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High-Stakes Snacking: Mastering the PCT
Bear Bag Method

Lesson Overview
In this lesson, learners will master the "PCT Method" (Pacific Crest Trail) of hanging a bear bag. This is a

critical scouting and backpacking skill that keeps food safe from bears and, more importantly, keeps
bears safe from human food habits.

Learning Objectives

Identify the "12-4-6 Rule" for selecting a safe hanging location.

Demonstrate how to throw a weighted line over a high branch without getting it stuck.
Execute the PCT hang method using a carabiner and a toggle.

Explain why traditional hangs often fail and why the PCT method is the current "pro" standard.

Materials Needed

¢ 50 feet of lightweight cord (reflective paracord or 2mm Dyneema is best).

One lightweight carabiner.

A "throw bag" (a small stuff sack or a sturdy sock filled with a rock).

A "food bag" (dry bag or stuff sack filled with about 5-10 Ibs of weight to simulate food).
A small stick (about the thickness of a thumb and 6 inches long) to use as a toggle.

A tree with a sturdy, live branch roughly 15-20 feet off the ground.

1. The Hook: The 400lb Uninvited Guest

Imagine you’ve just hiked 10 miles. You're tired, your feet hurt, and you’'re dreaming of that Mountain
House Beef Stroganoff you packed. You wake up at 2:00 AM to the sound of something heavy dragging
your backpack into the woods. In the morning, you find your bag shredded and your food gone. You now
have a 10-mile hike back on an empty stomach.

The Reality Check: A "fed bear is a dead bear." Once bears learn that humans carry tasty snacks, they
stop hunting naturally and start approaching campsites. This usually ends with the bear being relocated
or put down. Hanging your bag correctly isn't just about your dinner—it's about wildlife conservation.

2.1 DO: Tree Selection & The 12-4-6 Rule

Before we touch the rope, we have to find the "Goldilocks" tree. We use the 12-4-6 Rule:

¢ 12 Feet High: The bottom of your bag must be at least 12 feet off the ground (higher than a bear
can reach on its hind legs).
¢ 4 Feet Out: The bag must be at least 4 feet away from the tree trunk (so a bear can't lean out
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and grab it).
¢ 6 Feet Below: The bag must be at least 6 feet below the branch (to prevent "snatch and grab"
from above).

Trainer Note: Point out a tree that looks good but has dead branches. Explain that dead branches
(widow-makers) are dangerous to stand under and likely to snap under the weight of food.

3. WE DO: The "Big Toss" and Setup

Now, we practice the most frustrating part: getting the line over the branch.

1. The Coil: Neatly coil your rope on the ground so it doesn't tangle. Step on the loose end so you
don't accidentally throw the whole rope over!

2. The Weight: Put a rock in your throw bag and tie it to the end of the rope using a clove hitch or
bowline knot.

3. The Throw: Use an underhand "pendulum" swing to toss the bag over a branch 20 feet up.

o Tip: Aim for a spot on the branch that is sturdy but far enough from the trunk.

4. The Reset: If you miss, don't just pull hard! Walk under the branch and gently wiggle the line to

avoid tangles.

4. YOU DO: The PCT Method (The "No-Tie" Hang)

Traditional hangs use a second rope or tie the rope to a tree trunk. Clever bears simply bite the rope at
the trunk to make the bag fall. The PCT method solves this. Follow these steps:

1. Clip: Once your rope is over the branch, remove the throw bag and clip your carabiner to that end
of the rope.

2. Thread: Take the other end of the rope (the one you were holding) and pass it through the
carabiner. You now have a giant loop over the branch.

3. Attach Food: Clip your food bag to the carabiner.

4. The Hoist: Pull the loose end of the rope to haul the food bag all the way up until the carabiner
hits the branch.

5. The Toggle: Reach as high as you can on the rope you are pulling. Tie a quick "clove hitch"
around your small stick (the toggle).

6. The Release: Slowly let go of the rope. The food bag will descend, but the toggle will jam against
the carabiner, locking the bag in mid-air!

Success Criteria (How do you know you won?)

¢ Is the bag at least 12 feet up?

¢ Is it at least 4 feet from the trunk?

¢ Is the rope not tied to a tree trunk? (If the bag is floating and held only by the toggle, you
passed!)

e Can you retrieve it easily by pulling the rope down and removing the toggle?
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Assessment & Recap

Formative Check: Ask the student to explain why we use a toggle instead of tying the rope to the tree.
(Answer: Bears can't cut/bite the rope if it's hanging in mid-air.)

Summative Task: The student must complete a full hang from start to finish (including tree selection)
in under 10 minutes without getting the rope stuck.

Differentiation & Extensions

¢ For Beginners: Use a lower branch (8-10 feet) to practice the toggle mechanics before trying a
full-height hang.

e For Advanced Learners: Try the "Two-Bag Method" (counter-weighting), which is used when
there are no perfect branches.

¢ Real-World Challenge: Try doing the hang while wearing winter gloves or while a "bear" (the
instructor) makes growling noises nearby to simulate pressure!

Conclusion

Today we learned that hanging a bear bag isn't just about tying a knot; it's about physics and
outsmarting some of nature's cleverest foragers. Remember the 12-4-6 Rule and the PCT Toggle, and
you'll never have to hike out of the woods on an empty stomach.
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