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Praise for
How to Travel the World on $75 a Day


“How to Travel the World on $75 a Day is a great resource for when you’re sitting and home and dreaming of travel, for when those dreams turn into travel preparation, and for when those travel preparations take you out the door on your dream trip.”


—Rolf Potts, internationally bestselling author of Vagabonding


“Matt is a budget travel expert and his advice has helped millions of people travel cheaper. This book puts all his knowledge into one place and is sure to help you save money and get off the beaten path.”


—Samantha Brown, host of Samantha Brown’s Places to Love on PBS


“Nomadic Matt is one of the world’s top budget travel experts. His writings and teachings will help anyone get off the beaten path and save money no matter where they are going in the world.”


—Onieka Raymond, Emmy Award–winning travel journalist


“Matt’s helped millions of people travel cheaper and he’s one of the savviest travelers I know. This book is definitely going to help you save money no matter how long you want to go away for!”


—Brent Underwood, New York Times bestselling author of Ghost Town Living


“Matt is the travel expert I always tell my friends to reference when planning their trips. He has a ton of firsthand experience traveling on a budget and seamlessly shares all that knowledge in this book. It’s easy to digest and jam-packed with helpful tips.”


—Renee Hahnel, author of Roaming America
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To all the people I’ve met on the road—
you changed my life in ways you’ll never know.









Author’s Note: All prices, resources, and information were correct at the time of writing. All prices are in USD for easy comparison and based on exchange rates at the time of research. Since things in travel can change quickly, some resources and companies may no longer be available and prices may be different due to varying exchange rates or general price increases that happen with time.










Introduction



When I was growing up in the ’80s and ’90s, any dreams of long-term travel would have been considered far too expensive and impractical. Fancy group tours, big hotels, flashy resorts, five-star meals, and budget-blowing flights were supposedly what travel was all about. The travel industry kept that perception alive with glossy advertisements for luxurious holidays in far-off destinations where we could escape the stress of our day-to-day lives . . . if only we ponied up the money.


Travel was a vacation. A respite from the monotony of modern nine-to-five life. You’d go off, spend a lot of money, and come back from your two-week trip reinvigorated (and with a tan to make your coworkers jealous). Then you’d spend the rest of the year in your cubicle saving up for another trip, dreaming of the excitement that would come with it.


But those ads—and that entire concept of travel—were lies.


After all, you can’t run a media company by selling hostel dorms, budget hotels, discount transportation, museum passes, or cheap tours—the kind of stuff that makes travel affordable for the masses. You need ad revenue, and the luxury travel companies were more than happy to spend money to promote the dream of big, splashy, expensive (and lucrative) vacations.


So mass media promoted a style of travel that was more upscale (and thus more expensive) than it needed to be.


It wasn’t until I actually traveled the world that I understood how misleading and wrong those big travel companies were—and just how affordable travel could be.


Back in 2003, I was planning my first trip overseas. I had just graduated from college and was working in hospital administration. I was putting in forty-plus-hour weeks and looking forward to my precious two weeks of vacation. I booked a trip to Costa Rica (how I chose it as my first international destination, I don’t know—time has faded that memory) and spent two weeks falling in love with travel. I loved the sense of adventure. I loved how every day held something new. I loved the feeling of endless possibility that each day brought, a stark contrast to my well-structured days in the office.


The following year, I used my entire annual allotment of vacation days in January because I couldn’t wait to get overseas again. I had picked up the travel bug in Costa Rica—and there was no going back.


My friend Scott and I ventured to Thailand—and that’s where my life changed.


While we were in the northern city of Chiang Mai, I left Scott to visit a temple outside the city. I shared a tuk-tuk (the name for inexpensive shared taxis in Asia) with five non-American backpackers. On the ride we began discussing vacation time, and they were amazed that, as an American, I got only two weeks of vacation per year. They all received at least a month off in their home countries, and they were doing all this travel on a budget—staying in hostels, using local transportation, eating at street stalls, and finding deals that allowed them to stretch their savings.


To say I was jealous would be an understatement. I wanted their freedom more than anything, and our conversation made me rethink my life. I was heading down a road I realized I wasn’t ready for—marriage, house, kids, 401(k)s, playdates, college funds. While those things aren’t bad, at twenty-three, those weren’t the things I was really sure I wanted. I loved the freedom travel brought and wanted more of it. Before I met these backpackers, I didn’t think traveling long-term on a budget was possible, but now I knew it was.


A few days later, while lying on the beach on the famous island of Koh Samui, I turned to Scott and said, “I’m going to quit my job, finish my master’s degree, and travel the world for a year. Just like those backpackers.” I knew the second I told him that I was making the right decision. Everything in my being told me so. That evening, I went to the only English language bookstore on the island and bought Lonely Planet’s Guide to Southeast Asia to seal the deal. In my mind, it was my unbreakable commitment.


