CHAPTER 4

Tankovics, Lajos: 
Travelling 
Translated by: Sándor, Éva

Introduction

I spent a long time thinking about how to begin this article. Perhaps with a cliché – something like: ‘Since the Sumerians people have been travelling ….’ and then I could write about the history of tourism. However, I think this would make little sense. Instead, I have tried to collect some basic information, important terms and useful tips which might help you to choose and organise a future holiday.

One should travel because travelling is good. When travelling about – if we are open-minded – we can learn a lot of things; we can learn about other cultures, meet interesting people, relax or practice a foreign language. Let’s take the most important issues in shorter sections.

How to travel?

Train

Travelling by train – especially abroad – is getting less fashionable because of the high international prices and the appearance of low-cost airlines. However, the Interrail ticket is still very attractive. The so-called "Global ticket" enables you to travel as much as you like for 5, 10, 22 or 30 days. You have to pay extra for seat reservations.  If you are below the age of 26, the ticket costs 30% less. If you have a month off and you are not yet 26, you can travel throughout Europe for about 100000 forints. There is a special type of ticket which is valid in one country only. This can be very useful if you want to fly to a far-away country like Spain and then travel around by train. These tickets can be purchased at the ticket offices of MÁV (the Hungarian State Railway Company). 

You can find more information at www.interrail.net or www.mav.hu.

Coach 
Travelling abroad by coach is only worthwhile for shorter distances (e.g. to neighbouring countries). For longer distances you would do better to take a low-cost flight (see below).

An example: A return ticket to Prague for students below 26 costs 8000 to 16000 forints (the price is 8000 forints if you book well in advance but then it cannot be altered). The same distance by train costs about 17000 forints. The bus is much cheaper and the journey takes only one hour longer.

The Volán Coach Company has introduced a new solution, the Eurolines Pass. This can be purchased for 15 or 30 days; the youth pass is 75000 forints for 15 days and 96900 forints for 30 days in the peak season. You don't have to pay extra to reserve seats (but they must be booked in advance) and there is no extra charge for ferries either. This pass enables you to get to 40 European cities. If you only want to see the big cities, a Eurolines Pass can be cheaper, but you will see a lot more by train, which takes you to smaller towns and villages, and you'll learn much more about a country if you use Interrail.

More information is available at www.volanbusz.hu, www.eurolines.com
Recently a low-cost bus company has launched cheap travel on the Hungarian market, offering cut-price tickets to some of the major cities in neighbouring countries.
Guided tours by coach are still popular, even to distant countries. Coaches are getting better and better equipped, which makes even longer journeys bearable. On the way you can see some of the cities and in the target country you have better access to the sights. Find more about guided tours below.

Planes

Flying used to be considered a luxury, but low-cost airlines have introduced a new era in public transportation. But what does low-cost air travel mean? Is it like a small Polsky Fiat from 1987?

Low-cost, or more precisely discount airlines represent a serious challenge to railways, coaches and the traditional airlines. They are not cheap because they fly old, worn-out planes; on the contrary, they have new, modern fleets (new planes consume less fuel, so they are cheaper to run). Their goal is to take you to your destination at a low price, avoiding all unnecessary costs. I'll try to sum up the advantages and the disadvantages compared to the traditional airlines:

Disadvantages:

· In most cases they land at cheap airports which are far away from our real destination (sometimes as much as 80 to 100 km), thus getting to our destination will take longer and cost more,

· There is an advance-purchase requirement (air ticket and airport duties),

· If you want any scheduling changes, it'll be expensive – and tickets are non-refundable,

· The luggage allowance is about 15 to 16 kg (with major airlines it's 20 kg; some airlines make you pay for any luggage checked in) and if you have more than that, you have to pay extra,

· There are no free drinks or food on board (though some airlines do offer free mineral water or other soft drinks). If you want to eat or drink anything, you will have to pay for it (which is usually no problem because the flight does not take longer than 2 or 3 hours and also because you can take 2 or 3 sandwiches on board. However, under the new safety regulations you can't take drinks),

·  The airline staff at airports are fewer in number, which means that check-in takes longer and you are usually advised to be at the airport two hours before departure,

· There is no first class, but I don't think that really matters.

Advantages:

· It is CHEAP, especially if you buy your ticket well in advance,

· You can also buy a single ticket and you can fly another airline from another city on your return journey,

· You don't have to spend a Saturday night at your destination in order to pay a favourable price.

It is important to know that only a few tickets for a given flight are sold at a really low price (sometimes even given away free); the more seats are sold, the higher the price becomes. One or two weeks before departure, prices might be even higher than those of major airlines.

Major airlines have started to apply certain methods used by low-cost carriers. You can buy relatively cheap tickets from them as well but then there is an advance payment requirement and a penalty for scheduling changes. The more expensive the ticket you buy, the better your chances of refunds, scheduling changes or later payment. If you have to change planes, it is advisable to fly with a major airline because it may be cheaper and more convenient (better connecting flights!). In such cases they may have lower prices and you only have to check in once.

You can also collect "air-miles" on major airlines, which is of course only useful if you are a frequent flyer. With these after a while you can get a free ticket as well.

There are several travel agencies offering air tickets and they usually have different offers to a given city.  

Very often it is cheaper to take an indirect flight than direct flights. It is also worth checking out flights from neighbouring countries, as for example Bratislava is closer to Győr than Ferihegy.

It is always worth double-checking the offers. A good tip: always take the airport duties into consideration. It often happens, especially with low-cost airlines, that they announce a higher price for an airport (sometimes airport duties make a so-called free ticket more expensive than the fare offered by another airline with lower airport duties).

