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Introduction

Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks encompass an area of the Sierra Nevada that is rich in human history, native flora and fauna, and majestic scenery. Whether day hiking or backpacking, each trip holds its own special treasures and memories.


John Muir trekked through the Cedar Grove area and the Giant Forest late in the nineteenth century, preceded by members of the United States Geological Survey. Cabins dating from that era have been maintained or restored throughout the parks for visitors to enjoy. Shepherds and cattlemen forged some of the hiking trails in the years before the parks, and a few trails follow old Native American trading routes. Other trails are on old fire roads that are no longer used for that purpose, and one is actually the old entrance road to Sequoia National Park.


The giant sequoias leave many visitors awestruck at the parks’ mid-elevations, while deep glacially carved canyons and austere mountain peaks on the western slopes beckon the explorer. Two forks of the Kings River, four forks of the Kaweah River, and the mighty Kern River all begin in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. Quiet, shady forests, flower-filled meadows, and cascading waterfalls are along many of the trails. For the hearty backpacker, the drier and more precipitous eastern slope awaits. Here, trails climb over high passes between the craggy peaks on the Sierra Crest.


Mule deer, yellow-bellied marmots, black bears, and the many varieties of squirrel and chipmunk are among the more visible species in the parks, along with an abundance of birds. Coyotes, foxes, bobcats, skunks, and rabbits, as well as many other animals, are a bit more secretive. The most elusive creatures are the mountain lion and the wolverine, the latter only occurring deep in the backcountry.


The main hiking season in Sequoia and Kings Canyon is early summer through fall. Hikes in the lower elevations, such as in the foothills and South Fork areas, are best in the fall and spring. Trails tend to be more crowded on weekends and holidays, and throughout the summer vacation period. The weather can turn at any time, so be prepared! A sunny day can turn into a cold and rainy one without much warning at higher elevations. Bears and mountain lions live in these parks, and if you happen to see them, observe them from a safe distance. Rattlesnakes and ticks can be found in the lower elevations; watch your footing in these areas and wear plenty of insect repellent.


Experiencing the backcountry of our national parks can be a very rewarding experience. Tread lightly and enjoy!



Park History

Native Americans were the first to discover and inhabit the areas we now know as Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. They were still in the area when it was explored, with the rest of the Sierra Nevada, by the California Geological Survey, and were known to the settlers that came up from the San Joaquin Valley, including the cattlemen and shepherds who made the mountains their homes.


One of those settlers was Hale Tharp, who built a homestead and grazed his cattle at Log Meadow, having been led into the Giant Forest by members of the Monachi tribe. Hikers still can visit the historic Tharp’s Log (Hike 10), a fire-hollowed sequoia that may have provided shelter for this mountain man.


In the 1870s John Muir trekked through the region to study the geology and the giant sequoias. During the same decade the Mineral King area experienced a silver rush, and though very little silver was ever found, the area continued to attract visitors as a resort community.


In the 1880s the loggers came to the area, consumed by the belief that logging the big trees would make them rich. A group of utopian socialists known as the Kaweah Colony laid claim to the Giant Forest, with the intent of logging it. To accommodate this goal, the Colonists began to build a road—by hand—that would lead from the forest to the Three Rivers area. Shortly thereafter, near Grant Grove at Mill Flat Meadow, the Kings River Lumber Company (later known as the Sanger Lumber Company) began work on a mill and reservoir, with plans to log the Converse Basin, which is located outside the present park boundaries. Not long after the mill was completed, construction of a flume began, which eventually stretched 54 miles to the town of Sanger.


George Stewart, the newspaper editor of the Visalia Delta, was concerned about the Colonists’ logging efforts, and notified the federal government of their plans. In 1890 Sequoia and General Grant National Parks were established, protecting the big trees within both parks and thwarting the Colonists’ plans. They had completed their road to the present site of the abandoned Colony Mill Ranger Station and erected a portable sawmill. Logging operations began in spite of the federal protections, and the Colonists were prosecuted for cutting government timber. But once the parks were established, they had little hope for success. A few continued to live at Atwell Mill, near Mineral King, before they abandoned the area altogether.


