What Do I Really Need?

Different needs for different trips


There is no such thing as the perfect "gear list". Different trips and conditions require different kinds of equipment and clothing. The key to gearing up wisely is to concentrate on the basic essentials first, then add gear items as you gain experience and new needs arise.

The 10(+) Essentials 
These items are essential for backcountry travel of any kind. They address basic safety and comfort needs, and should be carried whether you're going out for a week in the backcountry or a weekend at your local state park. 

(Note: We've added 2 items here to the original "Ten Essentials" list. Items #11 and #12 address 2 "modern" wilderness concerns: ozone depletion and contaminated water supplies.)

1. Extra clothing

2. Extra food and water

3. First-aid kit

4. Map (in a water-tight case)

5. Compass

6. Flashlight (with extra batteries)

7. Matches (waterproof, or stored in a water-tight container)

8. Fire starter

9. Knife (or multi-use camp tool)

10. Sunglasses

11. Sunscreen

12. Water Filter (or other method of water treatment)

Who needs the 10+ essentials? They should be carried by every backpacker on every trip. NOTE: during short trips on well-marked trails, families or small groups that travel closely together may choose to carry 1 set of essentials between them.


A basic gear list overview

Below is a list of basic items that you should concentrate on when gearing up for your first few trips. You don't need all of these items to enjoy every backpacking trip. But as you gain more experience (and continue through this online clinic), you'll learn that each one serves a useful purpose.


PRIVATE
1. Basic Safety
The 10(+) essentials




2. Storage
Backpack, gear bags




3. Shelter
Tent, ground cloth, sleeping bag, sleeping pad




4.Kitchen
Stove, fuel bottle, cookware, utensils, water treatment system, water container, food




5. Gadgets
Knife/multi-use tool, flashlight/headlamp, general camp supplies (insect repellent, sunscreen, soap)




6. Personal 
Clothing, socks, footwear, incidentals items





What Should I Focus on When Choosing Gear?

Performance - The gear and clothing you bring with you determines (to a large degree) how happy you are while you're out in the wilderness. Make sure the equipment you choose is reliable, effective and easy to use.

Weight/Bulk- Don't forget -- you'll be carrying all of this stuff on your back. Make sure your gear is as lightweight and as compact as possible.

Cost - Different features and different levels of performance come with different price tags. Decide on a budget and stick to it as you gear up. Remember: the most expensive option is not always the best one for you.


Making purchases

When the time comes to start choosing specific gear items, be sure to:

Focus on the important features - Focus on the variables and product features that really matter. Don't get caught up in fancy "extras". 

Study the alternatives - Take advantage of product information to compare and contrast different models. Refer to company catalogs, in-store (or online) comparison charts, product hang tags, magazine articles, web sites and other sources.

Seek advice - Talk to friends, members of outdoor clubs and REI employees. Don't be afraid to ask lots of questions! 

Try before you buy - Experiment with products on the sales floor when you can. And whenever possible, borrow gear from friends or rent items from REI to see what gear works best for you.




Helpful Buying Suggestions

Buy for the future - Keep in mind that you won't always be a beginner. Consider the kinds of trips that you want to be taking 1, 2, even 5 years from now. Be careful to keep your plans realistic, however. Not everyone ends up on the top of Mt. Everest or deep in the jungles of Borneo. 

Buy quality - Quality products may cost a little more up front, but they'll be worth it in the long run. They last longer, perform better and are more dependable. 

Buy with the weather in mind - Consider the weather conditions and terrain you'll encounter most often. If you love desert hiking, for example, you'll need to gear up differently than someone who loves the rain forests of the Pacific Northwest. 

Buy with a range of trips in mind - When possible, buy equipment that performs well in a variety of climates and situations. This will allow you to plan trips in different areas of the region/country/world without having to buy lots of additional equipment. 



