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			PREFACE

			Some years ago, when I was trying to find my way as a writer, I had lunch with a good friend who is also a gifted journalist, Chris Barnett. I had worked for nearly seven years as a correspondent for Newsweek and had traveled extensively while on the job. So frequently was I on airplanes, in fact, that I kept two packed suitcases in the trunk of my car.

			But at Newsweek I was a generalist, assigned to one of the magazine’s bureaus on the West Coast. I could—and did—write for different sections of the magazine each week. After six years, I was drifting, looking for a way, as a writer, to pursue my creative passions and to focus.

			It didn’t take long for Barnett to put the pieces together. “You should be a travel writer,” he said. My response? I laughed. In those days, most of the travel writers I knew were failed journalists, escaped librarians, or schoolteachers looking to find someone who would give them a free cruise. In fact, not that long ago, most travel journalism was more or less an oxymoron. And travel sections of newspapers were perceived as nothing more than advertising vehicles.

			But Barnett proceeded to convince me. After all, he argued, I loved to travel. More important, I loved the process of travel. Even on stories that had nothing to do with travel, I could be found up in the cockpit talking to the pilots or in the galley with flight attendants, and on cruise ships I’d be on the bridge talking with the officers.

			No one was writing about travel as news, or explaining the process of how things really worked.

			It began with a weekly column in the Tribune, The Savvy Traveler (a name I later gave to my close friend Rudy Maxa, who was at The Washington Post when I was at Newsweek, and who then started a very successful National Public Radio show as well as a newsletter bearing the same name).

			And it soon expanded to nearly sixty newspapers. It was the first investigative travel column—it didn’t address subjects like “Lovely London” or “Beautiful Bermuda.” Instead, I wrote about which cruise ship was a mechanical disaster, as well as which had a great safety record; which hotel had a pattern of bad fire safety, as well as which trained its staff well; which airline consistently lied to consumers about its pricing, as well as which performed ethically and professionally.

			Pete Seeger once said he knew the difference between education and experience. Education, he suggested, was when you read the fine print. Experience is what happened if you didn’t.

			This book is all about experience. About process. And about how to navigate that fine print.

			When I began the task of revising and updating this book, I was confronted with what seemed to be an obvious challenge—that so much of the travel experience had become radically different since 9/11, that the rules of travel had been changed forever.

			But what I discovered is that, with the exception of security, safety, and terrorism issues (see Chapter 2), not much had changed at all, and that was even more disturbing. Many airlines were being run by atrocious management before 9/11. And the same airlines (some would argue, more airlines) are being run by bad management today. Airports were designed by people who never spent time in airports before 9/11, and with few exceptions, even the new or “new and improved” airports are being designed today for planes, not people. And many hotels were being modeled after airlines and airports—not as experiences we wanted, but as commodities we endured.

			First, the airlines.

			Any airline that insists its financial problems were started by 9/11 is in serious denial. Their problems were, if anything, accelerated by 9/11.

			Within days of the terrible tragedy, most major airlines closed city ticket offices, virtually abandoned paper tickets, and did everything possible to eliminate human contact with their customers.

			But it didn’t stop the hemorrhaging. In 2002, the ten largest airlines in the United States lost $5.5 billion. And the losses keep getting worse. In the past three years, the major carriers have somehow managed to lose more than $20 billion. In the first half of 2004, Delta Airlines achieved the almost unthinkable: The carrier burned through three quarters of a billion dollars, and in the fourth quarter the loss ballooned to 2.1 billion.

			The irony is that, at the same time, more Americans are traveling now than before 2000, and the airlines are in their worst shape in recent memory. Air passenger traffic is up 18 percent, and yet, as you are reading this, more than 50 percent of all airline capacity in the United States is under the control of U.S. bankruptcy courts.

			
				FOLLOW THE LOSER

				Today, with exceedingly few exceptions, airlines have become so obsessed with cost that they have totally forgotten value. To make matters more absurd, we are actually measuring the success of airlines by which ones can lose money longer.

				One by one, these airlines are playing a dangerous game of follow the loser.

				Recently, I was a first-class passenger on a United Airlines flight between Los Angeles and Denver. Shortly after takeoff, one of the flight attendants asked what I might like to drink. I asked for a Diet Coke. She returned soon after with my soda and with a small packet of peanuts.

				So far, so good. Until, that is, I made the terrible mistake ten minutes later of asking for a second packet of nuts.

				“I’m sorry,” she apologized. “But in first class, only one per person.” She simply shrugged. “That’s our policy.”

				In first class?

				“So tell me,” I said, laughing, “If that’s the case, what’s going on in coach? Are they lowering lifeboats and firing flares?”

				She didn’t laugh.

				To me, the nut incident was indicative of the state of thinking of many of the major, so-called legacy airlines. And I was—and am still—convinced that somewhere inside the headquarters of United, there’s an accountant in the midst of an orgasmic frenzy, thrilled at the notion that he saved the airline about 6¢ by holding back on my second packet of nuts. At the same time, the airline lost me as a $2,000 passenger.

				There was a time when taking an airplane flight signaled wealth and sophistication. Today, powered partly by the Internet, it has disintegrated to the level of a self-service cafeteria. And the food sucks.

				Therein also lies the current state of affairs of our relationship with the airlines. We have simply given up any hope of a pleasurable experience. Now we simply aspire to arrive safely.

				What the airlines promote as progress and expediency has become nothing less than a demographic disconnect among a majority of passengers. Many are flying JetBlue, Air Tran, easyJet, or Ryanair to get to their luxury ski chalets or yachts.

				However, as Lily Tomlin once said, it’s going to get a lot worse before it gets . . . worse. A majority of airlines are now part of a vicious circle consisting of an antiquated business plan, weak finances, and low morale, and that can easily become a deadly combination.

			

			
				HOTELS

				Here comes the Lily Tomlin part: A frighteningly large number of hotels are following the airline model, obsessed with cost at the expense of service and human interaction.

				Nickel-and-diming is at an all-time high, and in many hotels, service and human interaction have been replaced with kiosks; amenities have been replaced by “profit centers.”

