
Thought for Food  
(on a 50-miler) 

Food on a 50 miler can be very challenging because a backpacker needs 2,500 – 4,500 calories per 
day.  A balanced diet of 50% carbohydrates, 25% fats and 25% protein, will weigh between 1.5 and 
2 pounds per person per day. 

Considerations for menu planning include: 
Weight (will you be able to carry it?) 
Cost (do you want to afford it?) 
Taste (will you look forward to –or be willing to eat it?) 
Bulk (will it fit in your bear canister?) 

Freeze-dried foods are often the easiest to use but the most expensive.  Freeze drying removes 97% 
of the water without damaging the texture.  Freeze dried foods rehydrated relatively easily, making 
them light weight, convenient and tasty.  However, they often have bulky packaging that needs to 
be carried out. 

Dehydrated, dried or smoked foods are nearly as dry as freeze dried foods (75 to 95% of the 
water is removed), but may be much more difficult to rehydrate.  Since these foods are usually 
purchased (or made) in bulk, they can be re-packaged in handy zip lock bags. 

Canned goods are the heaviest because the water is not removed.  Even the new foil packed can 
substitutes (e.g., tuna) are relatively heavy due to the moisture in the food, and again, you must 
carry out the packaging materials.   

Packaged goods (dry goods) such as flavored rice, instant soups, and meal extenders like 
“hamburger helper” can greatly enhance meal enjoyment, but must be repackaged into zip-lock 
bags as cardboard is bulky, heavy, and unnecessary.  Prices vary greatly for these items. 

Beverage flavoring (such as Tang, Country Time Lemonade, etc.) can be important in ensuring 
adequate hydration, particularly for those who dislike the chlorine or iodine flavor of purified water.  
Be sure to repackage in zip lock bags. 

Suggestions: 
Breakfast:  2 packages of flavored instant oatmeal, a nutrition bar, hot cocoa and tang 

Lunch: Crackers, cheese, salami, dried fruit and nuts with Gatorade 

Trail Snacks:  dried fruit, nuts, jerky and lots of water 

Dinner: soup appetizer, ramen noodles with tuna (or rice pilaf and corned beef; or mac & cheese 
with spam), Country Time Lemonade, instant pudding with hot cocoa 

Emergency food:  Favorites are saffron rice and more instant oatmeal. 

For the past few years, food for our 50-milers have cost about $10/day ($50-$75/trip), using a 
combination of grocery store, discount stores, quantity purchases and lots of effort.  We usually 
include one freeze dried dinner and assign it to the hardest day of the hike.  Most of the effort goes 
into planning, and then repackaging everything.  During repackaging, it is important to put the 
directions, and all the ingredients into each meal bag;  a freeze dried meal is self contained, but a 
grocery store box of rice pilaf or no-bake cheesecake may call for milk or butter (oil). 



About the Comparison Spreadsheet 

The spreadsheet on the reverse side contains some prices, weights and package specified calories 
for various food items we have or might have used in our 50-milers.  The chart is incomplete, but I 
have computed cost per 1,000 calories, calories per ounce (of food weight without packaging), cost 
per ounce (of food weight), and percent extra weight in the packaging.   

Calories per ounce.  It is difficult to carry enough calories, and even on the best planned trips, the 
fittest hikers may still lose significant weight.  Therefore, calories to weight is important, but 
remember that fats provide more than twice the calories that carbohydrates and proteins do (9 cal/g 
compared to 4 cal/g).  Therefore, it is not surprising that nuts come in tops with 170-210 
calories/ounce.  Jerky, oatmeal, rice, etc. have 95 to 120 calories/ounce, and canned meats have 
only 25 to 85 calories/ounce (due to the water). 

The comparison of canned meat is very illuminating:  Canned chicken rated very poorly in 
calories/ounce (lots of water and a very lean meat), as did roast beef (lots of gravy).  SPAM and 
corned beef rated fairly well (dense fatty meats), and foil packed tuna rated better than canned tuna 
because it is packed in nitrogen rather than water. 

Price per calorie is another measure which is affected by water and fat contents.  Jerky, and some 
foil or canned meats cost more than $10 per 1,000 calories.  Freeze-dried dinners are $8-$10 per 
Kcal, dried fruit is about $4/kcal, carbohydrate staples and meal extenders (beans, rice, pudding) 
including SPAM and canned corned beef are $2-$3/Kcal, cheddar cheese is about $1.50/Kcal, and 
peanut butter, raisins, nuts and ramen noodles are less than $1/Kcal. 

Cost per ounce is a deceptive category because high weight low cost items will have a very low 
value and low weight high cost items will have a very high cost/ounce; neither is desirable.  Most of 
the items on this list cost between 10¢ and 25¢  per ounce of food, so you might use that as a target.  
Anything which is lower needs to be scrutinized for it’s weight and anything higher should be 
considered for it’s value.  For example, nutrition bars cost 50 cents to $1.25/ounce, but are very 
valuable if they provide vitamin support and a quick, easy to carry and easy to use energy source.  
Freeze dried dinners and jerky also cost $1 or more per ounce, but are very convenient foods to 
have along. 

