

  [image: frn_fig_001]





[image: frn_fig_002]






[image: frn_fig_003]








   
[image: frn_fig_004]





   

  An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of




  The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200




  Lanham, MD 20706




  www.rowman.com




  Falcon and FalconGuides are registered trademarks and make your book a trademark of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2022 The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc




  Previous editions of this book were published by FalconGuides in 1998, 2006, and 2013.




  Photos by Cliff Jacobson unless otherwise noted.




  Maps by The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  Names: Jacobson, Cliff, author.




  Title: Camping’s top secrets : a lexicon of modern bushcraft / Cliff Jacobson.




  Description: Fifth edition. | Guilford, Connecticut : FalconGuides, [2022] | Includes bibliographical references and index. | Summary: “Seasoned camping veteran Cliff Jacobson shares insider tips and shortcuts to comfort and security in the bush”— Provided by publisher.




  Identifiers: LCCN 2021032075 (print) | LCCN 2021032076 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493062942 (paperback) | ISBN 9781493062959 (epub)




  Subjects: LCSH: Camping. | Hiking.




  Classification: LCC GV191.7 .J33 2022 (print) | LCC GV191.7 (ebook) | DDC 796.54—dc23




  LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021032075




  LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021032076




  [image: frn_fig_005] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.




  The author and The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc., assume no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in the activities described in this book. The health information expressed in this book is based solely on the personal experience of the author and is not intended as a medical manual. The information should not be used for diagnosis or treatment, or as a substitute for professional medical care.














  
Acknowledgments





  In my book Expedition Canoeing: A Guide to Canoeing Wild Rivers in North America, I wrote, “Canoeing the wild rivers of the far north makes one understand why primitive man felt so close to God.” I am not a religious man, but I have brushed with death often enough in the bush to appreciate the caring spirits who guide my actions. I have spent nearly a lifetime canoeing remote rivers in northern Canada and neither I nor anyone in my charge has ever suffered a serious illness or injury. I believe that I owe much of my good luck to a kindly spirit who watches my back and helps me make wise decisions. I often feel the presence of my “river angel,” and I wish to say thanks.




  I also wish to credit and say thanks to the following people for their support and encouragement and use of their photos: my friend Dr. Bill Forgey, for his practical tips on wilderness medicine; Alv Elvestad (www.pakboats.com); Gabriel Branby; Sharron Chatterton; Dan Cooke; Chris Coleman; Bob Dannert; Darrell Foss; Bill Friedlander; Toni and Ria Harting; Rod Johnson; Rob Kesselring; Paul Kirtley; Tim Lynch and Mark Matheny; UDAP Industries, SPOT LLC and Globalstar; Jim Mandle; Heather Novaday Maier (HMS Wilderness Experience); Dick Person; Steve Piragis; Scott Power; Mike Rapatz; Thomas Rapatz; Larry Rice; Larry Ricker (www.lhrimages.com); Tom Schwinghamer; Bill Schwen; Paul Swanstrom; Tony Way; Alan Wenker; David Wescott, author of Camping in the Old Style; Wes Rusk; and my patient wife, Sue Harings.









   
What! Another Camping Book?





  Camping out has changed considerably since the good old days of pine-bough beds, bonfires, and fresh-cut trail shelters. No longer is it ethical to shape the land to suit our whims. There are just too few wild places and too many of us!




  As a result, a whole new style of camping has evolved, one geared to the high-tech, lightweight equipment of today. Forty-pound canvas tents have been thoughtfully replaced by equally spacious nylon models of one-fourth the weight. Camp stoves have taken over where fires once ruled, and a deluge of new fabrics—polypropylene, polyester pile, Orlon acrylics, and Gore-Tex—have challenged traditional fibers. Packsacks, hiking boots, rain gear: Everything has become lighter, more compact, and reliable. Surprisingly good outdoor gear can now be purchased at big-city discount stores—testimony to the growing interest in camping out. Regrettably, even new technology has brought disappointments. Outdoor clothing and footwear have become more stylish and less adapted for use in the wild outdoors. Tents have become exotic, difficult to pitch, and less rainproof than old designs. And today’s thick-bladed, serrated knives are better adapted to cutting through metal doors than slicing salami and pine. Have we forsaken old ways that work for fashionable new styles that don’t?




  Amidst the generally welcomed improvements in gear, the one thing that has not changed at all is knowledge of the sport. The wise old scoutmaster who could sniff a coming storm and rig a tight camp in a driving rain has all but been replaced by the well-meaning leader who atones the night in his pickup camper . . . or more likely, doesn’t camp at all. Everyone, it seems, has plenty of gear to cope with the elements, but precious few know how to use it. If misery loves company, you’ll find plenty of it in the backcountry. Just watch the campers roll home (or to the nearest motel) at the first sign of rain. The notion that bad weather spells bad times afield is so firmly entrenched in the minds of contemporary campers that it is probably pointless for me to argue the truth in the pages of this book. Nonetheless, I shall try.


  

  This book is not intended to take the place of a sport-specific text on backpacking, canoeing, family camping, or the like. Rather, it details hundreds of ideas and procedures that are never found in traditional camping texts—ideas that will make your next campout safer and more enjoyable. Main topics have been alphabetized, everything is indexed for your convenience, and space-consuming anecdotes have been eliminated to make room for the obscure but important things you really need to know.




  Some of you may recognize procedures from my books Canoeing Wild Rivers (Fifth Edition) and Canoeing & Camping: Beyond the Basics. These procedures are repeated here for the benefit of those who don’t canoe. After all, the rules of backcountry comfort are the same whether you travel by foot, ski, canoe, or truck camper. Foul weather can make you just as miserable in a state park campground as on a remote canoe trail.




