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Introduction

Hiking is a great way to get outside and to get some exercise into your life
without making you miserable. If you are a person who does not typically enjoy
traditional workouts and loves being outside, hiking may be your perfect solution for your lifestyle.
As with any new activity, however, getting into hiking can be a daunting
task. There are so many hiking gadgets and so much advice out there that it
can seem overwhelming even to start the process. With a few simple guidelines, however, it does not have to be overwhelming.
One of the first questions you should ask yourself when starting a hiking
habit is what your expectations are. If you plan on being a casual, day-hiker,
you will need much less than someone who plans on eventually hiking the Appalachian Trail.
Outside of hiking boots and athletic clothing, one important piece of equipment to consider is a hiking GPS. These are small, handheld, and will ensure
you get home safely. This one even has an emergency beacon: hikinggpszone.
com/hiking-gps-emergency-beacon/.
No matter your experience level, hiking can be a great outdoor activity for
anyone. Getting outside often improves peoples’ mood, gets the blood flowing,
and generally improves your quality of life. Hiking can also be a great way to
see the world from a new perspective.
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Preparing for Your Hike

One of the most difficult steps to take when you decide to start hiking is
knowing where to start. Often, people think they need much more equipment
than they really do. The best place to start is at the basics.
No matter the environment, you will need a comfortable and supportive
pair of hiking boots. Depending on whether you are hiking in a cold or warm climate will change some of the details you should look for, but generally, choose
something that will be comfortable all day.
If you have weaker ankles, be especially careful to look for hiking boots
that offer a bit more ankle support. These boots are often a bit taller than the
average, sneaker-like hiking boots. If you need the support, though, you will
certainly miss it. It is worth paying a little extra for.
For beginners, it is probably wiser to begin your foray into hiking in warmer
weather to avoid snow and ice. Because of this, look for a pair of hiking boots
that offer good breathability. Usually these boots have some mesh components that allow air to pass through the shoe easily.
The last thing to remember when you are buying hiking boots is the socks
you are planning on wearing. Ideally, the socks should be higher than your boots
to prevent chaffing. It is always a good idea to wear your boots around before
your hike too as they are fully broken in.
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As far as clothing goes, likely anything you would normally wear while working out will be just fine for hiking. For sunnier hikes, however, do make sure you
have sleeves and a hat to protect your skin from the all-day sun exposure.
Jeans are also usually a bad idea for hiking because they will chaff over the
course of the day. As anyone who has walked around in wet jeans will tell you,
it is a wildly unpleasant experience. Instead, choose breathable, lightweight
materials that are made for exercising.

What you bring for food and water will partly depend on the length of your
planned hike. Do not skimp on the water, though. Staying hydrated is a vital
part of hiking. Since you are sweating and spending time in the sun, you will
need more water than on an average day.
As far as the types of food to bring, try to stick with higher protein items as
they will offer the most energy fuel for your hike. Things in the nut family or a
hardy trail mix are both good options. There are also energy bars specifically
designed for exercising to choose from.
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No matter what kind of food you bring along, steer clear of junk food. While
junk food will satisfy you in the moment, the food will not keep you full and
energized for very long. Because these foods are mainly based on carbs, their
energy potential is fleeting at best.
Another good thing to have in your backpack is sunscreen. Even if you are
primarily hiking in the forest, you can still get sunburned. Make sure to especially protect your face, neck, and shoulders as these are the most exposed
places to the sun.
A hiking GPS, as mentioned above, can also be a vital piece of equipment.
One option if you do not want to add weight to your pack is to get a phone
application hiking GPS. These articles on Hikinggpszone.com have options
for both android and iPhone, respectively: hikinggpszone.com/hiking-gps-android/ and hikinggpszone.com/hiking-gps-iphone/.
While it is still a good idea to stick to trails while hiking, having a GPS to
rely on will ensure you return to the same place you came from. Some trails are
essentially big loops, but the more turns to make, the most confusing it can be.
Having a GPS will save you some panic.
For more experienced hikers, having a GPS is also valuable. Even though
you may consider yourself “good with directions,” there simply are not sign
posts on many trails to provide needed direction. A GPS can be a major asset
as you try to make your way on the trails.
A decent backpack is also a good thing to purchase prior to hitting the trails.
While you may think that your old school backpack is good enough, these do
not distribute the weight as evenly as a backpack made specifically for hiking.
A good pack will save you an aching back.
Two key features of a good hiking backpack are a sternum strap and a waist
strap. Both of these straps help to distribute the weight over your body rather
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than letting your shoulders take the brunt of it. If you are not used to hiking, a
heavy backpack on your shoulders is exhausting.
Another important feature of a good backpack are padded shoulder straps.
Though the sternum and waist straps do better distribute the weight, unpadded straps are still uncomfortable. Consider bringing in a few things to try on
weighted backpacks to make an informed decision.
Having more than one compartment in your backpack can also be helpful.
Some packs even have hydration compatible compartments. If nothing else,
more compartments make it easier to find things when you need them. Plus,
you will not end up with a squished sandwich.
At the end of the day, you really do not need all the bells and whistles when
you are starting out. By focusing on only what you need to get started, you will
avoid spending tons of money or weighing yourself down with unnecessary
extra cargo.

