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Advance praise for Backpacking 101


“Heather has put together a comprehensive guide to one of the most enjoyable and rewarding activities. Anyone could get started backpacking using this guide.”


—Adam Buchanan, social media marketer for ten years in the outdoor industry


“Heather is more than just a powerhouse in the outdoor industry–she makes getting outside approachable for everyone. Her writing combines trustworthy expertise with punches of personality. Whether with her or guided by her words, Heather facilitates an inspiring outdoor experience for everyone who shares a trail with her.”


—Katie Boué, content producer for the Outdoor Industry Association (OIA)


“With her combination of experience, expertise, and unbridled enthusiasm, Heather is the perfect guide to help anyone—rookies to old hands—get the most out of their outdoor adventures.”


—Elisabeth Kwak-Hefferan, Rocky Mountain editor for Backpacker magazine
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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my husband, the best friend and human I’ve ever known. Without his unwavering love, support, and early-morning coffee runs, who knows where this book would be!


To my parents and little sister: thank you for filling my early memories with cherished outdoor experiences. It’s been more than twenty-five years since Melissa and I first learned while camping that a tree branch does not, in fact, suffice to unlock a car door. I’m convinced these early wilderness lessons molded me into the person I am today, and I love you for it.


And to Tally, my wilderness adventure dog: thank you for always reminding me of how good life is, particularly on the trail.





Introduction


“I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.”


—Henry David Thoreau, American Poet and Naturalist


In its simplest terms, backpacking means hiking for more than a day while carrying your gear in a backpack. Everything you can possibly need goes into this backpack: food, shelter, clothing, water, cooking utensils, and medical supplies. Weight and space are at a premium since you can only bring what you can physically carry, and it is important to include the proper items. After all, realizing you forgot your dinner when you’ve come fifteen miles into the backcountry is less than ideal. Because of the weight you carry, in addition to the activity of hiking itself, the sport can be arduous, demanding, and occasionally uncomfortable.


So why do it?


Attaining a goal such as hiking twenty or thirty miles in the wilderness is frequently more satisfying when we have worked hard at it. I like to call this sweat equity. Laying eyes on an alpine sunset is far more rewarding knowing that you trekked ten miles and hauled twenty-five pounds of gear into the wilderness in order to witness that beauty. Wildflowers smell sweeter, sun rays feel warmer, and a mountain lake glistens brighter after a hike. As a backpacker, you will see these places with fresh eyes and a newfound appreciation. After all, not everyone gets the opportunity to see this mind-boggling scenery; only those who are willing to work for it will be rewarded.


There is a learning process that will allow you to become proficient at this activity. Of course, you could opt to learn through trial and error—jump off the couch now and hit the trail. I chose this route some fifteen years ago and, while painful, it was ultimately effective. But it could have been easier. Backpacking is a basic sport—put one foot in front of the other—but there is specific gear as well as a range of skills that will allow you to enjoy the hike. Knowing what gear to purchase and how to behave in the backcountry is merely the tip of the proverbial iceberg.


The goal of this book is to prepare you for your first backpacking trip so that it can be an enjoyable and worry-free experience. While written for the beginner backpacker, this book is also a great reference for people with practical knowledge of backpacking. It is based on years of experience, learned lessons, and mistakes. From the necessary gear and proper trail etiquette to the accepted Leave No Trace principles, this guide covers everything you will need to know before heading into the wild for the first time. My intention is to make backpacking more approachable and less intimidating for newcomers to the sport . . . and to save you from some of the many embarrassing mistakes I made along the way!


Cheers to finding your own sliver of wilderness. Maybe I’ll bump into you on the trail.





CHAPTER 1


Mental and Physical Preparation


“The greatest wonder is that we can see these trees and not wonder more.”


—Ralph Waldo Emerson, Author


Maybe you’ve been a day hiker for years and are ready to take the leap: backpacking. Great! Before hitting the trail, you will need to do a lot of planning and prepare your physical readiness. After all, you can’t simply pick up a backpack and run up a mountain, can you? (Well, most of us can’t!)


