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Keep in Touch
 
While this packet will answer many of your questions, we enjoy 
hearing about your specific interests and look forward to making 
the pre-trip planning an exciting part of the journey. Please read 
this entire document.

We encourage you to contact us with any questions as our intent 
is to provide personal attention to your preparation needs. 

Alpine Ascents Seattle: (206) 378-1927

 
Overview
 
Start Location: Alpine Ascents International Office.  
109 W. Mercer Street, Seattle, WA 

Begins: 6:30 a.m., Day 1 of the course. 

Finishes: Between 6:00 p.m. and 10:00 p.m. on the last day of the 
course. Alpine Ascents International provides transportation from 
our offices in Seattle to the trail head. 

 
Meeting Times & Transport 
 
Getting to Seattle

Flight reservations for your course should be made as soon as 
possible. Alpine Ascents uses the services of Charles Mulvehill at 
Scan East West Travel: (800) 727-2157 or (206) 623-2157. He is very 
familiar with our domestic and international programs and offers 
competitive prices on all flights.

Getting from the Airport to the Office

We recommend Shuttle Express: www.shuttleexpress.com 

Follow Ground Transportation signs to Shuttle Express booth. 
Shuttles are available on demand from Seattle–Tacoma 
International Airport to downtown Seattle. 

Taking the Light-Rail from the airport to West Lake Station 
followed by a Lyft or Uber to the office is another cost effective 
and fast option. You can also take a Lyft, Uber, or taxi directly from 
the airport. 

Day 1 of Climb

On the first day of your course you meet us here at our Seattle 
offices at 6:30 a.m. Please arrive in your street clothes. We will 
begin a thorough equipment check and orientation at 6:30 a.m. 
in our  offices, and then depart for the trail head. The location for 
your course will be Mt. Rainier. We have secure storage for gear 
and street clothes while you are on your climb, please bring a 
duffle bag/suitcase to store gear.

Location: Alpine Ascents International Office, Seattle, WA  
(See directions on next page) 

What to bring: Please bring your pack fully packed with all gear 
listed on the gear list. Rental gear can be picked up at the gear 
check. You are responsible to bring all gear on the gear list except 
your rental gear.

If you are unsure if a piece of gear you plan on bringing is suitable 
for the course, please don’t hesitate to contact our offices before 
your arrival. We happily make recommendations.

Climber Information 
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Directions to Alpine Ascents
• From Interstate 5, take the Mercer Street Exit and follow the signs 

to Seattle Center/Space Needle. 

• We are located at 109 West Mercer Street, directly across the 
street from Bank of America and Next Door to Ozzie’s Tavern. 
Street parking is limited to 2-hour parking meters, though there 
are several pay lots near our offices. 

Lodging 

In Seattle

We recommend booking a room for the night prior to the start of 
your climb and for the last night of your climb. After the climb, we 
will return to our offices and you can return to your hotel. Because 
our last day is generally a summit day, there are variables which 
make it difficult to guarantee the exact time each climb will end. 

Recommended Hotel: The MarQueen Hotel 

One block from our office and offering a 15% discount is the 
MarQueen Hotel. Familiar with our programs and helpful.

Reserve by phone:   (206) 282-7407   (888) 445-3076
Mention you are with Alpine Ascents to get the discount. 

Book online: Use Promotional Code Alpine to get the discount at 
http://www.marqueen.com

Please book early as Seattle hotels can be fully booked in 
summer months.
You may elect to stay in any one of the numerous hotels in the 
area, and you will be responsible for getting to our office for your 
gear check and transport where applicable.  We are located in 
lower Queen Anne, downtown Seattle, and are a short taxi cab 
ride away from most of the hotels and equipment shops. 

Other Hotels Nearby:

Mediterranean Inn
(206) 428-4700 http://www.mediterranean-inn.com/

The Maxwell Hotel
(877) 298-9728 http://www.themaxwellhotel.com

Emergency Contact
 
The best way for family or friends to contact you in an emergency 
is through the Seattle office: (206) 378-1927. For emergencies after 
business hours, you may contact our Director of Programs, Gordon 
Janow at home: (206) 419-0097. (texting is ok)
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Meals, Stoves, & Tents
The 8 Day Rainier course takes place on the Emmons Glacier, 
where there is little to no readily available support. We will be 
packing in everything we need for eight days, including food. You 
also need to have your own tent and stove, unless you are renting 
from Alpine Ascents International.

