
 

Supplementary Notes For Menu Planning For Backpacking  

Introduction  

These notes are intended to provide additional information for the meal planning course for backpacking 

where the primary objective is to minimize the weight that needs to be carried. Generally speaking, except 

for empty space, most food is approximately the same weight as water. An objective of this course, for the 

purpose of discussion, will be to limit the weight of food to be carried to one pound a day per person. The 

weight of two cups or a pint of water is about one pound. Therefore, a way to look at our objective, is to limit 

the amount of food to about two cups of product a day per person. We will try to allocate the sixteen ounce 

allotment to four ounces for breakfast, five ounces for lunch, and seven ounces for supper.  

Due to the amount of empty space, the weight of a cup of actual product varies as follows:  

Multigrain Cheerios, 1 oz  

Walnuts, 4 oz  

Almonds, 6 oz  

A mix of rolled oats, walnuts, almonds, raisins, and/or craisins, 50z  

A gorp mix of cheerios, walnuts, almonds, raisins, and/or craisins, 40z  

Breakfast  

For breakfast, my recommendation is to limit the meal to a hot water preparation. My favorite is to use an 

oatmeal mix that consists of rolled oats, walnuts, and raisins or craisins. Mixing Yz cup of this with hot water 

will swell up to one cup. For added calorie content and taste, one tbsp of brown sugar may be added. For 

the remaining weight allotment, 2 tbsp of a sugar product in the form of either instant tea, cocoa, or an 

orange drink such as tang may be added to hot water for a bracing drink.  

Lunch  

Lunch is best handled as a cookless meal using some combination of gorp and energy bars. I find that 

zone bars which also have a significant amount of vitamin content to be desirable. They weigh 1 Yz oz. 

Peanut butter is a desirable part of any lunch. A tbsp of peanut butter only weighs Y2 oz. so it goes a long 

way and is nutritious. One cup of a gorp mix weighs 4 oz. For the  



 

remaining weight allotment, 2 tbsp of a sugar based drink such as tang, iced tea mix, or lemonade 

mixed with water will be refreshing and add to the calorie count to provide energy.  

Supper  

As a general objective with regard to supper menus, the information herein is primarily intended 

to show an alternative to prepared freeze dried foil wrapped meals that may be purchased at 

camping stores such as Gander Mountain, REI, EMS, or Eureka ..  

Freeze dried meals are very convenient for small groups and short trips. They are easy in terms of 

pre-trip preparation since there essentially isn't any. Meal preparation is extremely simple since all that 

is required is to add hot water to the package contents. For complete simplicity in the event that you 

wish to eat the entire two portion contents is to eat out of the package.  

Disadvantages in their use are high cost for what you get, the packages are stiff and bulky therefore 

making them awkward to pack into a bear resistant container, they create a lot of foil waste that needs 

to be carried out, and many say that it is a stretch to say that a two serving package really feeds two 

people.  

Many of the freeze dried meals are dominated by what is essentially pasta and represents a  

.---.._  poor return upon the cost that is paid for them. Typically the price of these meals is $8 to $10.  

This can add up for a long trip or a large group.  

The alternative I advocate is to use various dried beans or peas as the primary protein content of a I-pot 

meal. The key idea is to pre-soak these during the day while backpacking, bring them to a boil and to 

simmer them for 10 to 20 minutes depending upon what is used. Small quantities of non-perishable 

meat in the form bacon, dried bacon bits, pepperoni, summer sausage, some freeze dried meat, or 

canned meat may be added to the pot while the beans simmer for flavor enhancement. In addition, it is 

useful to add some dehydrated vegetables to the pot shortly before the beans are ready. For this 

purpose, string beans, broccoli and tomatoes work out well. You can buy dehydrated string beans but 

they are pricey for what you get.  

It is preferable to have your own dehydrator. In this case I have found that dried grape tomatoes (which 

I call tomaisens) can be very tangy and a neat snack. A dehydrator is also great for making dried snacks 

from bananas, strawberries, and apples. The key to this form of meal preparation is to make a very 

soupy pot of beans and then to add a filler that will soak up the water when the pot is removed from the 

stove and covered while the meal cools to an edible temperature. Useful fillers are stove top stuffing, 

minute rice, ramen noodles, couscous, and  

-----.  dried potatoes in various forms. I have found that a filler of half minute rice and half ramen noodles 

works out very well. Ramen noodles work out best if crushed and broken up before  



 

adding. The package usually comes with a flavor package that can be added to the pot. These all may 

purchased for very reasonable cost compared to the carbohydrate content of the freeze dried packages.  

The cooking times to get an edible pot of beans or peas after at least 8 hours of soaking that I have 

tried are as follows:  

Red lentils 5 minutes, Lentils, 8 minutes, Chick peas, 10 minutes, Black eyed peas, 15 minutes, and 

Split peas, 15 minutes.  