Mental and physical preparation before you even set foot on the trail is of utmost importance since it will make your first backpacking adventure relatively seamless. Think of your pre-trip planning as an investment, similar to the money you put into a retirement account: If you dedicate more energy and effort toward organization on the front end, you’ll reap the rewards on the back end with a fun and disaster-free backpacking adventure. Talk about a good investment!


Your first task is to choose a destination. It may sound simple to load up your backpack and head to the nearest trail, but the proper destination can make or break a trip. The main thing is to select a suitable distance, which is a bit like the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears: If the terrain is too difficult, you’ll never want to return. On the other hand, if you choose a hike that’s too easy, you will be bored long before making camp.


Selecting your appropriate partner is another part of pre-trip planning. As with your destination, finding a suitable hiking partner can be crucial. When it is just you, a partner, and the Great Outdoors, compatibility is important. The last thing you want is to find yourself in a tent with someone who won’t shut up about his least favorite politician.


Fitness is a third component, and it resides at the heart of backpacking. The stronger your body is, the easier it will be for your core to support a backpack and for your legs to hike for long hours at a time. Achieving this fitness is not an overnight task. It takes preparation and training.


That same rule applies to all other aspects of backpacking, so before we get you out on the trail, we’re going to discuss practice. Remember how your elementary school teacher made you write the same sentence twenty-five times? I won’t ask you to do anything quite like that, but practice makes perfect in backpacking as in everything else. From pitching a tent to handling other pieces of new and potentially unfamiliar gear, it is best to practice, practice, practice! Through this you’ll ensure that you feel confident and ready before spending a night outdoors.



Choose an Appropriate Trail for Your Trip


Windswept prairies or craggy mountain peaks? Wildflower-filled meadows or glacier-blue alpine lakes? It is easy to be overwhelmed by all of the destination options for your first backpacking trip. For this first trip, though, I advise you to keep close to home. This may seem less adventurous, but it is a great way to work out the kinks in your backpacking kit. By staying close to home, you are minimizing the potential “what ifs” that could ruin your weekend: an unknown environment, unknown trails, and unknown people. By sticking to the familiar, you will already be comfortable in your surroundings. This will allow you to focus on the stuff that is new—like how to schlep everything into the woods with a smile on your face. Start with a single overnight trip rather than diving into the proverbial deep end with a multinight adventure. Multinight trips are amazing and will likely be a future goal for you, but in the beginning, it is best to keep your backpacking trips simple and manageable.


One night in the woods calls for less food and clothing. This means your pre-trip organization will be simpler since there is less to manage and, by default, less to forget. A single overnight also means you will be camping closer to civilization, since your legs can only travel so far in one day. Sure, many of us take up backpacking because we want to get away from civilization, but there can be comfort in knowing you aren’t too far from help should things get a bit wonky. Don’t worry about pressing the distance until you have a few more trips under your belt.


Start by choosing a favorite day hike with a round-trip distance of ten miles or less. This time, though, rather than trekking out and back in a day, set up camp at the typical turnaround point. You already know the trail and the area so you aren’t likely to encounter any weirdness getting to your camping site. This trip will give you time to adjust to the new gear and the feeling of a heavy pack without stressing about the logistics of a new trail. Of course, always make sure you are allowed to camp in your chosen location! Certain areas require overnight permits, so do the proper research beforehand. Nothing ruins a beautiful night in the woods like finding a yellow ticket flapping on your car’s windshield.


When choosing your first trail it’s also important to focus on the type of terrain where you’ll be hiking. It may seem logical to choose a flatter route, since climbing mountains can be a chore. In many instances, this is true. However, flatter terrain comes with its own set of challenges. For example, flat trails frequently run through valleys where rivers live. While the melodic noise of the water is soothing at bedtime, river crossings can be challenging at best and dangerous at worst. A nasty river crossing may make you wish you’d chosen a steep ascent! Analyze the terrain on your topography map and make sure you choose a landscape that is appropriate for your skill level.




