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1PLANNING 
YOUR TRIP TO 

EUROPE
by Donald Strachan

A little planning goes a long way, especially when you are 

traveling to and through a continent with several different 

languages, transport systems, airlines, festivals, and sights 

to see. This chapter provides a variety of invaluable aids, including 

information on how to get there from the U.S. and Canada, the U.K., and 
Australia or New Zealand; the most efficient and budget-friendly ways of 
getting around; tips on where to stay; and quick, on-the-ground resources 
for savvy travel around Europe.

GETTING THERE
By Plane
Pretty much every major world airline offers competitive fares to a variety 
of European cities. Price wars break out regularly, deals come on- and 
offstream, and tariffs can change overnight. The key factor determining 
what you’ll pay is season: Tickets tend to be cheaper if you fly off season. 
High season on most routes is usually from June to mid-September and 
around Christmas and New Year—the most expensive and most crowded 
time to travel. Shoulder season is from April to May and mid-September 
to October. Low season—usually with the cheapest fares and regular 
aggressive offers—is from November to mid-December and January to 
March. You can sometimes save money by flying midweek, too, or at least 
spending a Saturday night in your destination.

Begin thinking about flying plans at least 6 months ahead of time. 
Consider exchange rate movements: Fares may be calculated in U.S. dol-
lars, British pounds, or euros, depending on the airline. The key window 
for finding a deal is usually between 3 months and 4 weeks ahead of your 
departure for long-haul flights. (Short-haul deals tend to go live a little 
further ahead of time, between 6 and 2 months before departure.) The 
glory days of generous frequent-flyer programs and bucketloads of free 
miles are no more, but it’s still worth checking for offers, upgrades, and 
rewards from airlines and alliances (and also hotel chains). The forum 
Flyertalk.com is a handy resource for this.
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1 Remember that the cheapest way between two points may not always be a straight 
line. Flying into a major European hub such as London, Frankfurt, or Paris might be 
cheaper than flying direct to your final destination. If you’re heading to the U.K., 
consider entering via Dublin, Ireland, to save on Air Passenger Duty (APD, the Brit-
ish flight tax). Run searches through the regular online agents such as Expedia, as 
well as metasearch engines like Kayak.com, Skyscanner.net, and Momondo.
com. For complex journeys, with multiple departures, a specialist flight agent such 
as RoundtheWorldFlights.com or AirTreks.com will likely save you money. And 
don’t forget the travel agent around the corner from your home. He or she may have 
been digging out cheap fares to Europe for decades.

MAJOR NORTH AMERICAN AIRLINES North American carriers with fre-
quent service and flights to Europe include Air Canada (www.aircanada.ca;  888/ 
247-2262 in the U.S. and Canada), American Airlines (www.aa.com;  800/433-
7300 in the U.S. and Canada), Delta Airlines (www.delta.com;  800/241-4141 
in the U.S. and Canada), United Airlines (www.united.com;  800/864-8331 in 
the U.S. and Canada), and US Airways (www.usairways.com;  800/428-4322 in 
the U.S. and Canada).

EUROPEAN AIRLINES Not only will the major carriers of European countries 
offer the greatest number of direct flights from the United States (and can easily book 
you through to cities beyond the major hubs), but because their entire market outside 
Europe is to fly you to (or via) their home country, they sometimes run more competi-
tive deals than other global carriers—sometimes, via codeshare agreements, for the 
same flights. Major national and country-affiliated European airlines include the 
following:

 Austria: Austrian Airlines (www.austrian.com;   800/843-0002 in the U.S. 
and Canada;  0870/124-2625 in the U.K.).

 Belgium: Brussels Airlines (www.brusselsairlines.com;  516/296-9500 in the 
U.S.;  514/789-2230 in Canada;  0905/6095-609 in the U.K.).

 Czech Republic: CSA Czech Airlines (www.czechairlines.com;  +420-239/ 
007112;  02/8248-0000 in Australia).

 France: Air France (www.airfrance.com;   800/237-2747 in the U.S.; 
 800/667-2747 in Canada;  0871/6633-777 in the U.K.).

 Germany: Lufthansa (www.lufthansa.com;   800/645-3880 in the U.S.; 
 800/563-5954 in Canada;  0871/945-9747 in the U.K.;  1300-655-727 

in Australia;  0800/945-220 in New Zealand) and Air Berlin (www.airberlin.
com;   866/266-5588 in the U.S. and Canada;   0871/5000-737 in the 
U.K.).

 Greece: Olympic Air (www.olympicair.com).
 Ireland: Aer Lingus (www.aerlingus.com;   800/IRISH-AIR [474-7424] in 

the U.S. and Canada;  0871/718-2020 in the U.K.).
 Italy: Alitalia (www.alitalia.com;   800/223-5730 in the U.S. and Canada; 

 0871/424-1424 in the U.K.).
 The Netherlands: KLM (www.klm.com;   800/618-0104 in the U.S. and 

Canada;  0871/231-0000 in the U.K.).
 Portugal: TAP Portugal (www.flytap.com;  800/221-7370 in the U.S. and 

Canada;  0845/601-0932 in the U.K.).
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 Scandinavia (Denmark, Norway, Sweden): SAS Scandinavian Airlines (www.
flysas.com;  800/221-2350 in the U.S. and Canada;  0871/226-7760 in the 
U.K.;  1300/727-707 in Australia).

 Spain: Iberia (www.iberia.com;   800/772-4642 in the U.S. and Canada; 
 0870/609-0500 in the U.K.).

