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  Looking at Mt. Everest, Lhotse, and Nuptse from Renjo La, 17,520 feet, Nepal. Photo by Shawn Forry




  More praise for Trail Tested




  “Trail Tested is a visually stunning foray into the realities of long-distance hiking. Justin Lichter’s 35,000 miles of hiking experience and trail-tested wisdom come through in every page. Trail Tested is great for both day hikers and hikers that will be out for many days!”




  —Lawton “Disco” Grinter, Triple Crowner; director and editor of The Walkumentary; author of I Hike




  “This book is probably the most important outdoor field guide since the first release of The Complete Walker, by Colin Fletcher, in 1968. These pages will save you time, money, and many exhausting nights of confusion from surfing mindless Internet threads . . . job well done.”




  —Winton Porter, Georgia Author of the Year 2010 for Just Passin’ Thru; owner of Mountain Crossings at Neels Gap on the Appalachian Trail
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  Cameron Lake, Waterton Lakes National Park, Canada




  




   




  INTRODUCTION




  

    WHAT THIS BOOK IS AND IS NOT




    This is not a typical how-to book. It won’t help you hike thousands of miles and won’t provide instant solutions. It may help you learn some things faster and hopefully will save you money when buying gear. Hopefully it will make it easier for you to get outside, experience the outdoors, and overcome situations that might previously have turned you back. Sometimes the unexpected makes trips more rewarding.


  




  The goal of this book is to give you useful tips and reduce the time you spend learning so you can enjoy more time in the wilderness. Almost every page has a tip or two that I’ve picked up along the way. Some of the tips are personal preferences, so keep in mind it’s an outline about the topic in question, its pros and cons, and my opinions.




  Getting outside and hiking and camping can change your life. You may even start to want to change some of your priorities and reduce some things that you don’t need in your life. Streamlining the gear selection process to essentials and planning to get outdoors helps keep your enthusiasm going. You’ll quickly learn to live with what’s on your back!




  This book is purely to prepare for the journey. Enjoy the read while at home or en route to the trailhead. Use the information here to prepare and remember what you can on the trail. Adding weight with a book is counterintuitive to this book’s purpose. Let me instead help you shed weight from your pack.




  Now let’s go hiking!




  GETTING STARTED
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  Near Red Pass, WA, on the original, washed out PCT route in 2004. (Disposable Camera).




  EARLY DAYS




  

    You can always learn to hike, backpack, and camp. You may not go on a thousand-mile hike or be out in the mountains for 6 months. But you can experience the calm of being with nature.
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  Windsong, Ottie, Yoni, and me crossing the Bear Mountain Parkway, NY.




  I started hiking when I was young, and I can’t imagine life without hiking. What you do when you hike is up to you. Some people love sitting by a lake. Others like hiking fast and far, looking at flowers, or summiting peaks. You’ll find what you like. Age and skill don’t matter. This is an activity for everyone. The more you get out, the more you’ll learn, and you’ll learn more than you even realize.




  There is a beauty to a simple hike. You really don’t need anything that you don’t already have. You don’t need to start out by buying a lot of gear.




  Going on a day hike is simply going on a nice walk through the woods. You can wear your sneakers or running shoes. Use your school backpack. Grab an empty soda bottle; it’s your water bottle. Grab some food from the cupboard. Find a destination to go to and that’s all you need to go for a hike.




  If you like it and want to go on more day hikes or go out on overnight trips—then this book will help you find what you need and learn the necessary skills.”
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  Me and Windsong on top of Avery Peak, ME, on the AT.
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  Me and Windsong on top of Mt. Kathadin, northern terminus of the AT.
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  Getting the low down in one of the great specialty outdoor stores, Midwest Mountaineering, Minneapolis, MN.
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  Weighing in.
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  Scoping out some hidden pockets.




  Photos by Russ Sackson




  CHOOSING GEAR




  

    I know exactly what gear I prefer for certain situations and places. For the past 5 years, the majority of what I carry stays the same. I do switch certain things for different trips based on the conditions I expect to encounter. It’s important to pack properly for the conditions you expect and for potential changes or setbacks. After a few trips you’ll start to learn exactly what you want with you on your journeys. Until then, here’s what you need to know about getting started.


  




  Don’t go out and buy hundreds of dollars worth of new gear when you’re just getting started. Research the gear by reading reviews in magazines and the Internet.




  I have seen it happen a hundred times. A family wants to go camping. They go into a store to get outfitted with gear. The salesperson sells them tons of stuff he or she likes and thinks you will also like. They may be trying to up-sell you on expensive equipment. They will probably tell you to buy things that aren’t essential.




  Figure out what you think you really need before making purchases. Go camping and hiking with friends that have gear and ask about it. Ask questions at stores and look around for discounts, online or on Craigslist. It’s likely that as you get used to the outdoors your gear will change quickly. You’ll add different gear to your quiver for different seasons or situations.




  I have seen countless people start the Appalachian Trail (AT) with 50- to 60-pound backpacks and a bunch of brand new gear. They find out a week later that they don’t need most of the stuff they’re carrying. They bought all this new gear just for the trip. Many AT hikers end up buying everything all over again within a few weeks of setting out. Tents (or any gear for that matter) are like cars: Once off the dealer’s lot, you’ll be lucky to get 2/3 of what you paid for it.




  When considering buying for hiking or backpacking gear, keep the weight in mind. It’s not so important for car camping. Your tent and other backpacking gear could cross over for car camping. Remember, you will be carrying everything that you have on your back. Ounces quickly add up to pounds and pounds add up to a heavy pack. You may or may not want to be an ultralight hiker or ultralighter. Either way it’s important to only pack what you are going to use.




