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Introduction:

The Cold and the White

When something at least vaguely human first rose onto two feet, decided that it liked the view from that perspective, and became bipedal, the weather was hot. It happened somewhere near the equator, where it was (and still is) nearly always sultry. We, as a species, adapted in various ways to the heated environment of our evolutionary birth. Our virtually hairless skin is filled with abundant sweat glands, a rich source of moisture that can evaporate and cool the human exterior. We are powered by a cardiovascular system of marvelous endurance that circulates surface blood to other body parts, cooling the human interior. These adaptations allow us to endure rising seasonal heat in relative safety and comfort.

When did humanoid and snow first meet? Perhaps three million years ago in Africa on the heights of the Ruwenzori Range, or on Mount Kilimanjaro, somewhere far above the heat-swept savannas. Snow was certainly a factor in the lives of fur-clad people half a million years ago, as the great Ice Age crept across Europe. Most of those people chose to move to warmer climes, however. It was a long time before humans voluntarily lived in ice and snow. How long is not known for sure, but the fact that many European peoples do not have sun-protective skin pigmentation tells us that they have been out of the equatorial light for at least thousands of generations.

Today, when winter—the world of the cold and the white—draws us beyond the reach of fire and thermostat, we are not so well adapted to survive. Even though humans have lived—sometimes flourished—for thousands of years in regions where winter never leaves, they have not had eons to adapt physiologically. Some peoples with long cultural histories of exposure to the cold have grown shorter and chubbier, making it easier to retain body heat. Their cardiovascular systems may send warm blood to the exterior more readily, preventing fingers and toes from freezing. They may have higher-than-normal basal metabolic rates to generate more internal heat, even at rest. But they have yet to grow the dense, insulating fur or blubbery fat of arctic animals. To compensate for this lack of adaptation, humans have had to start using their brains—the only part of the body that allows us not only to exist but to live happily in winter.

There is much that is attractive about winter camping. The winter world is, for one thing, less crowded: no bugs, no bears, and seldom the burden of finding an intended campsite already claimed. Untracked powder offers endless opportunities for backcountry skiers and snowboarders. The utter silence of a landscape cloaked in splendid and pristine snow also attracts many. Visually speaking, the sharp light of the winter sun redefines the terrain and throws marvelous shadows across the otherwise featureless whiteness. New snow softens and balances the earth, rounding the ragged and smoothing the uneven; old snow becomes a form of art—cornices, sastrugi, penitentes—in a medium that only nature can sculpt. And then, most importantly for this book, there is the challenge of living (and living well) where few choose to tread. There are, no doubt, other reasons for going deep into winter, and in the end, as with all human endeavors, the why is probably a combination of urgings, some that are easy to put into words, and others that remain forever inexplicable.

NOLS Winter Camping is about humans living in temperatures from freezing to well below. It is about snow and ice. And it is about preparing and planning so that you can perform well in the cold. It is based on scientific knowledge and personal experience—specifically, the experience of instructors at the National Outdoor Leadership School, who, for almost forty years, have played, worked, and taught in extremes of cold. But more than anything else, it is about using your brain to not only enjoy but also flourish in wintry environments, about respecting cold without fearing it.

This book is divided into two main sections. Section I (chapters 1 to 3) covers the preparation that is necessary before you venture out into the cold, white world. Section II (chapters 4 to 9) covers important techniques and other considerations once you’re out traveling and camping in winter. The Resources section points the way to additional information (including several other books in the NOLS library that deal with winter topics), and the Glossary defines unfamiliar terms.

The instructions in this book are not meant to substitute for training by an experienced winter camper. Neither NOLS nor Stackpole Books assumes responsibility for those who choose to travel deep into snow country. Indeed, when you venture out into winter, as always, you alone are responsible for the choices you make.



	SECTION I

	PLANNING A WINTER TRIP



Chapter 1

Expedition Planning

The adventure that is winter camping begins someplace warm, dry, and comfortable. When you step outside into the cold, you need to be prepared, not only with adequate clothing and gear (see chapters 2 and 3) but also with knowledge. Knowledge (defined here as accumulated information) combined with experience leads to wisdom (defined here as the thoughtful application of knowledge). This book takes you along the trail to knowledge. If you’re new to the outdoors in winter, that trail will necessarily be longer than if you’re already a winter traveler. A mentor can speed up the journey, helping you avoid some of the typical mistakes in judgment that burden the novice. But whatever your level of ability and experience, winter camping trips will be safer, more comfortable, and probably happier if they are wisely planned.

