
Be fit.
Carrying a pack over Adirondack
trails is a major undertaking, requir-
ing cardiovascular fitness and
strength. Undertaking a trek for
which one is not physically prepared
is not only an invitation to disaster;
it can make what should be a won-
drous experience into a nightmare.
There is a lot of information about
physical preparation on my Web site
(www.adirondoc.com), and a few
points deserve emphasis.

Cardiovascular fitness—capacity
of the heart and lungs to sustain the
rigors of mountain travel—is
achieved only by regular vigorous
aerobic exercise. “Regular” means
exercise lasting 20 to 30 minutes,
three or four times a week. There are
complex formulae defining “vigor-

ous” by changes in pulse, but a sim-
ple rule is that vigorous exercise usu-
ally makes you conscious of your
heartbeat, causes you to sweat, and
makes it difficult to converse. One
can get such activity from jogging,
speed walking, swimming, cycling,
jumping rope, or some games such
as tennis. Indoors, there are other
options, including treadmills, ski
machines, stationary bikes, ellipti-
cals, and stair climbers. 

Unless one chooses to lift weights,
the simplest way of achieving the leg
strength requisite for comfortable
mountain travel is hill running, or
simple stair climbing. 

How does one know if his or her
fitness level is ready for backpacking?
Unfortunately, there is no simple
answer, since there is no other activi-
ty exactly like it. Experience tells me
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that one should be able to do a hike
without pack over similar terrain for
about one and a half times the
hoped-for daily backpacking dis-
tance. So, for example, the backpack-
er who plans to start a trip packing
into Panther Gorge from Elk Lake
should be able to make a comfort-
able day hike up and down Dix. 

Be ready.
Backpacking isn’t rocket science, but
it also is not something one can
learn from reading books or watch-
ing videos. There is a lot of high-tech
gear available today, but none of it
replaces the development and nur-
turing of basic skills, coupled with
judgment and decision-making abil-
ity. This is not only for the safety and
comfort of the user of the wilderness,
but also for the preservation of the

wilderness itself. 
Fortunately, there are

a lot of ways to learn
these skills for those
who do not have expe-
rienced friends to men-
tor them. Many New
York colleges offer
excellent courses in
backcountry technique,
and some make these
available to non-
matriculated students.
Local organizations,
including ADK chap-
ters, offer guided treks
for all levels of back-
packers. Finally, three
national organizations
offer advanced skill
training throughout the
United States. Anyone
really serious about backpacking
should consider a course through the
Wilderness Education Association
(www.weainfo.org), Outward Bound
(www.outwardbound.org), or the
National Outdoor Leadership
School (www.nols.edu). 

Be warm and dry.
It sounds simple, but keeping warm
and dry is one of the most important
personal maintenance considera-
tions in the backcountry. Once one
has the misfortune of getting clothes,
sleeping bag, or tent interior wet,
there are few good options in the
field other than a couple of 80º
cloudless days. Study of some wilder-
ness disasters shows that many begin
with an individual getting wet. 

While there are a host of new
high-tech solutions to dampness and
cold, none of these are worth any-
thing without knowing how to use
them properly—which takes us back
to the previous point. Modern four-
season expedition tents, for example,
are simply amazing in their ability to
maintain dryness in the harshest
conditions. There are, however, tricks
to pitching them that cannot be mas-
tered from instruction manuals
alone. I would not dream of taking a
new tent on a trek without testing it

in a couple of driving
rainstorms in my back
yard.

Be hydrated.
The quantities of water
one can lose during
backpacking are im -
mense—measured in
quarts for the average
adult. This is not all
sweat; there is apprecia-
ble water vapor lost in
exhaled air as well as
evaporative losses from
skin. Within a couple of
days of mountain back-
packing, most individu-
als will be a bit behind
in water balance. This
mild dehydration con-

tributes to fatigue and headache, and
substantially increases the risk of
both “heat exhaustion” and hypo -
thermia. 

You can find plenty of “rules”
about the quantity of water to con-
sume on a trek; all are bogus.
Differences in individual metabo-
lism make it impossible to cite a spe-
cific amount of water consumption
as a goal. 

A far better option is to pay atten-
tion to your own body. Folks who
are well-hydrated make large
amounts of clear (dilute) urine. If
you do not feel the need to urinate
right after getting out of your tent in
the morning, or if your urine is dark
yellow (concentrated), you are not
taking in enough water, no matter
how many liters you have consumed.
Drink until the liquid that comes out
is nearly as clear as it was going in.

