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DEDICATION


Dave: I would like to dedicate this book to my grandson Jax Conley. Being autistic and nonverbal, he may never have the opportunity to understand the words written in this book; however, it is my hope that this book will prepare others for the task of self-reliance and also aid in their ability to work within a group aiding and/or searching for others. Many autistic children by nature do not understand the dangers of life, like wandering off alone, or realizing, “If I walk into the lake I will drown.” But like these children, we are all unaware of many dangers until we have been educated on how to avoid them or to deal with them if the need arises. Consider this a gift that hopefully will educate those who can comprehend these words from Jax and me to the future generations of outdoorsmen and outdoorswomen.

Jason: I dedicate this book to my wife, Robyn, and my children, Ethan, Sydnee, Lindsay, and Daniel, all of whom have allowed me to pursue that which God has laid on my heart to accomplish, regardless of how difficult or harebrained the tasks may have seemed at the time. I hope that as you each hold this book over the years to come that it serves as reminder of the promises of God and His goodness to our family and that by His grace, we have already overcome the world. Never lose heart, and follow your dreams; work hard and all you set your hand to shall be blessed. I love you all.
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WHAT IS WILDERNESS FIRST AID?



This book is for people who want to develop bushcraft skills so they can survive and thrive outdoors. One of the most important of these skills involves treating injuries and illnesses in the wild. Given that you probably won’t be carrying a full line of splints, bandages, and medicines in your kit, you’ll want to be able to use what’s on hand to help deal with the problem. Knowing the basics of wilderness first aid can prepare you to be the first line of defense in an emergency.

Wilderness first aid (WFA) refers to the help you give someone who’s been injured or becomes sick. It’s not (and we can’t stress this enough!) a substitution for professional medical assistance. In this book we say repeatedly that if an injury or illness is serious, the victim should be carried out as soon as possible and in a safe way.

What’s the difference then between wilderness first aid and regular first aid? If you’re performing WFA, you’re somewhere in the wilderness; you don’t have the option usually of calling the hospital to send an ambulance. In fact, professional medical care may be a long way away—hours or even days. When you’re administering WFA, you’re also dealing with the elements. You may have to splint an arm in a blinding rainstorm or bandage a severe cut during heavy snow. It’s also possible you’ll have to perform these and other actions at high altitudes or in other inhospitable conditions. As you spend more time in the wilderness, you’ll start to recognize that some kinds of physical injuries happen more often—for instance, it’s not uncommon for people hiking to come in contact with a poison plant or suffer hypothermia. Because it may take time for rescue or transport to be arranged, you will almost certainly have to do more than you would if you were providing traditional first aid.

Where this book differs greatly from other books and training courses designed for WFA is in the treatment of common injuries and ailments. Most courses are designed using industry-standard equipment made for first aid such as bandages, burn creams, activated charcoal, and SAM (structural aluminum malleable) splints. However, the typical outdoorsman does not carry such items on a regular basis.

Therefore, this book has been designed to make use of items found within the typical outdoorsman’s daypack as well as those found in nature. We call these items the Ten Cs—the items that anyone planning to go outdoors for hours or more at a time should have in case of an emergency or survival situation. With these ten simple items and the addition of medicinal plants, you will be able to effectively manage the most common injuries and ailments that occur in the outdoors. See “The Ten Cs” discussion in Chapter 2 for more information.

By preparing and practicing ahead of time, you’ll be ready to cope in the event of a medical emergency.
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KNOW BEFORE YOU GO



“Nature never deceives us; it is always we who deceive ourselves.”

—JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU

You’re walking along a trail when you nearly step on a snake. It darts out its head and bites you on the leg. What should you do?

You’re at camp chopping firewood for your evening campfire. The axe slips and gashes your leg. How can you stop the bleeding?

While cooking dinner over the fire, you pick up a hot pan and burn your hand. What’s the best treatment?

These are all situations you may encounter in the wilderness, and all of them require knowledge of first-aid techniques. But treating injuries and illnesses in the wild isn’t something you should attempt without a little planning and education. Being prepared means you are more likely to stay calm and to do the right thing.


DEVELOP AN EMERGENCY PLAN


You’ve probably had a discussion with your family about what to do in the case of a fire, tornado, or hurricane—emergencies that may happen at home. You should create a similar emergency plan for when you’re in camp:

• Let people back home know where you’ll be and when you’re expected back—so that if you don’t show up, they’ll know something’s wrong.

• Create a buddy system to help prevent someone from wandering off from the group, especially if you’ll have children with you.

• Get to know the general area where you’ll be staying and agree on where you’ll meet if members of your group will be splitting up.

• Check the forecast and agree on what to do if extreme weather comes along.

• Find out how to get to the nearest first-aid station, ranger station, or hospital before you do anything else and have an understanding of how long it may take for those responders to reach you in the area you’ve chosen to explore.

