Philmont Lessons Learned 
General Comments

A trek to Philmont is physically and mentally challenging to both boys and the adults. The physical challenge of carrying a 45-50 pound pack, sleeping in a tent for ten days, not taking a bath or watching TV for the same amount of time is somewhat intimidating but the Philmont experience is a challenge that can be met with the proper physical conditioning, mental preparation and the collection of the proper equipment to successfully meet the rigors imposed by the trail. The rugged mountain, high altitude and the temperature changes are all things that must be considered. The Guidebook to Philmont provided good advice and covered almost everything you need to know. 

The following comments are things that would have been helpful to understand before the trek. In addition to the guidebook, the trip reports of previous treks were very helpful. Several trip reports are on the Philmont Web page. While you can read about the trek, the only way to understand what Philmont is about is to take a trek and experience the trail for eleven days. This was prepared as additional information on the 620 I2 trek trip report. Everyone who went on the trek came home with different lessons learned the following are mine.

Equipment

Stoves and Fuel: Trek carried two stoves MSR Whisper Lite and Coleman Peak One. Most of the cooking was done on MSR stove with a Peak One used for back up. Need to check during practice on how much fuel is used to cook and boil water for cleanup. During our trek, we used about 90 oz of fuel. Carried one10 oz MSR bottle, one 32 oz MSR bottle and two 22 oz Coleman bottles. Should have done more water heating with second stove to speed up clean up and cooking process.

Personal Mess Kit: Check before going everyone should have spoon, 12 oz plastic mug for drinking, (did not work well to use water bottle for bug juice since it had to be placed in the bear bag after sugar was in it). Large sierra cup or plastic plate is all you need to use for food. This needs to be checked by trek chief before leaving several boys used Boy Scout mess kit pots which were more prone to spill food and were hard to handle with hot food. Small sierra cup at Chuck wagon dinner was problem since there were no seconds.

Boots and Socks: Need heavy-duty leather hiking boots that are as lightweight as possible. Three pounds per pair are what I used and they worked very well. (Vasque SuperHikerII). Need to have tough boots because the trail is rough and difficult in many places. Boots are expensive and need to be broken in with at least 50 or 60 miles of use. Do not skimp on boot quality. Use polypro sock liners and heavy duty boot socks (three pair of each). 

Sleeping Gear: Need 20-degree sleeping bag and some type sleeping pad. Thermarest mattress and chair were well worth taking; all the rangers I saw had some type of trail chair.

Every crewmember should have personal flashlight. Our Ranger suggested sharing lights as means to reduce weight, we did not take this advice and were glad we each had a flashlight. My only regret was not taking two spare AA batteries.

Pack: Need to have a large pack either external or internal frame which is a personal preference. Volume should be at least 4500+ cu in. Training hikes will determine what you can get in your pack. The Philmont guidebook recommends 25 to 30 pounds without food. I found this at least 10 pounds under what we carried. Of the members of our trek, the weights were 45, 47, 48, 42, 54, 52, and 35 for the youngest member who did not carry part of a tent. These were the weights starting from base camp, included food, and water (at least two quarts per person). This weight did not include the clothes we were wearing or the items in our pockets. Since the pack was unpacked each day I found using a separate stuff sack for clothes, mess gear, and items for the bear bag very helpful. Having a pack with a large volume was helpful in packing. The best idea is to buy the lightest weight equipment you can afford without going broke. Nylon pack cover is a must. It rained almost every day on the trek and we were there during a major drought. Large garbage bags will not survive trek.

Rain Gear I used Gore-Tex pants and rain jacket as rain gear and as windbreaker pants and jacket. I would not recommend poncho for trail use. Most trek reports talk about rain and we had rain 7 of 11 days. Waterproof everything with Scotchguard or CampDri spray. Seal all tent seams. Use water proofing on boots. While I left my space blanket at the base camp, it was one item I wish I had taken as an emergency back up.

Tent and ground cloth. Share packing the tent with your camping buddy. Either take your personal tent (the lighter the better) or use the tents that Philmont provides. Need to take a ground cloth and it needs to be under the tent. Do not leave exposed edges.

