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How in the world I ever got involved in camping has to be, at least as far as I'm concerned, one of the Seven Wonders of the World.
Mom's idea of camping consisted of a hotel room without room service, (which was her credo throughout her life). Dad, on the other hand, a rugged outdoorsman in his own right, always granted that camping, while not without its merits for those who cared to partake, was better left to those more rustic minded than he. By this, he meant those lacking any beta wave activity. Were it not for a long and rewarding stint in Boy Scouts, and those rarely now seen friends of yesteryear who braved the wilds of the back yard with me, weekend after weekend, in search of adventure, one of life's most pleasurable pastimes may have passed me by.
A lot has changed since the first edition of The Tenderfoot’s Guide to Family Camping in 1999. As is always the case, where there’s a demand, there will be a supply. The sport of camping has grown by leaps and bounds in the past twelve years and so has a lot of the gear.
I’ve done my best to update outdated information and, thanks to the continually changing www and computer technology, I’ve added links to many manufacturers and suppliers that, in this ebook, you can simply click on to gain further information on the products listed. While I have verified all links at the time of this writing, as you well know, links change, pages disappear and so on. If, for some reason, the links cease to work over time, the description in the chapter should supply ample information to initiate a search engine search and find the information you’re looking for.
It is my most sincere hope and desire that you enjoy this book as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it, and that you gain a great deal of useful information from these pages.
I wish you warm fires and dry sleeping bags through all your camping adventures.
Brian Greenleaf February, 2011
The most obvious first step in beginning any hobby is to sit down with pencil and paper and compare all the pertinent information you currently possess with that information you will, hopefully, gain from this book. Other reference manuals and catalogs such as Cabela's, Campmor, Gander Mountain, or Bass Pro Shops, will be invaluable here. All of these distributers, and many, many others, have full service websites that often have sales and closeouts on their websites not listed in their sales catalogs, (all links are at the end of the book)
The biggest concern before beginning any new hobby, at least for most of us, is cost. While basic camping is considered relatively inexpensive when compared to boating or auto racing, if RV camping is your goal, be prepared to part with quite a few of those hard earned dollars.
If an RV is your desire, I would still recommend starting with a tent, if at all possible, to learn the ropes and enjoy nature at its most basic. Believe it or not, most RV-ers who come under the "Family Camper" category have both, RV and tent and occasionally leave the RV in the driveway for more rustic pursuits. While RVing is certainly a worthwhile quest, the true outdoor experience is a bit easier to participate in from ground zero. Just give this some thought before making your final decision. Campers and RVs will be discussed further in a later chapter.
Most of us were introduced to the hobby with something old, nothing new, most things borrowed, and nothing in good shape. In the sixties, when I was growing up, almost everyone I knew had an uncle, or dad, who had served in the military. My first sleeping bag consisted of two of my uncles’ old woolen navy blankets my Mom sewed together for me. That bag, coupled with my Dads' old sea bag, (with an additional strap sewed on for carrying it over my shoulders), made a respectable camping outfit indeed. This outfit later became infamous when, while gathered around the campfire during the outfit's maiden outing, I extolled to my friends the dark secrets associated with the bag and pack. The story, as I remember it, highlighted Dad wrestling with, and subduing, two Nazi spies while wearing that very pack. This was, of course, during those rugged, outdoorsy years we discussed earlier. The hole in the packs pocket came from Dads' bloody survival knife that had been stored within. The guys lined up just to touch that pack! Some years later, while checking the story with Dad for accuracy, he broke into fits of laughter and explained that while he had served this great country proudly, he had served as an Aviation Electronics Tech in Maryland, USA. Worse yet, it was during the peace period between the Korean Conflict, and Viet Nam. Most of the Nazi spies were playing pinochle in Buenos Aires by then. I neglected to relay these new developments to the guys, though. Why spoil it for them; not to mention explaining the origins of my original story. If you really think hard, you're bound to know someone with at least a tent that they would be happy to lend you. Call Aunt Gertrude; Uncle Homer is certain to have some long forgotten war treasures stuffed up in the attic behind the Christmas decorations.
