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Exactly one year ago, I was finishing my

degree and part of it was to create a

magazine. Thus, Shoestring was born. Now,

on its first anniversary, it has grown into a

32-page travel magazine with worldwide

readership and globetrotting contributors.

And for this, I want to thank every reader and

every contributor from my heart! You are

making Shoestring possible!

In this birthday issue, you will see some new

and some familiar faces. Niamh shares her Malaysian adventure

about being a scam victim. Our intrepid contributor Erik has had a

look around in the Eastern parts of Europe. Alex has been working

with autistic children in China whereas Courtney and Thantcyn were

exploring the remoter regions of Mongolia.

As always, some practical tips concerning your travels are also

included, so Shoestring doesn’t just offer experiences and inspiration,

but also safe and sound advice! Let’s keep it this way!

Happy Travels,
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Travel News & Deals

Musicians Corner

Musicians Corner, Nashville’s free
lawn party featuring music of all
forms, will kick off its secondseason on Saturday, May 7th from

3 to 6 p.m. Inspired by London’s
Speakers Corner, Musicians Corner
brings musical diversity to a free,
outdoor setting in Centennial Park.

Kenya flies to Ivory Coast againKenya Airways flights toAbidjan/Dakar were re routedAccra, Ghana on 1st April due to
security reasons. But as a result of
the improved political and security
situation in Cote d’ivoire, Abidjan
flights have been reinstated. Kenya
Airways flies daily to Dakar, 3 times
a week via Abidjan and 4 times a
week via Bamako Mali. 

New ride at UK the
me park!

2011 sees the arri
val of a brand ne

w

ride for thrill lo
vers, Storm Surge

at Thorpe Park, Su
rrey. Visitors can

climb aboard a li
fe raft and get in

 a

spin on what is s
et to be the ulti-

mate sky-high spi
nning water ride. 

It

offers the chance
 to go round the

twist and lose con
trol on the jaw-

dropping 64ft spir
aling descent

whilst trying to s
tay dry in the

line of water can
non fire!

Check out what festivals theUK has to offer in 2011 atwww.thefestivalcalender.co.uk
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Sunset over Kande Beach, Malawi
Do you have a story to tell?
Have you had the experience of

a lifetime somewhere off the

beaten track? Discovered  some-

thing new to do? Or taken a

spectacular photo that’s just

too good to be hidden away?

Then get published in

Shoestring. 
Send your stories and pictures

to 
editor@shoestring-magazine.comView from

 the ste
ps of the

Capitolio, 
Havana, C

uba
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In need of a summer job?
Work at aYouth hostel!
Youth hostels and Backpackers are a great place to meet new people, but also a great
place to earn the money to fund the next trip. Whether abroad or at home, youth hostels
are always looking for friendly staff. If you can’t travel, just work where the travellers are.

‘I met my best
friend working
at Chester YHA!’

W
e’ve probably all done
it before: spent a night
in a youth hostel.

Whether on a school trip or
backpacking tour, YHA’s are an
all-time favourite place to stay.
And working in a YHA is just as
much fun as being a guest
there, say David Simister and
Lauren Moore.

While his course mates
headed towards home and the
sun for the summer at the end
of his first year, journalism
graduate David Simister
decided to stay in Carlisle. 

He had been offered a job at
the Old Brewery, which turns
into Carlisle YHA every July to
September. “I worked there for
three summers in a row – I just
liked it.” In fact, he liked the
job so much, that he even
worked at the YHA in Chester
for a month.      

“The YHA is a friendly
organisation. There was a sense
of community that most
companies don’t seem to have.
Everybody there had a good
time; it was always a laugh and
good fun. And the job is
basically the same in every
YHA” David explains. 

His job included working at
the reception desk, cleaning
the rooms and answering any
questions the guests had. “In
Carlisle, I was the specialist for
bus routes in Cumbria” he
jokes. “I didn’t even have to
look them up.” And although he
wasn’t a local or an expert on

anything in Chester, he
managed to get by there as
well. The only thing David
admits would have helped him
on the job was training in a
foreign language, as
communication with foreign
guests got tricky sometimes.

Travel journalist Lauren
Moore, who worked at Chester
YHA for nine months, agrees
that language was an issue at
times. “I tried to check in a
French family once and I don’t
speak any French. It was a bit
awkward” she admits. 

However, both Lauren and
David think that the good
experiences of working at a
YHA far out-weigh the negative
ones. “People there seem to
have a different mindset. You
get to talk to guests and some
of their experiences and stories
are really inspiring. It’s stuff
like that, that you wouldn’t get
working in a bar which makes it
great” says David and has a
specific example in mind. 

“There was this retired
couple from Kent and they had
an old Morris Minor 1000 and
took that car along every mile
of the UK coastline – that was
just incredible!”

“Getting to meet people is

one of the best things about
the job,” Lauren agrees. “It’s
not just the guests; it’s the
staff as well. We were all
roughly the same age between
20 and 25, and were on the
same wavelength. 

Some of us had been
travelling before; some of us
were planning to go, so it was
a constant exchange. I met my
best friend in Chester! I loved
it!”

While the staff in Carlisle
mostly stayed the same while
David was working there, he
says it changed quite a bit
while he was in Chester. “It
broadened everybody’s
horizons, as the staff was not
only from all over the UK, but
also from all over Europe.” 

The Old Brewery has been
Carlisle’s YHA for 12 years, and
opens for 10 weeks every
summer. According to manager
Dee Carruthers, it’s a very busy

time. “We’ve had 1,700 visitors
last year. Many think we just
close down when the students
leave, but instead it’s busier
than ever!” 

The location is a major
factor as well. “Many of our
visitors do Hadrian’s Wall walk
and cycle tours. There’s a real
diversity of people staying with
us and some are really
interesting groups. Some go on
Charity treks, others do it for
fun. There’s never a dull
moment.”

So, if you’re still undecided
about what to do over the
summer, or don’t fancy going
far to meet interesting people,
why not apply at a YHA?
Accommodation is provided and
all bills are included, which
means the money you earn is
yours to keep. And on your days
off, why not go around and see
what’s going on elsewhere in
the country?

Writer Profile

Name:  Cornelia Kaufmann
Age: 23
This globetrotter caught the
travel bug in 2003 and has no
intention of ever getting rid
of it again

Above: Greeting guests at

the reception. 

Left: Entrance to Bellingen

YHA in New South Wales,

Australia. YHAs and

backpackers can be located

anywhere, from rural

settings to big cities, so

choose one you’d be happy

to work at. Photos: YHAAU
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lIvIng WIth mongolIan

Yak and coW herders

‘The young herder
girls’ giggles sailed
across the length
of vast fields’

Writer Profile

Name:  Courtney Niday-Nyan
& Thantcyn Nyan
This couple from Texas is
propelled by a whimsical
wanderlust for action-packed
frolicking around the world.

Experiencing and immersing yourself in other cultures is very
important when you are travelling. A Texan couple spent time
in gers far away from Ulaanbaatar to get to know the rural life.

L
iving in a ger is like being
Alice standing under the
caterpillar on his fleshy

mushroom. 
The wood burning stove

vents plumes of white smoke
out of a rusty iron pipe just like
the chain smoking caterpillar. 

An umbrella of wooden gills
vein across the underside of the
mushroom’s meaty top. Woolen
felt pounded to the thickness
of steaks form a fat  layer
blanketing the ger’s wooden
skeleton and dampen all sound
making one feel like a baby in
the womb.

Our neighbour was a
Mongolian baby and a marvel to
me with his powder-soft
pillowy cheeks, vice-lock
gripping fingers, and easy
smile. 

I’d peer out through my
miniature door and see him
riding belly first across the
grass on a blanket pulled by his
auntie. “Come outside, step
through the tiny  portal,” he
and the  countryside beckoned.

Entering this world, normal
is readjusted in the small
differences. First, you meet
the quiet. Here whirring of the

winged crickets is shushed and
not fat mouse nor bird dare
peep. 

Quiet is an all consuming
entity that stuffs fluff in your
ears until sound foils its plans.
Sound swims great distances in
search of an available ear. 

The young herder girls’
giggles sailed across the length
of vast fields, like voices
through a dream.

In this land of no ocean, the
only waves found are waves of
grazing animals. The ger camp
must have been a stop on their
favorite restaurant tour.  A
shuffling, first thought to be a
person, revealed its un-human
voice neighing to a neighbour. 

Cows, yaks, and their hybrid
offspring, lumbered their furry
rumps up and down the
mountains everyday past us.
Sneaking up on hundreds of
sneezing goats I edged among a
sea of incessant plucking of
grass from ground to spend
lunch time with my goaty
friends. 

I wondered if they would ask
me to tea, when I saw two
struggle to dunk heads into a
pot of raisin tea left by a silly
human, but alas no tea for me
just plucking pals.

I laughed at the mountains
mocking the sky, and tickling
the clouds, while patches of
forrest gossiped in the rustling
wind. That was until the clouds
blackened, puffed to their
puffiest, and boiled through

the August sky, to pelt me with
ice balls. 

Run, run to the safety of
your mushroom!  Lightening
sizzled in the dark grey world,
and bit a poor tree simply for
being too tall. I hefted the felt
up over my small door to peek
out at the falling sky.

Night brought out giggling
teens who helped in
maintaining the ger’s ceiling
flap, and fed our stove, till a
warm mesmerizing glow pulsed
from its fiery heart. 

Sleep wiggled slowly in, as I
watched a shadowy animation
of flickers, dance on white felt
walls. Somewhere in the night,
the fire died and cold crept in,
making layers of blankets tuck
tighter around chins, to lock
out the frost. 

I felt like the princess and
the pea, only in reverse, being
buried under a stack of
blankets. Gray smoky puffs
bloomed, coiled around my
dreams, and transported me
through my dark landscape.

Check out Courtney and
Thantcyn’s travels on 

www.ourtravelingcircus.com

Above: A Mongolian Ovoo

surrounded by khadags - blue

scarves- to pay respect to the

gods of the sky (CoNi). Below:

Inside of a ger. Bottom left:

Mongolian horse herder (MiYo).

Bottom right: Typical ger or

yurt (CoNi)

‘Giggling teens
help maintain
the ger’s ceiling
flap and stove’
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a trIp to seattle got me

stranded at the aIrport
There is nothing more frustrating while travelling than flights being cancelled or

delayed. Shoestring contributor Brittany Kemp gained some first-hand

knowledge of what to do when your plane just isn’t going anywhere soon.

W
hen I decided to fly to
Seattle in February to
visit a friend, I thought

nothing could possibly go
wrong. 

It was supposed to be a
straight-forward round-trip,
soaking up the rain and
returning home. Little did I
know it would turn into an
odyssey. 

I, for all my neurotic habits,
could not control the weather. I
could not change the fact that
a gigantic snowstorm was
ripping through the United
States when I was headed back
from Seattle. 

“Oh, I’ll be okay,” I stupidly
told my parents when I called
them from the Detroit airport,
the first time around. you!” 

Little did I realize that
getting out of Detroit, in the
middle of a blizzard, to the
little town across the lake I call
home, would be impossible. At
that moment, I xqhad ne idea
that I would be spending the
next 48 hours in an aiport
without the possibility to leave.

At first, the airline was nice
enough to give me a spiel about
how I can use vouchers to get a
discount at a hotel. 

