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Introduction


I did not begin winter hiking and camping the way I recommend you begin. My first experience was a nine-day trip in western Wyoming in January 1991. It was an instructor-training course, so we were worked hard. Plus there was a glitch in our rations, and we ran short of food. Most of my memories are of being hungry, shoveling snow, struggling to pull a sled up hills and then avoid being knocked over by it on the way down, more shoveling, and generally being miserable. But there were moments even then when I caught a glimpse of why you might want to go.


A few more trips, a few more tricks, and a few more years later, winter has become one of my favorite times to be in the outdoors. Once I figured out how to stay comfortable in the cold and snow, I found myself enjoying the environment and seeing the beauty. And it is beautiful.
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Winter is a beautiful, magical time to explore. JERAMIE PRINE
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Rime-coated trees glow in the early morning light. ALLEN O'BANNON


They say the Inuits have a hundred words for snow (they also say that is not true, but I still like the idea). That won't surprise anyone who has spent time out in the winter. Snow transforms the world in so many ways, you need an expanded vocabulary to explain it. Flat feathery crystals of surface hoar form like dew during clear nights, leaving behind glittering fields of diamonds that hiss as you ski through them. Rime frost coats everything, transforming trees into ghostly forests and blades of grass into shards of glass. Powdery snow piles up into rounded mounds, softening nature's hard edges and muting its palette.


Besides the beauty of the winter environment, the physical and mental challenge it provides is incredibly rewarding. You have to work to take care of yourself. You can't just fill your water bottle in a stream; rather, you need to start your stove to melt snow to drink. You can't leave your boots out overnight, or you'll have frozen blocks to put on in the morning. If you drop a mitten on the ground, it can disappear under the snow. And even walking often means wallowing, sweating, and groveling through deep powder.
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Snow allows you to play, build, and have fun outdoors. MOLLY ABSOLON


That said, the opposite is also true of winter. It is the one environment in which you can truly play. Snow is malleable, so you can build things: forts, houses, kitchens, toboggan runs, jumps, sculptures. You can roll around in it, wrestling with friends to get warm. You can fall back and land with a plop, snow spraying up around you as you wave your arms and legs to create a snow angel. And you can slide down it, on skis, on a sled, on your feet.
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Getting out in the winter can begin with building a snow fort in your backyard. MOLLY ABSOLON


So what does it mean to go out in the winter? It can mean just about anything really. It can mean building a snow shelter in your yard after the first big dump. It can mean hiking up a well-worn path for an hour or two. It can mean cross-country skiing on a snowmobile trail. It can mean skinning up a peak to ski back down. It can mean loading up and heading out for an overnight trip into the wilderness. These are all ways to get outside, feel the bite of the cold on your cheeks, see the transformed landscape, bond with friends, and have some fun.


And your first experience doesn't have to be like mine. In fact, I encourage you to avoid such a deep initial immersion into winter recreation, as it is likely to turn you off forever. I might have avoided going out in the cold again after that trip if it hadn't been for the fact that, having just been trained as an instructor, I had a winter course to work two weeks after my return to civilization. On that course I realized you don't have to be hungry if you bring enough food, and food goes a long way in helping to keep you happy. I also learned that every day doesn't have to be a death march. You can make short moves or no moves. You can base camp and go day touring. You can even go back to your house to sleep after a long day outside.


This book is designed to help you catch the winter bug without too many bumps along the way. You'll find tips on how to choose a destination, what kind of gear you need, travel and camping techniques, and a section on backcountry hazards. Ultimately, no book can replace experience, but as my friend Buck Tilton once wrote, “Experience is a good teacher, but it also can be cruel, heartless and, in some cases, deadly.”


