

  PLANNING A BRITRAIL TRIP


A plan is often defined as “a program of action.” Plans vary in detail and complexity, according to the nature of the user. We have observed two general types of rail travelers: one conservative, the other adventurous. One traveler may require a detailed, hour-by-hour schedule for each day’s activities; another may merely plan to get up in the morning and see what the day brings.

One of the first questions to answer when planning a trip is “When can I go, and how much time can I spend?” In Britain April through October are the most popular months for tourists and for many events; plus during the Christmas and New Year’s holidays, London literally sparkles.

When planning your trip, take British bank holidays into consideration because banks, postal services, and most shops and many attractions are closed, and some transportation services are reduced. Bank holidays include New Year’s Day, Good Friday, Easter Sunday, Easter Monday, May Day, Spring Holiday, Queen’s Official Birthday, Summer Holiday, Christmas Day, and Boxing Day. (See the “2012/13 Bank and Public Holidays” section in the Appendix.)

Whether you admit it or not, everyone has a problem budgeting vacation time. Human nature is to try to see as much as possible in as little time as possible. This “sightseers’ syndrome” could be dangerous to your vacation. Avoid it by planning an itinerary that allows ample free time. Also, vary the day excursions by going on a short one following a particularly long outing away from the base city. Press too hard by trying to see and do too much, and you will return home looking as if you desperately need another vacation.

How long should your BritRail tour be? There are many factors bearing on such a determination. How much annual vacation time do you have? How do you use it—all at one time or in two or more segments? BritRail Passes can accommodate just about anyone’s personal needs, with consecutive passes ranging from four days to one month of travel and flexible passes ranging from four to fifteen days of travel in two months. BritRail Passes permit travel on all scheduled British trains.

Even if you don’t have two weeks or more for a grand tour of Britain, travel magazines and the travel sections of the Sunday newspapers are usually loaded with one-week bargain airfares to almost anywhere, Britain and mainland Europe included. By coupling our Base City–Day Excursion mode of easy travel with a four-day BritRail Flexipass, you can maximize the time you do have to spend in Britain.

Once you know how much time you have for your BritRail trip, the next step is to develop a clear idea of where you want to go in Britain, what you want to see, and what you want to do. Develop your objectives well before your departure date. We disagree with those who believe that anticipation of travel is more rewarding than its realization. But we do agree that the planning phase can also be a fun part of your trip. Properly done, this “homework” will pay substantial dividends when your travel actually begins.

To get things started, write to, e-mail, or telephone the British Tourist Authority (BTA) at (800) GO 2 BRIT (800-462-2748) for information. (BTA office addresses in North America are listed in the Appendix.) Be specific. In your request indicate when you will be going, where you wish to go within Britain, and what in particular you would like to see. If you have any special interests or hobbies, be sure to mention them in your request. By spelling out your information needs, you will obtain better responses.

Don’t overlook the Internet and your local library as valuable information sources. Travelers who have computers and access to the Internet can do an incredible amount of research and planning in the comfort of their own homes or offices. The great “information highway” is at your disposal.

You may want to start with some basic Web sites about Britain in general, then do subject-specific searches. For example, to obtain general information on Britain, start with the British Tourist Authority’s Web site: www.visitbritain.com. Other sources of information may be found in the Appendix of this edition, including city tourist information sites.

Seek out friends and neighbors who have been to Britain. No doubt you’ll find their experiences flavored by their own likes and dislikes. Nevertheless, any and all information gathered before your trip will eventually find its place in your memory bank. You’ll find yourself recalling many of these fragments of information during your own journey.

Now comes the decisive phase of your trip planning—constructing an itinerary. The moment of truth is at hand! Your only limitation during this portion of the planning phase is the lack of more than twenty-four hours in a day.

Draw a blank calendar-style form covering a period from at least one week before your departure to a few days following your return. Make extra copies of the form—you’ll need them. (Perfection is a long time coming in this project!) Begin to block your itinerary into calendar form, being mindful that the itinerary can be changed, but the number of days in a week remains fixed at all times. Possibly by the third time through the exercise, you’ll begin to “see the light at the end of the tunnel.” Remember, it is only human to try to cram too many activities into a day, but better to discover planning errors before starting your trip rather than during the middle of it.

With your itinerary in a calendar format, you can determine housing requirements, seat and sleeper reservations, and the other facets of your forthcoming trip. The days blocked out in advance of your departure show your “countdown” items, such as stopping the newspaper, having mail held at the post office, getting prescriptions filled, taking pets to the kennel, shopping, arranging legal documents and credit cards, and so on. Make several copies of your completed itinerary, and leave some behind for the folks with whom you want to stay in touch. Above all, take copies of your itinerary with you—you’ll refer to them frequently.

If there have been any break-ins in your neighborhood, you should take steps to ensure it doesn’t happen to you while you are gone. Alert the neighbors to keep a watchful eye for suspicious people and their activities. Many professional thieves have been known to park in a driveway in broad daylight with a moving van. The police should be advised regarding your absence. Check with the insurance agency that writes your homeowners policy. Ask the same question they ask in those television commercials: “Am I covered?” You may need additional coverage during your absence. Some travelers have a trusted friend or family member “housesit” while abroad. This option eliminates having to stop the paper and mail, and perhaps even sending Fluffy to the kennel. One final caution: Don’t announce your forthcoming vacation, in the newspapers or online. If you use any social media websites, such as Facebook or Twitter, wait until you return from your trip to brag about it. You may trust all of your online friends, but do you trust all of their friends, who may also be able to see your information?