Once I got back home, I promptly quit my job, finished my MBA, and, in July 2006, I hugged my parents goodbye and set out for the open road. I used the money I had saved and invested from working my hospital job to fund that initial trip.


That adventure was supposed to last a year. It turned into eighteen months, and then eighteen months suddenly became forever.


There was a lot I didn’t know when I first started. But the more I traveled, the more I found ways to save money without sacrificing comfort.


Since this book’s first edition in 2012, travel—and the world— has substantially changed. The internet, the sharing economy, social media, smartphone apps, and countless blogs have changed people’s perceptions of travel. Long-term travel, digital nomading, and career breaks are far more common and popular than they were even just a few years ago.


The rise of the “social media influencer” has made young people realize that travel doesn’t have to be expensive and that they don’t have to put off their dream trip until retirement. They see people online traveling to far-off destinations and say, “I want to do that too.” They want to YOLO now, not when they are seventy.


The FIRE movement (financial independence, retire early) turned thirty- and forty-year-olds into penny pinchers so they could retire early and roam the world. COVID changed how we work, and digital nomading and remote working are no longer the sole domain of bloggers, techies, and influencers. People from all industries have been unchained from their office jobs and can be found in cities and communities around the world. They, too, want a better work-life balance and more time for experiences and adventure.


Whether it’s two-week trips, staycations, or folks quitting their jobs to travel the world, more and more people are saying yes to travel and heading out the door.


But time and time again the number-one concern would-be travelers still express to me is: “But how can I afford it?” The reality is most people still believe travel costs large sums of money— and that it’s something they’ll do at some nebulous future point in their life.


Yes, it is true that travel simply isn’t as cheap as it was in the years leading up to the pandemic (even a seasoned travel expert like me has to look harder and harder for deals).


But that doesn’t mean it’s impossible to travel on a budget. In this book, I’ll show you how to travel the world for $75 a day (or less). I’m here to tell you that you don’t need to tap a trust fund to travel. You don’t need to win the lottery, and you don’t need your parents to foot the bill. Anyone can travel cheaply and comfortably if they know the secrets to saving money on the road.


Nothing I tell you in this book is a “secret” to those who have traveled. I didn’t need to join a special club to learn these things. I didn’t take a course. Experience on the road showed me what most travel companies don’t want you to see. Working in the industry and traveling for a long time—along with years of experience on the road—allowed me to peer behind the veil, and I saw that travel is genuinely affordable because a host of budget options exist for tours, accommodations, food, and flights. They just aren’t well-advertised.


The goal of this book is to put travel within your reach, even if you don’t have a lot of money. (I didn’t either when I started.) My approach is not about avoiding certain highlights or activities— it’s about traveling smart. I don’t go to Italy to avoid nice meals. I don’t go to Bordeaux to avoid a wine tour. I don’t dream of visiting Australia and camping in the Outback only to say, “No, that’s a bit out of my budget. Maybe another time.”


And neither do you.


I want to help you experience destinations fully while also ensuring you don’t break the bank.


As you read through this book, you’ll find a lot of advice geared toward people taking long-term travel. After all, this book is about traveling the world, right? But not everyone is going to jump overseas for months on end. Some people just want to save money on their two-week holiday.


Don’t worry if you go away for only a week or two—this book is still for you. My tips can be used for a trip of any length. Whether you are going to Paris for two weeks or two months, you’ll still need to know how to get a cheap flight, affordable travel insurance, affordable accommodation, and authentic meals.


The more deals and tricks you know, the more you can stretch your budget. And “cheap” doesn’t mean traveling like a pauper. It’s about traveling (as the cliché goes) like a local. After all, when you are home, you don’t spend a lot of money per day—and neither do the locals where you are visiting. If you know just a few general tips and some location-specific advice, you can always have a first-class experience without paying a first-class price.


This book is your first step out the door.


So, grab a drink and a map while you read, relax, and learn to save.


Sincerely,


“Nomadic” Matt Kepnes
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PLANNING YOUR TRIP
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GETTING OVER YOUR FEARS


The most difficult part about traveling the world isn’t actually the logistics of a trip—it’s finding the courage to go in the first place. It takes a lot of courage to leave your life behind and journey into the unknown. It’s this initial step that most people never get past. For me, it took a trip to Thailand to get me to make the leap. For others, it’s a lot more difficult. Instead of the nudge I required, some people require a full-on shove.


While most of this book will talk about the practical, financial side of travel, I want to begin with the psychology of travel because it’s usually where people need the most initial help. Let me start by saying that any fear, second-guessing, or anxiety you have is normal.


