
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Backcountry Basics Notes 
1. Introduction 

 Backcountry is a blanket term used to describe any wilderness area that is not accessible by paved road. 

In our class, the backcountry we will be accessing is only accessible via our feet and fairly well used trails. 

Traveling in the backcountry is not a walk in the park! That’s why it’s exciting! But it is relatively safe…so 

long as we prepare for it. To prepare is to prosper…to not, is to perish...or maybe just not have as much fun. 

  

2. Preparedness 

 Preparation and Ambition 

Whatever adventure we undertake, it is important to minimize risk, by making sure that our ambition and 

preparation levels are the same. A 10 day trek of the West Coast Trail would require a several month 

investment of preparation time to minimize risk. A day hike up Sumas Mt. needs only a few minutes. If we 

are unwilling to commit to the preparation time, then we must alter our ambition levels. Minimize risk by 

keeping them equal. 

 Age and Decision-making 

Teenagers (especially boys) are part of the high risk group for accidents and misfortunes in the backcountry, 

because as a general rule they are old enough to put themselves in the backcountry, but not wise enough to 

do it safely. Having and accepting guidance is the key to prevent becoming a statistic. 

 We prepare for… 

Much of our preparation is preventative. Simply put, the best time to solve a problem is before it becomes 

one. The rest of our preparation is for that small chance that something goes horribly wrong. In the urban 

context, we have access to emergency rooms, Wal-marts, 7-11’s, and parents to help us. In the backcountry, 

we will be several hours from these things, and so must be ready to deal with these things with what we 

have in our packs. 

 

3. Gear and Clothing 

 Introduction 

You have a gear list to guide you as to what you will need to prepare for your adventure. Remember: 

 General: Have at all times. 

 Day hike: Everything here, plus the general list 

 Backpacking: Everything here, plus the Hiking and General lists. 

Steps to getting geared up: 

1. Check at home and with parents to see what gear you have. 

2. Check with planning group members to see what gear they can lend you. 

3. Check with other friends, parent’s friends, relatives, etc. to borrow gear. 

4. Rent gear from Valhalla Pure (tents/backpacks, etc.) 

5. Buy gear, if appropriate and within budget. Check Valhalla Pure and Wal-mart. 

6. See Loewen to sign out program gear for trip. 

 Packs 

For a dayhike, virtually any pack will do. For multi-night backpacking trips, a 40-60 liter pack with internal 

frame and hip belt recommended. Consider buying one, as most packs will last a lifetime. When packing, 

try to keep the heavy items on the bottom and near your back. Keep items you will need along the trail at the 

top. Use rope, biners, and bungees to make sure nothing is swinging from your pack. Keep your pack to 
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under 50 pounds. Remember, what feels fine for 5 minutes, might not after 5 hours. If you can do without, 

leave it at home. 

 Water Bottles 

Two (in case one breaks) 1-liter bottles. Preferably nalgene, as they are virtually unbreakable. Full to start. 

We will refill on the trail from natural water sources treated with chlorine or iodine. (2 drops per liter, sitting 

for 15 minutes) DO NOT DRINK UNTREATED WATER! It can cause a disease called Giardia, which 

results in flu like symptoms. Think puking and diarrhea on the trail…not good. 

 Footwear 

Bad: Sandles, open toed shoes, anything with heels. 

Good:  Regular running/training shoes will work fine. 

Better: Hiking boots 

Best: Waterproof/breathable. 

The key here is comfort over long periods of time. Always break a new pair of footwear in at home before 

hitting the trail. 

 Rain Gear 

Always carry a waterproof rain shell or jacket, regardless of the weather forecast. Weather changes quickly 

in the mountains, and we need to be ready.  

 Clothes 

Keep clothing to a minimum, using the following guidelines:  

 Dress in layers: A base layer/vest/warm fleece shirt/rain shell. This allows you to mix and match layers 

based on the air temperature and our activity level. Both will be constantly changing, and will need to be 

monitored and altered. 

