
     
  [image: frn_fig_001]

  

      
  THE WILDERNESS IDIOT



   
  THE WILDERNESS IDIOT


  Lessons from an Accidental Adventurer


  TED ALVAREZ

  
  FALCON®

  

  Guilford, Connecticut



      
  FALCON®

  An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.
4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200
Lanham, MD 20706
www.rowman.com


  Falcon and FalconGuides are registered trademarks and Make Adventure Your Story is a trademark of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


  Copyright © 2019 Ted Alvarez


  “Lava Land” and “Lord of the Ring Road” were previously published in Air Canada enRoute magazine.


  “Camping in Murdaland,” “Cougar Town,” “Guinea Pigs of Denali,” “Hai Country,” “I Am the Firestarter,” “In Praise of the Winter Siege,” “Leader of the Pack,” “Make Hiking Great Again,” “Mom’s Big Adventure,” “Mount Rainier Was Robbed,” “Pleasure Islands,” “So Good It Hurts,” “Spoiler Art,” “The Last Grizz,” “The Night’s King,” “To Eat a Rat,” and “Wild Gym” were previously published in Backpacker magazine.


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available


  ISBN 978-1-4930-4304-0 (paperback)


  ISBN 978-1-4930-4305-7 (e-book)


  [image: frn_fig_004]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.



   
  To my family and friends for giving me stories not even I would believe—if I hadn’t been there myself.


  And to Trouble, which always seems to find me wherever I go.
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  INTRODUCTION


  SOMEWHERE IN THE MIDDLE OF AN 88-FOOT FALL, I DECIDED I should get better at saying “no.”


  It might’ve been 23 or 45 or 60 feet above the water—it’s hard to tell when time slows down like that. It slowed so much I thought I could count the pebbles in the black-streaked cliff faces surrounding the Colorado mountain pool. Seconds before, I shouted, “I regret nothing”—a favorite line from The Simpsons. But that seemed like hours ago, and I’d already cycled through six or seven reasons I would soon be wrong about how gravity and regret function as interlocking physical forces in the natural world.


  At that secluded Colorado cove, I had failed every mom’s favorite intelligence test. I had indeed jumped off the cliff because my friends did, and soon I’d reap the consequences: my brain unplugging when I slammed into the water; an embarrassing march to the car in a swimsuit exploded like a banana peel; a U-shaped bruise on my thighs and butt that looked like a toothless great white shark tried to gum me to death. It would last for weeks.


  And yet my initial assessment was right: I regretted nothing. I remain dim and incapable of saying no when some new, wild experience is around the corner. It may be the eventual death of me, but that’s positive reinforcement for ya.


  This deep, guiding foolishness doesn’t replicate itself in civilization. I don’t seek thrills in the concrete jungle or walk in front of buses. But I’ve come to accept that my woodsy version of FOMO has led to a buffet of outdoor experiences I’ll never forget and a career in journalism where I get paid literally tens of dollars a year to visit unbelievable places and meet incredible people. And it can work for anyone. Just don’t say no.


  Now, there’s moderation in my reckless idiocy. For instance, I won’t be jumping off an 88-foot cliff again. And my yeses now tend to not involve the potential for grievous bodily harm. With age comes a very small dose of wisdom.


  But I essentially stand by my credo. For the wanderlust inclined, the pathways to a truly adventurous life seem clear and rutted: Crush at an outdoor sport, amass a legion of followers who drool at your hero shots on Instagram, and host TED talks explaining how people can live their best life. You can also simply spend a lot of money.


  But I didn’t have a lot of money, and I’m not that great at any particular outdoor sport. What I am good at, however, is being curious enough to say yes and follow up by putting one foot in front of the other while seeing who I meet and where I end up. That’s how this collection of stories came to be, amassed roughly over the last fifteen or so years of my writing career, mostly thanks to the gracious and patient editors of Backpacker and other magazines like it.


  I like to think I weaponized that propensity to do things I shouldn’t. To leap before I look. Bite off more than I can chew. Gulp mouthfuls of unidentified substances before I know what they are. I can’t help it: I’m addicted to the intoxication of experience, the pain and healing of ignorance-made-knowledge, the act of self-sabotage and growth.


  This doesn’t mean everyone should do it the way I did. (I’m here to tell you: Don’t eat a rat if you can avoid it.) Negotiate your own idiocy: You just have to embrace the blank spots beyond your comfort zone. That way lies self-knowledge, soul-quieting confidence, and the soul of wilderness.


