

[image: ]






“This is the most important environmental book of the decade [1989].”

—W. David Laird, Books of the Southwest




“Hey, this is the real shit.”

—the late, great Galen Rowell, photographer and author




“It’s something we all feel qualified to do, yet never talk about … For once, we get good tips on how to keep campsites clean while maintaining modesty and comfort.”

— Outside




“Doesn’t take the reader long to get used to THAT word, or to concede that the well-prepared book is a critical woodcraft manual.”

—Lee Straight, BC Outdoors




“Meyer’s little book should be essential reading for everyone who goes into the outdoors. It should be given to everyone who takes part in any outdoors adventure course and it should be on the curriculum of every school where outdoor education is taught.”

—Cameron McNeish, www.cameronmcneish.co.uk




“This well-written little manual deals factually and honestly with all the problems of personal sanitation in the out-of-doors.”

—Robert Fulghum, Seattle Times




“There is no easy way to say this: You have to learn how to properly defecate in the woods.… Fortunately, former river guide Kathleen Meyer is less squeamish than the rest of us, and has written an authoritative and entertaining book.”

— USA Today




“Meyer leaves no stones unturned explaining the dos and don’ts of proper excretory techniques.”

—Roger Vargo, www.4x4now.com




“The ultimate title in the genre.”

— Penthouse




“This is a great book! I wholeheartedly agree with Ms. Meyer’s environmental concerns.…”

—Linda Svendsen, director, Boojum Expeditions
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In tribute to Father and his unorthodox ways;
he would have approved of this subject.

In memory of Uncle Ernie,
the only other rebel-writer in the family,
who inspired and delighted me with his letters
for so many years.

In fond remembrance of Suzanne Lipsett 
and dear Phil Wood.

Always for my Patricio.
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Someone recently said, “This is the shortest book with the longest acknowledgments.” That it is, and lengthening with each edition. Yet the biggest bulk of contributors are not even mentioned. The chapters that follow emerged through the course of my collecting stories that generically belong to many. What else can I say?

A quick look at the list below brings home to me the emotional airlift it took to become a first-time author with shit for a subject. Untold thanks go out to the following people:

Jon Runnestrand, who never failed to reaffirm my choice of untrodden paths, reminding me to—above all else in the face of disaster—keep rowing!
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Sal Glynn—the man who might have become a great saucier, had he not ended up a superior editor.

Veronica Randall, who not only rendered her unparalleled editorial expertise at full tilt boogie but donned, agiley, the old farm harness and away we went—a galloping team.
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Robert Stricker, my agent and a dear man, for beating down my door and making everything happen and happen and happen. And Ten Speed Press and Crown Books and Random House for a thoroughly enjoyable publishing experience.
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As this book goes to print, news has reached me about the untimely death of James “Walkin’ Jim” Stoltz. In tribute to him, please take a quiet moment to bask in the wealth of inspiration and goodness he brought to this planet.




I dyde shyte thre grete toordes.

—Fables of Aesop, Caxton Translation, Vol. 15, 1484

Thou shalt have a place also without the camp, where thou shalt go forth abroad: And thou shalt have a paddle upon thy weapon; and it shall be when thou shalt ease thyself abroad, thou shalt dig therewith, and thou shalt turn back, and cover that which cometh from thee.

—Deuteronomy 23:12–13


Third Edition Preface

With How to Shit in the Woods coming into its against-all-odds, twenty-first year of life, I’ve begun to think of it as finally legal—amazing even myself. When long ago I set about scribbling the first chapter, everyone but a few friends had counseled that “shit” would be no word for a cover, no word for a bookstore window—I should title it When Nature Calls. “Too blah,” I’d muttered, “too esoteric.” Then, in fact, numerous publishers refused to touch the manuscript, as if it off-gassed whiffles of the real stuff. Even divisions of Random House (who, in a bit of irony, have recently acquired the rights) all passed on it. But driven, as I was, by the sight of desecrated beaches and woodland paths over sixteen years of guiding whitewater rafting trips, and with no background in writing, the voice that kept bubbling up from within was one of directness. My mission, as it were, became to haul this taboo topic into the light of day. (Nuances of my original struggle with terminology and title are discussed in the Author’s Note.)