According to the new regulations, airlines are not supposed to mark the airport duties separately; they will have to announce one full price. Many of the low-cost airlines already offer their flights this way , the major airlines are gradually switching over to it. To make things a bit complicated though, low-cost airlines have introduced other expenses. Some charge extra for luggage (some even make you pay for your hand luggage), others require payment for booking or for check-in. As this differs from company to company, it is worth reading the fine print on their web-pages carefully. 

For further information see: www.repulojegy.lap.hu, www.fapados.lap.hu 

Let’s take a look at charter flights. These are operated by companies specialising in the field or by major airlines (in Hungary MALÉV), and travel agencies hire and sell the seats. In the peak season in summer most charter flights run to the major Mediterranean holiday resorts. In winter they fly to warmer climates, usually to far-away exotic resorts. Buying tickets on these flights is not easy as travel agencies usually sell them as part of a package, together with accommodation. Altogether, it is cheap but it may be inconvenient to take a charter flight. They often depart in the evening or at night; airports give preference to scheduled flights. Thus, you sometimes have to wait for a long time and in many cases they cram more seats into one planes. On the other hand, travel agents usually hire transfer buses from the airport to big hotels and resorts.

Car

If you have a car or can borrow your dad’s for a week or so, you are lucky. You can get to remote places and small villages easily. It is also an advantage that you do not have to carry your luggage. However, in big cities it can be a nuisance because parking can be difficult and expensive.

Fly and drive: several travel agents offer air ticket, accommodation and car rental in a package, thus enabling you to be as flexible as possible without being restricted by fellow travellers. If there are four of you, you can share the costs of the car. It is advisable to buy comprehensive insurance for the car because even a slight dent will cost you a lot. This type of holiday suits people who want to visit a lot of smaller places. Recently I travelled around Portugal this way but we collected the car only after we spent some time in Lisbon and set off for the countryside. This way I saved the rental price and parking fees of two days. A good tip: never leave luggage unattended in the car; thieves look for rented cars at touristy places. I left my car for only three minutes, just to take a photo of a nice coastal cliff. Today there is probably a Portuguese-speaking rascal out there wearing my favourite trousers and using my favourite pocket-knife, which I bought 15 years ago in GUM (the biggest department store in the USSR at that time) on Red Square in Moscow. Luckily, I was insured.

Hitchhiking

The number of hitchhikers is falling as nowadays drivers are not willing to give lifts. About 10 to 15 years ago it was a very fashionable way of travelling but today you can see only a few people trying to get a lift. It is a very uncertain way of travelling and it can also be rather dangerous, especially for pretty young girls travelling alone. Hitchhiking on motorways is forbidden everywhere.

Biking

This is one of the cheapest ways of travelling. It offers a wonderful opportunity to learn about the country and the people and what's more, it is healthy as well. There are a lot of bicycle routes in Europe, although our country has not done too much about it yet; hopefully there will be some improvement. You can ride right round Lake Balaton and there are bicycle paths on certain sections of the Danube bank as well. If there is no bicycle path, try to find routes where the traffic is not heavy. The atmosphere of a bicycle tour can be wonderful, especially with a nice bunch of people. I have been touring for 20 years now; first we toured Hungary with our group of 8 to 12 people, then we started going abroad. Bicycle tours are among my most memorable holidays. You can stay in camp-sites, or if you do not want to carry a tent, you can book accommodation in youth hostels or B&B. A good tip: make sure that your bicycle is in good condition. For a longer tour the best type of bicycle is a trekking one. It is important to consider very carefully what and how much you take with you; every kilo counts, especially on hilly routes after 80-100 km. Wearing a light-reflecting vest is obligatory at dusk, and the use of a helmet is advisable and will soon be obligatory as well.

Accommodation

The best solution is to stay with friends or relatives. Unfortunately, you cannot do that everywhere, so let’s look at some alternatives.

Camp-site

The cheapest solution is a tent in a camp-site. You can find camp-sites not only on the beaches but in the neighbourhood of big cities (often in the cities) as well. The disadvantages are that you might be at the mercy of the weather and you have to carry the tent and the sleeping-bag. The advantage is the reasonable price and the fact that you are flexible; if you do not like one place, you can move on to the next. Rough-camping is even cheaper but in most countries it is forbidden.  Your valuables are not safe either, so I do not recommend it to anyone.

Youth hostels

There is a huge selection and a wide range of prices everywhere. 

There are several youth-hostel networks in different countries, who advertise themselves on a common website. Their prices range from 2000 to 10000 forints per night per person. Cheap rooms can be found in ‘dormitories’, where there are 6 to 10 bunk beds in a room and of course some complete strangers as well, who you will have to share the room with for the night. You have to adapt, but it can suit people travelling alone because they can easily find new friends and companions for their holiday. There are, of course, smaller rooms as well but they are more expensive. The advantage of youth hostels is that they are often in the city, near the sights and the places of interest. In some hostels breakfast is included in the price; in most of them there is a self-catering kitchen, where you can do some cooking and thus reduce the costs of the holiday. In many cases the toilets and the showers are in the corridor and cheap hostels are often rather shabby. School boarding houses are often used as youth hostels in the summer holidays; their prices are similar.  

A good tip: Book your youth hostel accommodation in advance as hostels in good locations sell out early in the peak season. If you stay in several youth hostels belonging to the same network, it is worth buying an international youth hostel card but some places also accept the international student card. Some youth hostels do not provide bed clothes, and then you should take a sleeping-bag with you.

B&B – Bed and Breakfast

You can find this type of accommodation mainly in the countryside but there are some in bigger cities as well. They are similar to our “Zimmer frei” service at Lake Balaton but you can stay for just one night also if you want. You stay under the same roof with the hosts, often you have to share the bathroom with them. They usually provide breakfast. They are more expensive than youth hostels but you can find them even in the most remote places where there is no youth hostel. 

