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Foreword

According to a recent survey by the Travel Industry Association of America, nearly 80 million Americans turned to the Internet for help with travel planning in 2005. The same survey reports that the Internet is now used for some aspect of travel planning in more than 75 percent of all trips. You can count on these numbers rising in the years ahead.

Why is the Internet revolutionizing the way we research, plan, and book travel? Because it saves time, and because online information is often more current and timely than what’s available in printed guidebooks and brochures. This can make a big difference in the quality of our travel experiences.

Most of what you’ll find on the Web is both free and accessible around the clock, but sifting through the sea of available travel information can present a tremendous challenge. There are so many available travel sites that most travelers stick with the few they know best, missing a great deal of valuable information as a result. This is what makes The Traveler’s Web such a useful tool. Ran Hock covers scores of sites readers might otherwise miss, helping travelers sort through all the noise on the Internet to hone in on the information they need.

With this new book, Hock has created a compendium of travel-related Web sites relevant to a wide range of travelers. He covers virtually every mode of transportation and a variety of trip styles, from adventure to luxury travel. He goes beyond the basics, tackling such practical topics as where to find weather reports, subway maps, and cyber cafes, and recommending specialized travel sites for seniors, families, gays and lesbians, and other groups.


The Traveler’s Web provides insight into the content and utility of each profiled site, but that’s only the beginning: The book also teaches readers how to search to get the most out of each resource.

Throughout his long and distinguished career, Ran Hock has taught librarians, researchers, and many others how to search online databases. For these highly educated practitioners, unlocking the information in online databases is a function of their everyday jobs. In this book, Hock shares many of the searching techniques he teaches information professionals, including concepts like “precision” and “Boolean Logic” that are not readily known to the general public.

The Traveler’s Web is the fourth title in Hock’s “Extreme Searcher” series, but it is more than just another reference book: Readers are invited to visit Hock’s own Web site, where new information is posted regularly and readers can communicate directly with the author regarding their specific information needs.

With this timely book, the travel research and planning process just got much easier. Readers will find themselves marking pages in the book that describe Web sites they have never used. I found myself constantly returning to the Internet to check out one or another site described by Hock that I had never tried before.

If you enjoy traveling and want to get the most out of every trip, The Traveler’s Web is a must. Once you’ve read it, you’ll never want to plan a trip without it.

David Grossman
USA TODAY

David Grossman is a librarian and journalist covering travel for USA TODAY, as well as libraries for Searcher magazine. He developed Internet booking tools for airlines and databases for publishers such as Rand McNally. Mr. Grossman holds an MBA from Northwestern University and library science and journalism degrees from the University of Michigan.
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Searcher’s Web Page

www.extremesearcher.com

As a supplement to this book (and his other books), the author maintains The Extreme Searcher’s Web Page at www.extremesearcher.com. There you will find information about and links to sites included in The Traveler’s Web and his other books. The collection of links for all of the Web sites included in this book can be found at that site or by going directly to extremesearcher.com/travel. URLs for sites in this book occasionally change, and once in a while (hopefully not very often), a Web site covered may just disappear. The Web site is updated on a continuous basis to account for such changes, and you sometimes also find new sites added there. (If you should find a “dead link” on the site before the author does, you are encouraged to report it to the e-mail address below.)

Since links to all Web sites in the book are on the Extreme Searcher’s site, if you make use of that site (and bookmark it), you will not have to type in any of the URLs included in the book. You should find the site particularly helpful for browsing through the sites covered here.

Enjoy your visit to The Extreme Searcher’s Web Page and please send any feedback to ran@extremesearcher.com.

Disclaimer:

Neither publisher nor author make any claim as to the results that may be obtained through the use of The Extreme Searcher’s Web Page or of any of the Internet resources it references or links to. Neither publisher nor author will be held liable for any results, or lack thereof, obtained by the use of this page or any of its links; for any third-party charges; or for any hardware, software, or other problems that may occur as a result of using it. The Extreme Searcher’s Web Page is subject to change or discontinuation without notice at the discretion of the publisher and author.






Introduction

New horizons, the urge to know what is over that next hill, to feel what it is like to stand in a 13th-century cathedral, to walk an Irish lane—these are among the broad range of reasons we travel. Whatever the motivation, one thing that ardent travelers have in common is an enhanced “awareness” of what the world beyond their hometowns feels like and has to offer. While one of my goals with The Traveler’s Web is to show how the Internet can help you get somewhere and make the most of your time there, the book itself has an underlying theme of “awareness.” Most travelers have come to know what the Internet has to offer by being told about a site, doing a quick search, or stumbling across a useful resource. Relatively few have taken the time to sit down and become fully aware of the breadth and depth of travel information that is available online. This book aims to provide such an awareness and, in a somewhat systematic way, to give you a feel for what is out there on the Internet to help the traveler.

This Introduction is a guide to using The Traveler’s Web, and taking a few minutes to read it will help you get the most out of the book. In the following pages, I describe for whom this book is written, what sites are included, and what you can expect to learn about each site. I also provide advice on signing up for sites, discuss the roles of resource guides and search engines in finding travel information, offer some comments about travel agencies, and explain the Web page that supports the book.

The Intended Audience

The audiences I kept in mind while writing The Traveler’s Web were both the leisure and the business traveler. Just by glancing at the names of Web sites covered, it may appear that the book is heavily weighted toward the leisure traveler, and in a sense, it is. For one thing, there are far more leisure-oriented travel sites on the Web than there are sites for business travelers. However, a large number of sites covered—reservation sites, for instance—are equally useful for both audiences. In any event, I believe business travelers owe it to themselves to consider working in a little leisure when circumstances permit.

The Traveler’s Web is for travelers, and while I hope it may prove of use to travel agents and other travel professionals, I have not covered sites designed primarily for the travel industry.

What Web Sites Are Included

Choosing which Web sites to include was by far my greatest challenge in writing the book. My overall aim is to provide manageable (not exhaustive) coverage of sites. Thus, in general, for each chapter I have identified a few key sites plus additional sites that serve as examples of the broader variety available. Among the considerations when deciding whether to include a site were the following:

•    Is the site well known?

•    Is the site exemplary of unique types of travel information available on the Internet?

•    Does the site offer unique, useful features?

•    Has the site received good reviews or positive mention on other reputable sites, in travel magazines, etc.?

•    Does the site have broad geographic coverage? (Those that do were preferred over those with narrower coverage. However, a site with narrower coverage was often included as an example of sites at the country, state, or provincial level.)


•    For sites that provide directories and search capabilities, if two or more Web sites are similar, which has the greater searchability (search criteria), the larger database, and the most comprehensive information?

•    Does the site seem to have longevity, as indicated by having been around for a time, being owned by a well-established organization, etc.?

•    What is the site’s reputation among consumers, as indicated in online discussion groups? (This applies particularly to travel agency sites.)

Of these criteria, typically no single one either qualified or disqualified a site for inclusion (the notable exception being the “reputation” criterion, which knocked out a couple of fairly well-known travel agency sites). The length of the book was an important consideration in choosing sites, as producing a 1,000-page book would have defeated the “manageability” aim. As a result, for most categories of sites discussed, many good ones were not included. If, for example, a hotel reservations site does nothing significantly different or better than other hotel sites, it was not included. Particularly challenging was deciding which travel agency sites to include. For just the U.S. and the U.K., there are thousands of such sites. For a travel agency to be included, its site had to do something unique and/or provide supplemental information (guides, forums, etc.) so that a stop there was more valuable than a stop at other sites. (A bit more will be said later about assessing travel agency sites.) Travel agency sites that serve only U.S. customers, only U.K. customers, etc., were typically not included. Likewise, the book does not list individual airline, car rental company, or hotel chain Web sites, except where they provide something unique or extraordinary. The book does, however, tell you how you can very quickly get to such sites.


With few exceptions, the sites I’ve included here are “free,” or at least offer some useful free resources. There are many fine travel sites (such as Travel News Today) that provide excellent information, but for a significant subscription price. Generally speaking, I think there is enough free information out there to satisfy the needs of most travelers.

The book references substantially more U.S. Web sites than sites from other countries largely because so many more English language travel Web sites come from U.S. sources than from other countries. I have tried, however, to provide an ample number of non-U.S. Web sites to make the book valuable for English-speaking travelers who are not Americans. (Actually, proportionally to population, U.K. Web sites are probably overrepresented here. I will confess up front to latent Anglophilic tendencies.) U.K. readers will need to do a little “translation,” as American English is used. (For instance, car rental vs. car hire, vacation vs. holiday, etc.—an awareness of which is important, , particularly when searching on keywords. Search a U.K. site for car rental and you may miss major sites.)

What Is Included About Each Site

What you will find here about each site will vary considerably depending upon the nature and size of the site. For each, you will get an overview of what the site is about, along with a description of the main types of content offered and information about any particularly useful or unique content. If the site has a search capability, you will be told what you need to know to take best advantage of it (except where it is so obvious that no explanation is necessary). I have tried to avoid overwhelming the reader with too much detail. For some resources, such as the major reservation sites (Orbitz, Expedia, and Travelocity), you will find many pages and encounter references in several chapters. However, for most sites you will find one or two short paragraphs of description. When a section of a site—for example, the car rental section at Travelocity—is discussed, the URL for that specific section will usually be shown. In some cases, the URL for a specific page or part of a site is extremely long and ugly. In such instances the URL for the main site will be given; from there you will have to click on a link or tab in order to get to the appropriate page.

I have taken care to ensure that the descriptions of the various Web sites are correct. Undoubtedly, if you look closely enough you will find some things that have changed since we went to press. Hopefully any such “errors” are minor and limited to such things as a link having moved on the page or wording on a page having changed slightly. Quite often, sections of Web sites are renamed. A section that was called “Articles” yesterday may be referred to as “Topics” today, but the overall content of a site is less likely to change. The Extreme Searcher’s Web Page that supports the book (www.extremesearcher.com/travel) is updated on a continuing basis—if a URL listed in the book has changed, you should find it corrected on this site. If it isn’t, please let me know.

Increasingly, travel sites provide a version compatible with mobile devices. In some cases this is mentioned when it seems particularly relevant and useful, but no attempt is made to identify every site that has such a feature (partly because this is changing so rapidly). You’ll find a resource guide for the mobile versions of travel sites in Chapter 10, “Bits and Pieces and Practicalities.”

Owners or admirers of Web sites that I have neglected to mention are welcome to contact me. Where they can make a strong case for a site (meeting the criteria I described earlier), I will consider adding a link at The Extreme Searcher’s Web Page.

“Signing Up” for Web Sites

Many sites offer an option to sign up and/or sign in. For the vast majority of sites covered here, signing up is free. If a portion of a site is not free, you will typically be told that very clearly. (If you are asked for a credit card number, that’s a pretty good clue that you are moving beyond the free zone.) Signing up is necessary for sites where you are at the point of making a purchase and for sites where you request additional information, such as newsletters. I am signed up for most of the sites covered in this book, and, contrary to what many people expect, as far as I can tell it has not caused me to receive significantly more spam than I would otherwise have received. In my view, the additional information and services you can get from a site are usually worth the minute or two it typically takes to sign up.

What you see on a Web page will occasionally differ depending on whether or not you have signed in. Throughout the book, it is safe to assume that what I have described as appearing on the page is what you will see when signed in.

The Role of Resource Guides

Merely because the number of sites included in The Traveler’s Web is limited to several hundred does not mean that these are all the sites to which the book provides access. In many sections, you will find at least one site that serves as an Internet resource guide, offering links to other sites on the topic. For instance, Chapter 8, “Sites for Special Groups and Special Needs,” features 48 sites. Several of these sites, however, are resource guides that point you to hundreds of other relevant sites. Thus, the resource guides you’ll read about here will put you a mere click or two away from thousands of travel sites.


The Role of Search Engines

In addition to descriptions of specific sites, in many sections you will encounter the suggestion, “Try a search engine search.” Search engines can be extremely helpful—especially when you are researching a very precise travel topic, such as salmon fishing on the Golsovia River in Alaska or August cooking classes in Tuscany. In general, though, keep in mind that search engines do not bring together collections of travel information in as useful a manner as do the specialized sites. In fact, search engines do not necessarily even index the detailed content of many of the sites I cover—particularly those that include searchable databases.

