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Shortly aft er starting up Mt. 
Whitney at 1 a.m., Eva Luna 
needed a nap. She was feeling 
the altitude, and like most kids 
her age, was not accustomed 
to the body- and mind-jarring 
eff ects of an alpine start. But 
unlike most kids her age, she 
thought climbing a 14,505-foot 
mountain sounded like fun. So 
she took an hour-long break in 
her dad’s lap, then continued. 

Eva Luna, a second-grader 
from Berkeley, California, 
didn’t need another nap. 
She made it to the summit at 
7:30 a.m. with her 9-year-old 
brother Sun and their father, 
Oliver. On the peak, Eva Luna 
had enough energy to make 
a joke—she pretended she 
couldn’t fi nish the fi nal few 
feet—and then cried tears of 
joy at the top. “I felt so excited 
and happy because I made it!” 
she says. Eva Luna appears to 
be the second-youngest girl 
to ever summit Whitney (no 
offi  cial record exists). 

Whitney wasn’t Eva Luna’s 
fi rst hike. Oliver and his wife, 
Breeze, have taken their four 
kids hiking and camping since 
they had to be carried. They 
get out regularly on trails in 
Northern California and while 
on vacation in national parks 
like Yosemite, Yellowstone, 
and Bryce Canyon. But this 22-
mile round-trip, which took 20 
hours, was by far the biggest. 

Who knows what Eva Luna 
will do when she’s 7?

#NoSponsor

Eva Luna 
Harper-Zahn
This 6-year-old kicked off  
her mountain climbing 
career with the Lower 
48’s highest peak. 
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Know someone doing great 
things outdoors for the love of 
it? Tag them #NoSponsor and 
tell us why at backpacker.com/
nosponsor.
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STAFF PICKS 
What’s your secret to solitude? (See more tips and trips on page 64.)

Packrafting 
desert rivers

A quarter of a mile 
off any trail (where allowed)

Zion Traverse, 
Utah, in July

Actually, I’m more 
comfortable with 

other people around.

Mid-week + unpaved 
trailhead access + 
shoulder season = 

total solitude

Anywhere in 
the Southwest 
on BLM lands 

(page 80)

Hike farther.

Uncompahgre  
Wilderness, Colorado

Boundary Waters, 
Minnesota

Off-trail in Colorado’s 
Kenosha Mountains

La Vérendrye Wildlife 
Reserve, Quebec 

Winter at treeline

Unnamed peaksADVENTURE

FINDS YOU

Three rivers and seven wilderness areas 
meet in Missoula, Montana, a small town 
with enormous personality. It’s an outdoor 

enthusiast’s haven, pulsating with arts, 

culture, food, drink, rich roots and the best 
people around. Infinite exploration 

abounds, so get outside under Missoula’s 

big sky and experience this place for 
yourself.

Call 1.800.526.3465 or visit 
destinationmissoula.org/backpacker

for a free travel guide.
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See official rules and submit 
your photos at backpacker.com/
covercontest by 7/12/19.

You’ve been to amazing 
places and brought back the 
proof: AMAZING PHOTOS. 
Now take your images to the 
next level and ENTER OUR 
COVER CONTEST. 

THE WINNING IMAGE 
WILL BE PUBLISHED on 
the cover of BACKPACKER’s 
November 2019 issue. 

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

GRAND PRIZE BY TAMRON  In addition to seeing 
his or her shot on the cover, the winner will receive a callout in 
BACKPACKER & a Tamron SP 15–30mm Di VC USD G2 ultra-wide-angle 
lens (a $1,199 value) with superb performance and top image stabilization.

Last 
year’s 
winner
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T HE SMALL TRAILHEAD parking 
lot was packed. Over a dozen cars 
were sardined in, with more in the 

overflow lot 100 yards down the road. My 
heart sank. This was not what I’d expected 
when I planned a family-and-friends back-
packing trip in California’s Trinity Alps 
last summer. I wanted to bring the crew to 
one of my favorite childhood lakes, and I 
had a vision of where we’d camp, where we’d 
picnic, where we’d jump from rocks into the 
cold, clear water.

The crowded parking lot threatened that 
vision. Would we have to jostle for a camp-
site? Would the lake be a mob scene? What 
were all these people doing on my trail?       

Overcrowding is a frustration that hikers 
face more and more these days. The rea-
sons are not surprising. First, there are 
more of us. According to the 2018 Outdoor 
Industry Association Participation Report, 
the number of hikers in the United States 
increased by 50 percent from 2007 to 2017, 
growing from 30 million to 45 million. 
Despite the busy trailheads, that’s great 
news for us and the outdoors. Hiking is good 

for body and soul, and experiencing the nat-
ural world is the best way to inspire steward-
ship of our public lands. Getting people out 
more is BACKPACKER’s mission, after all. 
And there are plenty of trails for everyone if 
we spread out.

But we’re not spreading out as well as we 
used to. That’s because of the second reason 
for overcrowding: social media. Unlike 
magazines and guidebooks and websites 
and regional forums, social media has a par-
ticular power to concentrate attention on a 
single view as likes and shares pile up. Land 
managers see the effect in use patterns, as 
some photogenic hot spots are overrun while 
nearby trails remain crowd-free.

This phenomenon has not gone unnoticed. 
Leave No Trace issued new social media 
guidelines last year, which, among other 
things, ask people to avoid tagging specific 
places. (BACKPACKER’s Instagram chan-
nel has evolved accordingly.) 

I can’t say if a photo on Instagram led to 
all those cars at the trailhead in the Trinity 
Alps, since the trail network serves many 
lakes and peaks and valleys. It could have 

just been a coincidence (there’s no reserva-
tion system). Or it could simply have been 
that hikers are discovering something I’ve 
known since the 1990s, when I hiked all 
over the wilderness area while researching 
a guidebook (yes, I’ve done my part). The 
million-acre wilderness is big enough and 
far enough from major cities (a five-hour 
drive from San Francisco) that it remains 
a place you can lose yourself in—even if the 
trailhead is crowded. 

Turns out that’s exactly what happened 
on my trip last summer. I don’t know where 
all those people who parked at the trailhead 
went, but they didn’t hike 9 miles to a crys-
talline lake at 7,000 feet. They didn’t bush-
whack around the lake to a sloping granite 
ledge perfect for lounging, lunching, and 
leaping. And they must have found their 
own perfect campsites, because they were 
nowhere to be seen when we pitched our 
tents in the meadow-side clearing I’d been 
dreaming of.

Going farther than the Instagram hot 
spots is one surefire method of finding soli-
tude. But there are plenty of others. That’s 
why we’ve devoted 28 pages in this issue 
to the subject (page 64). From hacking the 
permit system to getting lost in vast BLM 
wilderness areas, these tips and trips will 
help hikers—all of us—spread out and find 
exactly what we’re looking for. PH
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EDITOR’S NOTE by Dennis Lewon

Alo ne time in 
Washington’s Alpine 
Lakes Wilderness 

ON MY FEET
SCARPA Zodiac Tech GTX
With boots, I like wearing the minimum 
needed to get the job done. These nimble 
hikers feel like midweights, but they’re 
crampon-compatible and proved plenty 
protective when spring weather turned 
wintry on Mt. Shasta last year.
$300; 2 lbs. 12 oz.; scarpa.com

Private by Nature
Popular parks and trails are more crowded than ever, but fi nding 
wilderness solitude is easy if you know where to look.  
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TRAILCHAT Your opinions, photos, and feats
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Mom Knows Best
After we published Ted Alvarez’s 
account of taking his mother on 
her first backpacking trip (“Mom’s 
Big Adventure,” August 2018), one 
anonymous reader wrote in to ask 
for an update. “Mom had a hard time 
picking a favorite moment from 
red rock country, but she says the 
solitude and accomplishment she 
found in Capitol Reef offered the 
longest-lasting rewards,” Ted says. 
And she’s planning another life-list 
hike in Glacier or Yosemite this year. 
“The next big challenge: getting my 
two-showers-a-day dad on board.”

@paulinadao
Calla Lily Valley, Garrapata State Park, California
This gem, named for the flowers that bloom in late winter, is about 120 miles south of San 
Francisco but sees far fewer visitors than other big-name attractions nearby. And if you 
really want the place to yourself, visit on a rainy day. Get a closer look at the foliage on one 
of the unnamed trails in the south end of the park, accessible from Highway 1.

@backpackermag
Tag your ’grams #trailchat for a chance to be featured here and on our Instagram feed.

WEEKEND 
WONDERS

PRIVATE BEACH

FAMILIES GONE WILD
You don’t have to tackle a long trail to get your kids out. 
Find trail-parenting advice, gear, and stories on our family 
channel at backpacker.com/family.

LIVING PROOF
The story of Christian 

“Buddy Backpacker” 
Thomas, who finished 
the Appalachian Trail 
at 5 years old and the 
Triple Crown at 9, 

inspired many readers 
when we published it in 

May 2015. But recently, 
reader and Triple-Crowner 

Michael Jurasius wrote in to 
ask us a common question: How do we know he 
really did it? “Does BACKPACKER hold all the 
hard evidence that places Buddy Backpacker and 
his parents along the entire trail?” he asked. “My 
take is that the dad was as experienced as Cheryl 
Strayed and barely survived sections of the 
trail.” Jurasius isn’t the first person to express 
skepticism over improbable feats like Buddy 
Backpacker’s. A thru-hike of the Appalachian 
Trail usually takes more than five months, and 
even with GPS trackers and photo evidence, it’s 
impossible to say with absolute certainty that a 
hiker has really done the entire thing. That’s why 
the thru-hiking community has traditionally 
relied on the honor system, which is a credit to 
our sport. With that said, our writer joined Buddy 
and his family on the AT, and after reviewing 
their photos and GPS logs, found their claims 
credible.
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AGAIN AND AGAIN
You think you’re dedicated? Hiker Sam Kim 
climbed California’s Mt. Baldy some 800 
times in his 70s (read his story on page 107). 
We asked readers: How many times have you 
hiked your favorite trail?

“How will I know?
I haven’t hiked them all yet.”

– Scott Forbes (@saforbes88)

WINDY PEAKS
Bill Zlatos’s story on the physiology and 
history of high-altitude flatulence (or 
as some readers called it, “alti-toots”) 
bugled a familiar tune for readers who 
had their own experiences with elevation-
induced wind. “More reason to be the lead 
climber,” wrote Preston Oswalt. While 
the doctors Zlatos spoke to blamed the 
smelly problem on digestive changes at 
altitude, Chris Biddle had another theory. 
“I thought it was caused by Mountain 
House,” he wrote. Marty Brinegar, on 
the other hand, kept his focus on the 
big picture: “The true origins of global 
warming, revealed.”

ONE IS THE  
LONELIEST NUMBER
In this issue, we dive deep into  
solitude, sharing the best trails and 
strategies for getting some backcountry 
peace and quiet. (Find them starting on 
page 64.) But sometimes solitude is  best 
shared with others. If you prefer more 
than yourself for company, here are  
a few tips.

Find a Great Hiking Partner
A good trip buddy is a must. An excellent 
one will elevate your experience. 
We break down how to meet your 

trail soulmate at backpacker.com/
hikingpartner.

Backpack with a Stranger
Feeling adventurous? Going on a 
hike with someone is one of the best 
ways to get to know them fast. Read 
Will McGough’s story of hitting the 
backcountry with a new acquaintance 
at backpacker.com/stranger.

Join a Group
Let someone else handle the logistics, 
and you can focus on the experience. 
BACKPACKER is teaming up with 
Modern Adventure and Wildland 
Trekking to offer group trips to prime 
hiking destinations from Utah to 
Bhutan. Get more information at 
backpacker.com/guidedtrips.

Lead a Group
More of a do-it-yourselfer? Marshal 
your friends, do the research, put 
together the route, and you’ll have a trip 
that you’ll remember for life. Find our 
advice for first-time group leaders at 
backpacker.com/leadagroup.
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22% 10-50

69% Less than 10

3% 50-100

6% 100+



IT’S WILD OUT THERE.
When it gets too wild, we have 
your RV covered. Basic plans 
start at $125 a year with options 
to add total loss replacement*.

1.800.PROGRESSIVE | PROGRESSIVE.COM
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GET A LOOK AT THIS.
ROAN HIGHLANDS, TN/NC
Whether pink and lavender clouds settle over 
the valleys or burn off  to reveal long views over 
rhododendron-crowned slopes, the hike along 
Grassy Ridge promises a sensory overload of 
one kind or another in early summer. By June, the 
catwalk erupts with two types of rhododendrons: 

Catawbas (pictured) and rosebays. It’s becoming a bit 
popular, so check it out mid-week or early in the morning 
(better chance of fog), and head east from Carvers Gap. 
Follow the Appalachian Trail 2 miles across Round and 
Jane Balds to reach Grassy Ridge Bald and this view. 
PERMIT None CONTACT www.fs.usda.gov/cherokee

1
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Play List
L I F E  L I S T

Barujari rises from  
Mt. Rinjani’s crater lake.
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MT. RINJANI IS NOT A  
friendly volcano. When it goes, it 

ejects ash more than 2 miles high and 
deposits sulfur as far away as the 
Arctic. Some scientists think that Mt. 
Rinjani alone caused the second ice 
age. That’s a lot of pent-up volcanic 
violence humming beneath my boots 
as I trudge up its eastern flank. 

Many people visit Mt. Rinjani on 
the island of Lombok for this thrill. 
They want to get close—maybe 
uncomfortably close—to the seat of 
geothermal power. I get that, but it’s 
not why I’m here. For me, the risk is a 
means to an end, the gateway to some 
of the most exotic scenery on the 
planet and for sure its prettiest lake. 

Earlier in the morning, I met up 
with my guide Bangko in Senaru, the 
waterfall-filled village north of the 
volcano. The 26-year-old local makes 
a living taking tourists up Mt. Rinjani 
on slower three-, four-, and even five-
day jaunts, but we opt for the most 
direct route: a 5-mile StairMaster of a 
climb that gains more than 8,000 feet 
in a straight shot to a campsite on the 
caldera. I knew it’d be steep, but with 
several porters hauling our overnight 
gear, I envisioned a leisurely stroll 
to the summit, cheerfully spotting 
cockatoos and orchids.

I was wrong.  
It takes nine hours. Somewhere 

along the way, I see a pair of trekkers 
turn back and I consider following 
them. Right about the time the eggy, 
sulfuric smell of the volcano wafts 
through the humid jungle, mingling 
with the sweet aroma of vanilla and 
edelweiss, I want to puke. I take a seat 
beneath a wild fig tree and watch a 
small black monkey swing through 
the climbing palms. A wild pig scam-
pers into the underbrush, and I hear 

the cough-like call of a barking deer 
reverberate through the rainforest. 

Convinced I’m rested enough, 
Bangko continues up the trail, his 
plastic f lip-f lops demonstrating 
magical stickiness on the slick dirt 
and roots. Near hour seven, the 
dark confines of the jungle give way 
to an open-air scene as we burst 
above treeline and into the clouds. 
The animal rustles fade as we cross 
volcanic scree. Through a break 
in the fog, I spot the island of Gili 
Trawangan f loating in the Bali Sea. 

When I finally top out, I’m ready 
to pummel Bangko for his insuffer-
able fitness, cheer, and flip-flops. 
But when I peek out beyond the rim, 

the sun is dropping over the crater, 
19 miles wide, flooded with sap-
phire sulfur water. Plumes of smoke 
drift from the vent of Barujari, a tiny 
island poking a few hundred feet 
up from the middle of the blue. Mt. 
Rinjani’s summit looms in the back-
ground, a menacing hunk of hardened 
magma rising from the rainforest.

Back at our tent, just below the 
caldera rim, Bangko gives me a hug 
and a high-five, then surprises me 
with a large bottle of Bintang beer he 
lugged all day for just this moment. 
I mutter out a humble terima kasih, 
Indonesian for thank you, and decide 
to toast him for all his help today. And 
his flip-flops.   

DO IT From Lombok, take a three-
hour bus ride to Senaru. GUIDE 
Required; Adi Trekker (aditrekker 
.com) charges $200/person for 
the writer’s two-day trip. SEASON 
April to July (dry season) PERMIT 
Required (covered in guide fee) 
CONTACT rinjaninationalpark.com

BAPTISM BY FIRE
Climb an active volcano to see a fantastical 
crater lake in Indonesia. By Chris Force 2

THE RISK OF CLIMBING THIS VOLCANO IS A MEANS TO AN 
END, THE GATEWAY TO SOME OF THE MOST EXOTIC SCENERY 
ON THE PLANET AND FOR SURE ITS PRETTIEST LAKE.
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PORTERS CREEK TRAIL
GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS NATIONAL 
PARK, TN
Every April, snow gives way to white 
of a different kind when phacelias, 
trilliums, and bloodroots burst into 
season. You don’t have to go far to 
see the show on the hike to Fern 
Branch Falls: The flora starts at the 
onset and doesn’t stop until you 
reach the 35-foot, moss-framed cas-
cade at mile 2. Do it as a 4-mile out-
and-back, beginning by walking past 
milky trilliums. Follow the blooms 
southwest alongside a lazy river 
(look for the crumbling stone walls of 
an abandoned farmstead). At mile 
1.5, the springtime party will be in full 
swing, with delicate violets and 
mauve bleeding hearts mixing in with 
the snowy phacelias and bloodroots. 
Reach the turnaround point at the 
waterfall 2 miles in, then botanize 
your way back to the trailhead. Peak 
bloom Mid-April to mid-May 
Contact nps.gov/grsm

MOUND TRAIL LOOP
BLUE MOUNDS STATE PARK, MN
Watch a sea of grass foam up into 
violets and pasqueflowers when you 
join the local bison for a springtime 
walk through the plains. The park’s 
grasslands and quartzite cliffs create 
quirky microclimates that sprout an 
array of unlikely flora, which you can 
see on a 5-mile loop from the Mound 
trailhead. Hike south on the trail, 
climbing through a haze of prairie 
flowers and keeping an eye out for 
the 100-head bison herd. At mile 1.6, 
reach Eagle Rock, where you can spy 
Minnesota’s native prickly pear 
cactus poking out of nooks in the 
quartzite (the thorny plants pop with 
golden flowers in early summer). 
Circle back to the trailhead on the 
Upper Cliffline Trail, looking for the 
season’s first yarrows, as well as low-
lying violets and pink Virginia water-
leafs in cool, shady spots along the 
crags. Peak bloom May to mid-June 
Contact bit.do/blue-mounds-sp

SIPHON DRAW TRAIL
LOST DUTCHMAN STATE PARK, AZ
See the desert go green on a 4-mile 
out-and-back though a spatter-paint 
carpet of wildflowers in the 
Superstition Mountains. Follow an 
old roadbed from the Siphon Draw 
trailhead into a basin of sun-colored 
brittlebushes, yellow poppies, and 
chuparosas tipped with scarlet 
blooms. Hiking in early May is rolling 
the dice on peak flora, but there’s a 
botanical jackpot if you’re lucky: Late 
wildflowers can overlap with the first 
blooming cactuses to double down 
on the color. As you climb, look for 
prickly pears topped by apricot- 
colored blossoms, saguaros dressed 
in frilly white, and strawberry hedge-
hog cactuses with magenta blooms. 
Turn around at mile 2 or keep 
ascending the loose scree and slick-
rock for bird’s-eye views over the 
flower-filled basin and The Flatiron. 
Peak bloom March to May Contact 
azstateparks.com/lost-dutchman

Play ListPlay List
D O N E  I N  A  D A Y

MAY FLOWERS
No Instagram filter needed: 
Find a world of color on these 
four trips to springtime 
blooms. By Jen Rose Smith3

Trilliums along 
the Porters  
Creek Trail in the 
Smokies
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WINNEMUCCA WILDFLOWER TRAIL
MOKELUMNE WILDERNESS, CA 
Whoever named this trail appreci-
ated simple logic—the path to 
Winnemucca Lake waltzes through 
a corridor of lupines, paintbrushes, 
larkspurs, and penstemons. Peak 
bloom here is about as hit-or-miss 
as Tahoe’s winter snowpack, but 
after a record year, rangers are 
anticipating a summertime show 
beginning in late June. Plan accord-
ingly, then take off from Carson 
Pass on a 5-mile out-and-back. 
Follow the Pacific Crest Trail about 
1.3 miles south past Frog Lake, then 
split southwest onto the 
Winnemucca Wildflower Trail. 
Purple, red, and white blooms dec-
orate the path down to the alpine 
lake, which nestles below 10,381-
foot Round Top in its own flora-
packed basin. If time allows, tack on 
a 1-mile spur to Round Top Lake.  
Peak bloom June to July Contact 
www.fs.usda.gov/eldorado

The first time anyone uttered the words “Issaquah Alps,” it was, well, a joke. The rolling 
green hills outside Seattle aren’t quite the snowcapped summits you think of when 
you imagine the Cascades. But the Issaquah Alps Trails Club is the head of local lands 
advocacy and its members take their work seriously. Their efforts have expanded 
protected areas, created new state parks and forests, and, most recently, cleaned up the 
trails on Tiger Mountain. But it’s not all work and no play. With four or five hikes each 
week, the IATC’s 350 members like to get out of the suburbs and hit the trail. This year, the 
club celebrates its 40th anniversary with a series of classic hikes in its namesake foothills. 
Visit issaquahalps.org to learn more.

Think your club deserves a shout out? Tell us why at intheclub@backpacker.com.

…IN WHICH WE HONOR THE BEST  
HIKING CLUBS IN THE COUNTRY.

I N  T H E  C L U B

S H O U L D  I  S T O P  AT  THIS  C A M P S IT E ?
4

So, you’ve stumbled across a just-OK campsite. It’s flat, there’s water close by, but it isn’t perfect. 
Should you hold out for something better? Here’s how to answer the age-old query.

Is it dark out?

Headlamp’s been on for hours. Pass the sunscreen.

Are you tired?

My dogs are 
barking.

My dogs are 
whining.

How sure are you that there’s a 
sweet campsite up ahead?

Who are you 
hiking with?

100% 
sure. Solo!

No NoYes Yes

Pretty 
sure.

Just my hiking 
partner.

Have you 
lapsed into 

strained 
silence?

