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TRAIL TERMINOLOGY - When day hiking, you’ll likely come across a number of terms referring to the type 
of trail you might set out on. Understanding what these different terms mean can help you better plan your 
hike and ultimately to best navigate it when in the wilderness.  
 
Conifer – a tree that bears cones and evergreen needlelike or scale like leaves. This is a soft wood found in the 
Southwestern region of the United States.  
 
Logged – The trees on the trail are cut into manageable sizes with a cross-cut saw and cleared.  
 
Logged and lopped – The branches are cut, removed and small area along the trail has been trimmed back for 
ease of access.  
 
Loop hike - Such a trail is circular, meaning that its start point is also its end point. A variation of this is the 
stacked loop, in which several loops share sides, allowing you to extend the distance of any loop by simply 
adding the next one in the set. 

Out-and-back - This trail heads to a specific point but then has to be backtracked to the starting point. This 
sometimes is called an in-and-out or a destination trail, the latter because the main sight to see on the trail, 
such as a waterfall or a vista, also is the point where you turn back.  
 
Park – a large open area with grass and trees.  
 
Saddle – This is the lowest area between two peaks and has two wings which span the divide.  
 
Switchbacks – A path with alternating sharp ascents and descents usually leading up the side of a mountain.  
 
Tank – refers to stock tanks and the water is not potable. It would have to be purified/filtered in order to be 
drinkable.  
 
Tread – a term used to describe the actual travel surface of the trail.  
 
Wilderness – The FS refers to wilderness areas in compliance with the Wilderness Act of 1964 … “A wilderness, 
in contrast with those areas where man and his works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an 
area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who 
does not remain.” 

 

 