 Always carry warm clothes/touque/gloves: Even if it looks like they won’t be needed, if you do need 

them and don’t have them, you will be miserable. On the Tusk, it can be 20’ sunny and warm during the 

day, and drop down to -2’ at night. 

 No cotton: Cotton fabrics are uncomfortable when wet (think sweat and rain), and drain body heat while 

drying. Go with polyester, acrylic, nylon, fleece, coolmax, etc. 

 

4. Food 

 See planning guide for details.  

 While on the trail, don’t wait for a designated meal time. Eat and drink a little every break. By the time you 

feel thirsty your body is dehydrated. Drink constantly. Your body is a machine that can only operate well if 

fuelled with food and water. 

 Never eat berries/roots/bugs/etc. Much is poisonous. Leave the slug feast to Survivorman. 

 

5. How to travel on the Trail 

 Point and Sweep: We will always have a leader at the front of the group, and one at the back. Everyone 

else must stay in the middle. Absolutely no exceptions! 

 Small Groups: Everyone will be part of a small group that will meet quite often along the trail and at camp 

for various reasons. You will be given a number and asked to count off to make sure everyone is present. 

Remember your assigned number and count off when prompted. 

 Buddy System: Go nowhere alone. Always have a buddy with you on the trail and at the camp. 

 Bathroom: Pit toilets at camp on the Black Tusk hike. All others, and on the trail, we’ll be using the bush. 

Let your leader know you’re leaving the trail for a bathroom break, find a private spot out of immediate 

view of others, and relieve yourself. If you need to poop, see Loewen for instructions on digging a cathole. 

 Trail Travel 

 Going up:   Slow and steady, lots of breaks. 

 Switchbacks:  Do not cut across, as it erodes the trail, and can cause injuries. 

Coming Down:  If crowded, make room for people headed up, then continue down. This is where 

most injuries occur, so careful steps are needed. No running!  

 Chances: Careful safe maneuvering. No jumping log to log or over unstable terrain. 



 

6. Dangers 

 Fatigue: You’ll be burning about four times as many calories as you would sitting in class. Replace with 

lots of food and water, a little at a time. 

 Cold: Wet=cold, cold=discomfort, and possibly danger. Have rain gear and warm non-cotton clothing. 

Dress in layers, carry gloves and a touque. Have a proper fly or tarp for your tent. 

 Injury 

 Blisters:  

1.   Wear comfortable, well-worn footwear. 

2. Wear two pairs of socks…non-cotton if possible. 

3. Let your leader know when you feel a warm or hot spot on your foot. This is a blister beginning to 

form. If we treat hot spots, they don’t become blisters. 

 Ankles: Careful trail travel will prevent turning/spraining an ankle. Be intentional with your steps. 

Allergic Reactions: If stung by a bee, let Loewen know, even if not allergic. Staying on the trail will 

prevent other problems, like poison ivy, stinging nettle, etc. 

 Upper Body: Adjust shoulder and hip belts on pack to avoid sliding or rubbing. 

 Separation 

 If you become separated from the group, sit down where you’re at and blow your whistle. Don’t get 

more lost by wandering around. You should never be more than 15 minute from our last head count, which 

means that we will be able to find you relatively easily.  

 Swimming: No swimming without Loewen’s permission. No diving in mountain lakes. 

 Animals: So long as you stay with the group, our general noise and bustle will alert animals to our presence 

and they will depart and leave us alone. This is not a zoo! Never try to feed or approach for any reason! 

General rules for dealing with the following are: 

 Bears:  Whoa bear! Back away slowly facing but not looking at it directly. 

 Cougars: Generally pick on the small, weak, stragglers. Stay with the group! 

Rodents: Hang packs from trees or shelter, otherwise they will bite through your pack, eat your 

food, and invite their buddies. 

 

7. Leave no trace 

 Pack it in…pack it out. General wilderness etiquette is to have as little impact on the environment as 

possible, leaving it as much as possible as is, for others to enjoy. This means staying on the trail, leaving behind 

no litter, not using portable radios, and generally not causing a ruckus. For one weekend, let’s enjoy things as 

we find them. 
   

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 


