
- Introduction - 
 
 

o, you want to thru-hike the Pacific Crest Trail? 
You’re taking all the steps necessary to prepare yourself. You’re leaving 
no stone unturned. You’re reaching out to former thru-hikers. You’ve 

already memorized every page of Yogi’s Pacific Crest Trail Handbook. You’ve 
spent more time reading PCT blogs than you can recall. You’ve lost sleep over 
whether you should bring a sleeping bag or quilt, tent or tarp, and which bear 
canister to buy. You’ve mapped out every location where mail drops will be sent. 

And then somehow you stumbled upon this book. 
“A psychological guide? To hiking? Let me guess, one foot in front of the 

other. Do this approximately 5.3 million times and you have successfully 
walked from Mexico to Canada. It’s as simple as that, right?” 

Right. Except for one thing, the five point three million part. 
You might assume that the most difficult aspect of walking the Pacific Crest 

Trail’s 2,650 mile distance would be purely physical. Undoubtedly, thru-hiking 
the Pacific Crest Trail is a daunting physical feat. You will push your body to 
new extremes. You will sweat. You will struggle. You will wake up and fall 
asleep sore. With that said, the physical challenge is not what causes countless 
numbers of aspiring thru-hikers to fall short of their goal. 

In no uncertain terms, the psychological and emotional struggle is what 
drives people off the Pacific Crest Trail; those struggles are the basis of your 
very own Pacific Crest trials. 

It’s soul-crushing homesickness and loneliness. It’s arid, sweltering, desert 
heat. It’s dealing with consecutive days of maddening thirst while calculating 
the number of steps you can take between sips of water; rationing sucks. It’s 
trying to sleep through sub-freezing temperatures above treeline, hoping that 
wearing every article of clothing in your pack and wrapping your sleeping bag 
over your head will provide enough warmth to grant a few hours of sleep. It’s 
getting to town and learning that the next 80-miles of the trail are closed due to 
wildfires. 

It’s hiking through a swarm of mosquitoes. It’s boredom that comes from 
three days worth of seemingly identical terrain. It’s pain that strangleholds 
every muscle of your body upon waking. It’s putting on the same sweat-soaked 
clothes for a consecutive week. It’s pooping in the rain; have fun trying to wipe. 
It’s your hiking partner informing you that he just purchased his flight home, 
less than one month into your thru-hike; now what? 

It’s drinking discolored stream water. It’s getting hit with an unexpected 
snowstorm. It’s wandering a mile off trail before realizing you have no idea 
where you are. It’s living in a constant coat of sweat, sunscreen, and sand. It’s 
simultaneously realizing that the only thing remaining in your food bag is a Clif 
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Bar and mustard packet, with 21 miles to go before town. It’s walking for days 
on end with a set of throbbing blisters between your toes and on the sides of 
your heels. It’s arriving to a water cache that you were relying on, only to learn 
it’s been entirely consumed. 

It’s veering off trail to go to the bathroom, only to look down and notice that 
you’ve just walked through Poodle-Dog Bush. It’s running through a storm 
while lightning crashes down on all sides of you. It’s an animal rustling outside 
your tent just moments before you were going to fall asleep. 

These are the reasons people throw in the towel, not because a climb is too 
daunting. 

That’s why all the how-to advice in the world regarding logistics and terrain, 
while important, will do nothing to keep you inspired enough to stick with your 
goal when the going gets tough. Going through the hassle of devising an 
elaborate resupply schedule, a conventional pre-trail strategy, gives the illusion 
of essential preparation, but in reality, a solid percentage1 of aspiring thru-
hikers won’t make it to all of their resupply locations. If a mail-drop is sent, but 
no one is there to receive it, does it really exist? Let’s be clear, if finishing the 
Pacific Crest Trail is your goal, your time could be better spent. 

Many successful thru-hikers have gotten by without sending a single mail 
drop before leaving for Campo. That’s not to say this is the best strategy for 
your needs. The point is, focusing on your resupply strategy before honing in on 
your mental preparation is like sharpening your pencil as your primary means 
of preparing for a test.  

So, who are we to insist that preparing your brain is the most important 
aspect of a thru-hike? 

I am Zach Davis, the primary voice of this book. Hey, how’s it going? I thru-
hiked the Appalachian Trail in 2011. Prior to my departure, I had exactly zero 
backpacking experience. I learned how to pitch a tent just a few nights before 
leaving for the trail. Simply put, I was as incompetent about living outdoors and 
long-distance backpacking as it gets. 

