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  Introduction




  
+ DEFINING THE DREAM




  Thirteen years ago, I huffed and puffed my way to what I could only hope was the top of my climb up Mt. San Jacinto in California. Instead, I found a trail intersection and sign for the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT), Mexico to Canada. I had a hard time believing that one footpath could go from where I stood all the way to Canada, but when I got home, I immediately googled the PCT. And that is when long trails became an obsession for me.




  For years after, I dreamed about long trails. I pictured myself out on the trail, accompanied by the sound of my footsteps crunching the leaves underfoot and the smell of fresh dirt. I spent my free time (or procrastinating time) reading hikers’ blogs. I wished I could make it happen. But there were so many skills I didn’t have. I didn’t have the time or money. I was scared. But mainly, as much as I wanted to hike a long trail, I didn’t know where to begin.




  The book you hold in your hand is the one I wish had existed back in 2004. It is designed to give you the familiarity, confidence, and case studies needed to make informed decisions when you set out on your first long-distance hike. If you are anything like I was, the idea of hiking a long trail has inserted itself in your mind. But you have some questions.




  Fast forward to present day. After completing twenty distance hikes, I breathe and sleep long trails. But I always keep one foot rooted in where I came from.




  Unlike a lot of thru-hikers, I didn’t grow up backpacking. By the time I wanted to go on my first thru-hike, I was an adult learning the how-tos of thru-hiking from the bottom. As a result, I keenly remember all the fears and anxieties I had before ever stepping foot on the trail. And, even more painfully, I remember the numerous mistakes I made on the trail—money wasted on gear and food I didn’t need, painful foot injuries, awkward social interactions, and, most of all, having to explain to the folks back home that what I wanted to do wasn’t crazy. I know there are others out there like me, and I want to help get them and you on the trail feeling prepared and confident.




  Whether you plan to be out there for five days or ten months—whatever distance you consider a “long-distance backpacking trip”—this book will help you develop a plan to succeed. Be it an end-to-end thru-hike, a section of a long trail, or simply an individually crafted longer route, there’s something here for everyone.




  [image: Finding your inspiration is easy with views like this.]




  This book encapsulates not only the lessons I’ve learned from twenty different long-distance hikes but also the perspectives of other long-distance hikers, to capture a wide variety of thoughts from people of different ages and backgrounds, who have different paces and different goals. Keep an eye out throughout the book for these perspectives in the Hike Your Own Hike sidebars. “Hike Your Own Hike” (HYOH) is a core tenet of the long-distance hiking community, and a phrase you’ll hear often. It’s the belief that there’s no one right way to do a long hike. What’s important, rather, is that you hike in a way that’s authentic to you.




  On the trail, you’re the boss. The HYOH philosophy says, “Hey, being outdoors is the one chance I get in life not to have to fit into someone else’s box and someone else’s schedule.” This book is aimed at empowering you to create your own hike, and to give you the information to help you form your own opinions on how to do it. Instead of telling you exactly what to do, I offer tips on what has worked for me and what works for others. By planning, prepping, and reflecting on your hike before you go, you’ll set yourself up for success in your goals—whatever they may be.




  FIND YOUR “WHY?”




  There are a lot of things you can’t predict about a thru-hike, but here’s one thing I guarantee will happen: At some point on your journey, you will ask yourself, “Why am I here?” The honeymoon phase when you’re just psyched to be out there will have worn off. Maybe you’re slogging through your third day of rain while missing your family’s annual trip to the beach, with no prospect of a warm bed for weeks ahead. What’s to stop you from just quitting right then and there?




  A lot of hikers quit when it gets hard. Seventy percent of folks who start the Appalachian Trail don’t finish. The biggest difference between those who meet their goals and those who don’t? It’s not that they’re younger or fitter or richer or more disciplined. It’s that they’re better at winning the mental game that thru-hiking demands.




  You’re already planning to exercise your body and get fit for your hike. But you also need to exercise your mind. And the most important mental exercise of all is one you can do right now, today: Take the time to truly understand why you want to hike. Spend some time thinking about your motives. Unlike many other situations in life, the only person you’re accountable to on a thru-hike is yourself. No one else will tell you what to do or why you have to keep going. No one else will be there in the rain reminding you that defeating obstacles is an amazing way to grow as a person. That’s why you need to be super clear before you begin about what you hope to get out of all this hard work.




  [image: A wonderful world awaits those willing to try a thru-hike.]




  [image: Sentinel Peak, Olympic National Park]




  Set aside at least 30 minutes of quiet time alone to invest in the hard work of understanding what’s important to you. Remember: Successful long-distance hikers aren’t necessarily the strongest physically, but they are the strongest mentally and emotionally. Here’s how you start getting strong.




  [image: Reflection Lake is one of the most iconic spots on the Wonderland Trail.]




  THOUGHTFUL REFLECTION: QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF




  By finding your meaning for your hike, you give yourself the mental tools to succeed. The more time you put into creating a thoughtful reflection, the more it will serve you when you need it the most. If you’re not sure about your answers right now, think it over for a few days and then write something down.




