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Beginner’s guide to
getting fit for trekking

Fitness instructor Chase Tucker describes his top five training 
exercises for trekkers and mountaineers

You might be a marathon runner 
or able to leg press more than 
200 kilos but that doesn’t mean 

you’re going to find trekking uphill with 
a backpack for seven hours a day a cinch. 
Trekkers need great multi-joint strength 
and muscular endurance, and while 
challenging bushwalks are the best way 
to build this, there are a number of other 
things you can do through the week to 
speed up your preparation and ensure 
you stay pain-free.

All the strength training in the world 
will go to waste on the mountain if you 
haven’t first developed stability and 
bilateral strength. Once you have 

maximised your quality of movement, 
you can start working on building serious 
endurance and, of course, mental strength.

Here are some of the most effective 
exercises in my experience:

a. SuSpenSion piStol Squat
Most fitness instructors nowadays use a 
suspension training system to help people 
build strength and stability. Grab the 
handles with one or both hands and lean 
back on one straight leg, the other straight 
out in front in a horizontal position. Bend 
the knee of the vertical leg, and slowly 
lower yourself until your butt hits your 

calf muscle, ensuring your heel stays firm 
on the ground. Tighten your core, exhale 
and push up from the heel to a standing 
position, using your arms if need be. Start 
off with three to five reps and focus on 
your form, keeping an upright, neutral 
spine, then gradually increase the rep 
range up to 20. If you do two to three sets 
regularly you’ll see quick improvements 
in leg strength, not to mention balance.

b. SuSpenSion mountain 
climber
I use this aptly named core/cardio hybrid 
exercise in a few ways. Done quickly, it’s 
great for getting the heart rate up in 

interval training sessions, which builds 
stamina. Done at a snail’s pace, it 
strengthens the hip flexor, which takes 
some of the working load off your 
quadriceps on the uphill so that you 
fatigue at a lower rate. Begin with your 
feet hanging directly below the anchor, 
then drive up one knee at a time into your 
chest. If you stay strong through your core 
and glutes it’ll prevent your hips from 
lowering down, and build bulletproof 
core strength.

c. bulgarian Split Squat
After building a strong basis of bilateral 
strength using squat variations, the 
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Bulgarian split squat is your number-one 
weapon for boosting leg strength as it 
simultaneously trains your glutes, quads 
and hamstrings. Start in a deep lunge 
position and put your back foot up on a 
box or bench of knee height or lower. 
Lower your back knee to the ground 
repeatedly, staying balanced and strong 
through your core on the way up. Ensure 
your front knee doesn’t extend past your 
toes. I’ve found that the quadriceps 
respond very well to high volume, so 
aiming for two to three sets of 10 to 
20 reps on each leg is the goal.

d. dead bug
In takes only five to six weeks to start 
building a solid foundation of core 
strength, particularly when you include 
functional, dynamic exercises in your 
program. The dead bug is perfect for this 
but it takes concentration, mental strength 
and control. As with all core exercises it’s 
best done slowly, as the muscles are slow 
twitch. Maintaining straight, upright arms 
and legs is enough for beginners. For a 

real challenge, lower your legs to the 
ground away from the mid-section of your 
body. Work on 30 to 90 seconds of this 
exercise without rest to build functional 
core strength with an endurance focus, 
ensuring you maintain a strong mid-
section and neutral spine throughout. 

e. Single leg hip thruSt
This is my go-to equipment-free exercise 
for building strong, functional strength in 
the glutes and hips. It’s also great for 
hamstring development and preventing 
knee injuries. Begin by driving your heel 
into the ground and pushing the hips as 
high as possible inwards and upwards. 
Ensure your hips remain in line with your 

shoulders and ribcage, rather than twisting 
towards the upright leg. Pause at the top 
briefly and then lower slowly until your 
glutes almost touch the ground. Repeat 
for two to three sets of 15 to 30 reps.
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moSt common miStakeS?

Starting too late: I often get 
approached by people with four weeks 
to go before their trek, which simply 
isn’t enough time to see physiological 
adaptations from any type of training. 
Adaptations in cardiovascular fitness 
can take six to eight weeks of regular 
training, and strength gains require 
even longer (eight to 12 weeks). 
Things like flexibility can take years.

 lack of variety: Lack of variety in your 
training is not only tedious, it can also 
leave you underprepared. Walking or 
running is obviously necessary, but if all 
you do is walk and run you’re leaving a 
gap in your armour that will invite injury. 
This gap should be filled with strength 
training, stability work, stretching, 
interval training and core work. You can 
never do too much core.

 ignoring altitude: Altitude sickness 
can strike anyone at any time 

regardless of fitness, but this doesn’t 
mean altitude training is a waste of 
time. By training in a simulated altitude 
environment or using a training mask, 
you can gain an understanding of 
how altitude can affect your body and 
particularly your mind. This could save 
your life in the mountains, or at least 
improve your mountain experience.

 ignoring gravity: Swimming is an 
excellent way to build total body 
strength and cardiovascular fitness, 
but its short-term effectiveness for the 
mountains is very limited as it doesn’t 
place gravitational forces on the body. 
Both trekking and mountaineering are 
a battle against gravity, so your training 
must reflect this. If have less than 
12 weeks to prepare, you’re better off 
cross training with yoga or pilates than 
swimming laps.

not interval training: It has been 
proven in countless studies that interval 

training offers better results in less time 
than simply training at one heart rate, 
known as steady-state cardio. If you 
don’t have the drive or training partner 
to motivate you into that 90 to 100 per 
cent effort range, interval training could 
prove well worth it. If you don’t have 
time to walk two to three hours a day, 
this is for you.

putting up with muscle soreness: 
A lot of people skip the dynamic 
stretching part of their routine and 
end up being sore for longer. If you 
know what you’re doing, self-myofacial 
release (or foam rolling) is a great way 
to reduce muscle soreness and joint 
stress. In the outdoors, I use a Nalgene 
one-litre bottle as a substitute for the 
roller. 

how often to train?
If you’re already very active I 
recommend starting your training 
three to four months out, doing five 
or six sessions a week. An average 
week mid-program might involve a 
moderate-paced walk on Monday, 
resistance training for the legs and 
core on Tuesday and Thursday, plus 
an interval session on stairs while 
wearing a pack on Thursday, then a 
long hike on Saturday on steep and 
uneven terrain to get your stability 
and confidence up. Set yourself the 
goal of hiking one or two kilometres 
further than the longest day on your 
planned trek, and remember: no one 
ever comes back from an expedition 
saying they trained too hard.
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Walking or running is obviously 
necessary, but if all you do is 
walk and run you’re leaving a  

gap in your armour
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Chase Tucker is founder of Base Camp Adventure 
Fitness in Brisbane, which prepares hikers, climbers, 
mountaineers and skiers for their adventures through 
online, indoor and outdoor training. basecampfit.com


