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Foreword


Have you ever wondered what it would be like to live self-sufficiently on the snow and ice of Alaska’s big peaks? Or paddle a sea kayak into the limitless expanse of the Patagonian coast? Maybe you’re dying to learn how to climb sheer granite walls in the wilds of Wyoming or probe hidden grottoes in Utah’s slickrock country. NOLS can help you thrive in these places. NOLS will teach you how to flourish in the wilderness without impacting it, how to lead your peers with competence. From moving with the tides of Baja in a kayak to living comfortably above timberline in the Rockies, NOLS enables such dreams to become self-sustaining realities.

One can’t tell the story of the National Outdoor Leadership School without mentioning its founder, Paul Petzoldt. In 1965, Petzoldt, who had made a name for himself climbing mountains, training World War II troops, and teaching outdoor skills, tackled his most ambitious project in a lifetime full of lofty accomplishments. In that year, Petzoldt founded the National Outdoor Leadership School in Lander, a small west-central Wyoming town that few people outside the state had ever heard of. But Lander was (and is) the perfect location for a school designed to teach leadership and wilderness skills. Outside the front door of Petzoldt’s school lay the fabulous Wind River Range, a spine of granite and ice and wilderness stretching more than 100 miles across the state. The Winds were a perfect classroom for Petzoldt, and his ambitious project soon became a reality. Students came to Lander to learn such things as how to camp without leaving a trace, how to rock climb, how to stay warm and dry in the wilderness, what to do in case of an emergency, and how to lead. They learned a lot more too, much of which wasn’t even in the curriculum. They learned how to communicate with one another, how to “roll with the punches” on a hard day, and how to back off when they were in over their heads.

Today, the National Outdoor Leadership School is the leader in wilderness education. Since Petzoldt’s modest start in 1965, the school has expanded and grown, reaching out to more than 50,000 people worldwide. New classrooms have been added around the globe, from Patagonia to Arizona, Alaska to Mexico, East Africa to Australia. People have turned to NOLS to learn many things, and they’ve discovered a lot about themselves in the process. A NOLS course teaches students how to live and travel in the back-country with minimal impact on the environment. A typical course is a month long and filled with adventures, challenges, and interesting people. Leadership is an integral part of all courses. Skills taught in NOLS courses run the gamut from mountaineering, rock climbing, sea kayaking, horsepacking, backpacking, caving, telemark skiing, canoeing, sailing, whitewater rafting, kayaking, and canyoneering. Such skills are the hands-on, practical stuff that a student learns by doing, not by plotting out some theory in triangles and squares in a textbook. That’s what NOLS is all about, and in many ways, that’s what this book is all about.

NOLS is still located in Lander, Wyoming, at the foot of the Winds, but the school has evolved a great deal from the early days. First and foremost, NOLS is a school—with a curriculum and educators—that offers college credit. The school has formed vital public and private partnerships such as the international Leave No Trace program, an effort to bring the minimum impact camping ethic to popular attention. NOLS has a research arm, a fundraising branch, an endowment, scholarships, a marketing department, class textbooks and publications. The NOLS Wilderness Guide was first published in 1983 by Peter Simer and John Sullivan. Simer, the former executive director for NOLS, and Sullivan graciously passed the baton to NOLS instructor and author Mark Harvey for this refurbished edition.

We hope you’ll find this revised and updated version of The Wilderness Guide indispensable to your wilderness adventures. Mark Harvey has accumulated and compiled knowledge from more than three decades and made it understandable, even poetic at times. You should use this book as a tool, not as a crutch. In these pages, you’ll learn about weather and cooking, backpacking gear and wilderness travel. But, again, don’t be just an armchair traveler. As we do in all NOLS courses, we encourage you to get out there and, as Nike says, “Just do it.” Our alumni have done just that. They’ve come to the school, learned as much as they could possibly cram in, and have gone out and applied their new talents. Some of our graduates have used the wilderness skills time and again in a life spent outdoors. Others applied the leadership lessons to business and have been fabulously successful. Still more pause every once in a while, remembering that tawny, gentle quality of the last bit of sunlight on a high mountain peak, or the surreal liquid image of a whale just feet off their kayak bow, or simply a special friend with an addictive laugh. That’s what NOLS is all about: the experience. We hope you’ll use this book, learn the lessons, and then experience the experience. Enjoy our world’s great wilderness, take care of it, and take care of yourself.

