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Disclaimer

The information provided in Hike Strong is intended for educational and informational purposes only and is not intended as medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. The exercises, training protocols, and nutrition strategies discussed in this book are based on the author’s personal experience and professional knowledge as a strength and conditioning coach, but they may not be suitable for everyone.

Always consult with your physician or a qualified healthcare provider before beginning any new exercise program, especially if you have any preexisting medical conditions, injuries, or concerns about your physical health. The author and publisher are not responsible or liable for any injury, illness, or damages that may occur through the use or misuse of the information contained in this book.

All readers who engage in any activities or recommendations described herein do so at their own risk. Individual results may vary and are dependent on many factors including but not limited to adherence, effort, and baseline fitness.

Listen to your body, use good judgment, and prioritize safety in all physical activities.
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Chapter 1
The Trailhead


In hiking, the trailhead is the starting point—the place where you sign in, throw on your backpack, and take your first steps into the unknown. It’s where the adventure begins.

For the better part of my life I had more trail failures than trail successes.

I bet you didn’t expect this book to start with that sentence, but that’s just the honest truth. I didn’t grow up crushing summits or loving hiking despite growing up in the Adirondacks where climbing mountains is part of the culture. For years, hiking felt more like a punishment than an adventure. Anytime I got roped into a hike I was always the one falling behind, gasping for air, legs burning with every step, wondering why I even said yes in the first place.

And when I did agree to go hiking I wasn’t out there hiking massive mountains either. I’m talking peaks most people would call “moderate”—popular day hikes that others seemed to breeze up while I was simply trying not to die. Every hike was always a struggle. I hated it. The bugs, the mud, the sweat, the steep climbs, the extra heavy breathing. My body was never ready for it, which is why every step always felt harder than it needed to be.

Because here’s the thing no one ever wants to say out loud:

Hiking kind of sucks when you’re not in shape for it.

It’s tough on the body.

It’s done in uncomfortable conditions.

And to add insult to injury—no one is making you do it.

Hiking truly is a unique “sport” that requires a unique brand of physical fitness.

So when your body isn’t ready for the physical demands of the trail, every step feels ten times harder. And that’s exactly how I experienced hiking for years. That’s why I hated it and avoided it altogether. I even abandoned my friends and turned around on one occasion an hour into a full-day hike because I couldn’t handle it. More on that story later though.

But then two words changed everything: strength training.

Strength training opened the doors to the Great Outdoors in my life. And it can do the same for you.

Getting strong and fit flipped the switch not only for my hiking ability but for my whole life. Suddenly, my body could take me where I wanted to go. This “hiking thing” didn’t feel like suffering anymore. It finally became something I actually enjoyed because I stopped surviving the trail and started thriving on it.

The transformation didn’t happen overnight, but once it did, life looked different. I went from dragging myself up short trails to confidently summiting ten mountains in a single day. I could finally keep up, move well, carry my pack, and have fun hiking. I no longer had anxiety about my fitness at any trailhead. My body became my biggest asset instead of my biggest limitation. That’s when the mountains became my life’s playground.

And now, over a decade later—after summiting hundreds of mountains, guiding others into the backcountry, and coaching hundreds of hikers around the country to build strong, trail-ready bodies—I can tell you with full confidence that building the right kind of strength and conditioning for the trail is the cheat code for stronger hiking adventures.

That’s why I wrote this book. Because I want you to experience the trail and the transformation that comes with it the same way I did.

Now here’s another hard truth that most hikers aren’t told:

The fancy gear in your backpack is irrelevant if your legs and lungs can’t take you to the summit.

Let’s unpack that—literally.

You can have the most popular backpack stuffed with the latest and greatest ultralight gear, but are your back and core strong enough to carry that pack pain free mile after mile?

You can have the trendy new trail runners or the best hiking boots money can buy, but are your legs and lungs strong and conditioned enough to even handle steep climbs, rugged terrain, and long descents?

Trekking poles are awesome tools, but is your upper body strong enough to maneuver your body across tough backcountry terrain—over boulders, under blowdown, up steep rock slabs—all with a fully loaded pack strapped to your back?

You can buy the most advanced water filter available, but do you know what your body needs to actually stay hydrated on the trail?

And yeah, lightweight, ultra-calorie-dense snacks are great—but does your nutrition strategy fuel you properly so you perform your best during the hike and recover well after?

