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INTRODUCTION

It’s a late summer’s evening, the sun is melting to a faint pink glow, and dusk is beginning to cast a magic spell over the campsite. There’s a cheerful chatter in the background and the campfire crackles as it tinges the edges of a toasted marshmallow. Your campsite supper on the barbecue was a success and eating outdoors overlooking a great view added to the ambience of an enchanting evening.

Your tent is standing by; the warm and comfy bedding all laid out ready for a cosy night’s sleep looks alluring in the torchlight. As sleep prevails over the campsite and that inimitable sound of tent zips echoes in the air, you climb under the soft blankets and allow the gentle sound of the breeze that rustles the tent canvas to send you off into a slumber.

In the morning you awake early to the sound of the birds singing a happy tune. Refreshed and raring to go, you find the sun is streaming through the tent, lighting up your canvas world and you can hear the sizzling of bacon drifting in from outside.

Camping is not just a weekend pastime: for many it is a way of life – and one that may have been instilled from a young age. Others come to it later in life, learning to appreciate the feeling of being at one with nature, out in the fresh air with the smells, sounds and senses of the outdoor world at your fingertips.

This world is explored within the pages of The Camping Pocket Bible.

With lots of explanations, hints and tips on selecting a tent and camping equipment, how and where to camp, choosing a place to stay, cooking and fun things to do, there is plenty to interest both the first-time and the experienced camper. Sections specifically exploring camping with children and enjoying the festival experience are included too. And, of course, lots of interesting facts connected with camping and being outdoors.

If you’re new to camping, there’s lots of information on what to expect and what you’re likely to find at a campsite, and for more experienced campers, there’s plenty to extend your thirst for living life under canvas either at a campsite or elsewhere.

However you enjoy camping, you can consider The Camping Pocket Bible a trusty friend, to dip into as and when required.

Happy camping!
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YOUR CANVAS PALACE: ALL ABOUT TENTS

Visit any camping shop or exhibition where a selection of tents is on display and it appears to be a daunting sea of colours, shapes and sizes. What began as an exciting trip to buy a tent has turned into a disheartening mish-mash of ideas with too much choice. This chapter will guide you through the seeming maze of endless possibilities and help you to determine exactly which type of tent is right for you.

BUYING A TENT

There are hundreds of tent models available, but you can eliminate most of them providing you do a little preparation first to establish your needs.

Top ten hints before you buy

Before you even walk in through the door of the shop:

1.  Know how many people are going to be using the tent most of the time.

2.  Know the ages of the people that will be using the tent – very young children, teenagers, or adults only. Also consider the size and height of the people that will be using the tent – people over 6ft tall will have less choice owing to tent height and length.

3.  Decide how you are going to carry the tent – backpacking, cycling or in a car. Weight is important.

4.  Consider how many people are likely to be available to erect the tent. Weight is important here too, as is a tent’s structure. Single parents – if you’re going to be the only adult in your family group, you need to think extra carefully about how you will manage erecting the tent on your own as this will influence the kind of tent you purchase. A lightweight, easily manageable tent will be necessary until your little ones are of an age to help productively.

5.  Have clear in your mind where you are most likely to use the tent – at a campsite (what kind? see here), up a mountain, on an expedition etc.

6.  Know when and how often you are going to use the tent – a guaranteed dry weekend in summer only, all year round, once a year for a fortnight, every weekend etc.

7.  Know how you are going to use the tent – merely for sleeping in, socialising with friends, or playing games with family during wet weather?

8.  Have some knowledge of tent jargon (use The Camping Pocket Bible to help) so that you don’t feel vulnerable when reading tent labels and sales information.

9.  Consider how experienced a camper you are. Some tent models are easier to erect than others and a basic, simple model may be less frustrating if you don’t feel confident.

10. Have some idea of budget but be reasonably flexible – don’t anticipate that you’re going to be able to buy a tent suitable for an arctic expedition for a tenner in Tesco.

Having gone through this checklist, you should be able to eliminate the vast majority of the tents available as too big or small, too expensive, not suitable, too heavy etc, which leaves a select few that you can seriously compare.


