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Preface





In 1962, while heading up the southern slope of Ben Nevis, the sky was clear, and there was snow on the ground, so we were kicking steps as we neared the top. There were three of us youngsters with two ice axes and a stick. The views from the top were stupendous to us kids from Derbyshire (which has nice but less spectacular views). We were “in the moment” all the way up there but didn’t know a lot of what we should have known.




We were an ice axe short, which became a problem at one snowfield, but, after some discussion, we found a way around it. We didn’t have any training in using the axes, so they probably wouldn’t have helped us if we had fallen anyway. We didn’t have crampons for our boots. We knew we had to climb with care—two days before, when we arrived at Steall Hut in Glenn Nevis, someone had given us his spare food, as his wife had fallen, and that was the end of their trip. We were 16 years old and considered ourselves somewhat invincible and so were not deterred. We were lucky with the weather, as it can turn into Arctic conditions in no time. I discovered that first-hand four years later when I returned as a college student—that time with a guide—and conditions were so bad that we opted to kayak near Mallaig instead.




So we were lucky to not have had to experiment trying to stop a fall with our stick and two ice axes, and we were also lucky that we didn’t have to battle any ferocious weather, which could easily have happened. Maybe we would have stayed in the hut, but we could have been caught out if the weather had changed while we were out during the day. We also knew nothing about hypothermia. When I went again later on my college trip, we did stop in the middle of a snowstorm to make a cup of tea! We did eventually make it home from both trips, and the atrocious weather on my college trip even made it a bit more exciting. Since no one got hurt on either trip, we were all eager for more. We were lucky both times, though. Even the kayaking from Arisaig to Mallaig could have been a disaster if anyone had cap-sized in the canvas kayaks we were paddling, as we had no rescue training, and the sea temperature in April would have given us hypothermia in minutes. So we lucked out. But many people aren’t so lucky. We all need to know what we don’t know about venturing out into the wild outdoors, or else we could possibly suffer dire consequences.




Since my early days of outdoor adventuring, I have gone through training with the British Canoe Union, the Australian Canoe Federation, and the Wilderness Education Association. I have worked at mountain outdoor pursuits centers, started a private outdoor school in the United Kingdom and the Mitta Mitta Canoe Club in Australia, worked for the Wilderness Education Association in the United States, and taught in universities for more than 30 years. I have both attended and taught courses in different countries and experienced outdoor activities in the United Kingdom, North America, Australia, New Zealand, Europe, Central America, and the Caribbean.




My research in universities included different aspects of outdoor activities, including leadership, group dynamics, outdoor instruction, energy use in climbing, and snow and ice axe techniques. My teaching in universities included one- to five-week expedition courses in the Tetons, the Wind River Range, Colorado, upstate New York, Yellowstone (winter and summer), Texas, and North Carolina.




One of the university courses I taught for many years focused on how to avoid the need for survival techniques when heading into the backcountry. I learned much from the legendary mountaineer Paul Petzoldt when I apprenticed with him on his last Teton Wilderness Education Association course and then cotaught expedition courses with him. One of his tenets was the idea of avoiding survival situations. The course that I taught on this subject was rooted in his beliefs and was very popular with students. This was the impetus to write this book and enable people to go into the wild outdoors with more knowledge than I did or when Paul did when he climbed the much more technical Grand Teton when he was 16. The idea of this book is to show the reader what you don’t know, or, as Paul used to often say, “Know what you know and know what you don’t know.”











Introduction





So you want to do something adventurous? Maybe you’ve seen hair-raising videos online, or perhaps you aren’t ready for that level of activity but would like to experience the outdoors, such as by hiking in the woods or paddling on a lake. What do you know about any of this? If you are a beginner, you probably know enough to be dangerous and possibly get into some kind of predicament that then requires survival techniques.







There are many things the average person has no idea about, such as hiking over moats (snow-covered rivers or waterfalls).





This book is about learning what you don’t know to avoid getting into a survival situation. There are some things that are common sense but still entice people to dangerous situations, such as visiting waterfalls. There are many things the average person has no idea about, such as hiking over moats (snow-covered rivers or waterfalls), which could result in a very quick death, or hiking in wet and moderately cold temperatures wearing cotton, which could result in a slower death through hypothermia. Let’s look at some examples.




