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Introduction


The scream jolted me out of my reverie. Instantly, my heart began to race. I swallowed and paused for a moment before turning around to see what I assumed would be blood and guts, convinced that only something terrible could have caused the sound I'd heard. I reminded myself that I'd been taught to deal with emergencies. I knew what to do: Size up the scene, check for ABCs, stabilize the patient. The list went through my head, soothing me as I ticked off the steps engrained by years of first-aid training.


I turned around. Behind me, one of my backpacking students lay turtled on her back, her arms and legs flailing helplessly in the air as she tried to right herself. Her screams had dissolved into laughter as fear faded into relief and amusement at her ignominious predicament. I relaxed as I realized that we'd escaped. No need for first aid this time. My relief was tempered by a sense of gratitude both for the fact that the student was okay and for the fact that had she not been, I knew what to do.


If you spend a lot of time in the wilderness, you are likely to encounter some kind of first-aid situation. Proper planning helps minimize this likelihood. You can choose routes and activities appropriate for your skill level. You can train to prepare yourself physically. You can carry the appropriate equipment. But you cannot avoid everything. Sometime someone is going to take a misstep in a boulder field or get a stomachache in camp. You may need to patch a blister or tape an ankle; you may find yourself faced with a broken limb or worse. Having some basic first-aid skills is imperative in these situations, especially when the injured or sick party is someone you love.
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Having some basic first-aid skills allows you to explore the wilderness with confidence.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


By definition, the wilderness is a place far from civilization. You can't pick up the phone, call 911, and expect an ambulance to show up in ten minutes. If someone in your party gets sick or injured, you may have to provide care for hours, if not days, until help arrives. This book includes basic information for assessing your patient's condition, treating immediate threats to life or limb, caring for minor injuries, and gathering important information to pass on when help arrives.


Wilderness first aid includes the ability to care for a patient for hours or days until help arrives.
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This book does not provide details on more advanced care or treatments. If you anticipate spending a lot of time in remote wilderness settings, nothing beats having first-aid training. You may never need to use it, but for that moment when you are confronted with a life-or-death situation, having the skills to respond appropriately is worth the time spent in class.




Chapter One


Patient Assessment


The first step in any first-aid situation is to figure out what you are dealing with. Being thorough and methodical in this process is imperative, so first-aid providers have established the following step-by-step guidelines to ensure they don't leave out important information or miss critical clues to their patient's condition.


STEP ONE: SURVEY THE SCENE


Stop, look, and listen before you approach your patient. Your safety is paramount. It may sound ruthless, but if approaching an injured or ill person threatens your well-being, you should not proceed. The scene may be too risky: avalanche hazard is high, a fire is out of control, water levels are rising. Throwing yourself blindly into such a situation will only compound the problem.


Before you approach an injured person, make sure the area is safe.
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Sizing up the scene also gives you a chance to look for clues: Your unconscious patient is lying at the base of a tree with a broken branch in her hand, or there's an empty whiskey bottle sitting by his side.


Finally, take a moment to prepare yourself for examining the patient. Body fluids may carry diseases such as HIV or hepatitis. It's best to be cautious and avoid contact. Wear gloves, and consider putting on sunglasses to protect your eyes.


Gloves protect you from blood-borne diseases, so it's a good idea to keep a pair handy in case of an emergency.
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The scene survey should take just seconds: enough time to stop, look around, pull out your first-aid kit, and decide it is safe to proceed.


STEP TWO: INITIAL EXAM–ABCDEs


The initial patient exam is intended to identify immediate threats to life or limb. If you discover something during this exam, you must stop and fix it. The human brain suffers irreversible damage if deprived of oxygen for more than four minutes; likewise, massive arterial bleeding can lead to death quickly if unchecked. You have to act fast to take care of these problems.


[image: If you come upon a person who appears unconscious, try to rouse him with your voice or a gentle shake.]


As you begin performing your assessment, talk to your patient. Introduce yourself if he or she is a stranger. Let the individual know that you are trained and would like to help. Get an okay from her before you begin any kind of treatment. Do this even if your patient appears to be unconscious. Try to wake her by shaking her shoulder and yelling, “Are you okay?” You may find the person has just fallen asleep and is roused by your voice and touch.


ABCDEs


Airway: If your patient is talking, you have an airway, breathing, and a pulse, so you can move on to look for bleeding. If he or she is unconscious, look, listen, and feel for breath sounds. Be patient. Healthy adults breathe between twelve and twenty times per minute, but your breath rate slows when sleeping or cold. Tilt your head close to the patient's mouth and nose; feel for the air against your cheek, watch for the chest to rise and fall. Give yourself ten seconds. If you cannot detect any sign of breathing, open the patient's mouth and look for obstructions: a piece of meat or a candy caught in his throat, or perhaps her tongue has slipped back and blocked her airway.


Get close and give yourself time to look, listen, and feel for breath sounds.
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To open an airway, roll your patient onto her back. Place one hand on her forehead and the other under the bony part of her chin. Tilt her head back and lift her chin.
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