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INTRODUCTION
The 2 oz. Backpacker?

Readers have asked for a featherweight source book they can justify carrying along with them in the wilds, something that will provide a backup to their own experience, help them deal with adversity and ensure their getting the most from their trips.

That’s exactly what I’ve tried to produce. This little book deals exclusively with situations backpackers encounter in wilderness. Here are the tips and techniques my friends and I use to sail along safe and easy in the wilds, staying out of trouble, getting the maximum pleasure and comfort from our trips.

I’ve tried to cram all the data I can into a small, tough, flexible format on light, thin but high quality paper, aiming at a total book weight of just two ounces, so weight-conscious backbackers will carry it. If the printer failed “to make the weight” you can always rip off the covers or take scissors to the margins.

This is strictly a field guide. I have wasted no space on data that can’t help you in the wilds. If you want to know how to choose the right gear, get in shape, travel light, select clothing, plan menus and trips, and understand how insulators, fabrics and the human body interact, get my Pleasure Packing for the 80’s, also from Ten Speed. It’s a soup to nuts, 255 page reference book on backpacking, but it weighs twelve ounces and isn’t meant to be carried. Much of this little book has been distilled from its best selling big brother.

This isn’t a survival booklet, either. A backpacker shouldn’t need to know how to rub two sticks together for fire, flag down a passing plane, snare rabbits or cook without pots. He’s supposed to have all the essentials on his back and be prepared to travel through the country he has chosen to visit. This little book is to help you deal with discomfort, injury or other emergency. It’s also to help you maximize your safety and minimize your worry, to provide an extra margin of safety. Think of it as you do emergency food, bandages, surplus matches and extra batteries. You hope you won’t need them, but you don’t dare leave them home!

I’ve tried to organize my material for easy access, so you can find what you need without reading the whole book. The chapter headings have been supplemented (both in the table of contents and at the head of each chapter) with an elaboration of what’s contained. Headlines within the text match this elaboration to help you with equipment breakdown, unexpected weather, unfriendly campsites or a temporary loss of orientation. You can likewise find techniques to help you wring the most pleasure from your precious vacation.

Even if you don’t get in trouble twenty miles from nowhere, this little book will have its uses. The blank pages in back, used for notes, can double the pleasure of your next trip by reminding you what to leave home, what to bring more of and what to do differently. Or leave notes to your partner or a record in mountaintop registers. The text can supply escape reading on a rainy afternoon in the tent. It will even function as inferior toilet or cigarette paper, or excellent firestarter after a rain. Or you can prop up the stove with it, patch a hole in your boot or insulate your bottom while sitting on cold rocks. And if you’re desperate enough it can even be boiled in salted water to make a low calorie broth.

Whatever uses you find for this little book, I hope it helps you to a happier, safer trip when you’re deep in the wilds with only the pack you carry on your back.

Bob Wood

Walker, California

March 1982
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This little book is meant to be carried with you in the wilds, to help you out when you need help, cheer you up when you’re tired and make you more comfortable. I sincerely hope you find what you need.

A backpacker’s ability to walk efficiently, safely and comfortably is absolutely vital to a happy trip. And walking well is no joke when you must make your way through wild country, often on steep and difficult terrain, under widely varying weather conditions, sometimes at high altitude, carrying everything you need on your back. Fortunately, there are ways to make wilderness travel a lot easier, safer and more fun.

There is a myth that one should find a comfortable pace and then stick to it. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The most common error among hikers is trying doggedly to maintain a set pace despite changes in the grade. Constant speed is an impossible goal. Comfortable, efficient walking depends on maintaining one’s energy output—not one’s speed—at a level which will not produce excessive fatigue. This simply means slowing down when the trail climbs, then speeding up when it levels off.

The length of one’s stride should also be variable. When the trail suddenly grows steeper, I not only slow down, I take shorter steps. When the trail levels off, my stride gradually lengthens. Walking in this manner, i.e. trying to maintain an even and comfortable output of energy rather than trying to maintain a constant speed, I am never forced to stop from exhaustion, and I log more miles per day in greater comfort.

There’s a scientific basis for my “variable speed” philosophy. Specialists have determined that for every individual and set of walking conditions there is an ideal pace, an optimal speed which requires minimal energy per step. Our internal computer instinctively tries to conserve energy and it will govern our speed for maximum efficiency—if we let it! Ignoring the clockwork within ourselves—by hurrying and even by moving too slowly—will be far more tiring than the optimal pace because it’s using more energy than necessary.

Finding an Ideal Pace

Since every individual will have a different ideal speed, group travel presents certain problems. A 5’2” lady complained, “My 6’3” boyfriend, who is normally very thoughtful, spent a lot of time on our backpacking trip bawling me out for being slow, clumsy and lazy—none of which I am if I’m accepted at my size and weight. It took me three steps for every two of his.” Her boyfriend complained about his 40 pound pack, though it was only 20% of his weight, while she struggled to keep up carrying 25 pounds, fully 25% of her hundred pound weight. This couple was trapped into a mutually unhappy situation by his failure to understand their different physical capacities and by the less obvious but more common assumption that they had to travel together—which means at the same speed.

How Much to Carry?

Because of their construction and chemical makeup, women are at a disadvantage carrying a pack in the wilds—quite apart from their lesser size and weight. Couples determined to hike together can best equalize the situation by adjusting their loads. In the case above, I would recommend the lady carry 15 pounds while her boyfriend lugs 50. Where togetherness isn’t vital I urge people to travel at their own pace, the tortoises starting earlier and meeting the hares at the halfway point for lunch. I also advise people to savor the joys of solo travel or pick companions with similar capabilities. Increasingly on the trail I meet carefree groups of women happily poking along together, free of the strain of performing or keeping up with men.