				And yet, even in the face of a dismal economic diagnosis for the airlines and a world of diminished service expectations at hotels, we remain addicted travelers. We live and breathe the promise and—if we’re lucky—the experience of travel.

				Welcome to the world of the New Normal. And the challenge in that world—for both the providers of travel as well as the travelers themselves—is to avoid commoditizing what was once an experience we aspired to and, indeed, coveted.

				What remains and, in fact, what keeps us traveling is the staggering potential of travel, its power to mend a fractured world, to bring us together. Not just to commiserate about shared bad experiences but to embrace other cultures, and to build bridges of understanding.

				This book has been totally updated and revised. But my basic—and sometimes overriding—principles of travel, for better or worse, remain. I first wrote this book out of my need—and, I’ll presume, yours—to avoid being a travel victim, to beat the airlines, hotels, and cruise lines at their own game, playing by their rules. That philosophy remains. If anything, it’s a tougher travel environment out there, made more intense by security needs and requirements, but equally troublesome because of the financial instability of airlines.

				For years, surveys of young Americans asking them about their most important aspirations always resulted in the same three responses about goals. Number one: getting married. Number two: having a family. And number three: traveling. I won’t profess to help you achieve those first two goals. Hopefully, this book will help you realize the third.
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			Before Leaving

			GETTING WHAT YOU WANT BEFORE THE FACT

			
				INTRODUCTION TO THE TRAVEL PROCESS

				Most of us love to travel. That’s the good news.

				The bad news: We hate the process of travel.

				We’ve been abused. And after each trip, we tell ourselves we’ll never do it again.

				And yet we can’t wait to do it all over again. So we do.

				To many people, travel remains a voyage—or a flight or an interstate trip—of discovery. But to most of us, travel remains a ritual of reassurance. Where there’s a whim . . . there’s a way. And even though we hate the process, we continue to travel.

				Last year, more than two million people traveled by air. The average American traveler is forty-seven years old. Of all American adult travelers, 57 percent are men, 64 percent are married, and 33 percent have children.

				We travel to escape, or to explore, or to rest. Travel is, for many of us, an exercise in renewal or a test of our limits. And some of us travel simply because we can.

				And we do. In a recent American Express study of two hundred developing and developed countries, travel and tourism were found to be the biggest industry. In fact, if travel and tourism were a country instead of an industry, its gross national product (GNP) would rank among the top five in the world.

				As an industry, it is one of the world’s largest employers—one of every sixteen jobs worldwide is held by someone in the travel business.

				I’ve been traveling since I was six months old, when my parents took me on a very long DC-6 flight from New York to Los Angeles. Since then, I’ve flown on virtually every commercial aircraft ever made, from DC-3s to Comets, Fokkers, Ilyushins, Fairchilds, and Boeings.

				Over the years, my passports have bulged with the entry and departure stamps of more than 120 of the world’s 193 countries. And many readers of this book have passports that are fatter than mine.

				There has been an exponential jump in the number of travelers and in the frequency of their trips. In 1978, at the beginning of airline deregulation in the United States, only about 17 percent of all adults had ever taken an airplane flight. With deregulation came dozens of new airlines. Airfares started matching bus fares, and the numbers of passengers soared. Today, more than 84 percent of adults have flown. An impressive number, but also a scary one because a majority of that 84 percent feel abused by the process.

				But the key question remains: Are we tourists or trav-elers?

				My definition of tourist is “victim waiting to happen.”

				I know very few people who define themselves as tourists. Instead, they call themselves travelers. But that doesn’t mean they’re good travelers.

				I always get a laugh on Mondays. That’s when my incoming-call volume soars. Nearly everyone who calls is angry. They’ve just returned from a trip and there were problems. The calls seem to share the same structure, language, and intonation.

				“It was a HORRIBLE flight,” one will say. “The service was TERRIBLE.” And, they add, they will NEVER do it again.

				“Really?” I respond. “A horrible flight?”

				“Absolutely,” they answer. “Horrible.”

				“Let me ask you something,” I continue. “At any time during your flight did the airplane hit a mountain and disintegrate?”

				“No.”

				“And when you landed, did the wing hit the runway and did you cartwheel and explode?”

				Again, “No.”

				“And,” I conclude the questioning, “are you calling me from your . . . destination?”

				“Yes.”

				“Well, hang up the phone. It was a GREAT flight. You arrived!”

				However, a funny thing happens between the time my phone rings on Monday and when it rings again—the same person is calling—on Thursday.

				The person who insisted that his or her experience was horrible on Monday, that he or she would never do it again, is now in a mild panic. Why? Because it’s Thursday and the person is desperate for the information needed to get to the airport, get out of town, and try it all over again!

				We have become a nation of travel junkies. And our addiction seems to be incurable.

				Yet for many of us, the decisions concerning the process of travel are flawed. We have a serious entitlement problem. Half of us don’t think we’re entitled to anything when we travel. And the rest of us think we deserve everything.

				Result: a nation of unhappy, but addicted travelers.

				So, what do we really want when we travel?

				Chances are, if you’ve traveled lately, you now have a list. You may not have written it down or committed it to memory, but you’ve got it—your list of all the ways a trip can be ruined.

				What tops that list as the one item or experience that guarantees your vacation will be a disaster?

				A few years ago, travel researcher Stanley Plog decided to find out, and the results might surprise you. They seem to indicate that, on the whole, we don’t do our homework as travelers before we take our trips. We do little research or planning.

				To find out our pet travel peeves, Plog tracked travel trends and preferences for virtually every major hotel and airline in the United States. He then picked a random sample of the U.S. population with annual incomes above $20,000. Plog’s staff asked the travelers to rate—on a scale of 1 to 10—the thing that they felt ruined their trip the most.

				Was it rude people? High prices? Feeling ripped off by locals? How about weather, crime, bad food, or a feeling that the destination visited was too much like other places they’ve visited?

				No. First on the list of factors that ruin a trip was dirt. That’s right, dirt. Hoteliers and housekeepers, take note: Of 13,526 travelers surveyed, 77 percent said that if a hotel is dirty or rundown, the trip is ruined.

				Second on the list? Dirt again. Of those surveyed, 72 percent indicated that if things were “dirty everywhere,” their trip would be similarly destroyed.