Hotel

The quality of hotels is defined by stars. Two-star hotels cost about the same as high-quality youth hostels. If you prefer hotels and you know well in advance when and how long you want to stay, you can book your room on the internet and you might get a better price than if you make your reservation on the spot. The principle is the same as with low-cost airlines: book and pay in advance; there will be an extra charge if you want to change the time or the names, and cancellation may be rather expensive. Find websites on the internet that can help you (e.g. browsing at www.live.com).

A good tip: when booking, find out exactly whether the price is per person or per room.

Apartment

This type of accommodation is very similar to a flat with a living room (sometimes with one or two beds or a fold-out sofa), 1, 2 or 3 bedrooms, a bathroom, toilet and a fully-equipped kitchen usually attached to the living room. This means you can economise on your meals. In Western Europe restaurants are much more expensive than in Hungary but prices in supermarkets can be similar to ours. If you cannot afford to eat in restaurants, this might well be the best solution for you. You won’t find this type of accommodation in cities but it is very common at the sea-side and at skiing resorts.

Some terms used in the field of accommodation: 

· Double room:  a room with a double bed

· Twin room: a room with two separate beds

· En-suite: a room with bathroom and toilet

· HB: half board: breakfast and one more main meal (usually dinner)

· FB: full board: a room with breakfast, lunch and dinner

· Continental breakfast: light breakfast: bread (toast), jam, butter, cereals and drinks. Sometimes cheese and meat, but not necessarily.
· Buffet breakfast: all sorts of food; cold cuts, cheese, different jams and marmalade, buns and rolls, fruits and in case of a hot buffet, scrambled, boiled or fried eggs, sausages and other specialities of the area. You can eat and drink as much as you like but you are not supposed to take any of the food out of the dining-room. Unfortunately, Hungarian tourists have the bad habit of trying to fill their pockets as well as their stomachs. Please don’t do it: the blackberry jam trickling down your trousers and the croissant sticking out of your hip-pocket do not look good.
Travel agencies and their offers

Today in Hungary there are about 600 travel agents organising journeys abroad and some more which organise holidays only within Hungary. There are travel organising and travel mediating offices as well. The travel mediating offices sell the holidays organised by the travel agencies at the same price as the travel agency itself.

Travel agencies are strictly regulated and only those who comply with the rules and norms of the ministry are allowed to organise trips abroad. Travel agencies have to have security deposit, whose size depends on the business turnover and the activity. Always check if the travel agency that you have chosen has a licence number. You can find the list of recognised agencies at http://mkeh.gov.hu/kereskedelmi/nemzeti/idegenforgalmi.

Things you should watch out for:

· always read the contract given by the agency (even if it is a bit too long), so that you do not get into trouble (the general contract must be in the brochure or on the website),

· ask for a receipt for every payment (that’s the only proof that you have paid),
· it is difficult to choose among the numerous travel agencies, but most of them have a web page where you can check and compare prices,
· it is not always wise to go for the cheapest offer (cheap wares usually prove dear in the long run): it is usually the unrealistically cheap agencies which go bankrupt,
· ask your friends and relatives about their experiences with different travel agencies,
· many travel agencies specialise in one particular type of travel or certain countries; look for them, because they might be experts in a given field. 

If you do not want to make the travel arrangements yourself, turn to the experts in a travel agency. They can give you advice, book your plane tickets and accommodation, make arrangements for your programme, and they can also offer group trips. 

Package tours

Travel agencies, especially in the peak summer season, have offers for beach holidays. They book accommodation at the sea-side for the whole season and usually hire buses or charter flights as well. This is a relatively cheap way of going on holiday.

It is advantageous because you do not have to make any arrangements; you can book everything at the office and it is usually cheaper than doing it yourself. Choose a holiday where the travel agent provides optional programmes because after a while lying on the beach might get boring. Ask what programmes there are and how much they cost.

Guided tours

Guided sight-seeing and cultural tours are still very popular. You have a chance to see the nicest cities and sights of a given country (or countries). Let’s take a closer look at this type of holiday.

There are guided tours by plane and by bus. You take a plane to the target country and then travel around in a local bus. This is very comfortable but rather expensive.

It is cheaper if you travel by bus from your home country, as this way you do not have to hire a coach there. 

The advantage of this type of holiday is that you have a tour guide who knows everything about the country, organises all your programmes and accommodation and helps you solve your problems. The disadvantage is that you have to adapt to other people and to the programme on offer. However, this way you can get to places that you cannot reach by plane or train.

There are two terms that need to be clarified:

Single centre tours: you stay at one place for the whole of your holiday and you return there every night. It is good because you don't have to re-pack your luggage every day.

Roundtrip: you stay at several different places, 1, 2 or 3 nights at each. The advantage is that you spend less time travelling but it is usually more expensive.

Last minute

This type of holiday has been introduced by travel agencies so that they can sell all their offers. So they sell them at a lower price one or two weeks before departure. Some agencies offer such deals as much as 2 months before the holiday. Be careful, sometimes they are more expensive than the same holiday offered by another agent.

Prices

Quite a few travel agencies have been penalised for charging extra fees above the price advertised in their brochures, thus deceiving their customers. The trip has a basic price and you may have to pay extra for airport duties, visa, sometimes for the obligatory food provision and insurance. Never book your holiday until you have asked about the extra costs (programmes, transfer, etc.). 

