
Cold Weather Camping 

Cold Weather Conditions 
Think of how cold weather can affect your camping trip: 

• Quick weather changes, including temperature extremes, snow, rain, and wind  
• Check the weather forecast for your camping destination before you pack 
• Long nights and short daylight hours  
• Slower travel times than in the summer  
• Extra cooking times due to the cold 

How to Dress 
You'll need to dress a little bit differently to prepare for the extreme elements: 

• Dress in layers with wicking material next to your skin, fleece or wool above, and wind 
or waterproof clothing on top  

• Remove and add layers of clothing depending on your activity level and any condition 
changes  

• Replace wet socks with dry socks as needed  
• Wear boots that are waterproofed on the outside  
• Cover your head and neck, as well as face when necessary, with hats, scarves, and 

face masks  
• Tuck in pants to keep snow out of your boots  
• Replace wet gloves as needed, using mittens, whenever possible, in extremely cold 

temperatures  
• Avoid cotton  
• Before you dress in the morning, warm up clothes inside your sleeping bag 

Campsite Tips 

• Choose a spot sheltered from the wind  
• Keep tent vents open to avoid condensation inside the tent  
• Change into dry socks and footgear  
• Sit on a closed cell foam pad  
• Drink hot drinks during the evening  
• Snack and then exercise a few minutes before you go to bed 

Sleeping Snugly 

• Use one or two ground pads  
• Bring a sleeping bag designed for the conditions -- add liners to increase warmth  
• Consider a mummy-style sleeping bag which reduces cold air space  
• Do not sleep in damp clothes  
• Sleep with a hat  
• Do not breathe inside the bag -- the moisture will collect  
• Stay in the sleeping bag as long as possible while getting ready in the morning 



Hypothermia 
The biggest danger you have on cold weather camping trips is getting too cold to keep your 
body safe.  You may be at risk for hypothermia if you don't dress properly for cold weather 
during the day and at night.  Hypothermia can come on quickly, so you need to learn how to 
diagnose and treat yourself or your travel companion(s) in order to prevent permanent 
damage. 

Signs 

• Shivering  
• Drowsiness or fatigue  
• Stumbling  
• Jumbled speech  
• Loss of reasoning skills  
• Blue skin  
• A slow heart rate, which can quickly lead to death 

Prevention 

• Stay hydrated and eat high-energy food  
• Wear appropriate clothing for the weather  
• Avoid wet clothes  
• Move around during the day  
• Watch for exhaustion  
• Have group members monitor one another 

Treatment 

• Shelter victim from the elements and insulate from the ground  
• Change from wet clothing into dry  
• Place victim in warmed sleeping bag  
• Apply body heat or heat from hot stones or canteens  
• Provide warm drinks and high-sugar foods 

Related Links:  

• Backpacking.net -- Winter Tips  
• NOAA Weather Service 

Light 
Unlike summer camping, where the sun rises at 5:30 am and doesn't set until 9pm, 
winter light only gives you eight or so hours of light each day to break camp, travel, 
and set up your new camp. This also means that night lasts up to 16 hours.  

Extra Tips 

• Pack more fuel - for melting snow into water and cooking in the cold.  
• Stay hydrated - cold dry winter air just sucks the moisture out of you with 

every breath.  
• Always keep something between you and the ground - sit on your pack or a 

pad when resting.  



WINTER CAMPING 

Normal activities around camp take longer in cold weather.  

WINTER CLOTHING 

Dress in layers so you can easily adjust your clothes to regulate body moisture and 
temperature. Three types of layers are considered normal: a liner layer against your skin 
(longjohns), an insulation layer (fleece), and a water- and wind-proof outer shell.  

Cotton loses its insulating qualities when it gets wet, whether from rain or sweat. Cotton 
also takes a long time to dry out. Wool or synthetic materials are much better suited to 
winter camping in cold weather conditions.  

Your boots should have waterproof outer shells such as oiled leather or plastic. Even 
though fabric and leather boots may have Gore-tex linings, the outer layers will absorb 
water which will eventually freeze, placing a block of ice next to your foot.  

Protect against heat loss through your head by wearing a hat, toboggan, balaclava, etc.  

