Backpacks

A proper backpack is an investment, that you don’t regret. Particularly on long trips with a heavy pack it is extremely important, that the backpack has a perfect fit and can accept the heavy handling.
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Earlier frame-backpacks were the most popular choice, but now most people prefer backpacks with an internal frame, that are popularly called Anatomical Backpacks. In spite of the designation “internal frame”, the support/frame is in by far the most models mounted on the outside between the back of the backpack and the back-lining.

Anatomical backpacks

The advantage in the anatomical backpacks is, that it follows the natural curve of the back, which aside from a good fit means that the centre of gravity comes closer to the body. The result is a backpack, that remains stable and has a perfect fit even in traffic in uneven terrain.
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The fit close to the body means, that the backpack follows ones movements, which makes it particularly suitable for f. ex. skiing and climbing. Even although this type of backpack was designed for these purposes, it lends itself perfectly for more or less all sorts of conditions. Even on ordinary trekking trips a number of situations will occur, when you will benefit from a close-fitting backpack, that does not tumble awkwardly from side to side. Good examples of types of terrain, where the narrow and tightly fitting design is beneficial are: wet, dense forest or situations that demand a particularly good balance, f. ex. steep passages or areas dominated by rocky blocks. For the low-budget backpacker the compact design moreover has the advantage, that the backpack remains easier to handle in trains and brim-full buses. Anatomical backpacks in a dry condition are frequently a bit lighter than frame-backpacks with a comparable volume-content.

The internal frame consists of a set of aluminium members or fibre-tubes combined with a shield of hard plastic, so that possible sharp edges of the gear will not will not be felt through. In order to spare the back of the bearer, the back of the backpack is typically lined with a padding covered by heavy nylon. The attachment of the shoulder-straps is on backpacks with internal frames as a rule adjustable, which is a great advantage. In this way any backpack – as long as it has approximately the right size – be adjusted so that it matches the length of your back. Likewize you can adjust the pack to a lower centre of gravity, whereby the balance is improved, f. ex. when you are skiing. The attachment points of the shoulder-straps are adjusted by sliding and locking the attachment by means of Velcro-closures, strap-buckle or adjustment systems, that are mounted under the back-padding.  

Framed backpacks

In spite of the pronounced popularity of the Anatomical Backpack there are nevertheless several things, that favour the frame-backpack In warm weather a frame-backpack allows for a considerably better ventilation of the back, which means, that it takes more, before the back becomes clammy and wet. Since the padding typically consists of a thin piece of artificial material/net, which has been stretched onto the frame, There is less material,  that can become wet, when it is raining in earnest. Where the back on a sopping wet Anatomical Backpack more or less can absorb several kilos of water, a wet frame-backpack will not add materially to its own weight. The result can therefore be, that the frame-backpacks under bad weather-conditions in practical terms will be lighter than the mountain-backpacks. The frames are frequently designed, so that the lower part extends a good portion below the backpack-bags themselves. The object is to raise the centre of gravity, which is an advantage during normal trekking, also to ensure good suspension-possibilities for the hip-support-belt (gyro-suspension). The design, moreover, provides good alternatives for the strapping-on of ground-sheets and the like. In particularly wet areas the gyro-bags have the advantage, that it is easier to set the backpack down without muddying the material.

Basic features of the backpack

Irrespective of which type of backpack you choose, it must meet the most basic demands. The backpack must fit so well, that neither straps nor backpack chafes, when you walk. To give the full benefit, the size of the backpack must match your own size. A 90-liter expedition-backpack will f. ex. never be able to fit properly a lightly built 150 cm tall trekking sylph. For the same reason some of the leading backpack-producers market more than one size of rhe same model.

The backpack must as an absolute minimum have a light, rigid and padded, hip-supported belt, adjustable padded shoulder-straps and a  breast-strap. On longer trips with a substantial load, a snow-lock and a sliding lid is moreover a great advantage. The hip-supported belt is extremely important, as it provides great relief for the shoulders. On the best models it relieves the shoulders of up to 60-90 % of the weight. If we are dealing with backpacks with an internal frame, compression-straps are a great advantage.  

How much the backpack is supposed to hold depends both upon ones size and the purpose of the trip. As any way there is a limit to what one can carry, there is no point in choosing too large sizes. On the other hand   it is irritating to have loose things dangling or to have to stuff the backpack hard as stone in order to have room for everything.

In many of the larger out-door-shops  you will have the opportunity to try the backpack on in a loaded condition, which is a great advantage, when you want to evaluate which backpack fits you best. Test a number of different backpacks and take your time. Get the attendant to help you to adjust the straps and 

buckles.

On most anatomical backpacks the main portion can be divided into two divisions. The bottom division makes it easy to get the sleeping bag out. Whether these zipper-systems are useful can be debated, since as a rule you will not need your sleeping-bag until most of the backpack is emptied anyway at the arrival at the camp. As with many other types of gear it holds good, that superfluous zippers means an increase in weight and an increased risk, that water seeps in. However, zippers in the main compartment is a smart detail on trips, when the extent of water-tightness is not so important. A good example is backpack-trips, where the zippers enables you to get at things in the bag without having to lift the backpack off the baggage-rack. On the other hand the same zippers make for an obvious disadvantage in overloaded trains and buses, in that they make it easier for long fingers to get into the pack.

Materials

Backpacks are normally made from different forms of nylon. The material functions fine, but has the drawback, that it absorbs water. The wearing qualities are moderate, and even expensive backpacks  easily develop holes and small tears after a relatively short period of use. The best material for backpacks is without a doubt spectra (spectra = prestretched polyethylene). The material is lighter than nylon and does not absorb water. Spectra-backpacks are therefore lighter than backpacks made of nylon, whether in a wet or a dry condition. One of the most essential advantages, however, is that the wearing qualities are of a higher level than traditional backpacks, which markedly reduces the risk of the material being torn. Unfortunately spectra is considerably more expensive than nylon. Spectra cannot be dyed, therefore spectra-backpacks are most frequently white.

Smaller trip-backpacks of 10-30 liters are perfectly suitable f or every-day use and short day-trips. As they are seldom loaded with more than 5-10 kilos, not so great demands are made on carrying-systems and straps,as is the case with larger backpacks. If the trip-backpack is used for activities, where you move about a lot, f. ex. skiing or rock-climbing, it is a good idea to choose tight-fitting anatomical backpacks with a belt across the stomach, which in principle are mini-versions of larger anatomical backpacks

On longer trips, where you have a large backpack for all the gear, it may in many instances be a good idea to bring a smaller trip-backpack. For weight-saving reasons, the best tactics would be to bring a simple trip-backpack without too many paddings and hip-support-belts, that both take up space and weigh extra. A good example of such a backpack is Fjällräven Kånken, which weighs unbelievably little. Kånken, moreover, has a small seat-flap of cell-plastic in the back, which comes in useful as a fan for the fire.
