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More praise for Trail Tested

“One of the most comprehensive looks into the world of hiking ever created by one of the sport’s most accomplished athletes. Trail Tested is an excellent guide for any hiking enthusiast from beginner to expert. Learn in one exciting read what it took Trauma thousands and thousands of hard-earned miles to learn.”

—Eric Larsen, polar explorer, educator, and lecturer, Outside magazine’s Eco All Star (2008)

“Trail Tested is a visually stunning foray into the realities of long-distance hiking. Justin Lichter's 35,000 miles of hiking experience and trail-tested wisdom come through in every page. Trail Tested is great for both day hikers and hikers that will be out for many days!”

—Lawton “Disco” Grinter, Triple Crowner, directed and edited The Walkumentary, author of I Hike

“In Trail Tested, Justin has distilled thru-hiking to its very core. Justin shares his knowledge backed by nearly 40,000 miles on the trail in a concise and thoroughly enjoyable format. For every thru- and section hiker, whether it’s your first hike or you’ve had your trail name for years, this book is a must read.”

—Rob Coughlin, general manager, Granite Gear

“This book is probably the most important outdoor field guide since the first release of The Complete Walker by Colin Fletcher in 1968. These pages will save you time, money, and many exhausting nights of confusion from surfing mindless internet threads . . . job well done.”

—Winton Porter, Georgia author of the year 2010 for Just Passin’ Thru; former owner of Mountain Crossings at Neels Gap on the Appalachian Trail



Viewing Mount Everest, Lhotse, and Nuptse from Renjo La (17,520 feet), Nepal
Photo by Shawn Forry
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Taking a break and reading on the Great Divide Trail in the Canadian Rockies. Sometimes ultralight isn’t always right! Other things can take priority, like when the new Harry Potter book came out.

Cover photo: Hiking above treeline on Mt. Kenya, Kenya, Africa

Facing page: Almost to the top of Cho La Pass, 17,782 feet, with Ama Dablam in the background; Nepal Himalayas
Photo by Shawn Forry
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Cameron Lake, Waterton Lakes National Park, Canada




INTRODUCTION


WHAT THIS BOOK IS AND IS NOT

This is not a typical how-to book. There is a lot of information inside, from small ”micro-tips” to larger picture items. This book will hopefully get you feeling comfortable in the backcountry faster and also provide help as an ongoing reference. It may help you learn some things faster and hopefully speed up the learning curve, as well as save you money and time when buying gear. The goal is to make this an easy, fun-to-read learning tool and reference for all ability levels. Hopefully it will make it easier for you to get outside, experience the outdoors, and overcome situations that might previously have turned you back. Sometimes the unexpected makes trips more rewarding.



The goal of this book is to give you useful tips and reduce the time you spend learning so you can enjoy more time in the wilderness. Almost every page has a tip or two that I’ve picked up along the way. Some of the tips are personal preferences, so keep in mind it’s an outline about the topic in question, its pros and cons, and my opinions.

Getting outside and hiking and camping can change your life. You may even start to want to change some of your priorities and reduce some things you don’t need in your life. Streamlining the gear selection process to essentials and planning to get outdoors help keep your enthusiasm going. You’ll quickly learn to live with what’s on your back!

This book is purely to prepare for the journey. Enjoy the read while at home or en route to the trailhead. Use the information here to prepare and remember what you can on the trail. Adding weight with a book is counterintuitive to this book’s purpose. Let me instead help you shed weight from your pack.

In building on the first edition, I’m adding trends in gear, planning, and where I see the ultralight hiking world moving in the future. There are countless new tips and chapters on the future of the sport and multisport adventures—the direction of fun I’ve been pivoting to and think the future of long-distance adventuring is headed.

Now let’s go hiking!





GETTING STARTED
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Near Red Pass, Washington, on the original, washed-out Pacific Crest Trail route in 2004 (disposable camera)





EARLY DAYS
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Windsong, Ottie, Yoni, and I crossing the Bear Mountain Parkway, New York


You can always learn to hike, backpack, and camp. You may not go on a 1,000-mile hike or be out in the mountains for six months, but you can experience the calm of disconnecting, unplugging, simplifying life, and being with nature. There’s nothing like being out in the backcountry and thinking only about the beauty, where/when you’re going to reach the next water source, how much you can eat out of your food bag, and where you’re going to camp.