  Lighter loads:




  • Are more comfortable.




  • Are easier, faster, and more agile to move with.




  • Are more organized and simplified.




  • Mean less energy is exerted, so you can travel farther and faster.




  • Less expensive than heavier gear.




  The lightweight way also crosses over to other sports like climbing, mountaineering, backcountry skiing, and even into everyday life!




  When picking out gear try to keep an ultralight or lightweight mindset. A rough estimate of your base weight (backpack, sleeping bag, and tent) for backpacking should be 10 pounds or less. This will help your pack stay relatively light. However, you do not want to try to cut weight on the backpack itself if you know the weight of your gear is going to be above the pack’s recommended weight limit. The weight-rating is for your comfort. You don’t want to cut corners on the pack and end up with thin padding on the pack in an effort to shave base weight. You will end up being uncomfortable on the trail. Countless times I have seen people hit the trail with an ultralight backpack and be miserable in just an hour. An ultralight pack works for a lot of people. If you’re going out for just 5 days, your food alone might weigh more than some packs’ recommended capacity.
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  Checking packability and compressibility. Photos by Russ Sackson




  I have seen people head out on 5-day trips in an ultralight pack with about 50 pounds in their pack. A pack that has no hip belt and small mesh shoulder straps can’t support that amount of weight. The shoulder straps always end up cleaving into the hiker’s shoulders from the weight. I saw one hiker that had wrapped duct tape around huge squares of open cell foam underneath each shoulder strap. The tape probably made it a little more comfortable. It was definitely not the ideal situation. He added weight to his ultralight pack to make it more comfortable. His goal of being ultralight backfired!




  

    TRAUMA TIP




    I wouldn’t recommend buying certain items used. Be careful with climbing equipment. You never know how many falls someone has put onto a rope, carabiner, or a harness, which can greatly affect their performance.
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  BUYING GEAR




  




  There are a few good places where you can get outdoor gear. You can buy directly from the manufacturer. Some manufacturers sell directly to customers. Some sell only from their website. The manufacturer and their customer service crew are also a great place to get information on the products that you’re interested in. They should know everything about their products. If you have any questions ask them before and after your purchase.




  You can often find really good prices on gear online and almost any product you’re looking for. You lose that personal, interactive contact and often the ability to get feedback or ask questions. I know some online stores have LiveChat features. It just doesn’t feel the same and you don’t really even know if the person that you are talking to has any clue about the gear you are asking about.




  Then, of course, there are the local outfitters and major outdoor retailers, like REI. You get personalized service, a good vibe, and can get some really helpful sales people. Some of the most amazing backpacking stores I’ve been in are locally owned specialty outdoor stores. It is a tradeoff, however, because the price might be higher in store than online.




  Another option to consider are places like Craigslist, eBay, and hiking forums like backpacking light.com and whiteblaze.net. These websites have “gear for sale” or “gear swap” forums, which will have some more specialized gear than REI. You can access them for free.




  Now on to the nitty gritty...




  

    TIP




    On Magazine Reviews




    Take magazine reviews with a grain of salt. They can be handy. Most magazines’ users and reviewers are hardly lightweight hikers. They are writing for the masses. If heading out on a thru-hike, remember there is no way a magazine reviewer will have used the equipment as much as you will. Reviews can be very handy and nice to compare new gear. One of the biggest issues with the outdoor industry and its publications is that they constantly need to publish new things. They can’t give an award to an older model or design. There have been awesome packs, like the Granite Gear’s Vapor Trail. It won Backpacker magazine’s Editor’s Choice Award in 2003. In my opinion it was the best thruhiking pack on the market for almost 10 years. However, the media won’t give old equipment new awards, just like the Emmys won’t give Marlon Brando an award for The Godfather this year. Keep that in mind when you are reading current reviews and trying to pick what the best gear is for you. You might find that it is a pack model that is a couple of years old. You won’t find a review in the latest magazine because they won’t keep repeating the same gear reviews. They also may favor companies buying advertising and paying their bills.


  




  [image: image]




  [image: image]




  Checking compressibility at a display at the Outdoor Retailer trade show. Photo by Russ Sackson




  FABRICS AND MATERIALS




  

    Twice per year thousands of manufacturers go to the Outdoor Retailer convention in Salt Lake City, Utah, to introduce new fabrics, hardware, and technologies. The textile manufacturers attend to show their latest and greatest innovations to manufacturers in the industry. They hope to get these new materials into up-and-coming outdoor products. Here are the basic, common ultralight materials. This section will also help explain why some products are more expensive than others and which will likely last longer.


  




  FABRICS




  




  Nylon and polyester are standard fabrics. Nylon is a little lighter, tougher, and more abrasion-resistant. The weight of fabric is measured in denier written, like this: 40D. It is a measurement of a yarn’s weight, in grams, based on a 9,000-meter length of that yarn. Higher numbers represent more rugged fabric, while lower numbers are less rugged.




  RIPSTOP NYLON: A nylon woven with a doubled thread at regular intervals. This helps to prevent rips from spreading.




  CORDURA: A nylon brand name. Cordura yarns are of the highest quality. The name Cordura represents high tenacity (strength) yarns from rigorously tested mills and the fabrics coming from those mills to ensure they meet Cordura standards.




  SPINNAKER: An ultralightweight sail cloth. From my experience it doesn’t seem to last as long nor is it as durable as Cubic Tech.