				What about the actual expense of a trip? After all, aren’t we all looking for a great deal when we travel? Expense ranked fifth on the list of trip spoilers, behind “poverty.”

				Poverty? Forty-three percent of the travelers indicated that if there was “poverty evident” at their destination, their trip would be a bummer. Forty percent cited the high cost of a trip as the number one trip destroyer.

				There were lots of surprises among these responses, and no one was more surprised than Plog, who has been doing specific travel research for nearly thirty years. To Plog, the survey was a stunner.

				A majority of those surveyed want things to be tidy, clean, almost antiseptic, and well planned. They want no surprises when they travel.

				These travelers don’t take risks. In fact, when Plog listed things like “too many tourist traps” or “too many fast-food outlets or souvenir shops” as candidates for ruining a trip, or suggested that the destination was “too much like other places visited,” no one seemed to care.

				Why is that significant? Think about what the findings really say. We pick cleanliness and organization, but we neglect to note the rampant development that tends to destroy foreign cultures.

				That’s like going to a McDonald’s in a foreign country because you are familiar with its clean operation and prefer not to discover something new about a place, its people, and its customs. In fact, only 9 percent of those surveyed thought their trip would be ruined if the place they picked was “too much like other places visited.”

				Another interesting finding: The number of sophisticated American travelers is growing, but the bulk of American travelers don’t do adequate trip planning, and they are willing to concentrate more on cleanliness than on culture, and more on known creature comforts than on price.

				We are also geographically challenged as a people. Only 25 percent of all Americans actually hold a passport, and fewer use one.

				I heard this story about a couple who had just returned from their vacation.

				“Where did you go?” a friend asks.

				“Aruba,” they respond happily. “We had a great time.”

				“That’s terrific,” their friend says. “And by the way, where is Aruba?

				Without hesitation, the husband shrugs, then answers, “I don’t know . . . we flew!”

				The point is—hopefully—that while we know some of these people, we desperately do not want to be these people.

			

			
				BEATING THE WIMP FACTOR

				What’s amazing is that our vacation couple actually went to Aruba and weren’t scared of the island country.

				But how much do we really know about travel? About where we are going, what we are experiencing, and, yes, even where we are?

				Two nationwide surveys have attempted to find out. The results are surprising, amusing, even disturbing. And they reveal some widely held misconceptions that Americans harbor about travel.

				The National Geographic Society conducted an international study in 1988 to determine how the United States compares with other countries in geographic literacy, and Americans ranked near the bottom in the test of geographic knowledge. Only Italians and Mexicans scored lower.

				Adults in nine countries (including France, Japan, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) were asked to locate thirteen selected countries. The Swedes came in first, averaging about twelve places out of a possible sixteen.

				Not only did the Americans score poorly, but our eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds who took the test performed abysmally. They averaged only 6.9 places right—worse than their counterparts in all other countries. Only 15 percent could name the world’s largest city—Mexico City. In another survey, none could point to Iraq on the map, and about the same number had trouble finding Illinois!

				Fourteen years later, in 2002, the NGS repeated the study, and the results were just as staggering. The worldwide quiz of about 3,000 eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds showed little or no improvement in young adults’ grasp of geography. The United States was second to last among the countries that participated. And sadly, about 11 percent of young U.S. citizens couldn’t even locate the United States on a map! The 2002 results were even more disturbing considering that despite the threat of war in Iraq and the daily reports of suicide bombers in Israel, less than 15 percent could locate either country. And 83 percent couldn’t find Afghanistan.

				So much for our geographical knowledge. What about basic travel common sense?

				Omni Hotels conducted a survey to try to determine Americans’ travel IQ. Some of the results: Seven out of ten Americans don’t know the difference between a direct and a nonstop flight. More than six out of ten Americans are not sure whether they must pay travel agents a commission for their services. And nearly half think it is cheaper to drive an automobile than it is to take a plane to a destination.

				How many time zones does the United States span? Seven out of ten Americans surveyed by Omni said four. The correct answer is eight: Atlantic (including Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands), Eastern, Central, Mountain, Pacific, Alaskan, Hawaiian/Aleutian, and Samoan.

				Test yourself on some other questions asked in the Omni survey.

				True or false? The economy-class section of a plane is at the rear, behind full-fare, coach-class seats. False again. But more than six out of ten Americans think it’s true. Economy class is not a physical section of any plane. It’s a fare category.

				The Omni survey also revealed what Americans do know about travel. For example, 83 percent knew that a federal law prohibits smoking on domestic flights.

				About 67 percent knew that airlines have the legal right to give your seat away if you check in at the gate after the designated time. And 64 percent were correct in identifying a major area of airline confusion. You are not entitled to any compensation if an airline bumps you from a flight but is able to get you to your destination within an hour of your original arrival time.

				If the delay is more than one hour, you are entitled to denied boarding compensation (DBC) equivalent to the one-way fare to the destination but not more than $200. If the delay is more than two hours, compensation must be doubled. Each airline may also offer bumped passengers a voucher for a free flight in lieu of the DBC.

				Finally, the Omni survey asked Americans whether they needed a passport to travel to Mexico, Bermuda, the Bahamas, Puerto Rico, Toronto, or Honolulu. The majority of Americans—60 percent—knew a passport was not required to travel to any of these destinations. However, one out of ten Americans surveyed thought a passport was required to visit Honolulu.

				Ouch!

				The sad fact remains that Americans can be some of the least adventurous people in the world when it comes to travel. In the summer, we go to Europe. In the winter, we go skiing. We’re easily scared by world events. One terrorist incident, and we retreat.

				And yet a statistical look at the real numbers concerning travel, safety, and terrorism might surprise you.

				Between 1992 and 1999, according to the U.S. State Department, ninety-two American civilians were killed by acts of political terrorism overseas.

				Want a scarier statistic? Can you guess how many of us slip, fall, injure ourselves, or even die, each year, stepping out of our bathtubs? According to the Consumer Product Safety Commission, it’s a staggering 214,973. (That works out to around 600 of us each day!)

				So every time friends of mine balk at traveling overseas because of safety concerns, I tell them not to worry. They’re free to stay home and take a bath instead. But I caution them: They’re on their own!

