CUB SCOUT CAMPING EQUIPMENT

By Cole Keller, Tecumseh District

Objectives

· To inform new Cub Scout parents about the kind of camping equipment their son might need

· To provide new Cub Scout parents with the information they need to make value-based purchases

· To provide new Cub Scout parents with information about where they can make these value-based purchases

When my son, Colby, and I got into Cub Scouting, I hadn’t camped for years. A canvas tent and a canvas sleeping bag were state of the art equipment. Now, design and materials are light years ahead of these dinosaurs. I am going to run through a few basic pieces of equipment, explain design, materials, function, size, weight, and cost so the informed parent can make intelligent decisions on what and where to buy. If you are not a camper or hunter, you might think the only place to buy gear is at a big chain store like Wal-Mart or Target. These stores carry gear that is cheaper, but generally poorer in quality. Spending more money on a quality sleeping bag that will last for years is more cost effective than buying 2 or 3 cheap bags that tear up or just plain don’t do the job.

I will not be talking about clothing or foot gear because kids grow too fast to spend a lot of money on rain gear or boots they’ll outgrown in a summer.

What type of Sleeping Bag?

By far the most important piece of camping equipment a scout can have is a good sleeping bag. It can be the difference between a miserable camping experience and a pleasant one. 

Rectangular vs. Mummy

There are many decisions to make when deciding which bag to buy. The first is shape: rectangular or mummy. The problem with a rectangular bag is it can’t keep you warm from the shoulders up even on a relatively warm night. You have to put a fleece liner or blanket inside to pull up around you, which is what I used to do.

The mummy bag, so called because its shape looks similar to a mummy, tapers inward as you go to the bottom of the bag. It forms an upright foot box that keeps the feet much warmer than a conventional rectangular bag. On warm nights, your feet can get too hot, so most bags have some sort of venting system such as a zipper along the top or sides of the foot box that allows cool air to circulate. The top of the bag forms a hood with a drawstring that can be cinched down so only the face is exposed. This system is much warmer than a rectangular bag. The idea is to get the lightest most compact bag that will still give you the warmth and comfort you need.

A mummy bag has several advantages over the rectangular. The first is that is has very little excess space. Body heat helps keep you warm. The unused space in a bag robs you of that heat. On the other hand, make sure you have enough room! Remember, you’ll be camping with a Cub! Speaking of size, most bags come in 2 sizes – regular, for people up to 5’11” and long, for those 6’ to 6’6”. If you are tall, make sure you get the long one. Bags designed especially for women are also available.

Which type of insulation should you use: Down or Synthetic?

Your next decision will be which insulation to use: down or synthetic? By weight, goose down is the best insulator there is. Down bags are warmer, lighter, more compressible, more durable, and feels great. There are down bags rated to 15 degrees that pack up smaller than a sweater and weigh around 3 pounds! Down is also VERY expensive, and becomes useless when wet. In my experience in Cub Scouting, everybody’s tent got wet at one time or another!

Bags using a synthetic insulation as a fill are more forgiving. Even if your tent doesn’t leak, your bag can still get wet from condensation build up inside the tent due to breathing if the tent doesn’t have adequate ventilation. There are several quality name brand synthetic insulations: Hollofil, Quallofil, Primaloft and Thermolite to name a few. Some are better than others. Thermolite Extreme is a good one.

Which shell-type is better?

The shell, or outer covering, is important. Inexpensive bags use polyester or nylon taffeta. Polyester absorbs less water than nylon. A better shell is microfiber. It is more wind and water resistant, yet, breathes easily. There are also waterproof shells such as Dryloft.

Temperature Rating?

Sleeping bags have a temperature rating. This is the degree that the bag should keep you comfortable. Almost all Cub camping is done in the spring, summer or fall. So a bag with a temperature rating of 40 degrees to 45 degrees should be sufficient. A quality bag should keep you warmer to about 5 degrees lower than the rating. Again, you can always add a fleece liner or flannel blanket inside your bag that will give you another 10-degree comfort zone.

Roll or Stuff?

Cheap bags generally have straps attached so that you can roll up the bag and snap the straps. Better bags come with a stuff sack. You don’t roll up these bags and then try to get the stuff sack over it, but stuff the bag down into the sack. It will fit! Always stuff the bag bottom first so any air trapped in the bag will escape as the bag is stuffed in the sack.