  CUBEN FIBER (CUBIC TECH): Another material that originated in the sailing industry. This is spectra laminated with mylar. It’s very strong but susceptible to damage from abrasions. However, for its strength to weight ratio, it is fantastic. It’s also pricey.




  HYPALON: A heavy but strong material often used in high abrasion areas, like underneath crampon storage areas.




  MESH: Mesh comes in different forms. It’s handy to have mesh pockets made because they stretch and you can see into them. Most people think mesh is lighter than other fabrics. This is not true if compared to lightweight sil nylon or other ultralight fabrics like Cubic Tech. Because mesh absorbs a lot of water, it gets heavier when wet. Also, if it gets knicked it can unravel over time.




  DURASTRETCH OR STRETCH MESH: Another option for outside pockets or back panels. It’s a great substitute for regular mesh. It’s less transparent but doesn’t absorb as much water and holds up better to heavy use.




  ZIPPERS




  




  Zippers come in different sizes and types (waterproof or regular). Most waterproof zippers are merely water resistant, but at least they shed some water. Don’t be fooled by an inverted slider; this does not mean it is a waterproof zipper. YKK is one of the most widely used zippers. I have noticed that YKK waterproof zippers start to “peel” in the middle over time and with a lot of usage. The peeling leaves a little area where water can get in once you have used them. Other waterproof zippers like Riri, Unizin, and Ideal are available as well.
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  A waterproof zipper and zipper garage.




  LAMINATE VS. COATINGS




  




  Here’s a nutshell comparison of waterproof and/or breathable technologies used in rain gear and on other waterproof products. A laminate is like adding wallpaper to a fabric while a coating is like painting a wall. Laminates are often more breathable and expensive.
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  Laminated Jacket
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  Coated Jacket




  [image: image]




  Dan, from Granite Gear, and I having a pow wow about new ideas and prototypes.




  

    TRAUMA TIP




    Most people think mesh is light, because you can see through it and it has holes. Mesh is heavier than many fabrics, including ultralight sil nylon and Cubictech.
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  Scoping out Midwest Mountaineering’s pack wall.
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  Getting fitted for my torso length.




  BACKPACKS




  

    There are tons of packs out there. Here’s the lowdown on packs.


  




  TYPES OF PACKS




  




  The standard terminology for referencing the “front” of a backpack is the side that faces away from your back.




  DAY PACKS: These are usually smaller so you don’t need to worry much about the weight of a day pack. Most companies make them with a bunch of bells and whistles (Literally! Check the sternum strap for an emergency whistle!).




  Features may include water-bottle pockets, hydration-system compatibility, stretch pocket or helmet pocket on the pack’s front, ventilated back panel, hip-belt pockets for a camera or an energy bar, ice axe loops, and other zippered pockets. People aren’t carrying much weight in a day pack so there’s really no need for a suspension system in the back panel or for a real weight-bearing hip-belt. If you’re looking for a day pack, find the features, price, and colors you like. Check the fit carefully. There isn’t much else to it.




  OVERNIGHT PACKS: Overnight packs are a different animal. Some are full-featured, while others are stripped down. Packs are made for differentsized torsos and waist belts. Overnight packs also have different capacities and load or weight classifications. Fit and comfort are the most important things to me.
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  Some packs save weight by skimping on features that make the pack comfortable and entice you to buy it because it’s light. I don’t mind a backpack that’s a few ounces heavier than another when it’s much more comfortable.




  Most overnight packs are available in multiple sizes and have adjustable torso lengths and different-sized hip belts to make the pack fit better.




  GENDER-AND AGE-SPECIFIC PACKS




  




  YOUTH BACKPACKS: These packs offer smaller volumes so that they fit the child’s body better and do not overburden them with too much weight in their pack. They also include a more adjustable suspension to accommodate a child’s growth. Several brands design packs for children. Women’s backpacks, because of their smaller frame sizes, often work well for young backpackers of either gender. Small versions of some men’s packs also work for children and teenagers.




  WOMEN’S BACKPACKS: Women-specific designs are engineered to conform to the female frame. Their torso dimensions are generally shorter and narrower than men’s. Hip-belts and shoulder straps are contoured with the female form in mind.




  TO GET THE RIGHT FIT




  




  Torso length, not height, determines your pack size. Here’s how to measure yours:




  Measure torso length:




  1. Have a friend locate the bony bump at the base of your neck, where the slope of your shoulder meets your neck. This is your 7th cervical (or C7) vertebrae. Tilt your head forward to locate it more easily.




  2. Using a flexible tape measure, your friend should start at that spot and measure downward along your spine.
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  Three of the possible choices for lightweight backpacks. Photo by Russ Sackson
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  The progression of packs and trekking poles. I’ll take my comfortable two- to three-pound pack any day!




  3. Place your hands on your hips so you can feel your iliac crest, which serves as the “shelf” of your pelvic girdle. (It’s the first hard thing you feel when you run your fingers down from the sides of your rib cage.) Position your hands so your thumbs are pointing toward your backbone.




  4. Have your friend finish measure at the point where the tape crosses an imaginary line drawn between your thumbs. That is your torso length.




  5. Use your torso length to find the best pack size for you. Generally, manufacturers size their pack frames like this:




  • Extra Small: Fits torsos up to 15½".




  • Small: Fits torsos 16” to 17½".




  • Regular: Fits torsos 18” to 19½".




  • Large/Tall: Fits torsos 20” and up.