No discussion of hydration is
complete without mentioning water
treatment. Suffice it to say that the
most current scholarship in the med-
ical and wilderness education litera-
ture suggests that fears about back-
country water safety have been vastly
overblown. My friend Tod Schimelp -
fenig, risk management director for
the National Outdoor Leadership
School (NOLS), recently told me
about a chap in New Mexico who
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became lost on a trek. His
water filter broken, he was
nearly dead from dehydra-
tion when finally found—
despite being around
plenty of water sources.
While there may be dis-
agreement about the dan-
gers of consuming un -
treated water, there is no
controversy about the risks
of not drinking any! If you
feel compelled to treat
some water, don’t rely on
expensive, cumbersome
technology—simple halogen-based
systems (e.g. Polar Pure or
Aquamira) work fine without mov-
ing parts!

Be fed.
Backpacking burns a lot of calories.
In fact, it burns a lot more calories
than you are used to consuming in a
typical day. Most folks develop a
slight mismatch between caloric
expenditure and intake, at least dur-
ing the first few days of a trek. After a
point, however, if one is not taking
in enough calories to replace what is
being burned, the body begins living
off fat stores, producing a condition
called ketosis. While ketosis is not
too harmful, it can contribute to a
generally unpleasant feeling, and
may even depress appetite, worsen-
ing the situation.

Choosing a diet for backpacking is
the ultimate in “personal decision-
making,” but there are a few general
guidelines. The foods with the great-
est caloric density (medspeak for
“bang for the buck”) are those with
fat content. This means nuts, seeds,
cheeses, and the generous use of
cooking oil. 

A nutritional item too infrequent-
ly considered in planning backpack-
ing menus is fiber. The typical
American diet is already low in this
nutrient, and the highly refined
items favored by a lot of campers
(e.g. pasta, rice) are largely devoid of
fiber. Why does this matter? For a
trek of a day or two, it probably
doesn’t. Beyond a few days, however,

low fiber is a set-up for,
eh, irregularity. The most
common reason I find for
abdominal pain among
folks I take into the
wilderness is constipa-
tion. Making sure that the
diet has plenty of fiber
(e.g. dried fruits, dried
beans, whole grain cere-
als, dark breads) is a good
way to avoid this prob-
lem.

Finally, if you become
serious about backpack-

ing, move beyond the specialty
“food” items in gear stores. Learn to
cook with and carry basic ingredi-
ents, and enjoy the mastery of turn-
ing flour, cornmeal, cous cous, and
dried nuts, fruits, and beans into
hearty meals. Beyond cost, environ-
mental impact, and health, there is a
very practical reason for this change
in the high peaks. One can get a lot
more food into a bear-resistant food
container using bags of basic ingredi-
ents than with those over-packaged
backpacker meals!

Be clean.
No question about this one. Diseases
are spread easily in the backcountry.
They are not spread by contaminated
water but by contaminated hands.
Unless one is on a solo trek, there
must be an expectation of careful
handwashing or the use of alcohol-
based gels before all meals and after
defecation. This is a group safety
issue, which requires the buy-in of
everyone on the trip. 

Be centered.
Morgan Hite, a well-known NOLS
instructor, refers to “mental hygiene”
as a set of competencies that go
beyond skills and gear. These compe-
tencies are central to the safe enjoy-
ment of the wilderness, and they
only come with experience. 

“Centeredness” begins with a
sense of geographic awareness. At
any time, one should be able to place
oneself precisely on a map and know

What do I want in
my first aid kit?

Pick up any wilderness first aid
book, and you will find some-
where a “definitive” list of the

appropriate contents of a backcoun-
try first aid kit. Virtually all such lists
are based on nothing more than the
opinion of the author. Fortunately,
there are very good data speaking to
this question, which just happen to
be based upon a publication in the
medical literature dealing with the
first aid needs of Adirondack back-
packers (Wilderness and Environ -
mental Medicine 1997 Aug. 8 (3):148-
51). These suggestions are based
upon that article, grouped according
to common problems with some
overlap. Information on the use of
these items is available in a host of
excellent texts, and in articles avail-
able on my Web site, 
www.adirondoc.com. 

• Blister care: tincture of benzoin,
moleskin, 1” and 2” cloth adhesive
tape, Spenco 2nd skin pads. (These
items are so frequently used I keep
them together in a separate bag in my
first aid kit.)

• Bone and joint injuries: 3” elas-
tic wrap, Sam Splint, 200 mg ibupro-
fen tablets. (In virtually every major
database, the leading cause of evacua-
tion from the backcountry for injury is a
sprained ankle.)