But I was groggy and I had

just travelled across the
country. When the smiling
customer services person
handed me the voucher, I could
only squint to see the price tag
on this new and reduced hotel
room.

"What?" my mind screamed.
I dropped said voucher into a
nearby litter bin. And then the
fun began.

takE airLinE frEEbiEs

AllI had to live on was a
feeble amount of money, my
laundry, some books, a
computer and a chocolate bar I
had bought for my dad back in
Seattle. Airports are infamously
expensive for just about
everything, especially food and
beverages. So long, chocolate
bar.

"They either give me a free
hotel room or I sleep the night
here! No backing down!" I told
a friend. "I hope you have a
blanket."

In retrospect, I wish I had
dished out the money for the
hotel. Free breakfast, free
coffee, free wi-fi, access to
shower and especially a bed. A
real bed. Not one you fashion
out of laundry under a chair.

"Do you need a blanket?”
one of the airport’s employees
came by. I nodded, eager to
take whatever I could get for
free. I was not imagining a
fluffy comforter and what I got
was like a fabric paper towel.
Keep your expectations low.

bring food With you

I will never forget the dazed
morning-after when I found
myself a Wendy’s, scoping out
breakfasts. “That will be 11
dollars,” the cashier told me. I
grimaced, feeling the vicarious
pain of my wallet as I handed
her my debit card. 

I recommend packing a
lunch before you go to the
airport when a delay or
cancellation seems likely. 

Also pack a couple of
handwipes. Some airports do
not have showers. Use your
imagination. 

don’t go to thE bar

The second day I was
stranded, the airline must have
really counted me as a lost
cause. Not even an offer of a
hotel this time!

“Your flight’s in the
morning,” the woman said to
me, ripping off my new receipt. 

I gave up, sat under the
monitor constantly playing CNN
and sulked. 

That night, I decided to go
to the airport bar. It was
typical- drowning sorrows in
what I thought would be cheap
alcohol. 

One thing about these
situations is the  characters
they tend to throw together. In
my case, it was me, an older
man en route to a business
function in Indiana and a
soldier headed back to Erie, my
destination. We all sat
together, slumped over our
drinks like characters in a Billy
Joel song.

After about an hour or
three, I got my bill from the
bartender. To say I spent about
fifty dollars on what amounted
to three and a half beers is a
bit embarrassing, but I did. 

The second night was
hellish. I could barely sleep and
didn't have the energy to
attempt the art of "shower in a
sink." Instead, I rolled into a
ball and listened to the janitors
wax the floor and gossip in
their native languages.

Wait. it's aLL you can do

So I waited and bought too
much caffeine and made myself
look like a horrible, colour
blind nun. People would talk to
me around 5 am and I could not
form sentences. 

"So, where are you from
girl?" "Banerjemerme zaerene."
"Oh sweet. Is that by Tajikistan?
I'm digging the hijab." And then
I would just stare. It didn't help
matters to have a slight
hangover. Another reason to
avoid alcohol in such scenarios.

This applies in a lot of
delays. Don't think it's just for
the airport. Whether you're
going by train or bus, as my
friend Erica informed me of her
similar dilemma on a
Greyhound bus.

"Do not forget your MP3
player," she advises. And other
Greyhound-specific tips:  "pack
lots and lots of snacks because
you will inevitably grow hungry
at the most inopportune times,
and use the bathrooms in
restaurants near your stops
because the one on the bus is
nasty .”

With the airport, though, all
you can do is just wait. 

Lesson learned from this:
airline delays and cancellation
are becoming more and more
frequent. You can take the
necessary precautions, but
expect pitfalls along the way.
Such is life, I suppose. 

Travellers stranded at

Minneapolis airport. KeLa
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autIstIc chInese chIldren
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Writer Profile

Name:  Alex Hofmann
Age: 21
Working with autistic people
in Germany publishing a book
in 2012 about people with
Asperger Syndrome. 

While working with a group of Chinese

‘Star Children’ in Beijing for two months,

Alex Hofmann learnt to appreciate

small achievements as well as to accept

everyone just the way they really are.

T
he first things you will get
rid of when you travel to
China are a few habits –

and your own name. 
„A li ke se“ – I react to these

linked sounds as soon as I walk
through the colourful door of
the XingXingYu. 

The walls of the old farm
house have seen better days
and the colour is crumbling to
the floor; every piece of
furniture tells stories of
brutality and seems unique in
the collection of donated gifts.   

Everything looks rough-and-
ready, a dull smell lingers in the
air and the radiator is only
lukewarm. But on the walls I
discover colourful drawings,
cut-out panda bears and a lot
of stars. 

XingXingYu means “Stars and
Rain” in English and is an
organisation that provides care
and support for autistic
children – the only one in the
whole of China, although
almost 800.000 autistic people
live here. 

Star children, that’s what
autistic children are called in
China. Parents come from all
over the country with their
young children to do courses
and learn how to deal with
each other, as well as to meet
other parents who experience
the same problems. My work is
in Group Home, where six
autistic children live during the
week.

I will get up with them, eat,
go for walks and learn with
them, all according to a strict
daily schedule. We eat –
vegetarian – in the small
basement. Meat would be too
expensive.             

Even though the
atmosphere is happy and
familiar, they save where they
can, unless many people
donate furniture or money. 

I begin to feel at ease in the
home, even though I was afraid
of the unknown task ahead of
me when I got there. 

Every child has different
characteristics, and different
problems with things that seem
so normal. I soon learn how
happy you can be about
brushing your teeth properly or
drawing a red circle. But most
of all, I am amazed at the
honesty among them. 

XingXingYu’s motto is: “No
matter where you come from,
which language you speak and
how you look – you’re
immediately one of us!”        

Belonging together –
Something that seems so

At the XingXingYu, autistic children learn and

play. Brushing your teeth properly is as much

an achievement as colouring in shapes.

Photos: AlHo‘Parents come from
all over the country
to  do the courses’

‘Most of all, I’m
amazed at the
honesty there’
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Top: Children as well as their parents learn how to deal with

each other and the society they live in. Above: Alex and Ma Bai

Chi make soap bubbles together. Below: Group photo of the

children and carers at the XingXingYu in Beijing. Photos: AlHo

important in the Middle
Kingdom but especially autistic
people are often refused by
society. To educate people
about autism and offer care for
children, Tian Huiping – herself
mother of an autistic child –
founded the home 15 years
ago. A lot has changed since
then. 

The project is watched
internationally and the people
in the village do not stare at
the screaming children
anymore when they take an
evening stroll through town. 

It is astonishing that the goal
of our work is basically to
integrate these people into a
society, in which they cause the
least amount of trouble. The
work is not easy, but honest
and natural. Every person is the
way he or she is, no masks, no
facades and maybe for the first
time I feel a lightness that
results in the fact that I do not
have to “fit in”, I can just
“be”.

With every passing day I
learn to love the people around
me the way they are, drooling,
giggling and sometimes very far
away. The curious things
become normal in day-to-day
life, I’m not challenged in the
things I’ve learnt but in myself
as a human being. 

As soon as I feel at home
there, running through the cor-
ridors laughing and screaming
loudly, saying goodbye again
comes closer and closer. 

I will miss how Ma Bai Chi
starts getting homesick every
Wednesday and runs to the
toilet. I will miss playing hide
and seek with Ma Xin and
finding him behind a curtain.

And I will miss running down
the street laughing with Lian Zi
Ming every night as well as how
Zhu Yao waits until I don’t pay
attention for a moment so he
can sprint into the yard and spit
in the corner.  

As I live my last day at
XingXingYu, I realize how
absurd day-to-day life with
Facebook posts, clean toilets
and dress codes suddenly seems
to me. 

How strange.  

‘How absurd every
day life with
Facebook seems’

‘I do not have to fit
in here, I am
allowed to just be’

voLuntEEr ProjEcts

XingXingyu

www.autismchina.org

volunteer guide

volunteerguide.org/volunteer/

vacation/autistic-children.htm

gap guru

traveltree.co.uk/volunteering-

programs%5Cvolunteer-at-a-

centre-for-autistic-children.htm

true traveller

www.truetravellers.org/the-

autism-centre-volunteer-ghana/

camp4autism

camp4autism.org/volunteer.htm
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Writer Profile

Name:  Pariket Doshi
Age: 24
AI live my life for the
various experiences and
believe that travel
broadens my horizon

natural perfectIon In

the Yumthang valleY
There are many gorgeous valleys hidden in India’s north-eastern Sikkim region. Lined

by snow-capped mountains and overflowing with flowers, they are a favourite for

locals and tourists alike who enjoy good hiking paths and beautiful scenery.

T
he Yumthang Valley in
India is one of the most
beautiful valleys I’ve ever

seen. It comes close to
perfection, even though it can
take a while to get there.

We are in Sikkim bang in
middle of December – I still
can’t remember why we chose
North-East India when it is at
it’s coldest - and just after a
day in the city of Gangtok, we
decided to behave like tourists. 

Warning: We love calling
ourselves ‘backpackers’ and
hate doing the regular touristy
things anywhere we go. Either
ways, on the recommendation
of a helpful local, who, to our
surprise had lots of interesting
stories to tell us, we took to
the travel agents office at 7am. 

Now, my pea-sized brain
works only at half the speed
anytime before 9am, so
imagine my plight when I’m
asked to have a picture taken
at the agent’s office. This, he
says, is required for security
reasons to get to Lachung. 

Only on my 7 hour gruelling
journey do I realize, that the
army has a real strong hold in
these parts and require a lot of
identification to let you pass
through as visitors. 

So, when the jeep carrying
10 cramped for space tourists
reached Lachung, all I wanted
to do was rest my butt. Since
night had set in, we quickly

finished dinner and retired for
the night. What really got my
attention were the tens of
thousands of stars I could
notice just above the jagged
mountains.

I’ve never seen anything
like that… a diamond studded
black velvet blanketing the
earth. The wonders of nature
never stop amazing me. 

Early the next day we
headed north towards
Yumthang. Yumthang valley is
by far the most beautiful
location in Sikkim. During the
summers, it is carpeted with
blooming purple flowers, which
elevates its magnificence to
newer levels. 

Snow clad mountain peaks
fence the valley on all sides.
The blue of the sky reflects off
the snow, shimmering bright
with the rays of the sun. The
tops of the incredibly tall trees
resemble a wig on bald men’s
heads … trying hard to just fit
right. 

We take a walk in the valley,
with a bunch of us ambling
away in search of a perfect

>>

Above: The milestone marking the start of the Yumthang Valley.

Below: The valley is famous for being filled with flowers in the sum-

mer months with stands in harsh contrast to the bare mountains at

either side of the valley. Photos: PaDo

‘The blue of the
sky reflects off
the snow’
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photo spot. The shimmer of the
stream passing by and the rocks
lining the banks, make for an
optimum spot to experiment
with our cameras.

A shepherd’s hut, not too
far away from the stream,
brings out the photogenic
model in me. I pose for some of
my most memorable pictures,
on the roof of the hut, throwing
my arms high up in the air,
trying hard to imitate the
Stallone of the Rocky series. 

Just around where we
parked our vehicle, were a line
of mist covered huts, each one
converted by the locals into
shops. The locals would come

down 20 kms everyday from
Lachung, to run their shops. 