The experts have learned some interesting facts that can help us walk more functionally. Walking involves about a hundred different muscles, but all the walker’s propulsive thrust is delivered by the terminal bone of the big toe. Our computer propels us by converting potential energy to kinetic energy with almost 50% efficiency. Walking is a state of carefully controlled falling, using the acceleration of gravity for the purpose. There is an advantage, it turns out, to a certain amount of bobbing as we walk. The extra work of raising the body increases the help we get from gravity by permitting us to fall further with each step. Walking downhill is easier because the body can fall further. Freely swinging arms help walking efficiency by stabilizing the shoulders and pelvis with the thrust of their counter rotation.

Hurrying, especially uphill, can be counter productive in another way. Superexertion produces lactic acid in the blood, which hampers muscle performance, causes great discomfort and requires more than an hour for recovery, during which the walker suffers from exhaustion. So the clever backpacker’s strategy requires keeping his activity level below the lactic acid formation stage. On difficult grades that means slowing the pace to a comfortable level or stopping frequently to rest and allow oxidation to flush the blood of acid buildup. By experimentation I have discovered that on the steepest trails under heavy load I drop below the level of painful lactic acid buildup by shortening each step from 18 inches to 14. That four inches makes a huge difference in my comfort.

It is important to react immediately to changes in grade. Failure to cut speed instantly when the trail turns abruptly upward places a demand on the body for extra exertion. And extra exertion consumes a disproportionately large part of one’s store of energy. For instance, with the energy required to run fifty yards uphill one can easily hike a quarter mile up the same grade—in far greater comfort. Large expenditures of energy—running, lunging, jumping, taking huge steps, even hiking too fast—must be avoided.

On a really steep slope, at high altitude under load, or where the footing is bad (sand, scree or loose snow), I adjust my pace even more precisely by controlling my step-to-breath ratio. I may, for instance, take two steps to the breath, inhaling as I plant my right foot and exhaling as I plant my left. If that proves hard to maintain, I may slow to a breath for every step or even two breaths per step, with a greatly shortened stride. On exceptionally difficult slopes it is better to slow to a crawl, taking six inch steps, then to make the frequent stops a faster pace would require. Starting and stopping consume extra energy. A dependable rule of thumb is that where the going is hard it is better to slow down and keep going than it is to make frequent stops. An unlooked for dividend of step-to-breath counting is the welcome distraction the counting provides.

Daydream Painkiller

Every experienced backpacker at some time or other has experienced a sinking feeling when, coming around a bend, he discovers a long, shadeless trail switchbacking endlessly upward toward a high and distant pass. When I find myself faced with a prospect of this sort, I often distract myself from the ordeal with the self-induced euphoria that comes of concentrated daydreaming. In a state of mild self-hypnosis, my daydreams so totally absorb my conscious mind that the discomfort of the grind goes mercifully dim.
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As I start upward toward the pass I rummage about in my memory for some event or scene that is so thoroughly pleasant and engrossing that I recall it with consummate relish. Then I unhurriedly embellish my recollection with the endless details that enable it vividly to fill my conscious mind. At first, it may be hard to escape into the past, but as the details pile up my awareness of present time and distance almost ceases. I climb automatically, sufficiently aware of my surroundings to make the necessary adjustments, but too engrossed with my dream to feel the discomfort. In fact, I’m sometimes reluctant, when the pass has been reached, to abandon my dream and shift my attention to the country ahead!

While I find daydreaming dependable and easily sustained, some people prefer the more companionable distraction of conversation. One of my regular walking companions, when we face a demanding stretch of trail, will say “Well, what shall we talk about?” We may very well get rid of a quarter of a mile before we settle on a suitable topic. Often we trade accounts of movies, dreams, books, trout we have caught or mountains we have climbed. Sometimes we may be driven to simple word games (especially useful with children) like Twenty Questions or Animal-Mineral-Vegetable. If we have been out in the country awhile, we may get rid of half an hour concocting menus for fantastic meals. Talking as we move upward tends to slow the pace, but that, in turn, further reduces the discomfort.
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The Art of Resting

Despite my advice “to slow down and keep going,” rest stops are a vital part of walking. Unless the trail is like a sidewalk, one has little opportunity for looking around; the footing requires almost undivided attention. The walking itself is usually the least memorable part of any trip. So rest stops offer a means of savoring the country as well as restoring the body. One school holds that rests ought to be ruled by the clock, i.e. so many minutes of resting followed by so many minutes of hiking. This arbitrary arrangement makes no allowance for the difficulty of the terrain or the allure of the country.

But what’s worse is the notion that one needs to be ruled by the clock, even in the wilderness. The tyranny of time, it seems to me, is one of the things that people go to the woods to escape. I am willing to admit the usefulness of a wristwatch in the woods for arranging a rendezvous with other watch-wearing members of the party—but I find clock time as dispensable in the wilds as doorbells, radios, telephones and cars, and I refuse to carry a watch, with only minor inconvenience.

Telling Time by Compass

If I really need to know the time my compass will give a rough approximation, provided the sun is shining. I set the compass in the sun, settle the needle on north, then set off the declination (17 degrees east in California). With the compass thus oriented, I stand a straight twig on the compass rim so that its shadow falls across the needle hub to the opposite rim. The position of the shadow on the opposite rim gives me a close approximation of sun time—by thinking of the compass as a watch with north at noon.

To reconcile sun time to daylight saving time, I add an hour. To tell time early or late in the day one only needs to know the hours of sunrise and sunset. Of course, some allowance must be made for mountains that rise high to either the east or west. Time is still important, but it is sun time, not clock time, that counts. How long before sunset, when it starts to grow cool? How long before dark? These are the pertinent questions in the wilds.

Getting back to rest stops, most walkers, provided they have a modicum of self-discipline and know how far they have to go, will find it more satisfactory to rest when they want to or need to. I like to stop, if I can manage it, beside a stream, at the top of a slope, in the first shade after a treeless stretch, where a log or rock forms a natural seat, or at any point where the view is unusually fine. I also favor mossy dells, waterfalls, brilliant patches of wildflowers, and fords where I can wash my feet or set up my rod and take a few casts.