It’s natural to second-guess yourself when making a big life change, and leaving everything behind to travel the world is certainly a big change. But let me tell you: it’s going to work out just fine.


As a travel writer, I get emails all the time from people asking me whether or not they should travel the world. Do they quit their job and go for it? Are they in the right stage of life? Will they find work when they return? Will everything be OK?


These emails are peppered with nervous excitement over travel’s endless possibilities, but there is also always one underlying message in the emails:


“Matt, I want to go but I’m afraid. I need someone to tell me it will be all right.”


Well, I’m telling you right now that it’s going to be all right.


In my meetings with strangers, they always tell me how they dream of traveling the world. “It must be such the adventure,” they tell me. “I wish I could do it.” And when I ask them what stops them, they come up with a book full of excuses as to why they can’t:


“I can’t afford my trip.”


“I have too many responsibilities at home.”


“I won’t be able to make friends on the road.”


“I don’t want to be alone.”


“I have too many bills.”


“I’m not sure I could do it.”


“I need [insert new product] so I’m saving my money for that.”


“I’m simply too scared.”


“I don’t have the time right now. X, Y, Z social event is coming up and I can’t miss it!”


It’s not that these aren’t valid excuses—but that they are surmountable excuses. They just don’t get tackled because of fear. It’s easier for someone to stay home in his or her comfort zone than to break out and travel the world. As the saying goes, “People go with the devil they know over the devil they don’t.” Home is our safe zone. We know it. We understand it. We may not always like it, but we get it, and that is a powerful force. In the end, held back by their own fears, most people stay home and dream of that “one perfect day” when all those obstacles disappear and they are finally ready to go.


But you know what? That day never comes. There will never be a perfect day.


Tomorrow, you will still have bills.


Tomorrow, you still won’t have just the right amount of money.


Tomorrow, you will still have someone’s wedding or birthday to attend.


Tomorrow, you will still second-guess yourself.


Tomorrow, you’ll find another excuse as to why you can’t go.


Tomorrow, people you know will still feed the doubt in your head.


Tomorrow will come and you’ll say, “Today isn’t the right day. Let’s go tomorrow.”


Dropping everything to travel takes a lot of courage, and while many people claim “real-world responsibilities” prevent them from traveling, I think it is the fear of the unknown that really holds most people back.


When I first set out on my nomadic lifestyle, I was terrified! I had no idea what I was doing. There was no easy way to come home. No quick FaceTime with my friends or family if something went wrong because FaceTime (and widespread use of smartphones) didn’t exist yet. Wi-Fi wasn’t ubiquitous, social media didn’t exist, and there wasn’t a lot of information online about how to get around, where to stay, or how to stay safe.


But I knew if I didn’t do it, I’d regret it.


Since you bought this book, you are probably already on the right track. Maybe you are already committed to a long-term trip, or maybe you are still on the fence about it. No matter what side of the coin you fall on, know that even the most experienced travelers had doubts when they began. I had tons—and I’ve never met anyone who didn’t.


But I want to reassure you that you are doing the right thing. Because once you start traveling, you will realize a few things that will help you get rid of your fears.


You aren’t the first person to travel abroad. One of the things that comforted me when I was first starting out was realizing that lots of other people traveled the world before me and ended up just fine. While long-term travel might not be popular in the United States, it is a rite of passage for a lot of people around the world. People as young as eighteen head overseas in droves for long-term trips, and there is a well-worn travel trail around the world where you’ll find support from other travelers. As you read this paragraph right now, millions of people are trekking around the world and discovering foreign lands. And if millions of eighteen-yearolds on a round-the-world trip came home in one piece, I realized there was no reason I wouldn’t either. The same goes for you.


That realization helped take away some of my fear because I knew there would be other travelers on the road to comfort me. Let that comfort you too.


You are just as capable as everyone else. I’m smart, capable, and have common sense (or so I think). If other people can travel the world, why can’t I? I realized there was no reason I wouldn’t be able to make my way around the world. I’m just as capable as everyone else, and so are you.


Early in my travels, I turned up in Bangkok without knowing a single person, and I wound up living and thriving there. I made friends, I found a girlfriend, I rented an apartment, I got a job, and I even learned Thai. It was sink or swim, and I swam. Back in the early 2010s, I navigated my way through Ukraine, a country where few people speak English and even fewer signs are in the Roman alphabet (as they use the Cyrillic script there). I had to say, “Choo choo” to a taxi driver to tell him I needed to go to the train station. I once had a friend cluck in Laos so the server knew he wanted chicken. Nobody steps out into the world knowing it all. They learn along the way. Don’t doubt yourself. You get by in your regular life just fine, and the same will be true when you travel.