If all attempts at borrowing fail, the next step might be to consult another reference manual; namely the yellow pages rental section. Most of the bigger agencies, and I'm sure many of the smaller ones, rent a full line of camping gear, usually at reasonable prices. Some even rent pop-up and travel trailers. While rented gear may not match your desired color scheme, should you turn out to be beta wave deficient, and determined to never set foot in the woods again, the only thing you've lost is the rental fee.
If, after all that, you're still determined to jump right in and start buying, take stock of what you already have. Start listing those assorted gems you found behind the portrait of old Uncle Abner in the basement. Many common items you have laying around the house will suit your needs quite admirably in the beginning. After adding these, make a separate list of what you still need. We will discuss various gear in individual chapters later in the book. Begin your list here with the necessities such as a tent, sleeping bags, large cooler, etc., and start browsing through the catalogs and on the web. When you find something that suits your needs, compare prices in the catalogs you've collected with the prices at your local sporting goods stores or the sporting section at Walmart, K-Mart or Target. Remember, when considering the purchase of an item from a catalog, you must add shipping fees to the overall cost. This holds true for internet purchases as well, although most offer free shipping on orders over a certain amount. It has been my experience that, with the exception of some specialty items, the outfitters and sporting goods stores in most areas are abundantly supplied and completely capable of helping you select all the gear you'll need. If you're in a rural area, or an area short on camp good dealers, (or if the price difference between the local dealer and an online dealer is just too good to pass up), the catalogs I mentioned earlier represent some very reputable outfitters who carry first-rate merchandise. The addresses and links to these and other reputable camp goods distributors can be found in the back of the book.
I need to interject one word of warning before we continue. With camping gear, as with all purchases, all that glitters is not necessarily gold. There are many sales people out there who would be more than happy to sell you a minus-50 degree sleeping bag for a two week, summer, outing in the Florida Keys because it carries a larger price tag. While I, in no way, claim to be the definitive word on camping gear, my intent here is to try to guide you down the right trail based on my own experiences and research, and that of the many great people I've had the privilege of sharing a campfire with over the years. My main goal is to help you to avoid those pratfalls usually suffered by the novice camper.
Chapter 2: The Tent: Your Weekend Home in the Mountains.
Of all the gear a tent camper will purchase in their lifetime, none can compare to the tent. This one item, a veritable home away from home, is responsible for protecting you and your loved ones from the elements; not to mention the various crawling and flying entities whose only purpose in life is to crash your unsuspecting slumber party and spread discontent where ever they see fit.
The tent is also one of the most expensive pieces of gear you, as a tent camper, are likely to purchase. This is another case where the cost can be greatly reduced by purchasing a used tent at a garage sale or from someone you know. I must emphasize caution once again because, until you have had some experience at checking tent seams and flaps for leak potential, the untrained eye can easily be lulled into a false sense of security at the sight of otherwise flawless material.
As I will later explain, the many different materials used in tent construction each have their own inherent traits; both good and bad. The informed buyer will save himself, and his family, from the potential nightmares associated with a leaky tent. Nothing can throw a wet blanket over an otherwise great weekend faster than, well, a wet blanket, (all puns intended).
The recent resurrection of Army/Navy surplus stores has caught the eye of many a camper with memories of the bonanza of post-war surplus that could be had between the Korean Conflict and the end of Viet Nam. Almost all scout troops were outfitted through them, and there are very few of us old scouts who don't wax nostalgic at the smell of mildewed canvas. While there was a time when war surplus was a very viable option, those items seem to have faded like the memories of the wars they supplied. While many of us still own and appreciate canvas tents, and some are still being manufactured today for outfitters, hunting camps, and some consumer sales, these behemoths have basically gone the way of the dinosaur, giving way to the lighter, more practical, nylon versions. While I can't speak for every surplus store in the country, I can say that the ones I have visited lately have apparently placed such high regard on the old surplus tents that their prices will send you running, not walking, to the camp goods dealer to purchase a new nylon tent and save a fortune.
