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 Train, bus, and taxi, can be used to visit city 
locations and even an ancestral village or two, 
provided one wants to do some walking and 
provide for the care of his or her belongings in 
the process.  Trains are fast, clean, economical, 
and once aboard one can relax.  And from the 
large train windows you will get a glorious view 
of the countryside. 
 
 But many prefer to travel by car, coping with 
the increased responsibility, attention to 
navigation, and immersion in a foreign traffic 
system and culture. 
 
 Schedule a leisurely trip, allowing twice the 
driving time first anticipated.  Getting lost is half 
the fun provided you are not rushing to meet a 
deadline.  Let's review a few of the opportunities, 
differences, and pitfalls likely to occur while 
visiting your ancestral village by automobile. 
 
Do Your Homework - To get the lowest car 
rental rates, make your arrangements before 
leaving home, and get a written quote of the cost 
and conditions of rental.  Some agencies may 
require partial payment before committing to a 
firm reservation.  Reconfirm your agreement a 
few days before departure from home. 
 
 If you plan to remain for an extended time at 
one or more localities, and do not wish to drive 
cross-country, take the train and make 
arrangements to rent a car at each destination. 
 
 Confirm that you meet all the requirements 
with regard to age and physical fitness for 
operating a rental car in the country in which you 
will be traveling.  Make clear to the rental agency 
the areas in which you will be traveling.  Some 
agencies do not rent cars for travel in Eastern 
Europe. 
 
 Call or visit your auto insurance company 
and confirm the coverage available under your 
domestic policy that is applicable to foreign auto 
rentals and confirm the acceptability with your 
European rental agency. 
 
 Liability insurance is mandatory.  Some 

rental agencies rent without collision and damage 
insurance, but of course the renter is then 
responsible for damage up to the full value of the 
car. 
 
 Big cars are an ego trip for many Americans.  
But you may feel better visiting your ancestral 
village if you are driving a moderate-sized car.  
What's more, the costs of any damage, and the 
risk of theft, are less with a small, unpretentious 
vehicle. 
 
 Acquire an up-to-date road atlas or map for 
the areas and cities in which you will be 
traveling, labeled in the language in which the 
road signs are written.  Maps supplied by car 
rental agencies are apt to be very limited in area 
and detail.  Also take along more detailed maps, 
say of scale 1:100,000 that, even if not of recent 
issue, may show small hamlets not shown by a 
modern road atlas. 
 
Receiving Your Rental Car - It is safe to 
assume that the rental agent at your pick-up point 
will speak English.  Be sure to confirm each facet 
of your arrangements, as you understood them 
when you made your reservation.  Don't be too 
proud to ask the agent for detailed instructions 
for starting on your way and reaching your first 
destination. 
 
  Do not make haste in leaving the rental area.  
Examine the car meticulously and have any 
damage noted on your contract.  Verify, by 
consulting the owners record in the glove 
compartment, that the appropriate periodic 
maintenance has been completed.  Otherwise 
obtaining towing or maintenance service (heaven 
forbid) may be complicated.  Verify a spare tire 
and jack are in place. 
 
 The owner's manual will probably not be in 
English so if you are not familiar with the make 
of car, practice finding and operating the 
important, levers, knobs, switches, and locks 
before getting underway.  Understand the built-in 
safeguards, if any, against locking the keys in the 
car. 
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Driving on the Autobahn - Many Americans 
exaggerate the anxiety accompanying driving on 
the autobahn.  Yes it is different than driving on 
interstate highways in America:  more road repair 
work is underway, particularly in eastern 
Germany, and in western Germany there are 
more and larger traffic jams.  But ramps and 
traffic loops are more gradual, and German 
owners keep their vehicles in excellent 
mechanical condition in accordance with the law. 
 
 Germans drive fast but they obey speed 
limits and stop at red lights and signs.  They are 
business-like but meet courteous foreigners more 
than half way.  There are very few if any SUV's 
or elevated pickup trucks.  Most large trucks, of 
which there are many on some routes, have well-
adjusted headlights. 
 
 Traffic in the middle lanes on the autobahn 
often moves considerably faster than that in the 
outer lane, which carries more truck traffic.  
When one is changing lanes it may be necessary 
to accelerate or slow down quickly to merge with 
the traffic. 
 
 Many major cloverleaf exits allow a second 
chance to exit in case you miss the turn.  Signs at 
exits indicate the nearest villages.  Intermediate 
signs confirm distant destinations and mark 
major route changes. 
 
Road Signs - Germany has three principle road 
systems.  Signs pertaining to the autobahn are 
blue, those on through highways are yellow, and 
secondary roads use white signs.  Notable 
exceptions are:  Some large signs denoting 
pedestrian crosswalks are blue but have nothing 
to do with the autobahn.  Village and Kreis 
boundaries are nicely marked with yellow signs, 
even on the most remote road of the white-road 
network. 
 
