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  Hiking with friends adds a layer of experience and skill while building camaraderie. Hikers head into Colorado’s Collegiate Peaks in Chaffee County. PHOTO BY OTINA FOX
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  Depending on the water depth, temperature, current, and creek bed terrain, stream crossings can vary from tricky to dangerous. On her way to Wind River Peak in Wyoming’s Wind River Range, Jean Aschenbrenner hangs her boots around her neck, dons Tevas, and uses her trekking poles for balance. PHOTO BY KEN NOLAN
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  Backcountry goals motivate you to get out more, go farther, and go higher. Otina Fox skins toward the east face of Colorado’s Huron Peak on her quest to ski all of that state’s 14,000-foot peaks. PHOTO COURTESY OF OTINA FOX


  Introduction


  WHEN I WROTE the first book proposal for Woman in the Wild in 2011, I couldn’t get a publisher. I was told the market was too small. Women aren’t really interested in the outdoors, they said. You need a broader market. That didn’t make sense to me because I was interested, and I was seeing other women hiking the trails, climbing the crags, and scrambling to mountaintops. But their numbers were still low, and I wondered why. Why weren’t there as many women as men in the wild?


  Fortunately, I got a contract for another book, and then another, and another—guidebooks to Colorado’s hot springs, waterfalls, and mountains. After the books were published, libraries and visitor centers invited me to do presentations. So I did. And I noticed something about my audiences: They were almost all women. If so many women were interested in getting outside, why weren’t more of them out there?


  Talking to them after the presentations, I got my answer. They wanted to explore the backcountry, but they didn’t know where to start. Some had joined hiking groups that hadn’t worked out. The people who ran them tended to take a militant approach to the whole experience. There was an overriding sense of competition, with the experienced members held in high regard, while people new to the outdoors were looked down on and even castigated for not learning the skills fast enough, not being strong enough, or not being fast enough. These women didn’t want to compete—they just wanted to learn how to enjoy the backcountry safely and without getting lost. I believed them, because I’d encountered similar situations when I started out: hiking groups led by gruff, overbearing taskmasters who thought their job was to whip you into shape and put you down when you didn’t measure up to their standards. I was lucky enough to find people who didn’t treat women this way, or I, too, may have given up on the backcountry.


  Another issue some women had was not having anyone in these groups to ask about sensitive topics, like how to go to the bathroom outside or deal with their period. In fact, they didn’t even know who to ask for advice on benign subjects like hair and skin care and personal hygiene on long trips. Men didn’t deal with these things, it seemed, and other women tended to shame them for even asking. The unspoken message was, “Woman up! If you want to enjoy the backcountry, start acting like a man or else stay home.”


  Outside of groups and clubs, the information women wanted was scattered in books and internet articles, but there was no one place to find the answers to their questions. Much of what was available was sorely behind the times. I knew this was true, because when I wrote that first book proposal in 2011, I had researched the “competition.” Most of the books were written for men, and the women’s books were packed with camping recipes, games to play with your kids, and tips for looking good for your man.


  By 2019, the outdoor industry was starting to come around, but I still heard from women who wanted a reliable source of backcountry information. And I still didn’t have a contract for this book. At the Outdoor Retailer Winter Show in Denver, a conversation changed that. Someone from a publishing house asked me how I got into guidebook writing, and I told him about my proposal—and how it had bombed. He asked if I’d mind him mentioning the book idea to an editor friend. A few weeks later, I had a contract with FalconGuides.


  I learned about the backcountry by taking a lot of courses, reading a lot of books, and through decades of experience. I had some terrific mentors along the way. And I finally wrote down what I know to help other women, sharing the knowledge I’ve gained from hundreds of hikes, climbs, and mountaineering adventures in this book.


  The first section, Backcountry Essentials, covers the basics like finding places to go and people to go with. There are chapters on clothing, gear, packing for a trip, and camping and cooking. You in the Wild covers the personal stuff: nutrition, hydration, and hygiene. There are chapters on staying healthy and what to do if you get sick or injured. Next is the technical section, Pushing Off, which explains how to use a map and compass and other navigational tools. You’ll also learn about the different types of terrain and weather you might run into, how to be a responsible citizen out there, and how to stay out of trouble. Reaching New Heights is packed with ideas for taking your adventures to a new level with training, leadership skills, working toward goals, planning your own trips, and setting yourself up for success. Finally, Next Steps introduces high-altitude mountaineering, winter hiking and camping, glacier travel, rock climbing, ice climbing, and international trips. These advanced topics each deserve their own books. You will need more instruction to pursue the technically demanding activities, but there is enough information to whet your appetite for adventure and encourage you to keep learning and practicing to go as big, hard, and high as you want.


