
Cold Weather Camping Gear Notes 
 
My favorite camping season is the dead of winter.  There are no bugs, the crowds are down, and, 
if you prepare correctly, you can be as comfortable at  zero degrees as on a spring day.  Also 
keep in mind that as a troop,we will be planning trips that are fun and affordable, so don’t let the 
idea of snow camping scare you off.  
 
For Troop 85’s winter camping trips, you will always be able to take the gear you need, without 
worrying about weight or bulk.  We will weigh each scout’s pack at the shakedown before a 
winter pack trip, and redistribute weight to other scouts or a support vehicle to keep everyone’s 
pack weight at 20% to 30% of a scout’s body weight.  You don’t have to choose a $600 Gortex-
shell,  down-filled sleeping bag in order to save a few pounds to winter camp with the troop. 
 
We’ll also keep our trips short until the troop gains winter camping experience.  The longer the 
trip, the great problem moisture in your gear and bedding becomes.  As you gain experience, 
you’ll learn how to handle this, and trips of several nights will not be a problem. 
 
Selecting winter gear: 
 
There are two priorities in selecting gear and clothing for winter camping:  staying dry, and 
staying warm.   If you can’t stay dry, it is almost impossible to stay warm.   A temperature of -10 
on a clear day are far easier to deal with than 32 degrees and raining. 
 
In the winter, you get wet from both the inside (your own breath and perspiration) and from the 
outside (rain or meting snow).   You have to control both sources of moisture.  To do this, you 
need to dress in layers:  Everyone says this, but few really know what it means.  Also, plan ahead 
and add or shed layers before you get too cold or too hot.  Avoid sweating. 
 
Underwear layer:  If you are sitting around a cabin, cotton long-johns are OK. If you are active 
and working up a sweat, you need a water wicking fabric next to your skin.  Otherwise, you’ll be 
damp and chilled as soon as you slow down.  The brand I know best is Duofold.   They make 
Thermastat and Thermax brands of moisture control long underwear.  Expect to pay roughly $35 
for a set at an outdoor sports store.  You may have to use mail-order for smaller sizes, or go to 
General Surplus.  This layer should fit snug to the skin to improve its wicking action. 
 
Clothing layer:  The next layer should continue to move water away from your skin, and start 
trapping air to keep you warm.  In my opinion, you can’t beat old fashion wool.  A wool-flannel 
shirt topped by a loose-fitting wool sweater gives you two “temperatures” to choose from, 
depending upon your level of activity.  Wool pants or nylon wind pants work well.  A modern 
alternative to wool is the popular synthetic “fleece” clothing.  However, I know from experience 
that wool will continue to keep you warm even when its wet.  A plus for fleece is it isn’t itchy. 
 
Outer insulation layer:  Finally, its time to add some bulk and put on a coat or parka.  The thicker 
these garments are (the greater the loft) the warmer they will be.  An insulated parka makes a 
good choice.  The attached hood helps keep the head and neck warm. 
 



Shell layer:  Wind will reduce the effectiveness of your insulation.  An outer windshell of 
breathable nylon adds a lot of warmth for little weight.  A poncho or outer rain suit is necessary 
in wet weather.  Gortex as a shell material is both breathable and waterproof.  However, it is 
quite expensive. 
 
Feet & Hands:  Use this same approach of layering for your feet and hands as well.  Wicking 
inner-socks should be next to your feet, followed by two or three pairs of heavy wool socks.  
You’ll need extra pairs to change into as moisture build up. Finally, a foam-rubber sock for 
insulation  (usually comes with the boot) and a nylon wind shell boot will keep your feet toasty 
even if you sit still for long periods.  Winter boots that use a nylon upper and foam sock can be 
found at Walmart for about $20 -- or you can spen over $100.  The BSA Fieldbook has 
instructions on how to make your own winter Mukluk boots.   The boots should be loose enough 
that you can wiggle your toes freely, but snug enough to not slip when you walk. Just wearing an 
extra pair of socks with regular hiking boots will about guarantee cold feet. 
 
Use thin silk or polypropylene liner gloves for your hands, with an outer glove or mitten (mittens 
work best in very cold weather).  For really cold weather, liner gloves topped with wool gloves, 
and finally an outer mitten shell.  You slip off the mitten if you need to use your fingers.  You 
can even shuck the outer glove and just keep the liner if you need to do fine work for a few 
minutes. 
   
Head:  You need to keep both your head and neck covered to prevent heat loss. The classic 
combination here is a stocking cap and scarf, with a parka hood over the combination.  An 
excellent to the hat and scarf is the one-piece balaclava.  A polypropylene fleece balaclava  
covers everything but the eyes, and is much easier to deal with than a scarf.  On the downside, 
you’ll  look like a terrorist -- but a warm terrorist. 
 
Sleeping gear:   
 
You need a sleeping bag and pad.  Mummy style sleeping bags with 5 or more inches of “loft”.    
Loft is the thickness of one layer of the fluffed-up bag.  Goose-down is the lightest, most 
compressible, and most expensive insulation, but if it gets wet, you’ll be sleeping in a bag of 
damp feathers.  Some of the advanced synthetic insulations such as Quallofil approach down’s 
qualities -- and price, but keep you warm when wet.  Older synthetic insulations such as Hollofil 
are a bit bulkier, but a lot more affordable.  Unless you plan to do a lot of extended, unsupported 
winter backpacking, I’d go for a Hollofil bag -- you’ll add about 2 pounds of weight, but save 
about $150 for a -10 degree bag.  A cotton bag liner helps keep your bag clean, and adds a bit of 
warmth.  A minor point that causes some folks to scratch their heads: mummy bags come in left 
and right zipper models.  If you are right handed, buy a left zipper bag, and visa-versa. 
 
A sleeping pad is essential underneath your sleeping bag, where your weight mashes the 
insulation in your bag.  The lightest, cheapest choice is a closed-cell foam pad.  These stiff foam 
pads don’t add padding, they add warmth.  A 1/2” to 5/8” pad will do just fine.  A softer, more 
comfortable pad is a self-inflating foam pad -- Thermarest is one brand.  They are great to sleep 
on,  but are a good bit heavier, and about four times the cost of closed cell foam.  For 
backpacking, I’d stick with the closed cell foam. 



 
If you already have a 3-season sleeping bag  (3” to 4” loft) you can get a fourth season out of it 
by adding a bag liner and a wool blanket inside the bag (outside, and it just mashes down the 
bag’s insulation and makes you colder).  You’ll sleep warmer if you wear a stocking cap and a 
pair of dry long johns to bed.  A high calorie snack with lots of fat and protein just before bed is 
a good idea as well.  
 
Sources of supply: 
 
Sporting goods stores such as Dick’s Sporting Goods carry a good selection of gear, but the sales 
help there runs hit and miss if you need advice.  My favorite local store is GS Outfitters.  Their 
prices are competitive, sometimes a few dollars higher, but they carry serious equipment. Their 
sales people are top notch, give good advice, but tend to think towards expedition quality gear 
(because that’s what they’re used to using).  It’s a fun place to go just to see what kind of stuff is 
out there.  I have also had good luck with Campmor as a mail order source.  Campmor is at 1-
800-226-7667, or on the internet at http://www.campmor.com/ 
 


