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BASIC BACKPACKING 
Compiled by: Theresa Nance 

Getting started: 

Planning: 
· Where are you going? Is it steep? Are you in shape physically? 
· What season will you go? Check the weather. 
· How many days? Miles? People? Altitude? 
· Do you need a permit? Call the ranger station. 
· Are campfires allowed? Do you need a fire permit? 
· Wild animals that frequent the area (food storage). Bears, chipmunks, raccoons. 
· Dangers: Poison oak, rattlesnakes, ticks, avalanches, lightning… 

Equipment: 

Tent: 
-Look for a rain fly that goes to the ground. 
-Don’t let the rain fly touch the tent material. There should be a gap for air circulation. 

Pack: 
-Sized correctly for your body frame and size. Keep the weight off of your shoulders, keep it on your hips. Lift it up on one knee and then swing it around and fasten it. 
How to pack your pack? Put heavy stuff in the area where your center of gravity is. Women is the hip area and men it is the chest area. 

Sleeping bag: 
-Look for Polarguard, Holofil, or Down. Down doesn’t keep you warm if it gets wet, synthetic materials do. 

Sleeping pad: 
-Thermarest(brand) pad, foam pad. Use something between you and the cold, hard ground for insulation, not necessarily just for comfort. 

Water filter: 
-Treat ALL water. It is not safe to drink even if it “looks” clean. Use giardia approved filter or boil all water before drinking. 

Stove/cooking equipment: 
-Lightweight, easy to fix if it breaks. Disposable canisters aren’t very weight wise or environmentally friendly. Use refillable white gas containers. Know how to fix your stove if it breaks in the middle of your trip. 

Comfort: chair/comfort…clothes etc… 
-Thermarest pad company makes a chair kit that you can put your sleeping pad in to make a camp chair. This is a comfort, not a necessity. 
-Wear loose clothes and have many different layers. NO COTTON. Cotton - gets wet and stays wet. (If you are hiking in a warm area such as a desert cotton makes sense.) Polyester and synthetics wick moisture from your skin and keep you dryer. If you are dry you are warm. 

Shoes: 
-DO NOT wear brand new hiking shoes on your trip. You MUST break them in first. 
-Wear them all day around the house, shopping etc…Do they hurt your feet? Go hiking in them for the day. 

Socks: 
-Liners under wool socks or just a thick synthetic sock. NO COTTON! Wet feet make blisters. When you take a rest break, take off your socks and change them or dry them out. 

Extras: 

-Hiking poles are really helpful to keep your balance when hiking in rocky or uneven terrain. They also take strain off of your knees when going downhill. 

The essentials: 
1. Map 
2. Compass 
3. Rain gear/extra warm clothes/space blanket 
4. Fire starter paste or home make fire sticks 
5. matches/lighter 
6. Sunglasses 
7. Sunscreen 
8. Water filter 
9. Food snack-power bar 
10. Knife 
11. Flashlight 
12. First aid basics 
13. Signaling device/ whistle/mirror 
Always hike with these essentials, even just day hiking. You may run into trouble and need to stay overnight unexpectedly. 

Now you’re ready to pack. 
-Tell someone where you are going and when you will return. If something happens, help will be coming for you. 
-Remember…you have to carry it! Every ounce counts up and turns into a pound. 
-Think what you can share with your partner. (Don’t take duplicates of the same thing.) 
-Reduce the packaging on foods and goods. 
-Pack what you will need first into your bag last. Distribute the weight evenly. You will fall over if you are top heavy. Pack heavy weight lower or to the middle of your back. 
-Weigh in before you leave. You shouldn’t carry more than 30% of your body weight. 

Getting there: 
-Stay healthy! Drink, eat and maintain your body heat. (bring enough water to get to camp or a water source. You don’t need to carry all the water for the entire trip.) WATER WEIGHS 8.3 POUNDS PER GALLON! 
-Rest when you need to rest or when someone in your group needs to rest. 
-Wear a hat, sunglasses and sunscreen/bug repellent. 
-If you feel a “hot spot” on your foot, STOP IMMEDIATELY and adjust your sock or treat for blister with moleskin. 
-Look around and behind you. Know where you are going. Have everyone look at the map. 
-Keep track of your partners. 
-Take turns leading the group. It feels different when you are the leader. 

Setting up your camp 
1. Try to camp at least 150’ from water source 
2. Find an area that is flat for your tent, look up for dead tree branches that may fall on you. Look for ant holes. Set it up. 
3. Set up your kitchen: in bear country…100’ from your tent. Some flat rocks will do. Do your dishes away from water and away from your tent. 