The tent, stove, and cooking utensils, while required for your 
course, can be shared between two climbers to reduce pack 
weight. Pairing climbers prior to the course can be very difficult 
due to many circumstances. We have found it best to do pairings 
at the gear check the morning of your course. Please be aware of 
this possibility to share these items. If you would rather be paired 
with a fellow student before the gear check, we are happy to put 
you in touch with fellow team members.  

Food Shopping
You are responsible for all of  your own food during the course, 
including lunches.  It is advisable to purchase your foods before 
we meet. There are several large supermarkets near our office 
including Trader Joe’s, Safeway, and Metropolitan Market.  If you 
would prefer to incorporate freeze dried meals into your menu, 
our retail shop has a nice selection of Alpine Aire meals. There 
is also an REI in the general vicinity. A comprehensive menu 
planning guide is included below.

Gear
Due to the heavily glaciated temperate mountains in the 
Washington Cascades you may be subject to highly variable 
weather conditions. With this in mind, we developed our gear list 
for the safety and comfort of our climbers. There may be occasions 
when required items are not used because of current weather 
conditions. You are welcome to call the office before your trip to 
check on conditions, but please note the gear list prepares you for 
poor weather conditions. Please read your annotated equipment 
list very carefully. At your gear check we will check and organize 
personal/group gear. 

Review your Gear List

Follow this link for the required gear list and rental form: 
https://www.alpineascents.com/school/rainier-school/gear-list/

You are required to bring every item on this list as described so be 
as precise as possible when packing. We rent quality equipment at 
reasonable rates. In addition, gear is now available for purchase at 
the Alpine Ascents Equipment Store where climbers on an Alpine 
Ascents expedition will receive a discount. 

We have storage for gear and street clothes while you are on your 
climb. Please bring a duffle bag/suitcase to store gear. 

Packing Suggestions 

• Pack everything in two layers of sturdy plastic. (Trash compactor 
bags work best and are equivalent to two layers of plastic)

• Bring one large trash bag to completely and easily cover the 
inside of your pack. 

• It is likely that you will be asked to help carry some of the group 
equipment, so make sure there is some additional room in and 
on your backpack

Recommended Reading
You will get far more out of your course by reading:

Mountaineering: The Freedom of the Hills, 6th ed. 
By Don Graydon and Kurt Hanson

This book provides an excellent overview of the elements involved 
in alpine mountaineering.  Chapters 1,2,3 and 6 review many 
of the aspects we will be covering during your training and 
familiarity with these aspects will greatly enhance your experience. 
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Trip Cancellation Insurance
As there are many unforeseen circumstances that may occur 
during or leading up to the trip, we highly recommend trip 
cancellation insurance. 

Trip cancellation insurance may allow you to receive 
reimbursement if you need to cancel your expedition. 

Please read the Alpine Ascents refund policy for your climb. 

In most situations, trip cancellation insurance may be the only way 
to receive a refund for unused services. 

Alpine Ascents International offers a plan in conjunction with our 
travel insurance partner. Follow the link below to register:

https://www.alpineascents.com/trip-cancellation-insurance-trip/

Cancellation & Refund Policy
Alpine Ascents must adhere to a strict refund policy on all 
expeditions. Please review your application, brochure and our 
website for current refund policy. Our refund policy also protects 
other members who have committed their time and money 
to the expedition. Please visit alpineascents.com for a full list of 
expedition cost inclusions/exclusions.

https://www.alpineascents.com/school/rainier-school/price-schedule/

Evacuation Fee
For climbers who need to be escorted from the mountain, there is 
a minimum fee of $500.00

Tipping
Guides greatly appreciate tips and tipping has long been a part 
of the guide and climber tradition. A general range for this course 
is $295-$440 but is in no way mandatory and should meet both 
your personal comfort levels as well as reflect the quality of service 
provided.  These amounts cover all the guides on your program 
and are shared equally.  As always we are happy to discuss in more 
detail.

Follow us on Facebook and 
Instagram
Like us on Facebook and see our latest news on your Facebook 
page.  www.facebook.com/AlpineAscentsInternational and follow 
us on Instagram at @alpineascents.com

Leave No Trace
Alpine Ascents International practices 
Leave No Trace principles on all 
expeditions. We believe that given the 
proper information most people will 
do all they can to help protect and 
maintain the environment. 

Please Visit: www.lnt.org/learn/7-principles

As guides, we spend time teaching the environmentally 
appropriate Leave No Trace principles and practices. There is 
nothing more beautiful than working hard to get high into the 
mountains, come upon a pristine campsite, witness incredible 
views and have the feeling that no one has been there before. 