When a search engine is suggested, if there is a type of search phrase that works particularly well (even a very simple, perhaps obvious search phrase), you will often see such a recommendation. When an example of a search is given—for example, cuisines Latvia—what you would type in is indicated in italics to distinguish it from other words in the sentence. By the way, capitalization is not necessary as most search engines are case insensitive. In most examples, I have capitalized names of countries and cities simply because it is the natural way to write them.

Assessing the Quality of Travel Agency Web Sites for Yourself

As I have already mentioned, there are thousands of travel agency sites on the Internet that are not included in this book, though many if not most of them are reputable and reliable. You will frequently bump into their ads (and links to their sites), and they may be able to provide you with some great deals (or not). Before you either too quickly ignore or buy from one of these sites, you should do an assessment of your own.


The following questions will help you assess a site’s legitimacy and reliability. This is not a foolproof evaluation method: If some (or even most) of the questions do not draw an affirmative answer for a given site, that should not automatically disqualify it. There are no doubt a number of good travel agency sites that haven’t had time to establish a reputation, and as we know, smaller and newer companies sometimes “try harder.” That said, these questions will provide a good starting point for assessing any agency site.

•    Has the agency been in business for at least 3 years?

•    Is the site owned by an organization you recognize?

•    Is the site endorsed by a reputable organization?

•    Does the agency belong to professional or trade associations?

•    Has the site or agency won any awards or been featured in any magazine? (If so, the site will readily tell you.)

•    Has the site been discussed positively in established travel forums?

•    Does the site itself reflect quality and care (professional-looking design, up-to-date content, correct grammar and spelling, etc.)?

•    Does the site provide an address and phone number?

•    Is there an “About Us” or similar link that gives significant information about the company?

•    Has the firm gone to the trouble of providing users with additional useful information, such as background information on destinations, travel tips, etc.?

•    Does the site offer competitive prices without seeming too good to be true?


•    When you do a Web search on the agency, do you find it mentioned elsewhere in a consistently positive way?

What About Real Live Travel Agents and Agencies?

Some people might consider travel agents—the real live kind found in brick-and-mortar travel agencies—an endangered species, and in fact the Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that the number of travel agents is declining (www.bls.gov/oco/ocos124.htm). Reliance on them has certainly changed with the coming of the Internet, but behind a lot of the travel agency sites on the Internet, there are still people with whom you can talk and get some of the personal touch. For a very good view (yet with a bit of understandable bias) of how the Internet has affected travel agents, see the FAQ page (www.astanet.com/about/faq.asp) on the Web site for the American Society of Travel Agents (www.astanet.com). The Traveler’s Web is not intended to decrease any reader’s reliance on his or her travel agent. Actually, I hope travel agents will be able to make good use of the book.

The Extreme Searcher’s Web Page

Links to all the sites referenced in The Traveler’s Web can be found by going to The Extreme Searcher’s Web Page at www.extremesearcher.com (or you can save a click and go directly to www.extremesearcher.com/travel). Make use of this page for easy access to featured sites without having to type in any of the URLs. The Extreme Searcher’s Web Page is updated on an ongoing basis to account for any changes in URLs. Occasionally, a new site will be added, but it’s likely you will find the site most helpful in letting you easily browse the sites covered in The Traveler’s Web.

Happy traveling—I look forward to seeing you on the road!
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What’s Out There? The Real World and the Cyber World

Whether you’re headed to Beijing on business, Cancun on a cruise, or Hawaii to learn the hula, using the Internet can probably make your trip less expensive, more productive, and more fun. The trick is knowing where and how to look, and sometimes, just what to look for. Millions of people have taken advantage of airfare savings they have found by shopping around on travel sites. Fewer, however, have used the Internet to research their destinations, find out what other people are saying about those destinations, plan the details of their routes, check the weather, learn the few words necessary to be “polite” in a foreign country, and generally take advantage of the wealth of travel resources that are available online.

Voyaging around the world and voyaging through the Internet have a lot in common. Both activities are often motivated by curiosity, the urge to explore, the need to relax, a desire to learn, and even profit. On top of that, the techniques, tricks, and general approaches that make these two activities fruitful and fun are actually very similar in several ways. Thus, the marriage between travel and the Internet is a natural one.


This book will explore this marriage by pointing to and describing the Internet resources that are the most useful to travelers. It will also emphasize certain techniques and approaches that work well whether you are at the keyboard or on the road. You will find the following themes reflected throughout the book:

•    Click everywhere, go everywhere. Explore around one more corner and try out one more link. Roam!

•    So many destinations, so little time.

•    Don’t take just one person’s word as to what is good for you.

•    All things in moderation—including moderation itself. There are times to be extreme: Extremism in the pursuit of travel is not a vice. (Extra points for those of you who “get” that one.)

The Web sites covered reflect the breadth of travel-related topics and resources, and I try to demonstrate how to use these types of resources most effectively. Not every possible travel topic and certainly not all of the tens of thousands of travel sites out there will be included. However, for specific topics that are not covered, such as diving safaris, make use of the travel resource guides covered toward the end of this chapter and occasionally throughout the rest of the book. They should help you to easily find additional relevant sites. When somewhat specific topics are addressed, only carefully selected sites are included. The goal is to identify some of the best and most reliable sites, sites that are representative examples in various areas, and sites that provide a particularly useful and/or unique service.

A word about the organization of the book: Throughout, you will find some sites mentioned more than once. Many sites, such as Travelocity, serve many functions, providing online reservation services for flights, cars, cruises, etc., while also offering country and city guides, travel tips, and more. Such sites will be mentioned in more than one chapter, with emphasis on the part of the site that is most relevant to the chapter topic. This should make easy for you to keep track of all major sources for each topic without having to jump back and forth between chapters.

Just What Does the Internet Offer the Traveler?

The Internet offers the traveler much more than just a place to make reservations. Each chapter in this book focuses on particular applications that travelers may use to their advantage. Following is a brief overview of the various applications and resources you will encounter on the Web and in this book.

Travel Guides Online (Chapter 2)

If you are going to spend more than a day in any city or more than a few days in any country, break down and buy a good travel guide—the book kind. These are a traveler’s “dream machine,” more portable than a computer, and many will fit in your pocket. Even if your travel guide isn’t pocketsize, keep it on your nightstand and spend a few minutes with it each night before you doze off. However, no matter how long you plan on staying at any destination, you should take advantage of the free guides that are available on the Internet for virtually any country, for almost any city, and for thousands of specific museums, monuments, and other attractions.

Many of the well-known printed guides, such as the Rick Steves’ Europe Through the Back Door and Arthur Frommer’s Budget Travel series, have companion Web sites that provide a surprising amount of information for free. These sites, which provide good overviews and basic details, are a good starting point for planning your adventures. Travel guides are covered in detail in Chapter 2.


Reservation Sites: Flights and More (Chapter 3)

The best-known category of travel sites is reservation sites, where you can go to find rates and schedules and to book reservations. They include online travel agency sites, such as Travelocity, Expedia, and others, as well as sites from airlines, hotel chains, and car rental chains. Although for decades, real live travel agents in general did a great job making travel arrangements, the Internet has drastically changed the picture. Online reservation sites make it easy for an individual to explore an amazingly broad range of options in terms of where and when to go and how much to pay. These sites, which also make it easy to quickly purchase tickets, will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3, with the emphasis there on airline reservations.

Train, Car, and Ferry Travel (Chapter 4)

Most travel agency sites, such as Travelocity, will be more than happy to help you find many modes of transportation in addition to flights. However, when you are driving or traveling by train or ferry, you may need some more specialized information and attention. If you plan on driving, there are numerous sites, such as the various map sites (MapQuest, Yahoo! Local, and Maporama, for example), that will provide you with itineraries, directions, travel times, and other information. If you are taking a train or ferry, you will need timetables, information on accommodations, and other details that can often be found more easily on the Web than anywhere else. How to find this information will be covered in Chapter 4.

Cruises: Ships, Barges, and Boats (Chapter 5)

If you haven’t noticed, cruises are “hot” (or “cool,” or de rigueur, if you please) these days. But take it from someone who was a skeptic: If you haven’t been on a cruise yet, chances are extremely good that by the time you return home from your first one, you will be planning another. As with almost any hot topic, there are lots of hot Web sites for cruises. Again, the general online travel agency sites will be helpful, but Chapter 5 will provide considerable detail on using those sites specifically for cruises and also will cover a number of other sites and resources available for planning (and taking) a cruise. “Cruises,” of course, can mean a lot more than a vacation aboard a gigantic (but wonderful) 1,000-foot-long floating resort. It can also mean a cruise down the Danube, a week on a barge in France, or a trip aboard a paddle wheeler on the Mississippi.

Finding a Bed and a Meal (Chapter 6)

Travel tastes and pocketbooks lend to a wide range of options for lodging and dining. Here again, the Web offers a lot of resources that are apparent and a lot more that are less apparent but that can help you find just what you are looking for at just the right price. From campsites to hostels to luxury hotels, the Internet can provide not just reservation services, but also background information that will ensure your choice is the best one. For accommodations, you can check out photos of a hotel and find out what previous guests have to say about their stay before you make reservations. For restaurants, you can often read reviews, view the menu ahead of time, and make lunch or dinner reservations online. Lodging and dining options and how to find them are covered in Chapter 6.

Adventure, Outdoor, and Educational Travel (Chapter 7)

You have to define for yourself what qualifies as “adventure travel” since, for many of us, travel of any kind is an adventure. However, if you are looking for those trips that are more extreme in exhilaration, education, exertion, exhaustion, or elevation, Chapter 7 will give you a leg up. The Web not only has information on tours, locations, and activities, but it can help you get ready for just about anything, from how to psychologically prepare to “get in the zone” to how to survive a shark attack.

Sites for Special Groups and Special Needs (Chapter 8)

There are many Web sites and parts of Web sites devoted to the special conditions, preferences, and needs of certain travelers. Families, seniors, gay and lesbian, handicapped, and business travelers can all find Web sites that address their special requirements and offer guides to establishments and activities that are particularly “friendly” to their unique needs and desires. Chapter 8 will lead you to Web sites that cater to special groups.

Exploring Countries and Cultures Online (Chapter 9)

The Internet can really shine in helping you prepare for a trip when you go beyond the kinds of information found on travel-specific sites. You can quickly get detailed information (or less detail, if that’s what you want) on cities, states, countries, and regions. You can find out about cultures, traditions, etiquette, religions, politics, economics, the arts, history, cuisines, and much more. Language resources on the Web may even provide the language basics you need to be polite and to be understood when you have simple questions and needs. The Internet also provides ways for you to easily find and read newspapers from thousands of cities around the world, and receive e-mail alerts for events, topics, and locations of specific interest to you. We will take a look at these kinds of resources in Chapter 9.

Bits and Pieces and Practicalities (Chapter 10)

In addition to the types of travel information already discussed, there are lots of bits and pieces of nitty-gritty information on the Internet that can make your trip easier, more fun, more fulfilling, and safer. These practicalities include such things as passport and visa information; currencies; weather reports; health alerts; country, city, road, airport, and subway maps; and flight tracking. The Web also provides information on communicating effectively and economically while traveling—for example, the locations of cybercafes, and instructions for finding phone numbers in various countries. Almost everyone needs to do some shopping while traveling, and the Web can prepare you for that, too: You’ll find information about local shops and products, and related details, such as weights and measures, including clothing sizes.

Resource Guides

You will find links to sites listed in The Traveler’s Web on The Extreme Searcher’s Web Page (www.extremesearcher.com/travel). This resource is not intended to be exhaustive but rather to serve as a gateway to sites offering a wide range of travel services and information. As a starting point for most travel topics, this collection of links should serve you well. The sites I’ve included are among the most useful, reliable, and popular; some are representative of a certain type of site, while others provide something unique.

There may be times, though, when you want to explore Internet travel resources even more exhaustively and in those situations a travel “resource guide” may be the best place to start. In a manner not unlike this book and its companion Web page, such sites are designed as gateways, providing access to hundreds or even thousands of other significant travel-related sites. As you explore a resource guide to determine if it’s right for you, look for categories that meet your specific needs and interests (diving safaris, for instance). The resource guides that follow are among the most popular, having distinguished themselves on the strength of their collections, perspectives, and value-added information.

