Buying a Sleeping Bag

By Troop 780

Introduction

If you have ever been left shivering in the middle of the night you understand the value of a good
sleeping bag that matches the conditions. One of your most critical pieces of equipment, your
sleeping bag is your friend that keeps you warm when the air gets chilled, but doesn't roast you
alive when the night gets warm.

Sleeping bags range from department store no-name brand summer time specials to Dryloft shell
and down filled dreams that will keep you warm when sleeping on Rainer in the winter time
(who would do that!). There are a number of variables to consider when selecting your sleeping
bag. You don’t have to have a large budget to get a quality bag, but you do need to do some
research and understand what you are looking for.

Recommendation

If I had to recommend a sleeping bag which one would I suggest? Without question I'd go with a
Big Agnes™ sleeping bag "system" with possibly an additional "Overbag" solution. As the folks
from Big Agnes say:
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Big Agnes Sleep System

" Spend a night with Big Agnes and you'll look forward to sleeping in the backcountry. The Big
Agnes System is different than the traditional sleeping bag on top of a sleeping pad. Instead, we
unite the two. With Big Agnes, the pad slides into an integrated sleeve on the bottom of the bag,
and the top two-thirds of the bag is insulated in the traditional style. When insulation material is
compressed under your body, it loses most of its ability to insulate. We eliminate the
unnecessary bottom insulation and replace it with a sleeve to accommodate the pad which
provides the insulation. This design provides a secure foundation and keeps you on the pad all
night."

"Benefits of the system include: weight savings, reduced packed size, increased girth and
comfort and the ability to roll and twist without rolling off your pad or waking to the feel of a
zipper across your face. We make sleeping bags and matching pads in a variety of shapes and
lengths, constructed from an assortment of fabrics and fills. Whether your plans call for
lightweight backpacking, bike or motorcycle touring, car camping, mountaineering, hunting or
just couch surfing, we have a bag for you. Sleeping in our system is similar to sleeping in your
bed at home with a mattress under you for comfort and the covers on top for insulation. With our
sleeping system you won't long for your own bed next time you sleep outside. We employ the
Big Agnes System, the integrated pad sleeve, throughout our line of sleeping bags."

Before buying

1. What is my budget? A reasonable amount of money to spend on a quality sleeping bag,
depending on the temperature range you select can run from $100 to over $400. You can
find bargains for less, and of course you can spend a lot more.

2. What kind of camping will I be doing? Will you be car camping, camping at a primitive
site, or hiking in the backcountry? If you plan to do car camping the need to stay warm in
cold wet conditions are not as critical if you are trekking the Pacific Crest Trail. Also,
sleeping bags can be quite heavy and bulky. If you are going into the backcountry a light
mummy bag with a lot of loft is more critical than if you will be car camping with your
family in a large tent. Unlike other gear like boots and tents that can do double duty, you
may have to consider buying different bags for different conditions.

3. What is the weather like where I will be camping? The needs of a sleeping bag if you are
desert camping are very different from your needs if you will be camping in Denali
National Park in late September. Your needs will also be different if you will be camping
in the Badlands of South Dakota or on a long canoe journey in the BWCA. This can have
major impact on which bag to get.



4. When looking for a sleeping bag to buy you need to consider several key areas. The most
critical pieces to look at are the style, the shell, the lining, the fill, and the temperature
rating. There are other features to consider when looking at a bag, but these are the most
critical.

Considerations

e Determine the Purpose of the Sleeping Bag
o Ifbeing used for family camping--consider comfort
o If backcountry camping--consider weight and size

e Determine the Shape
o Rectangular type
= Provides more space for movement
= Can be zipped together to create a double sleeping bag
= (Can be fully opened and used as an extra blanket
o Mummy type
=  Weighs less
» Smaller size requires less energy to keep warm at night
= Has a hood to pull tight around your head.
e Determine the Size
o Sizes vary--regular, youth, extra long, extra wide
e Determine Temperature Rating
o Depends on the conditions you plan to camp in
o A bags temperature rating indicates the lowest temperature in which a person
would be comfortable.
= "Comfortable" is a very subjective term--everyone is different
= Use of a ground pad is assumed, necessary and very important--this
provides extra insulation and comfort. A foam and air core pad is the best.
= Other factors should be considered--quality of ground pad and tent,
personal level of energy etc.
o Basic ratings:
= Traditional sleeping bags are rated at 40 degrees F
= Three season bags are rated at 20 degrees F
» Cold weather bags are rated at 0 degrees F
=  Winter camping bags are rated from -15 degrees F to -30 degrees F
e Determine Insulation
o Down
= Best natural insulator
= Light and compressible
* Must be kept dry or it loses its insulating abilities
o Synthetic Fill
» Cost less than down bags
» Insulates even when wet
* Dries quickly
e Determine the Lining



o Nylon Taffeta
o Polyester Cotton
o Fleece
e Consider Quality of Other Features
o Seams and stitching
o Zippers
o Consider a storage bag

What is a sleeping bag?