They kept a brilliant
inventory of hot food items,
tea, biscuits and even the local
Brandy. I had my share of
steaming hot Maggi and sip of
Brandy. 

Suddenly, I felt warm. The
joy of slurping down the Maggi
noodles was fully understood in
those circumstances. Just
around the corner stood a
public washroom, which had
the most delightful sign outside
‘Rs. 5 for Long, Rs. 2 for Short’.
Use your imagination.

Soon after filling our
stomachs, we headed back to
our vehicle in a haze of mist
and headed back to Lachung.
Most of my journey was spent
storing the memories of
Yumthang in a special place in
my heart and mind. It’s not
everyday that you come close
to perfection in nature.

Clockwise from top left: One of many waterfalls

in the Yumthang Valley (ViKu). Buddhist prayer

flags flying in the wind (PuBa). Pariket and his

friends in front of the snow-capped mountains

lining the valley (PaDo). The town of Gangtok

on the way to the Yumthang Valley seen by

night (PuBa).

‘It’s not everyday
that you come close
to natural perfection’
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south korea: hagWon

hell or expat ecstasY?
More and more young graduates are drawn to Asia to teach English in private

academies and language schools. But not every school is as accommodating as it is

made out to be. Here are tips and advice from a current English teacher in Korea.

S
o, you’ve graduated
university and aren’t quite
sure what you’re doing

with your life. 
You’ve been working in a

boring job for two years, but
people are being laid off in
droves due to the worldwide
credit crunch. 

You want to go out, see the
world, but putting all those
little luxuries on your credit
cards has added up and you’re
stretched to the limit.

Searching online, you find
something peculiar. Jobs
abroad that require nothing
more than a degree certificate
and that you are a native of an
English-speaking country. 

Your flights are paid for you,
you get rent - free
accommodation, and a salary
that allows you to save money
and still have something that
resembles a life.

It all sounds too good to be
true, doesn’t it? There’s got to
be a catch? That’s what I
thought when I submitted my
CV to a recruiter in March 2009.
Two years later, I’m in Daegu,
Korea’s fourth largest city, and
I’m loving it. Welcome to South
Korea.

If you’ve ever looked into
teaching English abroad, you’ll
no doubt have come across
avertisements recruiting
English teachers in South
Korea. Private academies, or

hagwons, are big business.
However, if you’ve looked

more closely, you’ve probably
noticed something disturbing.
Teachers who haven’t been
paid in full, or at all, for
months. Teachers getting fired
in the 11th month of their
contract so that their boss
doesn’t have to pay their
return airfare or the end - of -
contract bonus that is written
into most agreements. Shoddy
housing, no vacation time,
monthly wage deductions for
expenses that don’t even exist.

The horror stories put off a
lot of potential applicants from
applying. Of course, it’s wise to
be cautious. How can you avoid
the hovels that call themselves
hagwons, and ensure you end
up contracted with a regular
employer? 

It just takes a bit of common
sense. It all starts when you’re
applying for the job – the only
source you need is the
hagwon’s existing foreign
teacher.

Always insist on speaking to
whoever you will be replacing.
I cannot stress this enough. This
may seem obvious, but all too
often people forget to do this. 

The Korean boss tells you
how magnificent the hagwon is,
what a fine and hallowed
institute you’ll be working for,
and what a great studio
apartment you’ll be moving
into. You land in Korea, and it’s
turned out to be a pack of lies.

Surprised? Well, you
shouldn’t be. All the Korean
boss wants in this case is a
western face to entice parents
into enrolling their kids, so
they’ll say anything to get you

>>

Top: Teaching in a Korean classroom. Whether you are a good

teacher or not is entirely up to you but will have an impact on your

students. Above: Private academies - hagwons - can come in all

shapes and sizes. Below: Cherry blossom in South Korea.

Photo: ToSt

‘All the Korean
boss might want is
a Western face’

Writer Profile

Name:  Tom Stockwell
Age: 24
I'm saving up to fulfil
the dreams of that geeky
kid who always had his
nose stuck in an atlas
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‘Rejoice when you find fitting shoes’ 
on board.

Of course, not all bosses are
like this. However, ensuring
that you speak to the existing
foreign teacher is the only way
you’ll get to know the real
deal.

There’s the real possibility
that the boss will be breathing
down the foreign teacher’s
neck when you’re on the phone
with them, so, if you can, make
sure you get an email address
for the teacher, too.

If it turns out that the
hagwon is one that you’d rather
avoid, politely inform the
recruiter that you’ve declined
the job offer and have found
another, more suitable position
(even if you haven’t). 

Never ever ever cite the
existing foreign teacher as the
reason why you didn’t take the
job – it could get them fired.

If the recruiter says that
there’s currently no foreign
teacher working at the hagwon,
or refuses to put you in touch
with them, then move on.

Don’t just decline the job – get
a different recruiter altogether.

Before accepting a job offer,
you should also check the
hagwon blacklist. Google will
bring up a variety of sites
where previous wronged
teachers have named and
shamed their hagwons. Check
for the school and employer
names on here.

Once you’re in Korea, then
how things pan out is largely up
to you. Are you going to make
an effort with the language,
accept your boss’ invitation to
dinner, and get to know the
students’ names? 

Or are you going to get
drunk on weekdays and come
to work smelling of Jack
Daniels the next day, glance at
your books three minutes
before class, and constantly
declare how things are
“different from Wisconsin /
Toronto / Leeds / wherever you
come from” whilst looking like
you just face-planted into a vat
of grapefruit? It’s your choice.

Ask the right questions and,
once you’ve found something
you’re happy with, hop on that
plane and have the time of your
life. 

Stuff your face with grilled
pork and fresh vegetables,

drink too much soju on the
weekend, traumatise your new
found friends with your Avril
Lavigne renditions and rejoice
when you finally find shoes that
fit you. 

Teaching English is an
adventure. What kind of
adventure it is is up to you.

Follow Tom’s adventures on
http://waegook-tom.com

‘Before accepting a
job offer, check the
hagwon blacklist’

Above: Street scene in South

Korea. Below left: A publicly

accessible pagoda. Below

right: Colourful lanterns on

display during the Lantern

Festival

korEa Links

the hagwon blacklist

http://hagwonblacklist.tripod.com/

public_html/list.html

teach English as a foreign

language

www.teflengland.co.uk

teaching in korea

www.teaching-in-korea.com

flying cows

www.flying-cows.com/

footprints recruiting

www.footprintsrecruiting.com/

English as a second Language

www.eslteacherrecruiter.com/

teach korea tips

www.teachkoreatips.com/ 



gettIng Your clothes

clean WIthout a machIne
While packing, many travellers do not consider how and when they will be able to do

their laundry. Using washing machines and dryers is expensive and  the nearest

laundry room could be miles away. Good thing then that Jennifer Levenbook has

come up with free and effective method of getting the dirt out of your clothes. 

W
hen you begin to think
about travel, you
become inundated

with advice about how to pack
as lightly as possible. 

One of the tips often given
is to do laundry in your nearest
sink, while using the proverbial
flat sink stopper. There are
even the occasional different
styles of bungee cord clothes-
line that promise you that you
do not need to bring pegs.

Luckily, I am here to teach you
how to do travel laundry
correctly. This method will:

1) Get your laundry as clean as
if you had used a mechanical
washing machine.

2) Pamper your feet after a
long and hard day on them.

3) Take 15 minutes, at most.

hErE’s What you nEEd:

1) 1-Gallon Zip-Top Bag 

2) 2 pieces of twine / string
that are as long as you are tall.

3) 2 small sized binder clips

thE Washing

Bring your laundry kit, the
three items listed above, with
you into your shower. Place
your clothing into the zip-top
bag. As you run the shower
water and wait for it to warm
up, collect the unacceptable-
temperature water into the
bag, allowing it to wet your
clothing. 

Let the water level just
cover your clothing, but don’t
fill up the bag to comptely.
The bag should hold itself open
and upright. Set it aside as you
shower.

Before you put away your
shampoo, squeeze a quick
dollop of shampoo into your
zip-top bag. This shampoo is
your laundry detergent. 

Finish your shower, but
before emerging from the
shower, and even before drying
yourself off,  you will now turn
your  attention to your
washing. For this, you will need
your strings and clips.

Grab one of your strings and
fold it in half. Clip your binder
clip through the middle of the
folded string. Then clip that
clip to one of the sides of your
zip-top bag, making sure that
the clip goes past the zipper
portion. 

Do the same with the other
clip and string. As you wash
your clothes, the clip will
naturally try to slip up and off
of the bag. The zipper on the
bag creates a stopping point so
the clip cannot slip past it.

Hold the ends of one of the
strings in each hand, sort of
like reins on your zip-top bag
“horse”.

This is where it gets fun.
Take one of your feet and lift it
off the ground, so that you are
standing on only one foot. If
you are wearing shower shoes,
this is a good time to remove
the shoe from your suspended
foot.

Place your suspended foot
over the opening of your bag,
holding on to your zip-top bag
reins, and lower your foot into
the opening of the bag. Were
you not holding the reins, the
bag would attempt to collapse
flat at this, but your reins help
keep it open and bucket-like. 

The best way to insert your
foot is toe-first, rather than
flat-footed. That way, if your
feet are too large for the bag,
you will still be able to get as
much foot in the bag as
possible.

Press your foot as far down
into the bag as possible,
attempting to touch the
bottom of the  shower/tub. 

Now lift your foot and do it
again. In fact, do it 50 times on
that foot (50 foot-stomps). If
your heel never touches the
ground, that is okay. Switch
feet and perform 50
foot-stomps with the other
foot. S

witch back for another 50
foot-stomps, and then again for
a final 50 foot-stomps. You
should have performed a total
of 200 foot-stomps, alternating
feet every 50. This should have
been a splash - filled
experience, which will make
you very happy that you did not
yet dry yourself and are still
naked.

Now look at your water. How
gross is it? Really dark black? Or
just barely gray? If it is truly
black, go for another 100 to
200 foot-stomps, because it
means your clothes are truly
nasty. If your water is gray
(meaning that you can see the
outline of your foot through the
water) then you can continue
on.

Pick up the bag, holding it
open with one hand and the
other should be gripping the
bottom on the outside, to hold
your clothes in. Pour the water
from the bag.

Put the bag under your
water source and fill it with
new, fresh, clean water so that
it just covers the level of your
now soaked clothing.

As before, grab the reins
and perform 200 foot-stomps,
alternating every 50. Drain the
water again.

Refill, grab the reins, and
give another 200 foot-stomps
using the same method as be-
fore. Again, drain.

Is the water still soapy? Go

for one more rinse cycle. If not,
it is time to dry!

thE drying

Your strings can now be
unclipped from your zip-top
bag. Those strings can now be
used separately as clotheslines
or tied together (using a bow)
to create a single, rather
lengthy, clothes line. This
clothes line can be put up
wherever you have access, kee-
ping in mind the the corner
hinges of doors are often-
ignored tie-down points.

Wring your clothes and place
them over the clothes lines. For
small items such as socks, the
two binder clips make
wonderful clothespins. Pants
and shirts can just be thrown
over the clothes line.

drying thE ZiP-toP bag

Your zip-top bag will dry, but
you can do something to make
it dry a bit faster. Turn it
partially inside out and it will
dry in half the time of leaving
it fully one way or the other.