Planning a Menu

How much food is enough?
Packing the right amount of food for a backpacking trip can be a real challenge (especially for beginners). Here are some factors to keep in mind:

· Backpacking can be hard work - Portions should be large enough to keep your energy level high, especially on long trips and trips with rough terrain. Hunger can lead to lethargy, clumsiness, headaches and grouchy moods.


· Food can be a reward - A tasty meal can be the best possible reward at the end of a long day of exploring. A good supply of (hidden) desserts can make you a hero.


· You'll have to carry what you need - The more food you bring, the heavier your pack is going to be. Keep in mind you also have to carry your leftovers out along with your garbage (to limit your impact on the wilderness).


· Most people bring too much - Most beginning backpackers carry much more food than they need on their first several trips.


What kinds of foods do I have to choose from?
You can carry just about any kind of food you want with you into the wilderness. But the longer and more difficult your trip is, the more you should concentrate on packing light, compact, non-perishable foods. 

Fortunately, backcountry cuisine has come a long way in the last twenty years -- from cold beans and beef jerky to fettucine Alfredo and cherries jubilee. Hereís a look at the types of foods you have to choose from:

Fresh foods
· Positives - fresh foods tend to be affordable, easy to prepare and tasty. And the selection is endless.

· Negatives - there are n’oít any refrigerators in the woods, so most fresh foods are appropriate only on short trips or during the first few days of longer trips. Weight and bulk can be a problem if space is tight. Fresh foods are often easily damaged.

· Common examples - fruits, vegetables, breads, cheeses, meats, eggs.

Canned foods
· Positives - canned goods give you access to fresh-tasting foods that will last more than a few days in the wilderness. They taste good and they're easy to prepare.

· Negatives - canned goods tend to weigh a lot, take up a lot of space and generate a lot of trash. Some have strong odors that can attract animals and taint your pack.

· Common examples - canned fruits, vegetables, tuna, soups, pastas, sauces. 

NOTE: REI now offers soft-package, ready-to-eat foods, too. These foods are similar to canned items, but their soft outer packaging makes them lighter and easier to pack. The outer packages can also be re-sealed, making them perfect for after-dinner trash or left-over storage.

Dry or dehydrated foods
· Positives - dried and dehydrated foods save space and weight. Some can be eaten "as is", others must be reconstituted with water or cooked before eating. Most are simple to prepare, and some (pastas, rice) are excellent sources of complex carbohydrates. Many dry and dehydrated foods can be bought in bulk to save money.

· Negatives - dehydrated foods (powdered soups, sauces) tend to cost more than fresh foods, and often don't taste as good.

· Common examples - pasta, rice, fruit chips/leathers, powdered milk, powdered soups, powdered sauces.

Freeze-dried foods
· Positives - Freeze-dried meals are perhaps the easiest of all backpacking foods to prepare. In most cases, an entire meal can be prepared simply by adding some boiling water and waiting. Freeze-dried foods are quick, easy and many are surprisingly tasty (especially with a little extra seasoning).

· Negatives - The big drawback of freeze-dried foods is cost. They tend to be more expensive than other options.

· Common examples - The selection of available freeze-dried meals is constantly expanding. Almost any basic meal enjoyed at home can now be found on the freeze-dried shelf!

Mixing and matching
Most backpackers include foods from all or most of the food categories listed above in their menus. On shorter trips (when space and weight constraints are less important), people tend to focus on less expensive fresh and dry foods. On longer trips, backpackers often lean towards lighter dried or dehydrated foods to save weight and space in their packs.

HINT: No matter what kind of trip you have planned, it's always a good idea to supplement your menu with a few easy to prepare freeze-dried meals, for nights when the weather is bad or when you're just too tired to prepare a big meal. 

Factors to consider when choosing foods
· Taste - This is important no matter where you plan on eating. Delicious food can be a great reward at the end of a long, hard backpacking day.


· Calories - Backpackers can burn up to 5,000 calories per day while hiking. You'll need to keep caloric intake high to keep up with your bodyís needs.