 Switzerland: Swiss (www.swiss.com;  877/359-7947 in the U.S. and Canada; 
 0845/601-0956 in the U.K.).

 United Kingdom: British Airways (www.britishairways.com;  800/247-9297 in 
the U.S. and Canada;  0844/493-0787 in the U.K.;  1300/767-177 in Aus-
tralia) and Virgin Atlantic (www.virgin-atlantic.com;  800/862-8621 in the U.S. 
and Canada;  0844/209-7777 in the U.K.;  1300/727-340 in Australia).

By Train from the United Kingdom
High-speed rail services connect London’s St. Pancras International Station with 
Paris and Brussels, via the Channel Tunnel. You can now reach Brussels in under 
2 hours, and Paris in 21⁄4 hours. There are also direct trains to other halts in France: 
Lille and Disneyland Paris, all year, and seasonal direct trains to Avignon, Provence, 
and the French Alps, terminating at Bourg St. Maurice (the so-called “Snow Train”). 
The London terminus boasts Europe’s longest champagne bar, all the Wi-Fi you’ll 
ever need, plus dozens of stores—and saw a new luxury hotel open in 2011, the St. 
Pancras Renaissance London (p.  238). In the U.K., make reservations for the 
train by calling Eurostar on  08432/186-186; in North America, book online at 
www.eurostar.com, or contact Rail Europe (www.raileurope.com;  800/622-
8600 in the U.S. or 800/361-7245 in Canada). There are several more European 
city connections available via Eurostar through-ticketing. For Cologne (41⁄4 hr. from 
London), Germany, or Amsterdam (41⁄4 hr.), in the Netherlands, change in Brussels. 
You’ll need to change in Paris for Dijon (43⁄4 hr.), in Burgundy, France, or Geneva (61⁄2 
hr.), Switzerland, for example.

By Ferry to/from the United Kingdom or Ireland
A number of ferry companies link England’s southern coast with the Channel ports 
of northern France and Spain. Brittany Ferries (www.brittanyferries.com; 

 0871/244-0744) sails to five destinations in France: From Portsmouth, sailings 
reach St.-Malo, Cherbourg, and Caen. From Poole, you can ferry to Cherbourg, and 
from Plymouth sailings go to Roscoff. The same company connects southern England 
directly with the north coast of Spain; sailings to Santander or Bilbao take around 24 
hours.  P&O Ferries (www.poferries.com;  0871/664-2121, or +44-1304/863-
000 from outside the U.K.) operates car and passenger ferries between Dover and 

Though pricey, it’s sometimes worth-
while for North Americans heading to 
Europe to travel luggage-free. Special-
ists in door-to-door luggage delivery 
include Virtual Bellhop (www.virtual 

bellhop.com;  877/235-5467 in the 
U.S. and Canada) and Luggage Express 
(www.myluggageexpress.com;  866/ 
744-7224 in the U.S. and Canada).

Don’t Stow It—Ship It
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1 Calais, France (the most popular route across the Channel, with 25–46 sailings per 
day; 11⁄4 hr.), and overnight between Hull, in northern England, and Zeebrugge, Bel-
gium, or Rotterdam, the Netherlands. DFDS Seaways (www.dfdsseaways.co.uk; 

 0871/574-7235, or +44-20/8127-8303 from outside the U.K.) connects Dover 
with Calais, as well as Dover and Dunkerque, France; Newcastle, in northern Eng-
land, overnight with Amsterdam; and Harwich, east of London, with Esbjerg, in 
Denmark, also overnight. LD Lines (www.ldlines.co.uk;  0844/576-8836 in the 
U.K.) specializes in linking England and France, connecting Dover with Calais, 
Newhaven with Dieppe, and Portsmouth with Le Havre.

The quickest sea route to Ireland is from the western coast of Wales. From Holy-
head, in the northwest of Anglesey, Stena Line (www.stenaline.co.uk;  0844/770-
7070) and Irish Ferries (www.irishferries.com;   08717/300-400) both offer 
services to Dublin. There are also ferries to Rosslare, County Wexford, further south 
in Ireland: from Fishguard, southwest Wales, operated by Stena Line; and from 
nearby Pembroke, operated by Irish Ferries. Stena Line also connects Liverpool with 
Belfast, Northern Ireland. You can sail between Liverpool and Dublin with P&O Fer-
ries. To reach France from Ireland (or vice versa), there’s no need to go via England: 
Irish Ferries connects Rosslare with Cherbourg and Roscoff.

Ferry route search and booking site Aferry.co.uk is invaluable for any traveler 
planning to use ferries anywhere in Europe. Many car-rental companies won’t let you 
rent a car in Britain and take it to the Continent, so always check ahead if you’re 
considering that option.

By Tunnel from the United Kingdom
The quickest way for drivers to cross the English Channel is via a car-transporting 
train that connects Folkestone, southern England, and Calais via the Channel Tun-
nel. Prices tend to be higher than for the ferry (see above), but crossing time is only 
around 35 minutes. Book online at www.eurotunnel.com or call  08443/353-
535 from the U.K.

By Bus from the United Kingdom
Although travel by long-distance coach is slower and less comfortable than travel by 
train, if you’re on a tight budget you could opt for one of Eurolines’s (www.eurolines.
com;  0871/781-8178) regular departures from London’s Victoria Coach Station 
to destinations across Europe. Direct connections from London that don’t require a 
change of bus include Paris (91⁄2 hr.), Vienna (23 hr.), and Amsterdam (121⁄2 hr.). If you 
are very quick off the mark, you may be able to get a super-budget (“from £1”) Mega-
bus (www.megabus.com;  0871/266-3333, or +44-141/332-9644 from outside 
the U.K.) fare between London and Paris, Amsterdam, Brussels, or Boulogne, France.

