
Backpacking Food Guidance
High Calories / Minimum Weight:  At home it’s generally good to eat a low‑fat, low‑calorie diet. Backpacking and canoeing require the opposite ‑ high calories and carbohydrates, while trying to minimize weight and bulk.  Think about our Eastern Indians’ pemmican.  Men hunted for weeks on blocks of ground‑up berries, nuts and dried meat cemented with suet ‑ max calories and fat, minimum packaging.  By itself, hiking requires extra fuel, but elevation and cold also strip you of calories.  You need lots of carbohydrates for energy and fat for endurance and to keep you warm.  It’s also better to eat throughout the day to give your body a constant supply of energy, that’s why they invented GORP (Grand Old Raisins and Peanuts)!

In addition to nutrition and weight, camping foods should be quick and easy to prepare, lightweight, compact, non-crushable, and resistant to spoilage.  Oh, yeah:  it helps if it tastes good.  For example, while pancakes are tasty, they require special utensils (a frying pan and spatula), heavy syrup, and considerable cooking time and fuel (and the result is often not pretty...).  Instead, stick to breakfast foods that don’t require cooking or just hot water – you’ll get out of camp faster.  Price also matters:  pre-packaged, freeze‑dried camping meals meet many of these requirements but their high price and small portions keep me returning to off‑the‑grocery‑shelf foods.  Freeze-dried foods are good on longer trips where weight becomes critical, particularly on the last few days of a week-long trip. 

As a rule of thumb, plan for no more than two pounds of food per day per person for weekend trips but get it down to 1.1 or 1.2 lbs/person/day for extended backpacking trips.  The emphasis is on lightweight foods available at a supermarket ‑ dried and powdered ingredients; avoid foods in glass or cans. Several types of meat are available in lieghtweight and non-bulky foil packaging.  Some fresh foods (apples, mini-carrots, bagels) can provide diversity to your menu but beware of their greater weight and bulk – nearly all can be purchased in a dried form at the grocery store.  Focus on “ready-to-eat” foods (GORP, cheese, hard sausage, crackers) and those that require only hot water and few or no other ingredients (Kraft dinners, pasta mixes (Lipton), Magic Pantry (vacuum packed ‑ just boil).  On short trips consider going ultra-light by forgoing stoves and pots and eating snacks and "ready-to-eat" meals.  However, beware that many ready-to-eat foods are more bulky and heavy (e.g., carrots, pop-tarts, bagels, dried fruits).  

Health food stores carry an interesting assortment of foods that work well in the backcountry, including quick‑cooking grains (cous‑cous and polenta are practically instant), unprocessed cereals (more nutritious), interesting instant soups, and just‑add‑water foods, including black beans, refried beans, and hummus.  They also have a wide selection of dried fruits and GORP mixes and dried vegies that you can throw into nearly any dinner.  Asian food stores also have many dried foods that work (e.g., noodle soups, packets of dried onions).

Experiment with combinations of foods, don’t expect to use standard recipes from a home cookbook.  Search the internet or check out the backpacking stores for recipes or backpacking cookbooks if you want to become a backpacking chef or make your friends jealous.  Take along a small spice kit to liven up dull-tasting foods.  Salt and pepper and all-purpose spices such as Mrs. Dash are likely all you need, but consider soy sauce, onion flakes, garlic and oregano, dried mushrooms, sun‑dried tomatoes, and bouillon cubes.  Carry spices in tiny plastic containers (film canisters or even smaller containers).  Listed below are some food ideas, followed by important information on repackaging food and information on nutrition and food preservation.

Breakfast 

Instant oatmeal, Instant Cream of Rice or other quick-cooking cereals - consider adding some GORP, dried fruit, raisins, sugar/brown sugar, or cinnamon. 

Cold cereal (choose a nutritious brand that packs small without being crushed, like granola, spoon‑size shredded wheat, cheerios, grape nuts, etc.) and powdered milk (Milkman brand tastes good).
Bagels or English muffins with honey, margarine, squeezable jam, or chocolate spread. 

Instant breakfast mixes/drinks. 

Granola bars, breakfast bars, Pop‑Tarts (popular but on the heavy side and easily crushed). 

Hard boiled egg (cooked at home).
Quaker Oatmeal Breakfast Squares (no-cook, like an oatmeal cake).
Lunch and Snacks 

Compact bread, bagels, pitas, tortillas with honey, margarine, dried hummus, or jam and peanut butter in plastic reusable backpacking tubes.
Meat:  salami, pepperoni, summer sausage, beef jerky, dried thin-sliced beef, beef sticks.
Cheese (cheddar, string cheese - bury in pack to prevent melting).

GORP (trail mix) Recipe:  One box of Kellog’s Granola w/Raisins, ½ jar of Planter’s Honey Roasted Peanuts, 9 oz of M&M’s, and ½ lb of Corn nuts or cashews – or make your own creation!

Dried fruits (banana chips, pineapple, raisins, apricots, apples, dates). 

Finger carrots or pre‑cut celery sticks.
Crackers (don’t repackage these - the cardboard packaging will protect them from crushing).
Candy bars (bury deep in pack to prevent melting). 