I hope this tip helped.
Because a picture is sometimes
worth 1000 words, and usually
helps to illustrate the point, I
have made a video of this
technique, which is available
on my blog.

WEbsitE

h t t p : / / t h e i n f a m o u s j . l i ve

journal.com/410759.html. 

You can also find all sorts of other

practical travel tips on the same

blog.

alternative tip: If you know that

you will have access to washing

machines, carry a bit of detergent

with you in a bag. This saves you

having to buy some everytime you

need to put a load on.

Shoestring 13
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lettIng mum knoW You

made It to the hostel

Writer Profile

Name:  Cornelia Kaufmann
Age: 23
This globetrotter caught the
travel bug in 2003 and has no
intention of ever getting rid
of it again

It is often hard to stay in touch with everyone while you’re on your adventure. Should
you call or maybe send everybody a postcard once in a while? Or maybe you’d like
to share your experience with friends and family online and upload photos, videos and
your journal as you go along? Make up your mind before you go!

“
Call me when you get
there!” Many parents have
said goodbye to their

globetrotting children this way. 
And most globetrotters are

happy to oblige, eager to tell
their parents and friends all
about the trip. 

But international calls are
expensive, which then poses
one simple question: What is
the best way of keeping in
touch during a journey?

tELEPhonE caLLs

A call is the
most straight-
forward way
of getting
informat ion
a c r o s s
c o n t i n e n t s .
However, it is
also one of the
most expensive
ways of staying
in touch. We are
all used to
having mobile
phones, but
make sure you
enquire about
global roaming
charges before
you leave if you
intent to take
your mobile with
you. Mobiles are

great for emergencies and use
in regions were the nearest
landline is miles away, but they
should not be used to call home
regularly.

Instead, opt for pay phones
and get yourself international
calling cards with credit to use
at public telephones. 

Every decent newsagent
should stock calling cards and
you will sometimes even find
them at hostels and internet
cafés.

On top of calling cards, or as
an alternative, consider

checking the internet
for cheap calling codes
before you leave.
These numbers are
usually dialed before
the regular phone
number, and will
reduce your costs
considerably. Bear in
mind though, that
some of these cheap
numbers only apply
at certain times.

If you insist on
using your mobile,
make sure you get
yourself a SIM card
from the country
you’re travelling
through. Calling
home will still be
more expensive

than using a landline,
but your in-country calls to
friends or prospective
employers won’t incur roaming
costs anymore. Some providers
even offer a limited number of
free international calling
minutes if you top up a certain
amount per month on pay as
you go, so if you plan on staying
in a country for longer, it is
worth shopping around for the
best options.

It is also an idea to set up a
phone chain with your family
and friends before you leave.
This means that everybody gets

a list with everyone’s numbers
on it. This way, when you call
somebody, that person will
then pass your message on to
the next person up and down
the chain, so they can pass it
on further. This will keep your
calling costs low, but defeats
the point of speaking to
everyone. 

Writing LEttErs

Good letter writing is an art
form. Sitting down and reliving
everything on paper can help
you jog your memory, but it
also means that you might end
up spending a lot of time
writing about instead of living
your adventure. 

Bear in mind that you will
need a lot of paper and
envelopes as well as stamps,
which might not be easy to
come by if you run out of them
in the middle of nowhere. 

Letters do give you the
opportunity to send small items
home, like a photo, souvenir or
work certificate (for safe-
keeping). However, this is a
one-way system of news. If you
move around a lot, you might
not be able to receive mail
before you leave again, so you
might not hear what’s new at
home. Letters sometimes also
take time to be delivered,
which means that by the time
they reach their recipient,
you could have moved

on and
d o n e

something different. 
Then again, letters are a

great keep-sake, and you can
always ask if you can see your
letters again to see how you
felt back then and what it was
you wrote about so
passionately. Especially if you
don’t keep a journal or have
lost parts of it along the way,
these letters will help you
piece your trip and experiences
back together once you’re back
at home. Everybody like sitting
down and reading a good letter,
so make sure you write it well
and tell them something new
and exciting. This way, those
that stay at home can
armchair-travel with you.

Writing Postcards

As with letters, everybody
likes receiving postcards. They
are colourful and give a
snapshot of what you’ve been
up to. The front of the postcard
is as important as the message
on the back, so as a rule of
thumb you should choose a
postcard that you would like to
receive as well. 

Postcards also give you the
opportunity to gloat, as it
shows the reader “I’m here and
you’re not.” But as with
letters, sending postcards could
become expensive. You will
need stamps again, but as you

don’t just write one big
letter, you

might be
tempted

t o
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send
more short

postcards to more people.
Bearing in mind that the front
of a postcard is important as it
shows the reader exactly what
it is like there, a cheap
alternative to buying a lot of
fancy postcards everywhere
you go is to bring a bulk pack of
blank postcards with you from
the start. 

This way, if you are
creative, you can design the
front of your postcards
yourself, which will make them
even more special for your
readers. Or you could use the
space to make your message
longer. All you need to do is to
buy a book of stamps.

These blank postcards can
also multifunction as note
paper or even makeshift
business cards. Or you could let
everyone you’re travelling with
/ sharing the dorm with /
working with design a card as a
keep-sake!

instant mEssEngErs

Instant messengers such as
MSN, Windows, ICQ or Google
Chat are great to keep in touch
and share gossip. You can even
have multiple conversations at
the same time, which enables
you to share the right
information with
the right people.
But if you are
travelling in a
different time
zone, you will
need to agree a
time to chat.
You might
catch the odd
friend or
relative whet-
her you
agreed a time
or not, but to
be efficient there would have
to be some kind of routine.
Some of these messengers have
to be downloaded before you
can use them. Some internet

cafés might have
them installed,
others might not.
Always ask
b e f o r e
d o w n l o a d i n g
anything! 

skyPE

T h e
phenomenon

of internet
telephones makes it possible

to have calls over the compu-
ter. Skype lets you either chat
normally or use voice chats to
have an actual conversation,
just like over the phone. Here
as well, you should have some
sort of routine as to when you
want to talk with whom. Skype
connections can sometimes
break, so you will need to find
a steady              connection.
You also require a headset and
microphone. Skype also shows
videos, so if there is a webcam,
you can even look at the person
you are talking to. 

Writing EmaiLs

Like letters, it can take a
while to write a decent email
that shows those at home what
you have been up to. However,
emails give you the opportunity
to send one email to several
people, which makes it a free
and very efficient way of
staying in touch. You can send
photos and videos and
obviously also receive news
from home. 

sociaL nEtWorks

More and more people rely
on such networks like
Facebook, StudiVZ, MySpace
etc. to stay in touch. This way,
you get all the gossip and can
read what your friends are up

to. You

can let
everyone know what’s on your
mind, share photos and videos
and weblinks. It is also a good
way of            

keeping up with people you
meet on the road. Some pa-
rents and especially grandpa-
rents will not have      accounts
on social network sites so you
will have to find other ways of
staying in contact with them.

WEbsitEs and bLogs

It might be a good idea to
set up a website or blog if you
plan to keep a journal anyway.
There are many free website
and blog providers on the
internet like Blogger,
WordPress, Live Journal,
TypePad, Jimdo, Freewebs, Wix
etc, and you just have to look
around for the one that’s best
for you. These websites can be
individualized even without
html knowledge, keep all your
updates and posts together
and give your family and
friends a place to check what
you’ve been up to. Most blogs
feature photo galleries, you
can embed video and audio
links and have forums or
guest books which   allows
the              readers to com-
ment on what you have
written.

It can also double as
your journal. As it’s all on-
line and posts are dated,
you will always be able to
check what you wrote on a
specific day or what you
have done on any given day.

Obviously you will need
access to the internet, but you
will not need to download
anything as all the sites can be
accessed and edited from the
internet. You can upload photos
as soon as you take them and
display them so that everyone
will be able to see what it was
like when you write about your
latest adventure. Blog posts
can also be directly linked to
social networks so nobody
misses the news.

Websites and blogs also let
you set up an email list, which
automatically alerts all friends
and family members that you
have written something new.
You might even gain followers
who do not know you but are
interested in how you go about
your travels. 

My advice would be to set
up a blog as the main means of
staying in touch and then use a
mix of the others for
individuals. By all means, call
your parents or grandparents
when you get off the plane so
they can stop worrying that
your plane might crash. 

But with the blog’s
versatility you can post as often
as you have access to the
internet and keep a journal.
After I lost two of my Gap Year
journals in the post (I was
sending them home for safe-
keeping, funnily enough), I was
glad I had an online journal to
exactly know what happened
during the lost period. 

Call people on their
birthdays, on special holidays,
or if you really need to discuss
something urgently. If you like
writing letters, then write
letters. It all depends on your
personal preferences and what
you think will be easiest way
telling as many people as
possible in the shortest amount
of time. 

usEfuL Links

free blogs and websites:

www.blogger.com

www.wordpress.com

www.jimdo.com

www.livejournal.com

www. freewebs.com

www.wix.com

www.typepad.com

www.yola.com

www.weebly.com

www.moonfruit.com

free / cheap calls:

www.skype.com

www.freecall.com

www.evaphone.com

www.justcall.co.uk

www.just-dial.com

internet cafés:

www.cypercafes.com

www.globalgossip.com

There are many free website

hosts and blog providers

online. You don’t need to know

html, they can be updated in

minutes and you can choose

from thousands of templates 
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‘Before I knew what
was happening we
were in a cab’

malaYsIa’s magIc Was

ruIned for me bY scam
Unfortunately a lot of tourists are walking targets for con artists and elaborate scams.

Niamh Keoghan lost all her money when she fell victim to a scam in Kuala Lumpur

and shares her experience so that it does not happen to you.

S
ee good in others. To take
this statement to heart
lets us appreciate people

and the world we all dream of
embracing through adventurous
travels. It can be very true.

However, it pays to realize
that even though there’s good
within everybody, not everyone
acts accordingly. For travellers
who can be inclined to only see
honesty in other peoples’
actions, I’m offering a word of
warning. I do so by sharing one
of my ‘adventures’.  

As a female single traveller
I set out to explore South East
Asia for a month. I took a flight
from Australia to Singapore and
5 days later I found myself
traipsing through Kuala Lumpur
– Malaysia’s chaotic capital. For
the first time I was in Asian
territory. 

Laden with my overweight
backpack, I was still affected
by the difference in cultures.
However, I tried desperately to
project an attitude that stated:
“I know what I’m doing, I know
where I’m going and I’m such
an experienced traveller!”  But
none of this was true. I wanted
it to be true and I wanted that
attitude of ‘knowing it all’ to
protect me from the stares that
were coming from people who
were so foreign to me, when
really I was the one who was
foreign to them! 

My attitude attracted,
first-off, an Australian traveller

who was actually more
experienced in Asian countries
than I was (except for Kuala
Lumpur; it was his first visit
too). He was searching for
familiarization in this new city
and that’s when he turned to
me for guidance! He thought I
knew where I was going and
what I was doing, which proved
I was successfully projecting an
‘attitude of experience’! 

This meeting, still on my
first day in Kuala Lumpur, fired
up my passion to become ‘one’
with the Asian world, as he told
his stories of his full year of life
in Asia. I felt so inspired and
after hours of chatting, we
parted ways and I thanked my
lucky stars for this brilliant
introduction to my first Asian
trip.