• Wound care: adhesive bandages
(“Band-Aids”), topic antibiotic oint-
ment (e.g. Polysporin), irrigation
syringe, 4” x 4” sterile gauze pads,
woven gauze wrap (e.g. Kerlex)

• Additional OTC medications:
bismuth subsalicylate (“Pepto
Bismol”), 1% hydrocortisone
cream, diphenhydramine capsules
(Benadryl).

• Additional equipment: ther-
mometer, bandage scissors, medical
quality (ophthalmic) tweezers for
foreign body removal
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the cardinal directions from the loca-
tion, the nearest water, upcoming
topography, and time remaining
until darkness. Early in one’s wilder-
ness career, this awareness comes
from rote repetition; at some beauti-
ful moment, however, it becomes
intuitive. 

Centeredness also includes self-
awareness: the mild tingling in the
heel that presages a blister or the
many hours since urination that sig-
nal mild dehydration. Paying atten-
tion to these signals requires con-
scious effort early in one’s backpack-
ing career—an effort sometimes rein-
forced after experiencing the conse-
quences of signals ignored. The cen-
tered wilderness traveler processes
and acts upon these signals almost
unconsciously.

The centered backpacker lives sim-
ply, eventually settling on a very lim-
ited selection of gear, and then
comes to know that gear inside and
out—precisely where it is at any
given moment, how it works, how to
maintain it, how to fix it—coming to
see gear as an extension of the self,
approaching Wendell Berry’s notion
of becoming a “true materialist.”

Have fun.
Life has enough trials and tribula-
tions—enjoying the backcountry
should be an antidote to these, not
another one of them. Good plan-
ning, solid skills, and appropriate
gear should provide the satisfaction
of enjoying anything the wilderness
can throw at you. The experience of
enjoying the backcountry without it
harming you (or you harming it) is
profound. 

Tom Welch, MD, is professor and chair
of pediatrics at Upstate Medical
University in Syracuse. He is a licensed
New York State guide and a certifying
instructor for the Wilderness Education
Association. He regularly teaches field
courses and guides groups in New York,
Montana, and Alaska. Detailed infor-
mation on the material in this article
can be found on his Web site,
www.adirondoc.com. 

National Trails Day
CELEBRATION OF THE

NORTHVILLE–PLACID TRAIL
SATURDAY, JUNE 5, 2010, 8 AM–4 PM

School Trail (TIL): Trail starts behind
the Indian Lake School and climbs up
Crow Hill. A new waterbar will be built
and existing waterbars will be cleaned
out.  

Wakely Mountain Trail (MRPWF):
Trail starts near the end of the Cedar
River road. One or two rock waterbars
will be built and existing waterbars will
be maintained.

Northville–Placid Trail (BRWA): A
series of foot bridges will be assembled
on a section of the reroute that was built
last season. Bridge material will need to
be carried a short distance to the work
site.

Cascade Pond (BRWA): The main
focus will be to relocate and dig a new
hole for the pit privy that is near the Cas -
cade Pond lean-to. If there is time, the
trail will be sidecut towards the N–P Trail.

Sucker Brook Trail (WCLWA): A sec-
tion of this trail that leads to the N-P
Trail will be rehabilitated. Mark ers will be
added where needed.

Puffer Pond Trail (SPWA): Starting at

Kings Flow, the trail will be improved
and cleared.

Northville–Placid Trail (BMWF):
Beginning near the north end of Tirrell
Pond a crew will sidecut this section of
trail that is heavily overgrown.

Northville–Placid Trail (BRWA): This
will be a hike-through of the section of
the trail that was rerouted in 2009. Some
light trail work will be completed along
the route. This crew will hike over 12
miles and will need to maintain at least
a 2 mile per hour pace for the duration
of the hike.

Après–National Trails Day Event
WHERE: Indian Lake, Byron Park
WHEN: Saturday, June 5, 5 PM–9 PM
WHAT: Celebration, including dinner,
music, t-shirts, and raffles

Free camping: Lake Durant State
Camp ground is  offering free camping to
all National Trails Day participants Friday
and Saturday nights. 

Partners and Spon sors (to date):
NYSDEC Region 5 and RMG Enterprises.
Volunteer Sponsor: Wild River Press.

INDIAN LAKE, NEW YORK
Meet at designated trailheads located in: Blue Mountain (BMWF)
and Moose River Plains (MRPWF) Wild Forests; Blue Ridge (BRWA),
Siamese Ponds (SPWA), and West Canada Lakes (WCLWA)
Wilderness Areas; or Town of Indian Lake (TIL).

TRAIL PROJECTS:

TO SIGN UP FOR A PROJECT:

518-523-3441 or visit www.adk.org
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