
Try “baggage-free” travel with people you hardly know

SYLVIA TOH PAIK CHOO

The day I opened a door in my hotel room 
to face a tangle of clothes hangers and the 
discovery that it did not lead to a bath-
room, was the moment I decided flying 
solo was not my bag. 

I had circled a historic square in a  
mediaeval town, fetched up at the re-
ception of a close-by hotel and booked  
a single room. If you do not ask, you find 
out too late that the property offers only 
communal facilities. 

“It is on the same floor as your room,” 
chirped the front desk. (This would not 
happen in a package tour.) 

Neither was the wardrobe anything like 
Narnia’s, but enough.

FAMILIARITY IS OVERRATED 
Not one for half measures, the solution 

then had to be, ah, the kindness of stran-
gers. Yes, visit with the unknown, go with 
people you don’t know.

Unthinkable? Consider.
Travelling with a best friend will all but 

guillotine the friendship. First, she will be 
late to the airport, but you already knew 
that. Then she has forgotten an item she 
can’t live without, so hold her stuff while 
she checks if the terminal stocks it. 

Take-off and touch-down, a barrel 
of fun laughs about eats and shops and 
shows and drinks. And shops. 

“If I’m in excess at the outlet mall can 
put in your luggage right?”

Trips with the family are no better. 
Because we have grown up with each 
other’s body odour — okay, call it scent if 
you must — conversation will be unten-
able. One half second-guessing, the other 
half finishing your sentences for you.

With siblings, with cousins, with 
generations. New York City, Penang, 
Christmas markets in Germany, The 
Passion Play in Oberammergau. Blood 
relations drop gems of intimate clangers, 
in public.

“He’s in the toilet, you know, IBS, order 
the beetroot because I know what he likes.”

“Oh don’t ask her, she doesn’t know 
anything.”

Hello, stranger  
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“And when you get gas from it, don’t 
come looking for me!”

“Did you take your vertigo pills?”
“You sit in the front since you’re the 

largest of us all.”
We cannot choose our families, but we 

can holiday without them.
Vacation with office colleagues? Do you 

want your career on such a trajectory? 
Someone has to play leader, and if you fail 
to fall in with her wishes, imagine what 
she can tell the boss about you.

All because you did not want to chip in  
for the rental limousine and the Michelin-
starred dinner.

IN THE COMPANY OF STRANGERS
The answer stared me in the face. Stran-
gers. A voyage with people I would meet 
for the first time at the airport, an expedi-

tion with folks well-met on a coach. 
Where to start? Scan these pages.
Hello package tour company, do you book 

singles on your group travels? Hi there, you 
accept individual bookings for group trips?

Which is how I found myself on a music 
journey through the Austrian Alps, cov-
ering even more hills than Julie Andrews 
did. I met a dozen Malaysians and 
Singaporeans in Munich airport and later, 
20 from the Philippines in the tour coach.

Typically, seating was tribal — we 
gravitated to people with the same pass-
port and language. The weather was 
chilly, but we were amiable.

On the first meet-and-greet outing, 
everyone was on their best behaviour. 
A couple of days in, people paired and 
grouped off, saving space at meal tables 
for new friends. 

“Sylvia, here, come and join us.” Hail, 
fellow Penangite!

It is like Discovery Channel, hopping 
on an excursion bus to a medley of faces 

each and every one stark new to you. You 
could be in for anything. Or nothing. 
What’s vital though — it turfs you out of 
your comfort zone.

TILL THE NEXT TIME
These are a few of my favourite things, 
on my do-re-mi jaunt in the company of 
strangers:

1With some 30 new friends about, I could 
ask a different person to take my picture 

front, back and side of the fabled hills. 
Without bothering the same people twice.

2There is always big pharma on board. 
So much as clear your throat in a  

sibilant whisper, and five hands shoot 
up with throat pastilles, cough syrups, 
nasal sprays, Kleenex and Tiger Balm. 

3An air of overall graciousness. Fellow 
travellers helped with steep steps, heavy 

bags, spare umbrellas, gave up seats and 
shared food.  

4The trivia and the knowledge you will 
learn from seasoned and first-time 

travellers trumps all you have gleaned 
from television and reading. Like how this 
brand of Mozart chocolate is four times 
cheaper, but the other tastes superior.

5Non-judgemental behaviour. You look 
like you need a toilet? You see that 

sign, under, to the left…  

6For the scenic sights, you can almost 
hear predictable reactions from your 

best friend, family member or tired col-
league. But from a complete stranger, it is 
always a zinger. 

I recall a Malaysian gentleman, on 
being led into a cave where the fireflies 
shone and flickered like Christmas 
tree lights, turning to me and ex-
claiming: “Huh, let me tell you, those 
are Eveready batteries!”

7Making fresh new friends. I had an 
exceptional travel director and local 

city guides (I had not a question to ask).
When we had climbed every mountain 

and forded every stream, we exchanged 
hugs, traded name cards and took group 
pictures. 

Hello, stranger.
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Travel Deals
Royal Caribbean International
Booth: 5H50
Sail the high seas with luxurious 
cruise ships from Royal Caribbean 
International this year.

Voyager of the Seas offers 
many activities and entertainment 
options with exciting features 
such as a surf simulator and an 
ice-skating rink. 

Do not miss the fun on a three-
night cruise to Bintan/Melaka and 
Kuala Lumpur (Port Klang) from 
April to June.

You can opt to go on board 
Spectrum of the Seas in May too. 

Try its Sky Pad VR bungee 
trampoline, SeaPlex’s bumper 
cars and the skydiving simulator 
for an exciting adventure at sea.

HSBC credit cardholders enjoy 
additional $50 off per stateroom. 
This deal can be combined with 
other promotions. 

The second guest sails at just 
$3 for Singapore round-trips on 
Voyager, Spectrum and Quantum 
of the Seas. 

Terms and conditions apply.

With Lai Yee (left) 
from Penang 
and Gerry (right) 
from Singapore 
in the town of 
The Passion Play, 
Oberammergau.
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DISCOUNT!
UP TO

*PER
PERSON

S$ 1,000

[Date] 22 - 24 February 2019
[Venue] Singapore Expo, Hall 5 & 6A
[Booth] 5H67
[Time] 10am - 9.30pm
*Tax & Fuel: From S$120-400
*Terms & Conditions Apply
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