per country, check with the US State Department at Travel.State.gov.


Traveling with Your Passport: Guard your passport carefully. Keep it in your money belt, and if you’re asked to show it, put it back in your money belt right away. For tips on keeping your money belt—and its contents—safe, see here.


Replacing Your Passport: If you need to replace a lost or stolen passport in Europe, it’s much easier if you have a copy of it and a couple of passport photos, either brought from home or taken in Europe. For details on getting a replacement, see here. For tips on preparing and protecting important documents while traveling, see here.


Visas and Travel Authorizations


A travel visa is a stamp placed in your passport by a foreign government allowing you to enter that country. Visas are not required for Americans or Canadians traveling to the 27 European countries covered by the Schengen Agreement (see sidebar), as well as to the non-Schengen Republic of Ireland and UK. Note that travelers entering a country in the Schengen area may need to register with the European Travel Information and Authorization System (ETIAS)—see below.




European Borders (or Not)


Thanks to a series of treaties known as the Schengen Agreement, there are virtually no border checks between 27 European countries: Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland. Countries that are not part of Schengen include the Republic of Ireland and the United Kingdom.


So, what does Schengen mean for your travels? Schengen or no, you always need to show your passport at your first point of entry into Europe, when you exit Europe, and to reenter the US. By 2024, the EU’s new Entry-Exit System (EES) may also collect your passport number, photograph, and fingerprint upon arrival to a Schengen country. Additionally, you may need to register with ETIAS before traveling to any Schengen country (see “ETIAS Registration” in this section). When traveling between participating countries, you usually won’t have to stop or show a passport: You’ll blow past abandoned border posts on the superhighway or high-speed train. Non-Schengen countries still have border checks—but the border crossing is generally just a quick wave-through for US citizens.


Free movement within the Schengen area can be affected by events that cause countries to increase security; if this happens, you may encounter internal border checks in some countries (such as at an airport, train station, or highway border crossing).





Visas are required to visit Turkey and Russia. For travel beyond Europe, get information on visa requirements from your travel agent or the US State Department.


No Visa Required: When you enter a country without a visa, you’re officially on “short stay visitor” status. Within the Schengen area, that means you can stay up to 90 days within a 180-day period; most non-Schengen countries in Europe also have a 90-day limit (one big exception is the UK, which allows you to stay up to six months within a 12-month period). If your trip will extend beyond the three-month mark, you’ll need to get creative with your travel plans (for example, spend the requisite amount of time outside the Schengen area before reentering) or look into a long-stay visa.


ETIAS Registration: Beginning in 2024, US and Canadian citizens will be required to undergo an online security screening before traveling to Schengen countries. The European Travel Information and Authorization System (ETIAS) application will cost about $8; once approved, the travel authorization will be valid for three years. For more details, see the EU website https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en.
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Your passport will be stamped when you enter your first European country.





Turkey: Canadians and Americans must obtain a visa before entering Turkey. You can get your “e-visa” online (www.evisa.gov.tr [URL inactive]) or by visiting a Turkish consulate or embassy. US residents pay $50; Canadians pay $60 (that’s US dollars, not Canadian). Cruise-line passengers don’t need a visa if they visit Turkey by day but spend nights aboard their ship. But cruise passengers arriving in Turkey to start their cruise, departing from Turkey at the end of their cruise, or staying on Turkish soil for more than 72 hours must get a visa before arriving in Turkey. For more information, see the websites Washington.emb.mfa.gov.tr (Turkey’s embassy in the US) or Ottava.be.mfa.gov.tr (Turkey’s embassy in Canada).


Russia: Travel to Russia is currently inadvisable. For updates, check Travel.State.gov. When Russia is open to travel, you’ll likely need a visa. The process can be expensive, and you should begin at least 60 days before your departure. Before applying for a visa, you must first get an official document called a “letter of invitation” or a “visa support” (generally from a hotel or visa agency). You’ll also need to fill out an electronic visa application. The Russian embassy does not accept visa applications by mail, so it’s smart to use an agency that specializes in steering your application through the process. PassportVisasExpress.com is one of many such vendors. The costs add up; figure around $400 total per person to cover the visa, visa invitation, service fee, and secure shipping. For more details, go to RickSteves.com/russianvisa or see Washington.mid.ru (which lists Russian consulate locations in New York, Houston, and Washington, DC). If you live near one of these consulates, you can save some money (but go through a lot of steps) by applying for your visa in person at the consulate.



Covid-19 Vaccination



While most countries no longer require proof of Covid-19 vaccination for entry, some tour companies and sights still have vaccination requirements. You can check country-specific requirements on Travel.State.gov; for tour and museum requirements, go to their websites. Even if it’s not required for your itinerary, it’s smart to pack a copy of your vaccine record and/or store a scan or photo of your Covid-19 vaccine card on your phone.


Trusted Traveler Programs


To expedite airport security, you may want to consider enrolling in a trusted traveler program. More than 80 airlines at more than 200 US airports participate in the TSA Precheck program, which allows you to register to skip lines and elements of TSA screening ($78, valid for 5 years, www.tsa.gov/tsa-precheck). If you’re a frequent international traveler, consider the US Customs’ Global Entry Program, which includes TSA Precheck privileges at the start of your trip and lets you bypass passport control when you return ($100, valid for 5 years, www.globalentry.gov).


