
WINTER CAMPING MANUAL 

Personal Introduction
Winter camping is a challenging adventure. The winter camper has a respect for nature 
that the summer camper will never have. But as with most things in life, the most 
rewarding experience is the one that takes the most effort. If it were easy, then the 
personal reward and satisfaction that a winter camp out gives would not be the same. A 
Boy Scout has a unique opportunity to experience this first hand. Most adults never get 
the chance to go on summer camp outs, let alone winter camp outs, because they are 
stuck in the everyday routines of today's fast paced modern world. They don't have the 
time for such "dumb" things as a winter camp out. For those people, it's hard to explain 
the feeling of lying in your tent on a cold winter night. My only hope is that each Scout 
that tries winter camping, will have the opportunity to take their own "photograph" that 
they alone will be able to view. It will hopefully give them a new outlook that will enrich 
their lives. It will make them feel sorry for the person that asks them why in the world 
they would want to go camping in the winter. It's not a question one can answer with 
words or pictures, but only with the experience itself. 

Cold weather camping equipment
The most important thing that anyone brings with them on a winter camp out, or 
any camp out, can't be bought in any store or made at home. It is a positive 
mental attitude. It's easy to go on a camp out and be cold and miserable. A 
positive attitude is a must, and anyone that doesn't have it, should stay home. All 
the equipment in the world can't make you have a rewarding camping experience 
without it. 

Personal Equipment 

Clothing
Cold weather conditions make the proper choice and use of clothing more vital 
than at other times of the year. As you prepare your cold weather clothing, keep 
warm by following the guidelines that spell the word COLD. 

C - Clean 

Since insulation is effective when heat is trapped by dead air spaces, keep your 
insulating layers clean and fluffy. Dirt, grime, and perspiration can mat down 
those air spaces and reduce the warmth of a garment. 



O - Overheating 

Avoid overheating by adjusting your layers of clothing to meet the outside 
temperature and exertions of your activities. Excessive sweating can dampen 
your clothing and cause chilling later on. 

L - Loose Layers 

A steady flow of warm blood is essential to keep all parts of your body heated. 
Wear several loosely fitting layers of clothing and footgear that will allow 
maximum insulation without impeding your circulation. 

D - Dry 

Damp clothing and skin can cause your body to cool quickly, possibly leading to 
frostbite or hypothermia. Keep dry by avoiding cotton clothing that absorbs 
moisture, brushing snow from your cloths before it melts, and loosening the 
clothing around your neck and chest. Since body heat can drive perspiration 
through many layers of breathable cloth and force it out into the air, don't wear 
waterproof clothes. 

  

Wool clothing is ideal in cold weather because it is durable and water resistant, 
and even when soaked it can keep you warm. Wool makes excellent blankets, 
socks, hats, mittens, sweaters, and even pants. Army surplus stores have good 
wool clothing for winter camping. If wool irritates your skin, you may be able to 
wear wool blends or wear it over clothing made of other fabrics. Many synthetics 
are also good in winter for use as windbreakers and insulation. Remember that 
winter camping is not a fashion show. Whatever combination of clothing it takes 
to keep you warm should be worn, regardless of how it looks. 

The best method of wearing clothing in the winter is to use the layering system. 
Choose loose fitting clothing in as many layers as you can. The layers can be 
taken off or put on, depending on your activity level, temperature, wind, and 
precipitation. Versatility in your clothing is the key to a successful layering 
system. Several shirts, a sweater, and a jacket will allow you to adjust your 
system in many more ways than will a single heavy coat. 

Footwear is important in winter camping as your feet are subject to more 
exposure to moisture especially if it's not too cold out and snow is melting. At 
least two pair of socks are recommended as long as they aren't too tight. Wool 
or a wool blend is best. One method that can be used in wet conditions is to put 
plastic bags on your feet, either between the two layers of socks or directly on 
your feet. NEVER wear cotton socks under plastic bags (bread sacks) as they 



will get wet from your perspiration and your feet will feel cold. Thin synthetic 
socks under the plastic bags with heavy wool socks over them is best. Whatever 
winter boots you have should be waterproof and protect your feet.  