				With exceedingly few exceptions, it is still safe for Americans to travel virtually anywhere in the world. In fact, in recent years, the U.S. government prohibited Americans from traveling to only two countries. The first is Lebanon—and that travel ban was removed in 1997. The other is Libya, and travel restrictions to that country were lifted in 2004.

				But what about North Korea, Vietnam, Nicaragua, Iran, South Africa, Ethiopia, or Haiti?

				Before you wince and run for cover, consider this: You can get there from here. And with a little advance planning, you can have a great time while learning something about the rest of the world. A growing number of specialty tour and travel agencies offer such trips on a regular basis. And you don’t have to be a mercenary in military fatigues to sign up.

				The U.S. State Department is no longer cautioning Americans about travel in Russia within a 100-mile radius of Chernobyl, and travel to Kiev (about 60 miles from the site of the April 28, 1986, nuclear disaster) is slowly rebounding.

				Grenada, the beautiful 13-by-21-mile Caribbean island known largely because of the 1983 invasion by the United States, is still eagerly awaiting American tourists.

				How can you find out the score before traveling somewhere?

				The U.S. State Department issues “advisories” and stronger “warnings” about trouble spots around the world. Currently, the State Department has issued these alerts on a few dozen locations within eight geographic regions. The advisories and warnings concern civil unrest, natural disasters, and disease.

				Information on the latest travel advisories can be found on the Internet at http://travel.state.gov. In addition to information on the Internet, travelers may obtain up-to-date in-formation on security conditions by calling 888-407-4747 toll-free in the United States, or outside the United States and Canada on a regular toll line at 317-472-2328.

				Some advisories are strongly worded and should be heeded. A few years ago, one advisory on Afghanistan warned that “a high level of risk” existed there. Prospective travelers were informed that the U.S. embassy had been evacuated of all American personnel. It stated that anyone who had to go to the region should avoid travel on the national airline, which had an extremely poor maintenance record.

				Fair enough.

				Another advisory warned against trekking along the Thailand-Burma (Myanmar) border, since there were reports of bandits and drug traffickers.

				Other travel advisories should simply be interpreted with a large dose of common sense. Because the situation in the Middle East continues to be tense, the State Department warns us to refrain from traveling there and adds that if we do go there we should stay away from large crowds and avoid taking buses.

				What kind of advice is that? I’ve lived in Los Angeles for nearly thirty years and I stay away from large crowds and buses here!

				Translation: The words “State Department advisory” carry an unfortunate negative connotation. If I told you there was a State Department advisory on Turkey, would you refrain from going there? Many of you would, merely after hearing the word “advisory.”

				Now, let’s look at what a recent advisory said: U.S. travelers should be aware that Turkish drivers pass on the right as well as the left. Here’s a brief news bulletin: Cab drivers do that all the time on the East River Drive in Manhattan!

				The important distinction here is that just because the State Department issues an advisory does not necessarily mean that a country is unsafe. It just means the U.S. government is covering its rear, and with good reason.

				In early December 1988, the U.S. embassy in Helsinki received what was regarded as a “credible” threat: a U.S. airliner would be blown out of the sky during the Christmas holiday, on a flight from London or Frankfurt to the United States.

				The State Department took the threat so seriously that it immediately informed all U.S. embassy personnel worldwide to avoid taking U.S. airlines during the holiday period. One small problem: The State Department neglected to inform U.S. citizens.

				On December 21, 1988, Pan Am Flight 103 was blown out of the sky over Lockerbie, Scotland. From that moment on, if someone tears a fingernail in Peru, has a purse snatched on the streets of Montego Bay, or slips and falls in Oman, the State Department rushes to issue an advisory or bulletin.

				The net result: Those advisories fuel our fears—often unnecessarily.

				For example, Fiji experienced two coups in 1987, and the State Department issued advisories. Few Americans traveled there. But there was hardly any violence, and no foreigners were killed. Another coup in 2000—the same drop-off in tourism and the same U.S. casualty count: zero.

				Place the State Department advisories in their proper perspective as they relate to your specific travel needs.

				Certain myths do persist. Just ask the Turkish government how many Americans didn’t go to Turkey—and still don’t go there—after viewing the movie Midnight Express. Or ask the Greek government what happened after the Achille Lauro incident, which didn’t even occur in Greece.

				In part due to security concerns, initial reports indicated that foreign tourism in Greece was down 12 percent in July 2004, just prior to the start of the Summer Olympic Games held in Athens. However, once the Games began, followed by glowing media coverage, bookings for the following September and October increased 10 percent over the same period in the previous year.

				Until recently, the United States took a hard line against any of its citizens traveling to Cuba or North Korea. Does that mean you can’t go to those countries? Absolutely not. What it does mean is that no U.S. travel agent can sell you a ticket or book you a hotel room there.

				If you want to go to Cuba, Canadian travel agencies can easily arrange such a trip and will obtain the proper Cuban visas. (The U.S. Treasury Department says American citizens may not spend U.S. currency in Cuba without a “license.”) And any U.S. travel agent can book you a flight to Beijing (for separate flights to Pyongyang) or Bangkok.

				At the height of our government’s problems with the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, 40 percent of the hundred thousand tourists who went there in 1984 were Americans. Did the American tourists shoot it out with the Contras or the Sandinistas? No—many of them went to the beach.

				I have always argued that an advisory is just that—an advisory. You are well advised to read it. But I strongly encourage you to put any advisory in perspective.

				Recently, a friend told me she would not be getting off her cruise ship when it docked in Lisbon, because she had heard there was a State Department advisory. Had she read the advisory? No. She made her decision simply because one had been issued. Well, I did read the advisory. It warned only of an increase in pickpocketing and purse snatching in the Portuguese capital. Based on that warning, she should never get off the ship at any port!

				Not surprisingly, the Middle East and Asia are targets of a continuous flow of State Department advisories. Some are specific and quite helpful.

				For example, in Indonesia, a number of groups identifying themselves as Islamic organizations showed up in some areas of the country. They demanded names of American guests and delivered an ultimatum that U.S. citizens must leave Indonesia within forty-eight hours. The State Department advised Americans to “defer” travel to Jakarta. And for those Americans already in Indonesia, the State Department advised “extreme caution” in their travels.

