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g e a r

Ultralight, comfort, or 
budget: Which route 
will you take on your 
next thru-hike?

Gear for  
the Long Haul
Perfect picks for every thru-hiker BY SCOTT YORKO

Sure, we all love gear, but there’s no breed more 
opinionated about it than thru-hikers. That’s 
fair: They walk for months, asking more of their 
gear than most any other recreationist. We 
polled a dozen of them to find the stuff thru-
hikers are reaching for most, and they came 
back with packs, bags, shelters, puffies, cook 
systems, and accessories that fit neatly into 
three categories: ultralight, comfort, and bud-
get. Whichever path you choose, you’ll find the 
right pieces for your kit on the following pages.

These long trail veterans have learned what works and what doesn’t the hard way—one step at a time. Clint “Lint” Bunting  28,000 miles  »  
Roger “Greg from Wild” Carpenter 6,650 miles  »  Chris “Wolverine” Hillier 10,428 miles  »  Amanda “Zuul” Jameson 3,217 miles  »  Laurel 
“Lollygag” Reisman 2,650 miles  »  Liz “Snorkel” Thomas 15,000 miles    

Meet  
the 
Experts
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SHELTER
ZPacks Hexamid Solo
“If you’re already carrying trekking poles, you can use 
them to pitch this one-person shelter and save the 
weight of tent poles. It’s just under a pound, which is 
ridiculous, so you get the weight savings of a tarp but 
still have bug netting.” –Zuul $475; 15 oz.; zpacks.com
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 Leave the TP at home. Use snow, river rocks, or fuzzy leaves.   Instead of carrying a pillow, inflate 
some zip-top bags and put them in a stuffsack.   Use your mug as a bowl or vice versa.

PACK
ZPacks Arc Blast
“So many people had ZPacks 
on the PCT this year. The Arc 
Blast is the lightest version, 
which everyone likes for its pure 
simplicity and big, external mesh 
pocket. But it’s expensive and 
needs TLC.” –Lollygag $325; 1 lb.  
5 oz.; 55L; zpacks.com

PAD
Therm-a-Rest  
NeoAir XLite 
“This pad has the lowest 
weight for the insulation 
(R-value is 3.2) and cushion 
(2.5 inches) that I’ve found.  
It packs down to the size of  
a 1-liter bottle. Odds are good  
it will pop during a thru-hike, 
but field repairs are easy.”  
–Snorkel $160; 12 oz.; 72” x 20” 
x 2.5”; cascadedesigns.com

BAG
Katabatic Alsek 22
“With a quilt, you can get 
the warmth of a bag for 2/3 
to ¾ of the weight. This is 
a good transition model for 
newbies because you never 
feel the draft you would 
with minimalist quilts, 
thanks to strong clips that 
secure it to inflatable pads.” 
–Snorkel $495; 1 lb. 5 oz.; 
22°F; katabaticgear.com

GRIT PROTECTION
Dirty Girl Gaiters
“Ultralighters don’t like 
carrying extras. But at 
just an ounce, these 
gaiters easily justified 
their weight—especially 
in the desert, where they 
kept rocks and stuff out of 
my shoes. I didn’t have to 
constantly stop and empty 
them. Bonus: great prints.” 
–Zuul $23; 1.2 oz; XS-XXL; 
dirtygirlgaiters.com 

RAINWEAR
ULA Rain Kilt
“This waterproof skirt replaces rain 
pants, which are bulkier and heavier, 
and get sweaty. The ventilated nylon 
material keeps you dry in all but the 
wettest conditions, while helping 
regulate your temperature.” 
–Lollygag $30; 2.5 oz.; 24”-56” 
waist; ula-equipment.com

ultralight

PUFFY
Mountain Hardwear 
Ghost Whisperer 
“For the weight, it’s one of the 
warmest jackets out there, and 
there’s a model with a hood, 
too. It also folds up into its own 
pocket, which makes storage 
convenient. I didn’t tear it up 
in 2,650 miles, and I only saw 
a few holes in other hikers’.” 
–Zuul $320; 7 oz.; S-XXL; 
mountainhardwear.com

featherweight picks  
for gram-counters

TIPS FROM  
THE FIELD
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comfort

SUN AND RAIN PROTECTION
Swing Trek Liteflex 
Umbrella
“Carrying a reflective umbrella 
keeps the desert sun from baking 
you to a crisp in addition to keeping 
the rain out of your face. I’ve carried 
umbrellas on my last 10 thru-hikes, 
and would never hike without one.” 
–Lint $40; 8 oz.; euroschirm.com

 Opt for a longer or thicker sleeping pad. It can make a bigger difference in warmth than a heavier 
bag.   Bring a shirt or dress that you feel comfortable in while you’re in town.   If you use a so-called 
luxury item every day (mp3 player, book, harmonica), it’s worth carrying.