Do not wear too many pairs of socks. If the blood flow to your feet becomes constricted, 
your feet will get cold regardless of how many socks you have on. Tightening your boot 
laces too tight will constrict the blood flow as well.  

Make sure your gloves, especially liners, are not too tight on your hands. If they are too 
tight, they can constrict the blood flow and keep your hands from warming up.  

Carry extra gloves or liners to change into if your first pair gets wet. Gloves can be dried 
out overnight in your sleeping bag.  

Be sure to carry plenty of dry socks. Wet socks can be dried overnight in your sleeping 
bag, preferably by placing them close to your body.  

FOOD and WATER 

Include plenty of carbohydrates in your diet to provide fuel for hiking and for simply 
keeping your body warm.  

One-pot meals for supper are the easiest way to cook in the winter. Food should be easy 
to fix and tasty enough to be appetizing.  

Drink plenty of water, even though you don't think you are thirsty. Dry winter air will 
dehydrate you quickly without you noticing until it is too late. Water is necessary for 
your body to generate heat.  



In below-freezing weather, turn your water bottles upside down so that the ice forms at 
the bottom of the bottle instead of in the opening.  

The extra time needed for cooking and/or melting snow for water will require you to 
carry more stove fuel than for summer trips.  

WINTER SHELTER 

Select a tent site that is sheltered from the wind if possible. Hanging a tarp between trees 
can help block the wind from your tent if needed.  

Try to avoid any vegetation and set your tent up on snow if possible. Snow is the ultimate 
"No Trace" campsite because all signs of your camp will disappear when the snow melts 
in the spring.  

Pack down the snow where you want to set up your tent before you set it up.  

DURING the DAY 

Adjust your layers of clothing by adding or removing to prevent heat buildup and 
sweating. Too much moisture in your clothes will make you cold as it evaporates.  

If you stop for a long break or at the end of the day, put on your insulation layers before 
you cool off too much, otherwise your body will have to work harder just to warm you 
back up.  

Be aware of the signals your body is sending you. Cold fingers or toes indicate you 
should stop and address the cause of the problem if possible. Cold toes can be caused by 
boot laces being too tight.  

IN CAMP 

Put on dry socks as soon as camp is set up. Socks that are wet from hiking will not keep 
your feet warm for long.  

To make putting frozen boots on easier the next morning, open them as wide as possible 
when you take them off at night. That will keep them from freezing in a closed position.  

Carry a closed cell foam pad to sit on in camp. Frozen ground or a shelter floor will 
quickly pull body heat out through your rear end. You can also use your sleeping pad to 
sit on.  

An insulated coffee mug will keep hot drinks hot much longer than regular cups. Large 
insulated mugs can also be used for soups, etc at mealtime.  



Avoid caffeinated drinks before going to bed. They may keep you awake and will tend to 
send you to the bathroom in the middle of the night.  

Snack before you go to bed so that your body will have enough fuel to generate heat 
during the long winter night.  

Exercise for a few minutes before getting in your sleeping bag. This will warm up your 
body and make it easier to warm up a cold sleeping bag.  

AT NIGHT 

Increase the comfort range of your sleeping bag by adding a fleece liner.  

Always use a pad or two under your sleeping bag in the winter. Insulating yourself from 
the ground is more important than insulating yourself from the cold air.  

Sleep with a stocking cap or toboggan or balaclava on your head to help hold in your 
body heat. Cinching up your mummy bag so that only your eyes, nose, and mouth are 
exposed is another way to hold in heat.  

Don't breathe inside your sleeping bag at night. Breathe through a stocking cap or 
bandana instead. Moisture from your breath will wet your sleeping bag and reduce its 
insulating ability.  

Do not attempt to dry large articles of clothing such as pants or a sweater in your sleeping 
bag overnight. Too much moisture in your sleeping bag will wet the bag insulation and 
make you cold.  

Vent your tent as much as possible at night to reduce condensation on the inside of the 
tent walls. The few degrees of warmth trapped by a sealed up tent are not worth the 
trouble of wet clothes, sleeping bag, etc that result from the condensation.  

IN THE MORNING 

Stay warm longer in the morning by staying in the sleeping bag as long as possible while 
cooking breakfast, packing, etc. (Don't use a stove in a tent.)  