Student Cards


Students in high school or college can save money by carrying their school ID cards when traveling. In general, people under age 26 are eligible for many discounts in Europe: Show your student ID at ticket counters, museums, and bus and train stations, and you’ll be surprised at the number of discounts you’ll receive. Be aware that some discounts apply only to EU residents.


Some young travelers like to carry the International Student Identity Card (ISIC), an internationally recognized student ID card that provides discounts on transportation and sightseeing worldwide. Virtual cards cost $20 ($5 more for a physical card) and are good for one year from the date of issue (you must be a full-time student). They’re available on the ISIC website (www.isic.org) or from a local ISIC office.


Car Documents


If you’re renting a car, be aware that an International Driving Permit is required in Austria, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Spain ($20 plus tax, get it at AAA before your departure), and may be required by individual car-rental companies in other countries. Even if you aren’t renting a car in Europe, bring along your driver’s license—it can come in handy if you need to leave a piece of ID to rent a bike or audioguide and you don’t want to part with your passport. For specifics, see the Driving & Navigating chapter.


Back Up Key Documents


Before your trip, scan, make photocopies, and/or take photos of your documents (front and back). I like to both pack along a hard copy and have a digital version available on my phone (or uploaded to an easily accessible location in the cloud, such as Dropbox). It can also be smart to leave a physical copy with someone at home in case of an emergency. Make backups of the following:


• Passport, visa, and proof of Covid-19 vaccination


• Rail pass


• Car-rental voucher


• Prescriptions for eyewear and medicine


Don’t copy a debit or credit card—instead, keep just the number in a retrievable place. Consider bringing a couple of extra passport-type pictures, which can expedite the replacement process for a lost or stolen passport (to replace a passport, see here). If you’re traveling with a companion, carry copies of each other’s passports and other important documents. Guard your physical copies as carefully as you would the originals. I hide mine in a pouch clipped into the bottom of my luggage (don’t tell anyone).


It’s also smart to have a backup physical or digital copy of your itinerary, including hotel and car-rental confirmations and sight reservations. An itinerary-storage website, such as TripIt.com, is handy. And printed copies of key reservations come in handy if technology isn’t cooperating when you need it.


TRAVEL INSURANCE


Travel insurance can minimize the considerable financial risks of traveling: accidents, illness, missed flights, canceled tours, lost baggage, theft, terrorism, travel-company bankruptcies, natural disasters, emergency evacuation, and getting your body home in case you die. For a small fraction of your trip cost, you can alleviate the risk of losing money if something goes awry.


Some group tour operators require tour members to carry a minimum amount of travel insurance. For independent travelers, deciding whether to insure your trip (and, if so, how) is a personal decision. To make the most informed choice, it’s worth the (admittedly tedious) effort of doing some serious homework, scouring the fine print, and determining exactly what best suits your situation. This often requires calling a travel insurer and quizzing them with a list of detailed questions. Some travelers—not willing to go to all that effort—simply “let it ride” by skipping insurance altogether. Others buy insurance even if it may not strictly be necessary, just for the peace of mind.


Here are three key factors to consider; I’ll get into the nuts and bolts in the sections that follow.


Do you already have some form of insurance that covers your trip? Many credit cards—especially premium or “rewards” cards—include some degree of trip protection, which may partially duplicate what’s offered by an insurer. Your health insurance may cover doctor visits abroad, or your homeowners or renters insurance could reimburse some losses from theft. Before investing in a dedicated travel-insurance policy, investigate the benefits you already have.


How likely are you to need insurance? Travel is always unpredictable. Still, there are times when you feel confident a trip will come off without a hitch, and when most of your expenses are modest and/or refundable. But other times things feel less certain. For instance, if you or a loved one at home is dealing with a health issue, and you’ve invested a lot of nonrefundable money up front, you may be more inclined to insure.


What is your risk threshold? This is the wild card—and it comes down to personal philosophy. I know many seasoned travelers who meticulously insure each trip; and I know others who have never taken out insurance, and probably never will. Personally, I usually skip insurance, and my number has yet to come up (if or when my luck changes, I’m prepared to take my financial lumps). But, I know I can afford to absorb any losses; travelers on a tight budget might view risk differently. The more you stand to lose, the more tempting it is to insure.


Insurance Basics


The travel insurance menu typically includes a few main courses:


• trip cancellation, interruption, and delay


• medical


• evacuation


• baggage loss, delay, or theft


Travel-insurance policies are generally sold in some combination—you’ll usually purchase a package that includes most or all of these features. “Comprehensive insurance” covers all of the above, plus a few add-ons. Supplemental policies can be added to cover specific concerns, such as identity theft, pandemics, political evacuation, participating in adventure sports, and so on. Some travel-insurance policies include hotline concierge assistance—a promise that you can call toll-free, 24 hours a day, for help and advice in case you encounter problems.




Travel Insurance Providers


For extensive travel-insurance coverage, go with a reputable company. Consider the package deals sold by:


• Travel Guard (TravelGuard.com [URL inactive])


• Allianz (AllianzTravelInsurance.com)


• Travelex (TravelexInsurance.com)


• Betins (Betins.com)


• Travel Insured International (TravelInsured.com)


You can compare insurance policies and costs among various providers at SquareMouth.com and at InsureMyTrip.com; both also sell insurance.