Far be it from me to imply that canvas tents are lagging behind nylon in any popularity contest I'd be party to, but I must concede that they do lose favor among the hiking community who must carry everything they'll need for their trip on their backs. Canvas is approximately five times heavier than nylon. This may not strike a chord with you until you've carried it on your back for any length of time. You decide. If you plan on "car camping" on every trip afield, (car camping, or old folk camping, is where you drive right up to your campsite, partake of the beverage of your choice and enjoy what nature has to offer from your vantage point in a padded lawn chair), the canvas fortress may be the perfect tent for you. While they are fewer than they were up through sixties, almost everyone has come across one at a garage sale or flea market. Don't hesitate to buy one in good shape if you want it. It'll probably be in your family for generations to come.
Kevin, an old friend of mine, who happened to be the second of seven children, was allowed the use of his family’s tent on all of our teen camp-outs. One weekend, when it seemed everyone between the age of seventeen and ninety in a ten mile radius of our campsite had wandered up to join in the reverie that followed us where ever we went, (much to the disdain of the ranger who had absolutely no patience for teenagers, and even less for high spirited teenagers such as we were), the sky opened up. Torrents of rain pelted the area so fast we thought we'd need an ark. Not wanting to be party poopers and put an end to what was sure to be the social event of the season, we invited our guests in to get out of the weather. With the band set up just inside the front flap, and old Kevin charging a dollar a head cover, we were on our way to covering the national debt when one of the polo ponies slipped on a wet spot of suspicious origin and sent some of the more sensitive guests screaming into the night. The next morning, with the exception of that one wet spot, the remaining guests awoke fresh and dry.
While I may be a little fuzzy on some of the details, that trip having been thirty-some-odd years ago, the point is, buy what you and your family will be comfortable in and can afford. If a four bedroom canvas villa is your idea of camping, so be it. I would like to interject here that, contrary to the incessant preaching of our more macho brethren, camping is different for everyone, yet it is still camping in every respect, (with the possible exception of those party poopers in those three million dollar sissy wagons known as motor mansions). Of course, I have every intention of becoming the proud owner of a shiny new sissy wagon to peruse the countryside when the kids have grown and started families of their own, (and I win the lottery).
What tent is right for you?
This is the sixty-four thousand dollar question that only you can answer after pondering a few questions and reviewing a few tenting facts.
Tents are rated by their construction and the protection they offer from the elements, (I.E. three season, four season, etc.), and by the amount of people they are designed to accommodate. This is an area I have long questioned because, after having owned and slept in dozens of tents, I don't believe I have ever seen a single one that will comfortably accommodate the number of people it claims to be able to: and we're not even including gear. The best comparison I can make for trying to get six men in a six-man tent would be to tell you to envision ten pounds of potatoes in a five pound sack, (or your three hundred pound Aunt Gladys in Spandex). There would be things hanging out everywhere.
In truth, the rating system is based on square footage, or floor space, per person. While this system makes perfect sense on paper, in practice, it seriously underrates the space needed for an adult and his or her gear. Many of the larger department stores and sporting goods dealers have at least one tent set up for display on their sales floor. Slip off your shoes and slide inside. Now picture yourself and your family, all of your night gear and assorted essentials like Doritos and Ring Dings, all crammed in there for a day long downpour. Have you ever read Steven Kings', The Shining?
A good rule of thumb is to choose a tent that will accommodate one and one half times the members in your family. This doesn't count if you're considering backpacking where added weight is unfavorable. In this case, use common sense and choose the most practical tent for your needs.
Tent styles
Tube tent: A tube tent, as the name implies, is just that: a tube.
Originally designed as a one or two man tent, the tube gets little use in the family camping community. Its main function is to offer shelter for hikers, mountain climbers, etc., be light enough to be carried on the pack and keep a low profile to keep it from catching the wind and blowing away.
Pup tent: The pup tent, more commonly referred to lately as a two man tent, doesn't see a lot of use in family camping situations except as a private room for the kids as they grow older, (or when Grandma, with her snoring and chronic gas, comes along). This option can free precious space in the main tent for extra stretching, breathing, etc. The name pup, which was once a mini A-frame used for army bivouac and long trips afield, has been sort of taken for granted to include A-frames, domes, and the rest of the smaller tents in the two or three man size range.