GETTING AROUND
By Train
In Europe, the shortest—and often cheapest—distance between two points is usually 
lined with rail tracks. Compared to the United States, for example, European trains 
are often less expensive, far more advanced in many ways, and certainly more exten-
sive. While not rivaling modern Asian rail networks, such as Japan’s, the European 
rail system still ranks as one of the best in the world: Not always integrated, and with 
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1occasional ticketing frustrations that vary from country to country, but a fine way to 
travel nonetheless.

Modern high-speed trains (traveling up to around 180 mph) make the rails faster 
than the plane for short journeys; airlines have gone into rapid decline on routes such 
as London–Brussels, Barcelona–Madrid, and Milan–Rome that have efficient high-
speed links. Overnight trains get you where you’re going without wasting valuable 
daylight hours—and you save money on lodging to boot.

SOME IMPORTANT TRAIN NOTES
Many European high-speed trains require you to pay a supplement in addition to 
the regular ticket fare. It’s included when you buy tickets, but not usually in any 
prepaid rail pass, so check at the ticket window before boarding; otherwise, the con-
ductor will sell you the supplement on the train—along with a fine. Seat reserva-
tions (from 10€ up) are required on some high-speed runs, too. You can usually 
reserve a seat within a few hours of departure, but be on the safe side and book your 
seat a few days in advance for any key connections you’re building into an itinerary. 
You need to reserve any sleeping couchette or sleeping berth too.

With some exceptions, there’s usually no need to buy individual train tickets or 
make seat reservations many months before you leave home. However, it’s always 
wise to reserve a seat on the Eurostar, as England’s bank holidays (long weekends 
with holiday Mondays) book the train solid with Londoners taking a short vacation to 
Paris or Brussels. Tickets go on sale 120 days before departure, and you’ll usually bag 
the best prices if you book early and avoid Fridays and Sundays. The overnight 
Thello train (www.thello.com; Paris to Milan, Rome, and Venice) is another service 
worth reserving well ahead of time. You won’t save any money, because tariffs are 
fixed, but as there’s only one service each way per day, booking early will help with 
itinerary planning.

The difference between first class and second class on European trains is often 
minor—a matter of 1 or 2 inches of extra padding and maybe a bit more elbowroom. 
However, upgrades can sometimes be fairly cheap (for first-class seats booked in 
advance on weekends in the U.K., for example). There’s sometimes a complimentary 
snack thrown in, along with free Wi-Fi. So, our general advice is: Upgrade if it doesn’t 
cost very much to do so, but don’t break the bank. Overnight trains can provide more 
for your upgrade, in terms of space and privacy, but you’ll pay for the privilege.

European train stations are usually as clean and efficient as the trains, if a bit 
chaotic at times. In stations you’ll find departures boards showing the track number 
and timetables for regularly scheduled runs (departures are sometimes on a yellow 
poster, too). Many stations also have tourist offices, banks with ATMs, and news-
stands where you can buy phone cards, bus and metro tickets, maps, and local Eng-
lish-language event magazines. Some have shopping malls and hotels, or even public 
showers.

You can get more details about train travel in Europe by contacting Rail Europe 
(www.raileurope.com; also  08448/484-064 in the U.K.). Other excellent agents 
worth consulting for planning assistance and advance ticket or pass sales include 
International Rail (www.internationalrail.com;  0871/231-0790 in the U.K.) 
and TrainsEurope (www.trainseurope.co.uk;   0871/700-7722 in the U.K.). 
Note that schedules are confirmed and tickets released between 60 and 90 days from 
travel dates. If you plan to travel a great deal on the European railroads, it’s worth 
buying an up-to-date copy of the Thomas Cook European Rail Timetable. It’s 
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available online at www.thomascookpublishing.com/railguides, as well as via the 
usual retailers. The most valuable bookmark for planning complex European rail 
journeys is The Man in Seat Sixty-One (www.seat61.com).

RAIL PASSES
The greatest value in European travel has traditionally been the rail pass, a single 
ticket allowing you unlimited travel (or travel on a certain number of days) within a 
set time period. If you plan on going all over Europe by train, buying a rail pass will 
end up being less expensive than buying individual tickets. Plus, a rail pass gives you 
the freedom to hop on a train whenever you feel like it, and there’s no waiting in ticket 
lines. For more focused trips, look into single-country or regional passes. If you’re only 
planning a few point-to-point journeys plus the odd local excursion, individual tickets 
will be the cheapest way to go.

PASSES AVAILABLE IF YOU LIVE OUTSIDE EUROPE The granddaddy of 
passes is the Eurail Global Pass, covering some 23 countries (most of western 
Europe except Britain, alongside chunks of eastern Europe).

It’s best to buy these passes before you leave home. You can get them from most 
travel agents, but the biggest supplier is Rail Europe (www.raileurope.com), which 
also sells most national passes via its comprehensive website.

The most popular pass is the Eurail Global Pass, which offers unlimited first-
class travel for adults 26 and older. Options are US$768 for 15 days, US$990 for 21 
days, US$1,219 for 1 month, US$1,720 for 2 months, or US$2,121 for 3 months. 
Substantial reductions are granted on the First Class Saver Pass for two or more 
people traveling together or for Second Class Youth Travel for those 25 and 
younger. Children, ages 4 to 11, on their first day of travel, receive a 50% discount on 
the first-class adult fare, and those 3 and under travel free.