  Sprinkled among the chapters are profiles of women in the wild who enjoy the backcountry as much as I do—maybe more. These are not professional athletes. They’re women like you and me, with families, careers, and a passion for the wild.


  I’m not an athlete. In fact, I flunked gym in high school and smoked cigarettes for years. But once I discovered backcountry travel, everything changed. I got in shape, and finally quit smoking while training for an unguided trip with seven men up Mount Rainier. The thought of causing my rope team to turn around short of the summit because I wasn’t fit enough to continue motivated me to quit. I gave up smoking, trained hard, did the climb, and never looked back. I did other hikes, climbs, and mountaineering trips, too, with friends, mentors, and solo. I got up high in Colorado, Wyoming, Utah, and California, and traveled to Mexico and South America to climb even higher. I still have many more adventures ahead, but I had to write this book first so other women can learn from my experiences.


  This book will give you everything you need to get started in the back-country, and lots of insider info from someone who’s been there. But it’s just the beginning. Once you take steps to become a woman in the wild, you’ll want to seek your own experiences. Read more, take courses, and find people to learn with, and from. And get out there. Because a woman in the wild is the best kind of woman to be.
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  The author on the approach to Vermilion Peak, the highpoint of San Juan County, Colorado.




  BACKCOUNTRY ESSENTIALS
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  Caroline Moore takes in views of Grizzly Peak D after descending the northwest ridge of Lenawee Mountain above Arapahoe Basin, Colorado. PHOTO BY OTINA FOX




  [image: chpt_fig_003]

  Daria Holler gets into the backcountry as often as she can and often guides others in the Wind River Range and Grand Canyon. PHOTO BY AUSTIN HOLLER




  CHAPTER 1


  GETTING STARTED


  YOUR REASONS for being in the wild are up to you. You might have a destination in mind. Maybe you want to get some outdoor exercise. You could be looking to make new friends around a healthy activity. If you’re new to the wild, think about why you want to get out there and what you want to gain from the experience.


  If you have less than a day to get out, consider a day hike, where you drive to the trailhead, hike, and drive home. Or you can stay at a campground and enjoy car camping. If you’re looking to do multiday hikes, you can try backpacking, where you carry more gear, set up a tent every night, and prepare your own food. In this chapter, we’ll talk about the basics—where and when to hike and who’s going to join you on your outings.


  YOUR BACKCOUNTRY BUDDIES


  Some women treasure the solitude and independence of hiking alone. Others prefer the companionship, shared expertise, and safety of going with others. The company you keep on the trail can have a major impact on your experience.


  Hiking with Other People


  Hiking with others adds another layer of knowledge and skill. You and your hiking buddies share responsibilities such as trip planning, driving, route finding, and carrying shared gear. If you’re camping with other people, you can work together to filter water, set up tents, and cook meals. When you’re starting out, look at your circle of friends to see who would be interested in taking this journey with you. No matter how many books you read—including this one—nothing beats the skills gained from actual hiking and camping trips.


  You can also join a hiking group. The American Hiking Society’s Alliance of Hiking Organizations is a network of various land, trail, and hiking groups and clubs that cater to hikers at all experience levels. The Sierra Club has chapters around the country that offer local and international trips. Joining a local hikers’ Meetup or Facebook group is another way to find people in your area to hike with, and many outdoor websites have threads dedicated to locating hiking buddies.


  Organized hiking groups often stipulate a minimum number of people on an outing. Some groups require at least four hikers so that if one gets sick or injured, a second person can stay with them while the other two go for help. This way, no one person is ever alone. Groups may require a hike leader to guide the group and a secondary leader to ensure that no one is left behind. Who you hike with is a personal decision, but consider your health, experience, and level of comfort with your choice. You might start off by going with an organized group and getting to know the people in it. Later, you and others within the group who have similar outdoor goals may form your own informal hiking partnership or group.