Hiking Terrains

While your basic, essential items will stay roughly the same no matter where
you are hiking, different terrains do offer different things to the potential hiker.
Prior to setting out, it is always a good idea to research your particular terrain
type to be fully prepared.
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Much of the choice of terrain depends on your geographic location. If you
live in a more mountainous area, you will likely be hiking in rockier, hillier terrain. If you live in the desert, then you will be without tree cover likely and be
dealing with sandier terrain.
Different terrains have their own benefits and weaknesses. If you live in an
area with two types of terrains – say, mountains and forests – consider starting with the easier of the two. You can always work your way up to a harder
hike. Runners do not start with marathons, after all.
For many trails, you can search online and find out the relative difficulty and
terrain types in advance. This is a good idea for both beginning and seasoned
hikers. In order to be fully prepared, you need to know what to expect before
you start hiking that trail.
Let us look at three of the most common types of terrains –forests, mountains and open spaces. Each have their relative merits and difficulties to consider. Your ultimate decision will largely be based on availability in your area
and your own comfort level.
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Forests
Forest trails are just about what they sound to be. They are trails that wind
through a wooded area, sometimes a state or national park area. While some
are loops, the often create a maze with other trails in the woods, connecting
and ending amongst themselves.
While forest trails can have some ups and downs, they are often much flatter
than a mountainous terrain. Often, however, these trails do have some hills and
outlooks – just from a much lower elevation than a mountain would.
Just because they are not mountainous trails, however, does not mean forested trails are easy per say. There can be a fair amount of uneven ground,
streams, and other features that require decent supportive footwear and some
amount of planning.
Forest trails are often a good choice for brand new hikers because they are
less strenuous than other types of terrains. Additionally, forested areas offer
some shade and protection from the sun. If you have not hiked before, that
added shade can help reduce the strain and sweat.
Since they are typically less strenuous than other types of trails, you can
also plan a little longer of a hike at the beginning. Just make sure you know
your way back or have a GPS to avoid getting lost. This article offers a good
buying guide for GPSs: hikinggpszone.com/hiking-gps-buying-guide/.

Mountains
When you first think of hiking trips, you probably think of mountainous terrains. While the elevation may vary to a large degree, typically mountainous
terrains combine open spaces with some more wooded, forest like areas.
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One good thing to keep in mind is that mountains are not all ascent the
whole time. In fact, most mountains combine plateaus and even descents prior to reaching the summit. These periods of decent and plateau offer the hiker
brief respites from the upward hike.
Perhaps the biggest draw of mountainous terrains are the views. From the
summit of a mountain, you can literally see for miles around. These views cannot be beat in the world of hiking. It does, however, take a fair amount of exertion to get there.
While some mountains are in the “easy” terrain category, make sure to do
your research prior to setting out. For beginning hikers with little athletic background, hiking a whole mountain may be a bit of a stretch on the first go. Consider working your way up to this type of terrain.
It is also important to remember that the best distance of the trail for a
mountain for you may be much smaller than the distance you would be capable of on a trail. Reading up on your chosen trail is an invaluable step in the
process. Do not hesitate to choose a shorter trail first.

Open Spaces
While open spaces can be a type of terrain all to themselves, often they
are a component of other trails. They are exactly what they sound like in that
they do not offer any protection by way of trees overhead. The climate of these
open spaces, however, can differ.
In some areas, open spaces for hiking will be more of the rolling-hills variety. These terrains are often more grassy and often quite beautiful. Since there
are hills, however, it will be a bit more tiring of a hike for a beginner. Make sure
you compensate with a shorter distance.
In other areas, your open spaces may actually be more like desert areas.
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While these can also be beautiful, they are likely not a wise hiking choice for
a beginner, because of the extremity of the weather. You do not want to hike
through the desert without knowing what you are doing.
An important thing to remember when hiking in open spaces is that you
will need sun protection and lots of water. Since there is nothing to protect you
from the heat, you can come away with a sunburn or dehydration, neither of
which are desirable ends.
Many times, however, an open space will be an attribute of a different type
of terrain. In these instances, such as when a forested area opens up to a clearing, can offer a different type of beauty to experience. Think of them as a break
that allows you to see things differently.