AardvarkTravel.net

aardvarktravel.net

The AardvarkTravel.net site is large, offering links to more than 20,000 sites. Technically, it is both a travel search engine and a directory; that is, you can use the search box to search for terms or browse Aardvark’s directory categories. The directory has 14 main subject headings: one for each continent, Air & Sea Travel, Overland Travel, Specialty Travel, Travel Merchandise, Travel Companions, Travel Resources & Advice, and Tourism (Figure 1.1). The continent categories are further divided by country, making this an excellent choice for identifying selected resources for a given country; U.S. states and Canadian provinces have subcategories for major cities. The section of links for identifying potential travel companions is a somewhat unique feature. In addition, AardvarkTravel.net has a travel forum with more than 30 topic areas (see Chapter 2 for a full discussion of forums).
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Figure 1.1 Aardvark Travel Directory



Yahoo! Travel Directory

dir.yahoo.com/recreation/travel

Yahoo!’s directory of travel sites, a part of Yahoo!’s general Web directory, is gigantic, containing listings for more than 125,000 sites, with cross-links to thousands of other sites found in various Yahoo! Directory sections. The Travel category itself includes more than 86,000 sites listed by region (subdivided by region, country, and U.S. states). There are links to 32,000 Destination Guides and more than 45 other categories, including Air Travel and Travel Agents, as well as specialized categories such as Hitchhiking and Vegetarian. The specialized categories, subcategories, and country sections are what make Yahoo! particularly useful for many travelers.


Open Directory—Travel

dmoz.org/recreation/travel

The Web’s other large general directory is Open Directory, which offers a significant travel collection within its Recreation category. The Specialty Travel subcategory is especially strong, with categories not found in Yahoo!, including Nudism, Volunteering, and Battlefields.

Librarians’ Internet Index—Travel

lii.org/pub/topic/travel

Another general yet more selective Web directory is Librarians’ Internet Index (LII). Under the Recreation—Travel category are several thousand sites in specific travel-related categories (Camping, Cruising, Cybercafes, etc.) and additional cross-linked sites in categories such as Museums and Transportation (Figure 1.2). In contrast to many other directories, this site contains excellent annotations for each site, adding greatly to its value for browsing.
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Figure 1.2 Librarians’ Internet Index—Travel



Forbes.com Best of the Web—Travel

www.forbes.com/bow/b2c/section.jhtml?id=3

On an ongoing basis, Forbes magazine provides reviews of sites that it considers to be the Best of the Web. The Travel portion of its selection is divided into 27 categories, each typically listing from seven to 15 choices. In addition to expected categories such as Cruises and Family Vacations, Forbes.com provides some fairly unique or specific categories, such as Expatriate Resources, Scuba Diving, and Wireless Travel. For each site, a one-paragraph review and a description sum up what Forbes considers the site’s best and worst aspects.

Travelazer

travelazer.com


In contrast to other resource guides listed here, Travelazer is not a browsable directory but a travel-specific search engine with a database containing millions of pages. Unlike the general Web search engines (discussed later in this chapter), Travelazer indexes only those pages that have a definite “travel” context. Searching is very simple: If you enter multiple terms, you will receive only those pages that contain all the terms (e.g., Chicago museums). Note that there is no automatic “stemming” (a feature available in some search sites that automatically finds variant word endings).

Rick Steves’ Europe—Favorite Links

www.ricksteves.com/plan/links_menu.htm

This is the smallest collection of links of any resource guide listed here, but the small size is more than balanced by the fact that the links were chosen by one of the world’s best and most famous travel writers, Rick Steves. While these 300+ links emphasize European travel, a number of more general sites on travel tips and planning are also included.

PlanetRider—The Best Travel Sites

www.planetrider.com

PlanetRider is an outstanding collection of travel sites. It is a very large, well-organized collection, with a quarter of a million sites arranged in these categories: Destinations, Activities, Landscapes (outdoor and adventure travel), Maps on the Web, Helpful Resources, 10-Minute Vacations, and Weather. A pull-down Site Shortcuts menu takes you to collections of sites for Skiing Worldwide, Bargain Travel, Road and Travel Maps, and Air Reservations. The site is both searchable and browsable. Another major benefit is that all site listings are rated and include brief reviews. Each site is rated on two criteria: quality of information and ease of navigation.

Johnny Jet

www.johnnyjet.com


This collection of more than 1,000 sites is a labor of love, created because Johnny Jet loves travel and sharing travel information (Figure 1.3). One of the site’s most interesting and useful aspects is its variety of specific categories, including Bored in Your Hotel Room?, Flight Attendants, Pilot Info, and Complain. Johnny also has a newsletter and a Weblog.
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Figure 1.3 Johnny Jet



About.com—Travel

about.com/travel

About.com—Travel is part of the much broader About.com site, which covers a seemingly unimaginable range of topics. Each part of About.com provides a combination of topical articles, links to Web resources, and topic forums. For this reason, it is significantly different from the other resource guides listed here, which are primarily pointers to Web resources. About.com provides its own articles and advice, written by About.com’s “guides,” each of whom specializes in a particular area. In the Travel section of About.com, you will find articles and links that cover a broad range of travel topics, arranged by destination and by topic. Take advantage of the categories to discover what the site offers.

Searching vs. Browsing for Travel Information

There are many times when it is more effective to simply do a straightforward search in a general Web search engine than to browse collections of sites such as those provided by resource guides (or, for that matter, even this book). The more specific your topic, the greater the chance that a quick search will be your best bet. For example, if you are looking for information on hiking in New Hampshire, trout fishing in Switzerland, or ethnographic museum collections in Canada, you should go to Yahoo!, Google, or another general search engine, enter a few terms, and take a look at the results. Throughout this book you will find instances where I suggest doing a simple search, as well as tips designed to make those searches effective. In general, you may find the following advice useful in making the best use of general Web search engines for finding travel information or, for that matter, just about any kind of information. (Throughout this book, when an example of a search is given, the italicized words are those that you would type in the search box.)

Use Multiple Terms

When you enter multiple terms in a major search engine (e.g., trout fishing Switzerland), the search will return only Web pages that contain all of the terms. Therefore, the more terms you enter, the more precise your search (for great precision, don’t hesitate to use many terms, for example, tour packages horseback Mayan ruins Tulum). If the search engine returns too few or no results, just delete one or two of the terms from the search box that is shown on the results page and submit your query again. (By the way, capitalization doesn’t matter to the major search engines. If you search for mexico, you will get the same results as for Mexico.)

Use Quotation Marks When Searching for Phrases

If you want a specific phrase to come up in your search, place quotation marks around the phrase. If you want resorts in New Mexico, for example, search

resorts “new mexico”

instead of

resorts new mexico

The quotation marks around “new mexico” guarantee that you will get only results that have the word “new” followed immediately by “mexico.” Without the quotation marks (shown in the second example), the search will instead retrieve everything that has the word “new” somewhere and also the word “mexico” somewhere (for example, “New resort hotel opens in Guadalajara, Mexico”). This technique works not only for pairs of words but for longer phrases as well (e.g., “Royal New South Wales Canine Council”).

Search by Title Words for High Precision

To add greater oomph to your search, insist that your results pages have a particular term (or terms) in the title. In both Yahoo! and Google, this is done by placing “intitle:” in front of the term. For example, a search for

trout fishing intitle:Switzerland

would return all pages that have the terms “trout” and “fishing” anywhere on the page, and “Switzerland” in the title. The following search would be even more precise:

trout intitle:fishing intitle:Switzerland

The techniques just discussed are only a few examples of the many that can be used to improve the quality of results from search engines. If you want to take it a step (or many steps) further, click on the Advanced Search link on the search engine’s home page and look around on the advanced page for numerous additional options.

One final bit of introductory advice about search engines: Use more than one. Try the same search in both Yahoo! and Google. Because of the ways search engines rank results, you will often see significant differences in the first 10 to 20 results. One search engine may find items that another doesn’t. If you don’t believe it, try a few searches in both Google and Yahoo! and compare the results.


As I said early on in this chapter, the Internet is much more than just a place to make reservations. The following chapters will introduce you to a broad range of resources that no traveler should be without.
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Travel Guides Online

As suggested in Chapter 1, if you plan to spend a substantial amount of time in any particular country or city, shell out a little cash and get a print travel book, or at least, when you get there, stop by the local tourist office and pick up some free brochures. It will be some time before most of us are roaming the streets with full Internet access in our hands. However, in preparation for a trip, or while you are there, take advantage of the amazing amount of useful information online for just about anywhere you might want to visit. If you are spending only part of a day in a city, pulling a few pages off the Internet is a quick and inexpensive way to choose a few prime spots to see. If you are spending more time in a place, the Internet may be able to provide more background and related information on countries, cities, towns, and specific sights such as museums than any single (and perhaps even expensive) guidebook.

In the next few pages we will look at Web sites that offer descriptions of destinations and expert advice on how to get there and what to see and do once you are there. At the end of this chapter, you will find sources for advice and information from fellow travelers: travel forums (discussion groups, boards, etc.). In Chapter 9, “Exploring Countries and Cultures Online,” we will look beyond publications written specifically as guides for the traveler and explore resources that go into more detail about countries and cultures.

There are a variety of types of travel guides on the Web. Many of the best known are provided by publishers of print guidebooks. Some guides are general and cover the whole world; others cover particular parts of the world, countries, cities, or specific sites, such as individual museums. Also considered to be “guides” are online versions of periodicals, such as travel magazines and newspaper travel sections and columns. The final category that should be included are sites for radio and TV travel programs, mainly because of the similar travel information they provide. Although every source is different, each provides information and advice to help you select destinations, prepare for your travels, and make the most of your visit.

As is the case whenever you use the Web to find resources, one of the problems with using online travel guides is that there are so many that it is hard to (1) be fully aware of the variety of information they provide, and (2) know which are worth your valuable time. As you explore the differences in these sites, keep in mind that each writer has his or her own style, and as a reader, which guide you go back to most frequently may simply be a matter of whose writing style you prefer. As elsewhere in this book, this chapter is not meant to be exhaustive (for fear of being exhausting to you). Included here you will find the best known guides as well as some lesser-known sites that are particularly interesting or provide good examples of the variety of sites available. Particularly if you are headed to a more out-of-the-way spot, be sure to check more than one guide. There are many other guides on the Web that provide useful information, but those featured on the next few pages could arguably be considered the leaders.

General Travel Guides

Online Versions/Excerpts from Printed Guidebooks

Some of the best-known printed travel books have corresponding Web sites that contain a substantial portion of what you find in the printed book. If you haven’t used these sites before, you may be surprised how much content you can get for free. You will also find that these sites, when considered together, exemplify a very important characteristic of travel information online: There is a lot of redundancy in the information found on the Web. Often you will find exactly the same information from the same provider in more than one place and on more than one site. Information from Fodor’s, for example, can be found at Fodor’s own site, as well as in the Destinations section at Expedia (in return, the reservations portion of Fodor’s own site is handled by Expedia). Another specific example of redundancy is the Rough Guide’s description of Morocco: It is used on more than two dozen travel sites and on more than 100 pages on the Web.

Most of these guidebook sites serve multiple functions. They typically include not just destination guides, but also sections for making reservations, booking tour packages, forums, and more. In the descriptions that follow, the destination guides function is emphasized. Other functions, such as reservations and forums, will be mentioned briefly and covered in more detail in later chapters that cover those specific topics. Be aware that these guides will typically contain only information for destinations covered in the print version and that you may need to check out more than one guide when looking for information on less-visited locations.

One other general tip: In these travel guides, look for and take advantage of the Print links or buttons so you can print out the content of the pages (usually) without ads, unnecessary graphics, and other peripheral content.

Fodor’s

www.fodors.com

Fodor’s is an excellent example of what an Internet travel guide can do for you. It contains not just information on destinations and sights but is a guide to hotels, restaurants, and much more. The Travel Wire (short travel articles) section alone would make this site worthwhile.

