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Babes in the Woods 

As I WRITE IN FEBRUARY I have 
just returned from an exciting 
week of teaching and learning 
at the annual meeting of the 

Wilderness Education Association. 
Wilderness medicine and search 
and rescue ("SAR") are becoming 
frequent topics at this meeting, 
which brings together outdoor edu
cators and backcountry guides from 
all over North America. There have 
been some exciting new develop
ments in training for and execution 
of SAR recently, and it was certain
ly fascinating to learn about these 
from experts. 

On the other hand, regular read
ers will not be surprised to learn 
that I have mixed feelings about 
such developments. I have long 
maintained that the best wilderness 
first aid or search and rescue is that 
which is never needed. Discussions 
of wilderness medicine are frequent
ly heavy on "high-tech" interven
tions, to the detriment of simple 
practices that might well avoid the 
need for them. It was for that reason 
that I was particularly interested in 
some advice from the National 
Association for SAR (NASAR) on tak
ing young children into . the 
wilderness. 

Taking children hiking or camp
ing safely is certainly an effort that 
combines my dual interests in pedi
atrics and outdoor education. 
Several considerations are involved 
in deciding if a child is really ready 
for a backcountry trek, and these 
will be the subject of a subsequent 
article. Similarly, this will not be 
the place to discuss health concerns 
specific to children on camping 
trips. Instead, I will concentrate on 
some "rules" to keep children from 
becoming lost when accompanying 
their parents on treks. 

Use an adult-child "buddy sys
tem." A backcountry hike with chil
dren requires at least one adult for 
each child. Each child must have a 
specific, designated adult who 
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agrees to take on the responsibility 
of being continuously in visual con
tact with him or her. If the adult 
needs to leave the area for even a 
moment, another adult must 
assume this responsibility for the 
duration of the absence. Many trag
ic losses of children in wilderness 
settings could have been averted if 
this rule were followed com
pulsively. 

Wear bright clothing. Some people 
urge that we all move toward more 
"earthy" tones for our clothing, 
tents, packs, etc. In this case, how
ever, safety trumps aesthetics. 
Children hiking in the woods must 
be attired in bright, easy-to-spot 
clothing. 

Carry survival gear. Every child 
heading out on even a day hike 
must carry a daypack. If the child is 
unable or unwilling to do so, par
ents should have second thoughts 
about the entire trip. This pack 
should contain a few simple items: 
warm clothing, rain gear, a favorite 
toy, some snack foods (cereal bars, 
for example}, a water bottle, a flash
light, and a whistle. Take a few 
moments befori: . setting out on the 
hike to go over the contents of this 
daypack with the child, and discuss 
the importance of each item. 

Teach some basic survival skills 
before · heading into the woods. 
Obviously, one does not want to 
frighten a child needlessly. Yet, 
some basic instruction in safe con
duct is always appropriate. Of all of 
these, the most important by far is 
to stop, sit, and wait if ever separat
ed from the rest of the family. The 
use of the whistle for signaling, as 
well as the importance of listening 
for someone else's whistle, should 
also be stressed. Children must be 
taught respect for wildlife and to 
keep their distance. If they hear 
noises while separated from the 
group, they should be encouraged 
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to shout or blow their whistle; ani
mals will be frightened away, while 
humans will locate the child. 

Be sensitive to the child's comfort. 
In our understandable enthusiasm 
to introduce our children to an 
activity we love, there is a chance 
that we may push them to the limits 
of their physical abilities. A child 
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who is tired, cold, thirsty, or hungry 
will not enjoy the hiking experience. 
In the long run, this might well turn 
him or her off to later wilderness 
pursuits. In the short term, such 
an uncomfortable child may be 
more likely to disregard rules, wan
der, and not think clearly when sep
arated from the adults. Never hesi
tate to terminate a trip early; there 
will always be another day! 

-Thomas R. Welch. M.D. 

For information about this or other 
backcountry topics, visit Dr. Welch 
on the Web at 
<www.adirondoc.com>, or contact 
him at info@adirondoc.com 
Information about upcoming courses 
he will be teaching in Alaska is also 
available through this site. 
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