
Packing tips from freelance journalist Ryan T. Bell 
 

 
 

 
• Roll your clothes, don’t fold them. You can fit more rolled shirts, jeans, socks and 

skivvies in a smaller space. And if you roll them well, they’ll be just as wrinkle-free. 
• Don’t forget the longjohns...even in the summertime. They prevent chafing on long rides. 

They double as PJs. And – sorry if this is too earthy – they keep your pants from 
becoming too “swampy,” which makes you feel less funky wearing them for multiple 
uses 

• On international trips, don’t pack any clothes at all. (Except the ones on you.) During 
college, I studied abroad for a summer in Italy. My plan was to fly into Paris and 
backpack down to Italy. But I overpacked. My backpacking towered above my head. At 
the Paris airport, I took out most of my clothes and gave them to the taxi driver. When I 
needed a resupply, I went to second hand stores along the way. I’ve kept up the practice 
all these years. The adage is true that Americans are fashion-challenged – it’s easy to 
pick out the American tourist anywhere in the world because they’re probably wearing 
those zip-off “adventure” pants. (In my experience, they’re useful as a convertible in a 
monsoon.) I dress in accordance with my journalist intent, which is to shine the light on 
my subject. I prefer not to wear clothes that make me stand out. Plus, second-hand 
clothing becomes nice mementos back home. 

• Do you really need the cowboy hat? See above about drawing attention to yourself. That 
said, in Russia my cowboy hat got me out of a jam with some border guards on the 
border with Kazakhstan. 



• Very well-broken in cowboy boots. I live in my boots, wearing out a pair on a long-
reporting trip. Make sure they’re well treated (shoutout to Skidmore’s saddle cream) so 
they can be rolled up like a pair of pants. For packtrips, I ditch the cowboy boots in favor 
of Muck boots to protect against dew, rain and snow on the ground. 

• Local dictionary. Though I only mastered one phrase in Kazakhstan, ulkhen rakhmed 
(“thank you very much”), the gesture earned me good will with my hosts. 

• Lighter. You need fire at strange times. And it’s very cool when the American busts out a 
lighter to light the Russian’s cigarette. 

• Flask of bourbon. People are curious about American customs. 
• Gifts. I buy a dozen of those cheap red bandanas to give to my hosts – especially their 

children. It’s important to be a good guest. Gift-giving is a cultural norm in many 
countries. My host in Kazakhstan all but gave me a horse. I couldn’t match that. He had 
become a dear friend, so I gave him my cowboy hat. His eyes teared up. Then he told 
me that it’s Kazakh custom for a man to give away his dearest belongings on his 37th 
birthday in order to reinvent himself. I’d recently turned 40, but it was close enough. That 
man wore my hat in a TV documentary recently published about Kazakhstan. 

• If you’re served marmot, eat the damn marmot. If you’re served sheep eyeball, eat the 
eyeball. Refusing food is one of the most insulting things you can do. Besides, if you’re 
not willing to eat like the locals do, are you really, truly 100% present? Besides, strange 
food makes for great storytelling. 

• Solar powered camping light. A fellow photographer tipped me off about the Luci EMRG, 
an inflatable, solar-powered light that casts such a beautiful glow it makes as a great 
portrait light. And it can help you find the outhouse on a moonless night. 

• All the camera equipment you can fit. Skimp on clothing, never camera gear. 
 

 


