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Introduction


I realize I may not be completely unbiased when I say this BUT guidebooks are brilliant. When I was doing my planning, I may have underestimated the relative importance of guidebooks as compared to other, seemingly more vital arrangements for my year-long round-the-world trip such as, say, visas, flights and places to stay. While those items were, clearly, critical to the success of the trip, once I was out there on my own in the big wide world I found out that a decent guidebook was actually very important, as it not only made everything so much less bewildering but also helped out with the other stuff – like finding places to stay and knowing what the visa requirements were. My guidebooks became my constant friends and travelling companions, used so frequently that they acquired their own nicknames. My South American guidebook, for example, was referred to as The Bible since I seemed to live most of my travelling life According to The Word of The Book.


Following so carefully the tried-and-tested paths of countless previous travellers, seeing the same sights, eating in the same restaurants and sleeping in the same beds was not entirely the image I’d had of my trip when I started planning it. I saw myself as a free spirit, travelling the

 world alone, seeking new friends and new experiences and seeing and doing some pretty exciting things on the way. Instead, I found myself slavishly consulting The Bible when planning my next meal, sightseeing trip or place to rest my weary bones.


Sometimes the conventionality of following the same route around the world as everyone else would become too much. At such times, I would indulge myself with a quiet and personal rebellion, deciding that I was perfectly capable of finding a decent and moderately priced restaurant by myself. I would then abandon the guidebook and set off in search of an elegant-yet-cost-effective dining establishment. I was usually cured of this presumptuousness by a couple of evenings of wandering through darkened streets peopled only by unsavoury-looking youths or bored-looking ladies of the night. (It has to be said that, if left to my own devices, I do seem to exhibit an unfortunate tendency to unerringly stumble into the red-light district in any given town. In Rio de Janeiro I surpassed myself and had the good fortune to stay in the heart of the local niche market for ladyboys of the night. It made for an interesting walk home from the pub, at least.)

These evenings of quiet rebellion tended to end with me either in a fast food burger bar, having failed to find anything remotely resembling a welcoming and wholesome restaurant, or with me consuming an unsatisfying meal of dubious quality and paying an extortionate price. Such experiences generally sent me scurrying back to the establishments recommended by the recently rejected guidebooks, tail between my legs. There’s usually a reason why

 other travellers have been to the places listed in the guidebooks, and that’s because they’re either worth seeing, worth eating at or worth staying in.


Eventually I realized that guidebooks were essential to my enjoyment of the trip and that if I wanted to eat reasonable food, see as much as I could in a short time and stay in the right area of town, it was quite a good idea to follow the books’ advice, at least most of the time. The only other option (unless I particularly wanted to eat in red-light district kebab houses) was to go by recommendation either from fellow travellers or, even better, from the locals. The guidebook/recommendation combo worked well in most countries; the exception to this being India. There, the locals would recommend their brother-in-law-twice-removed’s curry house as undisputedly the best in town regardless of the low hygiene standards and how many cockroaches had taken up residence.

Most of the time, my guidebooks happily provided me with all manner of useful information on practical matters such as how to get transport to and from the airport; how to avoid being murdered by a taxi driver in Delhi; exactly what the local speciality dish contains; which hostels actually do have hot showers as opposed to which hostels only claim they have hot showers; what to do if a Peruvian granny spits on your shoulder; and why the Chinese don’t worry about queuing. There are, however, other subjects on which travel guides are entirely silent, but which nevertheless loom large in the life of girls who backpack. Things I wish I’d known before I went. Things like how to still feel

 glam with only one pair of decent shoes; survival tactics for cooking in hostel kitchens; the fact that, yes, head torches might look dumb at home but they’re very useful on a pitch-black campsite in the middle of the Australian outback; how to cope with sharing your room with strangers who snore (and worse); and how to deal with the realities of bush peeing and squat toilets.