You get the point. And don’t get me wrong—gear is important. Very important. But it’s secondary. Your body is the most important piece of equipment on any hike.

Grab a highlighter and highlight this next statement:

Fitness first. Gear second.

The outdoor industry and YouTube want you to believe gear is what gets you to the summit. And it’s easy to fall into that trap because buying gear is convenient. It’s fun. Gear requires zero effort. But it’s your body that takes every step and carries you across every ridgeline. Unlike gear, you can’t buy fitness. You have to earn it. It requires hard work, dedication, and consistency. But that’s why you’re here, right?

This book exists to help you do exactly that—to prepare the body wearing the backpack.

So first, let me say this: Congratulations.

The fact that you’re reading this means you’ve already recognized that physical preparation matters. Well done on being ahead of the curve. You understand that in order to hike stronger, go farther, and enjoy your adventures more, you need to build a body capable of handling whatever the trail throws at you.

This isn’t just a generic fitness book. This is a trail-specific strength and conditioning plan written by someone who lives and breathes both the gym and the mountains. As a hiking guide and strength coach, I’ve spent years combining these worlds for clients around the country—and now I’m sharing my blueprint with you.

Inside this book, you’ll find a complete strategy from training, to nutrition, to mindset, and more. A step-by-step process to prepare your body for the rigors of long miles, steep climbs, and rugged backcountry terrain. Whether you’re gearing up for a long-distance thru-hike on the AT or PCT, climbing the Adirondack High Peaks, the Whites, the Rockies, or simply looking for better weekend adventures on your local trails—this book will show you how to train smarter so you can hike stronger.

By the end of this book, you’ll not only understand what to train and how to train but also why it matters and how it will transform your hiking ability.

Because the better we prepare, the better we perform. And the better we perform, the more fulfilling our outdoor adventures become.

No more trailhead anxiety wondering “Am I fit enough for this hike?”

Now you have the map to become the strong, confident, and capable hiker you deserve to be.

Stronger hiking adventures await you. Let’s sign in and get started.
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Yes, grab a pencil and literally sign in. This signature also serves as a commitment to yourself to do the work ensuring you’re physically prepared before you head into the backcountry, so that your fitness becomes your biggest asset.

In this book you’ll learn


	how to build functional, trail-specific strength

	how to develop endurance and stamina for long miles and steep climbs

	how to train your core and back to support a heavy backpack

	how to prepare your body to move like an athlete over rugged terrain

	how to fuel and hydrate your body for performance and recovery

	how to train your mind to push through hard climbs and tough conditions

	how to take the lessons from the backcountry and apply them to life beyond the trail
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The author while guiding on the summit of Rocky Peak Ridge in the Adirondack High Peaks. Credit: Patrick Rohr.






Chapter 2
The Approach: Warm-Up


In hiking terms, the approach is the initial stretch of trail that leads from the trailhead to the base of the climb. It’s the introduction or warm-up phase where your body gets moving and your mind locks in before the real ascent begins.


Bonking, Trail Fails, and Heavy Breathing: James’s Story

Have you ever been miles deep hiking in the backcountry and had your body stop working? Your brain is telling your legs to step, but your legs won’t move? It’s a scary and bizarre feeling. I do not recommend it. Before we get into that pivotal story though, let’s backtrack and start from the beginning.

I grew up in the Adirondack Mountains of northern New York State in the heart of the 6.1-million-acre outdoor paradise known as the Adirondack Park in a town called Lake Placid. No, not the alligator movie, but yes the town where the 1980 “Miracle on Ice” took place during the 1980 Winter Olympics when Team USA hockey beat Russia.

For context, the Adirondack Park—a state park made up of public and private land—is the largest publicly protected wilderness in the contiguous United States and is larger than Yellowstone, Yosemite, Grand Canyon, Glacier, Everglades, and Great Smoky Mountains National Parks combined. Yes, it’s that big and it’s in New York State. In fact it’s larger than five states. It’s an outdoors mecca as wild as anything you’ll ever experience and a place unlike any other in the United States.

As far as outdoor recreation is concerned, it’s the primary place people from the northeast visit thanks to thousands of miles of trails, thousands of mountains, and thousands of lakes, rivers, and streams. Now that you have an understanding of the place where I grew up, you’ll understand why hiking mountains is part of the culture here. This park and the towns within it revolve around the mountains. Lake Placid is the quintessential “sporty” mountain town. You’ll never drive anywhere without seeing someone running or bicycling or passing another car with a kayak or skis on the roof.