When it comes to a real rest, I like to imagine I have earned it. On a particularly difficult slope, for instance, I might promise myself a rest after another hundred steps. Sometimes a hundred is impossible and I have to settle for fifty or even twenty-five. But if I get to thirty-five and think I can squeeze out another fifteen—I try it. For variety, and to add to the distraction, I sometimes count my steps backwards.

When I am ready to rest I take some pains to enjoy it. I slip out of my pack (leaving it propped against a rock or tree to make it easy to put back on) and sit or lie down. If my boots are the least bit uncomfortable or my feet are damp, I take off both boots and socks and set them to air in the sun or breeze. If there is water running nearby, I give my feet a soapless washing and rub and let them dry in the sun. If I am feeling faint or tired I lie down with my feet propped high against a tree so the blood can drain from my legs back into my body. Once my fatigue has drained away and my breathing has returned to normal, I usually have something to eat.

Sometimes the greatest benefit of a rest stop—especially if there are children along—is having some fun, doing a little exploring. I like to stroll away from the trail to have a look at country I would otherwise miss. Often enough, I discover something unsuspected—an abandoned prospect hole, a bed of mushrooms, a hidden view, the remains of a lean-to, a tiny spring or a wild sheep horn.

A rest may last anywhere from thirty seconds to overnight! When the time comes to move on, it is vital to start out at a moderate pace. There is a tendency, especially with children, to rocket up the trail after a refreshing rest. I have often seen eager children start off at a run, slow to a walk, then sink into a panting, dispirited trudge—all within sixty seconds.

The Hikers’ Warmup

As anyone who’s read a running book knows, it can be vital to loosen, stretch and warm-up your muscles before heavy exercise—like backpacking. The alternative can be stiffness, soreness, early fatigue and pulled muscles. The older you are or the colder it is, the more important it is to warm-up. I always stretch the backs of my legs (hamstrings) and Achilles tendons by bracing my hands against a tree or rock, straightening my body at a 45° angle to the ground and lowering my heels gently to the ground for a minute.

I find it equally beneficial and wonderfully stress relieving to loosen my muscles after hiking. When I shuck off my pack after a long haul I often feel stiff and weary—until five minutes of Yoga stretching on my foam pad rejuvinates and refreshes me. The transformation must be experienced to be believed. When ligaments and muscles are gently guided back into their natural state after prolonged effort, stiffness and fatigue simply dissolve. The single most rewarding exercise for me after hard hiking involves lying on my stomach, putting my hands in the push-up position, then, keeping my pelvis on the mat, gradually straightening my arms, throwing back my head and bending my spine backward, keeping my knees locked.

After several deep breaths, I turn my head as far as possible (until I can see my feet) on one side then the other. Then I relax my knees, lower my elbows to the pad and lie relaxed, back still bent, breathing deeply for another minute. Other stretches of great benefit after removing a pack include slowly rotating the neck, rotating the shoulders and rotating the ankles.

The “Limp” Step

The single most valuable (and spectacular) walking technique I know of, one which literally flushes away fatigue, is variously called the “rest step” or “limp step.” Though little known among backpackers, this mountaineer’s trick is based on the simplest of principles. When a hiker climbs steeply or carries great weights, the strain on the muscles around the knee is excessive and these muscles quickly fill with lactic and carbonic acids, the products of fatigue. This buildup of acids in overworked muscles, in turn, produces the painful ache that makes terrific slopes or heavy loads so uncomfortable.

The rest step is designed to flush away the acids of fatigue, thus relieving the ache they create. In the course of normal walking knee muscles never quite relax. But if at some point in the step the leg is allowed to go entirely limp, even for only a fraction of a second, the excess acids are carried away and the pain miraculously disappears.
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The necessary relaxation can be managed in either of two ways. The leading leg can be allowed to go limp for an instant just after the foot is placed for a new step and just before the weight is shifted to it. Or the trailing leg can be relaxed just after the weight is transferred to the lead leg and just before the trailing leg is lifted. I have gotten in the habit of relaxing the lead leg, but most people seem to find it easier to let the trailing leg go limp. The trailing leg method is also easier to learn and easier to teach. My daughter learned it when she was eight.

We were day hiking up a relentlessly climbing trail that gains 1200 feet in less than a mile. When she complained that she was tired and her legs hurt, I had her stop and shift all her weight first to one leg then the other, explaining that the pain would go away from a leg allowed to go limp. After she had stopped to flush her legs in this manner several times, I suggested that she take a small step forward with the leg that was relaxed, explaining that it was less tiring to keep going, even very slowly, when you rested your legs. Before we reached the top she was able to flush the fatigue from her legs whenever she needed to, without stopping.

As few as two or three limp steps in succession will usually bring amazing relief. Of course, the acids of fatigue continue to collect as long as the knees continue to work hard, so it soon becomes necessary to flush them again. But I find that after half a dozen limp steps I can return to my normal stride for anywhere from ten to a hundred yards. Besides offering relief from aching muscles, limp-stepping also provides comic relief by causing its practitioners to look a little like staggering drunks.

The “Indian” Step

A technique of somewhat narrower application is the Indian Step, a style of walking long used by cross-country skiers and European gymnasts as well as American Indians. Modern Americans tend to walk without swinging their hips. The Indian travels more efficiently. At the end of each step he swings the hip forward as well as the leg, pivoting at the waist. And he leans forward slightly as he walks. This forward lean and turning of the hips lengthens the stride, positions the feet almost directly in front of one another, and minimizes the wasteful up and down movement. The result is a more fluid, floating walk, with less wasted motion. And on easy ground the longer stride produces more speed. The chief disadvantages of the Indian Step are that it is difficult to master, requiring agility and balance; and the advantages are greatest for the unburdened walker.

I occasionally use the Indian Step if I am lightly burdened and wish to travel rapidly across level terrain that offers good footing. The easiest way to get the feel of the step is consciously to stretch the stride, thrusting the hip forward, aiming the foot for the center of the trail, swinging the shoulders counter to the hip thrust. Once the rhythm is established the shoulder swing can be reduced. Walking on narrow city curbs is a good way to practice.

