Clothing


Dressing in layers is more than just putting clothes on top of other clothes.  There is a strategy to dressing in layers, in which each layer has a specific function.

Base Layer:  The base layer (the layer closest to your skin) must be a material that can wick moisture away from your skin.  You sweat all the time, even when you feel cold, and if that moisture is allowed to stay on your skin, it will chill you very quickly.  The base layer need not have much warmth; its primary job is to wick moisture away from your body and to pass it to the outer layers.  (Note: wicking is not the same as absorbing.  You do not want the base layer to absorb moisture, you want it to transport the moisture away from your body and into the outer layers.)

Some suggestions for the base layer are polyester, polypropylene or silk.

Middle Layer:  The middle layer is where warmth is retained.  This is the layer that traps warm air close to your body.  It can be one garment or it can be more than one (I prefer two, so I can take one off if I get too warm).  This layer must also be able to transport moisture away from your body and into the outer layer.

I like polyester fleece for this layer, but wool works just as well.

Outer Layer:  The primary function of this layer is to block the wind.  There is no point in having all that warm air close to your skin if you are going to let the wind blow it away.  The outer layer must also allow the moisture to escape from the middle layer to the outside, so it will evaporate.

Good choices for the outer layer are composite fabrics like GoreTex and tightly woven nylon.

Two additional thoughts:  First, none of these layers should have any cotton in them.  Cotton soaks up moisture and clings to your skin.  (Do you remember that time your drunken friends threw you into the swimming pool with all your clothes on?  Do you remember how hard it was to get your jeans and sweatshirt off afterwards?)  Someone coined the phrase, “Cotton kills”.  In a cold environment, cotton can be truly dangerous.

The other thought is that about 30% of the heat that you lose is lost through your head.  A warm hat and/or a hood should be part of your cold weather strategy.