  I encourage everyone who loves camping to read Camping and Woodcraft, by Horace Kephart, which was published in 1917; and Woodcraft and Camping, by “Nessmuk” (George Washington Sears), which appeared in 1920. Fortunately, reprint editions of these old classics are now available. The theme in both is that the old-timers were not bungling idiots who slashed and trashed the backcountry. They knew it took a long time to build a bough bed or a snug shelter, so they devised surprisingly good (and ecological) alternatives. For example, Kephart carried a 1-pound mattress tick; Cal Rutstrum—author of The New Way of the Wilderness (a must read!)—had a down-filled air mattress and a “convertible A-tent.” And every woodsman felt that a light tarp was essential for rain—something modern voyagers are just beginning to admit. If you asked a turn-of-the-century woodsman for advice, he’d have been more apt to tell you about the method than the gear. Now, as every modern camper knows, the emphasis is on “things” not “skills.” At one of my seminars, a man wryly suggested that my camping ideas were old hat. “You’ve just taken the good ideas of Nessmuk, Kephart, and Rutstrum and updated them with new technology,” he said. “Shhh,” I replied. “Promise me you won’t tell a soul!”
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  What’s New in the Fifth Edition?




  In a word, plenty! What was intended as a light revision morphed into a substantial rewrite with dozens of new color photos. Why so many revisions when the basic tenets of camping haven’t changed in years? The answer is that if you take camping as seriously as I do, you are always on the prowl for better ways and better stuff.




  For more than 30 years, I outfitted and guided canoe trips on remote rivers in northern Canada, where having one’s act together is a tenet of survival and a prerequisite to having a good time. Each new adventure tested old methods and encouraged me to think outside the box. When I discovered a better way, I adopted it immediately and threw past practice to the wind.




  Finally, those of you who have read earlier editions of this book have surely noticed that some of my recommendations have changed. Good! That’s the price one pays for continued learning.




  Here’s wishing you warm winds, fair weather, bug-free days, and enough good camping skills to cope with the worst of times on the best of terms.




  Note: New equipment comes and goes. What is state-of-the-art this year may be “old hat” the next. Some of my favorite (recommended) products from the last edition have been replaced this time around. The buyer’s dollar determines what hangs around. Website addresses of companies change too, so to make future edits easier, I have removed them from the text and placed them in appendix B.
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  Accident Avoidance




  My dad was a quality control engineer. A sign in his office read, “Accidents don’t just happen; they are caused!” The villains are speed (doing a task too fast), impatience, and not following safety rules.




  In 35 years of guiding canoe trips on some of the toughest rivers in North America, I’ve never needed more than Band-Aids, Tylenol, and antibiotics. I believe I owe my good luck to a plan that emphasizes avoiding accidents.




  Appropriate Clothing




  Everyone gets a detailed equipment list. There’s a full field inspection—those who don’t have the “right stuff” don’t go! Not allowed are plastic rain suits, cotton socks, and blue jeans. Wool, fleece, polyester, and nylon are the respected fabrics. Sneakers are fine for camp but won’t substitute for boots. Everyone carries a knife, matches, compass, and whistle.




  Downplay Your Skills




  Underestimating your skills—and those of your crew—keeps you humble and out of trouble! For example: Many people consider me an expert canoeist; I prefer “intermediate.” Indeed, the best compliment I ever received was from a young woman who was trying out for the US Whitewater Canoeing Team. She asked me to paddle with her on a practice run through a qualifying whitewater course. We did fine. Afterwards, she said to me: “Cliff, you’re pretty good; why don’t you try out for the team?” I answered, “No, big rapids kinda freak me out.” She responded: “Cliff, you have more skill than guts!” I couldn’t have been more proud!




  Wait for Good Weather




  The book Into Thin Air reveals the high price you may pay if you continue on when you should stay put. Better to hunker down until conditions improve, even if the wait plays havoc with your schedule. Experienced wilderness travelers plan one “down day” in five for the unexpected.




  Familiarity May Breed Contempt




  If you have boated a river or hiked a trail many times, you develop a vision about what lies ahead. However, a heavy rain can make an easy rapid dangerous; it can flood a well-used trail and create mud slides that send trees and boulders crashing down, etc. Safety demands that you approach familiar routes with “fresh new eyes.”




  Slow Down and Smell the Pines




  Most accidents occur late in the day when people are pushed and tired, or when the pace is too fast for slow hikers. Solution? Slow down and camp early if you can; fuel up on high-energy snacks and take frequent breaks if you can’t.




  Review Skills and Safety Procedures Each Day




  Begin each day by reviewing skills and safety procedures. Is everyone dressed appropriately? Are there blisters or small cuts that will become infected? Are water bottles topped off, rain gear and warm clothes handy? Boaters may review paddle strokes and river safety signals.




  Patience




  Long before the white man discovered the recreational value of rivers, native North Americans used them as highways. Families often traveled together, with their elders, children, and dogs. By today’s standards, their boats were fragile and their paddle skills marginal. Certainly, there were accidents. But native accounts don’t dwell on them, any more than we do when we drive our cars. How is it, then, that even poor paddlers usually got downriver safely? The answer is “patience”—a commitment to not take chances!




  Most modern outdoorspeople don’t have much patience. They offer these reasons why:




  1. Bad weather/behind schedule—gotta keep truckin’ or we’ll lose our layover day at the big falls.




  2. A macho attitude. Other parties paddled these difficult rapids, climbed the high mountain, so can we!




  3. We’re prepared for the worst! Dangerous rapids, difficult climb, bad weather ahead? No problem; we have superior equipment.




  Here are some examples of how patience pays:




  Behind Schedule




  The wind was blowing bloody murder when we arrived at Otter Lake (Fond du Lac River, Saskatchewan), so we put ashore around noon to wait it out. The waves continued through lunch, so I suggested that we camp and try again tomorrow. We were snuggled under a tarp, sharing hot buttered rum and popcorn, when we saw two canoes—wind in their face—plugging toward our camp. I waved them in and suggested they share our camp. They said they were behind schedule and had to keep going.