You can also consider a Eurail Select Pass, allowing travel in three, four, or five 
bordering European countries connected by train or ferry. With this pass, you can 
customize your own trip, traveling by train from 5 to 15 days within a 2-month period.

A Eurail Regional Pass is for those who want to see only a small part of Europe 
in a short time frame. Several different combination regional passes are offered, 
granting train travel on various numbers of days within periods up to 2 months. Such 
a pass, for example, might grant you unlimited travel in both France and Switzerland 
(Eurail France–Switzerland Pass), or a Scandinavia Pass granting travel in four coun-
tries. Most European countries, including Austria and Italy, also participate in the 
Eurail One Country Pass. This pass grants unlimited train travel from 3 to 10 days 
within a 1- or 2-month period in a single participating European country of your 
choice. Eight days of travel in Austria, within a 1-month period, costs US$381 

At the time of writing there were 23: 
Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, 
France, Germany, Greece, Hungary,  

Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, 
Norway, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland.

Countries Honoring Eurail Passes
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first-class, US$268 second-class. In Italy, 10 days’ rail travel within a 2-month win-
dow costs US$503 first-class, US$409 second-class.

You have to study these passes carefully to see which one would be ideal for you. 
You can check online or call for the latest prices and offerings, which are always 
subject to changes. Many countries also offer rail passes with add-ons of a few days’ 
car rental, but be sure to cross check the value against standalone deals.

If you plan on traveling in Great Britain, then BritRail (www.britrail.com; 
 866/938-RAIL in the U.S. and Canada), which specializes in rail passes for use 

in Great Britain, is your best bet.

PASSES FOR U.K. RESIDENTS VISITING CONTINENTAL EUROPE A vast 
array of rail passes are available in the United Kingdom for travel around Europe. The 
most popular ticket is the InterRail Global Pass, which is offered for persons who 
have lived in a participating country in Europe at least 6 months. It offers unlimited 
travel in up to 30 European countries within 5 days, 10 days, 15 days, 22 days, or 1 
month and is valid on all normal trains; the card is valid on high-speed trains such as 
TGV and overnight trains if you pay a supplement ranging between £5.50 and £46 
per journey. The price of the pass depends on the trip duration and whether you want 
your validity to run continuously or for a set number of days in a fixed period. A typi-
cal fare for 5 days of travel within 10 days is 316€ in first class, 240€ in second class, 
and 158€ for a youth fare. One-Country Passes are also available. Passes are not 
valid in your country of residence.

For help in determining the best option for your trip and to buy tickets, contact a 
reliable reseller such as Rail Europe (www.raileurope.co.uk;  08448/484-064) 
or International Rail (www.internationalrail.com;  0871/231-0790). 

TRAIN TRIP tips
To make your train travels as pleasant as 
possible, remember a few general rules:

 Hold on to your train ticket 
after it’s been marked or 
punched by the conductor. Some 
European rail networks require 
that you present your ticket 
when you leave the station plat-
form at your destination.

 While you sleep—or even nap—
be sure your valuables are in a 
safe place. You might temporarily 
attach a small bell to each bag to 
warn you if someone attempts to 
take it. If you’ve left bags on a 
rack in the front or back of the 
car, consider securing them with a 
small bicycle chain and lock to 
deter thieves, who consider trains 
happy hunting grounds.

 Few European trains have drink-
ing fountains, and the dining car 
may be closed just when you’re 
at your thirstiest, so take along 
a bottle of mineral water. As 
you’ll soon discover, the experi-
enced rail traveler comes loaded 
with hampers of food and drink 
and munches away throughout 
the trip—buying food onboard 
can be very expensive.

 If you want to leave bags in a train 
station locker, don’t let anyone 
help you store them in it. An old 
trick among thieves is feigned 
helpfulness, and then pocketing 
the key to your locker while pass-
ing you the key to an empty one.



10

P
LA

N
N

IN
G

 Y
O

U
R

 T
R

IP
 T

O
 E

U
R

O
P

E
  

G
et

ti
ng

 A
ro

un
d

1

By Car
Most rental companies offer their best prices to customers who reserve in advance 
from their home country. Weekly rentals are almost always less expensive than day rent-
als. Three or more people traveling together can often get around cheaper by car than 
by train, depending on the distances traveled and the size and efficiency of the 
engine—compared to most other parts of the world, fuel is very expensive almost every-
where in Europe. You should also factor in road tolls that many countries charge.

When you reserve a car, be sure to ask if the price includes: all taxes including 
value-added tax (VAT); breakdown assistance; unlimited mileage; personal accident 
or liability insurance (PAI); collision-damage waiver (CDW); theft waiver; and any 
other insurance options. If not, ask what these extras cost, because they can make a 
big dent in your bottom line. The CDW and other insurance might be covered by 
your credit card if you use the card to pay for the rental; check with your card issuer 
to be sure.

If your credit card doesn’t cover the CDW, consider Car Rental Collision Coverage 
from Travel Guard (www.travelguard.com;   800/826-1300 in the U.S. and 
Canada), which will insure you for around US$7 to US$9 per day. In the U.K., Insur-
ance 4 Car Hire (www.insurance4carhire.com;  0844/892-1770) offers similar 
cover. An annual policy covering unlimited car rental for a maximum of 31 consecu-
tive days on any one trip costs £49.