  Solo Hiking


  When you hike by yourself, you have to make all the decisions about where to go, how to get there, and when to turn around. You are solely responsible for your own safety. Self-sufficiency is a good skill to have, but it is especially critical for people who hike solo. If you get sick or injured, you have to take care of yourself. The hiking experience is different, too. There’s no conversation, and for some people, having no one to talk to is uncomfortable. This isn’t true for every person; some hikers prefer solitude. Hiking solo is not for everyone. If you’re not fully prepared to do the hike by yourself, seek out hiking partners. If you do decide to go it alone, research the route and let someone know where you’re going.


  WHERE TO GO


  If you’re new to hiking and camping and aren’t ready to figure it all out by yourself, start by going on outings set up by someone else, such as the leader of a hiking group. Whoever organized the hike did some research and found a suitable route. It’s okay to take advantage of their work, but do some of your own research, too. If the hike organizer provides a map or directions to the trailhead, study them. Figure out where the trailhead is from your home and what roads you’ll be on. On the map, look for the names of national or state parks, wilderness areas, trails, rivers, and lakes. If the hike leader provides you with a topographical map and you know how to read it, study the land. Is it steep or mostly level? From the trailhead, will you be hiking north, south, east, or west? Are there any important trail junctions along the route? Do an internet search on the name of the trailhead and read up on the area. Check the weather report so you know what to wear and carry in your pack.


  Many people who join hiking groups don’t do any research at all. They show up expecting the organizer to be their tour guide, and that’s not what being a woman in the wild is about. Are you a tourist or an active participant? There’s a big difference, and it starts with your attitude and how you approach and prepare for every outing.


  Start Local


  If you’re ready to go on your own hikes, whether alone or with friends, look for somewhere close by. You might already have a place in mind, or you can pick up a guidebook to get ideas. FalconGuides has hundreds of hiking books covering areas countrywide. Head to their website or to your local bookstore or outdoor retailer and see what catches your eye. Starting out, you might like destination hikes to places like lakes and waterfalls. This gives you something to look forward to. As you read about each hike, pay close attention to details like distance, elevation gain, and difficulty. If you can’t find a hike you like in a book, go online and search for local, state, and national parks; national forests and monuments; Bureau of Land Management (BLM) lands; and wilderness areas that you’d like to visit.


  Next, pick up a DeLorme Atlas & Gazetteer for your state. This is the big red book of maps you’ve probably seen in a rack at the gas station. Though we’ve come a long way with digital maps and GPS devices, a physical map book for trip planning gives you a big-picture view of land areas across your state for a better perspective of where you are in relation to your destination. This isn’t the kind of manual you’d carry in a pack; use it to plan your hikes, and bring it along in the car to reference along the way.


  Once you’ve decided where you want to hike, research the area. If the location has a website, look for information, including trail systems, restrictions, and seasonal closures, and see if there are any maps to download. You can also download US Geological Survey (USGS) quadrangle maps from that organization’s website and purchase National Geographic Trails Illustrated topographical maps online and from outdoor recreation shops and bookstores. Chapter 19 on “Trip Planning” covers this topic in more detail.
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  Daria Holler strolls through the Grand Canyon, a popular hiking destination. PHOTO BY AUSTIN HOLLER



  DARIA HOLLER has been passionate about getting others into the wilderness and sharing the experience with them since college. Whether it’s mountains, rock, trees, trail, on foot or bike, she has been climbing for as long as she can remember. Daria has climbed Cotopaxi, Ecuador’s highest active volcano, cycled across the United States twice, and cycled the California coast to raise funding and awareness to fight injustice. She has guided many teams into the backcountry of Wyoming’s Wind River Range and Arizona’s Grand Canyon. Daria loves big trees and sleeping on the Esplanade of the Grand Canyon under a canvas of stars.



  WHEN TO GO


  Many women enjoy the backcountry year-round, in all seasons and weather conditions. If you’re new to hiking, go when the weather’s pleasant. As you become more experienced, you’ll toughen up—mentally and physically—while also getting a better handle on the appropriate clothing, gear, and skills needed for any conditions.


  Start off with hikes that begin and end during the daylight hours. As you get more accustomed to moving on trail—and you’ve invested in a headlamp and extra batteries—you can extend your hikes into darkness.