ESTABLISHING GOALS

Group goals should be clearly established before heading out. Basic goals might include improving skiing skills, maintaining good health, practicing the principles of Leave No Trace (see Appendix), and enjoying the journey. But without adequate clarification, a group may leave on a winter trip thinking that the only goal is to reach a specific peak or complete a ski traverse. Helping group members focus on the right goals lets them appreciate the trip as a rich human experience, rather than merely as an opportunity to use the wilderness as a sports arena. The important thing is that all members of the expedition have the same basic mission—and to keep in mind that the mission might change, depending on unforeseen circumstances such as weather or health factors.

CHOOSING A TEAM

Contrary to popular belief, the best way to ruin a winter trip, or any trip, is not running into bad weather—it’s choosing your companions poorly. If you’ve signed up for a guided or educational expedition, those choices have been made by fate.

If you’re a novice, deciding who to invite on a backcountry trip may seem obvious: whatever friends are available. But as you take more trips of a demanding nature, you’ll develop an appreciation for the importance of selecting the right companions. In fact, choosing your partners may be the most important decision you make.

The truth is that not everyone shares the same ambition, stamina, emotional comfort level, or personal definition of acceptable risk or discomfort. Many people learn this lesson the hard way, inviting the wrong people on a trip that turns into a disaster because not everyone is up to the trip’s challenges. It’s no fun for the person who can’t keep up or for the party’s stronger, more experienced members. And it’s potentially dangerous for everyone.

To avoid problems, everyone should be actively involved in the planning of the trip. Less experienced people tend to leave decisions about the itinerary to more experienced party members, which can result in unpleasant surprises in the backcountry. But when everyone participates in the planning, everyone gets a clear idea of what’s in store, and individuals can—and should—speak up if there’s something they don’t think they can handle. Keep in mind, however, that less experienced members of the team might overestimate their abilities, and more experienced members should steer novices toward wiser decisions.

As your adventures grow longer and more involved, your pool of partners will grow smaller—but that’s good, because you should be more selective about your companions on more demanding trips. You’ll be safest and most successful, and have the most fun, when you are accompanied by people who are prepared for and can handle whatever you encounter.

GATHERING INFORMATION

The twenty-first century abounds with information. How much information you’ll need depends on variables such as how much you already know; where you plan to go, and for how long; and how eager you are to learn.

Although experience can be an excellent teacher, it can also be cruel, heartless, and, in the worst of circumstances, deadly. There is much to be said for gathering information as a student in a controlled environment from those who have “been there, done that.” NOLS offers extended educational trips into the wild winter, providing safe, enjoyable, and profoundly informative experiences.

You can also gather a load of information by interviewing people who have made successful winter trips. If you can’t count some of these people among your friends and acquaintances, you can find them at local outdoor stores, at the offices of local land managers, in organizations that promote and defend wilderness and wilderness travel, and on the Internet, to name a few sources.

Experts who work for government agencies—including the U.S. Forest Service (USFS), Bureau of Land Management (BLM), and National Park Service (NPS)—are often great sources of information. They can provide advice about winter travel in general as well as up-to-date details about conditions in specific areas (such as how low the temperature may dip and how much snow is on the ground). They may be able to direct you to other sources of information as well.

With a computer and access to billions of sites on the Internet, you have the answer to almost any question at your fingertips. You can search your way through tons of information, contact knowledgeable organizations, and order relevant books, technical clothing, and gear. You can also subscribe to news bulletins, join discussion groups, and ask for advice from just about anybody.

How-to books on winter travel and camping, guidebooks relevant to winter conditions, and narratives on specific areas are essentially extended interviews with the people who have been there. They may contain valuable information about distance, terrain, weather, campsites, and winter ecology. You don’t always have to buy the books—check with friends and local libraries. Although books can add a huge amount of knowledge to your plan, a word of warning is needed: even if the book was published or updated recently, the specific information it contains could have changed. It is best to check a number of sources and compare the information.

Arguably, nothing conjures up the magic of an intended expedition more than poring over the lines and colors of a map. On a map, you can see the geographical journey before you take your first step. Maps can tell you distances, elevation gained and lost, and maximum elevation. They reveal hidden lakes—frozen in winter—and the extent of cloud-shrouded regions above timberline. USFS and BLM maps give you an overview, but they do not typically provide enough detailed topography to serve the specific needs of the winter traveler. It is better, in most cases, to rely on U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) maps; the best detail is provided by 7.5-minute quads in 1:24,000 scale. On the downside, USGS quads are often old and may not show current trails and other signs of human intervention. Commercial maps, such as Trails Illustrated, are readily available and increasingly accurate, and many trips can be planned with one or more of these. Thanks to modern technology, there is computer software that allows you to create your own custom maps, which you can spice up with notes and Xs marking the spots.

You should also check with local land managers about permits that may be required and regulations that must be followed. It’s wiser to find out beforehand than to have to explain to an unhappy ranger, deep in a snowbound forest, why you are somewhere you shouldn’t be.

