Outdoor clothes
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Is there anything worse than being thoroughly soaked to the skin on a cold and windy rainy day? Without good outdoor clothes, that can keep you warm and dry, when autumn begins to show its teeth, the trip can end up being a mixed pleasure. 

Text and photo: Jens Bursell, www.bursell.dk
Quality is costly. Unfortunately this also applies to fishing-clothing. The more you use your clothing, the more important it becomes to invest in the right clothing from the start. If you fish a lot and frequently make longish and more extreme trips, you should always consider spending the money it costs to buy top-quality clothing. This having been stated, it should in all fairness be mentioned, that the relationship between price and quality as a rule is more favourable for equipment in the medium price-bracket. As it happens, the more expensive the equipment is, the more you will be spending on marginal improvements. If the clothing is primarily used on shorter trips and under moderate conditions, you will therefore be able to cope nicely using clothing in the medium price-range. In nice weather – of course – you will be able to use anything!

It is limited how much can go wrong with relatively simple products such as f. ex. underwear, shirts fleece and trousers. The difference in quality between cheap and expensive equipment is frequently greater in footwear, waders and the outermost shellclothing, that serves to protect against wind and rain. Precisely these things have a decisive significance, when it comes to ones comfort during the trip – Once you have become wet around your feet or your body, the enjoyment with the trip is drastically reduced. If you are to buy fishing-clothing within a limited budget, it is therefore advisable to economize somewhat, when it comes to the inner and medium layers of the clothing, with the object of being able to afford the purchase an acceptable quality in the waterproof shellclothing, that really matters.

The triple-layer principle

Once you have become wet, from within or from without, it is difficult to become warm. One of the best and most popular methods to maintain yourself warm and dry is to dress according to the triple-layer principle. By means of sweat-transporting underwear, the sweat is transported from the innermost layer of clothing into the insulated medium layer, which picks up the sweat and conserves the body warmth. From the medium layer the sweat is transported on to the outermost layer of wind- and water-proof clothing, where the vapour passes out through thousands or microscopic pores – a breathing membrane. The outermost layer of clothing, which protects against wind and water, attains optimal comfort and flexibility by using several thinner layers instead of a single thick layer.

The innermost layer

The underwear should fit the body closely, but not too tightly, in order to function optimally. The vest/undershirt should always be so long, that you don’t leave a gap, on account of the clothing dividing halfway..

Cotton underwear is comfortable to wear, but is unsuitable, if the trip involves physical activity. The reason is, that the material absorbs the sweat instead of transporting it away from the skin. Cotton, when wet, is useless at keeping you warm, you very soon get the feeling of being dank and cold.

Wool transports the sweat considerably better than cotton, but not quite as well as synthetic fibres. Wool, on the other hand, is better at maintaining warmth – whether in wet or dry condition. Even although the wool is good for insulation, when it is wet, it takes considerably longer to dry than the materials of artificial fibres. Sweaty wool is normally less smelly than similar unwashed synthetic products, which is a great advantage, particularly on extended trips. Stationary activities, such as carpfishing, do of course not make the same demands on the sweat-transporting properties of the material, but on the other hand they do make demands on its insulating properties. To this end, wool or a combination of wool and synthetics is the best choice of materials. Woollen underwear made from merino-wool by the New Zealand company Icebreaker is in my view some of the best underwear for fishing in cold weather.

Synthetic materials such as polypropylene and polyester do to all intents and purposes not absorb water in the fibres themselves, which places their sweat-transporting properties right at the top. At the same time they dry very rapidly. Another advantage of the synthetics is, that they have better wearing properties than wool.

The optimal choice of underwear depends partly on the temperature range and partly on the degree of physical exertion. The greater the physical exertion, the more important it becomes to give priority to synthetic materials, that can ensure proper sweat-transport. On the other hand, cool weather and a low level of activity will make for a situation in which one would typically use underwear made of wool.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     The middle layer

The insulating middle layer typically consists of a shirt, fleece, fibre-jacket or down-vest. When fishing in temperatures above 10-15 degrees centigrade without precipitation or strong wind, there is no reason to use anything but the inner layer and maybe a fleece or a down-vest. With stronger wind a wind-tight but breathing fleece or fibre-jacket will be more comfortable. The advantage of fleece and fibre-products, that they breathe better than traditional outer-layer clothing, which is designed to handle even the worst beating downpour.

In summer light-weight shirts of polybrush/polyester with net-lining are both comfortable and good at transporting the sweat away from the skin. Apart from being functional, polybrush is an incredibly soft and comfortable material. Under tropical conditions a shirt of this type will be quite perfect as the only piece of clothing on the upper body. One of the advantages of the shirt is its great versatility; good ventilation and lending itself to covering the back of the neck, chest and the underarms, depending on circumstances, f. ex  for avoiding sun-scorch

Woollen sweaters have their sworn adherents, but in spite of this, the most popular textiles for the insulating medium layer are without a doubt water-shunning and sweat-transporting synthetic products such as fleece. Fleece is made of polyester, and is therefore most effective for transporting sweat away from the inner layer and out towards the outer surface of the clothing. 