Hard candies (e.g., Brach’s or Werthers butterscotch).
Granola bars, Clif or Luna bars, etc. 

Pretzels (less breakable types).
Rice cakes (stacked).
Individual packets of crackers and cheese or peanut butter.
Fruit rollups or fruit leather.
Sturdy cookies. 

Dinner 

Off-the-shelf packages of Mac and cheese (powdered), Lipton noodles, Fettuccine Alfredo, Rice-a-Roni, boil-in-a-bag rice (look for flavored types, like cheese and broccoli).  Check for extra ingredients that may be needed. Consider adding meat from a foil pouch or dried vegies to any of these. 

Instant soups: Top Ramen or Lipton’s Cup-a-soups, Knorr soups - add dried vegies or rice to soups, Chili cup‑a‑soup with dehydrated ground beef and tomatoes. 

Pasta - spaghetti, angel hair or flat noodles (thin pasta cooks faster).  Spaghetti sauce packets require small cans of tomato paste, or get a packet to make a cheese or white sauce (check on need for other ingredients).  Add chunks of cheese or parmesan cheese for flavor to any noodle dish.
Meats: dried thin-sliced beef, summer sausage, dried lean hamburger beef, flat foil pouches of tuna or chicken

Dried vegetables:  corn, peas, onions and tomatoes are best.
Dehydrated refried beans (goes well with rice or tortillas).
Instant mashed potatoes (consider the flavored types) can be mixed with gravy or sauce mixes, cheese, or veggies. 

Burritos with cheese, dried refried beans, tortillas, salsa. 

Freeze dried dinners. 

Boil‑in‑the‑bag meals (can be heavy).
Dehydrated scalloped potatoes or instant hash browns .
Tuna or Hamburger Helper w/dried hamburger. 

Note:  always check/consider cooking times - just add “boiling water and set aside” is best, cooking for a few minutes is fine, cooking >8 minutes can create problems w/carrying sufficient fuel on longer trips. 
Desserts  

Instant puddings, rice pudding .
No bake cheesecake (Royal or Jell-O brand ‑ check on need for other ingredients), brownie mix - just eat it!

Cookies, candy, mints, Rolo caramels, etc.
Smores:  Graham crackers, chocolate or Reese’s cups, and marshmallows.
Drinks
Water - drink lots of it all day.
Powdered drinks: Crystal Light tea & lemonade, flavored MiO concentrates, spiced cider (my favorites), Kool-Aid, Gatorade, hot chocolate.
Coffee (w/sugar, creamer).
Before You Go:  If food packaging is bulky, heavy, or produces substantial trash to be carried out, consider  repackaging it before you leave home. If you don’t carry something into the backcountry, you won’t have to carry it back out.  Transfer foods from their original containers to zip‑lock bags, unless the original packaging is needed to protect food from being crushed. Pay careful attention to portions and the need for extra ingredients.  Repackage and include these in the same or separate bags within each meal bag so that everything is easy to locate.  I generally store my food in mid-sized coated nylon stuff bags.  These are easily identified in your pack, contain any food spillage and can be quickly collected for storage in the bear bag.  If using a bear canister be sure to get the volume and ensure your food and smellables will fit inside!
Make a list and bring whatever pots and utensils you will need.  Whenever possible combine your dinner fare so that you can get by with one-pot meals.  Consider cooking time ‑ fuel is heavy and precious.  Finally, remember ‑ you must pack all uneaten food back out ‑ so carefully plan portions.  Other than a bit of extra emergency food, your goal is to bring back as little food as possible.

On the Trail:  Eat your heaviest foods first to lighten the load.  Bulky foods and those most susceptible to crushing might also be targeted.  I generally eat my lunch as several snacks throughout the day to provide a constant source of energy while hiking.  Try to combine both simple and complex carbohydrates.  Simple carbohydrates are sugars:  these cause a quick rush of energy that last an hour or so and leaves you with a jittery feeling from low blood sugar/too much insulin.  Complex carbohydrates are like tiny time capsules of energy:  they take longer to digest but release energy over a long period.  Examples are breads, cereals, crackers, pretzels, etc.

When cooking always shield your stove from the wind and cover your pot to save fuel.  Get some aluminum roof flashing at the hardware store to use as a windshield and cut it w/scissors to fit inside your pot.  Check and frequently stir foods that need it (foods with cheese sauces are prone to burning).  Always add spices a little at a time, whether from food manufacturer’s packets or your own kit, followed by a taste.  It’s easy to ruin meals by burning them or adding too much spice. 

Bears, skunks, rats and mice are increasingly frequenting campsites and shelters for human food.  This is unhealthy for them and potentially dangerous to you.  Don’t leave your food (even inside your pack) unattended and store your food out of reach of all animals.  A bear started to tear into one of my packs when I left it for only 30 minutes during the middle of the day on a campsite in Shenandoah NP.  Store all smellables, including food, trash, and most bathroom bag items, safely from all wildlife.  Even when bears aren’t a problem, raccoons, skunks, ground squirrels, and mice will chew holes in your pack to get your food (including spilled food or trash).  Leave all pack pockets unzipped. Use a properly hung bear bag or sealed bear canister in bear country.   I’ve had success hanging food and smellables from tree limbs using a 4-ft piece of wire in areas w/out bears. In the desert southwest in areas where ring tail cats frequent campsites the only thing that will work are bear canisters.   

