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Introduction

Each year, thousands of hikers and backpackers have wonderful trips in America’s backcountry. They rejuvenate their souls and find relief from the noise, crowds, and hectic pace of our urbanized lives, all while reveling in nature’s beauty.

Every year, however, hikers experience mishaps in the outdoors. These range from the mildly uncomfortable—like not having enough snacks or getting blisters on your feet—to moderately scary—like getting lost or running out of water. Sometimes relatively small problems escalate to become downright disasters, like when hikers get injured or become so disoriented that they can’t find their way out.

In the course of writing this book, we found that even the most experienced hikers—including search-and-rescue professionals, outdoor leadership instructors, and backcountry guides—had a wealth of tales about the errors they made (and learned from). It became clear to us that even trail-hardy experts are often just one misstep away from having their photo appear on the evening news.

Fortunately, every mistake that someone makes on the trail gives the rest of us a chance not to fall victim to that same error. We can learn from each other, improve our skills, and get smarter. And that’s what this book is about. It includes lots of tips and techniques for better hiking trips, but perhaps more importantly, it details the personal narratives of people who made a wrong turn or committed an unfortunate error, but ultimately learned a valuable lesson in the process.

It would seem dishonest to leave out my own (Ann Marie’s) hiking mishap from this book, so here goes: In 2001, I was on a solo road trip, traveling around and hiking different trails every day. When I was on the trail, I carried a full pack with all the hiking essentials as well as a few extras, like a cell phone, extra clothing, and some basic first aid supplies.

One afternoon, I walked about four miles from my car. My trail reached a stream crossing about three feet wide. I jumped across—a simple movement I had executed hundreds of times before—but when I landed on the far side, my right foot slipped on wet granite, and my ankle twisted around as I fell. As soon as I hit the ground, I felt a sharp pain and thought, I just broke bones.

The pain was severe enough to make me dizzy, but I was sitting just inches from the creek, so I reached my hands into the cold water and splashed my face. Don’t faint, I ordered myself. It seemed critically important that I stay focused.

I took off my hiking boot and assessed my ankle. It wasn’t pretty. I felt the urge to faint again, so I splashed more cold water on my face, then reached for one of my hiking poles and tried to use it to stand up. It was immediately clear that my right leg could not bear any weight. This was bad.

I pulled out my cell phone and turned it on, but there was no signal.

I decided to rest a while and try to regain my mental equilibrium. I ate a snack from my pack and drank some water. I assessed my situation: Since I was road-tripping, no one knew exactly where I was, or that I had gone hiking that day. I was on a trail that was not frequently used; in fact, on my hike in I had noticed how overgrown the vegetation was. In some places, it almost covered the trail. My car was parked alongside the road, but this was a seldom traveled country road. It might take a while before someone noticed that a blue Toyota hadn’t moved in a few days.

It was mid-afternoon, and I had a few good hours of daylight left. My pack had enough supplies in it so that I could spend the night without risk of hypothermia, but it would be an uncomfortable night. My ankle was getting bigger and uglier by the minute.

I added it all up and figured that since no one was coming to rescue me, I might as well try to get back to my car. Walking was out, so I’d have to crawl. I wrapped some extra clothing around my knees and hands for protection and gave it a shot.

Until you’ve tried it, you can’t understand how inefficient crawling is. It takes what seems like forever to go 100 yards. It’s exhausting, too, especially for your back and arms. So you stop and rest a while. You check your cell phone again to see if you’ve miraculously gotten a signal, and then you crawl another 100 yards. In an hour or two, the clothing that you’ve wrapped around your hands and knees is shredded and torn, no longer protecting you from the rocky trail.

So it went for a couple of hours, at which point I had traveled maybe a half mile. I still had a long way to go, but I told myself I’d go another half mile and then stop and sleep for the night. I had a Mylar emergency sleeping bag, and I trusted its insulating properties to keep me alive. I even had some naproxen in my pack, which would work as a bedtime painkiller.