  1. Why do I want to take this journey?




  2. Why do I want to do it now (or next year, or in a few years)?




  3. What rewards will I get if I meet my goals? Be positive and as specific as possible. This is your vision for what your hike can achieve for you.




  4. What will I be giving up to do this hike? Am I truly willing to give that up for a while to make this happen?




  5. If I weren’t hiking, what would I be doing? (e.g., working 80-hour weeks, mowing the lawn)




  6. What are my fears or apprehensions about this hike?




  7. What am I most excited to learn about?




  8. What parts of my personality are going to help the most on this hike?




  9. What parts of my personality may get in the way of my success?




  10. What can I do before this hike to set myself up for success?




  Now, take what you’ve learned by answering these questions and write yourself a letter to read when times get tough on the trail. Practice visualizing the moment of success for yourself, as if you’ve already achieved your goal. Be as detailed as possible. How does it feel? What do you see? Who’s there with you? What do you hear? It sounds hokey, but there’s strong scientific evidence that this type of visualization technique really works.




  Being explicit with yourself about your motivation and goals helps give you a reason to push through the hard times. When I set off to thru-hike the first time, I didn’t quite know what the trail would give me, but I knew I wanted to find out. Hiking gave me plenty of time to ask and answer questions like, “What do I want to do with my life?” and provided me with the pause to reflect on my transition from one phase of life to another.




  

    As I learned after the fact, prepping for a thru-hike is not just about picking the right gear. It’s also about gearing up mentally and physically, prepping resupplies, managing schedules, and establishing budgets. This book gives you the tools you need to turn your dream into reality. It gives you the confidence to start at mile zero of your hike with the knowledge and skills that most hikers usually get only after a thousand miles of hiking. Thanks for picking up the book, and see you up the trail!




    —LIZ “SNORKEL” THOMAS
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  [image: A thru-hike is not just about the photo at the finish point, but the journey required to get there. This book will help you understand what is involved on that journey and prepare for success along the way. Pictured: Liz Thomas at the northern terminus of the Appalachian Trail.]




  Chapter 1




  
+ PLANNING TIME AND BUDGET




  For years I dreamed of thru-hiking the Pacific Crest Trail or the Appalachian Trail, but I couldn’t get past the “no time, no money” part. Not feeling confident in my skills or my ability to complete the hike (or, heck, even make my way out of the airport to the trailhead) didn’t help. Finding time and saving money for the hike became such a wall in my brain that I continually postponed seriously pursuing my dream, saving it for “one day.” Since you have this book in hand, however, you likely want “one day” to be “as soon as the snow melts at the trailhead.”




  One of the most encouraging things in my quest to find the time and money to hike was hearing stories from other people—from a variety of professions and backgrounds—and gleaning what strategies they used to make their thru-hike dreams happen. Frank discussions about finding time and money are almost never found in hiking guides. For some reason, authors have found the quest for money and vacation trivial when compared to the natural obstacles hikers may face on the trail. But to the hiker these human-caused obstacles are often a bigger hindrance than bears or wildfires; money and time are such obstacles that they keep many people from even starting their trip.




  We all have the same dream to thru-hike, but the hurdles we face to meet our goals aren’t just thrown at us by nature. This chapter is about learning to use the same strategies seasoned hikers use to get out of job and financial obligations.




  WHAT IS THRU-HIKING?




  To understand how to plan for a long-distance hike, you must first understand what it is and what skills you need to have to complete it. Just as marathoning requires a different set of physical and mental skills than sprinting, long-distance hiking and thru-hiking also have some differences from traditional backpacking. A lot of the skills are similar, but long-distance hiking is trickier than a typical backpacking trip.




  The skills unique to thru-hiking include:




  • Finding the necessary time, money, and support from loved ones to follow your dreams




  • Resupplying your food and consumables and switching out gear




  • Getting your mind and body committed for the long haul




  • Learning how decisions you make today on the trail will impact what happens to you tomorrow (or even weeks from now) on the trail




  [image: image]




  

    Defining Backpacking Lingo




    We use the term thru-hiking and thru-hiker throughout this book to refer to any long-distance hiking and hikers, but there are many ways to backpack. Here are a few terms you will hear both in this book and in your hiking life that are useful to know:




    Thru-hiker: A hiker attempting to walk from one terminus of a trail to another terminus, all within one season. This can also apply to a backpacker who is walking a loop trail that starts and ends in the same place. Thru-hikers connect all their footsteps so that even when they get off the trail to resupply, they have walked a continuous hike. While this term is usually reserved for those walking trails over 90 miles, it can be used for trails as short as 40 miles.




    Section-hiker: A hiker attempting to walk from one terminus of a trail to another terminus over many seasons or even a lifetime. Section hikers do not need to hike all sections in geographical order or even go into a hike with the intention of one day hiking the whole trail.




    Flip-Flopper: A hiker attempting to walk an entire long trail in one season, but not necessarily in geographical order. Flip-floppers connect all their footsteps so that even when they get off the trail to restart their journey in a different direction, they have walked a continuous line.