  About that wilderness: I still believe there’s no better, more satisfying place for this process to happen than the wild. Some of this is what we think of truly wild places—empty deserts, lonely mountains, places with more bears than people. But wilderness is where you find it, and sometimes that’s in the middle of a crowded marketplace or under your own bed. These places harden or soften you, and you emerge not quite the same person you were before.


  And now more than ever before, the wilderness needs you. People who come from different spaces and backgrounds, who maybe don’t feel like the wild or the outdoors or adventure is your space, I’m here to tell you it is. Outsiders belong outside, and any everyperson can claim the spotlight when they find their piece of it.


  I fell into an adventurous life by being too stupid—or never learning how—to say no. Everyone should try it.




  CHAPTER 1


  Lord of the Ring Road


  T-SHIRT. PANTS. SOCKS. RAIN JACKET. INSULATION. BUFF. SHOES. Underwear. These are my clothes, all flying on a ripping Icelandic gale across Rauðasandur Beach toward the Arctic Ocean and Greenland beyond, unless I can catch them. That’s why I’m running full tilt, my toes digging out fat clumps of cold, clotted sand the color of pumpkin pie. And I’m naked, my shame fully exposed to the icy patter of summer sleet sloughing off the moss-knuckled fjords behind me.


  A normal person might grab a wad of seaweed and fig-leaf it back to the car for a fresh set of clothes tucked in a suitcase. I am, after all, lost deep in Iceland’s Westfjords—a rarely visited ventricle of densely knotted sea inlets and mountain ridges branching off the country’s Northwest coast. The only witnesses to my embarrassment are likely to be the sheep that pepper the canted green hillsides like dirty cotton balls. Here they outnumber humans 1,000 to 1.


  But I am not a normal person—and it goes past a pathological need to immerse myself in cold, foreign waters. These are my only clothes. If I can’t catch them, I’ll be nude until Reykjavik—200 miles and at least two very uncomfortable gas station stops away.
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  There is no place on the planet as otherworldly as Iceland. This is why Hollywood keeps using the country as shorthand for the realms of sci-fi and fantasy when imagination and computers fail. Its cracking glaciers house stranded astronauts and glowering superheroes, and its black-sand beaches host all those smoldering seaside tête-à-têtes that occupy the warring, incestuous families of Westeros in between all the bedding and bloodletting on Game of Thrones (pour a 40—Tyrion was robbed). It was all part of a brilliant PR strategy that lifted the country out of the ashes of a 2008 financial meltdown and a 2011 volcanic eruption that paralyzed most of Europe.


  Some would argue it worked too well. “The Land of Ice and Fire” is practically an Instagram trope by now, and most people have seen a cousin or college chum on the way to Paris posing with arms outstretched over a spuming waterfall. We all begrudgingly tap the heart below a string of hashtagged platitudes and assume that this destination is done for. But as soon as I burst out of the clouds above Keflavik Airport, I quickly discover there is no overselling Iceland. I’m greeted by a minefield of black rubble spackled in electric green; it looks like alien life taking root on a fresh world. The Arctic mixes with the North Atlantic in hues of surprisingly clear blue, like some strange, black-sheep cousin to the Caribbean. Californian breakers abuse themselves on a shallow reef. Beyond, towering mountains reveal their ankles beneath the fog, and I wish I had brought at least one more jacket.


  My visit to the island is an experiment in Nordic minimalism. After years of heaving bloated packs through airports, crowded alleys, and into remote wildernesses, I want to feel what it’s like to travel with nothing more than what’s in my pockets. Traveling unencumbered seems like a great way to open myself to accidental magic in a place where many locals believe the landscape is literally enchanted. Without a colossal camera or even a daypack, I hope I can etch myself into the landscape like one of its modernist, sharp-angled houses. Maybe I’ll even get mistaken for an Icelander. By cutting out the things I carry, I can cover more ground and open myself to a bigger, truer experience—and if I can do it in a place as adventurous as Iceland, I can do it anywhere.


  That’s the hypothesis, anyway. The risks are high: Year-round storms pay the rent on all that emerald, eroded beauty; I’m wondering if I’m courting hypothermia, even though I’m wearing all-wool everything. But the potential rewards are higher. The famous Ring Road encircles the entire island and provides drive-up access to wonders that take days of hiking to see anywhere else: volcanic wonderlands; iceberg-strewn beaches; lonely fjords; glacier-plastered peaks; Europe’s tallest waterfalls. Adorable farm stays and boutique hotels abound in the Icelandic countryside, but I’ll mitigate the brutal island upcharge by living in a camper van: It’ll be my hotel, transport, and kitchen all rolled into one.


