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    Backpacking is a great activity that can take you to some of the world’s most beautiful places. Stephen Gorman

  


  


  Chapter One


  


  Introduction to Backpacking


  


  Backpacking has gone from an age when discomfort was the expectation to one in which trailside luxuries enhance the experience.


  When I started backpacking in the early 1970s, it was perfectly normal to carry a 60-plus-pound external-frame pack the size of a small refrigerator for a few nights out. If it rained, we pulled on a poncho or, if you were serious, a waterproof cagoule that hung below the knees. In cool weather, we wore scratchy wool everything and protected ourselves from wind and snow with a heavy cotton-nylon blend jacket. Our feet were shod with heavy leather boots that took months to break in, though it was mostly our feet that ultimately succumbed. It took dozens of stakes to pitch our A-frame tents, and they still elicited little sleep in a storm. Since there weren’t many options on the market, much of our gear was made at home on mom’s sewing machine.


  Nowadays, with a little prudent shopping, it is quite reasonable to carry a svelte 30-pound pack for a multiday hike. The clothing, for good weather and bad, is actually comfortable and performs well when used properly. Even “heavy” boots are half the weight and break in faster, while many people don’t even need that much protection. Tents set up easily and provide superior protection, even in howling gales.


  Backpacking today is easier and more comfortable than ever. Of course, the trails are just as steep and the miles just as long, but the new gear truly makes them melt under your feet. If you are of the persuasion that life is too short not to be enjoyed, it is now possible to pack in a gourmet meal, and even a fine wine, to remote locations with incredible views. Or you can trim your pack down to the bare necessities for fast and light trips into distant ranges that would require many extra days with old-school technology.


  While proper gear selection and usage is vital to a happy backpacking experience, there are also many tricks of the trail that will make your hikes safer and more comfortable. These are most important when venturing outside of your home region, where you may be less familiar with environmental hazards.


  In this book, we will give you an overview of your equipment options in different categories, looking first at basic backpacking gear such as packs, tents, sleeping bags, and accessories. Then we will discuss clothing options for a variety of environmental conditions. In the chapters on food and water, meal basics, stoves, cook gear, and the importance of hydration and various options for water treatment are covered.


  The chapter on trip planning can help you head off problems before they arise and ensure a pleasant getaway. And since most of your time is typically spent in camp, we will discuss how to enhance that part of your experience while minimizing your impact on the land. Finally, we will discuss topics unique to higher mountain ranges and arid deserts, both of which have their own hazards and unique rewards.


  There is a lot of information presented in these pages, but I cannot hope to cover everything and some discussions are necessarily brief. Other titles in this Backpacker series—such as Campside Cooking, Trailside Navigation, Predicting Weather, and Outdoor Knots—offer deeper background. Since equipment is constantly evolving, consulting Backpacker magazine is prudent before making buying decisions to get the latest advice.


  People go backpacking for many reasons. Some like to get away from the city, others wish to explore, and many enjoy it for mental and physical fitness. My own motivation has often been photography. But the common theme for everyone is having fun. The more pleasurable the experience, the more you will do it. Hopefully you will also share the rewards of wilderness with future generations and embrace the protection of the environment we share.


  Chapter Two


  

  Equipment


  

  Perhaps you’ve heard the expression “a pound off your feet is equal to five pounds off your back.” The corollary is “lighter is better but silly light is dumber.” Gear enters the domain of “silly light” when it falls apart, fails to keep you warm and dry, or when a couple of ounces can make a dramatic increase in comfort.


  When it comes to pack weight, the Big Three are your shelter, your sleeping system, and your pack. If you want to significantly reduce the load that you carry, these are where the easiest savings can be achieved.


  After these major items, it helps to have a decent scale since the savings will be in ounces instead of pounds. But the ounces do add up and you won’t have to go to extremes such as cutting a toothbrush handle in half or trimming the edges off topo maps. Long experience has taught me to never trust manufacturer’s weights when it comes to what you actually carry. If you keep track of your base pack weight (everything minus the clothes on your back and food, water, and fuel) on different trips, you will learn where cuts can safely be made.