  




  [image: Make sure you know your route well ahead of hitting the trailhead.]




  CHOOSE YOUR ROUTE




  The very first step in budgeting time and money for a long-distance hike is choosing what route you’ll take. We’ll discuss this concept more in chapter 4, but touch briefly on it here to help you better manage your time and money. Maybe you’re already sure of exactly where you want to explore, but there are more variablns and options than you’ve probably thought of. Here are some things to consider when choosing a trek.




  TIME OF YEAR




  Do you have the summer off from school, or the winter off from your raft guide job? Or are you retired and have no time restrictions? Whatever time you have, a long hike is out there for you. Most long hikes have a “window” during which conditions are the most favorable and safest, but if you can’t fit your hiking schedule into that window, you can always break a thru-hike into a series of long hikes over multiple seasons or years. For example, if you can’t fit in the time window for a northbound hike, you may be able to swing a southbound hike. They tend to start and end later in the year.




  [image: The PCT and CDT start in the desert, where water can be scarce and temperatures can soar even in April. Plan your trip according to the weather of the climate you plan to hike in.]




  Depending on the weather window, you can then plan out your per-day mileage. On some trails, like the PCT, you may have to pull consistently bigger miles to finish before your weather window closes. Water sources also come into play. Depending on the season and trail, water sources may be farther apart on some trails, so you have to be either fit enough to walk between them in a day or fit enough to carry water for two days




  SOCIAL GOALS AND NEEDS




  Long-distance hiking can be filled with days of solitude. When planning a long hike, ask yourself: Are you okay with not seeing anyone for a few days? Will you feel lonely, or will you feel free? How connected do you want to stay? How important is daily cell reception and Internet access? What about exit points—are there a lot of them, in case you need to leave the trail or meet a family member in a support vehicle?




  Consider the environment around the trail. Are you looking for a cultural experience or a natural experience? While long trails are everywhere, many hikers who have traveled internationally say that the United States boasts some of the longest, wildest established trail systems anywhere. What kind of scenery are you most excited about?
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    The Triple Crown Trails




    The most famous long-distance hiking trails in the United States are the Big Three: Appalachian Trail (AT), Pacific Crest Trail (PCT), and Continental Divide Trail (CDT). These are called the Triple Crown Trails because the few who have completed all three in their entirety are bestowed the Triple Crown Award by the American Long Distance Hiking Association-West at the Annual Gathering. Think of it as the Academy Awards for hiking—except recipients are dressed in puffy jackets and trail runners instead of tuxes and ballgowns, and it’s held at a camp instead of in a theater.




    [image: American Long Distance Hiking Association-West President Whitney “Allgood” LaRuffa hiked the AT in 1996 (this photo), and, twenty years later, he hiked the CDT. He jokes he'll finish the PCT in another twenty years to complete his triple crown.]


  




  [image: Liz Thomas on Sentinel Peak, Olympic National Park.]




  PRACTICALITIES




  When choosing a trail, consider permits—are they needed, and how will you get them? How experienced do you need to be for that particular trail? What kind of skills do you need to master—like navigation, setting up campsites, using an ice axe, fording raging rivers, and so on?




  FINANCIAL PLANNING




  Figuring out how to get away on a hike—both financially and time-wise—is one of the most daunting puzzles a prospective thru-hiker faces. I worked for three summers and all throughout college saving for my first long thru-hike on the Appalachian Trail. I set it as my goal and was sure to put away one week’s pay-check per month for my hike. For me, slow and steady saving was the key to financing a long-distance hike. I found time to thru-hike by choosing to do my first long walk at a transition point in my life when I didn’t have a full-time job or many responsibilities.




  [image: Whitney “Allgood” LaRuffa may not be rolling in money, but he is rolling in chocolate.]




  To help you save for a hike and stay financially healthy, here are some age-appropriate tips for you, whatever your current life status.




  TEENS OR JUST STARTING OUT




  I started my first thru-hike a year out of college. For me, hiking a long trail was just the transition I needed before finding a career and planning the next move in my life. The trip and everything I took away from it have stayed with me throughout my life.




  For centuries, many cultures have had rites of passage for their young people before they entered adulthood. These rituals helped young people cope with the transition and build confidence and character. Our society, on the other hand, has rushed young people into making decisions—often before they know what they want in life.




  As a young person you may not be rolling in wealth, but you should not let a lack of cash get in the way of making your dream trip a reality. I started hiking during this period of life and found these trips to be worth their weight in chocolate.




  □  Stash your stuff. Whether you’re taking a gap year or waiting for your career to begin, you probably have fewer assets than older hikers. This can be a good thing: Little furniture and no mortgage can make cutting ties to the off-trail world simple. However, make sure you can afford a storage facility ($50 to $100 per month) for the things that won’t fit in your kind, generous relatives’ attics or basements.