Many people each year decide to explore the waterfalls of North Carolina. Some like to view them from below, and then there are others who head for the view from the top. The top has swift water, leaves, and slick rock, so the odds of these folks having a serious fall have increased dramatically, including that some of these people will fall to the bottom, which could mean death or serious injury. One of North Carolina’s waterfalls, Paradise Falls, required two Black Hawk helicopter rescues in only one two-week period in 2017.




An incident at another waterfall, Glen Falls, illustrates the consequences. A 21-year-old woman was hiking with friends at Glen Falls two miles outside of Highlands when she slipped and fell about 80 feet. She was airlifted to a local hospital where she was treated for her injuries, which were reportedly “a crushed ankle, a collapsed lung, a broken jawbone and teeth, broken bones in her back and deep cuts to her groin and head from the fall.” Her fall was the second at Glen Falls in one month. A 16-year-old boy was injured after falling at the same spot on June 16.1




Several groups in the past have decided to descend a gulley on Symmetry Spire in the Grand Tetons mountain range in Wyoming. Some of these groups were not seasoned mountaineers and didn’t know what they didn’t know about the risk of there being waterfalls or moats under the snow. Two incidents illustrate this:




Incident 1




The trio was descending the couloir (gulley) and glissaded (slid) into a deep moat at the bottom of a cliff. There they were trapped by snow falling in around them. The snow also dammed the stream that ran beneath the snow surface, filling the moat with icy water.2




Incident 2




Their descent route was channeled into a narrow snow chute that ended in a 60-foot waterfall and moat. One member of the group saw the moat and was able to grab some bushes and stop himself but was unable to hold onto a second member who slid over the falls into the moat. The first member yelled to a third member, and at the last moment, he was able to vault the moat and land downslope from the falls. The first member then grabbed the fourth member and was able to hold onto him. The second member was later found at the bottom of the waterfall, about 50 feet into the moat. He was lying face-down in about six inches of water with massive head injuries, showing no signs of life.3




Many years ago, I personally witnessed a body recovery from Spalding Falls in Wyoming: the victim had descended the snowfield after climbing the Grand Teton—but without an ice axe. Ice under the snow on the steep drop immediately above the falls resulted in a slide, so the climber dropped into a crevasse and the waterfall under the snow. He was unable to stop because he had no ice axe to use as a brake to prevent the slide. He was also likely unaware of the moat given that it was covered on the journey in. This accident was precipitated by two unknowns: knowledge of hidden moats and the need to have and be able to use an ice axe when traveling on snow in the mountains.




What about something seemingly minor, such as going hiking in jeans and a cotton flannel jacket in wet and cool weather? This is called an environmental hazard—in this case, hypothermia—which can strike anywhere there are cool, wet, and especially windy conditions.







A common saying among outdoor enthusiasts is “cotton kills.”







When the body’s temperature drops below 95°F (35°C) and is not brought back up to about 98°F (36.6°C), the result is hypothermia. That is a drop of only 3°F. Wearing cotton, which soaks up water efficiently, will cool down the body compared to wearing man-made fibers, such as fleeces or good old-fashioned wool. For this reason, a common saying among outdoor enthusiasts is “cotton kills.” An example from the Adirondacks during a November hiking trip follows where the hikers had otherwise good gear but still chose to wear cotton. Despite having a new complement of “outdoorsy gear,” two hikers were clad in all cotton. After getting waterlogged in an overly ambitious pursuit, an exhausted hiker with soaked cotton clothing succumbed to a hypothermic death before help could arrive.4




The previously mentioned examples show the need to be able to realize what you do know about yourself and an environment (i.e., knowing your limitations) and that there are things to learn before you venture out—things that you don’t know (and need to learn). In other words, know what you know and know what you don’t know.