The best storage system is the compression sack. A compression sack has straps on the outside of the bag that will cinch it down to around 7” or 8” by 15” to 17”. Most stuff or compression sacks aren’t waterproof. You can line them with a plastic trash bag before storing the sleeping bag.

Cost?

Costs run from as little as $15.00 to over $600.00. Since I’m not planning an overnighter at the North Pole, I don’t need a $600 sleeping bag. I saw some bags at Wal-Mart priced around $15.00. These bags are essentially worthless. There were some nylon mummy bags in the 35 – 45 dollar range that didn’t look too bad.

Sleeping Bag Recommendation?

The bag I use 85% of the time is a 45-degree mummy bag with a “trapezoidal” foot box made by Slumberjack. ”Trapezoidal” means the foot box is a little wider to allow a bit more room for your feet to move around. It has a ripstop nylon shell with Thermolite Extreme insulation. It is the “long” size. It comes with a compression stuff sack and when packed it is about 7” x 17”. It weighs just over 2 pounds. I ordered it from Campmor for $79.00. I really like this bag and I did a lot of homework before choosing it. I also have a Coleman Exp 0-degree bag for cold weather. If it gets really cold, I’ll put my lightweight bag inside the Coleman.

Types of Mats

The second part of the equation for a comfortable night’s sleep is the pad or mat that goes under the sleeping bag. There are 3 main types: air mattress, closed-cell foam pad and open-cell foam pad. The first mattress I bought was a Coleman Twin Air Mattress. It cost about $20. It was very comfortable when properly inflated and lasted 3 outings before it sprang a leak that I couldn’t find. I then bought a Coleman Queen-Size Air Mattress for $38.00. (I had a big tent.) It too had a leak I couldn’t find. They don’t hold up to 4 or 5 kids bouncing around and playing games on it during a rainstorm.

You can buy a closed-cell foam pad for around $6.00. It’s waterproof, lightweight and rolls up small. But, since it’s only 1/2” thick, it’s not very comfortable.

$12 will buy an egg-crate pad. One side is smooth (ground side) and the top looks like an egg crate. The egg-crate shape traps air, which makes for a warmer more cushiony pad. It is lightweight, is about ½ to 2” thick and still rolls up fairly small.

I use a self-inflating pad when I don’t have to carry it very far. Self-inflating pads are open-cell foam. Open a valve in the bottom of the pad and it expands by itself. You can blow in the valve to get a very firm feel. Close the valve and you’re set. Mine has an attached inflatable pillow, which is nice. At 2 ½” thick, this type of mat is very comfortable, but is bulky and heavy when rolled up. It can also be punctured. I ordered it from Cabela’s for $30.00.

Mat Recommendation?

One of these days I would like to get a Thermolite Z mat. It is extremely lightweight, and folds accordion-style into a small package. It costs about $35.00.

Tents: 3-season vs. 4-season

Tents are the next item I’d like to discuss. Tents fall into 2 major groups: 3-season and 4-season. Four-season tents are made with thicker, stronger material than the 3-season variety. The poles (4 or more) are aluminum for strength rather than fiberglass. Four-season tenets have a “bathtub” bottom. This means the floor is made of a thick waterproof material that travels 3” to 6” up all the walls, forming a “tub” to keep out rain and snow. The rain fly is “full coverage” meaning it covers the tent completely. The fly also forms one or two vestibules – small storage areas protected from the elements, yet, outside the tent. Four-season tents are very strong, able to withstand rain, snow and wind, but they are heavier and more expensive than 3 season tents.

Three-season tents are fine for Cub Scouts and their parents. Spring, summer and fall are when almost all Cub outings are scheduled. By following a few basic principles, and picking a tent with certain features, an inexpensive tent can do the job.

Tent Size

Consider size first. How big does your tent need to be? Is it only going to be you and your Cub? Or will this tent be used for family camping as well? If it’s going to be used for family camping, go ahead and get the more expensive 12’ x 16’ tent. A 2-man tent, 8’ x 8’ or so, is plenty big enough for you and your Cub and cheaper, too! Make sure it has plenty of “no-see-um” screen for ventilation and a good-sized rain fly that comes at least part way down the sides.