  Check the weather report for your destination several days before your hike and check it again each day leading up to the hike. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) website has extended forecasts for locations countrywide where you can find out the predicted temperature highs and lows, humidity, wind speed and direction, visibility, wind chill, and precipitation.


  KEEP LEARNING, PAY IT FORWARD, AND GIVE BACK


  If you enjoy hiking, continue your education beyond this book. Pay it forward to the outdoor community and give back to the environment. Read more books and watch videos on camping, hiking, and backcountry travel. Take formal classes and attend lectures. Seek out mentors, hire professional guides, and practice regularly to hone your skills. As you become an accomplished woman in the wild, invite other women to join you. Become a mentor to someone who wants to learn and has no one to teach them. Look for groups in your area that support women and girls and share your knowledge in a classroom or on a trail.


  Volunteer opportunities—such as trail building, trail cleanup, and leading hikes for nonprofit organizations—can be found everywhere. You can also join a “friends of” group associated with a local park or open space. Giving back enriches your experience and lightens your footprint in the wild.



  TAKE STEPS


  	1.Find a local hiking group and sign up for an outing. If you like the group, consider joining it, and if you don’t, try another group.

  	2.Find an area you’d like to explore on your own or with a friend—a park, forest, or other public land. Do some research: Download a map of the trail system, pick a trailhead and trail, and figure out how to get there.

  	3.Check the weather and pick a day to do your hike.
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  Ellen Kerchner dresses for cold air and sunshine on a backcountry ski trip.



  CHAPTER 2


  WHAT TO WEAR


  COMFORT, DURABILITY, AND SAFETY are key when it comes to backcountry clothing. Choose clothes that fit well, feel good, and are suitable for the conditions.


  LAYERING


  In the backcountry, expect to add and remove clothing to adjust to changing conditions. Layering—where you wear the lightest layer next to your skin, then add insulating and protective layers—allows you to dress for varying weather without stripping down to bare skin.


  Before you invest in clothing layers, start with the activewear in your closet and add pieces as you need them. Research the areas you’re going to explore to get an idea of the fabrics that work best for the temperatures, precipitation, and humidity. Fibers and finishes change from year to year as manufacturers seek to provide high-performing, lightweight, comfortable clothing. Talk to your local outdoor clothing retailer for the latest recommendations. Then try on the clothes. Shopping online may be convenient, but there is nothing like trying things on to make sure you have the perfect fit, fabric, and design you’re looking for. Build your wardrobe slowly, selecting pieces only as you need them to ensure pieces fit together and to avoid wasting money on items you’ll never wear.



  ELLEN KERCHNER is a Colorado native who grew up exploring the outdoors under the tutelage of two outdoor educator parents. She traveled the West via whitewater raft, horseback, mountain bike, and backcountry ski. Ellen splits her time between organic flower farming in the summer and working at her local outdoor gear shop in the winter. She is passionate about conservation and land management to restore working lands and protect wilderness in the West. Ellen believes that regenerative agriculture and outdoor recreation are means to the same end, creating meaningful ties between people and place, leading to more intentional use of land. She hopes that more women start farming and exploring our beautiful Western landscapes!




  FOOTWEAR


  Your first and most important purchase should be footwear. Feet take a beating on the trail and you have to take care of them. Choose shoes and boots with support tailored to your foot, a grippy sole, and a comfortable footbed—the cushioning insole that protects the soles of your feet and affects the fit. When shopping for shoes, take other people’s opinions with a grain of salt. A hiking shoe that’s perfect for one person may not fit your foot at all. Some styles are narrow and others are wide through the ankle and toebox, with varying levels of ankle and arch support.


  Before you buy any shoes or boots, try them on with the socks you expect to wear with them. Wear them around the store. Some retailers have multiple levels with steps that you can run up and down, or ramps to walk on. A tight boot that rubs or a loose one that allows your foot to shift can lead to blisters and lost toenails. Once you find a brand that works for your foot, you may find that all footwear by that company suits you.


  Footwear for the Trail


  The type of footwear you need depends on the terrain. If you hike on dry trails, a pair of trail runners will do. They’re lightweight, breathable, and have a cushioned footbed and grippy sole. Trail runners may not be the best choice for wet or rocky terrain. The low-cut style doesn’t provide ankle protection or support, and can allow twigs, dirt, and scree into the shoe. Trail runners usually aren’t waterproof, either, so if the trail is muddy or there’s a chance of rain, consider wearing something else.