Personal Clothing and equipment: The more practice hikes you take the better idea you have of what to take and what to leave home. While Philmont is a remote location, the trek is not more that two or three hours from help. You do not need to carry as much "survival gear" as would be necessary on a deep backcountry trip. Only need to take a small pocketknife. Trek poles worked very well and I would not go without them. I did not have any problem with sore knees going up or down mountains. Items I left at base camp: long underwear top, extra pair pants, shorts, 4th T-shirt large Swiss army knife, extra first aid equipment, space blanket, extra batteries, extra flashlight. Sunscreen, sun glasses and full brimmed hat almost a necessity. Equipment list in the Philmont Guidebook is very good. 

First Aid: Take only what would be needed for minor problems. Moleskin and Band-Aids were about all we used. We carried more first aid supplies than needed. 

On the Trail and Training

At least several practice hikes should have Philmont food (which can be ordered from Philmont) and a standard cook kit. Using the Philmont food will help get the technique down on how to prepare and clean up the meals. The amount of practice and team building before going to Philmont will determine what goes on the trek. If the group is relatively inexperienced prior to arriving at Philmont the majority of the Trek will deal with the mechanics of a crew backpacking through the mountains, such as how to cook the meals, how to organize setting up a camp site, how to get water, how to hang a bear bag and such. The physical condition will also determine how much time will take each day to get from site to site. If the crew is very experienced, they will have more time for activities and to enjoy nature at Philmont. I don’t know if one approach is better than the other it will have to depend upon the amount of time available to train before the trek. On our specific trek, we were somewhere in-between the two and that seemed to work well. In addition our trek was a standard trek and was not one of the more difficult treks. It was however just about right for our group. One thing that we did correctly was to avoid camping at dry camps. If you have a dry camp, you would have had to carry 4 to 5 gallons of extra water. However, a dry camp will give the opportunity to figure out how to work around water shortage and it could have been worked out.

Field sanitation must be stressed. Set up hand washing station using two Clorox bottles before eating. Have hot water to scald dishes before eating. Wash dishes as soon as finish eating. This takes both water and fuel.

Map Skills: Need for all crewmembers to have good map and compass skills before arrival. Trails were not blazed and sometimes the sign post were missing or wrong.

Need to enforce rule of slower boys/adults in front at least some of the time. Should insist that each boy serves as leader at least once and the trek leader should have written schedule made so that everyone gets to lead at least once. 

The more difficult the trek the more important it is to be in good shape. Our practice hikes were sufficient but we were not able to do as much team building as possible before the trek due to changing crew size and the inability of all members to get off work or other commitments for the training. The further in advance a schedule of hikes could be made the better. Savage Gulf and Prentice Cooper State Parks are both good area to practice in our part of Tennessee. Many of the tails are very typical of Philmont. One of the best things that happen was for our group of 12 to expand to 14 so we had to break into two treks. Need to put the faster and stronger guys in one group and give them a more challenging trek. While our group was split into two groups we took the same trek and camped together. This was done to provide the possibility of additional support for the adult leadership if it had been needed. In our case, both groups did fine. Having two deep adult leadership and one 18-year-old scout as back up would be helpful for each trek. In our case having the two treks on the same trail sometimes caused a more competitive arrangement and did not enhance crew team building. Some of the older guys on our trek spent time visiting with the other group and we were not able to do the evening programs as suggested. 

Flying to Colorado Springs and van transportation to Philmont was hassle free. I would not consider driving to Philmont from Tennessee with an entire crew. Adventure Trails our transportation service worked very well. The night spent in Colorado Springs was good to assist in adjustment to high altitude.

Our Ranger had our treks walk in circle to show that you need to maintain a 10-ft interval between hikers. We never did keep good distance between hikers. Ranger used this technique so everyone could see what the back of a hiker looked like and that you did not need to look at a back the whole trek.