Buying on the internet

Without having seen a tent, buying over the internet is a risky business. You really need to try out a tent, lie in it, stand up in it, decide how you’ll live in it, see how easy or difficult the tent is to erect (and put away), or ask the shop to do so in front of you. You should also check the quality of the seams, zips and all other components. That’s hard to do from a picture on a website.

However, if you want to buy a tent over the internet to take advantage of a special offer or because the supplier provides a better price or conditions, go and find one to look at and inspect first. Check that you’re happy with it, then purchase one from your preferred outlet – whether that’s online or in a store.



HOW TENTS HAVE DEVELOPED

The construction of recreational tents has moved on a long way since a piece of sheeting was draped over a length of rope and stretched between two poles. At least, it has in terms of the development of materials; you can still purchase tents that hark back to the humble beginnings of tent design if you so wish! And many of the more trendy-shaped tents that have been appearing on the market recently are returning right back to the traditional roots of nomadic camps in their design.

Advances in technology mean that the heavy steel poles and the very heavily oiled canvases of yesteryear have all but disappeared and tents have generally become lighter. You can now buy tents that weigh less than a bag of sugar, and while this is still heavy if you’re climbing up – and back down – Mount Everest with the tent on your back, it’s a very positive development.

Tent poles have also become more flexible now that materials such as fibreglass and lightweight metal alloys have been introduced into their construction. Even tripping over guy ropes in the dark has become a thing of the past thanks to modern designs.


Tent fabric

We may talk of sleeping ‘under canvas’, but more often than not tents are constructed using other materials these days.

Canvas, a kind of heavy cotton, is the traditional fabric of the leisure tent (historically, nomadic tents used whatever happened to be to hand, whether it was animal skins or palm leaves). The canvas is porous to begin with and requires rain to swell the fibres and knit them together to become waterproof. Being a natural material it breathes well but it can also rot over time, be incredibly heavy and needs quite a lot of maintenance to keep it in good condition.

Other, more modern materials have now replaced canvas in the manufacture of tents, such as:

• Polyester. A synthetic fibre that is more durable than nylon and the most commonly used in tent manufacture today.

• Polycotton. A mixture of polyester and natural cotton.

• Nylon. A synthetic material that is much lighter than either polyester or cotton, but is inclined to break down over time as a result of ultraviolet light.

• TenCate. The brand name of a cotton fabric coated with acrylic. One of the best tent fabrics; it is also one of the most expensive.

Once upon a time canvas was treated with oil or paraffin to protect it and provide a waterproof coating. All the materials used in tent manufacture today tend to be given a waterproof coating either of acrylic, polyurethane or a silicone impregnation. Acrylics are usually used on the cheapest tents that you can buy, while silicone offers the best protection.




Pocket Tip

Check to see if the tent material is fire retardant. Not all are and silicone impregnated tents are hard to make fire proof. If you’re unsure it’s safer to choose a material you can be sure is fire proof.



DIFFERENT TYPES OF TENT

To cut through the jargon, here’s a guide to the most popular tent designs available today.

RIDGE

If you were asked to draw a simple sketch of a tent, what would it look like? Probably much the same as that used for maps and road signs: a triangular shape. It’s the iconic design and represents the traditional ridge pole tent. Two rigid, upright poles are connected by a third (the ridge) and covered by a shelter. Guy ropes then hold the tent firmly in position. Ridge tents can be single or double skin (see the Jargon Buster here for an explanation), and can accommodate one to four people.

Advantage: Simple to erect

Disadvantages:

• Lack of headroom because of the sloping roof (maximum height only available along the ridge)

• Usually quite heavy, owing to the sturdy poles required

• Pole close to the entrance can get in the way of living area

• Hard to find now except second-hand

DOME

A dome is created using flexible poles in a half-moon shape, with the ends fixed to tapes at the base of the tent. These keep the tent roof rigid and the sewn-in groundsheet taut. Two poles crossing diagonally in the middle give a square floorplan; three create a hexagon. Dome tents require pegging down but may not need guy ropes. They can be single- or double-wall and can suit two to 10 people.