Special holidays

Ski and snowboard holidays

More and more people are doing winter sports and, as a result, skiing and snowboarding have won a special place in tourism. There are two periods in winter when most winter sports fans go on holiday: around Christmas and New Year and the whole of February, when there is a short holiday in most schools. By this time the university exam period is finishing as well, so university students can also put on their skiing boots. Consequently, these two periods are usually crowded and expensive. If you can, avoid these peak seasons: this way you can save time and money. Several travel agencies advertise very cheap skiing holidays in December. They are cheap because there may not be much snow on the ski runs and you may only be able to go hiking. January is snow-safe at most ski resorts and it is also cheaper and less crowded. The disadvantage of this is that January is the coldest month. There are several places where you can ski in March as well, and the weather is more pleasant than in January, but there might be less snow on ski runs at lower altitudes.

Where shall we go to ski?

We do not have too many ski resorts in Hungary but luckily they have recently started to reconstruct shorter runs and with the help of snow guns they will be suitable for skiing for about 40 to 60 days. But only if it is cold enough!
As there is not much snow in Hungary and we do not have extensive ski run complexes either, it is easier to find a good skiing resort abroad.

There are a lot of skiing resorts in Europe but Hungarians prefer four countries.

Slovakia: We used to go there before the political changes and even later when we could not afford anything else. Sand-hills, long queues and cheap beer were typical of these resorts. By now the situation has changed a lot; more and more ski runs are owned by western investors who have reconstructed the ski lifts and introduced snow guns (most ski runs are 500 to 1500 meters above sea level). Accommodation and food are still affordable and, what is more, it is near home so that you can save time and money. The runs are, however, smaller than in western countries: at most places they are 5 to 15 km long, the longest being the one at the northern slope of Chopok (30 km). The best-known resort for Hungarians is Donovaly, 200 km from Budapest, where the length of the ski run is 11 km and you can even go for one day (on a working day if possible because at weekends it is rather crowded).

Austria: Excellent ski runs, snow-covered peaks, hospitality and high prices characterise our western neighbours. We can choose between short (5 to 10 Km) and long run complexes which are over 100 km. Lodgings can be found in small villages near the runs and you often have to drive or take the ski bus. In some bigger resorts you can find accommodation at the slopes as well but this is of course more expensive. Most accommodation can be found in cosy Alpine huts, guest houses and hotels. There are few apartments. The advantage of going to Austria is that at most resorts you can also book accommodation for only a few days. The nearest ski resort is Semmering, about 300 km from Budapest. But you have to travel as far as 500 to 600 km if you want a complex with over 100 km of runs. 

Italy: Most ski resorts are 600 to 1200 km from our capital city. In general, it is cheaper than Austria, there is more accommodation at the slopes and the ski runs are in very good condition. Those closer to us have 20 to 50 km runs, further away there are longer ones, some over 100 km. While in Austria most of the accommodation is in hotels and guest houses, where you are provided with food, in Italy beside these there are quite a few apartment buildings (very spacious ones compared to France), where there is a kitchen, which makes eating cheaper.

France: Unfortunately, it is far away (most ski resorts are about 1300 to 1400 km from Hungary) but it is worth the trouble because there are almost only long ski runs and most of the accommodation is at the slopes. Several ski villages have been built next to the slopes and it is easy to find accommodation where you can put on your skis right outside the front door. The accommodation is mostly affordable, almost always in an apartment which is usually rather cramped. Accommodation is only available for 7 nights but there's no point in travelling so far for a shorter period anyway. Travel agencies organise package tours to most ski resorts including accommodation, coach fares and ski pass.

Taking the price/value ratio into consideration, for students the best choice is a smaller ski run near the Italian border. But these runs are not really short, only compared to the French average, because they are usually 60 to 80 km long. For example Val Frejus, Val Cenis, Les Orres or La Norma, where in January you can buy a package tour for 50000 to 60000 forints: coach + 7 nights + ski pass. You have to survive one night in the coach but it is well worth it (especially because of the wonderful and cheap selection of Camembert cheese).

For more information about ski tracks check out www.sielok.hu.

Rafting

Rafting has become very popular in recent years. Several travel agencies organise rafting holidays for 3 days / 2 nights. The essence of this sport is that you travel down swift-flowing rivers in different sizes of boats avoiding cliffs, rapids and waterfalls. Some basic terms:

Rafting - you sit in a special boat for 6 to 12 people with a helmsman at the back who does the navigating. The others do the rowing. This is the safest kind of white-water rowing but it demands perfect team work.

Trekking – you sit in a boat for 2 or 3 people; it is more dangerous and it requires more rowing and even better team work.

Kayak – We are even closer to the water, we move among the waves so it needs more experience. It is an adrenalin bomb.

Canyoning - there is no boat, no kayak but you race down the river in special protective clothing, leaping from cliff to cliff, climbing on chains and swimming.

Travel agencies specialising in this kind of tourism usually offer package tours which include equipment (neoprene suit, which protects you from cold, helmet, life vest and boat), expert tour guides, permits and accommodation, sometimes even food and travel. We do not have suitable rivers in Hungary, so we have to travel abroad for those adrenalin bombs. We can access 4 white-water resorts easily: Salza in Austria, Bela in Slovakia, Soca in Slovenia and Cserna in Romania. For beginners we recommend Bela, which is medium speed. The main seasons are spring and autumn. At Dunacsúny there is even an artificial track. 

The season stretches from spring to autumn but in case of smaller rivers the water supply can be an important factor. Most tours are organised in May when the weather is already warm and there is still enough water.

Snow-rafting – if you like rafting and it is winter, this is the latest craze. It is great fun to slide down snowy slopes in a boat or a tractor tyre covered with special material. Especially because you cannot steer! It is a complementary activity to skiing; I have seen it done on some Slovakian slopes.

Water tours

Luckily, Hungary teems with rivers which are suitable for this kind of activity. The most popular area is the upper section of the river Tisza and its tributaries. Several travel agents and clubs organise tours and also provide kayaks and canoes. You can also go abroad; the best-known route is the German and Austrian section of the Danube. More and more people are going to the river Loire in France, which is famous for its castles.

