Cold Weather Camping: Survival Strategies

Camping Merit Badge

1.0 Clothing
· At the risk of beating an old horse; it’s all about layers.  More is better.  They should be loose fitting and offer good moisture control.  It’s very important to stay dry to minimize cold related emergencies such as hypothermia & frostbite.

· Avoid cotton garments, they have zero insulating properties and absorb water.

· Favor silk, poly-propylene, wool blend and pile inner layers that are designed to wick away moisture and “gore-tex” like outer shells (jacket and trouser) that offer wind, water and abrasion protection. 
· Choose clothing that can be easily vented to help regulate body temperature.   And, in the case of trousers, that can be easily pulled on and off over boots.
· A special note about footwear.  

2.0 Sleeping Systems
· It’s very important to decouple yourself from the ground to avoid heat loss through conduction.  

· Remember, when laying down your body weight compresses your enveloping layers of insulation degrading their effectiveness.

· Placing a space blanket (reflective side up) under a sleeping pad sandwich made up of a full length “Therm-a-rest” style air mattress on top of closed-cell foam pad is best.

· Down bags offer the best weight to warmth performance, are more compressible than synthetic bags and, with proper care, will not break down over time. 

· Adding an inner liner or external bivy sack to your sleeping bag can lower its effective temperature rating by 10 degrees.

· Wear clean long underwear, socks and a hat to bed.  Lightweight gloves (liners) are also helpful if you tend to sleep with your hands outside the bag. 

3.0 Campsite & Tenting

· Pitch tents close together and with back toward wind to form a wind break and to make it easier for occupants to summon help if needed.

· Make use of natural or man-made wind breaks where possible but beware of potential hazards (e.g. falling limbs).

· If snow is on the ground, remove it from in front of tents and in areas of heavy foot traffic to prevent turning these areas into a muddy mess.

· Traditional tent pegs can be nearly impossible to drive into frozen ground.  Alternatively, 8+ inch nails, available from a local HW store, can be used or tents can be secured by looping peg loops and guide lines around bricks, stones or logs.

· Bring a camp chair or stool so you stay insulated from the ground.

4.0 Food & Fires
· Choose foods that require little preparation other than reheating to reduce your skin exposure to the elements while cooking, eating and cleaning up.

· Calories measure the amount of energy in the food you eat.  They are furnished by carbohydrates, fat, and protein.  Menus consisting of 40% carbohydrates, 40% fat and 20% protein appear to be the best in cold weather for the following reasons.

1) Carbohydrates and fat have the primary responsibility for supplying energy.  Carbs tend to supply a quick-energy boost while the fats, being slower burning, allow the body to sustain itself over a longer period of time.  
2) Proteins main function is to provide the materials for building, repairing, and maintaining body tissue.  It also has the ability, through its own digestion, to increase the body’s metabolism by 30%.  Protein serves this role only when there are not enough nutrients available from carbohydrates and fats to meet the body’s energy needs.

3) The body selects carbohydrates to burn first, followed by fat, then protein according to each food type’s ease of metabolism.  

4) Your metabolism is the sum of the physical and chemical processes your body uses to convert food into energy and by extension heat.  Because carbs and fat together supply a higher caloric value then protein alone, it’s a good idea to weight your menu in their direction when energy and heat production are a more immediate concern than a providing a truly USDA certified balanced meal.  
5) Looking at each food group’s caloric value.  Carbohydrates have about 4.1 calories/gram, fat about 9.2 and protein also about 4.1.  Examples of these food groups are shown below.
Carbs:  
Bread, beans, pasta, rice and potatoes.

Fats:  
Milk, cheese, butter and red meats.
Proteins:  
Fish, poultry and eggs. 

· All food, especially anything susceptible to freezing (e.g. all liquids and eggs) should be stored in an insulated container/cooler or thermos.    

· Propane should suffice for cooking given that the rubber hoses used to connect the tank to stove won’t freeze.  Tanks should be stored out of the wind when not in use to prevent their brass fittings from locking up.

· Charcoal is great for fires built to help keep people warm.  Since we can’t build fires on the ground in VF, this fuel is well suited for use in a free standing fire pit.  Charcoal is also not affected by the cold and can be easily spread out to provide a wide circle of heat.  
5.0 Heath & Safety
· Observe the COLD weather protocol at all times.  

C = Keep clothing clean.  Dirt and grease clog the air spaces in clothing and reduce its insulation value & moisture wicking ability.

O = Avoid overheating.  Use layers and zippers to regulate body heat.  Excessive perspiration will degrade the insulating properties of your clothing.

L = Wear layers. Choose loose fitting garments optimized for their insulation and moisture control performance. 

D = Stay dry.  Have backups of all essential layers that can be worn while the others dry.  This is especially true of socks and the other clothing you wear to bed.  Never sleep in the same clothes you worn during the day.  They will likely be wet and dirty from the day’s activities. 
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