Conversely, there is nothing more disheartening than working 
hard to climb a mountain, reaching a site and encountering trash, 
food waste and toilet paper. Please read the seven LNT principles, 
and call the office if you have any questions about what you can 
do to plan ahead.
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Overview 
Food is one of the basic pleasures of wilderness travel. There are 
countless options for putting together healthy and delicious meals 
for long wilderness trips, depending on how much time, effort 
and money you have to spend on preparation before and cooking 
during the trip. Thorough meal planning and preparation is a 
must!  

While all of our expeditions do include meals, our courses serve a 
broader function of teaching sustainability and self-sufficiency in 
the mountains. For this course, you will be responsible for bringing 
and cooking your own food. Guides will review all food items at 
the gear check.

For the Rainier 8 Day Course you will need:
7 Breakfasts
8 Lunches
7 Dinners

Basic Principles
Nourishment and mountaineering are inseparable for those who 
wish to successfully enjoy mountaineering. Climbing requires 
higher daily energy expenditure than most other strenuous 
activities.  Eating well and frequently sustains energy levels and 
keeps us happy as well as helps us to combat the cold conditions 
and inclement weather we will likely encounter on Mt. Rainier 
One of the most challenging parts of a mountain guide’s job is 
discussing and advising our climbers on the types and quantities 
of food to bring on a mountaineering expedition. Unlike clothing 
or sleeping gear where climbers simply have or don’t have an 
adequate item, food is somewhat subjective.  
Some climbers eat large quantities of food, some don’t. Some love 
dehydrated meals while others have digestion issues from eating 
too many. As guides, we can’t tell you exactly what you are going 
to like or how much you are going to eat and there is no way for 
us to tell you if you’re going to want 2500 or 3500 calories per 
day. With that in mind, here are some general thoughts on food 
planning:

Too little food is terrible, but too much food is not the 
answer. 
Going hungry and/or having to live off the extra food of other 
climbers and guides is not fun. On the other hand, you don’t want 
to haul around food that will go uneaten.  Consider the weight 
and volume of what foods you are bringing.

All food selection is a compromise between taste, 
weight, and volume: the space needed to pack an item 
in your backpack. 
A block of cheese is easier to pack than a similar amount weight of 
shredded cheese because it is denser. Dehydrated meals are the 
lightest meals to pack and easiest to prepare, but if you don’t’ like 
them it doesn’t really matter how light and easy they are.

Bring food that you like. 
8 days is a long time to be unhappy with your food choices. If 
you don’t like a particular food in your home, it is unlikely you are 
going to start enjoying it in the mountains.

It’s your responsibility to check food preferences and 
amounts prior to your trip. 
Is 1 cup dry cereal with 3 tablespoons of powdered milk enough 
for one breakfast or will you be happier with 1.5 cups? How 
much pasta should you bring for one dinner - 2 packets of instant 
oatmeal or 3? Trying out a few mountain meals at home will give 
you a much better sense of what to bring. Test out snack/lunch 
options before your course.

Condiments 
Salt, pepper, mustard, hot sauce, sugar, etc. are all great additions 
to any meal plan, especially if you are not using dehydrated meals 
(as they are already very high in sodium). The lightest option is 
to pick up individual serving packets from the deli section at the 
grocery and store them in a Ziploc bag. Also, very, very small (1 oz.) 
plastic storage containers with screw-on caps can be purchased at 
most outdoor stores for condiment storage. 

Hot Drinks 
An essential part of breakfast and dinner for both hydration and 
wellbeing. Coffee drinkers take heart – there can be decent coffee 
in the mountains! Starbuck’s VIA’s have become the new standard 
on mountaineering expeditions. A small portion of powdered 
milk and sugar can be added to preference. Black tea, yerba mate, 
herbal teas, hot chocolate and powdered chai are other options. 
Plan on bringing enough for 2 to 5 hot drinks per day!

Food Storage 
Meats and cheeses are great foods for this course as they will not 
spoil due to cold temperature. Reduce excess packaging. Get rid 
of boxes, extra wrapping, etc. Ziplocks are great for repackaging 
food. A few medium sized stuff sacks are great to help organize 
food while in camp.

Rainier 8 Day Course Meal Planning
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Drinking Water 
You may want to consider bringing Nuun active hydration tablets 
or other cold drink mix to add into drinking water for electrolyte 
replacement during your course. *Please note the emphasis on 
hot drinks and other liquids in the menu. Staying hydrated while 
climbing is very important, and this issue is addressed in-depth 
while on the course. 