  Measure belt size:




  Take the tape measure and wrap it around the top of your hips, where you can feel your iliac crest, those two pointy bones just above the front pockets on your pants. Use this measurement to get a properly fitting hipbelt. A properly positioned and fitted hip-belt will straddle your iliac crest, about an inch above and below that line.




  TYPES OF PACK SUSPENSION




  




  EXTERNAL SUSPENSION BACKPACKS: These seem to be going by the wayside, but I will mention them briefly. These were the standard back in the ‘70s. They have a metal frame that surrounds the exterior of the pack. These packs carry weight well but are bigger, heavier, and not nearly as agile as other packs.




  They are pretty antiquated because the internal suspension packs have progressed. External frame packs make everyone look like Sponge Bob Square Pants from behind.




  INTERNAL SUSPENSION BACKPACKS: These are the more popular option these days. Hundreds of models are available. They have a stay to provide stiffness to the pack, allowing it to handle the weight of a load. The suspension can vary from lightweight metal stays around a back panel, to metal or aluminum rods placed vertically along the pack’s sides, to plastic or composite frame sheets. Generally, the stiffer the rod, stay, or frame sheet, the more weight the pack can carry comfortably. Stiffer suspensions makes for heavier packs.




  NO SUSPENSION/FRAMELESS BACKPACKS: These are usually the lightest weight packs, but they also support the least amount of weight. Typically, a pack without a suspension isn’t recommended to carry more than 25 pounds. If you want to carry more with one of these packs, a good way to create some rigidity along the back panel is to fold your sleeping pad and slide it on the inside along the back panel. If you’re using an inflatable pad, leaving a little bit of air in it offers more comfort and extra support. With a foam pad you can fold it along the back panel or curl it around the whole inside of the pack and place items inside the curve of the pad.




  VENTILATED BACK PANELS




  




  These are making headway in the market and a lot of people like the extra breathability they offer your back. Your back will sweat when hiking with a pack on. These various styles of breathable back panels are supposed to aid in airflow along your back to help keep it cooler. These can really help cool your back if the conditions are right and there is a cool breeze blowing. If it’s hot and you’re in 100% humidity, like on the AT in summertime, I don’t think there is anything that will really prevent you from getting hot and sweaty.
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  Photo by Russ Sackson




  Many packs have ventilation channels built into back panels and, in some cases, even into the frame sheet as well. A few packs have engineered a permanent air channel between you and the pack, using a trampoline-like mesh panel. Your back rests against the mesh back panel and the mesh provides improved breathability. With these, the frame-supported pack rides a few inches off the back.




  Certain ventilation features seem to have inherent flaws. Packs with mesh back panels have a number of drawbacks:




  1. The mesh absorbs and holds more water than other materials, so a mesh back panel can both keep your back wet and add weight to the pack.




  2. It is fairly abrasive so it can wear out shirts and other clothing faster.




  3. It has no real rip stop properties. If you snag the back panel on something, you risk having it run and continue to unravel.




  4. In trampoline-style systems, the air channel between the pack and the mesh takes up valuable space between your back and the pack itself. It loses volume while adding weight because of the trampoline.




  5. Trampoline-style packs add additional space between your back and the pack itself. It moves the weight of the pack from your center of gravity, which could make the pack less comfortable or agile when fully loaded.




  PACK LOADING SYSTEMS




  




  PANEL LOADER: A panel loading backpack is anything with a zipper or access point up and down the pack. It allows you to access the body of the pack through a panel.
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  TOP LOADER: Any pack with primary access through the top, even if it has a lid. Top-loading packs generally have a zipper or roll-top closure system. These packs are normally some of the lightest weight packs on the market. Some have access zippers on the front panel or side to allow easy access to items at the bottom of the pack. You don’t have to dig from the top to the bottom to grab something. The zippers are nice but add a few ounces.
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  Photos by Russ Sackson




  HYBRID/NON-TRADITIONAL: Packs that don’t fit the top or panel-loader description. Granite Gear’s Core and Flatbed are good examples of hybrid or non-traditional packs. They are designed for specific needs and work better for trail crews, handling bear canisters, or carrying odd shapes and sizes that won’t easily fit in a normal pack. They are usually heavier than a traditional top loader.




  STRAPS




  




  The weight of a backpack, about 75% of it, should rest on your hips. Your back, shoulders and upper chest area should carry minimal amounts of weight. To optimize pack comfort and stability, tinker with the various adjustment straps.




  LOAD-LIFTER STRAPS: These are stitched into the top of your pack’s shoulder straps and the top of the pack frame. Ideally, they should form a 45° angle between your shoulder straps and the pack.




  The straps should be snug, but not too tight. They prevent the upper portion of a pack from pulling away from the body and cause it to sag on your lumbar area. If they’re left too loose, the pack can tip backward, compromising balance and comfort.




  If load-lifters are angled higher than 60° or lower than 30°, the pack is likely not the correct torso size. Shoulder straps on many packs can also be adjusted on the frame sheet to make the pack fit your torso better.




  Some ultralight packs don’t have load lifter straps. If you get a good fit from the shoulder straps and you aren’t carrying much weight, they’re not strictly necessary.




