
Hiking Boots and Hiking Shoes 
DAY 3 Skills Training 

 

 

Hiking boots are the most important part of your hiking gear.  The right footwear 
will carry you farther, faster and safer than any cheap pair of casual shoes will.  Plus, 
your feet and legs will feel a lot better at the end of the day as well.  
 
Not so long ago, a new pair of boots came with a five-page care-and-feeding manual. 
You had the break-in period, the sock strategy, yadda yadda.  My, how we've changed. 
Manufacturers have become so adept at combining supportive and protective insoles 
and outsoles with instantly comfortable and waterproof uppers that it's easy to forget 
you even have them on. 
  
What's a good hiking boot for me? That depends on the kind of hiking you'll be doing 
-- the terrain and distance you'll typically cover and the amount of protection from the 
elements you'll need.  For most light hiking on smooth trails, you're likely to be 
happiest with a pair of what's called "day hikers," a slightly more rugged version of 
the sneakers you wear for running or walking.  For longer trips, uneven trails, or 
hikes that require you to carry extra weight on your back, you're better off with a 
higher, stiffer boot containing a hard plastic or steel shank.  This keeps the boot 
from twisting and gives your feet and ankles more stability.  Lightweight boots 
constructed of nylon or other synthetics are generally fine for short backpacking trips or 
long day hikes. 
 

            
 
Does it matter what brand I buy or how much I pay?  
 
As a general rule, you get the durability you pay for.  But more important than brand 
or price is finding a shoe that fits comfortably and has the features you want.  If you'll be 
getting your feet wet from time to time, for instance, look for a boot that keeps water out 
and dries quickly; one made of Gore-Tex is usually the best choice.  If you're going to 
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hike a lot of slick or rocky trails, choose a boot with a stiff sole and a deep Vibram tread, 
which grips well on slippery surfaces. 
 

How can I be sure of a good fit? 
 
Make sure you don't buy shoes or boots that are too short, so that your toes run into the 
front of the boots, or too big, so that you get blisters. Look for a pair that fits snugly but 
still allows some wiggle room for your toes. These tips can help: 
 
-Go shopping late in the day or after you've walked a considerable distance; that's 
when your feet are most likely to be swollen, the way they'll be after a few miles on the 
trail. 
 
-Wear the same socks while trying on shoes or boots that you plan to wear while 
hiking. 
 
-Don't get caught up in numerical sizes. These differ greatly from manufacturer to 
manufacturer and even from style to style within the same company's line. It's not 
unusual for hiking shoes to run a full size larger than dress shoes, for example. 
 
-Put a boot on, but don't lace it up. Stand up and tap the toe of the boot on the ground to 
slide your feet all the way to the front. If you can just fit your finger down the back of the 
boot behind your heel, it's probably a good length. 
 
-Lace the boot up and walk around (on an incline, if possible), then stand on the 
balls of your feet. Make sure your foot doesn't move around too much and your heel 
doesn't slip. If it does, you're likely to get blisters when you're out on the trail.  
 
-Walk down an incline or kick at the ground to see whether your toes jam against the 
front of the boot. If they do, don't buy it. 
 
- If you wear orthotics, such as insole supports, take them along when you shop. Make 
sure you can remove the insoles of the boots you choose and replace them with your 
own. 
 
-Once you've taken your new boots home, be careful to break them in before heading 
out on a big hike. You can do this by wearing them around the neighborhood for a 
week or two. 
 
 

How often do I need to replace my boots?  
 
It's time for new hiking boots or shoes when your current ones show noticeable signs of 
wear -- when the tread on the soles is smooth, the seams are coming apart, or the 
padded lining has worn out. If shoes or boots that have always been dry and comfy 
suddenly start letting in water or causing blisters, buy new ones. 



Finding the right Backpack 
 

When selecting a new backpack you have to consider a number of factors that will 
affect its fit and performance. Much like your hiking boots having an ill fitting pack, or the 
wrong pack for the job, will result in sore back, sore feet, and in extreme cases. Unlike a 
boot that doesn't fit well, the wrong pack will beat you to death in a matter of 
minutes. The first thing to figure out is just what you will be using your pack for. 
Backpacks fall into three basic categories.  

The first of these are daypacks. These are used for short trips, where carrying 
a lot of gear or a lot of weight isn't a big issue.  

The next category is assault packs. An assault pack is used when climbing a 
mountain as a day trip; so you'll need extra capacity for all that gear. It can also 
be used on a weekend trip, or if you practice lightweight backpacking.  

The final category is called a full pack. These packs have lots of room to carry 
a lot of gear. These are used on longer treks, for distance hiking, or if you're 
carrying gear for a couple of people, say a child or an inexperienced friend on 
their first trip.  

There are two basic types of backpacks: external frame and internal frame. The 
purpose of the frame is to transfer the majority of the weight of your equipment onto 
your hips rather than your shoulders. This then allows the strong muscles of your legs to 
carry the weight. The perfect load distribution is 80-90% of the weight on your hips 
and 10-20% on your shoulders. This split in weight also lowers your center of gravity, 
which makes you much more stable on the trail. 

External Frame: Is good for carrying weight. It allows for an air space between your 
back and the pack so you do not sweat as much in the summer. This type of pack is 
usually cheaper than the internal frame, and is easier to find used.  Most old external 
frame backpacks need a new hip belt, which can be replaced inexpensively.  There is 
little flexibility in this type of frame. 

