
  AWH/IHS/2017 

TEN ESSENTIALS (PLUS) 
Instructor Tips 

 
 
Our instructors have years of experience and training.  Here are some of their 
favorite ideas regarding specific 10 Essential items. 
 
❖ Shelter – Long-time instructor and CMC survival expert John Lindner 

has studied them all. His conclusion is that an 8' by 5' backed space 
blanket serves best as an emergency shelter. It is lightweight, can be 
pitched as a tarp, used as a stretcher and reflects warmth. He doesn't 
recommend the single nylon sheet version as they rip easily and their 
crackling destroys any possibility of sleeping. If you have a choice, buy 
an orange one, which can be seen in a forest at dusk. Red cannot. Be 
sure to attach para cord to the grommets before needing to use it. You 
do not want to be doing that in an emergency. This size space blanket 
can also preserve warmth when placed silver side up in the bottom of a 
tent. 

 
Master Instructor Elizabeth Maroney recommends always carrying a 
large, black trash bag. It can serve as emergency rain gear or pack cover. 
It will melt snow on a sunny day and can collect condensation at night, 
for emergency water. 

 
 
❖ Sun protection – Sun screens loose their protective quality with time. 

Replace your supply annually. 
 
 
❖ Navigation and Maps – Joe Griffith, Trekking School Director and expert 

navigator, recommends the Brunton Tru Arc TM15 compass. It is 
adjustable for declination and has two inclinometers. Carrying a back-
up compass on a thermometer or whistle is useful in an emergency. 
When buying a field watch, consider those with an integrated compass, 
but don't depend on this as your only compass. 

 
 
❖ Nutrition/Hydration – Hydration works best if used frequently. Attach a 

bottle where you can reach it without having to remove your pack. Used 
32 oz. Gatorade bottles last several trips. They are lighter than Nalgene. 
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❖ Insulation – Few backpacks are waterproof. On winter days, snow has a 

way of finding its way inside packs when packs are opened at break 
time. Keep your extra clothes dry by carrying them in a waterproof, 
lightweight dry bag, like rafters use. We like Sea to Summit brand with 
sealing, roll up top. Buy a bright color, so it will show up when in a deep, 
dark pack. 

    
 
❖ Illumination - Generally, headlamps are a better choice than flashlights. 

They free your hands for other tasks, though beware of blinding your 
companions when you face them in conversation. We also carry a 
backup light, usually a micro pinch type light. When not in use, always 
clip it to the same place or object, so you can locate it by feel, in the dark. 

 
 
❖ First Aid kit – Always carry one, but only carry the supplies you know 

how to use. A small first aid instruction booklet is wise to include. We 
recommend the Wilderness Medicine Field Guide by NOLS Wilderness 
Medicine. 

 
 
❖ Fire Starter – Always carry two options. We like a butane lighter that is 

translucent, so you can see the fuel supply and colorful, so you can find 
it if you drop it. Back this up with "storm proof" safety matches. REI 
carries a reliable product.  For fire starting aids, we like the lightweight, 
reliable ones. A small bottle of Purell hand cleaner, which burns easily 
and serves triple duty as a first aid antiseptic and, of course, a hand 
cleaner. Dryer lint with vasoline on it also makes a great fire starter. 
Keep it in a zip lock bag. 

 
 
❖ Repair kit and tools – For hiking and backpacking, a small knife with a 

few accessories is often all you need. Buy a colorful one, which can 
easily be found on a tent or forest floor. Attach a loop of reflective cord 
for nighttime retrieval. Duct tape should also be on your list. Small duct 
tape rolls are available in camping stores, or you can role some on to 
your water bottle or hiking poles. 
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❖ Communication – Buy a powerful whistle, the loudest you can find. 
Avoid metal whistles and those with roller balls inside. We have had 
these types freeze in winter. Study the whistle protocols found 
elsewhere on the class website. Remember – three whistle blasts mean 
HELP! 
Cell phone service is spotty in the backcountry. Sometimes, text 
messages will go through when voice messages do not. Alpine Search 
and Rescue communication experts point out that the mass of your head 
will block weak outgoing signals. They recommend using your phone on 
speaker setting and holding it as high as you can in front of your body. 
 
Various backcountry electronic communication devices have mixed 
success, but all have saved lives. I like the ACR ResQLinke Personal 
Locator Beacon, as it has the strongest satellite system (military), is 
simple and very reliable. However, you cannot broadcast a message, 
other than your location and distress signal. 

      
 
❖ Storing Your Ten Essentials – Master Instructors Steve Billig and 

Elizabeth Maroney recommend carrying your small essentials in a single 
zippered bag. This way, you will not be forced to reassemble them for 
each outing and you can simply move them amongst the various special 
purpose packs you acquire. 

  
     
  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