U.S. citizens are required to have a passport to be admitted into Britain; a visa is not necessary. If you do not have a passport or if yours has expired, write immediately to one of the U.S. passport offices listed in the Appendix. Allow at least six weeks to obtain your passport. There are ways to expedite the process by going online to www.passportsandvisas.com, at a substantially higher cost. Passport Services through the U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Consular Affairs offers the brochure Passports: Applying for Them the Easy Way. Call the National Passport Information Center (NPIC) at (877) 487-2778 to request the pamphlet, to receive applications, or to check on passport status or emergency passport procedures. See “Passport Information” in the Appendix.


  
    Travel Economy
  

  “Know before you go,” the slogan of the U.S. Customs Service concerning what you may return with, also applies to the financial aspects of vacation planning. The fluctuation of the dollar’s purchasing power abroad over the past few years has left a lot of us wondering whether we could afford a vacation on the other side of the Atlantic. It is sometimes difficult to determine what effect Britain’s inflation will have on your dollars once you’re there.

  Advance planning pays off. Purchasing most of your vacation needs in advance (particularly transportation) in American dollars is probably the most effective way to combat inflation and price fluctuations. Buy as much of your vacation needs before you go, and plan to limit your out-of-pocket costs paid in foreign currency to a minimum. In this way you are protected against fluctuating currency values.

  Train travel in Britain is one of the best means of effectively stabilizing your travel dollars. Prepayment plans, such as the BritRail Pass, are ideal. Not only do you purchase the pass with American dollars before departure, but the BritRail Pass also provides the most inexpensive way to travel in Britain—the quickest too!

  Most travel agents still have a penchant for wanting to sell a “fly-drive” program to clients who want to vacation in Britain. But, in general, car rentals have one basic flaw—the price you see is not the price you pay; it always seems to be higher. As a general rule, add to the quoted price another 20 percent for personal accident insurance, collision insurance, and taxes. After that, consider fuel costs at about three times that of fuel in the United States. Don’t forget about the 20 percent value-added tax (VAT). Remember, driving is on the left in Britain.

  Accommodations usually account for the greatest share of a traveler’s budget. Low-cost air fares and transportation bargains like the BritRail Pass can get the traveler to and around Britain, but the real bite out of the buck comes when the visitor pays for a night’s lodging. Attractively priced accommodations packages are being offered by some tour operators, but too few suit the needs of individual itineraries, as is the case for travelers on a BritRail vacation. With advance planning and advance payment, however, you can realize significant savings if you are willing to put forth the extra time and effort to do your homework.

  Well ahead of your intended departure date—preferably two months in advance, but no less than six weeks—write, call, or visit the Web sites of one of the British Tourist Authority (BTA) offices listed in the Appendix of this edition, or contact the tourist offices of your specific destination and request information regarding lodging (including the bed-and-breakfasts) in the areas you intend to visit during your BritRail journey. You may make reservations, or “bookings,” as the British call them, in a variety of ways.

  The best assurance you will have a room waiting upon arrival is to make an advance deposit directly to the hotel, then take care of the balance with the hotel’s cashier when checking out. Always ask the hotel to confirm the room rate upon check-in, and be sure to ask what is included in the rate (for example, is breakfast included?). This will avoid delays and possible financial embarrassment when leaving.

  One final bit of advice on reducing the cost of accommodations in Britain: Use your BritRail Pass. Too many of us overlook the fact that the BritRail Pass can actually provide exceptional savings in housing costs by permitting you to stay outside the base city’s center, where hotel rooms, pensions, bed-and-breakfasts, and the like are far less expensive than their in-town counterparts.

  London particularly lends itself to such a suburban arrangement because there are many areas outside the city’s center that are readily accessible by rail. Anytime downtown accommodations become difficult to find, or too demanding on the budget, tell the housing people you have a BritRail Pass and can easily stay in the suburbs.

  Staying in London’s northern or western suburbs has other advantages too. From many of the suburban stations, you can board a fast InterCity train for a day excursion without ever going into a London terminus. You can return to the suburbs in the evening, too, without becoming involved in London’s rush hours.

  Watford Junction, 16 miles from London’s Euston Station, is one of the stations in London’s suburbs that offers excellent InterCity connections to such day-excursion points as Birmingham and Coventry, as well as the base city of Glasgow. Most Inter-City departures from Euston Station on weekday mornings pick up at Watford Junction sixteen minutes later. On weekday evenings most InterCity trains set down at Watford Junction twenty minutes ahead of their arrival times in Euston Station.

  Going to St. Albans, Perth, or the base cities of Edinburgh and Cardiff, we recommend transferring to King’s Cross or Paddington from Euston to continue the trip.

  Other rail points in London suburbs are Luton, for direct rail connections to Nottingham and Sheffield; Stevenage, along the main line to Edinburgh via York; and Slough or Reading, for connections to Bath as well as the Welsh cities of Cardiff and Swansea.

  There are times when accommodations in the base cities are very limited. Edinburgh, during its annual Military Tattoo and Festival every August, is an excellent example. Lodgings in the suburbs, a la BritRail Pass, can be more economical and just as convenient as those in the base cities. If you have your heart set on lodgings in London, when inquiring as to availability you will be asked the inevitable question, “What do you want to be near?” Naturally, when you’re traveling by rail, your response will be, “The rail station.” You are in for a surprise: At last count, London had seventeen primary rail stations. Because these terminals rim the vast, sprawling city, a better site-selection statement would be to ask for a hotel near one of the major lines of the Underground (the “Tube”).