Packaging weight is not as useful as some of the other figures, because nearly all packaged goods 
(except for canned goods and freeze dried dinners) will be repackaged into zip lock bags before 
being carried.  It might be noted that while freeze dried meals are very light, 50% of their weight is 
the packaging and it cannot be discarded.  This means that after the meal is consumed, you only 
save half the weight because you must pack out the packaging.  Packaging weight for canned meats 
is 25 to 35% of the total weight, whereas packaging for beans, rice, pasta, bulk snack foods, etc. 
runs 6 to 9% of the weight of the food and can often be reduced further..  

A final consideration is packability.  Some of the items in my spreadsheet were specifically chosen 
for their suitability to backpacking.  For example, crackers are crushable and crumbs make a poor 
lunch.  Pilot crackers are solid (like hard tack) although they are less easily come by since Nabisco 
stopped production.  Marie Lu Cookies are also very crush resistant and high calorie for a cookie.  
Cheese is heavy but lasts well, particularly if cut up and dipped in paraffin or wrapped in zip lock 
bags so it won’t weep on other items.  Instant pudding and no-bake cheesecake make excellent 
desserts and can be chilled in bags in any mountain stream.  Crisco butter flavor is less likely to leak 
than vegetable oil and can be used in recipes calling for butter or margarine. 



Thought for Food - Comparisons

Category Item weight pkg wt calories hi cost low cost low cost/oz $/Kcal $/Kcal cal/oz pkg wt
Breakfast Instant Oatmeal 1.5 0.25 150 0.389 0.2 0.13 2.59 1.33 100 16.67%
Breakfast Nutrition Bar 1.76 0.2 200 2.19 0.89 0.51 10.95 4.45 114 11.36%
Breakfast Cocoa 1 0.25 110 0.229 0.15 0.15 2.08 1.36 110 25.00%
Lunch peanut butter 28 2.5 4750 3.39 2.18 0.08 0.71 0.46 170 8.93%
Lunch Pilot Crackers 16.5 11.98 11.98 0.73
Lunch Crackers 7 1.5 1050 3.89 2 0.29 3.70 1.90 150 21.43%
Lunch tuna (Canned) 6 2 150 2.19 0.57 0.10 14.60 3.80 25 33.33%
Lunch tuna (Foil pkg) 3 0.3 90 1.39 0.71 0.24 15.44 7.89 30 10.00%
Lunch dry salami 8 0.5 960 3.65 3.65 0.46 3.80 120 45.63%
Lunch cheddar cheese 32 1 3520 7.5 5 0.16 2.13 1.42 110 3.13%
Snack raisens 16 1 1430 1.89 1.3 0.08 1.32 0.91 89 6.25%
Snack Brazil Nuts 16 1 2850 3.89 2.79 0.17 1.36 0.98 178 6.25%
Snack Walnuts 16 1 3360 4.5 3.49 0.22 1.34 1.04 210 6.25%
Snack Dried Fruit 16 1 1210 5.29 2.79 0.17 4.37 2.31 76 6.25%
Snack Jerky (Tillamook) 1 0.2 100 0.89 0.89 0.89 8.90 8.90 100 20.00%
Snack Jerky (Trader Joe) 2 0.4 160 3.19 3.19 1.60 19.94 19.94 80 20.00%
D Appetizer Soup (cream of chicken 0.6 0.3 70 0.79 0.26 0.43 11.29 3.71 117 50.00%
D Meat Roast Beef 12 4 325 3.25 2.23 0.19 10.00 6.86 27 33.33%
D Meat Corned Beef 12 3.5 960 2.19 2.19 0.18 2.28 2.28 80 29.17%
D Meat SPAM 12 1.5 1020 2.59 2.13 0.18 2.54 2.09 85 12.50%
D Meat Chicken 10 2.5 280 4.29 3 0.30 15.32 10.71 28 25.00%
D Carbos Ramen Noodles 3 0.4 380 0.33 0.1 0.03 0.87 0.26 127 13.33%
D Carbos Red Beans & Rice 8 0.75 760 1.99 1.99 0.25 2.62 2.62 95 9.38%
D Carbos Rice Pilaf 6 570 1.67 0.87 0.15 2.93 1.53 95
D Carbos Saffron Rice 5 0.4 475 0.99 0.99 0.20 2.08 2.08 95 8.00%
D Carbos Mac & Cheese 14.5 650 1.89 1.47 0.10 2.91 2.26 45
D Carbos Potato Pearls 28 2 3150 3.59 0.13 1.14 113 7.14%
D Dessert Instant Pudding 3.4 360 0.89 0.41 0.12 2.47 1.14 106
D Dessert No Bake Cheesecake 11.1 1320 2.99 2.99 0.27 2.27 2.27 119
D Dessert Marie Lu Cookie 10 1.5 4080 1.99 1.99 0.20 0.49 0.49 408 15.00%
Freeze Dry Lasagna (meat) 3 1.5 400 4.25 10.63 133 50.00%
Freeze Dry Lasagna (meat) 9.6 3.4 1250 10.25 8.85 0.92 8.20 7.08 130 35.42%
Staples Powdered Milk 80 7600 18.72 11.49 0.14 2.46 1.51 95
Staples Powdered Milk 25.6 2560 5.99 0.23 2.34 2.34 100
Staples Crisco Butter Flavor 24 5280 2.89 2.89 0.12 0.55 0.55 220
Staples Vegetable Oil 48 11400 2.89 1.5 0.03 0.25
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