Having dealt with uphill and level trail hiking, it is time to go down. It is common to feel relief when the trail starts down because it is so much easier on the lungs. But downhill travel is twice as hard on the legs as going up. When descending a steep trail I try to cushion the shock of each downward step by rolling my hip forward (not unlike the Indian Step movement) and placing my foot with the knee slightly bent. As I transfer my weight I allow my knee to flex so that it functions in much the same fashion as an automobile shock absorber, reducing the jarring that downhill travel inevitably produces.

Trails provide a measure of dependability and security. Cross-country walking is altogether different. Instead of relying on an established course, one must find his own way; instead of the improved footing of a prepared trail, there are obstacles to contend with. Carrying a pack cross-country can be serious business and requires much greater experience, balance, strength, adventurousness and caution than does backpacking by trail.

In the space of a mile, one may have to contend with brush, bog, loose sand, boulder slopes, snow, deadfalls, mud, streams and cliffs. And one of the most treacherous steep slopes I ever descended was covered with innocent-looking tufts of extremely slippery grass. Just as slippery are glacially polished slabs that are wet, mossy or invisibly dusted with sand. Footing of this sort demands caution. I often take some trouble to climb around a wet or mossy slab, and when traction is vital I test the slope for sand by listening for the telltale grating sound. When I must cross slippery terrain, I often twist my foot slightly as I put my weight upon it to determine how well my boot soles are gripping.

When climbing a sandy slope it is important to plant the foot as flatly as possible; the greater the surface area of boot on sand the shorter the distance one is likely to slip backward. If there are rocks or patches of grass or low brush, I think of them as stepping stones and zig-zag from one to the other. Sometimes steep sand is best treated like snow and the easiest way up is a series of switchbacking traverses or a herringbone step in which the toes are turned outward.

Crossing Spring Snow

Hard and hummocky slopes of spring snow can be extremely tiring, and nothing short of wading tests the waterproofing of boots so severely. It is virtually impossible to keep feet dry. All one can do is carry several pairs of dry socks for a single day’s travel. If I am rushing the season, I content myself with day hikes and keep dry boots waiting at the trailhead.

In the spring there is the constant danger of falling through a thin crust of snow with painful, even serious, results. There is hardly an easier way to bark shins, twist ankles and even break legs. The margins of spring snowfields should always be treated with suspicion. So should snow-covered logs and snow from which issues the muffled sound of gurgling water. The best strategy I know for testing suspect snow is to kick it without actually committing any weight to it. If it withstands the kicking it can probably support my weight. Sometimes a big step or jump will avoid the necessity of stepping on what looks like rotten or undermined snow.
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In the spring it can be dangerous to ford creeks and streams, never mind rivers. If you can’t find a log or a series of stepping stones, you’ll have to wade. The first decision is whether to protect your feet but soak your boots, or take a chance on injuring your feet (and increasing the likelihood of falling) by going barefoot. If you choose the latter, be sure your socks and boots are tied securely to your pack or around your neck as you wade, so that they can’t possibly be lost if you fall or go under—unless you’re prepared to walk barefoot to the car! When wearing a pack on a dangerous crossing, always release the hipbelt and loosen the shoulder straps so you can jettison it instantly to protect yourself from drowning.

Fording Streams

If conditions warrant, send the strongest man in the party across first with a rope but no pack. A fixed rope tied tightly between trees will provide security and peace of mind. So will a staff to probe for holes and brace like a third leg against the current. Choose a wide shallow ford over a short but swift or deep one. The job will be easier if you start on the upstream side of a good fording site and plan to angle downstream, because that’s where you’ll end up anyway. If you can help it, don’t cross immediately above a falls, cataract or other substantial hazard. Organize your party for the safest possible crossing. And remember that risks are enormously magnified when you’re traveling alone. It’s better to change your plans or make any detour than it is to take a chance when there’s no one to help if you get in trouble.

Nothing consumes energy in such big gulps as maneuvers that require extra effort, like taking a giant step up onto a rock or log. If I cannot easily make my way around such obstacles, I transfer most of the extra effort to my shoulders and arms by placing both hands on top of the knee that is making the step and pushing down hard as I step upward.
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On exceptionally steep rocky slopes, it sometimes becomes necessary to step forward onto the toe of the foot instead of the heel. Toe stepping adds power and balance on steep grades, but soon tires calf muscles. It helps to alternate heel and toe steps to prevent the cramping the latter produce. By following ten toe steps with twenty heel steps, I spread the work over two sets of muscles. The necessity of counting helps distract me from the rigours of the climb. If this arrangement continues to produce excessive fatigue, I sheer off from the fall-line and climb in longer but easier switchbacking traverses.

When climbing cross-country it is sometimes necessary to remind oneself that the easiest route up may not be the easiest way down. Going up, I generally go out of my way to avoid sand, snow and scree; but coming down I go out of my way to make use of them. Nothing is so pleasant after a hard climb up a mountain as glissading down a slanting snowfield or gliding with giant, sliding steps down slopes of sand or gravel.

Rules for New Climbers

Scrambling—climbing that requires the use of hands, but not ropes—demands agility, good balance, endurance and desire. Success may depend on the scrambler’s ability to discover a feasible route by studying the slope during the approach and by consulting a large scale topographic map. The basic rules for beginning climbers include: never climb alone; never go up a pitch you cannot get down; never climb on your knees; lean out from, not in toward the slope when exposure is great; and never take chances or attempt maneuvers that are beyond your skill.

Despite the need for caution, climbing can be enjoyed by most walkers, including women and children. Both my wife and daughter have climbed a number of peaks with me; my daughter made her first ascent when she was six. It is unfortunate that so many people think climbing means inching up sheer cliffs by means of ropes, pitons and limitless willpower. There is immense satisfaction to be gained in scrambling up peaks that demand little more than determination and offer no disconcerting exposure.