When you buy a bag, any bag, there are several features you should check. Start at the top.
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Hood.
Most bags have a hood that can be drawn tight around your head in cold weather. Up to
50 percent of your body's heat can be lost through your head, so a good hood can greatly
improve the efficiency of your bag. Get in the bag and pull the drawstring. Can you still
breathe with the hood in place? Can you turn, or roll, without suffocating? A hood should
have slightly more fill material than the rest of the bag, and when in place, still have
room to accommodate a cap.

Draft collar.
Scrutinize the draft collar, which is at the base of the hood. This insulated tube is
designed to prevent heat loss from around your neck and shoulders. Rectangular, summer
bags may not have draft collars, but they are an instrumental part of winter bags. The
collar should be fluffy enough to fill the excess space between your neck and shoulders,
but not so bulky you feel like you are wearing an inner tube around your neck.

Foot box.
Since your feet take up room in the bottom of the bag, many sacks are designed with a
flared, boxed, or barrel-shaped foot box to accommodate these protrusions better. In



some mountaineering bags, extra room is added to the foot box to accommodate boots or
water bottles.

Zipper and stitching.
Look at the zipper and stitching. The zipper should have teeth big enough to run
smoothly, without catching on fabric. Make sure the fabric has enough integrity to hold
up along the sewn seams. Tug evenly at the seams to ensure that they don't separate from
the fabric, and that the fabric stays in place. Stitching should be close and tight. Open the
bag and look at the overall construction, features and finish of the bag to determine its
quality.

Zipping bags together.
One convenient trick is to zip two bags together to turn a single sleeper into a double.
Many manufacturers use the same zippers. If bags have zippers that are similar in design,
they can often be zipped together. If you are zipping two bags together, you can use bags
of different warmths. In cold situations, put the thicker bag on top. Remember that mated
bags provide less heat than separate bags, since there are more gaps and more movement
to push out warm air. If you have a bag you might want to mate with your new purchase,
bring it along to ensure compatibility.

Zipper flap.
Most bags have an insulated tube or flap that runs parallel to the zipper in order to block
heat loss. The tube should be sewn only to the lining material, since sewing through the
bag creates holes that allow air leaks. Cold weather bags may have two thickly filled draft
tubes. If there is a single flap or tube, it should be sewn to the top zipper so it hangs down
when you sleep. Flaps or tubes that are too narrow may interfere with the zipper, so check
out the action before you buy.

Pockets.
Some bags come equipped with accessory pockets, but they can be more of a hindrance
than a help. Are you a Princess and the Pea sleeper? Do you really want to roll over onto
your glasses and car keys? If an accessory pocket sounds appealing, put items in it to test
its position and padding.

Warranty.
Ask about the bag's warranty. What is covered and for how long? Some companies offer
a warranty on materials and workmanship for the owner's lifetime; others limit warranty
to “faulty" materials and construction. If you buy a bag, note the name and customer
service number of the manufacturer. Most companies will repair damaged equipment for
a nominal cost.

Size
Western Mountaineering Badger mummy bag The unisex Badger mummy bag comes in
two sizes: 6' 6" and 7' You want a sleeping bag that is big enough for comfort, but not so
big that you are carrying unnecessary poundage in your pack. Dead space in a sleeping
bag is difficult to keep warm. Extra room takes more calories to heat, so your body has a
more difficult time keeping the bag warm. Also, insulation tends to get compressed if
your bag is too tight around your body. Once it is packed down, it won't work efficiently.

It used to be that there was not much choice in bag length, but now they come in all
increments. Select a bag that gives you several extra inches of length in both the bottom
and top—so you can stretch—but no more.

Shape



Shells

Fills

Mummy bags, which are cut wider at the shoulders and narrower at the feet, are the most
efficient (for both sexes), in terms of weight and warmth. Since the bag conforms more
closely to the human shape, sort of like a sarcophagus, the space is warmed using
minimal body heat. However, if you have a tendency toward claustrophobia, or like to
wriggle around in your sleep, a mummy bag might be too restrictive.

Rectangular bags have more room to toss and turn, but aren't as efficient for warmth.
Because of the larger top opening, heat can escape more easily.

Semi-rectangular bags are a good compromise, with a tapered foot (roomier than a
mummy) and contoured hood, and additional space at the torso for comfort.

There is no universal consensus on the best fabric. Often bags will have a tightly woven
synthetic shell with a DWR (Durable Water Repellent) finish. The higher the thread
count of the fabric, the better the water and wind resistance. Check the entire bag for
leaking fill, which is a sign that the fabric might not have a sufficiently tight weave.

Shells run the gamut from simple, smooth polyester/nylon taffeta to waterproof Gore-
Tex. The majority of sleeping bags available have outer shells made from tightly woven
polyester or nylon micro fiber that tends to be supple, light, and somewhat water and
wind resistant. Ripstop is also another strong shell contender, mainly because the
nylon/polyester is extremely durable. A smaller percentage of bags are made with Gore-
Tex or Dry Loft shells. Gore-Tex is usually not recommended because it doesn't breathe
sufficiently to allow moisture to escape to the outside of the bag. Dry Loft, also made by
Gore, is more breathable and more highly water-resistant than most microfibers.