Philmont Food

Base Camp: Typical Boy Scout summer camp food. Complete with salad bar at each meal, and hot food. Canteen at base camp has microwave hamburgers, hot dogs and such. Possible to go into Cimmaron and visit local restaurants.

Trail Food: Each meal is pre packaged in plastic bag with four servings. Since we had eight members, we had two food bags per meal. Count food bags by meal at each food pickup. We were short one dinner and had to walk about two miles to the food pickup point to get the food. Philmont has 10 daily menus and did not do the same menu twice (however many of the meals were similar). At the food pickup points, a swap box is available to turn in unwanted food or take something extra. 

Breakfast: Hot Chocolate, some type of cereal (dry granola, single serve boxes or instant oatmeal) beef jerky, sometimes breakfast bar or power bar. Also had powered drink mix or Gatorade. Our trek usually preferred water. We were supposed to have pancake breakfast menu but we didn’t want since it would have taken a lot of time to cook and clean up. 

Lunch: No preparation required. Crackers and something to put on the crackers such as squeeze cheese, peanut butter, jelly, or "speadables". Dried fruit, food bars, meat sticks, or jerky are also used. A powered drink mix (bug juice) was included with each lunch.

Dinner: Hot meal usually a one-pot creation using commercial trail food. Soup course, sometimes a vegetable (which normally was added into the main course) and dessert such as apple crisp or pie.

Clean up: Rule was you could not throw away any food. Food had to be eaten or packed out. In addition, had to sump any left over liquids and pack out any residue. Each campsite had a sump 8" piece of PVC pipe sticking in the ground with wire screen on top to catch residue. Wash water from dishwashing was filtered through a Frisbee with holes and the residue was collected into a trash bag. Camp soap was issued to wash dishes. Also were given one scotch Brita scrubber to clean dishes. Ranger tore into four pieces to make last longer and have backup if lost piece of scrubber.

Trash: All trash had to be packed out. Since the backcountry camps had limited storage facilities, the trash had to be compacted as much as possible. 

Overall, the food was much better than expected. Boys did not complain about the food, which might be more a comment on how hungry they were instead of how good the food was. The chuck wagon dinner was our low point meal. Tobasco sauce improved several dinner meals. One bottle per trek

Crew
Crew Size: Crew size of eight worked well. Seven might be better so you could have one extra ration. I believe it would be better to have two six person treks instead of one 12-person trek.

Maps: Check with operations office on what is the most current map. The trading post had two different maps. Large-scale map we used was not as current as the full map and it did not have the entire trek on it. Each person should have own map. We didn’t. Everyone should have current updates on the map for water supply and for closed or difficult trails. Information is posted in operations and should be given to ever one on the trek. Our ranger stressed everyone on the trek should be looking at the map and vote on all decisions on which trail to take. Our crew did well as a crew sometimes one or more would think we were off trail but after discussion with everyone, we always stayed on the correct trail.

Work Assignments: Work assignment chart was not written out and it was some times hard to keep track of who was supposed to do what task. One idea is to start with rule that everyone does personal dishes and the clean up is only for group dishes. Wash personal first then wash the crew gear since you have to use crew gear for dish washing. Need to have written task list posted every day. Everyone rotated through each of the assigned jobs. Cook, water, bear bag, cleanup were the major jobs. The adults fully participated in the work of the crew. 

Uniforms: Should wear full class A Scout uniform when traveling. Many troops also had trek shirts for wear in base camp and trek hats looked good. Need to get trek shirts early for practice and then second or third shirt for use on the trail

Crew Equipment

Crew gear: 8qt pot, 4qt pot, coffee pot, pot lids, two one gallon Clorox bottle buckets, plastic serving spoon, egg turner, extra sierra cup to serve juice and such, two 3 gal water bladders, one plastic folding bucket to carry unfiltered water for dish washing and source of water to filter.

Gear Layout: Before going have full lay out of all crew gear in base camp so everyone has reasonable amount. If possible take the crew cooking kit with you and the only item to get from Philmont would be dinner fly.

