PROMOTION

LEAVING THE
COMFORT ZONE

A philosophy of ‘sure, why not?’ made writer Jo Usmar’s
four-month solo travelling trip unforgettable

I

’m lying face down on the bed in a hotel in
Luang Prabang, Laos. Newly arrived from
Thailand, where I’d spent a month having the time
of my life, I’m exhausted. I want someone to tell
me what to do. ‘What now?’ I message my friend,
a seasoned traveller. Her reply is immediate: ‘Head
north to Nong Khiaw – a breathtakingly beautiful
village – and hire a scooter to explore the mountains.’
I promptly book a bus ticket for the next day, not
realising that on that bus I will meet the group of
people I’ll spend most of the next three months with.
Following recommendations from those in the know
– even if it’s to do things I’d previously have considered
terrifying, like ‘hop on a bus to a random village in
Laos’ – is what made my solo jaunt around southeast
Asia last year one of the best things I’ve ever
done. For those who don’t have a friend familiar
with tiny Laotian villages to call on, I recommend
speaking to the experts at Travelbag before you
go. The staff are all experienced globetrotters
with lots of local knowledge and insider tips.
Letting them book you a tailored tour will
allow you to explore new places, while
knowing that they’re always on the end
of the phone if you need them.
I was determined to maintain a ‘why not?’
attitude on my trip. I wanted to find out what I
was capable of, what I enjoyed and what I
definitely didn’t (anything to do with caves, apparently). Saying ‘yes’
to new adventures saw me scooter solo around the northern jungles
of Thailand, complete some of the most picturesque hikes in the
world, get lost on the way to Angkor Wat (and be rescued by
guffawing locals), alter my entire itinerary to meet a friend in Sri
Lanka, eat my weight in Vietnamese bun cha in
Hanoi, and meet some of the most extraordinary
people of my life, all of whom I’m still in touch
with today.
If someone had told me I’d do all that, I wouldn’t
have believed them. By being completely open to
trying new things, I discovered an inner resilience
and an ability to find the funny side of nearly every
situation (except having to visit a witch doctor who
had a pet chicken on a string). Often, the best
experiences are found when you ditch the itinerary
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and go where the mood takes you. I encourage
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everyone to push themselves out of their comfort zone
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when they travel. Which is why I’m doing it all again
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this year. Brace yourself, South America, I’m coming.
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To plan your next adventure,
speak to the long-haul specialists
at Travelbag on 020 7001 5315
or visit travelbag.co.uk