				In this instance, there was a credible, implied threat, and the State Department’s advisory was to be taken seriously.

				However, Indonesia is a country of more than seventeen thousand islands, and the major tourist areas of Bali, Sumatra, and North Sulawesi have traditionally remained calm during times of major unrest in Jakarta. And yet, would that State Department advisory keep most people from going to Indonesia? Yes.

				And I say this even in light of the terrorist bombing in Bali in October of 2002, which killed 202 people and wounded 209 others. I flew to Bali three months after the tragic events. I was the only American on the Cathay Pacific flight from Hong Kong. I was also one of just three Americans at the luxurious Four Seasons Resort on Jimbaran Bay. I never felt unsafe or threatened—just pampered.

				So there lies the sad story of State Department advisories. I support the efforts of any government to inform its people of inherent dangers abroad. But I also support an effort to arrive at a definition of terms for when a danger is real.

				Based on the current State Department criteria for issuing most advisories, if our government issued advisories for most U.S. cities, using the same State Department criteria for determining danger and other warnings, none of us would ever leave our own towns.

				As a result of 9/11, the Department of Homeland Security created a color code to indicate threat conditions. As of this writing, the code has been raised to orange five times.

				
					
					
							1.
							Low condition (green). This condition is declared when there is a low risk of terrorist attack.
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							Guarded condition (blue). This condition is declared when there is a general risk of terrorist attack.
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							Elevated condition (yellow). This condition is declared when there is a significant risk of terrorist attack. Surveillance of critical locations will be increased and emergency plans should be coordinated as appropriate with nearby jurisdictions. Officials should assess whether the precise characteristics of the threat require the further refinement of preplanned protective measures and implement, as appropriate, contingency and emergency response plans.
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							High condition (orange). This condition is declared when there is a high risk of terrorist attack. Necessary security efforts should be coordinated with federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies or any National Guard or other appropriate armed forces organizations. Additional precautions should be taken at public events and possibly alternative venues or even cancellation should be considered. Prepare to execute contingency procedures, such as moving to an alternate site or dispersing the workforce. Threatened facility access should be restricted to essential personnel only.
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							Severe condition (red). This condition reflects a severe risk of terrorist attack. Under most circumstances, personnel should be increased or redirected to address critical emergency needs. Assign emergency response personnel and pre-position and mobilize specially trained teams or resources. Transportation systems should be monitored, redirected, or constrained, and public and government facilities should be closed.
						
					

				

			

				Personally, I think the color-coded alerts are absurd. Few of us pay attention to them or even know what we are supposed to do when a color changes. I think I have a better idea. From now on, when the homeland security folks change the color of an alert it should mean that all of us should dress in that color that day. We could all wear red or orange or yellow, depending on the alert level. This would have the same impact as the current alert system, but at least we’d all have something to talk about that day.

				One piece of additional advice: You don’t have to depend on just the U.S. State Department for advisories. An excellent alternate source is the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO, at www.fco.gov.uk).

				Bottom line: Read the advisories, but use them only as advisories and not as outright prohibitions. The State Department currently has no fewer than three dozen such advisories warning of certain dangers abroad.

				If an advisory tells you to defer all travel to a particular country or indicates that all Americans there have been urged to leave—as recently occurred with Iraq—you should definitely avoid going to that country. And as long as you are reading State Department advisories, consider reading some of the advisories foreign governments give their citizens about traveling to certain locations.

				One of the most informative (and often more candid) sources about medical situations abroad is also the FCO (Great Britain’s equivalent of our State Department). It’s particularly useful for medical information concerning foreign locations—specifically, disease and epidemics.

				As with U.S. State Department advisories, the FCO messages are meant only as advisories and should be read in that context. You can access the reports easily at www.fco.gov.uk/travel/.

				If an advisory simply states that you should avoid going to a particular region of a country because of political instability or an outbreak of disease there, just avoid that individual region. You don’t have to avoid the entire country.

				Keep a generous dose of common sense on hand.

				What should you do overseas if you believe there’s a potential problem?

				First, consider some obvious precautions:

				•  Don’t advertise yourself as an American. Don’t wear excessive amounts of jewelry. Don’t look like a bad golfer or a professional tourist. (Keep those plaid pants in your suitcase; leave the stupid logo T-shirts at home.)

				•  On an airplane or at an airport, there is no need to show your U.S. passport unless an airline official or customs agent demands to see it.

				•  Pick a window seat. Though I personally prefer the aisle, my friend Neil Livingston, chairman of Global Options (an international risk management firm), insists that few terrorists or hijackers will climb over two other people to get to you. He maintains that more than likely, they’ll pick the person in the aisle seat as a hostage or target for violence.

				Think about this: If the commonsense advice is “Stay away from large crowds,” then why travel in one? If there ever was an argument against group tours, this is the best one. And if you must take a group tour, when checking in to a hotel or major tourist site, don’t stand with the entire group at the counter or the entry gate.

				What happens if a real problem erupts?

				This is where I will be accused of being unpatriotic. In the past, when I have been in dangerous areas, the absolute last place I head for is the U.S. embassy. Think about it. The U.S. embassy is the first place that either is attacked or, in anticipation of a threat or attack, is immediately closed, even to its own citizens.

				Instead, head for the Canadian embassy. Recent history proves that our neighbors to the north are the real heroes when the proverbial you-know-what hits the fan.

				If you’re ever in a difficult area or you’re concerned, worried, or need information, and it just so happens to be a Friday, definitely head for the Canadian, British, or Australian embassy. Why? In the diplomatic world, these embassies traditionally hold TGIF parties. If you’re particularly nice, you just might get invited. And if, for example, you’re in the middle of dusty Khartoum—a broken-down city that looks like it was evacuated in 1955 but someone forgot to tell a few million people—it can be most comforting to be invited to one of these parties!

				It has been argued that travel does more to promote world peace than just about anything else. Slowly but surely, Americans are beginning to realize that they can visit most countries without undue fear. They can vacation in Central and South America, and they can visit Eastern European countries and the Middle East safely.

