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BASIC GEAR LISTS

YOUR CRAFT

Kayakpacking floats happily at the corner of 
backpacking and adventure cycling.  It contains 
elements of both short and long distance backpacking 
adventures with the additional range and solitude 
and locations that can only be achieved by kayak.  

The best kayak to use is the one you 
already have or can borrow from 
a friend or relative.  Add a few dry 
bags to your kit and you’ll be almost 
ready to paddle.  Our primary focus 
is on ‘Sea’ or ‘Touring’ kayaks but 
kayakpacking doesn’t necessarily rely 
on boats with dry storage bulkheads.  
Additionally you can search your local 
or regional craigslist for used kayaks, 
personal flotation devices (PFD’s) and 
paddles.

No matter the type of water your 
adventure finds your best bet for any 
multi-day kayakpacking adventure is 
a kayak that will be comfortable to sit 
in, easy to steer, and has ample room 
for your gear to be reasonably dry and 
secured. 

Sea or touring kayaks are built for 
this purpose. They have a seat that 
you can be comfortable in for long 
periods of time, storage bulkheads that 
remain mostly dry and keep your gear 
secure and most have either a rudder 
that is controlled with your feet or a 
retractable skeg that aids in keeping 
the craft true and stable.

Other features to look for are a craft 
with a long length (typically 13’-16’) 
and a beam that is not more than 24” 
both of which make sea kayaks easier 
to paddle long distances.

If you already have the gear you need 
for an overnight campout you are 90% 
on the way to your first adventure.  
Start by using what you have, pick 
a short and safe flatwater route 

(7-15 miles) on a lake or calm river 
nearby and borrow or rent a kayak.  
You’ll learn everything else as you 
go knowing you are never far from a 
bailout. 

KAYAK 

PADDLE + SPARE

PFD 

BILGE PUMP 

SPRAY SKIRT 

DRY BAGS

SIGNALING WHISTLE

LARGE SPONGE

COMPASS OR GPS

MAP CASE/DECK BAG

SHELTER 

TENT/HAMMOCK

SLEEPING BAG

SLEEPING PAD

FLASHLIGHT/HEADLAMP

KITCHEN

CAMP STOVE

STOVE FUEL (2X)

COOK POT

SPORK

TROWEL

LIGHTER
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THE GUIDE :  WHERE TO KAYAKPACK

ROUTE TYPES

FROM THE PUT IN FROM THE END ESTABLISHED WATER TRAILS

Choosing the right route based on the time you have 
and level of experience is paramount to enjoying your 
outing. If you are going to roll your own route (become 
a contributor) or follow an exiting one here are a few 
things to consider as you start your planning. 

Long or short, kayakpacking routes come in two distinct 
flavors:   1: Round Trip.  These routes put-in and take-
out in the same location.   2: One way.  These routes 
follow a linear path and require a shuttle set-up or 
exfiltration upon completion.

If you are new to kayakpacking 
and/or route planning the best first 
step you can take is to keep your 
eyes open while you are out and 
about or on your daily commute. 
Unless you live in one of the dryer 
climes of the planet chances are 
you cross over or near some pretty 
good starting places.  A good put in 
point and a body of water that has 
a decent depth for your particular 
craft is a good first place to start. 
The most limiting factor here 
might be locating suitable places to 
legally camp.

Most if not all Departments 
of Natural Resources (or your 
communities equivalent) maintain 
a network of boat ramps that make 
for some pretty low hanging fruit 
when it comes to finding a good 
put in.  If you are already in to 
kayaking then there are probably a 
few of your favorite day routes that 
could be spun into a good S24O or 
a 2-3 day adventure.

When legal camping is at a 
premium then locating these all 
but important end points may be 
a good strategy when you begin 
planning your next kayakpacking 
adventure.  When one or more 
known campsites are available 
on a particular body of water 
stringing them together with some 
paddle time in-between makes for 
an instant plan.   

Find a predesignated campsite.  
Could be in the form of a State or 
Regional Park or a National Park 
or National Forest. (also check 
out www.reserveamerica.com). If 
open camping is allowed then you 
are all but set.  You’ll just need 
to determine how far you want to 
paddle before making camp. 