Down or synthetic, that is the question. For most first-time buyers, whether to invest in a
fluffy goose down bag or a less expensive one filled with man-made fibers is a real
dilemma. Insulative materials are sandwiched between the shell and lining fabrics using a
variety of methods (enclosed channels, layers, baffles). Check on how the fill is
distributed throughout the bag. Shake the bag, and make sure the fill stays in place.
Insufficient baffles, channels or layers can allow the fill to migrate away from your body,
compromising the integrity of the bag and its ability to keep you warm.

If you're car camping or relying on strong Sherpa shoulders, synthetic bags are a good
choice. They do tend to be heavier and much bulkier than a down bag of comparable
warmth, but they don't lose their loft over time, and require as much maintenance, such as
airing out after each use to avoid dampness. Synthetic bags also retain much of their
warmth, even after taking a soaking.

However, if you want to go light, with a small pack, down is your best choice. It's the
Cadillac of bag fill, with a higher weight-to-warmth ratio than any synthetic fill on the
market. But get down wet, and you're due for a cold night. Down also takes much longer
to dry than synthetic fiber.

Synthetic fills come in many forms and a bewildering variety of brand names. The



technology behind them keeps getting better and better, yielding fibers much closer in
weight, warmth, and compressibility to down than ever before. For the best performance,
look for sleeping bags stuffed with Lite Loft, Polarguard 3D, Thermolite Extreme, and
PrimaLoft Sport (formerly PrimaLoft 2).

Fiber manufacturers vary certain fiber characteristics to improve the thermal performance
of a batting (increase its insulation per unit weight). They can vary the fiber diameter
(denier), fiber length (from short staple lengths to long, continuous filaments), the shape
of the fiber cross section, fiber crimp, and the size and shape of holes or voids inside the
fiber. Batting producers can vary the thickness, density, and weight of the fiberfill also.
Down bags will each have a fill power number. The number indicates how much space an
ounce of down can fill. The higher the fill power, the loftier and warmer the bag.

Wet bags.
Wet bags aren't as warm as dry bags. A simple means of keeping your sleeping bag dry is
to place it inside a plastic garbage bag. (You can then use the bag for garbage on your
hike out). If you have a down bag, always allow the bag to dry before you place it in your
stuff sack. If possible, hang any bag outside of your tent in the morning, until you are
sure the moisture has wicked away. The caveat here is to avoid excessive sunlight, so
either find a shady place or pack up your bag before the day gets hot. Most shell fabrics
are treated with a DWR (durable water repellency coating). Check the bag's care manual
for when to reapply a waterproof booster

Eating and drinking also affect sleeping.
Remember to eat and drink before going to bed. The warmer the food, the warmer you'll
start out. If you go to bed cold, it is more difficult to warm up your bag. A brisk walk
before bed, or a few stretches in the tent, can help to boost your body temperature. If you
find you get cold sleeping at home, you'll probably have the same difficulties on the trail,
so invest in a warm bag.

Tent or bivy sack.
A tent or bivy sack will add at least 10 degrees F to the warmth of your bag. You can also
invest in an outer bag or bag liner to boost your bag's capabilities for those frigid
occasions.

Sleeping pad.
Always use a sleeping pad. It will help prevent conductive heat loss between you and the
ground, as well as providing a more comfortable berth.

Extra clothing.
Bring along a light hat, gloves, and a pair of warm socks, even for summer camping.
They can add crucial warmth on cold nights. Sleeping nude is not warmer than wearing a
layer of clothing, but don't sleep in the clothes you wore hiking during the day, since they
may be wet with sweat. Bring along a layer of warm, comfortable clothes to wear inside
your bag, but none so bulky that they restrict circulation.

Tent placement.
Consider the placement of your tent or sleeping pad. Low areas may become pockets for
cold air. High elevations, especially when exposed to wind, can also present a chilly
problem. If possible, select a sleeping spot that is protected from the wind and weather.

Bag handling.



Shake and fluff your bag several times before jumping in. This is especially important for
down bags, which may need time to fully loft. Some manufacturers recommend placing
your bag (synthetic or down) in a warm dryer before embarking on a camping trip. The
tumbling will help to fluff the bag, and will rid it of any residual moisture.

Stuffing your bag decreases the life of the loft. Don't store your bag in a stuff sack, rather
hang it in a cool dry place. When you do stuff your bag for travel, do it gently, and avoid
leaving the stuffed bag in a hot car.

Care instructions.
Don't toss the manufacturer's care instructions. Always read and follow them. Since
fabrics and insulation differ, they might require different care. Most bags can be washed
with a mild detergent (you can buy down-specific cleaning agents) in your bathtub or an
industrial washing machine. Don't get your bag dry-cleaned.



