One Scouter’s View as to what a “well-equipped Scout” should carry

Disclaimer:  there are lots of manufacturers and lots of stores from which a Scout can get his gear. What follows is NOT meant to be an exhaustive list of either.  It is merely the compilation of my personal observations and experiences

A few generalities first:  In the backcountry, “cotton kills.”  Please lean towards synthetics in clothing and sleeping bags.  Save fashion for the mall; spend your money on practical and reputable gear.  Avoid name brands that do not specialize in backcountry gear.

You have to think of the necessary “Big Three” and Everything Else.  The “Big Three” are:  boots, sleeping bags, and backpacks.  Everything Else is just that, but still highly desirable.

The “Big Three”
Boots: [think of your boots, sock liners and socks as a “system” to be used together]  The fewer the upper seams, the more waterproof the boot is.  All boots, though, need to be waterproofed.  Leather is both water resistant and scrub resistant.  Cloth is cooler.  Please DO NOT buy a pair of boots thinking that “he’ll grow into them.”  Oversized boots cause blisters and can become a danger to the Scout and those around him on the trail.  We Scouters are trying to get your Scout to enjoy hiking; please buy the right size boots.  You do not have to spend a bundle, as you’ll need to replace them as he grows.  However, this will be money well spent.  We hold an annual Troop 189 “Outgrown Equipment Sale” where you may be able to sell outgrown equipment to someone who, like you a year or two ago, was looking for an inexpensive way to outfit their Scout with good gear at a reasonable price. $50+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Asolo, Merrell, Lowa, Vasque, Montrail, REI

Sock liners:  No cotton here.  Go for lightweight synthetics or wool.  Blends of polypropylene, spandex, linen, wool, silk, etc. are preferred as they wick moisture away from the foot to evaporate. Buy no more than two pairs of liners and then use them for all events where you will wear your boots. You can always hand wash and air dry if necessary.  Buy your liners and socks BEFORE you buy your boots and then have the liner/sock combination on when you try on boots. $8-$15

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Fox River (Silver Liners work for me, but are pricey), 

Socks:  No cotton here either.  Go for lightweight synthetics or wool.  Blends of polypropylene, spandex, linen, wool, silk, etc are preferred as they wick moisture away from the foot to evaporate.  Again, two pairs of socks to be used only with your boots is more than enough for the same reasons as for liners.  $8-$15

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Wigwam (Ultimax), Thorlo (makes a GREAT Boy Scout sock that can be worn as part of official uniform and on the trail—double dip for the price of one!), Smartwool (my personal favorite), Bridgedale, Dahlgren, Fox River

Backpack:  Both types are height-specific, so look for one than your Scout can wear for awhile, but DO NOT buy a backpack thinking that “he’ll grow into it.”  He will, if he continues to use it after his horrible experiences hiking with an oversized backpack.  Please, we are trying to get your Scout to enjoy the outdoors; buy the right size backpack.  He’ll learn early to enjoy hiking and it’ll be a lifelong love affair with the outdoors.  Look for a 2500—3000 cubic inch bag; good for an overnighter or weekend outing.  That’s all we generally do.  For treks longer than a weekend, you’ll need a 3500+ cubic inch bag.

-External frame packs are usually less expensive and cooler. $50+


-Internal frame packs are usually more comfortable and more stable, but generally more expensive.  $100+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Kelty (makes a good external and internal bag at a reasonable price for young Scouts), Gregory (my personal favorite.  My 1976 bag is still in use!), Lowe, Mountain Hardware, Arc’Teryx, Osprey, REI, Mountainsmith,

Sleeping Bag:  A three-season +25˚ bag is a good general use bag for a new Scout.  Troop 189 does not generally camp out at temperatures below this.  When we do, we teach the boys how to take their bags down another 10˚.  If you want to purchase a “cold weather bag,” then buy a down –15˚ bag, but get ready for sticker shock!


-Synthetic:  There are simply too many manmade synthetics to mention by name.  Synthetic bags are generally cheaper and heavier than an equivalent down bag.  Advantage is that, even if they get wet, they will help to keep a Scout warm.  $50+

-Suggested Manufacturers: :  Big Agnes, Kelty, Marmot, Mountain Hardware, Mountainsmith, REI, Sierra Designs (my personal favorite), The North Face


-Down:  Advantage is warmth per pound.  You must know how to protect your bag from the elements, though, or a down bag can become worthless for insulation.  $150+.