  
    How to Get There
  

  Transatlantic air traffic is so frequent and varied today that no description of it— short of an entire book—could do it justice. Excursion fares are available in a multitudinous variety. Charter flights are available too, but some excursion rates are less expensive than charters. On a regularly scheduled airliner winging its way to Europe, it is not uncommon to find every passenger in your row of seats paid a different fare for the same flight with the same service.

  We refer readers to their travel agents for airline tickets. Since many airlines no longer pay commissions to travel agents, you may have to pay a service fee. If you’ve dealt with a reputable travel agency over the years, contact it for air-excursion fare options. Or, if you have lots of time, you can call the various airlines’ toll-free telephone numbers and ask them for fare information or visit their Web sites. We have listed contact information for a few airlines in the Appendix. Don’t be disturbed if you receive a variety of responses. Sift them out until you find what you’re looking for. Internet users can search online for those bargain fares with consolidators, travel portals, and the actual airlines as well. Remember that not all airlines allow their fares to be quoted on other sites. Additionally, we have seen prices obtained at the same time vary by up to 10 percent, depending on the web-site used to find them, with the airline site itself most often being the cheapest.

  Regarding charter flights, inquire about them but investigate thoroughly before making any final decisions. Here again, get your travel agent involved, even if it’s only to obtain the tickets. Even some of the most reputable air-charter carriers still operate on a “Go–No Go” basis. This means that if enough passengers sign up for the flight, it will go as scheduled; if there are not enough passengers booked, the flight will be scrubbed. Look up the airline in your phone book, or dial (800) 555-1212 and tell the operator the name of the airline information office with which you wish to speak, or use the search engines on the Internet to find specific Web addresses.




  
    BritRail Passes
  

  A BritRail Pass provides unlimited train travel for a specified number of days in En gland, Scotland, and Wales. You don’t have to purchase a rail pass to travel by train in Britain; having one, however, is very convenient and economical. For example, with a BritRail Pass, you do not have to purchase a rail ticket every time you want to make a trip somewhere by train. Just board any train going your way and travel whenever, wherever, and as often as you like throughout the period your BritRail Pass is valid.

  BritRail Passes are not available in Britain and must be purchased in North America before departure. You may order directly from one of the companies listed in the Appendix. You may also purchase some of the passes through some travel agents. A list of British and European rail passes and their corresponding prices at press time is available in the Appendix.

  Visitors to Britain should consider purchasing a BritRail Pass if they plan to travel primarily by train. To help you decide whether to purchase a rail pass, we have included a selection of British one-way rail fares in the Appendix. Compare the individual fares for your itinerary with the cost of the type of BritRail Pass best for your trip.

  Keep in mind when comparing the point-to-point rail fares to the cost of the rail pass that convenience has a value too. Standing in line (“queuing”) to purchase train tickets is an inconvenience that can be avoided. With a BritRail Pass, you need do this only once—when you validate your pass at the station.

  Even short-time visitors to the British Isles may find it advantageous to purchase a BritRail Pass in lieu of point-to-point tickets. For example, the cost of point-to-point tickets for a circuitous journey—like a quick dash out of London for a look around Edinburgh and Bath—exceeds the cost of an eight-day first-class or standard-class adult BritRail Consecutive Pass. The economy of the pass becomes immediately apparent when doing such comparisons. Also, consider the London– Edinburgh–Bath–London circuit could be made comfortably in as little as three days, leaving five more days of unlimited rail travel available to the pass holder. Even if you could not extend your stay, you would still save money, in this case, by purchasing a BritRail Pass.

  BritRail Passes are available for first- or standard-class rail travel. First-class seats are wider; consequently, first-class coaches are more spacious since they accommodate fewer passengers. BritRail’s standard class, however, is also very comfortable. Some trains in Britain have entirely standard-class carriages. One thing in common to both classes is the view. Whether in first or standard class, you can lounge ensconced in comfort while watching the countryside glide by. Expand your horizons—don’t leave home without a rail pass!

  When traveling in Britain on certain peak days, holidays, or summer Saturdays, seat reservations are recommended. You may make them at most rail stations or at the rail counters in Heathrow, Gatwick, Birmingham, and Manchester Airports by giving destination and departure times of the train (train numbers are not used in Britain). Although you can make seat reservations in the United States after purchasing a BritRail Pass (at least two weeks before departure is necessary), it is more economical to make them in Britain. Trips less than two and a half hours and overnight sleeper trains must be booked in Britain directly.

  There are two basic types of passes to choose from: BritRail Consecutive Pass and BritRail Flexipass. Prices are listed in the Appendix.

  
    BritRail Consecutive Pass. The Consecutive Pass offers unlimited consecutive-day rail travel in England, Scotland, and Wales. Choose to travel for three, four, eight, fifteen, or twenty-two days or one month. The BritRail Senior Consecutive Pass (available to adults age sixty and older) offers a 15 percent discount off the first-class BritRail Adult Consecutive Pass. The BritRail Youth Consecutive Pass offers a 25 percent discount in both first and standard class for those age sixteen through twenty-five.

  
    BritRail Flexipass. This pass provides exactly what its name implies: flexibility. Travel on any three, four, eight, or fifteen days within the two-month validity period in either first or standard class. Unlike the Consecutive Pass, your travel days need not be consecutive, thus enabling you to stay in your favorite location for several days until you continue your journey.

  A BritRail Senior Flexipass (age sixty and older) offers first-class rail travel at a discount off the adult BritRail Flexipass price. A Youth Flexipass (age sixteen through twenty-five) is available in either first or standard class for any three, four, eight, or fifteen days of travel within a two-month period.

