
Packing tips #1 & 2: duct tape and washing 

 

Being an American traveling in Europe one discovers that personal hygiene standards are 

subjective.  For better or worse, Americans typically are in the habit of bathing slightly more 

often than their international counterparts.  When one is traveling by backpack though, 

sometimes habits have to be altered.  

 

Often while backpacking I would be in a crowd appreciating ancient artwork, listening to a tour 

guide explain the remains we were seeing, or passing through some famous building or other  

and have to pause.  Catching something in the air, I would have to wonder which person around 

me needed a bath.  I am not a person who believes one has to shower everyday; but when others 

can smell you, it is time to bathe.  I would wonder if the poor soul realized they smelled a little 

ripe and be pleased by the fact I had showered.  And then, one day it happened.  Standing in a 

crowd, I realized that it was I who needed the bath.   

 

 

That day came in Delphi, Greece. It was one 

of the hottest summers Greece had seen in a 

while.  We were taking showers regularly (we 

needed them just to cool off), but my 

traveling companions and I were having 

trouble finding a laundromat in the towns we 

had been.  When we rolled into Delphi, the 

first item on our agenda was to find a cheap 

place to stay; the second item was to find a 

place to wash clothes. The first item was 

accomplished easily, but the manager told us 

the only laundromat in town had closed down.  When we expressed a little frustration at this 

news, he commiserated as apparently the no-laundromat-situation was affecting the locales as 

well.  We decided not to waste time lamenting another town with no washing machines and head 

out to go sightseeing.  Our clothes could wait one more day to figure out the situation.  That’s 

when it happened.  Standing in a crowd of tourists at one of the art museums in Delphi admiring 

the sculptures, I wondered who it was around me that needed a bath.  Then a horrible thought 

popped into my head, “Is that me I smell?”  I could only answer with shame, “Yes!”   

 

That night drastic measures were taken.  I had showered that day so I realized it had to be my 

clothes.  We bought detergent and hand washed EVERYTHING—underclothes, shirts, skirts, 

even jeans.  One friend scrubbed each item in the shower.  I rinsed and wrung and wrung and 

wrung out in the sink. The shower had a curtain that was a little small (even for how small the 

shower was) and a faulty shower head.  All of the bathroom walls, floor, and ceiling were 

promptly wet.  My sister hung the clothes on a clothes line.  Unfortunately we had no clothes 

line.  Thank goodness for duct tape!  As she sang “Ghetto Superstar” and danced around the 

hotel room, she twisted the tape to form lines from which to hang the clothes.  With no A/C we 

left the French doors open for cooling and to use the balcony for laundry.  I am not sure who all 

saw our underwear that night.  Two little old Greek men sat below our window laughing at us the 

whole time.  I am sure they were wondering at what strange Americans were in their country. 

http://www.sacred-destinations.com/greece/delphi


 

In the end, we were drenched in sweat.  We had worn the only clean clothes left, and those were 

no longer clean (although I wondered at the cleanliness of the clothes we had just washed, too).  

The bathroom was soaked floor to ceiling; and the room had underwear, t-shirts, pants, and skirts 

in every corner.  I now understand why my grandmother thinks washing clothes is no chore.  

After spending years when she was younger washing by hand with a washboard, loading clothes 

into a machine and pushing a button is a pleasure.  I now understand this.  I had sore shoulders 

for the next few days to prove how difficult it was. 

 

Moral of the story: No matter what else you bring, leave room for the duct tape.  Also, it’s a 

good idea to carry travel size packets of detergent; and don’t wait until you smell to wash your 

clothes.  

 

If you want more information on packing 

lightly for a backpacking trip, check back 

here in the coming weeks for more tips, but 

you can also check out this website for 

suggestions: www.onebag.com 

If you are interested in more uses for duct 

tape, check out this site 

www.thezac.com/ducttape/  
 

 

http://www.onebag.com/
http://www.thezac.com/ducttape/

