Traveler Trauma 
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Saddlebrook, NJ   -  Here at the intersection of the Garden State Parkway and I-80 is a good place to assess the state of travel in the United States today.  In spite of record high gasoline prices, traffic appears to be heavier than ever.  It seems that $3.39/gal gas has not yet induced most Americans to seek alternative travel modes.  Even on a weekend the flow of cars and trucks is continuous, with over a 15 minute delay to gain admission to the George Washington Bridge into Manhattan.
Not only is the price of gasoline nearly a dollar a gallon higher than last summer, the tolls along the eastern corridor have risen rather dramatically.  During our drive to New York and back from the Washington, D.C. area, we spent nearly 40 dollars in tolls for bridges and highways.  If one adds the cost of gasoline to the toll charges, the train, the bus, and even an airplane flight begins to make economic sense.  Amtrak, for example, will whisk me from downtown DC to Penn Station in the midst of Manhattan for just $117.30 for a roundtrip on a weekend – all without the considerable hassle, and danger, of driving up the New Jersey Turnpike.  

It certainly is faster to take the train between Washington and New York than to drive.  Amtrak makes the trip in just 3 hours and 18 minutes, compared to at least 5 hours driving.  If you wish to go even faster, you can take one of the Acela trains (at a higher cost of $230.25), and make the trip in just 2 hrs and 50 min.  I am not sure that savings of just under 30 minutes is worth an additional $110 to most people, but it is an option.  Round trip air fare on a weekend can be obtained for only $194, but getting to and from both airports to the middle of town will cost you another 100 bucks or so – if you are lucky.
Of course, the problem for the frugal traveler headed for New York City is not just selecting a transportation option, but lodging.  A decent hotel nearly anywhere in the city is well over $200 a night.  Even using an online discount service to obtain a room, you can expect to spend closer to $300-400 per night, once local and state taxes are added.  If you are foolish enough to drive into the city, you will also have to pay a hefty sum to park that car.  
The option I choose is to find far less expensive lodging in suburban New Jersey and make the short drive into New York.  For just over $120 a night, we have a large, clean room [in a Ramada Inn] less than 15 minutes from upper Manhattan.  On a Saturday evening, we were in the Wall Street area of lower Manhattan in under an hour, with free parking on the street.  Another benefit of staying overnight in northern New Jersey is the wealth of ethnic food available in local delis and bakeries.  We always head to East Hanover for lunch at Esposito’s Deli and grab pastries for breakfast in a great Italian bakery just around the corner from the Ramada.
Reality returns on the drive south to Virginia.  More and more drivers now seem to be on the phone throughout the majority of time in the car.  Although it is illegal in New Jersey to talk on a hand held phone while driving, most of the folks I observed along both the Garden State Parkway and the New Jersey Turnpike either were unaware of the new law or were simply ignoring it.  Judging from the manner in which these drivers were piloting their vehicles, the inherent dangers of driving are now exponentially higher.  
Maybe there can be a golden lining to these insanely high gas prices.  If only some of the knuckleheads on their car phones are forced to travel other than driving their cars, it just may improve road safety for the rest of us.  And, no, I did not write this article while behind the wheel!
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