• Ensure each person, including youths, are carrying emergency gear and are familiar with how to use it.

HANDLING STRESS

Anyone who’s been injured while out in the wild knows that all the stress you feel in such a situation is magnified. You’re a long way from civilization, there’s no doctor around, and you’re struggling with pain (and quite possibly a significant trauma either in the form of blood loss or something else). It’s well known that psychological and emotional stress can complicate and aggravate the physical symptoms of an injury. Those involved may also feel guilt for having contributed in some way to the emergency or for not preventing it. This is particularly so if the injured person is a friend or family member.

When the injured party is a close friend or family member, we often act in one of two ways: we don’t take the injury or illness as seriously as perhaps we should because we know the person so well and expect him to “suck it up,” or we overreact and create unnecessary panic at the presence of what we believe to be an abnormal amount of blood lost or deformation of a limb. If you’re the one administering first aid, be reassuring and calm. You can communicate this to the victim by your manner as well as your words.

Applying this mentality to everyone, even those closely related to you, will prevent you from panicking. Losing your calm is the worst thing you could do as it may lead to you making poor decisions or feeling as if you can’t act at all. If you train ahead of time, you will feel more confident when an emergency arises.

In an emergency situation, take a few deep breaths and concentrate on what you need to do right now to solve the problem. Making an immediate plan of action will help you focus and get your mind off fearful thoughts. Don’t worry about what will happen tomorrow or next week.

In a group, it is common for one person’s panic to spread to others. If the person panicking is not the injured party, ask him to take some deep breaths and calm down. Appoint another person to help keep the group calm. If this doesn’t work or you don’t have time, you may need to ask the panicking person to leave the area. In general, if you stay calm, it will help others around you stay calm.

If the person panicking is the injured party, you will need to calm him down as you give treatment. Encourage deep breaths (if appropriate) and help him focus on the positives of the situation instead of dwelling on worst-case scenarios. If possible, ask another group member to help keep the injured person calm. Tell the person involved what you’re doing. Don’t be dismissive, since the victim is in pain and may be in shock. You want to project an air of calm, reassurance, and competence.

If the injured person is conscious and understands what’s going on, ask her for opinions about her treatment. You don’t always have to follow her recommendations, but the more she’s involved in the decisions you make about her care, the more she’ll be comfortable with what you’re doing.

INFECTIOUS DISEASE PRECAUTIONS

Keep in mind that when you’re giving first aid to someone, you’re in some danger of being infected. Viruses and bacteria live in blood and saliva and can give you such diseases as hepatitis, tuberculosis, pneumonia, and hard-to-treat skin infections.

For this reason, check your hands to make sure you don’t have any open wounds or sores before beginning the physical examination of the victim. If the victim is coughing, keep your face away from him and try to avoid breathing in any sputum. Germs are tiny, but they can be deadly, and it’s best to assume that the person you’re treating is capable of infecting you unless you take precautions.

But how are you going to treat an injury if you can’t touch the victim? The same way a doctor does: by insulating yourself from the patient. Of course, you don’t have a surgical gown and mask, but the most important thing you can use is nitrile gloves. In your first-aid kit also pack some protective glasses or goggles and a couple of face masks. If you don’t have these items, use trash bags or sandwich bags in place of gloves and improvise safety glasses using sunglasses or reading glasses. You can tie a bandanna around the lower part of your face and mouth to serve as a mask against germs.


HELPING AS A TEAM


When you are with a group and an accident or illness occurs, it’s important for one person to take charge to prevent confusion. If there is a designated group leader or medic, you should follow that person’s directions. When there isn’t a group leader—such as on an outing with friends—the task of dealing with the emergency usually falls to the person who is keeping a level head. If that’s you, then don’t be afraid to take charge and to assign roles to other group members.

If the emergency is serious, one person should be tasked with organizing evacuation while someone else treats the injury. If possible, another person should be assigned the role of helping the caregiver. This might mean fetching supplies or keeping the injured person calm.


PRACTICAL SCENARIO

Let’s say you go on a mission trip with your local church. You know those on the trip fairly well, but they’re not your closest friends. One day during your outing through the jungle of Honduras, one of your teammates suffers a cut on his arm from a machete. The cut is bleeding pretty seriously. You know that direct pressure can help slow or stop the bleeding, but your first-aid kit and the team medic are miles away in another village. What do you do?

ANSWER

Irrigate the wound with potable water to clear away any debris such as plant material. When a proper irrigation syringe is not available, remember: the solution to pollution is dilution. This means you flood the area with clean water to flush out debris. You then remove any imbedded material such as dirt or bark by using the tip of your knife blade, a multitool, or even a toothpick.