Most travel insurance is reimbursement-only: You’ll pay for expenses out-of-pocket, then submit paperwork to recoup your money. Sometimes you’ll first be asked to get what you can directly (for example, what the airline will offer for your lost bag, or what your health insurance will pay for your medical bills), then get the rest reimbursed by the insurer. But some comprehensive packages can serve as your “primary coverage,” meaning that the insurer pays up-front and covers all expenses. Either way, if you have a problem, it’s wise to contact your insurer immediately to ask them how to proceed.


How much does insurance cost? It depends—and prices can vary dramatically. Standard insurance covering emergency health care and trip cancellation for a list of accepted reasons runs about 5-10 percent of the total trip cost; a “Cancel for Any Reason” plan (also covering nonemergency cancellation) adds about 50 percent to that base price. Age is one of the biggest factors: Rates go up dramatically for every decade over 50, while coverage is generally inexpensive or even free for children 17 and under. Available travel policies vary by state, and not all insurance companies are licensed in every state—check before you buy.


Don’t wait too long to buy insurance for your trip; many plan benefits shrink the longer you wait (or they may not be available at all). For maximum coverage, most insurers expect you to buy a policy within 7 to 15 days of the date you make the first payment on your trip.


The US State Department periodically issues warnings about traveling to at-risk countries (https://travel.state.gov). If you’re visiting one of these countries, your cancellation and medical insurance will likely not be honored, unless you buy supplemental coverage.


And what about Covid-19? First is the question of medical care: If you catch Covid and need to see a doctor or be hospitalized, is that covered? For many carriers, the answer is yes—but it’s worth checking to make sure. (Some providers classify Covid as a “foreseeable event” and decline to cover it.) Then there’s the many ways Covid can interrupt or cancel a trip: The country you’re visiting closes its borders or orders a lockdown; your airline or tour company cancels your departure; or you decide not to go because viral rates are skyrocketing at your destination. Most standard plans do not cover any of these scenarios, though premium plans and “cancel for any reason” policies may offer some protection. If Covid looms large in your trip planning, don’t assume you’ll be covered; investigate carefully to understand how each plan works before choosing.


Types of Coverage


Here are a few broad guidelines on the various types of coverage. But first, a sweeping caveat: Policies can differ, even within the same company, and details change frequently. To fully understand what’s covered, what isn’t, and how it all works, it’s essential to scour the fine print and ask any pressing questions. For example, how exactly do they define “family member”? (Your great-aunt likely doesn’t qualify.)


Credit-Card Coverage


Before buying insurance, look into whether you’re already covered by the credit card you’re using to pay for your trip. Some cards include elements of travel insurance that may overlap substantially with what you can buy from an insurer. The best coverage is offered by premium or “rewards” cards—the type that are made of metal, rather than plastic, and come with a hefty annual fee. Other cards may have far less generous travel-insurance benefits, or none at all.


Most credit-card coverage falls in the category of trip protection, with elements of cancellation/interruption/delay insurance, coverage for lost or stolen bags, and possibly collision coverage for your rental car. Higher-end cards may also include medical insurance, including some degree of evacuation. All credit-card coverage is supplemental rather than primary (meaning that you’ll first have to recoup any losses through other means before getting anything back from the card).


There are pros and cons to relying on credit-card coverage. If your card has an excellent policy, it can provide many of the benefits and peace of mind that you’d get by buying a travel-insurance policy. For someone with a reasonably high-risk threshold, that may be plenty.


However, the coverage offered by credit cards is less comprehensive and generous than what you can buy through a travel insurer. The list of covered scenarios is shorter; the benefit maximum is usually lower; and there can be odd exceptions and caveats that make it especially important to read the fine print. For example, certain car-rental companies in some countries refuse to honor the collision coverage offered by a credit card. And the “length of coverage” (number of days you’re eligible) is often limited and can vary by age; it may not cover your entire trip.


As long as you understand what benefits you’re eligible for, credit-card coverage can be useful for dealing with minor hassles and expenses. But it may not rise to the occasion of a major loss or serious emergency (such as costly medical evacuation or hospitalization).


Trip Cancellation, Interruption, and Delay Insurance


A standard trip cancellation or interruption policy covers the nonrefundable financial penalties or losses you incur when you cancel a prepaid tour or flight for an acceptable reason (see below). This insurance can be used whether you’re on an organized tour or cruise, or traveling independently (in which case, only the prepaid expenses—such as your flight and any nonrefundable accommodation bookings—are covered).
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Trip-cancellation insurance can be worthwhile if your travel plans go haywire.





Note the difference: Trip cancellation is when you don’t go on your trip at all. Trip interruption is when you begin a journey but have to cut it short; in this case, you’ll be reimbursed only for the portion of the trip that you didn’t complete. A related type of coverage is travel delay, which helps cover the cost of meals and hotels in case your flight is delayed over a certain amount of time and for a covered reason.


Covered reasons for cancellation or interruption may include:


• You, your travel partner, or an immediate family member cannot travel because of sickness, death, layoff, or a list of other acceptable reasons.


• Your tour company or airline goes out of business or can’t perform as promised (for example, due to inclement weather—an increasingly common occurrence; note that some insurers don’t cover certain airlines or tour operators).


• A family member at home gets sick (preexisting conditions can affect coverage, and mental illness is generally not covered).


• You miss a flight or need an emergency flight for a reason outside your control (such as a car accident, inclement weather, or a strike).