  HIP STABILIZER STRAPS: These are on the side of the hip-belt. They connect the belt to the lower pack body. They keep it close to your body to prevent the pack’s weight from swaying. As with load-lifters, some ultralight packs don’t have hip-belt stabilizer straps. If you get a good fit from the hip belt and you aren’t carrying much weight, they’re not strictly necessary.
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    TRAUMA TIP




    Use your lid as a hip pack or shoulder bag. I often use my lid Like a messenger bag. Here’s how to do it on many packs. Completely unclip the lid from the pack. On the underside of the lid there’s often a pocket where extra webbing is hidden. This webbing is used for a shoulder or waist strap. Unclip the harness on the webbing and pull both sides out. (If a lid doesn’t have this strap, it’s often designed to be used with the pack’s hip belt as a pack strap. Remove the hip belt and run it through the fabric or webbing on the lid’s underside to create the daypack.) Flip the extra material, which connected the lid to the pack, over towards the lid’s top and thread webbing through the ladder lock (loops) on the lid. You can use those straps for compressing the bag.
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  STERNUM STRAP: This allows you to connect your shoulder straps across your chest, increasing the stability of the load. It helps you and your pack move as one. Don’t over-tighten the sternum strap. It can constrict your breathing, particularly when going up hills.




  WEARING YOUR PACK




  




  After shouldering your pack, in order to fit it properly, the straps should be put on and adjusted in the following order (bottom up):




  1. Hip belt.




  2. Hip belt stabilizer straps.




  3. Shoulder straps (beneath armpit).




  4. Sternum strap.




  5. Load lifter straps (cinched down but not cranked on).




  HOW TO LOAD A BACKPACK




  




  This is very important in order to keep your pack comfortable and get the most out of your backpack. The comfort rating, or weight rating, is irrelevant if you do not pack it properly. If a pack is packed improperly, it will always be uncomfortable.




  Always place heavy items against the pack’s back (against the frame or hydration sleeve) and not on the outside of your pack. This helps keep the center of gravity close to your body and keeps everything stable.
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  Photos by Russ Sackson




  I pack like this:




  1. I line my pack with a trash compactor bag or pack liner.




  2. I stuff my sleeping bag and clothes I don’t anticipate needing until camp into the bottom of the trash bag. (I don’t use a compression sack, because it adds extra weight, but some people like them.)




  3. I set aside my trail snacks and other food for the day, then drop my food bag on top of that.




  4. I shove spare clothing around the front of the food bag to fill empty spaces in the pack.




  5. I stuff my shelter on top of the food bag and put my pot and stove toward the front of the pack, at the same level as my shelter. I then roll my liner down to seal it.




  6. I place my food for the day on top of everything, so it’s easily accessible during breaks. If my shelter is wet, I put all my food inside the liner bag and seal it. Then I stuff the shelter on top.




  7. I’ll fill outside pockets and my hip-belt pockets with my water bottle, water treatment, maps, sunscreen, bug repellant, a couple of snack bars, camera, and any other items I may need throughout the day at easy reach.




  PACK COVERS




  




  Pack covers are a lightweight fabric that is designed to cover your backpack in wet weather and keep your gear dry. Many people like them and think they are a necessity. I would rather let my pack get wet and just use a trash bag liner on the inside to keep my equipment dry. When your backpack gets wet it also gets heavier since it is absorbing water. I would rather be 100% confident that my sleeping bag and insulation layers are not getting wet inside my backpack. If you are bushwacking a pack cover can get snagged on things and tear.




  BEAR CANISTERS




  




  Bear canisters make packing your backpack a lot harder since they never seem to fit well inside a pack. Here are a few tips for using them.




  1. Always fill your canister to the max when it’s in your pack. If you’re running low on food, put other items in the canister to fill it. Don’t waste space.




  2. Put the canister where you normally put your food bag. It helps with weight distribution in your pack.




  3. Pack things as tightly as you can around the canister to take up the dead space, since your backpack is not exactly cylindrical. This will keep the canister from shifting while you walk, keeping your pack more stable, as well as preventing “pack on legs” syndrome, where your pack is huge vertically (so people can’t actually see the person carrying the backpack except for his or her legs).




  4. Remember to put any scented items in your bear canister at night. Bears are attracted to scented items like toothpaste. But I don’t think it is because they want to brush their teeth after they are done eating.




  

    TRAUMA TIP




    Waterproof your pack for next to nothing in weight or cost: Line your pack with a plastic trash bag, trash compactor bag, or pack liner. Pack everything inside that to keep the interior waterproof and your gear dry. I use a trash compactor bag. It’s thicker and more durable, even though it’s a bit heavier. Make sure the seal is good by overlapping, rolling, or spinning and tucking in the top so no water can get in.
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  Other Backpack Features




  HIPBELT POCKETS: A nice feature that keeps a camera, energy bar, or Aquamira handy. Most packs without hip-belt pockets are designed to allow aftermarket pockets to be added on.
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  SIDE POCKETS (A.K.A. WAND POCKETS): These are a staple on any pack I use. I like accessing my water bottle, maps, food, and water treatment easily, without taking off my pack. Stretchy side pockets are essential to me. Climbing packs don’t have side pockets because climbers don’t want things to fall out. I like the accessibility of side pockets. If you don’t want to use them or it is raining, put everything inside the pack.
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  SHOVEL POCKET (ALSO CAN BE A FRONT MESH POCKET): Definitely a personal choice. Some people love having a shovel pocket and wouldn’t buy a pack without it, while others couldn’t care less. A lot of ultralight backpacks include it because Ray Jardine’s original ultralight pack design had one. I think it’s a handy feature, but I don’t care too much if a pack doesn’t have it.
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  If your pack does have a stretch shovel pocket on the back, then you’re generally sacrificing straps on the front of your pack for your sleeping pad or crampons. If you use an inflatable pad, it isn’t a big issue because you can pack it in by the backpanel. If you use a foamie (foam mattress) then the front of the pack is a nice place to carry it. When a shovel pocket doesn’t have straps, you often end up attaching crampons or the foamie atop your pack and fumble with the mess every time you want to get into your pack.