· Nutritional value - Marshmallows and graham crackers are great for the occasional campfire. But you can't eat junk food day after day and stay healthy. Your trip menu should include a well-balanced variety of foods, with plenty of complex carbohydrates for energy and stamina.


· Weight and bulk - Don't forget you'll be carrying everything on your back! Stick to lightweight and low-bulk foods as much as possible. This is especially important on long journeys.


· Ease of preparation - In general, the easier a meal is to prepare in the wilderness, the better. Not every meal has to be straight out of a pouch or a can. But simple, no-cook meals can be real trip-savers, especially if your stove breaks or you run out of fuel.


· Cost - When it comes to backpacking foods, convenience does have its price. Freeze-dried meals, dehydrated foods and energy snacks/drinks can add up quickly if you donít shop carefully

Menu Suggestions

The key to a successful backpacking menu is to keep things simple. Experienced backcountry travelers often learn and stick to a handful of favorite dishes, throwing in a new idea every now and then just to keep things interesting.

Breakfast
Backpacking breakfasts can range from the basic (a Powerbar(R)) to the extreme (pancakes and syrup, waffles, eggs and bacon). A good hot meal can give you an extra boost, but a quick snack means no cleanup and a quicker start to the day.

Ideas - Instant oatmeal, dehydrated eggs, pancake mix, breakfast bars, granola, cereal, instant tea, coffee, powdered milk, juice, fresh fruit, dried fruits.

Lunch
Most backpacking lunches are served alongside the trail, where lots of unpacking, preparation and cleanup can be inconvenient. Most backpackers prefer quick, easy-to-fix meals that provide lots of energy for tired legs.

Ideas - Trail mix, dried fruits, nuts, cheeses, breads, crackers, dried meats, apple sauce, drink powders.

Dinner
A nutritious, filling meal in the evening will help you recover from the day's exercise and stay warm at night. Dinner is usually the biggest meal of the day, since backpackers tend to:

· Be hungry

· Have lots of time

· Have easy access to all of their kitchen gear.

Ideas - Pasta, instant rice, Ramen noodles, instant soups and sauces, instant stuffing, instant potatoes, tuna, spices (onion and garlic powder, basil, oregano), desserts.

Packing and Organizing your Food

Well-packed, well-organized food supplies make meal prep and meal cleanup much easier. They also cut down on the amount of trash and leftovers you have to carry with you during your trip. Here's a step-by-step look at how to get organized:

Step #1: Plan your menu 
Begin by constructing a day-by-day trip menu, complete with plans for each meal as well as snacks, drinks and condiments/spices. Keep personal preferences and any relevant allergies or medical conditions in mind as you choose your foods.

Step #2: Purchase your food 
Visit your local grocery store, your local health food store and REI to find all the foods you need for your trip. Be sure to shop around for the best prices.

Step #3: Pack your meal bags
There are lots of ways to organize your food. Some people pack foods into general breakfast, lunch and dinner bags. Others pack individual meals into their own separate, resealable plastic bags. No matter how you choose to organize, make sure you eliminate as much packaging as possible to save space and weight in your pack. Pre-measuring portions will make cooking easier, while pre-mixing ingredients that can be stored together like granola and milk powder can save space and time. 

Write down whatever cooking instructions you need for each meal on a piece of paper, then slip the paper into the right meal bag. Durable freezer bags make great meal containers, and they can be reused trip after trip. 

If you're planning a long trip, you may want to group individual meal bags together (either as breakfasts, lunches and dinners or Day #1, Day #2, Day #3). It's a good idea to spread the food supplies out among group members, so that if anyone gets separated from the group, they'll have a food supply with them. 

Whenever possible, use plastic containers for your food storage. Plastic is lighter than metal, it's more impact resistant than glass, and it can be washed out and reused time after time. REI sells a wide variety of plastic tubes, bottles and other containers for just about any kind of solid, liquid and powdered food. 


