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F
or many of us, the road beck-
ons. Cooped up at home and
fearing the tight confines of
airline travel, many Ameri-
cans will hit the road this
summer as travel restric-
tions gradually ease — per-
haps with the words of Walt
Whitman on their minds: “I
take to the open road ,
Healthy, free, the world be-
fore me.” But how do you ap-
proach a road trip during a
time of uncertainty and
shifting information? By
consulting helpful resourc-

es, doing your homework, and remaining flexible.
Whether you need to travel for essential reasons
or are looking ahead to a future road-trip adven-
ture, it’s important to put some extra thought and
effort into your planning.

The Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion currently recommends that people remain at
home and avoid nonessential travel to prevent
spreading COVID-19, which has been reported in
all states. Many states have started relaxing travel
restrictions, but some still have stay-at-home or
shelter-in-place orders or mandated quarantines
(such as Maine and Hawaii, which — at the time
of writing — require visitors to self-quarantine for

14 days upon arrival).
“Our mantra is: ‘Plan for the road ahead,’ ” says

Mary Maguire, Massachusetts spokeswoman for
AAA Northeast. “That means looking ahead at
what authorities are saying and what restrictions
— or recommendations — are in place along your
route.” For instance, says Maguire, “If you’re trav-
eling through Massachusetts and stop to get gas,
you have to have a face covering on, so you need
to familiarize yourself with executive orders along
your route and at your destination.”

The CDC website (www.CDC.gov) has links to
health departments for all states, the District of
Columbia, and numerous US territories. AAA also
serves as a great resource for its members, provid-
ing up-to-date trip planning and travel insurance
to emergency roadside assistance. The company’s
eight Rhode Island branches reopened last week,
and many of its Massachusetts branches started
reopening this week. In the meantime, members
can put together a TripTik online to map their
route and then work with a AAA travel planner to
find out about COVID-19 travel restrictions and
which rest stops are open or closed along their
route.

Although the carefree, fly-by-night approach
to road-tripping may appeal to you, it’s best to
plan a few nights ahead of time so you can call
and make sure hotels, inns, or campgrounds and
RV parks will be open when you arrive.

PREPPING YOUR CAR

Give your car a thorough cleaning and look-
over before your trip, especially if it has been sit-
ting idle for a couple of months. First, clean the
doorknobs and handles, the steering wheel, the
gear shift, and all surfaces with sanitizer or soap
and warm water.

Then either take your car to an auto mechanic
or, if you have the know-how, go through it to
make sure the battery has plenty of life, the wind-
shield wipers and brakes are in good working or-
der, all fluids are topped off, the air conditioning
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W
hile the coro-

navirus has gut-
ted flights and

left hotels and
global tourist hot

spots deserted, one industry is
doing surprisingly well during
the pandemic: RV rentals and
sales, with some companies re-
porting massive increases in busi-
ness and interest during the lock-
down.

Ahead of Memorial Day, the
“unofficial start of summer,” and
National RV Day on June 7, mo-
tor home and travel trailer rental
site RVshare reported a 1,000
percent increase in nationwide
bookings since April 1.

The website — which follows
the Airbnb model by connecting
owners with travelers looking to
rent an RV for vacations or lon-
ger-term stays — saw more mod-
est increases in the New England
market, notching a 159 percent

increase in bookings since early
April and a 22 percent increase in
the second week of May, year over
year.

RVshare chief executive offi-

cer Jon Gray attributed this dif-
ference to the fact that many New
England states have been slower
to reopen their parks and camp-
grounds, noting travelers in

states like Texas and Georgia,
which are reopening faster, have
driven this surge in interest.

“We saw, in the week follow-
RV, Page N13

RV sales and rentals are skyrocketing

A well-stocked
first-aid kit is
essential. And
don’t forget
prescription
medications, if
needed.

In the grips of the coronavirus pandemic, RV companies may reap the rewards of an increased
interest in road trips, which offer a sense of both freedom and personal control.
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ON THE ROAD
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Q. In February, I made plans for my
husband and me to visit our daugh-
ter in Newport Beach, Calif. We were
supposed to fly from Philadelphia on

American Airlines. As the coronavirus spread, we
thought of canceling our trip.

In mid-March, Orange County was in lock-
down, and we knew we couldn’t go. However, I
read your article in which you suggested that we
wait and see if American would cancel our flight
so that we could get a refund rather than a credit.