  One step up from trail runners are hiking shoes. These provide more support, and some are waterproof. They’re also stiffer and heavier than trail runners.
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  Choose from mountaineering boots, hiking boots, hiking shoes, and trail runners, depending on your adventure.


  Next are hiking boots, which provide ankle protection and stability. Like hiking shoes, some boots are waterproof. The higher cut helps keep water and debris from getting inside. Hiking boots are a good choice for wet or rocky trails and for uneven terrain like talus and boulders. They’re usually stiffer than shoes, so they keep your foot from getting sore and tired from flexing on uneven terrain. The extra support is ideal for backpacking, where you’re hiking for many miles with a heavy pack and a lot of pressure on your feet. Hiking boots come in different levels of insulation and support for hiking, backpacking, and mountaineering.


  Socks


  Buy socks for the weather, terrain, and your shoe. In warm weather, one pair of lightweight hiking socks is fine. Your socks should be higher than the collar of your footwear to protect your skin. They should be made of fabric that wicks moisture and dries quickly. Stay away from cotton socks, which take a long time to dry and lose their insulating ability when wet.


  In cooler weather, wear heavier hiking or backpacking socks to keep your feet warm. Backpacking socks provide more cushion for your soles, too. Sock liners, worn under your socks, are an option for added comfort and warmth. Examine your socks every season and replace them if they’re worn out so you don’t end up with cold feet or blisters.
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  While wool socks are a longtime favorite, vegan synthetics are rising in popularity. Choose the right weight for the adventure.


  Footwear Add-Ons


  Dirt and gravel can get into your hiking shoes and rub against your ankles and the soles of your feet. On dry, loose trails, add a pair of low- or mid-rise gaiters to prevent debris from slipping in. On snow, high winter gaiters keep your lower legs and feet dry. These are strips of fabric, typically nylon or Gore-Tex, that wrap around your lower legs and fasten with Velcro and a buckle. Winter gaiters keep your pants dry and cover your boots so snow doesn’t get in.


  Traction includes crampons, strap-on spikes such as MICROSpikes, and other devices that attach to your boots to grip hard snow and ice. If you plan to wear traction, make sure it fits your boot size and type. Some boots are specially made to hold a crampon.


  Sole inserts tucked into footwear provide a custom fit, arch support, and heel stabilization. Adding inserts requires that you remove the shoe manufacturer’s insole, so you could be sacrificing cushion for fit. Before you take this step, weigh the benefits and get a professional fit.


  Unless all your hikes are on dry ground, buy waterproof footwear or get some waterproofing solution and apply as needed.
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  Mid-rise, waterproof gaiters made of Gore-Tex keep water and debris out of shoes while MICROspikes provide traction on icy trails. GEAR COURTESY OF KAHTOOLA


  Footwear at Camp


  At camp, get out of your hiking shoes and rest your feet. Sandals with grippy soles work well in warm weather. As the temperature drops, add a pair of socks. Sandals, slides, or plastic clogs with socks may not be the best fashion choice, but the combination is warm and comfortable. In cold weather, opt for insulated booties. These are lightweight, puffy booties with durable soles that keep your feet warm and dry and are suitable for limited outdoor wear. You’ll appreciate booties when you leave the tent in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom. Sandals and booties are also comfortable choices for the drive home.


  TOPS AND BOTTOMS


  Layered shirts, pants, vests, and jackets protect your torso and legs and allow you to adjust your clothes for changing weather, temperatures, and your own body heat. Hiking clothes generally come in three types: a base layer that you wear next to your skin; an insulating layer for warmth; and a protective layer to guard against wind and precipitation. Depending on conditions, you may need several insulating layers. Clothing layers can be worn over underwear, but some—like running shorts and sports bras—have their own built-in, next-to-skin support.


  Base Layers


  Base layers are thin, breathable tops and bottoms that wick moisture away from your skin. In warm weather, think sports bra or tank top and bike pants; short-sleeved shirt and shorts; or long-sleeved lightweight shirt and hiking pants. You may have activewear clothing for the gym, yoga, or another sport that works fine as a summer-weight base layer. As you start spending more time in the backcountry, look for base layers made especially for hiking. Some are made from fabrics that repel insects or protect you from the sun. Others are convertible, such as pants with zip-off legs. A summer base layer may be all you need for your hike but carry extra layers in your pack, such as a warm shirt or rain jacket for changing conditions.