—Tom Reed, NOLS Publications Manager

For more information, contact The National Outdoor Leadership School at 288 Main Street, Lander, WY 82520, visit us on the Web at www.nols.edu, or call 307-332-5300.



CHAPTER 1


Why We Go

Nature is, after all, the great reservoir of energy, of confidence, of endless hope, and of that joy not wholly subdued by the pale cast of thought . . . .

—The Best Nature Writing of Joseph Wood Krutch

Spring refuses to come to my corner of Colorado this year. It’s mid-April and this morning I awoke to a wet snow blizzard and suffocating gray skies. The weather map shows no relief in sight. It’s time to go to the desert, a part of the world that seems to have a better understanding of the seasons. I call a friend, a guy I can rely on for good conversation, and he agrees that a trip to the desert is the only solution.

A couple of hours later we’re on the highway driving west, Merle Haggard on the radio singing about how to pull out of a tailspin when your world buckles under the weight of a broken heart. I glance at my friend out of the corner of my eye and he looks dodgy in the early morning light. He’s unshaven, his eyes are bloodshot, and he’s listening intently to Merle as if he’s going to pick up a gem of information. I worry about people when they listen too closely to Merle Haggard and I know my friend is lovesick these days.

The snow won’t relent even after an hour of driving. My friend sits in a dark, moody silence, and I’m beginning to have some doubts about this trip. It’s impossible not to start thinking about the comforts I’ve left behind in my cozy cabin. Though I fancy myself an outdoorsman, I am also a product of the twentieth century, and thus I have surrounded myself with all the amenities that make life comfortable. My cabin has central heating, I have a four-wheel-drive truck that starts cheerfully on arctic mornings, my mattress could keep any princess cushioned from the pea, I have a fast computer, and my stereo has acoustic fidelity. Life in my quarter of the civilized world is good and cushy. But every couple of weeks, I go into my camping closet— whose space occupies roughly a third of my cabin—put some gear together, find a friend with some free time, and strike out for the backcountry, where there are considerably fewer amenities and creature comforts.
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Today, with the weather and its prospects, with the glum silence of my friend, I’m wondering why I ever left my house. At home I can control the ambient temperature of my cabin to within a degree or two. On this trip to the desert, I can’t do anything about the ambient temperature and may have to suffer a bit if this snow continues. At home I can go to the supermarket and buy fresh fruit flown in from South America; if we want something fresh in the backcountry this week, we’ll have to hunt or scavenge. At home I have headroom in my house and rows of books in my shelves. So why have I chosen to go live in a small tent with one book and an unsavory campmate who looks none too stable today? At first glance, the tradeoffs don’t look good and in this light one might think it daft to surrender one square inch of the easeful life in the city for all things wild.

Maybe it is daft. What species besides humans chooses to leave a sheltered life for the rugged and harsh outback? Wild animals—elk, coyotes, bears, and the rest—go places where they can find the most forage and shelter, the most fish perhaps, or protected areas to calve their young. Wild animals do all they can to make their lives safer, fatter, and warmer, because otherwise they’ll go hungry and even die. Reptiles, with their primitive thermostats, commute back and forth between the sun and the shade depending on the air temperature. But on weekends and vacations, you and I and millions of other people leave our safe, fat, and warm lives for the lean wilds. And we do so happily, without hopes of improving our footing in the material world. Surely there must be impressive reasons why we go.

You can sit in a library or lecture hall and learn wonderful things about how the Visigoths sacked Rome or about string theory and particle physics. But no library or university will show you how plants time their blooming over the course of a season, how a moose behaves or a skunk misbehaves, or how reptiles make a living from the poor pickings of the desert. Books and professors can describe these things but to really know them you have to see them with your own eyes. We go to the wilderness to learn things we can’t learn from any academic treatise or self-help book. The wilds teach us things we can learn only there.