  Those are the tradeoffs. Having that big stretch pocket to throw stuff in without opening your pack much during the day is handy. It’s especially nice when you have wet stuff. You can throw whatever is wet on the outside in the shovel pocket so it doesn’t contaminate your other stuff. If it’s wet when you wake up, you can seal up your pack while in your shelter. When you’re ready to go, you can throw the wet shelter in the shovel pocket so you don’t have to open up the pack liner in the elements at all. Make sure the shovel pocket isn’t too loose and floppy. It can suck back into the pack and hug into the pack. It can also snag on things and not carry itself well.




  COMPRESSION: Compression is essential to stabilize the load in a pack and bring it closer to your body. The number of compression straps needed on a pack depends on its size. Compression straps are either webbing straps or Lineloc cord. Lineloc is much lighter, but it doesn’t compress as broad of an area as webbing. The Linelocs are easily changed if they break. Webbing is sewn into the pack and is a bit more difficult to change.




  DAISY CHAIN: A daisy chain is a sewn-on piece of material, usually webbing, with loops for clipping or attaching things to the outside. They’re a handy feature, but are not absolutely necessary. Usually there are plenty of other opportunities on a pack for clipping extra stuff onto, so you don’t really need a separate daisy chain.




  HYDRATION PORT/HYDRATION COMPATIBLE: This is standard in modern packs. It’s a system or sleeve that houses a hydration bladder and a port for a drinking tube. I don’t like to use a hydration bladder for a number of reasons. I’ll explain them later. Some hydration systems are easier to use than others.
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  If you are a fan of a hydration system, make sure that the port for the tube is big enough to easily slide your drinking tube through. Make sure it is not a hassle to feed it through every time you fill up. That gets old fast. You can carefully cut out the material or port to widen it.




  LID: Many people like having a pack lid to keep a lot of little things you might use on a hiking break handy. Lids are handy but they can often add about 10 ounces, almost the weight of a full can of soda, to the pack’s weight. If I get a pack with a lid, I want one that is removable. I often don’t need the extra capacity or need to keep gear organized or handy in the lid. When I don’t need it, I use the pack without the lid to save weight.
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  SEAM-TAPED/WELDED/WATERPROOF PACKS: There are very few packs that are seam taped and truly waterproof. Most packs are water resistant because they’re made of waterproof materials. If the seams are not taped then the pack is not completely waterproof. Welded seams are more waterproof. They make a pack more expensive and are harder to repair.




  If any of my gear is wet I pack it outside the trash bag so it won’t contaminate the rest of my stuff. Remember that your sleeping bag is your lifeline. It is the most important thing in your pack, because it keeps you alive when you’re cold and wet. Keeping wet stuff from my sleeping bag means my sleeping bag will always be dry.




  OTHER POCKETS: A lot of packs have pockets all around the pack. People love pockets! Pockets are a good way for people to organize their stuff. I think too many pockets are a hassle. They don’t add any necessary function to the pack and make it heavier.




  SLEEPING BAG COMPARTMENT: This is an old-school feature. Almost every pack used to have a zippered compartment at the bottom of the pack for a sleeping bag, but now, just traditionally styled packs do. I think they are completely useless. Sleeping bags have progressed so far that it’s hard to fill the entire compartment with just your sleeping bag. As a result, the compartment makes it hard to pack a pack well, get things into all of the pack’s empty spaces, and waterproof a pack with just one garbage bag. In addition, the U-shaped zippers that kept the sleeping compartment closed are prone to blowing out.




  HEAT-MOLDABLE HIP-BELTS: Some companies like Osprey offer customers a heat moldable hip-belt system. Retail stores with Osprey packs usually have a little oven that they bake the hip belt in and then fit it to you. This technology came from ski boot liners. While it is essential to get a good fit on your hip belt, I think the heat-moldable hip belt is more of a sales gimmick than a necessity.




  All hip belts will conform to your hips as you use them. It is like breaking in a pair of shoes, but, unlike shoes or boots, most hip belts are not uncomfortable out-of-the-box. Maybe heat molding speeds up the break-in process a little (which is nice in ski boots because they can be so uncomfortable) but it also causes the foam to pack out in certain areas. That’s usually what happens when you’re fitted with a heated belt.




  ICE-AXE LOOPS: There’s usually at least one on every pack. For me this is a necessity. While it’s important to carry an ice axe when you need one, it’s more important to me to carry my trekking poles when it’s raining. Stashing your poles when it’s raining helps keep your hands warmer.
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  Ice axe loops are kind of counter-intuitive. You feed the axe through the loop from the top, then flip them back up and strap them in.




  PADDING: In the race to lower pack weight some companies have sacrificed padding in hip belts and lumbar pads. If you keep your pack weight low, this isn’t an issue. Overloading a lightweight pack that has a minimalistic hip belt and lumbar pad can cause hot spots. When looking for a pack be realistic about how much weight you plan to carry. You should be comfortable in your weighted pack when you are carrying it up to 10 or more hours a day. When lightening your load, the last piece of gear you should lighten is your backpack.
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  Photos by Russ Sackson




  trail tested




  From November 1, 2005, to October 23, 2006 (356 days) I hiked more than 10,000 miles. I averaged more than 26 miles per day for the entire trip. Equally as impressive to this personal accomplishment is that my pack lasted the entire trip! A little sun-faded and well-used, my pack was still completely functional after all of those miles. In comparison, I went through loads of other gear, including 24 pairs of shoes (as you can see from the picture with me standing next to all of my worn-out equipment). This page has some pointers to help keep your backpack. working for the long haul.
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    10 Tips to Make Your Pack Last Longer