				By the way, if you’re that concerned about safety—or even potential hijacking—you might think about making your travel plans on charter flights. The hijacking risk is severely reduced when you travel in this manner. Most terrorists won’t even consider a charter flight. Charters rarely leave or arrive on time, and some cancel at the last minute. And after all, how many terrorists book at least thirty days in advance?

				Well-informed travelers who break down misperceptions are doing all of us a great service. The first thing these travelers pack is common sense.

				That’s what this book is about—common sense, and beating the airlines, hotels, cruise lines, and rental car agencies at their own game, playing by their rules. If you look around you, you’ll see plenty of disclaimers masquerading as advice on or in virtually every product you buy. In case you needed further proof that the human race is doomed on account of stupidity, here are some actual label instructions that have been found on consumer goods:

				•  On a bar of Dial soap: Directions: Use like regular soap.

				•  On some Swanson frozen dinners: Serving suggestion: Defrost.

				•  On a Sears hair dryer: Do not use while sleeping.

				•  On a bag of Fritos: You could be a winner! No purchase necessary. Details inside.

				•  Printed on the bottom of one grocery chain’s box of tiramisu dessert: Do not turn upside down.

				•  In England, printed on Marks & Spencer bread pudding: Product will be hot after heating.

				•  On a bottle of children’s cough medicine: Do not drive car or operate machinery.

				•  On a bottle of Nytol: Warning: May cause drowsiness.

				•  On a Korean kitchen knife: Warning: Keep out of children.

				•  On a string of Chinese-made Christmas lights: For indoor or outdoor use only.

				•  On an American Airlines packet of nuts: Instructions: Open packet, eat nuts.

				•  And my favorite, on a hotel shower cap: Instructions: Fits one head.

				OK, so much for overly cautious lawyers trying to protect their deep-pocketed clients from outrageous litigation. And so much for what most of us would easily classify as the obvious.

				Here’s something else that’s obvious: Travel isn’t much fun these days. And we don’t need a set of self-evident instructions to figure that out.

				I’ll try to stay away from the painfully obvious as we explore the ridiculous and often draconian world of the travel experience. The advice I’m offering in this book comes from my own travel experience, as well as the experiences of countless other road warriors who have been kind enough to share some of their secrets with me.
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			The New Normal

			HOW I LEARNED TO STOP WORRYING AND LOVE THE NEW SECURITY PROCEDURES

			There are moments you remember because they define your life—the birth of a child, a marriage, hitting a home run in the bottom of the ninth to win that softball game. And there are moments you can never forget because they forever define our collective lives. We know exactly where we were when we heard the news that JFK had been shot in Dallas, when we watched Neil Armstrong walk on the moon, and when we first heard that an airplane had hit the World Trade Center—especially when we saw the second airplane, the United Airlines 767, smash into the south tower.

			And ever since that September morning, our lives have not been the same.

			On the morning of September 11, 2001, I arrived early at the NBC studios at Rockefeller Plaza. I was scheduled to make an appearance that morning on the Today show. It was a glorious, sunny fall day, with almost unlimited visibility. Outside the studio, a large crowd had assembled for the morning ritual of watching the show. I remember there were some firemen there, handing out small toy fire trucks. Why? It was national 911 day, and they were there to help promote awareness of emergency services across the United States. One of them handed me a small red truck.

			Inside the studio, Matt Lauer was interviewing an author, Richard Hack, about his new book. I was in the greenroom on the second floor with some of the other guests. Suddenly, Matt stopped the interview in midsentence as the screen switched to a long shot of the north tower of the World Trade Center, smoke billowing out of the upper floors.

			The early report, Lauer said, was that it appeared a small plane had flown into the tower. I looked at the television monitor, at the initial devastation to the upper floors. I tried to put the size of the damaged area into some kind of perspective. It was too wide a hole, too much damage for one small plane to have caused, I thought.

			I ran downstairs to the basement control room, where producers were scrambling to get more information. “That was no small plane,” I told executive producer Jonathan Wald. “It could not have been a small plane. And in this kind of weather, pilot error can’t be a factor. This was no accident. . . .” But I was only going on intuition. It was too early to make that kind of definitive claim on national television.

			Then suddenly, as the world watched with us, we noticed a tiny blip on the horizon, a small dot in the air approaching the south tower. On the long shot we were all seeing, we first thought it was a rescue helicopter. But as it got closer, and in the instant it took me to realize it was moving much too fast to be a helicopter, it happened. The plane came quickly into view and before anyone could react, a United Airlines 767 sliced right into the south tower, a ball of flame exiting the building.

			I stayed at NBC that day, reporting continuously for the network, for CNBC, and for MSNBC.

			As I worked the phones, talking to sources, it soon became obvious that these four planes were picked for a reason. Each was scheduled on a transcontinental flight, meaning they were all loaded with fuel. Each of the planes was the first or second flight out in the morning. I then confirmed that each aircraft had overnighted at its respective airport the previous evening. It didn’t take long to figure out what the plan was.

			Within an hour of the incident, I walked into Studio 1A and handed Katie Couric a handwritten note, which she read on the air. These fuel-loaded planes had been picked for a reason. They were nothing less than flying bombs, aerial weapons of mass destruction.

			Later, walking to my hotel on a deserted Fifth Avenue shortly after 1:30 A.M. on September 12, I continued to be troubled by a number of unanswered questions. How were these hijackers, these terrorists with limited flight training, able to hit three of their four targets with such deadly accuracy?

			I watched the repeats of the horrendous videos of the second plane flying into the south tower. One of the videos, shown on CNN, was taken from a different vantage point—from a position south of the south tower—and it showed the plane, from behind, flying directly into the building. It was a fascinating perspective to watch, because in slow motion the building seemed to simply absorb and digest the aircraft. There was a delay before we saw the fireball. (I was later told by an astrophysicist that this meant the plane was actually flying faster than its own explosion.)

			I couldn’t get that image out of my head. And then it hit me. I had seen that image before . . . when I played on my computer with a flight simulator program.

			It was Microsoft Flight Simulator 2000. And in that program, I could fly a jet to O’Hare, to Washington National, to LaGuardia or JFK. And I could program the screen to give me different perspectives, including one from behind the plane as I flew it.

