
Clothing for any type of 
weather 

What backpacking clothing you choose is important. Wear clothes 

and footwear appropriate for the terrain and weather conditions 

you expect to encounter. Since, weather is unpredictable, it's 

imperative that you prepare for the unpredictability. 

 

If you follow the layering principle, you should be able to equip 

yourself with the appropriate clothing for any type of weather. 

 

 

The layering principle 

 

It takes some practice to get your clothing formula just right, since every person has 

different insulation requirements, depending on body size, body temperature and fitness 

level. 

 

Your clothing must keep you warm and dry, but also provide ways to keep the body 

ventilated. The more options you have available, the more fine-tuning you can do and the 

more comfortable you will be. 

 

A general rule when choosing your clothing is to wear loose clothes in layers. Start with 

a base layer to manage moisture, then add insulation layers, as needed. In a temperate 

climate, I recommend that you top it all off with a weatherproof outer layer. 

The Base layer 

 

The basic intent of a base layer, your underwear, is to keep you 

dry and comfortable, and maintain a constant body 

temperature.  

 

The recommended materials for base layers include lightweight 

polyester or similar synthetics, and traditional materials like silk 

and wool. The materials should primarily offer a combination of 

moisture management and softness. You can choose long or 

short underwear sets, or, for cold climates, thermal underwear 

might work best for you. 

 

Pick the appropriate underwear for your clothing to match your activity and temperature. 

 

http://www.wilderness-backpacking.com/weatherproof-outerwear.html


Layer two - insulation 

 

The insulating layer of your outdoor clothing is designed to keep you warm by holding in 

body heat and wicking away moisture, picking up where the base layer leaves off. You can 

have multiple insulation layers. 

Weatherproof outerwear is essential if you are heading for an extended backpacking trip. 

The outer layer of your outdoor clothing seals out weather and protects you from wet, 

windy, and extreme elements. Your outer layer will depend on where you are and what you 

are doing. 

 

 

Different outerwear options  

 

Unfortunately, there is an inverse relationship between breathability and waterproofness. 

The more breathable is the less waterproof it will be. The same goes for the reverse. 

Basically, there are three levels of outerwear: waterproof/non-breathable, water 

resistant/breathable or windproof/breathable, and waterproof/"not very" breathable. 

 

 

· Waterproof/Non-Breathable 

 

Since it's non-breathable, perspiration can't evaporate. However, you have to keep your 

activity level to a minimum if you don't want to get wet from the inside. A waterproof/non-

breathable layer is typically made of a durable, polyurethane-coated nylon. 

 

 

· Water Resistant/Breathable or windproof/breathable 

 

It will not protect you from heavy rain, but it provides excellent breathability to keep you 

cool when your body heats up. It is best for those times when you only need a windproof 

shell and stand a greater chance of getting wet from the inside than from the outside. 

 

 

· Waterproof/"not very" Breathable 

 

This option sacrifices a bit of the breathability compared to the water resistant/breathable 

version. This is the best and most all-round solution for different climate conditions and 

outdoor activities. Of course, the ideal solution should be a waterproof/ "very" breathable 

outerwear. While there are always new products every year, you can still distinguish the 

three basic levels of outerwear. 



 

 

Recommended outerwear 

 

Weatherproof outerwear that covers the body from head to foot is recommended for any 

wilderness backpacker or hiker. A waterproof jacket with a hood and a pair of waterproof 

pants is a good choice. A good complement is a rain poncho; this is also lighter and packs 

smaller. Make sure the outerwear is roomy enough to fit easily over other layers and not 

restrict your movement. 

 

 

Shirt 

 

I recommend including a synthetic long-sleeve shirt in your pack. 

Besides keeping you warm when it's chilly, a long-sleeve shirt 

will protect you from sun and insects. 

 

 

Pants 

 

There are many material options for pants and shorts, including 

modern fabrics suitable for outdoor activities. Common 

materials include nylon and a fabric blend of polyester and 

cotton. Both alternatives are breathable, wick moisture away 

and dry quickly.  

 

 

Sweater 

 

Synthetic fleeces are the most widely used material for insulating outdoor clothing because 

it's lightweight, breathable and insulates even when wet. Wool is also an excellent insulator 

but fleece dries faster and has a higher warmth-to-weight ratio. Fleece clothing is available 

in different weights for different uses. 

 

Footwear 

 

Choosing the appropriate footwear may be the most important decision you make if you 

plan to do an extended wilderness backpacking or hiking trip. The footwear you choose 

should be as light and comfortable as possible for the type of hiking you plan to do. 

Choosing the appropriate backpacking boots may be the most important decision you make 

if you plan to do an extended wilderness backpacking or hiking trip. 



 

The footwear you choose should be as light and comfortable as possible for the type of trip 

you plan to do. To get blisters or a twisted ankle on a trip can be a nightmare. Make sure 

your first aid kit contains thin blister pads or moleskin to protect your feet. 

 

Backpacking boots are either ankle height boots or above the ankle boots. 