  In colder weather, your base layer insulates you from the cold while wicking away moisture. Think stretchy, form-fitting long underwear. Unlike summer base layers, winter base layers aren’t worn alone, but form the base for other layers.


  Insulating Layers


  Insulating layers for cooler temperatures should fit comfortably over your base layers. For torso, a fleece top with a high collar or hood and a three-quarter zip makes a nice layer. You can adjust the zipper to suit your body temperature without worrying about it coming undone at the bottom. For legs, hiking pants over a form-fitting base layer work well. In very cold weather, wear insulated pants. Some insulated pants are water- and wind-resistant, a plus for wet or windy hikes.


  Protective Layers


  Softshell and hardshell protective layers provide a partial or full barrier against wind, rain, and snow. Softshells are soft on your skin—warm and insulating on the inside and wind- and water-resistant on the outside—but not waterproof. Softshell shirts, pants, vests, and jackets with or without hoods are a comfortable choice for added warmth and weather resistance. Hardshells are stiffer and less comfortable but more durable and waterproof.
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  Pants, zippered tops, and jackets can be layered for changing conditions.


  The most common hardshell layer is a hooded rain jacket. Jackets long enough to cover your butt will keep you drier but tend to cost more. If you can’t afford a decent rain jacket, you should at least carry a hooded rain poncho, available at most retailers for a few bucks. Then save up for a good jacket. Look for one with “zipped pits”—zippers under the armpits—for adjustable ventilation on hot, wet hikes. Test the hood to make sure it covers your head and test the closure to make sure it’s easy to fasten.


  Rain pants keep your hiking pants dry in wet weather and in tall, dewy grass. They usually have an elasticized waist that stretches over your hiking pants, and some have full- or half-zip legs, making it easier to slip them over your boots. Rain jackets and pants are useful when you’re hiking through areas with dense, prickly brush, or near standing water where insects swarm. Briars, burrs, and mosquitoes are less likely to cling to the protective fabric. Make sure your rain jacket and pants fit over all your other clothes.


  Test all zippers, snaps, straps, buttons, and ties to make sure they work well and are easy to reach and manipulate. You may be dressing in high winds, in the dark, in pouring rain or blinding snow. For cold winter clothing, test the closures wearing glove liners. You should never have to bare your hands to add a layer in the backcountry. If a zipper tag is too small to grab with your gloves on, loop a length of nylon cord to the end to create a longer pull.


  For very cold temps, you’ll need a puffy, insulated jacket with a hood. Puffy jackets come in both down-filled and vegan, synthetic options. This type of jacket will typically sit at the bottom of your pack for the duration of your hike, but if you’re resting on a cold mountaintop or at camp for a while, you


  HEAD AND HANDS


  

  Hats, Headbands, and Ear Warmers


  

  
  

  
  

  

  Eyewear


  

  
  

  Neckwear


  

  Gloves


  

  
  

  


  


  	1.Figure out where you want to go and the kind of clothing you’ll need for the environment and conditions.


  	2.Sort through your wardrobe for clothing that you already own to repurpose for these initial adventures. Make a list of what else you need for your first hikes and do some online research to get a sense of variety and prices.


  	3.Visit the outdoor retailers in your area. Find one with knowledgeable employees, a good selection of clothing, and prices within your budget.








  About the Author


  Susan Joy Paul has traveled around the United States and beyond to 47 hot springs, more than 150 waterfalls, and to the summits of more than 700 peaks. Her memorable adventures include hikes and climbs on the Mountaineer’s Route on Mount Whitney, the East Arête on Mount Russell, Otto’s Route on Independence Monument, the Emmons Glacier on Mount Rainier, the Gooseneck Glacier on Gannett Peak, the Jamapa Glacier on Pico de Orizaba, the Ayoloco Glacier on Iztaccihuatl, and the Whymper Route on Chimborazo. When she’s not outside, she’s at her desk writing guidebooks to Colorado’s great outdoors. Susan lives independently in Colorado Springs, Colorado.
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  The author on Tres Orejas, New Mexico
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