As it turned out, when finally in print, the guide in all its shitty glory shot out the gate at the Frankfurt Book Fair, running away with Bookseller magazine’s prize for “Oddest Book Title of the Year,” and the next thing I knew—well, nearly—it had become a training aid for the respectable likes of scout troops, outdoor schools, and inner city wilderness programs; for rangers with the U.S. Forest Service, National Park Service, and Bureau of Land Management; for whitewater rafting guides; and for members of the military. Seven languages later now, sales have passed 2.5 million. Word filters back that copies have been spotted gracing a library shelf at McMurdo Station, Antarctica; selling in a country store north of the Arctic Circle; bedecking a bookstore in South Africa and a B&B in Scotland. How to Shit has traveled the world—from South Africa to Zimbabwe, to New Zealand, Australia, Malaysia, Japan, Canada’s Northwest Territories, Ireland, Scotland, England, Denmark, Poland, Spain, France, Germany, Estonia, Slovenia, and India. Since that blustery December day in 1989, when Phil Wood and George Young at Ten Speed Press committed to unveiling—front and center—a scatological expletive, squatting down to shit in this ol’ world hasn’t been the same.

Because of the scandalous nature of the title, with the first printing, Ten Speed’s clever marketing department offered a choice in covers: the one you hold now and a rendition with a bleeped-out scatological expletive, how to s--- in the woods, its lowercase black lettering set on a green sprig of mountain maple against (I’ve always thought) a rather pee-yellow background. Yet, from title pages onward, identical books. Let the public decide where their sensibilities lie! And decide they rapidly did.

In 1993, a federal multi-agency task force, bearing the appellation Human Waste Management of Federal Lands, was set up to probe the problem and raise awareness. LuVerne Grussing of Idaho’s Bureau of Land Management (BLM) directed the effort. I spoke to Grussing that year, in preparation for my second edition, but it wasn’t until 2010, when I looked him up again, that I heard the entire story. The task force had grown inadvertently out of a river trip. Cy Jamison, then BLM’s national director, was on that trip and happened, at its end, to witness the group’s carefully bagged-up excrement being slipped into the dumpster of a country store. (This was the ugly gap in disposal I’d written about in my first edition, suggesting that the U.S. Forest Service might be the entity to address it.) Participants in the task force made an impressive group indeed: the U.S. Forest Service, BLM, National Park Service, U.S. Fish & Wildlife, Bureau of Reclamation, Environmental Protection Agency, and, of all things, NASA, who had their own poo puzzlements.

Meanwhile, the very subject of bodily eliminations leapt onto the charming plain of children’s books: Everyone Poops, by Japanese author Taro Gomi; The Gas We Pass: The Story of Farts, by Japanese author Shinta Cho; and, adorable, The Story of the Little Mole Who Went in Search of Whodunit [Who, pray tell, pooped on his head?], by German author Werner Holzwarth. And this, of course, is where all successful movements need to begin, with the wee ones.

Then one morning, my fax machine spewed out a page with this bold letterhead: Japan Toilet Association. A practical joke from a ribald friend? Rather, an official invitation—below which flowed the hand-brushed character of one Secretary General Koo Ue—to follow Shit’s Japanese translation to Toyama, on the Sea of Japan, and deliver a keynote address at the third International Toilet Symposium/Expo, headlined “Toilets and the Environment, 1996.” The event’s 28 countries and 800 attendees marked the first major gathering to examine problems of human waste management in (oxymoron that it is) high-use wilderness. My interpreters whisked me off on the train to Unazuki, the hot springs resort town where a tramway carries hikers high into the Japan Alps. The next morning, I spoke to 150 keepers of the mountains, sharing the latest in techniques for packing-it-out. Japan is to be roundly applauded for spearheading a worldwide bathroom-and-sanitation revolution. A small study group who called themselves Toiletopia had been meeting for fifteen years when they founded JTA, in 1985, and adopted the ambitious goal to make safe, keep clean, and beautify Japan’s public toilets. And then the world’s.

