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  WARNING: BACKCOUNTRY SKIING IS A SPORT WHERE YOU MAY BE SERIOUSLY INJURED OR DIE.




  READ THIS BEFORE YOU USE THIS BOOK.




  This is an instruction book to backcountry skiing, a sport that is inherently dangerous. You should not depend solely on information gleaned from this book for your personal safety. Your backcountry safety depends on your own judgment based on competent instruction, experience, and a realistic assessment of your skiing ability.




  There is no substitute for personal instruction in skiing, and skiing instruction is widely available. You should engage an instructor or guide to learn backcountry safety techniques. If you misinterpret a concept expressed in this book, you may be killed or seriously injured as a result of the misunderstanding. Therefore, the information provided in this book should be used only to supplement competent personal instruction from an instructor or guide. Even after you are proficient in traveling in the backcountry safely, occasional use of a guide is a safe way to raise your proficiency.




  There are no warranties, either expressed or implied, that this instruction book contains accurate and reliable information. There are no warranties as to fitness for a particular purpose or that this book is merchantable. Your use of this book indicates your assumption of the risk of death or serious injury as a result of skiing’s risks and is an acknowledgment of your own sole responsibility for your backcountry skiing safety.
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  FOREWORD




  Skiing is one of the most pure forms of play to be had in the mountains. Normally static humans slide down powdery slopes, bounce out pretty turns, or tumble in reckless, painless cartwheels. Slippery skis, a bit of practice, and magical, ephemeral snow are the basic ingredients. Venturing farther into the back-country adds untouched powder and sparkling winter beauty to the fun. The extra effort of the trek in and the hill climbing loosens your muscles, heightens your anticipation, and makes the skiing seem even better.




  As skiers venture farther from lift-served front country, they need to understand and avoid hazards such as avalanches and extreme cold. Facing the prospect of unbroken snow on an open slope, the already puny human brain/ego can be diverted from even obvious danger by thoughts of carving turns through light powder. Even the clear clues of potential hazard—recent avalanche activity, heavy snowfall, or wind—get clouded by the excitement of perfect runs. Every year we read stories of skiers lost in avalanches during the beautiful sunny days that follow big snowfalls. Such days are crisp and energizing, but the deep snow is at its most taunting.




  Walking the path between possible danger or discomfort and fun is an ever-present part of the game. The mix of serious information and fun in Allen & Mike’s Really Cool Backcountry Ski Book mimics that path. No matter how much you think you already know about skiing, camping, or traveling through the winter mountains, by reading this book you will learn a new trick or two that may mean the difference between a comfortable, fun day and one that is less enjoyable. Every idea may not appeal to you— I personally hate plastic bags on my feet—you’ll have to pick and choose which ones you like and which you don’t. But if you are like the group of skiers who were perusing these pages at my home the other night, now and then you will find yourself saying, “I never thought of that.”




  Mike and Allen may not have been at this game longer than anyone else, but they live and work in the cold, snowy Wyoming winter and want nothing more while they are out there than to be comfortable. They have sought and can offer the knowledge of more than a few skiers and winter campers in the mountains of Wyoming and Idaho. Read on and you can be a little drier and a little less tired on your next ski into the backcountry. You’ll probably have energy for a few more runs.




  —Phil Powers
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  INTRODUCTION




  This book is for all those folks who have kept their alpine skis in the closet and instead have worked at the telemark turn, logging chairlift miles and impressing the locals with that “funny knee bend.” Yet they still feel there is something missing. That something is what telemark gear was originally designed for— the ability to get away from the lift lines and crowded slopes. The ability to ski in the backcountry and make tracks where nobody else has.




  This book is also for cross-country skiers whose day tours seem to end too soon. Those who reach that point where they need to turn around and head back to the car, but keep on wondering “what is over the next hill.” It is also for the already avid backcountry skier who has already explored the outer reaches of winter. We’ve skied and camped in the winter for years and have made enough mistakes now that we are sure to have learned something. That something is what we are trying to share with you. We hope you can learn from our experience just as we have learned (and keep on learning) from others.




  Of course, there is no need to take all the advice in this book as the only gospel. For example, if your goals are to travel light and cover lots of ground, then you will want to modify some of the camping techniques to save time and lose some of the gear to save weight. Then again, if your goal is to establish a base camp a few miles into the mountains and ski all the surrounding country, you may consider using all the ideas here and then some. You can even pack your sled and backpack with decadent extras and make the trip a sheer extravaganza. Most likely your goals will be somewhere in between these two extremes, and with experience and time you will develop your own preferences of what gear you want to carry and the style that you like to camp in.