Where to Research Your Destination Options


There are quite a few good spots to find trip data for your planning. In-person conversations with other backpackers always reign supreme if you’re lucky enough to have a friend with some good trail info for you. Otherwise, head to the Internet for digital trip reports. These often feature colorful photos that will help you discern what type of adventure you are considering. Guidebooks are a great option as well. A guidebook for beginners will offer up trails that correspond with your abilities, quelling fears about too-difficult routes.






Find the Perfect Partner


Not all friends are created equal. If you are fortunate enough to have a buddy who is as interested in backpacking as you, consider yourself fortunate—you can learn together and share your enthusiasm for your newfound activity. However, it is possible that your BFF is less than thrilled at the prospect of sleeping in the dirt and noshing on dehydrated meals. While that is a bummer, it is better to accept it and move on. Too often, eager backpackers try to force their friends into outdoor situations where the friends aren’t comfortable. This doesn’t do anyone any good and makes for whining and complaining trail company. Once you’ve realized that some of your friends are better enjoyed over a beer and pizza, the happier everyone will be.


Finding an experienced partner is the best way to ease into backpacking (and if that person is a friend, it’s even better!). A knowledgeable buddy can provide much-needed advice, both on the trail and during your pre-trip preparations. Not sure if you should pack an extra layer? Phone your friend/mentor. Debating which type of stove to purchase? Give ’em a ring. A seasoned backpacker is a reliable sounding board who can help you make good decisions as well as being a veritable cornucopia of what-not-to-do stories. You can gain a wealth of information from these mature and practiced veterans.


The companionship of any person is typically preferable to an independent night under the stars, especially when you are first beginning. Don’t get me wrong: solo backpacking has its merits. However, a been-there-done-that friend will help you work out the kinks during your first trip so that you can enjoy the trek rather than worrying about how your new stove functions.




Appropriate Group Size


Group trips often bequeath backpackers fond memories and even better campfire stories. But there is such a thing as too much of a good thing, and that is the case with group size. Groups that are too large can be unwieldy to manage on the trail and have a negative environmental impact. The optimal size for backpacking groups is four to six people: plenty of personality for fun, but small enough to keep the group from running roughshod across the land.





Can’t find an experienced partner to take you out? No problem. Hundreds of meet-up groups have popped up all over the country, and many are filled with sage backpackers willing to lend you an ear for an amiable night on the trail. Walk your hands to the nearest computer and open up the Google search engine. The Sierra Club (www.sierraclub.org) has local chapters that host hiking and backpacking events. I’m willing to bet you can find a local backpacking group within a few miles of your house. If not, visit your local outdoor goods store. More often than not, these brick-and-mortar establishments offer regular meet-ups for various activities. Sometimes they even have mixers for people to attend in the hopes of finding outdoor companions. Heck, you can always befriend a chatty salesperson and you might just find your next backpacking compadre. My point is this: don’t let what seems to be a lack of wilderness partners deter you from your overall goal. Trust me; they’re out there!




Be Fit, Be Safe


Before you embark on any type of fitness regime, contact your doctor for a checkup. He or she can take a look at your current state of health and recommend any special requirements you may need.






Find Your Fitness


Hauling a thirty-five-pound pack up the side of a mountain is no simple task. When you throw in natural obstacles and unforeseen weather complications, it is clear that physical fitness is a crucial component to backpacking. But how do you prepare for your first trip?


At its core, backpacking is simply walking. Of course, it’s a bit more strenuous than basic walking. It makes sense then to do a lot of walking in preparation for your first trip. The amount and intensity level will vary depending on your existing fitness. If you are starting from scratch, begin with simple day hikes. Pack your backpack with the supplies you need and hit the trails for an hour or two. Once this feels easy, gradually increase both the weight in your backpack and the amount of time you spend on your feet. As your muscles grow stronger, add more elevation gain into your hikes. Your day treks should continually challenge you without feeling impossible. Once you feel comfortable with a long day hike and heavy pack, try two hikes on back-to-back days. This will train your body and mind to function on tired legs. This isn’t an easy task, but it is a skill that ultra runners use also. Convincing your body to smoothly operate while tired can be tough, especially when your brain is screaming at you to stop. Hoisting a heavy pack onto tired shoulders may feel like the last thing on Earth that you should be doing on that second day. However, learning how to push through this mental and physical barrier is important. After all, you will need to hike your fatigued muscles back to the car on the second day. The easier the journey feels, the more enjoyable the entire trip!