The world isn’t as dangerous as the media says. CNN, Fox News, MSNBC, and other major media outlets often make the world outside our borders look like a pretty scary place. They paint a skewed picture of a world filled with violence, terrorism, anti-Americanism, rampant natural disasters, and lots of crime. We always hear about the latest calamity or the current war, but not about the locals taking care of tourists or fighting for gender equality. Like the saying goes: if it bleeds, it leads.


I think one of the main reasons why the world seems so dangerous is because we have instant global communication for the first time in human history. Whenever anything happens, we can know about it right away through twenty-four-hour news networks and social media. Earthquakes and typhoons have always happened, but now we hear about them in our social media feeds in real time.


Moreover, the media—traditional and online—always paints a skewed version of events. My mother constantly tells me when I go anywhere in the world to “be careful,” as if the world is a big, scary place. She’ll tell me how nervous she is if I end up in a country that she once heard about in the news . . . in 1975. I try to tell her that the world is not that scary and I could get mugged just as easily in New York, Miami, or Houston as I could in London, Beijing, or São Paulo. Sometimes she’ll agree with a hesitant, “I guess you have a point.”


But it’s not just worried mothers who might bring the fear. Years back, when my friend joined me in Thailand, one of her coworkers said to her, “Why would you want to go there? Hawaii has beaches. Do they even have electricity in Thailand?”


Everyone around the world wants the same things that you want. They too have jobs, families, and a long list of chores. They too want their kids to be safe, earn money, and live prosperous lives. Mostly, they want to be left alone. They aren’t looking for trouble. Travelers from all corners cross the globe every day without any problems because, like anywhere, people are too busy to care about you.


As a whole, the world is no more or less safe than any part of the United States. Your common sense will serve you whether you are in Phoenix or Phnom Penh. Use your street smarts to avoid dodgy situations, and you will be fine.


You will make friends. People always ask me how to make friends on the road. They tell me they’re not very social and that it’s hard for them to connect with strangers. After all, not everyone can walk up to a stranger and say hello. You might spend the first few days traveling by yourself, afraid of making that first contact. I was really shy when I first hit the road. I could talk my friends’ ears off, but whenever I’d get around new people, I’d go quiet. Now I have no problems talking to anyone I meet, and I can thank travel for that skill.


The good news is that when you travel, you are never alone. There are many solo travelers making their way across the world, and they are in the exact same boat as you. They want companionship. They want friends. You’ll find people who will come up and talk to you out of the blue. I was recently having a beer alone in Bangkok, and another traveler at my hostel came up to see if I wanted company, and we struck up a fantastic conversation. I met two of my best friends because I said hello to them in a guesthouse in Vietnam. I’ve attended the weddings of friends I met while asking to join their Frisbee game on the beach. After a while, it becomes normal to strike up a conversation with a complete stranger.


Travelers are friendly people who want to make friends. And one of those friends is you.


You are never too old. Budget travel, backpacking, round-theworld trips—these trips aren’t just for the young. While I was in Poland, I met a sixty-five-year-old American in my hostel. He was traveling around Europe before heading to India, and he was sharing stories from his youth while drinking a few beers with the younger backpackers. My friend once met a man in his seventies making a big trip around the world because, as he said, he didn’t have much time left and wanted to see the world. He had lots of ailments and carried many prescriptions, but he knew it was now or never so he went for it.


I’ve seen families with their children on buses in Southeast Asia and retirees camping in Australia. Some of my favorite encounters on the road have been with older travelers, as they always have the best stories. As they say, you are only as old as you feel.


You can travel with kids. People think that once they have children, they can’t travel. But every year, families set off to travel the world. Having a family doesn’t need to be a barrier to long-term travel. In fact, more and more families travel the world, thanks in part to a rise of homeschooling options and parents untethered to desk jobs. Some of the biggest social media influencers are traveling families (one of the most famous, The Bucket List Family, has over five million social media followers and a deal with National Geographic).


Don’t believe having a family means ending your travels.


You can always come back. If you make it three months into your trip and decide that long-term travel isn’t for you, it’s perfectly OK to return home. I’ve met a few travelers who, months into their trip, realized that they really liked being at home. They missed their friends, their family, and their significant others, so they cut their trip short.


There’s no such thing as failure in the world of travel. Your trip is your own. You went away for yourself, not for other people—and, in the end, you only to need worry about yourself. Getting up and going is more than most people do, and if traveling isn’t for you, there is no shame in embracing that. Whether you are gone for one day, one month, or one year, you still will have learned and grown from your adventure. That in itself is a major accomplishment.


If I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s that these fears, like all fears, are unfounded. In the end, life works out.