Warm up socks, clothes, etc before putting them on in the morning by pulling them into 
your sleeping bag a few minutes before you get out of the bag.  

To prevent your feet from getting cold when you put on cold boots in the morning, 
remove the insoles and warm them up in your sleeping bag or inside your coat before 
putting your boots on.  

Remove part of your insulation layer before starting to hike so that you don't overheat. 
Hiking will produce heat that you don't have while standing in camp, so you may feel 



cold after removing the insulation layer and before you start hiking. But as soon as you 
start hiking you will warm up.  

MISCELLANEOUS 

Tie loops of cord to all of the zipper pulls on your pack and jacket so that you can operate 
them with gloves or mittens or cold fingers.  

Chemical heat packs can be used to warm feet and hands if necessary.  



 

Cold Weather Camping Tips and Advice 
1  Wear layers so you can adjust the amount of clothing based on your activity. Do 

your best to avoid sweating. 
2  Wear dark colors to attract the sun’s warmth. 
3  Don’t wear tight clothing. It causes reduction of blood flow and warmth. 
4  Wear wool, synthetic fleece or polypropylene. Avoid cotton – if it gets wet, it’s 

difficult to dry. 
5  The head and neck are areas of great heat loss, so wear a hat and scarf, even 

when you go to bed. 
6  Wear glove liners inside mittens for flexibility and warmth. 
7  Avoid getting wet. Water is most efficient at taking heat away from you. 
8  Alcohol consumption results in rapid heat loss. 
9  Smoking encourages frostbite due to blood vessel constriction. 

10  Remember to stoke your internal fire by eating! 
11  Keep meals simple, hot and quick. Remember that canned food freezes. 
12  Drink lots of liquids. Dehydration leads to reduced circulation, hypothermia and 

altitude sickness. 
13  Use a plastic bowl, Lexan utensils and an insulated mug to insure your food 

stays warm longer and you don’t contract frostbite from metal implements. 
14  Take fire starters along or practice using your stove. Efficiency and preparation 

will make your trip go smoothly and comfortably. 
15  Refraining from going to the bathroom makes you colder. 
16  Sleep on an insulated pad or cot. 
17  Don’t sleep in the clothes you wore all day, as they will probably be damp. 
18  Go to bed warm. A sleeping bag keeps you warm, but it can’t make you warm. 
19  Before bed, warm up by eating a candy bar, drinking something hot (no 

caffeine), standing by a fire or running in place. 
20  If you are cold in bed, move around or put extra clothes on top of your bag. 
21  Protect your face with sunglasses and sunscreen with a SPF value of at least 15. 
22  Keep your flashlight batteries in your sleeping bag to extend their life. Also keep 

your large-mouthed leak-proof water bottle in the bag with you to keep it from 
freezing. 

23  Remember that things freeze in cold weather like your toothpaste, eggs, canned 
food and water. 

 



*Clothing does not make you warm; your body processes keep you warm. Clothing 
merely provides the insulation to preserve your warmth. 

*Do not hang out next to the fire thinking it will keep you warm. If you can feel the heat 
of the fire then you are not adequately insulated and need to put on another layer. 

*Don’t constrict your wrists and ankles. It keeps warm blood from reaching your 
extremities. 

*For your cold feet, make sure your socks are clean, dry and roomy. Tight clothing just 
won’t keep you as warm. 

*Keep active. Moving around is the best way to stay warm. 

*THE SLEEPING BAG DOESN’T HEAT YOU; YOU HEAT IT. So use this rule: 
"Thickness is warmth." If you’re cold, add some more insulation (blankets, clothes, 
more newspaper).  

*INSULATE UNDERNEATH YOU. The ground is cold and you will lose body heat if 
you are in contact with the ground. You should have 3 times more (in insulating value) 
under you than you have on top. Make sure you never come in direct contact with the 
ground. Stay on a foam pad or closed-cell self-inflating pad. Self-inflating closed-cell 
pads are best and now available in all camping departments and outdoor stores. You can 
also use blankets, piles of newspaper, or a piece of carpet to help insulate underneath you. 
Do not use a blow-up air mattress. Air mattresses only increase the amount of air that 
you need to heat up.  

 