Advantages:

• Sides are more vertical so there is extra headroom across a greater surface area

• Good stability

• Small sizes are quick to erect and useful for a quick weekend break

Disadvantages:

• Larger sizes tend to be less stable and require guy ropes

• Smaller tents (for fewer people) have limited headroom

TUNNEL

Using flexible poles in the same semi-circular shape as a dome tent, tunnel tents differ in that the poles are lined up adjacent to one another to create a tunnel, with tent fabric in between. A useful shape, they can be used in a variety of floorplans: a sleeping area at the back with a living area and porch at the front (door at one end); or sleeping areas at either side with a living area in the middle (door at the side). Usually tunnel tents are double-walled, requiring pegging and guy ropes. They are suitable for one to 10 people.

Advantages:

• Work well in high winds

• Good opportunities for windows and air vents, there is also more usable internal space than a dome tent

• Good height in larger models

• Look for designs where you can divide off the sleeping area in different ways, to utilise the space when used by families or different combinations of people

Disadvantage: Smaller designs provide limited headroom

GEODESIC

Evolved from the dome tent, geodesic designs have additional flexible poles that criss-cross the main poles to help support the structure. This makes them much more stable.

Advantage: Perform well in strong winds and snowy conditions as the additional poles help to prevent the fabric from sagging under the weight of snow

Disadvantage: To perform well in high wind they tend to be no more than four or five feet high, so headroom is compromised


Pocket Fact

Tent styles have influenced architecture over the years – such as the Sametinget or Sami Parliament building in Karasjok, Norway. Opened in 1989, it is shaped like the lavvo: a Sami summer tent.



VIS-À-VIS

A French term meaning ‘face to face’, these tents are usually a hybrid combination of a dome and two tunnel tents, providing separate sleeping areas either side and a living space in between. A porch area may also be included.

Advantages:

• Useful for keeping sleeping areas clean and for ‘living’ in

• Good for friends or a family who need separate sleeping spaces

Disadvantages:

• Can be quite long – check the footprint to make sure it will fit onto a standard pitch size

• Unnecessary for couples (unless there’s an argument over dinner!)

FRAME

One for longevity, frame tents still use rigid steel poles to create a free-standing frame, over which the tent fabric is fitted. This is usually a canvas or coated polyester. Inside, an additional, lighter-weight inner tent creates the living and sleeping areas. They are the largest tents you can buy, and are much more home-from-home – with several sleeping areas, a large living space, and even possibly a porch. Frame tents now tend to be available only in larger sizes, normally for six to eight people.

Advantages:

• Near vertical walls, so great headroom across the floorplan

• Structurally sturdy, they are very roomy and therefore offer comfortable living

• Good for large families/groups of friends and for long stays at a campsite

Disadvantages:

• Very heavy and bulky to transport

• Take the longest time to erect of all the tent designs

• Not good for short breaks

TEPEE (OR TIPI)

Aside from the ready-erected ‘authentic’ canvas tepees that are available to rent on ‘glamping’ sites, the tepee shape has also come into fashion for more general camping. They are head-turners at festivals and on campsites, and provide alternative living space and separate sleeping areas. A central pole helps to keep the tent upright and some come with an extension for a porch too. Bear in mind that some models may not come with a sewn-in groundsheet.

Advantages:

• One for the style-conscious

• The shape makes it feel cosy inside

• Can have good ventilation through the top of the tent when a hole is made and a ‘Chinese hat’ is placed over the top

Disadvantages:

• Can be heavy and cumbersome to erect, requiring two people

• Not the most space-efficient

PUPS AND POP-UPS

Pup tents were originally small ridge tents, but the name has stuck to cover any very small, lightweight, single pole tent for one or two people.

Pop-up tents use a very flexible, springy, built-in hoop which, when unpacked, pops up into shape immediately. They tend to be very lightweight and are usually a single skin. They do require pegging down and are only suitable for one or two people.

Advantages:

• Lightweight

• Very easy to erect (the pop-up does it all for you)

• Good for festivals, children (independent teenagers enjoy their own space), and dry weather conditions

• Great when you need to add an extra couple of sleeping ‘berths’ occasionally, without upgrading an existing tent

• Generally inexpensive to buy

• Also useful as a dog kennel!

