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Tents

Tents are dynamic pieces of equipment, NOT static- this means that you don’t just set-up your tent and forgot about it till it’s time to go home. In the same way that you react to changing weather conditions by shedding or adding a layer, putting on sun-block, zipping up your jacket, etc…, tents also need to be adjusted and cared for to keep them doing their job- protecting you and your crew from the elements.

As round-aboutedly stated before, a tent’s function is to provide a portable, lightweight, and adjustable shelter from the elements. There are different types of tents for different seasons and activities; in general, you will be using what is referred to as a 3-season basecamp tent on your program. 

SCA provides the appropriate tent style and size for each crew. Please refer to the SCA Handbook for policies surrounding tents and their occupants. Also, if you have questions about site-selection and other Basecamp related questions, please refer to the SCA Basecamp Chapter in your Handbook or on-line. 
Following, we will discuss the general anatomy of a tent, some special considerations when setting one up, and acceptable field repairs and maintenance and other miscellaneous information. 

The Anatomy of a Tent

There are a few different parts that make up just about any tent and we will begin by discussing how each part impacts the overall function of a tent.

The Poles

The poles of a tent provided the structure and the strength of a tent (skeletal system of the tent). They vary in size and shape with consideration to each tent’s body and the function of the tent (ultra-light tents will have much lighter and weaker poles when compared to the poles of a 4-season mountaineering tent- 3-season poles fit somewhere in the middle).
To begin, it is very important to ensure that the poles you have for your tent’s body are the ones intended for that particular tent.  While the folk up in the SCA Equipment Cache hardly ever make mistakes, sometime the tent gnomes that cohabitate up there like to be a little mischievous.  The most common reason for mismatched poles seems to come from putting the wrong-sized poles in the wrong tent bag out in the field- when packing up your basecamp, please carefully put the right poles with the right tent in the right bag.   
The poles that come with SCA provided tents are all shock-corded, meaning that an elastic cord runs through the entire length of the pole.  The shock cord is very delicate; to ensure undue stress is not placed upon this particular part of the pole, always fold poles from the middle outward. This will ensure the cord is being stretched equally throughout the pole.  Also, when opening the poles, DO NOT do the classic throwing of the poles, trying to get the pole to completely set-up with one throw- it is not good for the shock-cords, no matter how cool it may seem…. If the shock-cord does part, it does not mean that you will not be able to set-up your tent, it just means that it will take a little more time and patience- treat your tent poles nicely and you won’t have to worry about this.
If you are lucky, the poles will be color coordinated with the tent grommets to ensure that the proper pole is being used. Otherwise, use common sense.  Most of the poles will attach to the tent via various grommets at the corners of the floor and then use ‘clips’ to attach to the ‘walls’ and ‘roof’; some styles will use a sleeve, as well.  While a tight fit is necessary to keep the body taut, if it seems that you are unnaturally stressing the pole or that you are over-stretching the fabric of the tent, there is a good chance something isn’t right. 
The majority of poles sent back to the Cache for repair have either been set-up improperly, used on the wrong style of tent, broken due to strong winds, and/or broken due to horse-play or other mammalian encounters. 

The Body

The body of a tent provides your living/sleeping/closet space. This should be considered a sacred place where one wants all things that enter to be as clean and as dry as one can manage while living and working in the outdoors.  And it should go without saying that nothing edible or ‘smelly’ (we are referring to body sprays, tooth paste, etc…- not you or your crew members) should ever go in the tent.  While your tents may be getting used in a very frontcountry site this year, next year they might be in griz’ country. 
While the body of the tent is pretty strongly built, its fabrics, esp. those of the walls, ceiling, and doors, are not as strong as the material in the fly, floor, or footprint.  While it is nice to occasionally take the rain fly off to air out a tent, the tents is more structurally able to withstand wind and other weather factors when the fly is properly set-up as well.  I shouldn’t have to mention it, but mesh does not do a good job of keeping moisture out either.  