  




  

    TRAUMA PICK




    Pack comfort is the most important thing for me. If my pack is uncomfortable it makes the whole trip miserable. As a result choose a pack that is capable of carrying about 4-5 days worth of food comfortably, for me usually around 3,200-3,600 cubic inches (about 45-55 liters). Since most of my pack weight is food and on most trails in the United States my average resupply time is 4-5 days, this means that my pack will be comfortable on the bulk of the trip. If the segment is longer than 4-5 days then I may be slightly out of the weight class of the backpack for a few days, but I am OK with that. I also don’t mind carrying the extra weight of the pack that can support the 4-5 day load. I can easily carry an unframed pack for a 4-5 day stretch and be comfortable for three-season camping. A minimal frame or removable frame sheet is also a nice option.




    For most trips, I like a lightweight pack that is less than 2.5 pounds that has side (wand) pockets so I can stash my water bottle, maps, SteriPEN, snacks, and a few other odds and ends. I also like a pack that has some sort of attachment system on the front or a big stretch pocket. These can come in handy for keeping your wet shelter on the outside of your pack or just making more items handy during the day.




    RECOMMENDED PACKS: Granite Gear Crown, Granite Gear Leopard or Snow Leopard, Granite Gear Virga, ULA CDT, Mountain Laurel Designs Exodus


  




  1. Do not pack a backpack beyond its recommended weight limit.




  2. Do not constantly stuff a backpack to its collar’s capacity. The roll-top collar is intended to make a backpack more waterproof. If you find yourself constantly filling your pack to the collar’s brim, you need to get a backpack with more volume.




  3. Do not pack sharp, unprotected objects near the pack’s fabric. They can pierce it.




  4. Do not place objects tightly near the outside of the pack. If fabric on the outside of the pack is tight, it’s being stretched. Stretched fabric is easier to rip.




  5. Most backpacks are meant to stand upright when set down. The bottom of the backpack has the strongest fabric on the pack and it’s intended to take that wear. Do not sit on the pack when it’s on the ground. It stretches and abrades the pack’s fabric.




  6. Do not force backpack zippers closed. If the zipper doesn’t zip easily, readjust the contents of the backpack to allow the zipper to close easily.




  7. Do not pack a backpack so there is anything protruding in the zipper’s path. If an item creates an abnormal kink in the zipper, it’s putting additional stress on the zipper. This can cause the zipper to fail.




  8. Do not cross-load webbing straps with heavy objects. This pulls down at the seams where the webbing is sewn in and will put unnecessary stress on the seams.




  9. If bushwhacking, do not lead with the backpack. It’s not designed to be the first line of attack in shielding or protecting a backpacker from invasive materials.




  10. There is no need to use excessive force when tightening compression straps. Doing so creates unnecessary stress on the seams. Tightening them loosely doesn’t affect the pack’s performance or shift or dislodge any packed items. By using loose, yet secure methods in tightening the compression straps on a backpack, the seams last longer and wear much less over time.
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    TRAUMA TIP




    If you are going to purchase your first sleeping bag or only have one bag in your quiver, think about what time of year and where you will most likely be hiking. For most people a 15- or 20-degree bag is a good trade-off and a good temperature rating that will work for most of the year. If you sleep warm and wear some clothes in the bag then you may be able to use a 30-degree as a 3-season bag. A 30-degree sleeping bag is what I use the most.
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  SLEEPING BAGS




  

    There is nothing like getting into your sleeping bag after a tough day on the trail. Everybody sleeps differently and has different comfort levels. Here’s what you need to know to choose a good bag.


  




  FILL MATERIALS




  




  DOWN: This is the fluffy under-plumage from a goose or duck. Down is a great insulator. Most down in outdoor gear is goose down because it has a higher fill power. Fill power is the number of cubic inches that 1 ounce of down will displace. The higher the fill power, the less down is needed to meet a given temperature rating.




  The manufacturer needs less down to make a higher-fill power sleeping bag, but the price will usually be higher. The higher the fill power, the less the bag will weigh. (Depending on their fill power, two different sleeping bag models with identical temperature ratings can have different weights.)




  Down pros:




  ✓ Down fills are very light.




  ✓ Highly compressible.




  ✓ Durable.




  ✓ Breathable.




  ✓ Lasts a long time if you treat it right. The loft lasts longer than synthetic fill.




  Down cons:




  × Initially more expensive.




  × When wet it loses loft and therefore its insulating properties. Most quality down bags will have a nylon fabric with a DWR coating to help keep water out, the shell of a few bags are even made of a completely waterproof, breathable membrane.




  SYNTHETIC: There are many different brands of synthetic fill, however, they all fall under 2 main categories, short staple fills and continuous filament fills.




  Short staple fills, like Primaloft, are the most common. They use densely packed strands of fine denier filaments to insulate. That means little fibers are packed together to create loft and insulation. Since the filaments are small it allows for a flexible and fairly compressible synthetic bag. The fibers break and lose performance easier.




  Continuous filament fills, like Climashield, are typically stronger and more durable. They are made from thicker continuous fibers. Continuous filament fills have a good loft, but because of that they are less compressible.




  Synthetic pros:




  ✓ Cheaper.




  ✓ Fill is very evenly distributed.




  ✓ Completely non-allergenic.




  ✓ Maintain some insulating properties even when wet.




