
Extending the extremes of your extremities 
 

I feel the cold. That could be down to my wiry build, ƻǊ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ LΩƳ just a soft Englishman living over the 
border in a tough country. Either way, I feel the cold. That might mean I have to carry more or heavier 
clothing, but L ŘƻƴΩǘΦ  Outdoor clothing is so good nowadays that, with a bit of thought, carefully selected 
kit will keep me warm without any discomfort or weight penalty. The core of my warm-wear is hand-built 
in the USA by specialist down worker Tom Halpin of Nunatak. For me down is still king. Synthetics 
garments have come on in recent years but weight for weight down is still nearly twice as warm, and when 
you feel the cold that is important. My basic warm-wear core is supplemented in winter by a synthetic 
insulated lightweight jacket for damp rest stops. The extremities (hands/feet/head) have proven more 
difficult, and from some of the emails I have received I know this 
has been a problem for more than just me. Described below is my 
extremities system for the summer and winter seasons. ItΩs been 
tried and tested over a number of years. While I cannot guarantee 
its perfection for your needs, it is perhaps a good starting point. 
 

Summer 
 
Hands - Mountain Laurel rain mitts (34g) 
 
Even in summer I use two pairs of gloves; one waterproof and the 
other a liner. For years I have used the Mountain Laurel eVENT rain 



mitts, and when seam sealed they are windproof and very nearly waterproof. They should be totally 
waterproof, being built from eVENT, but in prolonged heavy rain they always get quite damp inside. I 
suspect this is more than just condensation or a leaky seam, and that the very thin two-layer eVENT is only 
just fully waterproof. Grip my walking poles and perhaps some of that water is forced through the thin 
material? Just my thoughts, and purely speculation, but it does seem to be the case. However, for 3 season 
use they are just about perfect, weighing next to nothing yet providing all the wind and rain protection I 
need. Durability has been much better than expected, and I suspect they might just see out a fourth TGO 

Challenge. For comfort in prolonged wet weather, though, some sort 
of liner glove is essential. Used without a liner, dampness on the 
inner surface of the rain mitts saps heat from your pinkies, making 
them feel almost as cold as when wearing no gloves at all. Carrying a 
separate pair of insulating gloves outside of winter seems excessive 
to me, but reusing another item LΩƳ already carrying is a favourite of 
mine, and here I do that again. I use my night socks, which are a very 
thin and light Bridgedale Coolmax liner sock, and convert them into 
mittens by cutting a small thumb-ǎƛȊŜŘ ƘƻƭŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ affect their 
use as a night sock, but does make them compatible with the rain 
mitts, and when used in that way these thin liners make a surprising 
and noticeable difference. The thumb, which has no insulation, will 
feel cool and damp, but the rest of the hand is warm and 
comfortable. For three seasons I need no more. The thin liner socks 
will dry almost instantly, so getting them wet during the day ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 
affect their performance as camp socks over night. 



 
Feet  - Coolmax liner socks 30g, plastic bags 12g, 
Smartwool merino 85g 
 
I wear trail shoes no matter what the weather or the 
terrain, but rarely do I suffer from cold feet. L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ 
waterproof shoes, and if I develop cold feet then I dƻƴΩǘ 
reach for the waterproof socks but instead put up my 
jacket hood! Yes, that really does work. Whenever I have 
had cold feet, with the exception of a few occasions when 
they have been exposed to prolonged icy bog water, it was 
because the rest of me was also cold. Sort that outΣ LΩǾŜ 
found, and the feet will follow. Often I will deliberately 
over-insulate my head for a while, to allow my feet and 
hands to warm up that much sooner. Sock choice is 
important, and I do prefer my walking socks to have a high 
content of merino wool. Wool dries slower than a 
synthetic material, but I find woollen socks much warmer 
when wet, which is very important in wet UK conditions. 
Wool or synthetic, they will both stink just as badly after a hard day battling through deep peat bogs! I 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊǊȅ any spare walking socks on a standard two week walk, preferring to rinse them out at the end 
of each day. Of course they are still wet and will feel cold when first put on the following morning, but they 
are the last item I don before actually walking and they do warm up in minutes. My preferred walking 



socks were made by Smartwool but they seem much harder to 
source now. Teko socks appear to have replaced them, and initial 
testing shows them to be just as good. For around camp I have a 
couple of plastic bags that I can slip over my liner socks but which 
remain beneath my wet walking socks, and help to keep my feet 
warm and dry. The plastic bags are the same type I used for my 
waterbag project, and are tough and long lasting. I also wear these 
makeshift waterproof socks if I suffer the peat bog scenario already 
mentioned. They dƻƴΩǘ actually keep my feet warm, but they do 
dilute the shock of submerging feet repeatedly into icy water, time 
after time. 
 