CHOOSING A DESTINATION

Most winter travelers decide where they want to go—based on tales they’ve heard or photographs they’ve seen—and then gather information about their destination. But the converse might be true: you might gather information about several possible destinations and then decide. Whichever way you do it, if you’re a newcomer to winter camping, keep it simple:


		Set attainable goals for your first few trips—overnights not far from home, areas with which you are familiar.

		Plan a trip with short escape routes in case you need to retreat.

		Plan a route that will be easy to follow. Save those long off-trail expeditions until you have more experience.

		Avoid extreme weather conditions. A “normal” winter is challenge enough. The focus should be on winter camping with style rather than simply surviving the elements.



LEADERSHIP

The great expeditions of history—Lewis and Clark, Shackle-ton, Amundsen, Peary—had a common component: outstanding leadership. Your intended journey may be less involved than, say, reaching the North Pole, but a good leader is still necessary for a good and safe trip.

What is a leader? Leadership at NOLS is defined as taking timely, appropriate actions that guide and support a group and help it to set and achieve its goals. Great leaders create an environment that inspires individuals and groups to achieve their full potential. Leadership arguably takes on more importance in winter than in summer. In winter, the elements are less forgiving and the group’s basic activities—water acquisition, camp setup, snow travel—take more time and consideration, with less room for error. It takes more discipline than genius to camp in winter, and a well-led team travels with the organization and efficiency that winter demands.

Leadership Styles

Certain types of leadership style emerge on trips, whether planned or not. Decisions have to be made, and somebody has to make them. Any consideration given to leadership before a trip begins is time well spent. It is wise to discuss how your group plans to make decisions when faced with various situations—before you face them.

Some people enjoy having a leader who’s clearly in charge—a decision-maker, an autocrat, a director. A leader using this directive style makes decisions unilaterally and announces them to the group. A directive leader takes much of the responsibility off group members’ shoulders and saves the time necessary for group discussions of options. This type of leader should have more experience in a particular environment than anyone else in the group, so that he or she can translate that experience into wise decisions. For example, if the group needs to pass over a frozen river, an autocratic leader evaluates the ice and chooses where to cross. When conditions are severe, an experienced autocrat can provide great leadership. And when decisions are trivial, teams need not waste time discussing options when an autocratic leader is in charge.

When conditions are less severe or the group comprises individuals with similar skills and experience, a consultative leadership style has advantages. A consultative leader generally solicits opinions from the group and then makes the final decision. This gives all group members some input into the decision, which is the basis of democracy. Although consulting the group takes time, the ensuing discussion promotes learning, tends to result in a higher-quality decision, and empowers the team to implement the eventual decision. This approach has obvious drawbacks when danger is involved, and it’s important to weigh the opinions of those with the most experience more heavily. Judgment is a subjective thought process, and the intuitions of the experienced should be given serious consideration, whether objectively justified or not.

Groups organized to run by consensus (at NOLS, a yes vote from the majority and agreement from all concerned to go along with the choice) offer both challenges and opportunities. This group decision-making can be a lengthy, time-consuming process, but consensus generally produces a fuller commitment to the group’s goals than any other form of group management because all members state that they can at least live with the decision.

A leader may also choose to delegate decisions to other members of the group or to the group as a whole. The leader, however, must always be ready to step in if safety is being compromised.

A thoughtful leader varies his or her leadership style based on the circumstances. But in the end, how your group is organized is not nearly as important as how your group supports decisions with appropriate actions. Active “follower-ship” is a part of all successful trips. All group members can show leadership, in fact, by being positive followers: seeking clarity, giving input tactfully, respecting the plan, helping out, and working for the betterment of the group.

Personal Leadership Skills

Basic social skills are the heart and soul of personal leadership skills. Without a solid, working relationship with the people being led, theories of leadership are no more than words. There are seven skill principles associated with leadership at NOLS:


		
Competence. Leaders must be proficient not only in technical skills, such as backcountry travel and construction of snow shelters, but also in group management skills. Leaders do not necessarily have to be the best in either area, but they must be able to perform competently in both areas.

		
Self-Awareness. Good leaders know themselves. They understand their limitations and needs, admit their mistakes, know when to seek feedback from others, and work continually to deepen self-knowledge. They are clear in their own minds and with others about their own values and goals.

		
Judgment and Decision-Making. Winter offers extreme cold, winds of ice-hard intensity, and the possibility of adverse snow conditions. The group may need to decide quickly whether to turn back from a peak or forge ahead. Leaders are able to blend their knowledge, experience, character, and situational awareness to make wise choices in all circumstances.

