
Winter backpack planning tips 
 
We will be working against pack-weight on this trip.  Each trail group will consist of a 
maximum of six scouts and two adults.  A basic weight budget for each scout (assuming 
three scouts per tent) is: 
Weight # Description 
5 Empty pack & cover 
4.2 Two full, 1 quart water bottles 
7 0 degree sleeping bag and ground pad 
6 Your share of tent, vestibule & tarp 
2 Your share of stove, fuel,  cook  & mess gear 
4.8 Food for three days on trail 
1.5 Poncho & gaiters 
30.5 TOTAL OF BASIC PACK  
.5 Booties or moccasins for tent (we’ll spend a lot of time in there) 
.5 Compass, flashlight & extra batteries (based on 2-AA cell Maglight) 
.5 Extra fleece pants 
.5 Extra fleece sweater 
1 Extra socks (2 pr. outer, 2 pr. inner)  & extra poly-pro longjohns 
1 Crampons for boots 
1 Toilet kit & personal 1st aid supplies. 
1 Other personal items (journal, deck of cards, etc). 
6 TOTAL OF “EXTRA” PERSONAL CLOTHING & GEAR 
36.5 BUDGET PACK WEIGHT (based on one change of clothing) 
 
For many of you, this represents a full 1/3 of your body weight.  Note that the weight 
budget above assumes you wear one set of clothes, and that you have another set in your 
pack in case the first gets wet – yes, you’ll have to wear underwear for more than one 
day.  All items are expected to be sized for three days.  Ounces count!  Don’t bring a 
whole bar of soap when a sliver will do.  Use a travel-sized toothpaste or squeeze some 
into a film can, DON’T bring an 8 oz tube.  Don’t bother packing deodorant.  In addition, 
food is planned on a 4000 calorie per-day diet.  We’ll discuss food planning a bit more 
below. 
 

Winter Food Planning 
 
Food is fuel.  Your source of heat for three days on the trail is the food you eat.  Your 
body will burn fuel to keep itself warm (or assume room temperature – bummer!). If you 
don’t supply enough fuel in the food you eat, you’ll get hungry and uncomfortable as 
your body starts burning your fat and muscle.  The energy content of food is measured in 
calories (for the tech folks, a food “calorie” is actually a kilocalorie to a physicist).   
 
How much food do you need?  It depends on your level of activity and the outside 
temperature.  At home or at school, you’ll need to consume about 2000 calories a day to 
maintain your weight.  For an average American diet that is 30% fat, that works out to 
about 1 pound of food a day (dry weight, I’m not counting water).  



  
For cold weather activity, we can take a clue from the U.S. military.  A standard DAILY 
menu of combat rations works out to about 4000 calories a day, or 1.8 pounds.  This is 
intended to sustain an active man outdoors 24 hours a day  -- sound familiar?  At the 
extreme end of things, a recent expedition to the North Pole consumed an average of 
7000 calories a day, but they faced temperatures (not wind chills!) of –75°F, and were 
performing heavy manual labor.  We’ll be fine with 4000 calories, but we need to cut 
some weight.  We’ll do that by increasing the calories we get from fat.   
 
Each gram of fat provides 9 calories.  A gram of carbohydrates or protein provides only 4 
calories.  In theory, we could eat almost all fat (1 pound of butter per day!) and cut our 
food weight by more than half.  What happens in practice, is that such a diet will give you 
diarrhea – no fun on the trail.  However, thanks to fast food meals, most of us can handle 
a diet that is 50% calories from fat just fine.  We’ll need to actually calorie-count our 
food (base on nutrition labels or recipe ingredient calories) to avoid over or under 
packing.  Below is a typical menu: 
 

BREAKFAST  
Food Item Calories 
Oatmeal packet x 2  220 
2 TBSP sugar for oatmeal 130 
1 TBSP butter for oatmeal 100 
Hot cocoa x 2 240 
1 TBSP butter in cocoa x 2 200 
BREAKFAST TOTAL 890 
LUNCH  
Logan Bread, 1/3 loaf 577 
Peanut Butter, 2 TBSP 200 
Hot cocoa x 2 240 
1 TBSP butter in cocoa x 2 200 
LUNCH TOTAL 1217 
DINNER  
Freeze-dried chicken stew 450 
Hot cocoa x 2 240 
1 TBSP butter in cocoa x 2 200 
1/4 Cup Dried Fruit 107 
DINNER TOTAL 1037 
BEDTIME  
Cheddar Cheese, 2 oz. 220 
Pilot bread, 4 crackers 200 
Peanut Butter, 2 TBSP 200 
1 TBSP butter in cocoa x 2 200 
BEDTIME TOTAL 820 
DAILY TOTAL 4084 

 



 
Why is there a bedtime snack?  Because you want to sleep warm!  Your body will 
naturally slow down at night, literally cooling off a couple of degrees.  This can make 
you cold and uncomfortable at night.  If you “stoke the furnace” right before bed, your  
body will be working to digest the food, staying warmer in the process.  A few sets of 
pushups or sit-ups, just short of working up a sweat, will also help warm you before bed. 
 