The wildlands teach us to be smart, practical, resourceful, and observant. To hike ten hours through scabrous terrain, cross a brawny river, stay warm in a snowstorm, and navigate your way out of tangled woods tests and builds your best faculties. The cities, in opposition, often teach us to be cunning, artful, and sly. In Washington, D.C., you can find your way out of a crisis with a spin doctor and a few evasions. You can answer questions with vagaries and nonanswers and still stay atop the heap. But the most artful sleight of hand won’t get you down a steep ridge in a lightning storm; power games and paper trading won’t help you cross the river and stay warm at night. Only your most honest and best traits will help you when you go out and test yourself in the wilds: judgment, patience, strength, and—dare I say this—character.
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The jingoism of politics may have tinged and devalued the word character, but it’s still a quality people understand and try to instill in their children. Character seems to come from hardship and difficulties and challenges. Sports, they say, build character. Heartbreak, they say, builds character. But nature insists on character. Roald Amundsen got to the South Pole because of his character—a weaker character wouldn’t have made it past 70 degrees south. Lewis and Clark completed 2,000 miles and two years of rough travel to the Pacific not by wits alone, but with faith in themselves, the courage to embark on the unknown, and the flint to pick themselves up after failure—in short, through their depth of character. With today’s schedules, it’s hard to find two years to map a new continent, but we can bring our characters to bear even on a weekend’s backpacking trip.

After four hours of driving, my friend and I finally arrive at the trailhead. We make the last-minute preparations with our gear, check a map, and finally light out to see the desert’s mysteries. The first mile feels sluggish, the packs weigh heavy on our shoulders, and my friend continues his morbid silence. So far, I feel few of what John Muir called “nature’s good tidings,” and, maybe it’s my imagination, but one of my boots seems to be rubbing a bit on the heel.

By the second mile, we have settled into a better rhythm and some of the desert’s beauty is forcing itself onto us. It has rained here recently and the air is thick with the smells of bitterbrush, sage, and Mormon tea. The highway noise is receding and we are walking across that margin that separates the world dominated by man and industry from the world as it existed a million years ago. The adobe red sandstone dominates the landscape, and is broken only by clumps of juniper, piñon, and sage.

When we stop to rest after about an hour, my friend has some color back in his face and I can see the light is returning to his eyes. Still, he’s barely said a word and the wistful look hasn’t entirely left his face. We take a big chug of water from our water bottles and put our packs back on to continue into the desert.

We go to the backcountry to find the peace we can’t find in the front country. In the front country, we’ve overbuilt our infrastructure and overheated our schedules, and we glory in the resulting frenzy. We toy with caffeine in the morning, commute distances that can’t be sane, rush projects that were due yesterday, work late, and then wonder why our nights go sleepless.

In the wilds, you reduce your world to simple tasks like fetching water, pitching a tent, and cooking dinner. Sometimes it’s as simple as putting one foot in front of the other. You are rewarded immediately for completing those tasks, not with a giddy buzz or a narcotic haze, but with the gratification of a pleasing meal, the warm shelter of a well-pitched tent, or a sublime view after scaling the heights of an alpine pass.

Once away from the whine of commerce and industry, you have the chance to let the business of your mind settle and puzzle out what this life means to you. Climb 3,000 feet up a canyon, even under the strain of a heavy backpack, and the petty company politics, the importance of being earnest, the inane things fall away like so much dead skin. Ah, clarity.

I suppose we go to the wilds to escape. We escape the urgent hullabaloo of the crowded world and that in itself is probably reason enough to go. The wilds are a space where you come face to face with yourself and the stoic, impassive rhythms of the natural world. Some actually find the first couple of days in the mountains maddening without the stimulation of the cities. Separated from the action and ferment of the city, their hurried minds circle back upon themselves like tortured rats. Some bury their heads in a book or keep the Walkman deep in their ears to shut out the silence and repose. Sure, the wilds are an escape from the frenzy below, but the haste and charge of our modern lives are themselves an escape from the slower, deeper, resonating rhythms of nature. Our institutions and empires and laws, our marble columns, steel, and glass—what do they mean next to even a lowly pond with its primordial algae, stolid frogs, and the ticking insects?
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Maybe we seek some sort of stability in a landscape that won’t change faces. In an unsettling America we have all had favorite places that have been bought, divided, excavated, and developed into industrial parks or cookie-cutter housing strips. That can’t happen in the wilds, we tell ourselves. When we look out over the canyons of the Southwest, paddle through the Boundary Waters of Minnesota, or hike in the Sierras, the land seems a solid point of reference that won’t change in our lifetimes. If we have children, we show them places we knew as children and the landscape joins our lives. Governments can fall, the stock market can lose half its value, we can marry or divorce, find worldly success, fail miserably, or grow old, but something like the Grand Canyon stands there facing us forever.