But also remember that when the fly is on and you are breathing and as long as there’s a difference in the temp and moisture outside your tent, condensation is going to form.  If you really want to get stuff inside your tent wet, put all your gear up against the wall- you should do your best to keep items from touching the sides of the tent, because this is also a good way to keep your gear from getting wet during a rainstorm.

The most common forms of damage that we see to the bodies of the tents are zipper failures, holes in the floor, and burn holes in the mesh of the bodies- all pretty easily preventable issues.  

The Fly
The fly of a tent is the protective shell (the rain jacket or skin- choose your metaphor) and pretty essential to the function of the tent. The fly bears most of the brunt when it comes to exposure to the elements: UV rays, rain, snow, dirt are all ground into this fabric at one time, or another. The rainfly also makes up the vestibule, which is generally a little area between the fly and the body, which makes a great space to store boots and other items as needed and to get those boots on in the rain without getting wet- vestibules are a very nice luxury in the field!  Rainfly failures are by far the most common items returning to the SCA Equipment Warehouse for repairs or salvage and are typically irreparable. 
The fabric of a fly is made of waterproofed rip resistant nylon. The way this particular fabric works is when it is pulled tight the fabrics are pulled closer together and resist more water penetration. When they are stretched for too long they will end up slack once again and water will penetrate the fabrics much more readily. This fabric is also susceptible to UV damage, and while this process takes more than just one season, being exposed to extreme light conditions over a number of weeks will weaken the water resistance of the fabric and it will become brittle; in turn, the rainfly will probably leak and will be more susceptible to rips and tears (which offer no protection from the rain).

So, as we said before, the nylon will stretch and then slack over time, affecting how protected from a rainstorm you will be.  Most of the tents supplied by SCA have adjustable flies- simply pull the webbing where the fly is attached to the body via a stake grommet and you should be good.  Also, by using the guy-lines (usually provided in the stake bag) or some p-cord, make sure no part of the fly is slack- if the fly is touching the body or does not cover the body, you are going to get wet. Sometimes you may also need to re-stake the tent, as the stretching of the body can also affect the integrity of your tent. 
Another factor will be the seams of the fly (and the body, too).  These are generally ‘sealed’ by the manufacture with a sort of tape, which after a few seasons will start to delaminate and lose its ability to prevent water from leaking in.  The solution is to re-seal the seam with seam sealer- a product, normally water-based, that needs to be applied via a brush or dauber to the seams.  Different products have different instructions, so follow them accordingly.  At SCA, we just can’t get to seam-seal all 200+ tents that we must inspect and pack, so if you have the time and your tents are a few years old, it’s a pretty good investment in your type and will probably help you stay dry and happy.
Ground cloths
Ground cloths, or footprints, are the bottom layer of the tent.  Some of the tents issued by SCA come with their own footprints, which are made to fit that specific style of tent and can also allow the user to ‘fast-pack’ the tent, which means that you can set the tent up w/o the body, since the footprints have grommets for the poles.  Not all of the tents come with footprints- the tents that do, the footprints come as part of a package (free).  If your tent does not have a footprint, do not call SCA and have some sent out- simply go to a hardware store and buy a few rolls of thin plastic (what painters use as drop-clothes) and then cut pieces to size for each tent. If you get the thicker pieces, they will probably last longer; either way, please do not send your dirty plastic back to the Cache- we’ve got more than enough, promise!

So, after all those details, guess it helps to answer ‘why’.  Obviously, when you are doing your site selection for your tent, you are searching for places that not only have durable surfaces, you’re probably also going to be looking for something that is comfortable.  At times, that middle ground is going to be in an area under some trees, with roots and rocks and maybe some brambles, etc…. So, by using your ground cloth, you protect the body of the tent from being damaged (a lot cheaper to replace a ground cloth vs. a body).  
Another very important thing about using a ground cloth- make sure that the cloth is completely under the tent- you should not be able to see any part of the g-cloth.  If any part of it is out from under the tent, during a rainstorm, it will pretty much act just like a gutter and direct water right under your tent, assuring you of a wet tent floor.  Another trick of the trade is to put a very thin mil piece of plastic on the inside of your tent- this way, if your tent floor does get wet, it won’t get you wet.  And if a big storm is expected during the day and you are questioning your tents repellency, roll your bag and sleeping inside the plastic.  