Fleece and fibre-fur are both made from polyester, but since fleece is both thinner and softer than fibre-fur and has the same insulation-properties, the fleece provides more comfort and freedom of movement – particularly when worn under the outermost clothing layer. The importance of this is self-evident, if you are standing about and casting several hundred times a day. Furthermore, the lesser volume of the fleece makes it easier to compress, which is useful, when it is to be packed into the fishing bag.

With a Windstopper fleece, fleece is combined with windproof, but breathing membranes. The result is some uncommonly comfortable fleece-jackets, that lend themselves perfectly for outer garments, if the weather is not excessively rotten. A really good alternative to both membrane-fleece and down are windproof  fibre-jackets, which compress easily and weigh unbelievably little. Quality-filler such as f. ex. Polarguard, Primaloft or Microloft have high insulation properties, low weight and warm tolerably when wet.

Windproof  down-jackets and –vests afford just about the optimal insulation, and therefore lends themselves perfectly in a situation, when the cold bites in earnest. The advantage of down is its low weight, good insulation properties and high compressability. The disadvantage is, that the down warms poorly when damp or wet.

Trousers

The optimal fishing and open air trousers are hardwearing, light, windproof, water-rejecting, dry quickly and have good breathing properties. The lightest and most fast-drying trousers are frequently made from 100% synthetic material such as f. ex. polyester and nylon.  Such trousers have good wearing qualities, provides the optimal sweat-transport, and are well suited for use in summer or for travel in Southern latitudes. Many models have a zipper round the thigh, which affords the possibility of unzipping the part covering the lower leg, when they become too hot. A good example of such trousers are Geoff Andersons Zip-zone.

The legendary Fjällräven trousers are made from the material G-1000, that consists of tightly woven 65% polyester and 35% cotton. The trousers, that now have withstood the test of                       

time, lend themselves perfectly to out-door life in Northern climes, since they are warmer and more

mosquito-proof than trousers made entirely from synthetic materials.

Keep yourself dry and warm

When wind and rain lashes relentlessly across the waters, the outermost layer of your clothing is of the greatest importance as a protection against the elements. During physical activity you rarely need more than a single middle layer under the outer garment – f. ex. a thin fleece. More or heavier middle layers will primarily be called for in the event of more stationary fishing.

When the fishing involves physical activity, the outermost layer of clothing should not only be wind- and water-proof, but should also be able to breathe, so that you don’t get soaked with sweat. This is normally achieved by laminating a water-proof breathable membrane to the inner surface of the material. By now there is a multitude of types of membrane, of which Gore-Tex is one of the best and most well-known. The membrane consists of a thin water-proof teflon-film, through which the sweat in its vapour-phase can penetrate through millions of microscopic pores.  

The outer clothing layer is produced either in 2- or 3-layer versions. In the first-mentioned, the membrane is protected by a thin loose lining. A 2-layer outer garment is suitable for everyday use, but does not wear so well as the somewhat heavier triple-layer construction, where the inner side of the membrane is protected by yet another laminate – typically nylon. On account of the missing lining, the  triple layer versions  do not absorb nearly as much water, which means, that they weigh considerably les in a soaked condition – and dry out faster than the double-layer versions.

In spite of the fact, that even the best and most expensive membrane materials are 100% water-proof, you will experience water-penetration, if the membrane is subjected to pressure – f. ex. when you are carrying a heavy pack-load, or are sitting on the wet seat of a boat. In the latter event you are actually better off with old-fashioned rain-trousers, which are coated with PVC. The advantage of f. ex. PVC-coated rain-clothing is, that it is more or less un-destructible, cheap and much more water-tight than any high-tech membrane. The disadvantage is, that the material does not breathe, which makes you sweat like a horse, if subjected to the least bit of physical activity. PVC is therefore best suited for stationary fishing – and primarily in the form of trousers. In practically speaking all other situations you will have more enjoyment from outer garments capable of breathing.

The outer layer of trousers can be of many designs. Models with zippers down the sides have the advantage, that they be taken off in a flash without having to take your boots off and on. The rain-trousers should have reinforcement at the seat and the knees, as well as the inner side of the trouser-legs, where the boots noticeably cause wear of the material. Trousers with a high waist-line and suspenders are made for use with short jackets – f. ex. wader-jackets. Geoff Anderson, incidentally produces membrane-trousers with a neoprene backside – useful for comfortable boat-fishing in rainy weather.