PACK
Osprey Atmos  
AG 65
“The Antigravity mesh 
backpanel is probably 
the main draw over 
most lightweight packs 
because of the added 
ventilation between the 
pack and your back. You 
can especially feel the 
difference in the desert, 
like on the southern PCT 
or Arizona Trail.”  
–Snorkel $260; 4 lbs.  
6 oz.; 65L; ospreypacks 
.com

BAG
Western 
Mountaineering 
UltraLight
“It weighs less than 2 pounds 
and I never once slept cold 
on the PCT. The hood has a 
warm down collar, and they 
both roll up to make a pillow. 
The continuous, horizontal 
baffles let you move the 
insulation to the top of the bag 
for extra warmth.” –Lollygag 
$500; 1 lb. 13 oz.; 20°F; 
westernmountaineering.com

PAD
Thermarest Neoair 
XTherm
“With an R-value of 5.7, this pad 
is warm enough for sleeping on 
snow. The extra insulation only 
adds 3 ounces over the XLite 
(page 44), making this a great 
choice for shoulder seasons, big 
snow years, and cold sleepers.”  
–Snorkel $200; 15 oz.; 72” x 20” x 
2.5”; cascadedesigns.com

PUFFY
Montbell Alpine Light  
Down Parka
“I got this 14-ounce jacket for the 
high altitude and windy conditions 
of the CDT in Colorado, and it 
saved the day. The 800-fill down 
kept me warm in the evenings 
and early mornings, and the hood 
cinches snug to keep heat in. And 
it still packs down to the size of a 
Nalgene.” –Greg from Wild $199;  
14 oz.; S-XL; montbell.us

TREKKING POLES
Black Diamond Trail Back
“I used a pair of these the first time 
I did the AT. They lasted the entire 
AT and more than half of the PCT. 
The locking mechanisms were 
bulletproof and never broke. Foam 
grips were soft on the hands, too.” 
–Wolverine $80; 1 lb. 5 oz.; 25”-55”; 
blackdiamondequipment.com

SHELTER
Big Agnes Fly Creek HV UL2
“This tent is easy to set up compared 
to trekking pole shelters, and its taut 
pitch is weathertight. Condensation 
is not bad if you guy out the rainfly 
correctly. Plus, there’s plenty of 
room for two full-size people and a 
vestibule for gear.” –Lollygag $390; 
2 lbs. 5 oz.; bigagnes.com

luxe gear for hikers 
willing to carry a  
little more

TIPS FROM  
THE FIELD
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TARP
Tyvek
“I got, er, borrowed a piece of 
Tyvek from a building site near 
where I live. My sister sewed it 
so I could use it as a bivy sack, 
although many use Tyvek for tent 
footprints.” –Wolverine $3.50/
yard; 40g/sq. meter; dupont.com

 Save money on drybags by using trash bags instead.   Think beyond hiking pants. Any moisture-
wicking, polyester bottoms will do.   Thrift-shop ski poles make great trekking poles.   Pick the 
right gear so you don’t have to buy expensive replacements on the trail.  Avoid mailing unnecessary 
resupplies; shipping costs add up.

TIPS FROM  
THE FIELD

PACK
ULA Circuit
“You can find cheaper packs, but 
none that offer this combination 
of price, weight, and comfort. I 
used mine on both the Colorado 
Trail and PCT and it only has a tiny 
hole in the bottom from glissading 
down a slope I shouldn’t have.” 
–Zuul $235; 2 lbs. 9 oz.; 68L; ula-
equipment.com

BAG
Enlightened Equipment 
Prodigy
“At $250 for the down or $160 for the 
synthetic, they’re as cheap as you’ll 
find for a quilt of that weight. The 
synthetic insulation keeps its loft for 
several months of use, and it comes 
with straps that secure to a sleeping 
pad.” –Snorkel $160; 1 lb. 14 oz.; 
50°F; enlightenedequipment.com

PAD
Gossamer Gear 
Nightlight
“I don’t trust inflatable pads, 
so I use this torso pad with my 
feet resting on my pack. It’s a 
little less comfortable than a 
full-length mat, but it’s super 
light.” –Lint $24; 5 oz.; 19” x 
29” x ¾”; gossamergear.com

PUFFY
Uniqlo Ultralight  
Down Jacket
“This fashion brand actually 
makes a decent down jacket. 
It’s thin, light, and warm with a 
DWR coating, and the fit isn’t as 
boxy as other budget jackets.” 
–Snorkel $70; 5 oz.; m’s XS-3XL, 
w’s XXS-XXL; uniqlo.com

BOTTLE
SmartWater
“It’s tall and skinny, so it’s easy to 
hold as well as grab out of your 
pack. Everybody uses one. It’s just 
the shape. Conventional bottles 
are heavy and flat reservoirs 
are hard to fill in a bad water 
source (having a rigid structure is 
better).” –Lollygag $2.29; 1.2 oz.; 
33.8 fl. oz.; drinksmartwater.com

