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Backcountry Health and Hygiene 

"Shots" for Hikers 

0 ne of the major advances of 20th 
century medicine, at least as 
measured in terms of lives 

saved, has been the availability of safe 
and effective immunizations. Tetanus, 
diphtheria, polio and similar diseases, 
which killed or crippled members of our 
grandparents' generation, are almost 
unheard of today. As drug-resistant 
bacteria evolve, the usefulness of anti
biotics, another 20th century advance, 
is likely to decline. This gives immuni
zation an ever-increasing importance 
in the battle between man and microbe. 

Updating one's personal immuniza
tion status is a part of preventive health 
care. With the increasing number of 
vaccines, it is no longer possible to 
make "one size fits all" recommenda
tions. Age and disease history are ma
jor factors determining the appropriate 
immunization schedule. The potential 
for exposure to illness is another. The 
time before one sets out on an extended 
trek is an excellent opportunity to re
view vaccination status. 

All of these recommendations are 
aimed at individuals setting out for an 
extended trip in northeastern North 
America. I realize that many readers 
extend their travels well beyond· our. 
continent. Immunization (as well as 
preventive antibiotic) recommendations 
for such travel are beyond the scope of 
this column. Fortunately, there is an 
excellent resource for such travelers 
and their physicians. The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention main
tains a web site (www.cdc.gov}, from 
which one can link to a "travelers' 
health" site for up-to-date health rec
ommendations for travel anywhere. 

TETANUS 
This devastating disease results from 

contamination· of wounds with the 
causative organism. Wounds with gross 
soil contamination are a particular risk. 
These injuries, of course, are quite com
mon on wilderness treks. Fortunately, 
tetanus is almost completely prevent
able with appropriate immunization. 
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Three or more doses of the 
tetanus vaccine ("toxoid") are consid
ered a full series in an adult. If the last 
dose was administered within the past 
ten years, no further protection is re
quired after injury. The only exception 
to this is if the wound is seriously con
taminated, in which case a booster dose 
oftoxoid is administered ifthe last dose 
was more than five years ago. For the 
average backpacker, therefore, the rec
ommendation would be to receive a 
tetanus booster before a trek if it has 
been more than 10 years since the last 
booster. If definitive health care is avail
able within a few days, as is usually 
the case in the Northeast, such a rec
ommendation should confer adequate 
protection to anybody. In some parts 
of the country, however, evacuation 
from the wilderness may be a more pro
longed endeavor. Therefore, a toxoid 
dose within the last five years is cur
rently recommended by at least one 
national organization prior to travel in 
extremely remote wilderness settings. 

INFLUENZA 
Most healthy adults consider the "flu" 

little more than a prolonged cold. In fact, 
true influenza is a very serious illness, 
and h_as probably killed more people and 
changed the course of history more than 
any other disease. 

Immunization for influenza is an an
nual affair, because of the changing ecol
ogy of strains of the virus. Universal in
fluenza immunization is not recom
mended. Instead, specific at-risk groups 
are "targeted" for the vaccine. These 
groups include the elderly, those with 
chronic illnesses, and those in at-risk 
occupations (e.g. health care). To these 
groups, I would add backpackers. 

The close sleeping arrangements and 
shared cooking utensils of a typical 
camping trip make for the ideal condi
tions for spread of respiratory infections 
such as influenza. If one member of a 
group was "incubating" the virus at the 
start of the trip, it would be a simple 
matter for the disease to spread to ev-

eryone quickly. 
Consequently, for 
a trip of any more 
than a couple of days 
during the flu season, I 
highly recommend that ev-
eryone in the party be immunized. 

RABIES 
Rabies is an extraordinarily rare ill

ness in the United States, but carries a 
virtual 100 percent mortality when it 
does occur. The majority of cases in our 
country result from spreading by bats. 
Safe and effective immunization pro
cedures are now available for the pre
vention ofrabies; fortunately, these can 
be used after exposure. Currently, ra
bies immunization is recommended for 
any individual sustaining a bite from a 
wild mammalian carnivore or a bat. 
Since transmission of the virus has 
occurred after physical contact with 
bats short of actual bites, physician 
advice should be sought after any bat 
exposure. 

Certain at-risk individuals, such as 
animal workers, should receive rabies 
immunization as a routine preventive 
measure. While this is certainly not the 
case for the average hiker or back
packer, another group of outdoor en
thusiasts may be at risk. Caves are 
notorious dwellings for these critters, 
and cavers should consider "pre-expo
sure" rabies immunization. 

LYME DISEASE 
A new vaccine for the prevention of 

Lyme disease was licensed in Decem
ber 1998. This product, given as an 
initial series of three doses, appears to 
be safe and effective. While it is recom
mended for individuals who live, work 
and recreate in Lyme-endemic areas, 
whether it should be given in anticipa-
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tion of a single backpacking trip is not 
at all clear. I would suggest reviewing 
the matter with one's personal physi
cian. Regardless of immunization sta
tus, the first line of defense against this 
disease, as well as the other tick-borne 
disorders, is prevention of tick expo
sure. I discussed this in detail in a re
cent column. (Adirondac, May/June 
2000). 

Blood-borne diseases. Over the past 
decade, the health care industry has 
become exceedingly conscious of the 
potential spread of some diseases by 
contact with body fluids. This is most 
dramatically illustrated by the prolif
eration of the latex glove in hospitals, 
clinics. ambulances and similar set
tings. Interestingly, this concern has 
spilled over to the wilderness traveler. 
Latex gloves are provided in even the 
most bare-bones backcountry first aid 
kit. While I would never question cau
tion, I must confess to a mild amuse
ment watching hikers help place a 
moleskin over a friend's blister while 
wearing gloves! 