But as a punk rock kid, the beauty was lost on me because hiking up mountains was hard and I didn’t care. In fact, the view of the Adirondack High Peaks outside the windows of my high school is so mind blowing it’s hard to describe, yet the mountains were just a backdrop in my mind.

Now back to the story where my legs stopped working . . .

I was in my mid-twenties, sitting just around three hundred pounds of undisciplined laziness. Far removed from my days playing sports and riding BMX throughout high school. My brother and his wife invited me to go hike a medium-sized mountain here in the Adirondacks called McKenzie Mountain. Because this wasn’t one of the forty-six High Peaks, I thought to myself, “Oh, it’s not a High Peak, so it’s probably easy. Sure!” I joined them for this 6.5-mile, 2,100-foot-elevation-gain hike. Cue the ominous music score where you know trouble is coming for the protagonist . . . dun-dun-dun . . .

We met at the trailhead and started hiking. My brother and his wife were properly prepared with all the right “stuff” in their backpacks. Me? I had a small water bottle and a granola bar. Yes, I was that guy. I didn’t know any better at the time though, and I was thinking that because this mountain is “small,” the hike would be “easy.” Continue the ominous music score build . . .

The hike was, in fact, not easy. It was brutal for me, but I made it to the summit. It may have been ugly, but I was able to stumble my way to the top . . . barely. There I was on the summit of McKenzie, out of water, zero snacks in my pack, too embarrassed to ask my older brother to share some of his food and drink. I thought to myself, “Well, the hard work for the day is done, now the easy part going back down. I’ll be fine.” Famous last words. We began our descent.

After a couple miles of slow, technical hiking we made it down the mountain and all we had left were a couple miles of rolling trail back to the trailhead. My body was feeling the severe dehydration that was setting in thanks to my lack of fluids, salt, food, and my overall nonexistent physical fitness. Then it happened . . .

As the three of us walked down the trail, miles deep in the McKenzie Mountain Wilderness, my legs stopped working. “What is happening . . . this is weird,” I thought to myself. My body turned off mid-step as sudden as the flip of a light switch. My legs literally would not move even though my brain was telling them to move. This can’t be good . . .

I was in sight but well behind my brother and his wife as they continued hiking, completely unaware of what was unfolding behind them. Unable to move even one step, I yelled out to them, “Hey, guys, stop. Something’s wrong . . .” They walked back to me and I explained what was going on. I didn’t know if I was dying or what in the world was happening. Amy, being a physical therapist, knew exactly what was happening. I was severely dehydrated. I was “bonking.”

So “bonking,” a term used often in hiking, happens when your body runs out of energy entirely. The energy in your body and muscles is completely depleted, out of gas, and you hit a wall. Your car has hit empty and you’re now broken down on the side of the highway. Bonking is more than just being fatigued; it’s extreme fatigue and results in the sudden inability to do anything. Oh, and when I say sudden, I mean sudden. The whole day led me to this point, but the moment where I hit that wall was as sudden as literally the moment of impact hitting a wall.

Thanks to Joey and Amy being more experienced and prepared hikers than I was at the time, they knew exactly what I needed. I proceeded to drink every drop of liquid they had from Gatorade to water and devoured every calorie in both their packs in record time. About fifteen minutes later I was able to start moving again slowly and we finished the last couple miles out of the woods. It was slow going, but thankfully I avoided a much worse situation thanks to the preparation and guidance from my brother and sister-in-law. I will never forget that feeling where I was telling my legs to walk and they wouldn’t move. Again, it’s a bizarre and scary feeling and a moment that has stuck with me ever since.

At the end of the day my body was not prepared in any capacity for the hike, from my fitness to my nutrition, and I paid the price. It could have also been a lot worse for me, but thankfully the backcountry showed me a tad bit of grace that day. The mountains are no place to show up unprepared physically because they can literally kill you. I was fortunate that day but my problems were entirely my own fault and completely avoidable. This was only one of many trail fails I’ve had over the years thanks to my poor physical fitness and you’ll read more of those stories throughout the book.

Now that you have an idea of where it all started, it’s time for the redemption story.
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Trap bar deadlift. One of the most functional exercises and a staple in James’s training programs.





