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BY HUGH GALLAGHER .
STAFP WRITER
Bo Kind to Gate Agents!

7 After logging numerous flight
hours on Northwost Airlines,
“hovering for several hours over
airports and playing air fare
roulette, Bob Cowen has learned
that the agent at the gate can be
“a time snver and o money saver,
.+ Cowen of Farmington Hills is
sharing thia and other travel
knowledge in three-hour clasacs
for tho Southficld and Farming-
~ton community education pro-

geams. .
As o salesman for o communi-
cations software company,
.« Cowen does a lot of traveling and
he's taken notes on his experi-
ences from “Halifax to Mexico

. and the southern Caribbean to

- - Vancouver.”

.. I feel sick when I sce people
paying what they are paying for
air fares nnd hotels and know
they don’t have to if they know

. what they're doing,” he said.

. Two years ago, he decided to
do something about it.

..+ “I like sclling and I like teach-
ing, so I developed o class, I

, went to Southfield schools and

. they said OK, so I taught there
for a year and then went to
Farmington,” ho said,

“’ < His originel plan was to help

busincsses save money on their |

necessnry travel expenscs.
.Though he originally designed
., the class for business, 80 percent

«. -of the students were leisure trav-

. clera.
. Using an overhead projector,
. Cowen haa carcfully planned his
class to combine the humor
.-borne of traveller frustration
with a planned attock that ns

ano student phrased it in o sur-
vey eard “Puts me on a level field
with the afrlines.”

And Cowen finds that he often
learns s much as teaches.

“Theo class is three haurs but it
often runs 3-1/2 hours and more.
There ia a real interchange of
ideas injeach clnss,” he said.

Cowep outlines his class on
two of his transparencles under
“Travel'Secrets”; Save up to 50
porcent on ‘air fares, more fre-
quent flyer mileage, Girat class
soating, best seat on the air-
plane, eliminate ‘connecting
flights} got.to the front of any
Jine, find .the best travel agent,
preview resort/cruiso, get, lower

hotel rates, reduce rental car

charges, travel smarter, avoid
delays jund‘cnnc‘ullntluna and
change a “no change” ticket. .

Cowen anid there is no ono -

way to get tho best air deal, but
offers several strategies that ho
has found to be'helpful.

“I have a top.dozen ways to get -

the best fares,” he said. .

Among his suggestions is to
drive o little and fly out of Lans-
ing or*Toledo, whero fares aro
cheaper; split your ticket and fly
to n midway city on one airline
and complete your flight on
another airline, carefully
planned it cduld save you hun-
dreds of dollars; fly into a nearby
city that is less fashionable, for
instance fly to San Jose rather
than nearby San Franci

work with you. A travel ngent
will work with you,” Cowen gaid.
Another Cowen rule is use a
travel agent. ..
“I talk about how to find the

best agent for you and for your-

type of travel,” Cowen aaid.

Ho said recent cutbacks in
ngent fees pnid by airlines have
forced travel agents to charge for
their services, but ha said the
work they do'is wnrtl:thn feo.

have internet access. I talk
about what sites are good nnd
which aren't,” Cowen said.

The internet can be used to
preview tripa, find special travel
agents, track down the latest
changes in nir fares and check
the Department of State for trav-
«l advisories.

Cowen also shares some tips
on hotel agcommedations and car
ronitals, He udvised taking

Cowen also t how to
“survive and thrive” at airports,
a subject that has becoma cape-
cially {mportant in light of recent
labor problems at Northwest,
Detroit's hub airline. .- -

“I have a Plan B if a flight is
dolayed,” ho sald, “Who is ‘the

most powerful person at the air-.

port and who can heip you the
most.” .
Cowon said he has been
bumped twice fiom Northwest
flights but hns received creditd
and meal vouchera while others
got nothing. : DO
“Keep .asking, keop osking,

"keep asking,” Cowen -said. He

calls it his Mommy-Daddy stra
gy, If Mommy snys “No,” go ask.
Daddy. - .~ s
Another bit of advice Cowen
offers ia to aveid E or electronic
tickets, He soys get o paper tick-
et so that if you have to.change
airlines you can do it at the gate
rather than waiting in a lineat a
tickot counter. Afrlines aren’t
ired to exch E tickets

“On trusting airlines, my
advice is never trust airlines,”
Cowen gaid, only half facetious-

Iy,

“If you call Northwest directly,
cach time you will get a different
price: They don’t have time to

. GREAT ESCAPES

until late 1999. |
As a software salesman, he is
also a promoter of using the com-
puter as a travel tool, .
“On the first day of class, one
of the things I ask is what kind
of travel do you do and do you

ge of every available dis-
count such as AAA and AARP,
sendinyg for city brochures that

*.often contain discount coupons
and calling a hotel directly

. rather than colling a central 800
number,

. " On’car rentals, Cowen advises
walking the countors after
you've called to got a price quote.
He snid rental companics will

often have cheaper rates later in |

e doy. . .