Never feed animals and be careful not to spill any food - if you do, clean up every scrap.  What we might consider “micro-garbage” is a full meal for a mouse and even small scraps have been shown to induce bears to add campsites to their nightly foraging routes.  In the Grand Canyon, deer that consistently obtained human foods began to get sickly and an autopsy of one found 6 pounds of food wrappers lodged in its intestines! 

Pack out all leftover food - animals will dig up anything you try to bury and it’s nearly impossible to completely burn food in a campfire.  Simplify your dishwashing chores by having folks eat every last morsel on their plates, then rinse and wash utensils with plain water and a Scotchbrite pad.  Use very small amounts of biodegradable soap only if you have problems removing greasy films.  Be sure to strain your wastewater if you don’t remove all food particles - I use a 1x1 ft piece of fiberglass screen stored in a ziplock bag.  Wastewater should be flung (scattered widely) more than 200 ft from water and away from camp, or poured into rocks or soil.  Lastly, search the area carefully to pick up any trash or spilled food (yours or that left by others).

Pay Attention to Nutrition:  Particularly on longer trips you need to pay careful attention to nutrition.  Here’s some useful information to consider:

PROTEINS:  This is a hard category because so many protein foods turn rancid quickly.  Meat in foil packets, cheese, peanut butter (in a tube) and hard‑boiled eggs are fine for shorter trips.  For example, chicken or tuna fish (water based, not oil) can be added to many different meals and are quite flavorful.  Longer trips require jerky, salami, dried beans, nuts, and powdered eggs.  Investigate legumes: hummus and dried lentils or split peas.

CARBOHYDRATES:  Carbohydrates keep your muscles fed with energy and help keep your body warm. Carbs can be found in many wonderful food items such as pastas, dehydrated fruit, and dairy products, such as powdered milk and cheese.  The key word here is "crushability."  Little French rolls, bagels, hard pretzels, tortillas and pita pack well.  The only crackers I’ve found that hold up OK are Triscuits and Stoned Wheat crackers kept in their box.  Ramen noodles have four redeeming qualities: low weight, high fat content, cooks in a jiffy, and can be eaten raw or even soaked in cold water to the proper eating consistency.  Couscous and Minute Rice require only boiling water to prepare. 

Fat, typically, is not a desired food item for everyday, sedentary, lives.  However, in the woods fat equates to quick energy.  If you are taking a particular food item on a backpacking trip, and you have a choice between the regular or the low/non‑fat type, get the regular kind.

FRUITS, VEGGIES:  Carrots, apples and oranges (though quite heavy) hold up pretty well unrefrigerated for several days.  Visit the health food stores in town to purchase a wide variety of dried fruits and vegetables.

SWEETS:  Hikers cannot live by nutritious foods alone, right?  Dense cookies, like ginger snaps and fig bars, hold up well jammed into a pack.  Baker’s chocolate has a much lower melting point than a candy bar for summer hikes (or M&M’s in the GORP).  Hard candies are also a great treat.  We used to carry a box of sugar cubes on long winter backpacking trips!  

Food Preservation:  Food preservation is a critical issue on longer backpacking trips:  how long will your food last without spoiling?  Many “off-the-shelf” foods have a long shelf life and low weight and bulk, including pastas, rice, and beans.  Meats, fruits, and vegetables, however, usually need to be dehydrated - a process whereby much of the water is removed from food. This results in a substantial space and weight reduction in the food item, while leaving most, if not all, of the nutrients intact.  Many different kinds of fruit can be purchased in a dehydrated state: apples, apricots, banana chips, and pineapple can be found either in grocery stores or health food stores.  Spend some time searching the shelves of health food stores for a wider variety of dried foods.  

You can also dehydrate your own food using the oven or a home food dehydrator.  You can even dehydrate entire meals, or just sauces, chili, thick soups, fruits and vegetables.  A heat source, as well as air movement, combines to slowly remove all moisture from the food items placed on the stackable trays.  Most come with a booklet describing how to properly dehydrate various foods, as well as estimated time requirements.  Homemade dehydrators are also possible, with the use of Plexiglas, plywood, several wood‑framed screens and a well-placed light bulb. 

Dehydrated hamburger is easy to make in your oven.  Purchase and cook some lean hamburger in a skillet.  Drain off the oil and pat the meat as dry as possible with paper towels.  Then place the meat on more paper towels on a pan in the oven set on low heat with the door slightly open.  Monitor it and occasionally stir the meat until it reaches a partially dry, rubbery consistency (not brittle).  Store the meat in the freezer in ziplock bags; on trips you can combine it with nearly any dinner.  It should keep for five days in your pack.
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