My second day in the city I
now considered to be the
craziest yet most amazing
place in the world, was still

fuelled by the motivation I’d
received from my ‘new
Australian friend’. I was eager
to experience Asia and its
culture. I was so excited that
the eagerness was turning into
desperation. I needed an en-
counter that would show me a
part of Malaysian life that
wasn’t recommended by the
guidebooks. I wanted to
connect with Asia in a way that
not all travellers do. And soon
the following statement proved
to hold so much truth: ‘Be
careful what you wish, because
you just might get it’.

Full of life, excitement and
open for experience, I walked

Writer Profile

Name:  Niamh Keoghan
Age: 27
Travel is my source of
inspiration and creativity
and it's a method of expressing
parts of myself

through Kuala Lumpur. In the
district of Bukit Bintang, out-
side the shopping mall ‘BB
Plaza’, I was approached by
two local girls, who claimed to
be cousins. We started chatting
and were both interested in
each others backgrounds. I was
delighted to be speaking to lo-
cals that held their roots in
such an amazing part of the
world! 

Their acquaintance felt like
a step closer to Asia. They were
offering me friendship and
guidance for the remainder of
my stay. I let myself get swept
away by their hospitality and
before I knew what was
happening, the three of us
were in cab, heading to their
home that was just outside the
city. I didn’t question anything. 

We got to their house and
once I entered, everything
changed. The girls were less
friendly and they let their
‘uncle’, who was living there
too, do the talking and the
‘hosting’. Regardless of the
change in the girls, I was
feeling safe and high on what I
was experiencing. I accepted
everything they offered me;
food, drinks and advice. Soon I
found we were playing cards in
a small white room. 

We started playing Blackjack
just for fun. We gambled with
‘fake money’. After a while, I
started to feel like I was having
a so-called ‘out of body
experience’. I felt dazed and
had trouble keeping up with
the rules of the game but

Jalan Bukit Bintang is a

busy place and eateries

are open late. NiKe
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somehow I was ‘winning’ so
much ‘fake money’. 

When I recall this event,
even to this day, I can’t exactly
explain how it unfolded. All I
know is that my excited mood
had turned into dazed
confusion. I couldn’t grasp
reality. I found myself in a
house of which I didn’t know its
location, in a city where I knew
nobody and with people who I
didn’t know. 

This reality first came
knocking on my door when I
found myself at a bank-link,
withdrawing every cent I
owned. I knew nothing at this
moment, except that I had to
go with the flow, for fear of
upsetting anybody. The second
knock from reality came when I
was sitting back in the tiny
room playing cards again. 

The third knock from
reality came and I couldn’t
ignore it; I suddenly realized
that I had lost every single
dollar I owned! 

Yes, I had answered the door
to reality and behind it was my
‘oh so wonderful world’ that
had come crashing down
around me. I had felt as high as
a kite, only five hours previous.
Now, I was at an all-time low.

What I saw behind reality’s
door was: me, penniless and
alone in Kuala Lumpur in a
room with three strangers, who
told me I’d lost my savings ‘fair
and square’.

What happened next? I was
still in a daze, I was
heartbroken by my stupidity for
losing my money and I was
terrified of getting myself into
serious trouble with some
dodgy contacts ‘uncle’ claimed
to have. 

For some reason ‘uncle’
gave me 100 ringgit (the equi-
valent of 30 euros) so I could
eat for a few days. Then a taxi
was called and I was dropped at
my hostel. I never saw or heard
from them again. 

Luckily I’d already paid my
hostel up front when I first
arrived, so I had a place to stay
until I sorted out my finances.
But I couldn’t move from the
dorm bed for two days; I cried
my eyes out. It wasn’t until I
started to feel less dazed that I

realized it was a scam! 

I reflected on the whole
event and could see how the
card game was set-up in such a
way that I was always going to
loose my hard earned cash. I
slowly became less scared of
getting myself into serious
trouble with the Malaysian
criminals - who I’d envisioned
to hold me captive in Asia until
the money I owed had been
repaid. 

My rational mind took a
while to take action. When it
eventually did, I still was
without money, in a country so
far from home. My return flight
was booked for three weeks
later; from Bangkok to
Amsterdam. How was I going to
survive three weeks? I had no
money! So I had to overcome
my pride and contact home. 

I didn’t confess to the mess
I’d gotten myself into. I
adjusted the truth, to save my
family from weeks of worries,
by claiming to ‘simply’ be in
need of financial backup for
security reasons. 

With financial security, I got
myself out of Malaysia and
headed to the island of Kho
Phangnang, off the east coast
of Thailand. I wanted seclusion,
peace and safety. In the end I
spent the rest of my trip in
isolated paradise and my eyes
were delighted by simply
seeing the Thai beaches. This
was all the excitement I
needed after the incident in
Kuala Lumpur!

This experience is one that
will never be told in the
guide-books. Writers would
avoid speaking of such
incidents as it could take away
the magic that foreign
countries are supposed to
exhibit. However, corruption
and scams are just as real as
the magic our eyes will see. 

What happens underneath
the magic and the paradise will
only come to the surface when
certain travellers are searching
for something deeper. I
searched and I found something
behind that amazing city. It will
stay with me forever. And even
though I’m such a strong
believer that to see good in
others will let us live in

appreciation, I now know the
importance in being aware that
not everyone expresses the
goodness that’s within.  

I’m happy to be able to pass
on this experience, so others
who may travel alone or be less
experienced and easily
overwhelmed by the
excitement that’s out there in
the world (as was I), will
subconsciously be aware that
seeking magic doesn’t guaran-
tee that others are always and
only         offering foreigners a
magical experience. 

But this incident never
stopped me, and it will never
stop you either! 

So, safely, we can all
continue to explore the
beauties and wonders of the
world, more aware of the
reality. Enjoy it all! 

‘I found myself
without money in a
country far away’

‘I was still in a
daze, heartbroken
by my stupidity’

Top: Street scene in Kuala

Lumpur. Below: The famous

Petronas Twin Towers . Bottom:

Niamh finds tranquility at a

beach in Thailand. NiKe
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smartphone applIcatIon

guIdes around oxford
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‘All I could do was
marvel at the
architecture’

Finding yourself without a map does not require you dashing into the nearest

newsagent to buy a road atlas anymore. Shoestring founder Cornelia

Kaufmann got lost in Oxford, and simply downloaded the map to her phone.

I
had come to Oxford in a spur
of the moment. The city is
world-famous for its ivy-

league University of Oxford and
the prestige that goes with it. 

Oxford, the birthplace of
such literary gems as Alice in

Wonderland and The Lord of

the Rings; but also the setting
for Inspector Morse. I wanted
to see it, experience the city
and take in that air of
academia that seems to linger
around the colleges and halls.

The city and the university
have been written about at
length in various guidebooks,
and maps of the city centre are
readily available at bookstores
throughout the country. I,
however had nothing but my
hostel’s address and my
smartphone in my hand when I
left the car at a Park & Ride
and headed into town. 

A quick look through the
online application store on my
phone, and I had not only a
map of Oxford in digital
format, but also a handy little
app called “Oxford City Walks
Lite.” 

This free guidebook contains
details for nine walks through
Oxford, with specializations
such as “Museums and
Galleries”, “Nightlife”,
“Interesting Shops” and
“Religious Buildings” as well as
the obligatory “University
Tour” and city introduction. 

Each of these walks is up to
two hours long and takes in an
average of eight sights in the
city, but all the walks can be
combined.

Once I reached the city
center, I started walking around
with my phone and camera at
the ready, admiring the
architecture. 

One thing I immediately
realized was how similar most
of the colleges look. Luckily,
my plucky little app included
pictures of the colleges
featured on the university tour,
which made distinguishing
them a whole lot easier. 

My point of orientation

became the Carfax tower in the
city center. Standing at the foot
of this 14th century clock
tower, I had the busy
intersection of Cornmarket, St
Aldates, Queen and The High to
explore with the tower as a
landmark I would recognise if I
lost my way.

I started by getting an ice
cream from George & Danver,
an Oxford institution on St
Aldates, before I set about
exploring Christ Church College
across the street. 

The custodian was very nice
and gave me student discount
for the tour around the college.
All I could do was marvel at the
medieval architecture as we
were guided through dining
halls, past ancient dorm rooms
and across spacious quads. 

Back on The High, I found
the entrance to the Covered
Market, and I could have spent
hours browsing the stalls for
flowers, books, and clothes,
but settled on trying one of the
cafés instead. Emerging into
the sunlight of Cornmarket
Street, the map on my little
smartphone app told me that
there is more to see if I head
towards Broad Street. 

The Saxon Tower of St
Michael at the Northgate is one
thousand years old and was
once used as a prison. Turning
fully onto Broad Street, I just
have to stop at the famous
Blackwell Bookstore, with the
Norrington Room – the
establishment’s basement –
having 3 miles of shelving,
which stretches all the way
under Trinity College. 

Just opposite the book shop
is one of Oxford’s most famous
buildings, The Sheldonian. The
app tells me that it was
designed by Christopher Wren
in the 1660s and named after
the chancellor of the university,
Gilbert Sheldon. 

Also on and around Broad
Street is the Bodleian Library –
housed in five buildings – which
is one of the main research
libraries of the University of
Oxford, one of the oldest
libraries in Europe and is only
second in size to the British
Library. 

Due to my short stay in the
city, I didn’t have enough time
to check it out, knowing full

Opposite page: The famous Bridge of Sighs, looking down New

College Lane. Top: The Radcliffe Camera. Above: View down

Cornmarket from outside St Michael at the Northgate towards

Carfax. Below: Finding your way around Oxford is not as hard as

it might seem - all sights are clearly signposted. Photos: CoKa

>>
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well that if I ventured inside I
would get distracted by all the
books and not see sunlight
again that day.

Turning down Catte Street
towards the famous Radcliffe
Camera, I have to dodge a
group of students on their
bicycles. The amount of bikes
in the city is incredible, but
with narrow lanes, and Oxford’s
flat topography, I can see why
it’s the students’ number one
choice of transport. 

I make a mental note to
take my bike next time I pay
Oxford a visit. A glance down
New College Lane on my left
stops me in my tracks as I see
the sunlight catching the Bridge
of Sighs, which links the Old
and New Quads of Hertford
College and resembles the
Rialto Bridge in Venice.

Strolling down New College
Lane, I notice an alley called St
Helen’s Passage. It doesn’t look
like it leads anywhere, but I
follow it and end up at the Turf
Tavern, a 16th century public
house, where I have lunch
sitting among students
discussing lectures and tourists
asking the barkeeper whether
Bill Clinton really used to
frequent the pub when he was
a student in Oxford.

Back-tracing my steps to the
Radcliffe Camera, my phone
app informs me that it is not
actually a camera obscura, as
the name might suggest, but a

library. The word camera
simply means chamber or
room. 

Following Catte Street back
to The High I turn right and
make my way towards
Magdalen College, past
University College, The Queen’s
College and All Souls. The
side-by-side colleges and shops
on The High make way to the
spacious grounds of Magdalen
College. 

Magdalen – always
pronounced “Maudlin” – is one
of Oxford University’s richest
colleges, which shows in the
beautiful deer park and
spacious cloisters. 

Crossing the river Cherwell,
I watch the punters on the
water below. Sitting down to
take a short rest in the shadow
of a tree along the shore, I am
tempted to give it a go myself,
but eventually decide to let the
university teams practice in
peace without the annoying
visitor splashing around
in between. 

