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· Basic concepts 

 
· Selecting and packing gear 
 
· Staying safe and healthy 

 
· Camping responsibly 
 
· References 

 
 
 

By Rick Light 

Fall 2011  

 

 

Note: This course is based in part on an earlier course  

created by Geoff Irons. 



 
1. To obtain course materials from the web, go to:     

http://lamountaineers.org  
 

2.Click the ñDOWNLOADSò box at the top of the page. 
 

3.Find ñBackpacking Basicsò course. 
 
4. Click on link desired: 

· This shortened slide presentation in pdf format.  
· A more detailed slide presentation in pdf format. 
· An example equipment list based on the 10 Essentials. 

 
·See the ñBags, Pads, Sheltersò course on this same web page 

for details on sleeping bags and tents, et al. 
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¾Wilderness lands are not theme parks ï youôre on your own. 
 

¾Nature is utterly indifferent to your presence ï be prepared 

for the unexpected, both good and bad. 
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üWhat is backpacking to you? 

üWhy do you want go to the wilderness? 

üWhat are your goals and responsibilities? 

üWhat is your mindset?   



 

¾Backpacking is a means to engage the wilderness 

and experience its richness:  it is an opening to 

extend wonder, see and feel exquisite beauty, 

explore our inner selves, be present in our bodies, 

share fantastic silence, do cool things in amazing 

places, have fun! 

 

¾Backpacking requires a special kind of thinkingé 
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1. Safety 
· Plan ahead, use common sense, be 

flexible. 

2. Leave no trace 
· Show respect for the land and water. 

3. Have fun 
· Show respect for self and others. 

4. Learn and grow from your 

experiences 
· Be observant, open to wonder, learn 

from the mountains and canyons. 

In that order! 
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· Safety 
· You are accountable for your own 

safety, hygiene, and health.  You 
are also responsible not to put 
others at risk through your 
actions. 

 

· Respect 
· You are responsible for showing 

respect:  to yourself (humility and 
confidence), others (willingness to 
give up personal goals for the 
safety of others), to the land and 
water (Leave No Trace principles). 

 

· Know your limits 
· If in doubt, ask advice from those 

with more experience. Donôt be 
cocky! 

· Use common sense! 
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· Plan Ahead and Prepare: prepare for extreme weather, hazards, and emergencies; visit in small 

groups; split larger parties into groups of 4-6. 

 

· Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces: use established trails; use campsites, or camp on rock, 

gravel, dry grasses or snow, at least 200 feet from water. 

 

· Dispose of Waste Properly: pack it in, pack it out (all trash, leftover food, toilet paper and litter); 

deposit solid human waste in cat-holes dug 6 to 8 inches deep.  

 

· Leave What You Find: preserve the past (examine, but do not touch, cultural or historic structures 

and artifacts); leave rocks, plants and other natural objects as you find them.  

 

· Minimize Campfire Impacts: campfires can cause lasting impacts; use a lightweight stove for 

cooking and enjoy a candle lantern for light.  

 

· Respect Wildlife: observe wildlife from a distance; never feed animals; protect wildlife and your food 

by storing rations and trash securely; control pets, or leave them at home.  

 

· Be Considerate of Other Visitors: respect other visitors; be courteous; yield to other users on the 

trail; take breaks and camp away from trails and other visitors; let nature's sounds prevail; avoid loud 

voices and noises. 8 



 

¾Where do you start? 

 

¾So what gear should 

you take? 

 

¾How do you know 

whatôs the right stuff? 
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üRead books on wilderness skills, backpacking 

basics, backcountry first aid, cooking and nutrition, 

etc. 

 

üLearn from experienced backpackers ï pick their 

brains for tricks and tips to make life easier when in 

the wilderness. 

 

üResearch on-line for comparative reviews of 

equipment.  
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· Select equipment designed to perform in the toughest conditions you 
anticipate experiencingé but donôt go overboard (your best asset is a 
good head!) ï common sense is often the most important skill to have. 
· List the functions you need to do on this trip. 

· Pick the gear best suited for each function. 

· Take only what you need. 

· This will be different for each trip, and need to be done before each trip. 

· Experiment until you create the gear lists that work best for your trips. 

 

· Know your personal preferences and comfort level; keep your load light 
but carry enough to stay happy and safe; your total pack should weigh 
less than 1/3rd of your body weight, target less than 1/4th. 

 

· Price?  Good stuff performs reliably and lasts for years. 
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· Navigation: map and compass (plus trail description) (optional: GPS, altimeter) 

· Sun Protection: sun hat, sunglasses & sunscreen (SPF 15-30) 

· Extra clothing: warm hat, gloves, jacket, rain gear, socks 

· Illumination: headlamp or flashlight (with extra batteries) 

· First-aid: equipment (and first-aid knowledge) and whistle 

· Fire: fire starter and matches (storm-proof, or in a watertight container) 

· Repair: knife (or multi-use tool), duct tape, wire, safety pins, needle and thread, 

fabric repair tape, cord 

· Nutrition: energy bars, gels, or food for one extra day 

· Hydration: water bottle or reservoir and treatment method 

· Shelter: emergency bivy or tarp 12 



 

¾Creating systems for modular packing: 
·Pack each systemôs gear together in one stuff-sack.  

(Some systems may require more than one sack.) 

 

1. [ Hiking System (things worn, not packed) ]  

2. Clothing System  

3. Shelter, Sleeping and Lighting System 

4. Navigation System 

5. First Aid, Repair, and Personal Hygiene System 

6. Communication system 

7. Fire System 

8. Nutrition System 
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¾Everything you wear or carry while 

hiking:          

·Pack, pack rain cover 

·Trekking poles 

·Hiking clothes plus outer layers 

(rain gear, etc.) [These are also part of the 

Clothing System of course.]  

·Boots, socks, gaiters  

·Watch or altimeter watch 
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Å Hiking clothes 

should be 

included here 

(not shown). 

 

Å Rain gear and 

jacket are 

shown here and 

in clothing 

system ï part of 

clothing but 

packed 

separately. 



·External Frame 

· Great for carrying moderately heavy loads over 

easy, summer trails. 

 

· Inexpensive and comfortable. 

 

·Internal Frame 
· Streamlined profile allows for greater freedom of 

movement and balance. 

 

· Feels more like an extension of your body; works 

better in rugged terrain. 

 

· More efficient to pack. 
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¾Murphyôs Law:  You will fill the 
available space!  Donôt feel that 
you have to completely fill the 
pack. Just because thereôs extra 
space doesnôt mean you have to 
use it! 
 

¾A word about smaller-capacity 
packs: Because thereôs less 
volume, youôll have to make 
tough decisions about what to 
take or leave behind. But this 
ñweeding-outò process will 
encourage you to pack lighter.  
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·Before you go shopping ask yourself the following questions: 

· Where will I be using this backpack?   

· High altitude mountains? 

· Desert country? 

· Humid, rainy country? 

· How difficult is the terrain? 

· How long will I be on the trail? 

· Just over-night trips? 

· Mostly 2-4 night trips? 

· Week-long or longer treks? 

· How much will I be carrying? 

· Are others providing my food and cooking supplies? 

· Is group gear included in what I have to carry? 

· Do I need to carry extra water or special gear? 
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