Do not go on a water tour unless you like living rough. Lodging is in camp-sites if you are lucky, but more likely simply on the bank of the river, wherever nightfall finds you. There are mosquitoes everywhere. However, you experience nature in a very different way!

Where to travel?

That’s a good question. Perhaps some place where you have never been before. Or some place that you have already been to and liked. It is good that the world has opened up for us and we have a great selection depending on our finances. There are two basic options:

At home
“Learn more about your own country; it offers lots of treasures” may sound like a cliché but it is very true. There are numerous wonderful places in Hungary waiting to be discovered. Low travel costs and wonderful long-weekend opportunities. When in school we all visited our best-known towns like Pécs, Szeged or Eger. Let’s look for more remote and less popular places. More and more festivals and special programmes are being organised all over Hungary, which are worth visiting. For information about programmes in different regions you can check out the website of the Hungarian Tourism Rt. at www.itthon.hu or at www.iranymagyarorszag.hu. 

We often spend a few days away in Hungary, as is shown by the fact that on 3-4 day holidays all the accommodation is sold out. If you want to travel on special days, book your accommodation well in advance. There are a lot of pop festivals in smaller towns in the summer and if you are already there, why not have a look around? Lake Balaton has become popular with tourists since prices became more reasonable. Siófok, with its colourful night life, is Number One for young people. But of course the prices are somewhat higher... 

Abroad

It is not easy to recommend any destination but I will trying to list some easily accessible places. Make your choice.

The most popular destinations in nearby countries:

Slovakia has always been a popular destination for Hungarians as prices are lower than in Hungary. Its greatest advantage is that it is so near that it can be reached even by bicycle. Besides the above mentioned skiing and rafting, its mountains are suitable for hiking short and long distances. You can visit several highland fortresses and historic cities. If you drive, it is worth going even for only one day. Try “knedli” with fried or roast meat and cabbage at any rate!

Poland is a bit farther away; beyond the Tatra Mountains. 400 km from Budapest is one of its most attractive towns, Krakow, which is well worth visiting.

The capital city of The Czech Republic is very popular with western tourists, which has made prices soar. If you want to visit Prague, try to avoid the peak season because at that time the city is so crowded that you can hardly move and you may not find any accommodation either. It is an excellent destination for a weekend as you can walk right round the city within 2 days. Before going to Prague, read one of Hrabal’s novels and watch a film directed by Jiri Menzel, they are fun. There is a lot to see in the country as well. Visit the fortress of Karlstein, Kutna Hora and Telč, which has one of the most beautiful main squares.

Transylvania has become much appreciated by Hungarian tourists recently. People who travel there like visiting both the historic and cultural sights and the countryside. Its popularity is due to our growing awareness of Hungarian identity, the free border crossing, the improving motorway network, and the improvements in the infrastructure, as well as to the favourable price / value ratio. Tourists make round trips from spring to autumn when they visit bigger cities teeming with Hungarian memories (Oradea, Cluj Napoca, Tirgu Mures, Arad, etc) and Hungarian ethnic regions (Kalotaszeg, Mezőség, Gyergyó, Csík, etc). In general, tourists preference the Sekler land, the eastern part of Transylvania. Religious tourism also plays an important role: on Whitsunday there are hundreds of thousands of pilgrims at Csíksomlyó. Winter tourism is becoming more and more popular thanks to the improvement of the ski runs in the southern part of Transylvania. In the near future we can expect this growth to continue, and health tourism to develop as well. 

Croatia attracts thousands of Hungarian tourists throughout the summer season. The nearest sea-side is there and it is said to be one of the most beautiful coasts in the world. Several islands, historic towns and special natural sights await you. If you are not keen on a beach holiday, the best times to go are May or September and October. In these months you can visit Rijeka (Fiume), Rovigo (Rovinj), Zara (Zadar), Spalato, (Split), Trogir and the southerly Raguza (Dubrovnik) in pleasant weather. These places are of special interest for us because they evoke such strong Hungarian memories. In May and the autumn you can find accommodation easily and the prices are better as well. In autumn the sea may still be very pleasant. Try to avoid going in August, when prices rocket because of the large number of German holiday-makers. You can find apartments almost everywhere, which make the most convenient form of accommodation at the seaside. If you do not want to stay in one place, go to camp-sites. Do not miss out the islands; you can join an organised boat trip to them from almost everywhere. The best-known destination is the Kornati islands, where you can take a boat from Zara (Zadar). Unfortunately, it is quite expensive but it's well worth the cost. If you want to save money, visit one of the nearby islands by ferry. The most frequented natural sights are the Krka waterfall and the lakes at Plitvice.

If you are at the sea-side, do not forget to try a dish of different frutti di mare.

Austria is a rather expensive but beautiful destination. We usually go on skiing holidays to our neighbours but it is worth going to the Alps even after the skiing season. You can find accommodation with substantial half-board for 30 to 40 euros in a nice Alpine guest house. There are several cycling routes through the mountains but you had better take a mountain-bike. If you want to discover Burgenland near the border, you can lodge in Sopron and cross the border  to Eisenstadt (Kismarton), visit the fortress at Fraknó or bike around Neusiedler See (Lake Fertő). 

A lot of Hungarians visit Vienna before Christmas. This is the season of the Advent fair, which is a spectacular sight; the whole city is lit up and there are big crowds at the market in front of the City Hall. As Christmas approaches, more and more people flock to Rathaus Platz.  Consequently, it is advisable to go at one of the weekends towards the end of November. Almost every travel agency organises coach trips and a visit to a castle (usually Schönbrunn) is often included in the trip. Vienna is worth visiting for its exhibitions and concerts, whether you are a classical or a pop music fan. 