Still, the work of the Kaweah Colonists was incorporated into the parks’ landscape. The road they’d built was extended in 1903 to the Giant Forest, and it served as the main entry road into Sequoia National Park until the Generals Highway opened in 1926.


The Sanger Lumber Company had more success. Just after the turn of the twentieth century, the Sanger Lumber Company was purchased by the Hume-Bennett Lumber Company, which went on to create Hume Lake and to build a 17.0-mile extension of flume to meet Sanger’s already existing flume at Millwood. The company logged the Evans Grove area east of the present boundaries of Kings Canyon National Park.




[image: Wotans Throne from Mount Whitney Trail]
Wotans Throne from Mount Whitney Trail




Another turn-of-the-century notable event occurred when the infamous San Francisco earthquake of 1906 touched off avalanches in the Mineral King Valley, destroying mining operations and leveling the small town of Beulah.


In their earliest years the parks were patrolled by the US Cavalry. In the early 1900s Captain Charles Young served as the first park superintendent; at the time, he was the only African-American officer in the US Army. Walter Fry became the first civilian superintendent of the parks in 1914. John Roberts White became superintendent in 1920.


As visitor use increased, the Generals Highway was constructed, opening in 1926. Sequoia National Park was enlarged that year as well—to three times its original size. Construction of the High Sierra Trail, a well-known trans-Sierra route, began shortly thereafter, and the trail reached the top of Mount Whitney in September 1930.


In early 1940 Kings Canyon National Park was established, absorbing General Grant National Park. In 1965 the Big Stump, Tehipite Valley, and Cedar Grove areas were added to the park. Mineral King was added in 1978, and the latest addition was the Dillonwood Grove in 2001.





The Giant Sequoia

The giant sequoia is considered the largest living organism in the world by volume. It can reach 275 feet in height, have a circumference of 35-plus feet, and live two to three thousand years. Only three other species of trees, along with its relative the coast redwood, grow to a greater height. Only one, the tule cypress, has a greater circumference, and only the bristlecone pine lives longer.


There are only about seventy-five sequoia groves in the world, and they’re all located on the western slope of California’s Sierra Nevada. Sequoias usually grow in moist, cool locations between 5,000 and 7,000 feet in elevation, which is where you’ll find most of the groves in Sequoia National Park.


Sequoias are dependent on fire for reproduction. Fires clear the forest of other conifers that can block sunlight to young sequoias, and clear the duff that carpets the soil of the forest floor. Sequoias retain their cones, and when a fire sweeps through a grove, the heat dries the cones, which then open and release seeds a few days later. Sequoia bark is fire resistant. Because of its chemical makeup, the wood also resists decay, usually for more than one hundred years.


Unlike the coast redwood, the wood of the sequoia is very brittle. Many of the trees that were logged shattered upon impact. The wood was then used for shingles, railroad ties, fence posts, and grape stakes. Fortunately, logging sequoias was found to be impractical around the turn of the twentieth century, and logging has been discontinued.





Topographic Features

Mount Whitney, at 14,494 feet, is the highest point in the contiguous United States. It is located on the Sierra Crest in Sequoia National Park. Other peaks topping 14,000 feet also rise along the crest, which forms the eastern border of both Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. These include 14,375-foot Mount Williamson, the second-highest peak in the Lower 48, which is located just outside the park and north of Mount Whitney. The Palisades, with North Palisade cresting at 14,242 feet, is far to the north in Kings Canyon National Park.


On most of the day hikes in this guide, the Sierra Crest is blocked from view by the Great Western Divide, a formidable range rising to more than 13,000 feet. The Kaweah Peaks rise over this divide near its midsection. The mighty Kern River is located between the Great Western Divide and the Sierra Crest. The Kaweah River, divided into four forks, flows down to the San Joaquin Valley on the west side of the Great Western Divide.


The Silliman Crest, the Tablelands, a short portion of the Great Western Divide, and the Kings-Kern Divide separate Kings Canyon National Park from Sequoia National Park. The Monarch Divide and the Cirque Crest separate two of the three forks of the Kings River that are located in Kings Canyon National Park. Northern Kings Canyon is bordered by Kettle Ridge and the Le Conte Divide in the west, and the Glacier Divide in the north. The Goddard Divide separates the headwaters of the south fork of the San Joaquin River from the drainage of the middle fork of the Kings River.