Walking back towards my
hostel, I pass some more
impressive looking buildings
that I cannot tell apart. A quick
glance at my phone tells me
they are colleges and halls as
well. The entire university
consists of almost 40 self -
governing colleges, some of
which are almost 800 years old
and they are scattered all over
the city.

The next morning, I get up
early to see Oxford when it’s
quiet. The sun is shining, and I
make my way up the tiny and
tight spiral staircase to the roof
of the Carfax Tower to see
Oxford’s legendary Dreaming
Spires. 

The sun catches the spires

of all the college towers and
churches as I take in the aerial
view of the entire city
sprawling out beneath me.
Unfortunately, I have no time
to explore this amazing city
further, but I keep thinking that
I would have loved to study
surrounded by all this history
and tradition. That, and that
I’ll definitely be back for a
longer visit. 

Top: Busts outside the

Sheldonian Theatre. Bloew:

Inside the covered market,

strolling along the stalls.

Opposite page clockwise from

left: Punting achievements

commemorated on Christ

Church College’s wall. The river

Cherwell. Bikes are the  main

transport for Oxford students.

The view down New College

Lane. Photos: CoKa

‘The sun shines on
Oxford’s legendary
Dreaming Spires’

frEE iPhonE  aPPs

city Walks Lite auckland

city Walks Lite Edinburgh

city Walks Lite glasgow

city Walks Lite cologne

city Walks Lite johannesburg

city Walks Lite sydney

city Walks Lite frankfurt

city Walks Lite Wellington

the app „free city maps and

Walks“ comes preloaded with

over 470 cities.

there are also some paid-for

apps to the same effect. these

include such cities like London

and marrakech.
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‘In the shadow of a tree
along the river Cherwell,
I almost consider trying
my hand at punting’ 
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What benefIts does a

gap Year reallY brIng?

get certified. Now those are
skills to boost about!

PEoPLE skiLLs

You will also develop
excellent people skills. On a
daily basis, you will have to
cope with a plethora of people
from different countries and
cultures. 

Whether you work with
them daily or share a dorm with
them for one night, you will
learn to approach people,
make friends and learn a bit
about their culture.

You will also develop a sense
that tells you who you can trust
and who better to avoid.
Travelling alone is actually a lot
better for developing people
skills than if you were
travelling in a group to start
with.

Groups hang out together
and speak their own languages
which is why people usually
don’t introduce themselves for
fear of being an outsider. But
being by yourself makes
you approachable and if you
are confident enough, you can

even take the first step and
introduce yourself. You’d be
amazed what kind of contacts
you can make!

organisationaL skiLLs

Inevitably, you will also hone
your organisational and
navigational skills. Travelling
the world with just 20kg of
luggage requires you to be able
to pack for all occassions and
remember where you stashed
everything. Keeping track of
flight times and tickets, booked
hostels and all your other
expenses, you will develop your
own filing system and work out
a budget to stick to.

When you have a budget,
you might not be able to buy a
map or guide to every place to
visit. Learning how to pick out
a landmark and finding your
way back to the hostel from
there will help you navigate
any city.

imProvE your cv

Those taking a Gap Year to
do work experience or

voluntary work can use this to
their advantage when it comes
to writing CVs and applying for
a job or place at university.

Work experience in a
different country is always
impressive, especially if you
have to speak a foreign
language.

Volunteering is always a
major plus on any CV. It shows
your engagement in a
community or preservation
project. Voluntary work could
also help open some doors
when it comes to jobs - showing
that you care about and take
care of your environment is
always good - and some
bursaries and scholarships are
based on volunteering.

So if you plan to work or
volunteer, ask for a certificate
to prove your involvement.

discovEr yoursELf!

But on top of everything just
mentioned, you will learn one
very special thing: you learn to
be yourself!

Getting away from people
who have known you for most
of your life gives you the
chance for a fresh start. We
often take on the roles friends
and family see us in which can
limit us. But if nobody knows
you, you can start all over and
discover who you really are.

The experiences you have
on your Gap Year will influence
you immensly and with all
these benefits, some common
sense and a little bit of
planning, your Gap Gap Year
can be the best career move
you’ll ever make!

Going around the world straight after education is sometimes seen by parents as a bad

move as it will create a gap in employment or education. So Shoestring founder

Cornelia Kaufmann found a few reasons, why a Gap Year is actually good for you!

T
aking a Gap Year is often
seen as a way to escape.
For some, the need to

escape comes from trodden-
down situation, others want to
get away from a particular
place or country and some just
want to clear their heads.

Many High School leavers
contemplate taking a year off
before they go on to higher
education or join the
workforce.

However, a lot of parents
react with mixed feelings to
the news that their offspring
wants to travel the world.
Costs certainly have to be
considered, and a gap in
education or work might not
seem ideal.

But Gap Years are actually
very beneficial, and many
employers look at the
favourably.

sELf-confidEncE

The very first thing going on
a Gap Year will boost is
self-confidence. Especially if
you are not used to travelling,
or    travelling on your own,
getting on that plane to a place
you do not know  requires more
courage than you might ima-
gine. After all, you will leave
everything and everyone
you know           behind for
a considerable amount of
time.

There will also be
situations, when you get an
opportunity to do something
you never did   before or
wouldn’t get a chance to do
otherwise. I, for example, have
walked with lions, worked as a
cowgirl and snorkelled
alongside Galápagos turtles and
penguins. 

Take the opportunities you
are given. The sense of
achievement, to be able to say
„I did that!“ is an enormous
ego boost! You might want to
try scuba diving or sailing and
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kIckstart Your musIc

projects successfullY
By Gio Andollo
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Online fundraiser Kickstarter enables musicians to raise enough money so they can

book their gigs or record an album. So if your are serious about your music and want

to get heard, you too can raise the funds to go on tour for next to nothing.

I’
d been attempting sleep
for some time on a
Greyhound bus from

Chicago to Cleveland and for
once my inability to sleep had
nothing to do with my
discomfort.

I knew I needed some
shut-eye for the day ahead as I
hoped to hitch rides to
Pittsburgh immediately
piggy-backing the bus, which
had a seven-in-the-morning
arrival time; and I knew I would
be totally exhausted if I
couldn’t get some rest. 

But there was this
incandescent bulb, visible only
to me, floating rather
obnoxiously over my head; and
I just couldn’t turn it off.

In late August, I was in the
midst of my Vagrants &
Vagabonds, Outlaws & Thieves
Tour, a summer time adventure
which began about four weeks

earlier. I’d left New York City
with plans to hitch hike to
Miami for a family reunion,
then up to Chicago, and finally
an eastward swing back to NYC. 

I wielded my guitar all the
while, busking and playing
eighteen shows I’d booked
along the way.

I reached up and flipped on
the actual light switch above,
obtaining a dim green glow
over my seat. I opened my tour
notebook to a blank page and
wrote Florida Winter Tour 2010
broadly over the top margin. 

My eyes scanned over the
Florida spread in my road atlas
as I scribbled an itinerary
including twelve of its largest
cities. Finally I wrote a short
to-do list:

• Secure touring band

• Secure ride

• Book shows

On the eight-hour bus ride
between two stops on my hitch
hiking tour, I was painfully
aware of my need for a reliable
set of wheels. 

I was already burnt out by
hitch hiking, busing, and
ridesharing, finding it very
difficult and stressful to make
it to destination cities within a
rigid schedule. 

If I was going to make my
way around Florida I would

need to find a Florida-based act
with his/her own vehicle. I
could do the grunt work of
booking shows, they could
drive, and together we’d split
expenses.

A week or two later, with
the VVOT tour finally under my
belt, I touched down in NYC.
Within days of home-coming I
was again in the throes of
booking tours, working through
the to-do list I’d written on the
bus. Though now my vision was
greater still.

For the past two years I had
attended the School of the
Americas (SOA) Watch protest
and vigil in Columbus, GA,
which typically falls the
weekend before Thanksgiving. 

The event always features
musical acts, performance art,
and all kinds of political
activism/artistry. So my
ambition for 2010 was not
simply to attend; I hoped to
join the ranks of artists and
perform my music on behalf of
victims of the SOA. 

Plus I intended to visit my
family in Miami for the holiday
one week later and for

Christmas one month later. I
certainly couldn’t afford to fly
to Miami and back to NYC
multiple times within just a
couple months. Could I bridge
the gap with my Floridian
winter tour?

As soon as I received
confirmation from SOAW
organizers in early September I
began sending out e-mails in
the hundreds. 

My first task was to find
touring partners in Florida. I
contacted all of my musician
friends in Miami, Orlando, and
Tampa; musicians on
CouchSurfing.org; venues listed
on doDIY.org for artists they
might recommend; Florida
chapters of Food Not Bombs;
and the more I inquired, the
taller the order revealed itself
to be. 

I sought a South-Florida-
based musical act with its own
car and at least four weeks of
free time to leave home and
travel the country – all on just
two months’ notice! 

I nearly hit the jackpot in
early October with Noah Eagle,
a young musician who played
the Cocoa Beach show on my
summer tour. 

A DIY folk/punk singer
songwriter (mandolinist)
himself, he sounded as thrilled
about the prospect of this tour
as I was; but he didn’t have a
car either. 

While I waited for him to

Writer Profile

Name:  Gio Andollo
Age: 26

Singer, songwriter, tourisng
and recording artist, freegan,
hitch-hiker and much more!

Previous page: Singer Brandi Carlile performing in Se-

attle. (SSG). Left: Hitch-hiking and busking to get

around. Right: Gio playing one of his gigs (GiAn)

‘I hoped to join the
ranks of artists and
perform my music’



nothing. Meanwhile we
contacted more venues, artists,
and promoters, wrangling
together 25 shows in 26 days
and cities between Florida,
Louisiana, Alabama, Tennessee,
North & South Carolina, and
Georgia! 

We kept our friends and
supporters updated on booking
and fund-raising progress until
finally, thanks to their
contributions – including one
incredible donation of $1000 –
we surpassed our goal and had
more than enough funds to
cover our biggest expenses:
gas, food, and car
maintenance. 

Thus on November 27, two
days after Thanksgiving, we
found ourselves sitting in a
vegan bakery in Orlando – the
venue for our tour kickoff show
– reeling at the prospect of
what was about to happen. 

The car was packed, our
vocal chords and instruments
were ready for a-strummin’,
and we were all stoked for
the month-long adventure
ahead.

http://gandollo.weebly.com

Read what happened to Gio

on tour in Shoestring
issue # 5!

In the meantime, head to

the Shoestring website

for some of Gio’s videos of

his tour to get a feel for

what’s possible on a bud-

get when you just put your

mind to it!
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secure a ride I got busy
mapping out the itinerary and
contacting venues on the way
to Columbus, Miami, and all
around the southeastern US. 

After all, if we were going to
be on the road for three or four
weeks, we could cover a lot
more ground than just Florida!

Noah sought out his friends
and family for a ride or vehicle.
Within a week’s time we
received confirmation from his
sister, Amber, who asked for the
time off from work to drive us
around for a month. 

Now there was nothing
stopping us – except, perhaps,
a lack of funds. Being a starving
artist myself, I knew I couldn’t
even afford my share of the gas
and food expenses.

