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Expedition training - general 

Your trip is going to involve some physical challenge, so here are some notes to help you prepare. 

First some general notes, and then a section relevant to your particular challenge, including a simple 

training plan. 

Everyone will have a different level of fitness and experience and will meet different challenges 

during the expedition, but feeling healthy and prepared will mean you’ll find the experience more 

enjoyable and rewarding. 

What to expect 

Here are some common things that crop up on most expeditions. Also consult the specific notes for 

your trip, and consider how prepared you think you are: 

 The first couple of days can be very tiring. What with the long journey, jet lag, the 

excitement, and the change of environment, people often find the first few days challenging. 

Starting confident and rested will help you get over this initial hurdle. 

 Extremes of temperature. Feeling used to physical exercise whilst hot, and knowing how to 

manage your hydration, should be part of your training.  Conversely, you may need to be 

confident you are used to the cold and know how to keep comfortably warm. 

 Long days. There might be days where you are on the go for 10 hours, so knowing you can 

comfortably be out and about for that long, is important. Could you get up and do it again 

the next day? 

 Varied terrain. If you are cycling, remember this can be on rough terrain. Loose rocks, 

potholes, sand or mud make things much harder. You’ll need to train on all kinds of surfaces 

to be fully prepared for what lies ahead. 

 Bursts of intense activity. Sometimes there will be steep and tough bits that really test you, 

so you need to be used to this, and knowing that if you just keep going that bit longer you 

will get a rest! 

 At least a bit of pain. Be it blisters, sore muscles, sore joints etc, this is normal. If you have 

done some good training you will be familiar with this and it won’t feel so bad if it happens 

on the expedition. 

 Life in a tent. Enjoying living from a tent takes a certain frame of mind!  Why not get some 

practise with your sleeping bag and a tent? 

Most of all, remember that you are going to do it! Some training beforehand will greatly enhance 

your enjoyment of all the beautiful things you see, the people you meet, the wonderful experiences 

you have along the way, and your sense of achievement at the end. 

Getting started 

Consider seeing your doctor 

Before you start on a new training programme, it is always a good idea to see your doctor. Take all 

the trip details with you so the doctor understands what you are going to do. If you or your doctor 



 

www.acrossthedivide.com 

have any concerns, please contact us. We can deal with most things if we understand your needs 

well in advance. 

Start early 

Take some time to work out your training plan for the coming months. Depending on your current 

fitness, training may need to start six months before your departure. If you start early and work 

within your limits, you will get great results. 

A plan, with some goals along the way, will keep you focussed and motivated. Use our suggestions 

for its basis and modify it according to your needs and preferences. 

Why not contact your charity to see if there are any participants in your area who would like a 

training buddy, or consider joining a local club with a related activity? 

Whilst you’re training 

Stretching 

Tight muscles hurt, do not work well, are more prone to injury, and can cause joint problems. Make 

stretching a habit through your training to improve flexibility in your muscles and joints. You will find 

that it will pay real dividends, and it feels great afterwards! 

There is lots of information about stretching on the internet. We think this page on Runners World is 

a good place to start: www.tinyurl.com/2ru9le. 

Consider Yoga or Pilates classes in your training. These will help with your flexibility and core 

stability, and a regular commitment will keep you going. 

Easy does it 

Rest is as important as exercise. If you feel exhausted or ill but still push yourself to the limits, you 

may do yourself more harm than good. Take time off and recover. Work within your comfortable 

limits and these will expand with time. 

Enjoy your training. Take in your environment as you go, and even while training you will discover 

new things. 

Mix it up  

Add variety by using different approaches. This alleviates boredom and means you’re getting fitter 

without putting the same strain on the same bits of your body all the time.  

But remember which activity you are training for and focus on that as much as you can. 

Consider some of the following when putting together your own plan: 

 Interval training. Alternate between fast and slow pace every few minutes. As you get 

confident, increase the length of the fast periods. 

 Aerobic conditioning. This trains the heart to pump blood more efficiently, allowing more 

oxygen to get to muscles and organs. It normally involves an activity where you maintain 

your heart rate at about 65 to 80% of its maximum for about 20 minutes. You can find out 

more here: www.tinyurl.com/39bcco. 
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 Cross-training. Many forms of exercise can be used to help you train effectively. Sports such 

as running, cycling, swimming or canoeing will help. All use similar muscle groups and help 

to increase your overall levels of stamina. 

 Join a gym. You don’t have to do this, but gyms are used by many different people and 

generally provide a wide range of great activities and support. 

 Weights. You could try improving your strength by adding a weights session to your training 

programme. Your local gym will advise you on this. 

Keep a diary 

Log the type of exercise undertaken and your achievements (distance, time taken, and how you felt 

at the end of each session). This will help you stay focused, realistic, and maintain motivation by 

showing how much you have improved. 

Eat well 

Food and drink are vital elements for training, and during the expedition. Good food will fuel, 

maintain, and repair your body. 

Fresh, everyday food has all the nutrients and energy you need for a good balanced diet. Here’s a 

rule of thumb: 

 Carbohydrates (60%) are fuel for your muscles. Eat plenty of pasta, beans rice, whole grains, 

fruit and vegetables. Sugar is not as valuable and can leave you feeling deflated and low on 

energy. 

 Proteins (20%) are used to repair your muscles. They can be a good source of vitamins and 

minerals which will help your immune system and keep colds at bay. Good sources of 

protein are fish, fresh green leafy vegetables, and red meat. 

 Fats (20%) are important to help the body repair itself and store certain vitamins. Oily fish 

are good sources of fat, as are seeds such as sesame and sunflower. 