Breakfasts 
 
Breakfast (~300–600 calories) x 7 
Having a hot breakfast is important, especially in cold weather 
environments. Most climbers go with instant or quick cooking 
hot cereals like oatmeal or Cream of Wheat, or dry cereals and 
powdered milk mixed with hot water.  All of these meals taste 
better and provide more calories when fortified with dried fruits, 
nuts, honey, butter, even chocolate chips! Tastier (and heavier!) 
breakfast ideas are included below.

For your course you should have 7 breakfasts. About half of 
these should be basic meals to carry higher on the mountain and 
the remaining can be more luxurious meals at the beginning if the 
trip when we are lower. Don’t forget your Hot Drinks!

Breakfast Ideas
- 1 cup of granola + freeze dried fruit +  3 tablespoons of     
  powdered milk mixed with hot water
- 2 packs of instant oatmeal + dried fruit + nut butter 
- Dehydrated breakfast meal (check serving and calories)
- 2 packs of instant grits + bacon crumbles + cheese + butter +  
  salt and pepper to taste
- 2-4 powdered eggs + 4-6 strips precooked bacon +    
  tortilla

 
Lunches 
 
Lunch (~800 – 1600 calories) x 8
Lunch begins just after breakfast and ends just before dinner. It is 
the most important meal of the day and needs to have enough 
variety to keep you happy over 8 days. Continuous eating of 
small quantities will keep up your energy levels for the whole day, 
especially on big travel/summit days where we will be on the 
move for 8 hours or more.

For your course you need lunch food for 8 days.  Determining 
the amount of lunch food to bring is difficult to gauge on your 
first mountaineering expedition. General guidelines are given 
below. The rule many guides work with is the weight of your lunch 
food should be equivalent to weight of your breakfast and dinner 
food added together.

Each day it’s nice to have a  Real Food item. You may consider 
some of these tasty sandwich/ wrap combinations:
1.  Start with a hearty bread product: flatbread, bagel, naan, flour  
     tortilla, croissant, or pita pocket 
2.  Add Protein: hard cheese, Laughing Cow cheese wedges (no   
     refrigeration needed), cured meat, dehydrated black beans or 
     hummus, nut butter (we like Trail Butter because it comes in a 
     squeeze pouch), tuna pouch, or smoked salmon 
3.  Add Flavor/Texture:  dried fruit, chips, hot sauce, mustard, or 
     pesto 
 
Also consider, a hearty pre-made sandwich, leftover pizza, or a 
burrito for the first day of the course

In addition you will add in Snack Food to supplement your Real 
Food. These include:
- Nuts (cashew and almonds personal favorite - can buy in   
  1lb quantities at Trader Joe’s)
- Jerky - beef, turkey, bacon, salmon, and tofu jerky are all great  
  options 
- Dried Fruit (again, Trader Joe’s has best selection and is    
  prepackaged by weight)
- Peanut Butter filled pretzel chunks
- Trail mix
- Cheese sticks/squares
- Plantain chips - both sweet and savory flavors are excellent

For summit day or big travel days (usually three total on a 6-day 
Course) focus on energy rich food. On these days we travel for 
roughly an hour between breaks. At each break you should be 
eating 200-300 calories (or about 1 energy bar). These days can 
have 4-8 breaks. These foods include:
- Energy bars - Focus on bars with real ingredients.  We love  
  Probars, Pure Organic, Kit’s Organic, Larabar, and Chia Bars.   If you   
  are ambitious, try making your own!  
- Energy chews (Shot Bloks or the like)
- GU’s, Cliff Shots, etc.
- Candy bars (Snicker’s are a favorite of most climbers)
- Gummy bears

Dinners 
 
Dinner (~800–1,200 calories) x 7 
For the greatest preparation and cooking ease, freeze-dried food 
is an option. Usually, these foods only require that boiling water 
be added, and can be eaten within minutes. Often the packaging 
serves as heating container, and the meal may be eaten from it; 
thus there are no pots/bowls to clean. However in cold or high
altitude environments following manufacturer’s recommendations 
is often not sufficient to fully reconstitute freeze-dried food. Other 
downsides of freeze-dried food are the cost, usually an increase in 
garabge which must be packed out, lack of flavor, etc.
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We recommend for only slightly more effort but vastly reduced 
cost, any supermarket can be tapped for a wide variety of easily 
prepared foods. Items such as Knorr rice or pasta entrees in 
envelopes cook in 5 to 10 minutes, and are very tasty. (There are 
many other brands available). It is best if you experiment ahead of 
time at home, so that you know which you prefer.