How Strength Training Led Me to the Outdoors: James’s Redemption

One fateful night in December 2014, a few years removed from bonking on McKenzie Mountain and just three months after my first daughter was born, my wife asked me a question that changed the trajectory of my life forever.

“James . . . I need to talk to you. . . . What’s your endgame here? We have a daughter now . . .”

She was lovingly referring to the fact that I was a mess physically (three hundred pounds of laziness); I was a twenty-eight-year-old man-child, and the nine months leading up to our daughter’s birth weren’t the wakeup call for me she hoped they would be.

Ouch. That stung. But I deserved it. I needed it.

Embarrassed and ashamed of myself, I rolled over, grabbed my flip phone off the nightstand, and texted a friend who was in great shape.

“Hey man, I need some help . . .”

Now cue the Rocky theme music.

It was time to go to work. So I did. And to this very day as you read this book, the work has never stopped. Thanks to consistency, determination, and grit, over the next few years I underwent the physical and mental transformation my life needed. I dropped nearly one hundred pounds, built strength and muscle, rewired my brain to do hard things, and finally became the man my growing family deserved.

Fast-forward a couple years, thanks to my newfound fitness level, I decided to revisit this “hiking thing” on a beautiful bluebird spring day in the Adirondacks. It had been years since I went hiking, and the last time I did go I turned around because it was “too hard.” But I thought things would be different now. And they were.

The mountain was Ampersand Mountain. Another medium-sized peak for the area not far from my house. I arrived at the trailhead at 7:00 a.m. that sunny May morning. The birds were chirping, the trees were green, the sky was blue, and I was ready to start hiking. So I signed in, and off I went.

Less than two hours later after zero stops, zero heavy breathing, and zero other hikers, I stepped onto the open rock summit. The 2.7 miles and 1,800 feet of elevation were complete. I was shocked. I couldn’t believe that I made it up with such ease without ever needing to stop. No hike had ever felt like that.

As I stood there on the summit eating leftover beef and rice in a Tupperware (not a fun hiking food choice but nutritional nonetheless), I looked out at the mountain views. A newfound awe had struck me. Suddenly hiking mountains could be fun and enjoyable instead of a miserable experience. The trail felt different that day. The mountains looked different. They felt obtainable now. All because I was finally in the right shape to enjoy the experience. On top of that, my brain could now handle doing hard things. I could power through challenges and keep going even when it got hard—something that plagued me before. Standing on that summit of Ampersand Mountain is a moment and feeling I’ll remember forever.

I cruised down the mountain with ease and a newfound purpose. I passed other hikers on the descent, got back to the trailhead, and drove home with a smile on my face after a hike for the first time ever. I even deadlifted later that day too—because it was deadlift day and you don’t skip deadlift day, right?

The following day I hiked Scarface Mountain, and the day after that I climbed St. Regis Mountain to become an official “Saranac Lake 6’er.” I hiked three mountains in three days. Who was I? The doors of mountain adventure had finally been unlocked and they were wide open. The following week I officially began hiking the forty-six Adirondack High Peaks, a journey that changed the trajectory of my life.

After almost thirty years of living in the Adirondacks and hearing stories of people becoming an “Adirondack 46’er” (which is a person who summits all forty-six High Peaks in the Adirondacks) for the first time ever I was confident that I could do that too. I hiked the forty-six High Peaks from start to finish that summer, a transformative journey that changed how I view the mountains, hiking, the outdoors, and life in general and a journey that molded me into the man I am today.

The doors to the great outdoors opened when I made the choice to change and put in the hard work to get strong and fit for my life. A new world of adventure was suddenly at my fingertips, and over a decade later I’ve never looked back. Now I even have the privilege of helping others feel that same confidence so they can experience that same transformation too. I thank the good Lord above for blessing me with the path that led me to the mountains. It was a windy, muddy, rugged path, but aren’t they all? Life in the backcountry and life in the real world aren’t all that different when you think about it.
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Lunges. One of the best exercises to build trail-ready legs.


HOT TAKE: The Mountains Are NOT Calling You . . .