The northern part of Italy is not too far from us. Venice is the easiest to reach. It takes about 12 hours by bus. Tourists arrive in greater numbers during the Carnival season in February. Several travel agencies organise non-stop trips, which means an evening departure, sleeping in the bus, spending the whole day at the Carnival and then riding back the same night. It is rather tiring but costs only 12000 forints. It is more comfortable if you stay for a night, which will cost you about 20000 forints, but for that money do not expect a room overlooking the Grand Canal: you are more likely to be put up somewhere near Jesolo. 

If your destination is Rome, check the fares of low-cost airlines. Two days won’t be enough for the Italian capital, so stay at least 3 to 4 days. Whenever you go, expect crowds, especially in the Vatican. Those longing for romance choose Tuscany, where they can enjoy the beauties of the countryside. As this region is also very popular with tourists (with famous cities like Florence or Pisa), I recommend going in the off-season.

Greece is also popular although fewer people go there nowadays than 10 years ago. Many agents organise beach holidays on the Greek coast. Accommodation and food are cheap but you have to survive the bus ride. Choose a package in which they offer day trips e.g. to Metéora. The places most frequently offered are in the North (Sarti, Asprovalta, Tolo). You won’t have a chance to see Athens from there! There are off-season round trips to Greece, which include the towns and regions so well-known from our history books. And it's a better time to go, as you cannot really enjoy these sights in 35˚C.

The Spanish coast is also popular and many undertake a bus ride to Costa Brava which is about 1900 km from Hungary. I'd advise you to take the plane. There are low-cost flights to Barcelona and if you are already there, stay for the weekend and see the sights. It is one of the best weekend cities. (Journalists vote for the best weekend destinations in Europe every year. Eligible cities must be walkable in 2 days, have plenty of sights and a busy night life. Barcelona, Prague, Dublin and Budapest are always in the top 10.) Go for a stroll on the Rambla at night, have dinner at midnight and then head for a nice bar.

Paris should also be mentioned as a cultural destination. Spend at least 3 days there, but there is enough to keep you busy for a whole week. You can choose from the best museums: you can spend days in the Louvre and the Museum of the Impressionists (Musee d'Orsay). If you arrive early enough, you can get in before the crowds arrive. A real Paris fan will climb the Eiffel-tower twice: once in daylight and once at night to see the illuminated city. It is cheaper if you walk up to the second floor; the view is beautiful from there too. Do not miss out Montmartre, and if you get hungry, you can eat in all sorts of restaurants in the Latin Quarter. If you have an international student card, admittance to a lot of museums is free for under-18s, and even if you are older, you still get tickets cheaper.

London has also become more accessible with the introduction of low-cost flights. People who study the language are bound to visit the capital of Britain, either to practise the language or to see the sights. You can fly a low-cost airline to London from Budapest and Sármellék and British Airways and MALÉV often have special offers, too. Several travel agencies specialising in student travel offer coach tours to London with a language course or just sightseeing. Recently, believe it or not, the climate has changed: there is less rain (except during the summer of 2007!), which makes London even more attractive to tourists. Accommodation is rather expensive and, so is just about everything else. Entry to state-run museums is free, but the money you have saved there will certainly be spent on the rather expensive royal castles and churches. You can also save on transportation if you buy an off-peak daily pass which is valid for all means of transportation after 9.30 a.m. Since we got the right to work in EU countries, London has become a prime destination for Hungarians looking for jobs. A lot of young people work in hotels and pubs and learn the language at the same time.

Before travelling
It is worth planning your trip in advance and collecting all the information available. You can record your plans using Word. (Of course, things will be different, as spontaneity is always more fun. A friend of mine says, ‘plans are made to be changed’.) There are several ways of gathering information.

You can find up-to-date material on the Internet; various web-sites offer opinions on accommodation and sights.

http://utazas.com/utazas/manual/
http://utazas.info/utazas_info/html/index.php
http://www.utazunk.com/
You can book tickets for certain attractions in advance to avoid queuing on the spot. When making plans, don’t forget to take the opening hours into consideration. In London every museum is open every day. In Paris, museums and castles are closed on Mondays and there are some which stay closed on Tuesday as well. Some churches cannot be visited on Sundays, or only for a few hours. Although you can enter the church during services you are not supposed to walk around and take photos. It is better to go in visiting hours. Do not plan to go to three different museums on the same day. It does not make sense. Human perception is not infinite! You can spend about three hours in a museum. I recommend the following daily programme: in the morning, when you are fit, go to a museum, then for a walk. After a light lunch, visit a cathedral. For the end of the day, choose something light, for example a river cruise.

Remember that on national holidays almost everything is closed.

Do not set off without a good travel book. There is a great selection and it is not easy to find the best one. On your parents' shelves of you will certainly find a good old Panoráma publication. It is not very up to date (not even the latest editions!) but the historic references are detailed and good. There are numerous publications that you can carry in your pocket but which contain little information. Recently, several books published abroad have become available in Hungary. Most of them are in English but there are more and more translations. The best-known are the “Let’s Go” and “Lonely Planet” series. There is a lot of practical information and advice in them and they recommend accommodation and restaurants, which is useful if you have not made any reservations in advance. If you have already done your booking (as you should have, in big cities and in places popular with tourists), you won’t need that kind of information (except perhaps when planning). The Útitárs publications are beautiful; they contain lots of photos and good maps. However, in my opinion they are not informative enough. The problem with foreign publications is that they have been written for rich western tourists. More and more Hungarian travel books and travelogues are appearing on the market and these are much better suited to Hungarian expectations. The “Magyar szemmel” series (With Hungarian Eyes) focus on the Hungarian monuments and the Hungarian connections of the given country. When I travel to some new and unknown place, I usually take two travel books. One should be crammed with practical information and the other should contain detailed descriptions of the sights and history. Besides, if I still have any room in my luggage, I take a travelogue or read it in advance to tune in. (If you travel to Ireland, you should read McCarthy’s Pub. That'll get you tuned in!)