For those with a culinary creative streak, very tasty meals can be 
made up from scratch with only a minimum of additional effort. 
Items such as quick brown rice, quick or instant white rice, bulgur, 
instant precooked and dried beans, dehydrated vegetables, 
packaged or bulk sauce mixes, smoked salmon, exotic cheeses 
and whatever spices and herbs you like or want to experiment 
with can be prepared in excellent combinations.

You will need 7 dinners for your course. Many guides bring a 
soup packet, like instant miso soup, for each meal (unless the meal 
is already soup based). This makes a great pre-dinner hot drink 
and helps keep us on top of our hydration. Don’t forget your Hot 
Drinks!

Dinner Ideas 
- 1 packet instant ramen noodle soup + sweet and spicy jerky  
  (shredded) + parmesan cheese + dehydrated vegetables 
- 1 pre-pouched Indian Meal (we like Tasty Bites) + boil in the bag 
  rice + coconut oil (vegetarian/vegan depending on meal choice) 
- 1 box mac and cheese + sundried tomatoes + tuna packet + red 
  pepper flakes 
- 1 box cous cous + sundried tomatoes + pine nuts + chunks of 
  salami 
- More Mix and Match One Pot Meals Ideas from Dirty Gourmet 

Dessert
Basically you want something sweet to have as you sit around 
after dinner, enjoying the scenery. Some people consider sweet 
hot drinks dessert, while others bring instant Jell-O pudding (a half 
package is enough for one dessert), cookies, candy, or chocolate. 
Jell-O no bake cakes or specialty cookies can also make a great 
dessert.

Special Diets
You can source most of these specialty products at Whole Foods 
(there is a branch near our office) or online at Thrive Market. 

Paleo/ Whole 30

Breakfast Options  (Yes, there’s life outside of oatmeal!)
- Powered eggs + bacon bits + coconut wrap 
- Grain Free Granola + freeze dried fruit + powdered Coconut Milk 

Lunch Options
- Smoked Oysters/Trout/Salmon + Nori Seaweed Wraps
- Salami + Almond Flour Crackers
- Almond Butter + Figs + Dark Chocolate 
- Trader Joe’s Dried Flattened Banana + Almond Butter 
- Grass fed Pemmican 

Dinner Options
- Organic Instant Mashed Potatoes (try this brand from Whole  
  Foods) + kale chips + salami 
- Go Raw Sprouted Flax Snacks + Pepperoni Slices 
  Paleo Meals To-Go –Dehydrated Paleo Meals

Vegan 

Breakfast Options
- Breakfast Grains (Oatmeal, Cream of Wheat, or Grits) + Healthy Fat  
  (nut butter or coconut oil) + Dried/Freeze Dried Fruit   
  (strawberries, apricots, figs etc.)
- Granola (check the package to ensure no butter) + powdered   
  coconut milk

Lunch Options
- Tortillas + dehydrated hummus + “cheezy” kale chips 
- Bagel + nut butter + dried fruit 

Dinner Options
- 1 box Vegan Mac and “Cheese” + sundried tomatoes  
- Dehydrated lentil soup + nutritional yeast flakes + hearty bread 
- Tortilla + Dehydrated black beans + boil in the bag rice + TVP 

Vegan Freeze-Dried Options
Alpine Aire:  Santa Fe Black Beans and Rice, Veggie Burrito Bowl, 
Wild Quinoa Pilaf 
Backpacker’s Pantry: Louisiana Red Beans + Rice
Mary Jane’s Farm: Lentils, Rice, & Indian Spice
Good To-Go: Smoked 3-Bean Chili, Bibimbap, Herbed Mushroom 
Risotto 

Additional Resources
Online Recipes and Inspiration

www.trailcooking.com 
www.wildernesscooking.com 
http://www.theyummylife.com/Backpacking_Food 
http://www.dirtygourmet.com/

Printed Materials 

Mountaineering: Freedom of the Hills, 6th edition, Chapter 3
The Expedition Cookbook, by Carolyn Gunn
The NOLS Cookery by Claudia Pearson of the National Outdoor 
Leadership School
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A Training Program for Alpine Ascents’ 
Rainier Expeditioners

By Courtenay & Doug Schurman of BodyResults.com

Introduction
Mountain climbing is a serious undertaking. Just because 
you exercise regularly (4–6 times per week) does not mean 
you have the conditioning needed to climb a 10,000 foot or 
higher mountain. Plenty of people who can run a marathon 
fail to summit mountains without the proper training. Pure 
cardiovascular fitness is simply not enough. You need to be able to 
ascend 9–10,000 feet with substantial weight on your back. Expect 
to carry at least a 40–50 pound pack or more to get to base camp 
over 4,500 feet of gain. The ascent to the summit, comparable 
elevation gain to the approach, involves carrying a pack weight of 
about half that of your approach pack. 