American contacted us and said our flight
had been rescheduled. I asked American if there
was a chance they’d cancel and the representa-
tive said they had already consolidated flights, so
probably not. I accepted the rescheduled flight.

But on April 5, I got a message on my phone
app saying our flight was canceled. I planned to
ask for a refund, but then got another message
on my app that American put us on a flight about
two hours earlier and asked me to accept the
change.

I would rather have a refund. Can I get my
money back?

JILL KAISERMAN, Wayne, Pa.

A. American Airlines should have re-
turned your money the first time it
changed your flight. The US Depart-

ment of Transportation, which regulates domestic
airlines, is unambiguous about this. You’re entitled
to a refund if American cancels a flight — regard-

less of the reason — and you decide not to travel.
Since the outbreak, many airlines have cre-

atively reclassified cancellations as flight re-
schedulings. But there’s a specific definition of a
rescheduling, and I don’t believe your first flight
met that standard. It has to be the same origin
and destination, and preferably the same flight
number.

So, for example, a simple rescheduling would
be if your flight from Philadelphia to Orange Coun-
ty leaves an hour later. But if American cancels that
flight and puts you on a new flight with a stopover
in Dallas, that’s technically a canceled flight.

The second flight definitely was canceled.
American even admitted it. You should have re-
ceived a full refund. I know we’ve been through

this in previous columns, but airlines are trying
to keep your money during the coronavirus cri-
sis. You can take a credit if you want, but you
don’t have to — and they shouldn’t tell you that
it’s your only option.

I supplied you with the names, numbers, and
e-mail addresses of the American Airlines execu-
tives. You called American and asked for a re-
fund, citing the government rules. After a brief
hold, the airline agreed to return your money.
Nice job advocating your own case!

If you need help with a coronavirus-related
refund, you can send details through my
consumer advocacy site or e-mail me at
chris@elliott.org.

works fine, and your tires are in good
shape and at the right pressure (even
the spare, if you have one). It’s still a
good idea to have a mechanic check all
your car’s belts and hoses and put the
car on a lift to complete a thorough
safety inspection.

The bottom line: You want to make
sure you’ve done everything you can to
ensure that your car is road-trip ready,
to lessen any chances of a breakdown
and the need to rely on mechanics and
other emergency resources along your
route.

Make sure your car also has a ro-
bust safety kit that includes a 12-volt
tire inflator (you can pick up a basic
one for $20 at a hardware store),
flares, a flashlight or headlamp, a
small portable jump-starter (that lets
you jump-start your vehicle without
needing another car or person), a
sleeping bag or blanket, WD-40, and
electrical tape. It’s good to throw in an
old towel or a couple of rags, too.

Don’t forget a good first-aid kit, es-
pecially if traveling with kids, and
make sure nothing has expired. Con-
sider packing the following items,
based on your needs: Bandages of
varying sizes (gauze and Band-Aids),
antiseptic wipes, antibiotic ointment,
bite cream, tweezers, an instant cold
pack, moleskin, small scissors, tick re-
mover, pain killer (Advil and Tylenol),
an antihistamine (in case of an allergic
reaction), and a small water purifier,
such as a LifeStraw or SteriPen, just in
case. Don’t forget prescription medi-
cines, too. It’s a good idea to keep a
can of sunblock in the car and either
Emergen-C or Nuun tablets that you
can add to water to replenish electro-
lytes (great for hot climates).

STOCK UP ON SUPPLIES
Pack extra supplies, especially

hard-to-find items such as wipes and
hand sanitizer, since you can’t assume
that you’ll find these items as you need
them. Also bring plenty of water (most
community water fountains and refill-
able water stations are closed), non-
perishable snacks and food (dehydrat-
ed camping meals and packets of oat-
meal can save the day if a restaurant is
closed), spare batteries (for your head-
lamp or flashlight) and, depending on
how off-the-grid you’re going, even a
small propane camping stove and pot,
just in case you need to boil water for
those dehydrated meals.

Pack a cooler so you can have sand-
wiches, snacks, and cold water until
you can resupply. Never leave home
without your own cutlery set, too (REI
sells lightweight, super-durable camp-
ing utensils if you don’t want to take
your kitchen items). Toilet paper sup-
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plies still seem to fluctuate, so bring a
couple of rolls just in case.