I’d like to say that I was feeling mentally tough, and that I knew I would get out of there safely. But I was feeling stupid. I was mentally kicking myself for going on this hike without telling anyone, without even leaving a note in my car. I had made a rookie error, and I wasn’t even a rookie. I was also mad at myself for being “clumsy” and falling. And I was a little worried about wildlife—I knew this was prime mountain lion territory, and I was pretty sure I had spotted tracks in the mud by the creek.

Dusk was falling, and I was resting from another 100-yard crawl when a miracle happened. Two young men walked around a bend in the trail. “Hey!” I yelled. “I need your help.” They spotted my grotesque ankle and my cut-up knees and said, “Ugh, what happened?”

Neither man looked older than twenty. One was covered with tattoos; the other seemed to be under the influence of something, but I was in no position to be picky about who rescued me.

What came next was a comedy of errors as we tried to figure how they could carry me out. First I put one arm around each of their necks, and I tried to hop on one leg. That was slower and more exhausting than crawling. Then they tried to make a litter, but that didn’t work. I suggested that one of them run back to the road and go for help. But suddenly the tattooed guy, Rick, said, “Wait, let me do this,” and he lifted all 130 pounds of me on to his back. I was astonished. His friend was astonished. But off we went.

Rick had to set me down every 100 yards or so, and when we stopped, he talked. He told me how his parents had kicked him out of the house when he was sixteen, and how he had just been released from juvenile prison for stealing a car—but it wasn’t his fault.

He may have been an unlikely savior, but in a couple of hours we were back at my car, and soon, I was riding in an ambulance.

This story has a postscript. When I got back home, I had surgery on my ankle. The doctor reassembled it with six titanium pins and a plate the size of a credit card, and I was sentenced to several long, boring weeks on crutches. A few days into my recovery, I found a piece of paper on which I had scribbled the address of my rescuer Rick. I put a few hundred bucks into an envelope and wrote this note:


Dear Rick,

If you ever find yourself wondering if your life really matters, or if you’ve done something good that made a difference, let me assure you that you have. You were the stranger who carried me on your back. I am forever grateful.



I never heard back from Rick, so I don’t know if that letter reached him or what became of his young and apparently troubled life. Maybe that’s inconsequential. I’m sure he knew that he rescued me, and I like to think that this event positively influenced his life, as it did mine.

Ann Marie Brown, January 2017
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Risk and Rescue

Hikers and backpackers who need to be rescued from the wilderness invariably say they never expected to run into trouble. They assumed that a disaster couldn’t or wouldn’t happen to them, or, if it did, they would somehow figure a way out of it. Typically they didn’t consider all of the possible risks involved. They didn’t plan ahead for factors they couldn’t control, and they didn’t have a contingency plan—or think they needed one.

It seems that part of what makes us human is our belief that everything is going to turn out fine, especially if we’re headed for outdoor fun or vacation time. And yet, the National Park Service alone spends nearly $5 million a year on search-and-rescues, and that figure doesn’t account for the hundreds of thousands of volunteer hours that go into those searches. National parks are only a tiny fraction of the public lands that Americans use for recreation, so this accounts for only a tiny fraction of total rescues.

Outside of national parks, search-and-rescue operations are typically run by a county sheriff’s office. It’s the job of these search-and-rescue crews to save our butts when we make mistakes—and the vast majority of them do it on a strictly volunteer basis. Given that, we wanted to hear their perspectives on risk and rescue.
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Marin County Search and Rescue prepares for a rescue on a steep cliff in Point Reyes National Seashore.

The Swiss Cheese Model of Failure

Michael St. John is the kind of super-fit fifty-two-year-old who rides his mountain bike around town instead of driving. His day job is Battalion Chief for the Mill Valley Fire Department, but he’s even more devoted to his volunteer job as a Unit Leader for the Marin County Sheriff’s Office Search and Rescue Team. In his backyard in Fairfax, California, Michael’s tricked-out camper truck is packed and ready, so when hikers go missing, he can go find them.

“Wilderness is good for us,” Michael says. “Far more good comes from wilderness than harm. But there’s some level of risk that people have to accept and take on.”