  I just won’t have anything to put in it.
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  Landing in a foreign country with zero luggage is a disorienting experience. Customs agents eye you with suspicion. Every time I change locations, I grope my shoulders, searching for a backpack like a phantom limb. Worse is the anxiety: I must be forgetting something. Right? No, I’m not. Am I? No amount of double and triple checking makes the things I think I need reappear. My shuttle companions watch me fidget like a squirrel who forgot his antianxiety medication.


  Johanna Johannsdottir, a strawberry-haired Icelander I meet on the plane who now lives in California, raises her eyebrows skeptically at my lack of luggage and gonzo plan to drive the Ring Road in a week (most folks recommend ten days). But she soon exhibits the reserved warmth, wry humor, and flinty resourcefulness I’ll come to associate with almost every Icelander I meet. In our limited time she seems to want to impart as much mystic wisdom as possible before her home country swallows me whole: where to get the best fish in the country (Fylgifiskar, her sister’s shop); how to properly order Reykjavik’s best hot dog (“Ein með öllu”—“one with everything” at Baejarins Beztu Pylsur); that the current blustery weather won’t change until I hear the song of a speckled shorebird called a loa, which signals the true beginning of summer.


  “It’s just a big family. If there’s a car accident, it’s a tragedy for the whole country,” she says. “Nobody migrated to Iceland. Who’s going to move up there? That’s why we’re so strange. We’re all related.”


  Despite our visions of early Icelanders as Viking raiders plundering coasts and leaving blood eagles in their wake, Icelandic culture has deeply egalitarian, cooperative, and literary roots. The country boasts the western world’s oldest parliamentary government, 100 percent literacy, and an obsession with creative arts that goes way beyond Björk and Sigur Ros. Johanna teaches me the national motto: “þetta reddast,” which translates roughly to “Everything will work out alright.” It’s an optimistic mantra for a people who carved a society out of such a harsh, spooky and difficult place, who have seen things turn out less than all right: population-devastating famines, subjugation, volcanic disaster, the collapse of the country’s banking system. I commit it to memory.
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  As soon as I pick up my camper van, a storm darkens Reykjavik and the entire southern coast. The rental rep—tall, imposing beard, runic tattoos—is a dead ringer for the Icelandic soccer stars plastered on every street corner ad. (When I arrived in summer 2018, the dentist-led team had yet to be eliminated from their first World Cup appearance. It was easy to get swept up in the country’s underdog pride.) He asks where my bags are, shrugs, and advises I “get the fuck outta here and go to the East, where there’s some goddamn sun.” Like all Icelanders, his English is perfect, sharply accented, and enlivened by trilling r’s.


  It’s late June, so I take his advice and use the endless light to gulp down the tourist-heavy, soaked south coast in one day. I speedhike around choir groups and fields of selfie-sticks to take in Skógafoss and Seljalandsfoss, each a column of whitewater the thickness of an office building. They’re as close to the Ring Road as a rest stop. I grit through sheets of rain to visit Reynisfjara, a black-sand beach bordered by cliffs ordered into eerie hexagonal columns. Jon Snow once brooded and pouted here before fighting a bunch of ice zombies. Water creeps up my green wool jeans, and I wonder if they’ll stay that way for the rest of the week.


  In a few hours, I’ve seen almost all of what most visitors to Iceland ever see. The Land of Ice and Fire Instagram trope barely registers now: In person, those volcanic wonderlands and iceberg-strewn beaches lose little of their power to the hashtags or drive-up crowds. Travelling fast and light means I can make split-second choices, and I decide to keep the adventure going right through dinnertime.


  The sun finally blooms like a broken egg yolk through the cloud cover above Vatnajokull, a striated ice sheet stretching forever into the horizon. I get out and dodge divebombing Arctic terns to hike around Jökulsarlon, a chilly lagoon studded with toothpaste-blue icebergs. A seal pokes around the milky bay. It’s my last tourist trap, but at 10:30 p.m. only a smattering of forlorn weirdos remains. My people. It’s midnight when I pull into Höfn (pronounced like a hiccup); sunset is a suggestion. I lie down in my same clothes, but the hallucinatory reverie of Iceland’s midnight sun is hard to shake. Based on the oontz-oontz phat beats rattling the windows of the German couple parked next to me, it’s a common feeling. I munch on a banana and hardifiskr, a sort of dried haddock jerky that makes the car smell like a fish market at closing time.








