Stay plugged in on the road and in the air
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With technology moving at least as fast as a Boeing 777, there's no shortage of gadgets designed to keep you connected on the road. 

Of course, that doesn't mean the gadget will be compatible with your hotel's power source - or that you'll even be able to find a plug for it. 

Even with top-of-the-line equipment, it can be tough to stay in constant communication. So we asked some experts for their best tips and, when necessary, their last-ditch work-arounds. 

In the airport 

"You would think that airports would be more traveler friendly," says Andy Abramson, author of the blog Working-Anywhere (andyabramson.blogs.com/working_anywhere/), who is on the road an average of 2½ days a week as the owner of a marketing communications agency. 

Some airports offer free Wi-Fi connections (Sacramento, Calif.), and some have contracted with a service (O'Hare and Midway are both operated by Concourse Communications). With the free Wi-Fi, warns Abramson, "You get what you pay for" - meaning that if you have any problems connecting, there's little to no technical support. One solution: Sign up for Boingo or T-Mobile, the two largest Wi-Fi providers in the United States. "You can get in on any hotspot with those two providers," Abramson says. He pays a flat fee of $21.95 a month for a national package with Boingo, and a global package is about $40. 

Desperate? "A lot of airline red-carpet clubs are operated by T-Mobile," Abramson says. "If you're really sneaky and you don't have a club membership but you do have a T-Mobile account, just sit outside the door." 

On the airplane 

The airline industry has not yet standardized in-seat power. Some seats feature your basic plug, and others use something called the Mpower system. A lot of international airlines will provide adapters free of charge, but it's risky to count on that kind of hospitality. Not only does in-seat power vary from airline to airline, but it can also vary according to type of plane and class of service. 

One solution: Call ahead to find out what you can expect, and adjust accordingly. 

In hotels 

Five years ago, it was common to check in to find a DSL line being shared between all the rooms. Free wireless is more common now, but Abramson says it can be tricky. "If the access points are not near your room, your speeds can be slow." 

One solution: "I look for a hotel that offers wire in the room, and wireless in the public areas," Abramson says. 

Wi-Fi watch 

Peter Shankman, who runs the Geek Factory, a PR and marketing firm, is a mighty Wi-Fi hunter. (It's no coincidence that he is also the author of "Can We Do That?! The Book.") Some of his tips: 

n For $20 a month, you get unlimited Wi-Fi at any Starbucks in the country. "Worth it," he says. 

n Continental Presidents Clubs have free Wi-Fi, plus free alcohol. "The two together work wonders," he says. 

n T-Mobile's BlackBerry has served Shankman in more than 25 countries so far. 

n You can buy a Wi-Fi finder for around $20 at Radio Shack, which will let you know if there are any unlocked hotspots within range. 

n When all else fails, just drive down a residential street. "Some idiot will always have an unlocked Wi-Fi router somewhere," Shankman says. 

Making calls 

When you're overseas, international calling cards are still the easiest and cheapest way to phone home. Make sure you check the rates with the carrier before leaving. 

Of course, if you don't mind paying to get fancy, you can make miracles happen. "In April I was in a brasserie in Paris," Abramson says, "chatting with a friend of mine in Ottawa, using a Nokia 800 Internet Tablet ($350). Because there was an open Wi-Fi connection in the restaurant, I (instant-messaged) him, we both turned on our video cameras, and I was able to give him a tour of the restaurant. I introduced him to my waiter." 

Plugging in 

Some airports, like Paris' Orly, provide kiosks where travelers can plug in their laptops and even recharge cell phones. But more often, it's difficult to even find a plug for basic word processing. 

"It's getting harder and harder," Abramson says. "I've been known to carry a three-pronged adapter with me so I can share the plug," he says. 

It's even more difficult in, he says, train stations, which are often in historic buildings; landmark status means it's hard to get permission to drill more holes in the ground. 

One solution: "I find that the best thing to do is to locate a plug behind the check-in area at most airports," Abramson says. "Or learn how to look on the floor for the hidden plugs that are there for the vacuum cleaners and floor polishers. If someone ever questions what I'm doing, I just say I'm a journalist, filing a story. No one ever asks for my press card." 

Desperate? Join a travelers club. The next time you're able to plug in during a stay in the Amtrak VIP lounge, you'll be thankful. 

Instant e-mail 

If you're used to a constant flow of e-mail, it's time to stop fighting it: You'll need to invest in a BlackBerry. With this in your pocket, you'll feel very secure. "It will save you hours of frustration trying to find a place where you can plug in, power up, get online, and hope that everything works," Abramson says. 

Ryan Urcia, who travels for his public relations boutique agency, has rigged up his own system. "I travel with my laptop and my BlackBerry Pearl," he says. "I am able to tether my laptop to my BlackBerry via Bluetooth, essentially giving me Web and e-mail access while on the road. No need for Wi-Fi hotspots at airports or hotels. In fact, I have gone to spend a whole work day at Central Park." 

Remote access 

If you're really going to venture out into the void, you're going to need some serious equipment. Marty Kotis, president and CEO of a real estate company, recommends satellite phones, VOIP (Internet-based phone connections), wireless personal digital assistants with roaming service, and wireless cards for laptops. 

His proudest moment? "I was on Mt. Kilimanjaro last year," Kotis says. "I managed to do two deals while on the mountain." 
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