1. Climbing Conditioning: pack-loaded uphill hiking, walking, 
and stair climbing 

2. Strength Training for the lower body and core 

3. Cardiovascular Training: including both aerobic and 
anaerobic workouts without pack weight 

4. Flexibility Training 

Most people will need to train specifically for their course for 
at least 4–6 months. During your training, you will need to 
progressively ramp up your pack weight, time, distance and 
elevation gain (at roughly 10% per week) to safely and effectively 
build your climbing-specific conditioning. Trying to rush this will 

increase the risk of experiencing some sort of training injury and 
not being ready for the climb. Below are more details of how to 
incorporate these four priorities into your program. 

Climbing Conditioning
Hike steep outdoor trails, gradually increasing your pack weight 
with each outing until you are at your target climb pack weight. If 
you live where it is relatively flat, go up and down stairs or train on 
an inclined treadmill or stairmaster. Use whatever varied surface 
terrain (i.e. gravel beds, sand dunes, river banks) you have access 
to.  A reasonable goal would be to ascend 3,500 feet carrying an 
average pack of 50 pounds in a 2–3 hour period, or roughly 1,250 
vertical feet in an hour. A good training option for pack weight 
is to carry water in gallon containers or collapsible jugs, so you 
can dump water at the top as needed, to lighten the load for the 
descent.    

One training technique that is useful for altitude climbing is to 
include higher intensity interval training in your weekly program. 
To do this, find a steep hill or sets of stairs that will allow you to 
climb steadily for several minutes. Push as hard as you can going 
up, then recover coming down, and repeat for anywhere from 
20–45 minutes depending on how close to your climb you are.  
Add weight to your pack on a regular basis, no more than 10% per 
week, until you can carry your target climb pack weight the entire 
time.  

In early season, you might start with a hike that gains up to 
1500–2000’ elevation over 6 miles round trip and carry a 15–20# 
pack; each hike try adding 2–3 pounds until you are comfortable 
with a 40# pack, then begin increasing the total elevation gain and 
mileage. When you can gain 3,500 feet with a 40# pack, 

Preparing for Mountaineering School
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(Climbing Conditioning continued) 

start decreasing rest breaks and increasing speed, and once you 
reach your target time, add the final weight until you can carry 
your target climb pack weight for the desired elevation gain and 
mileage.

Strength Conditioning
Training with free weights, bands, a backpack, bodyweight 
exercises, or gym machines will help you build overall strength, 
particularly in the core (lower back and abdominals), upper back 
and shoulders, and legs. Developing strength in your upper back 

and shoulders will help you with such tasks as carrying a heavy 
pack, using trekking poles and ice axes effectively.  The calves, hips, 
quads, hamstrings and glutes are all involved in ascending and 
descending glacier, ice, and rock routes, and strength endurance is 
required in all areas of the legs and hips.  

 Training primarily with free weights will give you the functional, 
climbing-specific strength that will help you most in the 
mountains. Free weight–training requires that you balance the 
weights as you would your own body, weighted with a pack, in 
three-dimensional space. When starting any strength conditioning 
program, complete two full-body strength workouts a week for 
30–45 minutes each, focusing on compound exercises such as 
squats, lunges, step–ups, dips, pull-ups, rows, dead lifts, bench 
presses, pushups, and overhead presses.    

In the beginning phase of strength conditioning, focus on 
building a foundation for harder workouts; to that end, keep the 
weight light enough to concentrate on good form and complete 
2 sets of each exercise for 8–10 repetitions. As you continue to 
train, you will shift focus to building strength (generally lower 
reps 5–8 with heavier weight). 4–6 weeks before your climb, shift 
your training to focus on strength endurance (higher reps 10–15 
with light weight) to turn the newly gained strength into greater 
strength endurance. Each training phase should vary the weight 
used, repetitions completed, number of sets, and rest intervals. 
Regardless of training phase, always be sure you maintain proper 
form in order to prevent injury or strain. 