Nothing I read before leaving home gave me any indication of the fact that I would quickly become comfortable with discussing my bowel movements with people I had met for the first time only five minutes earlier. I had no warning that I would learn the importance of rubber flip-flops the hard way (and believe me, they are not only important but I would venture to suggest actually critical – I’ll tell you why a bit later), and nothing prepared me for quite how anal Australian customs officers can be. In fact, there’s a whole lot of useful stuff that I learned on my way round the world. Things like being amazed at how many delicious meals you can make with pasta and a jar of tomato sauce; knowing what a South African means when they say they’ll do something ‘just now’; accepting that it’s OK to wear slightly dirty clothes as long as they don’t actually smell; and figuring out how to buy toothpaste in Argentina.

So, this book is for all the girlie travellers of the world. If you’re in your late teens taking a gap year or you’ve recently finished uni and you’re seeing a bit of the world before you settle down, well done. If you’re a bit older, then well done as well. It’ll be brilliant. I hope we might run into each other. I’ll be the one in the sparkly flip-flops.
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After you’ve done the important stuff like booking your tickets, buying your guidebooks and making your family and friends jealous by showing them pictures of the beautiful beaches upon which you’re shortly going to be soaking up the sun, you’ll eventually have to start thinking about what to take with you and what else you need to do before you go. It’s quite a weird concept to get your head round, isn’t it? Basically, before you leave home you’ve got to pack everything you’re going to wear and need for a year (or however long it is you’re going for). Now I don’t know about you, but being famously indecisive I’ve been known to take two dresses, three pairs of shoes, several sets of underwear, half a tonne of make-up and my entire jewellery collection just for a one-night stay to attend a posh do. The idea of having to think about what you might want to wear for the whole of the next year is a bit daunting, and that’s before you’ve thought about any special equipment you might need.


Then there’s the space issue as well. Given the likely size of the backpack you’ll be taking away on your long trip, the task facing you is a bit like trying to imagine fitting the contents of your double wardrobe into a bathroom cabinet. Sadly, it’s unlikely that you’ll be able to take with you

 absolutely everything you want to take. Those gorgeous knee-high boots you got for your last birthday that you always pull in? They’re never going to fit in your backpack, or at least if they do not much else is going in with them. Buck naked except for the boots is undoubtedly a good look on certain occasions, but it’s just not going to work on the Inca Trail. Some tough decisions will have to be made. The sad fact is that the average backpack is probably smaller than your shoe cupboard, but try to think of it as part of the adventure and the perfect opportunity to declutter your life a little bit. Plus, coming home and being reunited with your favourite heels or your best top will give you something to look forward to. If you can’t fit everything you want in, don’t panic. If you leave something out and then find that you absolutely cannot live without it, you’ll almost certainly be able to buy it on the way round – at some point. If your first stop is in the middle of nowhere, make certain you’ve got everything critical before you leave home.












GETTING YOUR KIT







This isn’t like your average holiday. This time, you’re not going to be able to get away with shoving some bits in a suitcase the night before you get on the plane and assuming it’s going to be OK. You can try, but you might find yourself in a bit of bother later. It’s much better just to get organized before you go.









Firstly, do a bit of planning. Talk to any friends who’ve done some travelling and start checking out camping and travel shops to get an idea of what kit’s available. There are also lots of travel websites you can use, which, like travel agents, might be able to provide you with suggested packing lists. Get hold of some of these, have a read, have a think about the sorts of activities you want to do and the weather you’ll be doing them in and you’ll start to get an idea of what clothes and equipment you’ll need. Think comfort as well as what will look good. If you’re going somewhere cold, make sure you’ve got a thermal vest and a woolly hat. OK, so they’re not that glam but trust me, you’ll look a lot more attractive if you’re snug and warm than if you’re blue, shivering and have a shiny, red, runny nose. The Rudolph look is not in this year.