Zippers

Why do zippers get their own section? Because they break super easily, are extremely time consuming to fix, and there are simple steps that you can take to ensure they do not break:

· Do not step, sit, or lay on zippers because dirt will be ground into the teeth and cause weakness in their functioning.

· do not force a zipper closed; if it is giving you a hard time it is most likely due to the fabrics being over stretched and you should re-stake your tent to ensure the zippers are not stressed. 
· When closing a zipper do not use the tab/pull. Whoa, wait….isn’t that what it is there for? Yes, but whoever thought up the zipper was obviously not thinking about applying it to a tent, and therefore this particular application of the zipper tab is flawed. Close your zippers by placing your thumb and forefinger behind the zipper and push (or pull which ever direction) open to ensure the teeth are flowing through the zipper properly. 
Super easy stuff, a little quirky, but if you do it, you will be happy. 

Since almost all of the tents that SCA puts into the field are 2-door models, if a zipper goes bad or starts to get tricky, try to get the zipper in a closed position (door closed, fly down) and close it off to make sure no one can or will try to open the zipper from that side: sew it shut, flag it off, do whatever it takes, because once the zipper if off-track and a door is open, you’ve got a lot of sewing to do…
Set up

One of the first real group activities that you and your crew are going to get to do together will be the setting-up of the tents.  Obviously, before your crew gets there, you’ve already inspected the tents, chose a site for the tents, and taken LNT considerations into your plan. The actual physical set-up of the tent is fairly easy, but for folks who have never set-up a tent, it can be a challenge.  While it can be simple, each tent is different and a pretty bad teachable moment will be experiences if on the first night at camp a tent is destroyed by a member who is left unsupervised to set-up a tent- remember, these tents aren’t the SuperMart special- the leader tents alone would cost nearly $240 a piece if you were to buy them yourself.  In the same way that you might not just hand over your own tent to someone you just met, do not let the students do this all by themselves.  In the end, you are responsible for the care of all the equipment, so set a great example by showing the member the proper way to set-up their tents.

As you do set-up the tents, keep in mind prevailing winds and weather, distances from fire, food, and other tents (esp. your tents- do not set-up to close to the member tents or will never get to sleep).  One of the biggest things- try to make sure that the tents remain out of the sun for the majority of the day, esp. from 10-2, when the sun is really blazing. 

In general, here’s the actual physical set-up instructions for a tent- obviously, some tents will differ (if you get a Tengu, the fly is already attached to the body and the poles attach to the outside of the fly)
1. Lay out your poles, body, fly, and footprint if you have it. 

2. Unzip your doors on your body ½ way and stake out the 4 (or 6) corners of the body

3. Snap your poles together and identify where they will be going on your tent body.

4. Place one end of the pole in the metal grommet attached to the body and the other end in the opposite grommet. Do this one at a time for each pole.

5. Clip the body of the tent to the poles.

6. Place the fly over the body, there is typically a color coded grommet tag that will indicate which corners of the fly go to where, but when in doubt just make sure the doors line up.
7. Guy-out the fly and adjust the tension using the straps near the floor of the tent 

8. Monitor your tent, if it is raining keep it tight, if it is dry loosen it up. 
9. Super Important- put the tents bags somewhere safe and dry and clean (underneath the body of the tent does not count) and easily found when it’s time to break-down camp

During the Program
As already reiterated, adjust your tent as needed for the conditions as they present themselves.  Another great idea is to move your tent about every now and then and just give the floor of your tent a chance to dry and air out. If you notice leaks (esp. from the fly or the seams inside the tent (the infamous bathtub), seam-seal or adjust the tension of the tent.  Keep the inside of the tents clean (no muddy boots should ever be in a tent- that’s what vestibules are for) and we strongly urge you to occasionally take a look inside the member tents and see how things are looking (esp. looking for food, trash, etc). 