Cardiovascular Conditioning
Include spinal–loading aerobic training options such as jogging, 
walking on an inclined treadmill, doing stair stepping or stepmill 
training, trail running, working on an elliptical machine, walking 
up and down hills, or participating in step aerobic classes. While 
biking, rowing and swimming are aerobic options for the earliest 
stages of training, be sure as you get closer to your climb that you 
include activities suggested above that load the spine and legs 
the same way that hiking will.    

When first beginning a cardiovascular training program, begin 
with three workouts  (i.e. Monday, Wednesday and Friday) of 30 
minutes of sustained activity at a moderate intensity, and build to 
4–5 aerobic sessions of sustained effort for at least 45–60 minutes 
(taking perhaps Wednesday and Sunday as days off, for example.) 
Be sure to include a 5–10 minute gentle warm–up before working 
at your target heart rate for the day (for most workouts, choose a 
level of exertion that allows you to connect a few words together 
in a phrase, but leaves you feeling comfortably tired at the end of 
the workout), and cool down with 5–10 minutes of appropriate 
stretching of the muscles you use most in your activity, including 
lower back, calves, hamstrings, hips and quadriceps. 
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Flexibility Conditioning
Be sure to include at least 5–10 minutes of targeted stretching 
following every workout, specifically for the hamstrings, glutes, 
hips, calves, lower back and quadriceps. If you have any areas of 
concern early season, add emphasis to making sure you have 
normal range of motion about all your joints. This will become 
even more important as you add weight and distance to your 
conditioners. 

Putting It All Together
Roughly a month before your climb or course, you should be 
at the conditioning level where you are comfortable hiking on 
consecutive weekend days, what is referred to as back-to-back 

training. This involves hiking with your target climb pack weight 
(40–50#) on the first day for at least 4,000–5,000’ gain, and a 
somewhat lighter pack for greater mileage on the second day to 
simulate your approach and summit days of your climb. This will 
not only be helpful physically but also prepare you psychologically 
for the challenge of repeat high-effort days without any recovery 
days in between. A sample week of training a month prior to your 
climb might look like the chart above, in an effort to help you 
build as much stamina as possible.

Be sure to include at least one recovery day per week and listen 
closely to your body. Take the final week to taper or gradually 
reduce intensity and volume of training so that by the time 
you leave for your climb you are well rested and physically and 
psychologically up to the challenge.

You can find additional training resources at BodyResults.com: 

• Training Articles 
• Training Books and DVDs 
• Customized Online Mountaineering Specific Training

Special discounts are available for Alpine Ascents Customers at: 
www.BodyResults.com/aai

This training information was provided by Wilderness Sports 
conditioning experts Courtenay and Doug Schurman of 
BodyResults.com. They are the exclusive conditioning resource for 
Alpine Ascents. They oversee all client training, are co-authors of 
the book, The Outdoor Athlete (2009) and are creators of the Train 
To Climb Mt Rainier DVD. 

Weekly Workout Schedule

Type M Tu W Th F Sa Su

Climbing

Hills, stairs or high in-
cline treadmill 45–60 
min, 40–50 lb pack 
(short bursts >85% 
Max HR)

Hike 8–10 miles, 
40–50 lb pack, gain 
4–5,000 ft.

Hike 8–10 miles, 
20–25 lb pack, gain 
4–5,000 ft.

Strength Full body, 12–15 reps 
per set, 45 min.

Full body, 8–10 reps 
per set, 45 min.

Cardio 30 min recovery level 
(<65% Max HR)

75 min. no pack
distance level 
(65–75% Max HR)

45 min. no pack 
tempo level (75–85% 
Max HR)

Flexibility 10–15 min. at the end 10–15 min. at the end 10–15 min. at the end 10–15 min. at the end
As needed to prevent 
stiffness

As needed to prevent 
stiffness
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Hydration
Humans are mostly water. Our brain is cushioned by fluid, our 
joints are lubricated by fluid, our blood is 90% water, and every 
biochemical reaction takes place in water. Exercise causes water 
loss through sweating, breathing, and metabolism. When it is 
warm we sweat to lose heat and when it is cold we lose water to 
moisten the cold air we breathe. Obviously maintaining enough 
water in our system is important, but how important?

Dehydration
Dehydration is often overlooked as a cause of accidents, illness, 
and injury in the mountains. With just a 2% fluid deficit we 
experience mental deterioration, decreased group cooperation, 
vague discomfort, lack of energy and appetite, flushed skin, 
impatience, sleepiness, nausea, an increased pulse rate and a 25% 
loss in efficiency.