		
Tolerance for Adversity and Uncertainty. Not every situation can be anticipated—the snow might fall more heavily, the wind might blow harder, some of the group’s interpersonal relationships might fall apart. Leaders must be ready to face the challenge of hard work and uncertainty.

		
Expedition Behavior. Group members need to take care of not only themselves—both physically and psychologically—but also one another. A critical component of leadership is the ability to respect team members and their efforts. Good expedition behavior is a balance of teamwork, personal initiative, and responsibility. Personal energy expended in the form of honesty, politeness, or helpfulness can add much to the success of a trip: Carry a little extra gear. Break a little more trail. Dig a little extra snow. Show the group, and yourself, that you’re willing to do more than your share to help the team.

		
Communication. Leaders must have good communication skills. They need the courage to say what they think, feel, and want, and they need to listen to others’ viewpoints. They need to provide clear, useful, and timely information and feedback. They need to be able to nip conflicts in the bud, confront problems head-on, and defuse tense situations (when appropriate, with humor). Leaders’ most effective communication tool, however, may be role-modeling: setting a good example by crawling out of an ice-encrusted sleeping bag to light the stove, consuming water at a disciplined rate, adjusting layers of clothing, stopping to warm a cold foot.

		
Vision and Action. Keeping the group focused on its goals—skiing a route, learning to build and live in snow shelters, staying healthy on the trail—is the leader’s responsibility. Leaders help the group forge a vision and clarify a plan and then discipline the team to implement that plan with high energy and a can-do attitude.



Leadership in Extreme Situations

Winter creates additional stresses for individuals and an expedition. Factors such as the depth of the cold and the hard work of moving through snow add to the pressure put on leaders, who must keep the group together and moving toward its goals.

Some people fall apart emotionally when stresses are extreme; others ignore stress emotionally but still deal with it rationally. Those who fall apart lose their ability to think clearly. Crying, for instance, is not an example of “losing it,” but crying and becoming helpless is. To take another example, when arguments arise over inane matters, the stress not only distracts the group but can lead to muscular tension, which burns calories, decreases coordination, and negatively impacts performance, increasing the chance of injury.

Leaders need to minimize their emotional reactions to stressful situations: Take a few deep breaths. Take nothing personally. Don’t assume anything—ask for clarity. Think before you speak. Act appropriately and in the interests of the health and safety of the group.


	NOLS TIP

	Leave an Itinerary

	Never leave home without providing a responsible person with your itineray so that, if necessary, he or she knows when and how to initiate a search for you. Details should include who is with you, where you are going (exactly), what you have with you, and when you plan to be back.





Chapter 2

Winter Clothing

Winter, with all its beauty and wonder, is cold. This fact must remain paramount in the minds of those who venture out in it. One’s goal is not to endure but to thrive—to be safe, healthy, and highly functional. To that end, what to wear—and what to carry (see chapter 3)—is of the utmost importance.

HUMAN THERMOREGULATION

Let’s start with the fundamentals of human thermodynamics—body heat gain versus body heat loss—and how that relates to what you wear. There are two major internal sources of heat. Even as you sit quietly reading this book, you are making heat via basal metabolism, the energy necessary to sustain life. When you get up and move around, a second heat source kicks in—exercise metabolism. Strenuous exercise metabolism can produce fifteen to eighteen times as much heat as basal metabolism, depending on your level of fitness. When you’re outdoors in the cold, exercise is your major source of heat gain. You can also absorb some heat from external sources, such as the sun or a fire. You end up, after all heat production is totaled, with far more heat than you need, and if you couldn’t shed the excess, you would literally cook in your own juices.

[image: Image]

Human heat is lost in four ways: conduction, radiation, convection, and evaporation. Conduction, heat lost through direct contact with something cooler, can suck heat rapidly from exposed body parts and slowly from poorly insulated body parts. Radiation is energy lost directly from the skin surface; as the air cools down around you, radiative heat loss from a poorly insulated body may be substantial. Convection is heat lost through the movement of air—or water, if you fall into an icy lake—around your body. In wind, convective heat loss from exposed body parts is fast and furious, but even just walking causes some heat loss via convection. These three sources of heat loss can be greatly reduced, even stopped, with adequately insulated clothing.

The fourth source of heat loss—evaporation, or the vaporization of water from skin—is the primary method of human heat loss in most circumstances. As your skin heats up, pores dilate and sweat floods out. Evaporation of sweat, or of water from other sources, cools your skin; heat is drawn from the blood near the body’s surface, and the cooler blood circulates to the inside. That’s a healthy thing in extreme heat, but it can be a killer in the cold. Because a wet surface can lose heat an astounding twenty-five times faster than a dry surface, to prevent heat loss in winter you must stay not only warm but also dry.
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