After you’ve done some of this thinking, start writing lists. Lists will, in all likelihood, become central to your existence in the days prior to the long-anticipated first flight. I thought I was a list person before I started trying to sort out spending a year with only one small backpack; it could only get worse. In the run-up to departure I became Listzilla. I had lists of where to go, lists of what buy, lists of what to pack, lists of what still had to be booked, lists of what I still had to do before I left home. I even had lists of lists. The good thing with lists is that you don’t have to worry about remembering everything (or forgetting something) because it’s all written down. Lists are very reassuring. They also help to give you the impression that you’re far more organized than you actually are and that you do

 know what you’re doing, which always makes you feel good.


Tempting as it may be to rush out and stock up on shiny new kit, the time to get the credit card out in the world of camping shops and travel stores is after you’ve done your thinking. With a bit of prior exploration and some lists behind you, the array of equipment on offer will be less daunting and you’ll be less likely to spend a fortune on something you don’t really need. Camping shops clearly aren’t as exciting as designer malls to shop in, but they’re kind of a necessity in this situation and there might even be the added bonus of bumping into some totty in the form of a rugged outdoors type. You never know, ask his advice about head torches and he might end up inviting you out for a drink.





Choosing your equipment




Choosing equipment might seem a bit scary simply because there’s so much of it on offer, all of which makes fantastically wordy claims about what appears to be the outdoor equipment equivalent of superhuman powers. Before buying anything, really think about what you need it for and pay attention to the advice you’ve read. If you’re going to Australia and New Zealand in the summer, do you really need a sleeping bag that will keep you warm down to temperatures of minus 20, or will one that’ll keep you warm just down to freezing do? Also, don’t assume that a head torch is a head torch is a head torch. How many different varieties can there be? I hear you ask. Answer: about twelve,





 and I chose the wrong one because I hadn’t done my research. Just so that you don’t do the same, here’s my advice: get one with LEDs instead of conventional bulbs. LEDs don’t need replacing as often and LEDs don’t break when you drop the torch. Which you will.


It’s only for things like backpacks, head torches and sleeping bags that you’re faced with a bewildering array of options. Other kit will be a bit easier to select, if only because there’s less choice. You’ll be able to stock up on essentials that you probably never knew you needed before. Things like travel towels (which allegedly fold up really, really small and dry really, really quickly), a sarong, a washing line that doesn’t need pegs, a penknife, a miniature sewing kit, rechargeable batteries, super-concentrate travel wash (that can be used to wash you, your clothes and even dirty dishes) and a special travel first-aid kit with its own syringes and lots of stuff for sunburn and upset stomachs. You should also remember to pack a small shoulder bag or daypack for carrying things like your camera, passport, money, a bottle of water and some suncream around with you when you’re sightseeing, as the last thing you want to end up doing is traipsing up and down mountainsides visiting Buddhist temples with your entire year’s worth of clothes and essentials strapped to your back.

Buying your kit is one of those occasions in life when size really does matter. That backpack might look quite big from the point of view of something you have to carry around, but it’s quite small when looked at from the point of view that it has to fulfil the combined functions of your

 wardrobe, shoe cupboard and bathroom cabinet. Even though you’re on a budget, it might be worth paying the extra £20 for a sleeping bag that squashes up to four inches shorter than its cheaper cousin. An extra four inches (as I’m sure we all know) can make a huge difference to your general pleasure. In backpacking terms it could be the difference between two T-shirts or three, or even the difference between taking some heels and not taking some heels.
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Choosing your backpack




Selecting your backpack itself is going to be one of the most important decisions you make in terms of kit. It has to be comfortable for you to carry, so do make sure you try it on in the shop, and do up all the straps, and adjust them if necessary to get the best fit, and only then decide if it’s comfortable and if it’s the right size for you.