How much water should we drink to stay healthy? Probably more 
than we usually drink. 3 to 4 liters a day is the minimum, with 
another liter added for cold or high altitude conditions. Thirst is a 
poor indicator, alerting us to the fluid deficit after we are already 
dehydrated and indicating we are satiated before we are fully 
rehydrated. Urine color and volume are helpful indicators; darker, 
more concentrated urine is an indicator of dehydration. This is a 
later sign, appearing after our body has decided to conserve fluid.

Fluids must be forced to maintain hydration in the mountains.

Drink early, anticipating fluid loss throughout the day.
Drink often, preventing mental and physical deterioration.
Drink more than you think you need.

Hypothermia
Hypothermia occurs when body temperature drops to 95° F or 
lower. It can develop whenever heat loss exceeds heat production 
and is common during the wind, rain and hail of summer as well 
as the cold of winter. In order to prevent hypothermia it helps to 
understand the mechanisms of heat production and heat loss.

Heat Production

Our basal metabolic rate is a constant internal furnace.
Shivering produces heat at a rate 5 times greater than our 
metabolic rate.

How We Lose Heat

Conduction: Direct contact between a hot and cold object
Convection: Heat loss to moving air or water
Radiation: Infrared or heat radiation passing to a cold object.
Evaporation: Through sweating and breathing

Signs & Symptoms

Mental: Apathy, lethargy, slow and improper response to cold, 
deterioration in decision making ability, increased complaints, 
decreased group cooperation
Physical: Shivering, loss of fine motor skills progressing to 
stumbling, clumsiness and falling

Treatment & Prevention

Remove yourself from the cold, dry off, insulate, and hydrate with 
hot drinks and food. With what we know about heat loss, we 
should never fall victim to hypothermia.

Mountaineering Physiology



Alpine Ascents International  •  109 W Mercer St.  •  Seattle, WA  •  p: (206) 378-1927  •  f : (206) 378-1937  • e: climb@alpineascents.com  •  www.alpineascents.com Mountaineering Physiology              13

Frostbite 
As blood flow declines, cooling can progress to freezing. The 
fluid between cells freezes forming ice crystals that draw water 
out of the cells, dehydrating them. A second phase of damage 
occurs during rewarming. Damaged cells release substances 
that promote constriction and clotting in small blood vessels, 
impairing blood flow to the tissues. Frostnip, Superficial frostbite, 
and Deep frostbite correlate to 1st, 2nd and 3rd degree burns. 
Causes of frostbite include cold stress, low temperatures, wind 
chill, poor insulation, contact with supercooled metal or gasoline, 
interference with circulation; cramped position, tight clothing, 
local pressure, tight fitting or laced boots, and dehydration.

Immersion Foot 
A local, non-freezing cold injury that occurs in cold, wet conditions 
usually in temperatures of 30 to 40° F. It can occur with only ten 
hours of exposure to these conditions. Dry socks and feet provide 
total protection. Rotate socks as needed. Dry out socks on your 
body and in your sleeping bag overnight, and always sleep with 
warm dry feet.

Altitude Illness 

Oxygen diffuses from the alveoli in the lungs into the blood 
because the gas pressure is greater in the alveoli than in blood. At 
altitude, diminished air pressure reduces the pressure in the alveoli 
and decreases the amount of oxygen diffusing into the blood. 

Factors that can affect the incidence and severity of 
altitude illness:

1. Rate of ascent
2. Altitude attained (especially sleeping altitude)
3. Length of exposure
4. Level of exertion
5. Hydration and diet
6. Inherent physiological susceptibility

Signs & Symptoms 

AMS: headache, malaise, loss of appetite, nausea, disturbed sleep, 
peripheral edema

Pulmonary Edema (fluid accumulation in the lungs):
AMS, shortness of breath, fatigue, dry cough progressing to 
productive cough, increased heart rate and respiratory rate, rales 
(sounds of fluid in the lungs), ataxia.

Cerebral Edema (swelling of the brain):
AMS, changes in level of consciousness, ataxia, severe lassitude, 
headache, vision disturbances, seizures, hallucinations, etc.

Prevention & Treatment

Ascend slowly, climb high and sleep low, high carbohydrate diet, 
hydrate. If you experience the symptoms of altitude illness, the 
most effective treatment is to descend as soon as possible. 