Who coined the phrase “know what you know and know what you don’t know”? We don’t know for sure, but the legendary mountaineer Paul Petzoldt sure used it a lot. He also used to always say he wanted to live to be an old mountaineer by assessing the “Las Vegas odds” of whatever you were deciding to do. To illustrate what that means, he would bring in the historical figure Nick the Greek, a famed gambler, to make his point by saying, “Where would Nick the Greek bet we would have accidents when climbing today?” Petzoldt was a believer in avoiding survival situations by using good preparation before going rather than concentrating on survival techniques to help survive after getting into a predicament.5 He developed what he called “control plans” to help in both the advance preparation and also during an activity. These included plans for health, time, energy, and climate control, which will be detailed in chapter 6.




MUST-KNOWS




So what kinds of things should a person wishing to venture into the wild outdoors know about? The following is a list of “must-knows”:




1. Motivations for Going into the Wild Outdoors




Phrases such as “hold my beer” or “adrenaline is my drug” show the effects of alcohol or bravado when trying to impress companions. These often override common sense. There are also unconscious motivations that drive us to do high-risk activities, especially for extreme adventure sports.


2. Terrain and Equipment




Where will you be going (e.g., whether there will be mountains, caves, forests, deserts, rivers, lakes, the sea, surf, gorges, and so on)? What equipment is needed to live and travel in the type of terrain that you choose?


3. Climate, Weather, Clothing, and Energy




Will where you’re going be cold, warm, or hot? What are the expected problems related to the climate you are visiting, such as storms, rain, and snow? What clothing is suitable for the activity and the climate? To combat environmental injuries, you need energy, so are you carrying enough food and water, and are you stopping frequently to “gas up”? Your “gas tank” is for energy to move and energy to stay warm.


4. Problem Wildlife




How do you avoid problems with the local flora and fauna?


5. Skills for Hazards and Emergency Procedures




What specific skills are needed to accomplish your goals, such as hiking, camping, cooking, navigating, canoeing, kayaking, climbing, belaying, rappelling, climbing, caving, skiing, snowshoeing, sailing, self-rescuing, and using rescue and first-response techniques?


6. Control Plans




What control plans do you need to enable safer and more comfortable experiences in the wild outdoors?




7. Protecting the Environment




How do you engage in this activity while still protecting people and the environment?


8. Where to Go from Here




After reading this book, what should you do as you venture forth into the wild outdoors? Where can you find good instruction and courses to learn experientially?




This book provides examples of these must-knows, examples of accidents resulting from ignorance, and ways to avoid accidents and survival situations. Details will also be given on Petzoldt’s control plans. This essential background will help the reader understand their own limitations. As Petzoldt used to say, “Know what you know and know what you don’t know” before you venture into the wild outdoors and use good judgment in your decision making.
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JUDGMENT




Judgment is the critical factor in reducing the chances of an incident or accident. Judgment surely comes from experience—right?
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So how can you start acquiring good judgment as a beginner? Reading can help (but only a little). The best teacher is actual experience under the guidance of an instructor or a capable mentor. Progressions in the level of difficulty of activities should be made in small steps to lower the Las Vegas odds of mishaps. Many organizations offer courses in outdoor activities. Instruction is often done in groups, but individual instruction is also possible. Your guide or instructor needs to be qualified, so do some research on that before you sign up for a course. There are national qualifications in most outdoor activities, outdoor leadership, swift water rescue, and wilderness medicine, so check your potential instructor’s qualifications and certifications.




Thus, judgment can be learned. After a lot of experience, the knowledge gained becomes tacit, and you don’t have to go through the steps of decision making each time, as you have performed certain tasks so many times that you can simply do them. However, when situations change—as they do in the outdoors—judgment is needed as to what to do. Should you carry on, turn back, or modify the trip? The environment is fluid; for example, more rain increases the size and difficulty of the river when paddling, or the weather turns cold, making camping in winter a different kind of activity than it is in summer. The group you are in is also fluid, as different personalities also affect judgment in decision making. Thus, what is tacit knowledge on one day can turn into something different on another day with different people and in a different context.