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Big Agnes, Kelty, Marmot, Mountain Hardware, Mountainsmith, REI, Sierra Designs, The North Face, Western Mountaineering (my personal favorite, but pricey.  I waited 30 years to buy my bag.)

Everything Else (highly desirable and most likely necessary)
Sleeping Pads:  Necessary to keep a Scout insulated from the cold and possibly wet ground.  Shorter pads weigh and cost less, but something hangs over onto the cold and possibly wet ground.


-Self-inflating:  generally heavier but you rest on air and foam  $30+



-Suggested Manufacturers:  Therm-a-Rest (Industry leader and my personal favorite), Big Agnes, Pacific Outdoor Equipment


-Close-celled foam:  cheaper, lighter. $12+



-Suggested Manufacturers: Therm-a-Rest, Big Agnes, Mountain Hardware, Outdoor Products, 

RainSuit:  There is an old addage: “A poncho guarantees that you will be wet on the inside” is very true.  If at all economically feasible, please buy a raincoat and rainpants.  They DO NOT have to be expensive Gore-Tex outfits which can be very pricey.  Young Scouts lose things, rip things, etc.  Save the pricey gear for a 17 year old who is almost fully grown and has learned to love the outdoors and is looking to equip himself for adventures beyond High School.  On the other hand, shy away from plastic-coated raincoats/pants as they do not “breathe” and your Scout will sweat underneath it; this leads to getting cold and possibly hypothermia. $25-30 per coat and pants.

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Frogg Toggs, Red Cloud, Marmot (Precip), REI [from least expensive to more expensive] 

Pen Knife:  At a minimum:  good blade, can opener, regular head screwdriver, and awl.  Suggest:  wood saw, scissors, Phillips-head screwdriver. Avoid the “mini-knives.”  $15+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Gerber, Swiss Army, Victorinox, 

Compass:  Need good solid, see-through base, moveable bezel, course arrow, scale and see-in-the-night needle and numbers, $10+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  High Gear, Silva (model 177 is a good starter compass), Suunto (A-10 Partner II is a good starter compass), Brunton (model 7DNL is a good starter compass)

Daypack/Hydration Pack: Most good daypack/hydration packs today have an integral water bladder; look for the ones with the wide-moth openings. (See “Water Bottles” below.)  A Hydration Pack does not remove the need to carry at least one additional water bottle.  Look for a pack with 1400-2500 cubic inches of space, sufficient to carry the Scout’s 10 Essentials and a day’s worth of snacks. $40+

-Suggested Manufacturers:: Arc’Teryx, CamelBack (my personal favorite), JanSport, Gregory, Kelty, Osprey, Marmot, REI, The North Face, Ultimate Direction

Water Bottles/Bladders: Stay away from the traditional canteen, especially metal ones as they are more prone to develop leaks along their seams.  Go for plastic bottles and bladders that have a standard wide-mouth top.  These accept most filters and purifiers thereby decreasing the possibility that treated water will become contaminated. A Scout normally will carry 2 liters of water.  Two one liter or 16 oz bottles is preferred. $6+ 

-Suggested Manufacturers:  GSI, Nalgene, Platypus, Outdoor Products, Stansport

Messkits & Eating Utensils: Please DO NOT buy your Scout a “messkit; that’s what it will become…a mess.  They are hard to use and even harder to clean.  The Troop provides all pots and pans necessary to cook his food.  What he needs is a good cup (for soups and drinks), a bowl (for main dishes and desserts), and (an) eating utensil(s).  I suggest he get a strong Lexan or Stainless Steel bowl ($2), cup (2 cup size, possibly insulated, $4) and spoon and fork ($2, a spork is even better).  He carries a penknife so he has no need for another knife just for eating.  

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Arrow, GSI, MSR (my personal favorite), Snow Peak, REI

Flashlights: Try to find one that uses AAA batteries and LED’s, as opposed to D or C Cells and incandescent bulbs.  Halogen is okay.  A AAA/LED combination is lighter and lasts MUCH longer.