Several Cowen slides appranch
travel with humor to break the
‘class begins, He advia-

"8 you'are traveling too much if:

“You' go'to a movie and reach for
v tho seatbelts when you sit down;
.yout'don’t mind coach to Europe
! beeause it's a short flight; tho
“flight.attendant recognizes you
. and knows your name. | -,

But despite the humer, Coawen
seces the traveler as a warrior
who has to be properly armed.

“Beat them ot their own game

~when it's coming out of your
pocket,” he said.

And, of course, once at the air-
port be nice to gate agenta.

- “They have to turn a plane
around, unload and turn around
in 30 minutes. You have to know
when to leave them alone and
when to hit them up for first

Experlenced traveler: Bob Cowen, at Detroit Metro Air-
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port, uses his experience as a business traveler to pass
along his secrets of travéling less expensively.

clnss upgrade,” he,enid,

Cowen will bo.teaching his
elass 9 a.m. to noon Saturdny,
Sept. 26, in Southfield and Sat-
urday, Oct. 3, in Farmington and
6:30-9:30 p.m. Monday, Oct. 19,
in Farmington and Menday, Qct.

... Great Escapes features various
travel news items.’ Send news

.+ .lceads to Hugh Gallaghcr, assis-

. tant managing cditor, Obscrver
.+ & Eccentric Newspapers Inc.,
136251 Schoolcraft, Livonia, MI
. 48150, or fax them to (313) 591-
- 7279,

* " WESY MICHIQAN GUIDE

The 1998 cdition of the West
Michigan Travel Guide, pub-
lished apnually by the West
Michigan Tourist Association,
was relensed this week. The 144-
page guide is a comprehensive
compilation of attractions, activi-

ties nnd vacation deatinations.

throughout West Michigan's 41

countics. The guide’s Fun Index
lists more than 350 things to do
- including dune rides, cruises,
summer theater, winery tours,
museums, zoos and fishing char-
ters.

. Foy a froe West Michigan
’l‘rnvo_l.Guide' Btop by the nssoci-

ation's Visitor Information Cen-
ter at 1253 Front Avo. NW, just
off U.S. 131 at exit 87, Or order
at the Web site at www., wmta,

" org or by calling toll free (800)
442-2984.

MICHIQAN FOLKLORE -
This year’s Michigan State
University M.u‘seum's Festival of
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special guests ~ Terri Clark and David Kersh
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ditions of Michigan's Thumb”

and “Fire Fighting Traditions™ 1-
7 p.m. Saturdny and Sunday,
Aug. 8-9 and 15-16, at MSU's

Landon Field. .
The Featival of Michigan Folk-
lore is the state’s largest annual
hibition of Michigan's

_cultural heritage. .

! For more information, call 1.
(517)356-2370. The muscum also
has a Web site at www. muscum.
cl. msu. edu

26, in Southficld.

For more information on Joca-
tion and cost of the classes, call
Farmington Community Educa-
tion nt (248)489-3333 and South-
ficld Community Education at
{248)746-8700.
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Take « day to

There’s moro fo

maro tours, more fun. Jump-start your i

science museum. Take a threo-hour four o

cumpus, §top for o picnic neor tha scienca musaum or hike lush nature

trails, At Cranbook, you'll find something for everyts 1o

enjoy this summer - rain or shine.
e

Chock out our nowly expar

summer blockbuster exhibit, The Robot Zool

Largor-than-life robotic boasts, including a giant

squid with 18-foot tentacles, demonsirate how

animals function in tha natural world.

The Robot Zoo is sponsarod locally & Cranbrook

by FANUC Robarics North America, Inc.

Art Museum it

E:glorp on amoy of contemporary art exhil ;;am

vislt Cranbrook with family and friends!
Jore thon ever baforo ot Cranbrook - mora axhibits,
inalion af our ni ded

nded musaum and

more. The musoum also offars fascinating tours

of historic Saarinen Housa as well as one of the

country's finost outdoor sculphurp collections.

Cranbrook Houso and Gardens

Woandar more than 40 acres of spectaculor
ardens surrounding the homa of Cronbrook

z:unduys Goorge and Ellen Scripps Boath, open

dlaily this summer. Cranbrook House is available

for yided fouis o Sundgys and Thurdeys

at various timos.

For information, call toll free:
1-87 7-GO=-CRANBroolc

1221 N. Woodward Avenue in Bloomfield Hills,
just a few miles north of downtown Birmingham.

" CTANBROOK.
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