Peaceful at times, nature is also raw and dangerous and thrilling. I have felt danger and excitement when two young bull moose lumbered across a meadow straight at me, wagging their impossibly large heads and antlers, menace in their step. I have felt afraid for my life crossing slopes with poor footing, gaping exposure, and thousands of feet of clear nothingness inviting just one slip, just one clumsy step. I have felt a mystifying calm when a lightning storm visited my camp high in the Rockies, and crashed and railed about us for what seemed hours. The woods are filled with worthy animals who nevertheless will bite and kick and sting if threatened. The weather, thank God, won’t be controlled by science, and not all days sparkle and not all winds are gentle breezes. When you leave for the mountains, you try to travel safely and sensibly, but there is risk involved. In the wilds, you get to make battlefield decisions—shall we cross the pass in the lightning storm and maybe go up in a flash of fire or shall we hunker down and sit out the storm? That’s what makes it vivid and exciting. The decisions out there call for boldness and clarity and usually go tested within a matter of hours.

We’ve probably hiked about five miles now, my friend and I, and I can feel the knots in my back and the cricks in my mind start to dissolve. I won’t say the hiking is effortless—it’s actually quite a grunt—but that nice hiker’s trance that only comes of several hard miles has washed over me like a tonic. I feel I could hike forever.

A jackrabbit bolts from the sage and a red-tailed hawk tips its wings to have a look. But the rabbit is fleet and will live another day. The scenery and the desert fragrance must be getting the better of my friend because he finally breaks his silence with a comment on the plight of the jackrabbit and the predatory hawk, with an allusion to the writings of Leon Trotsky and the petit bourgeois. I am embarrassed that I don’t understand the allusion, but happy that my friend is coming around. I know it will only take a few more miles of desert tramping before he’s fully himself.

We go because the wilds are brutal and primeval and primordial and so, deep down, are we—at least a part of us. Call it the Id, if you like; call it the influence of the Dark Gods. In the wilds we can loosen up and unbend, shake the “galling harness of civilization,” as John Muir put it, and no one will think us odd or commit us to the padded institutions: fortunately, those who would commit us don’t bother to leave the cities. Out in the wilderness we have to fight harder for our survival and engage the robust qualities that got us through millions of years of evolution. The woods are a welcome relief to that stifled part of our animal being. We are, in a sense, walking the dog— that wild dog in us who doesn’t like the civilization below. What grim creator would have us develop as rough animals for an eternity and then forever restrict us to the norms of polite society?

Oddly enough, the wilderness is one of the best places to make friends and even fall in love. Perhaps it’s because we depend on each other when we go to the woods or the mountains. We depend on each other in the cities, but it’s not always quite so clear who relies on whom. Coming down a too-tricky ridge in the mountains, watch yourself develop a sudden affection for your more competent, catlike partner. Or if you’re the agile one, you’ll find yourself coaxing and nursing your clumsy friend to better footing. The elements and the many demands of raw nature force us to work together, to depend on each other. There are a thousand situations out there that call for us to depend on our teammates or, by turns, to extend a hand. If I’m exhausted, cold, and hungry, I’ll need you to bring up my morale and you damn well better make a good dinner. If you’ve got a headache from the altitude, leave the thinking to me.

Our intrigue with nature is innate. Nature is not something that we need to be coached to love. To support this idea, I offer the development of children. My two-year-old nephew, for instance, has a fascination with horses against which not even the most garish toys or gooiest ice cream can compete. The horse’s otherness, its crudely shaped head, velvet lips, musky smells, and low murmur mesmerize him. The horse is the boy’s center of reference, and when he can’t work out the world, he points at the corral and mutters “Horsey, horsey, horsey.” The boy is young enough that his mind is clear and hungry, his reactions to the world innate, not affected. In the cyber world, you might say his brain is unformatted. Why, then, has the horse, and increasingly now the cow, so “other than” human, become his center? His engrossment with a species not his own is, ironically, what makes him human and nudges us toward the reasons why nature is so important to our minds, souls, sanity, and life itself.
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It should come as no surprise that the wilds bewitch his young mind and the human spirit. Despite our Italian colognes and top-heavy résumés, we are not so many years out of the woods. Surely an ancient portion of our consciousness has survived the 10,000 years of civilization and craves to wander through the forest once again. When you stack up the millions of years of our development in which we were just clever animals in nature against the few hundred years since we have effectively isolated ourselves from it, it’s reasonable that we need to go back to the wilds to resuscitate our lives.

