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They may not look ‘very appetizing in their foll packages. but
freeze-dried foods are [lightweight and wont spoil.

Backpacking: It’s often a summertime karma

Story and photos: ED BAS

There arent many sensations that
can beat climbing a hill miles from
civilization or sleeping under a wilder-
ness night sky. If you aren't the type
1o stay inside a motor home complete
with kitchen and color television when
you're camping. backpacking can be
your summertime karma

But there are a few abstacles on the
way To make the most of your excur-
sion into the Great Beyond. you have
to know how to prepare yourself. s

When vou walk into a backpack sup-
plier like the Benchmark, on Roches-
ter Road, you are immediately both
enticed and overwhelmed

Sandy Graham. manager of the
Rochester Benchmark, also is a moun-
tain climber and camper who knows
the products he sells

“We're a specialty shop in the true
sense of the term.” Graham said
“The only place you can buy equip-
ment like ours is in a few other spe-
cialty shops or else through cata-
logues."

One whole wall is taken up by back-
packs hanging on pegs, packs that are
meant to take you from city slicker to
north woodsman. But how do you
know which pack to buy?

PACKS ARE, without exception.
made of nylon with aluminum tube
frames. Usually. the nylon is un-

coated. Graham said, so that rain
must be kept out with'a pack cover.

“Coating the pack weakens the ma-
terial by 25 per cent,” Graham said.

While the packs have no moving
parts and don't wear out like the fam-
ily car tends to, buving a pack is no
simple matter.

“The pack should be made of a
good aluminam.” Graham said. “The
cheap ones are made of magnesium,
which is brittle and will break.

“You should also count the number
of cross members on the frame. Five
is better than four. and four is better
than three. That’s one place where
you really don't have to worry about
the weight.

“A pack slammed down over and
over with 30 pounds of supplies in it
has to take a beating. And the cross
members should be heliarc welded,
not soldered or fitted with pins.”

There is competition and some eon-
tradiction among shop owners, particu-
larly since most backpacking shops
aré small and the owners themselves
backpackers with opinions and favor-
ites. At the Benchmark, Graham
swears by the Kelty pack, while at an-
other Rochester shop, the owner pre-
ferred the Jansport.

Graham said men should have to
carry no more than 30-35 pounds. and
women no more than 25. He also said
a person should be sized for a pack

Backpacking is no longer the reaim of only
Boy Scouts and hermit-like individuals who
shun the confines of motel rooms. Space-age
materials keep the competition among back-
pack suppliers keen and the assortment of
related products diverse, ranging from tents to

freeze-dried omelets.

much like one should be fitted for a
pair of shoes.

EVEN ZIPPERS are important on
a pack when you're walking in the
woods with your home tucked inside a
bunch of nylon compartments on your
back. Nicke! zippers are 50 per cent
stronger than nylon. Graham said
Pockets up near the top of the pack
are essential for easy access to water,
compasses. maps and other frequent-
ty needed gear. Padded hip belts are
recommended to help take the weight
off your shoulders and heft it onto
your hips where it belongs.

A bottomHline pack costs about $42
A better pack suited for most back-
packers with padded hip belt, quick re-
lease bindings and reinforced stitch-
ing costs about $80

Benchmark opened its Rochester
store Thanksgiving and employs three
persons, including Graham. Another
Benchmark is in Farmington.

The Down Loft. also in Rochester.
bills itself as “specialists in down ap-
parel” but also sells 600700 down
sleeping bags in a year. The store
was started 2% years ago and is
owned by John Lassaline, with outlets
in Traverse City and Petoskey.

Down is a natural material from
ducks and geese. According to Lassa-
fine. the boom in consumption of
down products has made it difficult to
obtain the material, 80 per cent of
which comes from Europe. A jacket
with only 12 ounces of down insulation
can keep a person warm to 20 degrees
below zero, which also makes it an
ideal material for insulation in sleep-
ing bags.

WHILE CLOTH sleeping bags can
look like a living room rug when
rolled up, a down bag is literally
“stuffed” handful by handful into a
nylon pouch the size of a small pillow.

A down sleeping bag. according to
Lasseline, weighing a total of 3%
-pounds can protect a body to zero de-

grees.

Fred Lasseline runs the Rochester
store for his brother John, who lives
near the strais of Mackinac. John
has six teenagers of his own, “all of
them backpackers.”

Down has become an “old-fashioned
modern wonder” because it's become
something of a fad among youth.

“But a kid who's groped and
.struggled to save $100 for a sleeping
bag,” John said, “comes through that
door pretty much knowing what. he
wants. He can go out of here knowing

* that he's got a good plece of equip-

ment, something he can be proud of.”

Rochester Ski and Tennis Shop does
25 per cent of its business with back-
packers, despite its name. Tom Hud-
son, who has been working at the
store for two of its five years in Roch~
ester, said interest i backpacking
has soared.

Hudson swears by Jansport packs
and sleeping bags. which are 50 per
cent down and 50 per cent manmade
material.

“Jansport packs are the best be-
cause they can use a lighter lubing
since they're not welded.” Hudson
said. “We also sell almost exclusively
Raichle (pronounced ry-<clay) boots
They have Vibram soles, Norwegian
welts and full grain.”

That means the boot is made from
a full piece of leather rather than two
or more stitched together. Vibram is
a brand name for the rubber lugged
sole, and the welt is a method of
double stitching. The boots cost $65
per pair, but Hudson said they sell
well, even to 10-12-yearoid young-
sters.

Besides the major decisions of
which backpack, sleeping bag and
shoes to. buy, there are a thousand
minor decisions on other packing ac-
cessories. There are tents, freeze-
dried foods. clothes. rain gear and
odds and ends with a cross section of
names, materials and qualities. that
just might drive a person's,wilderness
lure right out of him or her. Some-
where between the simplicity of walk-
ing and the.confusion of backpacking,
there exists a happy medium that
ends on a grassy knoll in the deep
woods.

Fred Lassaline of the Down Loft shows how the shape and clos:

fit of a down skeping bag keeps packers warm.