Planning Your Trip


Getting to Sequoia and Kings Canyon

Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks are located in south-central California, in the Sierra Nevada. There are three entrance stations: the Big Stump entrance, just south of Grant Grove on CA 180; the Ash Mountain entrance, just north of the town of Three Rivers on CA 198; and the Lookout Point entrance on Mineral King Road. Expect to pay a fee at entrance stations; trailheads that begin on other roads leading to the park boundary or national forest areas (excluding portions of the Hume Lake Ranger District) have no fee. The majority of the roads in the park are two-laned and paved, with speed limits of 35 to 45 miles per hour. The exceptions are Crescent Meadow Road (narrow), Mineral King Road (narrow and winding, with dirt sections), and South Fork Drive (dirt inside the park). USDA Forest Service roads can range from paved two-lane roads to rutted dirt logging roads, but all are passable with any two-wheel-drive vehicle.


If you are coming from out of state, the city of Fresno has a small airport with connecting flights to San Francisco and Los Angeles, and a few direct flights from other cities. Both Fresno and the smaller city of Visalia are west of the parks, in the San Joaquin Valley, and have many choices for food and lodging. From Fresno, Kings Canyon National Park can be reached by driving east on CA 180. Sequoia National Park can be reached by turning south onto the Generals Highway beyond the Big Stump entrance to Kings Canyon. From Visalia, Sequoia National Park can be reached by driving east on CA 198 through the town of Three Rivers, which also has food and lodging available. Kings Canyon can be reached by following the Generals Highway, which is the continuation of CA 198, north to Grant Grove and beyond.


Lodging is also available inside the parks at Cedar Grove, Grant Grove, Wuksachi Village, and the privately owned Silver City Resort near Mineral King. In the Sequoia National Forest, the Stony Creek Lodge and the privately owned Montecito Sequoia Lodge are along the Generals Highway, between Kings Canyon and Sequoia in the Sequoia National Forest.


Access to the parks from the eastern side of the Sierra Nevada can be made from the towns of Bishop, Big Pine, Independence, and Lone Pine. All of these communities have food and lodging.


The Trip Planner, the park’s free newspaper, contains details on campgrounds, food, lodging, showers, shuttle service, and laundry facilities. To receive a copy, write or call Visitor Information, Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks, Three Rivers, CA 93271; (559) 565-3341; nps.gov/seki/.






Getting a Backcountry Permit

For overnight trips into the backcountry, you will need a wilderness permit. For more information, you should call the park at (559) 565-3766 or visit the park’s website at www.nps.gov/seki/planyourvisit/upload/2016-Wilderness-Trip-Planner-Final.pdf to request the “Wilderness Trip Planner.” This contains the latest backcountry regulations, locations for picking up permits for each trailhead, fishing regulations, backcountry bear box locations, and other useful information.


Keep in mind that most trailheads are subject to quotas. Popular trailheads may have full quotas during the height of the backpacking season, in which case you won’t be able to start your backcountry trek from that trailhead. If you don’t make reservations in advance, come with an alternate plan, just in case the quota for the trailhead from which you wish to start is full.


Reservations are available for trips starting between Memorial Day weekend and mid-September; otherwise all permits are issued on a first-come, first-served basis. Advance reservations must be made at least two weeks prior to departure and are taken between March 1 and mid-September. There is a reservations fee, and reservations are recommended for large groups and for trips that include holiday weekends. Permits also can be picked up the day of the hike at the visitor center or ranger station closest to the trailhead from which you wish to start, and are free.


Free permits for hikes beginning on forest service lands usually can be picked up from the ranger station closest to the trailhead, with some exceptions. There is a small per-person charge for each reserved permit for trailheads in the Sierra National Forest. The Sequoia National Forest does not take reservations. The Inyo National Forest charges a small per-person fee, and reservations must be made at least two days in advance of your trip. See Appendix A for addresses and phone or fax numbers for each of these forests.


