GETTING AROUND IN AIRPORTS

There are two general rules to follow if you want to facilitate your airport experience, and the first is, when looking for directions, always look up! Arrows and signs directing you to where you need to go are almost always above eye level. The second is to keep your tickets and passport in a safe but easily accessible place.  You’ll need to present them several times throughout the check-in procedure.  

When entering an airport on the initial leg of your trip, the first thing to do is to locate your check-in desk.  Look for signs (above your head!) that point you to Delta, Continental, Northwest, or whatever carrier appears first on your itinerary. Once you’ve located your check-in desk, find the line for economy travel.

At check-in, you’ll need to present your passport (make sure it is signed) and your entire ticket packet. (Procedure is the same for both e-tickets and paper.)  Most airports now have kiosques for  self-check-in. All you have to do is swipe your passport and your ticket will print out. You usually do this while waiting in line to check your luggage. 
When you approach the desk, specifiy you’d like your luggage to be routed straight through to your final destination. Be sure that all previous security stickers and airport tags have been removed from your check-in luggage to avoid confusion for the baggage handlers. You’ll also get a luggage receipt. Save this in case your luggage is delayed or rerouted.

At this time you should receive boarding passes for all flights leading to your destination city. This is the time to request special seating if you have not already done so. Remember, about 30% of all seat assignments are reserved for airport check-in, so even if you were refused special seating over the phone, you still may be able to get your preferences at the airport. The people behind the desk have a lot of power, so be especially nice to them if you expect results! 

Obviously, the earlier you get to the airport, the better. Most airlines suggest two to three hours before departure for international flights.  I know that may seem excessive, but check-in times can be extremely unpredictable.  Sometimes it takes less than ten minutes to get through the process, and at other times you can stand in line for an hour and a half.  Many airports have information on their websites that tells you how long the current wait is for the security line, and even the capacity of the parking lots.  For the Pittsburgh Airport, the link is flypittsburgh.com.  The information is located in the upper right hand corner of the homepage. It’s good to check before taking off for the airport, but still, you just never know, so it’s always safer to err on the side of safety.  Better to arrive too early than too late. 
Once you’ve completed the sign in procedure and have checked your bag, you can proceed to the gate. The boarding pass will tell you what time boarding will begin for your flight, which is usually 30 to 45 minutes before takeoff. Remember, departure time means the time the plane is scheduled to actually leave the ground.  It takes a while to get all passengers on board and taxi to the runway, so if your departure time is noon and you arrive at your gate at 11:55, don’t count on being able to board the plane!

There are arrival/destination screens all over the airport. I would advise checking one of these at least one half hour before boarding, just to make sure your departure gate hasn’t changed.  Look for your destination city, followed by the flight number. The gate and terminal should be the same as that which appears on your boarding pass, but if not -- no matter what your ticket or boarding pass says -- the information on those screens is definitive. Listen also for announcements that can advise of gate changes, as this is not an unusual occurrence.  

If you have a connecting flight, disembark the plane and immediately upon entering the airport, go to the nearest departure screen and check to see which terminal and gate you must proceed to. Do this even if the flight attendants on board the plane have given you information regarding connecting flights, as this information may have changed.

While on the plane, it is essential to get up and move around as often as possible. Blood clots can form if you are sedentary for too long.  A vascular surgeon on one of our past trips recommended that everyone wear compression stockings (available at medical supply stores or by prescription) and, unless contraindicated, taking a baby aspirin before boarding. Also remember to stay hydrated.  Plane cabins are exceedingly dry, and you’ll need to drink at least a glass of liquid (non-alcoholic) for every hour you are in flight.

You’ll have to go through passport control and security again once in Europe (as will be the case each time you enter a different country on an international itinerary), so have your passport and boarding pass ready.  Be sure you’re in the right line. There are “EU Countries” (for European Union) and “All Others.”  In the US, it’s “US Passports” and “All Others.”  If you did not receive a boarding pass for your connecting flight, you’ll need to go to the desk located at your departure gate and get one. If you already have a boarding pass from your first check-in, you’re all set.

Some layovers are quite long, while others require a sprint to the next gate. Always proceed to your gate first, and then, if you have the time, explore the duty-free shops.  

When we arrive at our final destination, we will need to retrieve our luggage. Look up to locate the signs leading to the baggage claim area.  Once there, check the overhead screen to see on which carrousel you can expect to find your luggage.  Most airports do not require baggage receipts, but in case they do, you’ll have yours from your initial check-in.  Once you’ve retrieved your luggage, exit the customs control area and proceed to the outer lobby where we’ll find our smiling Go Ahead tour director waiting for us, large cardboard sign in hand.
A special word about the return trip home: When we arrive back in the States, we will most likely need to retrieve our baggage and go through customs at the point of entry.  If the point of entry is not your final destination (for instance, if we land in New York and you’ll be proceeding on to Pittsburgh), we will have to re-check our baggage, which is a very quick and easy turnaround procedure.  Just follow the signs.

The most important things about getting through the airport experience are patience, flexibility, and a sense of humor!  Try not to get rattled when deviations occur, because they most likely will.  Delays, gate changes, and even flight cancellations, unfortunately, are all a very real part of air travel, and no tour company or individual can change this. Most of the rules and regulations are made for with our safety in mind, which may make the inconveniences a little easier to deal with.  Just remember that even though it may not seem so at the time, the most annoying and ridiculous situations usually end up making the best travel stories later :)  
One last thing:  The most taxing part of the entire trip will likely be that very first day.  Get a good sleep the night before, and don’t waste energy getting upset about things over which we have no control.  Try to concentrate on our ultimate destination; airplanes and airports are just the means of getting us there!