			I remembered that once, playing with the simulator, I had decided what it would look like—what the computer would show on the screen—if I flew my plane under the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. Next I tried flying around downtown Chicago, and perilously close to the John Hancock building. Then I flew the simulated aircraft around the World Trade Center and the Empire State Building in Manhattan. Twice, when I miscalculated, I actually hit the bridge. In another case, I tried to fly between the two antennae of the Hancock building and crashed.

			And that’s when that image hit me. It almost matched what I was watching on that CNN video of the United 767 hitting the south tower.

			Two days later, as the names of some of the hijackers became known, as reports surfaced that investigators were searching some apartments in Florida where the terrorists had stayed, I called one of my law enforcement sources and asked him if they were finding any useful evidence at the last known locations where the terrorists had stayed. “Yes,” he said, “we’re getting some pretty interesting stuff. And we found some of their computers.”

			I then took a shot. “Microsoft Flight Simulator 2000 on any of those computers?” I asked. There was silence on the other end of the phone. “Yes,” he said quietly. “It looks like these guys just practiced at home.”

			I ran over to NBC, and they sent a researcher out to buy the Microsoft software. We installed the software, and then looked at the book that came with the simulator. And that’s when we saw it. The book contained the exact coordinates of the World Trade Center (then part of the approach to LaGuardia), as well as the Pentagon (part of the approach to Washington National Airport). Within an hour, people with hardly any flight experience were sitting in front of the computer screen and were easily able to “fly” right into the WTC and the Pentagon. That night, we reported the story on Dateline. The next day, Microsoft recalled the product from store shelves across America.

			As the investigation continued, America quickly became familiar with the uses for box cutters and obsessed with airport security. The hijackers had apparently used the box cutters to slash the throats of the pilots and some passengers on the doomed planes.

			In short order, the U.S. government created the Department of Homeland Security, complete with cabinet-level status, which grew quickly to 180,000 employees. And the protocol of taking an airplane flight would change forever.

			
				THE NEED FOR REAL SECURITY

				Any frequent flier could have told you on September 10 that airline and airport security was bad, even laughable. It wasn’t as if no one knew how dire the situation really was.

				FAA NEEDS PREBOARD PASSENGER SCREENING PERFORMANCE STANDARDS. . . .

				AVIATION SECURITY: URGENT ISSUES NEED TO BE ADDRESSED. . . .

				DEVELOPMENT OF NEW SECURITY TECHNOLOGY HAS NOT MET EXPECTATIONS. . . .

				These newspaper headlines didn’t run in 2004, 2003, 2002, or even in 2001. They are from . . . 1987, 1990, and 2000.

				There are those like Max H. Bazerman and Michael D. Watkins, the authors of Predictable Surprises (Harvard Business School, 2004), who argue, convincingly, that “September 11 was not only a predictable surprise, it was a predicted event.” Indeed, Bazerman, a Harvard Business School professor, reported that fifteen months before September 11, a U.S. General Accounting Office report warned that “the trend in terrorism against U.S. targets is toward large scale incidents designed for maximum destruction, terror and media impact.”

				The 9/11 scenario became that much easier once you acknowledged that the true value of airport security was only as a psychological deterrent to emotionally disturbed people.

				And the government’s reaction to 9/11—however well intentioned the push to improve security, and however badly needed—failed to embrace common sense and a long-term, intelligent view of safety and security.

			

			
				MORONS IN UNIFORM: THE DEATH OF COMMON SENSE

				No one can, should, or, in my case, will dispute the need for tougher security at airports, train stations, bus stations, tunnels, bridges, hotels, and cruise-ship ports. And we are certainly throwing a lot of money into security. The total federal government budget for homeland security for 2005 is $23 billion, up 24 percent from 2004 ($18.4 billion).

				But it’s not just the amount of money we’re throwing at the issue. The real problem is how to implement security in a way that actually provides real protection, prevention, or deterrence without sacrificing common sense. And sadly, despite all that money and even with the best of intentions, we have not done this.

				Homeland security has become a necessary illusion. It is a physical impossibility to secure all airline flights. A terrorist dedicated to his cause and willing to die for it can easily beat any system. So anyone who claims that our airport security cannot be penetrated is a liar. At the same time, anyone who demands a 100 percent effective solution to the terror threat is a fool. It cannot be accomplished.

				The government has attempted to make us feel that it is at least doing something, and considering the shock we suffered on 9/11, the government does deserve some praise for raising the comfort level.

				Still, there is more show than substance. Remember how, in the days following 9/11, the airports were flooded with the U.S. National Guard? One report described them as useless “mannequins,” simply standing around at screening points. Then there were the untrained personnel stationed at entrances to airports and parking lots, whose only job was to conduct meaningless “glance and go” car searches.

				Since the establishment of the Department of Homeland Security and the hiring of thousands of new airport screeners, I have met dozens of intelligent, polite, and dedicated Transportation Security Administration (TSA) workers. However, many of the policies they are required to enforce and apply are nothing short of stupid. And it makes the situation that much tougher for all of us.

				Bad planning and bad policies have led to less-than-kind nicknames for the TSA (Thousands Standing Around, Taking Scissors Away . . .). They are still out there strip-searching nuns, looking for tweezers. They are still playing a ridiculous game of Red Light, Green Light in their hunt for terrorists. And in their pursuit of those terrorists, they have created a worse situation for the very travelers the economy so desperately needs to stay in the skies.

				About the only way in which the current TSA workers and their rent-a-cop airport security predecessors differ is that now I can actually discuss their moronic behavior with them in a language they can comprehend.

				Since 9/11, passenger profiling regimes have gotten worse, not better. Then there are the physical intrusions, ranging from removing shoes and suit jackets to less-than-gentle pat-downs of female fliers.

			

			
				MY LIFE AS A SELECTEE

				I have a growing collection of airline boarding passes, each of which has a bold “SSSS” printed on the front. These boarding passes are proof that I am a very special passenger. I get pulled out of line on almost every flight, targeted for secondary screening.

				I’m not alone.