The main international companies all have rental points across Europe: Avis 
(www.avis.com;  800/331-1212 in the U.S. and Canada), Budget (www.budget.
com;   800/472-3325 in the U.S. and Canada), Dollar (www.dollar.com; 

 800/800-4000 in the U.S. and Canada), Hertz (www.hertz.com;  800/654-
3131 in the U.S. and Canada), and National (www.nationalcar.com;  877/222-
9058 in the U.S. and Canada). U.S.-based companies specializing in European 

THE RULES OF THE ROAD: driving IN EUROPE
 First, know that European drivers 

tend to be more aggressive 
than their counterparts from 
other parts of the world.

 Drive on the right except in Eng-
land, Scotland, and Ireland, where 
you drive on the left. And do not 
drive in the left lane on a four-lane 
highway; it is only for passing.

 If someone comes up from behind 
and flashes his lights at you, it’s a 
signal for you to slow down and 
drive more on the shoulder so 
that he can pass you more easily 
(two-lane roads here sometimes 
become three cars wide).

 Except for the German Auto-
bahn, most highways do indeed 

have speed limits of around 100 
to 130kmph (62–81 mph).

 Remember that, outside the U.K., 
everything’s measured in kilome-
ters (distance and speed limits). 
For a rough conversion, 1km = 
0.6 miles.

 Be aware that fuel is very expen-
sive, so you should rent the 
smallest, most fuel-efficient car 
you think you can manage. Prices 
at the pumps are quoted in liters 
(1 US gallon = 3.78 liters).

 Never leave anything of value in a 
car overnight, and don’t leave any-
thing visible when you leave the 
car (this goes double in London, 
triple in Naples).
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1rentals include Auto Europe (www.autoeurope.com;  888/223-5555 in the U.S. 
and Canada), Europe by Car (www.europebycar.com;   800/223-1516 in the 
U.S. and Canada), and Kemwel (www.kemwel.com;  877/820-0668 in the U.S. 
and Canada). It’s also worth checking prices offered by U.K.-based rental agents such 
as Holiday Autos (www.holidayautos.co.uk;   0871/472-5229 in the U.K.). 
Europe by Car, Kemwel, and Renault USA (www.renaultusa.com;   888/532-
1221 in the U.S. and Canada) also offer a competitive alternative to renting for 
longer than 15 days: short-term leases in which you technically buy a fresh-from-
the-factory car and then sell it back when you return it. All insurance is included, 
from liability and theft to personal injury and CDW, with no deductible. And unlike 
at many rental agencies, who won’t rent to anyone 24 and under, the minimum age 
for a lease is 18. You should also always check your quote against quotes from general 
travel search sites like Kayak.com, as well as car-rental search specialists such as 
RhinoCarHire.com and CarHireSearch.co.uk.

For visitors coming from North America, the AAA supplies good maps to its mem-
bers. Michelin maps (www.viamichelin.co.uk) are made with the tourist in mind, 
and are widely available in shops and fuel stations across Europe. There’s also a handy 
route planner online. Be aware that, if you are planning to navigate using your cell-
phone, data costs for roaming can be very expensive. Nokia smartphones come 
with mapping preinstalled on the handset, and generally work 100% offline.

By Plane
Although trains remain the greenest and easiest way to get around in Europe, air 
transport networks have also improved drastically in the past decade. Intense compe-
tition—and the mushrooming of low-cost airlines serving destinations that even few 
Europeans had heard of 15 years ago—has forced airfares into the bargain basement. 
Routes such as London–Paris, Milan–Rome, and London–Brussels have also come 
under sustained competitive pressure from high-speed trains. While the political 
climate in Europe’s higher echelons very much favors the environmental credentials 
of trains over planes, for journeys longer than a few hundred miles, you’ll likely find 
flying to be the cheapest option.

The predictable airline news in Europe is the continued dominance of the no-
frills airline, originally modeled on American upstarts like Southwest. By keeping 
their overhead down through electronic ticketing, forgoing meal service, charging for 
every “extra,” and flying only point-to-point, often from less popular airports, these 
airlines are able to offer very low fares. This means now you can save lots of time (and 
usually, money) over transcontinental train hauls, especially from, say, London to 
Venice or from Paris to Greece and Spain, or eastern Europe. You should still compare 
low-cost carrier flights against the mainstream airlines (see “European Airlines,” ear-
lier in this chapter); many budget airline fares have extra fees such as luggage or 
credit-card charges buried in their small print. Lower airfares are also sometimes 
available throughout Europe on charter flights rather than regularly scheduled 
ones. Look in local newspapers to find out about these kinds of late deals. Consolida-
tors cluster in cities like London and Athens.

Flying across Europe on regularly scheduled airlines can destroy a budget and be 
super expensive. Whenever possible, book your total flight on one ticket before leav-
ing. For example, if you’re flying from New York to Rome, but also plan to visit Pal-
ermo and Paris, have the total trip written up on one ticket. Don’t arrive in Rome and 
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book separate legs of the journey, which costs far more when it’s done piecemeal. See 
“Getting There: By Plane,” earlier in this chapter, for advice.