The practice of packing-it-out looms large again in this edition. Whitewater boaters, sea kayakers, and cavers—long the stars—have been joined by hunters, four-wheelers, backpackers, canoeists, and big wall climbers. But leading the herd in twenty-first-century packing-it-out (with concerns about aesthetics, sanitation, disease, and pollution) are mountaineers. In July 2010, the American Alpine Club hosted the conference “Exit Strategies: Managing Human Waste in the Wild” at the American Mountaineering Center in Golden, Colorado. It was the first international conference of its kind in the U.S., and twelve countries were in attendance. I felt nothing but humbled and privileged to find myself among a group with such passion and dedication. All the conference presentations will become available online. Look to my website for the links (www.KathleenintheWoods.net).

In our heavily trafficked wild areas—be they places of jumping waters or serpentine trails, snowy slopes or rocky terrain—the prevailing shift is toward regulated packing-it-out. To hear of a charmed soul taking care of her own leavings, willingly (minus rules), always warms my heart. Ponder this: Are we a species willing to clip a small container of excreta to our backpacks, or are we more an animal prone to paying taxes for wilderness police? Airport security at every trailhead?

And then, I believe we have one more step, a tough one perhaps. To discuss it, I propose we step out into the sunshine.

Climate crises are upon us, everywhere. Each season turning more radical, more violent. The earth, scientists say, is headed toward regions of drastic wet and dry. Within these pages, you’ll meet Kevin McCoy and Kevin Hoskins of Oregon’s BLM, who have dry toilet futures pretty well figured out—all but the final composting. For that, help is here in the form of a book we all ought to be reading, the Humanure Handbook: A Guide to Composting Human Manure by Joseph Jenkins (www.josephjenkins.com). A friendly scientific treatise, it’s based on thirty-five years of raising a family of six children on a household waterless bucket system, each deposit covered with a scoop of sawdust—or, if you don’t live among Pennsylvania hardwoods, then something on the order of peat moss or rice hulls. Year after year, the Jenkins’ cured humanure—with its pathogens baked out; with no plastic bags; no chemical powders; no municipal sewer toxins; no fuel expenditure (but for a once-a-week stroll outside to empty a bucket or two); no big expense; and, best of all, no odor—is transferred from its elegant backyard bin, the Humanure Hacienda, to the family’s organic vegetable garden and orchard. Recently, Jenkins has been teaching humanure composting in Haiti, helping in the aftermath of the earthquake. His mantra: “Human waste is a thing of the past.”

Was that a laugh? Or a whimper? Well then, cut it out! It’s with waterless toilet systems that we’ll have a chance of preserving enough clean, fresh water for the essentials of drinking, cooking, and washing. And there’s nothing to stop us from carrying this practice into the backcountry, with composting sites near trailheads and take-outs.

Come to find out, my blind groping to report on this subject, to offer permission to talk out loud about it, has been of some help, although I can’t claim all the credit for instigating modern casual potty talk. Long before me, people were mulling over the accumulation problem. Today, many others tote the load. Still, with my fairly well having owned the written subject and worn the moniker “Shit Lady” for nigh on a third of my life, I revel in the company and reassurance that it’s not just my mind that’s startlingly awash in whizzing and crapping matters. A steadily rising global consciousness is a delight to behold.

Lamentably, the story of shitting in the woods is not finished. The fouling of our precious little backcountry, highest peaks, and sunniest beaches is a plague by no means wholly remedied. Reports of revile flood back to me. Sewage yet flows into streets, rivers, and seas. Here at home, wilderness rangers tell of encountering human excrement strung all over campsites. And evermore far-flung, pristine corners of the globe keep on opening to bevies of squatting adventurers. The recent converts to outdoor sojourning and new generations coming along are always in need of guidance and inspiration, and let’s not forget comforting.

Should you be a person who—sheerly out of dread of the “complete wilderness experience”—tends to remain longingly planted at the edge of a forest others are hiking, on the bank of a river others are floating, I urge you, instead, to … READ ON.
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