 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Limiting Weight While Backpacking
Unless you’ve got a dutch oven in your backpack (like Mike, but that’s another story), you won’t be able to shave many pounds off your pack by cutting out just a few items.  You’ll have to shave a half-ounce here and a couple of ounces there.  Spend a little more money and you can cut a half pound or maybe a pound off the big items like sleeping bags and tents.  I wrote down a few things a couple of decades ago for some of our younger scouts on their first backpacking trip.  The ideas are simple but still true.  I’ve expounded a little here for Philmont trekkers, but most of the ideas are for your average weekend trip.  Your Troop and Crew leaders can offer a lot more advice. Ask them.

Tents.   Use a lightweight nylon tarp, a tent fly, or plastic sheet instead of a tent if you expect the weather to be good and expect to have no mosquitoes.  Philmont requires a tent for everyone (even though you’ll sleep out under the stars a lot), so try to find a light one.  There are a lot of 2-person tents available under 5 pounds.  Choose a tent with fewer poles since the poles are a significant part of the tent’s weight.  Choose a tent with light, aluminum poles instead of fiberglass.  Appalachian Trail thru hikers often opt not to use bivy sacks and ultralight (tiny) tents because they are so cramped.  If you’re living in a tent for that long, the extra comfort is worth one extra pound.

If using a tent, some 3 or 4-man tents are light enough that their weight divided between 3 or 4 persons is less than that of a 2-man tent.  It just takes a little more coordination between hikers.  It’s a lot easier to change clothes in a 3-man tent while your tent mates are cooking dinner than in a bivy sack.

Use 3/l6" diameter aluminum rod tent stakes instead of 1/4" aluminum or steel.  Aluminum is 1/4 the weight of steel and 3/16" stakes are just over ½ the weight of 1/4" stakes.

Footwear.  On roads and very smooth terrain, use jogging shoes, cross-trainers, or low top hikers instead of hiking boots. Because they move so much more than your body, every pound of weight on your feet consumes as much energy as 5 pounds on your back. However, only boots will protect feet from turned ankles on rough ground.  Philmont has a lot of rough ground.  So use your own judgment about whether your ankles are tough enough.  In any case, remember to buy your boots or shoes early enough to break them in before Philmont.  Some padded insoles offer a lot of protection for your heels and arches from the impacts of going down hill with the extra weight of a pack.  I like to carry a pair of leather moccasins (7 oz) to wear in camp while my hiking boots air out.

Water. Water is always an issue at Philmont in early summer.  The relative humidity is low (~5 to 25%).  You’ll need to consume gallons of water each day or you’ll get dehydrated.  They’ll tell you at Philmont to watch your urine color.  If it gets dark, you’re not drinking enough water.  Plan ahead.  Look at your map for springs and wells.  If water will be available where you're going, don't carry as much.  It seems simple but it does take a little planning.  Your Crew Leader will be briefed prior to the trek about locations to replenish with food and water.

Speaking of dry climates, take some Vaseline® to Philmont to keep your lips and nose from getting painfully dry.  It’s available in small 1/3 ounce plastic squeeze tubes for lips.  It can also be used for chaffing.

Soda bottles make good water containers.  The empty bottle is only about 1/4 the weight of a Nalgene® water container and they’re incredibly tough.  You can have a new one for the next trip.  Duct tape a nylon strap onto the outside for a carry-handle.  Use a couple of one liter bottles for the pouches outside your pack and for longer distances between water holes, a two liter bottle inside your pack.  I’ve recently started using a hydration bag inside my backpack.  It’s nice because you need to stop less even though you drink more often.  The replacement bags by Platypus® aren’t cheap but they are lightweight.  Their hose and valve will also fit on a soda bottle. 

Clothing.   In mild weather, carry no more than one complete change of clothing and some extra socks and underwear for a regular weekend trip.  Avoid heavy cotton clothing like blue jeans.  They are stiff and difficult to move in, slow to dry, and heavy.  In winter, I like to hike in nylon wind pants (with a fleece liner on cold days and mornings).  At Philmont, you won’t need a lot more clothes than you would for a long weekend.  At several campsites you will be able to hand wash your clothes.  Ask your mom how to hand wash them if you don’t already know.  You can hang them on your backpack to dry while you walk.  Drying will only take minutes in that climate (unless it’s heavy cotton).