Fortunately, I had recently
witnessed the success of an
online fund-raising platform
called Kickstarter. It’s a
website that artists, musicians,
and otherwise-creative people
can use to promote and raise
money for specific projects. 

A close friend and fellow
starving artist used the site to
raise thousands of dollars to
record an album. Surely we
could do it too!

We set up a Kickstarter
project with the creative aim
of throwing together a tour
video log and documentary
about CouchSurfing, DIY music,
and other forms of freeganism. 

We had thirty days to raise
at least $1500 and it was all or

hoW doEs kickstartEr Work?

Kickstarter is an online fundraising platform,
not just mor musicians but for everyone with a
creative project. 

It uses an all-or-nothing concept, which means
that you have to collect your target amount in
the time you specified or no money will change
hands. The system has been nicknamed
„crowdfunding“ as it’s not just one or two
bigger investors but hopefully lots of support
and smaller donations

The emphasis is on creativity. And getting your
projects noticed. 

The only downside - at the moment - is that you
do need a US bank account to start a project on
the site.

www.kickstarter.com

‘We had 30 days to
raise $1500 and it
was all or nothing’
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T
he ferry from Finland to
Estonia may take only an
hour and a half, but the

difference is great indeed. 
Europe’s ex - Communist

countries – I hesitate to use the
term Eastern Europe, as for
some of its inhabitants it has
negative connotations, and
some prefer to call themselves
Central or Northern European –
have come a long way since the
fall of the Iron Curtain some 21
years ago. 

Installing successful
democratic governments,
passing to free market
economies, opening up to
foreigners, and (many of them)
joining the EU. 

Nevertheless, 40 years of
Communism cannot be erased
so easily and part of the
attraction of travelling in these
countries is discovering these
traces and learning about this
period of history.

With the proliferation of
budget airlines weekend trips
to the likes of Prague, Krakow,
Tallinn and Riga have become
commonplace, and on any
given weekend you are likely to
come across an inebriated,
British stag party falling out of
a bar in the central square. 

These major towns are
indeed beautiful and deserve to
be seen and experienced; but
there is far more to these
countries than cheap booze and
medieval town squares, and I
hope to give you some tips on
how to make your pennies go

further as well as a few ideas
on places worth taking the
effort to see.

First of all the language
barrier is a greater hurdle here
than in Scandinavia and there
may be times when English
alone may not suffice to make
yourself sufficiently
understood. If you are planning
on visiting the region I would
certainly recommend learning
the basics of at least one Slavic
language. It doesn’t really
matter which one as they are
all very similar, and with a
knowledge of one it is easy to
pick up some elementary words
and phrases in any other. 

I would recommend Russian,
even if you are not planning to
visit Russia itself, as during the
Communist era it was the
obligatory foreign language in
education and so most people
over 30 will have at least a
basic understanding (and those
under 30 will usually have some
knowledge of English). 

And even though Russians
themselves are not particularly
liked in many places (especially
Estonia and Poland), it is a
useful lingua franca.

Despite the fact that free
camping is not as enshrined in
law as in Scandinavia the
concept is familiar, places are
readily available, and people
are generally understanding. In

fact, due to the collapse of
industry and population
decline following the fall of
Communism, it is possible to
free camp in urban
surroundings too as there are
many abandoned buildings
dotted around all over the
place. 

This has the added bonus of
not having to pitch and then
pack up your tent. If free
camping is a little less straight
forward then this is more than
made up for by the ease of
hitchhiking which is still very
much an accepted means of
getting around, especially in
more rural areas. 

In some places though,
especially in Romania, a
contribution to petrol money is
sometimes expected and
certainly appreciated.

The dual plagues of Nazism
and Communism played
themselves out brutally in
Eastern Europe and across the
entire region, from the Baltic
to the Balkans and Bohemia to
the Black Sea, there are
innumerable museums,
monuments and memorials to

the human tragedies that
played out during the period:
concentration camps such as
Auschwitz and Majdanek in
Poland, secret political prisons
in Romania and Lithuania,
partisan hideouts in Estonia and
Slovenia, and abandoned
Jewish shtetls in Ukraine. 

Perhaps the most moving is
the Warsaw Uprising museum
which describes how between
the Communists and the Nazis
the capital was annihilated and
much of its population killed.
At the end of the war only 10%
of it was left standing and it’s
a testament to Polish tenacity
that the country didn’t
implode.

Communism may have been
a grim and exceedingly dull
experience to live through, but
many people in Eastern Europe
view the period with humour
and there are some lovely little
museums that deal with the
difficulties of the time with
tongue placed firmly in cheek,
whilst still giving you an idea of
what life was like. 

Top amongst them is Grutas
Park, tucked away in a corner
of Lithuania, where a local
businessman bought up as many
statues of Lenin, Stalin and
various other bearded
Communists that he could find
and has created quite a
menagerie of Socialist Realist

In issue # 3, he was exploring Scandinavia, now Shoestring’s intrepid backpacker

is filing a new report from the road. This time he has taken on the Eastern European

states and tried them on for free travel opportunities and socialist encounters.

Erik on the road:

From the Baltic 
Sea to the Balka

ns
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This communist relic rises out of the

mist on  Buzludzha peak in Bulgaria

looms like an eerie UFO. The

abandoned remains are one of the

strangest sights you will ever see.

Anywhere. Photo: ErJe



Shoestring  27

sculpture that is fun whilst still
portraying the realities and
absurdities of life in the USSR.

Slightly less sombre are the
multitude of quirky oddities
that are to be found throughout
the region for the more
enterprising traveller – you will
certainly need to do your own
research and be prepared for
things not to go exactly as
planned as tourist information
offices are thin on the ground (I
only found one in Ukraine, in
the city of L’viv) and reliability
is but a handy word at
Scrabble, but perseverance will
pay off. 

The eerie boat graveyards of
the Kolka Peninsula in Latvia;
the geopolitical oddity that is
the Autonomous Republic of
Gagauzia (with a population of
just 155,000 spread over three
towns and a handful of villages)
in Moldova; an abandoned
Communist meeting centre that
looks like a UFO crash-landed
on a mountaintop in Bulgaria;
and a disused salt mine in
Romania that is home to a
Ferris wheel, ten-pin bowling
alleys and mini-golf. 

You can even arrange a
homestay with some Romanian
gypsies to truly shatter the
stereotypes that abound about
these passionate people. And
for those who like their music
the continent’s largest music
festival takes place in the small
Serbian village of Guča
(population 2000) where brass
bands from around the world
converge for a week of

mayhem with over half a
million revellers.

My personal favourite for
strangeness has to be Ukraine.
The effort needed is greater,
but the pay-off is worth it. Top
billing goes to perhaps the
freakiest organised tour on the
planet: to the exclusion zone
surrounding the Chernobyl
nuclear power plant. 

When the reactor blew up in
1986 a 30km no-go area was set
up around the plant and all the
inhabitants evacuated leaving
abandoned ghost towns. 

The power plant is still
running (and employs 4000
people) and, for an admittedly
steep £75-100, it is possible for
tourists to explore the area and
get the ultimate holiday snap,
posing only 150m from the
damaged reactor. For added
fun take your own Geiger
counter and see it go off the
scale as you point it at various
radioactive hotspots. 

Other gems include a
museum dedicated to the
ex-Soviet nuclear deterrent
housed in an old nuclear missile
silo where the guys who had
their fingers on the button
show you around; the craziest
Orthodox Jewish New Year
celebration, when over 100,000
Hasidic Jews converge on the
otherwise unremarkable town
of Uman’; and a bar dedicated

to L’viv’s most famous son,
Leopold Sacher-Masoch, whose
risqué stories shocked the
Victorian world and gave us the
term masochism.

For the avid hikers and fans
of just setting off into the wide
unknown, the mountains of
Romania and Bulgaria offer
some of the wildest and most
unspoilt regions in Europe
(without the cold of
Scandinavia). Bulgaria has an
enviable network of
exceedingly well-marked trails
everywhere there are hills. 

All you need to do is get
yourself to any village next to a
hill and you can be sure there
will be a trail ready to take you
off on an adventure. Romania’s

mountains are far less
developed, but offer great
opportunities for getting off
the beaten track and catching
a glimpse of traditional rural
life that has changed little in
centuries – a rarity in Europe -
just watch out for the bears!

And for those who like life’s
little luxuries, without
necessarily wanting to pay
boutique prices, consider
stopping off in Moldova, which
is home to the world’s largest
wine collection and wine
cellars. 

So next time you’re thinking
of going to Eastern Europe
think about ditching Krakow for
Kazanlak, and give Bucharest a
go instead of Budapest, you’ll
be pleasantly surprised: the
tourist hordes are nowhere to
be seen, the locals are
friendlier, and prices will make
less of a hole in your wallet.

tchecossais.blogspot.com

‘My favourite for
strangeness has to
be  Ukraine’

‘Bulgaria has an
eviable network of
well-marked trails’

Abandoned buildings make

for great shelter if you are not

fussed about slumming it a

little. Right: Communist

statue  in  Grutas Park,

Lithuania. Photos: ErJe

Left: The Livonian minority on

Cape Kolka, Latvia, keeps

pagan traditions like their boat

graveyards. (ErJe). Right:

Reactor number four at

Chernobyl is now, 25 years

after the nuclear catastrophe,  a

tourist attraction (SiBu)
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on the WaY through

peru to meet moWglI
Heading down to South America, Nicolai Larsen is experiencing colectivos, bananas

and Peruvian cities. All in the quest to meet up with a friend in Paracas. 

T
ravelling with the buses
in south American is
much like being part of

the movie “Fast and the
Furious”. 

It’s an adventure in itself to
race down to Peru in the steel
monsters bouncing more that
Tigger thanks to the roads that
contain more holes than a Swiss
cheese. 

The wonderful thing is how
the culture is shown through
such a mediocre thing such as a
bus ride, every now and then
local salesmen step onboard
offering their foods and drinks,
it’s through their goods one can
see a shift in culture between
Ecuador and Peru. 

In Ecuador they eat cooked
green banana in so many ways
to every meal during the day
that it’s hard to count them all.

So of course the salesmen
are loaded with different
variations of green banana
when driving through Ecuador.

But once one crosses the
border into Peru, there is none
to be found among the
salesmen’s stashes, which is
criminal, since green banana
melts on your tongue like honey
for utter deliciousness!

I arrived in Piura, the first
stop on the road towards
Paracas in south Peru. Along the
bumpy ride I teamed up with a
Chilean named Jugo.

As soon as we hit the grey
asphalt stepping down from the
steel monster, we were
attacked by a taxi driver, and I
mean attacked, he was
aggressive in his ways. 

But it didn’t set off any
alarms since many taxi drivers

are like that here. What did set
off alarms was  a
combination of several factors.
Firstly we had under an hour to
locate the bus terminal in Piura
and in Peru, they don’t collect
bus companies in one big bus
terminal, they are scattered all
over the cities making it very
difficult to find the right
company. 

Secondly Piura is not one of
those cities you wanna find
yourself walking around the
streets after dark with a
backpack and a confused look
on your face.

The driver knew the location
of Olturosa the bus company’s
terminal that we were looking
for, so we followed him out of
the terminal and into what I
would describe as a suspicious
looking taxi. It wasn’t even a
taxi. My thoughts were driving
me crazy, I knew that these
kind of unofficial taxi drivers
often also can be those who
would turn a corner, where
three bodybuilding friends
would be waiting to empty our

credit cards gladly. 
I was looking febrile out of

the window, if I was going to be
robbed, I wanted to see it
coming to accept my fate in
advance.