You also need to think about how you’re going to access your stuff once it’s inside the backpack. With a traditional rucksack which opens at the top, you stack things one on top of the other. What this means in practice is that invariably you’ll have to take everything out every time you want anything as the item you want, no matter what it is, will always be at the bottom. It matters not that you put it near the top, it’s just one of those inalienable rules of life that the very thing you want at any given point in time migrates to the bottom of the rucksack. It’s much the same principle which dictates that the freshest loaf of bread is always right at the back of the supermarket shelf and you will have to move enough loaves to feed a small Third World nation before you can get the one that’s going to last more than ten

 minutes without going stale. Instead of having to rummage around for ages looking for things, for ease of access I’d recommend one of those packs with the zip that goes all the way around the outside so that the front peels back like a lid and you can see pretty much everything inside without too much rummaging.


Determining the size of backpacks is a bit strange as they’re sold by capacity, measured in litres. When selecting my backpack I was swayed by the clearly superior knowledge of the sales assistant, whose contribution to my general confusion was to assure me that it was inadvisable for women to carry a pack larger than 60 litres.

It sounded sensible but the problem was that, in common with most women, I have no idea about volume at all since it’s a three-dimensional concept. The reason we don’t get this is apparently because the female brain isn’t wired to think in that way. That’s why when we’re reading maps we have to turn them round to face the same way as we’re going. Applying myself to the tricky volume question in relation to the great backpack purchase meant that trying to imagine what 60 litres might look like when converted to a pile of clothing was pretty much a lost cause. The only thing I could think of that came in litres was bottles of lemonade; 60 bottles of lemonade stacked side by side would cover quite a sizeable area, I thought. That sounds OK, I thought. I neglected to think that it’s not the bottles which are measured in litres, but their contents; 60 litres of lemonade poured into one container takes up a whole lot less space than 60 litre-bottles of lemonade.




The best thing to do is not to think about what it means but just treat it as a relative term: 50 litres means smaller than 60 litres. If you’re worried about the space, get the biggest one you can sensibly carry. Whatever you end up with, even if it means your available backpack space is smaller than you may have wished, it is going to be sharing your adventures with you for a year and you will grow to love it. I promise.





DOs and DON’Ts for getting your kit


•  DO make sure you try backpacks on for size and fit before buying one.


•  DO enjoy and celebrate lists. They will become central to your existence and your life will not be considered complete without at least six lists being in simultaneous operation at any given time.


•  DO your research before you go shopping – it helps to avoid injury to your budget by buying more kit than you need or kit that does things you don’t need it to.


•  DON’T buy your backpack in a sale – if you do a trial pack and it’s just not big enough, you might not be able to take it back.


•  DO consider paying a bit extra to get something smaller – backpacking is a case where bigger is not necessarily better.


•  DO invest in a head torch – it might look ridiculous at home but you’ll be the one laughing when you’re in the middle of the Australian outback, it’s pitch black and everyone else is trying, and failing, to put their tent up one-handed.















WHAT TO PACK







Once you’ve bought all your shiny new kit, the next thing to think about is clothes and shoes. What you need to take with you will depend on where you’re going and what you’ll be doing, as well as being restricted by the space available to you. If you’re doing the standard backpacker route round the world – Thailand, Fiji, New Zealand, Australia, America, home (or reverse) – your travelling time is likely to involve little more than a succession of beaches and bars interspersed with a few extreme sports. You’ll be able to get away with taking not much more than some jeans and a couple of T-shirts, plus a couple of decent outfits to go out in and some swimwear. You’ve probably even got room for some heels if you want and you’re unlikely to need the washing line or the penknife (except possibly to open beer bottles).


If, however, you’ve opted for something a little more involved, you’ll need appropriate clothes. If you’re trekking to visit Thai hill tribes or walking the Inca Trail, for example, you’ll need walking boots and reasonable walking trousers. If you’re going to India or off the main tourist track anywhere else in Asia, you’ll need clothes which cover you up; South East Asia is populated by modest people and they don’t appreciate displays of Western flesh. In addition to the risk of offending the locals, if you’re in India and not wearing something resembling a tent that completely disguises all your womanly bits, you’re reasonably likely to

 encounter groping hands when you’re in public places like markets or train stations. Best avoided, really. If you’re planning on working at all during your trip then you’ll need some working clothes – either some black trousers and a white top if you’re planning on waitressing or getting a bar job, or some scruffy clothes you don’t mind getting dirty if you’re planning on doing gardening, fruit picking or farm work.