I want you to picture walking down your favorite trail for a moment. Notice the smells of the spruce and pine trees as a light breeze blows across on your face. The evergreens sway as the leaves blow off the hardwoods and the golden sun shines down through the canopy. Imagine glancing off the trail to your left and notice how the trees align in the woods. Now imagine again taking five more steps forward and glancing to your left again. Suddenly those exact same woods look different because the trees align differently. They’re the same woods, same trees, but viewed from a fresh perspective. With this in mind I’d like to invite you to take on a new perspective about the mountains and the famous yet often misused 1873 quote from the legendary John Muir:

“The mountains are calling and I must go . . .”

Hot Take:

The mountains don’t care about you.

This quote is often taken out of context in the hiking world. The mountains are not calling you. They will chew you up and spit you out if you’re not properly prepared for them. They’ll remain unchanged whether you ever go hiking or not . . . and that’s a great thing.

Fresh Take:

The mountains allow you the privilege to explore them.

They’re in charge—not you.

Going into the backcountry is not something to be taken lightly or for granted. Having the physical ability to experience those views in person—views that most will only see through pictures—is something to be grateful for. It’s a privilege, plain and simple. When we shift our perspective from feeling like the “mountains are calling us” to “it’s a privilege to explore them,” our demeanor shifts. The way we view them and prepare for them shifts. We become more willing to go the extra mile to ensure we’re living up to that privilege. We no longer view the mountains from a sense of entitlement, as if they exist for our benefit, but rather from a place of reverence and admiration. It’s kind of like when someone invites you to join their family for Thanksgiving dinner. You don’t show up looking like someone who’s been on the trail for two weeks straight, empty handed, unshowered, and unkempt (well, I hope you don’t anyways). Instead you show up, side dish in hand, cleaned up, on your best behavior, and grateful to be there because it’s a privilege to be invited.

I encourage you to adopt this perspective shift because it’s going to lay a strong foundation for how you approach your fitness and physical preparedness for hiking and backpacking. Think of the mountains as the coach who inspires you to play harder, or the amazing boss who leads by example that you’re willing to go above and beyond for.

You’re preparing for the privilege of exploring the beauty of the backcountry, and you ought to be your best out there. In the end you owe it to yourself and the trail to show up at your best. Because the mountains are certainly going to give you their best every time.




Next Steps


	 Assess your current fitness level (not where it used to be, where it is today).

	 Commit to yourself to not only read the book through but also to immediately execute the plan within it.

	 Hold yourself accountable to do the hard work in the gym and in the kitchen, even on the days you don’t feel like it.






Time to Get Strong

Now that you know what to expect in this book and who I am, it’s time to get to work. Think of this book as your training partner, trail map, and guide rolled into one. In the next chapter I’ll introduce you to the Mountain-Strength Method so you can start building strength, endurance, and resilience for longer, stronger hikes.

Because stronger adventures are better adventures. Let’s begin the climb.
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James standing on the summit of Mt. Colvin on a bluebird summer day.










Chapter 3
The Ascent: Strength Training for Stronger Hiking


In hiking, the ascent refers to the part of the trail that goes up the mountain and where the real climbing begins. The terrain gets steeper, the heavy breathing increases, and the hard work sets in, requiring strength, endurance, and determination to get you to the summit.


Strength training is the foundation of good fitness because it improves so many things at once. It builds both upper and lower body strength, boosts endurance, and improves stability which are all qualities hikers need out on the trail. It also lowers your risk of injury because it makes your muscles, joints, tendons, and ligaments more resilient. Furthermore, it helps you fight off fatigue so you can ultimately stay out in the mountains longer—and that’s what it’s all about. 



—Kieran Brennan, MS, NSCA CSCS, USAW L-2, USATF L-1, FRCms

Director of Performance, Combine Training (Greenwich, Connecticut)

Kieran is an avid hiker, powerlifter, and professional strength and conditioning coach who works with Olympians and professional, collegiate, and high school athletes and was a former assistant strength and conditioning coach for Team USA Bobsled & Skeleton (USABS).


THE BIGGEST MYTHS IN HIKING PREPARATION


MYTH 1: Gear matters more than fitness.

There’s a statistic that goes around the internet stating that roughly 20 percent of Appalachian Trail thru-hikers quit at Neel Gap, a mere 31 miles into the almost 2,200-mile trail. Of course, there are many reasons why people quit, but I’m willing to bet that if more of those hikers had properly prepared their bodies ahead of time by getting stronger, more conditioned, and ready for the unique physical toll of backpacking, those numbers would be a lot lower. I’m also willing to bet most of them have the latest, greatest gear in their backpacks. Too bad the gear in your pack doesn’t matter if your body can’t carry you through the trail, right?