Michael’s been working in search-and-rescue since 1980. Since that time, he has participated in hundreds of searches for missing hikers. He says that managing your risk level in the outdoors is important for everybody, whether novice or expert.
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Search and rescue teams utilize military helicopters to access hard-to-reach mountainous terrain.

“You could be the most highly qualified mountaineer or hiker, and you simply roll your ankle and fall off a cliff. There are always unforeseen things,” he says.

He points to James Reason’s Swiss Cheese Model of Accident Correlation, a model for dissecting the anatomy of an accident or error. It’s based on the theory that there’s never just one factor that causes a serious problem—it’s the accumulation of several factors.

Michael says to think of risk assessment as a stack of Swiss cheese slices. The holes in the cheese are opportunities for failure, and each of the slices serve as “defensive layers” against potential problems. One mistake may allow a problem to pass through a hole in one layer (or cheese slice), but in the next layer the holes are in different spots, so the problem is blocked. The assumption is that every defensive layer (or cheese slice) has holes in it, but ideally you stack the cheese slices so the holes don’t go all the way through.

“When accidents happen, you have the act itself, like getting lost or breaking your leg. But then, what were the circumstances that set the stage for that act? Fatigue? Poor planning? You didn’t fully appreciate the risks involved? It’s never just one thing,” Michael says.

When an accident occurs—a hiker gets lost or breaks a leg—certain contributing factors may happen instantaneously, while others may have developed slowly over time. A rock might tumble down the hill and break the bones in your ankle. That’s a sudden, spur-of-the-moment hole in your Swiss cheese. But other contributing factors may have lain dormant for weeks, months, or even years, until they finally caused a problem. For example, if you’ve spent years hiking solo without carrying any emergency gear but never had a need for it, your experience has likely contributed to a false sense of security. That’s a contributing factor that developed slowly and almost imperceptibly. But now—after an accident—you have a broken ankle and you’re lacking emergency gear—two holes in your Swiss cheese.

“There are things we can control,” Michael says, “and there are things we can’t control, but we can plan for.”

So, if you told your spouse that you were hiking to Blue Lake via the North Side Trail and that you’d be back by 6 p.m., you have a defensive layer in your Swiss cheese—or at least a way to mitigate the damage. You’re stuck in the woods with a broken ankle, but it’s only a matter of time until searchers rescue you. Because you told your spouse where you were going and when you’d be back, people will be looking for you a lot sooner than if you hadn’t.

The Swiss Cheese Model makes the case that you should always have a Plan B. But too often, Michael notes, hikers go out for a walk in the park and don’t think they need a Plan B. After all, it’s only a walk in the park.

Day-hikers in particular tend to be the most unprepared. Michael points to the 2014 search for Magdalena Glinkowski, a thirty-three-year-old woman who went out for a hike in Mount Tamalpais State Park, a woodsy playground that lies a few miles north of San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge.

“Glinkowski worked alone and lived alone, so no one knew that she’d gone out for a hike on that day,” he recalls. “Five days later, park rangers notice that a car has been left at a trailhead parking lot for several days.” The rangers investigated and found out that the car was registered to Glinkowski. After talking to her landlord, they discovered she hadn’t been home for several days.

Michael explains the anatomy of how a search mission unfolds. “The first thing we do is establish a PLS, or point last seen. Or sometimes we use the ‘place last known’—like a trailhead where the lost person has left their car. Once we have that, the search starts with a hasty search, where we check established trails and roads in the immediate area near the PLS. Probably 90 percent of searches get resolved with the initial hasty search. Then we try to track the missing person’s cell phone, and we interview their friends and family.”

Searchers create a “lost person profile” by contacting family members, friends, and coworkers to find out any relevant information about the missing person. This might include physical details like what clothes he or she was wearing, or psychological details like the person’s state of mind.

In Glinkowski’s case, searchers learned that she had recently lost her job and had trouble getting along with some coworkers. Michael and his search team had to consider the possibility that Glinkowski was despondent and had committed suicide. After all, overdue hikers are not uncommon at Mount Tamalpais, but five days was beyond the usual realm of overdue.