We turned a corner and our
driver suddenly hit the brakes
hard pulling into the side of the
road while three men jumped
the car. 

I looked at Jugo, he quickly
locked his door making my ass
tighten up even more. The men
were yelling loudly, Jugo
understood the Spanish of
course, which I clearly didn’t
and pulled down the window.

At this point not knowing
what these mens agenda was, I
was scared, Jugo had eased up
as he learned that these men
where money exchangers and
delivered the news to me. That
was close.

Normally, I wouldn’t
recommend exchanging money
on the streets, but in life or
death situations like this one,
where I was in desperately in
need for Soles to pay a bus

ticket, you just have to trust
that they will leave a few
scrapes for you after the
attack.

The night bus to Lima was
spicy, 90 soles, but I happily
paid the fare to get out of what
would seem to be a modern
Pirate island, where no law is
enforced.

In the afternoon the next
day, I grabbed a bus to Pisco.
The lady at the counter told me
that there were no buses to
Paracas, but that it was very
close to Pisco and I could grab a
taxi from there.

Once again I arrived in a
notorious city shadowed by
darkness creating a perfect

‘I followed him into
a suspicious looking
taxi’

‘The driver had no
idea where the
hostel was located’



Shoestring 29

scenario for ripping me from
everything I own. 

Pisco had a few years before
been hit by a massive
earthquake that put most of
the city in ruins, leaving the
citizens in poverty. The local
market tells the situation in
Pisco. Normally markets sell
foods, clothes, normal
consumer goods, but here in
Pisco you would find weapons,
screws, hammers and toilet
seats as the most common
goods in the market. 

When an old friendly
Peruvian offered me a ride to
Paracas for 20 soles, I gladly
accepted (realizing later that
he royally screwed me, since
the fare in a colectivo taxi
would normally be 3 soles to
Paracas).

Colectivos  are a  wonderful
combination of a taxi and a
bus. A colectivo is much like a
normal taxi, except that it
waits till the car is loaded with
customers to decrease the cost
for each one. In this way you
can drive long distances for no
coast at all compared to
western prices.

My driver had no clue where
the hostel I was looking for was
located, so when we entered
Paracas, he pulled in at the
main street to ask around,
some senoritas sitting in front
of a hostel approached us and
asked if I didn’t had a friend
who was waiting for me,
describing him as small with
spiky hair.

I was convinced, but my
taxi driver was certainly not,
he smelled a con, so he
stepped on the speeder and
accelerated away like we had
just robbed a bank. We drove
back to the tourist office,
where the guide told us he had
never heard of the hostel
where I was supposed to meet
Mowgli. But there was another
hostel called pretty much the
same, so we headed towards it
with the guide joining us in the
car.

Once again as we drove by
the senoritas, they approached
the car, this time with the
guide, the driver didn’t
accelerate, and the senoritas
pointed towards Mowgli’s
presumable location. I left my
driver and guide on the other
side of the road walking into
the hostel. As I entered, the
security guy told me that he
hadn’t checked in here, but a
bit further down the main
street. 

As I closed in on my target
like a hungry lion, a lady yelled
from the street leading to the
beach that Mowgli was having
dinner at a restaurant. 

How she knew and how she
got involved in my quest
looking for Mowgli, I had no
idea, it seemed like the whole
city was helping me out with
my personal quest and tacting
like a fierce SWAT team hunting
down Mowgli. 

Meanwhile another lady was
yelling a little further ahead
that mi amigo was living in her
hostel. They argued a bit and
the first lady seemed to had
won the argument, so I  follo-
wed her down to the beach
front looking around inside the
restaurants, where I spotted
him sitting innocently waiting
for food. I thanked the lady and
as I moved towards him our
eyes met like two lovers
waiting for each other on a
date.

Find out what happened
next to Nicolai and Mowgli on

http://lifeofnicolai.org

Opposite page: A market stall

in Lima. This page from top:

Plaza de Armas. Below: The

rooftops of Cusco. Bottom: A

typical colectivo bus.

Photos: ToAd
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Festival - TimefLavour of thE momEnt:
PavLova

Ingredients for 6 people

3 egg whites

3 tea spoons of cold water

1 cup of sugar

1 tea spoon of vinegar

1 tea spoon of vanilla

3 tea spoons of flour

Pre-heat oven to 150°C.  Beat the egg whites and add the

water.  While  mixing, add the sugar regularly. 

Slow down the beater and add vinegar, vanilla and flour.

Line an oven tray with backing paper. Draw a circle of

approximately 22cm diameter onto the paper. Add the

pavlova to the center of the circle and straighten it out.

Leave about 2cm between pavlova mix and the edge of

the circle. Make sure it’s even and round. 

Bake the pavlova in the oven for 45 minutes and let it

cool down.

Carefully place it on a plate and add whipped cream and

fruits to your liking!

UFULUnG DYenDenA

Rain ghosts festival
May, Ziginchor / Senegal

YOM HAATzMAUT

Independence Day
May, Israel

KeSenIAn

Art & Culture festival
June, Denpasar / Bali

GYAnTSe

Horse racing and folklore
June, Tibet

FILM FeSTIvAL

City-wide film festival
Juli & August, Melbourne / Australia

Language lesson in... French
Salut, je m’appelle...

Hello, my name is...

Je suis de...

I’m from...

Où est l’auberge de jeunesse?

Where is the youth hostel? 

Excusez-moi, pouvez-vous m’aider?

Excuse me, could you help me?

Comment je pourrais aller à la gare d’ici?

How do I get to the train station from here?

Quelle distance nous sépare de... d’ici?

How far is ... away from here?

J’ai réservais une chambre pour ce soir.

I booked a room for tonight.

Est ce que ce bus va au centre ville?

Does this bus go to the city centre?

Combien ça coûte?

How much does that cost?

Puis-je avoir un café s’il vous plaît?

Could I have a coffee please?

Où je peux trouver...?

Where can I get ... from?

S’il vous plaît / Merci

Please / Thank you

check out the website www.shoestring-magazine.com for a french pronounciation podcast!

Translation by Dana Couppoussamy
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My kind of town: Little Rock

I imagine what I would think of Little Rock if I had never been to Arkansas, let alone the
United States. I imagine hillybillies missing teeth would be at the top of the list of mental
images. After all, Arkansas is backwater, full of nothing but hills and creeks...right? Well, Right.
Sort of. 

Arkansas is beautiful, full of misty hills, gorgeous, warm valleys, and wonderful swimming holes.
There's hiking for any level, and funky, small towns with hold-out hippies--and any of those
things are available even only an hour or less outside the main capital. However, as a city, Little
Rock is truly beginning to come into it's own. 

I remember as a child, downtown Little Rock was an area no one wanted to enter after dark.
Now, it's the place for nightlife. The River Market strip has an amazing farmer's market from
May-October on Tuesday and Saturday. Aside from veggies, they also have some really friendly
artists who love to have conversations with new people. Year around, there are several
excellent pubs and eats places. Sticky Fingerz, affectionately known as Stickyz, serves up some
of the most amazing chicken fingers a girl could ask for--doesn't hurt that they also provide
incredible local and regional musical talent on an almost nightly basis. Want to sing along with
some dueling pianos, or get just a bit embarrassed on stage if it's your birthday? Hit up Willy D's
Dueling Piano Bar; make sure to ask your waiter for a Blue Motherfucker. They are, in fact,
blue, and will rock your world. 

If you enjoy branching out, you absolutely have to head over to the Heights area. It's an older,
more progressive neighbourhood, perfect for walking in and out of shops. Its neighbour is
Hillcrest, home to Rivercity Coffee, Tea, and Cream. Rivercity is definitely where the locals
hang out, and, with its kind barrista (always ahead on the most recent gossip), free Wi-Fi, and
endless supply of coffees and truffles, it's truly a lovely spot to wile away the day. Just next door
is Vieux Carre, a New Orleans inspired restaurant with the best Sunday Jazz Brunch I've ever had
the pleasure of attending. 

While some individuals might be looking for a slightly more 'refined' experience than what
follows, I wouldn't be doing justice to all the options available in Little Rock if I didn't mention
Whitewater Tavern. The first few times I went there, I couldn't find it to save my life.
However, I discovered it's actually quite easy to find, and is also quite close to a place I lived
once. Whitewater is where the 'hipsters' go. There's typically only one thing on the menu, like
it or not. Beer is incredibly cheap, and pool can be found upstairs. Whitewater is known for it's
practically nightly shows - including a Christian band once a month! They truly allow the
customers to dictate what they want to hear. 

Sometimes, even those visiting a city on purpose want to get a little taste of the outdoors. If
that's the case, take a short drive down Highway 10, until you see the turnoff for Pinnacle
Mountain State Park. There is a park for kids, a creek to paddle, a couple of short, flat loop
trails, and some awesome longer hiking options. There's even a section of the Quachita Trail that
can be accessed. (It's like the Ozark's version of the Appalachian Trail). I've never failed to enjoy
a trip here, as it's got something for any mood you could possibly be in. The park also hosts
several events through the year (such as owl watching, or a meteor shower paddle trip), for free
or only a nominal cost.

If one can summarize the feeling of a city, I hope I've done it here. It took getting older, moving
away, then moving back, but I've come to love Little Rock. It's not quite the same experience
as some other cities, but it has developed a lovely culture all its own. I hope very much to see,
some day, a reader of this article who decided to stop by, for a day, a week, or even a lifetime.

http://barefootcityfeet.blogspot.com/ 

By Lacey Thacker

Top: Lacey Thacker having a drink at

Outback. Above: Fresh produce at

Rivermarket. Left: Pinnacle Mountain

State Park. Right: Little Rock Skyline

seen from the river.
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Which way to fly
around the world?

Many so called Round-The-World tickets are

tied to specific routes. Most start in a European

city, and then take in stops in Asia, Australia

and the USA. Some routes can be more

elaborate and stop on every continent.

However, these routes can only be flown in one

direction, which means you cannot back-track.

Say for example, you want to work in China,

then Africa and then India - you could not do

that on a RTW ticket. You’d have to go Africa,

India, China.

There are some quite popular countries like Ghana

or Cambodia, which are unlikely to be on RTW

routes. In this case you’d have to work out whether

a RTW ticket with extra single tickets to get to the

out-of-the-way countries is the cheapest option, or

whether it makes more sense to book each leg of the

trip separately.

This will allow you to have a more individualised

itinerary. 

A lot of flights can be booked up to a year in

advance, and if you have decided on a route

it is worth checking the internet for cheap

tickets. Early bookers usually get the cheap

seats. You should also remember that airlines

have less passengers on Tuesdays and Wed-

nesdays than they have over weekends,

which means there will be more seats and the

airline will be desperate to fill them so that

you can get a bargain!

Once you have found cheap flights or a route

you like online, go to a travel agent and ask

them to beat the quote. They like a good

challenge! You don’t have to book through an

agent, but they would have a copy of your

itinerary and tickets in case you loose them

on the way.

www.statravel.co.uk

www.roundtheworldflights.com

www.flightcentre.co.uk/flights/roundtheworld 

Maps from statravel.co.uk