Even a short 3-5 mile paddle will 
give you enough time to leave your 
troubles behind and shake the 
week off.  Most important thing is 
that you are out on the water and 
have secured a camp for the night.

State and local Water Trails:  
Water trails are marked routes 
on navigable waterways for 
recreational use. Some, but not 
all, have predesignated campsites 
(even some on screened in wooden 
platforms) and maps which makes 
your work a lot easier. The Maine 
Island Trail (https://mita.org/) and 
the Roanoke River Paddle Trail 
(www.roanokeriverpartners.org) 
come to mind.   

National Parks Service Water 
Trails System:  The National 
Parks Service maintains a list of 
established water trails with an 
overview of each so you can get a 
flavor of what to expect and links 
to their individual websites as 
available.   
www.nps.gov/WaterTrails/Trail 

The National Recreational 
Trails (NRT): Maintains a 
database of established water 
trails. 
www.americantrails.org/

ONE WAYROUND TRIP

LEARN MORE AT:
www.kayakpacking.co/where-to-go-kayakpacking



THE GUIDE :  WHAT DO I BRING

DRY BAGS

ANATOMY OF A PROPERLY LOADED KAYAK

Compared to backpacking or bikepacking modern 
touring kayaks can support a lot of gear. A lot! But 
beware... there is a trade-off when it comes to your 
load out weight. The extra weight will make you pay in 
reduced maneuverability, stability, and in the case of the 
occasional portage – convenience. Like our back and bike 
camping cousins we adhere to the age old adage “lighter 
is most always better”. When there is an option to save 
on weight we advise that you take it.  

If you are new to kayakpacking then don’t let the 
availability of heavier gear stop you before you even get 
started. If you are already set-up to go car camping then 
with relatively little in the way of adjustment you are all 
set to kayackpack (just leave the cast iron pots and pans 
home). Start off with what you have and slowly swap 
out your heavier or outdated gear with lighter or more 
modern alternatives.

Just assume that everything is going to get wet or, at 
the very least, has the potential to get wet. That being 
said there are a number of different ways that we can 
mitigate the potential with the use of dry bags. As 
the name suggests they are great when they are use 
correctly and its an area that you’ll want to spend some 
time and money investing in. There is no substitute for a 
good dry bag.

Remember also that not everything that you have 
in your kit needs to be kept perfectly dry. We make 
regular use of some sturdy freezer zip lock type bags 
for the non-essentials. You might be tempted to save 
a few dollars by getting larger but fewer dry bags but 
its been our experience that a good supply of smaller 
ones are much easier to manage and stow. Some kayak 
hatches have very small openings and the space in the 
bulkheads are short and narrow.

We recommend that you start off with a few 10 to 20 
liter bags to keep your essentials dry and make some 
adjustments from there. Two of each and you’ll have 
more than enough to keep everything that needs to be 
kept dry, dry.

HEAVIEST ITEMS LIGHTER ITEMS ON THE DECK

Pack your heaviest items below the 
waterline and as close to the center 
of your kayak as possible. Water, 
food, and cooking gear will likely 
be the bulk of these heavier items. 
Also, don’t hesitate to practice 
packing these items taking care 
to balance the load port and 
starboard as they will have the 
greatest effect on ballast.

Stow your lighter items above the 
waterline, fore and aft of center. 
Also keeping the weight as evenly 
distributed as possible will will aid 
in steering. Too much weight in 
the stern and you will find yourself 
fishtailing all day, especially if you 
have a current behind you. Too 
much weight in the bow and you’ll 
find it difficult to steer.

With those wide open spaces you’ll 
be tempted to load your deck with 
all sorts of items, but be careful 
on this account. Too much and 
your craft will become top heavy, 
unstable and in windy conditions 
you’ll regret having the added 
surface area. Small deck bags are 
great solutions to secure items that 
you need at the ready like maps, 
snacks and a compass.

LEARN MORE AT:
www.kayakpacking.co/what-to-bring-kayakpacking


