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Take a Hike!Take a Hike!
We love to hike and travel and take  photos, 
and we hate to be burdened by heavy gear, but 
as much as we would like to leave our tripods 
behind and have the freedom to handhold our 
cameras, we fi nd that tripods  are absolutely 
necessary for our style of photography. 

We make many long exposure photos 
because we shoot in low light and use small 
apertures (e.g. f16) for greater depth-of-fi eld. 
Tripods let us hold the camera steady at any 
shutter speed to give us needle sharp photos 
for publication. 

Our continual quest is to fi nd the perfect 
tripod - compact, lightweight but stable and 
durable. We have yet to fi nd the ultimate 

tripod that does it all, but with each passing 
year tripod technology gets better, and there 
are more choices that approach what we 
would consider to be the ideal tripod. 

There are fi ve critical factors to consider 
when purchasing a backpack/travel tripod - if 
you are looking for the ultimate travel tripod, 
then your task is to strike the perfect balance 
for you between the following fi ve factors:

Weight

For backpacking and travel we recommend 
that you select a tripod that weighs less than 
5 pounds (2.27 KG) complete with the tripod 
head. Anything heavier than this and you will 
likely leave the tripod behind especially when 
you go backpacking or hiking - that extra fi ve 
pounds can be a back breaker after fi ve hours 
of walking on steep terrain! For airline travel, 
you need to keep your weight down to a min-
imum to meet luggage restrictions.

Tripods can be made of different types of 
materials including aluminum, magnesium, 
basalt and carbon fi ber. Carbon fi ber tripods 
have proven to be the lightest types of tripods 
yet they retain great stability, durability, rigid-
ity and torsion strength. Carbon fi ber tripods 
cost more than other types of compounds 
but in our opinion the savings in weight is 
worth the extra cost. For travel and backpack-
ing we wholeheartedly recommend carbon 
fi ber tripods.

The heavier the tripod the heavier the load 
it can bear. If you use a digital point and shoot 
camera, then you can get away with a feather-
weight tripod. But if you use a heavy camera like 
a Canon EOS-1ds Mark III or a Nikon D3x with 
big lenses (like a 70-200 f2.8), then you are 
going to need a heavier tripod that can bear the 
burden of big gear. Be sure to check the specifi -
cation sheet for any tripod you are considering 
to see if it is up to the task of holding your big-
gest camera and lens combination. 

Stability 

Everything else being equal, the heavier the 
tripod the more stable it will be. Long lenses 
and heavy cameras require more stability. 
Stability can be increased to a degree by 
using strong materials like carbon fi ber and 
rigid leg locks. Also, many tripods offer a cen-
ter column hook so that you can add a weight 
like your camera bag or sling of rocks to 
increase stability by increasing weight.

The fewer the leg sections you have on 
your tripod, the more stable the tripod 
becomes. For example, a three leg section tri-
pod will be more stable than a four leg sec-
tion tripod all else being equal.

Two Jack Lake, Banff National Park, Alberta Canada. 
Canon EOS-1ds Mark III, Canon 24mm TSE lens, 
Gitzo Mountaineer GT2542L tripod.  ©Darwin Wiggett

Samantha with her daypack and the Gitzo Traveler GT2580TQR 
tripod strapped to the side of the pack. 

©Darwin Wiggett
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The tripod feet should be soft rubber with 
the option of a screw-out toe spike. Soft rubber 
transmits less vibration through the legs and 
grips well on slippery surfaces thereby making 
the tripod more stable. The metal spike adds 
weight but can be useful for stability especially 
on ice.

The lower the tripod is to ground, the more 
stable it is. Look for a tripod that allows you to 
get as low as possible, especially for nature and 
macro photography. 

Using a centre post greatly reduces stabil-
ity to such an extent that we only consider 
purchasing tripods with no center post or with 
a removable post. While a centre post does 
give you extra height, the loss of stability neg-
ates this advantage very quickly.

Compactness

One of the big considerations for a travel and 
backpack tripod is how compact the tripod is 
when completely folded up. A compact tripod 
will fi t more easily in a pack or suitcase. The 
more leg sections a tripod has the more com-
pact it will be (but at the cost of less stability). 
The shorter each leg section, and the shorter 
the tripod, the more compact it will be.

Some tripods, like the Gitzo traveler ser-
ies, are super compact not only because they 
have short and numerous leg sections but 

also because the legs fold 180 degrees back 
up and around the tripod head and center 
column making these some of the most com-
pact tripods available.

Durability

With modern materials and new manufactur-
ing methods, tripods are strong, light and 
fairly durable. But durability remains a con-
cern for travel photographers: we have seen 
too many grown men cry from broken tripods 
that had been beaten up by overzealous bag-
gage handlers! Tripods with plastic compon-
ents seem especially susceptible to breakage. 
For photographers who spend a great deal of 
time battling the elements outdoors, resist-
ance to rain, snow, salt and sand is also a 
concern. Check to see if you can take the tri-
pod apart for ease of cleaning, service, and 
replacement of parts. Are the leg locks robust? 
Are loose components liable to fall off or snag 
in vegetation? Is the tripod rustproof?

If you shoot in sand, salt water or snow, 
how well do the leg locks resist sand and 
mud? Do the leg locks have rubber or silicon 
gaskets to prevent intrusion of the elements? 
Will the gaskets snap in frigid weather? How 
much maintenance is involved in keeping 
the critical joints tight, smooth and working? 
We like tripods that require little maintenance; 

if we do have to service the tripod, we prefer 
to be able to perform this task ourselves with 
little fuss. Having to send a tripod back the 
manufacturer or dealer for servicing is frus-
trating both in terms of time and cost. 
Durability is sometimes hard to predict, so 
we always ask photographers who have 
owned a particular model of tripod for a long 
time for their input.

