Factsheet: Lightweight hiking clothing

Insulation is provided by the air trapped between the fibres of cloth and between layers of garments, so two light pullovers weighing around 450 grams each provide more insulation than one thick pullover weighing 900 grams, and give the added advantage that you can add or remove them to regulate your temperature more easily.

Climbers and walkers talk of ‘inner layer’, ‘middle layer’ and ‘outer layer’. Regardless of the fabrics used, it is customary to have an inner layer to absorb perspiration, a middle layer to provide insulation and an outer layer to keep the wind and rain out.

Inner Layer

In recent years there has been a tendency to wear closer fitting garments utilising modern stretch fabrics which do not impede movement to the same extent as tight fitting garments in natural fibres. These synthetics have excellent wicking qualities to remove moisture from the skin. For many, cotton underwear still has great merit as it is pleasant to wear, absorbs perspiration, dries quickly, is relatively inexpensive and, because it requires little care in washing and drying, stands up to the hard wear of Expeditions.

Middle Layer

Insulating fibre-pile, fleecy garments in modern synthetic materials are most people’s choice in outdoor pursuits and are often worn as outer garments in dry weather. They are lightweight, windproof and dry very quickly. Whatever kind of garment is worn, there should be no gap at the waist as is so often the case with many t-shirts and sweatshirts worn today. A pair of light or medium weight, loose fitting woollen pullovers with long sleeves provides a cheap and most effective method of keeping warm.

Traditionally, trousers used for outdoor activities tended to be loose and baggy to permit freedom of movement and to trap air, but the cut of garments in modern synthetic stretch fabrics is much closer. Jeans are unsuitable as they are often cut too tight, become very heavy and provide little protection when wet, and take a very long time to dry.

Outer Layer

The purpose of the outer layer is to provide protection against the chilling effect of the wind and rain. The waterproof over-clothing which forms the outer shell may be made from a breathable fabric, or from a totally waterproof fabric, incorporating a neoprene coating. If the clothing underneath is not to become soaked in sweat and lose its insulating qualities, waterproof jackets should not be worn all the time but should be carried on top of the pack and only worn when it is raining.

Waterproof overtrousers usually complete the outer protective shell, but some walkers still prefer to use a long cagoule reaching below the hips. Waterproof overtrousers have to be put on over boots so they must be wide enough in the leg or have zips at the ankles.

Socks

Socks perform three functions: they cushion the feet, absorb perspiration and provide insulation against the cold. The majority of walkers seem to prefer two pairs, a combination of short and long or thick and thin. A mixture of wool and man-made fibres is recommended, and they should be free from holes or darns. Frequent washing is necessary for them to function properly and at least one spare pair, and preferably several, should be carried.

Headwear

In cold weather, a woollen hat is an effective way of protecting the head and represents good value for money. There is also some very effective, lightweight synthetic fibre headwear on the market. In heat and strong sun, a light, wide-brimmed hat provide protection, not only for the head, but for the fact and neck as well.

Boots

Of all the clothing and equipment used, nothing will have a greater impact on the enjoyment of any walking venture than the footwear. Boots should be light – saving 500 grams of weight in the boots is equivalent to saving several times this amount in your rucksack. A flexible cleated rubber ‘Vibram’ type sole is the most suitable. The sole should be thick enough, and the boot sufficiently well padded, to absorb the pounding which your feet will take.

Modern lightweight boots do not need as much breaking in as the old-fashioned heavier ones, but they do need to be broken in and this can take several weeks. Wear them around the house, to work, college or school. To embark on a venture in boots which have not been broken in is a recipe for disaster. Waterproofing sprays and rubs can be bought to ensure the boots are fully waterproof.

A pair of trainers should be carried for use around the campsite.

Gaiters

Gaiters provide the link between footwear and the rest of the clothing, helping to keep the feet warm and dry in bad weather and when conditions are soggy underfoot. There must be zips at the side or back to enable them to be put on or taken off without removing the boots.
