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Introduction

This book is based on the Sedona portion of my book Hiking Northern Arizona, but since I have more room in this full-size FalconGuide, I have used the luxury of space to greatly expand the trail descriptions for the fifty-five trails in this book. I’ve also included far more trail tips and techniques, as well as local knowledge of the flora, fauna, and geology. The more you know, the more fun it is to hike and explore, and I aim to help you get there.


Canyons and Rims

Sedona is located in the northeast side of the Verde Valley, under a spectacular portion of the Mogollon Rim. The Verde Valley is drained by the Verde River, one of the last free-flowing perennial rivers remaining in the American Southwest. On the southwest, the Verde Valley is bounded by the Verde Rim. Elevations range from 2,800 feet along the lower Verde River to 7,726 feet atop Mingus Mountain on the Verde Rim and 8,058 feet at Baker Butte on the Mogollon Rim. This varied region, mostly within an hour’s drive of Sedona, creates a hiker’s paradise of deep, shady canyons; high rims with stunning views; and a climate that lets you hike and explore all year.


Plant Communities

The highest portions of both rims are forested with ponderosa pine, while the lowest areas are part of the Sonoran Desert, marked by its signature plant, the towering saguaro cactus. At intermediate elevations, typified by Sedona itself, grows a miniature woodland of juniper trees, pinyon pines, and, in some of the secret canyons, the beautiful Arizona cypress. Riparian zones, such as along Oak and Sycamore Creeks, feature water-loving trees including Arizona sycamore, Arizona walnut, Arizona alder, Fremont cottonwood, and several others.




Wildlife

Common larger wildlife includes mule deer, coyotes, and bobcats, found everywhere from low deserts to the highest mountains. The largest animal found in the area is the Roosevelt elk, which was imported from the Yellowstone region in the 1950s. The native Merriam’s elk had unfortunately been hunted to extinction by 1900. Elk are mainly found on the Mogollon Rim in summer, moving down to the less-snowy pinyon-juniper woodland in the winter—but still preferring the plateau country rather than the canyons. Mountain lions are the largest remaining predators; they tend to be secretive, preferring remote rugged mountains and canyons. Black bears can occasionally be spotted, most often in the ponderosa pine forests but sometimes at lower elevations.





Geology

The Mogollon Rim begins northwest of Sedona and runs east nearly 200 miles into New Mexico, marking the boundary between the high Colorado Plateau to the north, and the Basin and Range Province to the south. The Colorado Plateau is formed on the top of layers of sedimentary rocks laid down over millions of years. Some of the rocks were formed underwater; others were deposited in Sahara-like deserts. Mountain-building forces have raised the plateau 1 to 2.5 miles above sea level, warping and fracturing the rocks. Running water from rain and snowmelt has eroded these weaknesses into thousands of canyons. Sedona, located right at the foot of the Mogollon Rim, features unique red rock formations and canyons eroded out of the sedimentary rock.

The northernmost portion of the vast Basin and Range Province lies just south of the Mogollon Rim and is known as the Central Mountains. Here, rugged mountain ranges border deep valleys and canyons, as typified by the Verde Valley and Mingus Mountain, and downstream along the Verde River, the Verde River canyons, Pine Mountain, and the exceptionally rugged and remote Mazatzal Mountains.






History

As you hike Arizona’s backcountry, you will see artifacts left by the state’s prehistoric peoples. The first human inhabitants were Paleo-hunters, who arrived at least 11,000 years ago, in the waning years of the last glacial period. Arizona’s weather was considerably cooler and wetter than it is today, and small glaciers graced the summits of the San Francisco Peaks and the White Mountains.

Using a spear-throwing device called an atlatl, these hunters stalked mammoths, ground sloths, giant bison, Harrington’s mountain goats, tapirs (piglike mammals), camelids, and other relicts of the Pleistocene era. Over several thousands of years of gradual warming and drying, and perhaps further decimated by overhunting, the great ice-age mammals disappeared. The hunters turned their attention to other game, such as deer, elk, bighorn sheep, and pronghorns; rabbits, squirrels, and other rodents; and birds. A greater emphasis was also placed on the gathering of wild plant foods. These people had to be opportunists to survive in this unforgiving environment.

Although maize and squash were introduced into Arizona from Mexico perhaps as long as 4,000 years ago, not until about 2,000 years later did the hunter-gatherers become serious farmers. As agriculturalists, they tended to remain in one area to work and guard their small farming plots. Permanent homes were constructed. These were usually pit houses—structures that were partially subterranean, with vertical poles running around the perimeter of the hole to support a roof. Later, aboveground stone-and-mud houses replaced the pit houses, sometimes with attached rooms and several stories. A few dwellings were located in south-facing caves or on hilltops.