Usability
The ergonomics of the tripod dictate just how 
enjoyable the ‘sticks’ are to use. Darwin pre-
fers a tripod that has rotation leg locks, 
extends above eye level without need of a 
centre post, and compresses to ground level 
quickly and easily. Samantha prefers larger, 
lever-type leg locks and leg controls for winter 
shooting because these controls can be 
manipulated easily even with mittens on. 
Samantha will sacrifi ce a little height in her 
tripod so she can carry less weight.

One of our pet peeves about tripods is 
that some leg lock controls are small and fi n-
icky to use, or the leg controls easily pinch 
your hand when in use. We prefer tripods that 
have foam on the upper legs so that on cold 
days the tripod does not suck the heat from 
your hands. 

In the end, you have to balance weight, 
stability, compactness and durability to fi nd a 
tripod that comes closest to your ideal. There 
is no perfect tripod for everyone, but by com-
paring spec sheets and trying out a few tri-
pods in the store, and asking other 
photographers about their preferences it will 
soon become clear which tripod would be 
best for your needs. In preparation for this 
report, we took fi ve carbon fi ber tripods on 
our summer backpacking expedition – here is 
how the latest lightweight tripods measured 
up in our fi eld tests…

Larch Valley, Banff National Park, Alberta, Canada. Canon 
EOS-1ds Mark III, Canon 24mm TSE lens, 

Gitzo Mountaineer GT2542L tripod.
©Darwin Wiggett

The Manfrotto 055CXPRO4 tripod with the center post in hori-
zontal position for shooting in tight places. 

©Darwin Wiggett

The Manfrotto 055CXPRO4 tripod with the center post in hori-
zontal position for macro photography.  

©Darwin Wiggett
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Gitzo Mountaineer GT1541
Retail $675

At 2.5 lbs (1.1 KG), this lightweight performer 
was one of our favorite tripods. The latest ver-
sions of all Gitzo mountaineer tripods feature 
the ability to remove the center post and get 
the tripod legs spread right down to ground 
level – we love that feature for macro and 
wide-angle compositions. This tripod extends 
to chest level without raising the center post 
and it is stable enough to carry a medium 
sized DSLR and most lenses up to about 
200mm or a lightweight telephoto zoom. 
Samantha loves the lightweight feel, and the 
tripod is compact enough when folded to 
stow in a backpack (21 inches – 54cm).

Gitzo Mountaineer GT2542L
Retail price $800

Darwin wants a tripod that extends to eye 
level without having to use a center post. He 
also wants legs that spread so that he can 
get down to ground level and a tripod that 
offers solid stability to hold his heavy Canon 
1 DS Mark III and his 300mm F4L lens. The 
GT2542L meets all of Darwin’s needs and 
yet remains surprisingly light at 3.1 lbs 
(1.41KG). The tripod is relatively compact, 
folding down to 24 inches (61 cm) so it can 
be carried in his backpack.

Gitzo Traveler GT2580TQR 
Retail price $1050

The Gitzo Traveler is the most compact tripod 
in the class thanks to its revolutionary 180° leg 
folding system. This system accommodates a 
ball head (the Travelers Series 2 Head) inside 
the folded tripod legs and makes it the small-
est folded tripod for its open size (16.9 inches, 
43cm when folded). This tripod is robust 
enough for a heavier camera and lens, goes to 
chest height and as low as ground level with-
out using the center post. Weight including the 
tripod head is 3.78lbs (1.72kg) - without the 
head this tripod weighs in at 2.68lbs (1.22 KG). 
For those with a smaller camera, Gitzo makes 

the GT1541 (above) in a traveler version that 
folds down to 16.1 inches (41cm) and weighs 
in at 2.1 lbs (0.97KG). If we were traveling by 
air and wanted the most compact tripods pos-
sible we would opt for these tripods.

Manfrotto 055CXPRO4
Retail price $575

This sturdy four-section tripod tips the scales 
at 3.6 lbs (1.64KG) - it is capable of holding 
heavier cameras and lenses and extends to 
eye level. This tripod features the Q90 quick 
center column system that allows the user to 
move the center post from vertical to horizon-
tal position in seconds. Some photographers 
we know absolutely love the Q90 feature for 
low angle work and macro photography as it 
provides the ability to reposition the center 
post to horizontal. Not only does the  flexibil-
ity of a horizontal center post make macro 

photography easier, the feature allows pho-
tographers to get their cameras into tight 
places and awkward spaces. Others find that 
the inclusion of a long center post makes the 
tripod longer and heavier than necessary (this 
tripod folds down to 21.5 inches, 54.5 cm).

Manfrotto 190CXPRO4
Retail price $450

If the Manfrotto 055 is too much tripod for your 
needs, or if you have a lighter camera system 
then we recommend the smaller 190 model 
which weighs in at 2.9 lbs (1.34KG), extends to 
chest height without the center post extended, 
features the Q90 quick center column, and col-
lapses to 19.6 inches (50cm). Indeed, we 
know many photographers who have adopted 
this tripod as their backpacking and general 
travel choice because of the combination of a 
good feature-set at a reasonable price.

Darwin shooting with the Gitzo Mountaineer GT2542L tripod with center post removed  
and legs splayed out for low level photography.  ©Samantha Chrysanthou
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