
  [image: Cover Page of Savvy Backpacker’s Guide to Europe on a Budget]


  [image: Half Title of Savvy Backpacker’s Guide to Europe on a Budget]


  [image: Title Page of Savvy Backpacker’s Guide to Europe on a Budget]


  Copyright © 2015 by James Feess

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Liz Driesbach

  Cover photo credit Thinkstock

  Print ISBN: 978-1-62914-738-3

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63220-114-0

  Printed in China


  Introduction
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  For many people, the thought of traveling to Europe is intimidating, or at the very least, confusing. It’s perfectly normal to feel a little overwhelmed by the whole planning process. I know felt the exact same way when I was preparing for my first backpacking trip through Europe. I’d never before used public transportation, I spoke only English, I had no concept of hostels, and this trip would be the first time I was truly self-reliant. It did feel daunting at times, but it was also exciting because I knew I was about to have the experience of a lifetime.

  Every year, Europe enchants millions of visitors with her countless charms while she happily drains their bank accounts. However, savvy travelers know it doesn’t require a lot of money to have an incredible journey abroad. In fact, the more money you spend the larger wedge you’ll drive between you and the local culture. When you travel on a tight budget, you’ll have a more authentic experience because you’ll find yourself perusing the same neighborhood markets, shopping at the same grocery stores, and eating at the same restaurants as the locals.

  Luckily, Europe has plenty of inexpensive places to sleep, the public transportation is amazing, and food can be affordable. The infrastructure for budget travel is already in place—you simply need to learn the travel skills to take full advantage of it. However, if you’re not aware of these budget-travel strategies your bank account will take a beating.

  It’s important to realize that budget travel is more than just saving money. It’s also about knowing how to spend your money wisely in order to maximize your travel time—which is just as valuable. All it takes to plan a successful journey is preparation, strategic budgeting tips, and time-tested travel advice.

  I think proper travel planning is essential if you want to get the most bang for your travel buck. That said, people often tell me that they don’t want to plan anything and they prefer to “play everything by ear.” I understand. I was one of those people on my first trip to Europe. I had romantic notions of showing up in a city on a whim, finding a hostel, and then discovering an amazing little café frequented by locals. In reality, I spent hours trying to find a hostel only to discover that all the cheap rooms were booked. Then I couldn’t locate any affordable restaurants, so I finally gave in and ate at McDonald’s. That’s when I realized the importance of planning

  However, I want to strongly emphasize that over-planning is also a surefire path to failure and any experienced traveler will tell you the critical importance of spontaneity and flexibility. You need to plan just enough to give your trip structure and then fill the rest in as you go.

  The goal of this book is to equip you with the travel knowledge needed to plan an amazing journey through Europe. Then once you’re fully informed about all of your options, you can make an educated choice of which tips and advice best suits your travel style.
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  CHAPTER ONE—

  PLANNING
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  The secret to traveling cheaply and successfully all starts with a bit of planning. First there are basic matters like getting a passport and sorting out your banking, but the real planning starts when you assemble your itinerary and set your travel budget. It will take a decent amount of effort, but you’ll be rewarded once you’re abroad.

  Big Picture Itinerary Planning

  Europe is an amazingly diverse continent and it offers something for everyone. In fact, most visitors have a terribly difficult time narrowing down exactly what they want to experience because there is so much to choose from. You could travel for a year and still feel like you’ve missed something. Unfortunately, most of us don’t have the luxury of being able to spend months traveling, so we have to economize our time.

  I’ll tell you right now that trying to assemble an itinerary will cause a great deal of frustration and stress. But that’s okay; it is all part of the process. It takes a lot of creativity, I and you’ll spend multiple hours nailing down your itinerary. In this section, I’ll give you my planning strategies, but my way isn’t the only method. Use these tips as a guideline, but ultimately it is up to you to find the one that works the best for your journey.

  You may find it useful to go through the entire book and then return to this chapter because you’ll have a better idea about transportation, travel costs, and other important travel issues so you can create a better-informed itinerary.

  STEP ONE—Estimate your travel budget. For most people, money is the main limiting factor when it comes to travel planning, so it’s wise to look at your finances to figure out how much you can spend on your trip. It’s fine if you only have a ballpark figure, but it is very helpful to have a dollar amount that you don’t want to cross. As you proceed through the next steps, you’ll need to keep this amount in mind because it will be a major factor in dictating how and where you travel.

  STEP TWO—Pick your approximate travel dates. Now that you have an idea of your budget, it’s time to choose when and how long you want to travel. Some people travel as long as they can or until the money runs out—which is a perfectly fine way to travel; however, most travelers don’t have this luxury since school, work, or other obligations usually determine when they can go abroad.