  The wind quit around noon the next day and we paddled off with a smile, determined to make up lost time. The sun sets around 11 p.m. at this latitude (59 degrees), so we agreed to canoe until dark. Around 2 p.m. we passed “their camp.” Everyone was asleep. We logged 31 miles that day and 29 the next, which put us ahead of schedule. We never saw the other canoe party again.




  Moral? Nature rules! Stop when you must; run when you can.




  The Canyon




  The MacFarlane River (Saskatchewan) rushes through a 3-mile canyon just before it breaks out into Lake Athabasca. There’s serious water here—you have to be nuts not to portage. But where? There was no sign of a portage on river left so we crossed to the right and took out at a narrow trail that ran up a steep bank. There was a tree with an ancient axe blaze on top. Aha. The portage!




  Hardly. The trail ran a quarter mile along the canyon rim then petered out. Perhaps it continued in the woods? Four hours of searching revealed nothing.




  We were shot so I suggested we “sleep on it” and have another look tomorrow. We did, and drew another blank. Bickering began. Pressure grew to canoe the canyon, dangers be damned.




  I suggested we pair off and keep looking. Shortly, someone found an old animal trail that went in the right direction. But it was overgrown with young trees—canoes and packs could not be carried through.




  Sure enough, it was a portage, albeit one that hadn’t been used in many years. It took us more than a day to clear the route and complete the carry. Our patience paid off.




  Big Bear




  We had just finished breakfast when I heard someone yell, ”Bear! Big bear!” Sure enough, a huge cinnamon-colored black bear (or maybe it was a grizzly) was circling our camp. I hollered and blew a whistle. He didn’t even look up. So I grabbed my rifle and amassed everyone into a tight group. He circled closer. When he was 50 feet away I fired a warning shot over his head. He just sniffed the air then ambled down the bank and came in from another direction. He paused behind a large rock and stood up to see us better. He was just 20 feet away!




  I was plenty scared, even with a powerful rifle in hand. But I did not want to kill this gray-whiskered old boy. So we talked. I looked unthreateningly into his eyes and told him I didn’t want to hurt him, that we’d be gone soon, and he could have his way. I said I respected him and wanted him to go on living. But I calmly emphasized that I would shoot him if he came over that rock.




  We stared at one another for some time. I could sense the wheels turning in his head. There was no fear or animosity. Only the question of what to do next. Then, after what seemed like an eternity (I learned it was barely 1 minute) he turned and proudly walked away. As soon as he was gone, some crew members said they would have shot him before he got so close. But as the fear wore off, all agreed that my patient plan was the right one.




  Patience is like a secure eddy in the middle of a raging rapid. It gives you time to formulate a plan before you dash dumbly downstream.




  Alum




  The water in many western US rivers and some Canadian and Alaskan tundra rivers is too silty to drink. If you attempt to filter out the silt, your filter will quickly clog. For this reason, most people just carry their drinking water in plastic jugs, but at roughly eight pounds per gallon, the weight adds up quickly. A lighter solution is to use alum to settle the silt, then purify the clear water with chemicals or a filter. Alum is used in home pickling to add crispness and as a settling agent in water treatment plants. It is nontoxic and tasteless. Most pharmacies have it. A 12-ounce (340-gram) bottle contains enough alum to settle about 24 gallons of silty water.
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  “Chocolate malt”–colored water from the Green River in Utah. A bucket of this silty water may need a day or more to settle. Use the alum “trick” described here and you’ll have crystal-clear water (ready for purification) in about 20 minutes.
Larry Rice




  Procedure




  1. Fill your bucket with the silty water.




  2. Add about a heaping teaspoon (the measurement isn’t critical) of alum per gallon of water.




  3. Use a long stick to very slowly stir the water. Stir in one direction only. Continue stirring until a “flocculent precipitate” (it looks like snow) forms on the surface of the water—it takes about 5 minutes.




  4. When you see the snow-colored precipitate, stop stirring. Allow the water to settle for about 20 minutes. At the end of this time, the water will be clear and the silt will have settled to the bottom.
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  Alum is being used to settle this silty river water. Stirring will continue for about 5 minutes until surface floc (it looks like snow) appears. The water will then be allowed to settle until clear (about 20 minutes). Note the clear water in the green bucket and the bottle of alum on the ground nearby.




  5. Use a sierra cup or ladle to gently dip the clear effluent from the top of the bucket. You can now boil, filter, or chemically treat this water to make it potable. I’ve used this method to remove silt from river water on the Green River, Rio Grande, and Little Missouri River. It works great!




  Anchor




  Here’s a slick way to make a light, portable anchor for fishing in a canoe. All you need is a basketball net and a carabiner (an aluminum link used by mountaineers, available at most camp shops). Tie off the net bottom with cord. Fill the net with rocks, then gather the net perimeter and clip it together with the carabiner. Attach a rope to the “biner” and you’re set for action.




  You can also make an anchor out of the nylon mesh bags you buy at camping shops. However, few of these bags are as tough as a basketball net.




  Animals—Bears and Other Beasts
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 Bears are extremely smart and they are excellent climbers. A tree is not a safe place to store your food!
Rob Kesselring




  Protecting Foodstuffs




  Each year thousands of campers lose food and equipment to persistent critters. The common advice is to protect foodstuffs by one of these three methods:




  1. Store food inside your car.




  2. Place food in a critter-proof container.




  3. Suspend food from a tree limb at least 15 feet off the ground.




  Let’s look at these three methods.




  Store food inside your car. Not a good plan! Steven Thompson, a Yosemite National Park biologist, says that mother bears teach their young ones how to break into cars. They insert their claws above the rear side door and pull the door frame down to knee level. They climb this “stepladder” into the car. Then they claw through the backseat and into the trunk. Bears have also developed tricks to break into vans. They look for a van that has a car parked close by, then they lean against the car for leverage to bash in the van’s windows. Or they break off the van’s bolted windows and get in that way.