Climbing can be as safe as the climber cares to make it. As I come down a mountain late in the day, I remind myself that the majority of mountaineering accidents occur after three in the afternoon, and that twice as many falls happen on the way down as on the way up. Expert climbers force themselves to descend with caution, thinking out difficult steps in advance to keep down the chance of injury.

Rock-hopping—crossing a boulder field by stepping or jumping from rock to rock—is probably the most demanding and dangerous way to travel in the mountains, but it is often unavoidable. I mentally try to keep a step ahead of my feet so when I run out of rocks I will be able to stop. I also treat every boulder, no matter how large, as though the addition of my weight will cause it to move. To slow myself down on a dangerous slope, I sometimes think back to a cross-country back-packing descent on which a companion, when forced to leap from a rolling boulder, opened six inches of his leg to the bone. Whenever I am forced to make a sudden or awkward jump, I try to land simultaneously on both feet with knees bent, to cushion the shock and minimize the danger of injury.

Getting Off the Trail

A majority of hikers, or so it seems to me, are slaves to the trails. Many newcomers to walking are perhaps not aware that trails are the means, not the ends. The trail, however faint, is merely an extension of civilization. Wilderness does not begin until the trail is left behind. Many trip planners, without thinking, plot their routes exclusively from existing trail systems. And many squander a whole vacation on wilderness travel that never leaves the beaten path. But the solitude—the true wilderness experience—does not materialize until the traveler is finding his own way through wild country, rather than following a route marked by others.

By far the easiest way to escape the trail is to day hike, carrying only sweater, lunch and first aid kit. More country can be covered in a day without pack than on a weekend under load. Hikers who want to spend a maximum amount of time in truly wild country may find it more fruitful to car camp close to the trailhead and spend the time dayhiking. I sometimes begin a wilderness weekend by backpacking cross-country for less than a mile to some unsuspected campsite by a spring or small creek; I then spend the bulk of my time dayhiking unencumbered. 
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A good many trips have been ruined in the planning by the seemingly harmless assumption: “We ought to be able to make ten miles a day.” On some days fifty feet would be too far. People have a habit of committing themselves to rigid goals: making 11.2 miles, fishing Lockjaw Lake, climbing Indian Peak. Somehow these achievements become substituted for the original or underlying reason for going—to enjoy roaming wild country. When people become so achievement oriented that they measure the success of a trip in terms of miles tramped, elevation gained or speed records, they often find themselves losing interest in wilderness travel. Working toward ambitious goals becomes too much like the rat-race at home.

One of the greatest sources of joy I know is climbing to some attractive summit. It has been a long time since I called myself a mountain climber, but I enjoy getting to the top as much as ever. And I get just as much pleasure from walking up a little granite dome after dinner to watch the sun go down as I do spending all day working my way up a big mountain. The important thing to remember is that anyone can (and should) make his or her way to the top of an appropriate hill, ridge or peak. I know of no better way to savor the wilderness.

Blending Into the Country

When I was a boy I had the good fortune to belong to a small group led by the well-known author-naturalist, Vinson Brown. Vince used to take us into wild places he knew in the hills and station us, out of sight of one another, perhaps a hundred feet apart, on conveniently located rocks and logs. After wiggling into comfortable positions, we would be instructed to sit absolutely still for five minutes, not moving anything but our eyes.

If we were quiet enough, Vince told us, the birds and insects and small animals in the area would come gradually to accept us as part of the environment, just as they accepted the rocks or logs on which we were sitting. It was truly remarkable how well it worked. I don’t know a better way to get close to the country, and often when I am walking alone in wild country I will seat myself in some fruitful looking place and let myself once again become part of the country.

Trail Manners

With more and more people walking in the wilds, trail manners have become more important. In most states discharging firearms, even during hunting season, is illegal across or in the vicinity of a trail. Equally objectionable is the boom of gunfire which invades privacy and solitude, and shatters the wilderness experience of other travelers for miles around. Guns are not needed as protection against wildlife and they have no place in today’s crowded wildlands.

Horses and pack stock, once necessary to reach remote country, are now less common. But since stock can be unpredictable and difficult to control, it retains the right-of-way on trails. Walkers should move several yards off the trail, preferably downslope, and stand quietly while animals pass. Since walkers inevitably travel at different speeds, slower-moving parties should be considerate enough of faster walkers to let them move by. And fast hikers ought to politely ask permission to pass when the trail is narrow.

Over-riding the backpacker’s concern for his comfort should be a sense of responsibility toward the country through which he passes. Increased travel in diminishing wild areas makes it necessary for all of us, consciously, to protect the environment and keep it clean. On the trail this means throwing away nothing, not even a cigarette butt, broken shoelace or match. In camp it means burning, then bagging, but never burying, garbage. Leftover edibles, not including egg shells and orange peels, can be scattered for the birds and animals. Everything else should go in heavy plastic garbage bags to be packed out. The thoughtful walker takes pride in leaving no trace of his passing.

Family Trips

Many parents who badly want their kids to love the wilds either cram it down their throats or fail to make those first trips really memorable. To ensure that your children enjoy a happy outing means tailoring it in all aspects to maximize their enjoyment. The same goes for other strangers to the wilds, whether girlfriends, children, parents, brides, or even inexperienced friends.

Generally speaking, I feel parents should not take their children backpacking until: (1) they themselves can travel in the wilds with some degree of comfort and competence; (2) the children have been taken on several successful day hikes; (3) parents are willing to tailor an overnight trip to country they know, expressly for the pleasure of their children; (4) the children want (or are at least willing) to go; and (5) the parents genuinely want them along. Families able to meet these criteria have a fighting chance for a pleasant trip.
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The most common cause of disastrous family trips, it seems to me, is the failure of parents to see the trip through their children’s eyes. Any child will ask “If it isn’t fun, why do it?” He does not insist every minute be fun, but he will expect that, taken as a whole, the trip should be pleasant. After all, what good is a vacation if it isn’t fun? The honest adult will find it hard to object to such logic.