  □  Defer your student loans. If you’ve just tossed your grad cap, you probably have more than a few dollars of debt to your name. Fortunately, government-sponsored student loans will grant extensions. “They’re really flexible about giving you even a year’s deferral without many questions,” says 1999 AT thru-hiker and Certified Financial Planner (CFP) Tom “Katmandu” McClean. You’ll continue to accrue interest during that time, though. If you have loans from a private firm, deferral isn’t always possible, says John Zachary, a CFP and member of the Appalachian Trail Conservancy. You’re better off taking a short-term or seasonal job until you’ve saved enough money to keep up payments while on the trail.




  □  Don’t let your credit lapse. It’s tempting to throw responsibility to the wind and dive into the woods right after graduation, but defaulting on loans or credit card debt could haunt you. A bad credit score can make it difficult to secure a job or lease when you return to civilization. Make sure you work credit card and loan payments into your trail budget.




  MID-CAREER




  If you hate your job or are feeling burnt out, going for a long hike mid-career can be just the jump start you need. Going for a long walk gives you time to reflect on your mid-life goals and strategize how to achieve them. Many of my best friends (who you will meet in the Hike Your Own Hike sections of this book) started hiking mid-career and have found that when they return from their adventure, they are energized and focused on their jobs in ways they never would have been had they not gone hiking. Think of it as career development.




  [image: My friend Naomi “The Punisher” Hudetz went on her first thru-hike at age 39 in the middle of her career as an actuary. She came back refreshed, focused, and rejuvenated: “Employers see value in someone who can plan and follow through on a big trip like this.”]




  □  Make a tactical exit. If you’ve held the same job for years, talk to your employer about taking an extended vacation or sabbatical. Larger corporations will often grant a leave of absence to a veteran employee, possibly with continued benefits. This could mean major savings on health insurance. “You’ll continue to pay a reduced cost as part of a group plan rather than having to pay an individual health plan,” says CFP John Zachary.




  □  Rent out your digs. If you own a home, consider renting it while you’re gone. This will help defray some of the cost of your mortgage payments during the four to six months you’re unemployed. At the very least, find a house sitter to make sure everything remains in working order while you’re gone. Make sure you factor the sitter’s fee into your trail budget and set up automatic bill pay for your mortgage before you leave home.




  □  Look into refinancing your mortgage. But be cautious, says CFP and 2004 PCT thru-hiker Scott “Stormtrooper” Jacobsmeyer. If you started a thirty-year mortgage ten years ago, you can significantly lower payments by taking out another thirty-year mortgage. However, this extends the life of the loan, possibly into retirement age when most people want to be debt-free. If you decide it still makes sense to refinance, go ahead and do it. “Just make sure you do the refinancing before you quit your job, since banks require up to two years of earnings history,” Jacobsmeyer says.




  APPROACHING RETIREMENT




  If you’ve dreamed of hiking a long trail your whole life but have done the so-called responsible thing and stuck it out until retirement—now is your chance! Soon, you’ll have the time to make your goal come true. Make sure you have the money to do it—and to still be able to enjoy retirement afterward.




  □  Start eyeing your 401k. Dipping into retirement savings before you’re 59½ years old will slam you with a 10 percent penalty for early withdrawal on top of income taxes, says CFP Tom “Katmandu” McClean. If you’re within six months of 60, though, you can start withdrawing without the penalty, and CFP John Zachary actually recommends doing so. “If you wait until you’re 70, when the government mandates you start withdrawing, that might bump you up a tax bracket,” he says. Taking money out sooner will smooth the spike in income and could reduce taxation.




  □  Stop eyeing your social security. At age 62, you can start taking money out of Social Security savings—a second government benefit coming in on the heels of your 401k availability. However, taking money out of Social Security before you’re of “full retirement age” (either 66 or 67, depending on when you were born) means a 30 percent reduction in monthly benefits for the rest of your life. “It’s a big decision,” wares Zachary.




  □  Consider holding out for Medicare. The older you get, the more expensive health insurance is. If you retire before 65, when Medicare kicks in, you’ll be in a pricey age bracket. Consider waiting, and make sure you figure any premiums into your budget.




  [image: Dean “Ghost” Krakel retired from his job as a photojournalist at the Denver Post so he could hike and occasionally sit out rain storms on the Colorado Trail.]




  SAVINGS TIPS WE CAN ALL USE




  Unless you’re an excellent saver already, chances are you’ll need to start putting money aside specifically for your hike. You’ll have a better sense of how much you’ll need to save each month after you calculate your trail budget (see “Calculate Your Budget” in this chapter). For example, if you decide you need $6,000 to hike your long trail and plan to start a year from now, you’ll need to save $500 a month. Here are some tips for making it happen, no matter the amount.




  □  Eliminate things you don’t need. Living on the cheap prior to your hike will help you carve savings out of your existing budget and put aside more for the adventure ahead. Make your own coffee instead of stopping at your local cafe. Eat out less. Repair your clothes instead of buying new. Be creative in looking at what areas of your life you can trim. After all, you can’t take all the stuff you buy with you when you’re hiking—so you may as well hold off to get it until after your trip.