Fodor’s Destinations

The travel guide (Destinations) part of the Fodor’s site is accessible either by clicking on the Destinations tab, or link, or by clicking on the map found on Fodor’s main page. You will be taken to a clear, straightforward directory of destinations arranged by continent, country, region or state, and city. In all, Fodor’s provides these “miniguides” for nearly 300 cities and regions (Figure 2.1), but the number of destinations is more than 300 if you count the Side Trips links provided for those destinations.
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Figure 2.1 Fodor’s Destinations page for Bangkok



For most countries, you will get a miniguide for several cities. For some smaller countries, such as Slovakia, the information focuses on the country itself. Expect to find miniguides for major cities, but not for the many smaller cities covered in the corresponding printed guide. Because Fodor’s does not publish printed travel guides for all countries, some are notably missing online, particularly some Asian, African, and Middle Eastern countries.

For each city (or region), expect to find an Overview and sections for Sights & Activities, Restaurants, Hotels, Nightlife & the Arts, and Shopping. Click on any of the latter five categories to get a list of places or events with a brief description of basic details. Each of those sections also has an Overview subsection that is particularly useful for getting an overall feel for opportunities for hotels, sights, etc. A Smart Travel Tips section provides information on Arriving & Departing, Getting Around, and Contacts & Resources. You will also find links to suggested itineraries for various lengths of time. Additional Features links take you to information on When to Go, Fodor’s Choice, and side trips and special topics relevant to the particular city. For the unique flavor of a city, don’t pass up these special topics links—for example, for Sydney, Australia, you may find an article on “The Shocking Truth About Australian Wine,” and for Chicago, Illinois, one on “Chicago’s Gangster Past.” Also take advantage of links to Maps, Related Destinations, Weather, and Adventure Travel, provided by Fodor’s partner sites, such as Weather.com.

In the Hotels section for any destination, look first at the Lodging Overview link to get a feel for the overall lodging situation for the destination. On a Hotels page, you will find a list of hotels with a price range, a (Fodor’s) Guest Rating, and a Book It link. Click on the hotel name to get a more detailed description of the hotel, an address, and phone numbers. The details page may also provide individual ratings and tremendously useful comments from travelers themselves.

In the Restaurants section, check out the Overview subsection first, which is designed just like the Hotels Overview section. From the Overview, use the Go to Restaurants Listings link to get to names and descriptions of restaurants.

Other Sections of Fodor’s

Links on Fodor’s main page (and at the top of most Fodor’s pages) lead to sections for Hotels, Restaurants, Travel Wire, Talk, Booking, and Bookstore. Fodor’s does a good job of integrating this variety of content and provides multiple ways to get to a specific bit of information. If you start with the Destinations section for a particular city, you will find subsections for hotels, restaurants, etc. If you start with the Hotels link on the main page, you are then led to a choice of destinations, and so on. Whatever you choose as a starting point, in the end, you get to the same information. Other main sections of Fodor’s that deserve attention are:

•    Travel Wire – This section alone would make Fodor’s a top travel site. Here you will find brief articles (from the last few months) by Fodor’s editors, arranged in categories such as, Bargains and Packages, Festivals and Events, Fodor’s Choice, Gear and Gadgets, Just Back From …, MuseumWatch, New and Fabulous, News, On the Road, Overlooked and Underrated, Tours, Travel Tips, and Worldly Shopper. The search box lets users find articles on a destination or topic of interest. Look for the link on the Travel Wire pages where you can sign up for a free e-mail subscription to the Travel Wire newsletter.

•    Talk – Contains forums with comments and questions from travelers. You can read the discussions without registering for Fodor’s, but you must be registered to post a message. Look for the Log In/Register section for more information.

•    Booking – Takes you to the Expedia site (see Chapter 3, “Reservation Sites: Flights and More”).

•    Shop – Leads to a catalog of Fodor publications.

Lonely Planet

www.lonelyplanet.com

Although Lonely Planet (both in its free online version and its print books) has much in common with other travel guides, its content is steered by its philosophy that “as part of a worldwide community of travelers, we want to enable everyone to travel with awareness, respect and care.” This goal lends a definite and unique perspective to the information you will find at Lonely Planet. With information on far more cities (and countries) than Fodor’s site, Lonely Planet is a good starting point if you are interested in a smaller city or out-of-the-way places. On the other hand, the descriptions for each city are likely to be significantly shorter. Some major cities have their own fairly extensive pages, while smaller cities receive coverage only within the Web page for the entire country. Lonely Planet doesn’t directly provide lists and reviews of hotels and restaurants, but it does provide links to partner sites for booking flights, lodging, tour packages, and other travel services. A key part of the Lonely Planet site is the input provided by travelers in the Thorn Tree Forum. The Lonely Planet site is easy to navigate, and a search box on the home page allows you to search the Lonely Planet Shop, the overall site, or its forums. The Advanced Search link leads to a sophisticated site search by date and a number of other search criteria. Lonely Planet content is available for mobile devices (wap.lonelyplanet.com and mobile.lonelyplanet.com).

Lonely Planet Destinations (WorldGuide)

Click on the Destinations link and you are taken to Lonely Planet’s WorldGuide, where you can pick your destination either by pull-down menus or by clicking on a map. If you want information on a specific city, you will want to use the search box or the pull-down Explore menus instead of the map (which just leads to country-level information). For each country, you will typically find the following categories of information (Figure 2.2), and within each category page, you will find links to city descriptions, a map, the image gallery, travel services, and the Lonely Planet bookshop:

•    Introduction – Offers two subsections:

-    At a Glance – A brief traveler’s overview of the country and, in some cases, a When to Go section with weather conditions, peak seasons, and more

-    Fast Facts – A brief listing of information about the country, including population of the capital, language, religions, currency, time zone, dial code, electrical voltage and frequency, and electrical outlet used

•    See – Provides a brief description of the major sights and locations.


•    Image Gallery – Displays from three to six pictures; not many, but good.

•    Events – Provides a brief overview of what’s happening and when, including public holidays for some countries.

•    Transport – Tells you how to get there and how to get around once you are there.


•    Money – Provides details about the country’s economy, but more importantly for the traveler, a Costs list showing the price of typical items, such as movie tickets, a liter of milk, a loaf of bread, a glass of wine, a roll of film, and a daily transport ticket—a tremendously valuable tool in planning a travel budget.

•    Background Info – Includes sections on Weather, Time & Place (time, weights and measures, geography), Crossing Borders (customs, visas, passports), Government (names of heads of government, etc.), People & Society (origins and religions), and Culture & History (the origins of the culture, the language, music, literature, and history, so travelers get a sense of the basics).

City information includes similar categories, with much more information about the city’s local sights, attractions, events, etc. (However, for individual sights within any city, more information is available on the Fodor’s or Frommer’s sites than at Lonely Planet.)
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Figure 2.2 Lonely Planet’s Destinations page for Norway



Other Sections of Lonely Planet

On Lonely Planet’s main page (and other pages), you will find links to the following Lonely Planet features:

•    Thorn Tree – One of the most active travel forums on the Web with more than a quarter of a million registered users. For more information about the Thorn Tree forum, see the section on Discussion Groups at the end of this chapter.

•    Travel Services – Lonely Planet has teamed up with several well-respected sites to provide the following reservation and travel services: Airline Reservations (from Opodo, Kayak, Zuji); Hostels and Budget Travel (HostelWorld); Hotel Reservations (Opodo, Kayak, Zuji); Travel Insurance (World Nomads); Global Communication for phones and phone cards (ekit); Adventure Travel (World Expeditions); Personal Trip Web Site (MyTripJournal); Rail and Ferry passes, schedules, and reservations (RailPlus, RailEurope); and Car Rental (Holiday Autos).

•    Bluelist – A collection of travel experiences and destinations that are recommended, described, and rated by the Lonely Planet staff, authors, and travelers.

•    Travel Ticker – Contains important travel advisories, including new and ongoing warnings, and reminders of other events, such as elections and holidays, that may generate large crowds travelers may wish to avoid.

•    Theme Guides – Provides advice on where to go, categorized by a variety of themes, including Art, Beaches, Deserts, Fatal Attractions, Festivals, Food, History, Honeymoons, Islands, Music, Religion, Roadtrips, Safaris, Sport, Twilight Zone, Water, and Sports. Lonely Planet is at its unconventional best with its commentary on places and events: “The sole purpose of the Burning Man Festival is to confirm the widely-held belief that Californians are a loopy lot, in that harmless SoCal magic-crystals-and-inner-child kind of way.”

•    Digital Guides – Print guides, audio guides, and maps you can purchase

•    Travel Features – Browse this mini-travel magazine with articles, podcasts and blogs by Lonely Planet guidebook writers. You can browse by author and by region.

•    Postcards – Includes guidebook-type information contributed by Lonely Planet readers and functions somewhat as an update to the printed Lonely Planet guidebooks. Most information falls in the following categories: Visas; Embassies & Border Crossings; Travel Tips; Moving About; Scams and Warnings; Gems, Highlights & Attractions; Yarns, Fables, and Anecdotes; and others. There’s a disclaimer from Lonely Planet warning readers that content here has not been checked by LP editors.

•    Travel Links – A useful collection of links that connects to several hundred travel sites arranged by continent and topic.

These sections are found at various places on the site. If you do not find them, use the search box to search for them.

If you have not used Lonely Planet, try it out. You will find it to be a substantially different kind of travel guide with unique perspectives. You can also sign up for the Lonely Planet newsletter, Lonely Planet Comet (www.lonelyplanet.com/comet), or RSS feeds to keep up with Lonely Planet’s excellent travel articles.

Frommer’s

www.frommers.com

For information on a very large number of destinations, plus excellent articles, travel discussion forums, deals, tips for travelers, and more, the Frommer’s site is a great starting place. Frommer’s provides information on more than 3,000 destinations, articles that bring together advice, resources, and identification of great travel deals, plus a helpful collection of information in its Tips and Tools section. The site is extensive, with more than 100,000 pages of information, well organized, and easy to use. The Trip Ideas section provides a great place to start if you are looking for ideas. This section lets you browse based on your preference of activities or lifestyles. Frommer’s main page has preview sections for major sections of the site: The Destinations section of the main page contains a map and search box for finding information on a particular destination; the Deals & News box provides links to featured articles, along with a Browse All link and search box for accessing all articles and deals; the Trip Ideas box provides links to 16 categories of activities and lifestyles; and the Book a Trip box presents a compact box for making reservations through Frommer’s reservation partners. In addition, on the main page you will find links for subscribing to Frommer’s newsletters, plus ads for Frommer’s publications and services. Take advantage of the search box at the top of the main page to search the entire site, Destinations, Deals & News, the Bookstore, or Message Boards. Tabs near the top of the page take you to each section (which are described in the following paragraphs). The site is very well integrated and conveniently “redundant.” For example, although there is a specific section for message boards (Travel Talk), the message boards pertaining to specific destinations are also found in the Destinations section.

Frommer’s Destinations

Frommer’s is very generous with the amount of information that it provides for free from its extensive catalog of printed guides; it covers more than 3,000 destinations (countries, regions, states, national parks, islands, etc.). From the main Destinations page, you can search using the Destinations search box, or you can browse by clicking on one of the continents on the world map shown there, by clicking on one of the text links to continents, or by choosing a place from a list of Top Destinations. (If you use the Destinations section of Travelocity, you may notice great similarity between what you find there and what you find on Frommer’s Destination section, as Travelocity uses Frommer’s content for destination descriptions.)

Frommer’s search boxes provide more search functionality than search boxes on most travel sites. In addition to just entering one or more words, you can use the Boolean AND, OR, and NOT. (For those not familiar with Boolean, AND narrows your search to only those results that contain all of your words, e.g., Birmingham AND Alabama; OR expands your search to include any term of multiple terms, e.g., Holland OR Netherlands; and NOT eliminates a term, e.g., Birmingham NOT Alabama.) On search results pages, you will see two lists of results: one for Destinations and the other for From Our Guides. The former takes you to the main page of any guide that matches your search, and the latter displays the title of each individual page (from the Guides) that matches your query.

For most parts of the world, Frommer’s provides Guides at several different levels: Countries, Regions, States/Provinces/Territories, and Cities (Figure 2.3). Depending on the level, you will find the following:

•    Deals and News – Special deals and articles for the destination.