I started hiking when I was young, and I can’t imagine life without hiking. What you do when you hike is up to you. Some people love sitting by a lake. Others like hiking fast and far, looking at flowers, or summiting peaks. You’ll find what you like. Age and skill don’t matter. This is an activity for everyone. The more you get out, the more you’ll learn, and you’ll learn more than you even realize.

There is a beauty to a simple hike. You really don’t need anything that you don’t already have. You don’t need to start out by buying a lot of gear.

Going on a day hike is simply going on a nice walk through the woods. You can wear your sneakers or running shoes. Use your school backpack. Grab an empty soda bottle; it’s your water bottle. Grab some food from the cupboard. Find a destination to go to — that’s all you need for a hike.

If you like it and want to go on more day hikes or go out on overnight trips, cover more miles, and mix in cross-country (lingo for off-trail) travel, this book will help you find what you need and learn the necessary skills.
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Windsong and I atop Avery Peak, Maine, on the Appalachian Trail
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Windsong and I atop Mount Katahdin, northern terminus of the AT
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Sometimes you just need to take a nap to stay mentally fresh.




PREPARATION

MENTAL PREPARATION

Mental preparation is an integral part of planning and, in some ways, probably even more so than physical preparation. Long-distance hiking, backpacking, multisport adventures, and other adventures are a big transition from most people’s normal routines. It is important to start thinking and planning ahead for not checking your e-mails daily or being able to pick up the phone and call or text friends or family at a whim. You will most likely be disconnected, or at best have limited connectivity. Less so on the Appalachian Trail and certain sections of other major trails, but you also may choose to limit yourself to connection during town stops or just at nighttime to save your battery or be respectful to other people seeking solace in the wilderness. Sometimes it takes a day or two or more to get used to the new routine that places more value on maps, food, and movement than checking your calls, texts, and e-mails. Practicing self-control the first few days of the trip will help ease the transition and help get you into a routine that doesn’t revolve around checking your devices.

It is also important to transition into a routine that revolves around motion and movement all day long. This is not easy, and the first couple weeks can be exhausting, even painful. It is critical to take this in stride and not go too hard out of the gate. Ease into it, even if you are in good shape heading out. No matter the time of year, you’ll likely have at least 8 hours of daylight, a lot more in summer. Pace yourself. Take breaks. Have fun.

Don’t turn it into a death march. If you’re not having fun, there’s no reason to be out there. It might be type-2 fun, but still make sure you’re having fun. And it is important to acknowledge beforehand that you won’t be having fun every minute of every day. There will be terrible, miserable times, and painful moments. There will be cold, wet, soggy days, but also beautiful, perfect sunny days. Don’t make the decision to quit on a bad-weather day. It’s the journey, not the destination. Without the highs and lows, the trip won’t be as rewarding. Just know there will be some very tough times, emotionally and physically. It’s not all rainbows.

PHYSICAL PREPARATION

Mental preparation is key, but physical preparation is the foundation for success. You will break in easier to long days of movement and travel if you are in shape and ready for it. Starting a hike “off the couch” is never easy. It can lead to injuries and bruising on your shoulders and hips from a weighted backpack. It is important to work up in weight and start wearing a weighted backpack before a trip. Get your hips, shoulders, and leg muscles used to carrying the extra weight. Don’t expect cross-training to prepare you for the sport you’ll be doing. At least start to build up in that same activity, even if you don’t have the time to put in 8 or 12 hours doing the type of walking you will be doing. This will help get your feet ready for the shoes, calluses in place with the equipment you’ll be using, and also help the mental transition.

Let me give you some background for what I’m talking about in this section. I’m normally thru-hiking or long-distance hiking by myself, with my dog, with Pepper, or with someone else I met on one of the long trails. We know each other’s tendencies, goals, and capabilities. However, this time I went with my girlfriend to hike a few-hundred-mile section of the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) southbound from the Canadian border through Washington. I tried to ease into the mileage, or what I thought was easy mileage. I thought 10–15 miles per day was pretty reasonable to start. After all, she was in shape and frequently day hiking. We started late the first afternoon, and all was good. We got about 6 or 7 miles in and set up camp. The next day we were about 12 miles in when she started to bonk. We took a long break and then started hiking again. We needed to get a few more miles to camp so we could fill up water for cooking. When she got to camp, she lay down and couldn’t move. I told her to soak her legs in the water, since that would help tremendously. The water source was 1,000 feet away, but she couldn’t move, never mind get over to the water. Finally, after a couple hours of her lying there, I insisted she go soak her legs. She was sore and completely spent. Not a good way to start the hike—she still had to wake up and hike the next six or seven days until a resupply day. It’s hard to fully recover until there’s a rest day. To this day, she says the last few miles and that hiking day were the hardest of her life and the sorest she’s ever been.