A short four days later my friend and I are driving back home at dusk. We hiked hard today to get back to the truck so we could return to our duties in the parallel world. I feel a nice weariness in my bones from the hard hiking and a quiet mind from whatever it is that the desert does after even a few days’ visit. The changes are subtle, but seeing the scrappy creatures—the ravens, hawks, lizards, and snakes—going about their lives in this hardscrabble country is somehow comforting. The enormous landscape and infinite sky, so indifferent to our passage and so indifferent to the passage of time, are reassuring as well. It’s George Jones who is singing on the radio now, about the misery of knowing his woman is in the arms of another. I check on my friend out of the corner of my eye for his reaction, worried that the wistful tune and melancholy lyrics will throw him back into his heavy-hearted trance. But he’s too busy rambling on about our next trip to even hear the cheatin’ song—ahh, the restorative effects of the desert.

Joseph Wood Krutch tells us that the fourteenth-century Italian poet and scholar Francesco Petrarch was the first who admitted to climbing a mountain just for the benefit of its view. Upon descending, according to some, he promptly apologized for his droll climb. But why apologize? Surely you have your own reasons for going to the wilds. The purpose of this book is really not to answer the “why,” but rather to help with the “how.” In this book we try to teach techniques that will make your trips more enjoyable, safer, more efficient, and, yes, more stylish. There is intrinsic value to camping well, but more important, camping well allows you to enjoy the wilds the way you want. And camping well helps you preserve the wilds for your next trip, for a trip your grandson or niece may make someday, and for the trip some total stranger will make without you ever knowing it. Camping well helps preserve the land for the very creatures that live there: the wild things. The techniques and ideas in this book certainly aren’t the only ways to travel in the mountains. But they are good techniques used by many good outdoors-people. Use this book to expand your own skills. Choose the techniques that work best for you. Above all, find the time to get out there.


A Word About NOLS

I took my first NOLS course while still a freshman at college. I came to the course with none of the fire and gumption that I like to see in my own students nowadays as an instructor; rather, I was a trifle lost and unhappy with the world. When I finished the course, I had no intention of becoming an instructor and I’m sure the school had no intention of inviting me to apply for a position. But I did come away from the course on my feet, stronger for the experience, and with renewed interest in the world. I also came away impressed by the logic of the instruction and principles taught while we sea kayaked for three weeks. The skills that my instructors taught me were practical—even elegant—and carefully shorn of froufrou.

The skills are not unique to NOLS: There are lots of people in the world who know how to camp and travel expertly. But I think NOLS has been particularly good in developing a broad body of efficient principles that can be applied to the situation at hand, and then teaching them to others. In my opinion, the most important lesson taught on NOLS courses is to use your brain. NOLS instructors put it a little more delicately and say, “Use your judgment.” Should you ever take a NOLS course you will likely hear that phrase a dozen times. Ask your NOLS instructor where to pitch a tent on the fourth night out on a course, and it’s unlikely that he or she will suggest a site. Rather, you will be encouraged to choose your own campsite based on what you’ve learned about safety, minimum-impact camping, and perhaps the habits of bears—if you’re in that sort of territory. In short, you’ll be encouraged to develop and exercise good judgment every day of the course, so you have the tools to make decisions for yourself.

Good judgment comes from lots of experience but also from reflection on that experience. The nonthinking person will repeat the same mistake over and over and all the experience in the world won’t teach him good judgment. The person who stops to reflect on what he has learned from each success and each failure can rapidly develop good judgment.

Later in this book we will talk about packs and tents and boots—all important items—but the single most important piece of equipment you have sits squarely above your shoulders, has two lobes, and a component that rhymes with Gore-Tex: call it your brain. In some ways our brains are highly overdeveloped, but in other ways they go untapped. I have been amazed to see people with little experience plan and execute a difficult evacuation, purposefully navigate their way out of nebulous terrain, or skillfully resolve personal conflicts. What is impressive about their successes is that despite their lack of experience, they take the time to think things through before acting— they use their brains. The unfortunate corollary is that many people abandon their senses in these same crises and end up turning a merely poor circumstance into a disaster.