Has anyone 
said the words 
“death march” 

yet?

A 
group.

What’s a
dog?

Drop
that pack! 
This is as 
good as it 

gets.

Perfection 
awaits! 
Keep on 

keepin’ on.

...4 miles 
later
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Play List
V I E W F I N D E R

SEE THE NEW.
ROUND VALLEY REGIONAL PRESERVE, CA
Record rain and a friendly visit from the Pineapple 
Express have had profound eff ects on a state long 
accustomed to drought. Like here, in the East Bay, perhaps 
local hikers forgot what a good dose of water does to 
Round Valley, transforming its oak-studded slopes into 
something more resembling Ireland than California. But 

to see Bay Area wilds in all their green glory, you better head out now, 
before summer brings back the brown. From the trailhead on Marsh 
Creek Road, link the Miwok and Hardy Canyon Trails to create a 5-mile 
loop. PERMIT None CONTACT bit.do/ebparks-roundvalley

6
SUSAN HOLT



https://avxlive.icu/


https://avxlive.icu/
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SEE THE OLD.
LASSEN VOLCANIC NATIONAL PARK, CA
If the Painted Dunes look like a watercolor, then the brush 
strokes were made 400 years ago. In the mid-1600s, a massive 
volcanic eruption spewed lava across northeast California, 
creating 6,907-foot Cinder Cone. Climb the rubble on a 4-mile 
out-and-back from Butte Lake, peeking out at the rim to see the 
Painted Dunes (and their sprinkling of Jeff rey pines) melt into 

the bronze-streaked Fantastic Lava Beds. (This hike is typically doable in June, 
but check snowpack.) Make it an overnight by taking the Nobles Emigrant 
Trail around Cinder Cone to camp at Rainbow Lake near mile 4.8. PERMIT
Required for overnighting (free); apply online. CONTACT nps.gov/lavo

7
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Beach on the Dipsea Trail, then cross 
into Mt. Tamalpais State Park and 
trace fern-lined Webb Creek on the 
Steep Ravine Trail to the Pantoll 
Campground, where vistas range 
northwest to Point Reyes National 
Seashore. Drop into another canyon 
shaded by old-growth redwoods on 
the Stapelveldt and Ben Johnson 
Trails to Muir Woods—Myers con-
siders this the back door into the 
arboreal cathedral because it con-
veniently skirts the new parking 
and shuttle reservation system. The 
return leg’s stiff, 1,700-foot climb 
in 2.4 miles on the Bootjack Trail 
ditches the crowds for good: You’ll 
hug Redwood Creek, then connect 
to the Matt Davis Trail via the short 
Alpine Trail and descend another 4 
miles back to Stinson Beach.

THE INSIDER
Paul Myers spends his days shoot-
ing photos and video in Golden Gate’s 
most beautiful corners as the digital 
content producer for the park’s non-
profit partner, Golden Gate National 
Parks Conservancy (GGNPC). And 
he’s certainly put in the scouting leg-
work: The born-and-raised Bay Area 
local has spent four decades explor-
ing the park’s 250-plus trails.

LUNCH HIKE
Golden Gate’s Presidio, an old mili-
tary base-turned-park at the south-
ern end of the bridge, hosts San 
Francisco’s best hidden trails, says 
Myers. His pick for a midday leg-
stretcher begins at Baker Beach, a 
white-sand expanse with crashing 
waves and big views of the Golden 
Gate Bridge. Take the California 
Coastal Trail a short jog north to the 
.7-mile Batteries to Bluffs Trail, then 
wind along the bluffs. “Watch peli-
cans go by and see whales (hump-
backs, grays, and killers) when 
they’re migrating in early spring 
and fall,” Myers says. Rejoin the 
California Coastal Trail and con-
tinue north to Fort Point, an 1850s-
era post at the base of the bridge, then 
retrace your steps for a 3-mile trip.  

BIG DAY
With nearly 3,200 feet of elevation 
gain, this 13-mile loop was Myers’s 
go-to when training for the High 
Sierra Route. Rewards for the sweat: 
a glimpse of ecosystems ranging from 
coastal cliffs to oak forests, views of 
the Farallon Islands, and a stretch 
meandering through the redwoods at 
Muir Woods. Kick it off from Stinson 

E D C ALL AE RT

Play List
I N S I D E R ’ S  G U I D E

Take the 
California Coastal 
Trail through the 
Marin Headlands 
for the best  
bluff views.

CITY BY THE BAY
GOLDEN GATE NATIONAL  
RECREATION AREA, CA
Forget sourdough and Silicon Valley: Greater San 
Francisco’s most valuable treasure is its 80,000-
acre necklace of wildflower-spotted hills, miles-long 

beaches, and oceanside bluffs. Stretching from Tomales Bay in 
the north to the redwood groves southwest of the Bay—with the 
Golden Gate Bridge smack in the middle—the chain of public land 
offers everything from quick lunchtime treks to campsites so quiet 
you’ll forget you could be back in a booming metropolis in time for a 
breakfast of $12 avocado toast.  By Elisabeth Kwak-Hefferan 

8

QUICK OVERNIGHT
The three tent sites at Hawk Camp, 
perched on a rise overlooking the 
wrinkly topography of Gerbode 
Valley and the mouth of San 
Francisco Bay, feel a lot more remote 
than they really are. “It’s isolated, 
but the trailhead is 30 minutes from 
the city,” Myers says. And the mod-
erate, 3.2-mile approach means you 
can start hiking in late afternoon 
and still catch a killer sunset from 
the grassy hilltop. Myers’s favorite 
way in: From the Tennessee Valley 
trailhead, take the Old Springs Trail 
through eucalyptus trees to the 
Miwok Trail. Hike .9 mile, then link 
the Bobcat and Hawk Camp Trails 
to reach the free backcountry sites, 
just shy of 800 feet elevation. Pack in 
your water.
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BUTTERFLY HIKE
Milagra Ridge is one of the few 
places to reliably spot the endan-
gered Mission blue butterf ly, 
thanks to the GGNPC’s work 
restoring the silver lupine f lower, 
one of the insect’s host plants. And 
now is the perfect time to go look-
ing for the periwinkle, quarter-size 
bugs, as the adult blues are out and 
f luttering from March to June. 
Scan for them on the lupines along 
the Milagra Ridge Trail on a 2-mile 
out-and-back to the overlook west 
of Battery 244—and don’t forget 
to look up for vistas of the Pacific, 
Mori Point, and Mt. Tamalpais. 

REDWOOD SOLITUDE
Psst: Muir Woods isn’t the only place 
in Golden Gate to see redwoods. Down 

at the southern tip of the park com-
plex, a little-known grove of the giants 
awaits at Phleger Estate. True, it’s a 
mix of old- and second-growth trees, 
so the redwoods don’t reach the same 
lofty heights as their more famous 
neighbors up north. “But there could 
be 4,000 people a day at Muir Woods,” 
Myers says. “Here, you might see five.” 
Access the secret stash via San Mateo 
County’s Huddart Park, linking the 
Miramontes, Raymundo, and Mt. 
Redondo Trails for a 5-mile lasso-loop 
that tracks steeply through a forest of 
redwoods and wood sorrel. 

TRIP PLANNER
SEASON Year-round PERMIT 
Required for overnighting (prices vary; 
check recreation.gov or call (415) 331-
1540. CONTACT nps.gov/gogaP
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Hikers aren’t the only ones who love warm 
weather—so do these colorful bugs.

9
American 
Copper Butterfl y
Anyone who claims to hate all bugs 
has clearly never seen a butterfl y, 
at least certainly not the American 
copper. This beautiful fl utterer 
loves to hang out in “disturbed 
habitats,” or human-impacted wild 
places. Maybe it just wants to be our friend.
See it Wachusett Mountain State Reservation, MA

Polyester Bee
You’ve learned to love and protect 
honeybees—that’s great. Now 
extend that aff ection to their 
ground-nesting brethren: The 
polyester bee is the honeybee’s 
seldom-stinging cousin that arises 
from its sandy hole just to ensure 
there are fl owers for all to enjoy.
See it  Bodega Head Trail, Bodega Bay, CA

Ten-lined June Beetle
The white stripes on this 
otherwise black scarab inspire 
its cuter, more seasonally 
appropriate name: the 
watermelon beetle. It does hiss 
when disturbed, the cuteness of 
which is a matter of opinion. 
See it Embargo Creek Trail, Creede, CO

Moty xia
Visible only at night, this 
glowing millipede is arguably 
the coolest bug in America. The 
bioluminescent creepy crawler 
oozes cyanide-based toxins—so 
look, but don’t touch, as you seek 
it out on nighttime hikes through 
sequoia groves. See it Sequoia National Park, CA

Praying Mantis
Between its seeming to be 
engaged in an act of devotion 
and its well-documented act of 
sexual cannibalism, the praying 
mantis has something for every-
one. Look closely in greenery in 
human-impacted wilds to spy these 
camoufl aged critters. See it Kathy Stiles 
Freeland Bibb County Glades Preserve, AL
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THE TRANSITION FROM  
the South Rim’s busyness to 

the canyon’s serenity unfolds gradu-
ally. It’s past 7 p.m. on a July night, 
when most visitors are enjoying 
dinner, sipping cocktails, or watch-
ing sunset at one of the viewpoints. 
Some have already retired, worn out 
from the day’s activities. Meanwhile, 
my wife Melissa and I plunge deeper 
into the Grand Canyon on the Bright 
Angel Trail, relishing twilight. 

We have reasons to begin our 

excursion this late. The first, of 
course, is practical: It’s cooler. Less 
water is required, so our packs are 
lighter. (Not to mention, midsum-
mer permits are infinitely easier to 
acquire than high-season permits in 
spring and fall.) The second reason 
is solitude: Trails are predictably 
deserted. And the third reason, per-
haps the most important, is night 
itself: Moonlight renders the famil-
iar unfamiliar, even oft-trodden 
paths such as this. As a personal 

challenge, I refrain from turning 
on my headlamp as long as possible, 
using my night vision like a muscle 
that needs training.

Night trekking requires attitude 
adjustments. It means embrac-
ing darkness instead of trying to 
avoid it. Ancient light—from stars 
possibly already extinguished—
on ancient stone will humble any 
hiker. Compared to the galaxy mill-
ing around us, even the canyon is 
young. Quiet places become quieter, 
colors subtler. I make out bats cut-
ting curlicues into lavender space. 
As I descend deeper into the Grand 
Canyon, senses other than sight take 
over. I realize how the day’s jug band 
of cicadas differs from the cricket 

Play List
T H E  E X P E R I E N C E

NIGHT HIKING
Turn off the lights and see the wilderness 
anew. By Michael Engelhard10

M AT TH E W K U H N S / TAN DE M STOCK .COM

Enjoying the  
show near the 
Trona Pinnacles, 
National 
Conservation 
Lands of the 
California Desert
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night shift in rhythm and pitch. 
Heavier air concentrates the 
scents, so rich that they seem tan-
gible. The vanilla smell of cliff-
rose overwhelms me. 

While color drains from the 
sandstone, Melissa and I wait by a 
poisonous, hallucinogenic datura 
plant, used by Native Americans 
in sacred rituals. We watch the 
porcelain-trumpet “moonflow-
ers” unfurl within minutes for a 
one-night stand with the sphinx 
moth, their pollinator. It reminds 
me of another time, when on a 
night float through southern 
Utah’s Dark Canyon without a 
headlamp assist, I was able to 
recognize our camp by the same 
lemony perfume of datura that I 
smell right now.

But night also poses challenges. 
We should have waited two hours 
for the moon to climb high enough 
to illuminate the canyon. With 
our handicapped depth percep-
tion, the trail’s steps need to be 
taken with “soft knees,” slightly 
bent legs that provide buffering 
should the drop be higher or lower 
than expected. Sturdy poles are a 
must for probing in front of us.

Melissa coasts far ahead—
and promptly runs into wildlife. 
When I catch up, she tells me how 
she called out to me at one of the 
hairpin turns, addressing a black 
shape by the trailside, only to 
realize “me” was a stately mule 
deer statue-still in the night.

Once, deep in an Escalante 
canyon, before dawn had blushed 
the sky, I noticed two pale-green 
discs fluorescing in the beam of 
my headlamp, trained on me. The 
critter was on the move, coming 
closer, its silence and fearlessness 
a bit eerie. Each time I turned my 
back, the stalker slunk back from 
obscurity. But when I focused 
on the eyeshine, a fluffy, zebra-
striped tail and fox-like body took 
shape. A ringtail! It was the first 
time I’d met one of these seldom-
seen relatives of raccoons.

I recall that encounter now. 
We’re heading for the river on one 
of the park’s most popular trails, 
but everything feels fresh and 
new, like it has never been seen 
before.   

JUNE 21
NATIONAL HIKE NAKED DAY

Bare it all if you want, but don’t say we 
didn’t warn you that it’s illegal pretty 
much everywhere except Vermont. 
Hikers in the freedom-loving, tan line-
hating state can show some spirit without 
the threat of a fi ne or jail time, so long as 
they start their trek au naturel (disrobing 
in public is still against the law). Use these 
tips to make sure it’s a good day.

1. Lather up. June 21 is the longest day of 
the year. That’s 16 hours of sunshine on 
the places where the sun don’t shine. 

2. Protect your vitals. Pack a sit pad to 
protect against pinecones, rocks, and 
other abrasive obstacles. 

3. Stay on trail. Poison ivy. We clear? 

M A R K  Y O U R  C A L E N D A R

1. BREAK IN 
YOUR SHOES. 
Forget day-one blisters; 
the last thing you want is 
to realize your boots don’t 
actually fit three days in 
and have to buy a new pair 
to continue.

2. PACK LIGHT. 
If you don’t, Mountain 
Crossings’s staff will give 
your pack a “shakedown” 
you won’t forget.

3. NOT TOO LIGHT. 
Warm sleeping bags 
are one of Mountain 
Crossings’s top-selling 
items in northbounder 
season. “There’s a mis-
conception that Georgia 
is hot,” Seamon says. “Not 
in early spring.”

4. LEAVE YOUR PET. 
On day three, many 
hikers are still think-
ing their pet can handle a 
Georgia-to-Maine jour-
ney. Chances are it can’t. 
“It can’t tell you ‘I don’t 
want to go any farther 
today,’” Seamon says. 
(She tried the AT with her 
dog but had to send him 
home.) Don’t even get her 

started on hostel stays 
and vet trips.

5. DON’T GET 
DISCOURAGED. 
The first 31 miles are 
rough. Seamon spends a 
lot of time encouraging 
demoralized hikers, but 

some still insist on calling 
it quits. “When you’re feel-
ing beat down, give your-
self three days,” Seamon 
says. “You’ll find a beauti-
ful sunset, a field of flow-
ers, trail magic, or a new 
friend. Those things will 
turn it around.”

11 Georganna Seamon knows a thing or two about thru-hikers. Every AT 
northbounder passes through her gear shop—Mountain Crossings in 
Blairsville, Georgia—after 31 miles of trial and error. The ones whose errors 
include starting with the wrong shoes get new ones at Seamon’s store and 
leave the old ones in the oak nearby. Here’s her advice for avoiding that fate. 
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Play ListPlay List
G E O P I N I O N

SEWING-MACHINE LEG is never fun, 
but it sure is memorable when scaling 
an escalator-length ladder bolted to 
slickrock. I look ahead and try to focus 
on what’s to come when my hiking 
partners and I enter a huge undercut in 
the cliff: a Pre-Columbian settlement, 
sheltered from weather and time. On 
solid ground, legs finally still, I notice the alcove’s 
acoustics, which amplify every word. But we keep 
our voices down, subdued by the empty doorways 
cut from stone, pictographs daubed on the back 
wall, and pots as old as Europe’s cathedrals sitting 
on a beamed rooftop as if their owners left only 
yesterday. It feels pleasant in here, out of the sun. 
I imagine the long-ago residents. Their dwelling 
shaped them, as ours does us. By Michael Engelhard

14
LAND OF THE 
ANCIENTS
NAVAJO NATIONAL 
MONUMENT, ARIZONA

THE HIKER’S  
CODE OF CONDUCT
The longest government shutdown in history reminded 
us how we can be better stewards of our national parks—
and each other. By Leslie Hsu Oh

THE FIR ST TIME I EVER stepped off a trail in Canyonlands 
National Park, Utah, my mother grabbed my hand and pulled me swiftly 

to her side so that no one else would see what I did. “It takes up to 250 years for 
the cryptobiotic soil to recover,” she scolded. I was 13 and a little embarrassed 
to be sure, but I never did it again. Too bad there weren’t more LNT-minded 
mothers around when the government shutdown occurred last winter.  

Here’s what it looked like: Trash piled high in the roads and bathrooms 
overflowing. Locks and chains to closed campgrounds cut open. Vegetation 
burnt and trampled to death by illegal campsites. Miles of living cryptobiotic 
soil crushed by off-roaders. It could be a montage in a dystopian thriller, but it’s 
not. It’s our national parks—or was, only a few months ago.

During the 35 days the government was closed, more than 400 impacts to 
the parks were reported. The sad(der) truth is that even that figure, high as it 
is, may be an underestimation, since rangers are still discovering more today 
and seem reluctant to disclose everything, in case it breeds copycats. You heard 

about the worst of them: Joshua Tree’s 
signature flora crushed by a car and left to 
die, sensitive playas and archaeological 
sites marred by off-roaders in Death Valley, 
buildings or even petrogly phs in both 
parks spray-painted and vandalized. The 
iconic arrowhead sign was stolen from 
Shenandoah, and a California condor was 
harassed by a drone in Pinnacles. While 
I don’t think there’s much we can do to 
educate people who viewed the shutdown 
as an invitation to go on a crime spree, I 
do think that most of the other incidents 
were—and are—avoidable.

We don’t hear much about those impacts, 
but I’m talking about having a campfire in 
a pristine spot, washing dishes in a creek, 
tossing an orange peel wayward “for the 
squir rels,” a nd genera l ly aba ndoning 
common LNT practices. These are not 

criminal behaviors, but they’re still destructive, government shutdown or 
not. But do we really need rangers to police such behavior? The government 
shutdown was an opportunity for hikers who know better—us—to educate park 
visitors who don’t. 

We can all agree that if you see a jerk destroying rock art, you should 
report it. But what about the minor transgressions, like cutting a switchback, 
approaching wildlife too closely—or stepping onto cryptobiotic soil? As the 
motto goes, If you see something, say something. Do it privately and kindly, 
offering that person a moment to think about his impact and learn a better way. 

And if you’re as appalled as I was by the abuse that the parks suffered, there’s 
plenty more you can do: First, write to members of Congress telling them 
about the devastating consequences of the shutdown. Second, find volunteer 
opportunities to fix damages that occurred. At npca.org, there are events across 
the country almost every day, and you can also visit park websites to find more.

It might be a long time until the next government shutdown, but next time, 
we’ll be ready.  

13

DO WE REALLY 
NEED RANGERS TO 
POLICE BEHAVIOR? 
THE GOVERNMENT 
SHUTDOWN WAS AN 
OPPORTUNITY FOR 
HIKERS WHO KNOW 
BETTER—US—TO 
EDUCATE VISITORS 
WHO DON’T.
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Play List
W E E K E N D S

TURN-BY-TURN FROM THE  
VISITOR CENTER
1) Hop on the Keet Seel Trail, a 
faint path that leads east across 
the mesa before plunging to the 
floor of Long Canyon at mile 1.5.
2) Stay on the trail as it doglegs 
east through Tsegi Canyon and 
immediately into the mouth of 
Keet Seel Canyon at mile 1.8.
3) Head north into the arroyo of 
Keet Seel, following sandstone 
walls and weaving across the 
stream (low, easy water year-
round) to camp near mile 7.2.
4) Ditch your overnight gear  
and continue .5 mile to the 
backcountry station (a hogan) 
near the ruins, then check in with 

the Navajo ranger for the guided 
afternoon tour.
5) Retrace your steps to camp, 
then, next day, the trailhead.

CAMPSITE
OAK GROVE (MILE 7.2)
Pull off the trail at this obvious, 
creekside Gambel oak grove 
(first-come, first-serve; there’s 
room for everyone). Scan for 
colorful potsherds, but don’t 
take any, of course. Haul in all 
your water; drinking from the 
creek isn’t allowed.
 
GEOLOGY 
Tsegi Creek gouged the band-
shell alcoves and undercuts from 

the Navajo sandstone in Keet 
Seel Canyon. (Some 800 years 
ago, Ancestral Puebloans likely 
used these as shelters because 
they were so easily defended.) 
At mile 6, look up to see 
cascades flowing over purplish 
Kayenta sandstone ledges—
sweet music on sweltering days. 

ARCHAEOLOGY
An extremely dry climate and 
the rock overhang make Keet 
Seel—“Broken Pottery” in the 
Navajo language—one of the 
Southwest’s best-preserved cliff 
dwellings. Built around 1100 AD, 
it housed 150 people before 
being abandoned in 1300 AD.

DO IT TRAILHEAD 36.6881, 
-110.5338; 60 miles northeast  
of Tuba City on Tsegi Canyon  
Rd. SEASON Late May to mid-
September (Thursday to Sunday 
only); May, June, and September 
are best to avoid extreme heat 
and monsoons. PERMIT 
Required (free); reserve by 
phone and arrive at the National 
Monument a day early to obtain it 
and attend a mandatory 
orientation at the Visitor Center. 
CONTACT nps.gov/nava

Distance 15.4 miles (out and back)
Time 2 days
Difficulty

The Keet Seel Trail  
drops into Long Canyon.
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Play List
W E E K E N D S

ashore (boater’s left) and secure  
your canoe to a tree beyond the water 
line before hiking .6 mile to the 
campground. Primitive camping isn’t 
allowed on this route, so reserve one 
of the five tent-only sites ($14; 
madisoncountyconservation.org).

GEOLOGY
Perk of the shallow water? Easier to 
see to the bottom. Rocks containing 
animal and aquatic plant fossils are 
common here.

WILDLIFE
Watch for river otters, beavers, and 
white-tailed deer along the banks 
(peak viewing at dusk). In June, look 
for great blue herons and raptors like 
red-tailed hawks and bald eagles.