So, if you or your travel partner accidentally breaks a leg a few days before your trip, you can both bail out without losing all the money you paid. Or, if you’re on a tour and have a mishap on your first day, you’ll be reimbursed for some portion of the tour you were unable to use.


Insuring against high-impact travel unknowns—pandemics, natural disasters, terrorist attacks, and so on—is more complicated, and exactly what’s covered can be a moving target. (The best example of this is interruptions caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, described earlier.) If you have a particular concern in mind, ask.


Jittery travelers can avoid the question of what is and what isn’t covered by buying a costly “Cancel for Any Reason,” or CFAR, policy. These offer at least partial reimbursement (generally 50-75 percent) no matter why you cancel the trip. But the premiums are hefty—usually adding about 50 percent to the price of a basic policy—so weigh it carefully against the cost and chance of a canceled trip.


For my latest advice on trip cancellation and interruption insurance, see RickSteves.com/travel-tips/trip-planning/travel-insurance.


Medical and Evacuation Insurance


Some US-based health insurance covers you abroad, at least in certain countries; other policies end the moment you cross the border. First, check with your existing health insurer to determine whether and how you’re covered while traveling. Then check with your credit-card company to see if they cover costs that your health insurance doesn’t. In all likelihood, even if those options cover minor health hassles, they probably aren’t up to the challenge of a major medical catastrophe. And that’s why many travelers opt for travel medical insurance. You’re less likely to need this than cancellation/interruption insurance—but, should you need it, you’ll be relieved to have it.


Medical and evacuation insurance comes in two forms: “Primary” coverage pays for any medical expenses up to a certain amount. But most coverage is “secondary” (or supplemental)—covering whatever expenses your health plan doesn’t, including deductibles.


For routine care while traveling, a visit to a doctor will likely be an out-of-pocket expense (bring home your documentation to be reimbursed). In emergency situations involving costly procedures or overnight stays, the hospital will typically work directly with your travel-insurance carrier on billing. But any expenses covered by your home insurance will likely need to be paid up front, then reimbursed later. Whatever the circumstances, it’s smart to contact your insurer(s) from the road to let them know that you’ve sought medical help.


Preexisting conditions may or may not be covered by your travel insurance, depending on when you buy the coverage and how recently you’ve been treated for the condition. (Sometimes you can pay more for a waiver to cover those conditions.) If you travel frequently, multitrip annual medical policies can save you money.


For travelers over age 70, buying travel medical insurance can be expensive. It’s important to know that Medicare doesn’t cover you abroad, but certain Medigap plans do cover some emergency care outside of the US (call the issuer of your supplemental policy for the details). Figure out exactly how (and whether) you’re covered; then, if you feel you need more coverage, compare the cost of a standalone travel medical plan with comprehensive insurance (described earlier).


Medical evacuation (or medevac) is another key component of medical insurance—and the one with potentially the highest financial toll if you’re not insured. This covers the cost of getting you to a place where you can receive appropriate medical treatment in the event of an emergency. (In a worst-case scenario, this can mean a medically equipped—and incredibly expensive—private jet.) This is usually not covered by your health insurance back home. And even when buying a travel-insurance policy, your evacuation coverage may get you just as far as the nearest major hospital. “Medical repatriation”—that is, getting you all the way home—is likely to be covered only if it’s considered medically necessary.


Considering all of this, evacuation coverage is particularly wise if you’re planning an adventure in a remote area. However, be aware that you may not be covered if you’re injured while participating in an activity your insurer considers to be dangerous (such as skydiving, mountain climbing, bungee jumping, scuba diving, or even skiing). Some companies sell supplementary adventure-sports coverage.


Other Types of Insurance


Baggage insurance, which is included in most comprehensive policies, covers luggage that is lost, delayed, or damaged. Most of these incidents are the responsibility of the airline; it’s also common for these to be covered by some credit-card coverage and/or by your homeowners or renters insurance (which typically covers your possessions anywhere you travel). Therefore, for most travelers, baggage insurance simply covers the deductibles and losses not already covered by those other policies. There may be a cap on what’s covered, and policies may exclude valuable items such as jewelry, electronics, and camera equipment.


Theft protection, like baggage insurance, may already be included in your homeowners or renters insurance, but can also be purchased as a supplement. Be clear on what’s covered (including any deductibles), understand how values of stolen objects are determined, and ask about maximum reimbursement limits. If you plan to file an insurance claim, you’ll need to get a police report in the location where the theft occurred. Better yet, for tips on avoiding theft while traveling, see the Theft & Scams chapter.


Collision coverage, an important type of insurance for rental cars, is covered in detail on here. There are various ways to cover possible damage to a rental car: You can pay more to the rental company to reduce your deductible; it may be covered by the credit card you use to pay for the rental; or you can buy a comprehensive travel-insurance plan that includes collision (or, for some plans, add it for an extra fee). In any event, make sure you fully understand how you’re covered (or not covered), and what the deductible may be for problems. Keep in mind that “liability” (damage your car does to others or their property) is often handled separately.
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Thieves rifled through this backpack before dumping it—minus any valuables—on the street in Rome.





Flight insurance may be offered at an extra charge when you book your flight online. This is essentially a form of trip cancellation and delay insurance (often through a third-party provider) that’s specific to air travel. Before agreeing to this extra charge, consider your alternatives: Your credit-card coverage may already cover flight cancellations and delays, and a comprehensive travel-insurance policy almost certainly does. Also take into consideration the airline’s refund policies: Some are generous in refunding you with credit for unused travel, and others allow you to make your tickets fully refundable for a modest extra fee.