  Consider backpacking equipment an investment in yourself. In the long run, it is usually less expensive to purchase higher quality gear that will handle your needs for years to come. Buying cheaper products that perform poorly and soon require upgrades can be a costly mistake.


  TENTS


  

  The first decision in picking an appropriate tent is deciding how many people you need to accommodate. Typically, a two-person tent offers the greatest versatility since it is light enough for solo trips and roomy enough for car camping too. Larger three- to four-person tents can offer a good weight-to-volume ratio for families; however, they also require a lot of flat, open space, which can sometimes be difficult to find.


  If you will be backpacking in regions with considerable rain, then be sure to look for a roomy vestibule that can shelter your gear and allow cooking. A big vestibule is also important if you hike with dogs—a wet, muddy pooch does not make a pleasant tent mate.


  In general, backpacking tents fall into one of three categories: double-wall domes, double-wall tunnels, and ultralight single walls. Double-wall tents have an outer fly of waterproof fabric that covers an inner tent made of bug-proof mesh and ripstop fabrics. These offer the greatest versatility and comfort since you can leave the fly off on starry nights, and the design reduces condensation to a bare minimum. Single-wall tents can be significantly lighter, but they rely on airflow to keep you dry.
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  A convertible double-wall dome tent offers greater flexibility but is heavier than a single-wall dome.


  Dome tents feature two, three, or four intersecting poles (the more poles, the stronger the tent but also the heavier) and resemble an igloo. It is actually a misnomer to call dome tents “freestanding” because I have never seen one that doesn’t require at least three or four stakes for proper performance. Dome tents do provide the greatest livability, particularly when cooped up inside during a storm, and you can easily pick them up to relocate. Due to their shape, domes also perform the best when winds come from multiple directions. For these reasons, a double-wall dome tent is likely your best buy when starting out.


  Tunnel tents have two or three nonintersecting hoops, like a Conestoga wagon, and rely entirely on front and rear stakes for support. These provide maximal space with minimal weight because they contour to the body (low and narrow at the feet, wide and tall at the hips, lower and narrower at the head). When well staked, tunnel tents can be quite storm worthy; however, side winds and heavy snow can be problematic.
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  This tunnel tent with a large vestibule provides a lot of living space for minimal weight.


  Single-wall tents come in all sorts of shapes, but the most common for backpacking are A-frame styles that rely on trekking poles for support. While remarkably lightweight, these tents often require many stakes and careful pitching. Without adequate ventilation, there will be considerable condensation by morning that can soak sleeping bags. Because of these issues, and the fragile fabrics used, a single-wall tent is probably not a good choice for your first tent.


  Whether double or single wall, one of the major innovations in tent construction in recent years is the advent of silicone-treated nylon fabrics (called silnylon). Compared to traditional urethane-coated fabrics, silnylons can be far lighter yet stronger, reducing tent weights considerably. The main trade-off is higher cost. Since silnylon is very slippery, some people apply seam sealer to the floor for traction to keep sleeping pads in place.


  No matter the style, there is no such thing as a “four-season” tent unless you always camp in the tropics. A tent that is warm enough and sturdy enough for winter camping is far too hot and heavy for backpacking in the summer. Even the “convertible” tents that strip down for warm weather tend to be several pounds heavier than a true summer tent yet only marginally adequate for winter; they are best in spring and fall.


  When comparing weights of tents in catalogs, ignore the “minimal weight” because it is so stripped down that the tent is useless (read the fine print). The most accurate number is actually the “packaged weight” since that is closer to what you will end up carrying on the trail. As a rule of thumb, a two-person backpacking tent should have a packaged weight of no more than 6 pounds, and less than 5 pounds is preferable.