But soon, a critical piece of information arrived—park rangers had a surveillance camera pointed at the coin box where visitors pay their parking and camping fees. “We looked at the footage and we were able to get an image of her paying for her parking fee. We were thinking that perhaps she had killed herself, but somebody who goes to the trouble to pay their parking fee doesn’t match that profile.”

In Glinkowski’s car, searchers also found a grocery store receipt from earlier in the day, which showed that she had bought food for her hike an hour before she parked.

“We knew that she had already been missing for five days. We had just over 100 searchers plus ten canine teams on our first day,” he says. “We searched all the trails and major drainages where we thought she might be. A witness said that he saw Glinkowski in the area of Stinson Beach, about five miles from her car, so searchers spent a lot of time combing that area.”

Two days of fruitless searching passed by. On the third day, the team took a break to regroup and plan a new strategy. That afternoon, another clue came in. “A trail runner said that that he had seen Glinkowski on a ‘social’ trail near Pantoll Ridge, just east of the park campground and not far from where her car was parked.”

(A social trail is a path made by frequent human use. It’s not a designated park trail and wouldn’t appear on a park map, but hikers might easily assume it’s a legitimate trail.)

As the days passed with no signs of Glinkowski, one of the detectives working the case re-interviewed the runner who said he saw the missing woman on a social trail. In this second interview, the runner said the trail wasn’t a social trail, it was actually a deer trail.

When Michael heard this revised information, a lightbulb turned on. “What I realized at that moment was that she was totally confused and off-trail,” he says.

Deer trails, or game trails, are paths made by animals. Coyotes, deer, and other four-footed creatures regularly travel the same routes in search of food or water. They are generally narrower and often much steeper than either social trails or park-designated trails. A hiker who follows a deer trail will likely find herself in dense, brushy terrain that will soon become impassible. Two feet can’t go everywhere four feet can go.

Michael assembled all the clues and decided Glinkowski had to be up on Pantoll Ridge. “I knew she was there and that we just missed her. Even the dogs must have missed her,” he says. “We went back with 160 people. We assigned fifty people just to that ridge, and within an hour and a half we found her.”

Two cadaver dogs—dogs that are trained to detect human remains—alerted searchers to the spot. Glinkowski’s body was found in terrain that Michael calls “brush under canopy.” This colloquial term refers to a forested area that is so dense that no one could have spotted her.

“It was very steep terrain filled with brush. She was in a drainage only forty feet away from an established trail, but she couldn’t be seen from that trail,” he says.

Glinkowski’s cause of death was hypothermia. It’s possible that she wound up on that deer trail after becoming disoriented from diabetic issues, including low blood sugar.

“She could have walked downhill for 200 yards and hit a trail or walked uphill and hit the park campground in 150 yards. I think she was disoriented and not making good decisions,” he says.

Michael says that most lost hikers are found within a few miles of their cars (Glinkowski’s afternoon day-hike ended with her dying only about one mile from her car), but it’s more complicated than that. “There are different categories of lost hikers. There are mushroom pickers, photographers, hunters, people with dementia, adventurers like mountaineers and rock climbers, and then just regular day-hikers. They tend to get lost in different ways.”

Search-and-rescue teams use statistical probabilities from a lost-person-behavior database to develop an educated guess of where the missing person might be found. Michael says that the information is available at a searcher’s fingertips via a free app called “Lost Person Behavior.” According to the app, 50 percent of “regular hikers” are found within 1.9 miles of their Point Last Seen, which is often the trailhead where their car is parked, and 75 percent are found within 3.6 miles.

If we apply the Swiss Cheese Model to Glinkowski’s tragic death, we see a lot of holes in her simple plan to hike in the state park for a couple of hours. She didn’t tell anyone she was going for a hike, let alone where she was going and when she’d be back. She had a pre-existing diabetic condition that made it more likely for her to become disoriented. It seems she wasn’t familiar enough with the park’s terrain to be able to distinguish between maintained hiking trails and deer trails.