Travel always involves risks. And while insurance can help mitigate many of the expenses incurred if things go wrong, it won’t eliminate all risk, and likely won’t entirely reimburse every expense. When considering whether travel insurance is right for you, do your homework, ask questions, and decide what you’re willing to pay for some peace of mind.


BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time.


[image: image] Get a proper guidebook (see here). If traveling with one of mine, check for recent changes to your destinations at RickSteves.com/update.


[image: image] Make sure your passport is valid—and get any visas you may need for your destinations. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to 12 weeks or more to renew or get a passport (see here).


[image: image] If visiting a Schengen country, file your security screening application with ETIAS, the European Travel Information and Authorization System (see here). This program is scheduled to start in 2024.


[image: image] Check Covid-19 vaccination requirements for your itinerary, and gather the necessary documentation.


[image: image] Book your international flights (see here).


[image: image] Figure out your main form of transportation in Europe: Get a rail pass (see here), rent a car (see here), and/or book flights within Europe (see here). You can generally buy rail tickets as you travel (see here), but it can be smart to reserve seats on certain trains before you leave (see here).


[image: image] If you’ll be renting a car, consider getting an International Driving Permit, which is required in some countries (see here).


[image: image] Make reservations well in advance, especially during peak season, for accommodations (see here), major sights (see here), popular restaurants, and local guides.


[image: image] Consider whether to buy travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card may offer, and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas (see here).


[image: image] If you don’t already have a “tap-to-pay” or “contactless” credit card, get one—they are widely accepted, secure, and simple to use. You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases--request it if you don’t know it. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe (see sidebar on here) and know how to contact your bank while traveling. You don’t need to bring European currency for your trip; you can withdraw local cash at ATMs in Europe.


[image: image] If you’re bringing the kids, make sure you have the right paperwork, including passports, and, if applicable, a letter of consent to travel without both parents and documentation for adopted children (see here).


[image: image] Make backup copies of important travel documents, including your itinerary (see here).


[image: image] Students should carry a valid school-issued ID (or consider an International Student Identity Card) to take advantage of discounts throughout Europe.


[image: image] Prepare your mobile phone for international travel. Know what your phone plan covers internationally, or sign up for an international plan to reduce your costs. Plan to rely heavily on Wi-Fi (see here). Follow common-sense safety precautions to protect your phone and its data (see here).


[image: image] Download any apps you’ll use on the road (maps, translators, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe—with free audio tours of major sights, city walks, and travel interviews; see here). If you plan to watch TV shows or movies in your downtime, download these in advance, as licensing restrictions can block streaming services in Europe (see here).


[image: image] Enroll in the State Department’s Smart Traveler Enrollment Program to get safety updates about your destination and to help loved ones get in touch with you in case of emergency (https://step.state.gov).


[image: image] Take care of any medical needs. Visit your doctor for a checkup and see your dentist if you have work that needs to be done. If you use prescription drugs, stock up before your trip (see here) and pack a copy of the prescription, plus prescriptions for any contact lenses or glasses.


[image: image] Attend to household needs. Cancel your newspapers, hold your mail delivery, and prepay your bills.


[image: image] Make a list of valuables that you’re bringing (such as electronics). Include serial numbers, makes, and models, and take photos of your items to serve as a record for the police and your insurance company should anything be stolen.


[image: image] Check airline carry-on restrictions. The Transportation Security Administration’s website (www.tsa.gov) has an up-to-date list of what you can bring on the plane with you...and what you must check.
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Packing Tips from Rick’s Readers


The importance of packing light cannot be overemphasized, but for your sake, I’ll try. You’ll never meet a traveler who, after five trips, brags: “Every year I pack heavier.” You can’t travel heavy, happy, and cheap. Pick two. With flight disruptions becoming more common, I’m more committed than ever to my rule of never checking a bag. With only a carry-on, I can be nimble at the airport. It’s not a hardship to always have my bag with me—it’s peace of mind.


ONE BAG—THAT’S IT


My self-imposed limit is 20 pounds in a 9" × 21" × 14" carry-on-size bag (it’ll fit in an airplane’s overhead bin, at least on your transatlantic flight; some intra-European airlines restrict carry-on luggage to even smaller specs). At my company, we take tens of thousands of people of all ages and styles on tours through Europe. We allow only one carry-on bag, plus a small day pack. For many, this is a radical concept: 9" × 21" × 14"? That’s my toiletries kit! But they manage, and they’re glad they did. After you enjoy that sweet mobility and freedom, you’ll never go any other way.


You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think you will. Before flying to Europe, give yourself a test. Pack up completely and walk around your house or block. Or practice being a tourist in your hometown for an afternoon. Fully loaded, you should enjoy window-shopping. If you can’t, stagger home and thin things out.
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No matter your age, you can travel like college kids: light, mobile, and wearing your convertible suitcase/backpack.