Note that rest days are an integral part to any training plan and allow your body to recover from back-to-back hikes. This will keep muscle fatigue and injuries away. If you do end up with a slight niggle, rest it out before returning to the trail. If the pain becomes more intense or sharp, consider visiting a doctor for advice.


While it’s ideal to have hiking trails accessible to help you train for a backpacking trip, it isn’t a requirement. You can still attain the necessary fitness by hitting the gym. Treadmills and ellipticals all mimic the same motions used while hiking, and a stair stepper can be an incredible machine to develop the necessary fitness for climbing a mountain. Strength training will also be important, as it helps you develop the proper core and leg muscles. Even a step aerobics class or spin bike will get your cardio up to snuff.


If you aren’t able to train outside on the trail, for a well-rounded approach to your trip blend strength training with cardio. If all else fails, everyone has a sidewalk somewhere nearby. Throw a couple of bricks in your backpack and head out for daily walks. You may get a few weird glances from your neighbors, but who cares! Not only will this help strengthen your body, but it will get you in the appropriate mindset to endure—and enjoy!—long hours on the trail.


How long does it take you to prepare for your first trip? Again, this is a tricky question because it depends on your fitness level once training begins. I would suggest starting with three days a week for thirty minutes per session. As you gradually increase the time of each session, consider adding a fourth or even a fifth exercise day into the mix. Just be sure you don’t push it too hard, too fast. Not only could this lead to fatigue and burnout, but you could injure yourself, which would defeat the purpose of all your hard earned progress.



Familiarize Yourself with the Ten Essentials


Theoretically, the Ten Essentials list is all you really need for an enjoyable night in the wilderness. Originally scripted in the 1930s by The Mountaineers (www.mountaineers.org), a Seattle-based group of climbers and outdoorists, the list was meant to help you answer two basic questions:


1. Can you handle an emergency situation should it arise?


2. Can you safely spend a night or two in the wild?


The items on the original list quickly became the checklist for any trip since they are essential for any successful backpacking adventure. The original list includes the following:


1. Map


2. Compass


3. Sunglasses and sunscreen


4. Extra clothing


5. Headlamp or flashlight


6. First aid supplies


7. Firestarter


8. Matches


9. Knife


10. Extra food


As time passed, the list was changed in order to keep up with the modern outdoorsman. In 2003, The Mountaineers replaced the old list with an essential “systems” approach. In addition to modernizing, the updates were meant to be more inclusive toward all applicable items in that system. The Ten Essential systems now include the following:


1. Navigation (map and compass)


It is important to always carry a topographic map with you on any trip. To be on the safe side, store it in a ziplock bag or laminate it so that it won’t get ruined if it accidentally goes swimming in a rainstorm or river. Include a compass in your backpack. Additionally, your navigation system can include modern gadgets such as GPS systems or altimeters, but that’s up to you.


2. Sun protection (sunglasses and sunscreen)


The sun can be a silent killer on any trip, so take precautions to protect your skin. Never forget sunglasses and a hat, even if the weather appears cloudy or overcast. And guys, we aren’t talking about a cheap pair of sunglasses from the gas station. Corneas are sensitive and can be burned before you even feel pain, so it’s important to invest in a quality pair of lenses to protect your eyeballs. Sunscreen is crucial as well. You can choose either a physical or a chemical sunscreen. A chemical sunscreen uses chemical filters to absorb or scatter the UV rays. A physical sunscreen deflects or completely blocks the UV rays. Chemical sunscreen is the most commonly used type but physical sunscreen is believed to be safer. However, it is often white in color, which causes those funny white noses you may see in mountaineering photos. Lastly, lip balm with an SPF of 15 or higher can be helpful.
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3. Insulation (extra clothing)


In addition to the clothing, which we will discuss later, it’s important to bring an extra layer or two in case your trip doesn’t go as planned. Consider the worst-case scenario—perhaps you are stuck in a sedentary and cold position for an evening with no shelter—and pack additional layers to prepare for that situation.