Climbing Mount Whitney requires a special permit, even for day hikes, which must be applied for in advance (reservations are awarded through a lottery held on March 15 of each year). The per-person fee charged is applicable from any trailhead if you enter the Mount Whitney Zone at some point during your trip.







Emergency Medical Services (Personal Responsibility)

Visiting natural areas always imposes risks—wild animals, rockslides, falling trees, and sudden changes in weather have the potential for danger. You are responsible for your own safety. This means you should take heed of the warnings on bulletin boards, be aware of what is around you, and stay within your own limits. Dial 911 for any medical emergency.











Using This Guidebook


How This Guide Is Organized

Hikes that begin in and travel through specific areas of Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks are grouped together. The areas are arranged in order of their popularity and accessibility. Some hikes that begin near specific trailheads may be covered in separate chapters. For example, in the case of hikes beginning off the Big Meadows Road, one chapter includes hikes that stay within wilderness area boundaries, and the second covers hikes that travel through a wilderness area into the park.





Types of Hike

The hikes have been put into one of three classifications, which are defined below.


Out and back: You will be traveling to a specific destination, then retracing your steps back to the trailhead.


Loop: The trail starts and finishes at the same trailhead, with no (or very little) retracing of your steps.


Lollipop: The route starts and finishes at the same trailhead, and you will retrace your steps along a portion of the trail.





Ratings

To help you plan your hike, the trails are rated for difficulty. The ratings serve only as a general guide. Bear in mind not just how strenuous a trail is, but how long the hike is as well. Remember, what might be easy to one person could be hard for another. Rating definitions are defined below:


Very easy: These trails are suitable for any hiker, including children and the elderly, with minimal or a very short section of elevation gain.


Easy: Also suitable for any hiker, including children and the elderly, these trails don’t have serious elevation gain or places where the trail becomes faint.


Moderate: These routes are suitable for hikers with an average fitness level. The hike may have short sections of faint trail, extended mileage, or increased elevation gain, usually more than 1,000 feet.


Difficult: These trails are suitable for hikers with an above-average fitness level. The hike may have some sections of faint trail, extended mileage, or considerable elevation gain, usually more than 2,500 feet.





Distances

Distances in this guide have been measured from US Geological Survey (USGS) and park maps. Every effort has been made to be as accurate as possible, but mileages could be slightly off.






Maps

All hikers should carry a map of the trail they are hiking to avoid getting lost. A basic overview map of Sequoia and Kings Canyon by National Geographic/Trails Illustrated and maps for Giant Forest, Lodgepole, Grant Grove, Cedar Grove, and Mineral King are available at the parks’ visitor centers. For hikes in the foothills, Redwood Canyon, and South Fork areas, USGS quad maps may be purchased; these are also available at visitor centers. The forest service sells two separate topographic maps for adjacent wilderness areas: One covers the Jennie Lakes and Monarch Wilderness Areas, and the other covers the John Muir and Sequoia and Kings Canyon Wilderness Areas. These forest service maps are available at map stores, sporting goods stores, and forest service offices. Mapping software can also be used for the area, many are available at map stores, sporting goods stores, and online.
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Sharing

Most hikers would like to have the trails all to themselves, but this usually isn’t the case. Not only do you share the routes with other hikers, but with horseback riders as well. If you meet horses on the trail, remember that proper trail etiquette requires you to step off the trail on the downhill side and wait quietly until the horses have passed. Stay in plain view of the horses—they may think you are a wild animal and bolt if you are behind a rock or tree or if you startle them.





Backcountry Regulations

Backcountry regulations help preserve the wilderness and protect hikers. These regulations will be given to you when you pick up a wilderness permit:



	Pets, weapons, wheeled vehicles, and motorized equipment are prohibited.

	Shortcutting trails is prohibited. Stay on trails to reduce erosion and preserve vegetation. Do not build cairns or other trail markers.

	To protect bighorn sheep, all cross-country travel is prohibited above 11,000 feet east of the John Muir Trail/Pacific Crest Trail between Sawmill Pass and Dragon Pass.

	Camp at least 100 feet from water where terrain permits.

	Camp on bare ground, never on vegetation or in meadows. Choose a site screened from trails and other campers if possible. Avoid sites near dead standing trees or overhanging dead limbs.