When you carry your own luggage, it’s less likely to get lost, broken, or stolen. Lengthy delay or quick, last-minute flight change? No problem—your bag is with you. Had you checked it, who knows where it might end up? Bag in hand, it’s easy to adapt to whatever the airline throws at you. And when you arrive, you can hit the ground running. It’s a good feeling. When I land in London, I’m on my way downtown while everyone else stares anxiously at the luggage carousel. When I fly home, I’m the first guy the dog sniffs.
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Pack light. You won’t have a mule to haul your bags around. (If you do, you’re taking advantage of your spouse.)





You can also save money by bringing less. Read the fine print when you are choosing flights to understand add-on fees for checked (and sometimes even carry-on) baggage. While major airlines generally allow one free checked bag on overseas flights, some charge extra. Airlines also have weight limits for bags, and often charge more for overweight bags. If you’re taking a separate flight within Europe, expect to be charged to check a bag (see “Baggage Restrictions,” later). Challenge yourself to pack according to the most restrictive baggage policy.


It can be a drag, dragging your bag through airports, and even I sometimes wonder why I followed my own advice to bring only a carry-on. But then I’m reminded of the joy of having everything with me—like the time I avoided a long layover by hopping on an earlier flight from Copenhagen to Bergen. If I’d checked my bag, I wouldn’t have had that kind of flexibility. Arriving at my hotel two hours early, I enjoyed a jumpstart on my Norway time with a lovely evening in a salty port town, where summer’s “magic hour” lasts until 11 p.m.


Packing light isn’t just about saving time and money—it’s about your traveling lifestyle. Too much luggage limits your options. It slams the Back Door shut. Serendipity suffers. Changing locations becomes a major operation. Con artists figure you’re helpless. Porters are a problem only to those who need them. With only one bag, you’re mobile and in control. Take this advice seriously.


Choosing a Bag


A fundamental packing decision is your luggage. When shopping for a bag, consider these factors:


External Dimensions: Is the bag small enough to work as a carry-on? (If not, are you willing to put up with the extra fees and potential delays that come with checking your bag?)


Comfort and Mobility: Consider whether you want a bag with wheels or without, and remember you’ll need to maneuver it not just through airport terminals but also on uneven surfaces (cobblestones, gravel) and stairs. If you choose a bag without wheels, consider how easily you can carry about 20 pounds on your back.


Efficiency of Space: Look for the most (usable) capacity. Compartments help you stay organized; a zip-out expandable section is handy for bringing souvenirs home.


Quality: Go with a well-established and/or well-reviewed brand. As for cost, it’s easy to spend a fortune on your luggage, but you don’t need to. If your bag costs more than $250, you’re probably paying more for a brand name than quality. Just make sure your bag is made well enough to withstand at least a few trips’ worth of wear and tear; a product guarantee is a good sign. Sturdy stitching, front and/or side pockets, padded shoulder straps (for backpacks), and a low-profile color are virtues.


Bag Breakdown


Here’s my take on your main options. Note that I only consider carry-on-size luggage.


Soft Backpacks: To me, this kind of bag (see photo at the start of this chapter) makes the most sense. These bags hang on your shoulders and work fine for getting from the train station to the hotel. They’re the most versatile carry-ons since they can squish down to fit in virtually any overhead bin or beneath the seat in front of you. And I really appreciate the mobility and practicality of having both hands free while en route—I can eat a sandwich or buy a bus ticket and hop on board without breaking my stride. I live out of my backpack for four months each year—and I absolutely love it. The day will come when I’ll be rolling my bag through Europe with the rest of the gang. But as long as I’m hardy enough to carry my gear on my back, I will.


Internal-Frame Backpacks: An internal-frame backpack is the most comfortable bag to wear, as the frame and hip belt keep the weight off your shoulders and balanced over your hips. However, these bags can be expensive, they’re often “taller” than carry-on size, and I don’t think the comfort is worth the trade-off. If you pack light, a soft backpack won’t cause too much strain (and shorter carry-on-size framed backpacks force you to limit your stuff).


Rolling Bags: If carrying a pack on your back isn’t for you, wheels are the way to go. A rolling bag comes with two or four wheels and frees your back for a smaller day bag—or you can set your smaller bag on top and roll it along. Two-wheeled bags are built for speedy dashes through the airport; four-wheeled models, known as spinners, are more agile. Generally, you pull a two-wheeled roll-aboard behind you, while four-wheeled bags can be pushed or pulled. Go to a luggage store—or borrow a friend’s bag for the weekend—and see which style you prefer.


Rolling bags also come in soft- and hard-sided formats. In general, I prefer a soft-sided suitcase. Hard-sided bags tend to be expensive, and even the ultra-light models are still a pound or two heavier than most soft-sided bags. Their major advantage is the protection they offer any breakables you’re hauling home. (I sell a hybrid hard-side/canvas bag on my website.)
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A 9" × 21" × 14" carry-on bag (with or without wheels) is the ideal size.





Compared to backpacks of similar dimensions, bags with wheels usually cost more, weigh more, and offer a little less capacity than backpacks of similar dimensions (since wheel wells and the retractable handle cut into the internal space). Wheeled bags are great in airports but can be cumbersome when negotiating narrow B&B staircases, crowded subways, and villages with stepped or cobbled lanes.


And, unless you’re traveling with your own butler, remember that you’ll need to lift and lug your wheeled bag from time to time—up stairs, into and out of overhead compartments, on and off transit, over muddy footpaths, etc. Look for a rolling bag that’s as roomy as possible while still being small and light enough to lift and fit in a plane’s overhead bin. Plenty of wheeled bags are well-designed—most of my staffers prefer to roll with one. Just don’t let wheels delude you into packing heavier.


