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  How to Use This Book




  




  What you’re holding in your hands began more than a decade ago as the first attempt of its kind: a full listing and truthful rating of hostels in Europe’s most popular cities. Dozens of hostellers from countries all over the globe were interviewed during the course of putting that first guide together, and their comments and thoughts ran through its pages. We weren’t sure if anyone would read it, but we were reasonably happy with the results. For the first time, hostellers heading to Europe had all the information at their fingertips. They could sleep cheap and risk a noisy, chilly night—but at least they’d know that going in.




  During the years since, this book has gained momentum like a powerful snowball: More and more contributing freelance writers (and regular people with opinions) began writing in to give us tips, complaints, and new info. Who knows? You yourself might be quoted somewhere inside.




  We set out to write this guide for two pretty simple reasons: First, we wanted to bring hostelling to a wider audience. Hostels continue to grow in popularity, but many North American travelers still don’t think of them as viable options when planning a European trip—partly thanks to their poor reputation, partly due to ignorance.




  Yet Europeans have traveled hostel-to-hostel since they were schoolkids. And you should think about it, too; at its best, the hostelling experience brings people of differing origins, faiths, and points of view together in a convivial setting. They learn about one another, and about the place in which the hostel is located, in a very personal way that no guidebook or textbook could ever provide.




  So there was an altruistic reason. But there was also a practical reason. We wanted very much to create a database of honest opinions of European hostels. You wouldn’t send your best friend to a fleabag, and we don’t want readers traveling great distances only to be confronted with filthy kitchens, nasty managers, or dangerous neighborhoods. At least, we thought, we could warn them about unsafe or unpleasant situations ahead of time. Of course we would also tip our friends off to the truly wonderful hostels—the ones with tree houses, cafes, free breakfasts, and real family spirit. So that’s what we’ve done.




  Time after time on the road, we heard fellow travelers complaining that the guidebooks they bought simply listed places to stay but didn’t rate them. Or the online message boards and travel sites’ reviews sounded suspiciously positive (or negative).




  Well, we’ve done the work for you—visited all these places and collected all the info. And we haven’t pulled a single punch or held back a bit of praise.




  How We Wrote This Book




  The author, along with a cadre of assistants, has been fanning out across Europe with notebooks and laptops in hand since 2001. We count beds, turn taps, thump bunks. We sleep. We cook breakfast. We talk with managers and staff. And before we leave, we also take time to interview lots of the hostellers in private and get their honest opinions about the hostels.




  The results are contained within this book: actual hosteller quotes, opinions, ratings, and more.




  What Is a Hostel, Anyway?




  If you’ve picked up this book, you probably know what a hostel is. A surprising number of people interviewed for this book, however, weren’t sure at all what it means.




  So let’s check your knowledge with a little pop quiz. Sharpen up your pencils, put on your thinking caps, then dive in.




  1.  A hostel is:




  A. A hospital.




  B. A hospice.




  C. A hotel.




  D. A drunk tank.




  E. None of the above.




  (correct answer worth 20 points)




  2.  A hostel is:




  A. A place where international travelers bunk up.




  B. A cheap sleep.




  C. A place primarily dedicated to bunks.




  D. All of the above.




  (correct answer worth 20 points)




  3.  Aou’ve just turned 30. Word on the street has it that you’ll get turned away at the front desk for being too old. Do you tell the person at the hostel desk your true age? Or do you try to keep it a secret and bribe some 18-year-old to book your bunk for you?




  A. Bribe, because hostels only take students under 27 years old.




  B. Buy a fake ID and a white wig, because hostels are restricted to guests over 65.




  C. They don’t care about my midlife crisis. But still, there’s that 27-years-old thing. Solution: bribe-o-rama.




  D. No sweat. I tell the truth.




  (correct answer worth 10 points)




  4.  You spy a shelf labeled “FREE FOOD!” in the hostel kitchen. What do you do?




  A. Begin stuffing pomegranates in your pockets.




  B. Ask the manager how the food ended up in jail.




  C. Run for your life.




  (correct answer worth 5 points)




  5.  Essay question: Why do you want to stay in a hostel?




  (extra credit; worth up to 45 points)




  Done? Great! And the envelope, please . . .




  1.  E. None of the above. The word hostel has German origins, and it means “country inn for youngsters,” or something like that.




  2.  D. All of the above. You got that one, right?




  3.  D. Normally there are no age limits or restrictions at a hostel. However, in Bavaria—the south of Germany—there is an age limit; if you’re 27 or older, you can stay only under special conditions. Some hostels in Berlin also enforce this old-fashioned restriction. And other places tack on a surcharge for persons over age 26. But in nearly all of the world’s hostels, you can stay no matter your age.




  4.  A. Free means free.




  5.  Give yourself 15 points for every use of the word friends, international, or cool, OK? But don’t give yourself more than 45. Seriously. Don’t make us turn this car around right now. We will. We mean it.




  What? All you wrote was “It’s cheap”? OK—give yourself 20 points.




  So how did you do?




  

    

      	100 points:



      	Born to be wild

    




    

      	80–99:



      	Get your motor runnin’

    




    

      	40–79:



      	Head out on the highway

    




    

      	20–39:



      	Lookin’ for adventure

    




    

      	0–19:



      	Hope you don’t come my way

    


  




  Don’t be embarrassed if you flunked this little quiz, though. Even hostel operators get confused and blur the lines sometimes, too. You’ll occasionally find a campground or retreat center or college setting aside a couple bunks—and calling itself a hostel anyway. (In borderline cases like this, we’ve used our own best judgment to decide whether a place is or isn’t a hostel.)




  Also, we have excluded some joints—no matter how well-meaning—if they exclude either men or women; serve primarily as university residence halls (with a few, very special exceptions); or serve you a heavy side of religious doctrine with the eggs in the morning. Again, we’ve allowed for just a few exceptions to this rule, notably in Italy, where if you struck all the religious hostels in that country from this book, there might not be any left!




  In a few cases our visits didn’t satisfy us either way about whether the place was truly a hostel; those places have either been left out, set aside for a future edition, or briefly described here but not rated.




  The bottom line? If it’s in this book, it is a hostel. If it isn’t, it’s not, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. There. ’Nuff said.




  Understanding the Ratings




  All the listings information in this book was current as of press time. Here’s the beginning of an entry in the book, from a hostel in Denmark.




  Wombat’s Backpackers [image: image]




  Grangasse 6, A-1150 Vienna




  

    Phone: 01-897-2336




    Fax: 01-897-2577




    E-mail: office@wombats-vienna.at




    Website: wombats.at




    Rates: €10–€28 (about $13–$35 US) per person; doubles €50–€58 (about $63–$73 US)




    Credit cards: No




    Beds: 296




    Private/family rooms: Yes




    Kitchen available: Yes




    Season: Open year-round




    Office hours: 24 hours




    Affiliation: None




    Extras: Breakfast ($), Internet access, laundry, bike rentals, roller skate rentals, in-line skate rentals, bar, bicycle tours, lockers, games, darts, movies, terrace, kitchen
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  First things first. See those little pictures immediately above? Those are icons, and they signify something important we wanted you to know about the hostel. We’ve printed a key to these icons on page TK.




  The overall hostel rating consists of those hip-looking thumbs sitting atop most entries. It’s pretty simple: Thumbs up means good. Thumbs down means bad. One thumb up, and one thumb down? So-so, mixed bag, meh.




  We’ve used these thumbs to compare the hostels with one another. Only a select number of hostels earned the top rating of two thumbs up, and a few were considered unpleasant enough to merit a thumbs down. You can use this rating as a general assessment of a hostel.