				My friend Jeff Katz, the former head of Orbitz, has a similar collection of boarding passes, plus an unusual photo collection. He, like me, was always listed as a “selectee.” He became so frustrated at being pulled out of line every time he flew that he brought along a small digital camera and actually photographed every TSA agent who searched him. In less than three months, he had a fabulous rogues’ gallery of uniformed security folks hanging on his wall.

				As a frequent business traveler, I usually fly at the last minute, often on a one-way ticket, and I never check bags. Despite the fact that I am a megamillion miler, a high-yield business traveler, that combination of flight planning, ticket type, and luggageless travel marks me as a distinct target under current profiling practices. As a result, with very few exceptions, my tickets get marked with the dreaded SSSS. That’s right, I am a selectee.

				I might as well change my first name to Ahmed. (Believe me, the thought has crossed my mind.) Just about every time I go to an airport, I am assured that I will be part of the secondary screening process.

				It’s absurd. There is no common sense applied. It wastes time and energy. And oh yes, did I mention that it’s outright annoying?

				At one point, at the Phoenix airport, when I saw my boarding pass coming out of a printer with the SSSS printed on its face, I decided to stand my ground. I told the counter agent I wanted to know why I was always a selectee. Could she, perhaps, find out? The agent disappeared behind the counter. When she returned, she handed me a printed form. “Here,” she said, “you’ll need this.” It was a set of instructions from the TSA. “It seems you’re on the no-fly list.”

				The federal government has ordered airlines to turn over personal information about their customers. Under this system, called “Secure Flight,” the TSA says it will screen possible terrorists by comparing passenger data with names on two government lists. The “no-fly” list comprises the names of known or suspected terrorists, while a “watch” list names people who should face tighter scrutiny before boarding planes. The no-fly list now has twenty thousand names, and three hundred new ones are added daily. Many are duplicate entries. And this should make you feel safer: There are dead people and even people in prison on the list!

				And the reason I was on this list? “Well,” she reported, “it seems there’s someone on that list named Greenberg, and your name keeps coming up.”

				I wrote a letter of complaint to the office listed on that TSA instruction sheet (ombudsman@dhs.gov). I have never heard back. And I continue to be taken out of line.

				Well, at least I’m in good company: me, Ted Kennedy, and Cat Stevens.

				It seems that getting on the no-fly list is infinitely easier than getting off.

				A top homeland security official had to apologize to Senator Edward M. Kennedy, who was stopped at airports because a name similar to his appeared on the government’s no-fly list of terror suspects. “If they have that kind of difficulty with a member of Congress, how in the world are average Americans, who are getting caught up in this thing, how are they going to be treated fairly and not have their rights abused?” Kennedy asked homeland security undersecretary Asa Hutchinson.

				Each time Kennedy was denied boarding and asked airline counter agents why, he was told, “We can’t tell you.”

				And if you think it was bad that Kennedy was put on the list, consider this: Even as a U.S. senator, it took Kennedy three months to get off the list! Nevertheless, twice after contacting the TSA Kennedy was stopped again at the airline counter.

				The original TSA order, issued late in 2004, forced seventy-two airlines to turn over computerized data for passengers who had traveled on domestic flights during June 2004. The data, known as passenger name records, or PNR, can include credit card numbers, travel itineraries, addresses, telephone numbers, and meal requests. And those meal requests have often been used to presume a passenger’s religion or ethnicity.

				Therein lie the civil liberties issues. As well intentioned as the government order might be, a major problem is that the lists include the names of many people who are not security risks. Furthermore, the lists themselves are often a hodgepodge of inaccurate or outdated information. Perhaps most disturbing is that when the TSA issued the order, the agency allowed for no formal way for anyone mistakenly identified as a terrorist—or those who might have the same name as a terrorist—to get off the list.

				The American Civil Liberties Union has filed lawsuits in San Francisco and Seattle over this issue, demanding that the government explain how wrongly flagged travelers can get off the lists.

			

			
				BAGGAGE LIABILITY

				Part of the protocol of airline travel after 9/11 dealt with a change in the way checked baggage is handled. Prior to 9/11, U.S. airlines did not match passengers with checked baggage. This meant that anyone, for any reason, could check in for a flight and check their bags, and the bags would travel on that flight whether or not the passenger did. To make matters worse, the bags were never inspected or screened. That was a security breach you could drive a Humvee through.

				After 9/11, the government moved with deliberate speed to begin screening checked baggage, and more than a year after 9/11, the TSA began inspecting all checked bags. However, it took much longer for the airlines to actually match passengers with their luggage. And even then, the airlines did the matching only on originating, not on connecting, flights. Another security loophole.

				But along with the new baggage screening procedures came additional problems. Passengers could no longer lock their bags. The luggage had to be screened by machine or manually by TSA inspectors. As a result, the TSA ended up paying an average of $110 to each of the fifteen thousand passengers who claimed their possessions had been lost, stolen, or damaged during those inspections.

				The TSA had initially settled 1,800 claims in twenty-two months in 2004. At the same time, two dozen screeners in New York, New Orleans, Detroit, Spokane, and Fort Lauderdale were charged with stealing from checked bags.

				But what about air cargo? This is where the government has totally failed its citizens. Who is inspecting the cargo that is carried on virtually every commercial airline flight? Or is it being inspected at all?

				The answers are disturbing. One incredibly stupid person actually packed himself in a cargo crate and was shipped on a commercial flight. He was not discovered until the plane landed. Miraculously, he had arrived alive. Alarmingly, only 5 percent of the 2.8 million tons of packages, mail, and luggage are screened.

			

			
				NO MORE MR. KNIFE GUY

				There is no doubt—and the statistics certainly prove this—that heightened security since 9/11 has resulted in authorities being able to confiscate a wide variety of weapons, or items that can be used as

				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
					
					
							1.
							How well does the hotel know its employees? How thorough are background checks? This doesn’t apply just to terrorism, but is used to prevent misdemeanors and felonies.
					

					
							2.
							Are there security cameras? Every entrance and exit and every hallway should be covered by security cameras, and so should parking lots.
					

					
							3.
							Are incoming cars inspected before they pull up in front of the lobby or inside the parking lot?
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