  
    BritRail Family Passes. With the purchase of each adult or senior pass, one accompanying child (age five through fifteen) gets a pass of the same type and duration free. Passes for additional children may be purchased at a 50 percent discount off the regular adult pass price. Children younger than age five travel free. The BritRail Family Pass program is available with BritRail Consecutive, BritRail Flexipass, BritRail Senior, BritRail Pass ’n Drive, BritRail Pass + Ireland, and BritRail Party Pass.

  
    BritRail Party Pass. Offers a 50 percent discount for the third to ninth person’s pass when parties of three to nine passengers are traveling together at all times. Applies to the BritRail Consecutive and Flexipass, first class only.

  
    BritRail Pass ’n Drive. Although Britain’s compactness makes it convenient to take the train and see the sights, there are a few nooks and crannies that cannot be reached by train. Those who want to combine the thrill of driving on the left-hand side of the road with rail travel can opt for the BritRail Pass ’n Drive. Use the fast, comfortable British trains for the longer journeys and the freedom of a rental car to explore the beautiful British countryside.

  First, purchase your BritRail Pass ’n Drive voucher from one of the companies listed in the Appendix. The price includes a BritRail Flexipass for unlimited rail travel (choice of first or standard class) for any four or eight days within a two-month period and car rental vouchers for any two days within the same period. Then, at least seven days before departure, telephone Hertz toll-free at (800) 654-3001 to reserve your first car rental date. Be certain to state that you have already purchased a BritRail Pass ’n Drive and mention the program code IT-BRIT. Reservations should be made as soon as possible, particularly if you want a car with an automatic transmission. For the remainder of your car rental reservations, Hertz has rental offices at rail stations throughout England, Scotland, and Wales.

  Since your car rental vouchers may be used only during the validity period of your BritRail Flexipass, the most economical way of utilizing them is to arrange for a car to meet your train at a day-excursion point, do your exploring, and return the car to the same station before returning to your base city by train. Prebooked requests for a car to meet your train will be honored seven days a week, but note that some Hertz offices are closed on Sunday.

  Each car rental voucher includes a twenty-four-consecutive-hour rental with unlimited mileage, no drop-off charge, and government tax (VAT) of 20 percent. The renter is responsible for collision damage, personal accident insurance, gasoline, and road tax. Payment of these charges may be made by credit card or a deposit at the start of each rental period. Aside from gasoline, other additional charges are a minimum of approximately $15 (U.S.) per day. Two or more persons traveling together receive a substantial discount.

  
    BritRail Pass + Ireland. For unlimited travel on the rail networks of England, Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, and the Republic of Ireland, this is the pass for you. Choose to travel for any five or ten days within a one-month validity period in either first or standard class.

  
    BritRail England Consecutive Pass. Valid for unlimited consecutive-day travel on England’s rail network for three, four, eight, fifteen, or twenty-two days or one month in either first or standard class. Includes transportation from Heathrow, Gatwick, or Stansted Airports, but it counts as one day of travel on your pass. Special youth, senior, and family rates. Party passes allow 50 percent discount for the third to ninth person traveling together at all times.

  
    BritRail England Flexipass. Valid for unlimited three, four, eight, or fifteen days of flexible (nonconsecutive) rail travel in a two-month period throughout England (Scotland and Wales not included) in either first or standard class. Includes transportation from Heathrow, Gatwick, or Stansted Airports, but it counts as one day of travel on your pass. Special youth, senior, and family rates. Youth age sixteen to twenty-five. Senior age sixty and older. Family passes allow one child to travel free with each adult. Party passes allow 50 percent discount for the third to ninth person traveling in a group.

  
    BritRail London Plus Pass. Casual, short-term, or business visitors to Britain may benefit from this special flexible rail pass tucked in their pocket before leaving home. The London Plus Pass offers unlimited rail travel throughout a large portion of southern England for any two or four days out of an eight-day period or for any seven days within a fifteen-day period. Choose first- or standard-class rail travel; special youth, senior, and family rates are applicable. The pass isnotvalid for travel on London Underground. It is, however, valid on the Heathrow Express, Gatwick Express, and Stansted Express rail services (constitutes one day of travel on your pass). It does not extend to Bath and is not valid on First Great Western Trains services. Party passes provide 50 percent discount for the third to ninth person traveling as a group.

  The London Travelcard provides access to the London Underground (subway, or “Tube,” as the Britons say) and buses for one or seven days. The Central Zone Travelcard is valid for travel in London’s two inner zones; the All Zone Travelcard covers all six zones, the Docklands Light Railway, and Heathrow Airport transfers (but not on Heathrow Express).

  
    BritRail Freedom or Scotland Pass. The Freedom Pass offers unlimited standard-class rail travel in Scotland on ScotRail’s network, including travel to and from Berwick and Carlisle for any four days within an eight-day period or any eight days within a fifteen-day validity period. The pass includes transportation on all Caledonian MacBrayne and Strathclyde ferries to the islands of Scotland, key bus links, Glasgow Underground, and a discount on some P&O ferry routes. Passholders are not allowed to travel before 0915 Monday through Friday. Family discount allows children age five through fifteen to receive a free pass with each accompanying adult; additional children are half fare; children younger than age five travel free.

  
    Great Heritage Pass. This pass provides entry to more than 600 of Britain’s public and privately owned historic sites, castles, homes, and gardens, available in consecutive increments of three, seven, or fifteen days or one month.




  
    Travel Tips
  

  
    Planning Pays Off. Careful planning is key to every successful thing we do, and planning a rail vacation in Britain is no exception.