As you increase the distance over which you are training, you will need to ensure that you eat well, 

both before and after the session. Eat or drink carbohydrate-rich food during the hour following a 

long session to experience the benefits, as this is when your muscles are ready and able to be 

refuelled. 

For outings of over two hours, try to eat as you go. Try bananas, cereal bars or dried fruit. 

Avoid training too soon after a large meal as this can lead to stomach upsets. 

And drink! 

We cannot emphasise enough how important it is to drink water and sports drinks before, during 

and after training, and during the expedition. If you don’t give your body all the water it needs, it 

quickly stops working properly. 

Some main points to remember to make sure you are suitably hydrated: 

 Don’t wait until you feel thirsty as by then you are on your way to dehydration. 

 Carry your liquid in a camelback or platypus – it’s a good place to put the weight, and you 

can keep sipping without interrupting your rhythm. 
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 Limit sports drinks to 1 litre for every 2 litres of water consumed. 

 Eat foods containing sodium as these can help your body absorb the water it needs. 

 Avoid diuretics – especially alcohol. 

 See our health section for more information on dehydration. 

Specific training 

The next section provides you with some guidance specific to your trip. 

You decide the exact nature of your preparation. Some people will consider themselves fit enough 

already, whilst others will know they need to put in a lot of preparation. 
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Expedition training - cycling 

Some suggested goals 

If by the end of your training programme you know you can do the following reasonably 

comfortably, then you should start the expedition with a very good level of confidence: 

 Cycle 30 miles one day, and again the next day. 

 Cycle at a fast pace or up steep hills for 20 minutes with no stops, have a rest and then carry 

on as normal. Cycle on the flat for 90 minute periods without rest. 

 Cycle up and down steep rocky or uneven terrain confidently. 

 Deal with the problem of being hot over long periods. 

 Comfortably carry your day sack with the kit we’ve listed. 

 Change a tyre, fix a broken chain, and fit new brake pads. 

Don’t worry, this isn’t a “must do” list, but it is a realistic indicator.  If you feel you might struggle in 

some respects, there will be lots of support for you along the way. 

Your training 

Riding your bike is the best way to train. Ride on a regular basis and build up the mileage steadily. 

However, time demands and the British weather are not always conducive to riding, so include some 

cross training. Anything that increases your lung capacity and keeps your muscles toned is great to 

use when supplementing your weekly cycle.  You could also get a “turbo trainer” which will allow 

you to use your normal bike indoors.  Having said that, getting used to riding in bad weather 

especially wind, would be well worth doing. 

Don’t forget that even if you are accustomed to cycling, you may not be used to riding for up to 8 

hours a day on uneven ground - sometimes on steep trails or difficult terrain. 

As the expedition gets closer, try to leave whole weekends free for long training sessions.  Time 

spent riding 20-30 miles a day, back-to-back, will pay dividends.   

If you live near hills, use them for your training as much as possible to prepare your muscles for 

doing lots of upward cycling!  If you don’t have any hills near you, visit hilly places for your weekend 

rides or use harder settings for bursts on an exercise bike. 

Riding in a group will encourage you to train, and will take you to lots of beautiful places. You can 

start researching on the British Cycling website here: http://tinyurl.com/64smzz. 

Cycling tips 

To ensure you are comfortable when riding long distances, pay attention to your technique.  The 

following tips will help you to ride comfortably and avoid injury: 

 Try and ride with your back straight and do exercises to minimise back pain. 

 Work on making your feet comfortable – shoes not too tight. Make sure your feet are 

straight when you clip into the pedals if you use cleats. 

http://tinyurl.com/64smzz
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 Padded gloves, a firm but relaxed grip on your handlebars, and keeping your arms slightly 

bent will prevent hand and shoulder pain – especially on rough terrain. 

 Seek advice from a good bike shop on how to adjust handlebar and seat positions to 

minimise knee problems. 

 Ride on rough terrain to improve your balance and use of gears.  Don’t use too high a gear as 

momentum is everything! 

A 6 month plan 

When beginning your training 

programme, start gently.  Aim for three 

exercise sessions per week, building up 

to 30 minutes for each. They don’t all 

have to be on the bike. 

This is a guide for those with a 

reasonable current level of fitness (able to do at least 15 minutes of moderate exercise comfortably). 

The graph shows how the amount of exercise might increase over time.  It roughly indicates the 

weekly activity you should aim for at the end of each month. 

Here are a few more pointers to bear in mind as you go: 

Month 1 Beginners start here! Keep to short frequent sessions.  There’s no rush. 

Month 2 A few short sessions mid-week, ensuring at least one bike ride every week. 

Month 3 Keep building it up steadily. Introduce longer weekend bike rides. 

Month 4 Ride Saturday and Sunday. Build your confidence on rough and steep terrain. 

Month 5 Try to ride 1 hour per day minimum. One weekend, ride 5 hours both days. 

Month 6 Keep up the long weekend rides, and the rough terrain. 

Last week Relax!  Rest on your laurels – just some gentle rides to keep supple! 

Please remember 

What seems easy here can feel much harder in an environment of high altitude, sun, humidity, high 

or low temperatures, rain, and steep terrain So, read the Event Specifics carefully so you are aware 

of what to expect and come to the information day armed with lots of questions about where you 

are going and how to prepare. 

In summary 

Enjoy your training.  Take your time.  Remember, the challenges are not just physical, and everyone 

on the ride will be there to support each other.  At times it may be tough, but there is every reason 

to finish feeling you’ve done a great thing, and had a great time! 

Good luck! 