If a failure does take place and you can’t repair it (see below), then give the Equipment Manager a call.  Make sure that when you call you know exactly what style of tent it is and get the bar code number of the tent- the tent companies have been changing their tents just about every year, so even if it has the same name, it may not be the same tent from year to year (case in point, there are now 4 different types of Electrons out there, so knowing the specific bar code # helps out). Try not to use the tent stuff sacks as bear hangs or as a spare part unless it’s an emergency.   

Post Program

Now at the end of the program, that’s where and when the real fun begins.  For one thing, you’ve probably got a thousand things you need to take care of before you head out, but please take the time to take care of the tents (and all the gear) - your fellow leaders and the Equipment Manager will be very appreciative.  If you’ve ever had to sleep in a mildew smelling tent for a month because the previous CLs didn’t think drying out the tents was a good use of their time, you’ll know what we are trying to say.

1. Inspect the member tents- before they take them down- a lot of times issues may have developed during the crew that where never disclosed (holes in the tents from knives or lighters).  Check for food, food wrappers, smellies, band-aids, any trash.  If there is food or evidence of food, please mark it down so that next year the tent will not be sent to a bear country crew. 
2. Dry and Clean the Tents-if it is a nice day, it’s easy to just air the tents while they are set-up.  Hang the flies and ground clothes on a line or in a tree- this is one time where direct sun is a good thing.  If it’s raining, try to hang the tents in a pavilion, in the Trails Dept’s garage, somewhere- if the tents are getting shipped back to NH, it’s going to be 2 weeks before they get to the Cache.  If they are staying on-site, it’s going to be a year before anyone gets to them.  Turn the tents inside out and get all the dirt, pine needles, etc… out of the there- have enough dirt and leaves at the Cache

3. Store the Tents- regardless of whether the tents are staying or going onto NH, they need to be properly stored.  Make sure the correct tent and all its goodies go into the right set of stuff-sacks.  Attempt to fold the tent and get it into the main bag- stuffing works great for short-term storage, but in the long run causes more problems.  Some of the tents sent back to NH will not be inspected till April, so keep this in mind.  
4. Tents in Need of Repairs- if a tent is broken and needs to be sent back to NH for repairs, please use the toe-tags (repair tags) and try to be as specific as possible as to what the issue is.  It is also very helpful to physically mark or give landmarks as to where damage has occurred. Ex.- instead of simply saying hole in mesh, use a marker to circle the damage; if there’s a hole in the body of the tent, place flagging in the grommet nearest the damage.  The Cache folk inspect some 220 tents each year- making it easier to find the problem is super helpful!  If a fly is so damaged that you can put your head through it or so brittle that it sounds like a bag of chips, it’s probably not a repairable item- toss it

5. Inventory Sheets- note any damage or destroyed tents on the inventory sheet so that in addition to the toe-tag, there is also a written record of the damaged tent, as well as a record of what condition the other tents are in.
Field Repairs

When it comes to tents, field repairs are pretty common and pretty simple.  If it is a pretty complex issue or you don’t feel comfortable making the repair, simply give the Cache a call and we will help you out. 
One warning- Duct Tape- while extremely helpful in the outdoors for a variety of repairs and jury-rigs, when it comes to a $500 tent, it’s not so cool at all. When you apply Duct Tape to a pretty benign hole on a fly, you end up doing some pretty irreversible damage to that fly.  For one thing, the adhesive on duct tape is almost impossible to remove without damaging the material of the fly; without being able to remove the adhesive, a proper permanent repair is frustrating and kind of impossible).  And since that adhesive is so bomber, normally when you peel away the duct tape, esp. when it’s on rip-stop nylon, it creates a very large tear that makes a repair-headache for us. 
Besides a drop-dead emergency, the one time where duct tape is acceptable, is in the repairing of a snapped pole (see below).  The recommended (and acceptable) option is the use of rip-stop repair tape, found at just about any sporting good supply store (even WalMart sells tent patches) and will also be found in an SCA Repair Kit, if you are issued one. 