A-frame: This is the classic tent. With the possible exception of the teepee, I don't think any design has seen more use than the A-frame. While its value was never questioned in the past, tent science has advanced to such a degree that it has been determined that the triangular, or “A” shape, wastes entirely too much space in the lower sides and is, therefore, an obsolete design. I, personally, find the lower sides to be the ideal place for storing my gear, thereby leaving the middle for sleeping and any other activities that need to be done in the tent. What could replace the A frame? There are many answers to that question; the two main ones being the Wall tent and the Dome tent.
Wall tent: The invasion of the wall tent was swift and merciless, taking quite a few devotees from the A frame ranks. The idea of actually being able to stand up almost anywhere in the tent was, to say the least, novel. Until you've tried to change long johns on a five degree mountain morning, barefoot, you cannot fully appreciate the advent of the wall tent. While some of the older "Mountain Men" may disagree with me, for the sake of saving us all further confusion, the straight sided and angled roofed wall tents, (often referred to as cabin tents), can pretty much be lumped into the same category as good choices for family camping. One could argue that the surplus Adirondack wall tent seldom came with a floor, but most of those still in circulation will most certainly have had one sewn in.
The wall, or cabin tent, are those of the large, or, "Holy cow, that sucker's huge," variety. They are usually tall enough for the average sized person to almost stand up in at any point, contain one or more rooms and, for obvious reasons, were not designed for hiking. While I did refer to them as canvas villas earlier, if you want room enough to store your gear, allow everyone to stretch out comfortably at bed time and have breathing room in case the proverbial flood gates open on day one of a three day trip and everyone is forced to enjoy their outing from within its confines, the cabin tent may be for you.
Dome tent: These tents are last but certainly not least, in our discussion of tent styles. The dome tent is a geometric marvel, allowing maximum use of space otherwise lost in other tents.
Dome tents range in size from one-man to family domes capable of sleeping eight or ten people; some with multiple divided “rooms.” The newer versions are mostly of the double wall construction. That is to say they are constructed of lighter weight, breathable taffeta nylon for the tent itself, with a polyurethane cover, or “fly”, that fits over the top. The fly will repel rain while allowing the tent itself to breathe, thereby alleviating that "stuffy" effect usually associated with canvas tents. Most tents in this category are completely self-connected. Once erected, the entire tent can be picked up and moved to higher ground should the monsoons come, (of course, moving the larger tents brings to mind a visual of someone eating a soup sandwich).
No tent is perfect for everyone, hence the variety of styles and sizes available. Consider all your options before you buy, weigh all the pros and the cons and I'm sure you'll spend many a happy night afield.
One final note; whatever you decide on, don't let that tent touch the ground without a ground cloth under it. Even the best of tents manufactured today have a polyurethane bottom which does a great job keeping bugs out, but offers no insulation against the cold, damp, hard ground.
The ground cloth serves two main purposes: first, to keep out the cold and dampness and second, to protect the tents bottom from rips and tears caused by stones, roots, etc. A simple polyurethane tarp, or as I use, a piece of heavy gauge clear plastic, is all that's needed to keep you insulated from the harsh realities of a Monday morning trip to the chiropractor.
If I haven't thoroughly confused you, please read on.
Chapter 3: The Care and Feeding of Your New, or Old, Tent.
Now that you're considering making that "big purchase," and have a general idea of the type and size tent you may wish to purchase, there are a few things you need to know.
Just as your house needs paint and upkeep, your tent needs some regular maintenance to insure it will last for a very long time.
Canvas tents: As we mentioned before, canvas tents, especially those that have been used hard and put away wet, have a tendency to mildew. Mildew, as you know, is the formation of millions of microscopic beasties that, left unchecked, will, without a doubt, rot the canvas and the thread that holds the seams together. Not a pretty picture, especially when this affliction becomes evident in the middle of a torrential downpour. To avoid this plague, the most important thing to remember is to never put a tent away wet. There are going to be occasions where it decides to rain the entire last day of an outing and you will have no choice but to break camp wet. On these occasions, it is imperative that as soon as the rain lets up, you pitch the tent in the backyard and air-dry it. I have even gone as far as to erect the tent in an open garage on a couple of occasions when I knew we were in for a few days of bad weather.
