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Aug. 5, 2003

Off-Post Events ‘Make’ the Tour

Heidelberg, GE – While the July 4th barbeque in the housing area may be a lot of fun with your neighbors and family, it is the activities off-post that will make your time in Europe truly special.

The fests, volkmarches, castles, cathedrals, museums and other cultural opportunities in Europe are what will make for lifetime memories of your tour here.   You have countless opportunities to tour historical sights and travel as you may never have again, so go have some fun!

Getting “out and about” is much easier than you may think.  First, speaking the language is not a prerequisite to leaving post.  While it may help, you’ll find there are almost always folks around that speak a bit of English and will help translate if you need some assistance.   Friendliness, a good-natured attitude and a bit of sign language will go a long way in getting you where you want to go.  Don’t be shy and don’t be pushy, just be polite… and try it.

Secondly, cities in Europe are very organized.  In many, the “bahnhof” is centrally located in the heart of the town, so that if you take the train somewhere, you can walk out the door and… you’re there.  Also, most times a city’s main sights are within easy walking distance of the city’s zentrum, hauptstrasse, fussganger zone, pedestrian zone or Altstadt.  Public transportation is reasonably priced and readily available to include taxis.  Jumping in a cab – even for short distances -- is much more common, cheap and simple than in many towns in the U.S.  And most cities have a tourist office, also centrally located, which can help you get a room for the night, a free map of the town and information about its main sights.

Thirdly, Europe is relatively safe.  You are much more likely to encounter a pickpocket or purse snatcher than anything else.  Big cities here have many of the same issues as those in the States with dangerous areas, particularly at night; drugs in some areas; etc.  But even for women traveling alone, the potential to be accosted or attacked is low.  

Traveling smart, of course, is always part of the deal:  Being aware of what’s going on around you, stashing your credit card numbers and their emergency phone numbers in a separate place, copying your passport and leaving it secured at the hotel if possible; leaving your eye-catching, expensive jewelry at home; asking at the hotel desk or tourist office if there are areas to avoid; walking where there are others and not all alone; carrying your cash close to your body; dressing to blend in; etc.
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With a little precaution and common sense, you can feel confident that you have the whole of Europe to explore.  And so what if you get twisted around in the back alleys of Venice or miss the tram stop in Basel or even the train stop in Munich?  You’ll be lost in paradise for a little bit – that’s all.  And you’ll see things you wouldn’t have otherwise, probably meet people you wouldn’t have otherwise, and end up with a great story to tell your friends when you get home.

So be a little adventurous.  If you’re not into going it alone, check out what the local MWR, USO or travel office is offering for trips.  Or just get a buddy and go down to the train station on Saturday morning, pick out a town on the schedule, and go spend the day.  You’ll be surprised how refreshed you’ll feel on Monday.  Don’t waste your time – Europe is at your door!
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