Head ς Royal Robbins 54g (+19g for neck flap) 
 
Outside of winter, I ŘƻƴΩǘ need much head insulation while walking. 
In summer keeping the wind off is normally enough, and with my 
thinning hair you will rarely see me without some sort of hat. This 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴǎǳƭŀǘŜŘ, and a Royal Robbins extreme 
expedition cap is the norm. I have experimented with a Tilly hat, and 
while I love the fit and style it is much heavier than my faithful cap 
so I reserve it ŦƻǊ ǿƘŜƴ LΩƳ ŜȄǇŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǎǳƴΦ LŦ I should find 
that my cap is not warm enough then ƛǘΩǎ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƧŀŎƪŜǘ hood.  



Winter 
 
Hands - Icebreaker liner gloves (31g), Icebreaker 320 glove (63g), Trekmates Gore-tex Paclite mitts (90g)  
 
LǘΩǎ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛng how little extra you need come winter, even when conditions are extreme. My summer glove 
system is only slightly modified, and supplemented by one additional layer. In winter conditions, gloves are 
likely to get damp and stay that way, so my choice is merino wool. If ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ going to get wet they may as 
well feel reasonably warm. You are goƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƴŜŜŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘ finger mobility when 
making and striking camp. I also wear my gloves when carrying out simple camp tasks like cooking and 

eating, and this is where a 
good thin liner glove really 
comes into its own. Normally 
I ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ use this additional 
layer while walking--that is 
what my next glove is for--but 
of course they could be used 
as well as or instead of any of 
the other gloves, should the 
conditions dictate. My 
summer sock liner-mitt is 
replaced by an Icebreaker 
liner glove, which is 96% 



merino and very thin so it dries reasonable fast. Durability is only okay, and with care one pair lasts a 
ǎŜŀǎƻƴΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ŀ Ŧŀƴ ƻŦ ŘǊȅƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ƎŜŀǊ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ sleeping bag but I make an exception for these, and 
leave them on until ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ dry. If they are very wet then I dry them under my hat, you may as well make 
use of all that heat that escapes from your head! Either way they are warm and comfy for the morning 
chores. Next comes the warm layer, and these are generally worn either by themselves or with the wind 
and waterproof outer layer. For extra warmth the liners can be also be added. I want to be able to grip my 
walking poles, manipulate the map and eat, so bulky and slippery pertex/pile mitts, while effective and 
warm, are out. Again I looked to Icebreaker, and chose the Glove 320, which is a very simple but warm 

100% merino wool glove. The fit is a bit strange, with the only 
difference in size between medium and large appearing to be 
the length of the fingers! I would like the fingers a little wider, 
which would help when layering, but still these are the best 
lightweight gloves I have found to date. Finally comes the 
ƻǳǘŜǊ ƭŀȅŜǊΦ {ƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƛƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŜǊǇǊƻƻŦ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ 
for winter protection, and if it also breatheǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ 
bonus. My Mountain Laurel Rain Mitts ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ƭƻƴƎ 
winter days so I use a simple pair of lightweight Gore-Tex 
Paclite gloves from Trekmates. LΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƳƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ 
they have never let me down. They have remained 
waterproof no matter how challenging the conditions or the 
abuse inflicted. Size is a little on the short side but quite wide, 
allowing for layering. A grippy surface on the palms helps with 
adhesion, even to an ice axe. Unfortunately these excellent 



gloves are no longer made, but Extremities appear to do a very similar version for about the same weight. 
This glove system is lightweight and adaptable across a wide range of conditions. There is also a certain  
amount of redundancy, so should one of your gloves make a bid for freedom from a mountain top then at 
least you have another couple of layers in reserve.  
 
Feet - Coolmax liner 30g, Smartwool liner 46g, SealSkinz 76g 
 

Trail shoes can continue to be worn throughout the winter with a 
little care. Frozen toes or even frost bite are a real possibility, so 
this is one area you must get right. I find something waterproof 
essential when it gets cold, but that causes real problems with 
moisture management. Keeping water out is quite easy, but 
stopping your feet from getting cold and wet from perspiration is a 
little harder. After much 
testing I decided that a 
three-layer system 
similar to what I have 
done with my gloves 
was the way to go. It 

starts with a pair of Coolmax liner socks, followed by a thin 
merino (96%) liner sock and finished off with a pair of ultra-
light SealSkinz. The idea with this system is to get moisture 
away from the skin as quickly as possible (synthetic Coolmax 