Should you decide to purchase that used or surplus canvas tent, here are a few guidelines:
Set up the tent.
The seams need some focused attention to insure they will withstand the rigors of repeated set-up and the elements. Are any of the threads coming loose? Are there strands of frayed threads dangling from the eyelets? These can be early signs of disaster, but with a little attention, can usually be corrected.
Canvas, at least the older variety, is comprised of cotton as is the thread that holds it together. Left to fend off the suns’ rays and mildew, unprotected, cotton doesn't stand a chance. You're mission, should you decide to accept it, is to stop the spread of mildew and get that tent on the recuperation trail.
If mildew is present, it will probably make its presence known through its fragrant aroma or, in extreme cases, patches of rot, usually a white or even greenish color, possibly surrounding large holes where canvas used to be. If this is the case, bow your head and say a prayer for this fallen soldier. This also holds true for pop-up tent campers. Unless you are experienced in advanced canvas repair, you will probably never be able to fix the problem to your satisfaction.
If mildew is not present, your job just got easier. Check all the seams for torn or loose threads. If one or two little threads are broken, it will probably be best to let them alone and watch them over time. For more serious seam damage, you're going to have to make some repairs. If you’re squeamish about making any sewing repairs, by all means, take the tent to a canvas repair shop. While it may cost a pretty penny, you'll be assured of a professional repair. I, on the other hand, mostly due to supply and demand, (I couldn't supply the money the canvas repair shop demanded), decided to take a shot, throw caution to the wind, and made the needed repairs myself.
The first step is to collect the necessary tools. While sewing may seem like simply pulling a needle through material, until you've tried sticking an ordinary needle into fifty-year-old army canvas, you've haven't lived. Add to that the fact that, wherever possible, you need to go back through the same holes the old thread broke out of, and a simple basting stitch seems to pale by comparison. A stitching awl, like the ones used by leather craft persons, is the ideal tool. Not only does it give the user a handle to hold, allowing more force to be exerted, and contain a pretty stout needle, it will, after a bit of practice, make a perfect lock stitch exactly like those achieved on a machine. Combine that with the fact that it comes with refillable waxed cotton thread, is portable, and only costs about $10.00 at the time of this writing, and you've got a canvas repair system that will keep your tent together for many years to come. These awls are available at most camp goods dealers or at leather supply shops such as Tandy Leather.
Whenever seam repairs are made, and this concerns canvas and nylon tents, the seam must then be sealed to insure the holes made by the awl don't seep. There are dozens of products on the market for this purpose, some good, some less so. I personally prefer a product called Seamsure. Seamsure is a thick, gooey water-based sealant that you apply to the seams after you've cleaned them with either rubbing alcohol or another recommended brand seam cleaner. Seamsure dries quickly and leaves an almost invisible repair that's long lasting and waterproof. The real beauty of this product is that even larger seam holes can be successfully plugged; a feat not easily accomplished with the old rub-on wax stick sealers. Keep in mind here that a wax stick, made specifically for tent seams, does a fine job for a set-up run over all the tent seams.
Until recently, waterproofing a tent was a job best left to the professional. Fortunately for us, the new wave of silicones and water sealers has made the job not only possible, but almost easy.
Cleaning the tent is the first, and hardest, step. Under no circumstances can you run a hose on any tent, canvas or nylon, so the cleaning is left up to elbow grease, and a little mild soap.
There are plenty of tent and canvas soaps on the market, such as those containing naphtha, but I have found a little mild dish soap in a pail of warm water works just fine. If mildew is present, a commercial mildew remover, one made specifically for the type tent material you’re cleaning, is a must. Bleach is too harsh and can do more harm than good. Insure you test any cleaning product on a small, inconspicuous area of the tent first to insure the cleaner will not damage or discolor the tent material. If you purchased your tent new, the owner’s manual will probably have some suggestions as to recommended cleaners and sealers.
With this accomplished, begin at the top and, with a sponge, work your way to the bottom, gently scrubbing, exercising a little more emphasis on the stubborn areas.
