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Introduction





  This book covers desert hiking, the art of foot travel in arid country. Although many of the techniques and much of the equipment covered here may be useful for hikers in other desert regions of the world, this advice is aimed squarely at backcountry travel in the deserts of the American Southwest.




  CHARACTER OF DESERT BACKCOUNTRY




  The desert Southwest includes most of Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, and Nevada, as well as portions of Colorado, California, Oregon, and Idaho, and includes four deserts—the Great Basin, Mohave, Sonoran, and Chihuahuan. Each of these four deserts has different precipitation patterns and habitats. A desert is usually defined as a region that receives less than a specified amount of annual precipitation, for example, 12 inches per year, but there is no agreement on this number. Another technical definition is that plant and animal life is sparse in a desert due to the difficulty of survival under extreme conditions. And that leads to a practical definition—for the back-country traveler, a desert is simply a place where the availability of water dominates trip planning and the hike itself. Because of heat and dehydration, day hikers must make water the heaviest part of their load. Hiking is a strenuous activity, and you’ll need to drink from 1 to 2 gallons a day to stay hydrated. Failure to bring enough water is the most common cause of rescues of day hikers in the desert. Because water weighs 8.3 pounds per gallon, it’s not practical for backpackers on multiday trips to carry more than two days’ water supply. So the entire route and campsites must be planned around available water sources.




  Even in areas where water is plentiful, such as the Sierra Nevada, desert techniques such as dry camping can enable you to avoid heavily used campsites and their attendant problems: rodent and bear attacks on your food supply. In addition, deserts can be divided into cold and hot—the Sonoran Desert of southern Arizona and northwestern Mexico is a classic hot desert, while the Great Basin Desert of northern Nevada is a cold desert. Sometimes the term cold desert is used to refer to extremely cold areas, such as the Arctic and Antarctic regions, where precipitation is also extremely low, but travel in those areas is outside the scope of this book.




  Hot Deserts




  The Mohave, covering western Arizona, southeast California, and the southern tip of Nevada, is the hottest and driest of the American deserts. Most precipitation falls as gentle winter rain, and some parts of the desert receive no moisture at all in a typical year. Winter temperatures are mild, rarely dipping much below freezing, but summers are very hot, exceeding 120°F in the lowest-elevation areas.




  The Chihuahuan Desert covers southern New Mexico, western Texas, a bit of southeastern Arizona, and northeastern Mexico, and also has only one wet season—the summer. Moist air moving off the Gulf of Mexico triggers numerous afternoon thunderstorms, but winter precipitation is rare. Temperatures range from 105°F to around 25°F.




  Covering northwestern Mexico, southern Arizona, and a bit of southeastern California, the Sonoran Desert is unique among the American deserts in that it has two rainy seasons—late summer, when the same North American monsoon that brings rains to the Chihuahuan Desert brings summer thunderstorms to the Sonoran, and winter, when storm fronts moving off the Pacific Ocean bring more gentle and prolonged rains to the desert. Temperatures range from 120°F down to around 25°F. Snow does fall occasionally in the winter in the highest parts of the desert but melts quickly.




  In the hot deserts, summer is not the best season for hiking—at the lowest elevations, even early mornings are uncomfortably warm. Fall and spring are the best seasons, and even the winters are mild, with daytime temperatures in the 60s or 70s and nights that rarely fall to freezing.




  
Cold Deserts




  The Great Basin Desert, covering most of Nevada, western Utah, and far northern Arizona, is a cold desert. It usually sees some snowfall during the winter months, and the summer heat is not as extreme. Winter temperatures can be subzero at the highest elevations, and the lower valleys can reach 100°F during the summer. Spring and fall are the best hiking seasons, though both summer and winter are enjoyable if you are properly prepared.
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  Gear for Desert Hiking




  The equipment for desert hiking differs somewhat from that needed for trips in well-watered country. This chapter presents a few suggestions; there’s more information in the following chapters on technique. You can use the following gear checklist as a reminder of items to take, both in your pack and your vehicle, though you won’t need every item on every trip. There’s more information on specific items after the checklist.