Meal choices: 
1. Fresh foods weigh a lot. Eat that first if you choose to bring fresh foods. 
2. Dehydrated foods cost a lot. Look for foods that don’t have long cooking times. (instant). 
IE. Tuna, cup a noodles, mac and cheese, instant potatoes, light weight, low moisture foods. 
It is easy to boil water and then reconstitute your food. 

Food storage: 
1. Put everything that smells, away into a stuff sack. This includes all food, (even sealed packaging), toothpaste, cosmetics, chapstick, deodorant, etc… 
2. Open your backpack pockets, so critters will not eat a hole in your pack looking for food. Bring into your tent/vestibule if there are Chipmonks or Marmots around. They will eat the shoulder straps of your pack because they crave the salt from your sweat. 
3. Use a bear hang, bear canister or put food in a food locker provided by the park service. 

Cleanliness of your campsite: 
DO NOT wash dishes in, bathe in, or contaminate, the water source. ( Even if soap IS biodegradable). You will be drinking this and other people will be too. Somebody may be downstream from you too! 

1. Take some water to your campsite and wash dishes with it. You can boil some water to clean your dishes. 
2. DO NOT wash your dishes directly in the water source. dish water should be buried or broadcasted at least 150’ from water source. Take out large food scraps and put them in your trash bag. 
3. OR- you can use some pebbles or sand to clean your dishes. 
4. Hang dishes with your food stuff sack. 

Bury your toothpaste you spit out too! 

-Carry out your toilet paper. If you bury it, animals will dig it up and in high altitudes, it biodegrades extra slooowww! 
-The last thing that I want to see in a pristine sierra campsite is toilet paper hanging from the bushes and all over the ground. YUCK! 
(some areas require that you carry out your body waste, this in high use areas, or rocky areas. 

Sleeping: 
-DO NOT put any food in your tent. Mice will chew into your tent, bears will smell it from miles away, and raccoons will unzip your tent zipper to get at it. 

-Have sleeping clothes. You sweated in your clothes all day and cooked in them too! You will be warmer if you are dry and you won’t attract bears with the smell of what you cooked for dinner. 

Sleeping in cold weather 
-Leave your tent door or window unzipped about 3” (especially if it is cold outside). We exhale about 2 quarts of water while we sleep. Everything will be wet (that means cold too!) if you don’t air it out. 

-If it is cold, I mean CCOOOOLLLLDDD, and you have to go to the bathroom…GO! 

-You are warming waste. Warm your body instead. 

-Boil some water and sleep with a water bottle. (make sure it doesn’t leak) 
Nalgene brand bottles are good. 

-The next day- air out your sleeping bag, hang it in a tree, put it on the roof of your tent. Let it DRY. (Some people say the sun degrades your material, I don’t mind the sun.) 

Ethics: Leave NO Trace 
-Pack it in and pack it out. Leave no trace. Take only photographs leave only footprints. 

-Stay on the trail. If you cut corners, you cause erosion. 

-Give the “right of way” to uphill hikers. They have a rhythm going and you don’t want to break their stride. 

-Don’t be loud. A lot of people backpack to “get away from it all”. Be respectful of their space. 

1. Plan ahead and prepare 
2. Travel and camp on durable surfaces 
3. Dispose of waste properly(pack it in, pack it out) 
4. Leave what you find 
5. Minimize campfire impacts 
6. Respect wildlife 
7. Be considerate of other visitors 

Nutrition: 
-Water loss occurs at 4 liters per day. (more at higher altitudes). 
-If you wait to get thirsty, you are already dehydrated and won’t function as well. 
-Diet should consist of: 
50-60% carbohydrates 
20-30% protein 
20-30% fat 

Basic first aid: 
-Take a class and know what to do in emergency. Broken bones, strains, pulls, bites, altitude sickness, anything can happen. 

-Cold emergencies (hypothermia): severe body heat loss. This happens when you get too cold, usually from being in cold temperatures, getting wet (by sweating or rain/snow) and the wind. This is life threatening, beware! 

-Heat emergencies: basically, overheating your body and not having enough fluids to keep cooled. Heavy sweating leads to salt loss, which leads to dehydration, which leads to heat exhaustion, heat stroke, ultimately …death. 

-There is a lot of first aid to know, so you should just take a basic course. 

The end…or the beginning! You should treat the wilderness as though it is your backyard. It IS your yard. Have fun, be safe, ask questions, be courteous to others, clean up after yourself and others, but most of all, enjoy the journey. It is part of the trip. :0) 

Information sources: 
www.Backpacking.com 
www.backpacking.net 
www.outdoorplaces.com 
www.pcta.org 
www.getoutdoors.com 
www.bettercamper.com 
www.leavenotrace.com