  I wake to sharp sun piercing the window’s tint and the Buff bandana covering my eyes. What time is it? Two p.m.? Nope: 4:30 a.m.—I’m sure elves changed the clocks. I hit the road, sad to miss out on Höfn’s langoustine hoagies but enthralled by the empty Eastfjords. I go hours without seeing another car and stop frequently to watch monster waves slap against precipitous seaside cliffs. I splash my face with Arctic water when I get woozy and find a red chair bolted to a boulder in the middle of nowhere. It faces coast and cliff and probably resembles the view Irish monks had when they landed here 1,200 years ago.


  Maybe fairies are telling me to slow down and sniff for magic. Or it could be trolls luring me in for lunch. Either way, I climb up and sit in the oversize throne to admire the seaside peaks biting into the blue horizon like a pair of black canines as the sharp Arctic wind whines. I feel weightless but rooted to the rock. The rush of the last day fades. If I am to be eaten, I want it to be here.


  I don’t know if you can blame the trolls, but history says those Irish monks didn’t last. But the relatives of Norwegian seafarer Ingólfur Arnason and his wife, Hallveig Fróðadóttir, did. All the junk about Vikings swapping the names of Iceland and Greenland to keep people away is just that. When Arnason arrived, boulders of ice filled the bays, and he called the place what it looked like. His descendants survived by avoiding the barren, smoking interior and raising sheep and establishing fishing villages on the coast.


  One of them is Seydisfjordur, and on a sunny day it feels like paradise. I burst from a bank of clouds to find a dollhouse town tucked in a bowl of mountains. Countless cascades pour from the steep ridges into the town center, where a rainbow pathway leads from tranquil lake to a historic church with a powder-blue steeple. A hulking trawler idles in the deep-water bay. Everything is walking distance. I splurge on a $12 beer and bask in the sun, contemplating what it’d be like to move to a town I’ll never be able to pronounce.








  Hours later in the barren, steaming Highland interior, my ultralight plan starts to feel a little threadbare. My erratic sleep and breakneck pace start to wear on me as I speed across the barren Highland interior. My contacts rub like sandpaper, and I feel as if I’ve failed some sort of test of adulthood by not changing my underwear for a few days. Pros: I’m mostly seeing Icelanders instead of tourists. Cons: I wonder if I look like the sort of foreigner who never changes his underoos.


  I wind around clear, midge-infested Myvatn Lake and tour the sulfurous fumaroles of the northern interior, where Iceland’s geothermally angry insides blister its rocky skin. I finally camp in Akureyri, Iceland’s Second City and jewel of the north. I’m not in season for the northern lights, but I take a walk through a pasture of shaggy ponies and see similar iridescence when the sun catches the evening mist fanning over the mountains. Supposedly, Icelanders hate talking about fairies with foreigners, so I keep it to myself that I found their city hall.
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  Halldor Laxness is one of Iceland’s most famous men. He won the Nobel Prize for literature for his 1955 novel Independent People, about a crusty shepherd who clings to his land through death and poverty though he knows it may have been cursed by a blood-drinking witch from centuries before. While much of Iceland feels like an efficient Scandinavian futureworld to a North American, the Westfjords retain the haunted emptiness that used to be everywhere. In the age of sagas, it was home to the country’s sorcerers. There are arguably fewer people here now than even then. Sea-drowned mountains are draped in tidewater glaciers and beached ships rust in rocky coves; most of the seabirds in the North Atlantic nest in the sheer, 3,000-foot cliffs of Hornstrandir.


  The main outpost out here is Ísafjörður, a charming hamlet that serves mostly as a departure point for sailings to Greenland and Hornstrandir. Here I finally run into the limitations of my itinerary and outfit: I manage to score a last-second seat to rugged Hornstrandir, but I know my equipment isn’t quite up to the treacherous hiking and weather I might encounter on the remote sea cliffs. If I had brought even a small pack, I might’ve made it.