Mittens that allow your fingers to be in direct contact with one another can keep 
your hands warmer than gloves that isolate each finger. A good pair of gloves are 
a must however for many tasks around camp that would be too cumbersome with 
mittens. Extra gloves and/or mittens are a must as gloves and mittens tend to get 
very wet.  

Stocking hats are great for wear outdoors and at night in your sleeping bag. Even 
better is a stocking hat long enough to cover your head and neck, and all of your 
face except your eyes. A coat with a hood is also helpful, as is a scarf around 
your neck that can be used to cover your face if needed. 

The best way to pack clothing for a winter camp out is not to just follow a list of 
clothing, but to actually put on what you will wear to be sure your layering system 
fits and is functional. To be sure you have enough extra clothes, try to pack at 
least another complete system just in case your system gets too wet to be used. 
This includes long underwear and plenty of extra socks.  

Sleeping System
I use the word system again when talking about what you use to keep warm and 
comfortable at night because like your layering system you use for clothing, your 
sleeping system is similar. The difference is that at night it is generally colder, 
your totally inactive, and your laying down on the cold ground. 

Your first line of defense is a shelter like a tent, lean-to, or snow shelter. A tent 
will be used most of the time because it is easier to put up and there may not be 
enough snow to make a snow shelter. Keep in mind however that a tent is not 
made to keep you warm. It is a defense against wind and precipitation. With this 
in mind, it is important that you keep your tent's venting system open at night so 
that the vapor your body gives off at night can escape, avoiding a shower in your 
tent. To help stop melting snow from soaking through the tent floor, put 
plastic under the tent and inside the tent. This also helps protect the tent floor. 
The troop has the tents and plastic so this need not be on your packing list. 
Always check with your Patrol first though for sleeping arrangements. 

The next thing you want to do is insulate your body from the cold ground. Even 
the best sleeping bag you can buy does not insulate very well on the bottom 
because your body weight compresses the insulation and makes it useless. 
Many good bags even have less insulation at the bottom to keep their weight 
down. The best way to combat this is to use a foam pad. The closed cell pads 
(exercise pads) work the best as they don't absorb water, making them useful in 
wet conditions. More than one pad can be used. If you want to spend a lot of 



money, the open cell pads enclosed in a waterproof, inflating shell (thermarest) 
are even better. A layer of cardboard between the plastic tart and your tent will 
provide some vital insulation from the cold ground. 

Your sleeping bag is the next defense. A sleeping bag's function is to trap body 
heat in a small area, while letting body moisture out, to keep you warm. 
Obviously, the better the sleeping bag, the easier this can be done. However, the 
same method of layering can be used for sleeping as for you daytime clothing. 
Who ever suggested that you should sleep in you underwear (or less), probably 
never went winter camping. As long as your cloths are not wet, you can wear 
anything in your sleeping bag as you normally would outside. Plus you can add a 
blanket or two inside the bag if you have room. Remember wool is the best. Just 
remember not to make it too tight in your bag which defeats the purpose of the 
layers. 

Heat loss from your head can cause you to be very cold at night. If you don't 
have a mummy bag with a hood, then wear a stocking hat. Never put your head 
into your bag and breath inside it. The moisture your breath gives off will soak 
your bag. 

Your sleeping bag can act as a protection from freezing for things like cameras, 
water bottle, and your boots. They can be put into plastic bags and placed under 
the foot of your bag or inside your bag at your feet if there is room. There is 
nothing more chilling then trying to put on frozen boots in the morning. (Tips: 
Brush all the snow off your boots before putting them in your bag. Put hot water 
in your water bottle just before you go to bed. This will help warm your bag. Your 
jacket can be rolled up and used as a pillow and insulation for your head.) 

http://wnyliving.net/outdoors/winter_camping_manual.htm#Hats#Hats