By Bus
Bus transportation is readily available throughout Europe; it is often less expensive 
than train travel and covers a more extensive area, but is slower and can be much less 
comfortable. European buses, like the trains, outshine their American counterparts, 
but they’re perhaps best used only to pick up where the extensive train network leaves 
off. One major long-haul bus company serves almost all the countries of western, 

FLYING WITH EUROPE’S budget AIRLINES
Europe’s skies are awash with budget, 
low-cost, and no-frills airlines. The names 
can change, because these small airlines 
are sometimes at the mercy of a fickle 
market. They can fail or merge with a 
bigger airline or smaller competitor. Still, 
as quickly as one disappears, another 
takes off, perhaps even another two. You 
should note that some popular flight 
search engines do not compare fares 
from budget airlines: You should either 
check websites individually, or consult a 
specialist low-cost website such as www.
whichbudget.com.
 At the time of writing, the following 
airlines were among the established 
European no-frills players, offering a 
selection of useful routes for visitors to 
Europe:
 Air One (www.flyairone.com;  894-
444 in Italy) has hubs in Milan, Pisa, and 
Venice with a good domestic Italian net-
work, as well as key links with the likes of 
London, Prague, and Athens.
 Blu-Express (www.blu-express.com; 

 06/9895-6666 in Italy) has a 
routemap focused on Italian domestic 
and Mediterranean island destinations, 
served mostly from Rome.
 easyJet (www.easyjet.com) connects 
airports across Britain with much of 
Europe, including Switzerland.
 FlyBe (www.flybe.com) serves more of 
Britain’s regional airports than any other 
airline, joining them particularly well with 
France and Germany.

 Germanwings (www.germanwings.
com;  0906/294-1918) serves over 90 
destinations from hubs in Germany, Swit-
zerland, Italy, and London.
 Niki (www.flyniki.com) has a wide net-
work centered on Austria, linking it with 
destinations in central and eastern 
Europe, Spain, Italy, and the United 
Kingdom.
 Norwegian (www.norwegian.com; 

 020/8099-7254 in the U.K.) offers 
cheap flights from across Europe to cities 
in Scandinavia including Oslo, Stock-
holm, and Copenhagen.
 Ryanair (www.ryanair.com;  0871/ 
246-0000 in the U.K., 1520/444-004 in 
Ireland) is Europe’s busiest point-to-point 
airline, with hubs in the United Kingdom, 
Germany, Ireland, and Italy, among 
others.
 SmartWings (www.smartwings.com; 

 900/166-565 in the Czech Republic) 
offers flights to Prague from cities across 
southern Europe, as well as from Paris.
 Transavia (www.transavia.com) has 
hubs in France and the Netherlands, and 
routes focused on southern Europe.
 Vueling (www.vueling.com) is Spain’s 
leading low-cost carrier, with all the 
country’s major cities well served from 
around Europe.
 Wizz Air (www.wizzair.com;  0906/ 
959-0002 in the U.K., or 1550/475-970 
in Ireland) has the best range of destina-
tions in eastern Europe, including Buda-
pest and Prague.
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northern, and eastern Europe (no service to Greece): Eurolines (www.eurolines.
com;   0871/781-8178 in the U.K., 055/357-059 in Italy, 069/7903-501 in 
Germany). The staff at Eurolines can check schedules, make reservations, and quote 
prices for travel between cities Europewide.

WHEN TO GO
Europe has a continental climate with distinct seasons, but there are great variations 
in temperature from one part to another. Northern Norway is plunged into arctic 
darkness in winter, but in sunny Sicily the climate is usually temperate—although 
snow can fall even on the Greek islands in winter, and winter nights are cold (or at 
least, cool) pretty much anywhere. Europe is north of most of the United States, but 
along the Mediterranean are weather patterns more along the lines of the U.S. south-
ern states. In general, however, seasonal changes are less extreme than in most of the 
United States. In Southern Hemisphere terms, Seville, in southern Spain, is at 37° 
N, about the same distance from the Equator as Auckland, New Zealand (36° S).

The high season almost everywhere lasts from mid-May to mid-September, with 
the most tourists hitting the Continent between mid-June and late August. In gen-
eral, this is the most expensive time to travel, except in Austria and Switzerland, 
where prices are a little higher in winter during the ski season. Because Scandinavian 
city hotels depend mostly on business clients instead of tourists, you can often find 
lower prices in the fleeting summer, when business clients vacation and a smaller 
number of tourists take over.

You’ll find smaller crowds, relatively fair weather, and often lower prices at hotels 
in the shoulder seasons, from Easter to mid-May and mid-September to October. 
Off season (except at ski resorts in the Alps, Dolomites, Tyrol, Pyrenees, and else-
where) is from November to Easter, with the exception of the Christmas period. 
Much of Europe, Italy especially, takes August off, and August 15 to August 30 is 

FROMMERS.COM: THE COMPLETE travel 
RESOURCE
Planning a trip or just returned? Head to 
Frommers.com, voted Best Travel Site 
by PC Magazine. We think you’ll find our 
site indispensable before, during, and 
after your travels—with expert advice 
and tips; independent reviews of hotels, 
restaurants, attractions, and preferred 
shopping and nightlife venues; vacation 
giveaways; and an online booking tool. 
We publish the complete contents of 
more than 135 travel guides in our Des-
tinations section, covering more than 
4,000 places worldwide. Each weekday, 
we publish original articles that report on 
Deals and News via our free Frommers.
com Newsletters. What’s more, Arthur 

Frommer himself blogs 5 days a week, 
with strong opinions about the state of 
travel in the modern world. We’re bet-
ting you’ll find our Events listings an 
invaluable resource; it’s an up-to-the-
minute roster of what’s happening in cit-
ies everywhere—including concerts, 
festivals, lectures, and more. We’ve also 
added weekly podcasts, interactive 
maps, and hundreds of new images 
across the site. Finally, don’t forget to 
visit our Message Boards, where you 
can join in conversations with thousands 
of fellow Frommer’s travelers and post 
your trip report once you return.
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1 vacation time for many locals, so expect the cities to be devoid of natives but the 
beaches and lakes packed.