Walking away was easy for me, but I understand that not everyone can just cut loose as quickly as I did. Some of us have mortgages, parents to take care of, children to look after. But that doesn’t mean it’s impossible to travel.


When you dive deeper, you find people don’t follow through with their plans because they are too afraid to commit. They looked up some flights, scrolled through some hotels on their phone, and maybe even went to a bookstore to buy a guidebook. But when it came down to committing, they hemmed and hawed and said, “Let me think about it a little. Maybe tomorrow.”


Tomorrow is always the day something happens. It’s the day to hit the gym, start your new diet, read more, or finally book that trip to Paris.


I get it. Change is hard. Getting out of your comfort zone is hard. It takes dedicated mental energy. Turning a dream into a reality can elicit a sort of “Oh crap, this is happening!” moment. There’s always a mix of excitement and fear. “Yes!” to doing it but also “Uh, what did I get myself into?”


Soon, you’ll be arriving in a city you know nothing about, a place where you know no one and where you (probably) don’t speak the language. This is enough to make anyone say, “Wait, I’m not ready!”


But I’m here to take the leap with you and say you are ready.


Your future holds mouthwatering meals in foreign countries, tropical beaches you only thought existed in a postcard, winding alleyways in European cities that throw you back into the Middle Ages, or jungles so dense and teeming with wildlife you’ll feel like you are living in an issue of National Geographic magazine.


In the following chapters, we’re going to make that happen.
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IS TRAVEL REALLY TOO EXPENSIVE?


Let’s put the “travel is too expensive” myth to bed with a short exercise. Get out a sheet of paper and write down all your fixed monthly expenses. Write down your rent (or mortgage), car payments, cable bill, utilities, groceries, insurance, cell phone bill, etc. and tally everything up.


Next, write down all your discretionary spending. This would include any dinners and drinks out, movie nights, shopping, that daily coffee from Starbucks, the bottle of water you buy on your way home from work, gym membership, haircuts, change you give away, and everything in between.


If you don’t know what you spend money on, you can never save properly. Track your expenses for a month and see what you spend. Don’t cheat. No matter how small the expense, write it down.


Once you have totaled up all your expenses, take a moment to reflect on the title of this book—how to travel the world on $75 a day. That’s about $2,278 per month, or $27,355 per year.


When you add up all your monthly spending and costs, it’s likely more than $2,300. Even if you live in a small town rather than a big coastal city, you’re likely spending close to or more than that number.


Assuming your rent is $1,400 per month (which is the US national average in May 2024 according to Apartments.com), that’s $43 per day, which is 57 percent of the daily budget set out in this book. Add in food costs, gas, car insurance, health insurance, and cable, and your set expenses are almost certainly higher than the number you need for a year abroad. And that’s before you’ve spent a dime on anything fun like a new outfit or dinner and a movie.


You might have looked at the cover of this book and thought, “I spend way less than $75 per day.” I know because many people have told me, “$75 per day sounds like a lot of money.” They are positive that they spend way less than that on a daily basis.


But that’s because people often don’t consider their fixed costs like housing, insurance, utilities, or debt payments when they think about how much money they spend each day. Numerous studies have shown that people spend more when they don’t “see” the money leave their account. We think about what we spend when we go out to eat or go shopping, not those recurring bills. We may not go to the ATM every day, but we are constantly spending.


Now, imagine if all your living expenses were less than $75 per day. Everything. Your house, food, transportation, travel, nights out at the movies, or drinks at a bar. How wonderful would that be? How wonderful would it be to live on less than $28,000 per year? Pretty wonderful, huh?


For that much money, you could be out traveling the world instead of sitting at home—and yet many people say to me, “I can’t travel. Your advice is great if you are middle-class.” “Your parents are giving you money!” “Your website can never work for me. I’m too poor to travel.” “This advice is only for privileged people.”


Every travel naysayer believes their situation is unique, that they can’t manage what someone else did. And it’s not just travel. We all make excuses as to why we can’t do something we desire. “The gym is too far away.” “Just one more cookie won’t hurt.” “I’m not tall enough to play basketball.” We believe we’ll never accomplish that great thing we aspire to because we lack the one “secret” ingredient we think is needed to make it happen.


When it comes to travel, people think what’s holding them back is money. They imagine they can’t travel because they can’t tap the Bank of Mom and Dad, or because they are burdened by debt, or because they simply assume folks like me are just lucky.


By believing that everyone else is special, unique, or rich, they put up a psychological barrier that lets them ignore all the reasons why travel is possible. If you wake up today and tell yourself, “I can’t travel because of reason X,” you’ll never look for ways to start traveling. You see only the reasons why you can’t travel. You’ll never peer beyond those roadblocks and ask yourself, “How do I overcome these obstacles like those other people?” The only difference between those on the road and those at home is saying “I can” instead of “I can’t.”