Tent Shape

I like dome tents more so than A-frame, hoop or other styles. A dome is sturdy, has decent head room, but much more sidewall clearance than, say, an A-frame. This means more room inside to change clothes, or for you and your son to sit out a rainstorm. Most tents in this category can be purchased for under $50.00

New Tent Recommendations

You may want to follow a couple recommendations with any tent you buy. First, set it up in the backyard before you go camping. There are 3 reasons for doing this:

1. This will assure that you have everything: tent, fly, poles and stakes

2. Setting it up now will keep you from doing it in the dark your first time

3. While it’s up, you can seal all the seams in both the tent and they fly and allow it to dry for 24 hours. Seam sealer comes in a bottle, usually with a sponge-type applicator. Use it to seal where all the panels are sewn together. Seam sealers cost $3 or $4 a bottle and is money well spent.

Second, while your tent is up, cut out a footprint. A footprint is simply a ground cloth (tarp) cut to the shape of the tent floor, but 2” to 3” smaller all the way around the tent floor. By not having the ground cloth stick out beyond the floor, rain can’t run down the tent wall onto the top of the ground cloth and get between it and the tent floor. The ground cloth will protect the tent floor from sharp rocks or twigs. I always use a second tarp INSIDE the tent to protect the floor from my gear. An 8’ x 8’ tarp is about 4 bucks.

Canopy

Coolers and equipment that can be stored outside the tent can be set near or under an inexpensive canopy. I use a 10’ x 12’ canopy that cost $20.00. A canopy will keep you out of the sun while you’re cooking, make a gathering place to hang out and protect you and your gear during a rain shower. Store your camp chairs under your canopy when you go to bad and they’ll be protected from the nighttime dew, giving you a dry chair to sit in the next morning.

Daypack

A daypack is not a book bag. They look similar, but they’re not the same. A good daypack has nicely padded shoulder straps, a hip belt, (a sternum strap is nice but not essential), easily accessible water bottle pockets, and a few outside storage pockets are nice to have. A daypack stores lunch or snacks, water, raingear, first aid kit, sunscreen and insect repellent. The main thing about a daypack is don’t get one that’s too big. Cubs are small. 

Mess Kit?

I don’t think younger Cubs need a mess kit, yet. Adults do the cooking. I hate to say it, but a young Cub could get by with paper plates and plastic utensils. I rarely use a mess kit. In our troop, the boys do the cooking using the troop’s pots and pans. My mess kit consists of a lexan plate, spork and plastic mug. But, if you want to get your son a mess kit, go ahead. Just don’t get a cheap aluminum kit. At the very least, get a stainless steel set. Better, yet, get a stainless steel set with a copper bottom for $15 to $20.

First Aid Kit

A small first aid kit costs about $10. A better idea might be to have each parent put in a couple bucks a piece for assorted band aids, alcohol swabs, etc, and Ziploc baggies. At a den meeting, have the boys make their own first aid kits.

Flashlight and Lantern

Cub Scouts are hard on flashlights. They lose them, break them and leave them on all night. But, they still need them. My suggestion is to get them small, cheap lights. Make sure they are made with bright colors. Black or camo-cased flashlights are hard to find in the dark. Headlamps are very popular and I saw some at Wal-Mart for $8. Cubs also need a small battery-powered tent lantern. These cost $6 or $7. 

Summary

I’ve attempted in this presentation to highlight some of the main gear a new Cub Scout will need. I know too well that good gear is expensive. It’s hard for a parent to go out and buy everything that parent and his or her son need to go camping at one time. You accumulate good gear over time, learning what works and what doesn’t. By pointing out what to look for in purchasing a piece of gear, I hope I have helped a little in making the parent a wiser shopper. I realize that along with factual descriptions of gear, I’ve also put in a healthy does of personal opinion. The reader may disagree, maybe strongly, with some of my opinions. That’s what makes it fun! Maybe we’ll sit around the campfire some night and talk “Gear”. I can’t wait!

Resources
Campmor: www.campmor.com   1-800-230-2153 Campmor is a good catalog. It has many brands and all kinds of gear for reasonable prices.

Cabela’s:  www.cabelas.com   1-800-237-4444  Mostly Cabela’s brand – pricey. Get the Camping and Backpacking catalog.

Backpacker: www.backpacker.com   1-800-666-3434  Back issue of 2005 Gear Guide available for $3.99 plus shipping and handling.

Gearfinder:  www.gearfinder.com   Complete specifications on thousands of products

Tecumseh District Website:  www.tecumsehbsa.org  The website where this presentation is available in a Microsoft Word document.

Alps Mountaineering:  www.alspmountaineering.com  Good equipment, low prices and I’ve been told that scouts get a discount.

REI:  www.rei.com   Excellent site to get tips for gear.

