A woman traveling alone? The world can be your oyster, too

Don’t forget the essentials: eyes, ears, cultural sensitivity, common sense

By Kari Bodnarchuk
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

Two decades ago I embarked on my first trip
alone, a 52-hour, overland journey from Athens to
London. My solo trips grew longer and more adven-
turous over the years until one December I quit my
job, packed everything I owned into an 8-by-8-foot
storage bin, and set off around the world.

Thad aloose plan, more moxie than money, and
a series of one-way tickets from Boston to Bali.
Completely unfettered, Ilet whim and serendipity
determine my path for 18 months as I wended my
way through Asia and the South Pacific.

More than half of US leisure travelers today are
women and 22 percent of them took at least one
solo trip in the past year, according to a 2008 study
published by Ypartnership, an Orlando, Fla.-based
public relations and marketing company.

If you are a single woman or someone whose
companion doesn’t like to travel, consider taking off
on your own. As a solo traveler, you are more likely
A ; to tune into your surroundings and connect with
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and children, reach out to you
more. What surprised me once I
hit the road was that I was rarely
alone. Locals took me in and I
met other travelers en route.

“People in places like Asia and
Africa really take care of you, es-
pecially older women because
you're in a culture where they re-
spect older people,”’ says Jean
Gould, 69, a lifelong traveler
from Natick and editor of the
travel anthology “Hot Flashes
From Abroad” (Seal Press, 1996,
2001). “I was in Delhi at mid-
night one time with a taxi driver
who got lost and this young kid
leapt into the cab and took us to
where I was staying — and he
wouldn’t take any money.”

Safety is the top concern for
female travelers. As Marybeth
Bond, author of “Gutsy Women:
Travel Tips and Wisdom for the
Road” (Travelers’ Tales, 2007),
says, “The moment we step out of
the door, we are aware of the
footsteps behind us.” Many of the
decisions you make before you
leave affect your overall safety,
from the luggage you choose to
the clothes you pack.

Research your destination to
learn about cultural nuances and
rules, such as how women are ex-
pected to dress and whether it is
safe for women to travel alone.
Contact women who have been
to the country or region you are
planning to visit. You can also
contact your alma mater to find
out if there are any alumnae at
your destination.

“I read a lot before I go and I
try very hard not to offend peo-
ple,” says Gould. “There are dif-
ferent customs, like you should-
n’t pat a child on the head in
some cultures. It’s a good idea to
learn about these things unless
you’re going to sit on a bus all
day”

If you have never traveled on
your own, do some test runs clos-
er to home to help you gain confi-
dence: Go out to dinner or the
movies by yourself, take a day
trip outside your ZIP code — any-
thing that takes you out of your
comfort zone.

Consider taking a women’s
self-defense course such as the
one at Impact Boston, based in
Malden. You learn how to de-
crease your chances of being a
victim and pick up self-defense
techniques.

I took a one-night Impact
course before embarking on my
big trip, and the skills I learned
helped me fend off an attacker in
Indonesia. The assailant grabbed
and threatened me, but I stood
my ground, screamed at him,
and made it clear I wouldn’t back
down. I walked away shaken but
unscathed and continued travel-
ing solo for another 10 months.
What almost compromised my
getaway was my luggage: a 50-
pound backpack strapped to my
body.

“Packing light when traveling
alone is a survival technique,”’
says Sheila Swan, 58, co-author
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Schoolchildren in Phetburi,
Thailand, react to a visitor’s
efforts to talk with them in
their native language.

If you go

Resources

Impact Boston
781-321-3900
www.impactboston.com
Offers a weekend safety and
self-defense course, $350.
Servas

707-825-1714
WWW.USServas.org

A home-stay program that
fosters world peace and cultural
exchange and links hosts and
travelers worldwide.

Women Welcome Women
011-44-1494-465441
www.womenwelcomewomen
.org.uk

A UK-based international friend-
ship and travel network.
JourneyWoman
WWW.journeywoman.com

An online magazine with tips
and tales about women'’s travel.
Transitions Abroad
www.transitionsabroad

An online and print magazine
with a women's travel section.
CultureGrams
800-521-0600, ext. 2873
www.culturegrams.com
Four-page reports on the cus-
toms and lifestyles of 204
countries; $4 each.

The following run women-
specific adventure and cultural
trips worldwide:

Overseas Adventure Travel
617-350-7500
www.oattravel.com

Women'’s Travel Club
800-480-4448
www.womenstravelclub.com
Mariah Wilderness
Expeditions

530-626-6049
www.mariahwe.com

Women Traveling Together
800-795-7135
www.women-traveling.com

of “Safety and Security for Wom-
en Who Travel” (Travelers’ Tales,
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2004). “Have a small bag for ab-
solute essential things and an-
other bag for clothes. If there’s a
dangerous situation, you can al-
ways drop the heavier bag and
run; clothes are replaceable.”

Leave your “bling” at home,
too, whether it’s valuable or just
expensive-looking. You don’t
want to draw unnecessary atten-
tion to yourself. And before head-
ing to the airport, walk around
the block several times with your
luggage to make sure you can
comfortably carry it, remember-
ing that you want to keep one
hand free at all times.

When you reach your destina-
tion, observe local women to de-
termine dress codes and behav-
ior. Do they cover their shoulders
when they enter a temple? Do
they drink beer in public? Do
they go out alone at night?