I typically look at physical preparation as including the first few weeks of the hike, not just pre-hike. I don’t usually have time before a hike to devote 8- to 12-hour days to preparation, training, and hiking. That time may be limited to an hour or two or day hikes. Sometimes I’m coming off ski season, so there may be a little cross-training with backcountry skiing, but not apples to apples. It is very hard to start going 8 hours plus per day without ramping up. If you’ve done a long hiking trip before, you may find it easier; your body may be used to it, but it is crucial to ramp up and not overdo it. Wherever you are with training, try not to go over 5 miles more than that right away. For example, depending on trail conditions, I try not to go more than 20–25 miles per day for the first week or ten days; then I might have a smaller day at a resupply to provide some rest and recovery. After that I may ramp up to 23–28 miles per day for about a week or so then have a shorter recovery day at a resupply before increasing to 28–35 miles per day. I think the shorter, recovery days or complete rest days are very important in the ramp-up progression.

Just as important is the daily flow. This gets more and more challenging in cold or bad weather. When I first hiked the Appalachian Trail, I hiked 5-plus hours at a time, with an hour or hour-anda-half lunch break. I continued this for my first thru-hikes on the Pacific Crest and Continental Divide Trails. I would be on the trail by 6 or 7 a.m. and would go until noon. Same in the afternoon until dinner, then maybe even get a couple hours of hiking in after dinner if there was still daylight. I would pack snacks in outside pockets of my backpack and eat snacks about halfway through the five-plus-hour session while hiking. I called it “snack-packing.” I no longer think this is the best system. I changed up the routine a long time ago. Consistent calories are key to not bonking.

The routine I think works best is 3 hours on and then a break. You can extend or shorten your break based on temperatures, weather conditions, or where in the trip you are. For example, if you’re at the beginning of a trip, you may want to take a longer break to help spread out the exertion periods and help break in. Typically I’ll break for an hour at the beginning of the trip then reduce to 30 or 45 minutes when in shape—enough time to eat, get your shoes off, dry out some wet gear, and recharge a bit mentally. Then rinse and repeat for the length of the day. If you’re breaking in, you may also want to stop a little earlier or break the last session into a partial session when you find a good campsite. In summary for a typical summer hike: I wake up early and am out hiking around dawn (6:30 a.m.), hike until 9:30 a.m., break/second breakfast until 10:15 a.m., hike until 1:15 p.m., break for lunch until 2 p.m., hike until 5 p.m., snack/break until 5:30 or 5:45 p.m., hike until dark, find a campsite and cook dinner. If the days are short, dinner might be cooked at the last break.

FINANCIAL PREPARATION/ BUDGETING

[image: chpt_fig_006]

Getting ready to head to rural areas where they don’t accept credit cards. Be prepared with cash!

A lot of people ask what it costs to thru-hike. There is no true mathematical equation for this, since it depends on your budget. I think the single biggest cost of a hike is how many hotel rooms you get. Hotel rooms can range from $50 (in the Southeast on the AT or if you are sharing with another hiker) up to $250+ per night in summer in the touristy towns near the trails or near national parks. That definitely skews the equation. I used to be able to hike a trail and budget $1 per mile, including food, restaurant meals, hotels, and replacement gear. Keep in mind that I don’t drink alcohol, which can add a considerable amount to your budget. In the past ten years I’ve seen my cost increase to more like $2 per mile because of increased food costs, not including transportation to and from the trail. Your cost could be as much has $5 to $10 per mile, depending on how often you’re staying in town and eating at restaurants, or if you have any dietary limitations. That being said, thru-hiking is still relatively inexpensive—$5,000–$20,000 for a 2,500-mile hike that might last five to six months. If you are able to minimize other expenses, including expenses you’re paying “at home” while out on the trail, this can be pretty obtainable in a season or two of working.
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Getting the lowdown in one of the great specialty outdoor stores, Midwest Mountaineering, Minneapolis, Minnesota
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Weighing in
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Scoping out some hidden pockets.