	Do not construct rock walls, trenches, new fire rings, bough beds, etc.

	Bury human waste 6 inches deep and at least 100 feet from trails, camps, and all water sources.

	Purify all water from natural sources by boiling or by using a filter that eliminates bacteria and the parasite that causes giardiasis.

	Never wash anything directly in a water source—that includes clothes, dishes, or yourself. Carry water 100 feet from the source before washing. Since biodegradable soap pollutes, use and dispose of it away from water sources.

	Pack out all trash.






Campfires


	Use only existing fire rings. Do not build new rings or add rocks to existing rings.

	Use only dead wood found on the ground. Do not chop live vegetation or remove branches from standing trees.

	Never leave fires unattended.

	Do not attempt to burn aluminum foil in campfires; it does not burn or break down. Pack it out.

	Plastic emits toxic fumes when burned. Pack out plastic items.

	Put out a fire one half hour before leaving a campsite by dousing it with water and stirring the ashes. Do not use dirt to put out fires.




Wood fires are PERMITTED in Kings Canyon National Park below 10,000 feet except in Granite Basin and Redwood Canyon. Wood fires are PERMITTED in Sequoia National Park in the Kaweah and Tule River Drainages below 9,000 feet and in the Kern River Drainage below 10,000 feet. Wood fires are prohibited in the following areas of the park:



	Hamilton Lakes Basin

	Mineral King Valley above the ranger station

	Pinto Lake

	Summit Lake Basin

	Dillonwood Grove Area



Campfires are PROHIBITED year round in the Inyo National Forest within the entire Kearsarge Pass area and the Whitney Zone.


Check with the Sequoia and Sierra National Forests before your trip; regulations can change throughout the season.





Specific Camping Restrictions


	Colony Mill Trail, Don Cecil Trail, North Dome and Redwood Canyon Area: There is a two-night camping limit.

	Emerald Lake, Pear Lake: Camp in designated sites only. There is a three-night camping limit (combined). No camping is allowed at Aster or Heather Lakes.

	Bearpaw Meadow: Camp in designated sites only. If none are available, you will have to move on.

	Hamilton Lakes: There is a one-night camp limit.

	Timberline Lake: Closed to all camping.

	Crabtree/Whitney Creek Area: There is a two-night camping limit.

	Guitar Lake: There is a two-night camping limit.

	Lower and Upper Soldier Lakes: There is a three-night camping limit (combined).

	Eagle Lake: There is no camping between the trail and shoreline of the lake.

	Mosquito Lake 1: No camping within 0.25 mile of the lake.

	Hockett Meadow: There is no camping between the trail and Whitman Creek.

	Paradise Valley: Use designated sites only in lower Paradise Valley. There is a two-night stay limit within the valley.

	John Muir Trail from Woods Creek to Vidette Meadow: There is a two-night camping limit.

	Rae Lakes: There is a one-night limit per lake between Dollar Lake and Glen Pass.

	Kearsarge Lakes Basin, Charlotte Lake: There is a two-night camp limit.

	Bullfrog Lake: No camping within 0.25 mile of the lake.

	
Dusy Basin: There is a two-night camping limit (basin wide).

	The Whitney Zone: Camping is prohibited in the Mirror Lake and Streamside Meadow areas.






Food Storage and Bears

When bears have access to human food and garbage, they can become destructive or aggressive, and may be killed as a result. It is your responsibility to prevent bears from obtaining your food. Park-approved, bear-proof food-storage containers are required in some backcountry areas. See Appendix A for more information.


Please follow these regulations:



	Food and related items (coolers, etc.) left in vehicles at trailheads attract bears, which are very destructive when they try to get into a vehicle. Food must be kept in the metal storage boxes where provided. If boxes are not available, ask a ranger about other alternatives.

	In the backcountry food must be stored properly at all times. Store anything with a strong odor (soap, sunscreen, toothpaste, garbage) the same as you would food.

	Lightweight, bear-proof canisters provide the greatest flexibility in planning for a trip. Canisters are available for sale or rent at Cedar Grove, Grant Grove, Lodgepole, Ash Mountain, and Mineral King, and outdoor equipment stores.