  Remember, winter is a great time to be out. It happens to be our favorite time of the year. Maybe it’s the cold, the whiteness of new-fallen snow hanging on the trees, or the solitude of a winter’s night. There’s just something about this time of year that is invigorating. And then there is the skiing. What a great sport!




  —Mike and Allen
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  SAFETY IN THE BACKCOUNTRY




  The first time I ever went winter camping, I knew almost nothing about what I was doing. I remember standing there in the middle of this frozen lake after spending a sleepless night on the snow in my summer sleeping bag (I didn’t have a winter bag or even an Ensolite pad!) wondering if I would ever be warm again. My cotton turtleneck, wool sweater, and German Army–issue wool jacket were no match for the cold clear skies, polar front, and slight breeze that cut right to the bone. So while my friends decided to go climb a mountain—not my suggestion—I headed out the 3 miles to the warmth of the car.




  There’s no reason your first trip out has to be so brutal. A little knowledge and preparation can prevent all sorts of problems. Winter camping and travel should be fun. That’s why we ski in the first place, because it’s fun! The purpose of this book is to help you expand the possibilities of skiing beyond the lift lines.




  Although winter is a great time of the year to be out, it is also an unfriendly time of the year to get hurt. Imagine dealing with a debilitating injury in deep snow when the windchill is a howling minus 30 degrees Fahrenheit. For this reason backcountry travelers need to be more cautious than lift-area skiers. Maybe it’s not a good time to jump off that 10-foot cliff and ski the tight line down through the trees. It is a good idea to travel with a decent first-aid kit and to have some knowledge of how to use all the stuff in it.




  The focus of this chapter is on some common winter problems and safety. Because there are many good sources and books on first aid and avalanches, I will only summarize the information and hope you seek out more knowledge as you build your experience base.




  COLD INJURIES




  There are three types of cold injuries the winter traveler should be aware of: hypothermia, frostbite, and immersion foot. These injuries tend to sneak up on you and, before you know it, you’re in a potentially dangerous situation. Because of this you need to have some knowledge of how cold injuries work and, more important, how to avoid or prevent them.




  

    MECHANISMS OF HEAT LOSS:




    Conduction—Heat lost from direct contact between a warm body and a cold one, e.g., sitting on the snow.




    Convection—Heat lost to moving air or water, e.g., the wind strips heat from you.




    Radiation—Heat lost via infrared radiation. Just as you feel heat radiate from a hot stove, so too do you radiate heat.




    Evaporation—Heat lost via the evaporation of water from your skin and also from the process of breathing in cold, dry air and exhaling it as warm, moist air (respiration).
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  As humans we lose heat through four mechanisms: conduction, convection, radiation, and evaporation. Out in the wilds, unless we build a fire or make hot water bottles, we produce heat in three ways.




  Metabolism is the act of using the food we eat to produce the energy needed to throw snowballs or ski. The offshoot of this metabolism is heat production. This is why you will often feel yourself warming up after chowing down a good meal.




  Exercise is another way we produce heat. “An active camper is a happy camper”; happiness is often a function of warmth. So if you’re out there in the snow and you are feeling the stranglehold of cold, get up and go shovel some more snow on the shelter or go for a short but intense run through the snow. Exercise is the most effective way we have of producing heat.




  Finally, we find ourselves shivering as we get cold. Shivering is just an involuntary form of exercise and the body’s way of telling us we had better get busy doing something to warm up or else. While shivering produces plenty of heat, this heat goes to waste unless we do something to capture it. Besides being annoying and uncomfortable, shivering also quickly uses up our stored supplies of energy.




  HYPOTHERMIA




  Hypothermia is a condition in which the core of our body is losing heat faster than we are producing it. This can happen in different ways and conditions, and it is not just limited to the winter environment. Our core temperature normally hovers around 98.6°F. When it drops below 95°F we enter the realm of hypothermia. In the medical world, hypothermia is classified as having distinct stages. To keep it simple, however, we can just say that as a person’s core gets colder (as he or she sinks deeper into hypothermia), it becomes progressively harder to reverse the process and rewarm the person. Death will occur eventually. The problem is that the early stages of hypothermia, when it is easiest to reverse, are hard to recognize. Therefore, it is important to be on the lookout for the signs and symptoms both in yourself and in others.