4. Illumination (headlamp or flashlight)


Plans often go awry, and sometimes that means hiking in the dark. Always carry a headlamp with you in an easy-to-access pocket. A headlamp is superior to a flashlight simply because of its hands-free nature. Cold weather can zap batteries, so always remember to bring a spare set. Keeping batteries warm is the best way to protect them, so stash them inside interior jacket pockets and sleep with them in your sleeping bag.


5. First aid supplies


A first aid kit is something you should always, always have in your backpack to take care of minor injuries on the trail. While this can be useful, don’t let it lull you into a false sense of security. Always have a plan for the worst-case scenario.


6. Fire (matches or lighter)


In addition to lighting your stove, carry the means to start and light an emergency fire. Most backpackers now carry a lighter or two rather than matches, but waterproof matches in a sealed container are an alternative. Regardless of which you choose, you want it to be foolproof and reliable. Additionally, it’s a good idea to carry a firestarter in case you can’t find anything to serve as one in the wild. Popular choices include small candles, dryer lint, or cotton balls filled with petroleum jelly. (Here’s a tip: if you opt for either of the latter two options, store them in a prescription bottle to keep them dry.)



7. Repair kit and tools


Pack a small kit to combat any gear emergencies in the backcountry. You may want to include duct tape, a knife, a small pair of scissors, safety pins, sewing kit, and extra cording.


8. Nutrition (extra food)


When you first begin backpacking, your trips are short, so bringing an extra day’s worth of food should suffice. Once you graduate to longer expeditions, you will need to carry more extra food. Either way, what you bring should keep for long periods and require no cooking. After all, if you’re in an emergency situation that requires your extra food, you may not have access to a stove either.


9. Hydration (extra water)


Don’t skimp on water. If you think you’ll need two liters of water for the day, pack some extra. Always account for emergencies and be sure to have the means to filter more if needed.


10. Emergency shelter


It’s not fun to consider but it’s important to realize there is a chance you could end up on the side of the mountain without your tent. Always carry an emergency shelter such as a reflective blanket, a bivy sack, or even an ultralight tarp. Each option weighs a few ounces, but it is more than worth it.


These ten systems are the core of your packing list. We’ll come back to all these items throughout this guide, but please remember to always check this list before heading to the hills. Learn the systems; love the systems; pack the systems.




What Is a Bivy Sack?


Short for “bivouac sack,” a bivy sack was originally designed for climbers who needed an ultra-lightweight shelter for emergency protection from the elements. These days, backpackers use the bare-bones versions for the same reason. A bivy sack is a bag constructed with waterproof material that protects you and your sleeping bag from Mother Nature’s wrath. Many find them claustrophobic, but those concerns will disappear when the bivy is all that stands between you and a monsoon.
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Practice Makes Perfect


It is always best to take your new gear out for a practice run to iron out the wrinkles in your plan. In particular, there are a few skills you should practice before hitting the trail.


Pitch the tent and rainfly at home. The rainfly is a second layer that will keep weather out of your tent, so it’s important to understand its setup. Learning to properly set up a tent takes time. After all, there are lots of cords and stakes and poles to manage. Lay out all the components to make sure you received everything in working order. Especially, check all your tent stakes and poles. Nothing is more frustrating than discovering a broken pole once you’re five miles into the wilderness.




Bonus Essentials


Let’s be real: there are a few other items that should be available for every backpacking trip even if they don’t appear on the essentials list. Some of my favorite “bonus essentials” are as follows:


Trekking poles: These enhance stability and carry some of your weight, removing pressure from your joints.


Ziplock bags: Stash a few ziplock bags in your pack to efficiently pack out garbage.


Duct tape: This “Band-Aid for Life” can temporarily patch torn gear, prevent blisters, or even repair a snapped tent pole. Wrap some around your trekking poles before heading out and you’ll have plenty should the need arise.