	Some popular campsites have metal food-storage boxes; ask a park ranger for a list of these camps.

	If food-storage boxes aren’t available, you must post a 24-hour guard or use the counterbalance method of hanging food. Hanging food is sometimes unsuccessful; you should camp near your food—but not right next to it—to better defend it.

	If a bear gets your food or camp gear, you must pack out all debris.



These are some recommendations to avoid bear problems:



	Avoid bringing odorous foods and personal care items.

	Plan to camp, eat, and store food before dark. Leave packs on the ground overnight, empty of food and scented items, with pockets open.

	Don’t let bears approach you. If you encounter a bear, yell, clap, or make loud noises. Throw things at it from a safe distance to scare it. Be bold, but use good judgment.

	Report injuries, property damage, or unusual encounters to a ranger.



All members of your party are responsible for knowing and following these regulations. Violations can result in fines up to $500 and/or six months’ imprisonment.




Food Storage Regulations

All parties traveling within the restricted areas described below must have park-approved bear-resistant food-storage containers with the capacity to store all garbage, scented, and food items. This regulation applies regardless of party size, whether the party is traveling on trails or cross-country, and includes those with stock or receiving stock support. The areas subject to these restrictions include:



	The Dusy Basin/Bishop Pass Corridor: Includes all camping areas from Bishop Pass to the junction of the Pacific Crest and John Muir Trails in Le Conte Canyon, Dusy Basin, and Palisades Basin as well as all cross-country areas.

	The Rae Lakes Loop and vicinity: This area includes all of the Rae Lakes Loop as well as the Woods Creek Drainage south from Pinchot Pass, the Bubbs Creek drainage north of Forester Pass, the Sawmill and Baxter Pass Trails, and the Kearsarge Lakes area along with all cross-country areas.

	The Rock Creek Drainage: This area includes Miter Basin, Soldier Lake, Siberian Outpost, and Rock Creek Proper along with all cross-country areas.

	The Inyo National Forest.








Leave No Trace

Going into a wild area is like visiting a famous museum: You obviously do not want to leave your mark on an art treasure in the museum. If everybody going through the museum left one little mark, the piece of art would be quickly destroyed—and of what value is a big building full of trashed art? The same goes for pristine wildlands. If we all left just one little mark on the landscape, the backcountry would soon be spoiled.


A wilderness can accommodate human use as long as everybody behaves. But a few thoughtless or uninformed visitors can ruin it for all who follow. All backcountry users have a responsibility to know and follow the rules of zero-impact camping.


Nowadays most wilderness users want to walk softly, but some aren’t aware that they have poor manners. Often their actions are dictated by the outdated habits of a past generation of campers that cut green boughs for evening shelters, built campfires with fire rings, and dug trenches around tents. In the 1950s these “camping rules” may have been acceptable. These days, wild places are becoming rare, the number of users is mushrooming, and more and more camping areas show unsightly signs of heavy use.


Consequently, a new code of ethics now enables us to cope with the unending waves of people who want a perfect backcountry experience. Today, we all must leave no clues that we were there. Enjoy the wild, but leave no trace of your visit.



	Most of us know better than to litter—in or out of the backcountry. Be sure you leave nothing, regardless of how small it is, along the trail or at your campsite. This means you should pack out everything, including orange peels, flip tops, cigarette butts, and gum wrappers. Also, pick up any trash that others leave behind.

	
Follow the main trail. Avoid cutting switchbacks and walking on vegetation beside the trail.

	Don’t pick up “souvenirs,” such as rocks, antlers, or wildflowers. The next person wants to see them, too, and collecting such souvenirs violates many regulations.

	Avoid making loud noises on the trail (unless you are in bear country) or in camp. Be courteous—sound travels easily in the backcountry, especially across water.

	Carry a lightweight trowel to bury human waste 6 to 8 inches deep at least 100 feet from any water source. Pack out used toilet paper. Keep any human waste (including dishwater, soaps, and toothpaste) at least 300 feet from any water source.

	Go without a campfire. Carry a stove for cooking and flashlight, candle lantern, or headlamp for light. For emergencies, learn how to build a no-trace fire.