Around AD 600, Arizona’s native people acquired several other new items from people to the south in Mexico. Beans—pinto, lima, and tepary—were introduced, as were the technique of pottery making and the bow and arrow. These new foods, ways of preparing them, and more efficient hunting implements apparently allowed the population to increase dramatically.

Three major and distinct Indian cultures developed, along with a number of smaller groups. People in the southern part of the state, whom archaeologists call the Hohokam, engineered complex irrigation canals to carry river water onto the hot desert plains. The Anasazi (sometimes called the Ancestral Puebloans) lived on the Colorado Plateau and relied on rainstorms to water their crops. The Mogollon people lived throughout the Central Highlands and practiced both irrigation and dry farming.

After six or seven centuries of prosperity, the Anasazi began to abandon their lands. What caused their departure is not fully understood, but it was probably a combination of drought, overuse of natural resources, overpopulation, and perhaps disease and warfare. By the mid-1400s the Mogollon and Hohokam peoples had also left their villages.

Where did everybody go? Some probably moved out of the Arizona region entirely; others resumed a hunting-and-gathering lifestyle. A few, such as the Hopi (who are likely direct descendants of the Anasazi), found different locations favorable to their dry-farming methods and continued their agricultural tradition. About this same time, new people from the north entered the American Southwest, including the Navajo and Apache.

Arizona’s historic period begins in 1539 with Estevanico (Little Esteban), a black Moor slave who was with the Spaniard Fray Marcos de Niza exploring north toward the American Southwest. Estevanico had gone ahead of the padre and sent back word of “seven very rich great cities.” Unfortunately, Zuni Indians killed Estevanico. Hearing this news, Niza retreated to Mexico, where his report of a collection of cities of unbelievable riches led Francisco Vásquez de Coronado to mount an expedition the next year to find the Seven Cities of Cíbola. The Spaniards were disappointed to discover that legendary Cíbola was in reality the stone-and-mud pueblos of the Zuni. However, a small detachment of Coronado’s men led by García López de Cárdenas is credited with being the first Europeans to see the Grand Canyon, in 1542. Not long after this foray, Spanish padres came seeking Indian souls instead of gold. Some Native Americans fared better than others under the Spanish invasion.

By the 1820s, fur trappers such as James Ohio Pattie, Jedediah Smith, Bill Williams, Pauline Weaver, and Kit Carson were traipsing along Arizona’s streams and rivers, even though the land was under Spanish and then Mexican rule. After the Mexican War of 1847–1848, Arizona north of the Gila River was ceded to the United States. Within a few years, prospectors, ranchers, and settlers followed, displacing the original Indian residents. In 1854 the Gadsden Purchase completed the acquisition of present-day Arizona. Originally part of New Mexico Territory, Arizona became a separate territory in 1863.

Conflict erupted as these different groups fought over Arizona’s limited natural resources. However, by the end of the nineteenth century, the Old West was quickly becoming a memory. On Valentine’s Day 1912, Arizona became the nation’s forty-eighth state.




Preserving Arizona’s Heritage

Arizona is fortunate to have some of the best-preserved prehistoric structures and artifacts in the world. Unfortunately, many of these sites have been vandalized to some degree. Disturbing archaeological sites or collecting artifacts not only lessens their scientific value but also deeply upsets Native Americans whose ancestors left these things behind.

Two federal laws, the American Antiquities Act and the Archaeological Resources Protection Act, forbid removal or destruction of archaeological and historical resources on federal land. The Arizona State Antiquities Act provides similar protection on state lands. Failure to comply with these laws can result in stiff fines and imprisonment, not to mention many years of bad luck and terrible nightmares inflicted by ancient spirits. Any vandalism should be immediately reported to the nearest federal or state resource office or law enforcement agency.




Climate

Because of the 5,000-foot elevation range in the Sedona area, temperatures and climate vary greatly across the region. The wet seasons are December through March, when winter storms are common, and July through mid-September, when summer thunderstorms are prevalent. Fall and late spring are usually dry and cool and are the best overall hiking seasons, but hiking is delightful year-round.