CHOOSING GEAR


Gear is a personal preference, and preferences can only be gained from experience and trial and error. I know exactly what gear I prefer for certain situations and places. For the past ten years, the majority of what I carry stays the same. I swap certain things for different trips based on the conditions I expect to encounter. It’s important to pack properly for the conditions you expect and for potential changes or setbacks. After a few trips you’ll start to learn exactly what you want with you on your journeys. Until then, here’s what you need to know about getting started.



I can’t say this strongly enough: Don’t go out and buy hundreds of dollars’ worth of new gear when you’re just getting started. Research the gear by reading reviews in magazines, in forums, and on the internet. But, be advised, you’ll hear a million different opinions on the same pieces of equipment, and many times they’ll contradict. Also, always keep in mind your intentions for the equipment and what types of trips you plan to be doing. For example, I’ll rarely trust Backpacker magazine on a gear review for a thru-hike or other long-distance adventure unless the writer or correspondent has long-distance experience, since typically they’re only using brand-new gear for a few days or a week and covering less distance each day.

I have seen it happen a hundred times. A family wants to go camping. They go into a store to get outfitted with gear. The salesperson sells them tons of stuff he or she likes and thinks they also will like. The salesperson may be trying to upsell you on expensive equipment and will probably suggest things that likely aren’t essential.

Figure out what you think you really need before making purchases. Go camping and hiking with friends that have gear, and ask about it. Ask questions at stores and look around for discounts, online or on Craigslist. It’s likely that as you get used to the outdoors, your gear will change quickly. With experience, your comfort level will change. The first few times I went backpacking, I never would have thought that I’d be completely comfortable in a small, flat tarp with no bug netting in certain conditions. Once you have figured out your “go to” gear choices, you can add different gear to your quiver for different seasons or situations.

I have seen countless people start the Appalachian Trail (AT) with 50- to 60-pound backpacks and a bunch of brand-new gear. (I was one of them, even though I had backpacked in southern Utah for three months the year before.) Then everyone learns in the next few weeks that they don’t need most of the stuff they’re carrying. They bought all this new gear just for the trip. Many AT hikers end up buying everything all over again within a few weeks of setting out. Tents (or any gear for that matter) are like cars: Once off the dealer’s lot, you’ll be lucky to get two-thirds of what you paid for it.

When considering buying hiking or backpacking gear, keep the weight in mind. It’s not so important for car camping. Your tent and other backpacking gear could cross over for car camping. Remember, you will be carrying everything you have on your back. Ounces quickly add up to pounds, and pounds add up to a heavy pack. You may or may not want to be an ultralight hiker. However, it’s important to keep weight as a main consideration in order to be comfortable. The second part of that is learning what you actually need so you can limit what you are carrying.

Lighter loads:


	•Are more comfortable.

	•Are faster to pack up.

	•Are easier, faster, and more agile to move with.

	•Are more organized and simplified.

	•Mean less energy is exerted, so you can travel farther and faster.

	•Are often less expensive than heavier gear.





TRAUMA TIP
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I wouldn’t recommend buying certain items used. Be careful with climbing equipment. You never know how many falls someone has put onto a rope, a carabiner, or a harness, which can greatly affect their performance. Rain gear and items with DWR (durable water repellency) also can have a short useful life.



The lightweight way also crosses over to other sports like climbing, mountaineering, backcountry skiing, even into everyday life!

When picking out gear, try to keep an ultra-light or lightweight mindset. A rough estimate of your base weight (backpack, sleeping bag, and tent) for backpacking should be 10 pounds or less. This will help your pack stay relatively light. However, you do not want to try to cut weight on the backpack itself if you know the weight of your gear is going to be above the pack’s recommended weight limit. The weight rating is for your comfort. You don’t want to cut corners on the pack and end up with thin padding in an effort to shave base weight. You will end up being uncomfortable on the trail. Countless times I have seen people hit the trail with an ultralight backpack and be miserable in just an hour. An ultralight pack works for a lot of people. If you’re going out for just five days, your food alone might weigh more than some packs’ recommended capacity.

