A Lightness of Bushwalking

Are you avoiding weekend walks because you dread the thought of carrying 20kg of gear around the whole weekend?  Do you find it difficult reducing the weight of your weekend pack below that?  If so, read on. 

One of the participants on a walk on the recent Easter break carted an 18kg pack around, after making strenuous efforts to reduce its weight at the leader’s suggestion.  This prompted me to see what I actually carry in my pack on such walks, and to prove that it is easy to have a pack weight below 10kg for an ordinary weekend walk, and still be safe and comfortable.  

So, on the following weekend, for a three-day walk in the Ettrema area, I listed and weighed every item I put in my pack to find out what I actually carry and how much it weighs.  Here is the list.

	Item
	Weight, grams

	pack (Macpac Pursuit)
	1,270
	

	
	
	1,270

	sleeping bag, stuffsac, waterproof bag
	1,240
	

	tent fly, pegs (no poles)
	580
	

	closed cell sleeping mat
	270
	

	groundsheet (nylon)
	 250
	

	
	
	2,340

	parka
	800
	

	thermal top & long johns, balaclava & gloves 
	340
	

	jumper (polarplus 100)
	300
	

	windproof top (H2Off)
	 200
	

	
	
	1,640

	toothbrush, toothpaste, matches, string, spare plastic bags, spare batteries, all in zip top plastic bag
	160
	

	sunburn cream, insect repellent
	100
	

	mug, knife, spoon (no plate or fork)
	100
	

	penknife
	120
	

	torch
	140
	

	first aid kit
	170
	

	toilet paper & soap in plastic bags
	  60
	

	
	
	850

	maps (4), map case, compass
	450
	

	GPS
	200
	

	EPIRB
	220
	

	20m 6mm chord, sling
	370
	

	newspaper in plastic bag (firelighter)
	  80
	

	
	
	1,320

	breakfasts (3)
	560
	

	lunches (3)
	630
	

	soups, rum & lemon barley (2 nights)
	350
	

	happy hour (2 nights)
	400
	

	dinners (for two people, each for two nights)
	850
	

	fresh fruit
	730
	

	
	
	3,520

	2 wineskins
	50
	

	2 billies, billy grips
	470
	

	
	
	   520

	
	
	

	Total
	
	11,460


The whole lot came to 11.5kg, but I didn’t even carry that much.  Because I was carrying the fly and all the happy hour and evening meals for two, as well as around 1kg of leader’s gear (GPS, EPIRB, rope etc) Edith carried my sleeping mat and the billies.  This reduced the weight of my pack to 10.7kg.  It also meant that Edith was carrying around 8.5kg for a three-day walk.  The advantage of this arrangement is that I was able to fit all my gear into a 40 litre pack that weighs less than 1.3kg, while Edith carried the lighter, bulkier gear in a bigger and slightly heavier (when empty) pack.

For an ordinary participant on a two-day weekend walk, your pack can be even lighter.  A by-product is that the gear is cheaper too!  There is no need for around 1kg of leaders’ stuff and generally only two maps are required.  Scaling down the number of meals to one breakfast, one dinner and two lunches results in around 1.75kg of food (still a bit much at 850g per day for three meals) and one billy is enough.  This brings the weight down to 8.5kg for a weekend walk!  For a summer walk, the 500g of thermals, gloves etc can be left at home, bringing the weight down to 8.0kg.  And that’s not even trying hard to cut down the weight.  

If one actually makes an effort to go light, obvious means of reducing weight include forgetting the fresh fruit (take dried if you can’t do without it), lighter sleeping bag (one with a sleeve on the bottom for the sleeping mat), lighter torch (LED type), share the fly and billy, leave out the pegs for the fly and use sticks or rocks instead, take a cape groundsheet in summer and forget the parka, etc.  Above all, don’t take anything that is not essential!

Some may think this is all too spartan, depriving one of the necessities that make overnight walks or camping bearable.  Some may even think it dangerously short of what is needed.  To that I can only say that I am very comfortable with this gear, and that one is far more susceptible to falling, injury, misadventure or exhaustion when carrying a 20kg pack than when carrying a 10kg pack.  

Some will be more sensitive to cold than I am and may need more warm clothes.  If so, remember the layering principle and take several light layers rather than one or two heavy ones.  This will provide equivalent warmth for less weight and bulk.  Remember too that lightweight thermals, balaclava and gloves can be far more effective in keeping you warm than a heavy and bulky jumper.  

A notable feature of this list is the use of a fly rather than a tent.  For those who shudder at the thought of sleeping under a fly, I can only suggest that it is not as bad as you may think.  Indeed, after a while you, like me, may even prefer the openness of a fly, or of no tent at all, to the cramped confines of a tent.  If you are worried about insects, a 50g pack of insect repellent is more convenient than an extra 2kg of tentage.  There are occasions when more substantial tents are needed, but weekend walks around Sydney are not usually them. 

Using these guidelines you too can waltz around your on next weekend walk looking fit, strong and tough.  Let others labor up the hills and stumble clumsily over the rocks while you glide about effortlessly carrying a pack half the weight of your companions’.

Postscript

A couple of weeks after this walk I went on a 3-day walk, not as leader, without my trusty porter Edith.  How to avoid carrying a larger, heavier pack?  I took a thermarest (900 grams) instead of a closed cell mat (270 grams) and was able to squeeze it all into my 40 litre pack.  This saved an extra 1kg or so in pack weight, at the cost of an extra 630 grams in sleeping mat weight, but a small pack is much easier to carry through scrub and on rocky ground than a big pack that weighs about the same.  My total pack weight at the start of the walk was just over 9kg.
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