  Often we didn’t give any thumbs at all to a hostel that was a mixed-bag experience. Or maybe for one reason or another—bad weather, bad luck, bad timing, remoteness, an inability to get ahold of the staff, or our own confusion about the place—we just didn’t feel we collected enough information to properly rate that hostel for you.




  That said, here’s a key to what these ratings mean:




  

    

      	[image: image]



      	Cream of the crop; recommended

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Pretty good

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	OK; average; jury’s still out

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Only if you’re desperate

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Bad news; don’t even THINK of calling

    


  




  Note that hostels in our “at-a-glance” charts are ranked according to quality—that is, if there are eight hostels all with a one-thumbs-up rating, we consider the one listed at the top of the pile to be the best (and the one at the bottom to be the, er, least) of the bunch.




  The rest of this listing information is pretty much self-explanatory:




  Address is usually the hostel’s street address; occasionally we add the mailing address if different from the physical address.




  Phone is the primary telephone number.




  Fax is the primary fax number.




  E-mail is the staff’s e-mail address, for those who want to get information or (sometimes) book a room by computer.




  Website indicates a hostel’s website address (URL, for you techies).




  Rates are the cost per person to stay at the hostel—when all the currency converting’s said and done, expect to pay somewhere around $15 US per person, more (sometimes considerably more) in cities or popular tourist areas. For private or family rooms, we’ve listed the total price for two people to stay in the room; usually it’s higher than the cost of two singles, sometimes considerably so. Single or triple room rates will vary; ask ahead if you’re unsure what you’ll pay.




  Note that these rates sometimes vary by season or by membership in a hostelling group such as Hostelling International (HI); we have tried to include a range of prices where applicable. Most HI member hostels, for instance, charge $2 to $4 extra per day if you don’t belong to one of Hostelling International’s worldwide affiliates.




  Also, many European hostels might charge you the equivalent of $1 to $5 US to supply sheets and/or towels if you haven’t brought your own, a charge that can add up fast over time. (Sleeping bags, no matter how clean you think they are, are often frowned upon.) Finally, various local, municipal, or other taxes might add slightly to the rates quoted here.




  

    Key to icons




    

      

        	[image: image]



        	Attractive natural setting

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Ecologically aware hostel

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Superior kitchen facilities or great cafe/restaurant

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Offbeat or eccentric place

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Superior bathroom facilities

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Romantic private rooms

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Comfortable beds

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	A particularly good value

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Wheelchair-accessible

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Good for business travelers

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Especially well suited for families

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Good for active travelers

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Visual arts at hostel or nearby

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Music at hostel or nearby

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Great hostel for skiers

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Bar or pub at hostel or nearby

      




      

        	[image: image]



        	Editors’ choice: Among our very favorite hostels

      


    


  




  Credit cards can be a good way to pay for a bed in a foreign country (you get the fairest exchange rates on your home currency); here we have mentioned whether cards are accepted by the hostels. More and more hostels are taking them, and even if we haven’t listed a hostel as accepting credit cards, things may have changed. When in doubt, call ahead and ask.




  Beds indicates the number of beds available at the hostel.




  Private/family rooms are rooms for a couple, a family with children, or (sometimes) a single traveler. Sometimes it’s nice to have your own room on the road—it’s more private, more secure, and your snoring (or your kids’ sudden happy and unhappy unbursts) won’t bother anyone else. Private rooms are becoming more and more common in Europe, but they’re still pretty hard to snag during the busy season in some cities. So book months ahead for one if you’re going to a popular place like Berlin or London. Seriously.




  Kitchen available indicates whether the hostel allows hostellers to cook in a kitchen. In North America and the UK, almost every hostel has a kitchen—but the situation changes in Europe. Very few of these hostels have a kitchen setup. Almost all, however, serve a delicious meal instead, so take advantage and fill ’er up. Breakfast is often included with the price of your bed; if it is, we have noted this under “Extras” (see next page).




  Season indicates what part of the year a hostel is open—if it’s closed part of the year. We’ve made our best effort at listing the seasons of each hostel, but schedules sometimes change according to weather or a manager’s vacation plans. Call if you’re unsure whether a hostel will be open when you want to stay there.




  Office hours indicates when staff are at the front desk and answer the phones, or at least would consider answering the phones. Although European custom is to use military time (23:30 for 11:30 p.m.), we’ve used “American” time throughout this book.




  Keep in mind that nothing is set in stone, however; some hostel staffs will happily field calls in the middle of the night if you’re reasonable, while others can’t stand it. Try to call within the listed hours if possible.




  A good rule to follow: The smaller a place, the harder it is for the owner/manager to drag him/herself out of bed at four in the morning just because you lost your way. Big-city hostels, however, frequently operate just like hotels—somebody’s always on duty, or at least on call.




  Do keep in mind that some Europeans are notorious for their strict attitudes toward time and punctuality. Don’t expect the front desk to stay open a few minutes late or end the lockout 10 minutes early. Don’t knock it; adapt and deal. It’s just their way.




  Lockout and curfew is useful to know at those hostels that sometimes lock you out of the place for part of a day (in other words, you’re not permitted on the premises) while they clean, balance the books, sack out, etc. Though rare in cities, some hostels do have a curfew; be back inside before this time, or you’ll get locked out for the night.




  Affiliation indicates whether a hostel is affiliated with Hostelling International (HI), the nonprofit global association of world hostels. For more information about what HI organizations do (and do not do), see “A Word About Affiliations” (page 13).




  Extras lists some of the other amenities that come with a stay at the hostel. Some—but not all—will be free. There’s an amazing variety of services, and almost as big a variety in managers’ willingness to do nice things for free. Laundries, for instance, are never free, and there’s almost always a charge for meals, lockers, bicycle or other equipment rentals, and other odds and ends. On the other hand, some hostels maintain free information desks, and a few will pick you up at rail stations and the like.




  Tips & Tricks




  Along with each hostel review, we’ve also given you a little more information about the hostel, to make your stay a little more informed—and fun. The sidebar below is part of the hostel entry that began above.




  

    Best bet for a bite:




    Schwejk (Bohemian cuisine)




    What hostellers say:




    “Let’s rock it.”




    Gestalt:




    Wombatmobile




    Safety:[image: image]




    Hospitality:[image: image]




    Cleanliness:[image: image]




    Party index:[image: image]


  




  What does all that stuff mean? Let’s take a look.




  Best bet for a bite tells you where to find food in the area; usually we’ll direct you to the cheapest and closest supermarket. But sometimes, in the interest of variety—and good eatin’—we’ll point you toward a surprising health food store, a farmers’ market, a place rich with local color, or even a fancy place well worth the splurge.




  Insiders’ tip is a juicy secret about the area, something we didn’t know until we got to the hostel ourselves.




  What hostellers say relates what hostellers told us about a hostel—or what we imagine they would say.




  Gestalt is the general feeling of a place, our (sometimes humorous) way of describing what it’s about.




  Safety rates city hostels on the quality of the neighborhood, the condition of the locks, doors, and windows, and the security precautions taken by the hostel staff. (Keep in mind that you should take normal safety precautions at any hostel, no matter its rating.)




  Here’s how this rating breaks down:




  

    

      	[image: image]



      	No worries

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Panic a little bit

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Dial 911

    


  




  Hospitality rates the hostel staff’s friendliness toward hostellers (and travel writers).




  

    

      	[image: image]



      	Smile city

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Passive-aggressive

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Very hostile hostel

    


  




  Cleanliness rates, what else, the general cleanliness of a place. Bear in mind that this can change—rapidly—depending on the time of year, turnover in staff, and so forth. Use it only as a general guide.




