
Backpacking stoves 

Backpacking stoves come in all kinds of shapes, sizes and designs. From lightweight pocket 
stoves to two-burner platforms that barely fit in your backpack. In general, I recommend 
choosing the lightest, most compact stove you can find that fulfil your cooking needs. 
 
The simplest form of cooking device is an open fire and a pot. If 
you don't mind a bit slower cooking, and you know for sure you 
can find dry wood fuel, use campfire cooking. Nothing is more 
peaceful than sitting at a campfire and cooking your own food. 
However, a stove with a controllable flame that lights easily is 
preferred by most backpackers for cooking purposes. 
 
 
Backpacking stove basics 
 
There are two basic categories of stoves, pressurized and non-pressurized stoves. Both have 
their advantages and disadvantages.  
 
Basically, a stove has three main parts, a fuel container, a burner unit and a pot support that 
will hold the cooking pot above the heat and support it from tipping over. Depending on the 
type of stove, the fuel container can be built into the stove or be a separate component 
which may vary in size and type. Some stoves have heat adjustment valve and others just 
have an on/off valve. 
 
 
 

 

Non-pressurized Stove - Alcohol stove 

 

 
 

Non-pressurized stoves primarily use methyl alcohol (liquid) as a fuel. Methyl alcohol is a 

widely available, cheap and environmentally friendly liquid fuel with low volatility. 

 

Non-pressurized alcohol stoves work well in a wide variety of conditions. They burn almost 

silently and have fewer moving parts than other types, making it very simple, reliable and 

safe to use. The only real disadvantage of non-pressurized alcohol stoves is the lower heat 

 



output when compared to pressurized fuel stoves, which basically means that cooking takes 

longer. 

Pressurized gas stoves 

Pressurized gas stoves use either liquid or compressed gas 
fuels. The fuel container and the burner unit can either be 
combined in a single unit or connected by a short fuel line. Fuel 
is then forced from the fuel container into the burner unit by 
pressure.  
 
 
Compressed gas fuels 
 
Compressed gas, such as butane and propane fuels, come in 
their own containers, ready to burn. They burn clean and are 
easy to light, burning hot immediately. Gas stoves are efficient 
camping stoves, a good choice, especially if you are going to 
prepare meals for a group of people. However, they can be 
tricky to use in cold and windy conditions. The containers can't 
be refilled, and can be hard to find in many areas of the world. 
 
 
 

 

Liquid fuels 

 

Liquid stoves have refillable fuel tanks and are designed to work with a variety of fuels such 

as white gas, kerosene and unleaded gas. The pressure to force the fuel from the container 

into the burner must be created by using a small pump device. The liquid fuel turns into a 

gas that is dependent on the pressure and the heat from the burner. 

 

Liquid stoves can be more difficult to use, mainly because priming is required. Priming is the 

process of heating up the burner and fuel line to make sure the liquid fuel converts to a gas. 

Both kerosene and unleaded gas do not work well to start the burning process and may 

require the use of a priming paste to heat up the burner. 

 

In general, liquid stoves are reliable and efficient in just about any weather conditions. 

Liquid fuels for gas are inexpensive and widely available. However, it is worth noting that 

both unleaded gas and kerosene tend to smoke and clog fuel lines. In addition, unleaded gas 

is extremely volatile, so only use it as a last resort. 

Here are some guidelines you can use when choosing backpacking cooking equipment:  

 



· What performance do you need? Many people (and complex 

meals) mean you probably need an efficient pressurized gas 

stove that burn hot immediately. Will there be windy conditions 

and low temperatures, if so, then go for a liquid fuel stove. 

 

· In order to choose the appropriate stove and cookware, you have 

to understand your cooking needs. Your cooking needs depend 

upon the type of wilderness trips you plan, how many people you'll 

be cooking for and how complex your meals will be. 

 

· Size and weight of both the stove and fuel is important. Check compactness when stowed. 

Some stoves are designed to fit inside of cook sets. 

 

· Is it easy and safe to use? Look for a camping stove with a robust design. It has to be easy 

to set up and easy to light. A stove has to be reliable and simple to maintain. The easiest to 

use and safest camping stoves are the non-pressurized alcohol stove. 

 

· Fuel availability? Find out which fuels will be available for your trip or bring what you need 

with you. Maybe a multi-fuel stove would be a good fit for you if you are unsure of fuel 

availability? 

 

· Costs of the stove and of fuel? A stove is not a big investment. Buy the stove that will fit 

your needs. 