Your physical ability will be the biggest determining factor to your success in the backcountry. A strong, conditioned, resilient body is your best asset. Like we discussed earlier, fitness first, gear second.




MYTH 2: More cardio is the best way to prepare for hiking.

Let’s talk about cardio. Most people assume the best way to get ready for a hike is to start running more, biking more, or adding in hours upon hours of steady-state cardio. They think because they always struggle up steep climbs it means they need to do more cardio. If this sounds familiar, I’d like to set you free because you have been lied to. You’re not training to run a marathon; you’re preparing to traverse the rugged terrain of the backcountry. In fact, if your training plan does look like a marathoner’s prep schedule, I hate to break it to you, but you’re actually sabotaging your own hiking performance.

That nonstop cardio is actually burning away the very muscle you need to power up those steep climbs and carry that heavy backpack. Cardio doesn’t make your body stronger; it makes your heart stronger. And don’t get me wrong: Having a strong heart and a good aerobic base is obviously important, and we’ll train for that too—but there’s more to the hiking equation than just a strong heart. A lot more. Strength is what keeps your body resilient while you’re logging those miles. Plus, strength training will get your heart and your body stronger at the same time. That’s a lot more efficient, wouldn’t you agree?

In the end, we need muscle mass to perform optimally. Nonstop cardio doesn’t prevent burning quads on the ascent or sore knees on the descent. It won’t stabilize your hips, knees, and ankles when you’re crossing rivers, climbing boulders, or jumping down ledges. And it certainly won’t help you carry that thirty-pound pack up a steep ridge. Strength is what allows your body to do the work—cardio is just what keeps you going. That’s why so many hikers feel like they’re doing “all the right things” in their training but still feel underpowered once they hit real elevation gain. They’re usually missing the strength piece.




MYTH 3: The only way to get in shape for hiking is by going hiking.

Yes and no. If you live in an outdoors paradise like I do where there are thousands of miles of trails, hundreds of mountains big and small, and dozens of trailheads within a fifty-mile radius of all difficulty levels, that could be an option. Hiking smaller mountains and gradually hiking bigger ones over time is certainly a valid approach. Most people, however, don’t live in an area where it’s even an option, and that’s why strategically training beforehand will only benefit you on the trail. This way you’ll skip the early stages of hiking misery so many of us have endured by not being physically ready for this endeavor.

Many backpackers like to think they’ll “find their trail legs” on the trail and therefore they do little to no preparation before their long-distance trek. What a poor strategy. The more work you do ahead of time to set yourself up for success, the higher your odds of success.

Time on your feet on the trail is important, and the most optimal approach would be to do both—hike and train. If hiking isn’t possible, however, strategic strength training is the answer. Elite athletes strength train for their sports, so we should too.

Speaking of athletes . . .




MYTH 4: Hiking is not an athletic endeavor.

Hiking is a full-body strength and conditioning event cleverly disguised as a recreational activity. Especially if you’re hiking up mountains. Funny how that happens, right? After all, you’re not just taking a stroll on a gentle trail at your local dog park—you’re climbing elevation, crossing flowing rivers, lunging, jumping, bracing, and balancing, all while carrying a loaded backpack over uneven terrain where one misstep can become a major problem. It requires strong legs, back, and shoulders; a stable core; durable joints; and a level of muscular endurance reminiscent of any athletic pursuit. On top of that you’re doing it in an environment that can literally kill you. All the more reason to have the ability to move like an athlete.

Athletes train for everything from strength, to endurance, to agility so they perform at their best on the field or court. They’re ready for anything. When hikers train the same way they become better prepared for whatever the trail throws at them.




THE ANSWER: Train like a strong, well-rounded mountain athlete.

It’s time to start thinking and training like a “mountain athlete.” Hiking may not have a ball—though I wish there was a “hiking ball”—but it is undoubtedly a sport and should be treated as an athletic pursuit. Everything should be trained accordingly from pure strength, to conditioning, to “strength-and-conditioning,” to long-distance endurance, and more to meet the demands you’ll encounter on the “field” (aka the trail).