  

    

      	[image: image]



      	Spic-and-span

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Only span

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Don’t let the bedbugs bite

    


  




  The party index is our way of tipping you off about the general scene at the hostel:




  

    

      	[image: image]



      	Rage all night

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Party hearty

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Lively

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Mellow

    




    

      	[image: image]



      	Downright quiet

    


  




  Finally, how to get there includes directions for how to get to the hostel—by car, bus, train, plane, or, in some cases, even ferry. Subway directions are given in big cities if applicable. Often these directions are complicated, however; in those cases, managers have asked (or we recommend) that you call the hostel for more precise directions.




  A Short History of Hostelling




  




  Hostelling as we know it began around 1907 when Richard Schirmann, an assistant schoolteacher in the little town of Altena, Germany, decided to make one of the empty classrooms a space for visiting students to sleep. That was not a completely unique idea, as Austrian inns and taverns had been offering reduced rates and bunk space to students since 1885. But Schirmann would develop much grander plans. He was about to start a movement.




  His idea was to get students out of the industrial cities and into the countryside. Schirmann was a strong believer that walking and bicycling tours in the fresh air were essential to adolescent development and learning. But such excursions were impossible without a place to spend the night. His logic was simple: Since rural schoolhouses were deserted during weekends and holidays, why not make use of those spaces?




  The caretakers of the school he chose agreed to serve as houseparents, and some fast ground rules were established. Students were responsible for piling up the tables and benches in the classroom and laying out thin straw mats on the floor. At some ungodly early-morning hour, the students were to stack the straw mats back up and organize the classroom as they had found it. Boys and girls slept in separate rooms but were treated as equals. Detractors cried scandal, wondering aloud what was going on in these schoolrooms after dark.




  The experiment worked, sort of. Altena became a haven for student excursions into the countryside, but finding shelter in other communities proved difficult. Sometimes the situation would become dire. Late one night in the summer of 1909, Schirmann decided it was time to expand his movement beyond Altena. His goal was to establish a network of hostels within walking distance of one another; beginning in a schoolhouse with straw mats, Schirmann eventually acquired the use of a castle. It still stands—the Ur-hostel, if you will—in Altena, and it’s still used as a hostel.




  After World War I the movement really began to spread. By 1928 there were more than 2,000 hostels worldwide. Today tens of thousands of hostellers stay at HI-affiliated hostels each year, hailing from everywhere from Alaska to Zaire. Thousands more stay at independent hostels. The goal of a single association of hostels located within a day’s walk of one another will probably never be realized in the US. But it is reality in many places in Europe.




  You may never get to every hostel in Europe. But wherever you do end up, you’re likely to find a promising brew of cultural exchange and friendship over pots of ramen noodles and instant coffee almost anywhere you go.




  In that sense, perhaps, Richard Schirmann’s dream has been realized after all.




  A Word About Affiliations




  A majority of hostels in this book are affiliated with Hostelling International (HI); the rest we’ve labeled independent hostels.




  Hostelling International–affiliated hostels are part of the International Youth Hostel Federation (hihostels.com), which oversees thousands of member hostels in about 70 countries worldwide. Member hostels are held to a number of regulations, such as maximum number of beds per shower, even a minimum amount of space that must exist between top bunks and the ceiling. To get into an HI hostel you must sometimes have an HI membership card (see next section).




  Overall, these HI hostels generally earn higher marks from our reviewers than independently run hostels. That’s because they usually are in nicer buildings (sometimes purpose-built as a hostel), and the floors are kept cleaner—with staff doing the cleaning, not the hostellers. On the other hand, this organization’s mission statement trumpets its contribution to “the education of young people,” so be warned that some of its most popular hostels attract youth groups en masse. These places are also usually pretty strict with rules (what did you expect?), curfews, and the like, and some big-city joints—located in huge, suburban tenement-like blocks—seem to thrive on packing in busloads of schoolkids. That said, they also are uniformly clean, safe, informative—if a little blah.




  English isn’t always spoken well in these hostels, but it is usually spoken by at least one staff member. HI-affiliated city hostels in Europe are generally open 24 hours and year-round. Also take note that many of these kick you out for part of the day while they clean, as we’ve noted above. (There are some exceptions, especially for couples paying extra dough for a double room.) Breakfast is often included in the rate at an HI hostel, and dinner—which you pay for—is usually cheap and filling.




  Independent hostels are what we call all the rest. They have no affiliation at all. Some independent owners opted not to join Hostelling International because the dues are high and the rules are strict. Such a decision—in and of itself—does not reflect on the quality of the hostel. It would be foolish to write a hostel off simply because it’s not affiliated.




  But there’s no denying that life in an independent hostel is more laid-back—and that’s not always a good thing. Some of them are Party Central, 24 hours a day and night. Liquor isn’t always officially off-limits at these places. (In HI joints, you must buy it at either the hostel bar or restaurant, or forget about it.) On the upside: Some independent hostels lock you out, but it’s far less common or long-lasting than the lockout at HI hostels. Rooms are homier, but also more crowded or smoky, or less likely to be perfectly clean. Standards vary wildly from place to place. Some are outstandingly fun; some are grungy beyond belief.




  As well, a few independent hostels are run by church organizations, such as convents. These obviously have strict lockouts, curfews, and no-alcohol rules. Some of them even ban unmarried couples from sharing a bed. (If they do, we have banned THEM from this book.)




  Hostel Memberships & International Booking




  First things first. We advise you to get a Hostelling International membership before you set out on your trip.




  How do you do that? Easy. Contact the home office of your country’s Hostelling International chapter and get a membership card plus other goodies, such as individual country hostelling guides. Membership costs $28 for American adults—cost varies in other countries—and is good for one year. If there’s a Hostelling International hostel in your neck of the woods, ask about buying the card there instead. (US residents can also order online at hiusa.org.) Seniors receive a discount: In the US, 55-and-up memberships cost $18 annually. And if you’re (or your kids are) under 18? Free, baby.




  If you want to try some hostels before committing to the responsibility of owning a card, you can also try before you buy. Just pay a small supplement (about $4 USofficially, this is known as a guest membership). After you’ve gotten six of those stamps, presto! You’re a member by default. As a bonus, many hostels have established discounts for hostellers at businesses in the towns where hostels are located; you might get 10 percent off a meal at a local restaurant, discounted train tickets or museum entrance fees, or other perks. Check with HI to find out before you travel.




  If you’re the type who needs the security of knowing where you’re staying each night of your trip, you might also want to take advantage of HI’s international booking network. Not all HI hostels are part of this network, but many are; participating hostels (usually located in big cities or major tourist areas) will call ahead to another international hostel and book your bunk—even in high season if it’s humanly possible. It can save you time and stress. Most participants ask for an advance notice of three to seven days; if there’s any room, you’ll get priority for a bed—you have to prepay with a Visa or MasterCard (plus a $5 US booking fee, converted into the local currency) and you’re in. The system is fairly straightforward. However, be prepared to eat the whole cost of the bed if you need to cancel on short notice. There are no refunds at HI hostels for cancellation within less than 24 hours, or if you don’t like the hostel once you get there.




  You do get back all your dough if you cancel more than a day ahead of time. On the other hand, if you never call to cancel a multiday stay, you eat the entire cost of the stay (versus one night’s rack rate if you canceled less than a day in advance).




  How to Hostel




  




  Hostelling is, generally speaking, easy as pie. Plan ahead a bit and use a little common sense, and you’ll find that check-in goes pretty smoothly.




  Reserving a Bed




  Snagging a good bunk will often be your first and biggest challenge, especially if it’s high season. Here’s our quick primer to getting one.