Rolling Backpacks: Having both wheels and backpack straps seems like the best of both worlds—but the wheels and retractable handle eat up interior space. Many travelers tell me that, while they appreciate having flexibility, they end up using their rolling backpack almost exclusively as a wheeled bag. Personally, I’d go with one or the other.


You can see a comparison chart of my backpacks and rolling bags—and purchase them—at RickSteves.com.


Baggage Restrictions


Pack light...and pack smart. You can’t bring anything potentially dangerous—such as knives, lighters, or large quantities of liquids or gels—in your carry-on bag. (This list can change—for details, see “What Can’t I Carry On?” on here.) Don’t let these restrictions deter you: I leave my Swiss Army knife at home, bring small bottles of toiletries, and carry on my bag as usual.


When you carry your bag onto the plane, all liquids, gels, creams, and aerosols must be in 3.4-ounce or smaller containers, all of which must fit into one clear, quart (or liter)-size, plastic zip-top bag. You can also find sturdier, TSA-approved toiletry bags. Exceptions are made for certain prescription and over-the-counter medicines, as well as contact-lens solution (see www.tsa.gov for details), but European airports don’t always hew to the same guidelines. If you check your bag, you can pack all the liquids you want (but I wouldn’t).


Still set on checking your bag? If so, mark it inside and out with your name, address, and contact information. If you have a lock on your bag, you may be asked to remove it to accommodate a security check, or it may be opened or even cut off so the bag can be inspected (even a TSA-approved lock may be cut by European inspectors). An alternative is to use a heavy-duty wire or nylon cable tie—but be sure you have a carry-on safe tool to cut it off (such as a nail clipper). I’ve never locked my bag and have never had a problem. Still, just in case, don’t pack anything valuable (such as cash, a camera, or jewelry) in checked luggage.
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When getting way off the beaten path—like this traveler, who’s staying at a tiny guesthouse in Italy’s Civita di Bagnoregio—you’ll be glad you’re packing light.





Be aware that some airlines, particularly Europe’s budget carriers, have more stringent carry-on regulations than what we’re used to in the US, so confirm policies before you book. Make sure your bag meets size and weight requirements before you take off. For flights within Europe—especially on cheapo airlines like Ryanair or easyJet—it’s best to pay for a carry-on or checked bag when booking the flight, as on-the-spot baggage-check fees can easily top the cost of the flight itself. Even with just a carry-on, airline personnel may ask you to check your bag at the gate if bin capacity is limited (gate-checking your bag at the airline’s request is free as long as your bag complies with the airline’s policies).




One Carry-on Bag


Here’s what I travel with for two months (photos taken naked in a Copenhagen hotel room): 9” × 21” × 14” soft backpack; lightweight day bag; ripped-up sections of several of my guidebooks, notes, maps, journal, tiny pocket notepad; money belt (with debit card, credit card, driver’s license, passport, rail pass, cash reserve, sheet of phone numbers and addresses); second money belt clipped inside my bag for “semiprecious” items and documents (flash drive for back-ups, house key, leftover foreign currency, advance tickets and documentation of hotel reservations, car rental, flights, etc.); toiletries bag (with squeeze bottle of shampoo, soap in a plastic container, shaver, toothbrush and paste, comb, nail clippers, squeeze bottle of liquid soap for clothes); bag with electronic gear (travel alarm clock, phone charger, laptop power cord, plug adapters); miscellaneous bag (with family photos, business cards, back-up toiletries, first aid kit, odds and ends); light rain jacket, long khaki cotton pants (button pockets) in summer or dark jeans off-season, super-light long pants, shorts, five pairs of socks and underwear, two long-sleeved shirts, two short-sleeved shirts, two T-shirts; stuff bag with sweater and plastic laundry bag; light pair of shoes; and lightweight laptop, camera, and noise-canceling headphones.
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PACKING 101


How do you fit a whole trip’s worth of luggage into a small backpack or suitcase? The answer is simple: Bring very little.


Spread out everything you think you might need on the living-room floor. Scrutinize each item. Ask yourself, “Will I really use my snorkel and fins enough to justify carrying them around all summer?” Not “Will I use them?” but “Will I use them enough to feel good about hauling them over the Swiss Alps?” Frugal as I may be, I’d buy a set in Greece and give them away before I’d carry that extra weight for weeks. Remember that you can rent the gear you need for all kinds of outdoor activities—or look for lightly used goods at secondhand stores, which are as popular in Europe as they are in the US.




Where’s My Bag?


If you must check a bag for your flight, consider using a tracker such as the Apple AirTag to let you know whether your luggage made it on the plane. If it didn’t, the AirTag can help you (and airline staff) determine where it may have wound up. And should your bag be stolen, the tracker improves your chances of recovering it (with the help of police).


[image: image]


An AirTag is a small, battery-operated disc (tuck it away inside your bag) that is tracked using an iPhone or iPad. The disc sends out a Bluetooth signal that connects securely with other iPhones in its vicinity to calculate its position, which you track via Apple’s Find My app. You can also attach an AirTag to your phone, wallet, or backpack—anything you might misplace. Note that AirTags are only compatible with Apple devices. For Android users, a similar tracker called Tile is an option to consider.