Wake up today and say, “Yes, I can travel too.” Start looking for what you can do right now to make it happen. Start small. Each yes builds on the one before it. Look at your day-to-day spending. How much would you save if you bought a water filter instead of a daily bottle of water? What if you gave up Starbucks? What if you gave up a streaming service? Downgraded your phone plan? Walked to work? Sold your unneeded stuff on eBay?


Starting small gives you small victories that help you slowly realize you can do it. The more wins you have, the more you keep going. When I was saving money for my first trip, I started cooking at home more and stopped going out for drinks. Then I gave up going to movies. Then I sold my stuff and found a roommate. Then I found ways to carshare to save on gas.


Each step built on top of the last, and I got more confident in my ability to save. I woke up each morning and said to myself, “I can do this.”


Changing your mindset can have tremendous results. Years ago, I met an American girl in Bangkok named Sarah who lived in New York City working a job that barely paid her enough to live. She had to cut a lot of corners, but after two years of saving, she’d scraped together enough to travel the world. She didn’t have a lot of money, so she went to Southeast Asia, one of the cheapest areas of the world.


As she put it at the time, “It’s true that I don’t have much in savings, but if I waited for the perfect time to travel, I’d be waiting a long time. Of course, I was nervous about leaving a steady job and the life I had created in New York. I worried about going broke in the first two months and having to turn around and live in my mother’s basement until I found another job. I’m doing this on a tight budget while still paying student loans, but I’m happy to be doing it now rather than waiting an eternity until retirement. You definitely don’t have to be wealthy to pick up and travel.”


And if the money does run out, there are plenty of ways to work overseas. Travelers around the world work in hostels, work on farms, pick fruit, become tour guides, or get service jobs. When I decided to extend my travels, I stayed in Thailand and taught English. If that doesn’t appeal to you, save what you can! It’s better to have six months traveling the world than no months at all.


As the saying goes, “Don’t put off until tomorrow what you can do today.”
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HOW TO SAVE FOR YOUR TRIP


I remember when I began saving for my first trip around the world. I had a rough estimate of how much money I would need ($18,000) and thought, “Whoa. How will I ever save that much?” It seemed like an impossible number to reach as a twenty-three-year-old working a low-paying office job.


But, after writing out all my expenses and seeing where I spent money, I realized that if I made a few changes to my lifestyle, I could save that much. It would just take a while. I had a job and I could work overtime, so all I needed to do was cut my expenses, take on some extra hours at work, and watch my savings grow. After eighteen months (and on schedule), I got there.


Instead of thinking, “I need to save $18,000,” I broke that number down into something much smaller. Our minds have an easier time grasping smaller numbers. If you need to save $18,000 in a year, what does that look like? That’s $50 a day. Could you save $50 a day? Maybe. Maybe not. But instead of saying, “Eighteen thousand dollars? I could never save that! That’s so much!” we now say, “Fifty dollars a day? I could probably save that—or at least come close. That seems easier.” By breaking it down into more measurable and easily digestible sums, the process of saving for your trip becomes far less daunting.


Every time you take one step toward your goal, the next step becomes easier. Suddenly, this vague goal you don’t think you can achieve starts to take shape and becomes realistic. Every time I saved more, I got closer to my goal and I got more excited. It made the trip real. “This is really going to happen!” I started thinking to myself.


Once you get into the savings mindset, it becomes a game. As we just discussed in the previous chapter, wins compound and small changes can lead to big results. You become more motivated. You become more focused. You create a habit. And once it’s a habit, it’s easier to do.


Here are some proven methods for reducing your expenses and increasing your travel fund:


Eat in. Dinner out is usually someone’s biggest discretionary expense—and it’s also one of the easiest to eliminate. Instead of buying $20 lunches and $30 dinners, brown-bag it to work and cook dinner at night. When I saved for my first trip, I was spending $70 per week on groceries. I cooked once for dinner and ate the leftovers the next day for lunch. Sure, cooking can be intimidating since not all of us are Julia Child in the kitchen. However, I found cooking to be an invaluable skill, not only because it saved me money before my trip but because it’s also one of the easiest ways to cut down expenses when you travel.


The more I cooked, the more I loved cooking. And the more I saved. (I also got a lot healthier because I knew what was in my meals, which was an added bonus.)


Of course, grocery prices have gone up since the mid-2000s and you’re likely spending a lot more than $70 on groceries (I currently spend around $125 per week). But cooking is still cheaper than eating out or getting your food delivered via an app.