Disadvantages:

• Pop-ups can be a pain to put away

• Structurally not suitable in strong winds

• May not be very waterproof (most pups and pop-ups are designed for fair weather camping)

• Limited headroom

BIVOUAC

Also called ‘bivys’ for short, the smallest ‘tent’ you can buy is little more than a large rain cape that covers a sleeping bag for one person only. Used by the military, for expeditions, and by anglers.

Advantages:

• Extremely lightweight

• Helps to insulate a sleeping bag

• Good for backpackers

Disadvantages:

• Quite specialist

• Requires breathable fabrics in construction or condensation can form, making the sleeping bag damp

• Rarely covers the head


Tent manufacturers

Here are some major tent manufacturers and brands to look out for when you’re searching for the perfect tent:



Berghaus: www.berghaus.com

Cabanon: www.cabanon.com

Coleman: www.coleman.eu

Gelert: www.gelert.com

Khyam: www.khyam.co.uk

Outwell: www.outwell.com

Royal: www.royal-leisure.co.uk

Sunncamp: www.sunnflair.com

Tentipi: www.tentipi.co.uk

Vango: www.vango.co.uk

Vaude: www.vaude.co.uk

Wynnster: www.wynnster.co.uk

Don’t forget that most outdoor stores also sell own-brand equipment too.



JARGON BUSTING

There are all sorts of words that you’re likely to come across when looking for a tent:

Air vent

This is necessary to prevent condensation from building up and to stop the tent from getting damp or going mouldy. All tents need one, but any vents, windows, and doors then need to be covered with an ultra-fine mesh to prevent mosquitoes and other biting insects from entering the tent.


Pocket Tip

Tents can get very warm in summer and you will want some kind of ventilation at night. Check that windows and doors can be rolled back and held in place using ties or tapes.



Double skin

A tent that has two layers of fabric. The inner layer provides the envelope in which to live and sleep and is not necessarily waterproof, while the outer layer provides protection from the elements. The two should be kept separate, using spacers to avoid condensation appearing on the inner tent.


Pocket Tip

Look for designs that include small pockets sewn into the inner tent for torches, wallets and watches. They’re very useful for keeping belongings orderly, especially when searching for something in the dark.



Flysheet

A waterproof sheet that is suspended over the tent clear of the roof (hence it ‘flies’). Sometimes used to describe the outer skin of a double-skinned tent (although strictly this is incorrect).


Pocket Tip

Make sure that the flysheet is clear of the tent by using extra tent poles.



Footprint/Floorplan/Berths

This refers to the ground size of the tent and how many people it is designed for. Tent manufacturers describe their tents as being ‘2-berth’ or a ‘3-person’ tent. The tent label may show symbols of the number of adults and children it is suitable for. This is based upon the number of people laid down with a sleeping bag only and without room for airbeds, personal belongings, or living area.


Pocket Tip

Buy a tent that indicates at least two additional berths more than the number of people actually using the tent in order to provide sufficient space for equipment and living.



Groundsheets

These are generally sewn in to most tents these days to provide a complete watertight envelope. Rather than fitting on the ground only, a sewn-in sheet should come up the walls of the tent a little to create a totally watertight space.


Pocket Tip

Protect your groundsheet so you don’t have to buy a new tent if it gets damaged (see here).



Guy ropes

Extension ropes, usually made of synthetic cord, to help steady the tent and hold it to the ground. They require some form of adjustment to keep the right tension, and, if required, will usually be attached to the flysheet during manufacture.


Pocket Tip

If the guy ropes do not include a light-attracting property in them, attach fluorescent markers up their length to be able to see them in the dark with a torch (before you trip on them).



Porch/Canopy/Vestibule

Many tents will include some kind of open canopy or porch area that can increase your outdoor living space, especially when it’s wet, provide somewhere to kick off dirty wellies, and can be useful for cooking if you get wet weather as you should not cook inside the tent (see here). Side canopies provide additional protection from the elements.


Pocket Tip

Larger families can mean larger tents, and a porch is a godsend to have somewhere to entertain the children on rainy days – especially if the campsite doesn’t have facilities such as a games room.



Single skin

A tent made using just one layer of waterproof fabric. Many of the most inexpensive tents are constructed in this way but, equally, so are the most expensive expeditionary tents that need to keep weight down. The quality of the fabric and waterproofing will be different though!