I have seen people head out on 5-day trips in an ultralight pack with about 50 pounds in their pack. A pack that has no hip belt and small mesh shoulder straps can’t support that amount of weight. The shoulder straps always end up cleaving into the hiker’s shoulders from the weight. I saw one hiker who had wrapped duct tape around huge squares of open cell foam underneath each shoulder strap. The tape probably made it a little more comfortable, but it was definitely not the ideal situation. He added weight to his ultralight pack to make it more comfortable. His goal of being ultralight backfired!
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Checking packability and compressibility.
Photos by Russ Sackson
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Light, lighter, lightest. This guy carried this cabinet for four days up the valley. I’d much rather be wearing our ultralight packs than either of these!

BUYING GEAR

There are a few good places where you can get outdoor gear. You can buy directly from the manufacturer. Some manufacturers sell directly to customers; others sell only from their website. Manufacturers and their customer service crews are also a great place to get information on the products you’re interested in. They should know everything about their products. If you have any questions, ask them before and after your purchase.

You can often find really good prices on gear and almost any product you’re looking for online. However, you lose that personal, interactive contact and often the ability to get feedback or ask questions. I know some online stores have LiveChat features. It just doesn’t feel the same, though, and you don’t really even know if the person that you are talking to has any clue about the gear you are asking about.

Then of course there are the local outfitters and major outdoor retailers, like REI. You get personalized service, a good vibe, and can get some really helpful salespeople. Some of the most amazing backpacking stores I’ve been in are locally owned specialty outdoor stores, especially along some of the main long-distance hiking trails. It is a trade-off, however; the price might be higher in store than online.

Other options to consider are Craigslist, eBay, and hiking forums like backpackinglight.com and whiteblaze.net. These websites have “gear for sale” or “gear swap” forums, which will have some more-specialized gear than REI. You can access them for free.

Now on to the nitty-gritty . . .


TIP

On Magazine Reviews

[image: chpt_fig_013]

Take magazine reviews, and all reviews, with a grain of salt. They can be handy. Most magazines’ users and reviewers are hardly lightweight hikers.

They are writing for the masses. If heading out on a thru-hike, remember there is a minimal chance that a magazine reviewer will have used the equipment as much as you will. Reviews can be very handy and nice to compare new gear. One of the biggest issues with the outdoor industry and its publications is that they constantly need to publish new things. They can’t give an award to an older model or design and thus need to continually hype the new gear. There have been awesome packs, like Granite Gear’s Vapor Trail. It won Backpacker magazine’s Editor’s Choice Award in 2003. In my opinion it was the best thru-hiking pack on the market for almost ten years. However, the media won’t give old equipment new awards, just like Marlon Brando won’t be receiving an Oscar for The Godfather this year. Keep that in mind when you are reading current reviews and trying to pick the best gear for you. You might find that your best choice is a pack model that is a couple of years old. You won’t find a review in the latest magazine because they won’t keep repeating the same gear reviews. They also may favor items with new colors and new catchphrases instead of real meaningful additions—or the companies buying advertising in their publications and thus paying their bills.






FABRICS AND MATERIALS
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Checking compressibility at a display at the Outdoor Retailer trade show
Photo by Russ Sackson


Twice per year, thousands of manufacturers go to the Outdoor Retailer trade show to introduce new fabrics, hardware, and technologies. The textile manufacturers attend to show their latest and greatest innovations to manufacturers in the industry. They hope to get these new materials into up-and-coming outdoor products. Here are the basic, common ultralight materials. This section will also help explain why some products are more expensive than others and which will likely last longer.



FABRICS

Nylon and polyester are standard fabrics. Nylon is a little lighter, tougher, and more abrasion-resistant. The weight of fabric is measured in denier, written like this: 40D. It is a measurement of a yarn’s weight, in grams, based on a 9,000-meter length of that yarn. Higher numbers represent more rugged fabric; lower numbers are less rugged.

RIPSTOP NYLON: A nylon woven with a doubled thread at regular intervals. This helps prevent rips from spreading.

CORDURA: A nylon brand name. Cordura yarns are of the highest quality. The name Cordura represents high-tenacity (strength) yarns, and the fabrics coming from the mills producing those yarns are rigorously tested to ensure they meet Cordura standards.

SPINNAKER: An ultralightweight sailcloth. From my experience, it doesn’t seem to last as long nor is it as durable as DCF. Has pretty much gone by the wayside with the introduction of DCF.