  People in the earliest stages of hypothermia will feel cold and clumsy. They will exhibit improper behavior, such as not putting on a hat. Their personality will show changes, and they will become apathetic, listless, or emotional. They may show signs of shivering, although there are many cases where people have passed through this stage without shivering. This is especially true when people have been exercising beyond their normal point of endurance. As hypothermia progresses, a person will start to lose his or her coordination and start to stumble. The person will be unable to do simple tasks, such as zip a zipper. He or she will show more marked personality changes and may become belligerent and irrational.
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  At this point, it is still possible to rewarm the person in the field. Get the person out of the environment that is causing him or her to lose heat. Finding shelter from the wind, removing wet clothes, or getting off the cold ground is the crucial first step. Just getting the person into warm and dry clothes and having him or her run around may do the trick. If not, you need to put the person in what is commonly called a hypo- or burrito-wrap. Put him or her in a sleeping bag, place insulating pads underneath, add other sleeping bags on top and underneath if possible, and wrap all this up in a tarp to protect it from the wind. Warm heat packs or hot water bottles can also be placed inside the sleeping bag; just make sure they won’t burn the person. (Check by holding the bottles on your belly for a minute or two. If they feel too hot, then they are. Place them in a sock or two and check again.) The heat source should feel warm but not burn. The best places for these heat sources are in the hands, underarms, and groin, where deep blood vessels pass closest to the surface. Food and water, preferably warm and sweet, should also be given to the hypothermic patient as soon as he or she can take it on his or her own. Don’t forget about the others in the party; they should eat and drink as well to keep their strength up. Remember that a person who has been hypothermic takes a while to recover and is more susceptible to relapsing within the first 48 hours after recovery.
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  If you miss these first signs of hypothermia, then the person can go into severe hypothermia. In this stage the patient may not be able to stand up or communicate intelligibly. He or she may lose consciousness, and eventually death will occur unless the patient is treated. At this stage it is almost impossible to warm the patient in the field, and it will be necessary to get medical attention. Care must be taken to keep the person from getting any colder. Place the patient in a hypo-wrap (you won’t be able to rewarm him or her but it will stop the heat loss) and treat the patient very gently as his or her heart can easily be thrown off its normal rhythm. There may be a chance for the person even if it appears hopeless. There have been amazing rescues in which hypothermia patients have appeared dead and have been successfully rewarmed after reaching a hospital. In the medical world the rule is that persons are never dead from hypothermia until they are warm and dead.
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  Prevention is the key to avoiding hypothermia. It is a matter of drinking and eating enough to keep the body well fueled and also being aware of your own and others’ energy levels. Dressing properly is also important. The old adage “cotton kills” has its roots in the fact that damp or wet cotton has no insulating value and only cools the body more due to evaporation. Therefore, wear clothes made of polyester or wool. Remember to keep a watchful eye out for the symptoms of hypothermia so you can put a stop to it before it gets out of hand.




  FROSTBITE
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  Frostbite is the freezing of tissue and can only occur when the temperature is below freezing. The chance of getting frostbite is increased with windy conditions and dehydration. Frostbite can be superficial or deep depending on how much tissue is frozen. The skin appears white or gray and feels cold and hard. The harder the frostbitten area feels, the deeper the freezing. Rewarm under controlled conditions by immersing the frozen part in water, between 101° and 108°F, until it is completely thawed. In many cases it is easier to evacuate the person, keeping the injury frozen. This is especially true with frostbitten feet because pain prevents most people from being able to walk once the frozen area is thawed. Large blisters (known as blebs) will develop after rewarming and need to be protected from breaking open. The possibility of infection can also complicate the injury.
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  Frostnip occurs when the very outer layer of flesh is frozen. It happens most frequently in windy conditions to exposed areas such as nose, cheeks, and ears. The skin appears white and can be rewarmed by placing a hand over the area and protecting it from the wind. Another form of frostnip is contact frostbite. Contact frostbite occurs when you pick up a cold metal object with bare hands. It is similar to sticking your tongue on a freezing dry object and can be avoided by always wearing thin liner gloves. Spilling super-cooled liquids like gas or alcohol on skin can also cause contact frostbite.
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