•    Introduction – An overview of the destination.

•    Frommer’s “Bests” – Best bets in dining, hotels, museums, experiences, outdoor adventures, attractions, etc. These categories will depend on the location. For Thailand, you’ll find the Most Fascinating Temples; for Cuba, the Best Beaches; and for London, the Best Pubs.

•    Planning a Trip – Contains Fast Facts, Visitor Information, When to Go, Getting There, Regions in Brief, Health & Insurance, Money, Entrance Requirements & Customs, Getting Around, and Trips for Travelers with Special Needs.

•    Organized Tours

•    Hotels – Provides a fairly extensive listing of hotels with columns for Rating, Price, Name, and Neighborhood. Click on the column heading to sort by that criterion. Click on a hotel name to get a review, facilities, phone numbers, address, price range, Web site, etc.

•    Restaurants – Provides a listing of restaurants with columns for Rating, Price, Name, Cuisine Type, and Neighborhood. The details page for each restaurant gives a review, cuisine type, hours, location, transportation, address, phone, prices, reservations, credit cards accepted, dress code, and season.


•    Attractions – Provides reviews, ratings, hours, locations, transportation, phone numbers, and prices.

•    Nightlife – Provides names, reviews, phone numbers, and addresses.

•    Shopping – Provides areas, reviews, and locations.

•    Side Trips – Provides descriptions, distances, and more.

•    Active Pursuits – Talks about sports and fitness facilities at this destination.

•    Spectator Sports – Click here if you want to drop some money at the local racetrack or enjoy a soccer or cricket game or other spectator sport.

•    Message Boards – Provides excellent active discussion groups.
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Figure 2.3 Frommer’s city guide page for Rio de Janeiro



Other Sections of Frommer’s

Frommer’s main page provides links to the following features:

•    Hotels – Takes you directly to the same hotel information that you will find under individual destinations.

•    Trip Ideas – Whether or not you have a pretty good idea of what kind of vacation you want, this section can be a good place to start. Provides articles, deals, selected destinations, carriers, and other information for seven categories of Activities (Beach & Water Sports, Cruise, Cultural Immersion, Outdoor & Adventure, Road Trip, Theme Park, and Winter Sport) and eight categories of Lifestyles (Disabled, Family, Gay & Lesbian, Honeymoon, Senior, Single, Student, and Women). For each category, a specialized search box is provided to search the articles in that section. The Activities categories provide additional search criteria. In the Outdoor & Adventure category, for example, the search box lets you enter a destination and use a dropdown menu to narrow your search to any of 15 specific sports or other outdoor activities.

•    Deals and News – Possibly viewed as Frommer’s travel magazine, contains articles by Frommer’s staff that are well researched, very informative, yet short enough to read quickly. Each article focuses on one of the following categories: Airfare, Hotels, Car, Bus & Rail, Package, Cruise, Other Discounts, Trip Ideas, or Tips and Tools. These are the same articles listed in the other sections of the site and typically include descriptions, news, and perspectives and links to relevant Web sites and deals. They may cover travel news, specific destinations, activities, travel tips, deals, or other topics, with content ranging from European opera tours to national park passes. While other travel sites may have articles about “deals” that turn out to be ads, Frommer’s articles provide links to multiple competitive providers. These articles also make good reading for the armchair traveler. Use the Newsletter link on the Deals & News page to subscribe to an RSS feed or e-mail delivery of new articles (and selected message board postings) three times every week.

•    Book a Trip – Make reservations using one of Frommer’s partners: Flights (Travelocity), Hotels (Hotels.com), Cars (Thrifty and Travelocity), Packages (iExplore), Cruises (Travelocity and Norwegian Cruiseline), Rail (Rail Europe), and Last-Minute Travel (Travelocity). Since Frommer’s is not a travel agency, it does not book its own arrangements. It partners with providers such as these so that you can make reservations through the Frommer’s site.

•    Tips and Tools – Features recent articles on travel tips and tools, arranged in the following categories: Calendar of Events, Entry Requirements & Customs, Health & Travel Insurance, Money & Currency, Online Updates, Packing Tips, and Photography.

•    Travel Talk – Hosts all Frommer’s message boards: Destination Boards, Activity Boards, Lifestyle Boards, and Tips, Tools & Deals Boards. For more details, see the Discussion Groups section at the end of this chapter.

•    Bookstore – Frommer’s catalog of print guidebooks.

•    Frommer’s Newsletters – Access Frommer’s five free e-mail newsletters: Frommers.com Newsletter (three times a week); Ski Newsletter (seasonal); National Parks Newsletter (alerts for new articles in the U.S. National Parks section of Destinations; a Sponsor News and Deals Newsletter (variable frequency); and Cruise Newsletter (twice a month).

Rough Guides—Travel

www.roughguides.com

To quote from Rough Guides’ About Us page, for their travel books, the Rough Guides founders “aimed to combine a journalistic approach to description with a thoroughly practical approach to travelers’ needs, a guide that would incorporate culture, history and contemporary insights with a critical edge, together with up-to-date, value-for-money listings.” They have met this goal.

The site’s main page primarily features some of Rough Guides’ books, maps, and other products, but by clicking on the Travel tab or by using the pull-down menus, you will be able to find your way to descriptive information for countries and cities and other features, such as Spotlights, Community, Travel Talk, Podcasts, and Newsletter.

Rough Guides’ Destinations

To get information on a specific destination from the main Travel page, click on the Destinations link on the main menu. From there, you can use a world map, pull-down menus, a search link, or a geographic directory arranged by continent and country. Whatever you do, don’t pass up the country listings; on each country’s page, look for links to sections such as “Best of …”, Basics, Language, “Explore …”, etc. (Figure 2.4).
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Figure 2.4 Rough Guides’ Destinations page for Chile



Many of these sections go down through multiple levels of information (e.g., Basics > Getting Around > Buses) and provide nitty-gritty facts that you will undoubtedly find useful. Under the Basics section, you will find a variety of subsections, such as Accommodation, Eating, Drinking, Getting Around, Communication, Tour Operators, Hiking and Rough Camping, Costs, Money and Banks, Red Tape and Visas, Phone Numbers, and Security.

The Destination pages for cities contain similar sets of links, but at the city level (you already figured that out, right?). As with the country pages, for whatever topic you choose, you will usually find from one to five paragraphs. Don’t forget to look for additional links leading to more in-depth information. Hotel and restaurant recommendations may be found in the Basics section, specifically under the Accomodations and Eating and Drinking subsections.

Other Sections of Rough Guides

Rough Guides’ main page provides links to the following features:

•    Spotlights – Contains hundreds of articles by Rough Guides authors, typically on a particular country or city. The articles often focus on a specific topic, such as “Spain: Fine Art and Fruit-Throwing Fiestas,” “Peru: The Urubamba River by Handmade Raft,” or “Florida: Eco-Tourism or Bust,” which date back to the start of the Rough Guides site in 1998.

•    Community – Provided in conjunction with IgoUgo, a forum where travelers can post their own travel journals (more about IgoUgo at the end of this chapter).


•    Travel Talk – An open bulletin board for traveler comments and questions. You don’t need to register to read the messages on thousands of topics, but you do need to register (for free) to reply to messages or start a new topic of your own.

•    Newsletter and Podcasts – Sign up for the free weekly Rough Guides newsletter for Spotlight articles and other news. Click on the Podcasts link on Rough Guide’s menu for regular podcasts that you can listen to online or download to your MP3 player (see the section on podcasts near the end of this chapter).

•    Photo Galleries – On the country and city pages, look for the understated See Photos icon, which will take you to a collection of excellent photos that will give you a visual sense of a destination. For some places, you will be treated to dozens of photos.

With its 2006 re-design, the Rough Guides site was both streamlined and enhanced, with the goal of providing detailed information on more than 100 countries. Count on Rough Guides for a really good combination of background and travel details, with bonuses such as discussions and photos.

Rick Steves’ Europe Through the Back Door

www.ricksteves.com

Just based on the title, you can see that Rick Steves’ Europe Through the Back Door is different from the other sites discussed so far in this chapter. Fodor’s, Lonely Planet, Frommer’s, and Rough Guides all cover the world at large—most continents, most countries. The Rick Steves’ site is primarily about Europe. Besides its narrower coverage, it also differs in its emphasis and purpose. As stated on the site, the mission of Rick’s organization is to “inspire, inform and equip Americans to have European trips that are fun, affordable and culturally broadening.” The site, which provides unique and detailed guides to destinations, is also a guide to Rick’s outstanding television and radio programs. You should not be surprised to find that the site also serves as an online store for Rick’s books and videos.

If you have used the site, read his books, watched his videos or TV shows, or listened to him on radio, you will understand the inclination to refer to Rick on a first-name basis. He talks to you as a friend and brings travel to the person-to-person level rather than to the person-to-building level. Use his information to go a step further than the “must-see” places. As well as pointing you to worthwhile spots that others will miss, he doesn’t hesitate to tell you what you can skip.

Rick Steves’ Plan Your Trip

Most nonadvertising-related content on the site is found under the Plan Your Trip section, and most content related to specific destinations is located under the Best Destinations link. For each of the countries or areas listed, you will find such things as updates to his book on that area, a suggested itinerary, a calendar of festivals, and from 10 to 70 articles about the country, cities, and specific sights, cuisine, and other related topics (Figure 2.5).
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Figure 2.5 Rick Steves’ Europe Through the Back Door



In the Plan Your Trip section, you will also find:

•    Travel Tips – More than 70 topics ranging from “Packing Light and Right” to the “Chunnel User’s Guide”

•    Favorite Links – Several hundred links on Accommodations, Entertainment, Transportation, Maps, etc., with several categories offering links to specific hotels and tours that Rick recommends

•    Graffiti Wall – A travelers’ bulletin board with comments, with the majority of messages related to general travel rather than specific destinations


Other Sections of Rick Steves’ Europe Through the Back Door

Most of the remaining sections of the Rick Steves site focus on his products (books, tours, and Travel Store), but the following deserve particular attention:

•    Railpasses – This section provides a lot of good, clear information on how railpasses work, how to plan for using them, and where to buy them (you can also purchase them through the site).


•    Rick on TV and Rick on Radio – These sections alert you to when you can catch his shows; the radio section also provides audio from the programs so you can listen to Rick whenever you wish.

If you are heading to Europe, this site is a must. Even if you are not, the Travel Tips section is a worthwhile stop for any traveler.

Michelin Green Guides

(Available through the ViaMichelin maps site at www.viamichelin.com)

The venerable Michelin Green Guides are not available on a site of their own, but information from them is available through the ViaMichelin maps site, discussed in Chapter 4, “Train, Car, and Ferry Travel.”

Other General Travel Guides

The preceding general travel guides are all primarily derivatives of print guides. The next three have no print equivalent.

World Travel Guide

www.worldtravelguide.net

World Travel Guide (formerly Columbus Guides) provides a contrast to the preceding guides and a good prelude to the next sections on guides to individual countries and individual cities. Whereas the preceding sites present a combination of commentary and hard facts, World Travel Guide delivers basically “just the facts” (and lots of them), but with little commentary.

For each of the more than 230 countries covered, you will find pages with collections of facts for Contact Addresses, Overview, General Information, Passport/Visa, Money, Duty Free, Public Holidays, Health, Travel—International, Travel—Internal, Accommodation, Sport & Activities, Social Profile, Business Profile, Climate, History and Government, and a map. A very unique and practical feature is the option to create Mini Guides. When on the page for a particular country, click on the Create Mini Guide link and you are given a list of the categories just listed. Click on those of interest and you can print a customized Mini Guide with just that data. For the U.S., Canada, and Australia, you will also find collections of information for individual states and provinces, with the printable Mini Guide option available.

