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11 Ubiquitous Signs You’re in Asiaaa

I love Asia. I love its oppositeness to everything familiar in the West. I love its kinetic energy, its
relentlessness, and yes, its “weirdness.” The fact is, Asia is only weird to westerners becausewe
don’t entirely understand it. Guess what? Not understanding it is what makes it so exciting.Unless
you’ve been lobotomised, Asia is simply thrilling at every turn, no matter how tiny thetown or how
ordinary the alley.

Far be it from me to speak for a whole continent, but here are a few of the oddities I’veobserved(and
love) from a dozen trips to Asia. Also read my 10 Reasons To Visit Asia At Least Once in Your Life.

No Room for “Elbow Room”

Personal space doesn’t exist in many Asian cities, the big ones and the small. If there’s a line,
chances are you and the guy behind you are rubbing elbows and more. Same goes for public
transportation and even dining tables at restaurants. If you’re an introvert or a fussy American, this
can be terribly uncomfortable at first, but remember that western society is the minority when it
comes to this sort of thing. The rest of the world is collectivist, which means community comes first.
Of course, overpopulation, high demand, and cultural norms make Asian crowds very excitable.

The good news is that much of Asia is incredibly safe as long as you smartly keep your money,
wallet, and phone in a secure place. Avoid carrying a backpack and use a cross body bag instead.

The way to deal with pushy crowds is to just relax and go with the flow. Give yourself plenty of time
to sightsee, eat, or stand in line. I square up my shoulders and elbows to create a few inches of
personal space if I’m tired of being pressed in upon. If a crowd gets too pushy, simply move to the
back. Travel is an opportunity to experience and learn to understand other cultures. Stand back and
observe the times that people are courteous, because that happens too, especially for the elderly
who are pretty scrappy anyway.

Scooters Rule

There is seemingly nothing more death-guaranteeing than riding a scooter in Asia. No matter how
many times I see it, I’m simply in awe of the agility and alertness required to navigate a place such
as Manila on a scooter. For most of the population, the scooter is the family vehicle and that means
you’ll often see four people riding one with the baby “driving” at the front. For others, the scooter is
the work truck and carries deep fryers, live chickens, or construction materials. I’ve even seen 
a scooter full of bunnies and one with a hunter carrying a rifle and a dog.

I wouldn’t advise any foreigners to casually drive a scooter in Asia, as there are many unwrittenrules
of the road. And yes, there are accidents. I saw a man face down in a ditch in China, bleedingfrom
the head. If you trust a local enough to ride on the back of one, bring a face mask or a scarfbecause
the pollution is horrendous. And, please, please, put away that selfie stick.

Lanes are a Suggestion

Do not be alarmed when your driver weaves in and out of lanes or a passing scooter buzzes off an
inch of your arm hair at lightning speed. There are too many vehicles on the road in many Asian
cities for lanes to be anything more than a suggestion. Road rage is not really acceptable and
frustration is usually expressed via the horn, though it’s more often used to alert other vehicles and
pedestrians on blind curves. Unlike the U.S., pedestrians have the right of way and locals are adept
at crossing multiple lanes of heavy traffic, even on freeways. Forget everything you know about
jaywalking and move with the herd no matter what the road markings or the lights say.

Mom ’n Pop Shops

Much of Asia lacks the big box stores that define the U.S. and that’s a good thing. There are
roadside stores of varying size and cleanliness in every village and neighborhood. They carry
snacks, toiletries, Chinese New Year decor, betel nut, and fresh fruit. You may not find your favorite
brands or even be able to read the label, but go ahead and buy those spicy shrimp crackers. Mom’n
Pops are usually pretty cheap unless they’re stocked only with tourist items.

Sizzling Street Food

If you go to Asia and don’t eat street food, you’ve done it all wrong. It’s sizzling, it’s greasy, it’s fast,
it’s cheap, and yes, it’s sometimes bizarre. However, most of the time, it’s a party in your mouth.
Truth be told, I don’t consider myself that adventurous when it comes to food. I don’t eat testicles,
insects, fetus, or feet, but I will try every incarnation of fried potato, noodle, pickle, or rice snack.
From China to Singapore, I’ve never gotten sick on street food.

Go Fish

There is seemingly nothing Asians love more than dried fish snacks in every form. Maybepreserving
seafood this way has been life-saving throughout the ages, I dunno. Asia is alsooverflowing with live
fish markets of varying smelliness and oddity of stock. Whether you’re buyingor not, fish markets
are a great way to see centuries-old merchandising.

Outdoor Markets

Along with street food, Asia is known for outdoor markets where no tchotchke is left unsold. Someof
these markets are the ultimate tourist trap, but that’s okay. Why not score a porcelain tea set in 
Hong Kong or a silk scarf in Shanghai? Haggling is expected and don’t be afraid to walk away if the
price is too high. At the end of the day, merchants are often willing to slash prices in half. Bring local
currency and shop multiple vendors before buying popular items.

No One Understands You

I hate to break it to you, but Asia doesn’t care about learning English. You are not the center of the
universe, so be prepared to be misunderstood, ignored, and at worst, ripped off. Learn a few words
of the local language and use the Google Translate app the rest of the way.

Street signs, public transport, and menus are not likely to be in English, but gestures go a long way.
If you’re smart, you’ll buy a local SIM card so you can use guides and maps to clear up any
confusion.

To avoid getting totally lost, carry a map of your hotel along with the name, address, and phone
number. Find a concierge who speaks English and write down their name and cell number if they’ll
give it to you. You may have to call them to find your way back. The other option is to use a hotel
driver so you’re guaranteed a safe and speedy return.  And of course, there’s always Google Maps
where you can drop pins. If you’re battery is getting low, turn your phone off until you absolutely
need it to navigate.

I’ve found that not understanding the local language has very little effect on my enjoyment of the
place. In fact, I like the anonymity it affords.

Selfie Nation

You aren’t a sentient being if you don’t have a selfie stick in Asia and popular tourist spots are likely
places to be smacked in the eye with one.

Foreigners are often instant celebrities, especially if you’re black or white, and thus sought after for
selfies. Before I first visited China, one of my friends moved there. He was a tall black man who
couldn’t walk down the street a day without being addressed as Kobe or invited to play basketball.

In places like Shanghai and Tokyo, no one batted an eye at me. Foreigners just aren’t that exotic or
rare in big cities. However, when I visited Zhangjiajie, I was repeatedly invited to join groups of
enthusiastic Chinese tourists for selfies. Sometimes they wouldn’t ask, they’d just sneak a selfiewith
me. I found it completely amusing and totally harmless, so I obliged (until it became excessive).The
funny thing is that no one asked who I was; they just wanted the picture. If you see my mug onan
advert for tampons there, let me know.

Street Style is Everything

First of all, know that shopping in Asia is either going to kill you (husbands, I’m talking to you) orthrill
you (ladies, gadget-lovers, candy addicts, foodies). Secondly, street style in Asia is fab-uuuuu-lous.
Major cities like Shanghai, Hong Kong, and Tokyo offer the most opportunities to see youthparading
in their most colorful, off-beat ensembles. There will be no jeans and t-shirts for theseyouth. Case in
point is the iconic Harajuku Street in Tokyo, but every major Asian city has itsfashionistas. Going
out — to work, shopping, dining — is a chance to demonstrate your uniquestyle. Even the babies
are on point. If I ever quit travel blogging, I’ll move to Shanghai and becomea street style photog.

The Cutest Kids in the World

I’ve never seen more tiny adorable faces than in Asia. That’s just my opinion, but look at thesefaces
and I think you’ll agree.

Have you been to Asia? Where? And What do
you love about it?
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