  □  Open a savings account just for your hike. Vow not to withdraw from it. Shop around at different banks and find one that pays the highest interest.




  □  Stop using credit cards. People who pay with plastic have less of an emotional connection to the money leaving their hands and tend to spend 12 to 18 percent more annually than those who pay with cash.




  □  Don’t rely on the stock market. Investing might be advisable if you have a loose and distant idea of when you want to hike, but not when you have a specific start date in mind, wares Tom McClean. “The market could be in a downturn in eighteen months. It’s much better to have the money than to need it when the market’s down,” he says.




  □  Create a visual reminder of your goal. Put that poster of Jennifer Pharr Davis over your mantelpiece. Set out a big jar for change next to the kitchen sink. Having something tangible will help keep you on track.




  □  Get insured. If you leave your job, you can get a continuation of your health insurance for up to eighteen months through COBRA. “It’s often the most convenient, but maybe not the lowest cost,” CFP Jacobsmeyer says. Younger hikers can often find better deals through a broker or on the public exchanges. Either way, make sure you have insurance. “The penalties for being uninsured grow more onerous by the year,” says CFP McClean. “Besides, you might need medical care along the way.” If you’re shopping for new insurance, try Healthcare.gov. According to John Zachary, you might be able to get government subsidies based on your prior income.




  □  Deal with any debt. One of the best ways to eliminate stress from your thru-hike is to minimize your financial burdens. If you have credit card debt, you might be able to talk the credit card company into new terms. According to McClean, it might require some pushing, but companies oftentimes will accept a reduced payment agreement rather than lose more money by letting their customer declare bankruptcy. Taking the extra time to pay off debt is worth it. “You are planning for this great, amazing journey. You shouldn’t be worried about these obligations,” says McClean. Make sure you can afford not to be.




  

    HIKE YOUR OWN HIKE




    WHY WE CHOSE SECTION HIKING




    [image: image]




    Phil Hough and his wife, Deb Hunsicker, section-hiked the CDT in 2008, 2009, and 2010.




    Deb and I are Triple Crowners. After thru-hiking the Appalachian Trail and Pacific Crest Trail, we chose to tackle the Continental Divide Trail as three sections—each 1,000 miles, and each over three consecutive summers. By doing it this way, we were better able to manage our work lives. We hiked each section during a time when we were least subjected to weather extremes or uncertainties. We didn’t want to be forced to make route selections—such as the high San Juan sections—based on weather and snow conditions. We wanted to see high sections, like the San Juan Mountains, in all their wildflower glory, not covered under feet of snow. By hiking the CDT this way, we were able to have three summers’ worth of long-distance adventures, and we were able to do it in a way that we could keep our jobs, manage our work lives, and manage our trail experience. By section hiking, we could decide where we wanted to be and when we wanted to be there.




    —Phil “Nowhere Man” Hough


  




  CALCULATE YOUR BUDGET




  So how much money do you really need to do a thru-hike? This is an important question to answer to make sure you truly can complete your hike. Sadly, there is no perfect equation for how much a thru-hike will cost. It depends on a lot of things: your goals, what you can do without, and how long it will take you to complete your hike.




  My first long thru-hike of the Appalachian Trail was the most expensive of all twenty of my long hikes. I thought camping in the woods for months would be a frugal way to travel, but I made some rookie mistakes that drove up the sticker price on my adventure. I wasn’t happy with the gear that I started with, so I ended up buying all new gear at full price at gear stores along the way. I wasn’t used to camping, so I ended up spending every opportunity I could in a hotel or hostel. I didn’t buy my plane ticket home until the very last minute, so I paid for a very expensive flight. Before I left for the AT, I was so focused on doing everything I could do just to start hiking the trail that I didn’t think enough about money. When I discuss budgets with other accomplished thru-hikers, I realize how common it is to go over-budget—even among some of the most budget-minded people I know.




  [image: Thru-hiking requires planning and budgeting before and during your hike. Kate “Drop N Roll” spends a zero day on the Hayduke Trail looking over maps, preparing boxes, and refueling.]




  WAYS TO ESTIMATE YOUR BUDGET




  Here are a few simple equations commonly used by thru-hikers as measuring sticks. They don’t always add up to the same number, but will give you a ballpark range of dollars you should expect to have available.




  • Minimum of $2 per mile, not including gear




  • $1,200 per month, not including travel or gear




  • $100 minimum per resupply town, not including travel or gear




  When creating your budget, don’t forget to include health care costs—medical insurance, prescriptions or OTC medicines, and post-hike physicals (especially tests for Lyme disease, if needed). Also take trail-related costs into consideration. This includes food, hotels, and travel, as well as gear replacement and shipping costs, cell phone bills, and SPOT or DeLorme (now Garmin) satellite tracker bills. Ongoing bills on the home front should also be rolled into your budget: mortgage, car bills, student loans, child support, utilities and rent, storage unit and parking space rental, and vet costs for pets that are being watched by friends or family. Consider canceling monthly or even annual subscription services, such as Netflix, magazines, and cable TV. Make sure any automatic bank transfers are covered.