Michael says what happened to Glinkowski was preventable. Even casual day-hikers should think about the Swiss Cheese Model. He says the questions to ask yourself are: Have I evaluated the risks involved, and do I have ways to mitigate for those risks? And maybe more importantly, Do I really know what risks are involved?

“If you’re heading outside for a hike or a bike ride or whatever, figure out what the possible failures are. What are the possible hazards? Make sure you have a contingency plan if there’s a failure. Run through possible scenarios before you leave. It doesn’t take very long to think it through.”

Risk Assessment

Bob Gehlen has a steady day job managing financial portfolios from a swanky office in a San Francisco high-rise. But when he needs to cancel a meeting, his clients understand. They know he’s not playing golf; he’s searching for someone who’s gone missing.

When Bob started volunteering for Marin County Search and Rescue (SAR) five years ago, he was already a remarkable outdoor athlete—an accomplished runner, cyclist, climber, surfer, and skier. After completing his first weekend of SAR training, the fifty-four-year-old financial planner knew he had found his calling.
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Volunteers prepare to evacuate an injured hiker by helicopter.

“What’s the definition of a life well lived? I think I got lucky and found it,” he says.

The Marin County SAR Team is one of only twenty specially certified Mountain Rescue teams in California, so its services are required all over the state, and especially in the high mountains of the Sierra Nevada. Mountain Rescue volunteers have specialized skills—they’re rock climbers, skiers, or mountaineers who are trained to be self-sufficient for several days in the backcountry. Their job duties might include rescuing an injured hiker from a mountaintop or searching for evidence from a plane crash. It’s the kind of work that fuels Bob’s passion for search-and-rescue.

Bob’s most memorable Mountain Rescue mission was the focus of a high-profile media story in the summer of 2015. He still gets emotional when he talks about it.

“I can’t describe what it’s like to be a significant part of someone else’s rescue. It touches that piece of us that is so hard to get to,” he says.

In August 2015, Miyuki Harwood went on a Sierra Club–sponsored backpacking trip in central California. The group headed up to Blackcap Basin, north of Kings Canyon National Park, and camped on the shore of Horsehead Lake at 10,400 feet.

“Miyuki was a sixty-two-year-old triathlete, in great shape, very bright and very competitive. It wasn’t like she wanted to just finish the race at age sixty-two, she wanted to win,” Bob says.

On the sixth day of the group’s trip, they decided to take a day-hike to the top of Blackcap Mountain. On the way to the top, super-fit Miyuki got ahead of the other hikers.

“After she summited the peak, she rejoined the group and told the leader she was going to head back down on her own. She planned to meet everyone back at camp at 5:30, but she never showed up,” Bob says. “The Sierra Club trip leader had a satellite phone, so he called in and reported her missing that night.”

The Fresno sheriff’s office couldn’t send in helicopters immediately due to heavy smoke from a major wildfire burning nearby in Kings Canyon. But they sent in a team of field searchers who hiked twenty miles to reach Miyuki’s group at Horsehead Lake.

“The search went on for eight days, and they found nothing. On some days the smoke cleared a bit, and they were able to bring in the helicopters. They had dogs searching the area as well as several Mountain Rescue teams. But there were no clues. The National Guard even had its drone fly over at 25,000 feet looking for a heat signature. Still nothing,” Bob says.

Almost 97 percent of all lost hikers are found within the first twenty-four hours. If a hiker is missing for eight days, the prognosis usually isn’t good. By that time the hiker is usually dead, or he or she is going to be extremely difficult to find.

As the days passed in the search for Miyuki, exhausted search-and-rescue volunteers were replaced with fresh volunteers, often from far-away counties. Bob’s team was called in from Marin County, more than 200 miles away. They were dropped off by helicopter at Horsehead Lake on the afternoon of the eighth day.

Bob was leading about a dozen searchers, including a few youth members of the Marin SAR team. “It was already pretty late in the afternoon, so we hiked up on a ridgeline northwest of the lake to look at the drainage that was going to be our search area,” he says.