Weather
BRITAIN & IRELAND It rains a lot in Britain and Ireland, especially in the west 
of both countries, but winters are rainier than summers, and in fact London receives 
less annual rainfall than Rome or Sydney. The sunniest period in the British Isles is 
usually from June to mid-September. Average summer daytime temperatures are from 
the low 60s Fahrenheit (mid-teens Celsius) to the mid-60s (upper teens Celsius), 
with daily highs in summer hovering around the low 70s (low 20s Celsius). Average 
temperatures drop to the 40s (single digits Celsius) on winter nights, with many 
nights dropping below freezing inland. Ireland, whose shores are bathed by the Gulf 
Stream, has a slightly milder winter climate, but is wetter in summer. The Scottish 
Lowlands have a climate similar to England’s, but the Highlands are much colder, 
with storms and snow in winter.

CENTRAL EUROPE In Vienna and along the Danube Valley the climate is 
moderate. Summer daytime temperatures average in the low 70s Fahrenheit (low 20s 
Celsius), falling at night to the low 50s (low teens Celsius). Winter temperatures are 
usually in the 30s Fahrenheit (between –1 and +4°C) and 40s (4–9°C) during the 
day. In Budapest, temperatures can often reach 80°F (27°C) in August and dip to 
30°F (–1°C) in January. Winter is damp and chilly, spring is mild, and May and June 
are often wet. The best weather is in the late summer through October. In Prague 
and Bohemia, summer months have an average temperature around 65°F (18°C), 
with daytime highs in the mid-70s (low 20s Celsius), but are generally the rainiest, 
while January and February are usually sunny and clear, with temperatures around 
freezing.

FRANCE & GERMANY The weather in Paris is approximately the same as in the 
U.S. mid-Atlantic states, but as in most of Europe, there’s usually less extreme varia-
tion. In summer, the temperature doesn’t linger for long above the mid-70s Fahren-
heit (mid-20s Celsius). Winters tend to be mild, in the 40s Fahrenheit (4–9°C). It’s 
warmer along the Riviera year-round, and wetter than elsewhere on the western, 
Atlantic coast. Germany’s climate ranges from moderate summers and chilly, damp 
winters in the north to warm summers and very cold, sunny winters in the alpine 
south. Away from the coasts, however, both France and Germany can experience 
sustained periods of summer heat or winter cold, too.

NORTHERN EUROPE In the Netherlands, the weather is rarely extreme at any 
time of year. Summer temperatures average around 67°F (19°C) and the winter aver-
age is about 40°F (4°C). The climate is rainy, with the driest months April and 
May—from mid-April to mid-May, the tulip fields burst into color. The climate of 
northern Germany is very similar, as is Belgium’s climate: moderate, varying from 
daytime highs of 73°F (23°C) in July and August to an average of 40°F (4°C) in 
December and January. It can rain at almost any time, but the weather is at its finest 
in July and August.

SCANDINAVIA Above the Arctic Circle, summer temperatures hover around the 
mid-50s Fahrenheit (low teens Celsius), dropping to around 14°F (–10°C) during the 
dark winters. In the south, summer temperatures hit highs of around 70°F (21°C), 
dropping to the 20s Fahrenheit (below 0 Celsius) in winter. Fjords and even the 
ocean are often warm enough for summer swimming, but rain is frequent. The sun 
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1shines 24 hours in midsummer above the Arctic Circle; winter brings semipermanent 
twilight. Denmark’s climate is relatively mild by comparison. It has moderate summer 
temperatures and winters that can be damp and foggy, with average daytime high 
temperatures around the mid-30s Fahrenheit (single digits Celsius).

SOUTHERN EUROPE Summers are hot in Italy, Spain, and Greece, with day-
time temperatures around the high 80s Fahrenheit (low 30s Celsius) or even higher 
in some parts of Spain. Along the Italian coast, winter temperatures are usually mild; 
and except in the mountains, Italian winter temperatures rarely drop below freezing 
for long. The area around Madrid is dry and arid, and much colder than you’d expect 
in the winter (average daily lows of 32°F/0°C). Summers in Spain are coolest along 
the Atlantic coast, with mild temperatures year-round on the coast of Galicia, much 
hotter along the Mediterranean Costa del Sol. Seaside Portugal is rainy in the winter, 
but has average temperatures of 50°F to 75°F (10°C–24°C) year-round. In Greece 
there’s sunshine all year, and winters are usually mild on the islands, with tempera-
tures around 50°F to 54°F (10°C–12°C). Hot summer temperatures are often fanned 
by cool breezes. The best seasons to visit Greece are from mid-April to June, when 
the wildflowers bloom, and from mid-September to late October, after the high-sea-
son tourists have gone home.

SWITZERLAND & THE ALPS The alpine climate is shared by Bavaria in south-
ern Germany, the Austrian Tyrol, and the Italian Dolomites—winters are cold 
and bright, and spring comes late, with snow falls well into April. Summers are mild 
and sunny, with delightfully fresh air, though the alpine regions can experience dra-
matic changes in weather any time of year. Summer storms aren’t uncommon.

Europe Calendar of Events
For an exhaustive list of events beyond those listed here, check http://events.frommers.com, 
where you’ll find a searchable, up-to-the-minute roster of what’s happening in cities all over 
the world.

JANUARY
Epiphany celebrations, Italy, nationwide. 
All cities, towns, and villages in Italy stage 
Roman Catholic Epiphany observances, 
which celebrate the visit of the Magi to the 
infant Jesus. One of the most extensive cel-
ebrations is the Festa Nazionale della Befana 
in Urbania, Le Marche. www.labefana.com. 
January 6.