DO IT SHUTTLE CAR 41.3230, 
-93.9596; 38 miles southwest of Des 
Moines on Holliwell Bridge Rd. PUT IN 
41.3523, -94.2814; a 30-minute drive 
west of the shuttle car off 200th St. 
GEAR UP Middle River Rentals 
(middleriverrentals.com); canoe 
rentals start at $50 and kayak rentals 
at $30. The shop offers shuttle 
services (prices vary). SEASON April 
to October PERMIT None CONTACT 
madisoncountyconservation.org

HEAVEN  
ON EARTH
MIDDLE RIVER, IOWA

WE GLIDE SILENTLY around a 
bend in the river, unintentionally 
sneaking up on two fawns 
playing in the shallow water. 
Close wildlife encounters are an 
unexpected perk of both boat travel 
and Iowa’s little-known Middle River. The easy 
current delivers us past rolling farmlands, beneath 
historic bridges, and by animals unaccustomed to 
human presence. In summer, the river is low, so we 
find ourselves pushing and pulling our fiberglass 
canoe around boulders and snags in several places, 
but it’s a fair trade for the peaceful travel as we 
float nearly 40 miles. Cottonwood fluff floats lazily 
beside us, and we drift past turtles and great blue 
herons so closely that I’m sure I can reach them 
with my paddle. This is America’s heartland at its 
finest. By Diana Lambdin Meyer

TURN-BY-TURN FROM MIDDLE RIVER FOREST COUNTY PARK
1) From the launch, paddle 28 miles downstream past forest 
and farmland in the gentle current of the Middle River 
Water Trail to the Pammel Park takeout (access point 63). 
2) Pull ashore on the east side.
3) Next day, continue 10.6 miles east downstream to the 
take out at the Holliwell Covered Bridge (access point 50).

CAMPSITE PAMMEL PARK (MILE 28) 
Knock out a big day on the water, then savor a hardwood-
shaded tent site. (The white oaks at this park are some of 
the oldest in the state, creeping up on 400 years.) Paddle 

15

For a hiker, it’s not hard to see why 
the Uinta Basin is awesome: High-
desert plateaus and mountains 
rise above canyons where the 
roiling, 730-mile Green River 
and its tributaries sluice through. 
To add intrigue, the area is rich 
with dino fossils and that other 
legacy—fossil fuels. That’s what 
oil and gas companies are after, 
and they’re creeping closer to 
the monument to get it. Further 
development threatens to worsen 
air pollution that’s already begin-
ning to cloud Dinosaur’s famously 
dark night skies, stunt vegetation 
growth, and harm local ecosys-
tems. An environmental group 
sued the government at the end 
of September, hoping to prevent 
new drilling in the area—includ-
ing plans for a site within 5 miles 
of the monument. Hopefully this 
special ecosystem won’t go the 
way of the big lizards. Learn more 
at bit.do/npca-dinosaur.

SAVE DINOSAUR 
NATIONAL 
MONUMENT, CO/UT.

T H E  G O O D  F I G H T

Distance 38.6 miles (point to point)
Time 2 days
Difficulty

Cruising the Middle River

16
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Domestic Dog
Subspecies: Canis lupus familiaris

Love them like family.
Feed them like family.®

Feed your dog more of the 
chicken, duck or salmon 

he was born to love.

Gray Wolf
Species: Canis lupus

Even after
34,000 years...

They still
share a love 
of meat

They still
share a love 
of meat

Fun Fact:
A recent genetic study suggests our best pals 
and wolves separated from a common ancestor 
between 9,000 and 34,000 years ago.
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Woods ruins, where shipwrecked 
voyagers settled in the 1800s.
8) Hike northeast to the shore and 
follow the beach to camp at mile 13.6.
9) Next day, head .4 mile back to the 
False Cape Landing Trail and retrace 
your steps 8.6 miles to the trailhead.

CAMPSITE BACKCOUNTRY SITES 7-9 (MILE 9)
Claim an oceanfront campsite ($11; 
reserveamerica.com). Pitch your tent 
above the high-tide line and keep an 
eye out for bottlenose dolphins 
popping above the surf. (If it’s windy, 
make camp 200 yards back among 
the live oaks.)

WILDLIFE
Swans, herons, ibises, and egrets 
headline the migratory bird species 
that call False Cape home in late 
spring. In the morning, scan the sand 
for tracks from red foxes or feral 
hogs. Loggerhead sea turtles nest on 
the shoreline in May (give them 
space, and avoid using a headlamp, 
which can confuse hatchlings trying 
to scoot to the ocean).   

HISTORY
This itinerary takes you to Wash 
Woods, where you can spy ruins of 

the 19th-century town’s graveyard 
and church. The steeple was built 
with cypress from the John S. Woods
schooner, one of a handful of ships to 
run aground off False Cape (mariners 
frequently mistook it for Cape Henry 
and traveled too close to shore—
hence the name). From Wash Woods, 
hike 1.5 miles south to explore one of 
these doomed vessels: the Clythia, 
which crashed in 1894. (Time it for 
low tide for best exploring.)

WATER
Unfortunately, BYO. Haul in a gallon 
per person per day. You can top off at 
the faucet at mile 6.3 (at the junction 
with the Dike and Sand Ridge Trails).

DO IT TRAILHEAD 36.6936, -75.9245; 
15 miles south of Virginia Beach off 
Sandpiper Rd. SEASON April to 
October (Back Bay’s interior trails are 
closed November to March) PERMIT
Required ($25/night); reserve by 
phone. CONTACT bit.do/false-cape-sp

TURN-BY-TURN FROM THE LITTLE ISLAND TRAILHEAD
1) On the east edge of Little Island spit, hike 1.6 miles south.
2) At the obvious opening in the dunes, veer .2 mile inland.
3) Pick up the East or West Dike Trail (only one will be open 
due to migratory bird patterns), and trek 3.2 miles south to 
the False Cape State Park trailhead at mile 5. 
4) Continue 1.3 miles south on the Sand Ridge Trail, which 
crosses marshy migratory bird habitat to an intersection.
5) Take the False Cape Landing Trail to a junction at mile 8.6.
6) Turn east to claim an oceanside site .4 mile away.
7) With a daypack, retrace your steps to the False Cape 
Landing Trail and keep going 1.7 miles south to the Wash 

WHEN I ARRIVE at a 
small sign marking the 
entrance to False Cape, 
I’m already 5 miles 
into my trip. There’s no 
vehicle access to this 
state park—the only 
one of its kind in Virginia. In order to backpack 
through its loblolly pines and live oaks and camp 
along its undisturbed shoreline, you must hike to 
the trailhead. That’d be a bummer if the extra 5 
miles were boring. Luckily, the coastal wetlands 
of Back Bay are the perfect preamble to this quiet 
park. Without cars or RVs, False Cape feels utterly 
deserted. I venture down the coastline, splitting 
forests, marshes, and dunes, and taking time to 
inspect a shipwreck from the 1800s. Here, I feel as 
much like an explorer as a hiker, and I’m happy to 
be both. By Chris Olson

Distance 22.6 miles (lollipop-loop)
Time 2 days
Difficulty

Play List
W E E K E N D S

17 Little Island TH

Back Bay National 
Wildlife Refuge

False Cape State Park

Backcountry Sites 7-9

Wash Woods 
Community

COASTAL PARADISE 
FALSE CAPE STATE PARK, 
VIRGINIA

18
Party on a peak.
Join BACKPACKER and Big City 
Mountaineers for a continent-
spanning National Summit 
Day celebration on August 3. 
Learn more at backpacker.com/
nationalsummitday.
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Play List
W E E K E N D S

PASTORAL UPRISING
MT. HOLYOKE RANGE & J.A. SKINNER 
STATE PARKS, MASSACHUSETTS

DAYLIGHT IS BEGINNING to burn off  the morning fog, 
opening the views beyond the oxbow below and into the 
Berkshires and Vermont. Here, in western Mass, where 
valleys slope down to the Connecticut River and brick 
storefronts, it’s all very bucolic. But then: The Mt. Holyoke Range and its 
slew of 1,000-foot peaks fl ash across the horizon like a lightning bolt. You can 
traverse the rippled ridgeline in 9 miles across two state parks, or, like I do, as an 
out-and-back after a night in a rustic cabin beneath Mt. Holyoke. As I’m doubling 
back, I get to once again see summer’s mountain laurel and hear the songbirds, and 
yet the view feels completely new. By Olivia Dwyer 

TURN-BY-TURN FROM HARRIS 
MOUNTAIN ROAD
1) Take the Metacomet-Monadnock Trail 4.2 
miles west across Mt. Holyoke Range State 
Park to MA 116, tagging five knobs on the way.
2) Enter J.A. Skinner State Park via the Bare 
Mountain trailhead and continue 3.8 miles 
west to 940-foot Mt. Holyoke.
3) Circle around the Summit House, then 
proceed on the M-M Trail, which barrels 
downhill along a former tram line to the Mt. 
Holyoke Outing Club Cabin near mile 9.3.
4) Head back to Harris Mountain Road for an 
18.6-mile out-and-back (or hike .1 mile out to 
a shuttle car on Old Mountain Road).

CAMPSITE MT. HOLYOKE OUTING CLUB CABIN 
(MILE 9.3)
Do the hike east to west so you can take 
advantage of this old outpost. Find the 
humble wood cabin ($35 for the whole thing; 
bit.do/holyoke-cabin-rental) nestled into the 
hillside as the descent starts to mellow out. 
Inside, snag one of four cots, and enjoy a 
woodstove and electric lights.

HIGH-STYLE FINISH
Summit House opened in the 1850s as a 
mountaintop retreat for tourists and creative 
types. Acquired by the state in 1940, the 
restored structure now offers a culture fix for 

hikers: Explore a museum with artifacts from 
the hotel’s past, or, on Thursday nights in 
summer, linger for folk and blues concerts 
($10) as sunset rays flood the balcony.

BIRDS
The range’s east-west orientation makes for a 
powerful windbreak. Mountain slopes 
convert northwest gusts into updrafts—and 
ideal hunting grounds for birds of prey. Look 
up to spot broad-winged hawks, kestrels, and 
even the occasional bald eagle. Solo flyers 
drift through in spring and summer; migration 
traffic peaks in September.

WATER
There are no reliable creeks on this route, but 
you can top off at the Notch Visitor Center 
(mile 4.2) and the Summit House (mile 8) 
between May and October.

DO IT TRAILHEAD 42.3075, -72.4709; 
7 miles east of Hadley on Harris Mountain Rd. 
SEASON May to October PERMIT None 
CONTACT bit.do/mt-holyoke-sp

19

Distance 18.6 miles (out and back)
Time 2 days
Difficulty

S E E 
(O R  AVO I D) 
S N A K E S . 

What is a snake ball?
No metaphor: A snake ball is literally a ball of 
mating snakes (typically garters). Between 
10 and 100 male snakes will writhe around a 
single female (or, sometimes, a male posing 
as a female) in an attempt to mate, creating 
a wriggling, rubbing sphere of horny reptiles. 
After anywhere between an hour and a day, 
only one male gets the chance to breed. 

Where can they be seen?
Indiana Jones’s worst nightmare takes 
place every spring throughout North 
America, when garter snakes emerge from 
their winter hibernation to engage in roman-
tic entanglement. Places to tread lightly: 
Great Smoky Mountains National Park, TN/
NC; Glacier National Park, MT; Yosemite 
National Park, CA; basically anywhere.

e says “spring” like wild 
. Here’s everything you 
d to know about trailside 

hering serpents.

J.A. Skinner State Park
Mt. Holyoke Range State Park

Harris Mountain Rd. TH

Long Mountain (920 feet)

Mt. Norwottock (1,106 feet)

Bare Mountain (1,010 feet)

Taylor Notch

Mt. Holyoke 
(940 feet) and 
Summit House

Mt. Holyoke 
Outing Club Cab in

1,000 feet

500 feet

1 mile 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Mt. Hitchcock (1,005 feet)
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V I E W F I N D E R

APPROACH THE ALTAR.
ACADIA NATIONAL PARK, ME
Pilgrims travel far to catch sunrise from 1,529-foot Cadillac Mountain, the highest point along the North Atlantic seaboard. 
It’s a stunner, but no secret. More than three quarters of a million people visited Acadia last May and June, and most of them 
came for Mt. Desert Island’s crown. But you can have first light without the crowds if you gun for the Schoodic Peninsula. 
When Acadia’s boundaries spread eastward to encompass the 1,400-acre promontory in 2015, it opened up a swath of 
granite shoreline lined with thick forests much like the park’s more popular areas, but far less congested. Visit in June when 
temperatures hang in the mid-70s and conditions are just about perfect. A handful of short trails spiderweb across the 

Schoodic Peninsula; link the Alder, Schoodic Head, and Anvil Trails for a 2.1-mile loop. Tack on a .8-mile (round-trip) spur on the East Trail to get 
up onto the coast. There’s no backpacking in the national park, but the Schoodic Woods Campground has backcountry-feeling, tent-only sites 
($22; reservation recommended)—if you want a head start on sunrise. PERMIT None CONTACT nps.gov/acad

21
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Protective silicone base

TriMax® triple insulation

Tea, fruit, ice strainer

Comfortable silicone spout

Durable powder coat finishOur best-selling BOULDER bottle has been redesigned, offering superior insulation, Reflecta™ 
insulated lid, practical versatility, and a great look that sets us apart from the rest – without 
breaking the bank. Filled with a favorite cold or hot drink, it’s a dependable companion on 
backcountry trails, as well as keeping you hydrated through the workday. Available in 3 sizes 
and several eye-catching colors.

www.ecovessel.com



More than ever, people want to disconnect and get out 
more. Especially now that technology takes up more 
time from our daily lives, nature is a key ingredient in any 
healthy lifestyle. From taking remote jobs and living on 
the road, to daily walks, to dedicating more vacation time 
to the outdoors, there are many ways to get out more. 
What allows people to have both the creature comforts 
of home and greater access to the majestic spaces they 
love? Adding an RV to their outdoor routine. Inside sits a 
cozy bed, clean shower, and well-stocked kitchen. Right 
outside the door lies adventure. 
To fi nd the best RVs for outdoor adventures, I went to 
the RVX Trade Show in Salt Lake City and reviewed the 
top choices in the category.

GET OUT MORE:
HERE’S HOW

Taxa 
Tigermoth
Journey Off  The Grid

Incredibly versatile, yet only 900 
pounds so you can tow it almost 
anywhere. Features we liked: built-in 
electric, LED lights, 12V outlets, water 
and optional solar panels that make 
living off  the grid a reality.

THE ROAD 
TO ADVENTURE

BY RANDY PROPSTER

Lance 855S 
Rule Maker
Off -Road Ready Ultralight 
Truck Camper

Already have an off -road ready truck? 
Add the Lance 855S Rule Maker to 
enhance your outings. Features we 
liked: the slide-out dinette capable of 
seating four that converts into a bed 
for two, and the chef’s kitchen com-
plete with three burner stove, oven, 
microwave, and two-basin sink. 

Forest River 
No Boundaries
Lightweight, Versatile with 
Adaptable Gear Storage

This model is a Toy Hauler extraordi-
naire that keeps 4-cylinders in 
the towing mix. Features we liked: 
industry leading ground clearance, 
larger diameter tires, and a nimble 
suspension system that make 
remote camps a reality.

Airstream 
Basecamp
Getaway Ready and 
Packed with Comfort

With a bathroom, kitchen, and a 
lounge area that converts into a bed, 
the Basecamp allows you to clean up 
and wind down. Features we liked:  
gear friendly 26”x46” rear hatch, and 
the unobstructed 126 inches of cargo 
depth from hatch to galley.

GET OUT MORE



HOW TO CHOOSE AN RV
There’s an art to selecting the right 
RV for your needs. Each model on the 
market off ers a unique set of creature 
comforts and adventure- ready features 
that will support your getaway style.  
Will you go down roads less traveled?  
Are you in search of a motorhome or a 
travel trailer? Can your vehicle handle 
the tow load? Will you be bringing all of 
your favorite gear (boats, bikes, packs) 
along with you? Are you a solo traveler, 
or is the entire family along for the 
journey? Ask these types of questions 
to fi nd the right combination of features 
that will enhance your excursions.  With 
modern choices including higher ground 
clearance for rocky and rutted National 
Forest roads, features like boat racks 
and bike storage, and the ability to 
comfortably sleep the entire family, 
the right RV is out there waiting for 
you to get out more.

ADVICE
ADVENTURE

GETTING EXTRA ME TIME
RV’s minimize the work of camping. 
With your bed, kitchen and bath already 
onboard, your set-up time can be 
dedicated to ensuring the bike, boat 
or pack are ready for the next adventure.  
Choosing to explore with an RV creates 
time for the most important thing: you.

WHAT TO PACK
An RV built for exploration is missing 
only what you’ll need outside of it, so 
pack the boats and bikes and day-
packs. The best part: your traveling 
home will be there after a day of 
exploring the outdoors.

BEST RV PARKS
Sometimes convenience guides our 
choices, and a level, highway-side slab 
can satisfy us. But with an RV designed 
for the backcountry, the most idyllic 
place to park can be found lake-side, 
river-side, and trail-side in the quiet 
star-fi lled corners of every state.

CAN’T MISS PARK VISITS
Is it Yellowstone? Yosemite? Acadia? 
Rocky Mountain or Arches? We’ll let 
that debate continue. What we can 
tell you: some of the wildest and most 
scenic destinations cater to your 

AND THE 
WINNER IS...

Taxa 
Cricket
Lightweight, Rugged and 
Easily Towable

Driving a 4-cylinder car? Pulling a 
camper is no problem with the 
lightweight (1,450 pounds), 
NASA-inspired design of the Cricket. 
Features we liked: 12-inches of ground 
clearance, superior cross ventilation, 
and room for a family of four.

The Sylvan Sport VAST
An Adventure-Hungry Travel Trailer

This versatile model is designed for campers who want to bring all their adventure tools and enjoy 
luxe living at the end of the day.  We loved the simplicity for gear hauling, two true queen-sized beds, 
a unique patented indoor/outdoor kitchen, and a full bath and shower.  Coming soon. 
Visit sylvansport.com/vast for details.
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Skıll Set
H O W  T O  T H R I V E  O U T D O O R S

Add a fl y rod to your kit to discover a new kind of backcountry bliss. Plus: Take a baby on an 
overnight, rig your tarp like a pro, and upgrade your mornings with three breakfast bar recipes.

K YLE LE DE BOE R / CAVAN IM AG E S

Casting call: An angler on 
Colorado’s Rio Grande tests the 
waters at sunset, when bugs are 
out and fi sh are likely to bite.

GET  
HOOKED
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Skill Set
A D V E N T U R E  U

MASTER THE OVERHEAD CAST
Just like golfers have many different types 
of swings, anglers use various fly-casting 
techniques. Beginners only need to learn 
this one. 

1) FIND ENOUGH SPACE.
Ensure that you have at least 20 feet of 
clearance above and behind you before 
casting. Standing in the water affords 
plenty of room to avoid tangles with trees 
and makes it easier to spot trout.

2) PREP THE LINE. 
Pull about 20 feet of line from the reel and 
out the tip of the rod. Lay or toss the line on 
the ground or in the water directly in front 
of you so that it will easily lift in the air 
when you cast. Arranging it in a straight 
line will allow it to lift more easily.

3) LOAD THE ROD.  
Hold the rod with your dominant hand. 

Point it forward, parallel to the ground, and 
grasp the line near where it emerges from 
the reel with your other hand. Keeping your 
casting elbow tucked into your side, pull the 
rod powerfully behind you at 45 degrees 
from your body. Stop when your casting 
hand is in line with your shoulder (at 2 
o’clock on an imaginary clock on your 
casting side, or 10 o’clock for left-handed 
casters). As the rod flexes, the line will 
swing backward, tighten, and form a loop 
with the fly behind you and overhead. 

4) PAUSE.
Wait a fraction of a second while the energy 
from the rebounding rod transfers to the 
line, causing it to form a loop. It can be 
helpful to look behind you to watch how the 
rod loads. If you don’t pause, the rod won’t 
transfer energy to the line, making it 
impossible to cast the fly forward. If you 
wait too long, the fly will hit the ground or 
water behind you.

5) CAST FORWARD. 
Smoothly hinge your arm forward, stopping 
at 10 o’clock (2 o’clock for lefties). Keep your 
wrist rigid; power comes from the forearm. 
The line and fly will fling into the water in 
front of you. Allow your casting arm to relax 
into a comfortable position as the fly lands.

6) PRACTICE.  
Try false casting to improve muscle 
memory and timing: Keep the fly airborne 
while continuously casting between 10 and 
2 o’clock, allowing the line to swing back 
and forth without landing. 

7) FOOL THE TROUT. 
When targeting a trout in moving water, 
cast a couple of feet ahead of it in the 
direction it’s facing (typically upstream) 
and drift the fly over the fish. In flat water, 
don’t let the fly sit still for more than 20 
seconds. Twitch the rod and line so that the 
fly imitates a real insect. 

Backcountry Fly Fishing 
Why settle for just one pastime? Add a sport that’s simultaneously exciting  
and relaxing to your backpacking trips by catching (and releasing) your first trout.   
By Tim Huckaby

Beware of line-tangling 
trees and bushes—

standing away from the 
shore ensures a 

snag-free back cast. 

Wear polarized 
sunglasses to spot trout 

underwater—and 
protect your eyes from 

wayward hooks.

During insect hatches, trout 
rise to feed, creating 

hundreds of dimples on the 
water’s surface.

Whereas traditional 
fishing lures are weighted, 
light flies rely entirely on 

energy from the flexing rod 
to cast forward.

Obtain a license and check 
local regulations before 
harvesting a trout; catch 
and release is standard.
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C H E A T  S H E E T

CAUGHT IN A THUNDERSTORM
One summer day, this angler nearly attracted a strike 
of the wrong kind. —T.H.

I WAS FLY FISHING Colorado’s South Platte River 
one summer afternoon when a thunderstorm blew in. 
I left the river (most fly rods are made of conductive 
materials, so the last thing you want to do is wave 
around a lightning rod while standing in water), but 
instead of hiding in the trees, I decided to hike a mile 
back and wait out the storm in the car. The thunder 
sounded distant; I thought I could make it. 