Search areas are broken into segments related to the terrain. For example, a ridge or a watershed might separate one segment from another. Searchers always cover the easy-access routes, like trails and fire roads, first. Then they scour the harder-to-reach places, like a creek drainage farther away from the trail. They know that hikers typically follow the course of least resistance. Hikers are influenced by gravity and will usually head downhill.

“We looked down into the drainage and realized it was huge, so we strategized. There was an incredible amount of terrain. We decided to cover the southern portion first,” he says.

The next morning, Bob positioned searchers up and down the ridgeline heading toward the drainage. Searchers bellowed Miyuki’s name, hoping to get a response. “We were doing voice calls non-stop,” Bob says. “About forty-five minutes into the search, one of our youth members called me on the radio and said, ‘I think I heard a whistle.’ ”

“We did another voice call, and we heard another whistle. This time it was very clear. I told one of my searchers, who has a very deep voice, to call again and ask if this was Miyuki. A voice called back ‘yes.’ ”

Bob felt his adrenaline kick in. “I thought, ‘I can’t believe this is happening.’ I called into the command post on the radio and told them we had contacted Miyuki, and she was alive. Then I took a deep breath,” he says. “I called the team and said, ‘Okay, we all want to jump off this mountain and go get to her. But that’s not what we’re going to do. She’s been here for eight days; she’s going to survive another ten minutes. We’re going to take our time and be safe.’ ”

When rescuers reached Miyuki, she had a broken ankle on one leg and a broken femur on the other. She also had a herniated disk. She had remained conscious and fought for her survival for eight days, but now that help had arrived, her body went into shock. The medics treated her and kept her comfortable until the helicopter arrived.

“She said to us that just that morning she had given up hope. She was ready to die,” Bob says. “We loaded her into a litter, and a short while later she was on her way to the hospital.”

More than a week prior, when Miyuki left her group and descended Blackcap Mountain, she somehow missed the turnoff for Horsehead Lake and wound up near the mountain’s base in a massive boulder field. She fell off a large boulder and broke her ankle and leg. Unable to move, she stayed in that spot for the night, hoping that perhaps by morning she would be able to get up and walk. The only gear she carried was a day-pack with a water bottle, a filter, a whistle, and a jacket.

The nighttime temperature dropped into the high fifties. Miyuki was cold but able to bear it; the jacket in her day-pack was just enough to prevent hypothermia. But the next day she still couldn’t move. She could hear the sound of water running somewhere in the distance, and she knew she needed to get water to survive. For the next two days, she crawled on her belly until she got to a creek.

“And that’s where she stayed for the next six days,” Bob says. “The creek bank wasn’t comfortable, so she would spend the day about fifty feet away, near a large boulder. Every morning she would crawl down to the creek, filter a liter of water, then come back to this big rock and hang out. She’d lie in the sun to get warm because the nights were pretty cold.”

After her helicopter flight to the hospital, Miyuki’s troubles didn’t end. Her injuries were severe enough that she had to undergo several rounds of surgery.

Bob grapples with the question of what Miyuki should have done differently. Even though he thinks there’s a lot of merit to spending time alone in nature, he wonders whether hiking alone in the backcountry is ever a good idea, even for someone with Miyuki’s tip-top physical conditioning.

“If she hadn’t been alone, this never would have happened. She still may have gotten hurt, but she wouldn’t have been out there for nine days,” he says.

When you hike or climb or ski solo, the consequences of failure are much higher than when you are with a companion or two. If you’re outdoors alone and you hurt yourself, you’re in a vulnerable position. If you’re off-trail, hurt, and alone, like Miyuki was, the vulnerability factor goes way up.

Bob notes that we can apply the Swiss Cheese Model of Accident Correlation to Miyuki’s situation. Her plan certainly had a few holes in it—hiking alone, heading off-trail in unfamiliar terrain, not carrying adequate emergency supplies, having no means to summon help if she was injured—and, sadly, those holes lined up.

“A lot of people aren’t knowledgeable enough about what could go wrong. They just assume that everything’s going to go fine—maybe because it has always gone fine in the past,” Bob says.

It’s not just hiking alone that caused the catastrophe. But that was one risk factor, and when it met with the other holes in her stack of Swiss cheese slices, Miyuki experienced a perfect storm.

