
The Complete
Backpacking Gear
Checklist 2026
Everything you need for multi-day backpacking — organized by category,
with weight targets and essential item badges. Print it. Pack it. Hit the trail.
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1. The Big Three
Backpack, Shelter & Sleep System — 40-60% of your pack weight

ESSENTIAL Backpack 50-65L for multi-day; 30-40L for overnights

ESSENTIAL Tent / shelter Freestanding or trekking-pole supported

Tent footprint Protects tent floor; adds waterproofing layer

ESSENTIAL Sleeping bag Temp-rated 10-15°F below coldest expected night

ESSENTIAL Sleeping pad R-value 3+ for 3-season; 5+ for winter

Sleeping bag liner Adds 5-10°F warmth; keeps bag clean

Pillow Inflatable (3oz) or stuff sack with clothes

Pack rain cover Or use a compactor bag as internal liner

PRO TIP

Your Big Three should be under 50% of your base weight. If they total over 12 lbs, check our ultralight tent and sleeping bag
reviews for lighter options at peakgearguide.com.

2. Clothing & Layering
Dress in layers, not bulk — avoid cotton in all conditions

ESSENTIAL Base layer top Merino or synthetic

Base layer bottom Lightweight leggings

ESSENTIAL Hiking pants/shorts Quick-dry, stretch

ESSENTIAL Insulating mid-layer Fleece or down jacket

ESSENTIAL Rain jacket Waterproof-breathable

Rain pants Side zips for boots

ESSENTIAL Hiking socks (2-3) Merino blend

Spare underwear (2) Quick-dry material

ESSENTIAL Sun hat UPF 50+ wide brim

Warm beanie Fleece or merino

Gloves (liner) Cool mornings

Camp shoes Sandals or crocs
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3. Kitchen & Hydration
Plan 2,500-3,500 calories per day — pack light, eat well

ESSENTIAL Backpacking stove Canister, alcohol, or solid fuel

ESSENTIAL Fuel canister 8oz per 2-3 days for solo

ESSENTIAL Lighter + backup matches Mini Bic + waterproof matches

ESSENTIAL Cookpot / mug (750ml) Titanium or hard-anodized aluminum

Spork / long-handle spoon Long handle for freeze-dried bags

ESSENTIAL Water bottles (2x 1L) Nalgene, SmartWater, or collapsible

ESSENTIAL Water filter / purifier Sawyer Squeeze or UV pen

ESSENTIAL Food (all meals + snacks) Freeze-dried + bars + trail mix

Bear canister / hang bag Required in many wilderness areas

ESSENTIAL Trash bags (2) Pack it in, pack it out

4. Navigation & Safety
The 10 Essentials start here — these keep you alive

ESSENTIAL Map (paper, waterproof) Never rely on phone only

ESSENTIAL Compass Baseplate style; know how to use it

ESSENTIAL GPS / phone + offline maps Gaia GPS, AllTrails, or CalTopo

ESSENTIAL Headlamp + spare batteries 200+ lumens; red light mode

ESSENTIAL First aid kit Blister care, pain relief, tape, antiseptic

ESSENTIAL Emergency shelter / bivy Lightweight backup for unexpected nights

ESSENTIAL Whistle 3 blasts = universal distress signal

ESSENTIAL Fire starter kit Lighter + matches + tinder

ESSENTIAL Knife / multi-tool Small, lightweight; repair + food prep

Satellite communicator InReach or SPOT for remote backcountry

PRO TIP

Test your stove and water filter at home before every trip. A malfunctioning stove 10 miles in is not the time to troubleshoot. Always
bring a backup lighter.
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5. Personal Items & Hygiene
Keep it minimal — every ounce counts

ESSENTIAL Sunscreen SPF 50+ Reapply every 2hrs

ESSENTIAL Lip balm with SPF Prevents cracked lips

ESSENTIAL Insect repellent DEET or Picaridin 30%+

Hand sanitizer Use before every meal

ESSENTIAL Trowel Cat holes 6-8" deep

ESSENTIAL Toilet paper + zip bag Pack out used TP

Toothbrush + paste 200ft from water

ESSENTIAL Medications Prescriptions + ibuprofen

6. Optional Comfort Items
Nice to have, not need to have

Trekking poles 25% less knee strain

Camp chair / sit pad Lightweight luxury

Book / journal / cards Long evening entertainment

Camera Or phone + battery bank

Battery bank + cables 10,000mAh for 3 days

Earplugs + eye mask Shared shelters, wind

7. Weight Targets by Experience
Base weight = everything minus food, water, and fuel

Category Beginner Experienced Ultralight

Backpack 4-6 lbs 2.5-4 lbs 1-2 lbs

Shelter 4-6 lbs 2-4 lbs 1-2 lbs

Sleep system 4-6 lbs 2.5-4 lbs 1.5-2.5 lbs

Clothing 3-5 lbs 2-3 lbs 1.5-2 lbs

Kitchen 2-3 lbs 1-2 lbs 0.5-1 lb

Safety & nav 2-3 lbs 1.5-2 lbs 1-1.5 lbs

Total base weight 20-30 lbs 12-20 lbs 7-12 lbs

POST-TRIP RULE

After each trip, separate your gear into three piles: used every day, used once, and never used. That third pile is dead weight.
Leave it home next time. Over 3-5 trips you'll dial in your perfect list.

Find gear reviews for every item on this list
Trail-tested reviews, buying guides, and comparison tables — all independently tested.
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