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Travel, Flying, and Packing Tips  

 

Trip Registration 

Americans: It’s important to register your trip with the U.S. State Department.  From 

their website: 

 
Travel registration is a free service provided by the U.S. Government to U.S. citizens who are 

traveling to, or living in, a foreign country. Registration allows you to record information about 

your upcoming trip abroad that the Department of State can use to assist you in case of an 

emergency. Americans residing abroad can also get routine information from the nearest U.S. 

embassy or consulate. 

 

It’s easy to register online at https://travelregistration.state.gov/. (It also appears 

possible to register your trip there even if you are not a U.S. citizen.) 

Canadians: For the same reasons, it’s important to register your trip with the Department 

of Foreign Affairs. 

 
Whether you're planning a short vacation or a long-term stay abroad, sign up with Registration 

of Canadians Abroad. This free, confidential service will keep you connected to Canada in case of 

an emergency abroad, such as an earthquake or civil unrest, or informed about an emergency at 

home. 

 

Register online at https://www.voyage2.gc.ca/registration_inscription/olrportal-

eng.aspx  

 

Travel Insurance 

We recommend (and the U.S. and Canadian governments also recommend) looking into 

supplemental travel insurance.  Per-trip travel insurance is surprisingly inexpensive and 

can save you a lot of money and anguish in the event of a medical emergency.  Your 

health insurance policy may not (and usually doesn’t) cover expensive things like “air 

ambulance” travel, and any travel insurance that may be associated with your or your 

parents’ credit cards usually only applies when you have purchased the trip with that 

card. 

 

I personally tend to use AAA/CAA (www.aaa.com, www.caa.ca) trip insurance, but it’s 

worth shopping around to find the best coverage for the best price. 
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Flying Tips 

Always plan on arriving to the airport at least two hours before your flight arrives.  Not 

only will security delays be less likely to cause you to miss your flight, you’ll also be 

less stressed if you have ample time to spare. 

When checking in, be sure to ask if your luggage is checked through to the final 

destination, so that you know whether you have to claim and re-check it during any 

stops. 

Flying across time zones can disrupt the “circadian cycle” that regulates sleep and 

waking; this is probably due to the disruption of the light/dark cycle cues that your body 

expects.  This “jet lag” can cause tiredness, insomnia, or even an upset stomach.  Eating 

well and light exercise upon arrival seem to be the best cures for this. 

 

It’s important to try to get to bed at a reasonable hour that first night after the flight, even 

if you’re not tired, in order to ensure you’re working at maximum efficiency when the 

day of the contest rolls around. 

Keep well hydrated before and during your flight.  

(Well, keep well hydrated at all times, of course, but 

it’s especially important during a flight, as cabin air is 

quite dry.  About as dry as Sahara desert air at best, 

and often drier than that.)     

Good hydration will help to combat jet lag, minimize the collection of flu-like symptoms 

that some passengers get soon after boarding, and even help with fear of flying.  On the 

other hand, avoid too much caffeine, which both dehydrates you and exacerbates 

aerophobia. 

 

If you wear contact lenses, make sure to bring either eye drops or wear glasses during 

your flight.  The dry, recycled air of an airplane can be especially irritating to contact-

wearers. 

 

Moisturizer and lip balm are good things to remember on long flights, but remember to 

keep the containers smaller than 3 ounces and put them in your 1-quart zip-top bag. 
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With draconian airport security becoming a fact of life even outside of the US, getting 

stopped in the security line is something to expect.  In a group of 10 travelers it’s not 

infrequent that one of us gets stopped for a random bag search. 

 

This is ordinary business and nothing to get alarmed about.  We always allow plenty of 

time in our itineraries for this eventuality. 

 

You can make the process easier on yourself and on the security team by packing in a 

neat and organized manner, and not overpacking: this will make the search go quickly, 

and also speed the “reassembly” time as you re-pack your stuff into your bag.  

 

Packing Tips 

Taking an hour to plan out your luggage in advance can save you hours during more 

important times – like going through airport security, or trying to find a clean outfit at 

the end of your trip!  

 

Also, packing is fun anyway.  A puzzle nerd who doesn’t enjoy packing hasn’t figured out 

that it’s just a packing puzzle in three-dimensional Euclidean space. (Unless your 

suitcase is subatomically small or astronomically large.) 