-Handheld: Generally available.  $8+ 

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Brinkmann, CMG (my personal favorite), Maglite, Pelican, Photon, Princeton Tec, 


-Headlamps: Highly encouraged if your Scout is going to do any walking at night as this leaves his arms free for balance.  $17+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Black Diamond, Brinkmann, CMG, Petzl (my personal favorite), Princeton Tec, 

First Aid Kits:  Each Scout must carry a personal first aid kit that includes any medications he must carry and/or his parents have given permission for him to take; e.g., Tylenol, Motrin, etc.  Minimum contents are listed in the Boy Scout Handbook. $5+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Adventure Medical, Lifeline, Outdoor Research, REI (my personal favorite), Sawyer

Sanitation Trowel:  Every Scout will dig a cathole eventually. $1.75

What’s NOT listed above:  tents, stoves, hiking poles, water filters/purifiers, cook sets, personal clothing
Your Scout need not purchase or possess any of these as Troop 189 provides these for the Scouts’ use.  If he wants to learn about this equipment, all he has to do is attend and listen.  We teach them about each and can provide suggestions as to what to look for.  In fact, see what follows.

Tents:  Generally fall into two types:  3-season (Spring, Summer and Fall use) and 4 season/3-season convertibles (usable in winter).  3-season tents are lighter and cheaper.  Both types are also available in 1, 2 3, or 3+ person models.  Most tents fall into the 3-season 2-person variety.  $140+

-Suggested Manufacturers: Black Diamond, Eureka (a long time manufacturer of Scout tents), Kelty (another long time friend of Scouting), MSR (my personal favorite.  My Zoid 1.5 served me well at Philmont), Marmot, Mountain Hardwear (our winter tents!), REI (our 3-season tents!), Sierra Designs, The North Face, 

Stoves:


-Liquid Fuel:  Requires fuel bottles.  Generally more expensive. Lighter.  $45+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Brunton, Coleman, MSR (one of my personal favorites and what our Troop provides), Svea (my personal favorite and one I’ve used successfully since 1971!  But it’s heavy), Primus, Snow Peak


-Canister:  Generally cheaper.  Heavier.  Disposable canisters.  $25+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Brunton, Coleman, Gaz, MSR, Primus, Snow Peak

Water Filters/Purifiers


-Filters:  Adequate for most North American trips. $45+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Katadyn, MSR


-Purifiers:  Guard against wider range of microorganisms to include viruses. $50+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  First Need (what Troop 189 uses), Katadyn (my personal favorite), 

Cook Sets:  If you think you’ll need these, then you have enough experience to know that you want it to be non-stick.  Anything else means you’ll have to take additional stuff to scrub them clean and that means additional weight.  The added expense is worth it in the long run.  $35+

-Suggested Manufacturers:  Evernew (my personal favorite due to their low weight), Backpacker’s Pantry, GSI, MSR, Open Country, Primus, 

Trekking Poles:  Yes, this may appear as a luxury, but, if your Scout is really into hiking, poles will reduce the strain on his back by 20%!  $40+

-Suggested Manufacturers: Komperdell, Leki (my personal favorite), REI

Personal Clothing:  Shy away from cotton, if at all possible.  A lightweight polypro T-shirt and shorts is a good first layer.  Polypro, polarfleece or wool are the materials of choice for all upper body clothing, from shirts to vests to sweaters to jackets.  Pants should be abrasion resistant.  I personally like trousers that have zip-off legs so that I don’t have to carry a second pair of shorts.  Look for quick-drying nylon blends. If the weather is cold, then an extra set of long-sleeved long johns (tops and bottoms) made of polypro, wool or polywool is a must.

As you will have noticed from the above, you can go broke very easily if you try to get it all at once.  Please don’t try to do so.  Some gear your Scout needs now; some he doesn’t.  Some he’ll outgrow and need to replace, others he won’t.  Buy good essentials and he’ll learn to enjoy the outdoors.  All the other stuff he can ask relatives for Christmas gifts, birthday gifts, etc.  If you buy good gear the first time, it’ll last him a lifetime once he learns to take proper care of it.

Where to shop:
I personally like to shop at REI.  They honor all manufacturer’s warranties and they have their own guarantees as well (not to mention my yearly dividend check!).  They and Dick’s offer a 10% discount to Scouts (show them your card and ask first!) However, there are numerous good locations to find good gear at a reasonable price.  Also try The Sports Authority and Sunny’s Surplus.

The internet is a GREAT source for finding good gear at discounted prices.  My personal favorite sites are Campmor.com and SierraTradingPost.com.  All manufacturers have their own sites.  I suggest you find what you want and THEN search for the best price.  I got my MSR tent at a 60% savings by doing it that way.  Same for my original Leki poles, 70% off.

It doesn’t have to cost an arm-and-a-leg, you just have to be smart about when and where you spend your money on what gear.  My personal philosophy is to spend as little as I can on good gear that’ll last.  I hate spending twice for the same piece of equipment.  But that’s just me.

Good luck!
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