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January 2018 Thru-Hiking Exercise – Our Perspective 

Being physically prepared for the trail is important. Overuse injuries are common and may stop you from 

accomplishing your goals. Use your local parks, gyms and plan for success by being fit prior to leaving on 

your trek.  



 

 
Long Distance Hiking – Exercise Consideration  2 
 

Being physically prepared for the trail is important. You will experience physical pain during the 
first 10 days or so, but it is wise to try and minimise this by building a good fitness base. 
Overuse injuries are common and may stop you from accomplishing your goals. Plan for success 
by being fit prior to leaving on your trek. 

For this brief outline of fitness considerations, we have used the following books: Conditioning 
for Outdoor Fitness by David Musnick, M.D. and Mark Pierce, A.T.C. & Superbodies, Peak 
Performance Secrets by Greg Wells, Ph.D. They are great reference guides with detailed 
descriptions of various sports, physiology of exercise, nutrition and exercise recommendations. 

If you lack experience with exercising, consider hiring a fitness coach to assist you in developing 
a program suited to your needs. The coach should have an understanding of your goals (long 
distance walking, hiking with a back-pack, etc.). As always, check with your doctor for any 
health issues you may have prior to starting a fitness program. 

 

Cardiovascular Training: 

These sessions should include a warm-up (5-10 
minutes), plateau (30 plus minutes) and cool 
down (5-10 minutes) periods. It is important to 
incorporate the following 5 elements in your 
workout plan to achieve positive changes in 
your cardiovascular fitness.  

1. Frequency: is the number of cardio 
sessions per week you perform. Build 
up to 6 sessions per week as this result 
in the best physiological response. The 
rest day is important. 

2. Duration: is the amount of time you maintain the proper intensity (plateau) during your 
exercise session. Build up to: 2-4 lower intensity, longer duration sessions (50 plus 
minutes) alternating with 2-3 shorter duration higher intensity sessions (30-40 minutes) 
per week. 

3. Intensity: is related to the amount of oxygen consumption and the energy demands on 
your muscles. Intensity is generally measured in heartbeats per minute. Staying in your 
target heart rate zone is key for achieving best results. Combine longer duration 
moderate intensity (60-80% of max HR (heart rate): longer hikes/cycling, on flat or 
rolling terrain or on aerobic machines) and shorter duration higher intensity (80-90% of 
max HR), interval training and hill training. 

4. Specificity: Options are numerous. It is best while training to use a variety of aerobic 
exercises to avoid overuse injuries and minimise on boredom. Consider: walking, hiking, 
water running, cycling, snow shoeing, cross country skiing and climbing stairs; using the 
treadmill, elliptical trainer and stair climber machines works as well. When walking or 
hiking consider varying the terrain. 

Make Use of Your Local Gym 
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5. Progression: consider base fitness development, intensity development and 
maintenance. About 6 weeks into your initial training program, you can restructure your 
training cycle to include intervals and changes in intensity training. The closer to your 
start date, the more sport specific your training should become. Remember to wear a 
weighted back-pack during your training hikes to acclimatize your back and legs to the 
weight. 

Strength Training: 

Although walking/hiking is the activity you are 
planning, it is wise to add some strength 
training to your program to build more 
endurance and prevent injuries. Always use 
good form and build your program gradually to 
fit you physical needs. Build a program that 
offers challenge to all main muscle groups as 
well as, some focal exercises for your weak 
areas (such as: knee joints, core, back). 

1. Isotonic Training: these exercises are 
carried out against a constant load and 
variable speed as the muscle contracts. These include free weights, TRX bands and most 
exercise machines. These offer the most variety for your workouts. 

2. Isometric Training: Involves static muscle contraction.  Strength gains are specific for 
the joint angle held, but may have benefits within a range of around 20 degrees. This is 
key component for those who have joint related issues. Consider holding the 
contraction in a variety of positions for 10 seconds for 5-10 repetitions. (example: wall 
sit) 

3. Circuit Weight Training: include weight stations mixed with aerobic stations. This form 
of exercise emphasizes muscle endurance. This form of exercise is good for those 
starting out but is not sufficient for long distance, endurance activities. 

4. Plyometric Training: incorporates rapid muscle contraction and often explosive 
movements as in jumps and hops. This form of exercise is incorporated in your program 
once you have a good base of strength and fitness. It builds fast twitch muscle fibers 
that help when you need a quick burst of action. 

Suggested exercises:  To maximise on time, combine various exercises. Squat or lunge while 
performing resistance training for upper body. Use a Bosu ball for balance while performing 
resistance exercises. Use light weights for your upper body while walking on a treadmill. 

The following are exercises we use frequently. For the description of proper form, please refer 
to the books listed above, or the web, or your local fitness coach. 

Core: The core is a group of muscles which support your back and torso. These are key muscles 
for back health. If doing the following is difficult, consider joining a Pilates class. 