FEBRUARY
Carnevale, Venice, Italy. At this riotous 
time, theatrical presentations and masked 
balls take place throughout Venice and on 
the islands in the lagoon. The balls are by 
invitation only (except the Doge’s Ball), but 
the street events and fireworks are open to 
everyone. www.carnevale.venezia.it. The 
week before Ash Wednesday, the beginning 
of Lent.

February Basler Fasnacht, Basel, Switzer-
land. Switzerland’s “wildest of carnivals,” 

with a parade of “cliques” (clubs and asso-
ciations). Visit www.fasnacht.ch for more 
information. First Monday after Ash 
Wednesday.

MARCH
Holmenkollen Ski Festival, Oslo, Norway. 
This is one of Europe’s largest ski festivals, 
with World Cup Nordic skiing and biathlons 
and international ski-jumping competitions, 
all held at Holmenkollen Ski Jump on the 
outskirts of Oslo. To participate or request 
more information, www.holmenkollen- 
worldcup.no. Early March.

St. Patrick’s Day Festival, Dublin, Ireland. 
This massive 4-day fest is open, free, and 
accessible to all. Street theater, carnival acts, 
music, fireworks, and more culminate in  
Ireland’s grandest parade. Go to www.st 
patricksfestival.ie or call   01/676-3205, 
March 16 to March 19.

http://www.holmenkollen-worldcup.no
http://www.holmenkollen-worldcup.no
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Budapest Spring Festival, Budapest, Hun-
gary. For 2 weeks, performances of every-
thing from opera to ballet, from classical 
music to drama, are held in all the major 
halls and theaters of Budapest. Simultane-
ously, temporary exhibitions open in many 
of Budapest’s museums. Tickets are avail-
able from www.festivalcity.hu or by calling 

 36/1-486-3311.  Mid- to late March.

APRIL
Semana Santa (Holy Week), Seville, Spain. 
Although many of the country’s smaller towns 
stage similar celebrations, the festivities in 
Seville are by far the most elaborate. From 
Palm Sunday to Easter Sunday, processions 
with hooded penitents move to the piercing 
wail of the saeta, a love song to the Virgin or 
Christ. Contact the Seville Tourism Office for 
details (www.visitasevilla.es;   955-471-
232). Ten days before Easter Sunday.

Holy Week observances, Italy, nation-
wide. Processions and age-old ceremo-
nies—some from pagan days, some from 
the Middle Ages—are staged. The most 
notable procession is led by the pope, pass-
ing the Colosseum and the Roman Forum 
up to Palatine Hill; a torch-lit parade caps 
the observance. Sicily’s observances are also 
noteworthy. Beginning 4 days before Easter 
Sunday; sometimes at the end of March but 
often in April.

Pasqua (Easter Sunday), Rome, Italy. In an 
event broadcast around the world, the pope 
gives his blessing from the balcony of St. 
Peter’s. Easter Sunday.

Feria de Abril de Sevilla (Seville April Fair), 
Seville, Spain. This is the most celebrated 
week of revelry in all of Spain, with all-night 
flamenco dancing, entertainment booths, 
bullfights, flower-decked coaches, and danc-
ing in the streets. Reserve your hotel early. 
Contact the Seville Tourism Office for 
details (www.visitasevilla.es;   955-471-
232).  Second week after Easter.

MAY
Brighton Festival, Brighton, England. The 
country’s largest arts festival features some 
400 cultural events. Go to www.brighton 
festival.org or call  01273/709-709. Most 
of May.

Prague Spring International Music Festi-
val, Prague, Czech Republic. This world-
famous, 3-week series of classical music and 
dance performances brings some of the 
globe’s best talent to Prague. For details, 
book online at www.festival.cz, call 

 420/226539-623, or stop in at the cen-
tral box office. Mid-May to early June.

Festival International du Film (Cannes 
Film Festival), Cannes, France. Movie 
madness transforms this city into a media 
circus. Reserve early and make a deposit. 
Admission to the competition itself is by 
invitation only; however, many screenings 
are made available to the public and play 
round-the-clock. Contact the Festival de 
Cannes Association Francaise du Festival 
International du Film, 3 rue Amélie, 75007 
Paris (www.festival-cannes.com;   01-53-
59-61-00). Mid-May.

Wiener Festwochenkonzerte (Interna-
tional Music Festival, Vienna), Austria. 
This traditional highlight of Vienna’s concert 
calendar features top-class international 
orchestras, conductors, and classical greats. 
Book via the Wiener Musikverein (www.
musikverein.at;   01/505-8190). See also 
www.festwochen.at. Early May through first 
3 weeks of June.

Fiesta de San Isidro, Madrid, Spain. 
Madrileños run wild with a 5-day celebration 
honoring their city’s patron saint. Food fairs, 
street parades, parties, dances, bullfights, 
flamenco, and other events mark the occa-
sion. Expect crowds and traffic. For details, 
see www.esmadrid.com/sanisidro or call 

 091/588-1636. Mid-May.

Maggio Musicale Fiorentino (Florentine 
Musical May), Florence, Italy. Italy’s oldest 
and most prestigious music festival empha-
sizes music from the 14th to the 20th centu-
ries, but also presents ballet and opera in 
the city’s grandest venues. See www. 
maggiofiorentino.com. Tickets are available 
in Italy through Viva Ticket (www.vivaticket.
it;   899/666-805 in Italy). Late April to 
early June.

Festspillene i Bergen (Bergen Interna-
tional Festival), Bergen, Norway. This 
world-class music event features artists from 


