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Dress for Success In Snow 
When you are at a ski resort or mountain cabin with your family, you can play 
outside in the snow, and when you get too wet or too cold, you can come inside, 
change your wet clothes and warm up by the heater or fire.  In cold weather 



camping, there is no inside other than the inside of your tent or snow cave.   You 
have a limited number of changes of clothes, and taking off wet clothes in the 
tent has a tendency to get everything else wet.  At night, the wet clothes you took 
off will freeze, making them that much more difficult to deal with.   
 
In Wilderness, It Is Far Easier To Stay Warm To Begin With, Then 
To Try To Get Yourself Warm Again After Becoming Cold 
 
Conserve Body Heat 
The goal in cold weather camping, then, is not to keep cold out; it is to keep your 
own body heat in. 
 
 
 

 
 

Maintain Thermal Equilibrium 
The goal also is not to make yourself as warm as possible; rather it is too 
maintain “thermal equilibrium.”  You do not want to become too cold, nor do you 
want to become too hot, overheat, and begin to perspire.  Perspiring will cause 
your clothing to absorb moisture, which helps it conduct heat away from your 
body faster, and the process of perspiration evaporating also lowers your body 
temperature.  This will make you too cold later when you become less active and 
the outside temperatures begin to drop once the sun goes down. 
 



 

 
 
 
 

Protect the Head and Trunk (the Body Core) 
While we do not want to leave any area unprotected, we are expecially 
concerned with protecting the head and trunk.  When the body core is warm, 
blood circulates out to the extremities much better, warming them too.  If the core 
is cool, it is very difficult to warm it externally short of immersion in a hot bath.  
Keeping the core warm with dry, insulating clothing, warm, high-energy foods 
and liquids, and a combination of exercising with adequate rest works best. 

 



 

 
Strive for Versatility 
 
Your wardrobe should be versatile, allowing you to adjust it and adapt it to a 
variety of conditions over the course of the day and night. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Layering 
 
The best way to achieve this versatility is through the use of layers of clothing. 
 



 
 
Layers include: 
 
� Long underwear – ideally made of polyester, polypropylene, wool-poly 

blend, silk, or a wool-cotton blend (not the best) 



 
� Insulating layer – synthetic fiber pile, wool, or wool blend is best 

 
� Outer shell – Gore-tex and it’s clones are best, as they allow water vapor 

to escape, while keeping rain and melted snow out.  This should be a wind 
breaker/water repellant layer with a hood. 

 
� Rain suit or poncho -  to keep out heavy snow and rain 

 
� Accessories – sunglasses or ski goggles, wool or polyester “beanie”, or 

balaclava (covers face too, with opening for eyes, nose and mouth), 
polyester glove liners and insulated gloves with water repellant shell, 
polyester sock liners with polyester-nylon-wool blend insulated socks, 
rubberized, insulated leather boots, or rubber galoshes. 

 
 

 
 

 
Synthetics 
Synthetic materials, such as polypropylene and polyester have a very low water 
absorption factor.  Polypropylene, for example, absorbs less than .1% of its 



weight in water.  Instead, it wicks moisture away from your body to the outer 
layers, where it is either absorbed or wicked still further, depending on the make-
up of that material.  This is important, because we lose body heat much more 
rapidly through water than we do through air. 
 
  
Fiber Piles 
Fiber pile is mostly polyester.  Polyester is a very stiff, springy fiber that holds its 
loft for trapping air.  Pile begins as a thin, dense cloth which is then passed 
through napping machines until a thick pile, commonly called fleece, is achieved.  
Polyester wicks almost as efficiently as polypropylene.  You can dip it in water, 
wring it out, and it will still retain its loft and keep you reasonably warm.  Pile 
clothing is generally rates as 100 (light), 200 (medium), and 300 (heavy weight). 
 
Wool 
Wool and wool blends absorb moisture, but they also retain much of their loft and 
therefore insulating ability when wet. 
 
Cotton 
Cotton is probably the least desirable material for winter camping/snow play, 
because it absorbs water readily and when wet loses virtually all of its insulating 
ability. 
 
Down 
Down is a very good insulator as long as it is dry.  It maintains greater loft for a 
given weight than any other materials, as long as it is dry.  It mats down when 
wet, however, and loses almost all of its insulating ability. 
 
Gore-tex 
Gore-tex, along with a few recent clones, is essentially a thin, flexible Teflon 
membrane laminated between two layers of nylon cloth.  This membrane 
contains 9 billion pores per square inch.  Each pore is 20,000 times smaller than 
a drop of water, but 200 times larger than a molecule of water.  It can still leak, 
especially in driving rains, and it needs to be close to the skin so that it does not 
get too cool and condense the water vapor moving up from the body and trap 
moisture inside the shell. 
 



 



Dressing for Snow, The Ideal 
 
There are many factors to consider, of course, but an ideal outfit, allowing 
maximum versatility, light weight, freedom of movement, and maximum wicking 
and insulating benefits, might include: 
 
 Polyester long underwear with half-turtle neck 
 200 rated polyester pile pants 
 200 rated polyester pile jacket 
 Gore-tex parka or Gore-tex insulated parka with hood 
 Gore-tex shell pants or insulated pants 
 Polyester pile face mask 
 Knit wool cap, or polyester fleece cap 
 Sunglasses or ski goggles 
 Polyester glove liners 
 Gore-tex outer gloves  
 Polyester sock liners 
 Plastic baggie thermal barrier for feet 
 Polyester/wool/nylon trekker or ski socks 
 Rubber coated leather boots, or rubber galoshes 
 
Realistically 
 
That’s the ideal, but it can be fairly expensive, though prices have come down for 
a lot of these products in recent years. 
 