  Park rangers say that bears often break into cars that contain no food. Perhaps they simply enjoy it. And why not? Animals like to have fun too!




  Bears are extremely smart. Case in point: The BearVault 500 is a tough polycarbonate container that was built to be bearproof. It was tested on bears at the Folsom City Zoo in California and on grizzlies in Yellowstone National Park. None of the test bears could open it. But in New York’s Adirondack Park, a shy female black bear named Yellow Yellow figured out how to release the double-tab lid to get at the contents. Then she set out to teach her friends! Scores of Adirondack bears are now successfully educated, and the BearVault 500 is no longer recommended for use in the Adirondacks. Interestingly, some humans have to read the instructions in order to figure out how to open the lid on this product! Again, I emphasize that bears are very smart.




  Use a critter-proof container. A plastic or metal ice chest will deter ravaging raccoons and ground squirrels. Squirrels have sharp teeth and will bore right through a nylon packsack.




  A thick-walled PVC plastic pipe with threaded end caps makes a reliable “food safe” that will deter bears. There are some commercial steel bearproof containers that are heavy, bulky, and expensive.




  Commercial Bear-Resistant Containers




  Search the web and you’ll find scores of “bear-proof” food containers for sale. With rare exception, they are, at best, “bear-resistant.” The story of Yellow Yellow on this page testifies as to how smart and capable bears are. This said, the Kevlar Ursack and stainless-steel mesh Outsack are two soft containers (bags) that have merit. Both are light enough for backpacking and will resist small animals. They may or may not deter a determined bear. The BearVault 500, mentioned earlier, has proven reliable everywhere except in parts of the Adirondacks where bears have learned to open it. None of these containers is 100 percent bearproof or waterproof. Plastic olive and pickle barrels are not bearproof! Some US national parks provide metal barrels that are.
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 Note the hole this bear chewed through the plastic “bear-barrel.” Plastic barrels ARE NOT bearproof! Bill Schwen




  If you want to know the current technology, check with the managers of national parks like Yellowstone and Glacier, which have large populations of bears.




  Hang your food in a tree. Expert campers usually do not store their food in trees to protect it from bears. Instead, they seal their food tightly in plastic to eliminate odors, then they remove the food from the immediate camp area. Setting food packs outside the campsite perimeter is usually enough to foil hungry bruins and other animals. The rationale for this procedure is based on the fact that bears are creatures of habit—they quickly learn that camps, packs, and tin cans contain food. In each campsite there is seldom more than one or two trees with limbs high enough to deter a bruin. Bears aren’t stupid; they learn the location of these trees and make daily rounds to secure whatever is suspended from them. When they find something (anything!) hanging from “their” tree, they’ll get it down, one way or another. All black bears (even fat old sows) can climb to some degree. And cubs climb like monkeys. If momma can’t get your food, the kids will!
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Plastic olive and pickle barrels will not discourage bears, but government-approved steel barrels will. The approved bear barrels are heavy, strong, and not waterproof—they don’t have straps or handles that a bear can grab. Note the bear barrel to the right of the author, which doubles as a handy table. Some national parks will provide these barrels (they come in different sizes) free of charge to campers. A gravel-bar campsite along the Noatak River (Arctic National Wildlife Refuge) in Alaska.




  Young grizzlies can “claw climb” like black bears until they are about 4 years old, when their hooked claws straighten out. Then they will “hug climb” trees, just like people do. Adult grizzlies have climbed trees and pulled people down! Polar bears are the only bruins that don’t climb trees.




  Steve Thompson at Yosemite says bears have elaborate schemes for getting food. In an article by Suzanne Charle for the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel (November 30, 1997), Thompson described some of these schemes:






   One time-honored precaution, hanging bags of food from a rope high in a tree, is now seen as useless. Local residents call the food bags “bear piñatas.” The bears chew off the rope that has been attached elsewhere, or chew off the branch that is supporting the bag. If the limbs are small, they’ll send the cubs out. If that doesn’t work, they’ll just climb above the bags, launch themselves out of the tree, and grab the bags on the way down.







  Black bears often climb trees in search of food (insects, bird eggs, acorns, etc). Bears in the Great Smoky Mountain National Park are unique: They hibernate in winter in nests they build in the cavities of large trees. Really!




  Question: If black bears climb trees, why do federal authorities ask campers to tree their food?




  Answer: To discourage a possible mauling. The feds don’t care if a bear gets your food or tears up your car, but they DO care if a bear gets you! The solution is to keep humans and their food a safe distance apart.




  Recommendation: Double-bag (in plastic) all foodstuffs, especially meats. If possible, ask your grocer to vacuum-seal smelly foods. Or buy your own vacuum-sealing machine. Set food packs on low ground (to minimize the travel of odors), well away from the confines of campsites and trails. As an added precaution, separate food packs by 50 feet or more. Do not put food packs in trees!




  If you’re camping in grizzly or polar bear country, locate your kitchen at least 50 yards downwind of your tents. Naturally, cooking areas must be scrupulously clean—free of the last Rice Krispie. Nonetheless, human odor is stronger than most food smells: Don’t be surprised if the bear smells you before he smells your food!




  If taking your food out of camp and hiding it in the woods works, why don’t federal authorities support this method?




  Mostly, it’s a matter of keeping people safe (i.e., “people here, food over there, yonder in that tree”). If a bear gets your food, it’s no big deal; if he gets you, it’s a very big deal! Federal authorities need a formula they can rely on—one that keeps people and food at a safe distance.




  As mentioned, I never hang my packs in bear country (it bears repeating that bears climb trees!). And unless required by law, I don’t use bearproof containers. But I keep a scrupulously clean camp, and at night I put my food in a place where a bear is unlikely to see or smell it—thick bushes, a tight grove of trees, a depression, beneath an evergreen tree, etc. The bottom line is that if a bear can’t see or smell your food (vacuum-sealing will eliminate most odors), he won’t get it! I’ve lived by my rules for fifty years, and in that time, neither I nor anyone in my charge has ever lost food or equipment to any animal. And that, friends, is the “bear” truth!