You can find a lot of resources for quick and inexpensive meals. There are as many food bloggers as there are travel bloggers these days. I’m a big fan of Rachael Ray’s 30 Minute Meals (rachaelray.com/blogs/recipes/tagged/30-minute-meals). I’ve always found them to be healthy, tasty, and easy to make.


Cut the coffee. Love your Starbucks? Well, Starbucks loves your money. Coffee is the little thing that quietly drains your bank account without you ever noticing. That daily coffee can cost you $90 per month ($3 for a regular coffee, more if you want some fancy Frappuccino). At $1,080 per year, that’s a lot of money. What’s more important—your daily cup of joe or getting to spend an extra few weeks on the beaches of Thailand or exploring the jungles of Borneo? Give up the coffee, or switch from the cappuccino to a standard brew. Move to tea, or brew your own cup. Folgers might not taste as delicious as a venti triple mocha latte with whipped cream, but it’s a lot cheaper (and, let’s be honest, healthier).


Drink less alcohol. It may not be appealing to spend your nights at home instead of out with your friends, but alcohol gets really pricey (and excessive drinking is bad for your health anyway). Before I went traveling, I’d go out on the weekends with friends to places where drinks cost around $5 apiece. Now, those same drinks are double or triple the price so it’s even more expensive to go out to bars and clubs!


I enjoyed going out, but those drinks really added up. It wasn’t fun staying in while my friends were out on the weekends, but that year of semi-solitude paid off greatly, as I had more money to enjoy the food in Europe. If you have stronger willpower than I do, you can still go out with friends but cut out the pricey drinks—you could even make yourself the regular designated driver. Alcohol is where budgets go to die so cut it as much as you can.


Lose the car. Between insurance, repairs, and filling your tank with gas, cars can cost a lot of money. If you can, get rid of yours. Learn to love public transportation, or start walking everywhere you need to go. It took me longer to get to work using public transportation, but you’ll find that you don’t really need a car as much as you think. I understand this may not be feasible for everyone, especially those in smaller towns that don’t have a good public transportation system. A good alternative is to sell your car and buy a cheap used car. You will only need a car until you leave for your trip, anyway. Buying a “throwaway car” will allow you to pocket the money from your nicer car and put it toward your trip. Additionally, consider getting a bike as an alternative to the car altogether. No gas, no insurance, no repairs—it will not only save you money but will keep you in shape!


Get a roommate. Lowering your housing costs will allow you to see huge gains in your savings. Get rid of that apartment or bring in some roommates. Or try to move in with mom and dad. Six months before I went abroad, I moved in with my parents. It wasn’t that fun being twenty-five and living at home, but I saved more than $3,000 in rent.


In New York City, where I live, people transform studio apartments by adding a folding screen through the middle of the room. It’s not the most ideal living situation, but it does save money. If you’re spending hundreds of dollars per month on rent, cutting that figure in half (or reducing it to zero) will give you the biggest number jump in your bank account.


Open a savings account. You can grow your hard-earned travel savings by putting it in a high-yield online savings account so that it can earn interest. This is what I did while preparing for my first extended trip, and it netted me hundreds of extra dollars. I’ll talk more about this in chapter four.


Get a new credit card. While I will go into more depth about credit cards in chapter five, a good travel credit card can give you free travel by accruing miles and reward points on your card. And that trip doesn’t need to be long—you can use those points on a trip that is two weeks or two months. A free flight is a free flight. After all, the best way to save money is to avoid spending it. You’ll see the most benefit from this by starting early. As soon as you decide to travel the world, get a travel-related credit card and begin earning free points on your daily purchases.


Earn extra on the side. The rise of the gig economy has made it easier to earn extra money on the side. Taskrabbit (taskrabbit.com) lets you do tasks that people don’t have time for—from cleaning to moving, doing research, or helping with errands. Websites like Fiverr (fiverr.com) and Upwork (upwork.com) allow you to be people’s assistants, editors, designers, or a host of other professional roles, while Yoodlize (yoodlize.com) allows you to rent out your unused stuff for money. These sites can provide an easy way to earn money on the side. Be sure to check them out as a way to earn extra money for your upcoming trip.


Additionally, you can become an Uber or Lyft driver, teach a skill on the side, or rent out a room on Airbnb. In the age of the “side hustle,” there are lots of ways to utilize your proven skills for extra cash. Get creative!


Buy secondhand. Why pay full price when you can pay less? Use Amazon.com, Overstock.com, and Facebook Marketplace (facebook.com/marketplace) to buy secondhand and used items at a discount. I buy most of my furniture from Facebook Marketplace and have found some incredible deals, and the money I save goes straight into my travel account.