Laurence Gonzales, in his book Deep Survival , suggests that judgment is also affected by emotion: “The knowledge involved in the risk-reward loop does not involve reasoning. It comes to the child coded in feelings, which represent emotional experiences in a particular environment.”6 He is saying that emotional reactions can affect logic adversely and that different environments or subtly different hazards can result in inappropriate actions and reactions for all of us because of unconscious memories of feelings. An example is running a drop in a canoe, something that produces a feeling of exhilaration that one might want to repeat. Staying focused by being in the present and updating your assessment of a situation as factors change will help with these judgment factors and thought processes where emotional reactions might override logic. Another key issue is being aware of time—how long does it actually take to do things?







BE HERE AND NOW





Gonzales came up with two “Rules of Life” with his daughter when she was six years old about survival and the avoidance of survival situations:




1. Be here now (pay attention to keeping your “mental model” current; i.e., being present and updating your assessment of the situation as factors change).


2. Everything will take eight times as long as you expect.




The idea of item 1 is to stay attuned to where you are and what is happening and not to become a “sheep” if you are in a group. Instead, you need to stay tuned into what is going on all the time regardless of whether you are the group leader or not. Sheep mentality often comes into play during navigation practice. One person might take the lead with or without a map and the rest of the group follows along, oblivious to where they are going or to their surroundings.




For example, I know of an athletic director of a university in the southern Appalachians who was with his wife and two friends when they ended up spending the night in the woods, huddled together after following the person that “knew the way” to a waterfall. Many of the trails in that area are intersected by old logging roads, so after a couple of wrong turns and without a map and compass or a GPS unit, they were in for an uncomfortable and anxious night. They eventually found some students camping after following an old logging road the following morning, much to their relief. It has been common in my wilderness education classes for students to “not be here now” as well, so practicing without instructors being present is important. And they frequently did get lost. Getting lost even once encouraged them to be more in the here and now moving forward. Of course, Gonzales is talking about more than navigation—he is talking about all situations in life, be it driving, hiking, climbing, or whatever activity you are doing.




For item 2 in the list above, it is common for things to take longer than you think they will. For example, how long does it take you to walk a mile? Now consider it on the track, on a trail, on a trail with elevation, off a trail, and off a trail with elevation. This could also include heavy bush pushing (the term for bushwhacking without using machetes), snow and ice, and different kinds of weather. So we need to also include energy in how far you plan to travel and how long it will take considering the abilities of the person involved. It could take you anywhere from 15 minutes to hours, depending on the terrain and weather.




When you’re with a group, things take much longer, as each individual has to deal with, for example, heel problems, backpack problems, different levels of strength, navigation problems, and so on. Larger groups, say, of 10 beginners, sometimes travel at only one mile per hour on the trail. Understanding how long things take—such as cooking a meal or rigging food bag hangs before it gets dark or packing to move camp and getting to another site early enough before snow softens—can reduce survival situations.




For example, with a group of 10 beginners, it can take four hours to cook breakfast, go to the toilet, take down tents, and pack backpacks. This time can be reduced to less than half with experienced backpackers, but where are you and your group on the experience continuum? What if there is a river that needs to be crossed using a Tyrolean traverse? With a practiced group, it could easily take four hours. Estimating time accurately becomes a critical piece in avoiding survival situations.
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The chance of mishaps occurring in the wild outdoors is great, but this can be tempered by using good judgment about where you are going, who you are going with, whether you go on a course, or whether you hire an instructor or guide. Look at the Las Vegas odds of possible accidents for whatever you are doing. Before taking that first step, ask yourself, “What are the potential consequences?”









Remember that any evacuation could be both very long and very painful.





All this depends on your knowing your limitations and knowing what you know and what you don’t know. Remember also that any evacuation could be both very long and very painful. It could also be very expensive.




To encapsulate, the four things to remember to help keep you safe are the following:




1. Use good judgment—from Petzoldt.


2. Be here now—from Gonzales.


3. Everything takes a lot longer than you think— from Gonzales.


4. Look at the Las Vegas odds of bad consequences—from Petzoldt.


5. Know what you know and know what you don’t know—from Petzoldt.




The focus of this book is to illustrate what you need to know and to help you know what you don’t know about the wild outdoors. Judgments and control plans will be given to help you avoid getting into survival situations.
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