  CHECKLIST




  ⃞ water




  ⃞ sun hat




  ⃞ sunscreen




  ⃞ sunglasses




  ⃞ extra clothing




  ⃞ lighter (fire starting)




  ⃞ knife




  ⃞ LED headlamp or flashlight




  ⃞ extra food




  ⃞ map




  ⃞ compass




  ⃞ first-aid and repair kit




  ⃞ insect repellent




  ⃞ water filter system




  ⃞ purification tablets




  ⃞ plastic water bottles




  ⃞ collapsible containers




  ⃞ lightweight boots




  ⃞ socks




  ⃞ water shoes




  ⃞ walking stick or trekking poles




  ⃞ long-sleeved shirt




  ⃞ long pants or convertible pants




  ⃞ shorts




  ⃞ down or fleece jacket




  ⃞ rain gear




  ⃞ lightweight synthetic underwear




  ⃞ food




  ⃞ cooking gear




  ⃞ day pack or fanny pack




  ⃞ multiday pack




  ⃞ rain cover




  ⃞ tarp or net tent




  ⃞ groundsheet




  ⃞ foam sleeping pad




  ⃞ sleeping bag




  Vehicle Supplies




  ⃞ spare tire




  ⃞ lug wrench




  ⃞ jack




  ⃞ jumper cables




  ⃞ extra oil




  ⃞ extra drinking/radiator water




  ⃞ sand mats (old pieces of carpet)




  ⃞ tow rope or chain




  
KEY EQUIPMENT




  Water is always the most important and heaviest single item in your pack. A sun hat with an effective brim is essential for keeping your head cool and avoiding heat-related health problems. A pair of good sunglasses is nearly essential in the intense desert light of spring and summer.




  The hot desert sun will burn your skin quickly, even if you already have a tan. Use a sun lotion with a sun protection factor (SPF) of at least 15; SPF 30 is better. Very high SPFs are a waste of money. According to dermatologists, mineral-based sunscreens are best—these contain titanium and zinc oxides, which physically block the sun’s damaging rays. Look for micro-fine sunscreens—these rub into the skin more effectively than older formulas, and don’t leave a white residue on your skin.




  You might be surprised to learn that cold can be a problem in the desert. After dark, temperatures fall rapidly, even in summer, because of the clear, dry air. Since the best seasons for desert hiking are fall, winter, and spring, cold can be even more of a factor. Bring an extra layer of clothing, such as a fleece jacket or a shell. Always carry some means of starting a fire.




  




  TIP




  Disposable cigarette lighters are very light and provide a sustained flame, which helps starting a fire when tinder and wood are damp. I prefer to bring at least two along.




  




  A knife is essential for preparing kindling from wet desert wood in an emergency and has many other uses as well. A “Swiss Army Knife” or small multi-tool containing small scissors as well as other tools is the most useful.




  Carry an LED headlamp or flashlight for use around camp and for hiking in the dark if you are delayed.




  LED lights never burn out and their batteries last much longer than incandescent lights. The best batteries are AAA- or AA-size disposable lithium. Lithium batteries work better in temperature extremes and are lighter than other batteries. If your headlamp uses rechargeable batteries, make sure you can replace them in the field, either with a charged battery, or fresh disposable batteries.




  Always have some extra food along, such as energy bars, even on the shortest hikes, in case you’re delayed or decide to extend the hike. You should carry a good printed map of your planned hiking area.




  Always have a compass along. Buy a good-quality, liquid-filled compass. You don’t need a fancy model with sighting mirrors and all the extra features for general desert travel, unless you will be triangulating. Always get a compass that is reliable. Your compass may languish in the bottom of your pack for years, but when you do need it, you’ll need it badly.




  You may find a GPS receiver or a phone with a backcountry mapping app to be useful, but don’t use them without a paper map and a compass. All electronic devices can fail, and the batteries will eventually die.




  Carry a first-aid and repair kit appropriate to the length of the trip and the number of people in the hiking party—and know how to use it.




  Buy a first-aid kit specific to the outdoors and the size of your party.




  Include a good signal mirror in your first-aid kit. In sunny weather, a mirror flash can easily be seen dozens of miles away and lets searchers pinpoint your location.




  Get a signal mirror with a sighting grid, which makes the mirror more accurate and easier to use. Glass mirrors produce a far brighter flash than metal or plastic mirrors, but a small glass mirror works as well as a large one.




  Avoid cheap sunglasses. Most are made of plastic and don’t protect your eyes from damaging ultra-violet light. In fact, they can be worse than no sunglasses at all. Your pupils open up in response to the decreased visible light and admit more ultraviolet light than they would without sunglasses. The manufacturers of good sunglasses not only make optically correct lenses but also specify the amount of ultraviolet, infrared, and visible light transmitted.




  WATER




  Water is always the most important and heaviest single item in your pack. Desert hiking centers on water—a person doing strenuous hiking in hot weather may need as much as 2 gallons per day to avoid dehydration. And water is heavy—8.3 pounds per gallon. The availability of water sources usually controls your trip itinerary. On day hikes you can carry all the water you need, although it can still be quite a load in hot weather.
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