For about 100 cities around the world, similar guides (and Mini Guides) are available on the World Travel Guide site (Figure 2.6), with pages of facts for the following categories: Sport, Shopping, Culture, Nightlife, City Statistics, Special Events, Cost of Living, City Overview, Getting There By Air, Getting There By Water, Getting There By Road, Getting There By Rail, Getting Around, Business, Sightseeing, Key Attractions, Further Distractions, Tours of the City, Excursions, Hotels, and Restaurants. For both countries and cities, an Images link will take you to a photo gallery (unfortunately, many of the photos are unlabeled, so you may have to guess what you are seeing).
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Figure 2.6 City Guide for Amsterdam on World Travel Guide



Detailed information about airports around the world is available in the Airports section. The Cruises section is fairly minimal, containing just a very brief overview of major cruise destination cities. The Attractions section contains brief descriptions, transportation information, and contact information for several hundred attractions, largely parks, museums, archaeological sites, etc. If you are in the U.K., you can use the Brochures link to order brochures for regions, destinations, and types of holidays. You will also find ads for books, travel insurance, tours, and other travel sites.

The World Travel Guide, which is available in English, German, Spanish, and French, licenses its content to third-party sites, so you may run across this content on other travel sites. The site itself, though, is a great place for getting straightforward facts in a convenient, compact form.


Wikitravel

wikitravel.org

Wikitravel is an example of a “WikiWiki” site, a type of Web site that is the result of a collaborative project of enthusiasts and allows easy input and online editing of content by any user. Wikitravel has versions in several languages and, among all the versions, contains more than 12,000 articles. Destinations are arranged by continent but can also be located using the search box. As well as articles on countries and cities, Wikitravel contains articles on itineraries and travel topics such as accommodations, transportation, communication, packing, health and safety, special interests, events, and sights.

For each country covered, there are typically sections on individual cities, other destinations, transportation, language, shopping, etiquette, food, hotels, safety and health. The amount of information on each country, city, and topic will vary considerably, depending on the individual contributors. Be aware that for any article, you may be getting unedited information from a single individual.

About.com—Travel

about.com/travel

The About.com site, in general, provides advice, facts, columns, links, and other information on hundreds of topics, ranging from country music to crocheting. The Travel section has numerous sections and subsections on regions and other travel topics, each written by a “Guide” who specializes in that topic. The focused expertise of these Guides is what makes About.com stand out from other travel sites.

The country or region (e.g., Hawaii/South Pacific) sections typically contain the following subsections: Essentials, Offers, Articles & Resources, Buyers Guide, Articles, and Forums. The content of the Essentials section will vary depending on the destination and the Guide. The Essentials section for Canada includes “Do U.S. Citizens Need a Passport?”, Hawaii has a “Beach Guide,” Mexico/Central America has “Health Information,” Eastern Europe has “Country Profiles,” and Southeastern U.S. has articles on “Beaches.” To find your way to specific travel destinations in About.com, you may wish to use the search box.

It is in the Articles & Resources subsections (and the rather redundant Articles subsections) that you will find a tremendous variety of valuable advice, information, and links. Since each country, city, etc., has a different Guide, the kinds of articles will vary. This variety of content and perspectives is one of the strengths of the About.com site. Be sure to look around while you’re on the Articles & Resources pages for links to more categories, related topics, and headlines.

In addition to About.com’s sections for countries and regions, it also has separate sections for Getaways/Vacations, Practical Traveler, Recreation/Outdoors, and Tools. Look in these sections for a useful collection of specialized articles and resources focusing on Adventure Travel, Bed & Breakfasts, Cruises, Honeymoons/Romantic Getaways, Hotels/Resorts/Inns, Spas, Theme Parks, Travel with Kids, Practical Traveler, Air Travel, Budget Travel, Business Travel, Senior Travel, Student Travel, Recreation/Outdoors, Bicycling, Birding/Wild Birds, Camping, Freshwater Fishing, Golf, Hunting/Shooting, Sailing, Saltwater Fishing, Scuba Diving, Skiing, Summer Fun, and U.S./Canadian Parks.

Country-Specific Guides

There are hundreds of sites that provide travel information on a single country. Most countries have an “official” site for travelers, and myriad travel agencies will have country-specific sites. The travel industry within a country may also provide guide sites. You may, of course, prefer to just stick to the general guides discussed (Fodor’s, Frommer’s, etc.), which may very well have all the information you need (and each of them provides a consistent format from country to country). Guides developed for a single country can, however, provide unique perspectives and content. Keep in mind that the “official” sites are there to market the country, cities, and attractions. You may want to supplement what you find there with information from other guides and from travel forums.

So how do you find these country sites? The easiest way is to go to one of the following sites, which have extensive lists of country sites; you can also do a Web search. From the sites described here, you are just a click or two away from the official tourist site for just about any country. Often, the official link given on these sites will (naturally) be to a version of the site in the country’s native language. However, those pages will usually have links to versions of the site in other languages.

Tourism Offices Worldwide Directory

www.towd.com

Tourism Offices Worldwide Directory has links to national tourism sites, office addresses, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses for more than 170 countries, plus offices for U.S. states, Canadian provinces, and Australian territories.

Official Tourist Information Offices Worldwide

www.thebigproject.co.uk/tourist_offices

Official Tourist Information Offices Worldwide links to official tourist information sites for about 100 countries, plus official sites for a number of cities and regions, especially U.K. cities.

Governments on the WWW: Institutions in the Area “Tourism”

www.gksoft.com/govt/en/tourism.html


The overall Governments on the WWW site contains links to all types of official government sites throughout the world and, in the Institutions in the Area “Tourism” section, links to tourism offices in more than 140 countries. The links here may be to sites that are more governmental or business-oriented than to those specifically for tourists. For example, the link for Canada leads to the site for “The Official Business Site of the Canadian Tourism Commission,” but that page does contain a link to the site for visitors to Canada.

Travel Industry Sites for Countries

No one has more of a vested interest in encouraging visitors to a particular country than the local travel industry. As a result, organizations of travel agents, hotels, and the like kindly provide great sites to encourage people to visit and offer highlights of what to do while there.

OfficialTravelGuide.com

www.officialtravelguide.com

OfficialTravelGuide.com is a product of the Destination Marketing Association International (DMAI). It contains links to convention and visitor bureau sites, tourism council sites, and sites of similar organizations for more than 1,200 destinations. (It is guilty, unfortunately, of that nasty little trick of placing each link you click on in a window on its own site, making it look as if all 1,200 sites are part of the OfficialTravelGuide.com site.) In addition to the country-level sites, you will find tourism sites for states, provinces, counties, cities, towns, and specific attractions.


Examples of Country Guide Sites

Though space prohibits describing 200 or so country sites here, a small sampling will offer a taste of what to expect on this type of site. Remember that the sites just discussed will give you access to similar sites for about any country.

VisitBritain

www.visitbritain.com

VisitBritain actually has 38 versions to choose from depending on the country from which you will be traveling. Each version has sections for Accommodations, Attractions, Events, Flights & Transport, About Britain, Business Tourism, Destinations Guides, Holiday Ideas, and an Online Shop. A Travel Tools section contains a route planner, links to receive brochures and a newsletter, a Web Chat option, a Currency Converter, and more. The Accommodations, Attractions, and Events sections provide databases that are searchable by the type of accommodations, attractions, or events of interest, and by when and where. The Destination Guides provide brief descriptions of cities and regions, plus lists of local accommodations, events, and attractions. The Holiday Ideas section has a selection of featured events, attractions, and topics, as well as the Online Shop that offers travel packages and deals. One additional major section is My Travel Plan. In this section, by registering (for free) you can construct your own itinerary, see it on a map, and book accommodations and tickets.

Canada—Keep Exploring

www.explore.canada.travel

The home page of the Canada—Keep Exploring site, which comes from the Canadian Tourist Commission, offers a selection of featured “Things to Do” and (under “Pure Canada”) links to articles on destinations and events. The overall site, though, can be navigated by the tabs for the four main sections of the site: Places to Go, Things to Do, Things to Know, and Maps. Under the Places to Go tab, you will find subsections leading you to guides by Regions, Territories & Provinces, and Cities and Destinations. The Things to Do tab offers events and activities arranged by Festivals & Events, Culture & Heritages, Lifestyle, Attractions, Outdoor, and Touring. The Things to Know section leads to practical information about getting to and around the country. The Maps tab takes you to what at first looks like a rather uninteresting map of the country, but if you make use of the Change Your Map View tool, you can choose from a variety of things to be added to the map (regions, provinces, cities, weather, time zones, roads, rail routes, etc.).

SeeAmerica.org

www.seeamerica.org

SeeAmerica.org links to more than 10,000 travel sites, including airlines, hotels, attractions, convention and visitor bureaus, state tourism offices, and others. The site is arranged by state, and for each state you’ll find a list of events and festivals (with details), links to tourism sites for regions and cities within the state, lists of shopping centers, links to restaurant information, basic facts about the state, transportation information, media resources (newspapers, newsletters, etc.), links to travel articles (from Fodor’s, Condé Nast Traveler, etc.), maps, and more. At a national level, it highlights selected activities, attractions, and travel deals. It also provides a collection of traveler tools for flying, driving, and weather.

Check out these other examples of country-specific sites:

France—Maison de la France

www.franceguide.com


Spain—Welcome to Spain: The Official Web Site for Tourism in Spain

www.spain.info

Italy—Italia: The Official Web Site of the Italian State Tourism Board

www.enit.it

China—China National Tourist Office

www.cnto.org

Austria—Welcome to Austria: The Austrian National Tourist Office

www.austria.info

Visit Mexico

www.visitmexico.com

Germany—Germany Tourism: The German National Tourist Board

www.germany-tourism.de

Australia—The Official Site of Tourism Australia

www.australia.com

Remember that sites like these are available for almost any country. Use the Tourism Offices Worldwide Directory, Official Tourist Information Offices Worldwide, OfficialTravelGuide.com, or Governments on the WWW sites to find a similar site for whatever country interests you.


Guides for States, Provinces, Etc.

Within any country, most major political units will often have Web sites of their own. The same sites just mentioned (Tourism Offices Worldwide Directory, Official Tourist Information Offices Worldwide, OfficialTravelGuide.com, or Governments on the WWW) can be used to identify these regional sites. A search engine can also get you to these sites quickly if you search for the name and the words “travel” and “guide” (for example, “New South Wales” travel guide).

City Guides

Most of the country-specific sites will provide links to information about individual cities, but the information may be fairly brief and in some cases will just cover the larger cities in the country. The general guides (Fodor’s, Frommer’s, Lonely Planet, and Rough Guides) will have fairly extensive information on many cities, but even some large cities may be missing. But it is easy to quickly find sites with extensive detail on just about any city that interests you.

Using a search engine is one easy way to find a city’s Web site. For example, if you search for Paris in Yahoo!, among the very first sites that come up are the Paris Tourist Office, The Paris Pages/Les Pages de Paris, and City of Paris, all of which are excellent starting places for a traveler. Above the listing of these search results on Yahoo!, you will also find a link to Yahoo!’s own Paris Visitor Guide. Google (and other search engines) may produce similar results, but without the Visitor Guide link. The search engine approach works well for medium-size cities such as Aberystwyth, and you will often get good results from a search engine if you are looking for a Jindabyne, Kamloops, or Khon Khen. If you don’t find what you are looking for, be more specific as to the location or by adding the word “guide” (e.g. Cleveland Ohio guide).


There are also some excellent sites that provide guides specifically for cities. Among these are AreaGuides.net and the City Guide portion of Yahoo! In addition, there are sites for particular countries that contain city guides. You will find many additional sites on the Web that contain very similar content, especially a large number of city business directory sites. A number of sites feature similar information, and even similar design, to the ones mentioned here. For example, USA Citylink (www.usacitylink.com) contains information almost identical to Area Gudies.net (and even carries the AreaGuides.net logo).

Wcities

wcities.com

Wcities has many users who will not recognize the Wcities name. The reason is that Wcities content and technology is licensed to and used by a number of other sites, including Yahoo!, Orbitz, and AreaGuides.net (discussed later in this chapter), plus many other sites for reservations, hotels, airlines, etc. These Wcities clients will use various selections of the Wcities data and incorporate it into information and services of their own.