The smaller the bean, the faster will be the result. I have found that black beans were still in edible after 

boiling 30 minutes and so are not recommended. Split peas are still chewy after 15 minutes but are 

edible. Adding some broken up potato chips from a package of Weis potato classics au gratin potatoes 

to the filler mix, works out very well with split peas. They need about 10 minutes of cooking so put 

them in the pot right away with the soaked split peas.  

If you try a bean meal, it will be useful to test out the procedure at home before trying it on the trail.  

An advantage of the use of bean mixes for back pack cooking is that packaging the beans in a  

.--  small plastic sandwich bag for each meal is very convenient where a bear resistant container is needed 

to meet state regulatory requirements for the area where you are hiking. Each morning you simply take 

out a bag of measured out beans from your bear can and add them to a plastic jar of water that you will 

carry while on the trail for the day for soaking purposes. A one pint peanut butter jar is just right for 

two people (Buddy cooking). For a larger cooking group use a multiple set of jars, a one quart jar or a 

two liter juice bottle. In all cases the amount of beans in the container before adding water should be no 

more than one half of the volume, preferably 3/8s of the volume, so that there will be room for the 

beans to expand. For example, for a one pint peanut butter jar use about * cup of beans and for a 

2-liter bottle use about 3 cups of beans packaged into your plastic bag.  

It is convenient to add all spices and other dry ingredients to the plastic bag of beans so that it is all 

pre-packaged. Items that can be added are salt, pepper, red pepper, white pepper, chili  

powder, parsley, onion powder or flakes, garlic powder or minced garlic, bacon bits, oregano, dill 

weed, chives, etc. The selection is a matter of preference and taste.  



 

Lentil Dinner  

With a meal of lentils for two people to be placed in a one pint peanut butter jar, a typical set of 

measured ingredients would be:  

% cup of lentils  

ltbls bacon bits  

ltbls onion flakes  

ltbls parsley flakes  

ltsp garlic powder  

ltsp salt  

ltsp basil  

After soaking all day on the trail put the soaked beans in your pot, add another jar of water (You 

double the amount of water to create a soupy mix), bring to a boil and simmer for 8 minutes and 

remove from stove. Add 1 cup of minute rice mix and cover for 5 minutes.  

Chicken Dinner for two people  

In this case there is no bean soaking requirement. Instead you use some dehydrated veges and a can 

of chicken. You use stove top stuffing which has within it all the flavor and spice you need (But you 

could add more if you like!)  

In your pot place a 5 oz. can of white chicken, add one quart of water and bring to a boil. Add 1 cup 

dehydrated string beans or broccoli and simmer for 2 minutes and remove from stove. Add 1 cup 

stove top stuffing and cover for 5 minutes.  

Have fun and experiment!  



 

.' 

-----....  Cooking equipment  

For backpack trips the cooking equipment ideally should be compact and lightweight. For a one pot bean 

meal the amount of water that needs to be brought to a boil is one pint per person. This is one quart for a 

buddy group of two, and two quarts for a group of four. A typical MSR backpacking cook set comes with one 

2 qt pot, and one 1 }'2 qt pot. Using a 2 qt pot for a group of four will entail the awkwardness of bringing the 

pot to boil while it is brim full! There are two alternatives. Bring a 2 }'2 or 3qt pot, or else hold back about a pint 

of water when boiling the beans and then setting the pot aside after the filler is added. Meanwhile bring a 

quart of water to a boil in the 1 }'2 qt pot, and mix a Y2 cup of hot water to each bowl into which the cooked 

bean meal is served the thin the mixture.  

To cook for a group of eight will require at least a 5qt pot. The typical patrol sized pot is 8 qts, Such large 

sized pots are inconvenient for back pack cooking.  

Stoves  

Backpacking stoves are an essential piece of gear when backpacking in the modern "leave no trace" world. 

From the notes on cooking equipment, it can be seen that it is desirable to share a stove by no more than 

four people unless you plan to carry patrol sized pots.  

Fuel weight can be minimized when burn time is also minimized. Therefore consider "no cook" breakfasts 

and lunches and turn the stove off when there is no cooking!  

Gloves  

A pair of good leather work gloves should be a part of any backpackers gear. They are very useful to 

avoid burns when handling hot pots and stoves! In addition they are very useful to avoid getting sticky 

hands when grabbing spruce branches on a steep trail.  

Bear Resistant Containers  

Even if it is not a state mandated requirement, the availability of a bear resistant container or bear canister 

is a desirable piece of equipment to protect food, especially for extended trips of  

more than a weekend or three days. For a short trip loss of food to animals will not necessarily be a 

disaster. One will only be a little more hungry when eating at the restaurant on the way home. For an 

extended backpacking trip or canoe trip it may be a disaster. A bear canister not only provides protection 

against bears but squirrels and rodents as well.  