For Philmont, I’ll probably only take one pair of nylon quick-dry long pants for cooler mornings (11 oz) and 2 pair of nylon quick dry hiking shorts with mesh liner (8 oz ea).  The mesh liner is cooler and eliminates some chaffing.  These shorts are just like nylon swim trunks that you can get at WalMart cheaply.  Carry more socks and underwear.  You’ll need 3 or 4 days worth of each (the mesh liner in the shorts takes care of 2 days worth of underwear).  I plan on a pair of light liner socks along with a thicker pair of socks each day for 3 or 4 days to protect against blisters.  That’s 6 or 8 pairs of socks but your feet are under stress.  I’ll also take a couple of tee shirts and either a light fleece jacket or a long-sleeved wicking exercise shirt for cool mornings.  The fleece insulation won’t work in a wind so my rain jacket will need to double as a windbreaker.  Some folks like a very light, long-sleeved cotton shirt for sun protection.

It can be useful to pack you clothing in ziplock bags to keep them dry.  The early summer at Philmont has little rain so your clothes aren’t likely to get wet but ziplocks can still be used to sort your clothes.  To avoid attracting bears at night, you should always have a separately packed set of clothes for night time.  Don’t wear the clothes you prepared dinner in to sleep.

Hat.   At Philmont, you’ll need something to keep the sun off your ears and neck.  Your choice...sunscreen or hat.  I plan to carry both.  I’ll also carry a couple of bandanas since they’re light and multi-talented (they’ll keep sweat out of your eyes or sun off your neck, they can be used for first aid, you can wet one and wear it under your hat to cool off).

Food.   For a weekend, carry only the food on your menu and some high energy snacks, not junk food.  Also, on weekend trips, plan one pot meals whenever possible to eliminate the need for much cookware.  Use dehydrated foods.  The local supermarket has many “dry” items to choose from.   The web has a number of sites from Scouting and Hiking groups that list backpacking menus available at a grocery store.  No cans, glass bottles, etc.

Group food items together into meals and bag them (eliminate boxes because they’re bulky). If dry ingredients are to be combined, do it ahead of time when possible to cut down on the number of bags and the preparation time.   Don't forget to include the preparation instructions from the box.

At Philmont, our crew menus are already planned and delivered to a few pick-up points along the trail.  Some of the dehydrated foods can be a little bland.  I plan to take a few spices and an ounce or so of cooking oil (the dehydrated green beans really need some help).

Utensils.   An individual can usually get by with a spoon and a small bowl for eating (and even for some cooking if they’re made of metal).  The Philmont crew will carry two large pots and one small pot, a spatula and a large spoon.  I’ve been carrying a plastic spoon and one of the newer “throw-away” Tuperware® look-alike bowls to eat out of.  They’re cheap and incredibly lightweight.

Body Weight.  The easiest weight to do without while backpacking is your own extra fat.  A little fat may provide some reserve energy.   Much fat will require extra energy to haul up the hill and will impact your joints more on the downhill.

Other stuff.  Don't carry saws, axes, sheath knives or shovels.  They're heavy and unnecessary. Use only a pocketknife and a lightweight plastic gardeners trowel.  For large groups, one folding saw could be shared by all.  You likely won’t need a saw at all at Philmont.  Share as many items as possible (such as flashlights, soap, insect repellent, tents, stoves, water filters, etc.)  Coordinate with each other ahead of time to arrange who will bring each item.  For example, my sons and I will share a small tube of toothpaste (but not toothbrushes!).

While trekking poles are extra weight (~ 8 oz each), they allow your arms to share part of the load, making uphills easier.   They will give you more stability going downhill particularly on rocky trails. You’ll hike more efficiently.

In general (except for first aid and rain gear), don’t take ANYTHING that you don't know you'll use.  As you unpack from one trip, evaluate each item you took.  If you didn’t use it or could have done without it, don’t pack it the next time.

Finally, if you've got the money, buy the expensive, lightweight backpacking gear.  The better stuff will last longer and eventually make up for the added cost.  Over the years, I’ve hinted for some nice, lightweight birthday and Christmas presents for backpacking.  I recently found an 8 ounce poncho of ripstop nylon and silicone that has corner loops so it can double as a tarp.  Last campout, it held up as a tarp in a significant wind.  How much does you rain gear weigh?