  Here are some more tips from financial planners.




  □  Budget for practice runs. “You might want to go on some trail hikes to test gear and get in shape,” says Tom “Katmandu” McClean. If this is part of your plan, make sure you include the gas expenses and days off work in your thru-hike budget.




  □  Prepare for the unexpected. “Have a contingency plan for if you get injured,” Zachary says. He recommends a 10 percent budget increase to provide wiggle room for emergencies. McClean echoes the advice: He had to spend two weeks at a hotel in Damascus resting a stress fracture during his thru-hike. And unforeseen costs aren’t just about getting hurt. You may discover you need a warmer sleeping bag. At some point your shoes may become too small for your swollen feet. It’s possible a resupply box won’t show up, and you’ll have an unexpected extra resupply to pay for.




  □  Set aside a fun fund. “I was surprised by how much I enjoyed the social aspect of thru-hiking the AT,” says McClean. The people you meet are part of the experience, and it’s easier to savor that aspect when you can participate in occasional movies or town days. And no matter how much you plan your budget at home, you will have a hard time saying “no” to food and a hotel when you finally make it into town after a hard day and are hungry and wet. Budget well for times like that—or set up a plan that will satisfy your need for food and warmth without hurting the bank. It’s not uncommon for a hiker to want to eat two entrees while in town. Don’t budget based on your appetite now. You’re going to be one hungry animal later.




  [image: Getting your finances organized before thru-hiking will make you more relaxed on the trail.]




  □  Account for post-hike expenses. McClean recommends including a post-hike unemployment period (unless you’re taking a sabbatical) in the trail budget. It’s important to save up money for when you finish your hike too. It may take some time to find a new job when you return. Try to leave yourself a cushion to cover, at the very least, one month’s cost of living when you return. If you plan to change careers or fields after your hike, it make take even longer to find a new job. This includes money for a housing deposit, rent, utility turn-on fees, and a car if you don’t have one waiting for you. “If you’re a businessperson looking for a job, you might also need to shop for a new suit. A lot of us lose weight on the trail,” he says.




  WAYS TO LOWER YOUR THRU-HIKING BUDGET




  Since my expensive first trip on the Appalachian Trail, I’ve learned the hard way how to keep my thru-hiking budget down. For me, long hikes are made of emotional ups and downs, so splurging now and then is essential to keeping my sanity. Much like dieting, the trick to budgeting on the trail (and off trail) is never to feel like you are denying yourself an experience. Instead, it requires making choices that enrich your life (while opting out of the extras that don’t bring you maximum joy). For example, finding a good hiking partner is a great way to save money, and it can sometimes make your trip more enjoyable. On the other hand, an extra beer at the bar while in town has diminishing marginal returns and isn’t going to maximize your joy.




  [image: A hiking parter can increase your confidence on tricky terrain.]




  □  Share gear with other hikers. Having a partner to share gear, like a tent and stove, can be a big advantage—provided the two of you don’t have a falling out. There is risk in sharing big gear items. But, in general, splitting bulk purchases (such as boxes of Ziploc bags or Clif Bars) with other hikers makes for a more efficient use of everyone’s funds.




  □  Stay out of town. Town time is money. Staying at a hostel or splitting a motel room with other hikers definitely lowers your budget, but the best way to save money is to skip the bed altogether. By camping close to town, you can do laundry, pay a few dollars to use the shower at a hostel, resupply at the store or post office, and be back on the trail by afternoon. For those times when you do stop in town, go through a mental checklist. Is the weather miserable? Are you sick? Are there other hikers who want to share a room? Does it seem like a valuable experience to stay at this particular hostel or town? If you can’t say “yes” to at least one of those questions, reconsider the pricey room and stick with the tent you’ve already paid for.




  □  Avoid restaurants. Of course, the lure of a lumpy hostel bed is nothing compared to the siren call of real food. I know it’s hard, but if you really want to keep a tight budget it’s better to walk past those greasy spoons to the grocery store. When you do eat out, remember that breakfast is the cheapest meal and doesn’t (usually) tempt you with a beer menu. Similarly, comparison shopping has its place even in tiny trail towns, where Dollar General often sells the same instant potatoes, oatmeal, or pasta that the grocery store carries—only for a lower price.




  □  Ignore the party scene. The AT and PCT are social trails, and after a long week of hiking, it’s tempting to get a beer with other hikers inside a warm, bug-free bar. But alcohol is an expensive way to make up for a caloric deficit—and it increases the odds that you’ll get a room for the night. You don’t have to live like a monk to stay on budget, but set yourself a limit. If you must buy beer, get it at a grocery or liquor store to save a lot of money (but remember to consume it some place legal and preferably indoors—not the park).