Once this is complete, and when you’re certain the tent is clean, rinse with clean water and a sponge. The tent must be left up and allowed to dry completely. A little careful planning and an ear to the local weather forecast can improve your chances for success.
The next step is waterproofing. Take heed here as this method may damage some nylons, so it's imperative that you first test an out-of-the-way area.
Up through the initial writing, I used Thompson’s Water Sealer to seal all my tents exclusively. I never had a problem with it, but have since heard some conflicting stories regarding its use on canvas. Since then, I have found a newer, ecologically safe product called Nikwax, (read and follow the instructions carefully). It is extremely quick and easy to apply, and it works.
If your repairs were done correctly, you should now be the proud owner of an almost leak free tent, (there is literally no such thing as a totally leak-free tent).
One last step in the sealing process would include fireproofing. While I have never seen or heard of a completely fireproof tent, or an additive that makes one so, (nylon tents melt, and canvas does burn), the treatments on the market do allow the tent material to resist sparks and, in essence, cause them to fizzle out with little damage. These chemicals vary greatly and are specific to certain materials. Ask a knowledgeable camp goods dealer which product is best suited to your needs.
Further repairs would now include inspecting all the zippers and lubricating them with a silicone spray, (you'll probably find that the older canvas tents have only flaps and ties; no zippers and no screens). There's that much less to worry about, although the lack of no-see-um screen may become very obvious when you have to keep the flaps closed on a scorching summer night to keep the winged beasties from causing you to scratch and curse the whole night through. For the do-it- yourselfer, no see-um screen can be easily stitched in or attached with Velcro to a tent that came with none.
Some special attention to the poles is also a wise idea. The wooden poles that came with many of the older tents often crack and warp. It would be wise to replace them with new wooden poles or lighter aluminum poles. Keep the old ones around, though. Those intact, World War surplus tents may be museum pieces one day. If your wooden poles are in fairly good shape, a coat of exterior polyurethane may spruce them up and add to their life considerably.
All other repairs you’re liable to run across, such as small tears, holes, etc., in the material or in a screen, are usually best fixed with simple stick on patches made of material compatible to that of your tent. These are widely available at all fine camp goods stores. I have even seen a roll of patching tape that you can use as a patching material for rips and slices. It applies much the same way as a bandage over a cut. While I haven't tried it myself, I hear some impressive results have been achieved with it.
A little common sense goes a long way in tent repair. Don't make lazy attempts at a repair. You can't make a permanent patch out of duct tape and expect satisfactory protection during a stout rain, (but duct tape can make a great emergency repair. Always add a roll to your list of camping supplies and keep it in your tent kit).
Nylon tents: While it may seem that my loyalties lie with canvas, nostalgia, not arguable reasoning, guides my hand here. Call me a sentimental fool, but nothing brings back fond memories better than something, or someone, for that matter, that was there when the fond memories were made. In this case, canvas.
I also have and use a four-man nylon tent that I cannot, and will not, say a bad word about. While not "vintage" like my canvas tents, it has withstood the test of time and weather and advanced unscathed. It is, without a doubt, easier to set up and much lighter to carry during those few lapses of common sense when I dare venture off on a backpacking trip.
Nylon, unlike its canvas counterpart, doesn't mildew. In most of the newer, breathable designs, nylon doesn't share canvas's predilection to the formation of condensation on the inside walls in humid areas or during rain storms or cold mornings. Anyone who ever camped in canvas as a child remembers the old, hard-fast rule: "Don't touch the sides or the tent will leak." This is "usually" not the case with nylon. The polyurethane bottoms installed on most of today's tents repel the majority of ground moisture that can mist up from the ground and cause a sauna effect in the older nylon and canvas tents. Sauna may not be the right word here as sauna usually brings to mind a pleasant experience. Anyone who has experienced this phenomenon knows that the opposite is, indeed, the case; especially in areas where a freeze is possible.