  Summer is high season in Europe, thanks to loads of college students on summer break; Christmas can be a tough bed to book, too, even in chilly cities like Copenhagen or Stockholm. Popular places like London, Paris, Rome, and Berlin seem to be busy almost year-round, so you need to book early in any of those. Want to visit Oktoberfest in Munich? You might have to book a year in advance. Hostellers often have an amazingly laissez-faire attitude about reservations; many simply pull into town on a midnight train, expecting that a bed will be available. No. Sometimes it is. But often it isn’t.




  Almost every Hostelling International abode takes advance reservations of some form or another, so if you know where you’re going to be, use this service. Be aware that you will need a credit card number to hold a bed (some hostels might even require you to send a check in the mail for a deposit). You might need to show up by a certain hour, such as 6 p.m., to check in.




  Independent hostels are sometimes stricter and sometimes more lax about reservations. They’re often much faster to fill up than HI joints, just because of the wild popularity of these no-rules places. But a growing number of these independent joints now take online reservations.




  If you can’t or won’t reserve in advance, then you must get there early. How early? Office opens at 8 a.m.? Get there at 7 a.m. Hostel’s full, and you notice that checkout ends around 11 a.m.? Be at the front desk at 11:05 a.m. in case of cancellations or unexpected checkouts. Doors are closed again till 4:30 p.m.? Come back around 4 p.m. with a paperback and camp out on the porch.




  Paying the Piper




  Once you’re in, be prepared to pay for your night’s stay immediately—before you’re even assigned a bunk. Take note ahead of time which hostels take credit cards, checks, and so forth. Learn the local currency (mainly euros now), and don’t expect a small hostel to be able to change your huge-euro bill for tons of coins so you can do the laundry. (Think it through: You can get coins ahead of time by buying some gum at the airport or train station.)




  You will almost always be required to give up your passport and (if you have one) Hostelling International card for the night. Don’t panic; sometimes it’s a police requirement that a hostel or hotel take your passport. Also, if an emergency happens, the passport helps hostel staff locate your significant others and contact them quickly.




  Pay in advance if you want a weekly stay. Often you can get deep discounts, though the downside is that you’ll almost never get even a partial refund if you decide you can’t stand the place and want to bail before the week is up.




  If you’re paying by the day, rebook promptly each morning; hostel managers are very busy during the morning hours keeping track of check-ins, checkouts, cleaning duties, and loose cash. You’ll make a friend if you’re early about notifying them of your plans for the next day. Managers hate bugging guests all morning or all day about whether they’ll be staying on. Don’t put the staff through this.




  All right, so you’ve secured a bed and paid up. Now you have to get to it. This may be no easy task at some hostels, where staff and customers look and act like one and the same. A kindly manager will probably notice you bumbling around and take pity. As you’re being shown to your room, you’re also likely to get a short tour of the facilities and a briefing on the ground rules.




  On checkout you’ll get your card and passport back. You might need to pay a small amount if you lose your room key—usually about $5 but sometimes as much as $25 US.




  Knowing the Ground Rules




  There’s one universal ground rule at almost every hostel in Europe: You are responsible for serving and cleaning up after yourself. And there’s a corollary rule: Be courteous. So while you’re welcome to use the kitchen facilities (if a kitchen’s available), share that space with your fellow guests—don’t spread your five-course meal all over the counter space and rangetop burners if other hungry folks are waiting. And never, ever leave a sink full of dirty pots and pans behind (unless it’s one of those rare hostels where staff do the dishes). That’s just bad form.




  Hostel guests are often asked to mark their names and check-in dates on any food they store in a refrigerator. Do it. Only a shelf marked “free food” is truly up for grabs; anything else belongs to other hostellers, so don’t touch it. (Some hostellers get touchy about people stealing their grub.) Some of the better-run hostels have a spice rack and other kitchen essentials on hand—if spices and oils are in the cupboard or on the counter without markings, those are probably communal. If you’re not sure whether something is communal, ask someone who looks official.




  Then there’s “the lockout,” a source of bitter frustration among non-European hostellers. A few hostels do indeed kick everybody out in the morning and don’t let them back in until mid-afternoon or even early evening; big-city hostels are less likely to do this, but some still do it. Lockouts tend to run from around 9:30 a.m. (which is ungodly, but pretty typical) until 5 or 6 p.m., during which time your bags might be inside your room—while you’re out on the streets. A few places let you back in around 2 or 3 p.m.




  This practice has its pros and cons; managers justify a lockout by noting that it forces travelers to interact with locals and also allows a hostel’s staff to “meticulously clean” the rooms. The real reason is often that the hostel can’t or won’t pay staff to hang around and babysit you all day. On the other hand, we’ve never seen official European hostels become quasi-residential situations stuffed with couch potatoes living there for weeks and months at a time, like some North American hostels do. So maybe these lockouts do some good, after all.




  Curfews are surprisingly common in Europe in smaller cities and towns; usually the front doors lock between 11 p.m. and midnight, and they won’t give you a key if you want to party later. Big-city hostels generally have some system in place to let you get in 24 hours a day: a guard, numbered keypad, or room key that also opens the main door. We have noted hostels’ opening hours in this book, but check anyway if you’re unsure or plan to burn the midnight oil.




  In our reviews we’ve tried to identify the hostels that enforce lockouts. Usually you wouldn’t want to be hanging out in a hostel in the middle of the day anyway, but after several sleepless nights of travel—or when you’re under the weather—daytime downtime sure is appreciated. So read the listings carefully. Note that even if we haven’t listed a lockout or a curfew, it might exist. It’s safest to assume you will get kicked out at 9 a.m. for part or all of the daylight hours, and (except in big cities) will need to be back in the building by midnight.




  Finally, some hostels enforce a limit on your stay—anywhere from three days, if the hostel is really popular, to about two weeks.




  Savvy budget travelers, of course, have learned how to get around this rule: They simply suck it up, spend a night at a local inn (or competing hostel)—then check right back into the original hostel first thing in the morning.




  Etiquette & Smarts




  To put it simply, use common sense. Hostellers are a refreshingly flexible bunch. All these people are able to make this system work by looking after one another; remember, in a hostel you’re a community member first and a consumer second. With that in mind, here are some guidelines for how to act:




  

    	The first thing you should do after check-in is get your bed made. When you’re assigned a bed, stick to it. Don’t spread your stuff out on other bunks, even if they look empty. Someone’s going to be coming in late-night for one of them; you can bet the backpack on it.




    	Be sure to lock your valuables in a locker or safe if one is available. Or in the trunk of your car, if you have one. Or stuff it deep in your sleeping bag. Good hostels offer lockers as a service; it might cost a little, but it’s certainly worth it. Always bring at least one padlock over to Europe in your suitcase in case the hostel has run out of ’em or charges an arm and a leg for one.




    	Set toiletries and anything else you need in a place where they are easily accessible. This avoids your having to paw through your bag late at night, potentially disturbing other guests from their slumber. Same goes for early-morning departures: If you’re taking off at the crack of dawn, take precautions not to wake the whole place. People don’t like it.




    	If you’re leaving early in the morning, try to make all arrangements with the manager before going to bed the night before. Managers are usually accommodating and pleasant folk, but guests are expected to respect their privacy and peace of mind by not pushing things too far. Dragging a manager out of bed at four in the morning to check out, call a taxi, settle a bill, or for some other matter is pushing it.




    	Do a little bit to keep your bathroom and kitchen area clean. A quick wiping off of the shower floor with a towel after you use it takes just a second and makes a big difference. Spilled shaving cream on the sink, some pasta sauce on the stovetop? Grab a towel or some Kleenex and scrub it off. Again: takes just a second.