Food that meets the adult backpacker’s demands may or may not satisfy your children. Special emphasis should be put on snack foods and liquids. To maintain energy and prevent dehydration, children will need plenty of both. To encourage the between meal eating so necessary in the wilds, plenty of goodies are needed, especially gorp, cheese, salami, nuts and dried fruit. Children should be urged to drink small amounts of water often while traveling, and quantities of lemonade, Koolaid, Fizzies and reconstituted milk should be available in camp. Since kids will immediately notice that camp milk tastes “funny,” powdered flavorings should be carried to transform it into chocolate milk, cocoa and milkshakes.

Getting Kids up the Trail

When the trailhead has been reached and the loads handed out, the real work begins. Getting children up the trail and into camp demands patience, a strong back and considerable psychology. Parents unwilling or unable to keep the children amused and moving—without losing their own sense of humor—will wish they had left them home. So will the children! Without supervision, children tend to start out fast, which means they will soon want to rest. It is hard to curb the enthusiasm and effervescence that eats up their energy without curtailing the fun of the trip; it is also hard to keep them going when they feel tired and want to rest; and children fatigue quickly.

It is unfair to expect children to have the self-discipline necessary to conserve energy for the climb ahead. Instead, one has to supply incentives, distractions, goals and just plain entertainment—with the minimum necessary discipline mixed in.

Call the trip a “walk,” “walking” is fun but “hiking” is work. Making the trip a lark for the kids means getting into the spirit of their adventure rather than fretting about the slowness of the pace. Keep children moving but don’t try to make them hurry; it will only slow them down and rob them of their cheerfulness. Make sure they get away from the trail occasionally. Let them put down their packs and go investigate something they’ve discovered.

Take them off the trail to see mossy glens, snowbanks, waterfalls, a tree that looks like a witch. If they’ve been trudging along wearily for awhile, don’t wait for them to ask for a rest or simply sit down. Stop voluntarily, give them something to eat and show them something interesting. If they’re happy they’ll recover from their fatigue with amazing swiftness. Keep in mind the fact that the long range goal is not just to get them to the camp before lunch—it’s to make the trip so much fun that they’ll want to come again.

It’s always a good idea to keep watch on childrens’ feet. By putting a stop to chafing in the early stages you may avoid having to carry a child to the car! I have more than once discovered my daughter hiking happily along despite the fact that one sock had worked so far down her foot that it had disappeared entirely into her boot. Fortunately, children’s feet take the abuse of rough country much better than their parents’ and do not easily blister.

I find it important on the trail to talk to children a good part of the time. I give them progress reports “We’re more than halfway … It’s only fifteen minutes until lunch … There’s a spring where we can get a drink behind that big tree … It’s all downhill to camp.” Whenever I can, I praise their achievements. I try to distract them from the drudgery of the trail, and in doing so I find I have distracted myself.

When they grow weary of such temporal phenomena as birds’ nests, rills and rock rabbits, I try to stir their imagination by pointing out a cloud formation that looks like a ship, a leaning tree that resembles a poised runner or a patch of lichen that looks like a lion. Finding strange likenesses can be made into a contest in which children point out their own discoveries. The reward for the most imaginative can be a specially prized piece of candy.
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I carry a considerable stock of snacks in a wide variety, and I keep them concealed to add mystery and anticipation. It’s less important that kids eat well at mealtime than it is to feed them snacks between meals to keep their energy and spirits up. I pass out food with the smallest provocation and often with none at all.

Motivating Little Hikers

It’s always important to keep the kids happy, but there’s still the problem of getting them up the trail. A minimal amount of discipline, and self-discipline, is indispensable. So is a certain amount of desire on the child’s part to please his parents and do his part. I explain at the outset that while we’re going to stop and rest, play games, explore and generally have fun, we still have to make it to camp before lunch, so we’ll have time to set up camp and spend the afternoon playing without our packs. And that means we have to keep moving. As we move along, I show kids easier ways to get around obstacles, help foot draggers, readjust packs, show how the Indians walk, and if the trail grows steep, I demonstrate the rest step, which I represent variously as the “polar bear shuffle,” “kangaroo limp,” “dromedary drag,” etc.

If there are several children, I work most with the slowest ones. Sometimes the slowest becomes the fastest if you put them in the lead, explaining that they now have the responsibility for keeping the group on the trail, showing them how to recognize blazes and ducks and the footworn groove. It is usually best to bring up the rear when hiking with children, so you can help the ones who fall behind and so you’ll know if a child quietly sits down on a rock or wanders off while the rest of the party marches by.

The hardest part of handling a group of kids is keeping them together and controlling the rest stops. Energetic older boys will want to keep going while younger girls will frequently want to rest. It’s not difficult to spread your party all over the mountain. I urge the stoppers to keep going, and as a last resort I take their packs. If other kids get too far ahead, I may saddle them with the unwanted packs. When we stop for a rest I encourage the energetic ones to explore the immediate area while the tired ones sit and puff. 
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When the weariest seem to be somewhat restored, I simultaneously announce we must be off and pass out lemondrops all around. It is important after a rest not to let children dash up the trail with recharged enthusiasm or they’ll burn themselves out after only a few yards and plead for another rest. If they fail to restrain themselves, after you’ve explained the reason for starting off slowly, there is nothing to do but nag. Chronic fast starters are best reminded at the end of the rest instead of after they take off.

Family Camping Strategy

Even with all these strategems, the trail can become monotonous, and when the group becomes dull or dispirited I call an early rest. Everyone takes off his pack and we make a little side trip to some interesting spot out of sight of the trail—usually a waterfall or a cool glade or a lookout point, and we have a drink of lemonade (powder and plastic bottle must be handy) or lie in the cool grass, or throw snowballs off the cliff. This side trip is likely to refresh the group and the time spent seems a worthwhile investment. Progress, in this fashion, will be anywhere from a quarter mile to one mile per hour.