“The truth is that if you take risks, but there are no consequences, you will take the same risks over and over again until that risk ends up being catastrophic,” Bob says. “The actual failure doesn’t happen when it looks like it happened. It happened a long time before that. The law of probability finally catches up. Statistics finally play out.”

Miyuki made mistakes, but she also did a lot of things right. She was carrying a few lifesaving tools—most notably her jacket and whistle. She was able to filter the stream water before she drank it because she was carrying a filter. The one piece of equipment that could have saved her several days of agony was some means of summoning help, like a personal locator beacon (see pages 20–22). Still, she used what she had to her best advantage—including a tremendous amount of personal fortitude.

Bob encourages hikers, especially solo hikers, to ask themselves these questions: Even though I might be beating the odds, what are the risks I’m taking? What are the risks that I’m not even noticing? What are the consequences that haven’t yet happened?

“It all comes down to risk assessment,” Bob says. “I use it for everything in my life. I have to look at what the risks are, even the ones I don’t want to look at. I try to examine every aspect of my life and answer those questions,” he says.

Dogs to the Rescue

Lisa Whatford has a few words of advice for hikers who might someday need to be rescued.

“Leave a dirty sock and a photo in a Ziploc bag in your car,” she says.

Your photo tells Lisa what you look like. Your odiferous sock tells Lisa’s dog what you smell like. The 200 million olfactory receptors in her furry German shepherd nose will lead her to the drainage where you wandered in circles, the box canyon where you backtracked, and the creek where you sat down and wondered how you got into this predicament.

“Dogs can smell what we can’t see,” Lisa says. “You’re emitting odors, and your odors go out into the air. A dog’s nose can smell you from possibly a quarter-mile away.”

Lisa’s shepherd Beaujet is particularly skilled at distinguishing odors, but even the average mutt can distinguish every human from every other human by microscopic quantities of our unique odor “fingerprints.” From a dog’s perspective, no one else smells exactly like you.

[image: image]

Beaujet and her canine friends prepare for a search-and-rescue operation.

“Beaujet can smell at concentrations of one part per trillion,” Lisa says. “If you’re in the wilderness and you stay put, my dog’s going to find you. If you wander around, we might miss each other because Beaujet will take me to where you were, and now you’re not there anymore. It makes it a lot harder.”

Dogs are able to “sense” the skin cells we slough off. Humans constantly lose rafts of dead skin cells—about 50 million every minute. Many of these microscopic flakes settle to the ground. Smaller and lighter rafts are carried away in the wind, and a dog’s keen nose can detect these rafts. Additionally, when humans walk, we make footprints. As each foot gets set down, soil is moved, or vegetation is crushed. To a dog, that footprint smells different from the ground around it.

Every dog owner knows that a dog can detect a squirrel perched high up in a tree long before its owner would ever notice it. “Dogs are much more in tune with their surroundings. They’re more aware of sudden changes in the environment than humans are,” Lisa says. “I could walk right by you and not notice you. Dogs detect movement. You move a little bit and they’re going to pick up on it.”

When Lisa and Beaujet are working a search, their “finds” are often nonresponsive people. “The foot searchers find lost people who can holler back to be found. It’s the people who are nonresponsive, who are injured or had a stroke or something that we wind up finding with the dogs,” she says.

Lisa, a search-and-rescue (SAR) leader who lives in the mountains near Lake Tahoe and works with three different California SAR teams, has been looking for lost and missing people for more than two decades. She got interested in search-and-rescue after she adopted a retired, six-year-old search dog.

“His handler moved to Hawaii, and I adopted him,” she says. “Two months later, a handicapped boy, Kenny Miller, went missing in my area. It snowed the night he went missing. I was so frustrated that I had a search dog and did not know how to use him during the two-week-long search effort. Kenny died on that first night. It was a tragedy.”

That sad event provided the impetus for Lisa to start search-and-rescue training, both for herself and her dog. Beaujet is her third rescue dog, and Lisa trains her every day, often in tandem with fellow SAR worker Chris Kozlowski and her dog Mika.