    	Finally, be sure to remember the quiet hours (after 10 p.m., basically). Some hostels have curfews, but very few force a lights-out. If you’re up after hours, be respectful. Don’t crank the television or radio too loud; don’t scream in the hallways late at night; don’t chat on a cell phone at top volume with your girl/boyfriend back home. We all need sleep.


  




  Packing




  Those dainty hand towels and dapper shaving kits and free soaps you get at a hotel won’t be anywhere in sight at the hostel. In fact, even some of the base essentials may not be available—even kitchens are not a given in European hostels, for instance, so check our listings carefully for places that lack one.




  You’re on your own, so bring everything you need to be comfortable. There are only a few things you can reliably expect a hostel to supply:




  

    	a bed frame with a mattress and pillow




    	shower and toilet facilities




    	a common room with some spartan furniture




    	maybe a few heavy blankets


  




  More and more hostels are edging closer to full-service, “upscale” hostelling. But they are still the exception rather than the rule. So bring stuff like this to keep your journey through hostel territory comfortable:




  

    	If you’re traveling abroad from the US, you need a passport. Unlike US hostels, a European hostel will often take your passport as collateral when you check in. Don’t get nervous; this is normal. It’s the European equivalent of taking down your driver’s license number when you write a check. However, in the unlikely event someone loses your passport, make sure you’ve got a backup copy (with the issuing office, date, and passport number clearly visible) in your luggage and also back home with friends or family. That’s the only quick way to get a new passport issued fast.




    	Hostelling International membership cards are a good thing to have on hand—most of the official European hostels require one just to stay. They can be purchased at many foreign HI hostels at the local rate (usually about $28 US annually per adult; free for under-18s); you can also buy cards at HI-affiliated US hostels ahead of time, or from the American Youth Hostels headquarters in Washington, DC. Log on to hiusa.org for more information. If you can’t get a card before you arrive in Europe and you’ll be there at least a week, don’t panic: You can buy an HI “guest stamp” for about €3 (about $4 US), and when you collect six of those, you get a free card. This card identifies you as a certified superhosteller and gets you the very cheapest rate for your bed in all HI (and also some unaffiliated) hostels. At $2 to $4 US per night, the savings can add up fast. Sometimes that membership card also gets you deals at local restaurants, bike shops, and tours. Again, it will be easier to deal with the front desk at some of the more cautious hostels (even nonmember ones) if you can flash one of these cards.




    	

      Red alert! Do not plan on using your sleeping bag at every hostel. Lots of places simply won’t allow them—problems with ticks and other creatures dragged in from the woods created that prohibition. The alternative is a “sleep sack,” basically two sheets sewn together with a flimsy makeshift pillowcase. You can find them online, at travel stores, or make your own. Personally we hate these confining wraps, and we rarely get through the night in one without having it twist around our bodies so tight that we wake up wanting to charge it with attempted manslaughter. Our preferred method is to bring our own pair of sheets (though that might be too much extra stuff to carry if you’re backpacking or traveling light).



      Some hostels give you free linens; most that don’t will rent you sheets for about $1 to $3 US per night. You don’t get charged for use of a hostel’s standard army-surplus blankets and all the musty charm that comes with them.


    




    	Some people bring their own pillows, as those supplied tend to be on the frumpy side. This is a good idea if you’re traveling by car and can afford the space. Small pillows are also useful for sleeping on trains and buses.




    	We definitely suggest earplugs for light sleepers, especially for urban hostels—but also in case you get caught in a room with a heavy snorer.




    	A small flashlight is a must—not only for late-night reading but also to find your bed without waking the entire dorm. And they’re very handy in power outages and emergencies.




    	A little bit of spice is always nice, especially after one too many nights of bland pasta meals. The cost of basil, oregano, and the like in convenience stores on the road is way too high. Buy it cheaply before you leave and pack it in jars or small plastic bags. It weighs next to nothing.




    	Check which hostels have laundry facilities. Some don’t, so you’ll need to schlep your stuff to the local Laundromat from time to time. It’ll be expensive, so bring lots of money. If you do stay in a hostel with a laundry, take advantage, absolutely. There’s nothing more liberating than traveling in clean clothes.




    	Wearing flip-flops or other plastic sandals in the shower might help you avoid a case of athlete’s foot.




    	Finally, be sure your travel towel is the quick-drying type. Otherwise you’ll wind up with mold and mildew and muck in your pack—which means your socks, your notebook, and your breakfast-purloined snacks. Yuck. A ShamWow-type cloth or two can be a lifesaver not only on the road, but also when you’ve spilled something in the communal kitchen. (Camera guy, you gettin’ this?) But dude, remember: Don’t toss those babies in the dryer. That destroys their miraculous absorbency powers in a heartbeat. Dryers are like Kryptonite . . . if your towel . . . were Superman.


  




  Traveling in Europe




  




  GETTING THERE




  Take a careful look at your transportation options when planning a hostel journey. You should be able to hop from city to city by bus or train without a problem, but you could have some serious trouble getting to many rural European hostels without a rental car.




  From North America by Plane




  The airline business is crazy: Great deals and rip-off fares come and go with a regularity that is frightening to behold—supply, demand, season, the stock market, and random acts of cruelty or kindness all appear to contribute to the quixotic nature of fares.




  As a result, there is no one simple piece of advice we can give you, other than this: Find a darned good travel agent who cares about budget travelers, and trust him/her with all the planning. You can cruise the Internet if you like, too, and you might find an occasional great deal your agent doesn’t know about. Just make sure the sellers are reputable before giving out that credit-card number.




  A couple tips:




  

    	Charters are often the cheapest way to go, but it’s no-frills all the way. You’ll need to do some serious Web cruising and calling and Sunday newspaper reading to find the best deals, though.




    	Phoning a student travel agency in your hometown or city is a great first call—they know more about cheap flights than anyone.




    	Obviously, if you have any Web savvy at all, the very best way to score cheap tickets is to cruise the Web, using sites like Orbitz, Kayak, Expedia, and Hipmunk. We’re not endorsing any one of these over the others; they all work, to some extent, and they all fall short in some areas. Mix ’n’ match, we say.


  




  From Europe by Plane




  Flights within Europe used to be fantastically expensive. However, times are changing: A raft of cut-rate short-hop airlines have sprung up, such as Easyjet, Ryanair, and Virgin Express (there are plenty of others, too). Check Sunday papers, travel agents, glossy travel magazines, and websites for the latest-breaking deals, and be prepared to sometimes fly into or out of a weird airport to save dough. But any airport in London or Paris is fine; even if it’s an hour from the city, it’s worth it.




  From Europe by Train




  Most folks travel by train around Europe, and it’s a sensible choice. Services and connections are generally good, so getting around by rail is normally a straightforward matter of booking and then taking a long-distance journey, possibly with a change or two en route. You’ve got two choices: (1) Buy point-to-point tickets for every leg of the journey, or (2) buy a Europe-wide pass.




  If you’re math- and map-friendly, buy a copy of the Thomas Cook European Rail Timetable (yes, it’s a real book, just like this one) before you go—or in an English-language bookstore in London, Paris, or elsewhere in Europe after you arrive. It’s an invaluable reference to the changing train schedules of Great Britain and Eastern and Western Europe. Of course, you can use the Web to research fares and schedules—but that’s not as much fun. And you can’t get online when your train’s speeding through a tunnel in the Alps.




  From England by Train




  There’s only one way to get to Europe from England by train: on a Eurostar (eurostar.com). They’ve got a monopoly on the sub-Chunnel service that takes you from England to Brussels or Paris in under three hours. They advertise that you can have breakfast in Soho and lunch in Paris—without the delays of airport check-in and checkout and with pretty minimal customs and immigration formalities—and it’s pretty much true. From either Paris or Brussels, you can then take a daytime or overnight train directly to most other European capitals.