Once the area is cleaned, apply a clean cotton dressing over the wound such as a bandanna or T-shirt, followed by firm direct pressure for the next fifteen minutes. Elevating the arm will also help stop bleeding. After fifteen minutes, check the wound to see if bleeding has slowed or stopped. If it has slowed, you may continue to apply direct pressure for another fifteen minutes or create a pressure dressing by tying another piece of material over the wound, making sure the knot or tightest part of the tied material is placed over the injured area. This will free up your hands so you can further treat the injury if necessary or help with evacuation.

If the bleeding has stopped, reinforce the dressing by adding more. Immobilize the limb so that it does not flail about and is not in danger of being bumped during evacuation, which could cause the wound to open again. (See Chapter 6 for details on creating an immobilization device in the wilderness.)

Knowing the person doesn’t change the need for infectious disease precautions.



FIRST AID FOR YOURSELF

Imagine . . .

You’re out by the lake alone at dawn when you accidentally stick the fishhook through your hand. Or you’re hiking with friends but they get ahead while you’re exploring a side trail. You slip and fall, twisting your ankle. You’re hurt and you’re on your own. Now what?

These are fairly frequent occurrences among outdoorsmen. So it’s crucial to know how to take care of yourself.

First aid when applied to yourself is known as self-aid and should be considered the cornerstone of your first-aid training. After all, if you cannot properly care for yourself, why would you think you could care for someone else? Worse yet, if you and a friend both get injured, knowing how to care for yourself so that you can also care for your friend is a vital skill.

When you’re the injured person, it’s crucial for you to remain calm and act rationally because a momentary lapse in judgment could create a dangerous situation that you may not be able to address in a remote location without proper medical care.

While the treatments for various injuries and illnesses are the same whether you’re treating yourself or someone else, treating yourself adds a level of complexity to the process. You’re in pain, your mobility may be limited (you can only use one hand to get the fishhook out of your other hand), and you can only do one thing at a time. Throughout this book, sidebars will give additional information for treating injuries when they’ve happened to you.

The most important thing to remember is to keep calm. Then, assess the situation and make a plan. Can you call for help first, or do you need to stop the bleeding before doing anything else? Are you safe where you are or do you need to get to a more secure location before treating yourself? Though it can be challenging, with knowledge and the right attitude, you can give yourself appropriate first-aid treatment for many common emergencies.


SELF-AID

Remember one important thing: most of us begin any journey dehydrated to some degree. That’s because the majority of us do not drink enough water daily. The chance of becoming ill from dehydration only increases when you are performing other tasks or caring for someone else and you forget the simplest preventative measures.

You should drink 64 ounces of water per day under normal circumstances. This volume increases with physical activity. If your urine isn’t clear or pale yellow, you’re already dehydrated to some degree (unless you’re on a medication or vitamin that colors your urine). If you’re not urinating at least every two hours, it’s a sign that you are already dehydrated. This simple issue gets more students at our bushcraft school into trouble than any other single factor.




REDUCING THE LIKELIHOOD OF ILLNESS


While much of the material in this book focuses on accidents and injuries, being ill in the great outdoors can be dangerous, too. While you’ll survive a case of the sniffles even without a nasal decongestant and chicken soup, a bout with pneumonia may cause a lot more trouble.

Just because you’re in the wilderness doesn’t mean you should be any less clean-conscious than if you were in your home. Wash your hands before eating, keep your utensils and dishes clean, and be sure to wash your hands after going to the toilet.

Check food before you eat it to make it hasn’t gone off. Getting a case of food poisoning in the wild will really put a crimp in your trip. If you need certain medications, make sure you have them with you, as well as a backup supply that you can easily get to if your daypack gets lost overboard when your canoe capsizes.

TIPS AND TRICKS

• Wood ash makes an excellent soap substitute. Use it to wash your hands to kill bacteria and eliminate odors. You may also use it to powder your feet or use it under your arms for the same purpose and use it to powder your thighs if you are prone to chafing.

• Give yourself a limited window of time to be late back home—no more than three hours. In the event you do become seriously injured, the sooner someone comes looking, the better.

• Pour out 1 cup, 1 liter, and 2 liters of colored water on a hard surface such as your driveway, then on the ground so you become familiar with blood loss amounts and what they look like. Depending on how big you are, your body has between 4.5 and 5.5 liters of blood. Lose a quarter of it, and you could die.

• If you are exerting yourself a lot and not resting properly, your immune system will suffer. Carry Emergen-C packets or a similar vitamin C supplement, or make pine needle tea from shortleaf pines to add vitamin C to your system as an immune booster.
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SURVIVAL SKILLS FOR THE WILDERNESS



“The more injuries you get, the smarter you get.”

—MIKHAIL BARYSHNIKOV

Many times injury and illness in the wilderness can be prevented with proper preparation. If you have planned appropriately, packed your kit effectively, and understand the risks, you can often avoid emergency situations. The best treatment is prevention! With that in mind, let’s look at some of the most important things you can do to prevent injury and illness.