Starting in late November, snow storms can be frequent, and there is often several feet of snow along the Mogollon Rim and the highest part of the Verde Rim. But Arizona’s climate is extremely variable, and occasionally the first snowfall is delayed into January or even later. Many high-elevation areas then remain open for hiking well into winter, but the late-season hiker should be prepared for possible winter snowstorms. The lower desert areas may experience occasional snowfall, but the snow doesn’t usually stay on the ground for more than a day or two. Between storms the weather is bright and sunny. Winter rain turns normally dry, stony desert into a hiker’s paradise of running streams and lush, green grass.

Spring weather is changeable as the storm track starts its seasonal swing to the north. By April the weather is usually dry but still cool, making spring a very good time to hike. Springs, water pockets, and streams are often full, which makes it easier to plan backpack trips into the remotest areas. In wet years, the desert often becomes a riot of wildflowers during spring.

In May the weather usually takes a serious turn toward the summer’s heat. Desert temperatures over 100°F are common by June. During high summer, plan your hikes for the morning hours. This is also a good time to explore desert canyons that require wading and swimming to progress through their narrow depths.

By early July, moisture moves in from the southeast, marking the onset of the North American monsoon. Late-summer mornings usually dawn cool and clear, but by noon masses of cumulus clouds form over the high country. In a short time the innocuous cumulus clouds develop into full-blown thunderstorms, which lash the countryside with lightning, heavy rain, hail, and high winds. Get an early start, and plan to be off high ridges and peaks by noon. Heavy rain from thunderstorms runs off quickly, creating flash floods in normally dry washes and canyon bottoms. Stay out of narrow canyons during the monsoon, and never camp or park a vehicle in a dry wash. On the plus side, the summer rains bring a resurgence of flowers to the forest country and are a welcome change from the hot, dry days of June.

The monsoon usually ends by mid-September, and autumn is clear, cool, and dry. The fine weather and changing fall colors make hiking at all elevations an absolute delight. Dry weather usually continues into late November, but late-fall and winter hikers should keep a close eye on the weather. The first winter storm is sometimes a large one, dropping several feet of snow on elevations above 5,000 feet.


Wildfires

In recent years Arizona has suffered a number of unusually large and destructive wildfires. While fire has always been part of the natural forest ecology in Arizona, a combination of long-term drought, tree-killing insect epidemics, and over-dense forests caused by more than a century of poor management practices has led to fires not only burning hundreds of thousands of acres of forest but also large areas of desert. A number of the hikes in this book have been affected by recent large fires, and more will be affected in the future. Always call or e-mail the land management agency before your hike, or at least check their website, for current conditions and possible area or trail closures.






Tips for Hiking in the Red Rock Country


Ten Essentials

Always make sure you have the ten essentials. The concept of the ten essentials was started by The Mountaineers, a Seattle-based mountaineering club, in the 1930s. The following list is modified for Arizona’s arid climate:


	1. Water—as much as 2 gallons per person per day in very hot weather

	2. Sun protection—sunhat and sunscreen of at least SPF 15

	3. Navigation—map, compass, GPS device, personal locator beacon (PLB)

	4. Snacks—high-energy food such as trail mix and energy bars

	5. Headlamp—LED with fresh batteries

	6. Knife—a Swiss Army knife or multi-tool

	7. Fire—disposable lighter

	8. First aid kit—one designed for wilderness sports

	9. Extra clothes—at least an insulating layer, such as fleece, and a rain shell

	10. Shelter—a Mylar emergency blanket







Hazards

Wilderness can be a safe place—if you are willing to respect your limitations. You’ll safely gain confidence and self-reliance if you start out with easy hikes and progress to more difficult adventures.




Trip Planning

Individuals or parties pushing too hard often suffer wilderness accidents. Instead, set reasonable goals, allowing for delays caused by weather, deteriorated trails, unexpectedly rough country, and dry springs. Remember that your group moves at the speed of the slowest member. Be flexible enough to eliminate part of a hike if your original plans appear too ambitious. Do not fall into the trap of considering a trip plan “cast in stone”—instead, take pride in your adaptability. Plan your trip carefully using maps, guidebooks, websites, blogs, and information from reliable sources, such as experienced hikers and backcountry rangers.

When backpacking, consider alternatives to traditional campsites. Dry camping—that is, away from water sources—virtually eliminates the possibility of contaminating wilderness streams and lakes. You can also avoid heavily used campsites and their camp-robbing animal attendants such as skunks, mice, rock squirrels, jays, and insects. The technique is simple: Use collapsible water containers to pick up water at the last reliable source of the day, and use minimal water for camp chores. With practice, dry camping will become second nature, and you’ll be able to enjoy many beautiful, uncrowded campsites.