  Of course, you pay extra for the privilege. Round-trip tickets can run as inexpensive as about £100 (about $125 US), if you book more than three weeks in advance, and they can also cost much more (say, £300 or more, about $400 US, round-trip) if you book on short notice or travel during a summer weekend. Note to self: Plan ahead. Also, take note that buying a one-way ticket isn’t usually cheaper than purchasing a round-tripper. So you might as well go whole hog.




  At least there are big discounts for Eurail and BritRail pass holders, as well as for travelers under age 26. The Eurail discounts vary, so check with Eurail when you book.




  It’s easiest to book ahead through your travel agent at home or online, but Eurostar also has offices in London’s Waterloo Station, Paris’s Gare du Nord, and Brussels’s Gare du Midi.




  One extra plus with Eurostar: If you somehow miss your train, they will let you reschedule your ride for another convenient and available time—within certain limits—at no extra penalty. Wouldn’t it be nice if the airlines worked that way? (Dream on.)




  Getting Around Europe by Train




  Using trains in Europe is an absolute snap, and damned fun. You’ve got a few options on how to do it: (1) Buy point-to-point tickets for every leg of the journey at stations, (2) get a regional pass, or (3) buy a Europe-wide pass.




  Obviously the easiest way is behind door #3. Eurail passes are key if you’re touring the Continent and to avoid lines and hassles. Plus you’ll usually save money, assuming you’re traveling widely. These passes are a great deal for covering big distances. (For small trips or countries, get local tickets or passes instead.)




  Rail Europe (800-622-8600 in the US; 800-361-7245 in Canada; raileurope.com) sells the passes via phone and the Internet. Eurail passes aren’t cheap, but they’re super-convenient and cover almost everything. Just remember that you’ve gotta play by certain rules. Wait until the first day you’re going to use it, then go to the station earlier than your departure time and have the pass validated (stamped) by a ticket agent. Write the current date into the first square (it should have a “1” beneath it)—and remember to put the day (not the month) first (on top).




  Now it gets easier. Just show your pass to ticket agents whenever you want to reserve a seat on a train—which is crucial in summer season, on weekends, and during rush hours. The ticket agent, hopefully smiling, will print you out a seat reservation, which you will then show to the conductor on the train. (If you can’t or won’t get a reservation, just show your pass to the conductor. Sometimes he’ll let you get on anyway if the train’s not full.)




  The pass is long and made of cardboard; don’t fold, bend, or otherwise mangle it (which can be difficult to achieve while fumbling for your money belt at the station as the train whips in). For some reason, that might invalidate the whole thing if it’s not in pristine condition. Washed it in the wash? You’re probably out a few hundred bucks. Don’t let that happen.




  The cost of these passes depends on a few things, including how long you’re traveling and how much comfort you want. First-class passes, which anyone over 27 is required to buy, cost more and give you a little more legroom. Call one of the railpass vendors listed above for the very latest pricing information.




  The full Global pass currently costs about $460 US for 15 consecutive days of travel if you’re under 26 years old, with prices going up from there for 21-day, one-month, two-month, and three-month (about US $1,275) passes. If you’re over 26, you pay a lot more: $710 US for the same 15-days-in-a-row pass, and you’ve gotta ride second class on all trains. Children ages 4 to 11 get half off the regular adult prices, while children under 4 ride free. A flexible Global pass (formerly known as the Flexipass) may be a smarter bet: it gives you 10 to 15 days over a two-month period for $740 to $970 US. Those over age 26 will pay $1,135 to $1,500 US for the same 10- to 15-day flexible pass, but once again, for those folks it’s all second class, all the time. You can’t sneak into first class. Don’t sweat it, though: Usually you can’t tell the difference between first and second class on a European train anyway.




  

    	Point-to-point tickets are the best route to go if you’re just blowing through a single country in a hurry and won’t keep traveling to other countries shortly. Get them at stations at ticket windows or—if you have cash or credit cards—automatic machines.




    	Combo passes: Eurail also offers three- to five-country and one- to two-country combo passes in a bewildering variety; check the Eurail website for the current offerings and prices.


  




  A few more tips on cross-European train travel:




  

    	If you’re just buying point-to-point tickets, go for second class.




    	For longer distances and overnight trips, you might want to take a sleeper car (also known as a couchette). At around $30 to $50 US extra—a railpass covers a seat, not a sleepable couchette—it saves you a night in a hotel or hostel and gets you closer to where you want to go. The downside is that you sleep four or six to a little bunk-room. On a moving, noisy train. You can also pay a lot more (usually $100 to $200 or more US) for a private double compartment for you and your sweetie. Not cheap, but I’ve used that option a few times, and it was well worth it for the time savings. Plus, it was nice to have a little private space for a change. Europe’s not a very private place.




    	Remember that trains don’t run as frequently on weekends. Saturday is usually the worst day to travel due to light schedules. International trains and sleeper cars usually run seven days a week, but Friday and Sunday are feast or famine—thin scheduling or packed-full trains. Check schedules and think like a local.


  




  From Europe by Bus




  Eurolines (eurolines.com) is a Europe-wide company running comfortable long-distance buses around Europe for very competitive rates, certainly cheaper than trains and cheaper than planes if you’re booking on short notice. They serve quite a network of cities.




  GETTING AROUND




  By Train




  Trains are still king in Europe. Sure, the car dominates everyday life for locals, but when you’re a tourist you just can’t beat the iron horse.




  Though these rail systems cross an incredible variety of landscapes, even the iron horse can’t get everywhere. It’s likely, at some point, that you will need to supplement your train travel with some form of gondola, lift, bus, cog railway, or steam train—all part of the fun.




  Tickets & passes




  What to buy? If you’re going to be doing lots of short city-to-city hops, just buy tickets each day; it’s cheaper. If you’ll be in the area for a week or two, get a pass.




  Always remember to punch your train ticket before you get on the train; there will be a machine in every station that stamps the current date and time on the ticket, showing the conductor that it has been “used up.”




  By Bus




  Buses can be cheaper than the train or more expensive, depending on where you are; it’s not a given that the bus is much cheaper. They’re extremely useful in places where trains simply don’t go—reasonably on time, scenic, and with lots of locals riding alongside you happy to give advice or opinions or soccer scores.




  It might take you all day to make connections, but most bus drivers are helpful and knowledgeable. As a bonus, they’ll sometimes let you off where you want to go even if there isn’t an actual bus stop there. They are also quite accustomed to hostellers asking “Where’s my stop?” and handle the situation calmly and professionally. Usually. (In small towns and rural areas, though, sometimes anything goes. Smile and deal with rudeness or incompetence calmly. We’re all human.)




  In many cities, you can also buy tickets in bus or subway stations, at newsstands and cigarette shops, even right on the bus—it’s usually more expensive to buy ’em directly from the driver than anywhere else, however.




  In most countries, you will need to punch your ticket at the start of a local bus ride; there will be a machine either at the bus stop or in the front or back of the bus. This can be confusing; don’t panic. Single-ride city bus tickets are usually good only for the next one hour (if you don’t use it by then, try to get a refund at a ticket window), while most transit passes are good for a day or more.




  You can purchase Eurolines bus passes allowing free travel among 35 European cities served by the line; these are available for periods of either 15 or 30 days and cost from €175 (about $230 US) per under-26 traveler—for a 15-day pass in the low season (early and late winter, early spring)—up to €385 (about $480 US) for a 30-day pass in the high season (basically, summer plus the week between Christmas and New Year’s). Buy the passes online at eurolines-pass.com. Travelers over age 26 pay about 20 percent more above those rates.