Sometimes in the outdoors you just have to puzzle things out for yourself. You could memorize this book and a dozen more like it, but you will still have to use your judgment and your brain. We can teach the principles of how and when to cross a river, but when push comes to shove, you will have to make the tough decisions out there for yourself.

Consequently, it’s important to give your brain a fighting chance by feeding it the best information available through experience, conversations with others, and reading books like this one.

Nature selects for good judgment because those with spectacularly poor judgment—those who light a smoke at the gas pump, perhaps—are mercifully plucked from the gene pool. The fact that you have to use your brain and use it well in the outdoors is at once part of the appeal and part of the discomfort.

Teaching good judgment and good tools to support that judgment has been the school’s business for thirty years. It is the purpose of this book to share with you some of the same principles and techniques that NOLS has used to instruct tens of thousands of competent wilderness travelers over the last three decades.



CHAPTER 2


Expedition Planning

When the directors of the NOLS Patagonia branch plan a seventy-day semester, their decisions involve kayaks, horses, planes, boats, trucks, thousands of pounds of food, high expectations, unknown terrain, glaciers, devilish Patagonia weather, and even a tactfully written letter to the Chilean navy. The logistics for these trips are formidable, but the principles for planning them are the same principles you or I can use to plan a three-day trip to the Smoky Mountains.

The celebrated adventurer Bill Tilman once said, “Any worthwhile expedition can be planned on the back of an envelope.” Expedition planning needn’t be overly complex or metaphysical. Part of the fun of the outdoors comes in spontaneous trips when you call a few friends, throw some things in a pack, and head for the hills. But paradoxically, the people most successful at “spontaneous” trips are those with the practical experience to bring the right gear, some maps, and enough fuel, and the leadership experience to choose the right people for the venture—even if they leave for the wilds on the spur of the moment.

In the summer of 1998, Neal Beidleman, a guide credited with saving many lives on the ill-fated 1996 Mount Everest expedition, gave a lecture at the International Design Conference in Aspen, Colorado, about “designing” an expedition. The gist of Beidleman’s lecture was that any design—whether for a product, a building, or an expedition—depends on leadership, common group objectives, good equipment, teamwork, and a balance between the flexibility to improvise and a rigid plan to fall back on in the event of a crisis. Beidleman went on to say that the weaknesses in the design of the Everest expedition were exposed by the harsh conditions. What struck me most about Beidleman’s lecture was his portrayal of an expedition as a living, breathing entity wherein every part of the design—the equipment, the people, the leadership, and the objectives—all act on each other to form either a successful trip or a failed trip.

Some people seem to have a knack for planning good expeditions. Every year, fellow NOLS instructor and friend Dave Glenn organizes an odd assortment of rednecks, government land managers, and green tree huggers, throws them all together on three or four rubber rafts, floats them through a rough river, and has them finish the adventure making deep political concessions to each other just from the joy of completing a well-designed trip. Dave succeeds at making these impossibly unlikely combinations of people work partly from having a knack with people but also from years of experience, mastery of the planning fundamentals, and surely the experiential benefit of some failures.

In this chapter you will learn a simple outline of variables to consider in designing your own trip. Every trip in the outback involves five main elements: team and leadership; expedition goals; route planning; contingency plans; and ration planning. All these elements, while considered separately for the sake of this chapter, are interconnected and interdependent. The people you bring on your trip will determine the expedition goals; good rations will help keep your group healthy enough to achieve its goals; a well-planned route will help morale. The relationships between these five elements of your plan are endless but the point here is simple: The well-designed trip comes of good planning. Every trip is different, but this outline will help you plan every time.

• Team and leadership

• Expedition goals

• Route planning

• Contingency plans

• Ration planning


Team and Leadership


IT ALL BEGINS WITH YOU

Before you go, make an honest appraisal of your abilities and experience. This is not the time to pad your résumé, but a time to evaluate your skills, physical condition, and background with some modesty so you will not choose a trip beyond your competence.

