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Preparing for a Snowshoe Trip1 

“There is no bad weather, just bad gear” 

A very brief online video/illustration list is included at the end. 
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1. CMC snowshoe trips are classified by expected challenge. Take note of how you do on your first few trips as to 
distance and elevation gain, so you can select subsequent trips with confidence. 

Easy: Up to 5 miles round trip or no more than 600 ft. elevation gain 
Moderate: Up to 8 miles round trip or up to 1200 ft elevation gain 
Difficult: Over 8 miles round trip or over 1200 ft elevation gain 

 
2. If a trip description says “Off Trail,” there will be no established trail and you will be traveling over snow covered 

logs, branches, etc. If a trip description states “Exploratory” it indicates the leader has not previously scouted the 
route. 

 
3. We recommend borrowing or renting snowshoes at REI or another retailer until you gain some experience, 

observe other hikers’ gear and know what you want. Or, buy a pair of generic snowshoes/poles kit at Costco or 
Sam’s Club for about $70. These are perfectly acceptable for most CMC trips, although single-pull bindings can be 
problematic. Some prefer individually-tightened rubber straps. Trekking poles with snow baskets are a necessity. 

 
4. Even established trails used for hiking in the summer are not visible when snow-covered. Following one’s tracks 

back to the TH is a tried and true strategy but remember that wind and snowfall can obscure those tracks 
completely, so everyone on the trip must pay special attention to landmarks, junctions, etc. Consider creating a 
surveyor tape trail as you go, removing the strips as you return. 

 
1. Sign up for a CMC snowshoe trip as far in advance as you can. Many trips fill up fast. But even if the trip you select 

is full, sign up for the waitlist because cancellations are common and many wait-listers routinely move up to the 
roster. And if you have to drop off the trip, cancel out as soon as you know so others have a chance to move onto 
the roster. 

 
2. Begin with easier trips until you become familiar with snowshoe trails, the styles of a couple or more leaders, and 

which (different) muscles are used for snowshoeing. A rule of thumb -- snowshoeing can take twice the  time and 
energy for the same hiking distance or elevation. 

 
3. Begin watching weather reports for the area and elevation of your snowshoe trip several days before the trip. 

Look for trends. Pay closer attention if the trend worsens as you get closer. See http://forecast.weather.gov/ 
 

4. Don’t assume that because high winds or snow is forecast, the trip will be canceled. The leader should have a Plan 
B and may change the route or the destination to a location in the trees and out of high winds. So gear up for the 
forecast weather, which you should check on your own. Don’t rely solely on the trip leader. 

 
5. If the lowest forecast temp is single digits or below, wear long underwear, snow pants, down jacket, mittens, neck 

gaiter, watch cap and insulated boots. If cold AND windy, add balaclava, ski goggles and shell (wind) jacket. Of 
course, these are in addition to CMC’s required 10 essentials. Here is some detail about these items: 

 
1 John Walter’s and Linda Lawson’s snowshoe clinic was developed from published resources, other snowshoe clinics and personal experiences from hundreds of CMC 
snowshoe trips. Some of the info, such as tips on avalanche avoidance, is safety related. But dozens of small details are offered that can make snowshoeing one of the 
most pleasant and enjoyable of all mountain activities. Updated November 2018. 
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a. Layering is best. Bottom layer is for wicking moisture away from your skin – typically silk, very thin wool, or 
technical fabric. Next comes an insulating later that traps air. The final layer is a wind/waterproof layer. The 
colder the temperature forecast, the heavier these layers should be.  Layer your legs as well as your torso. 
Better to carry too much and shed than not enough and suffer in the cold. After a while, you will become 
accustomed to anticipating what you need for various conditions. 

 
b. For a low temperature in the single digits or below, your insulating layer may be as heavy as snow pants and 

a down jacket. On a day in the 20's, lighter weight pants and a fleece may be the best. You don’t want to be 
cold, but you also do not want to sweat too much. Snowshoeing is a real workout! 

 
c. Mittens will always keep your hands warmer than gloves but are not as flexible. Consider water-proof 

gloves/mittens or shells to keep your hands dry. Wear liner gloves under your heavier mittens or gloves 
- typically silk, smart wool, or a technical fabric. Liners can guard your hands from getting cold too fast if you 
need to remove the mittens. Bring an extra set of liners in case they get wet while you are eating, bio-
breaking, or fastening snowshoes. 

 
d. Bring chemical hand/toe warmers and get them started at the meeting location. It can take an hour for 

hand/toe warmers to fully generate chemical heat. Toe warmers can be used in gloves/mittens also. Place 
the adhesive upward so the heated portion is on the back of the hand, or wrap your hands around them, 
between hands and the poles. Toe warmers can be placed between the sock and tongue of the boot, or even 
on or under the toes if the toe-boxes are big enough. 

 
e. Speaking of socks, some people prefer liners under their socks while others prefer just a single layer of 

thickly-padded smart wool socks. 
 

f. Insulated boots have thicker soles and built in insulation to help you keep your feet warmer. Be sure and 
buy them at least a half size bigger to accommodate thicker winter socks and toe warmers. 

 
g. A neck gaiter can keep the wind from going down your jacket front and can be pulled over your head to keep 

ears warm and hat/beanie on in the wind. 
 

6. When temps fall into single digits, carry insulated water bottles inside your backpack. Putting hot water in an 
insulated bottle will keep the water warm for hours. If you prefer to carry a water bottle outside your pack,  then 
carry the cap downward which will result in any freezing at the bottom of the bottle rather than the top. If you 
use a bladder system like Camelbak, you can keep it from freezing by blowing back the water down into the 
bladder after every use and keeping the mouthpiece inside your coat. 

 
7. Carry traction devices (typically Microspikes or YakTraks) in addition to snowshoes. A malfunction may disable 

your snowshoes, or you may not need them. Bring straps, bungees, or carabineers for binding snowshoes to your 
backpack. Practice strapping your snowshoes to your backpack at home, before your first trip. Many people bring 
duct tape and zip ties in case their snowshoes need a repair. 

 
8. Bring a sit-pad for sitting on a rock, log or snow. If you don’t carry a sit pad, sit on your mittens while eating lunch 

and wear glove liners while eating. Once bare hands get cold, it can take 30 minutes on the trail to get them warm 
again, even with hand warmers. 

 
9. Consider bringing a hot liquid in a thermos in your pack. Tea, coffee, cocoa, soup – all work well to warm up at 

lunch. 
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Here is some helpful illustrations and videos about how to snowshoe. You may have to copy these links 
and paste them into your browser. 

 
 

• Wikihow: How to choose Snowshoes: https://www.wikihow.com/Choose-Snowshoes 
 

• Wikihow: How to snowshoe: https://www.wikihow.com/Snowshoe 
 

• Attaching snowshoes to a backpack: https://sectionhiker.com/how-to-
attach-snowshoes-to-a- backpack/ 

 
• Avalanche: Always check your route at the Colorado Avalanche 

Information Center: 
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=CAIC.org&ie
=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8 

o Consider taking CMC Avalanche Terrain Avoidance (1-day) or AIARE (3-day) 
o Instructor will discuss avy paths, avy crossing, avy rescue 

 

• Wikihow: Dressing for the Cold: https://www.wikihow.com/Dress-for-the-Cold 
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