Beginning in the months leading up to my journey all the way through 
finishing my thru-hike, I kept a running diary on my blog: theGoodBadger.com. 
I wasn’t interested in the day-to-day details of backpacking; the names of 
summits, gaps, and bodies of water go in one ear and out the other. Instead, 
what interested me were the mind games, trail culture, emotional rollercoaster, 
and personal metamorphosis that comes along with living outside for half a 
year. On my blog, I detailed not only my struggles, but the larger trends I 
noticed among my hiking peers. Before I knew it, I was getting more traffic and 
positive feedback to my website in a single month than I had in the previous 
year. 

Apparently I struck a chord. 
When I finished the trail, I wanted to find a book detailing the psychological 

aspects of thru-hiking to see how it compared to my experiences. What I found 
baffled me. This book didn’t exist. There are a plethora of how-to books, none of 
which deal with the most challenging aspect of the trail?! 

Fine, I’ll do it. 

                                            
1 The Pacific Crest Trail Association, the nonprofit that oversees the PCT, does not keep an 

accurate record of completion rate stats. Their website used to estimate somewhere near 50%. 



In the months following the completion of my thru-hike, I wrote 
Appalachian Trials: A Psychological and Emotional Guide to Successfully Thru-
Hiking The Appalachian Trail. Since you and I are now BFF, I’m going to let you 
in on a little secret: I didn’t write Appalachian Trials with the expectation of 
selling tens of thousands of copies, eventually quitting my nine-to-five to run a 
website by the same name 2 . I wrote the book because it seemed like a 
reasonable excuse to not get a job, or at least delay the process. Once the book 
was published, I figured my family, friends, and a couple handfuls of the people 
who read my personal blog would buy a copy and that would be the end of it. 

Thankfully, as it turned out, I was wrong. The book took on a life of its own 
and continues to serve as one of the top resources for aspiring AT thru-hikers 
today3. 

In the years that have passed since publishing Appalachian Trials, I’ve 
received countless messages from thru-hikers thanking me for writing the book; 
they tell me that it played a huge role in their success. Many have even told me 
the book was the difference maker. After completing her 2014 thru-hike, Amy 
“Stardust” Long wrote, “I wouldn’t have finished my hike if I had not read 
Appalachian Trials.” 4 

Now I can hear your skepticism, “Great, you hiked the AT. What does that 
have to do with the Pacific Crest Trail?” 

It’s a fair question that deserves addressing. 
First and foremost, Appalachian Trials’ message is as much about the 

Appalachian Trail as To Kill a Mockingbird is about killing birds. In reality, it’s a 
self-help book disguised as a thru-hiking book 5. Although the details are 
written specifically for those who are gearing up to hike the AT, the principles 
are broad and far-reaching. 

Several of Appalachian Trials’ Amazon reviewers agree. Here’s but a small 
sampling: 

 
"Absolutely a must for ‘any’ thru hike or even a long distance backpacking 
journey...I highly recommend this work. I've been backpacking for 40+ 
years even doing it with our Nation's best, most elite soldiers--the Army's 
Special Forces (Green Berets). Take it as gospel, this is very helpful even 
for daily life." - Michael King 
 
"I very much wish I had read this book before my thru-hike in 2012, as I 
feel I would have saved myself a lot of unnecessary stress, worry, self-
doubt, and other mental tail-chasing while on the trail...Highly recommend 
to any aspiring thru or section hiker, or pretty much anyone looking to 
improve their perspective and their life." - Brian Bisesi 

                                            
2 Which is ultimately what happened. 
3 According to a survey conducted by the Appalachian Trail Conservancy, the nonprofit that 

oversees the AT, Appalachian Trials was named the most popular book amongst 2014 thru-
hikers. 

4 From Amy Long, a 2014 AT thru-hiker. Check out wrote her inspirational, heart-warming 
post-thru-hike wrap up article: http://appalachiantrials.com/victory-mine/ 

5 I purposely refrain from referring to it as a self-help book when possible as people tend to 
shy away from admitting they need help. This is a huge mistake. Everyone can benefit from 
seeking improvement. Those whose prides intervene are doing themselves a disservice. 