  For rail travelers we recommend the Thomas Cook European Timetable (www.thomascookpublishing.com), which contains timetables covering major rail routes in Britain honoring the BritRail Pass. In Britain the timetable may be purchased at most Thomas Cook Travel Agencies and Bureaux de Change (money exchange offices). Free rail schedules for Britain may be found online at www.networkrail.co.uk, or www.nationalrail.co.uk. Also, free schedules may be obtained at any British rail station. Plus, you may purchase the Great Britain Railway Passenger Timetable in rail-station book stalls (however, you’ll also need to buy a magnifying glass!).

  
    How Much to Take? Half the clothes and twice the money! Obviously, practical advice would be “as little as possible.” We usually tend to pack everything we conceivably might use during a vacation, lug it everywhere, use it very little, and return home with longer arms. In these days of wash-and-wear fabrics (and deodorants), this is not necessary. A good rule is to take a shoulder bag and one medium-size suitcase with wheels or two small bags. Hold to this rule, and you will have a more comfortable trip.

  Regardless of how comfortable you expect the weather at your destination to be, pack a sweater. Brief cold spells in Britain are not uncommon. Stow a small pocket flashlight in your shoulder bag together with a collapsible umbrella or rain hat in the “unlikely event” that you may need them. Remember where you’re going, chap!

  Bring a washcloth if you normally use one; washcloths are not frequently found in hotels abroad. Take an electrical converter and adapter plugs for your appliances such as razors and hair dryers. Travel-size dual-voltage hair dryers are convenient; you only need to switch the voltage to the European 220 and add the adapter plug for Britain.

  If you must take expensive jewelry with you (which we do not recommend), take a copy of its insurance appraisal as proof of purchase to customs officials upon your return. Same for watches produced by foreign manufacturers. You may have bought that solid-gold Rolex in a St. Louis pawnshop for a song, but the customs inspector may have you singing a different tune if you can’t come up with the paperwork!

  If you wear prescription eyeglasses or contact lenses, take a copy of your prescription. The same applies to prescription medications. Even if you use only over-the-counter drug products, we suggest taking an adequate supply of the item in its original container. Many such products may not be available or are sold under a different label or packaging.

  
    Cash, Cards, and Credentials. Don’t carry more cash than you can afford to lose; use ATMs (automated teller machines), or carry traveler’s checks. You will, of course, need both U.K. and U.S. cash to pay for tips, snacks, refreshments, and taxi fares at your arrival and departure gateways. Distribute your currency around in pockets, briefcase, money clip, and money belt. A money belt is an ideal way to carry the larger notes.

  ATMs offer the best exchange rate on foreign currencies, but if you plan to use them, do your homework first. Ask your bank for a list of ATM locations in Britain and whether your magnetic imprint needs to be modified to work in foreign ATMs. Be certain to know your PIN number, and inquire if the bank will charge you per overseas cash withdrawal. Although U.S. banks levy surcharges for the luxury of using their machines, these charges do not extend to U.S.–issued cards at machines overseas. Remember, though, that a cash withdrawal on a credit card is like a “temporary miniloan,” and there is an interest charge. Get more information online at www.visa.com or www.mastercard.com for Visa and MasterCard charge cards, or contact the issuing institution of your card directly for specific details. For ATM locations click on www.mastercard.com/atmlocator or www.visa.com/atm.

  You can avoid interest charges by using a debit card (cash withdrawals and purchases are deducted from your checking account). You probably will still pay a fee per withdrawal.

  If you do carry traveler’s checks, cash them at the branch-bank facilities located in or near railway stations and airports. Banks and official currency-exchange services are government supervised and are required to pay the official exchange rates. Hotels and stores seldom give you the full exchange value and often add substantial service fees. Credit cards are handy for paying the larger expenses such as hotels and restaurants. The charge is converted into dollars at the applicable exchange rate on the date the charge is posted.

  Make a list of credit card, traveler’s check, rail pass, and airline ticket numbers that you plan to take. Leave a copy at home, and pack one in your suitcase or carry-on bag. When purchasing your BritRail Pass, inquire about Pass Protection, a type of optional travel insurance covering any unused portion of the pass in case of loss or theft while abroad. Make two copies of your passport. Leave one copy at home, and take the other one with you. Carry a certified copy of your birth certificate and a few extra passport photos. Taking the time to do this will save you days of delay on your trip if your passport is lost or stolen. If your passport is lost or stolen, report it to the local police and contact the nearest U.S. embassy or consulate.

  
    Cameras and Film. If you plan to take an expensive foreign-made camera purchased in the United States, take the sales slip with you. Otherwise, go to a U.S. Customs Office before leaving the country and register your equipment. Carry a copy of the sales slip or the registration form with your passport, and keep a spare copy tucked away in the camera case or your shoulder bag.

  Some quick thoughts for those of you considering bringing or buying a digital camera. Unless you are serious about cameras, don’t get caught up in buying the newest, best camera, with the most megapixels. Find a reasonably sized cam era that is easy to use and fits your budget. (Currently, $200–$300 will buy you an excellent portable model, without expensive extra features you are unlikely to use.) Spend time before your trip getting comfortable with at least the basic features of your camera. You don’t want to be desperately fumbling with it while speeding by a shepherd with his flock in the highlands of Scotland! Your digital camera will probably take a memory card of some kind. Given that taking your laptop abroad is probably not a good idea, our suggestion is to buy 4 to 5 smaller cards instead of 1 or 2 larger cards. This reduces the number of pictures that you lose if your camera is lost or stolen, or if a card goes bad. Several companies make small padded wallets that carry your extra memory cards independent of your camera and camera bag, and can stay on your person to keep your pictures from being lost. If your camera uses rechargeable batteries, an extra set is recommended. Further, be sure to have the necessary adapters for charging the camera battery in your hotel room.