Clothes


When choosing which clothes to take with you the key words are practicality, coordination and comfort. You haven’t got all that much space, so take clothes that work well with each other. Ideally, if you’ve got two pairs of trousers, you want to take T-shirts that go with both of them. You don’t want any items which you can only wear with one other item in your pack if you can help it. Apart from the fact that sometimes it’s inconvenient to have to ferret around in your pack to find the only two things that go together, the fact that if one of them needs washing then that’s a whole outfit out of commission is also pretty annoying. Think clothes that multitask; those trousers with the zip-off legs that become shorts are pretty useful, and if you can do shorts (I can’t, or rather won’t – hideous knees), then they’re great because obviously they take up a lot less space than trousers so you can probably fit in a few more pairs, giving yourself a bit more choice.


Black is generally a good choice as it coordinates with most things. Think very carefully about taking white or

 other light-coloured clothes. Yes, white does showcase your tan fantastically, but it also shows the dirt rather well too. Plus, if you’ve got fair skin and need to use a lot of sun cream, that’s one thing that doesn’t mix well with white. It produces greasy yellow smears on any pale clothing it touches – neither attractive to look at nor easy to wash out and, as you’ll find out in Chapter Four, doing laundry on your trip isn’t always quite as easy as popping it in the washing machine and letting the machine do all the hard work, like you do at home.


If you’re camping, light-coloured trousers are a really bad idea as you will always (and I do mean always) get either mud stains or grass stains (or quite possibly both) on your trousers each time you put up a tent. In fact, green or khaki combat is a good choice for camping for precisely this reason. Take a leaf out of the book of Elizabethan prostitutes – they used to wear green so that the grass stains wouldn’t show. It’s a useful trick, and not just for putting up tents.

When choosing the clothes to take with you, think about where you’re going as well. If you will be spending the majority of your time in hot countries then one jumper or a light fleece is probably going to be enough. If you’re going somewhere in winter, though, you might need a few more layers than that. When thinking about underwear, don’t go into autopilot and pack clean socks and knickers for each day like your mum used to tell you to do when you were little. Again, if you’re somewhere hot you’re going to be wandering around in sandals or flip-flops most days, so you just won’t

 need as many pairs of clean socks as you do clean knickers – assuming you like to wear clean knickers every day. Alternatively you could go commando, then you won’t have to worry about packing any at all. In fact, that’s not a bad space-saving idea. Why didn’t I think of that before I went?


Choosing clothes suitable for going out in but which won’t be ruined by being squashed into your backpack is the key to looking great even though you’ve only got a tiny selection of things to wear. Fabric, colour and style are important. To make you feel good when you go out, choose a colour that really suits you and a flattering style that makes the most of your body shape. Then comes the more difficult bit – make sure it’s in a fabric that won’t crease. Anything with a high percentage of Lycra is great as you can completely screw it up, but once you put it on the creases don’t show. Cotton and linen, on the other hand, are definitely not a good idea. They’ll look like a three-dimensional map of a mountain range after being in your backpack for less than five minutes, never mind five weeks. As with the rest of your clothes, think about multitasking outfits. Think colour that coordinates. As an absolute minimum your ‘going out’ top needs to go with your jeans, as well as whatever you’ve planned to wear it with (like some decent trousers or a skirt, or maybe hot pants if you’ve got good legs).

If you’ve got the backpack space, definitely take a skirt with you. It’ll mean that you’ve got something you can put on that will instantly make you feel more feminine and sexy. And, of course, if you’ve managed to get a good tan a skirt will show off your legs beautifully. If space is a

 problem but you want to have more than one outfit option for the evenings, then go with a skirt or trousers in black or white and take a couple of different coloured tops. Tops take up less packing space than bottoms so they’re the easiest to vary.