DCF (DYNEEMA COMPOSITE FABRIC)/FORMERLY KNOWN AS CUBEN FIBER: Another material that originated in the sailing industry. This is Spectra laminated with Mylar. It’s very strong but susceptible to damage from abrasions. However, for its strength-to-weight ratio, it is fantastic and probably the most durable option for the weight. It’s also very pricey. The proliferation of DCF Is probably the single most important technological advance in the ultralight industry in the past ten years.

HYPALON: A heavy but strong material often used in high-abrasion areas, like underneath crampon storage areas.

MESH: Mesh comes in different forms. It’s handy to have mesh pockets because they stretch and you can see into them. Most people think mesh is lighter than other fabrics. This is not true if compared to lightweight silnylon or other ultralight fabrics like DCF. Mesh absorbs a lot of water and gets heavier when wet. Also, if it gets nicked, it can unravel over time.

DURASTRETCH OR STRETCH MESH: Another option for outside pockets or back panels. It’s a great substitute for regular mesh. It’s less transparent but doesn’t absorb as much water and holds up better to heavy use.
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A waterproof zipper and zipper “garage”

ZIPPERS

Zippers come in different sizes and types (waterproof or regular). Most waterproof zippers are merely water resistant, but at least they shed some water. Don’t be fooled by an inverted slider; this does not mean it is a waterproof zipper. YKK is one of the most widely used zippers. I have noticed that YKK “taped” waterproof zippers start to “peel” in the middle over time and with a lot of usage. The peeling leaves a little area where water can get in once you have used the zipper. Another way manufacturers waterproof zippers is by “welding” the teeth to the rubberized fabric and having little offsets in the teeth. All zippers need maintenance when dirty, especially after being in gritty conditions. Heads up: Curved zipper runs wear out faster than straight zippers.
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Laminated jacket
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Coated jacket

LAMINATE VS. COATINGS

Here’s a nutshell comparison of waterproof and/or breathable technologies used in rain gear and on other waterproof products. A laminate is like adding wallpaper to a fabric; a coating is like painting a wall. Laminates are often more breathable and expensive.
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Dan, from Granite Gear, and I chatting about new ideas and prototypes



TRAUMA TIP



Most people think mesh is light because you can see through it and it has holes. Mesh is heavier than many fabrics, including ultralight silnylon and DCF.
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Scoping out Midwest Mountaineering’s pack wall
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Getting fitted for my torso length




BACKPACKS


There are tons of packs out there. Here’s the lowdown on packs.



TYPES OF PACKS

The standard terminology for referencing the “front” of a backpack is the side that faces away from your back.

DAY PACKS: These are usually smaller, so you don’t need to worry much about the weight of a day pack. Most companies make them with a bunch of bells and whistles. (Literally! Check the sternum strap for an emergency whistle!)

Features may include water-bottle pockets, hydration-system compatibility, stretch pocket or helmet pocket on the pack’s front, ventilated back panel, hip-belt pockets for a camera or an energy bar, ice ax loops, and other zippered pockets. People aren’t carrying much weight in a day pack, so there’s really no need for a suspension system in the back panel or for a real weight-bearing hip belt. If you’re looking for a day pack, find the features, price, and colors you like. Check the fit carefully. There isn’t much else to it.

OVERNIGHT PACKS: Overnight packs are a different animal. Some are full-featured; others are stripped down. Packs are made for different-size torsos and waist belts. Overnight packs also have different capacities and load or weight classifications. Fit and comfort are the most important things to me.
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Some packs save weight by skimping on features that make the pack comfortable and entice you to buy it because it’s light. I don’t mind a backpack that’s a few ounces heavier than another when it’s much more comfortable.

Most overnight packs are available in multiple sizes and have adjustable torso lengths and different-size hip belts to make the pack fit better.

GENDER-AND AGE-SPECIFIC PACKS

YOUTH BACKPACKS: These packs offer smaller volumes so that they fit a youth’s body better and do not overburden the child with too much weight in the pack. They also include a more adjustable suspension to accommodate a child’s growth. Several brands design packs for children. Women’s backpacks, because of their smaller frame sizes, often work well for young backpackers of either gender. Small versions of some men’s packs also work for children and teenagers.

WOMEN’S BACKPACKS: Women-specific designs are engineered to conform to the female frame. Their torso dimensions are generally shorter and narrower than men’s. Hip belts and shoulder straps are contoured with the female form in mind.

TO GET THE RIGHT FIT

Torso length, not height, determines your pack size. Here’s how to measure yours:

Measure torso length:

1. Have a friend locate the bony bump at the base of your neck, where the slope of your shoulder meets your neck. This is your seventh cervical (or C7) vertebrae. Tilt your head forward to locate it more easily.