“Buy some local clothes so you
don’t stand out as much,” Swan
suggests. “On my first trip to
Mexico years ago, an old woman
slapped my thigh and called me a
whore for wearing a short skirt,
and really it was a blessing. I
bought some fabric that day and
had a seamstress make dresses
for me so I would blend in more.”

Even if you follow the rules,
you are going to draw attention
when traveling in some parts of
the world, especially in countries
where women do not travel on
their own. Adopt tactics for deal-
ing with unwanted attention. Tell
people you are married, even if
you’re not, and consider wearing
a fake wedding ring and carrying
a picture of your “husband.”

In some cultures, making eye
contact with a man is considered
provocative. On a solo trip in Por-
tugal, I wore sunglasses and ear-
phones so I could avoid catching
eyes with the overly friendly local
men and pretend I did not hear
their catcalls and advances. With
my headphones unplugged, I
could still remain aware of what
was happening around me.

“There are beggars and peo-
ple selling stuff, like in India and
even Bhutan, but I never make
eye contact,” says Gould. “And I
take my hand and gesture like
I'm a film director and do a ‘cut.
The words I learn in every lan-
guage before I go are ‘Go away. ”

“I love to take advantage of
long train and bus rides by ask-
ing people seated around me to
tutor me in the local language,”
says Thalia Zepatos, author of “A
Journey of One’s Own: Uncom-
mon Advice for the Independent
Woman Traveler” (Eighth Moun-
tain Press, 2003). “I made friends
on a bus in Indonesia and on
trains in China and Italy, and
ended up getting invited to some
people’s homes.”

Before you leave home, con-
sider joining a home-stay pro-
gram like Servas or Women Wel-
come Women. As a member, you
can stay with local families or in-
dividuals in more than 130 coun-
tries. On my trip, I stayed with 37
families from New Zealand to
Nepal, people who welcomed me
for the mutual benefit of cross-

cultural exchange.

If you aren’t ready to take the
solo plunge, many travel compa-
nies lead trips for women — to
hike the Grand Canyon, museum
hop in Paris, or surf in Bali. They
also emphasize cultural interac-
tion, often scheduling time to
meet local mothers, entrepre-
neurs, and craftswomen.

Says Karen Hansen, director
of communications at Boston-
based Overseas Adventure Trav-
el, which runs women’s trips to
Asia and Africa: “Our thinking

.. is that women don’t travel to
see the sites, they go to make con-
nections with people.”

And that, after all, is what
makes travel meaningful. By the
time I arrived home I had forgot-
ten the names of the mountains I

Azores Explorers Packages starting at
just $Z09 +tax per person for 6 nights
hotel and direct air from Boston.
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AZOR ES Express

800-762-9995 # www.SATA.pt

had climbed and the museums
and temples I had visited, but I
remembered clearly each friend I
had made along the way.

Kari Bodnarchuk can be reached
at travelwriter@karib.us.
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4 days/3 nights... from $495

PACKAGE INCLUDES:

e Roundtrip airport/hotel transfers

e Hotel accommodations, tax & service
e Meals, drinks and snacks

e Non-motorized watersports

e And much more!

Book by March 31, 2009 and
save up to $100** per booking!

*Tours operated by Travel Impressions. Rate is land only, per person, based on dou-
ble occupancy in lowest room category, and includes roundtrip airport/hotel trans-
fers, hotel accommodations and hotel tax. Rate valid for travel 8/25/09 — 10/31/09
(other dates slightly higher) and vary by departure date. **AAA Super Savings Sale
promo: save $50 per booking on 3 — 4 nights and $100 per booking on 5 nights or
longer. Book by 3/31/09. Blackout, weekend, holiday peak season surcharges apply.
Rates and promotions are accurate at time of printing and are subject to changes,
exceptions, cancellation charges and restrictions. All advertised savings are re-
flected in price. Not responsible for errors or
omissions in the printing of this ad. Additional
higher priced packages available. Valid for
new bookings only. CST #2029006-20, IOWA
#758. NEVADA #2004-0029. Washington UBI
#602 425 801.
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Castle Maile Sky

Court

5 nights/6 days

Including roundtrip air

from Boston

from $799*

INCLUDES:

e FREE Hertz car rental

¢ Daily continental breakfast
e Kids 17 and younger stay FREE

*Price shown is per person and includes roundtrip air from BOS, based on double
occupancy and includes Alaska/Hawaii ticket tax but does not include transportation
tax of $15.40, Passenger Facility Charges up to $18, per segment tax of $3.50 and
up to $10 for September 11th Security Fees. Valid for travel 4/6/09-5/17/09. Rate
& inclusions are subject to change, availability and restrictions. CST #1007939-10.

UBI #601 915 263. TAR #5308.
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7-night Western Caribbean
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Roundtrip air from Boston included!

April 18, 2009 (school vacation week)

Roundtrip from Miami e Liberty of the Seas

Miami e Labadee, Haiti ® Montego Bay, Jamaica

Georgetown, Grand Cayman ® Cozumel, Mexico

Inside from $ 1
Oceanview from $ 1

Balcony from $2

,449°
,899"

,149"

*Pricing is per person based on double occupancy. New bookings only. All prices are current at the time of printing and subject to change without notice. Certain restrictions may

apply. Government fees and taxes additional. Ship’s registry: The Bahamas.

1-800-222-7448 - 34 branches - AAA.com
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