I walked at a brisk pace and concentrated on holding 
my fly rod in my left hand parallel to the ground to keep a 

low profile. Suddenly I felt a sharp pain in my left elbow. I chalked it up to “old guy pains” and 
kept walking. Thirty seconds later, I felt an even sharper pain in my left arm and looked down 
to see all the hair on my body standing on end. The storm was directly overhead and I could 
feel the electricity in the air. I threw my rod on the ground and ran for the trees. I hadn’t been 
running more than two seconds when the lightning struck 100 yards away. Fly fishing can be 
absorbing. Just remember to look up as well as down. 

IT HAPPENED TO ME 

READ THE WATER
Knowing where the fi sh hang out in a river or lake is just as important as the cast. Trout seek 
out food-rich zones and avoid fast currents, which require more energy than still water. For 
best success, cast your fl y in the following spots. 

1. Structures
Large rocks or dropoff s in the still water of 
lakes and ponds often hide trout, which are 
attracted to the cooler water here. 

2. Inlets and outlets
Food sources are concentrated where the 
water enters and exits a lake. Spawning 
occurs in outlets from still water sources, 
making it a great place to cast your fl y. 

3. Seams 
Fish await food in the current boundaries 
between fast-moving and slower-moving 
water. Recognize a seam between currents 
by the lines on the water’s surface. 

4. Eddies
Insects get stuck in areas of a river where the 

water fl ows upstream in a circular motion; 
currents are slower here, which fi sh use to 
their feeding advantage. 

5. Pocket water
In moving water, the slower fl ow downstream 
of a large rock often conceals trout watching 
for food in the faster current.

6. Pools 
Deep, slow-moving areas in the river 
attract trout for their lazy currents and cool 
temperatures, especially in warmer bodies 
of water. 

7. Runs
Fish tend to rest in long, straight-fl owing 
areas of water defi ned by a channel, waiting 
to nab food fl oating by overhead. 

Know Your Flies 
Fish eat bugs. Your task is to use 
artifi cial fl ies that mimic “the 
naturals.” Since they weigh next 
to nothing, pack as many as 20 of 
varying types (you’ll inevitably 
lose fl ies to trees and bushes). 
Your local fl y shop will have good 
regional beta, but all complete fl y 
boxes include these four basics.

PE TER SUCHESKI

ADAMS 
This fl y is a staple for trout fi shing 
because of its resemblance to a wide 
range of insects. It imitates a mosquito, 
caddis, mayfl y, midge, or horsefl y. 

ELK HAIR CADDIS
Fishing a swift, rocky river? This variety 
mimics the caddisfl y, which lives in 
those areas, and comes in brown, gray, 
olive, or tan to match the local hatch.

DAVE’S HOPPER
This fl y imitates a grasshopper, and 
fi shes best near the bank during 
summertime, when terrestrial insects 
are abundant.

GRIFFITH’S GNAT
This smaller fl y imitates many diff erent 
insects, including the winged ant. To a 
trout, it can look like both a cluster of 
midges or a single adult midge.
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SPRING TRAINING 
Strengthen your legs for early-season hikes, which often involve postholing in lingering 
snow up high and crossing run-off  swollen rivers down low. By Jenessa Connor

Skill Set
B O O T  C A M P

ANDREW KORNYLAK

After a tough day on the legs, Cofi eld recommends hitting the trifecta of recovery: soft-tissue work, compres-
sion, and elevation. “Use a therapy ball for self-massage to help relax the muscles,” she says. Elevate your legs 
with or without compression socks to decrease swelling and promote circulation. “The best way to recover is to 
utilize techniques that will offl  oad the tissues and help with the removal of lactic acid that has accumulated as a 
byproduct of the muscular activity,” she says. 

R E C O V E R

THE EXPERT
Shanté Cofi eld
is a doctor of 
physical therapy and outdoor 
enthusiast based in Redondo 
Beach, CA . 

Hanging Knee Raises
This crunch alternative 
works the core to reinforce 
good posture and safe-
guard against back strain 
while postholing. 
Sets 3  Reps 15 (each leg) 

1. Hang from a pull-up bar 
with arms shoulder-width 
apart and legs together.
2. Keep shoulder blades 
down and core engaged; lift 
knees to chest. Hold for one 
second, then lower knees and 
straighten legs. Repeat. Rest 
one minute between sets. 

Weighted Step-Ups
This exercise targets hips, 
quads, glutes, and ham-
strings to build endurance. 
Sets 3  Reps 15 (each leg) 

1. With a medium-weight 
dumbbell in each hand (one 
that feels challenging but 
allows you to move continu-
ously), face a plyo box that’s 
knee-high or lower. Bend your 
left knee and place the left 
foot on the center of the box. 
2. Drive through bent leg to 
stand atop the box. Extend 
your hip fl exors as you tap 
your right foot next to the left. 
3. Keeping the left foot 
planted, step your right foot 
off  and slowly lower it to the 
ground. That’s one rep.
4. Continue to step with one 
leg until all reps are complete. 
Repeat with opposite side. 

Assisted Pistols
This squat 
variation demands 
balance and 
core strength, 
building stability 
to navigate thigh-
high snow and 
turbulent waters. 
Sets 3  Reps 8 
(each leg) 

1. Stand with your 
back to a chair or 
bench (or log) as if 
about to sit. 

2. Standing on your 
right leg, push your 
butt back and hinge 
at the hips, keeping 
your back straight, as 
you lower yourself 
toward the chair. 
Simultaneously fl oat 
your left leg (keep as 
straight as possible) 
out in front of you. Sit 
lightly and with 
control. 

3. Immediately 
return to a single-leg 
standing position by 
engaging the core, 
pressing through 
your right heel, and 
straightening the 
right knee. Bring your 
left foot to the 
ground. 

4. Complete all reps 
on one side before 
switching legs. 
Gradually lower the 
height of your seat 
until you can squat to 
your heels without 
assistance.
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YO U  T R A I N  H A R D  A N D  S O M E T I M E S  YO U  H U R T,  B U T T H AT W O N ’ T  

S T O P Y O U .  T RY N E W T I G E R  B A L M  A C T I V E  B E F O R E  O R  A F T E R  Y O U R

W O R KO U T F O R  PA I N  R E L I E F  F R O M  M U S C L E  A C H E S  &  S T R A I N S .  

PAIN HAPPENS.
SUFFERING IS OPTIONAL.

T I G E R B A L M . C O MAVA I L A B L E  AT  S E L E C T L O C AT I O N S .

CHRISTIAN TAYLOR
TRIPLE JUMP

3 x WORLD CHAMPION

2 x OLYMPIC GOLD MEDALIST 
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O K, HERE’S my biggest fear,” I told 
my fr iend Nor ma n, a s I zipped 
my 1 3 -mont h- old son i nt o h i s 

f ire engine jammies at our campsite in 
Rocky Mountain National Park. “Sam will 
figure out how to unzip the tent. Then he’ll 
wait until we’re asleep, sneak out silently, 
wander down to the creek, and drown.”

Norman, bless his heart, didn’t laugh. “I 
really don’t think that’s going to happen,” 
he said. So I moved on to my second-biggest 
(and much more realistic) fear: that Sam 
would respond to his first backpacking trip 
by howling all night, spooking the wildlife, 
and making me regret the whole experi-
ment. He’s a challenging sleeper under the 
best of circumstances, so maybe the cold, 
the 8,000-foot altitude, or just the weird-
ness of sleeping in a tent would add up to a 
miserable night. As I ran through my list of 
worries, I wondered: Was I forcing Sam into 
a situation he wasn’t ready for, just because 
I really wanted to introduce him to back-
packing?

But it was too late for second-guessing. 
I’d already decided it was time to share one 
of my biggest passions with my son. He loves 
riding in his kid-carrier pack for hikes—
he’d already ticked off day trips in Colorado, 

Montana, and Alaska—but we hadn’t yet 
made a night of it. I didn’t want to start with 
car camping, in case he started scream-
ing and woke up everyone within earshot. 
Backpacking, despite the extra challenges, 
seemed like the better—and, ideally, more 
fun—option. I dream of spending the next 17 
years or so watching my son fall in love with 
the outdoors, one sunset, shooting star, and 
s’more at a time. Why wait to get started? 

So I studied the map and drew up a pack-
ing list. I chose a spot 1.5 miles from the 
trailhead, along Rocky’s mellow East Inlet 
Trail, in case we had to beat a hasty retreat. 
The morning’s foreboding bank of clouds 
magically cleared as we finished loading 
up at the parking lot, triple-checking our 
supply of the baby happiness trifecta—dia-
pers, wipes, and snacks. Sam babbled hap-
pily on my back as we skirted a meadow 
with views of round-topped Mt. Craig and 
climbed a rocky rise overlooking a beaver 
pond; he alternated between pointing at 
birds and yanking on my ponytail. So far, so 
good. Maybe I’d been silly to worry.

But we hit a snag upon arriving at our 
campsite. Somehow, in the last 1.5 miles, 
Sam’s diaper leaked pee all over his pants 
and the kid carrier. “This hasn’t happened 

BACKPACK  
WITH A BABY
Are mother and son ready to trade  
the crib for a tent?
By Elisabeth Kwak-Hefferan

LUC Y E N G LE M AN

Skill Set
P A S S / F A I L

“



on dayhikes,” I said as an excuse, remem-
bering that I’d only brought him one pair of 
pants in an effort to save weight. But it was 
a warm summer day. “I suppose it won’t kill 
him to stay in these,” I said.

Sam was much too excited about explor-
ing to let da mp pa nts bring him down. 
Norman and I switched off camp-pitching 
chores and hovering as Sam toddled around 
the site—at least one extra set of hands was 
required to make sure he didn’t poke him-
self in the eye with a stick, roll down the 
slope to the creek, or eat (too much) dirt. He 
was thrilled, and his joy only grew as the 
light faded.

At dusk, I had one very excited (and over-
tired) baby on my hands. Still, it was easy 
to be patient with him as we listened to the 
wind swishing through the trees. Bundled 
in his footie PJs and tucked into my sleeping 
bag, Sam finally drifted off with his head on 
the bag of clean diapers. 

Norma n a nd I stayed up, whispering 
into the night. A fox glided through camp, 
revealing itself only by the gleam of its eyes. 
The Milky Way practica lly shouted for 
attention overhead. Pregnancy and infant 
care had kept me from backpacking for 
nearly two years. I’d missed it. 

Then, that familiar, primal shriek: Sam 

was up. Norman held him while I rushed to  
load up our bear canister, but he didn’t stop 
screaming until I slid into the bag with him. 
This could be a long night.

And it was. It wasn’t so much that Sam 
woke up crying (twice), but that my sleeping 
pad turned out to be too narrow for the both 
of us. Frozen in one uncomfortable position 
on the edge, I slept little. 

But in the morning, Norman and I opened 
our eyes and realized we’d made it through 
the night. When Sam woke a moment later, 
his face immediately broke into an incan-
descent grin. We are still outside! This is the 
greatest day ever! 

Sam’s smile matched mine. My instincts 
had been right after all: He was ready to dis-
cover the joys of backpacking. And more 
than that, I felt like I’d reclaimed a miss-
ing piece of myself. Of course, parenthood 
demands sacrifices—but I now knew the 
outdoors wouldn’t be one of them.  

Skill 
School

KEEP BABY 
HAPPY ON 
THE TRAIL

Clothing Pack clothes for your baby as 
you would for yourself: long pants and 
sleeves, insulation, raingear, and a warm 
hat and socks (depending on weather). 
Always pack extra layers; this is not the 
time to go ruthlessly light.

Feeding Squeeze pouches of pureed 
baby food are lightweight and not too 
messy. For infants, breastfeed or mix 
powdered formula with purified water. 

Diapers Figure out how many your baby 
usually goes through for your trip 
duration, then add three. The keys to 
wilderness diaper changes: A small 
changing pad, plenty of wipes, and hand 
sanitizer. Double-bag the dirty ones, 
store them in your bear bag or canister, 
and pack them out. 

Bedding Share a roomy sleeping bag 
with your baby if you feel comfortable; 
use a 25-inch-wide pad or add a 
lightweight foam pad of his or her own 
next to yours. Couples can zip bags 
together and sleep with baby between 
them (double pads are great for this).

It might not have been easy or comfortable, 
but Sam not only kept his dirt diet in check—
he had a great time.

PASS
T H E  V E R D I C T

The Mother of Comfort · bigagnes.com
Taking in the afternoon sun at 15,700ft 
near Lhonak, Nepal. Noah Wetzel

two doors, under 
two pounds, anywhere

New Tiger Wall 2 Platinum, 1lb 15oz 
TIGER WALL TENTS AVAILABLE IN THREE MODELS - 
CRAZYLIGHT PLATINUM, ULTRALIGHT AND MTNGLO 
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THE ELVIS 
Sweet, salty, and savory—this 
bar hits all the right notes. 
Makes 9 bars

6 strips   bacon
2  very ripe bananas
½ cup  peanut butter
¼ cup  maple syrup
½ tsp.  salt
2 cups  rolled oats
¼ cup  peanuts, roughly   
  chopped

¼ cup  dates, roughly chopped 

AT HOME  Heat oven to 400ºF. 
Arrange bacon in a single layer 
on a foil-lined baking sheet and 
cook until very crispy, 15 to 20 
minutes. Let cool on a paper 
towel-lined plate. Meanwhile, 
reduce oven heat to 350ºF. 
Combine bananas, peanut 
butter, maple syrup, and salt  

in a mixing bowl and mash 
until smooth. Chop bacon and 
add to banana mixture along 
with the oats, peanuts, and 
dates, and mix well. Smooth 
mixture into a greased, 9-by-9-
inch baking dish. Bake 30 
minutes, then let cool at least 
2 hours. Cut bars into nine 
squares and wrap individually. 
(Green tip: Swap out plastic 
wrap for eco-friendly beeswax 
food wrap. Carry in, carry out, 
reuse.) 

WEIGHT* 1.6 oz.  
PROTEIN 9 g
CALORIES 256

MOLÉ MOLÉ BARS
Upgrade your usual nuts-and-
seeds bar with a kick from 
flavorful Ancho chiles.  
Makes 9 bars

1 cup  almonds
 1 ½ cups  rolled oats
½ cup  green pumpkin seeds
1 cup  chopped dates
½ cup  almond butter
¼ cup  Mexican chocolate,   
  roughly chopped

½ cup  agave syrup 
3 Tbsp.  Ancho chile powder
¼  cup  coconut oil

AT HOME  Heat oven to 350ºF. 
Pulse almonds in a food 
processor until roughly 
chopped (or buy a 6-ounce bag 
of chopped nuts) and mix well 
with all other ingredients. 
Spoon into a greased, 9-by-9-
inch baking dish and press 
down firmly with a spatula or 
the bottom of a smaller baking 
dish. Bake 30 minutes, then let 
cool at least 2 hours. Cut bars 
into nine squares and package 
separately. 

WEIGHT 2.5 oz.  
PROTEIN 7.5 g
CALORIES 406

THE BARISTA
Each of these bars contains 
nearly as much caffeine 
as a cup of coffee—that’s 
multitasking at its finest. 
Makes 9 bars

1 cup  cashews
1 ½ cups   rolled oats
½ cup  honey
¼ cup  coarsely ground coffee
¼ cup  unsweetened shredded  
  coconut

¼ cup  chocolate chips

AT HOME  Heat oven to 350ºF. 
Pulse cashews in a food 
processor until roughly 
chopped and mix well with all 
other ingredients. Scoop into 
a greased, 9-by-9-inch baking 
dish and press down firmly. 
Bake 30 minutes, then let cool at 
least 2 hours. Cut bars into nine 
squares and wrap. 

WEIGHT 2.4 oz. 
PROTEIN 4.5 g
CALORIES 231

Skill Set
T R A I L  C H E F

NICK COTE

*ALL N UTRITION AN D WE IG HTS ARE PE R BAR . BAR S WILL K E E P U P TO ON E WE E K IN YOU R PACK .

DIY BREAKFAST BARS
Prepare the first meal of the day at home and you’ll start hiking 
sooner—and have on-the-go snacks. By Nick Cote

You can skip the 
boiling water—the 
Barista packs a cup  
of Joe on the go. 



Dear Bill,
Sorry, no sugarcoating 

for you: This is terrible. 
That skunk was associating 
you with food or salt; 
entering your shelter was 
like visiting a restaurant. 
This is common behavior 
for smaller mammals like 
skunks, raccoons, and 
marmots, and they can be 
persistent, as you well 
know. You weren’t wrong to 

try to scare her off, but 
that’s small consolation to 
the dead skunk. Keeping a 
clean camp is the first step 
to avoiding unwanted 
visitors. But if a critter still 
sniffs you out, try a non-
lethal method, such as 
banging on your cookpot. If 
all else fails, a marine-
grade air horn should do 
the trick. It may seem silly 
to carry something like 

that in the backcountry, but 
it’s lighter than regret.

D O  T H E  R I G H T  T H I N G
It seems like there was an 
element of bad luck at play, so 
we’ll go easy on you. Carry the 
air horn as penance, and clean 
up microtrash at every 
campsite you sleep in to help 
break the association between 
hikers and food. If the salty 
sweat in your shoulder straps, 

hiking pole handle, or boots 
will be irresistible, hang your 
gear in a tree.

Got an LNT confession? 
Email confessions@
backpacker.com. 

For more information about 
reducing your impact, visit 
LNT.org.

L E A V E  N O  T R A C E  C O N F E S S I O N A L

KILLER INSTINCTS
I was camping in Pennsylvania when a skunk nosed under my 
tarp. I bolted and it moved on, but it kept coming back. The 
fourth time, I threw some stones to scare it off—and landed a 
direct hit, severely maiming it. I knew it wouldn’t survive, so I 
did the only thing I could think of in the face of its suffering and 
performed the coup de grâce with a rock. I still feel terrible. 
What should I have done differently? –Bill Killed, Boulder, CO

JA M E S DECK E R
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TARP ORIGAMI
For versatility and aff ordability, nothing beats a tarp. With an 8-by-10-foot piece of nylon, some paracord, stakes,
a trekking pole, and a little ingenuity, you can make a shelter to withstand any weather. By Zoe Gates

Skill Set
T R A I L  C R A F T

HOLDEN TENT
No tree, no problem. This floorless and breathable 
setup goes up in minutes on a single trekking pole.

1. Lay tarp flat on level ground and stake out the 
long edge on the windward side.

2. Prop a trekking pole under the center of the 
other long edge as a support. A sturdy, waist-high 
stick will also work.

3. Stake out front two corners adjacent to your 
trekking pole.

THE JORDY
Its construction is more 
complex, but this single-pole 
setup has a floor, vestibule, 
and a closeable door.

1. Lay your tarp flat with the 
long edge in front of you. Stake 
out the left corners and the 
midpoint of the front edge. 
 Grab the back-right edge and 
pull the tarp over itself.

2. Wrap and tie your trekking 
pole under the midpoint of the 
new top edge and stake it out in 
front of the front-left corner.

3. Stake the remaining front-
left then front-right corners 
(the front-right corner is your 
“door” ). Pop out the side by 
tying a guyline to a loop and 
staking it to the ground.

DIAMOND
One tree, one ridgeline, and three stakes: 
That’s a recipe for excellent wind protection.

1. Secure a 20-foot length of paracord around 
the tree at waist height and stake out the free 
end of the cord at least 14 feet from the base 
of the tree into the wind.

2. Drape your tarp diagonally over the 
ridgeline. Secure the top corner near the 
tree and stake out bottom corner where the 
ridgeline meets the ground.

3. Stake out the two perpendicular corners 
on either side.

1

1
1

2

3

3

2

2

3

B ODY BAG
 This configuration is 
similar to the classic 
A-frame, but trades a 
narrower interior for 
built-in groundcover.

1. Tie a ridgeline at waist 
height between two trees. 
Drape the tarp over the 
ridgeline lengthwise so that 
two-thirds hang on one side.

2. Match opposite corners  
on the side of the ridgeline 
where one-third of the tarp 
hangs and stake them out.

3. On the opposite side, stake 
out grommets to create a taut 
triangle with a floor. Adjust 
the height of the ridgeline to 
optimize tension . 
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B r i d g e  c r o s s i n g s ,  s u n s e t s  w i t h 

c o l o r s  s o  r i c h  i t  d r i p s  f r o m  t h e 

s k y ,  d i n n e r  w i t h  c h i p m u n k s .  T h e 

l i t t l e  t h i n g s .  T h e  E x o s / E j a  f e a t u r e s 

u n c o m p r o m i s e d  d u r a b i l i t y  i n  a n 

u l t r a l i g h t  p a c k a g e  t h a t  d e f i e s  b e l i e f . 

T h e  o n l y  w a y  t o  d i s c o v e r  w o n d r o u s 

m o m e n t s  i s  t o  g e t  o u t  t h e r e  a n d 

f i n d  t h e m .  S o  g r a b  y o u r  f r i e n d s , 

p a c k  y o u r  g e a r  a n d  m a k e  i t  h a p p e n .

E X O S  |  E J A
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I SHIV ER ED IN THE DAR K NESS, 
leaning against the barren hillside, 
my broken leg laid carefully in front of 

me—positioning my body just like the voices 
in my head had told me to. They offered 
advice and encouraging words. Maybe they 
could help me. “I’m really cold here. Anyone 
got a blanket?” I asked. No answer.

Three days earlier, I had embarked on a 
guided group horseback journey through 
the Montana backcountry. After we pitched 
camp in the morning, I decided to go on a 
solo trail run. It had been years since I’d 
been in the backcountry, but I often trail run  
near my home in Marin County, California. 
I figured this would just be a small step up. 
I picked an 8-mile loop on another guy’s 
map and showed him my intended route so 
he would know where I was headed. Then 
I packed a bag with snacks and water and 
planned to be back by midafternoon. 