Hiking Trails vs. Cross Country

There are two basic models for a hiking trip: trails or cross country. While
each has their merits, your final decision will likely depend on your own comfort level and experience. If you are a beginner, care should be taken when selecting cross country to avoid getting lost.
First, let us look at hiking trails as an option. Hiking trails serve as a guide
through an area to take you from point A to point B, or bring you back around
in a loop. For directionally challenged people, trails are a great option as they
take some guessing out of the equation.
11																www.hikinggpszone.com

Most major trails are marked using either signs on trees or painted color
swatches on trees or rocks. It is important to remember which color trial identifier you were following to ensure you end up where you originally planned.
Often, trails do overlap some.
Having a map of the trail system you are exploring is really invaluable for
trail hiking. While you may think getting around will be simple if you just stick
to the trails, trail system can get rather confusing. Make sure to print or pick up
a trail map prior to setting out.
A phone application for a hiking GPS can also be helpful for trail hiking. The
two articles mentioned earlier provide a good overview of the best applications
out there for both Apple and Android devices. The best rule of thumb is that it
is better to be safe than sorry.

One nice thing about hiking on trails is that they are often maintained yearround. Ideally, you will not need to scramble through any brush or slide too
much on ice with a well-maintained trail. It is still a good idea to prepare for the
worst conditions, however.
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If you have a dog, it is also a good idea to research if your chosen trail system is dog-friendly. Many state and national parks are fine with dog walkers,
but it is always better to double check. It would be a shame to get there and
find out the dog cannot be there.
Trail hiking also lends itself a bit better to advance planning. Because you
have chosen a certain trail in advance, you likely know what the terrain is like
and how long of a hike it will be. These are two very helpful pieces of information for the novice hiker.
Because you will know the mileage of the trail you choose, you should be
able to tell roughly how long you will be hiking as well. For some trails, the terrain will impact this as well, but you can at least have a ballpark estimate of
how much time is needed for your hike.
Cross country hiking is flying without a net. With cross country hiking, you
are relying on maps and often a GPS to find your way rather than a pre-conceived trail. Larger scale hikes of this nature are only suited for experienced
hikers already comfortable with the ins and outs.
Part of the allure of cross country hiking is the unplanned wanderlust aspect of its nature. Because you are forging your own path, so to speak, there
is a feeling that you are finding undiscovered land and scenes. This can be a
wonderful experience while hiking.
For novice hikers, likely the best approach to cross country hiking is to
choose a smaller area to explore first. While it is totally feasible to find your
way, it is not a good idea to set out on your own without the prior hiking experience and knowledge in your back pocket.
A hiking GPS is pretty essential to cross country hiking. It will give you a
bigger picture of where you are in relation to everything else so that you do not
end up lost after dark. While a phone application will work, a GPS that does not
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rely on cell service is probably a better idea.
If you choose to go cross country hiking with the help of a GPS, make
sure to pack extra batteries. A GPS is only helpful if it works. This article from
hikinggpszone.com suggests a number of helpful GPS accessories, including
batteries: hikinggpszone.com/hiking-gps-accessories/.
Researching the terrain of the area is even more important for cross country hikes than it is for trail hikes. Since you are not relying on a particular trail
system, much more of the planning falls on your shoulders. Make sure you
have done your research before leaving.
After determining the terrain type of the area you plan on hiking, make sure
you choose a day with appropriate weather. For cross country hikes, you have
less control over when you get home, so make sure your chosen day is consistently nice weather to avoid being stuck in the rain.
Really, whether you are choosing trails or cross country, mild weather is the
best bet for beginning hikers. Ideally, the day will be consistently mild – not too
sunny, cold, or hot. As you become more accustomed to hiking in general, you
will be better at navigating various weather.
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Types of Hikes

When you first begin your journey into the hiking world, you may not be
super familiar with the different types of hikes. Probably, you will think of day
hikes only. There are also overnight hikes and some hiking activities like geocaching which fall into their own categories.
For the beginner, likely the best type of hike to start with are day hikes.
These hikes are manageable bites of hikers for even the greenest hiker. Of
course, you should not necessarily rule out the other types of hikes either as
they can be modified for beginning hikers.
Each type of hike is well suited for different people. Do not, however, preclude yourself from one type of hike because it does not originally strike you
as fun. You may be pleasantly surprised if you just give something new a try!
Remember, hiking itself is a new past time.
At the end of the day, the best way to choose which type of hike you want to
tackle is by doing your research. Though it may seem like lots of work for not
a lot of pay-off, you will be glad to have all the information in your back pocket
when you are finally out on the trail.