Cut coupons. The Entertainment Book, websites like Retail-MeNot (retailmenot.com) and the Krazy Coupon Lady (thekrazycouponlady.com), Groupon (groupon.com), grocery coupons, and company loyalty cards (like a CVS ExtraCare card) can all reduce the price you pay at the register. Clipping coupons might make you feel like an eighty-year-old grandmother, but the goal here is to be frugal and coupons definitely help with that. Don’t pay full price if you don’t have to. The Google Chrome extension Honey (honey.com [URL Inactive]) can also identify coupon codes on the Web and automatically apply them to your cart when you check out.


Use Rakuten. Rakuten (Rakuten.com) is an app and Web browser extension that gives you cash back on purchases that range from 1 percent to 20 percent. You can also get American Express Membership Rewards points instead of cash back if you want. I use this service for all my shopping, including all my hotel bookings, since many travel companies are on the service. You can also tie a specific credit card to your Rakuten account and get cash back in physical stores too. They offer many deals and I always check this website before making any purchase. When you combine Rakuten with coupon codes you find on the Web, you have a very powerful combo to save money.


Cut back on streaming services. Cutting the cord was supposed to save us money, but with so many subscription services out there, it feels to me that we are paying more than we did with regular cable. I mean how many streaming services do we need!? Rather than subscribe to all of them at once, try rotating which ones you are using. I watch everything I want to watch over the course of a few months on one service, cancel it, sign up for a new service, and repeat. By doing this, you are never paying for more than one service at a time while still being able to binge-watch what you want.


Sell your extra stuff. As you downsize your life, sell your clothes and extra stuff for cash. Sites like The RealReal (therealreal.com), Poshmark (poshmark.com), and Facebook Marketplace all provide an opportunity to get rid of your unwanted stuff and make some decent money.


Stop snacking. A snack here and there not only adds calories to your waistline but also empties your wallet. It is another example of a phantom expense. We don’t think much of them because they cost so little, but they add up over time and eat into our savings. Eat fuller meals during lunch and dinner and avoid the snacks. Every penny counts.


Buy a metal water bottle. Plastic single-serve water bottles are not only harmful to the environment, they are also harmful to your wallet. One or two water bottles a day at $1 per bottle will add up to at least $30 a month, or $360 a year. You can spend a week in Thailand with that much money! Instead of plastic, buy a metal water bottle and fill it with tap water.


Change your light bulbs. Electricity costs money and, since every penny counts, using energy-efficient light bulbs will cut down on your utility bills. Moreover, due to energy efficiency initiatives in certain states, many electric companies will give you a rebate if you buy LED bulbs. Be sure to check out which rebates your local energy company offers no matter where you live in the world. Going green can save you green! Check your local government or utility company’s website for information.


Save on gas. Gasoline adds up! Luckily, there are plenty of ways to save. First, use the app GasBuddy (gasbuddy.com) to find cheap gas near you. Second, sign up for all the major gas station loyalty programs. By default, they save you around five cents per gallon. Shell’s Fuel Rewards is my favorite because you can attach it to a dining program that can get savings up to fifty cents a gallon. Moreover, use GasBuddy’s credit card, which can be tied to any gas station loyalty program for an additional savings of twenty-five cents per gallon. Most supermarkets also have loyalty programs that offer gas savings. If you sign up for Costco, they have huge savings on gas too.


Frugality is the watchword of all great travelers. When I was preparing for my first big trip, I clipped coupons, saw cheap matinees, and did my shopping only when there was a sale. If it was nice out, I walked. None of it was “convenient,” but when I went abroad with more money than I needed, it was all worth it. I may not have enjoyed living a monastic life for so long at home, but having that extra money allowed me to stay away longer, have more adventures, and not worry about running out of funds.


At the end of the day, the simple truth is that the more you save, the longer you can be on the road, the more comfortable you can be, and the more activities you can do.


Because when you are on safari in Africa or sailing the Galápagos Islands, you won’t care about those missed nights out or fancy dinners.
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BANKING OVERSEAS


Your trip will go a lot smoother if you budget properly and organize your money before you leave, and this starts with setting up the right bank accounts. Since you’ll be accessing your money multiple times a week from locations around the world, it’s important to have a good bank that is easy to work with and has few fees.


SET UP A NO-FEE CHECKING ACCOUNT


The first thing you want to do is set up a checking account at a major global bank. While we may hate the major banks for, well, a ton of very good reasons, unfortunately smaller banks don’t always have the leverage to get better currency exchange rates or keep operations and ATMs around the world. Moreover, most of the world’s major banks have partnership agreements with each other where they waive their ATM fees.


Following is a list of the banks linked through the Global ATM Alliance, the principal international banking network. The banks on the list have agreements with one another wherein if you belong to one bank, you can use the ATMs of all the other banks without being charged an ATM fee:
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