  Bear Encounters




  Here’s the recommended procedure in the event you meet face-to-face with . . .




  Black Bears




  Blackies are timid and will ordinarily run away at the first smell of you. Bears don’t see very well—what most people interpret as a “charge” is usually nothing more than simple curiosity. Screaming, blowing whistles, and other noise-making will usually send a wild bear running, but an experienced camp bear will remain oblivious to the racket.




  The best plan is to hold your ground, spread your arms wide (so you look bigger), talk authoritatively but unthreateningly, and back off slowly. Do not run! Take off your pack and put it on top of your head. Place a child on your shoulders. Group your friends together. Bears are intelligent bullies. They assess their odds of success and go for it if they think they have the upper edge. Do whatever you can to make yourself look bigger and more powerful.




  The danger signs are “woofing” and “clacking.” If the bear goes “woof, woof, woof” and you hear loud hiccuping sounds with the clacking of teeth, the situation is deteriorating. The bear is mad and unpredictable. If you can beat a path to safer ground or climb a tree, do it. But remember, your safe haven better be close because you can’t outrun the bear by far!




  The pamphlet Bears Are Dangerous, published by the Government of the Northwest Territories, recounts a story of two young people who hiked to Hidden Lake outside of Yellowknife, in Canada’s Northwest Territories:






   Suddenly, a black bear appeared, forcing the campers to climb trees. The bear ate all the food in camp, then it attempted to climb the trees in which the two campers were hiding. They managed to keep it away by striking it with branches. Finally the bear left, but the campers remained in their trees for 5 hours before making good their escape.







  If you are up a tree and a bear climbs after you, poking it in the face with a branch is a proven plan. Remember, bears climb as well as you!




  If you are attacked by a predacious black bear, fight like mad! Do not play dead with a determined black bear! Use all your might—and whatever tools (knife, ax, rock, log) you have—to fend off the attack.




  To retreat or fight: Your reaction will depend on whether the attack is defensive-aggressive or predatory. A bear in a defensive-aggressive mode is trying to protect its interests—its young or food source. Basically, the bear just wants to get you out of the way (eliminate the threat) and as quickly as possible get back to what it was doing before you appeared. In this type of attack, you are best off to play dead and thereby indicate you are no threat. The bear may rough you up some, but if you stay still, it will usually leave quickly.




  A predatory attack is another matter. Here, you are the food and you will survive only if you fight like mad. The old advice to “play dead with a grizzly and fight back with a black bear” was based on the fact that most black bear attacks are predacious while most grizzly attacks are defensive-aggressive. In any case, you will have just seconds to determine the true motive of a bear attack.




  Grizzlies




  • Grizzlies have been clocked at 45 miles per hour on flat terrain. No way can you outrun one. Grizzlies are shy animals; they will usually run away from you. Nonetheless, grizzlies are king of the hill in their domain—it’s doubtful you can bluff them. I was once charged by three grizzlies on the open tundra of Canada and I can vouch for the effectiveness of this procedure: Talk in a moderate, nonthreatening tone to the bear as you slowly back away. Do not make eye contact! Let the bear know that you made a mistake and are trying to skedaddle.




  • If the bear runs toward you, interpret this as curiosity, not a charge. Remember, bears don’t see very well, and they can’t smell you if you’re downwind.




  • When the bear is within 50 feet, drop to the ground, face down, nose in the dirt, and clasp your hands tightly behind your head. Spread your legs wide so the bear can’t turn you over easily. Note: Until recently the recommended method was to assume a tight fetal position, hands behind the head. I did this, and it worked for me. Discouraging bears is not an exact science!
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  Bears can be scary when they come into your camp. This big grizzly was just 25 feet away when the photo was snapped. Note that his ears are up and he’s listening—considering his options. We “talked” for more than a minute; then he stately walked away. Along the Fond du Lac River, northwestern Saskatchewan.




  Research by Stephen Herrero, author of Bear Attacks: Their Causes and Avoidance, suggests that the “face down” plan is best. Herrero found that the face is where most serious injury occurs. If the bear bites and claws you, try to remain quiet and passive. If the bear tries to flip you over, do a complete roll and maintain the face-down position. You will probably survive the attack.




  In case you’re wondering, “my” grizzly bear came within a dozen feet, checked me out, then hightailed it over the next hill. “Your” bear will likely do the same.




  What if you see a bear who doesn’t see you? Simply leave the area as quickly and as quietly as possible. It’s best if you don’t advertise your presence.




  Polar Bears
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Polar bears are fast on the flats, and they can swim 4 to 5 mph for hours on end in ice water. They move silently. Most people who have survived polar bear attacks said they never heard the bear or saw it coming! This photo was taken on a canoe trip at the mouth of the North Knife River where it flows into Hudson Bay.




  Good luck! These are fast on the flats and they can swim 4 or 5 mph for hours on end in ice water. They will, on rare occasions, eat human flesh. They have been known to stalk humans. Nonetheless, most polar bears will do their best to steer clear of you. It’s best you do likewise. You cannot intimidate or outrun these animals. And in their habitat there is usually no place to hide. You are at their mercy.




  I have had several scary polar bear encounters on my canoe trips to Hudson Bay. The most frightening was when a huge male bear slid down a muddy riverbank and followed my canoe across a rapid to the opposite bank. I quickly snubbed the canoe ashore, jumped out, and grabbed my rifle, praying I would not have to shoot. The bear swam to within a dozen feet of me, looked straight at me, then turned and continued downstream. It was quite a rush!




  Some General Protective Thoughts




  Bears don’t like large numbers of people. Two people are more likely to be attacked than six. If a bear comes into your camp, huddle together and spread your arms wide, so as to make a large presence. Do not throw rocks at the bear, as advised in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area training film Leave No Trace—A Wilderness Ethic. I did this once years ago, and the bear nearly had me for dinner. Regrettably, space does not permit details.