 
"Whether it's a long distance thru-hike or joining the Peace Corps, you 
should read this book if you plan to willingly put yourself through 
something mentally, emotionally, and/or physically taxing." - Alexander 
 

With that said, Appalachian Trials does tell this story through the lens of thru-
hiking the Appalachian Trail. Similarly, Pacific Crest Trials tells this story 
through the lens of thru-hiking the Pacific Crest Trail. “How?” you ask. 

Enter my co-author, Carly “Papi” Moree. 
After hiking the AT in 2013, Carly successfully thru-hiked the Pacific Crest 

Trail in 2015. Like me, Carly’s primary fascination with thru-hiking has less to 
do with the day-to-day specifics and more about the people of the trail. We both 
enjoy long walks. We both enjoy a good beer. That’s about where the similarities 
end. Carly is an extrovert who prefers hiking in groups. I am an introvert who 
needs a nap after talking to a new person for more than 15 minutes. Carly is 
vegan, I am a borderline-carnivore. Carly naturally goes with the flow, my 
programming is more set to “control freak”. Carly is female, I have man parts. 

It is due to all of these reasons (and more) that I sought Carly’s assistance 
in taking on Pacific Crest Trials. In addition to her input on every word in this 
book, Carly’s unique vantage point helped me see thru-hiking through a new 
lens. Additionally, over the course of writing this book, Carly and I interviewed 
dozens of other PCT thru-hikers to get an even more robust understanding of 
people’s common struggles, coping mechanisms, and the trail’s culture. It is my 
sincere belief that Pacific Crest Trials is a thorough resource that will help you 
accomplish your goal- thru-hiking the PCT. 

One more thing: if you’ve already read Appalachian Trials, you do not need 
to buy this book. Many of the themes are the same. You’re already equipped 
with the psychological tool-set necessary to take on the AT, PCT, and all the 
other T’s. Get to hiking already. 
 

The Goal 
 

Over the course of your PCT journey, you will encounter three categories of 
people: 

 
1. Those who succumb to the mental challenges and quit 
2. Those who rely on sheer determination, grit their teeth, and press on to 

Canada, despite being at odds with the process 
3. Those who enjoy most, if not all, of their experience while successfully 

thru-hiking the Pacific Crest Trail 
 
This book will put you in the third category. 
 
People who fall into the first group, in my opinion, fail themselves before they 
even leave home. They pour hours into researching their gear, digging through 
backpacking forums and blogs about the pros and cons of rain pants versus 
skirts. Then they begin planning every single one of their mail drops. They 
dump hundreds of dollars into Costco bulk purchases, dividing into proper 
macronutrient ratios, and meticulously tallying to ensure they’re consuming at 



least 3,500 calories per day. Next comes the elaborate mail drop spreadsheet, 
with locations, hours, phone numbers, and distance between stops. 

Lastly, it’s the physical preparation. Five to ten hours at the gym each week 
builds a solid muscular frame and endurance base. Maybe a few shakedown 
hikes to hone in on what works and what doesn’t and to get familiar with 
sleeping outside. And that’s it; that’s where the preparation ends. The most 
important factor of a thru-hike, the mental component, is totally neglected. 
With the first instance of true adversity, their white flag goes up, and it’s over. 

Months, if not years, of planning, all for naught. 
While their level of determination is admirable, I don’t want you to fall into 

this second group. These individuals struggle through the lion’s share of their 
trek, relying on stubbornness to propel themselves to the finish. For the entirety 
of their hike, the focus is to get to Canada, with the destination taking 
precedence over the journey. It’s important to keep in mind that the Pacific 
Crest Trail is a five-month unpaid vacation. How determined would you have to 
be to sit on a beach, sipping Mai Tais for the same time span? The trail should 
be enjoyed, and when joy is difficult to achieve, personal growth should become 
the focus. 

Still, you might be skeptical. Perhaps you’re thinking, “People who would 
love a half-year backpacking trip possess a rare and inherent quality; they’re 
wired differently. It’s built into their DNA, and I just wasn’t bestowed with those 
attributes.” I understand why you might feel this way, and quite frankly, some 
people do fit this mold. The overwhelming majority, however, do not. I genuinely 
enjoyed thru-hiking a 2,200 mile trail and I am the furthest thing from this 
description. 

While growing up, my parents would force my sister and me to go on short 
hikes. Many say their love affair with the outdoors began in such a way. This 
was not the case for me. After about a quarter of a mile, I would show my 
disdain for such aimless walking with a sitting protest6. Oftentimes, the only 
way my parents could convince me to continue was by bribing me with peanut 
M&Ms. I was fat. 