So read this book, gather information, find a mentor, and then choose your partners and destinations with care. Be conservative in the beginning and up the challenge slowly as you gain competence. Consider taking a course or seeking out more experienced friends to guide you. Remember, the point is not to suffer unduly, but to have fun.
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CHAPTER 1
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Before You Go


Choosing Your Mode of Transportation


You have a few options for getting around in the winter: Your feet, snowshoes, and skis or a snowboard are the main ones if you choose to avoid engines. Each of these methods has pros and cons. I am a fan of backcountry downhill skis myself, but that's because I live in a place where it's easy to find skiable slopes within a mile or less of the car. In other places snowshoes or boots would probably be a more efficient and more enjoyable way to get around.


In making your choice, consider the places you want to go and the type of snow you expect to encounter. With this information in mind, let's look more closely at your options.


Your Feet


Hiking Boots


The easiest, least gear-intensive way to travel in the winter is to simply walk in your hiking boots. You don't need much in the way of equipment, although a nice pair of warm waterproof boots and a pair of gaiters to keep the snow out of your socks will make you more comfortable. You also don't require extensive training. If you can walk—well, you can walk.
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When the snow is deep, walking without snowshoes or skis can involve arduous postholing. MOLLY ABSOLON





In much of the country, however, hiking in the winter can be difficult. Why? Because even if you have size 15 feet, they are still tiny compared to your weight, and when you step onto soft, glittery powder, your foot is going to punch down to the ground. This is called postholing because it's akin to stepping into a posthole—deep, awkward, and potentially dangerous if you land wrong or hit something hidden underneath.


But it's not always like that. A couple of inches of snow is easy to walk through, and the only real problem it may cause you is wet boots and cold feet. To prevent that, you can wear overboots, such as those made by Neos, to keep the snow out and your feet dry.
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In many popular areas, such as the Old Faithful geyser basin in Yellowstone National Park, trails get beaten down by use, allowing you to hike without snowshoes or skis on a work-hardened surface that supports your weight. MOLLY ABSOLON


In some places people establish a beaten-down path along popular routes, so you can hike without special equipment. The first person to put in the track has to work really hard, but if you follow behind, it can be as easy as climbing a ladder or walking down a sidewalk and is a great way to get outdoors in the winter without a lot of gear or training.


Snowshoes


When humans first moved into snowy climes, they were forced to figure out some way to move over the top of snow. It was either that or die, to be blunt. Postholing expended way too much energy for people struggling to survive. So early humans learned from the animals around them and made themselves big feet, or snowshoes, to move about in the winter.


Snowshoeing isn't really much different from hiking. You don't need a lot of skill development to be able to walk in snowshoes. If you can walk with reasonable ease, you can snowshoe. Snowshoes keep you on top of the snow (at least in most conditions), thereby allowing you the freedom to leave the beaten path to venture off on your own.
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With snowshoes you can enjoy your favorite haunts even when snow makes hiking difficult. JERAMIE PRINE


Skis


Skis allow you to glide across the snow—although maybe the word glide is a bit of an overstatement for some of the skiing I've done. Conditions and terrain can make skiing as much of a slog as any form of winter transportation. But there's no denying that when you turn around and go downhill, you'll beat anyone on snowshoes or foot. And skiing can be a lot of fun. There's nothing like deep powder, glittering snow, and the wide-open empty spaces of winter to give you a sense of freedom and joy. Of course, there is breakable crust …


The biggest downside I know to skis is that they are expensive, or can be. You can pick up cheap used skis at ski swaps or thrift stores, but if you like new gear, be prepared to put a big dent in your wallet.