To sum up the previous paragraphs for those of you who may have been napping; while canvas tents are perfectly capable of keeping up with nylon tents in most circumstances, given their few downfalls, nylon would probably be the better tent for the beginning camper. Check the classified section of your local newspapers' sporting goods section every day. You may be pleasantly surprised to find that some urbanite, without your zest for adventure, and who certainly never read this book, bought a new tent at retail and, after one night in the woods, decided to buy a time share condo in Fort Lauderdale. This infidel will gladly sell you His luxurious portable nylon mountain home for a mere fraction of the actual cost.
Chapter 4: The Sleeping Bag: Something to Snuggle into on those Oh So Cold Nights.
While not as large an accessory as the tent, or as expensive, (in most cases), the sleeping bag will probably be the second most important piece of outdoor equipment you'll ever purchase.
There are many areas where skimping will be encouraged, but the sleeping bag is not one of them.
Picture this: you and some friends decide on a late fall hike-in outing. The weather report calls for clear and cool with temperatures in the low forties. No problem! You'll dress accordingly and assume that your sleeping bag, rated at twenty degrees, should be more than adequate, right? Wrong, Tenderfoot!
At three a.m., while you sleep, ten or more miles from civilization and even farther from your drop off point, a surprise, early winter storm sweeps the area. While there are many things you could do here, the last thing you want to worry about is whether your bag is really suited to the twenty degree rating it was given, or what you'll do if the temperature drops below that mark.
Think this scenario sounds farfetched? Let me know a few years from now, after you have a few late fall trips under your belt and you've experienced some late fall camping for yourself.
Choosing the right bag: When you first walk into the sporting goods store, you'll have no idea of the decision that you're about to face. The number of sleeping bags available to you will be overwhelming, but fear not, Tenderfoot. After answering a few simple questions, the field will be reduced greatly.
Let me say here that I'm the world’s biggest advocate of frugal camping. When purchasing a sleeping bag, however, lock that tightwad inside you in the trunk; at least temporarily, and forget the price tags on sleeping bags. This is not to say overspend, or believe the salesman when he tells you that a particular bag was stuffed with the fur of a Tibetan Yak with magical powers and can regulate its own temperature and give you that warm fuzzy feeling in all climates. I'd just like to emphasize that in the sleeping bag department, you get what you pay for. Considering what you expect from a good bag, expect to pay a little bit more.
Your first thought on a bag should be its temperature rating. Think of the coldest weather you're likely to encounter, (and figure a little bit less for those of you in the north who may be subjected to those sudden severe storms), then subtract an additional five to ten degrees as a sort of comfort margin.
Keep in mind that the industry standard used for rating sleeping bags rates all bags on the temperature at which a healthy human being can survive; not necessarily survive with a smile on his or her face. Currently, most bags are rated using the EN Test, or European Norm, which is the government test standard for sleeping bags Depending on your locale, this should narrow your choices down considerably.
Now for the more complicated part:
The fill: Before I regale you with the virtues of the preferred fills, let me start by recommending that you eliminate those bags filled with cotton, or Kapok. Stay with fills such as down, or a good synthetic such as Polarguard, Hollofil, Quallofil, or one of the many other good fills on today’s market.
There are many others I haven't mentioned here, and with modern science being what it is, there will be many more to come, but as of this writing, these are the leaders. This should narrow the choices down.
Are you thinking that by narrowing the choices, I am apparently leaning toward the seemingly more expensive bags? Not so. Let me explain:
Sleeping bags are also rated by their loft, that is, the thickness of the bags insulation when the bag is fluffed and dry. Obviously, the thicker the loft, the better the insulation, right? Wrong, Tenderfoot.
The difference in loft depends on the insulating material your bag contains. A bag with a four inch loft, or thickness, filled with down will be considerably warmer than a bag with four inches of Kapok. The reason; down has a higher insulation value than kapok, and is, therefore, a better choice where you need less bag to maintain more warmth. Take, for instance, the insulation in your home. The walls contain a certain thickness, or loft, of fiberglass or other insulating material. This is measured by the "R" factor or the insulating properties of the insulating material used. A four inch thickness of fiberglass may have an "R" value of R-12 fully fluffed. When compressed, (by sandwiching it between wallboard), the "R", or insulating value decreases proportionally. Would four inches of marbles offer the same protection? I think not. The same holds true for synthetics. While some say they do not insulate as well as down, the minor differences, when added to the down side of down, may make synthetics a very viable option for your particular needs. The upside here is that while not what you might call cheap, synthetics are generally less expensive than down.