From the clothes you’re planning to take, choose at least one day’s worth of clothing and 

pack it in your carry-on instead of your main suitcase, as well as any other things (like 

medications and a toothbrush) that you might need to survive for a few days, in case we 

experience extreme flight delays or lost luggage. 

For most articles of clothing, the most space-efficient 

method of packing is the “sausage method”.  Fold 

shirts, pants, underwear, pajamas, etc. into long 

rectangles and then roll this up into a tight cylinder, 

smoothing and adjusting as you go.  You can store a 

surprising amount of clothing in a suitcase by stacking 

these cylinders tightly. 
 

Random bundles. 

For clothing that tends to wrinkle, making it the outer layer of a multiple-item roll will 

lead to fewer wrinkles. 

Take some sort of easily-portable laundry bag for your dirty clothes.  Rolled up, a mesh 

laundry bag doesn’t take up much space.  Even something as basic as a heavy-duty black 

garbage bag will help you distinguish dirty clothes from clean ones, something that 
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becomes increasingly important as the trip draws on. 

Don’t overpack.  An overstuffed suitcase makes it more likely that an item will become 

wrinkled, damaged, misplaced, or confused with someone else’s during a random 

security search.  It can even cause your bags to be delayed. 

 

Leave enough space that you can bring home souvenirs and promotional items; luggage 

is always fuller coming back. 

If you have items that you’re uncomfortable with strangers touching, put them in clear 

plastic bags. 

Be sure to check your airline’s restrictions on baggage size and weight, and check out the 

U.S. TSA site at http://www.tsa.gov/travelers/index.shtm.  (Very similar regulations 

are in place at many airports around the world.) 

 

Remember to check current regulations regarding what you can and cannot carry on, 

especially with respect to liquids and medications.  At the time of writing, passengers are 

allowed to carry on liquids, aerosols, or gels in containers no larger than 3.4 oz., all of 

which must fit in a single clear plastic 1 quart zip-top bag.  Although it’s not required that 

medications be in their original packaging, it’s highly recommended. 

Make sure you have ID tags on both the outside and the inside of your luggage, in case an 

outside tag becomes detached. 

Don’t pack anything that you can’t afford to lose!  Laptops shouldn’t be needed; the 

chaperones will be bringing internet-capable devices, which you can use in the event we 

have internet access.  

We don’t know what (if any) laundry facilities will exist at your destination.  We suggest 

packing as if laundry will not be an option.  Also, note that at seaside and very humid 

locations, clothes (especially jeans) can’t air-dry.  Ironing boards and irons aren’t 

standard in European hotel rooms and hostels, but it may be possible to borrow one from 

the front desk. 
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Although it may seem like a joke, consider bringing your own 

towel!  (I’m bringing one, myself.)  We expect the towels at our 

destination to be adequate and clean, of course, but European 

towels are sometimes a bit small and thin compared to 

luxuuuuurious big fluffy North American bath towels.  In any 

case, a towel frequently comes in handy, and who doesn’t love 

being dry?  
 

Don’t pack anything that you can’t afford to lose!  Yeah, I know I said that above, but I 

thought it was worth saying twice. 

Culture Tips 

It may seem trite to warn you about crossing the street, but the rules of the road (and 

right-of-way rules) aren’t always the same overseas.  Be extra careful, because drivers 

may be driving on the other side of the road than the one you’re unconsciously 

expecting! 

Be warned that gestures are not universal, and could mean entirely different things 

abroad.  Bulgaria is a good example – nodding your head means “no” and shaking it 

means “yes”!   

 

Reading up on the local gesturality is often as important as reading up on the local 

language, especially if you want to avoid sending mixed messages, or insulting your 

hosts with a gesture that’s entirely innocuous in North America. 

We suggest taking the equivalent of no more than $100 in the local currency for 

souvenirs, gifts, and snacks. The amount that you carry at any given moment should be 

an amount that you can lose without getting too upset.  Bring an ATM card could be 

useful, but isn’t necessary. 

Respectful (rather than grungy) casual wear will be okay for most days. 

 

A pair of comfortable and decent-looking walking shoes is your best choice for footwear, 

but if you don’t have anything like this, I’d say bring your nicest pair of casual shoes 

rather than dress shoes.  We’ll probably be doing a lot of walking around. 

 

You don’t need to bring more formal clothing like a jacket and tie or a dress. 

 