2. Using a flexible tape measure, have your friend start at that spot and measure downward along your spine.

[image: chpt_fig_024]

Three possible choices for lightweight backpacks
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The progression of packs and trekking poles! I’ll take my comfortable lightweight pack any day of the week.

3. Place your hands on your hips so you can feel your iliac crest, those two pointy bones just above the front pockets on your pants, which serves as the “shelf” of your pelvic girdle. (It’s the first hard thing you feel when you run your fingers down from the sides of your rib cage.) Position your hands so that your thumbs are pointing toward your backbone.

4. Have your friend finish measuring at the point where the tape crosses an imaginary line drawn between your thumbs. That is your torso length.

5. Use your torso length to find the best pack size for you. Generally, manufacturers size their pack frames like this:


	• Extra small: Fits torsos up to 15½"

	• Small: Fits torsos 16" to 17½"

	• Regular: Fits torsos 18" to 19½"

	• Large/Tall: Fits torsos 20" and up



Measure belt size:

Take the tape measure and wrap it around the top of your hips, where you can feel your iliac crest. Use this measurement to get a properly fitting hip belt. A properly positioned and fitted hip belt will straddle your iliac crest, about an inch above and below that line.

TYPES OF PACK SUSPENSION

EXTERNAL SUSPENSION BACKPACKS: These seem to be going by the wayside, but I will mention them briefly. These were the standard back in the 1970s. They have a metal frame that surrounds the exterior of the pack. These packs carry weight well but are bigger, heavier, and not nearly as agile as other packs. They are pretty antiquated because the internal suspension packs have progressed so much. External frame packs make everyone look like SpongeBob SquarePants from behind.

INTERNAL SUSPENSION BACKPACKS: These are the more popular option these days. Hundreds of models are available. They have a stay to provide stiffness to the pack, allowing it to handle the weight of a load. The suspension can vary from lightweight metal stays around a back panel, to metal or aluminum rods placed vertically along the pack’s sides, to plastic or composite frame sheets. Generally, the stiffer the rod, stay, or frame sheet, the more weight the pack can carry comfortably. Stiffer suspensions makes for heavier packs.

NO SUSPENSION/FRAMELESS BACKPACKS: These are usually the lightest weight packs, but they also support the least amount of weight. Typically, a pack without a suspension isn’t recommended to carry more than 25 pounds. If you want to carry more with one of these packs, a good way to create some rigidity along the back panel is to fold your sleeping pad and slide it on the inside along the back panel. If you’re using an inflatable pad, leaving a little bit of air in it offers more comfort and extra support. With a foam pad you can fold it along the back panel or curl it around the whole inside of the pack and place items inside the curve of the pad.

VENTILATED BACK PANELS

These are making headway in the market, and a lot of people like the extra breathability they offer your back. Your back will sweat when hiking with a pack on. These various styles of breathable back panels are supposed to aid in airflow along your back to help keep it cooler. These can really help cool your back if the conditions are right and there is a cool breeze blowing. If it’s hot and you’re in 100 percent humidity, like on the AT in summertime, I don’t think there is anything that will really prevent you from getting hot and sweaty.
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Many packs have ventilation channels built into back panels and, in some cases, even into the frame sheet as well. A few packs have engineered a permanent air channel between you and the pack, using a trampoline-like mesh panel. Your back rests against the mesh back panel, and the mesh provides improved breathability. With these, the frame-supported pack rides a few inches off the back.

Certain ventilation features seem to have inherent flaws. Packs with mesh back panels have a number of drawbacks:

1. The mesh absorbs and holds more water than other materials, so a mesh back panel can both keep your back wet and add weight to the pack.

2. It is fairly abrasive, so it can wear out shirts and other clothing faster.

3. It has no real ripstop properties. If you snag the back panel on something, you risk having it run and continue to unravel.

4. In trampoline-style systems, the air channel between the pack and the mesh takes up valuable space between your back and the pack itself. It loses volume while adding weight because of the trampoline.

5. Trampoline-style packs add additional space between your back and the pack itself. It moves the weight of the pack from your center of gravity, which could make the pack less comfortable or agile when fully loaded.

PACK LOADING SYSTEMS

PANEL LOADER: A panel loading backpack is anything with a zipper or access point up and down the pack. It allows you to access the body of the pack through a panel.