THE TEN CS

The Ten Cs are the basic tools that an outdoors person should always take with her or him. The first five items are considered the most important because they are the most difficult to re-create in the wilderness. With the proper learning curve and skill level, you should be able to re-create the last four Cs of the first five with your first tool, the knife.


BUSHCRAFT TIP

The Pathfinder System was developed by Dave Canterbury, one of this book’s authors, who has more than twenty years of bushcrafting, outdoor self-reliance, and primitive-skills experience. As a hunting guide and experimental archaeology buff, Dave started thinking about what a person should have with him and what he should do in case of emergency. He sifted through archaeological and academic journal resource materials to discover what items were common cross-culturally among people who lived from the landscape. He put in the time, testing the skills and equipment, and developed the Pathfinder System. This system trains the beginner or experienced outdoorsman, bushcrafter, or adventurer in outdoor self-reliance, primitive skills, and survival skills. The system is designed for anyone who wants to learn these skills: the hunter, fisherman, trapper, hiker, search and rescue (SAR) and law enforcement professionals, or anyone who enjoys the outdoors. You never know when you may become lost or stranded, and with the invaluable skills taught by the Pathfinder System, you can survive an emergency situation. The Ten Cs are part of this system. More about the Pathfinder System can be found in Bushcraft 101.



The first five (most important) items are:

1. Cutting tool (knife)

2. Combustion device (ferrocerium rod, cigarette lighter, or magnification lens)

3. Container (stainless steel bottle or canteen)

4. Cordage (bank line or paracord)

5. Cover (emergency survival blanket or 3-millimeter-thick, 55-gallon drum liner)

With these five items alone you can effectively overcome, with some effort, adverse outdoor conditions. When applied to first-aid use, these items give you a way to create a shelter, treat shock, make splints and tourniquets, control bleeding, boil water, irrigate wounds, and more.

The remaining five items are designated as comfort items. While not comfortable in the traditional sense, these items make survival a little easier.

1. Cotton material (3' × 3' cloth or bandanna)

2. Candling device (headlamp)

3. Compass (orienteering style with mirror and magnification lens)

4. Cargo tape (Gorilla Tape)

5. Combination tool (multitool including an awl)

With these remaining items, you gain the ability to work in low-light conditions, find your way, make bandages and dressings, close wounds, treat minor burns, and much more.

By mixing these core kit items with a little ingenuity and bushcraft skill, you will learn to treat common injuries in the wilderness and better aid in the process of rescue and evacuation.

DRESSING FOR SURVIVAL

Among the most important things in preparing to go into the wilderness is to make sure that you’re wearing appropriate clothing. Here are some basic tips:

• The best fiber to wear is wool, especially if you’re camping in one of the colder months. It can absorb water without feeling wet immediately and it’ll continue to protect you from the cold. Wool that’s tight woven will keep you warmer than synthetic fibers.

• Generally avoid cotton. As soon as it gets wet it loses any insulative qualities, and in any case it’s not going to keep you very warm. However, if you’re going to be hiking in a desert or some other dry, hot place, cotton is a good option. You can drench your T-shirt, and it will keep you cool while the water evaporates.

• One great advantage of synthetic fibers is that they don’t absorb as much water as cotton or nylon; they also dry much faster than natural fibers. That said, they can be hazardous to wear near a fire, since the fabric might melt and burn you.

LAYERING

When outdoors, dressing in layers helps you stay protected even as the weather changes. The heavy long-sleeved shirt that was the right choice in the dawn hours could become quite uncomfortable under a blazing noontime sun; the T-shirt that was fine for eating lunch at a picnic table can turn out to be a bad idea when a sudden rain shower moves in.

Layering also gives you flexibility as you perform various activities throughout the day. The sweatshirt that was the right choice for quietly fishing under the shade of an oak tree might be too heavy for a vigorous hike, making it more likely that you’ll overheat and potentially cause a medical problem.

By layering, you can easily put on or take off clothing as needed to suit your current circumstances. Think in threes: an inner layer, a middle layer, and an outer layer. The inner layer is generally a lightweight fabric that keeps moisture (sweat) away from your skin to help you stay comfortable. The middle layer provides insulation and some protection from the elements (for example, a long-sleeved shirt that keeps the sun and bugs off your skin). The outer layer protects you from water and wind.

In the summer months, the inner layer might be a T-shirt, the middle layer might be a lightweight long-sleeved shirt, and the outer layer might be a lightweight rain jacket. In winter, the middle layer could consist of several pieces of clothing to help you stay warm. In terms of insulation, it is generally better to have more layers instead of thicker layers; the air trapped between each layer contributes to the insulating value of your clothing. See Figure 2.1.
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