  You are safer to sleep inside a tent than on open ground, especially in grizzly country. Evidently, the big bears mistake a human in a sleeping bag for their natural food.




  Women who are menstruating may be at greater risk from bear attacks, though there is no clear evidence to support this. Stephen Herrero addresses this topic in detail in his acclaimed book Bear Attacks. Bear-wary travelers will want to read it!




  Protective Devices




  Guns




  Mention guns and wilderness trips in the same breath and some folks are apt to go ballistic. Still, if you’re traveling among dangerous bears, it may be wise to go armed.




  Shotguns




  Residents of Churchill, Manitoba, who have had lots of experience with polar bears, always carry a high-powered rifle or 12-gauge shotgun when they go out on the land. If you’re hiking or canoeing near Hudson Bay, especially after mid-July when the bears are off the ice—it’s smart to do likewise! A 12-gauge pump-action shotgun with a short “slug barrel” is a good choice. With an average velocity of 1,470 fps and 2,888 ft. lbs of energy at the muzzle, 602-grain Brenneke Black Magic slugs are the clear choice for close-range bear encounters. No other slug compares! Caution: Avoid standard slugs like those used for deer hunting—they may not stop a charging bear! Again, remember that you’ll probably get just one shot!
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 A grizzly has been sighted near this camp along the Noatak River, Alaska. The gun is a 12-gauge shotgun.




  
Rifles





  The slim, short-barreled lever action Marlin and Winchester “Guide Guns,” which are chambered for the powerful .45-70 and .450 Marlin cartridges, carry easily and stow well. My preference is a .450 Marlin Guide Gun, which I hand-load with 350-grain Swift A-frame bullets to a velocity of 1,920 fps. You don’t need high-velocity at 15–20 yards. What you do need is a big heavy bullet that won’t disintegrate at close range.




  Handguns




  It’s not easy to hit a baseball-size spot on a fast-moving target with a handgun. For this reason, you’re best off with a shotgun (with slugs) or high-powered rifle. However, a handgun can be useful if a bear attacks you while you’re in a tent.




  A bit about bullets: Be aware that most factory ammunition available at sports shops is designed for thin-skinned game like deer (it may fragment at close range if it hits a bone!) Dangerous game bullets are an absolute must!




  God forbid you should ever have to shoot a bear. But if you do you better not have a misfire—a possibility if your bullets are wet from pouring rain or a boat capsize. Military ammunition is sealed against the elements; factory ammo is just “reasonably watertight.” A thin layer of lacquer (clear nail polish) painted around the neck and primer of each cartridge will ensure ignition even in a torrential rain.




  Bear-bangers are a popular bear-deterrent device. They are fired into the air from a single-shot, pen-sized launcher and sound like a gunshot when they explode. It’s important to land/explode the “banger” between you and the bear! If you over-shoot—and you may if you don’t practice—the sound may drive the bear toward you! Bear-bangers are available at sports shops in Canada, and on the web here in the United States. Range is about 40 meters.




  Firecracker Shells




  Firecracker shells are fired from a 12-gauge shotgun. They explode on impact with a loud bang. They are available on the internet. Caution: Cracker shells can start a forest fire if they impact on dry grass!




  Plastic “Stinger” Shells and Rubber Bullets are generally available only to law enforcement and wildlife management agencies. Your local police or wildlife management department may help you find them. Experiments in the Churchill area have shown that these non-lethal slugs deter bears (without injuring them) nearly 100 percent of the time.




  Air Horn




  A compressed gas air horn like that used on small boats can be useful. I know of several occasions when charging grizzlies have stopped in their tracks at the sound of one. This said, be aware that bears are curious and very smart. What most people interpret as a “charge” is often just curiosity. Once the bear determines “what you are,” it will usually run away. An air horn alerts them.




  Pepper Spray




  Pepper spray (sometimes called “bear mace”) contains 2 percent oleoresin capsaicin and derivatives—the flaming ingredients in red pepper. If properly used, it will stop nearly all bears all the time. Herrero observed that even a dangerous mother with cubs will run away from the spray more than 80 percent of the time. Herrero did not find a single case where spraying a bear with pepper enraged it and made it more aggressive.
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Pepper spray is more effective on bears than guns! In one study of forty cases, 58 percent of humans who shot attacking bears received some injury. But only 8 percent of those who used pepper spray were harmed. Pepper spray must be available when you need it; the holster (left) is a must! The rubber band on the trigger provides “belt-and-suspenders” security.




  The large, 1-pound can sprays up to 30 feet; pocket-size models go half as far and deliver less pepper. Get the largest can you can find! A belt holster with a fast release is essential. Bear mace won’t do you any good if it’s locked away in your pack or dangling from a belt clip you can’t quickly unsnap.




  Here’s some pepper spray advice:




  • The effect on the bear may be temporary, so leave immediately after discharging the pepper. Black bears (but not grizzlies) often develop a tolerance for the spray over time. A black bear that has been sprayed before may not be discouraged when sprayed again.




  • Everyone in your group should use their spray simultaneously.




  • Be sure that the wind is not blowing in your face when you spray!




  • If possible, stand behind a tree when you spray. The tree will break the bear’s impact or at least cause it to slow down. Fire the first blast when the bear is about 10 feet away.




  • Try to spray the bear in the face when its mouth is open or it is inhaling.




  • Don’t practice with your pepper spray (or spray tents, canoes, or other objects with it) in hopes of repelling bears. The bears don’t like to be sprayed with pepper, but they do like the taste of it.




  • If you must field-test a can of pepper spray, wash it thoroughly with soap and water afterward and clean the nozzle with rubbing alcohol before you take it on a camping trip. The slightest pepper residue will attract bears. Better yet, buy a “practice can” (it doesn’t contain pepper) to perfect your aim.