So if you are a cardio rat it’s time to replace many of those long, boring cardio sessions with strength-focused work that builds your muscles, strengthens your joints, and progresses weekly—things like weighted step-ups, heavy rucks, squats, lunges, deadlifts, presses, and bodyweight training are great ways to do that. Your primary goal should be to get strong, conditioned, and athletic for the unique demands of the trail.

Hiking has very few redeeming qualities if every step feels like death—I’ve been there. But when your body is strong, conditioned, athletic, and resilient, it becomes an adventure that always has you coming back for more. Getting strong will unlock a version of hiking you didn’t even know was possible.
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Squats. The king of exercises.




Mountain Shape Versus Regular Shape

Over the years I’ve had several marathon runners reach out to me letting me know two things:


	 How many marathons they’ve run.

	 Despite running said marathons, hiking the Adirondack Mountains (where I’m based) kicked their butt beyond what they ever expected.



Now most people would agree that a marathon runner is well above average when it comes to fitness. So how did the mountains humble these above-average athletes so much? It’s simply because the mountains require a unique brand of physical fitness.

Being “in shape” and being in “mountain shape” are different. One isn’t better than the other; they’re just different. Of course, if your goals and joys are found hiking, then one might be better than the other for you, but the point is that they’re different. And different sports have different needs.

I’ve also found that people who are slightly out of shape but have backcountry experience tend to perform better than people in great shape who’ve never hiked before. I believe it has to do with the mental aspect of knowing what to expect. They know how the trail impacts their body, what steep ascents/descents and long miles feel like, and how to pace themselves out there. These are big factors for success. The mental part of the game is huge, but we’ll get to that later in the book.

Whether you’re hiking mountains, running a marathon, mountain biking, playing basketball, powerlifting, or whatever else your physical endeavors look like, I believe you should build a solid foundation of pure, functional strength first and foremost.

A strong body leads to strong adventures, and strong adventures are exactly what we’re here to have.




HIKING = “TYPE 2” FUN

Sometimes hiking is very fun in the moment, but at the end of the day I’d classify the sport of hiking on the whole as “Type 2” fun. Type 2 fun means it’s not always enjoyable during the experience but becomes more enjoyable and rewarding afterward due to the sense of accomplishment and the stories it provides. Hard now, but fun to talk about later. Think about it, you’re choosing to traverse miles through the woods wearing a loaded backpack, sweating and breathing heavily with burning muscles. And you’re going to do this in dirty, wet, muddy, bug-infested conditions, while the hot sun beats down on you in the summer or the cold wind whips across your face in the winter. The terrain is steep, rugged, uneven, and often unforgiving. Then you’re going to sleep on the ground or on a wooden shelter floor for days, weeks, or, for the hardcore folks, even months at a time while eating food you wouldn’t even consider under “normal” circumstances. All in the name of “fun” and “adventure.” That’s classic Type 2 fun if you ask me. We’re all a little bit crazy when you stop and think about it. Hiking is wild—no pun intended (just kidding, please intend the pun).

At the end of the day, climbing mountains or backpacking long trails is a task no one is making you do. You’re choosing to do it. So if your body and mind aren’t ready for the ups and downs of the journey, it might not be that joyful and romantic experience the books and social media pages make it out to be. It could be—but it also might be a brutal grind that turns you off from hiking and the outdoors altogether. And we definitely don’t want that.

It’s time to start building the strength and endurance that improve your ability on the trail so your adventures become everything you hoped for. First, let’s talk about the different types of physical demands you should train for and how we’re going to train for each. Welcome to the Mountain-Strength Method.
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The author while backpacking the 138-mile Northville-Placid Trail. Credit: Josh Bliss.






The Mountain-Strength Method: How to Train for the Demands of the Backcountry

As I said earlier, hiking is a unique “sport” with its own unique challenges. So when your training accounts for those challenges, your performance will dramatically improve. It’s an amazing feeling when you start hiking up a steep section of trail that you expect yourself to struggle on but instead your heart, legs, and lungs power up with no issue. The first time you experience this it will likely leave you both confused and excited at how “easy” it was. It’s a great feeling.

The Mountain-Strength Method includes four pillars and ensures no stone is left unturned in your trail fitness. If you focus on improving all four of these categories you’ll become unstoppable on any trail. To accomplish this, each of these pillars gets its own dedicated training day. If you skip over any of these pillars, however, the trail will let you know of your blunder. So that’s why we’re going to make sure everything gets strong at once.
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