Wcities covers 1,900 cities, the majority of which are in North America and Europe. The main page features a selected city. Use the Change City button to find the city you wish (Figure 2.7).
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Figure 2.7 Wcities guide to New Orleans



The Guides are among the most extensive and informative collections of city information that you will find on the Web, with information designed for both the leisure and the business traveler. Using the City Guide link from the menu, choose from the following categories: Historical Background, Where to Stay, Dining and Drinking, Entertainment, Recommended Tours, Getting There/Around, and Fun Facts. Within the narrative for each of these are links to the individual establishments and tourist sights. Other menu choices will lead to Events, Hotels, Dining, Nightlife, Attractions, Shopping, Essentials, Business, Etc., and Movies. Individual sections have further subsections for easy browsing. The Events section enables you to search for events by date range and theme (Family, Concerts, Festivals, etc.).

Be sure to take advantage of the Neighborhood Search that is available under most sections. It gives you a checkbox menu from which you can choose neighborhoods and then make more specific choices regarding price ranges, type of restaurant, etc. The Travel Bag option serves as a way to bookmark information from the site, which can then be viewed or printed for one or more destinations all at once.

Wcities, under its Download links, also provides podcast-type guides to more than 300 cities that can be downloaded to iPods, BlackBerries, and other mobile devices.

AreaGuides.net

www.areaguides.net

This site is in one sense a very sophisticated and extensive “yellow pages” for travelers. It contains 39,000 city guides: 33,000 of them for the U.S. and 6,000 for Canada. Coverage of the rest of the world is skimpier, for example, with only about 30 cities for all of Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. The main menu allows you to select by category of service or type of information, but you will probably want to start by making one of the geographic choices on the left of the page for U.S., Canada, or International. When you work your way down to the page for a particular city, you will find links to a wide variety of local services, local weather and news, etc. For larger cities, the pages will contain a brief description with a More link that takes you to an extensive description. (For city descriptions, AreaGuides.net uses content from Wcities.) Much of the page content for U.S. cities tends to be for people who are “settled in,” rather than those there for a short visit. When you get to the International section, you will see a Travel menu on the left of the page that includes links for Travel Services, Attractions, Museums, Religion, and Children. Click on one of these links to find information on that topic (e.g., museums) for the city you choose.

Most of the services under the Concierge and Accommodations sections are provided through Orbitz. A couple of them deserve special note: The Car Service link enables you to find the best way to get any number of people to or from an airport or to special occasions. For golfers, the Golf Tee Times link lets you book a tee time for wherever you are headed.

TimeOut—City Travel Guides

www.timeout.com

The TimeOut Web site, from the publisher of TimeOut magazines, provides online guides for 150+ cities, considerably fewer than the guides previously discussed. But for each city, you will find a good general introduction, plus pages for Seasonal (major seasonal events), Restaurants & Bars, Nightlife, Shopping, Hotels, and Nearby (attractions). Also check out the feature articles on the main page and elsewhere. The easiest way to get to the page for a city is probably by using the A–Z Travel tab near the top of the main page

totaltravel.com

www.totaltravel.co.uk

This site covers 10 regions of Great Britain (e.g., West Country, Scotland), 75 areas, and 380 localities.

UKTravel

www.uktravel.com

UKTravel contains brief descriptions for more than 600 towns and cities in England, along with links to accommodations and other traveler services.

Walkabout: The Australian Travel Guide

walkabout.com.au


Walkabout: The Australian Travel Guide provides descriptions, attractions, and the like for 1,500 cities and towns, as well as regional information, tips, Traveller’s Tales, and more.

TravelChinaGuide

www.travelchinaguide.com

TravelChinaGuide has descriptions for more than 80 cities on mainland China, plus information on hotels, dining, and attractions for some cities.

For any city, take advantage of the wealth of practical information and insights that can be found in the discussion groups (discussed at the end of this chapter). Discussion groups are excellent places to identify charming out-of-the-way little villages where you may be the only tourist in sight. They may also help identify villages where there is good reason there are no other tourists in sight.

Guides to Particular Attractions

You don’t have to wait until you walk into a museum to get a guide. Particularly if your time is very limited, knowing exactly where to go once you enter the building means you can spend more time enjoying the attraction and less time trying to find your way around. The same applies to thousands of other sights and attractions around the world. Once again, a general Web search engine will often be the quickest and easiest way to locate these guides online. For many (maybe most) places, just searching on the name of the place will be enough to find the information you need, and the official Web site for that attraction will often be the first item on the results page. If that doesn’t work, add the word “guide” to your search.

Museum sites will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 9, “Exploring Countries and Cultures Online,” but in the meantime, if you want to get a sampling of online museum guides, look at the following sites for the Louvre and the Uffizi.

Louvre

www.louvre.fr

Just as the Louvre is a world leader when it comes to museums, its Web site is also a leading example of what a museum site can provide. Not only will you find information about visiting the museum (hours, admission fees, etc.), but you will find virtual tours and previews of what you can see there. Click on the English link for the English version of the site.

Uffizi Gallery

www.uffizi.firenze.it

In case you don’t read Italian, you will find a link for the English version at the bottom of the main Uffizi site. On either version, you will find information on when and how to visit the Uffizi, plus information on events and exhibitions.

There are many specialized travel guides on the Web, some of which will be covered in Chapter 8, “Sites for Special Groups and Special Needs,” but in the meantime, the following site is a good example of a very “specialized” travel guide.

Roadsideamerica.com: Your Online Guide to Offbeat Tourist Attractions

www.roadsideamerica.com

This site features more than 7,000 Canadian and U.S. tourist attractions, including the Palace of Depression, toilet seat art, cow-chip throwing contests, a 10-foot-tall turkey statue, a cypress knee museum, the death mask of Pretty Boy Floyd, Iowa’s largest frying pan, and a coon dog cemetery, as well as classic sights, such as Wall Drug and South of the Border, that will require a bit more time to fully appreciate. Sure, all of your traveling friends have seen Paris, but this site can help you to earn bragging rights for having seen the world’s only double-decker outhouse.

Newspaper Travel Sections

While people who read newspapers frequently may not think of them as “travel guides,” it’s true that one of the most-used types of travel guides may show up on your doorstep every week: the travel section of your newspaper. Content in travel sections of newspapers is also usually readily available online. Most major newspapers have a travel section and, to a large degree, you will find similar kinds of content among them: travel news and feature articles written by reporters and columnists, local or regional events, destination guides, and travel deals and ads. There are three main reasons to add this category of travel guide to your travel planning toolbox:

1. Get actual news, what events are happening now, airline industry news, etc.

2. For local and regional travel news events and attractions, try the travel section for the large cities in the areas where you are headed. (If you don’t know the name or address of the Web site of the newspapers there, you can find it at www.kidon.com/media-link, which will link you to thousands of newspapers around the world.)

3. Find deals from local attractions and travel agents.

The destinations guides found on newspaper Web sites are sometimes written specifically for the particular newspaper, but more often, they will draw upon content from familiar sources such as Lonely Planet or Fodor’s. For some papers, information on the site may not appear in the print edition of the paper, for example, traveler comments and reviews. Many sites will require registration, but in most cases, registration is free.

The following five sites are, of course, just a tiny sampling. These particular sites were chosen because they are indeed representative and/or they also have some unique features or content.

New York Times (online)—Travel

www.nytimes.com/pages/travel

Not surprisingly, the New York Times Travel section includes lots of information about sights and activities in New York City. The U.S. Guides and World Guides are “powered by Fodor’s,” though you may find that the content on the New York Times site is an abbreviated version of what you will find on the Fodor’s site. Drawing on content from other sections of the paper, the Travel section includes an extensive collection of critiques for plays, music, and other events of interest to travelers.

Times Online (London)

travel.timesonline.co.uk

For the traveler either to or from the U.K., the Travel section of the Times Online provides an extensive collection of travel news and feature articles, including more regional coverage such as the article on “A Swinger’s Guide: Climbing 60-Foot Trees in Wales.” The Destinations section has numerous subsections, including Spas, Gap Travel, and Green Travel, in addition to typical categories. It also offers a free weekly newsletter of travel deals.

Chicago Tribune (online)

www.chicagotribune.com/travel

If you are headed for Chicago, first stop by the online version of the Chicago Tribune. In addition to its feature articles, its good coverage of travel news, and lots of information about what Chicago has to offer, it has excellent regional travel information. The Midwest Travel menu leads to articles on each of eight Midwestern states, going back to 1999.

Los Angeles Times (online)

www.latimes.com/travel

Because of its proximity to Mexico, the online version of the Los Angeles Times has a good collection of articles on travel to California’s southern neighbor, as well as a collection of articles on a variety of travel topics. Notice particularly the Outdoor and the Travel 101 sections, the latter of which provides articles on topics from travel gear and gadgets to health and traveling with kids. To access much of the site, you must register, but registration is free.

USA TODAY (online)

www.usatoday.com/travel/front.htm

The USA TODAY online Travel section has a wide selection of articles, guides, and travel tools (such as its Wi-Fi locators). It’s an excellent site for travel news at the national level and also has an extensive collection of specialty columns for consumer affairs, airlines, hotels, business, cruising, and other topics. If you are a business traveler, don’t miss columns on business travel by David Grossman and Joe Brancatelli.

Travel Magazines

If you have been working too hard, spending your time dealing with boring, mundane daily tasks, focusing too much on spreadsheets or bedsheets, and want a daydreaming fix, you need a travel magazine. Like other literature, for many of us, looking at a computer screen isn’t quite the same as leafing through nice, slick, colorful, tactile pages, but some sites can come close—plus do some things hardcopy magazines can’t do. The following are sites for some better-known travel magazines.

Concierge.com (Condé Nast Traveler)

www.concierge.com

Concierge.com combines a number of features such as deals and destination guides with more than 3,000 travel-inspiring articles and columns (going back to 1999) from the Condé Nast Traveler magazine. On the main page are tabs that lead to information on Destinations, Travel Ideas, Lists & Polls, Tools, and Deals. Use these tabs or the search box on the page to get to the wealth of Condé Nast articles, or use the pull-down menus to quickly find the Insider Guides for cities and countries. Pay particular attention to the Tools tab, where you will find a Destination Finder, a Hotel Finder, Forums, Travel Tips, and more. The Suitcase option there (powered by Kaboodle) enables you to collect in one place all the information you gather from Concierge.com.

Travel + Leisure online

www.travelandleisure.com

The Travel + Leisure (T+L) site offers articles from the magazine’s monthly issues, going back to 2002. Instead of the usual type of description provided by travel guides, the site’s Destinations section consists of extensive articles about the places that have appeared in the magazine, including T+L’s recommendations for hotels and dining. Check out the Departments tab for content from the following magazine sections: Beach, Cities, Cruises, Culture, Driving, Foods, Hotels, Intersections, News, Obsessions, Outdoors, People, Preservation, Shopping, Spas, Strategies, Tech News, and Value. Under the tab for World’s Best, you will find T+L’s lists for best travel agents, hotels, design and architecture, and cities. The site is also home to the online versions of Travel + Leisure Family magazine, with articles and guides for family travel and Travel + Leisure Golf for the traveling golfer (or golfing traveler).

National Geographic Traveler

www.nationalgeographic.com/traveler

If you are looking for great photos, National Geographic magazines are always a preferred stop. This definitely holds true for the National Geographic Traveler site. Though it contains only a modest selection of magazine articles, the photos here are, as you would expect, exceptional.

Arthur Frommer’s Budget Travel Online

www.budgettravelonline.com

Arthur Frommer’s Budget Travel magazine and its companion site focus on getting the most for your travel dollar. In addition to the articles on worldwide destinations found in the Destinations section of the main page, take advantage of the Strategies articles. In line with the “budget” theme of the site, these articles provide sound, seasoned advice on making the best choices for Lodging, Airfares, Cruises, and Car Rentals. The link under Spotlight provides strategies for trips with focuses such as genealogy, architecture, arts and crafts, cooking schools, golf, scuba diving, cycling, adventure, skiing, tennis, yoga, spas, singles, seniors, volunteers, women, gay and lesbian, and “chick trips” (for the “chicks” themselves).

TV and Radio Travel Shows and Channels

There are lots of places on TV and radio where you will find travel-related programming, including the Travel Channel, the Discovery Channel, and the History Channel. If you want to find out what travel programs are coming up, check the station’s Web site. If you missed a program of interest when it originally aired, the program itself or segments of it may be accessible on those Web sites. The Travel Channel’s site is one place on the Web where the primary focus is on travel. Some specific travel shows may have their own sites that give you schedules and other information, such as Rudy Maxa—Traveling in Style for Less (www.rudymaxa.com) and Rick Steves’ Europe (www.ricksteves.com). Rick’s site even includes full transcripts of shows.

