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BY ROBERT HININGS 

Oh, sleep, oh, gentle sleep, how have I frighted thee! 
(Henry IV) 

The idea for this short article came to me during the long, cold 
hours before daylight. As I turned over the thoughts that passed 
through my mind I began to wonder why the thing was called a sleeping 
bag. Bag it was in this instance, but neither it nor I were sleeping. 
I decided that the present participle must mean something different 
when used in this manner, and that I must remember to ask someone 
about it. I puzzled over writing pads that do not write, and swimming 
suits that adorn the beaches of Muizenberg and their lovely sunbathers 
without ever getting wet, much less swimming. 

But to get back to the serious problem of how to keep warm in sleep
ing bags. The principle on which they work is the obvious one of 
separating the (we hope) warm body inside, from the cold air outside, 
by a non-conductor. Air is one of the very good non-conductors, and 
when the down-proof material is held apart, with an inch of air in 
between, the bag achieves its purpose. The down-proof material is 
really two bags, one inside the other, and they must be held apart 
by some non-conducting material such as eider down. Eider down, or 
something like it in synthetic material, is used because it is light and 
springy. Springiness is the essential as far as warmth is concerned. 
The lightness is important only when the bag has to be carried high. 
If we did not have to hump the bag, we could use flock, numnah felt 
or a whole pile of woollen blankets. 

If the down is compressed, most of the efficiency of the sleeping bag 
is lost, because the air-filled distance between the outer and inner walls 
of down-proof is lessened. That is why it is very important to shake 
the bag and fill it with air before getting into it. It is also a very good 
idea to refill it with air at intervals during the night. This is best 
achieved by pedalling with the legs while lying on one's back, or 
generally thrashing around. While efficacious, this method is not one 
to make a man popular with his companions, if, as is usual, the bivouac 
is on an uncomfortable ledge and the tent is being shared. 

The side of the sleeping bag on which the occupant lies will be 
compressed so that the eider down cannot hold air. As an insulator it 
becomes useless. On cold ground, or snow and ice, a mattress is 
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necessary. Air mattresses of the kind that have to be blo\vn up and 
which deflate in the night have long been the vogue, but recently foam
rubber mattresses of astonishing lightness and high insulating quality 
have come into use. 

No sleeping bag, even under mild conditions, will keep its user warm 
if it is not in a wind proof cover. I have found in my own experience that 
a light-weight bag in a thin \vindproof cover is much warmer than two 
sleeping bags on which the wind can play. For very cold conditions, 
t\vo sleeping bags, fitting loosely, one inside the other, and covered 
by a third bag of the lightest windproof material, will keep anyone 
reasonably warm. _ 

Some thought must be given to feet and hands. The feet should not 
be separated as they would be if thick socks are worn. It is far better 
to have both bare feet together in a woollen bag, in just the same way 
that mittens that do not separate the fingers are very much warmer 
than gloves. No need to carry a woollen bag. "\V rapped in a jersey, the 
feet will be warm enough. \Vet socks that have been worn during the 
day, if wrung out and taken into the sleeping bag, will be very nearly 
dry the next morning. Some clitnbers have been known to take their 
boots into their sleeping bags at night, rather than struggle with 
frozen boots the next day. I can imagine no more ghastly bed-fellows, 
and rather than hug such misery to my bosom, prefer to join issue 
with the iron-hard leather in the cold dawn. 

Zip fasteners in sleeping bags deserve mention, if only to allow 
opportunity for condemnation. Good zips usually work, but they are 
always cold and afford no insulation. The best of them can give trouble 
and nothing could be worse than a bag with much of it open to a cold 
night. There are the kind that zip up all the \-vay round, and when 
unzipped, can be used for eiderdo\vn quilts at home. These may 
appeal to many people who do not have the chance to go high. Two 
of these flattened out and zipped together form a double bag. I cannot 
speak of these, for I have never tried them. None of the places I have 
slept on has been level over an area the size of a double bed, and I have 
the sort of self-sacrificing nobility that would always be forced to lie 
on the uncomfortable side. When it comes to sleeping, or sitting up 
all night under conditions that are uncomfortable, and often miser
able, segregation should be aimed at. 
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