SHELL
Frogg Toggs Ultra Lite
“Lots of hikers carry Frogg Toggs 
shells, which are cheap and highly 
breathable, if not durable. I’ve worn 
my Frogg Toggs for many a storm 
and stay just as dry as I would in 
pricier shells.” –Lint $20; 10 oz.; 
S-XXL; froggtoggs.com

budget

SHELTER
Tarptent Rainbow
“It’s less expensive than other lightweight tarp  
options, but still plenty light considering it’s fully 
enclosed with a bathtub floor. The single wall keeps 
the rain out as long as you avoid touching the walls.  
It’s a good compromise for minimalist protection,  
and isn’t too tricky to set up.” –Snorkel $259; 2 lbs.  
4 oz.; tarptent 
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thrifty options that  
get the job done



ULTRALIGHT  
Cold Soaking  
(see p. 34)

COMFORT
Jetboil MiniMo stove  
($135; jetboil.com)

BUDGET  
Icetek Sports Ultralight 
stove ($6; amazon.com)

DIRTBAG  
DIY alcohol stoves

Pros Almost any dehydrated back-
packing meal can be cold-
soaked, so many ultralight 
hikers carry plastic peanut 
butter jars with screw-on lids 
and soak their meals in water 
throughout the day. “Ditching 
the stove, cookpot, and fuel 
saves a lot of weight, not to 
mention the hassle of finding 
fuel in tiny trail towns,” Lint 
says. By not sending up a waft 
of cook smells, you’re also less 
likely to have animal visitors. 

Using this quick-boiling 
system is the fastest route 
to a hot meal at the end 
of a long day. “The MiniMo 
system was probably the 
piece of gear I was most 
envious of,” Zuul says. “By 
the time the first bubbles 
appeared on the bottom 
of my pot, folks with the 
MiniMo were already drink-
ing their coffee.” 

The Icetek is a favorite with 
penny pinchers disinclined 
to  invest in a namebrand 
stove. “I carried this $6 
knockoff for half of the CDT 
in 2014, all of the AT in 2015, 
and the Benton Mackaye 
Trail in 2015,” Wolverine 
says. “I’ve put more than 
4,000 miles on it over the 
past two years with no per-
formance issues. Not bad 
for a cheap stove, eh?” 

They’re cheap, lightweight, 
easily replaceable, durable, 
and many of them are 
simple to make. Just take an 
old cat food can and punch 
holes in the side for ven-
tilation. You can buy fuel 
at almost any gas station 
(look for HEET or any gas 
line de-icer) . Use a larger-
diameter pot for more sta-
bility on the small stove 
surfaces. Windscreens are 
also essential.

Cons Rehydrating without heat takes 
much longer (plan on at least 
45 to 60 minutes)  and won’t 
help warm you up. Plus, no hot 
coffee.

It’s heavy (15 ounces), a little 
bulky, and  the plastic parts 
can melt if you crank up the 
heat too high.

The arms don’t always fold 
out evenly and the threading 
strips if you aren’t careful 
when screwing it on.

They’re dangerous if used 
improperly. Strict fire regu-
lations ban them from many 
PCT sections. Read more at 
bit.do/pctfire.

g e a r

cookware

What’s cooking?
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Food prep on the long trails falls into these categories  —but each has its limitations.



Golden Rules
What works on one hike could be disastrous on another. Here are the most common gear mistakes made on the Triple Crown trails  
and tips to avoid them.

Appalachian Trail
Pitfall Not having your shelter setup dialed 
when torrential East Coast thunderstorms 
come rolling in
Solution Practice at home until you can set 
up your shelter in less than 3 minutes.

Pitfall Slipping on a bog board or slick rocks 
when Northeast trails get super wet or icy at 
the end of the season
Solution Use trekking poles for balance and 
choose shoes with good soles and traction.

Pitfall Getting Lyme disease
Solution Wear long sleeves and long pants, 
use lots of DEET, and pretreat your gear 
with Permethrin.

Pacific Crest Trail
Pitfall Getting caught in a freak snow or 
rain storm in the desert and feeling damp 
for days
Solution Bring raingear and a suitable 
shelter to keep you dry from the start.

Pitfall Dehydration and heat exhaustion 
(the longest water carry is about 30 miles)
Solution Use an umbrella to block the sun’s 
rays, hike in a sun shirt to avoid burns, and 
wear a full-brim hat.

Pitfall Slipping on snow in the Sierra
Solution Bring a lightweight ice axe and 
microspikes, and know how to self-arrest.

Continental Divide Trail
Pitfall Not having a gear store every 50 
miles like the AT and PCT
Solution Be thorough with your gear 
research and shakedown everything before 
hitting the trail.

Pitfall Getting lost on unmarked trails 
(there are many of them)
Solution Bring paper maps and a 
compass—and know how to use them. Apps 
like Guthook’s Guides (guthookhikes.com) 
or a GPS unit are good backups.

Pitfall Grizzly bears in camp in the Bob 
Marshall Wilderness
Solution Put your food and smellables into 
an odor-proof sack and store in a bear can.P
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