
The Big Three 

The combined weight of the “Big Three” should be 10lbs or less. 

- Backpack–3 lbs or less: Best all around size is around 65 liters or about 4,000 ci  

- Shelter (Tent, Bivy Sack, or hammock): Aim for a per-person weight of less 
than 3 pounds. Getting close to 2, or even less, is excellent. 

- Sleep System - Bag -2 lbs & Pad 1 lb 

Total Pack weight should be: 

- 1st 10 lbs = The Big 3 

- 2nd 10 lbs = all other gear (less consumables, but include containers) 
- 3rd 10 lbs = all consumbales (less containers) Water, Food, Fuel 
 

 

 

 

Backpacks: How to Choose 

Your goal is to find a backpack that fits your: 

- Trip length (are you going out for an overnighter or for a week or more?) 

Type of trip* Pack capacity (liters) Empty pack weight (lbs.) 

Day or overnight (1-2 nights) 20-50 1.5 to 4.5 

Weekend (2-3 nights) 50-60 2.5 to 5 

Multiday (2-5 nights) 60-80 2.5 to 5+ 

Extended (5+ nights) 80+ 4 to 6+ 

- Personal style of backpacking (are you more into comfort or weight savings? Is 

your gear old and bulky or weight-and space-efficient?) Is your gear “ultra-light, 

light, average, or heavy. 

- Body type (your torso length, not your height, matters most). 



Backpacking Tent: How to Choose 

Choosing the right one for you involves:  

• Evaluating your personal preferences and the conditions you commonly experience. 

• Finding the right balance among a trio of factors: space, weight and price.  

 

Imagine those factors mapped out as a triangle. Where would you fit inside its parameters?  

 

Secondary factors can also play a role in your decision:  

• Weather expectations 

• Design features 

• Ease of setup 

 

Once you compare your preferences to these factors, you can narrow your choices.  

 

Sleeping Bag: How to Choose 

The 3 Key Factors 
 
- Temperature rating: Choose a bag rated for the coldest temperature you expect to 

encounter. The rating is often part of the bag's name, such as the Men's REI Lumen +25 bag 

(rated to a minimum temperature of +25°F). Thanks to the EN standard (The lowest outside 

air temperature at which a standard man/woman can sleep comfortably in this bag), this 

rating is now a highly reliable measurement. 

 

- Weight vs. roominess: When backpacking, you want to keep weight low without 

jeopardizing comfort or safety. For some, low weight overrides all other concerns (comfort, 

durability, convenience, price). For others, weight is less important than having a roomy bag 

for a good night's sleep. Most bags try to strike a balance between these extremes. 

 

- Type of insulation: Your main purchasing decision is between the types of fill: down, 

synthetic and the new water-repellent down. Goose-down fills are very light, compressible, 

durable and breathable. While initially more expensive, they offer great long-term value. 

Synthetic fills excel in damp, cold conditions and have less sticker shock up front. They are 

slightly heavier and less compressible than down. Water-repellent down (e.g., DriDownTM) is 

goose down treated to resist moisture, the Achilles heel of regular down. 

 

 



Sleeping Pad: How to Choose 
 
Sleeping pads provide 2 vital benefits: cushioning and insulation. Cushioning might seem like a pad's most useful 

function, but often more important is its ability to insulate your body from cold surfaces. This article helps you find 

the best sleeping pad for your needs. 

 

Types of Sleeping Pads 
 
- Foam Pads 
These basic backpacking pads feature dense foam filled with tiny closed air cells. 

 

Pros: Lightweight, inexpensive and durable; excellent insulators; won't absorb water. 

 

Cons: Less comfortable. Relatively stiff and firm, so they tend to be bulky. 

 
- Air Pads 
These pads use air for cushioning and must be manually inflated. Some models integrate 

foam, insulative fill or reflective materials to increase warmth. 

 

Pros: Comfortable and lightweight. Fine for backpacking or camping in warm conditions; 

insulated models can be used year-round. 

 

Cons: Can puncture, though field repairs are not difficult. Noninsulated models offer poor 

insulation due to free circulation of air inside. 

 
- Self-inflating Pads 
Pioneered by Therm-a-Rest® pads, these offer a combination of open-cell foam insulation 

and air. Open the pad's valve and air fills the vaccuum. These pads are wrapped in air-tight, 

waterproof nylon shells. Popular with backpackers, a few of the thickest models are better 

suited for car campers. 

 

Pros: Comfortable; excellent insulation; firmness is adjustable; very compact when rolled 

up. 

 

Cons: Heavier than simple foam pads and more expensive. Can be punctured or ripped, 

though field repairs are not difficult. 

 
Your pad decision can be narrowed quickly by considering your type of travel. 
 

Minimalists and long-distance hikers: If you seek the lightest possible pad, pick a basic 

foam pad or a "short" or "3/4 length" of a self-inflating or air-pad model. Low weight and a 

small packed size override all other concerns. 

 

Backpackers: If you prefer a bit more comfort, compare pads with greater thicknesses and 

durability. The tradeoff, of course, is a moderate increase in weight. 

 

Family campers, boat campers, car campers: For you, size and weight are not limiting 

factors. You are free to choose a thicker, larger mattress for more luxurious sleeping comfort. 

 

Winter campers: Camping on snow requires more insulation. REI recommends the use of 2 

pads: a self-inflating or air pad atop a closed-air-cell foam pad. The foam pad adds insulation 

and offers insurance in case the inflatable pad is punctured. 

 

 