I departed under a clear sky, but after 
about 1 .5 mi les, da rk clouds rol led in. 
Charred, fallen trees from a wildfire were 
covering the trail. It disappeared under the 
debris and I lost track of it. I began to feel 
uneasy; everything felt much more remote 
than I had anticipated. As I contemplated 
backtracking, it star ted to drizzle, so I 

crouched under a log to stay dry. 
When the rain let up 20 minutes later, 

I still couldn’t find the trail. I knew it ulti-
mately passed through the canyon below, 
a nd I was pretty sure that I could ta ke 
a shor tcut down the slope, through the 
canyon, and back to camp. I was so eager to 
feel at ease that I scampered down the hill 
without paying attention to my footing. I 
slipped on a slick, burnt log and careened 
into a tree trunk with tremendous pres-
sure on my shin  —crack. I sat stunned, legs 
splayed in front of me.

When I reached forward to investigate, 
I saw that above my ankle, my sock bulged 
unnaturally. I lifted the leg with my hands, 
and my foot dangled. Pain shot upward 
when I moved the foot side to side. I could 
only lay it straight in front of me, motion-
less. I didn’t even bother trying to stand. 

I knew from survival stories I’d read that 
staying calm was crucial. Surely the group 
would notice my absence tonight and start 
searching in the morning. All I had to do 
was wait, hope, and stay alive. 

But that was easier said than done. For a 
brief moment, the reality of my situation cut 
through my resolve. “Help me!” I shouted, 
only to hear an echo in return. I suddenly 

LOST, CRIPPLED, 
AND COLD
For George Brown, 68, a morning trail run 
in August 2018 became more than 40 
hours stranded in Montana’s Bob 
Marshall Wilderness with a broken leg. 
As told to Morgan McFall-Johnsen

B R E T T AFFRU NTI

Skill Set
O U T  A L I V E

Want more survival stories? 
Listen to our new Out Alive  

podcast (backpacker.com/
OutAlivePodcast), available May 6th.



felt hopeless, imagining my own death. 
Then I thought of my wife and daughters. 
I sucked in a deep breath and gave myself a 
pep talk. It was a clear choice: Submit to the 
cold and the pain, or commit 100 percent to 
survival. There was no room for negativity.

Daylight diminished and the temperature 
dropped into the 40s. I was wearing only 
running shorts and a T-shirt—no match for 
an August night in Montana at nearly 6,000 
feet. I held my backpack against my chest, 
put my face in the opening, and sealed the 
flap around the brim of my cap. Each breath 
filled the backpack with hot air to warm my 
body. Though I don’t remember sleeping, I 
must have drifted in and out. The more time 
passed, the more optimistic I felt.

In the morning, sunlight crept across the 
valley and finally warmed my back. I won-
dered how long it would take for rescuers to 
find me off the trail—because the trees were 
mostly burnt, I was in a fairly visible spot. 
But as the day progressed, I worried about 
dehydration. I decided to head downhill in 
search of a stream. I lifted my leg and placed 
my foot f lat on the ground, then propped 
myself up on my ha nds a nd pushed my 
bottom forward. Carefully, I moved down-
hill, placing my leg ahead of me and crab-
walking after it. It was slow going, but this 

method kept the pain to a minimum. 
Around 4 p.m., I heard the distant thun-

der of a helicopter. Excitement shot through 
my veins. Someone was looking for me. The 
helicopter appeared over the canyon, then 
turned my way. I waved frantica lly, but 
it passed overhead and disappeared. By 
moving, I had hidden myself in a graveyard 
of fallen trees and shrubby vegetation. I 
was disappointed, but I had to continue. If I 
stayed here, nobody would ever find me. 

Around 8:30 p.m., I stopped on a ledge 
for the night. By the time it was completely 
dark, I started to hallucinate. The voices 
instructed me on how to sit to keep warm. 
They calmed me, and I felt like I was sur-
rounded by friends. I drifted to sleep.

I woke before dawn, disappointed to 
find myself alone again. At sunrise I began 
moving toward the canyon bottom. Two 
hours later, I found the trail. As I sat con-
sidering my options, three men on horse-
back appeared down the path. My heart 
leapt. “I’m over here!” I shouted. The SAR 
team rushed over. As they talked to me and 
I chugged water, I realized just how slug-
gish my mind was. They told me I should be 
proud of myself, helped me onto a horse, and 
escorted me to safety through the canyon 
that had almost killed me. 

Skill 
School

MANAGE 
A BROKEN 
BONE

Duncan Adams is the Rescue 
Operations Sargent for Lewis 
and Clark Search and Rescue in 
Helena, MT. He was crucial to 
Brown’s rescue. Follow his 
advice to stay safe in the face of an injury. 

Control pain.
“Find a position of comfort for the 
injured limb and keep it there,” Adams 
says. Use any materials you have—
extra clothes, trekking poles, sticks—to 
fashion a rigid and padded splint. 

Stay warm.
Bundle up and build a fi re if you can, and 
shield yourself from heat loss to the 
ground and wind. If you can’t make a fi re 
and are able, move in place: “Physical 
exertion can generate heat for the body, 
but only as long as you have energy 
reserves and aren’t perspiring or in 
pain,” Adams says.  

Help the rescuers.
If you’re on a trail, stay there so 
searchers can fi nd you. Stay positive—a 
clear and optimistic mindset can make 
the diff erence between life and death.

  BEFORE.
 DURING.
 AFTER.

HIVE ATHLETE PATRICK NGUYEN 
HITS THE TRAIL AT THE BASE OF 
MOUNT FITZ ROY

ORGANIC WAFFLES    GLUTEN FREE ORGANIC WAFFLES    ENERGY BARS
ORGANIC ENERGY CHEWS    ENERGY GELS      PROTEIN BARS    ORGANIC CRACKER BARS



Three rivers and seven wilderness areas meet in Missoula, Montana, a small town with 
enormous personality. It’s an outdoor enthusiast’s haven, pulsating with arts, culture, food, 

drink, rich roots and the best people around. Infinite exploration abounds, so get outside 
under Missoula’s big sky and experience this place for yourself.

Call 1.800.526.3465 or visit destinationmissoula.org/backpacker for a free travel guide.

ADVENTURE

FINDS YOU
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Load up for a quick ramble or a dawn-to-dusk epic with the year’s best daypacks. Plus: Dial in your 
photography kit, fend off  summit gusts with the right windshell, and hike far in a pair of comfy boots.

G E A R  P I C K S  A N D  T I P S
Fıeld Test

DAY
MAKERS

Greeting the sun with the 
Osprey Skarab 22 (page 55) 
on Morning Glory Spire near 
Sedona, Arizona 
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Field Test
S H A K E D O W N

BEST FIT
Gregory Miwok 12 / 
Maya 10 

OUR TAKE On days when we were 
speeding down the trail, this pack 
and its body-hugging fit were an 
easy pick. Clever use of foam and 
stretchy mesh allow the shoul-
der straps and hipbelt to flex and 
relax like tendons, so the Miwok 
stayed glued to one tester’s back on 
a 10-miler in Montana’s Bighorn 
Mountains. Our tester easily 
adjusted the torso length (the 
Miwok and Maya each have a 5-inch 
range, almost unheard of in day-
packs) via a Velcro flap, which also 
accesses a hidden pocket between 
the backpanel and packbag that’s 
ideal for passports and credit cards.
THE DETAILS Our tester fit 2 liters 
of water, a puffy, a shell, and a sand-
wich in the pack—the Miwok can’t 
hold much more. Rectangular 
cutouts in the foam backpanel 
provide venting, but some testers 
reported that the extra-wide hipbelt 

got sweaty in 85°F temps. The 
microfiber-lined pocket on the top 
keeps sunglasses scratch-free.
TRAIL CRED “I like the big, 3-inch-
wide hydration tube hole at the top. 
It’s much easier to thread the tube 
through than other ones I’ve used,” 
a tester said after a hike in Oregon’s 
Opal Creek Wilderness.
$90; 1 lb. 9 oz. (m’s); one size each m’s 
and w’s; 12 liters (m’s), 10 liters (w’s); 
gregorypacks.com

BEST FOR PEAKBAGGING
Black Diamond 
Distance 15 

OUR TAKE We reached for the sub-
1-pound Distance whenever done-
in-a-day summits were on the menu. 
Even though it’s light, the pack-
bag’s PU-coated, 210-denier nylon 
is threaded with polyethylene, so 
we never worried about scraping 
it during scrambles. Tool attach-
ment points are dialed, too: “The 
nifty cord attachment system let me 
carry two axes on the outside, and 

I stashed my trekking poles in the 
hidden vertical sleeves on the sides,” 
a tester said after climbing 10,280-
foot Tenaya Peak in Yosemite.
THE DETAILS The Distance’s vest-
like harness wraps around the ribs 
for a secure carry, even without a 
hipbelt. But don’t overload this pack: 
It doesn’t have a backpanel, and the 
mesh shoulder straps can’t handle 
more than 15 pounds. Two chest 
pockets keep a headlamp, glasses, 
and snacks at the ready.
TRAIL CRED “Even without a hipbelt, 
the Distance’s low profile kept the 
load from shifting while I was tra-
versing narrow ledges in Yosemite,” 
our tester says.
$150; 13.9 oz.; S-L; 15 liters; 
blackdiamondequipment.com

BEST ALL-AROUND
Osprey Skarab 22 / 
Skimmer 20

OUR TAKE Even though it sits in 
the middle of the size spectrum, 
the Skarab’s smart design gives it 

Small and Mighty
From quick jaunts to the biggest days, these packs will keep you comfortable 
no matter how heavy (or light) your load. By Nancy Bouchard

ALL WE IG HTS PROVIDE D BY M AN U FACTU RE R S FOR SIZE M E DIUM U N LE SS OTH E RWISE NOTE D.

  THE TESTING LIFE
“ I carried the 

Black Diamond 
Distance 15 on 
a traverse of 
Matthes Crest, 
a super exposed 
rock fi n in 
Yosemite. With 
hundreds of feet 
of air under my 
feet, I was totally 
focused on the 
climb, so much 
so that I com-
pletely forgot to 
think about the 
pack’s perfor-
mance until I fi n-
ished. Whoops. I 
planned another 
testing outing 
that night.”
              –Patrick Warren 
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the capacity of a bigger pack. A bel-
lowed stuff-it pouch on the front 
fits a shell and gaiters, and roomy 
hipbelt and side pockets make stash-
ing extra layers and snacks a cinch. 
The Skarab’s U-shaped, zippered 
closure flips open like a bucket lid 
and combines with a large, 32-inch 
maw to facilitate easy loading and 
unloading. 
And while the only internal orga-
nization is a salad plate-size mesh 
pocket under the lid, the packbag’s 
uncluttered interior let us cram it 
with lunch, a stove, a blanket, and 
a teapot on a 15-mile hike on Mt. 
Hood’s Timberline Trail without 
having to play gear Tetris. 
THE DETAILS The Skarab’s stiff 
foam backpanel, along with lightly 
padded foam shoulder straps and a 
hipbelt, allowed us to comfortably 
haul 25 pounds. Bonus: An included 
2.5-liter HydraPak reservoir sits in 
the space between the backpanel 
and the packbag, freeing up interior 
room and making it easy to remove 
for refilling.
TRAIL CRED “The magnetic attach-
ment for the Skarab’s hydration tube 
kept the mouthpiece from smacking 
me in the face as I navigated a tricky 
knife-blade traverse on Mt. Superior 
in Utah’s Wasatch Mountains,” one 
tester says.
$100; 1 lb. 7 oz. (m’s); one size each 
m’s and w’s; m’s 22 liters, w’s 20 
liters; ospreypacks.com 

BEST HYDRATION PACK
Hydro Flask Journey 
Series 20L

OUR TAKE The Journey is Hydro 
Flask’s first foray into the dedicated 
hiking pack category (the company 
is better known for insulated drink-
ware and portable cooler packs), 
and we’re impressed with its warm-
weather performance. The included 
3-liter reservoir is insulated, as is 
the internal sleeve that holds it, 
so one tester happily sipped cold 
water all day on a 10-mile hike in the 
Everglades. “It was 95°F, but even 
after four hours, the ice I put in at the 
beginning of the day hadn’t melted,” 
he says. Caveats: This pack is heavy 
for its size—and the most expensive 
in the test.
THE DETAILS Testers carried loads 
up to 18 pounds with minimal 
pack sway (there are no compres-
sion straps, so stuff it carefully). 
Waterproof zippers and PU-coated 
nylon can handle deluges (the 
Journey is not submersible, though).
The sleek packbag lacks hipbelt 
pockets and stuff-it pouches.
TRAIL CRED “This pack’s bullet-
like exterior has no protruding 
pockets, so it never snagged in the 
grabby hardwood forests of North 
Carolina’s Smoky Mountains,” one 
tester says.
$200; 3 lbs. 9 oz.; XS/S, M/L; 
20 liters; hydroflask.com 

BEST VALUE
JanSport Tahoma 27 

OUR TAKE The Tahoma is more 
affordable than some packs half 
its size, but it doesn’t skimp on 
features. Its foam shoulder straps 
are perforated for breathability and 
support loads up to 25 pounds with 
help from a rigid plastic backpanel. 
The interior has a reservoir sleeve 
and a mesh pocket for valuables, 
while the exterior has a pocket for 
sunglasses and snacks, two mesh 
water bottle holders, and trekking 
pole attachments. And it won’t fall 
apart: The 300-denier polyester 
on the front and 420-denier nylon 
on the sides and bottom survived a 
season of testing. 
THE DETAILS Thick elastic bands at 
the top of the shoulder straps allow 
the straps to self-adjust as you walk; 
after six months of testing they show 
no signs of wearing out. “I also love 
the two daisy chains on the front,” 
one tester says. “I often clip on my 
yoga mat when I hike up Tumalo 
Mountain in Oregon.”
TRAIL CRED “The slight stretch in 
the shoulder straps made the pack 
feel like it was moving with me, 
not fighting my natural gait,” said 
a tester after traversing the steep 
scree fields of Washington’s Liberty 
Bell Mountain. 
$95; 1 lb. 8 oz.; one size; 27 liters; 
jansport.comP
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DAYS ON 
THE TRAIL

560
MILES HIKED

1,853
LONGEST DAY

18 MILES 
Yosemite National 

Park

HIGHEST 
TEMPERATURE

95ºF 
Everglades, Florida

HIGHEST 
ELEVATION

11,132 FEET
Mt. Superior, Utah

TEST 
DATA 
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Field Test
S H A K E D O W N

BEST ACCESS
Mystery Ranch Scree 32

OUR TAKE This pack looks dif-
ferent because it is different. The 
Scree’s Y-shaped zipper (it has 
three zipper heads) opens like an 
old-fashioned doctor’s kit, allow-
ing us to find exactly what we were 
looking for quickly and easily. (You 
can also load gear in from the top.) 
“I filled it with baby gear when my 
husband and I took our infant for a 
stroll in Washington’s Goat Rocks 
Wilderness, and flaying the entire 
thing open made it easy to grab 
diapers and wet wipes in a jiffy,” one 
tester reports.
THE DETAILS The Scree has a plastic 
framesheet that allowed us to easily 
schlep 30 pounds, and it kept sharp 
objects from poking our backs. 
Two cylindrical dividers inside the 
packbag are handy for organizing 
layers, and dual hipbelt pockets hold 
a phone and snacks. Two mesh side 
pockets each fit a 1-liter Nalgene.
TRAIL CRED “The pack’s soft-but-
pronounced lumbar pad nestled 
around my spine like an inflatable 
airplane pillow,” our Washington 
tester says. 
$189; 2 lbs. 14 oz. (m’s S); two 
sizes each m’s and w’s; 32 liters; 
mysteryranch.com

MOST VERSATILE
Deuter Trail Pro 36 / 34 SL 

OUR TAKE This hauler bridges the 
gap between huge day and ultra-
light overnight hikes. Lushly padded 
foam shoulder straps and a wide 
hipbelt supported 30 pounds on 
one tester’s two-day trip in Little 
Cottonwood Canyon, Utah, but the 
Trail Pro’s compression straps and 
a tall, slim profile mean that it’s not 
unwieldy when half-filled. The extra 
space didn’t get in the way on a day 
mission a week later.
THE DETAILS Two toplid pockets 
swallow a ton of gear; our tester 
stashed socks, undies, gloves, swim 
trunks, and beanie in the top pocket, 
and a wallet and guidebook under-
neath. “I stuck my bivy-bag poles 
in the 18-inch-deep zippered side 
pocket and put my tarp in the mesh 
pocket on the other side,” our tester 
says. Tradeoff: weight.
TRAIL CRED “I beat the heck out of 
this pack, but even after 80 miles 
of off-trail travel through alder and 
scrub oak in the California Sierra, 
it hasn’t suffered a rip,” one tester 
says of the Trail Pro’s 600-denier, 
PU-coated polyester material. 
$165; 3 lbs. 4 oz (m’s); one size each 
m’s and w’s; m’s 36 liters, w’s 34 
liters; deuter.com

GEAR SCHOOL
Zippers are 
one of the most 
common fail 
points for packs. 
To fi x a worn 
out zipper in the 
fi eld, tighten the 
slider body by 
squeezing the 
top and bottom 
together with 
pliers. Replace 
when you get 
home.

For more gear 
repair tips, check 
out our video 
course at aim-
adventureu.com.

FJ Ä L L R ÄV E N  K E B 
F L E E C E  H O O D I E

 I’m hard on my apparel’s elbows. 
Maybe it’s because I recline on 
any and every surface on breaks 
and in camp. Or maybe it’s that I 
wear garments until they’re rags. 
Either way, it’s shocking to think 
about all the places I’ve rubbed 
the elbows of my Keb Fleece over 
the last fi ve years with little more 
to show for it than some slight 
bagging. Its 73 percent polyester 
content and a tighter weave than 
many fl eeces accounts for the 
durability, but the fabric isn’t a 
one-trick pony: It still lets enough 
air through, and the 20 percent 
wool content means I’ve worn it 
for fi ve days in the backcountry 
and then boarded a plane home 
without off ending seatmates for 
being stinky. The Keb’s athletic 
fi t, long arms, and comfortable 
hood make it a pack essential that 
I’ve used as my main insulation 
piece in summer (the fl eece is 
soft against skin), as a middie in 
winter, and as an outer layer in 
shoulder season. A single chest 
pocket fi ts a phone and pair of 
sunglasses, and it packs down to 
the size of a handbag. 

The Keb isn’t perfect: The 
leather zipper pulls deteriorated 
in about two years, and fi ve years 
on, the elastic edging around the 
hood has started to come loose. 
But that damage is covered under 
warranty, and after hundreds of 
wears, a roundtrip to Fjällräven’s 
free repair service is the least 
I can do. –Casey Lyons
$175;  1 lb. 2 oz. (m’s M); 
m’s XS-XXL, w’s XXS-XL; 
fjallraven.us

1 , 0 0 0 - M I L E  T E S T
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Field Test
R O U N D U P

ALL WE IG HT S PROVIDE D BY M AN U FACTU RE R FOR SIZE M E N ’S M E DIUM U N LE SS OTH E RWISE NOTE D.

BEST ALL-AROUND
1. adidas Agravic 
Windweave Jacket
Windshell designers are 
constantly searching 
for the optimal balance 
between breathability 
and protection, since too 
much of one often means 
too little of the other. The 
Agravic’s best-in-test 
recipe pairs air-permeable 
polyester (in the lower 
torso and upper back) 
with dense, wind-busting 
poly everywhere else. 
Even our sweatiest testers 
couldn’t swamp it out on 
45°F trail runs in the High 
Sierra. The fabric blocks 
25-mph wind, and the 
PFC-free DWR withstands 

drizzles (the more breath-
able panels wet out fi rst). 
One chest pocket fi ts a 
smartphone, and the hood 
adjusts to fi t a bare head 
or helmet. 
$130; 5.1 oz.; m’s S-XXL, 
w’s XS-XL; adidas.com

BEST PROTECTION
2. Montane 
Lite-Speed
When gusts gave way 
to rain, we kept hiking in 
the Lite-Speed. It off ers 
a longer-than-average 
grace period for a wind-
shell, fending off  a couple 
of hours of drizzle thanks 
to an interior acrylic coat-
ing (which still feels soft 
on skin), a dense weave, 

and DWR. The nylon 
fabric repelled 35-mph 
winds on top of Washing-
ton’s 5,629-foot Granite 
Mountain. Of course, the 
closer you get to a true 
waterproof shell, the more 
air-permeability you sac-
rifi ce, and we overheated 
relatively quickly on a 
steep, rainy climb in the 
North Cascades. A fully 
adjustable hood fi ts over 
a helmet, and a small wire 
brim defl ects rain. 
$130; 6 oz.; m’s S-XXL 
(no w’s); montane.co.uk

MOST COMFORTABLE
3. Ortovox Merino 
Windbreaker
Don’t like the plasticky 
feel of most windshells? 
This one feels soft thanks 
to 55-percent merino 
construction, which also 
boosts breathability 
and wicking. “It sucked 
sweat off  my skin, and I 
never got too hot while 
hiking hard uphill in 40°F 
weather,” one tester 
reports. However, the air 
permeability means gusts 
over 20 mph will sneak 
in. And beware even 
light precipitation, which 
soaks through quickly 

despite a DWR treat-
ment. This shell is also 
durable, thanks to nylon 
strands (45 percent) that 
wrap around each merino 
wool yarn; it didn’t rip 
during a season fi lled with 
off -trail adventures. A 
single chest pocket fi ts an 
energy bar. Ding: price.
$200; 5.6 oz.; 
m’s S-XXL, w’s XS-XL; 
ortovox.com/us

WARMEST
4. Patagonia 
Houdini Air
On cold summits and 
shoulder-season hikes, we 
appreciated the Houdini 
Air’s extra touch of heat. 
The jacket’s double-
weave material combines 
90 percent nylon and 10 
percent polyester so that 
the poly forms a slight 
waffl  e pattern on the in-
side, which traps warm air 
(and also keeps the fabric 
from sticking to skin). The 
design served us well dur-
ing moderate hikes in the 
Tetons with temps in the 
30s, but we got hot during 
steep pushes. The Houdini 
Air blocks wind up to 25 
mph and shook off  light 
rain for about 20 minutes. 