	Camp in designated sites when available. Otherwise, camp and cook on durable surfaces such as bedrock, sand or gravel bars, or bare ground.

	Finally, and perhaps most importantly, strictly follow the pack-in/pack-out rule. If you carry something into the backcountry, consume it or carry it out.
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Leave no trace—and put your ear to the ground and listen carefully. Thousands of people coming behind you are thanking you for your courtesy and good sense.










Make It a Safe Trip


Leave No Trace

The Boy Scouts of America have been guided for decades by what is perhaps the single best piece of safety advice: Be prepared! For starters, this means carrying survival and first-aid materials, proper clothing, a compass, and a topographic map—and knowing how to use them.


Perhaps the second-best piece of safety advice is to tell somebody where you’re going and when you plan to return. Pilots must file flight plans before every trip, and anybody venturing into the wilderness should do the same. File your “flight plan” with a friend or relative before taking off. If you end up overdue, they can inform park officials by calling (559) 565-3341; the line is open 24 hours daily.


Close behind being prepared and filing a flight plan is physical conditioning. Being fit makes wilderness travel more fun, and it makes it safer. To whet your appetite for more knowledge of wilderness safety and preparedness, here are a few more tips:



	Check the weather forecast. Be careful not to get caught at high altitude in a bad storm or along a stream in a flash flood. Watch cloud formations closely, so you don’t get stranded on a ridgeline during a lightning storm. Avoid traveling during prolonged periods of cold weather.

	Avoid traveling alone in the wilderness.

	Keep your party together.

	Study basic survival and first aid before leaving home.

	Don’t eat wild plants unless you have positively identified them.

	Before you leave the trailhead, find out as much as you can about the route, especially about the potential hazards.

	Don’t exhaust yourself or other members of your party by traveling too far or too fast. Let the slowest person set the pace.

	Don’t wait until you’re confused to check your maps. Follow them as you go, from the moment you start hiking, so you have a continual fix on your location.

	If you get lost, don’t panic. Sit down and relax for a few minutes while you carefully check your topo and take a reading with your compass. Confidently plan your next move. It’s often smart to retrace your steps until you find familiar ground, even if you think it might lengthen your trip. Lots of people get temporarily lost in the wilderness and survive—usually by calmly and rationally dealing with the situation.

	Stay clear of all wild animals.

	Take a first-aid kit that includes, at a minimum, these items: a sewing needle, a snake-bite kit, aspirin, antibacterial ointment, two antiseptic swabs, two butter-fly bandages, adhesive tape, four adhesive strips, four gauze pads, two triangular bandages, codeine tablets, two inflatable splints, moleskin or Second Skin for blisters, one roll of 3-inch gauze, a CPR shield, rubber gloves, and first-aid instructions.

	Take a survival kit that includes, at minimum, the following items: a compass, a whistle, matches in a waterproof container, a cigarette lighter, a candle, a signal mirror, a flashlight, fire starter, aluminum foil, water purification tablets, a space blanket, and flares.






Seasons and Weather

Mountains are prone to sudden thunderstorms. If you get caught in a lightning storm, take special precautions. Remember this safety advice:



	Lightning can travel far ahead of the storm, so be sure to take cover before the storm hits.

	Don’t try to return to your vehicle. It’s not worth the risk. Seek shelter instead, even if it’s only a short way back to the trailhead. Lightning storms usually don’t last long, and from a safe vantage point, you might enjoy the sights and sounds.

	Be especially careful not to get caught on a mountaintop or exposed ridge; under large, solitary trees; in the open; or near standing water.

	Seek shelter away from anything that might attract lightning, such as metal tent poles, graphite fishing rods, or pack frames.

	Crouch down and keep both feet firmly on the ground.

	If you have a pack (without a metal frame) or sleeping pad with you, put your feet on it for extra insulation against shock.

	Don’t huddle together. Instead, stay 50 feet apart, so if somebody gets hit by lightning, others in the party can give first aid.

	If you’re in a tent, stay there, in your sleeping bag, with your feet on your sleeping pad.