Water Essentials

Backcountry water sources are not safe to drink. Infections from contaminated water are uncomfortable and can be disabling. Giardiasis, for example, is a severe gastrointestinal infection caused by cysts that can result in an emergency evacuation of the infected hiker. Purify all backcountry water sources. The newer chlorine dioxide tablets are effective against viruses, bacteria, and cysts, but they are slow to work. Iodine tablets work faster but are not effective against cryptosporidia. Either tablet system is far lighter than a filter.

Water filters remove bad tastes as well as bacteria and cysts, but most do not remove viruses. Filters labeled “water purifier” have an active iodine element that does kill viruses.

You can also purify water by bringing it to a rolling boil. This technique produces safe water at any altitude. After boiling, pour the water back and forth between containers to cool it and improve its taste.




Backcountry Navigation

Maps are essential for finding your way in the backcountry. Don’t depend on trail signs, which are often missing or misleading.

Topographic maps are the most useful type of map for backcountry navigation because they show the elevation and shape of the land using contour lines. All of Arizona is covered by the 7.5-minute quadrangle series published by the US Geological Survey, available for sale from the USGS and retailers. You can download these maps for free directly from USGS at usgs.gov. Each hike description in this book lists the USGS topographic maps that cover the hike. Keep in mind that USGS maps are not updated very often, so man-made details such as trails and roads may be inaccurate.

The USDA Forest Service and several private companies publish recreational and wilderness-area topographic maps with more up-to-date trail information. The forest service and the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) publish a series of road maps that cover national forests and other public lands. These maps are useful for navigating roads and finding the trailhead.

The most useful of the privately produced maps are the Trails Illustrated series, published by National Geographic Maps (natgeomaps.com/trail-maps/trails-illustrated-maps/). These maps are printed on waterproof plastic and cover most of the trails in this book. The hike description lists the Trails Illustrated map covering the hike.

Among the many digital maps available, my current favorite is Gaia GPS. Available both as a web page (gaiagps.com) and apps for Android and iPhone, Gaia GPS has many different map layers to choose from. These include USGS topo maps, satellite imagery, and Trails Illustrated maps. It has great tools for creating waypoints, routes, and tracks, and all your data is saved to the Gaia cloud. For example, if you use your phone to record a track, it automatically shows up on the Gaia GPS web page.

Before entering the backcountry, study the maps to become familiar with the general lay of the land. This is a good time to establish a baseline—a long, unmistakable landmark such as a road or highway that borders the area. In the rare event that you become totally disoriented, you can always use your compass to follow a general course toward your baseline. Although hiking to your baseline will probably take you out of your way, it’s comforting to know you can always find a route back to known country.

Refer to the map often while hiking, and locate yourself in reference to visible landmarks. Use trail signs to confirm your location. If you do this consistently, you will never become lost.

The satellite-based Global Positioning System (GPS) is very useful in areas where landmarks are few, such as pinyon-juniper flats, dense forest, and when bad weather hides landmarks. GPS works especially well in combination with computer-based topographic maps such as Gaia GPS. With computer and online maps, you can plot GPS waypoints on the computer and then download them to your GPS receiver. You can also use a variety of on-screen tools to measure distances and elevations, which can be of great help in planning your hike. You can then print custom maps for your trip. You can also share your hike with others, even make it public if you wish. Although GPS makes it possible to find your location nearly anywhere, a GPS receiver is no substitute for a good map and a reliable compass. With GPS alone, you’ll know your coordinates to within a few feet but still not know where you are, let alone where you need to go. You’ll need a map and compass to plot your location and determine the route you need to travel. Also, as with any other mechanical or electronic device, a GPS unit can fail. Bring spare batteries. GPS works especially well in combination with computer-based topographic maps such as Gaia GPS. With computer and online maps, you can plot GPS waypoints on the computer and then download them to your GPS receiver.

The GPS coordinates given for all the trailheads and selected points in the “Miles and Directions” sections of the hike descriptions use latitude and longitude (lat/long) because it is the most universal coordinate system. Unfortunately lat/long is difficult to use on printed maps without a special plotter. The Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) coordinate system is much easier to use in the field, and all GPS receivers and many printed maps use it. You can convert between UTM and lat/long using a number of websites, including geoplaner.com. If this site is down, search for “UTM conversion.”