Water Supply: Water was available in a variety of ways. Staffed camps usually had potable water. The unstaffed camps had springs and creeks that must be purified. The supply of water was very dependent upon the amount of rain. Several camps have no water and the water must be carried in. Need to plan on 4 to 6 quarts per person per day to drink. A lot of water is the best way to prevent altitude problems and dehydration. The weather and the terrain will affect the water consumed. There are many rocks at Philmont and you need to keep them wet. The ranger’s main guidance for the trek was "clear and copious". Nalgene bottles worked the best to carry water they are easy to fill using filter and are easy to clean. The trail to be hiked determined the amount of water to carry per person I would recommend at least two quarts per person unless water was available on the trail. About 3-4 gallons are needed to cook dinner meal for eight people and 2-3 gallons for breakfast. The water for meals includes clean up and cooking.

Water Purification: Polarpure iodine solution provided by Philmont for water purification worked well. Need to get bottle to practice with before trek. Spring water was often boiled and then used in the preparation of the dinner meal. Recommend water filter (two per trek) to fill water bottles when you do not have time to use Polarpure 

On The Trail and Administrative Notes

Trail Peak side trip and hike to top of Tooth of Time were both well worth the time and effort. We had two of the six boys make both the two side trips. Other side trips were made to a staffed camp to participate in the activities which turned out to be worth while. Depending on the distance covered during the day, take advantage of the side trips. 

Boys need to be encouraged to take part it the program activities. At first, we had several who only wanted to rest when they got to camp but after being "encouraged" a few times they participated more. They should not have to do everything but should shoot for at least 85% participation.

Need two lockers for gear to leave in base camp. Each trek is supposed to get only one but since we had to fly in the camp gave us extra locker. Need to have pad locks to secure the lockers. 

Disposal cameras did not stand up very well on the trail, most boys who took them ran out of film early on. I took four 36 ex and 2 24 ex rolls of slide film and it worked out about right for me. My son Del took about the same amount of print film. The panorama disposal cameras did get some good shots.

Take all film and post cards stamps on trail because the field trading post was out of film and disposal cameras when we arrived and several boys were planning to re-supply. Trading Post had some good items but cannot count on the major re-supply. Did have fuel at trading post. Post cards should be mailed the first week on the trail and some of the cards we mailed at day six arrived after we got home.

Each person should have a stuff sack to put everything that needs to go in the bearbag together. If anything needs to stay dry, you should use zip lock bags to waterproof. Bear bag was a burlap bag and things that are not waterproof will get wet. 

Ranger used team building technique of thorns and roses were everyone said some good and bad things about the day. We did this one other time and it worked well. I wish we had done it every night. It would have given boys better team building skills.

Caterpillar technique where you keep distance between boys and one walks at a time. Would work well on very steep hill.

Bring roll of quarters- $10 to use in the washing machines at the end of the trek.

Sanitation: All back country camps had out house latrines. The major difference between staffed camp and unstaffed camp was a roof and sides for the latrine in staffed camp

.

The more crew building you can do before the trek the better. Commitment of the crew should be made at least one year in advance of the trek. If fund raising is needed separate accounts should be set up for each boy since all will not be able to do the same amount of work. In addition, a payment schedule should be prepared. A calendar of the training hikes and trips should be make and given to the boys and parents at the first meeting. Agreement on how many of the practice hikes each participant need to make is also important. Philmont patrols could be set up so normal troop activities could serve as practice.

Philmont is a great place to go and I strongly encourage all troops to take advantage of this scouting paradise.

If you have any questions or comments, please send them to t210@ugsys.com 
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Philmont Scout Ranch is the crown jewel of the BSA High Adventure Bases. Covering more than 200 square miles of the Sangre de Cristo Range in northern New Mexico, it offers backpacking, training, and other activities to Scouts and Scouters.

Philmont veterans and staffers have been eager to share their experiences with those considering visiting or on their way to the ranch. These experiences are presented here as a service.

To contact Philmont directly: 

	PRIVATE
Philmont Scout Ranch 
Cimarron, NM 87714 
(505)376-2281 


To add your Philmont web site, use our Add-a-Site form. 
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