 Autobahn routes are consistently numbered 
and agree with those found on modern maps.  
However, some routes, including autobahns, have 
additional systems of numbers of international, 
provincial, or local significance, and some route 
numbers may not appear on all maps.  

 Detour signs are usually white and marked 
Umleitung, and may indicate the shape of a short 
detour route schematically.  When little traffic is 
flowing in towns, it may not be easy to follow 
detour routes.  Detour routes are marked with 
yellow “Umleitung” signs.  On some routes the 
continuation is marked at intersections with small 
white arrows on signposts or buildings. 
 
 Signs indicating one is leaving a village have 
a red diagonal stripe across the name of the 
exited village, and give the name and distance to 
the next village. 
 
Sign Language - Road signs may seem 
confusing to those not fluent in the language, 
mainly because place-names are easily mistaken 
for words giving information or suggesting 
caution.  If you learn the words in the 
accompanying list you will feel more confident, 
and may avoid an unpleasant experience. 
 
 International traffic signs are used in many 
areas.  Study the accompanying figures. 
 
Navigation - Traveling in a straight line may not 
be the quickest route in either cities or 
countryside.  Stay on the main highways or 
streets until near your destination.  Some street 
names change every few blocks, some streets are 
restricted to one-way traffic, may be closed for 
construction, or are designated pedestrian zones.  
Therefore if you find it necessary in correcting a 
navigation error to drive around several odd-
shaped blocks you may become disoriented. 
 
 Shortcuts on country roads that do not appear 
on your map are not advised, as the roads may 
not be in the best condition.  Town names on 
signs at road-forks, when they appear, may give 
only the name of the closest village, which may 
not appear on your map.  If you make a 
navigation error in either the city or countryside, 
turn around and retrace your path until you are 
confident of your whereabouts.  If you get lost, 
enjoy yourself, park, and hold out your map to a 
local resident.  He or she will show you where 
you are. 
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 One kilometer = 5/8 of a mile 
 40 kilometers = 25 miles 
 100 km/hr = 62.5 miles per hour 
 120 km/hr = 75 mph 
 140 km/hr = 87.5 mph 
 
Parking - Local Germans seem to park most 
anywhere, frequently with two wheels on the 
curb.  Don't park on bike paths.  Many paths are 
built into sidewalks with pavement of a 
contrasting color.  Don't park where doing so 
obviously conflicts with the road signs 

concerning parking. 
 
 If you park in a timed zone, set the hands of 
the little blue plastic clock face, found in the 
glove compartment, to the time you leave your 
car, and place on the dash near the windshield.  
Setting the clock ahead, or returning later to reset 
it for another shopping spree, may get a much 
stiffer fine than just parking overtime.  Don't 
leave luggage, or personal belongings, 
particularly briefcases, cameras, and satchels 
exposed in your locked car.

 
 

Auto Travel Vocabulary 
 
 Parts of a Car - (Autoteilen) 
Anschalter - switch 
Bremsen - brakes 
Gasgeber - accelerator 
Hauben - hood 
Kofferraum - trunk 
Kotflügel - fender 
Lenkrad - steering wheel 
Reife/Tyre - tire 
Schaltheber - shift lever 
Starter – starter motor 
Windschutzscheibe - windshield 
 
Street Signs - (Strassenschilder) 
3 Gleise - 3 tracks (railroad) 
Dreieck - 3-branch interchange 
Einbahnstrasse - one-way street 
Einfahrt/Ausfahrt - entrance/exit (ramps) 
Fussgängerzone - pedestrian area 
Kreuz/Kreuzung - intersection, crossing 
Notrufstelle - emergency callbox 
Parkplatz, Parkhaus - parking lot/facility 
Strassenschaden - road damage 
Umleitung - detour 
Welle - uneven road 
 

Other - (Verschiedene) 
Anhaltstelle - stopping place 
anschnallen - buckle-Up (seatbelt) 
Autoanfall - auto accident 
Autohaus - auto dealer/repair facility 
Autovermietung - auto rental office 
Benzin/Petrol - gasoline 
Chausee/Landstrasse - main road 
Dorf, Stadt, Kreis - village, city, county 
Fahrrad/Motorrad - bicycle/motorcycle 
Fahrschein, Pass - driver's license, passport 
Kraftwagen - motor vehicle 
Landkarte, Stadtplan - road map, city map 
Lastwagen - truck 
Mietwagen/Mietauto - rental car 
Notwagen - ambulance 
Panne - breakdown 
Pension - bed and breakfast 
Raststatte - rest area 
Rathaus - town hall 
Stau - traffic congestion or jam 
Tankstelle - service station 
Versicherung - insurance 
W. C. - toilet (water closet) 
Zentrum - midtown area 
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International Traffic Signs 
 

(For more information on German Traffic signs, see 
http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bildtafel_der_Verkehrszeichen_in_Deutschland 

or 
http://www.gettingaroundgermany.info/zeichen2.shtml) 

 
 

 