Another downside to skiing is that unlike hiking or snowshoeing, it requires some skill. You can pick up the basics of cross-country skiing without too much effort, but it takes time to master its more technical aspects, such as climbing steep slopes or skiing downhill through trees. Modern equipment has made the learning curve less steep, but you'll still need to put in some effort to become proficient.
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Skis are a great way to get out and explore the winter world. MOLLY ABSOLON




Snowboards


Snowboarders are not limited to lift-serviced terrain. You can either get a split board—a snowboard that divides into two “skis” for traveling—or you can use snowshoes and carry your board on your back. Either way, you too can hit the mountains and find fresh powder and untouched terrain. There's not much difference between winter hiking and camping for snowboarders than there is for snowshoers and skiers—you'll just adapt to your specific equipment.
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Snowboarders, using either snowshoes or a split board for travel, can enjoy backcountry powder too. JERAMIE PRINE





And finally, skiing is more affected by snow conditions than snowshoeing is. You can have a great time walking around in snowshoes in situations where you'd be cursing if you were on skis, for example when the snow is frozen and crusty or so variable it's almost impossible to ski.


Choosing a Destination


Your skill level, fitness, and experience coupled with snow conditions and weather dictate your choice of destination. Start with a short trip, maybe just a half-day excursion or an overnight. Choose a route that is easy to follow, with minimal exposure to hazards such as avalanches, open water, or steep terrain.


Winter Hazards


We'll go into hazards in detail later in the book, but for now as you consider where you want to go, you should recognize what kind of dangers you need to avoid or minimize. In general, the biggest risks to winter travelers are cold temperatures and inclement weather, open water and dangerous ice, and avalanches.


Dealing with weather requires proper equipment and awareness. Start at home by checking the weather to ensure you are well equipped for what's expected. Once you are out, beware of changing conditions. People get in the most trouble when they try to force things. They keep hiking in a whiteout because they think the road is near or the summit close and end up lost. If you cannot see and don't have a GPS or some way to navigate, stop, hunker down, get warm, and wait. Above all, be prepared.


Frozen lakes and streams can make for easy travel, but they can also be deadly traps if the ice is not strong enough to support your weight. Before you head out look at your map to see if you need to cross water. Talk to people about what you might encounter. Don't commit yourself to a route that involves crossing major bodies of water if you are not 100 percent certain the ice will be frozen thick enough to hold you. Late fall and early spring are the most hazardous times for crossing ice. Be careful.
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Winter whiteouts can make routefinding difficult. If you don't have a GPS or clear trail to follow in a storm, hunker down and wait it out. ALLEN O'BANNON


Finally, avalanches are one of the most deadly winter hazards. Avalanches do not occur everywhere. You have to have a certain amount of snow and steep enough terrain (in general, steeper than 30 degrees, or the equivalent of a black diamond ski run) to make conditions right, but there is a risk in almost any snow-covered mountain range. Avalanches like to run on slopes that are perfect for skiing, so if you are out for turns, you need avalanche training. Even if you don't want to ski, you may be exposed to avalanches as you travel. There have been numerous avalanche fatalities in flat drainages when travelers have been caught by slides coming down from above. So, again, some avalanche awareness will be necessary for winter travelers who venture into steep mountainous terrain.
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Avalanches are one of the leading causes of fatalities among winter recreationists. MOLLY ABSOLON


Trip Planning


Snow Conditions


Travel distances are determined by a number of factors, the most important of which is snow conditions. Snow comes in all sorts of shapes and textures. You may find yourself floundering through giant, sugary-faceted snow where forward progress is difficult, or you may find easy walking on a frozen-solid surface.


You can't always tell what you are going to get until you hit the trail because just a few degrees change in temperature can make a huge difference in the type of conditions you will encounter. Still, you can get a good idea by paying attention to the weather and choosing the time of year in which you venture out.
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With the right equipment and some knowledge, you can stay comfortable and happy in extreme conditions. ALLEN O'BANNON





If you are relatively new to outdoor winter recreation, spring is a good time for your first excursions because the days are longer and the temperatures warmer. The snow can be wet and heavy, and you are likely to encounter sun crusts on south- and west-facing slopes, but if you are hiking or snowshoeing, that won't affect your enjoyment much.


Midwinter is the best time for powder if that is your primary lure. Usually the snowpack will be deep enough for sledding, skiing, or building shelters. But it can also be cold and stormy, so you need to be well prepared to stay comfortable.
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