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Transit Trouble? Stories and Tips for Your Transportation Needs Abroad 

By Caroline Bliss Larsen 

Using public transportation abroad can leave you with unforgettable memories. 

You may have heard stories about pickpocketing, missed stops, wrong turns, long 

layovers, or crazy taxi jaunts through the jungle. Fortunately, you don’t have to be 

completely at the mercy of happenstance—draw on the experiences of fellow travelers as 

you plan your trips through the city or countryside. But whether you’re in Australia or 

Austria, Bangkok or Bogota, you’re in for a wild ride when you use public transportation 

abroad.  

 Christy Newman, a former Utah resident currently living in England, had some 

trolley trouble in Hong Kong when the so-called ding ding took her and her family, the only 

Americans aboard, to a non-English-speaking part of town. Without enough change to take 

the trolley back, they were stranded. By some miracle, an English-speaking taxi driver came 

to their rescue. “I was so thankful for him rescuing me that day, and I didn't ride the ding 

ding again,” Christy says. 

It’s easy to get mixed up when you’re in a foreign place. Rob Chapleski of Towson, 

Maryland, accidentally boarded a Cantonese tour bus in Australia. He found humor in the 

situation though: “The funniest part was the [after-dinner] belching. . . . It was much more 

publicly accepted by the other people on the bus than we were used to.”  

Like Rob, many travelers’ mix-ups are worth a laugh in the end—that’s the attitude 

that Rachel Taylor of Alexandria, Virginia, adopted. When a fellow student in her Berlin 

tour group boarded the wrong train just as it was departing, Rachel recounts, “We ran ten 

blocks to the next station to find him,” optimistically adding, “It was great!” 
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Not all interesting travel stories involve something gone wrong; some are purely 

enjoyable. Christy Newman also told of trains that entertain: street performers in Barcelona, 

Spain, would come aboard to play for the riders. “They certainly expect a tip when you 

leave the train,” Christy says, but she didn’t seem to mind. “[The musicians] were pretty 

good, and it was kind of nice to hear them [perform].” 

If you’re not feeling especially adventurous, remember that for every noteworthy trip 

by taxi or train, plenty are uneventful. But whether you’re adventurous or apprehensive, 

following the tips below will help you when navigating a foreign city, particularly when it 

comes to public transit. 

• Plan ahead and be prepared. Do some research. Get your hands on a map. Plan the 

where, when, and how ahead of time, and always have a backup plan. Be sure you 

have enough cash to pay the fare. A lot of confusion can be avoided with a little bit 

of planning. 

• Blend in and be alert. Avoid looking “tourist-y” to prevent being a target of crime. 

Dress to blend in, don’t stop to take a picture of absolutely everything, follow local 

customs of personal conduct, and try not to look lost. Keep track of your things so 

you’re not a victim of pickpocketing. Keep your bag close, especially on trains, 

buses, and other crowded areas. If possible, use a bag that zips closed and has straps 

that go across your body. This makes it less of an easy target for theft. 

• Never travel alone. This is a matter of general safety, but having a buddy also helps 

when navigating and making decisions. Plus, it’s more fun to share your adventures 

with a friend! 
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• Expect the unexpected. Things will happen. You can’t help it if the train breaks 

down or the bus comes late. Be open to change, and adjust your plans as necessary. 

This is where your backup plan comes in! Or, just sit back and enjoy the scenery and 

cultural intrigue. 

• Relax, have fun, and laugh about it—now or later. Staying positive will make your 

trip much more enjoyable. Remind yourself why you took the trip! And maybe snap 

some photos of your flat tire or mud-covered shoes—you’ll laugh about it someday. 

Public transit can be fun if done right. It provides great opportunities for meeting people, 

making memories, and seeing a lot in a little bit of time. But, if nothing else, it will 

(eventually) get you from point A to point B. 