Here are some common repairs for some common issues:

Broken Poles-A broken tent pole is much like a broken bone: it needs to be splinted above and below the break. Unless you have a pole splint (again, found in SCA Repair Kit), improvisation is key when dealing with these breaks.  Something rigid and able to support the tension should be used to add support at the site of the break and then duct tape can be used to attach the item to the pole and many, many wraps of the tape will complete the splint.  One good splinter is one or two good ol’ tent stakes (pencils, not so good). While this style of repair will never replace a new pole and sure don’t look pretty, they should do you good enough to last till you can get a replacement.
Shock Cord- If a shock cord should break, be sure to keep all the pieces in line, but remove one end piece (the foot, which fits into the grommet) and disassemble the pole, making sure not to lose the shock cord... Then tie a knot where the broken cord is and put it back together. If it gets too complicated, you can always set-up the tent without shock cord in the poles, but you may not have the optimal amount of tension for your tent.

Another common issue is the ‘foot’ being pulled out from the end-pole.  As with most gear, the thing to not do is to try really hard to stuff it back in there.  Simply line-up the shock cord, get the knot and the bitter-end (end of the cord) lined up behind the foot and gently slide it home 
Leaky Tents- as stated earlier, the most common reason for a leaky tent would be that of a tent that needs to be adjusted or that is just not properly set-up. If after trying these options, you still get leaks, it’s time for seam-seal.  When the tent is dry you should run the seam-seal along the inside of the fly, on the bath tub and floor seams of the body, and near any seam that seems to be letting water in. This will take several hours to dry, but will usually do the trick. 
Tears or Holes- there are many different ways to get tears in your tent, the most common just being too much pressure applied to a UV-ed tent due to a windstorm or a person falling on the tent (I wish I was making this up).  The proper way to field repair a tear is the following:

1. Clean the area to be repaired (this is very similar to treating a blister)

2. estimate the size of the tear and cut 2 appropriately sized circles of rip-stop repair tape
3. apply the circle of tape to the outside of the fly or body, trying your best to take out the wrinkles in the material
4. do the same for the inside now
5. apply either seam-grip or seam seal to both sides, completely covering both patches (doing side #2 after side #1 is dry)
6. make a note of the field repair so that a permanent patch can be sewn-on in NH when the tent is returned
Zipper Issues- because zipper issues are so difficult to repair, there aren’t too many field repair options.  As we said previously, if you think a zipper is on its way out, shut it down and return the tent to NH where we can repair it (maybe).  One of the things that can be done in the field for a stubborn zipper is the old soap trick: if you notice an area where the zipper kind of slows down and it gets rough to pull, take a bar of soap to that area- it should ‘grease’ the teeth enough to get you by for a little bit.  Also, if you notice that a tent is starting to get dirty due to members tracking dirt into the tent, reiterate that the door should never be walked on or left on the ground and try to clean the tracks by rinsing them off.   In general, for most zipper issues, shut it down or ship it back.
Closing
As you can probably tell by now, tents are kind of an important part of your gear cache and a pretty essential piece to you and your crews’ field experience. If you take the time to really care for the tents, they will care for you and you will make a lot of people, not just the Equipment Folk, happy and very appreciative.  Also keep in mind that these are the single most expensive pieces of gear that SCA purchases every year; by simply taking the time to ensure that you and your crew care for and properly use your tents, the investment that SCA makes in good, quality gear will last for more that just a season or two, saving money and helping reduce the need to buy new gear, which we all know has a significant environmental impact.  We, the Gear Folk, salute you and thank you in advance for all the TLC you’ll be showering upon our lovely little tents!
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