  Pepper spray is legal in Canada. Still, your spray may be confiscated if the customs official believes you have no need for it. Say you’ll be camping in bear country and you should have no problem. Counter Assault and Pepper Power are the most popular brands. Get the largest size possible (at least 8 ounces/230 grams) so you’ll have enough pepper for several shots. Concealable, personal-size pepper spray containers are illegal in Canada.




  Guns or pepper spray? Dominic Domenici, a US Fish and Wildlife Service officer, believes that pepper spray is far more effective than guns. He says that in one study examining forty cases, 58 percent of humans who shot attacking bears in Wyoming and Montana (outside national parks) received some injury by the bears. But only 8 percent of those who used pepper spray were harmed.




  P.S. “Bear mace” works even better on human attackers than on bears! This said, be aware that pepper spray is not 100 percent reliable. Studies suggest that it may not work against enraged animals or seriously starved ones that are determined to eat your food (or you!). And it may not discourage a drug-enraged human attacker who is bent on destruction.




  Always remember:




  • Never approach a fresh kill or cubs.




  • Don’t sleep in fishing clothes. Clean fish away from camp. Dispose of fish entrails in the water; wash slime off your boat; establish kitchens downwind of camps.




  • Wear a hat or bandanna when cooking to reduce the accumulation (and smell) of grease in your hair. Freeze-dried foods are relatively odorless.




  • Never feed a bear.




  • If you see a bear in the distance but the bear doesn’t see you, retreat quietly. Calling attention to yourself could mark you as a target.




  Electric Bear Fence




  I’ve spent thousands of nights in bear country and I’ve never had a serious problem. Still, sleeping out when bears are about is very frightening for some people. Perhaps the most restful solution is to surround your camp with an electric bear fence. They range in size from just big enough to surround a small tent to large enough to enclose a camp. A basic backpacking model will weigh about 3 pounds and emit about 6,000 volts when touched—enough to discourage the biggest bear. Prices start at about $250 for a “tent size” model. Small fences are generally powered by D-cell batteries. Larger units may use six- or twelve-volt batteries. There are even some solar-powered options. Type “electric bear fence” on your internet search engine and you’ll be deluged with choices.
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The “Bear Shock” Electric Fence from UDAP Industries (www.bearspray.com) really works! The model pictured here weighs less than four pounds and encloses a 27 x 27-foot area.
 Mark Matheny




  
A Final Note





  Desk-bound environmentalists would have you believe that all wild animals are harmless, while Rambo survivalists will suggest otherwise. Facts indicate that you are more at risk when crossing a four-lane highway than in a face-to-face encounter with a bear. Nonetheless, some critters, like some people, are plainly crazy and quite unpredictable. So beware of the small percentage of bears who don’t share your live-and-let-live philosophy. Don’t overreact to bear encounters; just follow the recommended guidelines. And be aware that you are much safer in seldom-traveled wilderness than in heavily used national parks where bears are used to the sight of people and the taste of their garbage.




  For more information about bears, refer to the recommended reading list in appendix A.




  Ax




  The trend today is against the use of axes in the backcountry. The argument is that they are more often used to deface green trees and injure people than to produce firewood. In truth, it is not the tool that is dangerous, it is the person who wields it. Outdoor experts value a good sharp ax. They know it is much simpler to produce fire after a weeklong rain if a splitting tool of some sort is available.




  What size ax? Old-time camping books suggest use of the full-length to three-quarter ax under the guise that these are safer than the short hand ax (hatchet). Hogwash! A properly used hand ax is the safest of all edged tools. It is lighter and more compact than a large ax, and when used in conjunction with a folding saw, it will produce all the camp wood you need with surprisingly little effort.
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 The author’s favorite Gransfors axes, from top to bottom: small forest axe, wildlife hatchet, mini–belt hatchet.




  In case you’re wondering, my favorite axes are those built by Gransfors Bruk of Sweden. Every ax is hand-and hammer-forged on century-old machines and hardened to Rockwell 57C, which is harder than US axes and as hard as most good knives. Each completed ax (a work of art!) proudly bears the initials of its maker. If you cut your own firewood, consider the Gransfors splitting ax—it is superior to any US–made maul.




  The 11-ounce Gransfors mini-hatchet is my favorite for solo camping. It will outcut most axes twice its size!




  Also, check out the Council Tool US-made axes. This company has been making fine axes and fire-fighting tools since 1886. Their Wood-Craft Camp Carver, with 16" curved handle is exquisite!




  Using an Ax




  Here are the rules for safe, efficient use of the hand ax:




  1. Saw wood to be split into 12-inch lengths (see the Saw section).




  2. Use the hand ax as a splitting wedge. Do not chop with it! The folding saw performs all cutting functions.




  3. Set the ax head lightly into the end grain of the wood. One person holds the tool while a friend pounds it through with a chunk of log. When splitting very thick logs (more than 6 inches), take multiple splittings off the edges.




  4. Safety concerns: Hold the ax solidly with both hands. Allow the log hammer to do all the work.




  To Produce Kindling




  Kindling splits easiest from the end grain, a process that’s made simpler and safer if you use a stick of wood to hold the upright in place.
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 Kindling splits easiest from the end grain, a process that’s made simpler and safer if you use a stick of wood (“keeper stick”) to hold the upright in place.




  Sharpening: You’ll need a flat-mill file and a coarse (soft) natural or synthetic sharpening stone. A fine stone is required if you want a razor edge. I use the coarse stone dry (no lubricant), but I lubricate the fine hone with WD-40 or kerosene. Diamond stones should be lubricated with water. It is important to keep the hone scrupulously clean by frequently flushing its surface with light oil or water, as the case may be (don’t mix them!), to remove grit. If the lubricant becomes cloudy, it’s time to flush it clean. If you don’t, the suspended filings will dull the edge.
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Use this method to safely split short logs with a hand ax. Hold ax handle firmly with both hands while a friend uses a log chunk to pound the head on through.