Mika, a blonde-furred shepherd, trained for three years before starting SAR work. “Mika’s more relaxed now that she’s five, but the first three years were rough,” Chris says. Once when Chris left Mika in the car, the shepherd got bored and tore apart the car’s interior, causing several thousand dollars’ worth of damage. “She even chewed up the gear shift,” Chris says. “These dogs are very willful and they’re smart. They’re good problem-solvers. They need work to do.”

The dogs’ training might seem like fun to them, but it is serious business for Lisa and Chris. “Today we’re going to do area work,” Lisa says. “We’ll probably hide for each other. I’ll hide and Mika will find me. And Chris will hide and Beaujet will find her. We go find a forested area, we use our radios, and we hide from the dogs. If we can, we use volunteers. It’s good for the dogs to find strangers.”
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Lisa Whatford with Beaujet (left) and Chris Kozlowski with Mika (right).

Beaujet and Mika are trained in three disciplines: avalanche, forensics, and wilderness. Dogs trained in avalanche can find people “under the surface,” Lisa says. Dogs trained in wilderness can find people on the ground, and dogs trained in forensics can find human remains and evidence.

To train the dogs for cadaver work, the women hide bones, also called “cadaver training aids,” in the forest. The dogs find them. But they find plenty of other human evidence, too. Every day when I go out for a run at the ski resort, my dog finds stuff. She’ll find a headband, a cell phone, cameras, a shirt, chewing gum, Kleenex. The dogs are trained to find what isn’t natural in the forest, which is us and what we leave behind,” she says.

[image: image]

Hardworking search-and-rescue dogs take a break to pose for photographs.

“Beaujet is hard-wired to work, which is good. If I go out for a run, she puts herself to work. I don’t tell her to work. She knows to let me know if there’s something unusual going on in her world.”

Search-and-rescue work, for both the dogs and the two women, is on a strictly volunteer basis. To pay the bills, Lisa works as a hair stylist. Chris is a physical therapist. Their dogs need special search-and-rescue gear, like vests and goggles, as well as training and certifications, which the women pay for out of their own funds.

“Working search-and-rescue is a lot of commitment—time and money. It’s volunteer. We don’t get paid,” Chris says.

When Lisa, Chris, and their dogs find lost people in the wilderness, those people are usually extremely grateful to be found. But occasionally there’s the idiot factor, also known as the Dunning-Kruger Effect: a cognitive bias in which people don’t or won’t admit to their own ineptitude.

“On one search, the guy was all tweaked when we found him. He kept saying, ‘I can’t believe I’m being rescued by a woman.’ And I was thinking, ‘Yeah. I can’t believe I’m out here at 3 a.m. rescuing you.’ I had to spend three hours walking that man out of the wilderness while he questioned whether or not my dog is a pure-bred,” Chris says.

Still, both women agree that their rewards come in finding people, whether or not they show gratitude, and sometimes even whether they are alive or not.

“We bring people home. We unite families, or we give them closure,” Lisa says. “Not a lot of people can do what we do, or even want to do what we do. It’s a nice way to give back.”

The Rescuer Needs a Rescue

John Platt is one of the most self-reliant guys you’ll ever meet. He’s a MacGyver-type who can figure stuff out—how to fix a broken camp stove, how to find the best route across a scree-covered slope, how to stay warm while camping in the snow. He’s even skilled at cooking gourmet camp dinners (check out his recipes on pages 146–7 in the Water and Food chapter).

“I like to hike and climb by myself. I’m kind of a Luddite and I don’t bring a cell phone or a radio,” he says. “I don’t want to be one of those people who takes extra risks because they think, ‘Hey, I have a cell phone, I can call for a rescue.’ I like to be self-sufficient.”

John is an avid climber, skier, cyclist, and backpacker, and volunteers for his local search-and-rescue team in Valley County, Idaho. He says the reason that most people need rescues from the wilderness is because “a series of things have gone wrong. The rule of thumb is that it’s not one thing that goes wrong, but a chain of things that go wrong.”
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