  
    Phones & Communication. The days of spending an arm and a leg to call home from your hotel room in Europe are gone for good. Now, thanks to the wonders of modern technology, there are a variety of inexpensive options for communicating with friends and family back home. There is also no reason for you to give up your cell phone addiction, make local calls from your hotel, or look for one of the few remaining pay phones.

  If you have an AT&T or T-Mobile mobile phone in the U.S., check with your carrier to see if your phone can be used internationally. Often, your carrier will provide you with an “unlock” code, (possibly for a fee) so that your phone can be used with a SIM (Subscriber Identification Module) Card from another carrier. This could allow you to buy a SIM, or a prepaid SIM, from the local carrier in the country or countries to which you travel. Verizon and Sprint phones, which use a separate technology, rarely work abroad (those that might are often labeled as “world phones”). Some prepay phones that you can buy will work across European borders, particularly if you remain within a few countries. We would recommend buying a prepaid cell phone or SIM card directly from the mobile company, or from a reputable shop. Most major train stations and airports now have one or more of this type of store. Check with the clerk in the store to see if the phone that you are thinking of buying will work throughout your itinerary.

  Buying prepay phones in Europe is relatively inexpensive, with the phone being very affordable and additional minutes available for a small cost. You are probably best off not using this phone for international calls, unless you have read the fine-print regarding international rates associated with the phone and/or SIM card. There are other choices for a mobile phone, with several companies providing rental European phones, which can be shipped to you before you depart. Prices start around $50 for a week-long rental, not including airtime.

  Depending on how long you will be gone, and how much you need to see loved ones back home, an Internet cafe and video conferencing may be the way to go. While there are several available services, Skype (www.skype.com) is the largest and most reliable one. If you use the service computer-to-computer only, it is necessary to set up an account (for free). Some Internet cafes will have Skype software and a webcam preinstalled on their computers, and your loved one(s) will need the same equipment on their computer back home. If you are planning on using Skype extensively, an inexpensive headset with a microphone may be an easily packable purchase to give you some privacy and protect you from distractions. Of course, this assumes that you need to talk to your loved ones while you are gone. If you just need to check in, a few E-mails from Internet cafes may be perfectly sufficient.




  
    En Route Tips
  

  With all the luxuries of flight that modern airplanes offer, there is still something about flying that makes it more demanding than a similar amount of time spent at home or in the office. A transatlantic trip with a minimum of incidents and inconveniences is what we’re after. Here are some suggestions we’ve found helpful.

  
    Arrival and Security. For international flights (which include domestic flights where you then connect to an international flight) arrive at the airport at least two hours before your flight time. If you are departing from a major airport, with corresponding congestion, an earlier arrival may be in order. Be sure to follow all of the most recent TSA guidelines for travelers, found at www.tsa.gov/travelers/index.shtm. Our goal is to get through the security checkpoint with minimal fuss. To this end, wear loose fitting clothes without a belt that needs to be taken off, and comfortable, easy to remove shoes. Minimize the items carried on your person to include jewelry, keys, and change. Be sure you do not have any prohibited items in your carry-on baggage, and remember that any liquids must be in 3 ounce or smaller containers. Any electronics should be accessible, as they may be x-rayed separately. Patience is key; take your time and remember that you are on your way to a great vacation.

  
    In-Flight Comfort. If you plan to catch some shut-eye en route, ask for a seat alongside a bulkhead. Bulkheads don’t mind being leaned on, but passengers do. If you need more legroom, sit in an emergency exit row, but be prepared to accept the responsibility for being physically capable of standing and opening the exit hatch if necessary. Also, be sure your seat reclines. On some planes the seats forward of the emergency exits do not recline. Opt for seats in the forward section of the airplane; passengers in the forward section generally experience less vibration and engine noise.

  Wear loose clothing. Unfasten your shoes, but don’t take them off. Your feet will swell following several hours of immobility. The best remedy is to walk the length of the aisle in the airplane every hour or so. Try deep knee bends. To reduce swelling, consider wearing elastic stockings.

  Flying dehydrates your body. Drink lots of water, and watch what you mix with it—alcohol dehydrates too. Special meals for special diets are no problem with the airlines, but requests should be made at the same time as reservations.

  
    Tax-Free Purchases. Tax-free shopping in Europe was abolished in 1999 between European Union (EU) countries. This change had little if any effect on U.S. and other non–EU travelers as long as travel is to or from a non–EU destination. The EU consists of Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, The Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. Every international airport, as well as many ferry ports and train stations, has a “tax-free” shopping service. The routine is generally the same. You select your purchases, pay for them and add them to your carry-on luggage, find safe storage for them during the flight, then haul them off the airplane. There are variations.

  For example, at JFK in New York, you select the items from a sample or catalog. The items are then delivered “for your convenience” to your departure gate for pickup. The hazards of this system are many. If the delivery person gets things mixed up and fails to make the right gate at the right time, you’ll be off into the wild blue yonder sans purchases. Or, if you are late passing the pickup point, sometimes an unknown “benefactor” tries to help by taking your purchases on board the plane ahead of you. Finding this so-called benefactor can prove to be difficult.

  Solution? Buy your “booty” aboard the airplane while en route. Most international airlines carry aboard a good stock of tax-free items, which you may purchase from the cabin crew. It’s always best to check at the airline counter, however, to be certain that this in-flight service will be available on your particular flight.

  Many airports have created specialty shopping outlets to compensate for revenue losses. Look for the British Airport Authority to be a trendsetter in this area. “Tax free,” by the way, is a misused term. Many items, with the exception of alcohol and tobacco, normally may be purchased cheaper in the arrival city. The U.K. can be a bit pricey, so you may wish to purchase before departure. If taking any Eurostar or channel-crossing trips while abroad, the taxes are lower in Belgium and France than in Britain.