What to take with you?

Travel documents

Always take the necessary travel documents. If you are travelling within the EU, your identity card will do. Outside the EU you need a valid passport. Some countries demand a passport which is valid for three or six months from the date of entry. If you travel to far-off countries, you will also need a visa which you can purchase in the embassies in Budapest. In some cases it will be ready for you within a week but in others even a month may not be enough. On top of that, you also have to pay for it: the price depends on the country. In some cases, you will have to prove that you do not want to work, only to look around and spend your money (e.g. in the US embassy, on Szabadság Square).

I suggest making a photocopy of your travel documents. In busy cities you had better leave the original documents at your lodgings because if they get lost, replacing them is a real hassle and they can also be misused by others. Keep the copy with you so that you can prove your identity. However, if your documents get lost, turn to the police at once. Otherwise, if they are misused and somebody commits a crime using your name, you may be a suspect as well. You will get a temporary passport at the embassy which will enable you to return home.

This year we already belong to the Schengen treaty zone, which means that there are no passport checks at the border but you still have to carry travel documents (passport or identity card).

Insurance - covering accidents, medical care and luggage loss
Being a member state of the EU, we are entitled to the same medical care as the locals. Nevertheless, you will have to purchase medical insurance. This is because if e.g. Belgians have to pay for some particular treatment, then in a similar case you will have to pay in the same way and it could be quite expensive. I advise everybody to buy insurance to cover the whole trip because this way any treatment will be free and the insurance company also provides other services which may be useful. Once I had a customer who was admitted to hospital abroad. His group's coach came home and he had to follow later by air. It was paid for by the insurance company. If he hadn't had comprehensive insurance, he would have had to pay for his flight himself. It is important to call the insurance company when something has happened (their number in the contract can be called day and night), they will recommend a partner doctor or hospital in the neighbourhood. If you choose the nearest private hospital, the insurance company may not cover your costs! Your luggage will also be insured. If you are robbed, turn to a policeman, who will make a record of your complaint. Your loss will be refunded on the basis of this record. Your insurance will cover up to a certain value, e.g. 150000 forints. Whatever your financial loss is, they won’t pay more. Also, there is a maximum for individual items, which could be 30000 forints. This means that although the stolen object was worth 50000 forints, the insurance company will only pay 30000. So don't take your mink coat with you! Some of the insurance companies exclude technical equipment, for example cameras. Look for a company which will cover these too. But, unfortunately, even if your camera is insured, they won’t pay more than 30000 forints whatever its price was. Some types of insurance do not cover extreme sports accidents; they won’t pay up if you have a skiing accident either. Pay attention to this as skiing accidents are rather frequent. Insurance companies do not pay in many cases: if you leave your handbag visible on the seat of your car and your car gets broken into, you won’t get anything. They do not take responsibility for luggage left in the locked boot of your car at night. Going back to ski accidents: if the accident happens when you have had  a drink, you will have to pay for the operation on your knee.

There are cheaper and more expensive insurance companies; in general it is true that the more expensive companies have higher value limits.

Money

If you are travelling westwards, you do not have to worry about different currencies any more. They have the euro, which you can use in all euro-zone countries. This makes things easier because you do not have to buy all sorts of currencies when you go on a round trip of Europe. (I myself regret the disappearance of the currencies of the EU countries because they have lost something special and unique. It was quite exciting to have a look at all the different banknotes and coins. Anyway, when shall we have a euro banknote depicting the Little Prince?) You can exchange money in banks or at currency exchange kiosks. You can also purchase currency at the border but you will usually get a better rate if you do it in advance. Ask for different denominations if possible. If you take all your money in cash, do not keep it all in one place. It is very unpleasant if a pickpocket takes all your money! It is safer to have a bank card. You can use it in the bigger shops and you can also cash money with it (although it is rather expensive abroad!). But you should always have some cash on you because you cannot buy an ice cream or a picture postcard using your credit card.

Luggage

Packing is always tedious and you hardly ever find that that you have taken everything you need. But you can reduce the risks if you prepare a list of the necessary things in Excel. Take a bag that you can carry easily. Backpacks are very practical. Suitcases can be locked but they can get in your way if your room is too small. At any rate, you should have a small backpack for your daily walks. You can put your sandwiches, the camera, an umbrella and the travel book in it. A money belt (or pouch) may also be useful, but try to wear yours under your pullover because they are often targeted by pickpockets. Do not put valuables in your backpack because you cannot keep an eye on it. In crowded places (e.g. at the Changing of the Guard or in a packed bus) carry it in front of you. 

If you are flying, don’t forget about the weight limit (16 to 20 kg). Hand luggage must not be bigger than 55 x 40 x 20 cm and should not weigh more than 10 kg (nobody has ever measured my hand luggage though). According to safety regulations you must not take pocket knife or scissors on board. Always ask about the current regulations in advance. Bottles and tubes of tooth-paste might be forbidden as well.

Medicine, vaccination

You should always have some basic medicine with you; something to bring down a temperature and relieve pain, and plasters. The most frequent complaint is that our digestive system cannot tolerate the change or the stress caused by travelling or by the unfamiliar cuisine. Some sort of laxative and something against diarrhoea can be useful too. If you are travelling to a tropical region, you will need vaccinations which should be given weeks before you leave.