One chest pocket fi ts a 
smartphone.
$169; 4.1 oz.; 
m’s XS-XL, w’s XS-XL; 
patagonia.com

LIGHTEST 
5. Arc’teryx 
Incendo SL/Cita SL
Windshells in this weight 
class usually have so-so 
breathability, but the 
Incendo breaks the mold. 
The 10-denier polyester 
(with a 40-denier ripstop 
grid) on its front repels 
30-mph gusts and light 
rain, while air-permeable, 
20-denier nylon across 
the back and in the pits 
jettisons heat. We loaded 
up a daypack and hit the 
uphills hard on a trail run 
in Montana’s Bitterroot 
Mountains in 50°F, and we 
didn’t get too sweaty. And 
at less than 3 ounces, with 
no adjustments and no 
hood, it’s a true minimal-
ist. The whole thing packs 
down to the size of a thin 
wallet. Tradeoff : Though 
the fabric held up well 
during the test period, it’s 
not the best choice for 
hard-on-gear hikers. 
$129; 2.8 oz.; m’s S-XXL, 
w’s XS-L; arcteryx.com

These featherweight windshells ensure that 
the weather doesn’t blow your plans away. 
By Elisabeth Kwak-Heff eran

Gust Busters  

Nylon or polyester yarns (sometimes both) are the 
building blocks for almost all windshells. Which to 
choose? Nylon is more durable, but tends to have a 
stiff er, crinkly feel and dries slower when wet. Polyester
is less durable, but more hydrophobic—meaning it 
wicks and repels moisture better and dries faster.
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NEW TRIPS AVAILABLE 2019 

BACKPACKER
TRAVEL

We’ve scoured the earth for hidden gems and we’re 

inviting you to join us on one of these five exclusive trips. 

Explore the trails less traveled:

modernadventure.com/backpackertravel

ALASKA 
SEPTEMBER 1 -  7, 2019

Deep Backcountry. Explore Alaska’s 
awe-inspiring national parks 

and wildlife. 

BHUTAN
OCTOBER 17 -  30, 2019

Royal Highlander Trek. A perfect 
blend of culture and adventure. 

FRENCH ALPS
SEPTEMBER 8 -  19, 2019

Grand Traverse. From Mont Blanc to the 
sun-kissed beaches of the Côte d’Azur. 

CHILE 
NOVEMBER 3 -  13, 2019

Aysén & Patagonia. Be among the 
first to visit the new Patagonia 

National Park. 

PERU
SEPTEMBER 22 -  29, 2019

Trek Peru’s “real mountains,” the
rugged glacial landscape of the 

Cordillera Huayhuash. 



Field Test
T H E  K I T

COMPAC T CA MER A

1. Sony Alpha a6400
For the most important piece 
in our arsenal, we go with a 
mirrorless camera. They’re a 
fraction of the weight of DSLRs 
without a big dip in quality. The 
a6400 is the best of the bunch: 
It has Sony’s real-time subject-
tracking technology, which 
maintains sharp focus to capture 
moving subjects, even in tough 
environments like a forest scene. 
The a6400 also boasts 4K video 
and a fl ip-up LCD screen—all 
in a body that fi ts in your hand. 
$900; 12.7 oz. (body only); 
sony.com

P O V P R O 

2. GoPro HERO7 Black 
When shooting with our main 
camera is risky—think rain, 
snow, or steeps—we reach for 
the HERO7 Black. It stands out 
for its combo of image stabili-
zation, overall image quality, 
durability, and price. “My foot-
age from a day of backcountry 
skiing in Colorado’s Butler 
Gulch looked as smooth as if I’d 
used a gimbal, and I uploaded 
it to Instagram before we even 
made it down the mountain,” 
one tester says. Like previous 
models, the HERO7 BLACK has 
voice control, 4K video, and 
waterproofi ng, but unlike them 
it has live-streaming capabili-
ties and vertical video. $400; 
4.3 oz.; gopro.com

V ERS AT IL E S TA BIL IZ ER

3. Mountainsmith 
FXpedition Monopod
Camera gear usually isn’t super-
packable, but the FXpedition 
bucks the trend. It’s one of the 
only three-section, fully collaps-
ible monopod-trekking poles on 
the market, and it’s easy to store. 
Use it to stabilize low-light camp 
scenes in lieu of a heavy tripod. 
On pole duty, it never buckled 
during one tester’s climb to 
Tundra Hut in Colorado’s Front 
Range. $40; 11 oz.; mountain-
smith.com

BIG OL’ B AT T ER Y

4. Goal Zero Sherpa 
100AC Power Bank
Fitting our photo expedition’s 
power needs into one package 
can be tough, but not with this 
charger, which packs 6,400mAh 
into a durable, bento box-size 
housing. It has a built-in inverter, 
and sports two USB-C ports and 
a wireless charging pad. We 
recharged our DSLR batteries 11 
times without draining the bank. 
$300; 2 lbs.; goalzero.com

H A NDY HOL S T ER 

5. Peak Design Capture
No matter how good your 
camera, it’s of no use if it’s packed 
away when that bear wanders by. 
Keep it handy with this simple, 
secure clip, which clamps onto a 
pack’s shoulder strap and has a 
metal plate that screws into the 
bottom of your camera. A quick-
release button let us free our 
camera one-handed in seconds. 
“I carried my full-frame Canon 
and 70-200mm lens through 
the Pyrenees in Spain without 
worrying about dropping it,” our 
photo editor says. $70; 3 oz.; 
peakdesign.com

PA CK ING PRO T EC TION

6. Mountainsmith 
T.A.N. Kit Cube Large 
Camera-specifi c packs barely 
have room for hiking gear, but 
your standard backpacking 
pack doesn’t off er adequate 
protection. To solve the problem, 
we turn to this padded, football-
size storage case. It slips inside 
a regular pack and fi ts batteries, 
cards, and lenses. Color-coded 
pockets make it easy to organize 
full and empty batteries and 
memory cards. $70; 1 lb. 11 oz.; 
mountainsmith.com

ALL WE IG HTS PROVI DE D BY M AN U FACTU R E R .

LOUISA ALBANESE

GET THE SHOT
Channeling your inner Jimmy Chin is easier than ever thanks to light, aff ordable camera gear. 
Here’s what you need to get started in adventure photography. By Louisa Albanese

BANISH BLUR
In dusty or wet environ-
ments, keep a lens cloth 
in a drybag for emergen-
cies, and only use it when 
shielded from moisture 
and grit.

COVER UP
You can spend a lot on 
a fancy camera weather 
shell, but we prefer a Ziploc 
bag plus a rubber band—
cheap and eff ective.

Want to shoot like 
a pro? Get expert 

instruction on photo gear and 
skills in our Outdoor Photo 
School online course. Find 
details at aimadventureu.com
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COMING TO A TOWN NEAR YOU

Look for the Get Our More Tour 
in your area April–November 2019. 
For tour schedule, dates and details visit 
BACKPACKER.COM/GETOUTMORE

BACKPACKER Ambassador extraordinaire, Randy Propster, returns to host 
the 19th year of this national traveling Tour. Whether you are an experienced 
backcountry traveler, planning your first overnight trip, or simply want to upgrade 
your current hiking and camping skills, the Get Out More Tour is for you. 

UPCOMING EVENTS
APRIL
9 The Local Hiker Spartanburg, SC 6:00 PM
14 MAST General Store  Knoxville, TN 6:30 PM 

MAY
17–19 Trail Days Damascus, VA All Day
21 Walkabout Outfitters Blacksburg, VA 6:30 PM
22 Great Outdoor Provision Co. Charlottesville, VA 6:30 PM
28 Trail Creek Outfitters Glen Mills, PA 6:30 PM
29 Appalachian Outdoors State College, PA 6:30 PM
30 Appalachian Outfitters  Peninsula, OH 6:30 PM

JUNE
1 Fin and Feather Iowa City, IA TBD
4 Rusted Moon Outfitters Indianapolis, IN 6:30 PM
5 Bushwhacker Peoria, IL 6:30 PM
6 Alpine Shop Kirkwood, MO 6:30 PM
13 Midwest Mountaineering Minneapolis, MN 6:00 PM
21–23 Black Hills Mountain Festival Rapid City, SD All Day
22 Roam’n Around Rapid City, SD 3:00 PM
26 Mountain Chalet Colorado Springs, CO 6:30 PM
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I’M A GADGET GU Y. Shiny objects 
distract me. I buy all the newest gizmos, 
and if it begins with the prefix “smart-,”  

I probably own two. So it’s surprising that 
I won’t leave the tra ilhead without my 
McMurdo FastFind 220, a clunky personal 
locator beacon that I’ve carried for 12 years—
but have never used.

I came close, once: The summer after 
high school, I planned a 100-miler across 
Yosemite, from Sonora Pass to Happy Isles. 
My mom was leer y of the idea—broken 
ankles and hungry bears headlined her 
list of fears. Of course, having a teenage 
son who wanted to exercise his indepen-
dence in Muir’s country seemed preferable 
to other forms of rebellion, so she relented.  
She bou g ht me t he Fa st Fi nd 220 a nd 
dropped me and two friends, Joel and John, 
off at the trailhead.

We circled granite domes, plunged into 
evergreen-studded canyons, and camped 
each night beside remote lakes, the FastFind 
220 hanging from my pack all the while. It 

was an amazing, life-
a lt er i n g t r ip,  but it 
wasn’t easy, and we paid 
for it in body parts: After 
50 miles, John’s feet were 
covered in blisters—the 
deep, subcutaneous, fester-
ing kind—from toe to heel. The 
guy could barely walk.

And so, a reckoning. We could 
activate the FastFind 220 and initi-
ate a rescue, but I was trying to prove to my 
mom—and myself—that I could handle a 
trip like this. Instead, Joel and I divided 
John’s load between us, and we began to 
walk very slowly, even carrying him at points 
like a human throne. We inched 15 miles 
south over two agonizing days to White 
Wolf Campground in the northern part of 
Yosemite, where we dialed 1-800-COLLECT 
on a payphone to summon a ride.

Since then, the FastFind 220 has offered 
more than peace of mind to my mom. It 
has given me the confidence to plan bigger 

trips—like thru-hiking the Sierra and an off-
trail epic near Mt. Whitney. It also reminds 
me to plan and approach each backcountry 
outing with obsessive care, lest I overlook 
something and find myself in trouble farther 
down the trail. 

There are newer and shinier options out 
there, but none of those beacons are tied to 
my past. It’s still the best piece of gear I’ve 
never used.  

MIKE CARINA

Field Test
T R A I L  M I X

The best piece of gear is peace of mind. By Ryan Horjus
R.H. PHONE HOME
MATERIAL LOVE
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A TPU chassis between the midsole and 
outsole helps support multiday pack loads, 
and the Wind River’s waterproof membrane 
kept our feet dry. Tradeoff s: This boot is heavy, 
and breathability is subpar, even for the weight 
class. $210; 3 lbs. (m’s 9); m’s 8-14, w’s 6-11; 
obozfootwear.com 

S W E AT B U S T E R

Happi Headware Summer 
Headband
Not all headbands are created equal, which 
you know if (a) you have long hair or (b) you’ve 
tried Happi Headware. The two-layer design 
of the Summer Headband places poly-spandex 
on the outside, which is stretchy enough to 
fi t comfortably without pinching or bagging 
out, and a textured version of the fabric on the 
inside. Much comfi er than a silicone gripper, 
the inside layer wicks well and stayed put on 
hot-weather training runs (read: sweatfests). 
Since it’s 2 inches wide (narrower than a neck 
gaiter pinch-hitting as a headband), it also 
fi ts neatly under helmets. Fun fact: Happi 

Headware’s creator and founder is still in 
high school in Boulder, Colorado. $15; .6 oz.; 
happiheadware.com

A I R Y S U N S H I R T

Bight Gear Solstice 
Hoody
This lightweight top 
will prevent you from 
shriveling like a raisin 
under the high-alpine 
sun. Bight Gear was 
founded by longtime 
mountaineer Peter 
Whittaker, and the 
company promises 
that 100,000 feet of 
vertical testing goes 
into every product. It 
shows in the Solstice: 
The shirt has a UPF 
30 rating, a high neckline, an extended hem, 
and a hood for protection, but it’s not too
warm, like some full-coverage shirts. “The 
lightweight polyester fabric breathed well 
on a blazing day in Wyoming’s Medicine 
Bow Mountains,” one tester says. “Even 
though I got a bit clammy hauling a heavy 
load, the shirt dried within 10 minutes.” 
Ding: The sleeves’ thumbholes are placed 
a bit too high, so getting your thumbs into 
them can be diffi  cult. $69; 8.1 oz. (m’s L); 
m’s S-XXL, w’s XS-L; bightgear.com 

FIELD NOTES

BR AW N Y BOO T

Oboz Wind River III 
Waterproof 
This boot acts tough, but it’s a softie at 
heart: The Wind River’s heavy, nubuck-and-
textile upper and beefy TPU toecap kept 
our feet protected on the rock-strewn trails 
in Colorado National Monument and root-
fi lled paths in Hawaii, but its cushy interior 
off ered comfort as the miles piled up. “The 
high-cut ankle padding is thicker than in 
other boots, and the plush EVA insole made 
it easy to wear these for multiday treks,” one 
tester reports. “You feel like you can kick 
down a door, but the boot is fl exible enough 
to stride all day long.” (He also praised the 
deep heel pocket for preventing slippage.) 

The latest word from our testers

Behold the best-selling Renegade GTX Mid. With thoughtfully
designed features such as our DuraPU® MONOWRAP® midsole 
for all-day support, premium materials, and European crafts-

manship of the highest order, it’s no wonder that the Renegade 
is considered the benchmark for modern hiking boots.

RENEGADE GTX MID | Sepia
Available for men & women in wide, narrow & extended sizes.

ENDURING QUALITY.

EXTRAORDINARY
COMFORT.

GORE-TEX, GTX, GORE, and GUARANTEED TO KEEP YOU DRY and design are registered trademarks of W.L. Gore & Associates Inc. VIBRAMGORE-TEX, GTX, GORE, and GUARANTEED TO KEEP YOU DRY and design are registered trademarks of W.L. Gore & Associates Inc. VIBRAM®, the Octagon Logo, and the Yellow Octagon Logo and the color Canary Yellow are registered trademarks of Vibram S.p.A. Photo: © Bernd Ritschel . © 2019 LOWA Boots, LLC.

#lowaboots

TRADITION AND INNOVATION SINCE 1923.
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Cascades National Park, 
with (from left) Mineral 
Peak, Mt. Shuksan, and 

Ruby Peak (beta: page 67)

Use these tips and trips to find 
               backcountry peace and quiet, 
         no matter where you live. 
                         BY LINDSAY W ARNER

10 RULES
SOLITUDE

of

The 

NICK R . L AKE
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GROUND ZERO
GREAT SMOKY 
MOUNTAINS 
NATIONAL 
PARK, TN/NC
If you can find solitude 
here, you can find it any-
where. Great Smoky is 

the nation’s most crowded park, with more than 11 
million visitors last year. But escaping the masses 
is easier than you’d think. The secret: a real-time 
online reservation system (smokiespermits
.nps.gov). The system lets you see exactly where 
the crowds are on any given night—so you can go 
elsewhere. (And always avoid the ever-popular 
Appalachian Trail, which traverses the highest 
ridgeline across the park.) 

The reservation system is easy to use: All of the 
available backcountry campsites show up as color-
coded numbers on a map of the entire park, making 
it simple to plan a multi-night itinerary. Click on 
a red number for a hiker-only site (as opposed to 
hiker-plus-stock or boat-in-only) and choose your 
dates. Plug in payment details, and that’s it. If you 
don’t mind a little uncertainty, you can show up at 
the park and make same-day reservations. Then 
go explore Great Smoky’s famed creeks, meadows, 
and mist-shrouded mountains. Prioritizing soli-
tude means you won’t hit the park’s more popular 
highlights, but backcountry ranger Nick Yarnell 
says that’s for the best. “The woods are pretty in 
themselves,” he says. “If it’s me, I’ll go looking for 
a random campsite in the middle of nowhere. A 
waterfall will always draw the crowd. If you’re 
looking for solitude, bypass the waterfall.” SEASON 
Spring to late fall PERMIT Required ($4/person per 
night) for overnights CONTACT nps.gov/grsm

1. HACK THE 
PERMIT
SYSTEM
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GROUND ZERO EVERGLADES 
NATIONAL PARK, FL
In this water-riddled wilderness, finding solitude is as 
easy as trading boots for a paddle. Approximately  
1 million people flock to the Everglades annually 
to see alligators, snapping turtles, osprey, storks, 
spoonbills, and bald eagles, but, according to park 
ranger Allyson Gant, it’s not hard to get away from the 

crowds. “We have the largest designated wilderness east of the Rockies—96 percent of 
the park is wilderness,” she says. You just need a boat to explore it.  

For a beginner-friendly route, Gant recommends the Hell’s Bay Canoe Trail, which 
twists and turns through tunnels of mangroves that deter motor boats. She saw alliga-
tors, swallow-tail kites, and a dolphin on her last trip there. From the put-in 9.5 miles 
north of Flamingo Marina on the main park road, paddle northwest 4 miles to the two 
Pearl Bay chickees—elevated 10-by-12-foot, wooden sleeping platforms with outhouses 
(BYO tent). Stay the night, or continue another 2 miles to the Hell’s Bay chickees. But 
for ultimate solitude, paddle another 2.5 miles past Hell’s Bay to Lane Bay and its single 
chickee. Rent a kayak or canoe from Flamingo Adventures (starting at $92 for two days; 
flamingoeverglades.com) for this trip. For routes in the north, rent from Everglades 
Adventures (starting at $60 for two days; iveyhouse.com) and launch from Everglades 
City. Bonus: Canoe camping is like car camping; you can pack for luxury. SEASON 
December to April PERMIT Required for camping ($15 + $2/person per day); pick up in 
person no more than 24 hours before trip. CONTACT nps.gov/ever

Just you and the view  
in the Smokies  

Paddle to solitude 
in the Everglades. 

GROUND ZERO NORTH CASCADES 
NATIONAL PARK, WA
Oldest trick in the book when it comes to finding soli-
tude? Go off-trail. In fact, when we polled BACKPACKER 
editors and contributors for their top tips on the subject, 
this was the overwhelming consensus. Photographer 
Nick Lake found his piece of quiet on Easy Ridge in the 
North Cascades (pages 64 and 65), a park where off-trail 

travel is common above treeline and mandatory to reach the most remote terrain. “While 
trails lead up to Easy Ridge from the river basin below, they’re unmaintained and erratic,” 
Lake says. “Once up on the ridge heading toward Whatcom Peak and Challenger Glacier, the 
trails disappear completely. I didn’t see anyone else on a mid-September trip.”

The nature of going cross-country, of course, is that you’re not following in anyone’s foot-
steps. But you can replicate Lake’s general route by starting at the Hannegan Pass trailhead 
and hiking about 14 miles to Easy Ridge (via the Hannegan Pass and Chilliwack Trails, and 
the come-and-go path that ascends to Easy Peak before petering out altogether). Explore as 
far as your energy and skills allow. Once on the ridge, the objectives require technical climb-
ing and glacier-travel gear and know-how. Within striking distance: 7,574-foot Whatcom 
Peak and Challenger Glacier, which leads up to 8,207-foot Mt. Challenger. SEASON Summer 
and fall PERMIT Required ($20 reservation fee) for overnights CONTACT nps.gov/noca

Note: Before you leave any trail, there are a few things to know. First, you need to have the 
navigation chops (page 97). Second, always confirm that cross-country hiking is allowed. 
Third, even where it is allowed, understand how to minimize impact by avoiding sensitive 
areas (like cryptobiotic soil in the desert Southwest; check lnt.org).

2.

3.

LEAVE 
THE TRAIL

PADDLE 
AWAY
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Camp below  
Jagged Mountain.
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GROUND ZERO GUADALUPE 
MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK, TX
In mountains, as in movies, there are stars, and then the 
supporting cast. But as every movie buff knows, sup-
porting roles can be scene stealers. The same goes for 
peaks. Most hikers head to the Guadalupe Mountains to 
tag the park’s namesake peak—at 8,749 feet, it’s the tall-
est in Texas. But it’s not the only place here with a sweet 

view.  Instead, Supervisory Park Ranger Brian Schwieger says to head north to Dog 
Canyon. “It’s the gateway to some beautiful areas that are unspoiled,” he says. “From 
Lost Peak you get incredible views looking south and southwest toward the salt flats 
and sand dunes in the park, and you also get great panoramas of Bush Mountain, which 
is the second-highest peak in Texas.” Tag 7,830-foot Lost Peak on a dayhike on the 6.5-
mile Tejas Trail from the Dog Canyon trailhead. Alligator juniper, ponderosa pine, and 
chinkapin oaks line the route. 

If you have time for a backcountry night or two, Schwieger says you’ll find some of 
the best stargazing in the country on a trek to Hunter Peak. He also notes the 8,368-
foot peak is where he likes to catch sunrise and sunset, and says, “You get great views of 
Guadalupe Peak from across the canyon.” From the Pine Springs trailhead, go 3.9 miles 
on the Tejas and Bush Mountain Trails to camp at Pine Top, where there are eight sites 
tucked into the trees. From camp, it’s a 1.2-mile climb to Hunter Peak (use the Bowl 
and Bear Canyon Trails to make it a 9.1-mile loop back to Pine Springs). Bonus: Take 
a side trip into The Bowl, an “island in the sky” where deciduous and coniferous trees 
offer a radical contrast to the surrounding desert. SEASON Fall through spring PERMIT 
Required (free) for overnights CONTACT nps.gov/gumo

The approach to Hunter Peak

GROUND ZERO WEMINUCHE 
WILDERNESS, CO
 Where there are mountains, there’s solitude to be found. 
Just climb until you find a private paradise to pitch your tent. 
This strategy is particularly effective in big ranges like the 
Rockies and Sierra Nevada, since most backpackers don’t 
want to lug their overnight gear into the highest terrain. 
For ultimate solitude, look for elevated terrain that lacks a 

name, as photographer Grant Ordelheide did in the Weminuche Wilderness. “This spot is 
in a really remote basin,” he says. “If it has a name, it’s not on the map. But the peak behind 
the tent is 13,824-foot Jagged Mountain.” Explore this area on a hike from Kite Lake, link-
ing the Continental Divide and Vallecito Creek Trails before ascending into the no-trail 
zone, as Ordelheide did. Or approach from the Durango-Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad’s 
Elk Park stop (starting at $96.12; durangotrain.com). SEASON Summer (beware thunder-
storms) and early fall PERMIT None CONTACT www.fs.usda.gov/sanjuan

4.