 

 

Above the ankle 

 

Above the ankle boots offer the best ankle support and are recommended when you are 

backpacking with a heavy load. Also, because of the height of the boot, it provides 

protection against water and mud. Due to their heavier weight and stiff soles, some people 

will find that a heavy boot is not comfortable for light backpacking.  

 

 

Ankle 

 

Ankle boots are simply a compromise between above the ankle boots and walking or hiking 

shoes. They are designed for backpacking with light to moderate backpacking loads, 

primarily over easy to moderate terrain. 

 

 

Materials 

 

There are many choices of both synthetic and natural materials for backpacking boots. Full 

grain leather is the most expensive of the natural materials. However, full grain leather 

boots are extremely water-resistant and durable. 

 

Full-grain leather boots usually require a bit of breaking in. I recommend that you use your 

new boots for a couple of weeks before a long trek. Start with short walks, the first days 

only go for 15-30 minutes, and then with longer walks. 

 

 

Light backpack 

 

A below the ankle boot, or hiking shoe, is a good choice for hiking on smooth trails with a 

light backpack due to its light, comfortable weight and easy break in periods. Hiking shoes 

are generally made of synthetic materials. 

 

 



Sandals 

 

A very good complement to boots is sandals. They are light- weight and very comfortable to 

use, special at the camp. There are many different types of sandals, and you can find special 

hiking sandals. 

 

Sandals are also a good idea to take along to wear while crossing rivers, as it will keep your 

boots dry. 

 

 

Appropriate socks 

 

Pick socks that enhance moisture-wicking, reduce friction and combines softness with 

lightweight, quick-drying properties. Materials used for hiking socks are cotton blends, 

synthetic fibre and wool. 

 

Wool is a good choice to keep your feet warm and dry. Damp feet increase the chance of 

getting blisters. 

 

Always have a dry pair of socks handy. After a few hours of use, socks may get saturated 

with moisture and should be replaced or aired. 

 

Clothing for different climate conditions 

 

Are you planning to travel to a hot arid region? Make sure you pick suitable outdoor apparel 

for hot climates.  

Whether you are choosing African safari clothes or clothing for hot, dry climates the 

recommendations are about the same. 

 

In a desert region, the temperature can vary a lot between the day and the night. It can be 

quite cold at night, so come prepared. Particular in winter, temperatures can drop 

extremely low, so bring something extra warm. In summer, avoid hiking during the middle 

of the day, if possible. Mid-day is a good time for relaxing under the shade. 

 

 

Loose fitting clothing 

 

Wear comfortable, loose fitting layered clothes that give protection from sunburn and 

insect bites. Light coloured clothing as traditional safari clothing will reflect heat and assist 

to maintain temperature balance. 



 

Most modern outdoor clothing is made from synthetic fabrics and is designed to wick 

moisture away from your body. That is good in a tropical region with hot and wet climates 

but in hot and dry conditions you want to retain your body moisture, so wear loose fitting 

layered clothing that slows dehydration and minimizes exposure to wind and sun. 

 

Cotton holds moisture in, and is therefore an appropriate alternative fabric to wear in a hot 

and dry climate. However, for underwear, some people prefer to wear silk. 

 

If you like to wear shorts, don't forget to bring long trousers with you. You have to cover up 

against the sun and for protection in the evening from biting insects. For your top, wear a t-

shirt and a tightly woven cotton shirt or a lightweight jacket. 

 

 

Footwear 

 

Special leather desert boots will be appropriate if you are going to a hot arid region. Desert 

boots are lightweight and have a sole suitable for walking on hot desert sand. 

 

 

Protect your head 

 

One of the most important items in a hot, sunny condition is a hat to protect you from the 

sun. Use a wide-brimmed hat, to protect both your face and neck from the sun. Or, are you 

heading for cold climates and snow, maybe some tips how to pick proper winter 

backpacking clothing could be of value. 

One of the most important aspects to consider for winter backpacking is clothing. Wearing 

suitable clothing is essential for your safety as a winter camper and backpacker. 

 

Your body may generate a lot of heat and sweat when you are hiking, snowshoeing or cross-

country skiing. However, when you stop, freezing temperatures and winter winds can 

quickly lower your body temperature if you are not appropriately dressed.  

 

 



 
 

 

 

Reminders 

 

· The best way to stay warm and dry is to layer your clothes. Use the layering principle. Start 

with a wicking layer, your underwear. In cold conditions, use long underwear. Next, put on 

an insulating layer and finish with a wind shell layer. 

 

 

· Wear a winter cap or balaclava that will cover your head and ears, since much of your body 

heat is lost through your head. 

 

 

· Add, remove or vent layers, as necessary. Multiple layers of insulation may be needed 

depending on the outside temperature. 

 

 

· Your winter clothing should be lightweight and roomy enough not to restrict your 

movement and be easy to take on or off. 

 

 

· Protect your hands. Wear insulated gloves to prevent your fingers from freezing. Mittens 

will keep hands warmer and can be worn instead of or over gloves for extra protection. 

 

 

· Cold feet are a disaster and can bring your body temperature down dramatically. For 

winter in snow and cold, I recommend you to wear well insulated and waterproof winter 

boots. 

 