TOP LOADER: Any pack with primary access through the top, even if it has a lid. Top-loading packs generally have a zipper or roll-top closure system. These packs are normally some of the lightest weight packs on the market. Some have access zippers on the front panel or side to allow easy access to items at the bottom of the pack. You don’t have to dig from the top to the bottom to grab something. The zippers are nice but add a few ounces.

HYBRID/NONTRADITIONAL: Packs that don’t fit the top or panel-loader description. Granite Gear’s Core and Flatbed are good examples of hybrid or nontraditional packs. They are designed for specific needs and work better for trail crews, handling bear canisters, or carrying odd shapes and sizes that won’t easily fit in a normal pack. They are usually heavier than a traditional top loader.
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STRAPS

About 75 percent of the weight of a backpack should rest on your hips. Your back, shoulders, and upper chest area should carry minimal amounts of weight. To optimize pack comfort and stability, tinker with the various adjustment straps.

LOAD-LIFTER STRAPS: These are stitched into the top of

















WEARING YOUR PACK







HOW TO LOAD A BACKPACK



I pack like this:









PACK COVERS


BEAR CANISTERS






















































TRAUMA PICK

































About Trauma

Justin Lichter grew up in Briarcliff, New York, about an hour north of New York City. After college he quickly shunned the traditional career path and lived in southern Vermont; Dillon, Colorado; and Truckee, California, as he followed snow and his passion for skiing. When not hiking, Justin works as a ski patroller. Recreationally he enjoys backcountry skiing, Nordic skiing, snowshoeing, mountain biking, surfing, and anything else active and outdoors.

Since 2002, Justin has hiked more than 40,000 miles, equal to nearly one and a half times around the Earth. His passion started in 2002 when he took an outdoor education class through the University of California at Santa Cruz. In this class they mostly traveled cross-country through the canyon country of southern Utah. On this trip Justin started developing the idea of setting off on the Appalachian Trail. The following year, 2003, he hiked from Georgia to Cap Gaspé, Quebec, following the Appalachian and International Appalachian Trails.

The next year he undertook the Pacific Crest Trail from Mexico to Canada and then continued on the Pacific Northwest Trail to the Washington coast. Justin finished his first Triple Crown of long-distance hiking in 2005 upon completing the Continental Divide Trail from Mexico to Canada. He didn’t stop there—he continued to hike north from the Canadian border on the Great Divide Trail to Kakwa Lake, British Columbia. Upon completing the Triple Crown, Justin looked for an opportunity to challenge himself and push the limits of human endurance—and find a good excuse to be outside and hike for a year straight. From November 1, 2005, to October 23, 2006, he completed the Eastern Continental Trail (Cap Gaspé, Quebec, to Key West, Florida, incorporating the AT), the Pacific Crest Trail, and the Continental Divide Trail in under a year, a total of more than 10,000 miles in 356 days.

The following year Justin and frequent hiking partner Pepper developed a precursor to the Te Araroa Trail in New Zealand and traversed the Southern Alps and the South Island of New Zealand from south to north.

The list continues. In 2007 he swam unsupported around Lake Tahoe without a wet suit and developed and hiked a route from Durango, Colorado, to Las Vegas, Nevada. In 2008 Justin hiked the Hayduke Trail through Utah and Arizona, traversed Iceland on foot, and hiked through Norway and Sweden. The next summer Justin ambitiously hiked 1,800 miles, solo and unsupported, through Africa, including crossing through Ethiopia and Kenya, before ending his trip after being stalked by lions. In 2011 Justin completed a traverse of the Great Himalaya Trail through the Himalaya Mountains from the eastern Nepal border to the India-Pakistan border. In 2012 Justin swam across Mono Lake. In 2013, Justin skied about 400 miles through the High Sierra, hiked the John Muir Trail, and thru-hiked the Copper Canyon in Mexico later that fall. In the winter of 2014/2015, Justin and his hiking partner, Shawn Forry, became the first people to successfully traverse the Pacific Crest Trail in the winter. In 2015 he hiked the Na Pali Coast Trail and Lowest to Highest Route in California. In 2017, he skied the Tahoe Rim Trail in the winter and in 2019 skied the High Sierra Ski Route.

Justin continues to work as a ski patroller in the winter and is constantly dreaming up new adventures.
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