Perhaps you are a raw beginner with little or no outdoor experience but a strong athlete and tough as leather. Maybe you have Woody Allen’s physique and his affinity for the outdoors as well. Perhaps you have camped a dozen times in the last two years but always with an organized program. Maybe you have a technical background in rock climbing but have never traveled in the Arizona desert, where you are planning to go for your next adventure.

Everyone has certain strengths, be they athletic abilities, mental resilience, or extraordinary patience; and everyone has certain liabilities—fear of heights or poor orientation, for instance. Every year, inexperienced hikers get injured or lost or killed because they attempt trips beyond their abilities. This is not meant to scare you but to raise your awareness. When planning your trip ask yourself these questions:

• What is the sum total and nature of my outdoor experience?

• Would I be able to handle an emergency such as a seriously injured or lost party member, or a situation in which I myself was injured?

• Do I have the physical conditioning and psychological mindset to complete this trip?


CHOOSING YOUR TEAMMATES

The most important decision you make in planning your trip is who gets to go with you. Your teammates are your best resource in the day-to-day routine and in an emergency. Having good people along—people you enjoy and trust—is the foundation of a good expedition.

After taking stock of your own abilities, consider the abilities and personalities of your teammates. You want a group with matching abilities, compatible personalities, and good judgment. It’s certainly fine to bring people of varying skills, but those going should know in advance and agree to be flexible enough to accommodate weaker or less experienced teammates or, when traveling with those who have superior skills, be in a learning role. If you invite a friend with a penchant for long grueling days on the trail, along with a friend who fancies lazy reverie under a banyan tree, you may be asking for a quarrel. Invite a couple intent on consummating their nuptials at every spare moment, and you’ll chafe the lone ascetic in the group. Members invited on your trip should know what the pace and style of the trip will be. Perhaps you want to complete a challenging route and do dozens of peak ascents. Perhaps you all just want to get out, relax, fish, and cook lots of good meals. The important thing is that everyone in the group knows what to expect.

If possible, sample your friends on a day hike before you invite them to join you on a long expedition. Even a day of hiking together will give you some idea of their fitness, their attitudes, their moods, and their quirks.

Here are some questions to ask yourself when choosing your teammates:

• Do they have common sense and good judgment? Would you trust the prospective teammate to get you out of the backcountry if you became incapacitated?

• Are they of your ability? Will you be comfortable traveling with someone who is much more conservative in judgment than you are, or, conversely, with someone who is much more aggressive?

• Will you enjoy each other’s company?


GROUP SIZE

Small groups are mobile and involve simple logistics. With a small group you don’t have to convene an assembly for every decision about where to hike or what meals to bring. When I go on trips where I want to cover a lot of terrain or climb peaks, I much prefer to travel with a small team. There is less to go wrong and fewer opinions to sway.

Four is often cited at NOLS as a minimum number of people for an expedition. In the event of an injury, one person can stay with the injured party while two people go for help. While traveling in a group of four may be safer than, say, traveling with just one buddy, you should not always feel obligated to travel with three other people. However, you must consider that a smaller group’s advantages mean diminished resources (people) in the event of an emergency.

Large groups are raucous good fun but require more formal organization, logistics, and leadership. I love to go on a river trip with four boats and 20 people given one condition: Someone else organizes everything. If the small group can float like a butterfly and sting like a bee, the large group moves like a well-meaning jellyfish.

In a large group you have more personalities, which adds to the fun, but can also slow down the whole decision-making process. Ever try to pick a restaurant with 15 relatives hovering about? With a large group, you have more chances of someone getting injured, simply because of the statistics, but also more resources and options available.

Large groups obviously require more room to camp, and can have a tougher impact on the environment just by sheer volume. If you travel in a large group, you have to work harder to minimize your impact on the environment.


TRAVELING SOLO

Traveling solo in the backcountry is at once liberating, free, and lonely. The solitude may be just what your soul needs. Alone you will likely see more wildlife, have more flexibility in everything from choosing a campsite to cooking a meal, and perhaps find focus and clarity. But those new to solo travel need to be prepared for the sense of isolation in a vast space. If you travel alone you are in a sense climbing without a rope, and as such, you have less room for error. When traveling solo, you need to be more conservative in nearly everything you do. The river you might cross with a group of friends on hand may be too risky as a lone traveler. An off-trail shortcut you’d take with even one more person might not be wise when alone.