In many areas in high country where bears are a problem hanging a bear bag becomes problematical for 

two reasons. There may be no trees to hang them, or it is almost impossible to find a clear branch to hang 

it using the counterbalance method using two bags that does not  



 

require tying the bag line on a tree trunk. If a bag line is tied on a tree trunk bears in an area where there 

are habituated intelligent bears they are getting smart enough to detect it, bite off the line, and take your 

food. In some areas, bears have even learned to climb into trees and make flying "Kamikaze" leaps to 

get at bears bags. In areas where people have been careless with food and have habituated the bears, 

the use of bear bags has become questionable. Although bear canisters add weight to the pack, they 

do provide peace of mind.  

When using bear canisters an important consideration is to repackage the food in small plastic bags 

that squish into minimum volume so as to minimize wasteful air space. This is where bean meals 

packaged for each meal for the relevant group size really pays off in comparison to freeze dried meal 

packages that are not squishable.  

The most common bear canister options are the Garcia and the Bear Vault. Here are the 

approximate relevant statistics:  

Volume  Weight  Cos
t  

Garcia  614 cu in  2# 12 oz  $70  

Bear Vault  700 cu in  2# 90l  $80  

The volume of ten days of food based upon sixteen ounces per day, and about 50 % wasted air space 

is about 580 cu in. Both of these canisters should be able to accommodate ten days of food for each 

person based upon the weight assumptions made. This coincides with the experience I have had 

hiking on the John Muir Trail in California.  

A good way to avoid bear problems in the backcountry is to practice "Stealth Camping". To do this, 

cook on the trail in the early afternoon before arrival at your camping destination so as to finish your 

meal well before sunset. This keeps cooking odors away from your campsite. In addition this makes it 

possible to sleep away from water sources where more people camp and where bears tend to roam.  



 

Cost Tradeoffs  

As mentioned previously, freeze dried packages cost about $8 to $10, or about $4 to $5 per person, 

and there is some question concerning whether a package really feeds two people. let's look at the 

alternative cost of meals based upon the use of beans and a filler. As will be shown, if meat is used 

in conjunction with beans the cost gap really narrows  

Here is the cost of various viable bean options:  

Bean Option  Package Size  Cost  Servings  Cost/Serving  

Split Peas  160z  $1.00  5  20cts  

lentils  160z  $1.30  5  26cts  

Black Eyed Peas  160z  $1.40  5  28cts  

Chick Peas (Garbonzas)  160z  $1.50  5  30ets  

Here is the cost of the various filler options:    

Filler Option  Package Size  Cost  Servings  Cost/Serving  

,.----...      

Ramen Noodles  30z  20cts  2  10cts  

Pwd r potatoes  13.30z  $2.00  20  7ets  

Au Gratin Potatoes  5.22oz  $1.25  5  25cts  

Minute Rice  140z  $2.10  7  30cts  

Stove Top Stuffing  60z  $1.80  6  30cts  

Couscous Jar  320z  $7.20  16  40cts  

It can be seen that the total cost of beans and filler varies between 30cts and 70cts or about 7% to 16% 

of the cost of the average freeze dried meal without the added cost of meat. The cost of meat is a big 

variable. From my limited data, for dried or canned meat it can range from 500 cts/oz for beef jerky to 

about 16 cts/oz for the most economical pepperoni. Pepperoni costs from my observation can vary from 

16 to 75 cts/oz. Canned white chicken varies from 25 to 38 asioz depending upon the size of can 

chosen. Canned fish and spam cost on average is about 25 cts/oz. If we assume that at most 2 ozs of 

meat at 25 cts/oz is used, in order to stay within the weight objective, we arrive at a meat cost of 50 cts 

per meal, if it is used. This would drive the per person cost of a supper using beans, a filler, and meat to 

a range of 80ets to $1.20 or about 18% to 27% of the cost of the average freeze dried meal.  



 

_--...,  
Summary  

The cost tradeoff shows that a substantial saving is possible with meals based upon an approach 

that uses some sort of beans in conjunction with a filler and a limited amount of canned meat or 

pepperoni. This ;s achieved if one is willing to put in the work effort that is needed to prepare and 

package the food.  

The approach chosen can be very dependent upon the length of time that is planned for the 

backpacking experience. For a 2-day weekend trip, the effort required may not be considered to be 

worth the effort in comparison with the use of freeze dried meals. Of course, for a short stay, fresh 

meat, if frozen or pre-cooked, or the use of smoked products such as ham or bacon are alternate 

choices. In fact, for a short stay, light weight is not a major concern, and even warmed up canned 

meals can be considered.  

The key advantage of the concept presented is the compactness of the meals, especially where the use 

of bear canisters is mandatory. This is clearly applicable for extended trips of 5 to 10 days. It may also 

be desirable for a group trip where the availability of bear canisters is limited, and a canister, due to a 

capability to carry ten days of meals may be very advantageous. For example, for a group of ten people 

(The maximum allowed in the Adirondack High Peak Region), two canisters can accommodate the 

entire group. In this case the equipment carried can be distributed to unburden the people carrying the 

canisters.  

As in many endeavors, there are many ways to get the job done. What has been presented here is what 

should be considered to be useful alternatives to get the job done!  

Have fun with it!  

Herb Haake  

Baden Powell UofS, 2011  