  By Boat




  On a few occasions you might be cruising lakes or rivers; your Eurail pass covers part or all of some of these journeys. Usually you get a discount, not a free ride. You get a 20 percent discount on ferries to the crazy Spanish island of Ibiza, to take one example, and a 30 percent discount on Irish Ferries boats to Wales or France. Other Eurail-discounted ferries run between England and the Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden, and Greece and Italy (some of these are free!).




  By Car




  Renting a car is definitely the most expensive way to travel in Europe, but it does have its advantages. You’ve got privacy with a few of your well-chosen buds. You can cover the countryside in more depth (contrary to popular belief, European trains don’t go everywhere, and neither do buses). Best of all, you have almost complete freedom to go where you want, when you want—no more waiting for the 9:10 from Brussels or that idiosyncratic British bus driver winding his way among the Peaks.




  Gas isn’t cheap—it can cost 1½ times more than what it costs in North America. At least those tiny Euro-cars get terrific mileage. Watch out for traffic jams, too. Even on the open highway, weekends, holidays, and rush hours can bring things to a grinding halt. Do your driving during lunchtime or on a Sunday to minimize traffic (but Sundays at the end of holiday weekends are busy, too).




  How to save money renting? Try these strategies:




  

    	Rent in Germany. It’s the cheapest country in Europe in which to rent a car, with plenty of opportunities to rent in one city and drop off—with little or no penalty—in another (within Germany). That country’s high-speed autobahns are free, too, which is remarkable—the high-speed highways in most other European countries are toll roads, and pretty expensive compared per mile with US highways.




    	Rates in France and Austria aren’t too bad, and deals can sometimes be had in the UK or Ireland with advance booking while still in the US. (Expensive places to rent a car? Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, and Italy. We didn’t rent in Spain, Portugal, or Greece—spend a day alongside daredevil locals and you’ll see why.)




    	Learn how to drive a stick shift, for gosh sakes: It can cost you up to twice as much per day for an automatic-transmission car.




    	Book your rental ahead, from your home country. It’s cheaper. Rentals will set you back $40 to $70 US a day for a small car, and that might or might not include heavy local taxes and insurance costs tacked onto the price. (Automatic transmission will be more expensive.)




    	Think about renting or leasing for a few weeks to a month, rather than just a weekend. Often you save a boatload of money (on a per day basis) by booking one long rental. Check with a US-based company such as Kemwel (877-820-0668 or kemwel.com), which offers long-term rentals for a fraction of the daily rate if you book ahead from your home country. They do short-term rentals, as well. All the standard chain car rental outfits do business in Europe, though rates are usually quite a bit higher than they are in the US.




    	Speeds and distance in Europe are usually measured in kilometers. (But in Ireland, England, Scotland, and Wales, miles still rule.) To remind you, 1 kilometer is a little less than 0.6 mile, and 100 miles equal roughly 160 kilometers. Here are some common speed limits and distances you might see on road signs, with their US equivalents:


  




  

    

      	40 kph   =



      	25 miles per hour

    




    

      	100 kph   =



      	62 miles per hour

    




    

      	50 kilometers away   =



      	31 miles away

    


  




  Gas is measured in liters (spelled “litres” in Europe and abbreviated “l”) and there are about four liters to one US gallon. Gas prices are listed per liter, so multiply by four and then convert into your home currency to estimate the price per gallon you’d pay back home—you’ll probably be shocked. (Wish you’d brought a bike yet?)




  It’s important to know the driving rules. In the UK (England, Scotland, and Wales) and Ireland, you drive on the left, which takes a lot of getting used to, especially at rotary intersections. In continental Europe, however, you always drive on the right. Local laws must be paid attention to: Swiss traffic laws require you to stop at all crosswalks, for example, if someone’s waiting to cross. European drivers tend to be fairly aggressive, especially in open-highway situations—that supercharged car in your rearview might have just been doing 100 miles an hour. Pull over and let him by. And don’t give the finger or make other obscene gestures. You could get tossed in the pokey or fined heavily for it on the spot. Yes, really.




  PHONES




  You’ve got a cell phone, obviously—and it should work in Europe, though you’ll have to do one of two things to make it so.




  

    	Contact your carrier about a European add-on plan. This assumes your phone can actually work in Europe. (Not all can; sometimes different customers of the same carrier even get different treatment, we hear. Ask nicely.)




    	Purchase a local SIM card (a little square data chip) before you leave, online, or at the local airport when you arrive, then plug it in. (Note to iPhone users: According to Apple support, if the phone’s iTunes software doesn’t function correctly after you plug in a new SIM, you may need to restore the entire freaking phone. Translation: You may need to erase the phone. Be careful, and get good technical advice before you decide to do the SIM swaparama.)


  




  So a jacked-up cell’s the most convenient way to call while on the Continent, but is it the cheapest? Not always. Believe it or not, people still use real phones and phone cards in this region. Buy local phone cards at tobacco shops, train station windows, or corner markets and stick ’em into the slots in the pay phones that are still peppered throughout the European continent. Don’t bother trying to call Mom and Dad back home with these cards, though—they’re best for short chats within a country (to the next hostel, for instance) or emergencies.




  MONEY




  You’ll need it, that’s for sure.




  First things first. Remember this simple rule about cash: Get it from an ATM whenever possible, because that’s almost always the easiest and lowest-cost way to get it.




  Second, pay attention to where you are. All of the European countries used to have their own unique bills and coins, which was quaint but also something of a pain. You often had to pay big fees to change money when traveling from one country to another. And you also had to get rid of all your loose change before you left each country, since change bureaus don’t change coins. Basically it was a use-it-or-lose-it situation.




  However, in 2002 most European countries—including most, but not all, of the countries covered in this book—changed over to a single unified currency called the euro. Though it was a shame to see lire, schillings, and francs disappear, this change did make life quite a bit easier for travelers. They no longer needed to stand in long lines and change money while traveling between European countries. And it became suddenly easy to compare prices for an item or a meal from country to country, which was a real chore before the switchover.




  In this book, we have listed prices in euros for the countries that use them. The euro symbol looks like this: €. It’s easy to estimate costs in euros, because one euro is worth just a little more than one US dollar. To convert when you’re in a hurry, just switch the price to dollars in your mind, then add a tiny bit extra. Ten euros = about 13 bucks. In this book, we have used an exchange rate of €1.00 = $1.25 US, though the value may fluctuate year to year.




  For all countries that still use their own currencies, such as England, we have printed prices in the local currency and converted the prices to US dollars. Our favorite quick-and-dirty website for performing currency conversions is xe.com. Click on “currency converter” and convert to your heart’s content; you get exchange rate calculations using live, up-to-the-minute rates.




  Having trouble remembering which countries use the euro? So did we, until we made up a little memory aid: “BAFFLING PIGS are IN.” Look at the first letters of those first two words: They remind you that Belgium, Austria, France, Finland (not covered in this book), Luxembourg, Italy, the Netherlands, Germany, Portugal, Ireland, Greece, and Spain are now IN the euro game. Who’s out? Norway, the UK (including Northern Ireland), Denmark, Sweden, Switzerland, and all the Eastern European countries—including Hungary and the Czech Republic, which are covered in this book—are still using their own money, though that could change. (We didn’t make up a memory aid for this. But use NUDSSEE if you like. It just sounds a little too dirty for a PG-rated book like this one.) Some countries, like Denmark and the Czech Republic, have debated converting to euros in the near future—but that’s hardly a certainty.




  If you must change money—let’s say you’re traveling from England to Switzerland (which still use their own money), won’t be coming back to England, and want to get rid of all your English pounds and get Swiss francs—try to find a big bank instead of a tourist office, train station, currency exchange office, or small bank. Their rates are all terrible, and they figure you won’t know the difference. But a big bank usually has something like fair rates.