5. AIM 
LOWER

CAMP 
HIGH
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If you want better footing, 
go up the Great Gulf Trail 
instead of down.  



GROUND ZERO BAXTER STATE PARK, ME
If you want to experience Maine’s most famous state park in solitude, skip Katahdin 
altogether and head to the park’s northern section. “It’s absolutely gorgeous up 
there, and because it’s not Katahdin, the trail is less-traveled,” says park naturalist 
Mark Edwards. He recommends the Travelers Loop, a challenging, 12.6-mile circuit 
that tags three peaks and gains 5,540 feet. The stats deter casual hikers, and you can 
guarantee backcountry solitude by booking the four-person lean-to at Upper South 
Branch Pond ($21; baxterstatepark.org) to spread it over two days. 

 Start from South Branch Pond Campground and hike 3.9 miles south along the South Branch Mountain Trail to the 
lean-to (reserve in advance). In the morning, take the Pogy Notch Trail north along the pond, hiking half a mile before 
picking up the Center Ridge Trail, which climbs steeply to 3,254-foot Peak of the Ridges. After the summit, traverse the 
exposed, rocky ridge known as the Little Knife Edge—a nod to the razor-backed Knife Edge on Katahdin, but with far, 
far fewer people. Soak up the solitude and the above-treeline views during the 2.6 miles between Traveler and North 
Traveler Mountains, then pick up the North Traveler Trail to hike 2.3 miles back down to South Branch Campground, 
where you can soak tired feet in the pond—or rent a canoe ($1) and paddle out to catch the last of the sun before hitting 
the road. SEASON Summer and early fall PERMIT Required (starting at $21/night + $15 for non-residents) for overnights
CONTACT baxterstatepark.org 

South Branch Pond

GROUND ZERO WHITE MOUNTAIN NATIONAL 
FOREST, NH
In the West, it’s easy to lose yourself in vast designated wilderness 
areas. In the East, such wild areas are rare, but they often hold pockets 
of uncommon solitude. Even on Mt. Washington, one of the country’s 
busiest peaks, hikers who approach via the Great Gulf Wilderness will 
have mostly deer, moose, and black bears for company. This drainage, 
scooped from the northern shoulder of Washington by a glacier, encom-

passes Mts. Adams, Jefferson, and Madison, and is one of six designated wilderness areas scattered throughout the 
Whites. At 5,552 acres, it’s the smallest of the six—but one of the wildest. “We manage wilderness areas differently than 
regular backcountry areas,” says John Marunowski, a backcountry/wilderness manager in the region. Trails are much 
more primitive—creek crossings often have no footbridges and trail signs have no mileages. 

To combine a hike in the Great Gulf with a climb of Mt. Washington, start before dawn from the Pinkham Notch AMC 
visitor center and ascend the popular 4.2-mile Tuckerman Ravine Trail before it gets crowded. Then get ready for an 
abrupt transition. From the top of Washington, the boulder-strewn Great Gulf Trail plunges 2,000 feet in the first mile, 
deterring all but the most resolute hikers and descending into guaranteed solitude. Pause. Pause some more. Then com-
plete the 7.1-mile descent to NH 16 through wooded terrain, passing waterfalls, pools, and Spaulding Lake. From the 
trailhead at NH 16, take the shuttle (starting at $20; outdoors.org) back to Pinkham. Warning: Hiking downhill on the 
Great Gulf Trail in wet conditions is treacherous. Do this route in reverse for easier scrambling. (And see page 104 to 
read about this area’s—and the country’s—oldest maintained path.) SEASON Summer and fall PERMIT Required 
($5/day) at some trailheads; Pinkham is free. CONTACT www.fs.usda.gov/whitemountain

6.TARGET
WILDERNESS AREAS

7. AVOID
DAYHIKERS
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Ketchum Run, along the 
Loyalsock Trail

GROUND ZERO LOYALSOCK STATE 
FOREST, PA
Some parks have easy-to-navigate trail systems that lull 
hikers into using a rudimentary map or none at all. Bad 
move. Safety aside, that means you’ll miss out on terrain and 
trail secrets only visible on good maps and USGS quads. At 
Loyalsock State Forest, the map available in the visitor center 
includes every single trail, major and minor. “It shows all of 

the little side trails that hook into the big ones, letting you veer off the high-traffic routes yet still 
hit all the highlights,” says ranger Amy Sterner. For example, you can access the less busy—but still 
beautiful—Lee’s and Rode Falls by starting at Bark Shed trailhead and following the Ketchum Run 
Trail 1 mile to the Loyalsock Trail. Hike another .8 mile east then northwest to 15-foot Lee’s Falls, 
and another .8 to the pools and cliffs of Rode Falls, located in a horseshoe-shaped hollow. And take 
advantage of Loyalsock’s liberal backpacking policy—primitive camping is allowed throughout the 
forest. SEASON Spring to fall PERMIT Required (free) for more than one night CONTACT dcnr.pa.gov

GROUND ZERO 
ADIRONDACKS, NY  
Want the solitude guaranteed 
by venturing off-trail, but not 
necessarily ready to take the 
navigational plunge? That’s OK. 
There’s a middle ground: social 
trails. You’ll find a ton of these 
unofficial, unmaintained paths 
leading to “trailless” peaks in 
the ’Daks.  

Tom Martin, regional super-
visor of natural resources at 
New York’s Department of 
Environmental Conservation, 
recommends the Dix Range, 
a series of five peaks strung 
together via an unmarked social 
path that culminates on the open  
summit of 4,857-foot Mt. Dix, 
in the High Peaks Wilderness. 
For a 15.8-mile loop, start from 
Elk Lake trailhead. You’ll inter-
sect the herd path leading to the 
summit of Macomb Mountain 
2.3 miles in at the Slide Brook 
lean-to. Follow it 6.5 miles up 
and over Macomb, South Dix, 
Grace and Hough Peaks, and 
finally to Mt. Dix, where you’ll 
have a 360-degree view that 
includes Mt. Marcy and the Great 
Range. Retrace your steps .4 
mile to the outcropping known 
as the Beckhorn, where yellow 
trail markers signal the official 
Hunters Pass Trail, which leads 
about 6.6 miles back to the Elk 
Lake trailhead. SEASON Summer 
and fall PERMIT None CONTACT  
apa.ny.gov

Summit of Grace Peak

8.
 UPGRADE YOUR

MAP

9.HIKE A 
SOCIAL PATH



BACKPACKER and Boulder Mountain Repair have partnered to 

cover the essentials for your gear: preventative maintenance, 

proper storage and cleaning techniques, item-specific repairs, 

sewing methods, and in-the-field fixes so you can keep 

exploring no matter the snag.

Outdoor Gear
Repair & Maintenance

Get started at Backpacker.com/GearCare

Get $25 OFF with code BPMAG

Learn to fix this!
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Somewhere in Wild Basin

GROUND ZERO ROCKY MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARK, CO
A surefire strategy when it comes to solitude? Vague directions. “It’s in Wild Basin,” says photographer 
Erik Stensland, who took this sunrise shot in Rocky Mountain National Park. Rocky was the third-most 
popular national park in the country last year, with 4.6 million visitors, but Stensland says there’s still 
solitude to be found—and the best way to keep it like that is to let hikers find their own special spot.     

“I took this shot on a heavily overcast morning,” he says. “A crack appeared on the eastern horizon, 
allowing the sun to break through. There was no one else around. I actually had another photo in mind, 
but when I saw the sun peek through, my plans changed. I ran with my 40-pound pack for more than a 

mile to reach this spot. I quickly composed a few shots before the sun went behind the clouds and the light went back to gray.”
Stensland says that solitude is always on his mind when he heads out. “One of the main reasons I became a landscape photographer is 

because of the solitude it provides,” he says. “I even wrote a book about it: Whispers in the Wilderness. Solitude rewires us and allows us 
to live in the busy world in a more meaningful way.” SEASON Summer and early fall PERMIT Required ($30 reservation fee) for overnights 
CONTACT nps.gov/romo P
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SATURDAY AUGUST 3, 2019

SAVE THE DATE, 
LEAD A HIKE!

Lookout Mountain, TN
@whimsyandwilderness

Breakneck Ridge, NY
@carolyn.foxy_roxy_girl

Katahdin, ME
@ ian.patter

K aira Lewis
summits California’s

Mt. Baden-Powell.

Capitol Peak, CO
@ mjsmoot

JOIN US FOR A GREAT DAY! REGISTER YOURSELF OR A GROUP AT backpacker.com/nationalsummitday.

2ND ANNUAL

BACKPACKER and Big City Mountaineers 
are inviting hiking clubs, retail shops, outdoor 
brands, and individuals to join the celebration 
by organizing hikes on their favorite peaks.

ENTER TO WIN! All registered hikers and groups are 
eligible for gear prizes. Then, on National Summit Day, 
snap a picture of yourself or your group on a mountain 
or hilltop, tag it #nationalsummitday, and your image 
may be featured in a future issue of BACKPACKER. 
Plus, you’ll be entered to win a grand prize package!
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One family’s quest for solitude turns into 
       a decade-long effort to visit the most remote 
location in every state—and learn if 
              true quiet still exists. BY MATT CROSSMAN

RemotWhere’s the

SolitudeFinding
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F OU R-L ET T E R WOR DS  poured 
out of Ryan Means. The water—all 
7 gallons, all 58 pounds of it—was 
gone, poof, vanished like so much 
dust in the south Texas desert. A 
week earlier, Ryan had spent a full 
day carrying the water before cach-
ing it deep in Big Bend Nationa l 

Park. He planned to retrieve it on a hike that he, his wife, 
Rebecca, and their 10-year-old daughter, Skyla, were 
taking to the most remote spot in Texas.

The water’s fate baffled them. Was it stolen by another 
hiker? Taken by a park ranger who thought it was trash? 
Drunk by someone who crossed the border illegally and 
thought they had found an inexplicable gift? There was no 
way to know. 

The Means family’s trek through Big Bend was part of a 
decade-long study they call Project Remote, in which they 
identify and travel to the most isolated location—defined 
as farthest from a road—in each of the 50 states. Some are 
more challenging than others. In getting to Texas’s spot 
(their 36th state), they encountered one obstacle after 
another. First the hike was delayed a week after Ryan hurt 
his knee toting the water out there, and then the injury 

forced them to change their plans and cover some of the 
miles in a borrowed canoe rather than on foot. A rainstorm 
trapped them in their tent for a day, and when they finally 
could hike, they found themselves in steep and rocky ter-
rain that punished even the smallest misstep. And then the 
missing water. The irony of trying to get away from civiliza-
tion and being robbed in the process was almost more than 
Ryan could handle. “I was one angry son of a bitch,” he said. 

With all that aggravation—and the possibility of a thief 
in the area—no one would have blamed Ryan and Rebecca 
had they packed up and gone home. But they didn’t give up 
when the mission they thought would last a few years bal-
looned past the decade mark or when an ulcerative colitis 
flare-up sidelined Rebecca for a year. So the vanished water 
wouldn’t stop them, either. 

Ryan and Rebecca are scientists and consider Project 
Remote an important study. They believe development 
has encroached too far on the country’s wilderness, elimi-
nating natural places that are truly free of human impact, 
and intend Project Remote as a way to call attention to that. 
Their goal—preserving remaining roadless wildlands—
outweighs obstacles they have faced or will face. “We’re 
tenacious individuals,” said Ryan, who has a bachelor’s 
degree in zoology and a master’s in wildlife ecology and 
conservation from the University of Florida. “Once we set a 
goal for ourselves, we want to see it through.” 

I JOINED THE MEANSES in Texas and it didn’t 
take long to understand that, in addition to being a sci-
entific study, Project Remote is a family adventure. 
Father, mother, and daughter go on each trip. Ryan 

te? In 2014, the 
Means family 
hiked to South 
Dakota’s most 
remote spot, 3.3 
miles from the 
nearest road. 
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and Rebecca homeschool Skyla; when they travel to remote 
spots, they bring her books and call it “roadschooling.”

The Meanses are delightful camping partners—funny, 
full of stories, generous, transparent. I camped with them 
three nights in Big Bend, and we devoured chips and gua-
camole, sampled each other’s favorite instant coffee, and 
solved all the world’s problems.

One cloudless night, Rebecca, 45, gaped at the stars over-
head. Skyla played with her American Girl doll. Ryan, 46, 
marveled at the empty desert. If the frustrations of Project 
Remote made it easy to wonder why they didn’t quit, nights 
like this made it easy to understand why they keep going. 

Long before each adventure, Rebecca spends hours 
poring over Geographic Information Systems data to pin-
point the state’s spot that is farthest from a road (dirt or 
paved). Then she layers reams of other information on top, 
including satellite imagery, to make sure she’s right. 

After hiking, bushwhacking, or paddling to each spot, 
they spend 15 minutes conducting what they call “Remote 
Spot Assessment” to look for (among other things) signs of 
humanity. They are almost always shocked by what they 
find. So far, they have documented human evidence in all 
but four of the remote spots (New Mexico, Idaho, Montana, 
and Texas). For the most part, what they find is not subtle: 
a beer can crammed into a tree (Missouri), highway noise 
(many), Atlantic City’s skyline (New Jersey). 

In Texas, the spot was in Big Bend, 6.6 miles from the 
closest road. The final stretch of the hike was too steep 
and rocky for Skyla, so she stayed behind with Rebecca 
while Ryan continued. Once there, Ryan was rewarded 
with “very intense remote-spot reverence” because it 

was unspoiled by development of 
any kind. In front of him, the hillside 
descended into a valley. Mountains 
rose far in the distance, with the vast 
desert in between. Behind him, sheer 

cliffs. Around him, rocks and cacti. Total solitude.
But that hasn’t been the norm. With 13 states left (after Georgia, in April), 

Ryan and Rebecca have long since concluded that in too many places, it is almost 
impossible to completely escape signs of civilization. The first time I asked Ryan 
why they continue to pursue remote spots if the results are so disappointing, he 
went off on a rant about overdevelopment and finishing what you start. 

As we talked in Big Bend, Ryan’s diatribes—passionate, articulate, funny—
became a running joke. Even Skyla needled him. She joked she has named each 
of his rants and that they number in the billions. The topics vary, but his obses-
sions run deep: camping, University of Florida football, and the striped newt repa-
triation project in Florida that he and Rebecca run through their day jobs with the 
Coastal Plains Institute (Ryan is president, Rebecca the director).

Skyla’s teasing delighted Ryan. He said that she was also a reason to keep 
pursuing Project Remote, that he was troubled by the thought of Skyla and her 
friends growing up in a world more crowded than this one. He started to say, “If 
they don’t inherit a healthy world . . .” before Rebecca finished his though: “She’s 
going to be pissed.”

Rebecca, who has a bachelor’s degree in wildlife ecology and biology from 
Virginia Tech and a master’s in forestry from Texas A&M, shares Ryan’s pas-
sion, though she manifests it differently. When Ryan rants, his eyes shoot lasers; 
Rebecca’s “rants” sound more like pleas, and her eyes dance with hope. It is per-
haps an oversimplification to label Ryan the pessimist and Rebecca the optimist, 
but neither would argue with those descriptions. “Most of our remote spots lie 
within public lands,” Rebecca says. “And we have a say in what happens there. It’s 
not just, ‘everything should be preserved and perfect with no human influence.’ 
But let’s celebrate these areas that are preserving natural places.”

P ROJECT R EMOTE, it turns out, is many things. It’s a lament for 
what’s been lost. It’s a celebration of what hasn’t. It’s a call for more 
opportunities for wilderness solitude. It’s a kick-ass family adventure. 
And it’s a journey of redemption for Rebecca.

The fact she was in Big Bend, miles from a toilet, hours from medical care, and 
not cowering at home, afraid of another outbreak of ulcerative colitis, was reason 
to be hopeful. “She somehow finds time to do Project Remote between death 
spells,” Ryan said. “She’s f&#!ing Superwoman, man.” 

Skyla is pretty tough, too. She doesn’t love the long car rides, but she embraces 
the pursuit of the remote life. In Texas, she alternated between playing in camp 

Clockwise from top left: Skyla in 
Alabama’s remotest spot in 2015; on 
the Rio Grande en route to Texas’s spot; 
approaching Oklahoma’s spot in Salt 
Plains National Wildlife Refuge



and disappearing with her dad into the brush to search 
for desert critters (a tarantula sighting was a hit). 

Ryan’s fondest childhood memories are of wilderness 
adventures with his dad, and he and Rebecca want the 

same for Skyla. By the time Project Remote is over, whenever 
that may be, her cumulative outdoor education will be massive. 
It has already been formidable, with lessons both practical (how 
to start a fire) and philosophical (home is wherever you are).

R E BE C CA R E M A INS HOPE F U L  that Project 
Remote’s findings (detailed at projectremote.com) 
will make a difference. Ryan gave up hoping years ago. 
In Big Bend, he started to get wound up and caught 

himself making the case—again—for his distress at the state of 
the world. “I can’t help the passion within, and I can’t stop,” he 
said, and Rebecca interjected, singing: “Don’t stop the passion.”

They’ll need that passion in the next few years because some 
of the toughest-to-reach spots remain. The trip to Utah’s most 
remote spot promises to be a gut-busting, hip-wrenching, 
knee-cranking backpacking slog. Hawaii’s is on an itty-bitty 
island far from the big ones. And Alaska’s looks to be more than 
200 miles from the nearest road. But the Meanses know that 
the hard ones are where they feel real wilderness solitude. Yes, 
they have been frustrated that far too many states have far too 
many roads. But there have been moments, deep in forests, deep 
in mountains, deep in deserts, where they have lost themselves 
by finding what they were looking for. 

If they have learned anything since their first state (Florida, 
where they live, in 2009), it’s that finding solitude takes work. 
To get to and from New Mexico’s most remote spot—in the Gila 
Wilderness, 11.4 miles from the nearest road—they hiked 45 
miles, sloshed through 120 crossings of the Gila River, and 
encountered six rattlesnakes and one black bear. The payoff was  
worth it: The spot was in a ponderosa pine forest, where trunks 
like thick black ropes shot straight up from shin-deep grass.

Like Texas, the trip to Montana’s remote spot, 18 miles from 
the closest road, was full of difficulties. Skyla got sick, and their 
first attempt to reach the spot was unsuccessful. Though they 
could see their objective across a valley, they had to retreat to 
basecamp before nightfall and return later. Still, the trip to 
Montana remains one of their favorites. As Ryan put it in an 
online journal, in a sentiment all backpackers will recognize, 
“the greater the challenge, the greater the reward.” 

Obstacles are inevitable. But Ryan vows they will keep chasing 
remote spots and solitude, even as they become harder to find.  

Matt Crossman lives in a remote neighborhood of St. Louis. 

Remote, By the Numbers*
LEAST 
REMOTE

1.2 
miles from a 
road (Ohio)

DISTANCE 
HIKED

481
miles

DISTANCE 
BOATED

330
miles

MOST 
REMOTE

21.6 
miles 
(Wyoming)

HIGHEST 
ELEVATION

11,700 
feet  
(Colorado)

LONGEST 
EXPEDITION

10 
days (Montana)

* Based on the 36 states completed so far. For a map of remote spots,  
go to backpacker.com/projectremote.



We talk about solitude like its last bastions 
are disappearing. But there’s a place where 
isolation still rules and evidence of the 
last travelers is erased before the next 
ones arrive. You just have to head west to 
the vast wilds held by the Bureau of Land 
Management. There are few permits, 
fewer fees, and next to no people. It’s all the 
solitude you can handle—and sometimes 
just a little more. BY RYAN WICHELNS

The
Wild,

Wild
West

Additional research by Morgan Sjogren
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The only things bigger than the 
solitude in Arizona’s Tortilla 
Mountains are the saguaros.
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Desert Symphony
TORTILLA MOUNTAINS, 
ARIZONA TR AIL
PINAL COUNTY, AZ 

For 800 miles, the Arizona Trail charges across its 
namesake, serving up equal parts desert glory and 
mountain grandeur. Within that, the BLM manages 
45 lonely, dust-caked miles just east of Phoenix that 
pack in all the splendor but none of the crowds. And, 
according to the trailhead register, there’s an aver-
age of just five visitors a day. Echo-o-o-o-o-o-o!

This segment is invariably dry, so save yourself 
the hassle of caching water and tick off an 18.6-
mile out-and-back from the Florence-Kelvin trail-
head, spending a night in the Tortillas. Start at the 
Gila River and speed south past brittlebushes and 
saguaros—some as tall as 40 feet—into the 4,000-
foot range. The going is easy, but slow down to see 
the Spring Mountains rise out of the heat waves 
like a mirage to the north and the Sonoran Desert 
spread out to the south.  Make camp above a wash 
near mile 9.3 and keep an eye out for desert A-listers 
like Gila monsters, desert tortoises, and javelinas.

Distance 18.6 miles (out and back) Time 2 days 
Elevation change +2,600 feet, -1,600 feet 
(one way) Trailhead Florence-Kelvin (33.1023, 
-110.9749) Season September to May Permit None 
Contact bit.do/blm-gila
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Faraway Place
MT. KUMIVA
MT. LIMBO WILDERNESS STUDY AREA, NV

Here’s a surefire recipe for solitude: a trailless summit in 
Nevada. This one is 90 miles northeast of Reno, in the Selenite 
Range of the high desert. From the pull-off (punch the coordi-
nates below into Google Maps for exact turn-by-turn directions), 
cross Jenny Creek and climb Mt. Kumiva’s sagebrush-dotted 
northwest shoulder. (Find a clearer path by cutting below the 
false summit and following the Little Jenny Creek drainage.) 
Top out after a 2,700-foot gain; it should take between 2 and 2.5 
miles. Add your name to the summit register’s exclusive club 
(there are just two dozen names there, dating back to 1992), then 
take in a view that stretches south to the Sierra and north across 
the Black Rock Desert, the biggest wilderness area in Nevada 
and one of the largest undeveloped deserts in the U.S.