As a practical matter, we might have to improvise, budgets being what they are.  
Also, see the Boy Scout Field Book, Okpik and Venture Crew Manual for Winter 
Camping for suggestions for making foam and nylon clothing inexpensively. 
 
Here are some alternative suggestions: 
 
 Long underwear; any will do (synthetics or wool-blend are the best).  

Avoid cotton (buy at Mel Cotton’s, REI, Stevens Creek Surplus, Western 
Mountaineering, or any sporting goods store. 

  
 Trousers – ideally wool, or wool blend.  Army surplus work very well and 

are cheap (Mel Cotton’s, REI, Stevens Creek Surplus).  Wool dress slacks 
can work (try Goodwill).  Avoid jeans, they are made of cotton, absorb 
water, and do not insulate. 

 
 Turtlenecks – again, synthetics or wool-blends are better.  Any clothing 

store. 
 
 Wool Shirt or Sweater – medium weight, or wool, or synthetic.  Any 

clothing store. 



 
 Medium to Heavy Sweater – wool or synthetic.  Any clothing store. 
 
 Heavy Jacket or Parka – water repellant, or spray with water proofing.  

Any clothing store. 
 
 Outer Shell Trousers – nylon shell, skiers pants, or rain pants.  Any ski 

shop, Mel Cottons, REI, Stevens Creek Surplus, or rent at the Ski Renter. 
 
 Poncho or Rain Jacket and Rain Pants – any clothing store, Mel Cotton’s, 

REI, Stevens Creek Surplus, Western Mountaineering. 
 
Accessories 
 
And top this list off with: 
 
 Polypropylene Inner Socks – Mel Cottons, REI, Stevens Creek Surplus 
 
 Polypro/Wool/Nylon Blend Outer Socks – Mel Cottons, REI, Stevens 

Creek Surplus 
 
 Heavy Leather Boots with Sno-seal, or Rubber Coated Bottoms, Mukluks, 

or “Moon Boots” (foam insulated nylon boots with rubber bottoms – 
commonly called “after ski boots” – Mel Cottons, REI, Stevens Creek 
Surplus,  or rent at the Ski Renter. 

 
 Polypropylene Inner Gloves – Mel Cottons, REI, Stevens Creek Surplus,  
 
 Insulated Nylon or Leather Outer Gloves – Mel Cottons, REI, Stevens 

Creek Surplus,  Ski Renter 
 
 Polypropylene Pile Neck Gaiter, or Soft Wool Scarf (long) – Mel Cottons, 

REI, Stevens Creek Surplus,  Ski Renter 
 
 Sunglasses or Goggles (preferably both) – Mel Cottons, REI, Stevens 

Creek Surplus,  Ski Renter 
 
 Polypropylene Pile Beanie or Cap, or Wool Cap – Mel Cottons, REI, 

Stevens Creek Surplus,  Ski Renter 
 
Polypropylene  inner socks are inexpensive and sold at most outdoor shops and 
Scout Shops.  Sno-seal and silicon spray for waterproofing clothes are sold in 
most outdoor shops and many hardware stores.  Inexpensive gloves and hats 
can be purchased at surplus stores and hardware stores.  
 



 
 
 
 



More On Cotton and Wool 
 
 Even people who live in snow country do wear cottons and wools.  But 

they avoid getting wet, and if they do get wet, they go inside, dry off, and 
change.  The more the wardrobe contains cottons, and even wools to a 
lesser extent, the more the Scout needs to be aware that he can’t allow 
himself to get wet.  If he does, he needs to have a full set of clothes to 
change into. 

 
 Generally, on a two-day trip, try to be careful on the first day.  On the 

second day, you can be more relaxed, as you are going to be getting into 
a warm care and head home shortly.  Save the big snow fight for the last 
day! 

 
Thermal Barriers and Plastic Bags 

 
A note on thermal barriers.  Putting a plastic bag between your inner sock or 
inner glove and your outer sock or glove creates a waterproof “thermal” or heat 
barrier between your skin and the cold, wet snow.  The inner sock or glove wicks 
moisture away from your skin so you don’t get to “clammy”, but stay relatively dry 
and comfortable.  The plastic barrier keeps snow melt away from your skin and 
holds in body heat.  The outer sock or glove insulates and protects the plastic 
thermal barrier.   
 
Plastic bags also are handy for making impromptu waterproof skirts (OK, kilts if 
you are a guy), leggings (one bag over each leg), waterproof vests (just cut a slot 
in the top of a large garbage bag for your head, and slots on each side for your 
arms, and waterproof hats (or waterproof covers for your hats).  Always bring half 
a dozen or so large, heavy-duty trash bags (30 gallon) with you when winter 
camping (at least three for summer camping – you never know when it is going to 
rain!). 
 
Remember, you lose about one-third of your body heat through your head. 
As your body temperature begins to cool, your body slows down the 
circulation of blood to your extremities in order to keep the body core 
warm.  So, if your hands and feet are cold, put on a hat!  
 
It’s the same at night.  Wear a wool or fleece cap or beanie to bed.  Keep 
your head warm, but don’t put your face inside the sleeping bag.  Your 
respiration is full of moisture, which will collect and condense inside the 
bag, making you colder.   
 
Do not wear cotton clothing to bed.  It will absorb moisture from your body, 
causing you to become colder. 
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