You’ll also want to stay dry.  If your clothes are damp from the day’s hike, change into 
dry clothes to sleep.  Also, wear a hat or draw up the hood on your mummy bag – you 
lose nearly half of your heat through your head and neck. 
 
We’ll have little daylight, so plan on spending a fair amount of time in your tent.  A deck 
of cards, a journal to write in, or some other small, lightweight amusement is a good idea.    
Take turns with your flashlights so you don’t run them all down the first night. 
 
Below are some recipes for trail breads that show up on my sample menu:  Logan Bread 
is a good, sweet meal-in-a-loaf bread.  Pilot Biscuits are a durable cracker sort of thing to 
eat with something else.  Both should be dipped in liquid to avoid breaking your teeth. 
 
Logan Bread: 
 
1/2 c honey   1/4 c molasses   2 eggs 
1/2 c veg. Oil   3 3/4 c whole-wheat flour 1/c c dried fruit 
1/2 c nuts   1/2 c brown sugar  1/2 tsp baking powder 
1/2 tsp salt   1/2 tsp milk 
 
Mix honey, eggs, molasses and oil together. In a second bowl, mix the dry ingredients.  
Combine wet and dry ingredients and mix thoroughly.  Form dough into three flat loaves 
and place on a greased cookie sheet.  Brush loaf tops with milk, and bake for 2 1/2 to 3 
hours at 150°F.  Store unused loaves in zip-lock bags in freezer or fridge.  Will keep for a 
week or more in the summer on the trail, longer in cool weather.  My favorite for 
backpacking, caving, etc.   It is quite good in my opinion.  You can use white flour 
instead of whole wheat.  You can adjust the recipe to your taste:  In the summer, I cut the 
nuts back and double the fruit. 
 
Pilot Biscuits (Civil War Hardtack Bread): 
 
2 c white flour  1/2 Tbsp salt 1/2 Tbsp white sugar 1/2 c warm water 
 
Mix, knead, and roll out dough 1/4” thick.  Score with a knife into suitable sized 
“crackers”.  You might poke some holes in to top with a fork to help spreads (peanut 
butter or such) to grip the “cracker”.  Bake 30 minutes @ 350°F on greased cookie sheet.  
Store in zip locks in freezer.  Can be used to drive nails, have little flavor, but are durable 
in a pack and will keep for weeks without refrigeration.  Taste better after a day or two on 
the trail.  Pilot bread is an Alaskan tradition with Spam or smoked salmon. 



Sleeping arrangements: 
 
Packs should be covered and hung to prevent bear damage.  Keep your boots and raingear 
in the tent vestibule.  If you have wet clothes, hang them from a line inside the tent to dry 
out.  If it is so cold that they freeze solid, beat the ice crystals out of them in the morning.  
This will get wool and synthetics dry enough to wear. 
 
If it is cold enough for your clothes to freeze, it is cold enough for your water to freeze.  
Plan on sleeping with your water bottles in the foot of your sleeping bag – just double-
check the caps before you toss them in.  Highly recommended are Nalgene wide-mouth 
Lexan bottles.  Regular HDPE bottles get brittle and shatter when dropped in cold 
weather. 
 
There is a delicate point to discuss about long winter nights.  There is nothing perhaps 
more predictable at 4:00 AM, while you are hearing the freezing rain pelt your tent, that 
you will also hear the “call of nature”.  You might want to discuss with your tent buddies, 
the use of a “night water” bottle.  This should be a wide-mouth bottle that holds about 
two quarts.   You shouldn’t be able to confuse it with a regular water bottle in the dark, 
and it must not easily tip over nor leak (this should be obvious).  Disposing of this each 
morning is much more comfortable than strolls into the woods in the wee-hours.  It is 
also less dangerous if there happens to be a good snow storm blowing at night  -- the 
possibility of getting disoriented and not finding your way back to the tent is very real.  Is 
that really the epitaph you want on your tombstone? 
 
 
 