Be warned – ignore the advice of the ‘what to pack’ lists at your peril. I didn’t originally pack a hat or gloves. Yes, they were listed in every single ‘what to pack’ list I’d read. No, I didn’t think I’d need them. What I failed to realize was that going to Ushuaia (the town they sail to Antarctica from – spot the huge clue there as to what the prevailing temperature is likely to be) during the winter would actually be freezing, and not just a little chilly as I had (wrongly) assumed. If you’re cold in bed at night, wearing a woolly hat really does warm you up. On the down side, it does absolutely nothing for your hair, but sometimes it’s a choice between looking good and being comfortable, and when you’re shivering uncontrollably and unable to sleep because you’re so cold, personally, I’d go with the hat. And I did. Actually, it was so cold that I ended up buying myself a hat and wearing it 24/7 for about four days, which meant the bad hair didn’t really notice. No one even saw my hair and I also saved a bit on shampoo because there really was no point in washing my hair just to shove it all under a woolly hat for it to get greasy again in super quick time. Every cloud has a silver lining.

Finally, try to choose stuff you know you look good in; it’ll help you relax, which is important when you’re spending a fair bit of your time meeting new people. But, having

 said that, don’t take anything you’re really attached to because there is some degree of risk it might get either damaged or irretrievably dirty while you’re travelling and it may not ever be quite the same again. Similarly, while it’s tempting to go and buy a whole lot of new things, they may well get ruined so it might not be worth the expense. And just remember, £20 NOT spent on a new top at home will keep you in cocktails for a week in Bangkok. Sometimes it’s worth the sacrifice.







Make-up




Take a couple of items of make-up with you, even if you’re not going to be wearing it every day. It’ll make you feel a little bit more dressed up when you go out. If desperate, you can do something just with Vaseline (use it as a lipgloss, or use a tiny dab to tidy up your eyebrows), but for evenings out you really do want a little bit more than that. I made the mistake of starting off without packing any make-up. In fact, I laughed at my sister’s expression of horror at my pronouncement that I wasn’t going to be taking any make-up with me.


‘None at all?’ she asked, in a tone that sounded as if I’d just announced I’d be travelling round the world naked.


‘None,’ I confirmed. ‘I don’t need it.’


Since the differences between me and my sister are essentially that a) I can go out for the evening without first having to try on every single item of clothing in the wardrobe, and b) I don’t have to have a bra to match every single colour top I own, I genuinely thought she was being

 overly girlie and I could survive perfectly happily without make-up. After all, for a good part of the year I was going to be camping and there’s never a mirror or good light in a tent, is there? I soon found out, though, that make-up just makes you feel a little bit better about yourself, especially if you’ve not got your favourite boots or your awesome new top. Make-up is not called war paint for nothing – sometimes it does make you feel like you can go out there and face the world, which is what you need when you’re spending a lot of time in bars full of strangers. Apologies to feminists everywhere, but it does. I don’t like admitting I’m wrong, though, so since I was on the other side of the world and I figured she’d never find out, I didn’t tell my sister that just this once, she was right and I was wrong. So, sssshhhhhh, keep it quiet, please.


If you are intending to take make-up with you, be warned – make-up and hot weather are not a good combination. Things melt or go all sticky and generally yuck. Mascara is particularly bad (which is why tinting your eyelashes before you go could be a good plan) but lipstick can also get a bit sloppy. In really hot places, if you have access to a kitchen you can always keep your make-up in the fridge, which will stabilize it even after it’s got a bit gooey. However, do be prepared for the possibility that hot weather might completely ruin items of make-up so don’t take your really expensive stuff with you. Instead, stock up on the cheap and cheerful before you leave home, and to save space and weight, try to limit yourself to a few items that will complement the clothes you’ve got with you.