Even after developing a love for exercise in my late teens (bye, fat Zach!), my 
preference was indoor sports- running on a treadmill so I could watch TV, 
riding on a stationary bike so I could read a book, indoor basketball because 
the wind would force me to shoot airballs (apparently there’s wind inside too). I 
had zero interest in being outdoors, and certainly not deep into the 
backcountry, far from my creature comforts. 

Leading up to my departure, there was no one more ill-prepared to thru-
hike than me. I was a computer guy, not a camping guy. I owned none of the 
gear necessary for a half-year backpacking trip. I had never set up a tent or 
built a campfire. The only thing I had going for me was that I was in decent 
shape and good health. But as you will learn in Chapter 6, even that was taken 
away from me. Now that I’ve completed this task, I look back at my experience 
with only fond memories, even when sober. 

                                            
6 Unfortunately, there is proof of this. http://bit.ly/ZachIsFat  



The bottom line is this: not only can you achieve your goal of hiking from 
Mexico to Canada7, you can, and should, enjoy the process. This book will show 
you how. 

Since you picked up this book, I feel responsible for your success. Your 
completing the PCT and enjoying the process sincerely matters to me. I’m 
convinced the rest of the book will help you accomplish just that. 

But there is another reason you should read Pacific Crest Trials. You’re not 
the only one who will be presented with psychological hurdles. Family and 
friends who are clueless about your upcoming adventure may be anxious as 
well. And trust me on this one, calming their fears benefits you. They’ll get off 
your back. They’ll join your team. They’ll applaud your seemingly idiotic journey 
instead of questioning it, because, after all, knowledge assuages fear. So when 
you’re done reading this book, pass it on to the anxiety-ridden people in your 
life. Better yet, tell them to get their own copy. 

Here’s another reason reading this book should be on your short list of 
things to do before leaving for the trail. Perhaps you’re someone who isn’t yet 
convinced traversing the country’s first established national scenic trail is 
something you want to do8. The fact that you’re reading this book tells me that 
you’re sufficiently curious about it. With a little nudge, you might just decide to 
leave behind the comforts of home and embark on the journey of a lifetime. At 
the very least, you’ll get a sneak peak into the psyche of a thru-hiker. Knowing 
what’s in a thru-hiker’s pack is nice. But if finishing is your concern, knowing 
what’s inside a thru-hiker’s mind is what matters. 

I’m convinced that for every person who actually embarks on the PCT, there 
are countless others who talk themselves out of it for one reason or another. 
Don’t be one of those people. Not only will I provide that friendly nudge to pack 
your pack, I’ll be with you every step along the way. 

This book is divided into four sections. The first three- pre-trail, on-trail, 
and (you guessed it) post-trail- will both prepare you against the common 
pitfalls aspiring thru-hikers fall into, as well as provide you the necessary tools 
to keep a strong mindset when you’re confronted with your own Pacific Crest 
trials. The fourth section is a collection of bonus material including an 
incredible gear chapter from triple crowner Liz “Snorkel” Thomas and the 
necessity for adaptation during your thru-hike. 

One final note- throughout Pacific Crest Trials, there is an emphasis on the 
challenges associated with thru-hiking the Pacific Crest Trail. Our objective 
with this book is to prepare you for the obstacles that you can expect to 
encounter during a half-year on the trail. The only way we can properly 
accomplish this is by shining a light on these darker regions. We’re going to tell 
it like it is, which is likely not how you’ve heard it from others. For this reason, 
however, it could be interpreted that we have a negative perspective of the PCT 
or thru-hiking. Nothing could be further from the truth. My thru-hike was the 
best five months and one day of my life to date. Carly enjoyed her PCT thru-
hike so much that she’s doing it all over again in 2016. Thru-hiking is life 
transforming in a positive way. 

                                            
7 This book is written with the perspective of a NOBO thru-hiker in mind. If you’re in the 

minority who take on a SOBO thru-hike, simply flip this book upside down. 
8 Technically tied for first with the Appalachian Trail as it was established in 1968 under the 

National Trails System Act. 



So whether you’re already planning your journey into the wilderness or 
you’re still straddling the fence, let’s head over to Chapter 1, where you’ll get a 
glimpse my pre-hike self, convincing you evermore that if I was able to thru-
hike, you will too. 
 

 
Get Your Copy of Pacific Crest Trials below 

http://amzn.to/1nK1tdx 
  