  □  Shop smart for gear. A little research can save you a lot of money. Check out hiking forums, read gear reviews, and visit physical hiking stores before you decide what you want to buy, so you aren’t spending double the money replacing that gear mid-trail. (For much more on choosing gear, see chapter 6.) After you narrow down your gear list, wait for deals, keeping an eye on sales and used gear exchanges. Or try making your own gear. Homemade alcohol stoves are growing in popularity and cost only the price of a tin can (but check restrictions on them in certain wilderness areas before you bring them). But you don’t have to stop at stoves if you want to get crafty. Several online sites sell lightweight materials to build your own backpack, sleeping bag, and tarp. A whole world of instructional videos, blogs, and books is available to help you get started. (Note: Make sure to test any homemade gear before relying on it.) And know that making some items (like sewing a pack) takes a lot of skill and time; if you go this route, realize that what you save in money, you’ll be investing in time.




  □  Ignore marketing. The entrance of any outdoor store is replete with shiny things you can do without. You don’t need a pricey first-aid kit from an outfitter when you can make one for free out of your bathroom first-aid supply. You don’t need a backcountry French press or plastic wine glasses, and an old Swiss army knife is nearly as useful as any new multi-tool (or better yet—just use a razor blade). Instead of buying two different temperature-rated bags, buy a single 20°F bag and get a silk liner for the cold months. Although there is a lot of cool camping gear on the market, most of it costs money you don’t need to spend and adds weight you don’t need to carry.




  [image: Karluk the Dog has been Whitney “Allgood” LaRuffa’s hiking partner for many day hikes and shorter backpacking trips, but, as a responsible dog owner, Allgood knew the CDT was too long and tough for them to hike together. Allgood made arrangements for Karluk to stay at home for five months while he was on the CDT.]




  □  Don’t spend a lot on clothing. Unlike high-tech tents or down sleeping bags, which often deliver worthwhile performance gains for the extra money, low-priced hiking clothes often work almost as well as the more expensive competition. Used gear stores, thrift stores, and box stores such as Walmart or Target have wicking and synthetic hiking shirts for under $20 that will work almost as well as that $80 shirt from a high-end brand.




  □  Trust people (within reason). You can’t build a budget around people’s kindness—but you can open yourself up to it. The fact is, people want to help travelers. You’ll be offered rides, food, and spare gear. People will open their houses to you. You need to use your best judgment in these situations, and it will feel strange at first and maybe a little uncomfortable. Just keep in mind that when someone offers you something on the trail, it’s a gift that you will eventually return by paying it forward to another traveler. Donating $20 to stay with a trail angel who will give you a roof, feed you, and do your laundry is a lot less expensive than paying $50 for a hotel room plus $5 for laundry plus $20 on food. It’s not only good for your budget, it’s also good for your faith in humankind.




  SET THE HOME FRONT TO AUTOPILOT




  Imagine the thrill of reaching the crest of a hill on your hike, realizing your phone has service, and then seeing a dire text message from a friend. Disaster has struck at home, and you need to return immediately to sort it out. Whether the pipes froze, your cat got sick, or your neighbor wants a new fence, your needing to leave the trail to deal with it is often preventable. It just requires working with your support team before you go to make sure that they have the resources and information to take care of almost any disaster that could happen while you’re gone. Make sure you consider and secure all potential issues before leaving home.




  [image: image]




  

    Pets on the Trail




    If you decide to take your pet on the trail with you, realize that almost all dogs that start thru-hikes don’t make it the whole way. Responsible pet owners realize that a thru-hike isn’t usually a dog’s dream as much as the owner’s dream. Work your schedule around your dog’s needs. After all, Fido didn’t make the decision to come out here, you did. If it gets to a point where the miles, terrain, or trail tread is too tough on your pup, it’s probably time for him to go home, chow down on food, and enjoy town life while you finish your trek.




    Before going on the trail with your pet, budget for its food, potential medical bills, replacement doggie gear, any kenneling or shuttling that may occur (for example, national parks do not allow dogs, but many kennels will shuttle your dog around the park for a fee), and for the high likelihood that your dog may need transportation back home while you’re still on the trail. Hotel rates tend to be higher for people with pets, so factor that into your budget too. For more information on distance hiking with your dog, visit allgoodsk9adventures.com


  




  If you have a pet, find a friend or family member to care for your animal. Make sure you leave any meds or special feeding instructions, as well as emergency numbers and protocol, including what to do if your pet gets sick, who your vet is, and limits on pet medical bills. Discuss before you leave who is responsible for expenses, and leave enough money to cover all costs.




  For longer hikes, many hikers move out of their home or apartment completely. Others rent out their home or apartment while they are gone. Renting out or subletting your place can be a good way to get some passive income while you hike—or at least make sure you will have a place to come back to when you’re done. One problem here is if you quit your hike, you may be homeless for a while. (Or it can be another way to make sure you don’t quit!) If you live with a spouse or other family members, make sure they are prepared to properly take care of the home (including plumbing, heating, air conditioning, etc.) and care for your things (including pets and houseplants) while you are gone. This may involve leaving phone numbers of trusted repair people, and so forth.