Jewellery


A small selection of jewellery can be great to accessorize with. It doesn’t necessarily have to take up too much space but, like make-up, can really make you feel as though you’ve dressed up and made an effort for the occasion. You might want to consider taking with you a couple of necklaces, a couple of pairs of earrings and maybe some rings or bracelets – but don’t take any family heirlooms, just in case they go walkabout. As with your clothes, if it’s really special, leave it at home. Keep any jewellery you do take with you all together in a small box or tin to keep it from getting tangled up with everything else in your backpack and to avoid losing the smaller items. Again, choose colours and styles that go with as many of the clothes you’re taking as possible and also look out for jewellery to buy as souvenirs or gifts as you travel round. I didn’t originally take jewellery with me, but I did add some on the way round. Again, it’s amazing how much more girlie you feel when you’ve got a few small accessories to make your evening appearance differ from how you look during the day.


If you’ve got any body piercings, you need to take spare parts with you. Sod’s Law says that if you are going to lose the ball from your ball closure ring, or if your jewellery is going to break, you can pretty much guarantee that it will do so in a place where you’ve got no hope of buying a replacement any time soon. Whether it’s three days into a ten-day trip through the Australian outback, when you’re halfway round the Inca Trail, or, as happened to me, just as

 you’re about to board a fifteen-hour flight, it’s a major pain. In an emergency, if you lose a fastening you can sometimes improvise with a bit of sticking plaster or Sellotape to hold the jewellery in place until you’re able to sort it out but it won’t look good and, depending on where the piercing is, it might not be all that comfortable. The more tender parts of your anatomy definitely do not benefit from the liberal application of sticky tape. Certain piercings will close up in an extremely short time period without jewellery in them, so if you don’t want to have the pain and expense of getting re-pierced, make sure you’ve got spares.
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Shoes




Choosing your shoes may be even more difficult than choosing your clothes. If you’re going to be hiking, your own boots are essential – some pieces of equipment you can hire, but hiking boots is not one I’d recommend. Do you really want to put your feet into something several hundred other people have sweated into? Thought not. To be comfortable, you really need your own boots and you need them to be worn in. If you’ve bought new boots to wear on your trip, don’t do what I did and think that ‘wearing them in’ means wearing them round town a couple of times. Wearing them in means walking long distances in them, and walking in them frequently. Anything less and you risk ending up like me after the Inca Trail – in agony, covered in blisters and unable to wear anything but flip-flops for a week despite the cold.


As you’ll have noticed from my packing list, I didn’t originally pack any evening shoes. As a result, I found myself lurking moodily in the corners of bars feeling inferior, having realized that I am not at my sociable, conversational

 and flirtatious best when clad in baggy, many-pocketed, quick-drying travel trousers in an unflattering but enormously practical shade of khaki green, teamed with those exceptionally ugly Velcro sandals. Undeniably sensible attire but definitely not sexy. Strangely enough it was the lack of girlie shoes that actually bothered me more than the unflattering trousers. I’d never quite got it before, but backpacking showed me that there most definitely is something in this foot fetish thing after all. Put on some fabulous shoes and you really do feel like you can conquer the world. You’re probably not going to be packing your Jimmy Choos in your rucksack, but something a little girlie in the shoe line is definitely required.


Some strappy sandals could be a great addition to the backpack if you’ve got the space. There really is nothing like high heels to make you feel feminine and sexy, and strappy sandals are fab. They won’t go out of shape too much by being squashed into a backpack and they also won’t take up all that much room. If you can, choose a pair you can wear with jeans as well as with a skirt (if you’re taking one with you) as then you’ve got two possible outfits for going out in. You can always dress the jeans up with a nice top and a touch of make-up. Unfortunately for me, I just didn’t have the space for heels at all, even little ones, but I found the next best thing: sparkly flip-flops. Minimal packing space required but they take an outfit from day to evening, even jeans. They work especially well if you’re in hot countries. You can dance the night away without your feet hurting at all. If you’re in a cold country though, flip-flops

 flops or strappy sandals maybe aren’t so great. You just might find yourself in a nightclub in jeans and your hiking boots as I did in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Luckily there were thirty of us in the same boat – I’m sure we were a curious sight strutting our funky stuff in heavy boots, but on the plus side we got as much space on the dance floor as we wanted – everybody else was too scared to come near us in case we stood on their feet.


