Backpacking – What to Buy/Bring


To follow up on our meeting last night, here’s what I think each boy will need for their introduction to backpacking campout in May.  If you have already been to Philmont then you will likely have everything you need.

I am a fan of buying good quality equipment and using it for a long time.  Those who attended our presentation last night saw that I have some articles of gear that are 30 years old and still very useful.  Having good quality equipment will mean the difference between having a good time and being miserable and never wanting to do go again.  The goal is to be as comfortable as you can so that you have fun.  The goal is not to suffer.  So, I recommend that you buy the best equipment you can, tempered by common sense.

Bear in mind that the younger boys will be growing and changing sizes.  So you have to temper my “buy good equipment” advice with that reality.  Use common sense here.  Call me any time you want to talk about these things or call someone who has been to Philmont.  In May, we are going to do a simple overnight backpacking hike.  It won’t be extended.  It is meant to simply introduce the younger boys to backpacking and to help them start learning about it.  Don’t think that you have to have the same gear that you would have on a Philmont trip for our May campout.

Here’s the list:

1. Backpack:  An external frame pack or an internal frame pack THAT FITS.  If you need to talk about what fits, feel free to call me or talk to one of the guys who has been to Philmont.  Also, if you buy your pack at a store that specializes in outdoor equipment, like REI, they will have people who can advise you.  The guy who is going to be wearing the pack needs to be there for the fitting.  

2. A sleeping mat or pad to stop the cold from coming up through the ground.  A simple ensolite or other synthetic pad will do the job.  However, Thermarest and other companies make versions that are cushier.  Remember, though, that you are going to have to CARRY all of this stuff in the pack.  Light is good.

3. A synthetic, mummy style sleeping bag rated down to 20 degrees.  Some people will call it a three season bag—one that’s designed for all but the coldest of temperatures.  Actually, in May we shouldn’t be dealing with a lot in the way of cold, but if you are buying a bag, this is the type that you want to get.  You don’t want one of the big, bulky, flannel lined, rectangular bags that you can take on a car camping trip.  They do not work for backpacking.  The synthetic material is a must.  If it gets wet it will dry much faster than the natural fiber bag you take car camping.  Sleeping bags come in sizes, too.  Think about how tall you are going to be at adult height and plan for that.  Go ahead and buy one that will accommodate your anticipated adult height.  That’s a piece of equipment that will be around for a long time if you take care of it.  The one I use is over 30 years old.

4. A Sierra cup (they have them at REI) and a plain metal spoon or fork.

5. A small, simple pocket knife.  It doesn’t need to be elaborate.

6. A small box of kitchen matches in a zip lock bag.

7. Rain gear.   A top and pants.  Not a poncho.  Not a poncho.  Not a poncho.  I know that these guys are going to grow so don’t go buy an expensive set.  Go to REI and buy an affordable set.  They have some good prices in youth sizes.  Wait until you are closer to adult height before you buy a nice set of rain gear.  

8. A sturdy pair of synthetic shorts preferably with a liner so that no underwear is needed.  Again, REI has this type of stuff.  If you end up getting wet there is nothing worse than walking around in a pair of wet cotton underwear.  The synthetic liner will dry fast and lets the shorts double as a bathing suit if need be.  If your shorts do not have a liner, use a Speedo bathing suit as a substitute for underwear.  If it gets wet, it will dry fast.  Do not take blue jeans hiking.  Do not take blue jeans hiking.  Do not take blue jeans hiking.  If you get wet, the jeans will pull heat away from your body and they take forever to dry.  Jeans are a liability on a hiking trip.

9. A long sleeve synthetic t-shirt and a short sleeve synthetic t-shirt.  Layering is good and, again, if it gets wet, it will dry faster than natural fibers.  No cotton t-shirts.

10. A fleece pullover or jacket.  Not a cotton sweatshirt.  Not a cotton sweatshirt.  Not a cotton sweatshirt.  If you get wet, cotton pulls heat away from your body.  Fleece will keep you warm, it even does a pretty good job when wet, and it dries fast.  When it’s windy, you can put your rain top on over your fleece jacket or pullover and it will shed the wind, allowing the fleece to keep you insulated.

11. A baseball cap and, if you’d like, some sunglasses.

12. Sunscreen.

13. Toothbrush and tiny tube of toothpaste.

14. A small container of hand sanitizer.

15. Footwear:  These guys are not finished growing, so don’t buy an expensive pair of hiking boots for the May campout.  Just do it in a sturdy pair of athletic shoes that fit well.  If you are going to Philmont or an extended backpacking trip, buy a good pair of hiking boots at REI or from another specialized store.  Don’t try to do it through a catalogue unless you really know what you are doing.  Tell the salesman exactly what kind of trip you are taking and ask for him or her to help you select a boot that will be right for your needs.  Do not try to save money on the boots if you are going on an extended trip.  They are the most important piece of equipment you will have. On an extended trip, good boots will let you enjoy yourself.  Having ill-fitting boots that aren’t up to the job on an extended trip is asking for a real bad time that is slow and excruciating.

16. A compass would be a good thing for each boy to have.  A real one.  It needs to be made of plastic with a rectangular base plate and moveable housing.  They sell them at REI and, I believe, at the Scout Store.

17. A small bottle of insect repellant.  Not an aerosol can.  It needs to be the liquid type that you spread on.

18. A square of moleskin (to ward off blisters) and a small pair of scissors to cut it with.  Your knife will do if you don’t want to lug the scissors.

19. Two one liter or one quart water bottles with screw on tops.

20. A trash compactor bag to keep the stuff in your pack dry.

21. A bandana.

I know that we are asking you to make a pretty significant expenditure to get these guys started backpacking.  However, it is gear that they will be using on a regular basis as they progress in scouting.  Buy the best quality that finances and other factors allow, take good care of it, and use it for a long time.