Carabiner: This metal loop has a spring-loaded gate and is frequently used in climbing. Clip one or two on the outside of your backpack for a quick and easy means of attaching extra items.
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Once you’ve done the setup a few times, it will begin to make sense. Eventually, you will even be able to pitch your shelter in the dark with only the light of your headlamp. If you have a yard, try setting up your system out there. And if you don’t have a yard, assemble your tent in the living room or bedroom of your apartment. It is important that you get the hang of the setup; where you do it doesn’t matter.


Adjust Your Pack


Try this at home before you leave. Ideally, your pack will be fitted for you before you exit the store, but it will be empty. Once it is full of your gear, that sweet and innocent backpack becomes an entirely different beast! Load it up once or twice at home, getting a feel for the weight and heft of it. Wear it around the house or even on a walk around the block. This practice will help you understand how the pack moves with your body. It will also prevent any rubbing hot spots, since you will identify and treat them long before you hit the trail.


Practice Lighting Your Cookstove


This is one of the trickier backcountry skillsets since most of us don’t have to manually light our kitchen stoves. Setup can be complicated depending on the type of stove you purchase. Once you make a selection, set up all the pieces at home and practice boiling water. This will ensure two things: that your stove works and that you can boil water while on the trail. Once you are assured of those two items, the rest of your backpacking trip will be gravy (pun intended!).


Learn How to Filter Water


This is another critical skillset to master before you enter the backcountry. As we discuss later, untreated water can be unhealthy and downright gross to drink. It’s important to understand how your filter functions so that you can be confident you are consuming safe, uncontaminated water. If you opt for a gravity filter, fill it with tap water and hang it on a hook or a doorknob in your home. Allow the clean water to drip into a glass or jar. If you purchase a pump filter, fill up one side of your kitchen sink with water. Practice pumping the water from one side of your sink into the other. It does not matter where or how you practice, but the repetition itself is important since the muscle memory will kick in while hiking.


Learn How to Hang a Bear Bag


It’s important to know how to properly hang a bear bag to keep your food out of reach from those large and intimidating creatures. We’ll discuss this more later, but it’s definitely a backcountry technique you want to practice. Let’s face it: launching a rope over a tree branch twelve feet up isn’t a skill you acquire overnight. Take your bear bag and rope into your backyard or nearest forest and practice those throws. If you’re like me, you will need to work on your aim. Once you have mastered this, secure the loose end to a heavy object like a small stuff sack or a sock filled with gravel. Clip a carabiner to the stuff sack and secure the rope to the carabiner, using a bowline knot. This will make the free end of the rope heavier so that it swings over a tree branch without injuring anyone near you. You’re essentially making that end of the rope heavier so it has enough weight to throw high up in the air (since a loose rope end gets caught in the wind, etc.).
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Practice Reading a Map


Reading your topography map is a critical skill and one that you should practice until you are confident in your abilities. Understanding how to follow those squiggly lines can be the only thing standing between you and an unplanned night in the wild. Purchase a map of a local trail area and take it with you for a day hike. It will be significantly easier if your first practice run takes place on a trail by a stream, since that is easier to follow on the map. Observe your surrounding terrain, and then analyze what that same terrain looks like on your topo map. Continue to do this every five or ten minutes while hiking, stopping to locate noticeable landmarks in the contour lines on the map. Once you can easily identify your location in the topography lines, you are ready for your trip.



Learn to Use a Compass


There is a lot that goes into using a compass, and it will take a lot of practice if you’ve never had experience with one before. In fact, I recommend an entry-level compass instruction course to any beginner who is not familiar with the device. However, if you understand the basics, it is still good to practice before embarking upon your first trip. Using that previously purchased topo map, head back to the day-hiking area with both your compass and your map. Practice finding north in various locations of the hike. Then use that information to identify your intended direction of travel, dialing in your “sighting” techniques so you can hike in the correct direction without having to constantly check your compass. Lastly, become proficient in finding your specific location by using two visible landmarks and your compass and map. This all sounds confusing, but it’s fairly simple once you get the hang of it. You’ll be a pro in no time!




Chapter Summary


In this chapter, we discussed the following:


• Choose a destination and trail that are appropriate for your skill level. Don’t get yourself in over your head on the first try.
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