Pocket Tip

When buying an expedition tent, think about the choice of colour. Red and yellow are far more visible in the event of emergencies and the need to be seen.



Tent pegs

Used to anchor the tent and guy ropes to the ground, tent pegs can be made of metal, wood or plastic. They keep the groundsheet in position and help to prevent the tent from blowing away in the wind. They should be driven into the ground at an angle to maintain strength and should be checked daily to make sure that they have not become raised out of the ground through movement; a protruding peg is damaging to your tent and dangerous to tread on.


Pocket Tip

Buy fluorescent or coloured tent pegs that you can see in the dark and be noticed more easily upon removal.



Tent poles

These are either rigid steel for frame and ridge tents, or flexible for other designs. The cheapest tents will use fibreglass for the flexible poles but the more expensive metal alloys are more durable and tend to be stronger. Flexible poles are usually made in sections approximately 30cm long with sockets at one end to connect into one another. Elastic or cord is often threaded through to hold them together. Some tents even use inflatable airbeams, rather like a bicycle tyre, that is pumped up in place of poles.


Pocket Tip

The elastic in flexible poles can become brittle, stretch, and snap over time, and the poles themselves can snap, particularly when cold. Take spare cords and some gaffer tape with you in case you need to make repairs.



Waterproofing

Rain resistance is measured as a hydrostatic head in millimetres, and tents will be given a rating according to how waterproof they are. A rating of 1,000mm is just about shower resistant; 1,500mm is suitable for summer camping; 2,000mm for all-year-round use; and 3,000mm for expeditions. Tents may also be rated as ‘one season’ (summer), ‘two or three season’ (spring/summer/autumn) or ‘four season’ (all year). Those described as ‘festival’ tents are generally only showerproof.


Pocket Tip

You can reproof an old tent using a product such as Fabsil if it starts to lose its waterproofing qualities.



Zip

Obvious enough, but the best tents will have a double zip so that the door can be unzipped from the top or bottom.


Pocket Tip

Do not use detergents (including washing-up liquid) to clean your tent zips. The detergent may aggravate the waterproof coating of your tent if it’s splashed.



HOW AND WHERE TO PITCH A TENT

There are too many makes, models, and styles of tent to include an exact ‘how-to’ guide for pitching a tent, but there are some basic pointers that everyone can follow.

• Before you go camping, erect your new tent at home (or practice on a playing field, common ground, or a friend’s garden if you don’t have the space). Follow the instructions carefully and make sure that no pieces are missing. You don’t want to arrive at a campsite in the dark having never pitched the tent before.

• On a campsite, check the ground around the pitch for tent pegs left behind and remove them before pitching your tent, or you may find that they push a hole into your groundsheet, or make your bed very uncomfortable.

• If you’re wild camping or staying on a campsite without designated pitches, find ground that is flat. If there is a slight gradient, pitch the tent with your head uphill for a better night’s sleep.

• You can move a few stones or twigs in order to find a flat piece of ground, but don’t start uprooting plants to give yourself a clear pitch. Remember, things that were already there before you – plants, animals etc – have first priority.

• Think about your safety when pitching – don’t set up right on the banks of a watercourse that could give way, into the prevailing wind, or directly beneath a rock face where stones or boulders could fall.

• Some tents require the flysheet or outer tent to be pitched first before the inner tent. Others reverse the principle. Check before you begin erecting the tent.


First time camping in a tent

If you’ve never been camping before, and you’re not sure if it’s the kind of holiday for you, it can be difficult to justify spending lots of money on a good tent and all the paraphernalia associated with camping. However, you can rapidly be put off camping altogether by buying a cheap and nasty, poor quality tent where the zip jams with the fraying threads and the zip puller comes off in your hand the first time you use it, or when you find yourself wet through with the inexpensive ‘waterproof’ jacket you bought. Ideally you need to try before you buy.

One solution is:

• Buy the cheapest tent you can possibly buy. You can now purchase a three-man tent for under £20 in the large supermarkets. They are little more than play tents and you need to expect things to go wrong – such as ripped seams, poor-fitting zips, cheap poles, a potentially bad design that takes a little longer to erect, etc – reminding yourself that a better quality tent will not (or shouldn’t) have these snags.
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