  I wash away my bummer tunes at a coffee shop (Iceland is addicted to coffee, much of it very good) lined with backcountry skis. Inside I meet a young blond kid named Ragnar Sigurdsson. He and his dad take people skiing and surfing by sailboat, and here is where Iceland’s small-town magic kicks in: Ragnar once worked with a mutual photographer friend. He vets my West-fjords itinerary and recommends immersing myself in the Arctic Ocean at my earliest convenience. “Man, you have to do it,” he says. “It’s so refreshing.”


  Submerging oneself in water hot and cold is an Icelandic tradition right up there with fishing and Viking-ing. I’m already obsessed with it, but he doesn’t know I don’t even have a towel. Still, the next morning, I end up—naked—in Rauðasandur, after taking Ragnar’s challenge.
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Spoiler alert: I caught my clothes. Or rather, they slowed down finally when they sopped up enough sand and water. They were dry by the time I strolled into the Retreat, a sleek, hypermodern new resort abutting a private section of the Blue Lagoon, a sulfurous hot spring famous for its healing powers. It looked like the lair of a Bond villain who had traded all his enriched uranium for high-grade exfoliants. I felt like a mountain goat who wandered into the lobby.


  After an impeccably groomed Nordic concierge took me to my room and helpfully pointed out the showers, I indulged in a seven-course tasting menu full of things like Arctic char sashimi and roe, local mushroom broth, and horseradish snow. Wobbly from wine pairings, I braved thick mist to float alone in the lagoon, getting lost in the natural-rock corridors and experiencing some new format of luxuriant whiplash. By the time I started imagining Grendel’s mom was around every corner, I headed inside for the hardest sleep of my life, midnight sun and all.


  [image: chpt_fig_001]

  I woke to learn my plane had been delayed—first by 5 hours, and then 10, and eventually 30. I was gripped by anxiety until I remembered I had little to worry about—just my person and the clothes I was wearing, which sufficed for the entirety of Iceland’s Ring Road.


  I left for Reykjavik, unsure of what was ahead. Maybe I’d hike to a hidden hot spring outside town. Perhaps I’d learn how to shout “já-já” like an Icelander with natives, a Latvian, and French Canadians in an underground brewery. Maybe I’d end up at a Reykjavik rap battle, eating hot dogs after midnight and scrambling in the dawn rain to make a flight I almost forgot about. Maybe I’d buy another pair of underwear. But maybe I wouldn’t, since making-do with less in Iceland helped me experience so much more.


  Besides: þetta reddast. Everything will work out fine.










  CHAPTER 2


  Wild Gym


  CALL ME JESUS CHRIST SUPERCRUNCH.


  I’m running barefoot just outside of Olympic National Park’s Hoh Rainforest, gripping a long stick behind my back with both hands and forcing my chest out. Besides being hard, it looks a little too much like a crucifix for my liking. There’s even a spectator wearing a handmade leather tunic. He has roots tattooed on his bare feet.


  “There’s one thing I’m not seeing from you,” he booms in a huge voice. He forks his fingers and pushes at the corners of his mouth to reveal a toothy grin beneath his foot-long ivory beard. “You should be smiiiiling.”


  Easy for him to say. But then I see what he’s seeing: a 5'10", 175-pound man, shirt soaked through with sweat, prancing about the woods twirling branches. I can’t help but smile at that. Mick Dodge, the Barefoot Sensei, National Geographic reality TV star, mountain man of Washington’s Olympics, and today, my trainer, is right.


  I’m relieved to be enjoying this, kind of, because in the decade or so that I’ve cared about fitness, I’ve become the world’s foremost expert on what I hate about working out. And it’s not what you might think. I am not some sloth. I enjoy sweating; I like pain. But the gym itself? Shudder. The unspoken primate competition, the sickly fluorescent lighting, the constant funk of salty undies, and the grunting, so much grunting. The only thing gyms pump me up with is the desire to get the hell out of there and into the woods. On top of that, I have no tolerance for monotony. Once the novelty goes out of a workout, it’s a short trip back to my hazy-lazy seesaw between casual running, a few odd push-ups, and, inevitably, nothing at all.


  Never mind, I tell myself, hiking keeps me in shape for hiking. After all, it’s gotten me up Rainier and across big routes all over the world. But in the last year (I’m 35), on a group climb up the Golden Horn in the North Cascades, my fitness plateau started to feel like a slanted pitch. At the summit, I panted like a black dog in summertime. Didn’t this used to be easier? Was I going soft?