If you do decide to travel solo, learn the art in increments. Start with a single night or two and work your way up to traversing the Pacific Crest Trail. Since you will have no one in the immediate area to watch over you unless there are nearby travelers, you should leave an itinerary with a trusted friend or relative. The itinerary should include the following:

• A detailed route plan.

• Where your car will be parked if you drive to the roadhead. Usually the first thing a search and rescue team will check is whether your car is still parked at the roadhead.

• A generous but well-defined overdue date. If you plan to go for three days, you might tell your contact person you plan to be back on day three but not to send the cavalry until day four or five. The “freak time” should be clearly defined so there is no ambiguity and your friend doesn’t call for help either too early or too late.

• Specific medical problems you have (e.g., diabetes, heart problems, epilepsy, etc.).
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• A list of the gear, food, and fuel you are carrying. It is useful for rescue teams to know whether you have a light summer sleeping bag or a heavy bag, a high-quality tent or a sheet of plastic, and food enough for two days or four.

• Whom to call if you do not arrive on time. Typically this would be the local sheriff or search and rescue team.

• A description of what you plan to do in an emergency situation (e.g., use a cell phone, a radio, a signal mirror, or a signal fire).


LEADERSHIP

Chapter 7 discusses leadership in depth, but the matter of leadership and how decisions will be made once out on the trail should be part of your expedition planning. Many people who go out on a trip don’t assign formal leadership roles. They make decisions through informal discussions and if there is a leader, he or she arrives at the position through some sort of organic process, not by a conscious and spoken group choice. That style may work well for teams that have traveled together before and have proven to work well together as a team. But when you travel in a large group or when your trip becomes more involved—remote, big mountain expeditions, for instance—you are better off designating a leader. It is arguably better to designate a leader even for trips of small consequence. The leader needn’t make all the group’s decisions in an autocratic way, but in a crunch, such as a medical emergency, having an official leader could mean faster action. The leader’s role may include deciding whether or not to complete a route, planning an evacuation, moderating disputes, and boosting morale. The leader does not necessarily have to be the most experienced in the group, but he or she should be respected by all the members and have excellent judgment.

It may be a little awkward, but if you discuss how day-to-day decisions are going to be made before you leave for the wilds, you will likely have a more successful trip. On all but the most fortunate expeditions, there comes a time when two or more group members don’t agree on a matter large or small. If you agree in advance that the person leading that day will resolve the conflict or, on the other hand, that the decision will be made through consensus, you will save yourself the headache of coming up with an ad hoc plan out on the trail.

A trip with every minute and every decision mapped out in advance would be too rigid and would feel like a forced march; some flexibility is necessary to adjust to the mood, health, and desires of the group members. But a leader and a plan should be chosen in advance to deal with the less forgiving circumstances.


Five Common Mistakes People Make in Planning and Completing an Expedition

• Not checking the crucial equipment such as the tent, stove, pack, and headlamp.

• Underestimating the time and effort it will take to hike the distances shown on the map.

• Planning to do too much on one trip and being overburdened by gear.

• Concentrating so hard on completing a route that they forget to enjoy the views, smells, and sounds along the way.

• Rushing out of the backcountry the last day and risking injury or separation from the group.




COMMITMENT TO THE TRIP AND THE DIVISION OF LABOR

It is a joy to travel with committed people. Such types troubleshoot sputtering stoves, make coffee on the miserable mornings, and catch meaty trout. Alas, those not committed spend lots of time in the tent (and take up lots of space as well), show pouty faces when the trail gets steep, and have little nice to say about someone’s cooking. If you are going to commit good money and dear time to an expedition, better to know your companions feel the same sense of commitment. My friend Phil Powers, a NOLS instructor and highly accomplished mountaineer, suggests assigning planning tasks prior to leaving as a way to test commitment in the group. If, for example, you are traveling to the mountains for four days, have one member organize maps, another rations, and another transportation. If the person responsible for maps doesn’t lift a finger as the departure date nears, ask him directly if he wants to go on the trip. Here are a few ways you may want to divide the tasks:

• Ration planning: This person organizes and buys all the food. He or she should poll the other members on likes, dislikes, and allergies. This is a big job so it might take two people.
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