Try to resist the temptation to take too many pairs of shoes with you. Really, one pair of sensible shoes for walking and the like, one pair of shoes to go out in and one pair of flip-flops or similar should probably do. I know it’s hard, but try.
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needed clothes and equipment for activities
camping in South America, trekking to visit
5, doing voluntary work on a game reserve
South Africa, walking the Inca Trail, surviving a month
nd working as an outback barmaid. | had to take
kit for all of that as well as kit suitable for the more nor-
backpacker beach and bar bus tours in the
Antipodes. Something had to give and it wasn't g
be the walking boots (or the condoms).
Reluctantly, and in some haste (having left everything
o the last minute), | concluded that vanity would have to
take a back seat; practicality was the name of the pack-
ing game. So it was that in addition to my kit and equip-
ment, I left home, for a year, with:

« Two pairs of cotton quick-drying trousers (one khaki,
one grey) and one pair of jeans.

‘Thres Tahirts (black, green and brown).

One jumper (black) and one fleece (black and grey).

One thermal vest.

A waterproof jacket and waterproof trousers (of the

giant blue condom variety so vividly and accurately

evoked in Bill Bryson's Notes from a Small Island).

A swimming costume.

Awaterproof sarong.

Three pairs of socks and six pairs of knicker:

Walking boots, walking shoes and the ug|

Velcro sandals known to man.

pair of

You'll n mediately that this wasn't the most
colourful wardrobe in the world. You'll also notice that |
idn't have any heels or in fact any item of dlothing that
was remotaely girlie. I did, however, have three pairs of
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shoes. Walking shoes and walking boots may seem a lit-
4o excessive. In my defence, | needed the boots for
but | also thought that sightse

ing around cities in
50 | wanted the walking shoes for that. I'd packed in a
rush and packed for practicality alone. There's a reason
why that's not a good idea.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF A HEAD TORCH

Yes, | know they look ridiculous and wearing one will ruin
v, but i you're going to be camping at any point
your trip, you will need & head torch. Simple as
ty, its almost impossible to enjoy your bedtime
read in a tent without the benefit of a head torch. The
reasons for this are twofold. Number One — if your torch
s not on your head but in your hand, you have to balance
precariously and uncomfortably on the elbow that
belongs with your torch-holding hand 50 a3 to leave the
other hand free for page turning. When camping on
rough ground this can be extremely painful. Number Two
- if you don‘t want to hold your torch, the alternative is
o grip it in your testh. That's not too great for your
taeth but it also gives you jaw ache and makes you dri
ble. Attractive. Secondly, and far more practically,
impossible to pitch a tent in the dark one-handed. Head
torches also come in very handy when attempting to
cook 'g on an unlit campsite after dark, since the
light from a gas ring isn't really all that lluminating.
Even if vou're not campina, vou miaht want to think
about getting a head torch if you're a reader as they

come in quite handy when staying in hostels without
roading lights. A head torch means you don't have to iri-
tate all your dorm mates by leaving the light on and you
dort have to get out of bed to turn the light off when
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JUST IN CASE YOU'RE INTERESTED —
HERE’S WHAT | PACKED ON MY FIRST TRIP

When a well-travelled friend told me that he'd only taken
three Tshirts with him when he spent a year going round
the world, | was incredulous. | mean, can you imagine?
Just three Tshirts — for the wh
means that in all your photos you're wearing the same
outfit. Il do better than that, | thought confidently to
myself. When it came to packing time it became clear
that actually, no, | wasn't going to do better than that.
By the time I'd inserted into my 60-itre backpack my
brand new, clean and as yet unmuddied walking boots
(yes, the ones that should have been thoroughly mud-
died before they ever left English shores) and an indus-
d washbag stuffed with enough suncream,
malaria tablets, tampons and condoms to sink a small
battleship, there wasn't a whole lot of room for anything