  Keep in mind everything you purchase, “tax free” or otherwise, is subject to customs duty when returning home. Items shipped are processed separately. Consequently, know your quotas and attempt to stay within them to avoid paying duty and the ensuing delays involved. Remember, honesty is always the best policy.

  
    Before Landing. Fill out all the customs forms your flight attendant gives to you, and keep them with your passport and airline ticket. Keep this packet handy, but secure, until your credentials are required by the customs officials at the airport.




  
    What to Do about Jet Lag
  

  For North Americans it usually takes an entire day to reach Britain by air and an entire day to return. Although the flying time aboard most jet airplanes ranges from seven to eight hours, airport to airport, it will be day two before you arrive in Britain. Most eastbound transatlantic flights depart at night and arrive the following morning. There is, however, limited daytime service on some airlines. The idea is to find a flight that will get you to your European destination as close as possible to bedtime according to the clock in your arrival city. Westward bound, try to get a flight as late as possible so you can go straight to bed when you arrive home in North America.

  During the flight, you will be exposed to a cocktail hour, a dinner hour, a break for an after-dinner drink, followed by a full-length feature movie. In the morning, as the sun rises in the east over Britain, you’ll be awakened for breakfast an hour or so before landing.

  Add up the time consumed by all the scheduled events while en route, and you’ll quickly conclude that your night spent in the sky over the Atlantic Ocean consisted of many things—except sleep. Even if you did manage to sleep during the entire trip instead of eating, drinking, and watching movies, your body and all its functions will be arriving in Britain a few hours after midnight by North American time. You will crave adjustment to the phenomenon known as “jet lag,” which will try its best to interrupt your plans for a carefree vacation.

  The following explanation of what jet lag is and some means to combat it should prove helpful to any traveler undergoing four or more hours of time change.

  The human body has numerous rhythms; sleep is one of them. Even in a cave without sunlight, your body will still maintain a twenty-four-hour wake/sleep cycle. The heart rate falls to a very low ebb in the early hours of the morning, when you are usually asleep. Body temperature, which affects the mental processes, also drops during this time. Consequently, if an air traveler is transported rapidly to a time zone five or six hours ahead of that of the departure point, even though it may be eight or nine o’clock in the morning at the arrival point in local time, the traveler’s body functions are at a low ebb. The result is a subpar feeling that can persist for as long as two or three days unless something corrects it.

  To cope effectively with jet lag, start varying your normal sleep–eat–work pattern a week or so before your departure. If you are normally up by 7:00 a.m. and in bed around 11:00 p.m. or so, get up earlier and go to bed later for a few days. Then reverse the procedure by sleeping in a bit in the morning and going to bed ahead of your normal time. Vary your mealtimes, possibly putting off breakfast until lunchtime. This will condition your body to begin accepting changes in routines. In turn, when the big transatlantic change comes, it won’t be as much of a shock on your system.

  To lessen the effects of jet lag en route, avoid excessive drinking and eating. Set your watch to local time at your destination as you depart on your flight. By doing this, you subconsciously accelerate your adjustment to the new time zone in advance. For example, how many times have you looked at your watch and then realized you were hungry? After your arrival, exercise the first day by taking a vigorous walk, followed by a long nap. Then take it easy for the rest of your arrival day, and begin doing everything you normally do back home according to the new local time.

  Some seasoned transatlantic travelers take even stronger precautions to avoid jet lag. They follow the rule of “no coffee, tea, food, wine, beer, or liquor” on the day of the flight to Europe. They do, however, advocate lots of fruit juices, vegetable juices, and water (no carbonated drinks). This method follows the theory that your body clock will then go on hold, waiting for you to restart it with breakfast the day you arrive in Europe. We emphasize slow and easy the first day to avoid personal crash and burn.

  Resist the temptations of the airlines up to the point of breakfast and try to get some sleep. Some current studies have shown the hormone melatonin to be useful in combating jet lag, but as with any other over-the-counter drug, you should first consult your physician. And then there’s the “light theory”—using a blue light source behind your elevated knee caps. Regardless of which remedies you choose, respect jet lag by taking some precautions, and you’ll enjoy your vacation.




  
    Train Travel Tips
  

  Arriving in Britain for the first time, you may experience a confusion of terminology and learn too late that what you sought was really available throughout your visit. The problem may have merely been not knowing where to look or what to call the desired object. The following information may further ease and enhance the pleasure of your BritRail adventures.

  
    Travel for the Disabled. First know that the British rail system is a leader in providing facilities and accessibility for the disabled in its stations and aboard its trains. Rail travel therefore has become an increasingly chosen method of transportation and recreation for disabled persons. Many aids for accessibility have been incorporated into rail-station design. Trains are designed with wider doors for wheelchair access; some even have a removable seat to make room for a wheelchair. Spaces for wheelchairs are at no extra charge and should be prearranged with the railway. Ramp access to toilets, buffets, and other facilities is provided. Folding wheelchairs are also available at main stations so occupants may be transferred to a regular seat once aboard the train.

  Stationlink provides ramp-equipped, low-floor buses between the rail terminals and Victoria Coach Station. Tel: (020) 7918 4300; www.tfl.gov.uk. Just follow the signs in the main concourse of the rail station to board. Stationlink circular service operates in both directions and honors the London Visitor Travelcard.

  The railways of Britain are most eager to provide as comfortable a journey as possible for the disabled passenger. To do this, prior notice of intended travel plans helps both the traveler and the authorities.