  During these beginning stages, it’s not necessary to know your exact travel dates, although, you should have a fairly good idea. You’ll inevitably fine-tune and tweak your itinerary as you continue to plan—maybe you’ll see that you can actually travel longer than you anticipated or maybe you’ll realize the need to cut back. Keep in mind that flexibility is vital if you want to save money; sometimes moving your departure or return date by a day or two can save hundreds of dollars.
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  Want to see the Tour de France end in Paris? Mark it down on your calendar and plan around it.

  STEP THREE—Write down anything you are 100% certain you are going to do. Sometimes you have things on your trip that can’t change—maybe you have concert tickets or your rich uncle is letting you shack up in his fancy Tuscan villa for a week. You’ll have to plan around these events so they’ll greatly affect your other travel plans.

  STEP FOUR—Break out the map and start brainstorming where you want to visit. I’d start off by surveying a map to become more familiar with the geography of Europe. This is helpful because you can see where all the major cities are located in relation to each other, and you’ll get a better idea of the distance between areas.

  Next, go to the bookstore and spend a few hours thumbing through the travel books. Take out the good ol’ pen and paper. Jot down anything that looks interesting. Naturally, a lot of people will first head to the Internet for advice, but I prefer to stick with guidebooks at this stage. Guidebooks are nice because the information is organized logically and easy to find. Don’t get me wrong, I love the Internet and we’ll use it quite often during the following stages of the planning process, but at this point I find old-fashioned guidebooks to be the most efficient.

  Don’t limit yourself at this point; just brainstorm and compile a list. You’ll probably end up discovering a lot of really cool places that you may have never considered.

  Don’t forget to keep in mind the type of stuff you’re interested in experiencing—museums, party destinations, castles, beaches, major cities, small towns, cuisine, nature, music festivals, outdoor sports, etc.

  Then create a map using Google Maps and place a pin in every location on your list. This is a great way to visualize everything, and maybe you’ll start to see your interests guiding you to certain regions.

  STEP FIVE—Start to narrow down your list. This is where things get a little more difficult. I suggest separating all the places on your list into three categories; 1) places you 100% want to see, 2) places you really want to see, and 3) places you could live without.

  STEP SIX—Write down how many days you think you will want to spend in each location. Most guidebooks will give you an idea of how much time you should spend in each location (e.g. four days in Paris, three days in Berlin, four days in London, etc.). If you’re like most people, you’ll quickly realize there is no way you can see all the places on your list. Time to make more cuts and adjustments.

  Naturally, you want to see as much as possible when you travel, but this often leads to packing way too much into the itinerary. Nearly everyone does it, and I’m guilty of it myself. I highly suggest resisting the temptation of attempting to see everything. I cringe every time I see someone wanting to visit London, Paris, Amsterdam, Rome, Berlin, and Barcelona in twelve days. It’s possible but you’ll barely scratch the surface of the places you visit.

  Additionally, traveling at breakneck speeds is not only exhausting, but it will also cause major burnout. You won’t give yourself the time to appreciate what you’re seeing, and after a few weeks you will hardly remember what you’ve seen. Trust me. Ask anyone who has done a whirlwind tour and they will all tell you that they wish they had slowed down.

  Don’t forget to take travel time into consideration. It is easy to forget that traveling from place to place takes a lot of time, and “whirlwind” travelers should pay special attention to this. In addition to the plane or train ride, there are a lot of little additional activities that eat into your precious travel time. For example, it takes time to pack your bags, check out of your hostel, travel to the train station, and wait for your train (you’ll also need to arrive a little early so as not to miss your train). Once you arrive to the new city, you have to find the hostel (hopefully you don’t get lost), check in, and get settled in. All of this extra time can easily take a few hours and quickly adds up if you change locations every few days.

  STEP SEVEN—Rework itinerary. Now that you have a better idea of how long to spend in each location, you can start to choose your top destinations and eliminate destinations that will not realistically fit into your schedule.

  STEP EIGHT—Plot your route. Create a Google Map with each location on your list and see if there is a logical route to take. Be sure the route you take makes logical sense—e.g., don’t backtrack as it wastes valuable travel time. If you have one location that is considerably farther away from all the others, you might consider skipping it, because it may not be worth the time and expense for going out of your way.

  STEP NINE—Explore arrival and departure airports. The airports which you arrive into and depart from will not only affect the amount you’ll pay for the ticket, but it will also shape your travel route. The largest (and usually most affordable) airports are in London, Amsterdam, Paris, Frankfurt, and Madrid—although you might find good deals at other locations so search around.