  Synthetic cons:




  × Heavier than down, lower warmth to weight ratio.




  × Less compressible.




  × Made out of polyester, petroleum-based, and less sustainable.




  × Usually doesn’t last as long as down and doesn’t fluff up as well.




  TEMPERATURE RATINGS




  




  Choose a sleeping bag rated for the coldest temperature you expect to encounter. There are a few ways to save weight and use a lighter-weight and warmer bag. The bad news is ratings are usually subjective to the manufacturer.




  However, the new European Norm (EN) is helping to standardize the rating system. Not many manufacturers have adopted it. Hopefully it will become more common because traditionally a bag’s temperature rating has been the lowest temperature at which the average sleeper is comfortable.




  This is tricky because everybody sleeps differently and has different metabolic rates. I am a warm sleeper and have used a summer sleeping bag liner down to 15 degrees (not ideal, but it worked and I didn’t freeze).




  

    A QUICK NOTE ABOUT EN RATINGS:




    EN ratings take into account that women sleep colder than men. There is a gender specific rating specifying the lowest comfortable temperature that a standard man or woman would sleep comfortably. Keep in mind the EN ratings take into consideration that the sleeper uses a sleeping pad and wears a base layer and a hat. EN rating will hopefully help to standardize the temperature testing and rating as it becomes more popular. One impediment is that it costs additional money to test them and all of the ratings are certified by a third-party laboratory. That said, the system is used throughout Europe. There is hope.


  




  Women usually sleep colder. And my friend and hiking partner on a few trips, Pepper, sleeps colder than a lot of women. On a few hikes I have used a 40 degree sleeping bag comfortably while he was using a 20 degree bag. Essentially manufacturer’s ratings are based on their own research and categorization. These numbers should be considered more of a guide than a guarantee.




  SHAPE




  




  The shape of a bag, as well as your shape, can affect how you sleep. Most high quality sleeping bags for backpacking are mummy-shaped. Roomier mummy-shaped bags are sometimes referred to as semirectangular. Summer sleeping bags and a lot of low-performance bags are rectangular.




  For the warmest and lightest sleep system, choose a mummy bag with narrower shoulder/hip specs, as long as you are going to be comfortable in the narrow space. If it feels too restrictive, you have a broad frame, or you are a restless sleeper, you might want a bag that’s wider at the shoulder and hip. Keep in mind that larger bags are heavier.




  CONSTRUCTION




  




  Several techniques are used to make sleeping bags. All have the same goal—to maintain even distribution of the fill in order to prevent cold spots and drafts. Down bags generally use a baffle system, while synthetic bags use a shingle or layered system.




  Down bags are sewn using two techniques:




  1. The box technique is where each baffle is sewn like a 3-dimensional rectangle before down is inserted. This allows for room for the down without compressing it. This system is most often used on warmer sleeping bags.
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    TRAUMA TIP




    FOR BEST LOFT/INSULATION: If you can, unpack your sleeping bag when you first stop for the night instead of waiting until getting ready to sleep. The bag has time to decompress, adding more loft. If it’s nice out during the day, air out your sleeping bag during hiking breaks in the day. This will help keep it dry and lofty when you need it later.
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    Drying my gear and soaking up sun during a break, after a couple of wet days.


  




  2. The sewn-through technique is often used in ultralight bags and warm-weather bags. It helps save weight because there isn’t as much down in warmer bags and you don’t need four sides on each baffle. There can be some cold spots at the sewn areas though because there often isn’t much room for down there.




  Synthetic bags are usually sewn with one of two techniques:




  1. The shingles technique uses sheets or pieces of fill overlapped like shingles on a roof. These are stitched to both the outside and lining of the bag.




  2. The layered technique has two offset layers: one sewn to the outside shell and the other to the inner lining. With two offset layers of continuous insulation, it reduces cold spots at the seams.




  Other sewing techniques used in sleeping bags include quilted-through sewing and welded seams. Quilted through is cheap and used on warm weather bags since all the layers are sewn into one seam. When everything is sewn into one seam it’s more susceptible to cold spots.




  There are also a few bags on the market with welded seams. They’re not sewn through at all. This will help to reduce the potential for drafts and fill loss through the needle holes. Many have a laminated waterproof outer material. These bags can be very pricey.




  SHELL AND LINING




  




  The outer shell of most sleeping bags is made of ripstop nylon. Most high quality bags also have an outer shell treated with a durable water repellant (DWR). DWR helps keep the insulation from getting wet. There is no DWR finish on the inner lining because such a sleeping bag would get really clammy when you are inside of it.




  DownTek and DriDown:




  Some manufacturers are now purchasing hydrophobic down for their products. This down is treated with a water-repellant coating. The companies making the hydrophobic down are trademarked under DownTek and DriDown. These are relatively new products. If it is one of your concerns, they seemingly take some of the fear factor away from getting your down jacket or sleeping bag wet. The treated down will still lose some of its loft, but it will be similar to synthetic insulation, where it still retains some of its capabilities to insulate.




  If these work like the advertising says then it ameliorates a major concern when using down. However, I am comfortable with my capabilities to not get my sleeping bag or down insulation layer wet. So from my perspective this would not be something that I would specifically seek out. If it came with a product that I wanted anyway, at a minimal increased cost, then I would use it. Also, being that the products are relatively new, I don’t know how the added coating onto fairly fragile down filaments will affect their durability and the loft over the long term. Nor do we fully comprehend the environmental impacts of the nanoparticles, like many nanotechnologies becoming more prevalent inside and outside the outdoor industry.
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