Internal Frame: This type of frame is good for carrying lots of weight. It conforms to the 
body so that the weight is closer to your body, for superior balance on the trail, and off-
trail winter travel. This is a comfortable pack if you must carry it for long periods. 
Because the bag and frame is directly against your back, sweating can be a problem for 
some people, but others do not notice much difference in strenuous conditions. It is 
more expensive than the external frame pack. 

Internal frame packs are extremely popular. They allow the weight to be carried 
closer to your body, which helps with your balance, and offer more adjustments.  

External frame packs are still considered the best choice if you're going to carry a 
heavy load. The larger more complex frame bears the weight better and you have 
limitless attachment points for putting more gear on the outside of your pack.  



If you're looking for a daypack or a frameless assault pack then the process is pretty 
simple for sizing up your pack. You should choose a pack with wide comfortable 
shoulder straps. Some straps are referred to as being, "cobra cut," that is wide at the 
shoulders and then tapering down. These allow the weight to be better distributed. The 
pack should have a waist belt that goes around your waist. This may seem simple 
but if you have a large torso it may be difficult to find a pack that actually does that. The 
waist belt keeps the pack on your back, and helps prevent it from beating on your back 
with each step.  

Some daypacks have sternum straps. This is a strap located around your mid-chest. 
This helps keep the shoulder straps on your shoulders. Men find them very helpful, but 
women may find the tension across their chest uncomfortable.  

 

Sizing the Backpack 
 

It is a good idea to have a friend help you take these measurements comfortably and 
accurately. 

1. Place a piece of masking tape on your 7th 
vertebra, boney protrusion at the base of your 
neck between your shoulders.  

2. Now find the point at the small of your back 
that is exactly level with the top, or shelf, of 
your hipbones. Slide your hands (fingers 
forward, thumbs behind you) down your sides 
until they rest directly on top of your hips. Your 
thumbs will point toward your spine. Have a 
friend ensure that your thumbs are on the 
same horizontal plane across your spine.  

3. Place another piece of tape on the spine at the 
point where the imaginary horizontal plane would cross.  

4. Using a soft measuring tape, place one end on the 7th vertebra (1) and follow the 
contour of your spine to the tape mark on your lower back (3). 

Write down the measurements 
 

Torso Length Suspension Size 

Under 18 in (45 cm) Small 

18 to 20 in (45 to 50 cm) Medium 

21 in (52 cm) and over Large 
 

  

 



The next consideration is adjusting your suspension.  This should be done in the 
store before you take the pack home.  A good store will have pillows filled with weights 
to put a load on the pack, to simulate how it will feel.  

 

Hip Belts: The most important thing is the hip belt. The belt should be resting on the 
hipbones. With the belt on your hips, the weight of the pack can be transferred to that 
part of your body, and your ability to carry weight over a long distance will be greatly 
increased. Miss the hips by being too high and the weight will be on your stomach. Miss 
the hips by being too low and the belt will fit loosely on you so your shoulders will end 
up doing all the work. The hip belt should also fit snuggly around your waist, so that the 
pack isn't bouncing or moving.  

Shoulder Straps: The shoulder belts should fit comfortably on your shoulders. They 
should sit on the softer area that is about at the middle of your collarbone. A shoulder 
belt too close to your neck will be annoying and cause muscle strain. To far outward 
and the shoulders won't be carrying the weight, and they could slip off. If you use the 
sternum strap use it to aid in keeping the shoulder belts where they belong. The 
sternum strap shouldn't be up around your neck and it shouldn't feel like it is crushing or 
strangling you. The belts shouldn't be too tight; if they are they will cut into your armpits. 
If they are too loose the pack will bounce around on your back.  

Sternum Straps: These are meant to keep your shoulder straps from sliding off your 
shoulders under a load (2). They are not meant to support weight and should never be 
pulled so tightly that they restrict breathing.  

Load-Lifters: These should form a 45-degree angle from the frame or top of the pack to 
a point at or above your clavicle.  



Day Hiking Equipment List 

REQUIRED NICE TO HAVE 

A plan and route left with a reliable friend  Cellular telephone  

Daypack or fanny pack  Handheld GPS receiver with spare batteries  

Survival whistle  Binoculars  

Water bottles or hydration system  Plant, animal, or geological field guide  

Compass, floating or sighting  Camera with extra film  

Map  Spare disposable camera  

Pocket knife with locking blade  Pen, pencil and paper  

Rain gear or poncho  Small towel  

Personal first aid kit  Bathing suit  

Flashlight or headlamp with spare batteries  Snake bite kit  

Waterproof matches  IN WINTER 

Two survival candles  Hand warmers  

Large lawn and leaf trash bag  Snow shoes  

Small trash bag  Tarp, emergency tent or bivy sack  

High energy carbohydrate food  Crampons  

Extra pair of socks  Ice Axe  

Survival blanket  Trekking poles  

STRONGLY RECOMMENDED Extra clothing layers  

Sunglasses  Face mask or ski mask  

Insect Repellant  Avalanche rescue beacon  

Sunscreen  Collapsible shovel  

Broad rimmed hat or cap  Glacier glasses  

Walking staff  Emergency heat source, stove, sterno, etc.  

Thirty feet of nylon shock cord  Small pot or container for melting snow  

Six to twelve feet of duct tape    
Toilet paper with plastic Ziploc bag  

 