Travel Channel

travel.discovery.com

If you want to find out what shows are coming up and when, the Travel Channel site makes it very easy to do so. In addition to schedules and show descriptions, for some of the shows you will find slide shows and video clips. The site also provides an extensive collection of traveler reviews for destinations, accommodations, restaurants, and attractions. You will find a link on the schedules and elsewhere where you can even elect to have an e-mail reminder sent to you one or two days before a show of your choice is aired.

You Can Take It with You: Podcasts

Earlier in this chapter, I said that, for awhile at least, most of us are not likely to be roaming the streets of Rome with full Internet access in our hands. However, you may be roaming those streets with an MP3 player. If so, you can take advantage of the increasing number of travel podcasts. (For those not familiar with podcasts, they are audio files that are “broadcast” on a regular basis, like radio programs, and can be downloaded from the Internet.) More and more travel-related podcasts are becoming available; you can listen to them on your computer or download them to your player (or burn them to a CD). You can then listen to a podcast at (or on the way to) your destination, using it as your virtual travel guide. Sites like Yahoo! Podcasts (podcasts.yahoo.com), audible.com (www.audible.com), Digital Podcast (www.digitalpodcast.com/browse-travel-31-1.html), and indiepodder.org (www.ipodder.org/directory/4/podcasts/categories/travel) enable you to identify travel-related digital audio, most of it for free, some for purchase. Expect to see more sites that provide travel-related podcasts. To learn more about podcasts, a good starting point is the Help section of Yahoo! Podcasts (help.yahoo.com/l/us/yahoo/podcasts).

Podcast sites typically also provide a URL for an RSS (Really Simple Syndication) feed that you can use to have links to new episodes sent automatically to your RSS “reader.” If you are not familiar with RSS, one of the easiest places to learn about it is MyYahoo!, Yahoo!’s personalized portal. Take a look at my.yahoo.com/s/about/rss/index.html.

The following are a few sites that provide travel-related podcasts.

Rough Guides Podcasts

www.roughguides.com

The Rough Guides Podcasts provide audio guides to cities, and if you wish, you can subscribe to receive a new one each month. You will find a link for the podcasts on the main menu of the Rough Guides Travel page.

Travel with Rick Steves

www.ricksteves.com/radio/podcast.htm

The podcasts from Travel with Rick Steves are broadcasts from his half-hour public radio show. Current shows as well as archived shows are available for download.

The Connected Traveler

www.connectedtraveler.com


On the Connected Traveler site, you can hear—and download—Russell Johnson’s programs, which emphasize the cultural and environmental side of travel and tourism.

Lonely Planet Travelcasts

www.lonelyplanet.com/podcasts

Lonely Planet Travelcasts provide reports from Lonely Planet authors at destinations around the world. Current and archived episodes are available.

Amateur Traveler Podcast

amateurtraveler.com

In this weekly half-hour (or longer) podcast, host Chris Christensen covers destinations such as Antelope Canyon, Arizona, and New Orleans, as well as more general travel topics, such as photography and biking. Some episodes include travel news updates.

Wcities Pod CityGuides

ipod.wcities.com

Pod CityGuides provides downloadable guides for more than 300 cities; however, they are not compatible with all MP3 players.

Travel Blogs

Beginning around the year 2000, Weblogs (“blogs”) began to take the Web by storm, and within five years, there were literally tens of millions of them out there. (Like much else in life, quality is often inversely proportional to quantity.) Blogs became an easy way for anyone with Internet access to share their thoughts with the world. Of course, you will find blogs on just about any imaginable topic, and some of them are actually valuable. For travel, blogs are indeed somewhat of a natural fit since keeping journals and creating travelogues have a long tradition with travelers. Travel blogs offer another source for getting travelers’ opinions and suggestions about destinations and other travel-related topics. Many travel blogs provide an RSS feed so that you can easily get to new entries, and some also provide a podcast version. The first site that follows will introduce you to a number of travel blogs. If you use the second site, you can create your own blog for friends, family, and others to read, and also read similar blogs from other travelers.

About.com—Travel Blogs

weblogs.about.com/od/travelblogs

This part of the About.com Weblogs section lists a number of examples of travel blogs. Try some to see if a trip to the blogosphere is something you may want to pursue.

TravelPod.com

travelpod.com

TravelPod.com, “The Web’s Original Travel Blog,” is a place where you can create a free travel Weblog of your own, in which you can share your thoughts and photos. You can also read blogs from other travelers. If you use TravelPod.com’s Advanced Search page, finding those of interest (by topic or country) is easy.

Travel Discussion Groups and Forums

For many travelers, part of the fun (and usefulness) of planning a trip, and part of the enjoyment after a trip, is talking with others who have visited the same places. Especially on the planning side, getting input from others can make a trip much more enjoyable and help you avoid problems. For most people, though, the chances of bumping into an acquaintance on the street who has been to Zelienople or Zagreb may be pretty slim. But that’s not the case on the Internet. By using travel forums and other discussion groups, you can get opinions on just about any destination, any hotel, any sight, and perhaps even restaurants. These types of sites are discussed in this chapter because they are indeed “travel guides”—not official travel guides by professional travel writers, but guidance from fellow travelers. (Near the end of most chapters in this book, you will find discussion groups that are most relevant to the topics covered in that chapter.)

Though you will find substantial differences in the look and content of discussion groups, keep in mind that:

•    For most groups, you can read messages without registering for the group, but for many, you will need to sign up if you want to post a message. Registration is usually free for travel discussion groups.

•    You should contribute your own advice to whatever degree you feel inclined. That’s what makes them work. Also, feel free to simply ask for suggestions and advice about sights, hotels, restaurants, or just about any other topic. For questions of your own, you may want to use a fairly active group. If a group has only a few new messages every month, you are not likely to get a quick answer.

•    Don’t rule out any hotel, restaurant, or other place on the basis of one or two negative comments about the establishment. Though travelers tend to be open-minded and good-natured, some comments are from the “terminally disgruntled,” who are seldom pleased by anything.

The following Web sites are among the best known, most active, and most general. You will find them useful in regard to the topics covered in most of the chapters. We may be stretching the terms “discussion groups” and “forums” a bit with the collection of sites that follow, since some of them do not offer back-and-forth, two-way conversations, but all of these sites are ones where individual travelers have their say.


TripAdvisor

www.tripadvisor.com

TripAdvisor’s main thrust is traveler reviews of hotels, restaurants, and other attractions worldwide, and you will find more than 3 million of these on the site. You can search by destination or browse by region. In the forums section, you will find a very broad range of comments beyond just hotels and restaurants. In the Hotels section, you can locate hotels based on member rankings and also compare prices from several online agencies (Orbitz, etc.) The Flights section allows you to similarly compare airfares. The Attractions section (Figure 2.8) takes you to not just comments from the TripAdvisor forums but to guides and reviews from a number of other sites, such as Fodor’s, Wcities, PostcardsForYou.com, and IgoUgo. Some travelers check out TripAdvisor before going almost anywhere.



[image: art]

Figure 2.8 TripAdvisor’s Attractions page



VirtualTourist

www.virtualtourist.com

VirtualTourist contains reviews, articles, and commentary written by its 800,000 members from 220 countries and territories. Membership is free, and members can have their own pages on VirtualTourist, where they can post pictures and commentary on their favorite destinations. Use the Travel Guides tab to search or browse by location to get to commentary on hotels, things to do, restaurants, local customs, nightlife, “Off the Beaten Path,” warnings, transportation, packing, shopping, etc. In the Forums section, which is arranged by destination, the discussion goes beyond reviews. You can find or ask for commentary on just about any imaginable travel topic. You can select the content of interest that you find on VirtualTourist to create your own Trip Planner for destinations. The site also provides reservations for hotels, flights, and deals.


Lonely Planet—The Thorn Tree

thorntree.lonelyplanet.com

Lonely Planet’s Thorn Tree forums are among the most popular and active travel forums on the Web. Anyone can read the postings, but you must register with Lonely Planet to post a message. It is also one of the best-organized and most navigable travel forums on the Web. Links at the top of Thorn Tree pages allow you to browse by Branch (directory topics), search by keyword or author, see the featured “Thread of the Day,” see who is currently online, get help, and log in.

Frommer’s Message Boards

www.frommers.com

Frommer’s Message Boards, found under the Travel Talk tab on Frommer’s pages, contain thousands of discussions and hundreds of thousands of messages. To find relevant ones, you can either browse the categories or make use of the Search the Boards search box. Anyone can read the messages, but you will need to subscribe to post a message (subscribing is free and easy). Messages can be browsed by destination or by topic, which are arranged in the following categories: Activity Boards (Beach & Water Sports, Cruises, Cultural Immersion, Outdoor & Adventure Travel, Road Trips, Theme Parks, Winter Sport), Lifestyle Boards (Disabled Travelers, Family Travel, Gay & Lesbian Travel, Honeymoons, Senior Travel, Single Travel, Student Travel, Women Travelers), and Tips, Tools & Deals Boards (General, Air Travel, Car Rental, Bus & Rail, Cruises, Frommer’s Feedback, Health, Safety & Travel Insurance, Hospitality Exchange, Lodgings, Online Reservations, Packagers & Tour Operators, Photography, Share a Trip).

Rough Guides—Travel Talk

www.roughguides.com


The Travel Talk section of the Rough Guides site is provided in conjunction with IgoUgo (see the next entry).

IgoUgo

www.igougo.com

IgoUgo, as its home page says, is “a community of travelers sharing reviews and photos.” Though the content comes from travelers, IgoUgo is arranged very much like the guides covered at the beginning of this chapter. The Destinations portion of the site is browsable by continent, country, and city, or you can find your way to reviews of destinations and attractions by using the main IgoUgo search box. For cities, you will usually find sections of commentary arranged by Journals, Hotels, Things to Do, Restaurants, Nightlife, Experience, Photos, and Deals. For each destination, you can expect to find lots of photos (there are, for example, more than 900 photos of Prague). Reviews and journals can be quite lengthy, even for fairly minor attractions.

World66

www.world66.com

World66, like IgoUgo, is a combination destination guide and traveler review site. It contains more than 100,000 articles on more than 42,000 destinations, all written by travelers themselves. Articles may cover a continent, country, or city, or focus on a more specific aspect, such as Climate, Sights, Accommodations, Dining, Getting Around, Getting There, “A Perfect Day,” Museums, Shopping, Nightlife and Entertainment, Internet Cafes, and Bars and Cafes. You will also find collections of photos and maps. For larger cities, the map will identify the location of hotels, restaurants, attractions, etc., with links to corresponding articles.


Independent Traveler Message Boards

boards.independenttraveler.com

In addition to being a travel agency site with an emphasis, obviously perhaps, on “independent” travelers, the Independent Traveler site offers a useful collection of articles, travel news, and links to various other travel resources. It also provides a Boards section with active forums arranged by destination and by topic. The Journals section of Independent Traveler is provided by IgoUgo.

Google Groups (Usenet—Recreation>Travel)

groups.google.com

The content of Google Groups consists of a combination of the well-known Usenet groups going back to 1981 and Google’s own much smaller collection of user-created groups, which were initiated by Google in 2004. Since Google Groups cover all topics, you may want to take advantage of the Advanced Groups Search page to search for your topic, entering rec.travel in the Group box on that page to retrieve only messages in the rec.travel Usenet group.

Epinions.com—Hotels and Travel

www.epinions.com/trvl

Epinions.com is perhaps the best-known site on the Web for consumer-written reviews for just about any kind of shopping. In its Hotels & Travel section, you will find travelers’ opinions of places, services, and products arranged in the following categories: Destinations, Cruises, Ski Resorts, Theatre, Tour Operators, Hotels & Resorts, Transportation & Luggage, Family Travel, and Parks. In addition to reviews, you will see star ratings and can sort the reviews of providers by ratings and average price. Use this site to check out opinions on everything from cruise ships to luggage.







End of sample
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