Don’t pack for the worst-case scenario. Pack for the best-case scenario and buy yourself out of any jams; if there’s only a slight chance you will need a parka or a third pair of shoes, rest assured you can find what you need in Europe. Bring layers rather than a heavy coat. Think in terms of what you can do without—not what might be handy on your trip. I’ve seen people pack a whole summer’s supply of deodorant or razors, thinking they can’t get them in Europe. The world is small: You can buy Dial soap, Colgate toothpaste, Nivea cream, and Gillette razors in Sicily and Slovakia. Tourist shops in major international hotels are a sure bet whenever you have difficulty finding a personal item. If you can’t find one of your essentials, ask yourself how a half-billion Europeans can live without it. Rather than carry a whole trip’s supply of toiletries, take enough to get started and look forward to running out of toothpaste in Bulgaria. Then you have the perfect excuse to go into a Bulgarian department store, shop around, and pick up something you think might be toothpaste.


Whether I’m traveling for three weeks or three months, I pack exactly the same. To keep my clothes tightly packed and well organized, I fold and roll them before zipping them up in packing cubes. To really maximize bag space, consider airless baggies or a clothes compressor (look for heavy-duty ones made to withstand everyday use). I also like specially designed folding boards (such as Eagle Creek’s Pack-It Folder) to fold and carry clothes with minimal wrinkling. Mesh bags also come in handy. I use one for underwear and socks, another for miscellaneous stuff such as a first-aid kit, earplugs, clothesline, sewing kit, and gadgets. (I sell many of these organizational items, including packing cubes and compression packs, on my website.)


Remember to leave room for souvenirs, or bring along an empty featherweight nylon bag to use as a carry-on for your return flight, when you can check your main bag through—this is when those expandable compartments really come in handy.


Go casual, simple, and very light. Remember, in your travels you’ll meet two kinds of tourists—those who pack light and those who wish they had. Say it out loud: “PACK LIGHT PACK LIGHT PACK LIGHT.”




Resources for Packing Light


TSA.gov: Official list of what you can and cannot carry on


Europa.eu/youreurope/citizens/travel: EU version of TSA website


OneBag.com: More tips on traveling light


RickSteves.com/packing: Rick’s packing list and more


RickSteves.com/travel-talks: Rick’s travel skills talks, including one on packing


Pack the Bag, Packing Pro, Packr Travel Packing: Customizable packing list apps





What to Pack


I’ve broken the contents of your bag into five major categories: clothing, travel documents (including money), toiletries, electronics, and miscellaneous extras. My core packing recommendations—including quantities for each item of clothing—are all included on my Packing Checklist in this chapter. At the end of this chapter, I’ve outlined some optional bring-alongs. An asterisk (*) indicates an item you can purchase at RickSteves.com.


Clothing Basics


Experienced travelers bring only things that will be worn repeatedly, complement other items, and have multiple uses (for example, I don’t swim much, so I let a pair of lightweight shorts double as swim trunks). Pack with color coordination in mind. Neutral colors (black, navy, khaki) dress up easily and can be extremely versatile. No one knows you’re wearing the same outfit every third day…except your travel partner, and they’re doing the same thing.


To extend your wardrobe as you travel, plan to spend 10 minutes doing a little wash every few nights, or consider a visit to a local launderette, which is in itself a Back Door experience (for details on doing laundry in Europe, see here). Choose fabrics that resist wrinkling or look good wrinkled. If you wring with gusto, lightweight clothing should dry overnight in your hotel room. Do a test wash before your trip and pick items that hand-wash well.


Many travelers are concerned about appropriate dress. During tourist season, even Europe’s concert halls go casual. I have never felt out of place at symphonies, operas, or plays wearing a decent pair of slacks and a good-looking sweater or collared shirt. Some cultural events require more formal attire, particularly outside of high season, but the casual tourist rarely encounters these. Women who don’t pack a dress or skirt will do just fine with a pair of nice pants.
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In Britain, they say there’s no bad weather...only inappropriate clothing.





While Europeans do wear casual clothing, their definition of casual is a bit dressier than ours. Shorts are uncommon on older women and in big cities, and the cutoff temperature for “hot enough for shorts” is much higher than in the US. Especially in southern Europe, women can blend in with the locals by wearing capri pants or a skirt; men can pack a pair of as-light-as-possible pants.


Shorts, tank tops, and other skimpy summer attire can put a crimp in your sightseeing plans. Some churches, mostly in southern Europe, have modest-dress requirements: no shorts or bare shoulders. Except at the strict St. Peter’s Basilica (in Rome) and St. Mark’s (in Venice), the dress code is often loosely enforced. Synagogues and mosques may require women to cover their hair. At some heavily touristed churches with strict dress codes, people hand out sheets of tissue paper you can wrap around yourself like a shawl or skirt. If necessary, it’s usually easy to improvise some modesty (dash into a store for a lightweight shirt to cover your shoulders or carry a scarf to cover your hair).


It can be worth splurging a little to get just the right clothes for your trip—ideally, things you’ll wear at home, too. For durable, lightweight travel clothes, consider ExOfficio, TravelSmith, Tilley, Eddie Bauer, and REI.


But ultimately—as long as you don’t wear something outrageous or offensive—just dress in a way that makes you comfortable. No matter how carefully you dress, your clothes will probably distinguish you from Europeans. And so what? To blend in and be culturally sensitive, I watch my manners, not the cut of my clothes.
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