Most computer-based maps are based on the WGS84 datum, which is the standard for GPS land navigation; the coordinates in this book use WGS84. Most printed USGS topo maps use the older NAD27 datum. Since the datum provides the reference points on which the maps are drawn, using the wrong datum can cause large errors—miles in some cases. Be sure to set your GPS receiver accordingly before using the coordinates in this book or from a paper map.

A number of sources on the web provide GPS data, including waypoints, routes, and tracks, for trails and hiking routes. Use caution, and don’t rely on such data as your only means of navigation in the backcountry. There’s no way to tell how reliable GPS data is unless you collected it yourself or it comes from a source that you know you can trust; always cross-check with a topo map and a written trail description.

Also, don’t walk along with your face buried in your GPS or cell phone screen, following a detailed track or route. That’s a really good way to blunder into a cactus or, worse, a sunbathing rattlesnake! Leave your GPS off while walking, and take it out at rest stops to check your location and progress. Doing so also greatly extends the battery life.




Trail Courtesy

Don’t cut switchbacks. It takes more effort and erodes the trail and landscape. Give horses and pack animals the right-of-way by stepping off the trail on the downhill side. Avoid sudden movements or loud noises, and follow any instructions given by the wrangler. You will encounter mountain bikes outside designated wilderness areas. Since they’re less maneuverable than you, it’s polite to step aside so that the riders can pass without having to veer off the trail, even though you have the right-of-way.

Smokers should stop at a bare spot or rock ledge, then make certain that all smoking materials are extinguished before continuing. Due to fire hazard, it may be illegal to smoke while traveling on public land. Never smoke or light any kind of fire on windy days or when the fire danger is high—wildfires can start easily and spread explosively.

Dogs are not allowed on trails in state parks, including Red Rock and Slide Rock State Parks. Dogs are allowed in the national forests and designated wilderness in this book, but it is your responsibility to keep them from bothering wildlife or other hikers. Dogs must be under verbal control or on a leash.

Don’t cut live trees or plants of any kind, carve on trees or rocks, pick wildflowers, or build rock campfire rings, rock cairns, rock stacks, or any other rock structures. Leave the backcountry just as you found it.

Motorized vehicles and bicycles, including mountain bikes, are prohibited in all designated wilderness areas. State parks and other areas may also have restrictions.




Camping

Choose campsites on durable, naturally drained surfaces, such as forest duff, sand, gravel, or rock. In the forest look above you for dead branches that could break off. Do not camp on grass, and avoid fragile meadows and sites next to springs and creeks. Never dig drainage ditches or make other “improvements.” Rangers sometimes close specific areas to camping or entry to allow them to recover from heavy use—please obey such restrictions.




Campfires

Don’t build campfires except in an emergency. There are far too many fire scars in Arizona’s backcountry. If you have good equipment, you’ll be warmer without a fire.

Campfires are prohibited in certain areas at all times and during periods of high fire danger in other areas. Be aware that when fires are prohibited, the fire danger is so extreme that fires will spread explosively. Check with the land management agency listed with each hike for current regulations.




Trash

If you carried it in, you can also carry it out. Do not bury food or trash—animals will always dig it up. Don’t feed wild creatures. They become dependent on human food, which can lead to unpleasant encounters and cause the animals to starve during the off-season.




Sanitation

A short walk in any popular recreation area will show you that few people seem to know how to answer the call of nature away from facilities. Many diseases such as giardiasis are spread by poor human sanitation. If facilities are available at places such as trailheads or campgrounds, always use them. In the backcountry, select a site at least 100 yards from streams, lakes, springs, and dry washes. Avoid barren, sandy soil, if possible. Dig a small “cat hole” about 6 inches down into the organic layer of the soil. (Some people carry a small plastic trowel for this purpose.) When finished, refill the hole; carry out used toilet paper in double zipper bags. Baking soda reduces the odor.




Weather

Summer heat is a serious hazard at the lower elevations covered in this book. Protection from both the heat and the sun is important: A lightweight sunhat is essential. During hot weather, hike in the shady canyons or along flowing creeks, and hike early in the day to avoid the afternoon heat.

Afternoon thunderstorms, which bring high winds, heavy rain and hail, and lightning, are common from July through mid-September but may occur any time of year. When thunderstorms form, stay off exposed ridges and mountaintops and away from lone trees. Also avoid camping or parking your vehicle in dry washes and drainages. Flash floods can appear suddenly from heavy rains falling many miles away. Never try to cross a flooded wash, either by vehicle or on foot.