  It’s important to note that you don’t have to arrive and depart from the same airport (this is called an open-jaw ticket). In fact, it often makes more sense to use different airports because it means you’re not forced to travel in a circuit. For example, if you arrive in London but spend the next few weeks traveling south into Spain, it would be a waste of time and money to travel all the way back to London just to catch a flight. In this case, flying back home via Madrid is a smarter choice.

  STEP TEN—Estimate transportation costs and travel time. Once you have a good idea of where you want to travel, you’ll need to figure out transportation options and costs between each location. You basically have four choices—plane, train (rail pass or single tickets), car, or coach. Each has its own advantages and disadvantages. Read the transportation chapter to get a better idea of travel costs and options. For a quick reference about travel times and costs, visit rome2rio.com—it isn’t perfect and the prices aren’t always accurate but it will give a rough cost estimate.

  Don’t forget that your time is just as valuable as money—especially if you are on a tight timeframe. For example, the $50 coach journey from Paris to Marseilles may be $80 cheaper than taking the train, but the journey will take thirteen hours—compared to a little over three hours for the train. I know I’d rather pay the extra money to save a full day of travel.

  Night trains are a decent way to travel long distances without missing a travel day. This also eliminates the need to pay for a hostel bed. It might not be very comfortable, but you can sleep in a normal seat. For an extra fee, you can get a bed in a sleeper car—although you’ll be sharing a room with a few strangers. Either way, don’t expect to sleep like a baby.

  STEP ELEVEN—Reevaluate your route with transportation costs included. Now that you have a better idea of the costs of transportation, look back at your budget and make sure you’re still on track. If transportation expenses are eating too much into your budget, you may consider altering the itinerary (or cutting back elsewhere).

  Consider staying in fewer locations for a longer amount of time if your transportation costs are too high. Not only does this allow you to get to know each location better, it also gives you a chance to take daytrips to nearby areas. For example, the Château de Versailles, Château de Fontainebleau, Giverny, and Reims are less than an hour’s train ride from Paris.

  STEP TWELVE—Tweak and finalize. Go back through your itinerary until you’ve decided on a fairly finalized travel plan. I find it helpful to write out the finalized itinerary on a calendar because it’s a good way to visualize the entire journey.

  STEP THIRTEEN—Realize your itinerary is flexible. One of the beautiful things about traveling through Europe is the freedom to change your plans as you wish. During my first trip, I wanted to see only big cities, but after about two weeks I needed a change of pace—so I hopped a train to a small Swiss mountain town for a few days.

  The purpose of putting some thought into your itinerary isn’t to lock yourself into a rigid schedule. The goal is to give your travel plans some structure and for you to be aware of all the possible travel options. It should help you best utilize your precious time abroad so you don’t make any expensive travel mistakes.

  Additional Itinerary Planning Advice

  Start in an easy country. Traveling to a foreign country can be intimidating—especially if you don’t speak the local language. If you’re a little apprehensive, consider starting in an English-speaking destination. London is a great place to fly into. Not only is London a world-class city, but it is also one of the cheapest places to fly into, and it has vast connections to the rest of Europe.

  Eastern Europe and Southern Europe are cheaper. If you’re on a tight budget, consider spending less time in pricy Western Europe and more in Eastern and Southern Europe. Popular Eastern cities like Prague, Berlin, Krakow, and Budapest are still a bargain when compared to their Western counterparts—but their prices are slowly creeping up as more travelers discover their charms.

  Stop and smell the roses. Transportation eats a huge chunk of your travel budget and is time consuming. Cut those travel costs by spending more time in fewer destinations. Additionally, you can focus on visiting a single country or on a specific geographical region. This gives you the opportunity to better explore the local culture and discover the small things you’d probably miss at first glance.

  Relaxation time. Most travelers focus on hopping between Europe’s major cities. There is nothing wrong with this travel style, but scheduling a few relaxing destinations will be a welcome reprieve from the constant noise and chaos of the city. It will give your mind and body some much needed opportunities to decompress.

  Short trips require better time management. Generally, shorter trips require more planning than longer trips because your time is more valuable. If you only have two or three weeks, consider spending more time planning and try to minimize the time you spend traveling. If you’re traveling for a few months then you can cut back on the pre-planning.

  Save money, but lose some flexibility, by booking in advance. You can save a significant amount of money if you book flights and some train tickets in advance (read the transportation chapters for more details). Cheaper hostel beds are the first to be booked in the summer so you might be left with only the more expensive options if you don’t book a little early.

