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Beginner to Advanced 
Backpacking Series 

Level 2 – Day Hike

Type:  Day Hike 
Duration:  4 – 5 hours 
Distance:  4 – 7 miles 
Goals:  Long distance hike with elevation changes and difficult 
terrain. 
Topics:  Planning Logistics – Basic Route Planning, Navigation – 
Reading Contour Lines, Wilderness Travel – Preparing to Travel.  

1 Planning Logistics 

1.1 Start/End 

Know where you will begin your hike and where it 
will end.  This will usually take the form of a trailhead or campsite.  
You will need to know how to get to your trailhead and how accessible 
is it.  What type of road or access is it and can you get there by car or 
will you need some type of off-road vehicle?   

1.2 Route Type 

There are several types of routes you can take.  The 3 main we 
will list are: 

• Loop Route – This is where you follow a trail and the 
end of the tail is the same location as the beginning.   

• Out-n-Back Route – This is where you follow a trail to a 
designated location then you turn around and follow 
the same trail back to where you started.  

• Lollipop – This is where you only return on a portion of 
the same route.   

• Thru-Route – In a thru route you follow a trail to an 
ending location that is different from the beginning.   

1.3 Shuttling  

When utilizing a thru-route you need to have a plan to get back 
to your vehicle.  This can sometimes be difficult depending on the 
location, but some options are: 

• Self-Shuttle – this is where you utilize a group members 
vehicle and stage it at the end of your hike so that you 
have a way to retrieve your other vehicles. 

• Shuttle Service – You can hire a local service to pick you 
up from the trailhead and shuttle you back to your 
vehicles.  This works best if shuttled in the beginning 
meaning, the shuttle picks you up from the end point 
and brings you to the start point.  This way your vehicles 
are waiting for you when you finish. 

• Split Group – This is where you split your group into two 
teams and each with a vehicle.  Each team starts at 
opposite ends of the trail and hides the keys in a 
predetermined spot.  This way each team has a vehicle 
waiting for them when they finish. 

2 Basic Navigation  

2.1 Maps 

The most basic tool for studying the layout of an area is the map. 
The map is essentially a two-dimensional representation of a three-
dimensional world.  The layout (where everything is) is depicted on 
the map while the size (elevation) and features (forests, rivers, etc.) 
of the land is depicted by lines, colors, and symbols. There are many 
types of maps you can use so let’s look at each to determine which 
maps will best suit your needs. 

2.1.1 Topographic Maps 

These maps are essential for all backpackers and are your bread 
and butter.  In modern mapping, a topographic map is a type of map 
characterized by large-scale detail and quantitative representation of 
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relief, usually using contour lines, but historically using a variety of 
methods. Traditional definitions require a topographic map to show 
both natural and man-made features. These maps are designed to 
show the physical features and terrain of an area, which is what 
makes them ideal for backpackers. They’re different from other maps 
because they show the three-dimensional landscape: its contours, 
elevations, topographic features, bodies of water, and vegetation.  

Why do you need a topo map? Simplified trail maps—like the the 
ones described above or JPEG images you might find on a national 
park's website— don’t include all the information you need in order 
to navigate. No elevation data, no magnetic declination, and much 
fewer symbols. If you get lost, these trail maps will not help you find 
your way out. A topographic map offers a wealth of orienteering 
information—not just elevation and distance, but changes in 
vegetation and even human-made structures. It is enough to plan an 
entire trip in advance or to find your way in a pinch.  Some of these 
maps are produced by government agencies such as the USGS while 
others are printed by private companies with special interest on trails 
and other recreational features.  The maps can be found here: 

• https://www.usgs.gov/products/maps/topo-maps 

• https://www.natgeomaps.com  

 

 

Figure 1:  NatGeo Map of Zion Canyon 

 

 

Figure 2:  USGS map of Zion Canyon 

2.1.2 Contour Lines 

Put simply, contour lines show elevation. They’re the bread and 
butter of understanding a topo map, showing the layout of the terrain 
and its major features. By showing you the lay of the land and changes 
in elevation, they’ll give you an idea of what you’ll be walking through 
and how challenging it will be.  

A contour line connects continuous points on the map that share 
the same elevation. When contour lines are close together, it means 
that elevation is changing a lot in a short distance. You’re looking at a 
steep slope or cliff. When they’re far apart, the slope is more gradual.  

 

Figure 3:  Contour line projection 

 
Figure 4:  Shallow slope 

https://www.usgs.gov/products/maps/topo-maps
https://www.natgeomaps.com/
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Figure 5:  Steep slope 

You’ll notice that every fifth line is thicker than the others. Those 
thick contour lines are called index lines. At some point along an index 
line, you can find its elevation written.  

