How to Choose a Backpack 
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Some people need to get out more. Way out, that is — beyond the limits of a day Hike, out to lovely, lonely places where a person has the time and space to absorb the deeper satisfactions of what John Muir described as "vast, calm, measureless mountain days." 

Here are some tips gathered over the years by REI that can help you sort through your options: 


PRIVATE
Select Your Style: Internal or External


Long-haul backpacks (suitable for 2-day trips or longer) are known as frame packs, meaning a metal frame supports the packbag and helps focus the weight where your body can most effectively carry it — on your hips. Manufacturers offer 2 styles of frame packs: internal-frame packs and external-frame packs. 

Internal-Frame Packs 


Internals feature a narrow, towerlike profile and integrate their framework inside the pack, behind the shoulder harness. The frame usually consists of "stays," or flat bars, about an inch wide and 1/8-inch thick. Stays are usually aluminum and are configured in a V-shape. Alternative frame materials (such as composites) and stay-alignments (parallel, X-shaped; U-shaped) are sometimes used. Stays are removable and can be shaped to conform to your torso. 

Internals are popular packs with many advantages:

· Flexibility. Stays make internals stiff, but not rigid. This allows the pack to more easily move in harmony with body movements, a big plus for climbers and skiers.

· Balance. Internals hug your body. This holds your equipment closer to your natural center of gravity and helps you keep your balance when it counts — for example, while you're scooting across a log above a stream.

· Stability. Compression straps are everywhere on an internal. You use them to cinch down your load and keep individual items bunched together. This keeps them from shifting and throwing you off-balance if you make any abrupt moves.

· Maneuverability. Because internals feature a slimmer shape, it's easier to swing your arms freely — another reason why these packs are popular with climbers and Nordic skiers. This narrow profile also helps hikers whenever they have to squeeze through tight spots or when they're bushwhacking through thick brush.

· Adjustability. Internals use suspension systems (involving the shoulder harness and hipbelt) that can be adjusted more precisely than external-frame systems.

The downside of internals:

· The black hole. Most internals have 1 cavernous main storage compartment, plus a separate section for a sleeping bag. Other than a lid pocket, nearly everything gets stuffed into that single, deep compartment. So, if it's necessary to find 1 particular item during a rest stop, you may have to hunt a while to locate it. 

· Hot stuff. You'll sweat more wearing an internal because it rides so close to your back. The design offers little room for ventilation.

· Cost. Internals typically cost more than externals of a similar size.

External-Frame Packs 


Externals connect a packbag to a rigid frame made of aluminum tubing. Externals ruled the backcountry until internal-frame design was introduced in the late 1970s. Internals have surged in popularity, yet externals are still a great choice for transporting heavy loads along trails. With an external, the pack's weight sits more squarely on your hips; with an internal, the back, shoulders and hips share the load. 
The advantages of externals:

· Cooler to carry. An external's load does not sit flat against your back, allowing air to circulate.

· Easier to pack. Externals feature at least 2 main compartments plus several side pockets. You can organize your gear into "zones" and locate it more easily.

· Heavy loads won't sag. They might in an internal, depending how you pack it. Plus, since your center of gravity sits higher in an external, it's easier to walk upright.

· Cost. You'll pay less for an external.

The shortcomings of externals:

· Minimal agility. They tend to make you walk more stiffly, making externals cumbersome when you try to walk off-trail. Attempting to scramble up rocks or hop across a boulder field while wearing one is difficult, even unpleasant.

· Poor traveling companions. Sometimes you can squish a loaded internal into a car truck or back seat; an external frame won't give an inch. Plus, in the luggage-transport systems of airports, externals sometimes can take a pounding.

Rucksacks 

Rucksacks are a third category of overnight packs. These are usually frameless packs (some models include a single stay) that can store between 2,500 and 3,500 cubic inches of gear, enough for 1 or 2 nights — or more, if you are an ultralight specialist. These are essentially overgrown daypacks and often feature lightly padded backs. They are popular with skiers, trail-runners, rock scramblers and peak-baggers. 


PRIVATE
Which Is Best for Me?


The answer depends on your hiking style and the types of places you explore most often. 

Which people are better suited for an internal?

· Climbers/mountaineers

· Scramblers/peak-baggers

· Skiers

· Off-trail (cross-country) hikers covering rough terrain

Why? The snug fit of an internal allows your load to move with you, helping you stay balanced and agile on uneven terrain. Recreational backpackers have also grown to prefer internals, valuing their comfort and versatility. Internals have emerged as very popular general-purpose packs, typically outselling externals by a sizable margin. 

Which people are better suited for an external?

· Beginning hikers

· Hikers hauling heavy loads over easy to moderate trails and terrain

Why? Externals appeal to juniors and beginners because they cost less. For people toting monster loads, the frame becomes an efficient extension of your upper thighs and pelvic region — an area of stout bones and thick muscle groups that are well-suited to the task of bearing the weight of a backpack. Are externals becoming obsolete? Don't count on it. Tradition is on their side, and they're a great bargain. 

Packs for kids: External-frame packs are traditionally the first choice for a youngster's first pack. Some options: The REI Long Trail Jr., the Long Trail Regular and Long Trail Large; the JanSport Scout II and the Kelty Yukon. Midsize daypacks may be sufficient if an adult can transport the child's sleeping bag. If your child needs to be self-sufficient, one of the beginning externals mentioned, all under $100, represent good choices. 