Other tips

Safety

Pickpockets prefer touristy places, where they can take advantage of the crowds and the fact that tourists are usually too busy gazing at the sights to pay attention to their belongings. In to my personal experience, the biggest problem is carelessness. People often leave their valuables on a bench, in the restaurant or in a museum. You can hope for a fair finder but in most cases you won’t get your belongings back. A typical case is when you are doing some shopping, e.g. in a souvenir shop. You are trying to find some change in your purse and for a few minutes you put your camera or umbrella on the counter. Overcome by ecstasy about that brand new Eiffel-tower-shaped pencil sharpener, you forget about the camera or the umbrella and later you won’t even remember where you left them. Experienced tourists put a note with their phone-number in their wallet and their bag or stick it on their camera so that the fair finder can call them. It sometimes works…
In youth hostels if you're staying in a so-called dormitory and sharing a room with strangers, you can hire a safe for your valuables.

Always be careful about change given by street vendors. I know somebody who got exactly the amount he was supposed to, but it in outdated East-German marks. The best thing is to pay the exact amount so that there should be no change at all. It is also dangerous if a suspicious character can see that you have 300 euros in your wallet.

Language

Speaking a world language is a great help. In Europe English can be very useful but in an Italian village or in France it may not be enough. There you will have to use body language. Try to learn a few important words and expressions in the language of the given country: you can find them in travel books. That way you can ask the locals important questions. You may not understand the answers, but the effort will be appreciated. You will be adored in an Arab country if you can greet people in their own language.

Presents

It is nice to please your loved ones with something but never forget that whatever you buy, you will have to carry afterwards. You had better focus on smaller presents. Do not let the souvenir shop-windows dazzle you. You should think carefully about whether your mother will like that cute pink plastic whale. Try to avoid kitsch and buy local specialties instead. Buying some cheese in the Netherlands is a good idea but if your trip still has six days to go, choose something else.

How your computer can be of great help

Planning your travel in advance is vital. A route planner can be very useful, such as http://maps.live.com or the Microsoft MapPoint 2006, which will help you find out how long each section of your trip will take and what places to visit on the way.  

It could be just as important to find out about the sights and traditions of the chosen region. For this you can use the MSN Encarta Encyclopaedia and Dictionary at http://encarta.msn.com, where you can read a wide-range of information or Live Search at www.live.com.

You can share photos taken on your holiday with your family and friends with the help of Windows Live Photo gallery (http://get.live.com/photogallery/overview ). If you run short of memory and you have internet access, you can keep your snaps in the Windows Live Skydrive Library, where there are 5 GB at your disposal (http://skydrive.live.com).

Later on you can make a spectacular show, with background music, out of your photos and videos on PhotoStory (www.microsoft.com/photostory) or with the help of Movie Maker, which is in your Windows.

If you have a laptop or any other small computer, use it. There are more and more programmes which help you get your bearings abroad in the jungle of the underground and other means of public transportation.

GPS is affordable now and it could also help you to find your way.

You can find out about the best seats of airplanes at www.seatguru.com.

In some countries electric sockets are different from ours. If necessary, take a converter. Remember to take your mobile charger as well.   
Appendix

Secondary school students have collected the following internet links which are related to our topic. I hope you will find them useful. 

1. How to travel?

http://menetrend.lapozz.hu/
 
http://www.menetrendek.hu/
 
http://menetrend.lap.hu/
a) train

inland:  http://elvira.mavinformatika.hu/
abroad: http://railwayguide.googlepages.com/railwayguide.htm
b) coach

inland:  http://www.menetrendek.hu/cgi-bin/menetrend/html.cgi
 
       http://menetrend.lap.hu/#b11251920
abroad: http://eurorider.atw.hu/
 
       http://menetrend.lap.hu/#b11251924
c) plane

                   http://menetrend.lap.hu/#b11251923
 

                   http://www.fapadosutazas.hu/
                   http://www.malev.hu/
2. Accommodation

abroad: http://www.kulfoldiszallasok.hu/
in Hungary:  http://www.belfoldiszallasok.hu/
a) camp-sites

http://kemping.lap.hu/
b) youth hostels

http://diakszallas.lap.hu/
c) hotels

http://hotel.lap.hu/
http://kulfoldihotel.lap.hu/
d) apartments

http://apartman.lap.hu/
3. travel agencies and their offers

http://utazasiiroda.lap.hu/
http://www.utazona.hu/irodak/
4. Where to travel?

a) at home: http://www.belfoldiutazas.hu/
http://belfoldiutazas.lap.hu/
http://www.iranymagyarorszag.hu/uticel
http://www.nyaralasitthon.hu/
http://www.utazzitthon.hu/
  http://www.startlap.hu/lapkatalogus/
 b) abroad: http://utazas.lap.hu/
 
            http://utazok.hu/page/list_a.php?type=1
 

            http://www.startlap.hu/lapkatalogus/
i. Slovakia

http://www.vilaglato.hu/Europa/szlovakia_home.html
http://szlovakia-utazas.lap.hu/
http://www.abcslovensko.sk/
ii. the Czech Republic

                                      http://csehorszag-utazas.lap.hu/



   iii. Transylvania


   http://www.erdelyiutazas.hu/

                           http://www.szekelyfoldiinfo.ro/
 


   http://erdelyiturizmus.hu/
iv. Croatia

http://www.adrialin.hu/
   http://www.adriatica.net/home/home.htm
http://horvatorszag.lap.hu/
v. Austria

                                      http://www.vilaglato.hu/Europa/ausztria_home.html
                                      http://ausztria-utazas.lap.hu/
vi. Italy

                                      http://olaszorszag-utazas.lap.hu/
5. Before travelling

http://utazok.hu (travel books, information about countries, what you need to know about them, what you should pay attention to before travelling)
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