Day Hikes
As mentioned above, the day hike is likely the most common type of hike
and likely the easiest access point for the beginning hiker. A day hike is simply
15																www.hikinggpszone.com

a hike which can be accomplished in one day or part of one day. It does not
need to take the whole eight hours.
Day hikes can really take place in any type of terrain area. Mountainous
day hikes will obviously be more strenuous than open space or forested hikes.
Mountain day hikes, however, will likely take a smaller part of the day if they are
a true day hike to reach the summit.
Likely, you probably will not even need to drive very far to go on a day hike.
Even if you live in an urban area, there are likely state or national parks within
an hour’s drive. This allows you to spend more time outdoors and less traveling
in a cramped car.
Day hikes in the forest can be even relaxing if the terrain is not too strenuous. Consider a day walking the woods – with friends, a dog, or just by yourself. It can be a great way to unwind and get out of the confines of your home
or office for a little while.
Remember, though, that just because it is a day hike does not mean you
should neglecting planning. Make sure you are prepared for your hike fully, including an extra sweater if needed, snacks, and adequate water supplies.

Overnight Hikes
Overnight hikes are exactly what they sound like. They involve hiking into
an area, camping for at least one night, and then hiking out the following day.
These types of hikes allow you to see more of nature because you are not constrained by the need to get back before dark.
Because you are gone overnight rather than just one day, overnight hikes
involve a fair amount more planning than day hikes. Even based on the supplies
you will need, planning one of these longer hikes takes more time and energy.
They should not be undertaken on a whim.
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For an overnight hike, you also need to plan for the weather during the
night, which is usually considerably colder than the day. Also, this of course
impact the weight of the pack you are carrying. Even if you invest in hammocks
to sleep in, it is still an added weight in your pack.
Because you do have more necessary weight for an overnight hike, it is a
good idea to pack lightly in other areas. For instance, stay clear of bulky clothing in favor of thin layers that can be shed and added as needed.

While they do require a bit more skill to adequately prepare for, overnight
hikes are by no means exclusive to experienced hikers. You should, however,
plan on hiking with a friend or two. It is even better if you can go with an experienced hiker and pick up some tips and tricks.

Other Types of Hikes, e.g. Geocaching
While you can just hike for the sake of hiking, you can also try your hand at
a variety of other types of hikes. For instance, geocaching can be a great fun
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way to get outside and hike with a bit more of a direct purpose than a regular
hike for the sake of a hike.
In short, geocaching is modern day treasure hunting. Various people hide
objects at designated areas on a map. Then, other geocachers find the hidden
treasures and replace them with their own trinket or treasure. It is a give-andtake system of treasure hunting.

Geocaching also incorporates a fun community atmosphere. Each object
you find brings you a piece of someone else’s personality. Likewise, you leave a
piece of yours for the next person to find. It is a great way to connect with other
hikers indirectly.
For this type of hiking, a GPS is truly mandatory. Specifically, one that is
made for geocaching. These types of GPSs help you locate the caches you
are searching for. Hikinggpszone.com suggests a phone based GPS. To read
about it, visit this page: hikinggpszone.com/best-geocaching-app/.
If geocaching is not your speed, there are also other types of hiking activities to get you out there. One of the best ways to motivate yourself is by joining a hiking club. That way you have some accountability to get out on the trail
more often.
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Conclusion

Hiking can be a wonderful way to get outside in nature and get in your exercise while having fun. Like any new endeavor, however, it is important to do
your research first so that you are adequately prepared. Having everything in
order will ensure a smooth hiking experience.
While there are various types of hikes and terrains to choose from, one of
the first things to do is to prepare your pack. Make sure all your equipment will
serve you well. Good hiking boots, a backpack, comfortable clothing, and a hiking GPS are all invaluable assets.
Even though the amount of information available can seem daunting at
first, do not hesitate to start. Hiking is entirely approachable for beginners.
Start small with a few day hikes and then work your way up to larger and longer
hiking trips.
At the end of the day, your personal hiking choices – from terrain to length
of hike – all come down to your preference. Hiking is a wonderful way to be
active while enjoying nature and seeing new places in the world. Enjoy the journey!
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