¶ Plank and side plank 

Weight Training to Build Endurance 
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¶ Mountain climber 

¶ Resisted torso rotations 

¶ Sitting medicine-ball rotations 

¶ Bicycles or reverse crunches 

¶ Superman 

Combo lower and upper body: 

¶ Squat with alternating overhead diagonal reaches 

¶ Forward lunge with biceps curl 

¶ Reverse lunge with shoulder shrugs 

¶ Walking lunges with lateral raises 

¶ Lawnmower pulls/row with external rotation 

¶ Anterior step-up with overhead shoulder press 

¶ One legged dead lifts combined with upright row 

¶ Burpies 

Valuable exercises: 

¶ Step ups-anterior and lateral (forward and sideways) 

¶ Step downs 

¶ Squat hops and jumps 

¶ Triceps dips 

¶ Pull-ups 

¶ Push ups 

¶ Rowing (upright, bent over and seated) 

¶ Latissimus pull-downs 

¶ Back extensions 

Balance and agility:  you will be walking over uneven terrain 
and crossing narrow bridges, balance and the ability to move 
quickly and nimbly is important. 

¶ Bosu ball balance while performing upper body 

resistance exercises, or squats 

¶ One or two-legged balance on Bosu or wobble board 

Plank  

Lunge 

Tricep Dip 

Balance 
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Flexibility: 

Muscles tend to contract and shorten when 
used. Remember to stretch during and after 
your workouts as well as your days on the trail. 
This will decrease you discomfort while on the 
trail and minimize your injuries.  

If you are unfamiliar with proper stretching 
techniques, join a stretching class or ask your 
fitness coach. 

Types of stretching: 

Dynamic stretching involves moving parts of 
your body and gradually increasing reach, speed of movement, or both. Do not confuse 
dynamic stretching with ballistic stretching! Dynamic stretching consists of controlled leg and 
arm swings that take you (gently!) to the limits of your range of motion. Ballistic stretches 
involve trying to force a part of the body beyond its range of motion. In dynamic stretches, 
there are no bounces or "jerky" movements. An example of dynamic stretching would be slow, 
controlled leg swings, arm swings, or torso twists. 

Dynamic stretching improves dynamic flexibility and is quite useful as part of your warm-up for 
an active or aerobic workout (such as a dance or martial-arts class).  

Active stretching is one where you assume a position and then hold it there with no 
assistance other than using the strength of your agonist (main action) muscles. The tension of 
the agonists in an active stretch helps to relax the muscles being stretched (the 
antagonists/opposing muscle).  

Active stretching increases active flexibility and strengthens the agonistic muscles. Active 
stretches are usually quite difficult to hold and maintain for more than 10 seconds and rarely 
need to be held any longer than 15 seconds. Many of the movements (or stretches) found in 
various forms of yoga are active stretches. 

Passive stretching is also referred to as relaxed stretching, and as static-passive stretching. A 
passive stretch is one where you assume a position and hold it with some other part of your 
body, or with the assistance of a partner or some other apparatus (straps, wall). For example, 
bringing your leg up high and then holding it there with your hand.  

Slow, relaxed stretching is useful in relieving spasms in muscles that are healing after an injury. 
Relaxed stretching is also very good for "cooling down" after a workout and helps reduce post-
workout muscle fatigue, and soreness.  

Hold-relax stretch  technique is also called the contract-relax. After assuming an initial 
passive stretch, the muscle being stretched is isometrically (against static resistance) contracted 
for 3-5 breaths, after which the muscle is briefly relaxed for 1-2 breaths, and then immediately 
subjected to a passive stretch which stretches the muscle even further than the initial passive 
stretch. This final passive stretch is held for 5 breaths.  

Stretch to Prevent Injuries 
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Hold-relax-contract/stretch involves performing two isometric contractions: first the 
agonists (main mover muscle) then, the antagonists (opposing muscle). The first part is similar 
to the hold-relax where, after assuming an initial passive stretch, the stretched muscle is 
isometrically contracted for 3-5 breaths. Then the muscle is relaxed while its antagonist 
immediately performs an isometric contraction that is held for 3-5 breaths. The main muscle 
(agonist) will then be able to reach a new stretch threshold. 

 

References: 
http://web.mit.edu/tkd/stretch/stretching_4.html 

http://www.stretching-exercises-guide.com/pnf-stretching.html 

https://www.acefitness.org/fitness-certifications/resource-center/exam-preparation-blog/5336/gtos-

and-muscle-spindles-explained  

 

http://web.mit.edu/tkd/stretch/stretching_4.html
http://www.stretching-exercises-guide.com/pnf-stretching.html
https://www.acefitness.org/fitness-certifications/resource-center/exam-preparation-blog/5336/gtos-and-muscle-spindles-explained
https://www.acefitness.org/fitness-certifications/resource-center/exam-preparation-blog/5336/gtos-and-muscle-spindles-explained