  SAFETY




  As exciting as hostelling your way through European cities might be, you’ve got to be on the alert at all times and remember that you’re traveling in cities. Avoid wandering unfamiliar streets at night, and try to stay in well-lit areas with plenty of foot traffic. Expect to be jostled by crowds, assaulted by noise, panhandled, and pickpocketed. Guys: If you carry a wallet, keep it in your front pants pocket instead of your back pocket. Gals: If you carry a purse, carry it across your body rather than over your shoulder. (Even backpacks aren’t fail-safe: Thieves occasionally use razors to slash off the straps and grab ’em on the go. While riding scooters. Rad.) Above all, get a good map and study it before you go out—the worst feeling in the world is that of being utterly lost, late at night, in a dicey area without a cop or friendly face in sight.




  Pack your prescription medications carefully in separate bags so customs officials can easily examine them. Make a photocopy of your passport and carry it separately from the real thing. (Also leave a copy with your folks or best friend back home.)




  Don’t walk alone late at night. Bring a whistle or other noisemaker for emergencies. Don’t flash your cash around in bars. Don’t challenge the guys on the train to an argument over competing religious doctrines. Etc. ibid. et al.




  OK, now that we’ve got you completely paranoid, don’t forget to have a good time! None of these imagined terrible things will probably ever happen to you.




  TRAVEL INSURANCE




  Travel insurance might seem like a useless expenditure, but it can come in handy when the worst happens. This insurance typically covers everything from baggage loss and injuries in an air travel accident to medical expenses incurred while you’re traveling. It’s also helpful if someone puts a dent in that rental car and you waived the necessary collision/damage coverage to save a couple bucks.




  It’s not even expensive—often something like $15 to $50 US, depending on the length of your trip and where you’re going, for some basic medical coverage. One emergency visit to the doctor and you’ve made back the cost already.




  We strongly recommend buying some form of travel insurance before you go.




  SPEAKING EUROPEAN




  English will get you by in touristed areas and cities of Europe, which likely covers most of the places you’re going. However, you’ll occasionally want to get way off the beaten track, and in those places you might have a little more trouble. Just think: This might be your only chance to forge a meaningful bond while getting the right bus tickets.




  So learn a little language before you go, and don’t despair. You’ll be OK with a bit of brushing up and a little sign or body language where necessary. Hereforth, a short primer on the Big Four: French, Italian, German, and Spanish.




  Bon courage! Buona fortuna!




  Viel glüeck! ¡Y buena suerte!




  Français (French)




  

    

      	What they say



      	How they say it


      (approximately)



      	What they mean

    




    

      	oui



      	we



      	yep

    




    

      	non



      	no!



      	nope

    




    

      	peut-être



      	put-Ed



      	maybe

    




    

      	un



      	uh



      	one

    




    

      	deux



      	do



      	two

    




    

      	trois



      	twa



      	three

    




    

      	quatre



      	cat



      	four

    




    

      	billet/billets



      	B.A.



      	ticket/tickets

    




    

      	première classe



      	premier class



      	first class

    




    

      	deuxième classe



      	doozie “M” class



      	second class

    




    

      	autobus



      	aw toe



      	booze bus

    




    

      	non fumer



      	naw foo may



      	non-smoking

    




    

      	passe d’Eurail



      	pass door rail



      	Eurail pass

    




    

      	train



      	tren



      	train

    




    

      	quai/voie



      	kay/vwa



      	platform/track

    




    

      	voiture



      	vwa-choor



      	car number of a train

    




    

      	voiture-lit



      	vwa-choor leet



      	sleeping car of a train

    




    

      	place



      	plass



      	seat

    




    

      	pardon



      	par don



      	excuse me/I’m sorry

    




    

      	de Nice



      	de niece



      	from Nice

    




    

      	à Paris



      	ah, pear “E”



      	to Paris

    




    

      	je voudrais



      	zhuh food ray



      	I’d like . . .

    




    

      	j’ai besoin de



      	J.B. swan, duh



      	I need . . .

    




    

      	merci



      	mare “C”



      	thank you

    




    

      	merci bien



      	mare CBN



      	thanks a lot!

    




    

      	bonjour



      	bon sure



      	good morning, good afternoon

    




    

      	bon soir



      	bon swar



      	good evening, good night

    




    

      	au revoir



      	oh, vwar



      	good-bye

    




    

      	à bientôt



      	ah, be in tote



      	see ya soon

    




    

      	de rien



      	darien



      	you’re welcome

    




    

      	monsieur



      	miss yew



      	sir

    




    

      	madame



      	ma damn



      	ma’am

    




    

      	mademoiselle



      	madam was hell



      	miss

    




    

      	mesdames



      	may damn



      	ladies, girls

    




    

      	messieurs



      	may sure



      	sirs, guys

    




    

      	ceci



      	sir see



      	this one

    




    

      	cela



      	sir la



      	that one

    


  




  Italiano (Italian)




  

    

      	What they say



      	How they say it


      (approximately)



      	What they mean

    




    

      	si



      	see/she



      	yes

    




    

      	no



      	no



      	no means no

    




    

      	una/uno



      	ooh nah/noh



      	one

    




    

      	due



      	do “A”?



      	two

    




    

      	tre



      	tray



      	three

    




    

      	quattro



      	kwa-tro



      	four

    




    

      	biglietta/biglietti



      	Billy Etta/Billy A.T.



      	ticket/tickets

    




    

      	prima classe



      	preema class “A”



      	first class

    




    

      	seconda classe



      	sick on da class “A”



      	second class

    




    

      	non fumatori



      	naw foo ma tory



      	nonsmoking

    




    

      	passa di treno



      	passa the traino!



      	train pass

    




    

      	treno



      	traino



      	train

    




    

      	binario



      	beanario



      	platform/track number

    




    

      	scusami



      	skoo-za-mee



      	excuse me

    




    

      	mi dispiace



      	me “D” spee-ah-chee



      	I’m sorry

    




    

      	grazie



      	gratsy



      	thank you

    




    

      	grazie mille



      	gratsy mealy



      	thanks a lot!

    




    

      	bongiorno



      	Bon Jovi



      	good morning

    




    

      	buona sera



      	wanna Sarah



      	good afternoon, good evening

    




    

      	ciao



      	chow



      	hi; bye

    




    

      	ciao-ciao



      	chow-chow



      	bye-bye

    




    

      	arrivaderci



      	a-riva-dare-chay



      	good-bye

    




    

      	prego



      	prego



      	you’re welcome

    




    

      	pronto



      	pronto!



      	yes?

    




    

      	da Roma



      	d’aroma



      	from Rome

    




    

      	per Firenze



      	pear friends, ah



      	to Florence

    




    

      	vorrei



      	vhooray



      	I’d like . . .

    




    

      	ho bisogno di



      	obi sanyo “D”



      	I need . . .

    




    

      	questa



      	kwest-ah



      	this one

    




    

      	quella



      	kwell-ah



      	that one

    


  




  Deutsch (German)




  

    

      	What they say



      	How they say it


      (approximately)



      	What they mean

    




    

      	Guten tag



      	Goo ten tag



      	hello, good day

    




    

      	bitte



      	beetah



      	please [or] excuse me; may I help you?

    




    

      	danke



      	donkey



      	thanks

    




    

      	danke schöne



      	donkey shame



      	thank you very much

    




    

      	ein



      	ine



      	one

    




    

      	zwei



      	dzvye



      	two

    




    

      	drei



      	dry



      	three

    




    

      	zug



      	zoog



      	train

    




    

      	U-Bahn



      	oo baan



      	subway
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