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Backpacking can be a highly rewarding, fun, physically demanding activity that can build 

teamwork in your troop or crew. Both adults and scouts need to be committed to backpacking.  

Scouts at the end of their second year in a troop are usually able to handle an overnight, 10-12 

mile backpacking trip. 

 

Preparation is essential.  Consider routes, availability of water, camping sites, vehicular access 

(in case a bailout is needed), terrain, food, and distance.  Below are some random thoughts for 

you to consider as you develop a backpacking program into your unit. 

 

Physical preparation. Start by developing an activing hiking program, working up to 10 miles.  

The main problem here usually issue is the adults, not scouts.  Get the group in shape, toughen 

up your feet.  Figure on 1.5 MPH as an average speed.  Normal walking speed is 3 MPH, a 

normal trail speed when actually walking is about 2 MPH, and breaks, lunch etc. stops will take 

you to 1.5 MPH.  You could be even down to 1-1.2 MPH for new groups.  Don’t plan more 

distance than what can be readily accomplished! 

 

Where to go.  Numerous routes can be found on the Finger Lakes Trail 

(www.fltconference.org).  The website has highly detailed interactive maps that can be 

downloaded for about $3.00 each, including a high resolution PDF and GPS tracks.  There are 33 

maps for the entire 560 miles of the trail, most 15-25 mile routes will span one or two maps.  

Also consider elevation, as ups and downs can take a tremendous toll on the group.  An elevation 

gain or decrease of 1,000 is often equated to a mile of level trail.  The FLT site provides 

elevation profiles that are very useful. 

 

Linking backpacking to your monthly camping trips.  If your unit does not routinely walk for 

your monthly camping outings, consider doing this.  Even the youngest guys can handle a 1 mile 

walk with a backpack appropriately loaded for a weekend outing. Get the group used to packing 

and carrying their gear.  Conduct pre-event shakedowns to be sure everyone is prepared with 

proper clothing and gear. Equally important can be a post-event shakedown, where you can 

review what could be left behind next time.  Pre-trip planning and post-trip reviews are excellent 

weekly meeting programs. 

 

Gear.  There are many sources of lists for camping and backpacking (Scout book, Field book, 

the Philmont website and various non-scouting websites). Backpacking gives a great opportunity 

for scouts to learn how little they actually need to be comfortable and well-fed.  It is crucial to 

avoid cotton!  Use fleece or wool for insulation layers and always wool socks. Many people like 

liner socks.  Boots are of course critical for walking and should be properly sized and cared-for. 

 

Good backpacks and lighter weight tents can be expensive. Packs can be rented (EMS, for 

example).  Tents might exist within the troop gear, or families might have their own.  The REI 

Passage 2 is a very good two-man tent that can be used year-round in our area and can often be 

obtained for $129 (sometimes less!) online. 

 

http://www.fltconference.org)/


Much of the typical “patrol gear” for a weekend campout is needed. A tarp and patrol cooking 

gear.  Bring what is needed…leave the extra pots, dishes and gadgets at home!  Backpacking 

stoves (MSR Whisperlite or similar) are appropriate, and may be required in some locations or 

times of the year.  Be intimately familiar with their operation and maintenance! 

 

Food.  Backpacking food spans from normal camping food (if you are only out for 2 nights you 

can usually carry almost whatever you want to eat), to freeze-dried (expensive!).  Consult the 

sources listed above for ideas.  Since the objective it to hike and cover ground, breakfasts are 

usually simple…perhaps oatmeal, dried fruit, jerky or meat stick, granola, energy bar, nuts, and 

similar items.  Lunch can be nearly the same, adding cheese, crackers, pretzels, corn nuts, 

cookies and similar items. Dinner can be pasta or rice-based with a couple of snack-side items 

always appreciated.  Most energy is needed for breakfast and lunch, so those meals should have a 

higher proportion of the total daily calories. Menus should be carefully planned, considering both 

calories and weight.  Choose foods the whole group will eat.  For adults, coffee is usually a 

morning necessity and can be from a Melitta dripper or freeze-dried (modern freeze dried coffee 

is surprisingly good).  Use old medicine bottles for creamer, sugar, etc.  Figure what you need, 

then bring only that much…don’t bring a quart Ziploc of sugar when you might only need a 

couple of teaspoons. 

 

Water.  You will need to become familiar with water purification.  It is impossible to carry more 

that 1-day’s worth of water, given that water weighs more than 8 lbs per gallon, and most people 

will drink a gallon per day on the trail.  Good chlorine-based products for water purification on 

backpacking trips are Aqua-Mira, MicroPur and Potable Aqua.  All are very light weight (less 

than 3-4 ounces for an entire group).   Water filtration pumps also work well as do gravity-driven 

filtration systems but they do weight a bit more (1-1.5 lbs).  Water purification should be a key 

responsibility of the adults, until scouts are adequately trained and responsible for purification.  

Related is the need to wash hands and to use hand sanitizer after bathroom breaks.  Dirty hands 

is how most instances of diarrhea start!   

 

First Aid.  Blisters, sunburn, insect stings, sprains and strains and burns are the problems most 

commonly encountered.  Be prepared for these!  Knowledge of foot care is essential and 

expertise in this area can be developed on your preparation hikes.  You will need to actively 

work this, as most kids are totally disinterested in their feet. 

 

Reducing weight.  The most enjoyable backpacking trips start with packs that contain the 

needed gear, and not an ounce more. Thoughtful consideration of every item can reduce pack 

weight by many pounds.  For sure, a 35-lb pack is a lot nicer to carry than a 42 or 45-lb pack.  

The issue is not to be “manly” with the heaviest pack! With unlimited money, you can have 

functional gear that weighs ounces, not pounds.  But such expense is not needed…just be careful 

about what you bring. Developing an actual crew (patrol, troop) mentality can help here.  For 

example, if 8 people are going, you really only need a couple of pocket knives…not everyone 

must carry one. Leave the fork and eating knife at home and just bring a spoon and small plastic 

bowl (Rubbermaid, for example).  Rather than Nalgene bottles, use Gatorade or bottled-water 

bottles. And so on.  Many more ideas on reducing weight can be found on the web.  

 

   