Irrespective of which type of outer garment you choose, it is important to check, that all stitchings are taped on the inside. Even the best membrane will leak here, if they are not sealed with watertight reinforcements. 

There are considerable differences between different membranes and coatings- both as regards their degree of water-proofness as well as their ability to breathe and as to their wearing qualities. One of the best membrane-materials is Gore-Tex’s XCR membrane, in which the ability to breathe is 20-25 % better than that of standard Gore-Tex, without affecting its wind – and water-proofing-qualities. The sweat-vapour can only pass the water-proof and breathable layer in the event, that the air-humidity or the vapour pressure within the clothing is higher than outside. Relatively tight-fitting outer clothing therefore maximises the ability to breathe.

In extreme cold conditions – like winterfishing, nothing beat down jackets. If the temperature oscillitates around zero chose a version the is waterproof – either impregnated or better – with an membrane like Gore HyVent or the like.

Washing, maintenance and impregnation 

The outermost clothing is impregnated on the outside, so the water is not absorbed in the outer material so blocking for the sweat passing through. After a few months of use,  or 2-5 rounds in the washing-machine, the outermost layer of impregnation will frequently have worn off. The jacket should therefore be re-impregnated in order to optimise the breathe-ability. For this purpose you should use a certain combination of washing agent and impregnation. A good and tested combination is f. ex. Nikwax Tech Wash/TX Direct (wash-in or spray). The original layer of impregnation, incidentally, be reactivated by careful steam-ironing or a run in the drying-tumbler at low temperature. Wash the membrane-clothing separately and avoid softening- rinsing- or bleaching agents.

Hats

The heat-loss is particularly large from head and hands. Caps of fleece are comfortable and light. Elephant caps of the same material are very popular, since apart from functioning as a cap they also provide reasonable protection for the neck and fits well under a well-adjusted hood. In this way you avoid having to carry both a cap and a scarf. If you want to prevent the top from slipping down over the eyes and the wind whistles right through, models with a cord for lacing-up and Windstopper-membrane is clearly preferable. When the temperature really dips below zero, there is nothing so warm and comfortable as a heavy woollen – or better still – a fur-cap. The classic fur-cap warms not only the head, cheeks and ears, but also the back of the neck.

At extremely high temperatures, the head is particularly vulnerable. I t is therefore important with an airy hat, that can protect against sun-scorch and sun-stroke. The brim of the hat has the additional advantage, that it can keep the mosquito-net clear of the head. At times when mosquitoes are particularly plentiful. Hats with a fixed mosquito-net are a good solution. Always choose netting with extra-fine mesh, so it will keep out the very small biting flies, black- and sand-flies. For the hands leather gloves provide the optimal mosquito-protection.

Socks

The triple-layer principle can to advantage be extended to the feet. Innermost a thin polypropylen stocking causes the sweat to be transported outwards through a pair of thick insulating socks. The outer socks can either be of neat wool or a mixture. Some of the best socks for out-door use are frequently knitted with a mixture of several different materials – polypropylene and polyacryl for sweat-transportation, nylon for wearing-properties, and wool for insulation even when damp.

Camouflage?

When , the talk is about camouflage, the first you think of may be a mixture of subdued green and brown colours. If you are fishing along overgrown shores with many trees, there can be no doubt, that these colours produce the best camouflage. The opposite is the case, when you are fishing in completely open country, where the angler has little opportunity to hide. In this event the fish will see the angler in counter-lighting or against a clear sky, when the best camouflage would be light-coloured or completely white clothing.

That white is the best counter-lighting camouflage is amongst other things illustrated by the fact, that practically all fish-eating birds, that hunt over open water, have a white or very light-coloured underside. This goes f. ex. for gulls, terns, albatrosses, loons, grebes, pelicans and fish-eating birds of prey. In the same way all fish have white or light-coloured bellies, because in this way they can better hide from fish-predators, which tend to lurk under the prey-fish – and therefore see the prey in counter-lighting. Evolution makes no errors – individuals, that do not have optimal camouflage, will be eaten and will never bring their genes on to coming generations..

Not only through evolution, but also experimentally it has been shown, that white produces the best camouflage in counter-lighting. During an experiment with fish-eating gulls, the Swedish scientist Frank Götmark painted half the bellies of the birds in dark colours, after which they were allowed to hunt for fish in some tanks. The gulls with white bellies caught significantly more fish than the gulls, that had had their bellies painted in dark colours, which goes to show, that the birds with white bellies were better camouflaged in relation to the prey-fish. 

If the producers of fishing gear were to accept the consequences of these facts, they should make all windbreakers and rods for coastal- or wader-fishing and for fishing in open country without vegetation white instead of green or black, at least if one aims at increasing ones chances, that the fish will not discover you at close range. It will be exiting to see, when the producers dare to go against their habitual way of thinking.   