The difference in elevation between each contour line is always 
the same, and that distance is called the contour interval. This 
number can be found in the map’s legend. Using index lines (with 
their elevations written on them) and the contour interval (the 
distance between each line), you can identify the elevation of any 
contour line on the map. 

 
 

 

Figure 6:  Contour line types 

 
Contour lines help you visualize the shape of the terrain and its 

features. Once you understand contour lines, you can point out 
mountains, valleys, plateaus and depressions. Concentric circles, for 
example, indicate a mountain peak or a depression. Tightly grouped 
contour lines might indicate a cliff. Look at the numbers on index lines 
to see if elevation is increasing or decreasing.  

Practice reading contour lines. Sit down with a topo map of a 
familiar area and see if you can pick out terrain features by looking at 
the contour lines. Can you identify certain peaks, valleys, ridgelines or 
saddles? You can also peek at Google Earth to get an overall sense of 
an area’s terrain before diving into the contours on the topo. 

 

 

Figure 7:  Contour features 

2.1.3 Matching Map to Landscape 

When it comes to reading maps, it will do you no good if you do 
not know what you are looking at.  This is where your skills in being 
able to visualize the landscape based on the contour lines and other 
elements of the map become crucial.  Take a look at this next exercise 
in figure 19.  Can you match up the correct land feature to contour 
lines.  The answer will be in the reference section so no cheating.   

 

 

Figure 8:  Matching map to landscape exercise 

Hills are pretty easy but sometimes other features can get a bit 
confusing.  These can include ridge lines, valleys, and gullies.  Take a 
look at this next example and familiarize yourself with these features.  
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Figure 9:  Land feature examples 

 

3 Wilderness Travel: Traveling 

The way we travel from our starting point to our destination in 
the backcountry is by hiking.  Hiking is just a fancy way of saying a 
long, vigorous walk in nature. So essentially it is just walking and 
believe it or not, walking is a skill and walking through the wilderness 
is a damn science. 

3.1 Prepare to Travel 

Preparing to travel in the backcountry is as essential as the 
travelling itself.  Making the necessary adjustments and ensuring that 
everything is ready can save you a lot of heart ache down the trail.  
Here are some useful practices to help improve your experience and 
skill level: 

1. Stretch – Before taking that first step from the 
trailhead, take the time to stretch your legs, hips, back, 
and shoulders. 

2. Hydrate – Camel up and drink some water. 
3. Prep your Feet – If you have issues with blisters then 

prep your feet with moleskin or tape. More on that in a 
minute. Make sure your toenails are trimmed. Shoes 
are laced and tight. 

4. Adjust your Gear – To avoid aches, pains, and frequent 
stops later on, take the time to adjust your pack by 
ensuring things are tightened down and not loose.  
Adjust your hip belt and shoulder harness for proper 
fitting.  Tighten up your boots and double knot the 
laces. 

5. Prep your Pack – Figure out what you will need for the 
day such as snacks, water, jacket, compass, map, hat, 
gloves, gaiters, sunglasses, and headlamp, and store 
them into the outer pockets and easy to reach 
compartments of your pack.  This will also make it easy 
for your team members to reach these items for you 
making it possible to keep your pack on while they are 
retrieved.    

3.1.1 Prep for Weather 

Nothing can ruin a trip like wet gear so always prepare for wet 
conditions.  Here are some tips to manage a dry strategy:  

1. Get the Right Shell – Your rain shell should extend 
passed your hips.  The cuffs should cinch up and not 
allow water in.  The shell should preferably breath well 
and allow heat to escape through vents. 

2. Protect your Pack – You should have a rain cover for 
your pack that fits correctly.  It should cover the entirety 
of your pack with all your gear in it and cinch up to keep 
water out.   

3. Keep Rain Gear at the Ready – Your rain shell and pack 
cover should be in a place where it can be grabbed and 
deployed at a moments notice.  If you have to dig in 
your pack to get it out your wrong. 

4. Waterproof your Gear – Use a pack liner or dry bags, 
and don’t expose dry gear to the rain during breaks.   

5. Vent it Out – The perfect waterproof/breathable gear 
does not exist.  When you exert yourself, the inside of 
your rain shell can turn into a sauna.  When this occurs, 
open every vent, shed layers, and simply just slow 
down.   

6. Wear Gaiters – slap on your gaiters when hiking 
through wet, leg-soaking brush. 

4 Shopping List for Level 3 

For level 3 we will be camping over night for the first time so you 
will need the essentials for a night in the wilderness.  I highly 
recommend taking our Masterclass on Backpacking gear at 
https://acadianxu.com.  
 

1. Tent or Hammock 
2. Sleeping Bag 
3. Sleeping Pad 

 
Information compiled by:  Jeremiah Pastor 
AcadianX Expedition Team Leader

 

https://acadianxu.com/