  If you’re planning to give up an apartment or move out of your house completely while you are on a longer hike, consider giving your belongings away or putting them in storage. Find houseplants a new home or someone willing to water them while you are away. If you are renting your house out, consider renting it furnished so you don’t have to deal with moving as much stuff. (You’ll still probably want to store your clothes and other personal items elsewhere.) If you don’t have a friend or family member willing to keep your stuff in an attic or basement, factor the cost of storage into your hike’s budget.




  If someone is taking care of your bills for you while you’re away, leave them cash before you go on your trip. Many banks, phone companies, and other places allow you to set up autopay for your bills. This is a good way to make sure you get your bills in on time without having to rush to town to pay by phone.




  LEGAL MATTERS




  Long-distance hiking has an extremely low rate of fatality—especially compared to almost any other outdoor activity. That said, leaving for your trip is a good excuse to get your will in order in case something happens to you out there. If you’re going on a longer trip, you may consider giving someone you trust power of attorney. Think about life situations and legal issues you deal with on a regular basis. Do you own your business or real estate? If you can think of a good reason, it may be worth talking with an attorney to figure out how to set this up.




  [image: Whether you start solo or with another hiker, be prepared to form some very close friendships during your thru-hike.]




  In summer 2015 I pioneered a 300-mile route across the Wasatch Range in Utah. Two days into the trip, I turned on my phone and realized I had cell service when I saw a text in all caps from my boyfriend: “CALL ME ASAP. EMERGENCY.” While I was gone, I’d left my car with my boyfriend. He was co-listed on the insurance, but the car was registered in my name. The night before, the car had been towed. The towing company refused to release the car to him because it was registered in my name. I had to backtrack to the nearest road, hitchhike to town, and find a notary willing to sign a letter releasing the car to him. What a hassle! He was lucky I had cell reception and could deal with it quickly. I should have thought about giving him power of attorney before I left.




  RALLY YOUR TEAM




  Thru-hiking is rarely a truly individual pursuit. Whether you hike solo or with a partner depends first and foremost on whether you have a partner you want to hike with, followed by how experienced you are, how hard the trail you chose is, and what the conditions are like. Time spent alone on the trail helps you connect more to nature, see more wildlife, and practice your outdoor skills without relying on others. I personally love hiking solo because it gives me the freedom to set my own pace, decide on my own breaks and camp, and really enjoy nature. If you’re hiking a trail that gets a lot of traffic, like the AT, PCT, or John Muir Trail (JMT), chances are that even if you start hiking solo, by a week in you’re going to meet some great people—some of whom you may even want to hike with for hundreds or thousands of miles. I’ve met some of my closest friends that way.




  [image: A good hiking partner can share gear weight and help with trail tasks like navigation.]




  Starting a thru-hike solo gives you the advantage to choose your friends and hiking partners along the way, and not to feel too bad if you ditch them to spend an extra day in town. While many folks are afraid to start alone, the reality is that hiking trails is statistically a lot safer than walking around cities. Thru-hikers create a bond—we become family. If you’re hiking solo and you fall or something happens to you, if you’re on a major trail, thru-hikers you don’t even know will go to extremes to make sure you’re safe and all right.
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A good hiking partner can share gear weight and help with frail tasks like navigation.
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Like most people, my inspiration to hike a long trail came while | was on a day hike. In this book.
you'll learn to transition from day hiker to thru-hiker.
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Getting your finances organized before thru-hiking will make you more relaxed on the trail.
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My friend Naomi “The Punisher” Hudetz went on her first thru-hike at age 39 in the middle of her career as an actuary. She came
back refreshed, focused, and rejuvenated: “Employers see value in someone who can plan and follow through on a big trip like this.”
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Thru-hiking requires planning and budgeting before and during your hike. Kate “Drop N Roll” spends a zero day on the Hayduke Trail
looking over maps, preparing boxes, and refueling.
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Whether you start solo or with another hiker, be prepared to form some very close friendships dur-
ing your thru-hike.
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Whitney “Allgood” LaRuffa may not be rolling in money, but he is rolling in chocolate.
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Reflection Lake is one of the most iconic spots on the Wonderland Trail.
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The PCT and CDT start in the desert, where water can be scarce and temperatures can soar even in April. Plan your trip according to
the weather of the climate you plan to hike in.
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A wonderful world awaits those willing to try a thru-hike.
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Make sure you know your route well ahead of hitting the trailhead.
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Sentinel Peak, Olympic National Park
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Finding your inspiration is easy with views like this.
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Karluk the Dog has been Whitney “Allgood” LaRuffa's hiking partner for many day hikes and shorter
backpacking rips, but, as a responsible dog owner, Allgood knew the CDT was too long and tough for
them to hike together. Allgood made arrangements for Karluk to stay at home for five months while
he was on the COT.
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Dean “Ghost" Krakel retired from his job as a photojournalist at the Denver Post so he could hike and occasionally sit out rain
storms on the Colorado Trail.
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American Long Distance Hiking Association-West President Whitney “Allgood” LaRuffa hiked the AT in
1996 (this photo), and, twenty years later, he hiked the CDT. He jokes he'll finish the PCT in another
twenty years to complete his triple crown.