When camp is reached (and by now it should be evident why it needs to be close and the trail well known) some kids will want to flop down and rest, others will want to explore. No one will want to unpack, lay out beds or gather wood. The best strategy is to let everyone squander at least half an hour before assigning chores. Everyone should have something to do; if the tasks are thoughtfully assigned and described, previously exhausted children will go to work with surprising enthusiasm.

Limit the amount that thirsty children drink, but allow them—in fact urge them—to drink frequently from unpolluted streams and rills and your water bottle or canteen. Snowball fights and singing make good diversions. So do yodeling and echoing. Give kids the sense of helping you and finding the way. Don’t communicate anxiety about reaching camp, snakes, storms, or mosquitos. You must be relaxed and at home in the woods if you want your children to feel the same way. Don’t panic if they step near the edge of a cliff; their natural caution should protect them. Don’t yell at them. Be alert for excessive fatigue, dizziness, blisters, chafing clothes, sunburn and chapped lips.
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Explain in advance that you want to keep them comfortable and therefore they must let you know what’s bothering them. They’ll tell you all right! When you come to sand on smooth slab, wet slippery surfaces, loose gravel, mud, etc., calmly demonstrate how to cross safely. Celebrate all achievement; be liberal with praise and rewards. Teach your kids not to litter and get them to help you pick up gum wrappers and trash—if the going is not too difficult—to be deposited in one of your spare plastic bags.

Toilet Training

Impress your kids that nothing must be left behind to mar the wilderness, especially used toilet paper! Children at all times should carry about three feet of TP folded up in a pocket. Teach them when traveling to choose a place that won’t be found; supervise if necessary. Show them how to fold the used paper inward for easy handling and put it in a plastic bag for later burning. In camp, build a latrine and furnish it with TP and a collection bag for used paper. Unless you provide instruction there are sure to be toilet paper streamers decorating the trees, and the responsibility will be yours.

It’s a poor idea to plan to take children cross-country in rough terrain unless they are large, strong, proven hikers. Being closer to the ground, children see relatively small objects as real obstacles. A rock that’s just a knee-high step to you will be a waist-high roadblock to a six-year-old; a good scramble for you may be a nightmare for them. Forget boulder-hopping altogether.

In camp, find them rocks to climb, rills to dam, a snowpatch to slide on; define the bathroom area boundaries, explain camp rules regarding fire, food, muddy feet in the tent and the sanctity of the kitchen during meal preparation. Alert them to the continued need for wood and water. Explain that, like Indians, you plan to leave this camp so no one will know you’ve been there. 
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Taking children in to the wilderness can be demanding, even maddening, but by allowing yourself to see the trip through their eyes you can share their wonder, joy and adventure. You can remember what it feels like to be a kid in the woods when everything is new and mysterious and exciting. And when the trip is over and you’re homeward bound there is deep satisfaction in hearing your youngest ask “Daddy, when can we go again?”

Boots & Packs

Your walking success will depend greatly on the footwear you chose to bring along. Hopefully your boots (or running shoes or sandals or tennis shoes, etc.) are comfortable, supportive and well broken in. Since footwear and foot care belong together, I’ve put both in the next chapter, Keeping Fit. There’s been a revolution in footwear in the past few years. If you’re still carrying big, stiff, heavy leather boots for use on not-too-difficult terrain, you might want to read about the new, light, flexible boots in my Pleasure Packing for the 80’s before planning your next trip.

It’s hard to overemphasize the importance of boot weight. It’s well known that a pound on the feet is equivalent to five on the back, but think what that means on a ten mile walk. If you take an average 2000 steps per mile, it means you lift five tons in ten miles for every pound of boot on your feet! So every pound you save—going from four to three pound boots, or three pound boots to the new two pounders—saves the energy needed to lift five tons. Think what that energy saving could mean to your enjoyment of a trip, or how it might extend your range? Instead of collapsing in camp to soak and patch your swollen red feet you might actually enjoy a stroll after supper.

I also hope you brought the right pack, something sturdy, comfortable, and appropriate to the size of your load—since you’re stuck with it for the rest of the trip. If your pack is unsatisfactory, resolve to bring something better on your next trip. If you wince at every step, or the pack pulls back on you, consider the many cunning new designs I discuss in Pleasure Packing. If you’ve got a terraplane, you may wish you had more hip support. If you’re bushwhacking (cross-country) you may wish you’d brought an internal framed pack that has a lower center of gravity, moves with you and doesn’t throw you off balance or get caught on branches as often as your external frame pack. If your load is moderate but the pack is trying to throw you on your back, the center of your load may be too far from your back. A good pack bag keeps the weight within nine inches of the frame. Or you may be one of the many who’s discovering the “pull-back” characteristic of wraparound packs. 
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Blister Prevention

Maybe, if you’re uncomfortable, you can solve the problem with adjustments. If something’s gouging you in the back, stop and repack. Now! Maybe you need to tighten the back-bands or webbing. Maybe all you need is to shift the weight from your shoulders to the hipbelt. If your pack hasn’t a hipbelt or you can’t easily transfer all pack weight to the one you have, resolve to come better equipped next trip. Sometimes you need to rehang the shoulder straps (assuming yours are adjustable). Often the problem is even easier to solve.

Is there a fold in your shirt or sweater underneath the shoulder strap? Is the hipbelt making the belt buckle beneath it dig into your waist? Make sure you minimize chafing by paying close attention to all the points at which your body bears weight or there’s friction of any kind. The lightest rubbing, if it continues mile after mile, can produce pain, irritation, blisters or loss of skin that can become disabling. Maybe the irritation is slight at first so you procrastinate. But ask yourself: How will I hike tomorrow if I let a blister develop today?

