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Dear Adult Leader, 

 

So you’ve decided to take your troop on trek.  Congratulations! You have made a decision that 

will give your scouts an experience that will remain with them for a lifetime and an opportunity 

to form bonds and share camaraderie that will last just as long.  Now the big question:  How do 

you best prepare scouts (and, of course, the leaders) for such a unique wilderness experience? 

 

Having led many treks in my life, whether with friends or as a Voyageur, the best way to prepare 

for a wilderness experience is to gain experience.  Here’s how to prepare: 

 

GET EVERYONE OUT IN A CANOE  

If you do nothing else to prepare for a canoe trek, get everyone out in a canoe.  Pick a date, then 

beg, borrow, or steal some canoes and equipment and get out for a couple of hours.  (Stealing 

canoes and equipment is generally illegal and is not condoned by Sabattis Adventure Camp, the 

author, or the Boy Scouts of America.)  Once you have set your date, stick to it.  Your trek will 

be carried out regardless of weather (except for lightning and/or swarms of locusts); so don’t 

cancel your practice canoe trip on account of rain or moderate wind.   

 

PRACTICE CARRYING A CANOE  

The next thing that Voyageurs wish every crew would do is practice a canoe carry with all of the 

items that you intend to bring on trek. Try to carry all of your gear and your canoe for at least a 

half of a mile (all of our treks have at least one carry in excess of 1 mile in length).  Try to make 

the carry in one trip while taking plenty of breaks along the way. Bare-minimum, carry just your 

gear for a mile.  This exercise will hopefully accomplish a number of things:   

 

 Thing the first: The participants will come to the realization that the more stuff they pack, 

the more stuff they will have to carry.  

 Thing the second:  It will be obvious who needs to re-think their packing strategy.  I have 

seen many items loosely strapped to the outside of packs dropped into the mud or swing 

obnoxiously against the back of the wearer’s legs through the duration of the carry. 

 Thing the third:  Demonstrate that canoes are not meant to be carried and are not fun to 

carry.  The sooner you and your scouts have come to this understanding, the sooner you 

will have accurate expectations of what a canoe carry will be like while on trek. 

 

BUILD UP SOME MUSCLE  

Give each participant a calendar and instruction to do a couple of push-ups, sit-ups, and chin-ups 

every morning when they get up and every night before bed.  Use a push lawn mower.  Pick 

rocks out of the garden.  If you don’t have a garden, get a shovel and make one.  Then pick rocks 

out of it.  Mark down what you did on the calendar.  We’re not looking for Mr. Universe to come 

jogging up the road to camp, but participants that are more physically prepared for canoeing long 

distances, carrying backpacks and canoes, and lifting up bear bags generally have a much easier 

time of it. 

 

HAVE A SHAKE DOWN MEETING  

At this meeting, all participants will need to bring their packs packed exactly how they want 

them to be on trek.  Work your way down the equipment list given in the Sabattis Trek Guide 

and be sure that everyone has the items they need and nothing more.  For each item, have the 

participants (adults included) hold up what they intend on bringing on trek.  Pay particular 

attention to rain gear.  What I see each summer are at least two scouts per trek who show up with 

what I call ‘garbage bag ponchos’.  At this point of the shakedown, take these garbage bag 
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ponchos and rip them in half.  The damage inflicted upon the poncho very closely mimics 

exactly what will happen to this style rain gear while on trek.  My suggestion is to require that 

everyone bring a rain jacket (no ponchos) with sleeves and a zipper.  They need not be brand 

new or expensive, but from my experience, if the jacket has these advanced technical features, 

the likelihood of a catastrophic rain suit failure and the subsequent whining is greatly reduced. 

 

Another thing that makes treks flow much smoother is efficiency in setting up and tearing down 

camp.  This requires teamwork, knowledge of the equipment, and most of all, ®°~¡²§¡£K  During 

the shakedown meeting, get out a stopwatch and have everyone set up “camp”.  Set up tents, 

unroll sleeping bags and sleeping pads, unpack some clothes and flashlights, and set up whatever 

crew gear you have.  Next, pack everything up as quickly as possible.  Discuss how everything 

could have been done more efficiently.  Set a new time goal, then do it again, calling out time as 

you go so as to keep everyone working toward that goal.   

 

During this exercise, more emphasis should be placed on tearing down camp, as this is when 

speed really matters.  I have seen crews consistently tear down camp, eat a hot breakfast, and be 

on the water in 1.25 hours from day one, and I have seen others improve to 2.75 hours by day 

five.  Speed is key for a couple of reasons: 

 

1. Though we have a camping permit from the Department of Conservation, this does not 

guarantee us a site.  They are all first-come-first-served. (exception: reserved sites on 

Middle Saranac) We will be competing for the choice campsites with crews from the 

many area camps that send treks into the same areas. 

2. Weather—there is less wind, less chance of rain, and reduced chance of thunderstorms if 

we hit the water early.  Plus, the early morning is a beautiful part of the day that your 

scouts likely have never seen. 

3. Idiots in motorboats, jet skis, and floatplanes don’t like to get up early.  If we can put in 

as many miles as we can before these three amigos make an appearance, much more 

enjoyment will be had. 

4. If it can be shown that a crew can pick up and haul out of a camp quickly, that crew will 

likely sleep in longer in the morning and take more naps in the afternoon. 

 

COME WITH AN OPEN MIND  

Chances are that your Voyageur will be showing you how to do a number of things that you’ve 

never thought about before.  When was the last time you dug a hole in the ground to spit your 

toothpaste into?  Do you even remember?  Odds are, unless you have been on a trek before, you 

have never had to do it.  You will be putting other stuff into cat-holes while on the trail, but I’ll 

leave you in suspense until you get to camp.  The moral of the story is that there are certain 

protocols that are followed in a wilderness setting that will probably seem strange or foreign; 

mentally prepare your participants for that. 

 

Canoeing skills, carrying skills, shakedown, set-up, tear-down, openness to experience…these 

are all things that we look for that you can work on with your crew right now, possibly even this 

instant (assuming that the lakes near you aren’t currently frozen.)  But hold on there Ace, there’s 

some other stuff that we need to talk about. 

 

For starters, it needs to be understood that the reason for the leaders being out on trek is the boys.  

Whether you have received some form of adult leader training or not, you should know by now 

that the intent of the Boy Scout program is for the boys to gain leadership experience.   

 