What I fmd amusing about this sce
nario is a lack of consistency. Among 
the diseases which can be spread to 
health care workers by contact with 
body fluids, one predominates: hepati
tis B. A very effective immunization is 
now available for this infection. Thus, 
it makes no sense to stick latex gloves 
into one's pack for fear of contracting 
disease on the trail without also receiv
ing an immunization against the one 
disease which it is possible to acquire. 

As I have opined in previous columns 
in this series, the yield of the "routine 
physical" in healthy adults is very 
small. In terms of potential health ben
efit, time with a physician spent review
ing immunizations is probably much 
more important than the customary 
"take a deep breath and cough." 

Dr. Bev Connelly, an infectious disease 
and immunization specialist at 
Children's Hospital in Cincinnati, pro
vided valuable help in the preparation 
of this column. 

Editor's Note: According to a 
February Associated Press 
story, the Food and Drug 
Administration has received 
reports from Lyme vaccine 
recipients that they have 
suffered possible side effects. 
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CAttADIAtt WILDERttESS TRIPS 
GUIDED AND OUTFITTED 

COAST MOUNTAINS, B.C. - baclcpaclcing - 7 days 
One of the best backpacking trips in Canada. Visit fjord-like Princess. Louisa Inlet,. Ch:atterbox Falls, 

the Bon-Bon glacier, a 1,200 year-old old growth forest, some treeless alpine meadows, 
and soak in a hot spring at the end of it all. A trip of a lifetime. 

July 8 - 14: US $950 from Vancouver International Airport, B.<;:. 

RIDEAU WATERWAY - calm water - 5 days 
The enchanting Rideau Waterway is a beautiful chain of lakes connected by locks and short canals. 

An Inn-to-Inn cairn water canoe trip. We canoe the shores of the most beautiful lakes visiting museums 
and historical sites along the way. 

May 28 - June 1: US $840 from Ste-Agathe or Smiths Falls 

HIKE SCOTLAND AND THE ISLE OF SKYE - 8 days 
Day hike the magnificent, mostly treeless, mountains while staying at youth hostels. 

May is one of the drier months, and the tourists have not yet arrived. Ben Nevis, The Cobbler, Ben Mor, the 
Five Sisters of Kintail are on the agenda. OK so itis not a Canadian trip I 

May 13 - May 20: 8 days: US $1,285 from Glasgow International Airport 

MOISIE RIVER - The Nahanni of the East - 15 days 
The famous Maisie has breath-taking scenery as it drops over 1, 700 ft. from the Quebec/Labrador taiga to the 

St. Lawrence. Many rapids, waterfalls, deep canyons and portages. The scenery is quite wondrous through 
the canyon in the mid reaches of the river. If you are looking for an exciting river, this is the one! You must 

have good whitewater canoeing skills and be in good physical condition to join us on this trip. 
August 11 - 25: 15 days: US $2,000 from Ste-Agathe-des-Monts, Quebec City or Baie Comeau. 

KATTAWAGAMI R. :..sest iiver in Ontario -12 days 
The Kattawagami flows north to James Bay and is said to be th.e best wilderness white water canoe trip in all 

of Ontario. It twists and:li8i. drops off boulders, hides behind islands and flows through jack pine forest. 
Experience native~ hospitality and entertainment plus a ride on the Polar Bear Express, 

Jull 3 -14: 12 days: US $1,480 from Ste-Agathe-des-Monts or Cochrane, Ontario. · "- ~ · 

. Prices include food, canoes, gu~de/cook, local transportation, etc. Taxes are extra. Call for itmerarie~ 

TVCKAMOR TRIPS INC. 7123 Lac Noir Road, Ste-Agathe-des-Monts, Qc., J8C 2Z8 6, ~~~ 
Tel: (819) 326-3602 ••Fax: (819) 326·8617 ••e-mail: bill@luckamor.com \\l----5 

www.tuckamor.com ~ 
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Adirondack Photo Notecards 

Hand Crafted By 
JOANNA R. DONK 

Scenes from the High Peaks, Lakes, 
Streams and Woods 

In Fine Stores Throughout The Adirondacks. 
AVAILABLE DIRECT AS CARDS 

fl\._ AND ENLARGEMENTS. 
· \ ' \I .Call for more information or write: 
\\I t ~ PO Box 11 
_ .. _ ~ ol!'f" Newcomb, . ~-' ~ :•l!J· NY12852 
~--= ~ '518-582-4601 

Nearby: Excellent Alpine and 
X-C Skiing (Jackrabbit Trailhead), 
Ice Climbing and Snowshoeing. 

Low Rates-$39 double, $34 single 
Family and weekday discounts 

Color cable including FREE movie channel! 
"A Friendly little place" 

Rt. 73, Box 159, Keene, NY 12942 
(518) 576-4551 

Your Hosts: The Baileys 

Trails End Inn~ 
t~· '\\~~ 

... In the Heart of •' 
the High Peaks ... 

Explore the High Peaks from this 1902 Adirondack Bed & 
Breakfast. The Garden and the new Rooster Comb trail 
are just out the back door. Choose from "J spacious guest 
rooms in the inn, most with private bath. Our Cottages 
sleep 2-8 and have full kitchens. Enjoy the fireplaces, wide
board pine floors, clawfoot tubs and cozy living rooms. 
Relax on the sunny porch and enjoy the wild birds as you 
savor your home-cooked -breakfast. 

-+ I /3 mile off the road in quiet mj!adows and woQds 
-+ Groups, weddings and reunions welcome 

518-5 76-9860 1-800-281-9860 
http://www.trailsendinn.com 

HC 0 I Box I 03, Keene Valley, NY 12943 
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