Hypothermia: The Silent Killer

Be aware of the danger of hypothermia—a condition in which the body’s internal temperature drops below normal. It can lead to mental and physical collapse and death.


Hypothermia is caused by exposure to cold and is aggravated by wetness, wind, and exhaustion. As soon as you begin losing heat faster than your body produces it, you’re suffering from exposure. Your body starts involuntary exercise, such as shivering, to stay warm, and makes involuntary adjustments to preserve normal temperature in vital organs, restricting blood flow in the extremities. Both responses drain your energy reserves.


The only way to stop the drain is to reduce the degree of exposure.



With full-blown hypothermia, as energy reserves are exhausted, cold reaches the brain, depriving you of good judgment and reasoning power. You won’t be aware that this is happening. You lose control of your hands. Your internal temperature slides downward. Without treatment, this slide leads to stupor, collapse, and death.


To defend against hypothermia, stay dry. When clothes get wet, they lose about 90 percent of their insulating value. Wool loses relatively less heat; cotton, down, and some synthetics lose more. Choose rain clothes that cover the head, neck, body, and legs and provide good protection against wind-driven rain. Most hypothermia cases develop in air temperatures between 30 and 50 degrees Fahrenheit, but hypothermia can develop in warmer temperatures.


If your party is exposed to wind, cold, and wet, think hypothermia. Watch yourself and others for these symptoms: uncontrollable fits of shivering; vague, slow, slurred speech; memory lapses; incoherence; immobile, fumbling hands; frequent stumbling or lurching gait; drowsiness (to sleep is to die); apparent exhaustion; and inability to get up after a rest.


When a member of your party has hypothermia, he or she may deny any problem. Believe the symptoms, not the victim. Even mild symptoms demand treatment, which is defined below.



	Get the victim out of the wind and rain.

	Strip off all wet clothes.

	If the victim is only mildly impaired, give him or her warm drinks. Then get the victim in warm clothes and a warm sleeping bag. Place well-wrapped water bottles filled with heated water close to the victim.

	If the victim is badly impaired, attempt to keep him or her awake. Put the victim in a sleeping bag with another person—both naked. If you have a double bag, put two warm people in with the victim.






Altitude Sickness

Because of reduced air pressure at high altitudes, less oxygen is available in the atmosphere, and a person’s lungs are not able to take in as much oxygen as they can at sea level. Lack of oxygen can cause side effects as mild as a headache or as severe as death.


Ascending to high altitudes slowly and camping at middle elevations, allowing the body to acclimate before reaching higher elevations, is the best prevention against altitude sickness. Also, staying hydrated, eating well, and getting plenty of rest can reduce the chance of getting altitude sickness. But nothing can guarantee you will not develop this affliction.


The symptoms of mild altitude sickness are headache, nausea, restlessness, and insomnia. Many people will experience at least one of these symptoms at high altitudes. Acute mountain sickness can occur when an ascent is made too quickly. Symptoms include those of mild altitude sickness, along with loss of appetite, dizziness, fatigue, drowsiness, shortness of breath, irregular breathing, anxiety attacks, hallucinations, and possibly a blue tint to the lips and tongue. Not all symptoms may be present.
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To treat altitude sickness and acute mountain sickness, eat food high in carbohydrates, drink plenty of liquids, and take aspirin or acetaminophen if a headache is present. Taking a few deep breaths and walking around without a heavy pack can also help. If symptoms persist to the point of misery, descend to a lower elevation.


The most severe forms of altitude sickness are high-altitude pulmonary edema syndrome (HAPES), a condition where the lungs fill with fluid, and high altitude cerebral edema syndrome (HACES), swelling of the brain. The symptoms of HAPES include those already mentioned for altitude and acute mountain sicknesses, and a severe and persistent cough (possibly frothy), rapid pulse, rapid breathing, confusion, delirium, irrational behavior, and gurgling sounds in the chest. If a person loses consciousness, he or she may die within a few hours. The symptom that distinguishes HACES from HAPES is loss of coordination. If no action is taken, permanent brain damage or death can result. If any of the symptoms for HAPES or HACES are present, the affected person should descend immediately, and if the symptoms are severe, the victim should be taken to a hospital.
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