“We’re living in a whole different
climate now,” says Maguire. “Try to
make your car a small roving hotel
room because the goal is to minimize
any kind of health or safety risks along
the route. If you don’t have to get take-
out or go into a restaurant, it just
makes it safer.”

ONCE UNDERWAY
If you’re a AAA member, download

the app and you can get up-to-date in-
formation as you travel on nearby gas
stations, best gas prices, and hotels,
motels and campgrounds, for in-
stance. GasBuddy, a free community-
driven app, also provides info on the
most affordable gas prices and offers
subscribers small discounts.

When stopping to get gas, make
sure you wear a mask and gloves to
operate the pump and credit card
touchpad, and sanitize or thoroughly
wash your hands after.

“One of our favorite apps for travel
is Roadtrippers.com,” according to Je-
rome and Jennifer Braga, professional
photographers originally from Middle-
town, Conn., who now travel the Unit-
ed States full time in their RV and run
the website Our1chance.com. “We use
it to map our trip and to find roadside
attractions, photographic opportuni-
ties, fuel stops, and any random ad-
ventures that pique our interest.”

One of most stressful unknowns
while road-tripping right now might
be finding a clean restroom along your
route. Several helpful apps can help
make this an easier decision: Flush —
Find Public Toilets/Restrooms and Be-
Tomorrow’s Toilet Finder (both free
Android and iOS apps) list many pub-
lic and paid bathrooms worldwide,
and let you know their location and if
they provide disabled access — and if
they require a key.

Also, “look for big truck-stop gas
stations (such as Pilot or Love’s),” rec-
ommends Kristi Mason, a lifestyle

blogger who moved from Nashville to
Kansas two weeks ago — road-trip-
style. “First, they are well lit and get a
lot of traffic. Second, they have a lot of
rules and guidelines for keeping bath-
rooms clean and safe.”

Road trips often mean logging lots
of miles, but make sure your epic jour-
ney doesn’t include epic driving stints
without rest breaks.

“You don’t want to put yourself in a
situation where you’re drowsy driving
because you’re reluctant to use a cer-
tain restroom or because you’re push-
ing to get to a hotel or relative’s
house,” says Maguire, who works on
traffic safety issues. “There’s no substi-
tute for sleep other than sleep, and
even a 20-minute nap can make you
alert enough to continue. We recom-
mend you take a break every 100
miles or every two hours, and that you
drive when you’re normally awake.”

DEALINGWITH A BREAKDOWN
You meticulously checked your car

pretrip and brought all the necessary
supplies, and yet something still goes
wrong, leaving you at the side of the
road. Don’t panic. Local authorities
and mechanics will still come to your
rescue.

AAA also continues to provide
emergency roadside service to its
members, but it will work a little dif-
ferently right now. In the AAA North-
east territory, you’ll take care of all pa-
perwork over the phone, and then a
mask- and glove-wearing mechanic
will offer assistance in the field (typi-
cally jump-starting your car, providing
enough fuel so you can get you to a gas
station, or putting on a spare tire, for
instance). Currently, you can’t catch a
lift in the mechanic’s vehicle if your
car needs to be towed, but AAA will
help arrange ride shares or a hotel
stay, and work with a local repair facil-
ity to get you back on the road as soon
as possible, says Maguire.

TRAVELINGWITH KIDS
No one loves a seemingly endless

road trip more than a kid — said no
child, ever. Making sure you are well
prepared with plenty of activities that
will make the trip go smoother. For
younger kids, consider bringing color-
ing books, reading books, clay (keep
tabs on this in a hot car), audiobooks,
an MP3 player and headphones (in
case your music choices diverge), and
small games that your child can play
on a lap-size tray table. Also bring yarn
for finger knitting and an old phone
with a few age-appropriate movies in
case your kids are done before the
day’s driving is not.

Don’t forget to pack along kid-size
masks and gloves (check online for op-
tions), and a sizable container of hand
sanitizer. Before setting off, give your
kids a full rundown on how to use
those items when you need to make
the necessary pit stops along your
route.

With good planning and prepara-
tion, you can take to the open road
and enjoy safe travels along your
route. That way, when you reach your
destination or finally make it home,
you will still be healthy and free to em-
brace the world.

Kari Bodnarchuk can be reached at
travelwriter@karib.us.

TRAVEL TROUBLESHOOTER | CHRISTOPHER ELLIOTT

American Airlines canceled flight during pandemic, so where’s refund?

Prepare now for a much safer road trip later
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