  Many tents now have a fast-packing option if you purchase the matching groundcloth (sometimes called a footprint). This allows the fly to be set up while leaving the tent body at home, saving several pounds. It sounds nice, but I find that either I want the bug and storm protection or I’d rather have a view of the stars.


  Rather than purchase a custom footprint to protect your tent floor from abrasion, you can save money and around a half pound by using a thin sheet of plastic or Tyvek. Simply buy a rectangle at a hardware store that is large enough to fit under your tent and vestibule, and then trim it slightly smaller so that rain will not pool under your tent.


  The accessories that come with most tents are frequently inadequate for the backcountry. For example, the stuff sack will be far too small once the tent is wet from rain or condensation. The skewers provided are often a cheap grade of aluminum that bends at the mere sight of a rock. Guy lines made of black cord are ideal for tripping you at night; white is better but reflective cord rules.


  Two alternatives to a traditional tent are tarps and camping hammocks. When bugs are not an issue, a silnylon tarp can offer very lightweight rain shelter that is easy to pitch among trees; just string a taut ridge line and stake out the corners. However, the weight savings are negated if you must carry mosquito netting, and they are impractical above tree line. Other tarps might be set up using trekking poles; the advantage here is that any time you can use one item for two purposes, you are saving weight.
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  A camping hammock gives one person protection from bugs and rain and can be set up in locations too rugged for tents.


  Hammocks designed for camping simply require two stout trees, so there is virtually no impact on the terrain, and even rocky slopes are not a problem. These are strictly one-person affairs, and emptying your bladder during the night is problematic. Not for everyone, hammocks can be a good choice for “stealth camping” since you don’t need a normal tent site.
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  This tarp tent uses trekking poles for support to reduce weight to a minimum. When conditions warrant, an optional floor and bug-proof inner tent can be carried.


  SLEEPING BAGS AND PADS


  

  The first step in picking a sleeping bag is deciding upon a temperature rating. Just as there is no such thing as a four-season tent, there are no year-round sleeping bags. In general, for backpacking in the spring, summer, and fall, you will be best served by a bag rated to 20°F and weighing less than 2.5 pounds. This is warm enough for chilly nights yet not sweltering when opened up like a blanket. If the temps really drop, you can augment the rating by wearing additional clothing.


  Temperature ratings are highly subjective since many factors affect them, including your metabolism, level of fatigue, and thermal efficiency of your sleeping pad. Mainstream sleeping bag manufacturers now use a range system adopted in Europe with three ratings on the tag: a Comfort Limit at which most women are comfortable, a Lower Limit at which most men are comfortable, and an Extreme Rating, which is the lowest a woman might survive the night. Many ultralight sleeping bags from boutique companies use a rating closer to Extreme, so beware extravagant claims.


  As for insulation material, high-grade goose down is still the first choice. A sleeping bag with 800-plus fill power down is significantly lighter and more compressible than any alternatives. If price is a prime consideration, then opting for 650-plus fill down won’t mean a huge weight increase in a three-season bag but becomes very noticeable in winter bags. With a quality tent and a good stuff sack (see page 16), keeping down bags dry is not that difficult in all but the most extreme conditions.


  If you will be backpacking in notoriously wet regions, particularly when using single-wall tents or tarps, then synthetic insulation can be a better option. The best of the modern synthetics rival 650-plus fill down for weight, bulk, and cost but not longevity or comfort on warmer nights. The inexpensive synthetic bags offer mediocre performance and value, though they beat the pants off anything we had three decades ago. By the way, people who claim “warm when wet” have obviously never slept in one; “tolerably uncomfortable” is a more accurate description, so it behooves you to keep any sleeping bag dry.
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  Left to right: 1. This ultralight mummy filled with high-quality down gives the best weight to warmth ratio. 2. For maximum weight savings, this semi-rectangular bag has no bottom; it attaches to a pad for insulation from the ground. 3. A wearable sleeping bag
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  PACKS
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  ACCESSORIES
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