Sometimes one shoulder strap is a tad tighter than the other. After an hour or so, this faint imbalance can result in an aching shoulder or neck or back. To insure maximum comfort at the end of the day (when you’re sure to be tired anyway) be sensitive to the smallest discomfort. Then stop and do something about it RIGHT NOW. Veteran hikers baby themselves because they know what’s coming if they don’t. It’s a sign of inexperience to hobble up the trail enduring discomfort or suffering from yesterday’s neglect. Concentrate on your problem and you’ll discover your pack and clothing is more adjustable than you imagined. Experiment and you’ll find ways to increase your walking comfort. And do it before your tender city skin turns pink.

Once blisters have formed the problem is quadrupled, because chances are good you can’t totally prevent friction on the damaged area. And continued rubbing on blistered areas can mean real suffering. What if your feet hurt so much you can’t put on your boots or can’t walk back to the car? How do you carry your pack if your hips or shoulders are raw? Once the skin is damanged you’re stuck. It won’t fully heal while you wait, unless you can lay around camp for a week. Prevention is the only solution to the problem of injured tissue on any part of the body. For the backpacker, whose life may depend on maintaining good health, an ounce of injury prevention may be worth a ton of cure.

Sometimes chafing can be lessened by improvising padding inside the shoulder straps or hipbelt with a carefully folded bandana or t-shirt. And make a note to make this temporary measure permanent before your next trip. Hipbelt padding, once optional, should be regarded as essential for comfortably carrying the entire load when you want to rest your shoulders. Nylon line “clothes hangers” are also valuable if you want to air out the socks you just took off, stow a sweater that won’t fit in the pack or dry your laundry. Tie everything on, no matter how secure you think those spare socks are tucked in. Don’t wait until you’ve lost some vital item of clothing (it’s vital if you brought it) because you’re too lazy to tie it on. 
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If Your Pack Bag Rips

If your pack bag rips or bursts you shouldn’t be in trouble—as long as you have a ground cloth or tent and some nylon line. Simply fold your tarp into a big rectangle and position all your gear in a neat heap, with the heaviest items on top. Then fold the sides in and flop your bundle onto the bare frame, so the edges are all inside. Then lash it to the frame securely and continue on your way with a pack that’s probably closer to your body than before. Remember, do all you can to minimize pack depth. Put heaviest items closest to your body, hold pack depth to nine inches, and never put anything but featherweight items in that pocket on the back of your pack. If you get tired of taking off your pack everytime you want to get something out of its pockets, resolve to try a belt pouch or small fanny pack worn in front next trip. All can be marvelously handy on the trail for carrying small items and even handier on day hikes or climbs from base camp on layover days. Bulging pockets are no aid to comfort, and lifting a pocketful of knives and gadgets with every step uses energy to no purpose.

In a properly fitting loaded pack, the shoulder straps should meet the frame on a level with the shoulder top or slightly above it, and you should be able to hunch your shoulders high enough to lift the unfastened hipbelt easily into the ideal position for tightening. Conversely, when the hipbelt is snugged moderately tight it should accept the full weight of the loaded pack when all weight is taken from the shoulders. Bend over as you lift one knee toward your forehead to test for hipbelt pinch on your stomach.

If the frame is too short, it will either be impossible to get all of the weight off the shoulders, or to do so will drop the crossbar well below the shoulders, causing the pack to ride low and away from the back. If the frame is too long it will be impossible to fasten the hipbelt high enough to support weight unless the shoulder straps are abnormally tight.

Tips on Packing Up

Sometimes pack discomfort is due solely to carrying too much or too many heavy items. My procedure, once my partner and I have decided what to take, may be helpful. First we spread out all the food and community gear on an old tarp. Then one of us divides it on the basis of both weight and bulk into two equal stacks. I don’t bother with a scale. Hefting an item in each hand at arms’ length lets me make the piles sufficiently equal in weight. After one of us divides the gear, the other gets first choice of piles. Sometimes one man, because of his pack size, will be short on space and may request less bulky items, but we still split the weight evenly, unless there is a marked difference in body size. Carrying ability is proportional to body weight. Your performance will be seriously impaired, say the physiologists, if you try to carry a pack weighing more than 20–25% of your body weight.

After combining my share of the community gear with my personal equipment, I make up my pack. First I set aside clothing that may be needed in a hurry, trail food, notebook, pencil, compass, first aid kit, camera, lip salve, sunburn cream, bandana, mosquito dope and anything else I expect to need on the trip. Then, I make a layer of the heaviest, densest items in such a way that the weight will lie as high and as close to my back as possible. From the remaining gear I take those items least likely to be needed and, working my way to the top, fill the remainder of the pack snugly. If I am hiking in shorts, my long trousers are packed on top for easy access, or in the lower compartment of a divided bag.

The gear set aside to be used on the trail is then systematically divided between the pack’s outside pockets. To find things fast, it helps to use the same arrangement for every trip. For instance, although I sprinkle wooden kitchen matches in every pocket, the main (camp) supply always rides in the upper right hand pocket. With the last of the small items stowed, I stuff my rolled foam mattress into (or onto) the top of the back pack and cinch down the flap over it. My sleeping bag is then strapped or snapped beneath the three quarter pack bag. Last to be attached is my two-piece fly rod, broken down, but with the reel still attached. The butt ends seat in a 35 mm film can taped to the bottom right rail. A thong at the top crossbar lashes the rod to the rail. Finally, I check all zippers, buttons, ties and lashings.

After taking a quick inventory of my pockets for necessities I slip into my pack and adjust the buckles so the weight is bourne equally by my shoulders and hips. With nothing further to detain me, I set forth up the trail.

STARTING OFF


Awakened in the dark

by the purling of Robins

I set myself deeper

in the frost stiff bag

and sink into sleep

as the day takes hold.




With new melted ice

from a rock bound pool

we wash back the night

from our cobwebbed faces

and breakfast on apples

from my father’s farm.




As the sun breaks free

from the shadowed trees

and the stillness gives way

to the clamor of day

we gather our gear

and make ready to go.




Then with tentative steps

under unaccustomed loads

we set forth out the trail

in the growing light

through the warming air

on the first long trip

of the new found summer.
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