  Large-pore carborundum, aluminum oxide, and diamond hones are best used dry or lubricated with water. Thick cutting oils just gum up fine-grained Arkansas and Wachita stones. I lubricate these with WD-40 or kerosene. For more tips on sharpening stones, see the discussion about sharpening hones in the Knives section of this book.




  Sharpening procedure:




  1. Drive two pegs into the ground about 4 inches apart, or use a peg and log chunk as illustrated (Figure A-1). File perpendicular to the edge. A file guard (tin can lid with hole punched in center) placed over the rat-tail handle is recommended to prevent cutting fingers.




  2. File one edge (one side of the blade) uniformly until a burr appears on the opposite edge. The burr is hard to see but easy to feel with a finger. Then file the burred edge until a burr develops on the other side of the blade (the side you first filed).




  3. Then switch to the coarse stone. For greatest safety, hold the ax blade in the palm of one hand and use a circular motion of the stone. Hone each edge uniformly until all the burrs are gone.




  4. Check for nicks: Slide a smooth wood or plastic stick very lightly along the sharpened edge—you will feel the slightest nick. If the edge feels butter smooth, you’re done.




  [image: chpt_fig_014]




  Figure A-1. Sharpening an ax




  If you want a razor-fine edge—though not essential on a working ax—switch to the fine stone and hone the knife’s edge perpendicular (no circular motion) to the stone’s edge as is recommended for sharpening knives (see photo on page 106).




  Care of the ax: Axes are forged from carbon steel so they must be kept clean, dry, and rust free. A small amount of gasoline or naphtha (Coleman fuel) will remove pitch and wood stains. Keep ax heads oiled or greased when not in use. The best rust preventative is RIG (Rust Inhibiting Grease) Universal, available from sports and gun shops. Edged tools coated with RIG may be stored for years without rusting.




  Blueing the head: Most axes have painted heads to minimize rust. For ease of maintenance and beauty, grind off the paint, buff the head, and apply cold gun blue (available at most hardware and sports shops) to the bright metal. The ax head will develop a mildly rust-resistant blue-black sheen, which is instantly restored by dabbing on more gun blue.




  Sheathing the ax: Sheaths that come with edged tools are usually too thin and flimsy for practical field service. Make your own as follows:




  1. Obtain two pieces of ⅛-inch-thick sole leather from a leather company or your shoemaker.




  2. Soak the leather in warm water until it is soft, then cut two matching pieces, as shown in the photo on the next page.




  3. Contact-cement (I suggest Weldwood contact cement) a ¼-inch-wide strip of leather all around the edge. Then rivet on a buckle or Velcro security strap and contact-cement the sheath halves together. Rivet the edges of the sheath for greatest security, or have your shoemaker sew it for you. Two-piece hammer drive rivets can be purchased from any leather-supply store. Hand axes are never carried on the belt so no belt loop is necessary.
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  The heavy sole-leather sheaths shown here require less than 1 hour to make. Leather and rivets can be purchased by mail from Tandy Leather Company.




  Making a permanently bonded head: Camping books traditionally suggest that you occasionally soak the heads of wood-handled axes in water or oil to expand the handle eye so the head won’t come loose. The “water treatment” is dreadfully temporary; oil works only marginally better. Here’s a permanent solution:




  1. Use a very blunt screwdriver or edge of a flat file as a wedge to drive the factory-installed wooden wedge tightly into the handle eye. You should be able to sink the factory wedge a full ¼ inch to ⅓ inch below the level of the steel ax head.




  2. Drive a small steel wedge solidly into the heart of the sunken wooden wedge. The steel wedge will not go in all the way, but its head must be below the level of the steel ax head.




  3. Fill the void (trench) with slow-cure or 5-minute epoxy. You now have a permanently bonded head that will never come loose.




  The Case for the Full-Size Ax




  For serious woodshed splitting, you can make a case for a full-size ax with a 3½-pound head and a 32- to 36-inch handle—but only if you don’t have a splitting maul! Given the excellent saws and splitting mauls we have today, the big ax has pretty much outlived its usefulness.




  If you want something lighter and smaller but with nearly as much power as a full-size ax, consider the three-quarter ax. This size ax is very useful for clearing trails and canoe portages.




  “Chopping” Deadwood with the Big Ax




  A large-frame bucksaw is far superior to any ax for cutting wood. But if you lose your saw or break the blade, you should know how to use an ax. Here’s a safe, efficient way to chop dead, downed wood with a full-size ax.




  1. Face the downed log and grasp the ax firmly at the pommel of the handle with one hand. Place the other hand just behind the head. Lift the ax hip-level high, then start your swing. The handle should slide through your “bit” hand (hand closest to the blade) as the blade comes down.




  2. Chop three times on one side, then reverse hand positions and chop three times on the other side (Figure A-2). This should release the chip, the width of which should roughly equal the diameter of the log. Note that if you don’t change hands when you reverse the blade angle, the bit will fly across your body—a dangerous and inefficient situation.




 
[image: chpt_fig_016]





 Figure A-2. Change sides and hands every three strokes.
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 Figure A-3. Always chop limbs from the underside.




  3. When you’ve cut halfway through the log, rotate it 180 degrees so the ax blade won’t break through to the ground where it can nick and dull.




  Splitting Logs




  Do not set logs upright on the ground to split them—the ax may bury itself into the ground and strike a rock. Instead, chop out a level “splitting” platform and split the upright log from the end grain. Some camping texts suggest that for safety’s sake, you should split logs from the side, not the end. I disagree. If you can’t hit the center of an upright log with an ax, you need practice or a more accurate friend!




  Always chop limbs from the underside, as illustrated in Figure A-3.




  Where to Store Your Ax




  Keep your ax sheathed and in a pack when it’s not being used. Never leave an ax stuck in a log—someone could trip over it! It’s better to place the ax on its side, blade tucked under a heavy log or rock, as illustrated in Figure A-4.
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  Figure A-4. The safest way to store an unsheathed ax is with the blade under a log.
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