Hypothermia is a life-threatening condition caused by continuous exposure to chilling weather. Rainy, windy weather causes an insidious heat loss and is especially dangerous. Snowfall and blizzard conditions can occur at any time of year at the higher elevations covered in this book. Extended wet weather occasionally occurs during winter. Hypothermia may be prevented by adjusting your clothing layers to avoid chilling or overheating and by eating and drinking regularly so that your body continues to produce heat.




Insects and Their Kin

A few mosquitoes may appear in the desert after wet spring weather and in the high country during late-summer rains. Since Arizona mosquitoes are known to carry West Nile virus, use repellent and sleep in a tent when mosquitoes are out.

Although most scorpions can inflict a painful sting, only the bark scorpion—a small, straw-colored scorpion found in the lower deserts—is dangerous. Black widow and brown recluse spiders can also be a hazard, especially to young children and adults who are allergic. Susceptible individuals should carry insect-sting kits prescribed by their doctors. Kissing bugs and other obnoxious insects are dormant during cool weather but active in warm weather. Use a net tent to keep nighttime prowlers away when camping in warm weather in the deserts. You can avoid most scorpion and spider encounters by never placing your hands or bare feet where you can’t see. Kick over rocks and logs before picking them up.

Aggressive Africanized bees are found throughout the state and are indistinguishable from domesticated honeybees. The best way to avoid being stung is to give all bees a wide berth. If attacked, drop your pack, protect your eyes, and head for dense brush or a building or vehicle if one is nearby. Don’t swat at the bees.




Snakes

Arizona boasts more species of rattlesnakes than any another state—eleven species and several varieties. Rattlesnakes are most common at lower elevations but may be encountered anywhere. Since rattlesnakes can strike no farther than approximately half their body length, avoid placing your hands and feet in areas that you cannot see, and walk several feet away from rock overhangs and shady ledges. Because bites often occur on feet, ankle-high hiking boots and loose-fitting long pants offer some protection. Snakes, which are cold-blooded, prefer surfaces at about 80°F, so during hotter weather watch for snakes in shady places. In cool weather be alert for snakes sunning on open ground.




Wildlife

Wild animals normally leave you alone unless molested or provoked. Black bears, mountain lions, wolves, and coyotes are shy around people and usually not a problem. Do not feed any wild animal—they rapidly get accustomed to handouts and will then vigorously defend their new food source. Around camp, rodent problems can be avoided by hanging your food from rocks or trees.




Plants

Poison ivy grows along streams and canyon bottoms in the Sedona area. Poison ivy is easily recognized by its leaves, which grow in groups of three. Contact with the leaves, stems, and berries sometimes causes a rash that later starts to blister. Unless large areas of skin are involved, or the reaction is severe, no specific treatment is required other than calamine lotion to relieve the itching. Cacti and other spiny plants occur at all but the highest elevations. Some cacti, especially cholla, have tiny barbs on their spines, which cause them to cling ferociously. Use a pair of sticks to quickly pluck the burr or joint from your skin or clothing. A pair of tweezers is essential for removing spines.

Never eat any wild plant unless you know its identity. Many common plants, especially mushrooms, are deadly.




Rescue

Most of the hikes in this book are popular and well-traveled, but a few are remote. Anyone entering remote country should be self-sufficient and prepared to take care of emergencies such as equipment failure and minor medical problems. Very rarely, circumstances may create a life-threatening situation that requires a search effort or an emergency evacuation. Always leave word of your hiking plans with a reliable individual. For backpack trips, you should provide a written itinerary and a map. In your instructions, allow extra time for routine delays, and always make contact as soon as you are out. The responsible person should be advised to contact the appropriate authority if you become overdue. County sheriffs are responsible for search and rescue. Calling 911 is the best way to initiate a rescue in all areas.

If you have a cell phone, it’s worth trying to use it in an emergency situation. It may work, especially if you are on a ridge or other high point, but don’t count on a cell phone for communications in the backcountry. The cellular system is designed to cover populated areas such as major highways and cities.

A better option is to carry a personal locator beacon (PLB). These lightweight devices use the same satellites as the emergency beacons on aircraft. Your PLB must be registered to you before you can use it. When activated, it uses GPS satellites to determine your exact location then signals the rescue authorities via satellite. The rescue center first calls your contact numbers (given when you register your PLB) to make sure the activation isn’t a false alarm then dispatches rescuers directly to your location (by helicopter if necessary.) This means rescue in a matter of hours rather than days, weather permitting.
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