  Then I knew it was time. If I can reach for best-shape-of-my-life outdoor performance now, maybe I can write it into my muscle fibers and preserve it until I can’t put one foot in front of the other. I’m not looking for modest gains or even simple gut erasure. I want to be a straight-up beast. I want panting, sweaty guides to fall three switchbacks behind. I want to explode my shirt Hulk Hogan–style, and when people ask me, “What’s your secret?” I want to blow their minds when I casually answer, “Backpacking.”


  But how? I know I can’t commit to a gym routine without pulling the ripcord a few weeks in. I need something that will make the workouts an end unto themselves, not just a suffer-through to get the fitness I want. So, really, I’m looking for the perfect workout—something that’ll sustain my mind as it punishes my body.


  Which is why I’m in Mick’s woods—or, as he calls the forest, Earthgym. It’s packed with such exquisite exercise props as boulders, sticks, rushing rivers, and 200-foot-tall trees that shade the muddy trails leading from glacier to sea. If this is the gym, I think, sign me up.
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  Ask anyone what pops into his head when he thinks workout, and he’ll probably say “gym.”


  Traditional gyms are heavy on convenience, but for a lot of people, they are light on results—probably because our brains aren’t built to derive satisfaction from such a place.


  Science has my back on this one: Numerous studies published by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and others show adults who exercise outdoors go at it 30 minutes longer, on average, than those who work out inside. They also have an easier time staying committed to their routines (versus indoors, where half of new gym-goers quit in less than a year). Plus, the mere act of moving outside relieves stress and lowers blood pressure, resting heart rate, and cortisol in the bloodstream.


  “We evolved to be outside,” says Joan Morrell, a neuroscientist at Rutgers University who studies the link between exercise habit and motivation. “For some of us [the gym] is already a somewhat aversive environment.”


  There are plenty of workout programs that take place outdoors, but I’m not so sure parking lots, athletic fields, or stadium stairs are what Morrell has in mind.


  Turns out scientists aren’t the only ones to notice the training boost from the great outdoors: Loose collectives like Dodge’s Earthgym and Dan Vinson’s Wild Gym preach a brand-new, CrossFit-by-way-of-wilderness workout method that blends long trail miles, ultralight hiking, and strength training using the surrounding ecosystem.


  In between shooting his show, Dodge offers in-person instruction ($150 and up) around the country in wilderness hot spots like Tahoe and the Olympics. He started twenty years ago, but now acolytes lead Earthgym classes where students take off their shoes and heft stones in places as civilized as New Jersey. Wild Gym mostly teaches corporate clients how to go primal for an hour a day (individual sessions start at $25), but it’s trying to crack the mainstream with its Monkii Bars—basically, twin batons that anyone can hang from trees or rocks to make outdoor bodyweight exercises easier, more fun, and even more punishing. Both offer free instructions on YouTube to get warriors like me started.


  While they remain fringe groups for now, the growing popularity of similar programs like MovNat and an appetite for paleo-everything means I might not be the only one hauling logs at the trailhead before long.


  Both outfits preach a fitness strategy that summons your inner Australopithecus, but they take markedly different approaches. Wild Gym prescribes a more traditional do-this-for-this-long strategy—which sounds a little regimented for my taste. As for Earthgym, well, Dodge isn’t so concerned with metrics, duration, or what you might call measurable progress—which sounds a bit woo-woo. I decide to try them both, Wild Gym first.


  If my plan works, it’ll be a training strategy any backpacker would covet: lifelong fitness, powered by trail time.


  [image: chpt_fig_001]

  Three days after Christmas, I meet Wild Gym’s Dan Vinson outside in Nederland, Colorado, a mountain enclave above Boulder. It’s −4°F in town, but we’re planning on climbing 1,600 feet higher into the snowy Indian Peaks Wilderness. With sunrise pinking the foothills and my coffee going lukewarm, I am less than psyched.


  Not Vinson, who drives the Tarzan-in-trail-runners look home with a wild chestnut mane that billows around his face, and lats that spread his T-shirt like the wings of a manta ray. He beams, he bellows, “Are you ready to get WILD?” I’ve heard such overambitious enthusiasm at the gym before, usually right after a heavy stack of weights hits the floor and right before I start looking for the door. But Vinson’s enthusiasm erases my misgivings—rather than riding the stoke of competition, he seems generally pumped on helping people tap into the endless font of fitness and self-esteem that surrounds them.








  His origin story might explain that: After being cut from Georgetown University’s lacrosse
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