Down: As I'm sure you have all ready guessed, Down consists of the feathers of a young birds; usually duck or goose. Most everyone has owned a down pillow at one time or another and can attest to the incomparable softness. The same softness is available in a down sleeping bag as long as it is kept dry. This is one of the major downfalls of down; it may have kept the duck dry, but it lost something in the transformation. Once a down bag gets wet, you may as well crawl out and sleep on the cold, hard ground because that duck just flew south for the winter. Your bag now has the same insulating capabilities as cheese cloth.
Down is, usually, considerably more expensive than the other fills. Here again, price should not be a determining factor in the purchase of a bag, but if another fill has almost all the same good points, has far fewer downfalls and meets your needs, price may become a consideration.
For those backpackers among you, down affords the most insulation for the least weight of all the current fills. When properly maintained, down will retain its loft indefinitely.
To shed a little darkness on the last good points made for down, down bags cannot be successfully cleaned by the average individual and must, therefore, be taken to a professional familiar with down sleeping bag cleaning for dry cleaning and treatment. That can add up to big bucks.
Of course, under perfect circumstances where your bag was stowed in a waterproof stuff sack while traveling to your campsite, and your sleeping in a properly maintained, leak-proof tent where there is little or no possibility of your bag getting wet, down is the only way to go and the extra cost shouldn't even be considered. But, we do not live in a perfect world, do we?
Despite its few short comings, down is, and will probably always be, the Cadillac of fills.
One last word on down: the feathers used as fill for down sleeping bags are, as a rule, a byproduct of the poultry industry and not the result of mass fowl slaughter for the proliferation of the camping industry alone. As an aspiring outdoors person, I hope these little “green” details become an important consideration to you.
Synthetics: Ever since Guiseppe Bachagaloop, (one of my ancestors), invented the wheel, the quest for the better mousetrap has yielded some true marvels, many of which benefit the camping industry. Synthetics are a perfect example of this.
While the race to duplicate down in a synthetic sense has not brought forth a true down clone without the flaws, current technology has come close enough to offer the camping enthusiast some truly remarkable options in choosing the right fill to meet your needs.
As I stated earlier, the variety of synthetics on the market today could truly boggle the mind. I cannot hope to name them all in the course of this text. A lot of the products, while bearing different names, are the same; only marketed by a different manufacturer. This could easily confuse the most experienced camper, so let me try to explain a few of the more common fills here to give you a good place to start.
Hollofil: Probably the most common fill in the budget to medium cost sleeping bags, Hollofil is a polyester insulation that will retain most of its insulating properties when moist, will dry faster than down the morning after the typhoon blows through your campsite and, while not as comfortable as down, will certainly be acceptable.
In the "I knew there had to be a minus" column, Hollofil, like almost all the synthetics, is considerably bulkier than down and will not maintain its loft for nearly as long
Hollofil has two varieties, Hollofil II, and, Hollofil 808.
Hollofil II is the more expensive of the two. Its Dacron polyester fibers are specially treated to improve the bags ability to maintain its loft and help prevent the fill from bunching or grouping in one area and making the bag lumpy.
Hollofil 808: is the cheaper of the two and is usually what is found in the "bargain" polyester bags. While it will keep you warm, the bag will more than likely go "flat", (lose its loft), rather quickly, and the fill will have a tendency to bunch up at the spot where that tender spot in your back is most likely to come to rest.
Lastly, there are no naked birds shivering on the side of the road so you can sleep warmly and comfortably. Synthetics are man-made fibers.
Quallofil: Here is a product that has seen some of the chillier sights this great big wonderful world has to offer and has come out a winner. Quallofil has been to the North Pole and Antarctica and has proven itself as one tough fill.
Quallofil consists of specially designed and coated hollow fibers that retain warm air near the body to keep you warm on those frosty nights; even when damp. The coating also helps keep the bag smooth.
While still heavier than down, the difference is hardly noticeable except, perhaps, on those long hikes into the woods.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/40853 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!