  Those readers who want to learn more about this innovative approach should write to the Royal Association for Disability and Rehabilitation (RADAR), 12 City Forum, 250 City Road, London, England EC1V 8AF for details, or call from the United States 011 44 20 7250 3222; Fax: 011 020 7250 0212; E-mail: radar@radar.org.uk; Web site: www.radar.org.uk.

  In the United States contact Mobility International USA, 132 E. Broadway, Suite 343, Eugene, OR 97401; Tel: (541) 343-1284; Web site: www.miusa.org for information about services and referrals to international affiliates. The organization produces the book A World of Options: A Guide to International Educational Exchange, Community Service and Travel for Persons with Disabilities.

  If you plan to travel in Britain with a disabled person, call the British National Rail Enquiries at (0845) 748 4950 (from the United States, dial 011 44 845 748 4950) for information on the train company you will be using (British Train-Operating Companies are listed in the Appendix), or contact one of the British Tourist Agency (BTA) offices as soon as you establish your itinerary and begin making arrangements. For example, call Virgin Trains Journey Care at (0845) 744 3366 if traveling on their lines. Many others will prearrange assistance as well for those with any special needs or requirements. Sleeper services offer compartments efficiently designed for the traveler in a pushchair (wheelchair) regardless if traveling with or without a companion.

  The same applies to the airline you’ll be using for your transatlantic flight. Provide all the details of your itinerary, the nature of the disability, and any other information that will help them help you, such as if a wheelchair is needed at departures and arrivals. Specifically, tell them about special diets, medications, and toilet and medical-attention requirements. With these details attended to, you can look forward to a pleasant journey.

  
    Baggage Carts. Many otherwise able train visitors to Britain impose a severe disadvantage upon themselves by arriving with more luggage than three men and a small boy could possibly carry. Train porters are nearly an extinct species, and their demise was expedited by the luggage trolley—Britain’s version of our baggage cart—an elusive device that, whatever your position on the train platform, haunts the extreme opposite end and requires insertion of £1 sterling (coin) to use.

  
    Our number one trip tip to all train travelers is to “go lightly.” At most, take one medium-size suitcase with wheels, or two small bags, augmented by a modest shoulder bag. There still will be times when you will wish you could discard your suitcase. Pack lightly and leave room for souvenirs, or you might just need to purchase another piece of luggage for gifts.

  If you have purchased a suitcase with built-in wheels, it usually will follow at your heels like a well-trained dog as you apply minimum pulling power. Unlike a dog, the wheeled suitcase cannot climb stairs, so be prepared to lift it on and off the train, and up and down the steps of stations without lifts (elevators).

  Rather than relying on the trolleys in the train stations, consider investing in your own baggage cart to take with you if your suitcase does not have built-in wheels. There are many types available.

  When loading your luggage onto a baggage cart or station trolley, keep the load as narrow as possible. You may need to pass through rather narrow ticket barriers to and from the trains. A Samsonite suitcase loaded sideways on a baggage cart or one of the station’s trolleys will just clear, but a wardrobe case is trouble each and every time.

  The trolleys provided by the station should not be taken aboard the train, although we’ve seen it tried. Again, if you are taking your own cart with you, fold it before boarding. If you don’t, you may spend an embarrassing ten minutes or so on the station platform extracting a hapless fellow traveler from it as your train eases out of the station without you.

  
    Using the Lifts (Elevators). The greatest problem in using the train station’s luggage trolleys (or your own baggage cart) is traversing the station hall to the platform area, because practically every station has stairs. You can overcome this problem by using the station’s lift (elevator). This polite announcement is found posted in most British rail stations: LIFTS ARE AVAILABLE FOR PASSENGERS WHO HAVE DIFFICULTY IN USING THE STAIRS. PLEASE CONTACT STATION STAFF IF ASSISTANCE IS REQUIRED.

  In searching for a lift, don’t always look for

  
  
  
  
  
  
    	“Mind the gap!” when boarding and disembarking.

    	Show your BritRail Pass or rail ticket upon request, and in the case of the rail pass, have your passport handy should the conductor ask to see it.

    	Don’t place your feet on the seats of the train unless you have removed your shoes or have provided a protective covering for the seat.

    	Place your luggage in the overhead racks or the racks at the ends of the carriages provided for that purpose—not on the seats so other passengers won’t be able to crowd you.

    	All British trains are now nonsmoking. Rather stiff fines are imposed for those who violate nonsmoking rules.

    	Observe seat reservations. They are usually marked by a ticket inserted at the top of the seat. Even though it is apparent that a seat is unoccupied, if there are other passengers seated opposite, ask if the seat is open—it will avoid embarrassment later if the person holding the reservation happens to return.

    	Arrange for dining-car reservations on long-distance trains soon after boarding. Inquire with the guard (train conductor). If he or she cannot make them for you, a member of the dining-car crew will do so. Generally, they pass through the train before the first seating for that purpose. There are usually two seatings, so be prepared to select the one to your liking. You can also inquire about the menu at the same time. The second seating is scheduled so that the dining-car crew has time to tidy up before the train reaches its destination. Therefore, the first seating is preferred by many because it does not seem to be as rushed.

    	If you plan an overnight journey on a sleeper, ask the attendant to explain how the equipment in your compartment operates. For example, many sleeping cars have electric shades. A push of the button and they open; another push of the same button and they close. If you did not know the button’s function, you just might try pushing the button while the train is standing in a station and you are not dressed for the occasion! Tip attendants for their services; the proper time to do so is when they serve breakfast.

  




  
    Safety Tips
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