  However, booking in advance does require quite a bit more planning and you’ll lose flexibility because advance cheap tickets are usually nonrefundable. It’s up to you to decide which is more important.

  Overestimate travel costs. Leave a little padding in your budget for unexpected expenses. Many budget travelers plan their trips around spending the bare minimum but run out of money before the end of the trip. Overestimating your travel costs will help create an emergency fund to get you out of those sticky situations.

  Become familiar with transportation. High-speed trains, long-distance trains, local trains, regional trains, suburban trains, trams, subways, city buses, coaches, ferries . . . For many travelers, this is the first time using such a complex and vast transportation network so it can seem a little overwhelming. Take a little time to read up on how everything works. It isn’t too complicated, but everything will go a lot smoother if you do a little homework beforehand.

  Estimating Daily Travel Costs

  The main daily costs associated with travel include accommodation, food, sightseeing, public transportation, and a few extra incidental costs. Most frugal-minded, hostel-hopping backpackers spend around $70–$100/day in Western Europe and $40–$70/day in Eastern Europe. At this level, you can travel fairly modestly and comfortably without making too many sacrifices. If you watch your budget closely and make a conscious effort to keep your costs down, it’s possible to drop your expenses by around 25%–30%. Lowering your costs even more starts to become difficult so you’ll have to get creative—there are plenty of money-saving tips throughout this book.

  It is also important to note that these daily costs do not include long-distance transportation between destinations—this is just for estimating how much you’ll spend on an average day.

  ACCOMMODATION COST ESTIMATE

  For this example I am going to assume that you’ll be staying in hostels since that is the most popular form of accommodation for budget travelers. However, there are other options, so check out the accommodation chapter for more information about short-term apartments, couchsurfing, camping, and a few others.

  Hostel prices can vary greatly from city to city. Many raise their rates on the weekend (Friday–Saturday) and some holidays.

  The rates on the next page are based on a late June booking from hostels that received fairly high reviews from past guests. You may be able to find cheaper options if you’re willing to overlook cleanliness, a good location, or other desirable amenities.

  Furthermore, the prices listed are for a single person in the cheapest room available (usually in a room with anywhere from 6 to 20 beds). The prices generally get more expensive as the number of beds in a room decreases (e.g., an 18-bed room will be cheaper than a 4-bed room). The price also goes up Friday and Saturday. Private rooms (for two people) are normally two or three times as expensive as the cheapest bed.

  London: $20–$45

  Paris: $30–$50

  Dublin: $15–$25

  Amsterdam: $20–$50

  Munich: $20–$40

  Berlin: $13–$30

  Krakow: $7–$18

  Budapest: $8–$20

  Barcelona: $15–$25

  FOOD COST ESTIMATE

  Europe is home to some of the world’s greatest cuisine and as a budget backpacker you’ll have little money to try it. (Sorry.) Simply put, frequently eating at restaurants is a temptingly easy way to blow your budget. Nonetheless, I do encourage that everyone set aside some cash for trying the local cuisine, given that food is such a large part of experiencing a country’s culture—it would be a shame to miss this experience.

  For the budget traveler, the daily food budget will be anywhere from $14 to $40. At the lower end of this price range, you’ll mostly be eating the free hostel breakfast and homemade meals/picnics from the grocery store. At the middle range you can eat at cheap takeaway restaurants ($8–$10 for a meal), affordable sit-down restaurants ($15–$20 for a meal), and maybe have a few snacks throughout the day.

  I suggest budgeting a little high for food because even the most diehard budget travelers will break down and buy a prepared meal sometimes. You will too, trust me. When you’re not familiar with the city it can be challenging to find a grocery store and it’s even worse when you’re already really hungry.

  Additionally, making a meal after a long day of sightseeing can sometimes be a pain in the ass, so it will often be challenging to motivate yourself to cook something.

  SIGHTSEEING AND ATTRACTIONS COST ESTIMATE

  You go to Europe to experience the culture and to see the sights. Well, get out your wallet because most attractions charge an admission fee. The fees are usually not outrageous but they do add up. Many places offer student/youth discounts so be sure to inquire about those. While you may not do something that requires an admission fee every day, I would still budget about $15/day for sightseeing. Here is a list of admissions prices at some popular attractions in Europe so you can get a feel of how much things cost:

  Louvre Museum – Paris: $17

  Centre Pompidou Museum – Paris: $18

  Tower of London: $37

  Van Gogh Museum – Amsterdam: $20

  Walking Tours: Free (guides work on tips) or $15 for paid tours

  Note: Many museums offer discounted or free tickets to students and/or people under the age of twenty-six.

  PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION COST ESTIMATE

  Between subways, buses, and trams, European public transportation is excellent in nearly every large and medium-sized city. Additionally, it’s usually affordable. Most cities are walkable and I always suggest walking when possible, but in some cases public transport might be a better use of your time and energy.

  Most cities sell a range of tickets and travel passes (e.g., single tickets, 1, 3, 5, 7 day passes, month pass, etc.) so it’s smart to do a little research to find the option that works best for you. Below are some examples of transportation cost:

  London Tube (w/Oyster Card): $4/off-peak single fare or $14/all day

  Paris Metro: $19 for 10 one-way tickets

  Amsterdam (tram): $23 for 72 hours of unlimited travel

  Budapest (bus and subway): $17 for 72 hours of unlimited travel about

  Prague: $1.60 for a single tram ticket

  Barcelona (metro): $1.40 for a single ticket on the metro

  ALCOHOL COST ESTIMATE

  Europe has an insane amount of good beer and wine, so it would be a shame to not sample a few gallons. And, let’s be honest, most backpackers drink their fair share as they travel around. Just be cautious because those big nights out can cost you a fortune—but I don’t have to tell you that. As always, buying alcohol from the grocery store is a great way to save a lot of money. Listed below are some sample alcohol prices from around Europe:

  London (Pint of Beer): $3.10–$6.20 but expect to pay more at trendy clubs/pubs.

  Paris (Wine): $7–$12 cheap bottle of good wine from the store.

  Prague (Pint of Beer): Restaurant $1.90 and around $.70 from a grocery store.

  Budapest (Pint of Beer): $2–$3 at a bar

  Munich (Beer): $9 for a huge mug at a beer garden and around $1 for a liter of beer from the store.

  EXTRAS AND UNEXPECTED EXPENSES ESTIMATE

  Don’t forget to add a little extra money into your budget for unexpected expenses like laundry, souvenirs, toiletries, clothing, skydiving, missed trains, etc. On my first trip abroad, I barely missed one of my flights because the train to the airport was delayed. I had to pay an extra $100 to change flights. Of course, I hadn’t left much room in my budget for unexpected expenses, so I had to cut back on other areas.
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  Money Matters

  Having a solid grasp on exchange rates, currencies, ATM fees, credit card fees, and other banking issues won’t only save you quite a bit of money, but it will also save you a lot of hassle.

  UNDERSTANDING CURRENCY AND EXCHANGE RATES
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  The Euro was first introduced in 1999 as a way to provide common currency across Europe. Currently, this single currency is shared by a large number of European countries. This is helpful for visitors because you no longer have to exchange money each time you visit a new country.

  Here is a list of the countries that use the Euro: Andorra, Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Kosovo, Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta, Monaco, Montenegro, Netherlands, Portugal, San Marino, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, and Vatican City.

  However, there are still some countries that haven’t adopted the Euro and still use their own currency. These countries are: Albania, Belarus, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Herzegovina, Hungary, Iceland, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, FYR Macedonia, Moldova, Norway, Poland, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine, and the United Kingdom (England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales).

  The Exchange Rate is the value of one currency in terms of another. The rates change daily (although in tiny increments). Be sure to know the current exchange rate while you’re traveling so you’ll have a better idea what you’re spending in your home currency. I like to write down in my notebook how much currencies are worth compared to the US dollar so I can have a quick reference when I make purchases. I use XE.com to find the current rates—they also have an excellent free exchange rate app that can be used without an Internet connection if you travel with a smartphone.

  It is fairly simple to estimate prices on the fly with the Euro, British Pound Sterling, and the Swiss Franc because those currencies are relatively similar to the US dollar. For example, 10 USD = 7.31 EUR, 6.12 GBP, and 9 CHF. However, it gets more confusing in other countries because the numbers get significantly higher so it is more difficult to estimate how much you’re paying for things. For example, 10 USD is worth about 2,185 Hungarian Forint. Now, before you get too excited, this doesn’t mean you can live like a king on $10. It just means that a meal and a beer at an inexpensive restaurant in Budapest will cost about 2,185 HUF.

  [image: images]

  WITHDRAWING MONEY FROM AN ATM

  The ATM is easily the best way to get cash while traveling in Europe. There are ATMs everywhere (airports, train stations, scattered across cities, etc.) and it’s the most popular (and sometimes only) way for Europeans to access their cash. Most ATMs have an English language option (look for the little British flag icon), so you don’t have to worry about knowing the local language. Another benefit is that you will be given the current exchange rate when you make a withdrawal (money change offices give you a poor conversion rate).
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