Distance 4-5 miles (out and back) Time 1 day Elevation 
change +2,700 feet, -100 feet (one way) Trailhead Unnamed 
road near Jenny Creek (40.4227, -119.2766); high-clearance, 
four-wheel-drive vehicle required, but you can park .8 mile 
farther back if needed. Permit None Season Spring and fall 
Contact bit.do/blm-nv

Center of Life
OLD HIGHWAY 99 TO 
DEAD INDIAN MEMORIAL ROAD, 
PACIFIC CR EST TR AIL
CASCADE-SISKIYOU NATIONAL MONUMENT, OR

Sitting at the nexus of three mountain ranges—the Cascade, 
Klamath, Siskiyou—this national monument gets its best stuff 
from three distinct eco-regions. You’ll find a little bit of every-
thing here: Fir and oak forests mix with grasslands, mountain 
streams mingle with desert canyons, and elk and black bears 
share space with mountain lions and alligator lizards. Hiking 
here is like moving between dioramas at a museum.

Up until two years ago, 19 miles of the Pacific Crest Trail 
passed through this biodiversity hot spot. Now, 43 miles of the 
PCT run through the expanded borders, serving as the best 
avenue to see it all. Take a few days to tick off the full segment, 
making sure to spend a night in the phlox-filled meadow below 
6,089-foot Soda Mountain (mile 11, if going north). Note: Water 
is rare on this stretch of the PCT.

Distance 43 miles (point to point) Time 3+ days Elevation 
change +6,500 feet, -5,500 feet Trailhead Old Highway 99 
(42.0583, -122.6024) Shuttle car Pederson trailhead on Dead 
Indian Memorial Rd. (42.2934, -122.2717) Season May to 
October Permit None Contact bit.do/blm-cascade-siskiyou

Mt. Shasta sits 50 miles 
south of the route, but 

feels a lot closer.



SLOT 
SQUEEZE
PARIA CANYON
PARIA CANYON-VERMILION CLIFFS 
WILDERNESS AREA, UT/AZ

Slip between narrow Navajo sand-
stone walls, splash in the Paria’s 
pale-jade waters, find ancient rock 
art, and blow your mind in some of 
the Southwest’s most colorful cathe-
drals on this canyon-country clas-
sic. True, you may encounter other 
hikers on this life-lister, but the BLM 
does a good job maintaining the quiet 
with a quota system: Just 20 over-
night permits are available each day, 
and they’re relatively easy to snag a 
few months in advance. Go for the 
38-mile point-to-point from White 
House, Utah, to Lees Ferry, Arizona, 
budgeting an extra day to explore the 
gut-sucking slots of Buckskin Gulch 
about 8 miles in. This is the sort of 
trip where each campsite may seem 
better than the last—a beach! a swim-
ming hole! cottonwood trees!—but do 
yourself a favor and spend a night at 
Big Spring (mile 12), where you get 
all three. Plus a spring.     

Distance 38 miles (point to point) 
Time 4 days Elevation change
+2,000 feet, -3,100 feet Trailhead
White House, UT (37.0798, 
-111.8903) Shuttle car Lees Ferry, AZ 
(36.8671, -111.5954) Permit Required 
($6/person); apply online at bit
.do/paria-permits and pick up at the 
Paria BLM station. Season March to 
November, but beware flash floods 
during runoff (March to May) and 
monsoon season (July to August). 
Check with rangers before heading 
out. Contact bit.do/blm-azstrip

The scenery in Buckskin 
Gulch might slow you down.
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  HIGHER ORDER
SILVERTON SUMMIT 
EXTR AVAGANZA
SAN JUAN COUNTY, CO 

Even in a state known for its wealth of mountains, the San Juans set 
themselves apart as the wildest, craggiest, and loneliest of the lot. In 
fact, locals even dismiss the suggestion that the range should be pro-
tected as a national park because that might bring traffic. As it stands, 
the San Juans are their own best defenders of quiet: They are a day’s 
drive from Denver and high enough to keep casual hikers at bay. 

Within the 150-mile-long range, the BLM manages a small-but-
majestic parcel of air-starved peaks just north of the Weminuche 
Wilderness boundary. Here, alpine tundra, exposed ridgelines, and 
13,000-foot peaks are as common as the summer-perfect raspberries 
that burst from the drainages. The caveat? There’s no official trail 
system. But think of it this way: no trails, no people. 

For a grand tour of the neighborhood, try a cross-country route 
above Silverton. In 11 miles, link four basins as you thread together 
Kendall Peak, Round Mountain, and Hazelton Mountain. (Navigation 
is relatively easy above treeline, and it’s never harder than class 3 
scrambling, but only attempt if you’re savvy with a map and compass 
and reading the weather.) From Spencer Basin, pick up an old mining 

path as it climbs 2 miles alongside Mountaineer Creek to a high 
meadow, where marigolds and black-tipped ragworts paint the grass 
yellow in late summer. Climb over the pass to the northwest (colloqui-
ally called Pass 12,900) and stay high: Instead of dropping to Silver 
Lake, track west across scree to the saddle at the head of Arrastra 
Basin (Pass 12,920) near mile 3. From there, it’s an easy 1-mile out-
and-back to bag 13,451-foot Kendall Peak, a crow’s nest from which 
the rest of the San Juans look like whitecaps on a choppy sea. 

Back at Pass 12,920, circle high above Arrastra Basin on another 
old mining trail to a saddle above Woodchuck Basin at mile 5.3. Bag 
12,912-foot Round Mountain on a quick detour, then pick a path 
across grassy ramps into the glacier-gouged bowl, dotted with colum-
bine, paintbrush, and lousewort in late summer. (Find a low-impact 
spot to throw down near mile 6.2.) Next day, trek northwest out of 
Woodchuck Basin, where 12,527-foot Hazelton Mountain is an easy 
take on a .8-mile out-and-back. Drop into Blair Gulch and follow the 
creek to County Road 20, near mile 9 overall. Take it 2 miles to your 
shuttle car.  

Distance 11 miles (point to point) Time 2 days Elevation change
+4,300 feet, -5,700 feet Trailhead Spencer Basin (37.7825, 
-107.5801); high-clearance, four-wheel-drive vehicle required, but 
you can park 2 miles farther back if needed. Shuttle car County Road 
20 (37.8163, -107.6497); as high as your vehicle can get. Season Mid-
July to October Permit None Contact bit.do/blm-southwestco

The mountains above 
Silve rton are so high that 
wildfl owers don’t peak 
until August.
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The Big Empty
SUMMIT TR AIL
WHITE MOUNTAINS NATIONAL RECREATION AREA, AK

Throw a dart at a map of Alaska’s BLM land and you’ll end up 
with (1) an awesome trip and (2) utter solitude. So where to go 
in a state that has more acres of BLM land than the total area 
of Arizona? Start with the White Mountains, which offer iso-
lation and access. Less than an hour north of Fairbanks, they 
give a taste of what hikers come to Alaska for—big mountains, 
big forests, big wildlife, and big light shows—without requir-
ing a bush plane or even a packraft.

Traverse a section of the range on a 20.5-mile out-and-back 
that follows a maintained trail the whole way as it cruises along 
a ridgeline. From the Wickersham Dome trailhead, coast in 
and out of spruce-covered saddles and alpine tundra to the 
first-come, first-serve shelter near mile 8. There, spend the 
night in a cozy hut (no woodstove) and tick off the remaining bit 
as a dayhike. It’s 2.3 miles to the ridge’s 3,218-foot highpoint, 
where you’ll get an eyeful of the limestone ridge of the White 
Mountains proper and, on a clear day, the Alaska Range. You can 
go as far as Beaver Creek (21 miles from the trailhead), but we 
recommend turning around for easier logistics. Keep your eyes 
peeled for caribou, Dall sheep, moose, and both kids of bear.

Distance 20.6 miles (out and back) Time 2+ days Elevation
change +2,400 feet, -1,400 feet (one way) Trailhead
Wickersham Dome (65.1778, -148.0774) Season May to 
September Permit None Contact bit.do/blm-eastern-ak

History In the Making
SAND CAN YON
CANYONS OF THE ANCIENTS NATIONAL MONUMENT, CO

This area used to be a crowd magnet, but it’s been 700 
years since people congregated here. Today, Canyons 
of the Ancients boasts the highest density of known 
archaeological sites in the country, with more than 
6,355 villages, homes, reservoirs, kivas, cliff dwellings, 
shrines, and other Ancestral Puebloan artifacts. Tucked 
in the far southwestern part of the state, the national 
monument may be the Colorado Plateau’s most under-
rated wild place. 

Trails are sparse and camping is prohibited, but the 
12-mile out-and-back through Sand Canyon packs more 
solitude and scenery into a dayhike than many standard-
issue trails deliver in a week. From the Sand Canyon trail-
head, find 10,000-year-old Puebloan sites within the first 
mile. Continue across slickrock and past juniper to mile 
4.5, where the trail leaves the canyon and climbs 700 feet 
in less than .5 mile by way of 30-plus switchbacks. At the 
top, explore the Sand Canyon Pueblo, a once-bustling, 
13th-century community and one of the monument’s larg-
est ruins (leave it as you found it). Retrace your steps. 

Distance 12 miles (out and back) Time 1 day Elevation 
change +2,300 feet, -900 feet (one way) Trailhead
Sand Canyon (37.3414, -108.8176) Season September 
to May Permit None Contact bit.do/blm-canyons-of-
the-ancients
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Ancestral Puebloan ruins 
above Mesa Verde
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Ridgetop Safari
R ED ROCK PASS TO MONIDA PASS, 
CONTINENTAL DIVIDE TR AIL
CENTENNIAL MOUNTAINS WILDERNESS STUDY 
AREA/TARGHEE NATIONAL FOREST, ID/MT

Balancing on the border of Montana and Idaho, the 
Centennial Mountains form a bridge from the greater 
Yellowstone ecosystem to the Northern Rockies to the 
west, making it a popular corridor for megafauna like 
moose, elk, black bears, grizzlies, and even wolves. But 
it’s not popular among two-legged types, so in 50-plus 
miles of tiptoeing along the crest of the range, you’re 
far likelier to run into an animal than another hiker.

To tick off this section of the Continental Divide 
Trail, start at the eastern end of the Centennials and 
follow the ridge 57 miles west to I-15 at Monida Pass 
(2.4 miles north of Humphrey, Idaho). Day one, trek 
through a fir forest to Blair Lake, near mile 8. Spend 

Desert Dream
LITTLE DEATH HOLLOW/ 
WOLVERINE LOOP
GRAND STAIRCASE-ESCALANTE NATIONAL MONUMENT, UT

A name like Little Death Hollow is sure to keep most visitors away, and the 
remote trailhead does the trick for the rest. Don’t you be dissuaded, though. 
This two-day, 18-mile loop is one of the finest in canyon country, with plenty 
of solitude, easy navigation, and enough scenery to fill a memory card.

To do it, follow the Burr Trail past imagination-inducing rock formations 
cut into the walls of Little Death Hollow as it twirls southwest. Near mile 
4, the twisty corridor narrows, eventually squeezing into a sliver of wavy, 
pink sandstone that you can touch with outstretched arms. Take your time 
through the lower reaches of Little Death Hollow: Flash floods routinely wash 
debris into this choke point, making for slow going. But the pace provides 
all the more time to check out the canyon walls towering 500 feet overhead. 
Camp among cottonwoods at the juncture with Horse Canyon near mile 8 
(seasonal water here, but you can venture 2 miles south down Horse Canyon 
to reach the reliable Escalante River if needed). Next morning, continue north 
up Horse and Wolverine Canyons, where the pocked sandstone walls look 
like they’re melting. Fossilized fern imprints—remnants from this now-arid 
zone’s rainforest past 100 million years ago—and petrified tree trunks add 
to the gallery. Follow Wolverine past the Creamsicle-colored Circle Cliffs to 
reach the road, 1.3 miles north of your car.

 
Distance 18.2 miles (loop) Time 2 days Elevation change +3,600 feet,  
-3,600 feet Trailhead Little Death Hollow (37.7839, -111.1804) Permit 
Required (free); self-issue at the trailhead. Season September to May 
Contact bit.do/blm-boulder-ut

Hike past the Circle Cliffs 
at the end of this route.
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your first night here, just below treeline—water is 
scarce on the ridge. Next day, crest the Continental 
Divide and undulate along open ramps with Idaho 
falling away to your left and Montana gobbling up the 
horizon to your right. Pass under 9,800-foot Taylor 
Mountain near mile 15, then tackle a long descent to 
Aldous Lake near mile 29. Set up camp in the trees 
north of the pool and face your tent toward Antelope 
Valley. Dusk bonus: Keep an eye peeled for deer and 
bears near forest fringes. Next morning, continue 
west along the ridge to overnight at a tiny unnamed 
tarn near mile 44, then knock out the final 13-mile 
push to your shuttle car. 

 
Distance 57 miles (point to point) Time 4+ days 
Elevation change +10,600 feet, -11,100 feet Trailhead 
Red Rock Pass (44.5989, -111.5210) Shuttle car I-15 
(44.5196, -112.2551) Season May to September Permit 
None Contact bit.do/blm-centennial-mountains

Secret Beyond the Sierra
BEVERIDGE GHOST TOWN
INYO MOUNTAINS WILDERNESS, CA

Overlooked for the neighboring Sierra Nevada, the Inyo Mountains offer one of 
the best vantage points of the Range of Light, with its jagged granite peaks rip-
ping across the skyline to the west. Comanaged by the BLM and Forest Service, 
this remote range is a prime example of how limited development, difficult 
access, and no amenities keep the crowds away (even in California). You won’t 
find a trailhead and you’re unlikely to see another hiker, so make sure your nav 
skills are sharp for this 18-miler.      

From French Spring, hike east on a faint path (there’s a dotted line on USGS 
quads, but treat this hike like an off-trail route). The climb begins right away 
and doesn’t stop until you top out at Forgotten Pass, 5 miles and nearly 5,000 
feet from the start. From there, drop into a drainage and negotiate a scree field 
to reach Frenchy’s Cabin, a low, stone shelter built in the 1890s. Continue down 
Beveridge Canyon, navigating around wild rose bushes, until you reach the ruins 
at mile 9. The mining town operated from the late 1800s into the 1960s, but the 
extremely dry climate here has preserved it well. Look for intact buildings with 
tin roofs (don’t enter), scattered machinery, and a tramway that was once used to 
move mining material. Pitch a tent near the ruins and the natural spring, facing 
the craggy Fourteeners of the Sierra downcanyon for the sunset show.

 
Distance 18 miles (out and back) Time 2 days Elevation change +5,200 feet, 
-4,000 feet (one way) Trailhead French Spring (36.6650, -118.0006); high-
clearance, four-wheel-drive vehicle required, but you can park 1.8 miles farther 
back if needed. Season May to June and September to October Permit None 
Contact bit.do/blm-inyos

Dress for direct 
sun on the hike 
into Beveridge.
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Pioneer Days
GR EAT DIVIDE BASIN,  
CONTINENTAL DIVIDE TR AIL
CROOKS MOUNTAIN HERD MANAGEMENT AREA, WY

We’d forgive you for imagining you were a member of a 
wagon train on this piece of trail. If not for the singletrack 
cut through the sea of sagebrush, it looks just as it did in the 
early 19th century. This section of the notoriously rough 
Continental Divide Trail offers a reprieve from the long 
path’s incessant ups and downs, passing through a desolate 
high prairie, where wild horses, elk, deer, and pronghorn 
roam. But that doesn’t mean it’s easy. Water is hard to come 
by, and this one’s so quiet, it’s almost too quiet. 

To score the solitude, head west from Crooks Gap through 
scrublands and mixed conifer forests with views stack-
ing 50 miles northwest over the high desert to the Wind 
River Range. Pick a wind-sheltered campsite along Crooks 
Mountain, which is less a peak than a string of mounds 
across the basin (top off water at perennial Brenton Springs 
at mile 4 beforehand). Day two, cross the prairie and dip 
into the shade of mixed pines, cottonwoods, and aspens 
until you reach Bison Basin Road.

 
Distance 24 miles (point to point) Time 2 days Elevation change 
+2,600 feet, -2,400 feet Trailhead Crooks Gap (42.3341, 
-107.8627) Shuttle car Bison Basin Rd. (42.4026, -108.1827) 
Season Year-round Permit None Contact bit.do/blm-cdt

Easy Pickings
CADIZ DUNES
CADIZ DUNES WILDERNESS, CA

Things Cadiz Dunes has going for it: pristine sandbox, mountain 
views, impressive wildflowers, and an average of two parties per 
day. That’s a whole lot of good for a place that’s only a few hours 
removed from downtown L.A. The dunes themselves aren’t the 
tallest around—think mellow, tan waves, not tsunamis—but that 
keeps them quiet. And your calves certainly won’t mind either.

There’s no right destination in the 19,935-acre dunefield, but 
there’s only one easy entry point. From the parking area off Cadiz 
Road, hike southwest into the sand in the shadow of the Sheep 
Hole and Old Woman Mountains—the two ranges that cup Cadiz. 
In spring, white primrose and pink Borrego milkvetch—which is 
only found in this area of Southern California—sprout up from the 
dunes along the way. (This place is home to superblooms.) Make 
camp wherever something suits, arranging your tent west toward 
the 4,000-foot Sheep Holes, which, with all their folds, look like a 
pile of laundry tossed in the corner. When the morning sun creeps 
over the Old Woman Mountains to the east, it slowly defines each 
anonymous rib and highpoint in a place so quiet, not even names 
stick to it.

 
Distance Varies (out and back) Time 2 days Elevation change 
Varies Trailhead Cadiz Dunes Road (34.3984, -115.4186); high-
clearance, four-wheel-drive vehicle required, but you can park 2.5 
miles farther back if needed. Season September to May Permit 
None Contact bit.do/blm-needles

White primrose peppers 
the sand in spring.



 MY RELIEF 
TURNED TO 

HORROR WHEN I 
SAW THE ROPE SLIP 

THROUGH THE 
RAPPEL RING AND 

I COULDN’T DO 
ANYTHING.

DAVID CICOTELLO 
SURVIVED ON A LEDGE FOR SIX DAYS

COMING MAY 6 TO ITUNES
BACKPACKER.COM/OUTALIVEPODCAST
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HALLWAYS OF ANCIENTS
GR AND GULCH
GRAND GULCH WILDERNESS STUDY AREA, UT

With its intricate side canyons, cultural sites, and plentiful water 
(at least by desert standards), Grand Gulch is the sort of place where 
you could spend a lifetime exploring and still see something com-
pletely new on each return. What you’re likely to not see? Crowds. As 
with Paria Canyon (page 83), the BLM enforces a strict quota system, 
which keeps the place unspoiled. In high season, it issues 20 permits 
a day in the Cedar Mesa zone, and though 12 are set aside for reserva-
tions, eight are issued to walk-ups—meaning you can score a free pass 
to one of the Southwest’s grandest canyon networks if you’re willing 
to camp near the Kane Gulch Ranger Station the night before.

Permit in hand, hike across the street to tackle one of the best 
routes in Grand Gulch: the horseshoe through Kane and Bullet 
Canyons. Navigation is relatively easy for a canyon route, and you pop 

out of Bullet 8 miles south of Kane Gulch. Descend into the sandstone 
maw, following the deepening canyon about 3.8 miles to its conflu-
ence with Grand Gulch. Continue southwest through Grand, look-
ing for the Turkey Pen Ruin, an ancient neighborhood at the base of 
an overhanging canyon wall. Other ceremonial kivas, granaries, and 
rock art dot the way to the junction with Bullet Canyon (mile 12.6). 
Camp in the riparian zone near a seasonal spring, then, next morning, 
head east up Bullet. Keep an eye out for the intact wooden, latticed 
window of the Jailhouse site and the reconstructed entrance ladder to 
Perfect Kiva in the upper portion of the drainage. Climb steadily out 
of the canyon via a social path to the trailhead on South Road.

 
Distance 20 miles (point to point) Time 2 days Elevation change 
+2,200 feet, -2,200 feet Trailhead Kane Gulch (37.5244, -109.8958) 
Shuttle car Bullet Canyon (37.4308, -109.9495) Permit Required 
($8); obtain from the Kane Gulch BLM station. Season Spring and fall 
Contact bit.do/blm-kane-gulch

Ruins in Grand Gulch 
date back 10,000 years.
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Alone   
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T HE LIMOUSINE BUS smells like 
octopus. Plush leather seats recline 
almost horizontally, but at 6 a.m., 
each passenger, dressed in brightly 
colored hiking clothes, is sitting 
upright, listening attentively to the 
PA system. It’s a Saturday morning 
in Seoul, South Korea, and the 4050 

Seoul Metropolitan Mountain Club is heading to the trail-
head. But first, some formalities.

The club president, wearing a black fedora and necker-
chief to match his ventilated button-down, speaks softly 
into the microphone, introducing himself and wishing 
everyone a safe hike. The entire busload claps, then, one 
by one, each financial “sponsor” of the club comes to the 
front and gives a similar address, followed by the chairman, 
VP, captain, directors, and finally each member, bashfully 
murmuring, bowing, and scurrying back to his or her seat. 
A woman in charge of morning snacks passes out warm 
kimbap rolls wrapped in aluminum foil. The same ritual 
unfolds in three other tour buses, each equally full, and our 
caravan proceeds toward the mountains. 

“Our club is the biggest in Korea because it has 24,000 
members,” whispers Jun Lee, a 40-something sitting next 
to me. “Not so small,” he says with pride and a brief giggle.  

It’s the club’s 134th hike, and I’ve tagged along to expe-
rience how Koreans’ ideas of hiking differ from what I’m 
accustomed to in the United States. Back home, crowds are 
a constant nemesis to my outdoor pursuits. When I leave 
the city, I want solitude, but as with hiking areas all over 
the country, that’s getting harder to find on trails near my 
home in Colorado’s Front Range. On weekends, popular 
Fourteeners attract so many hikers that trailhead parking 
wars break out.

The effort to escape the hordes can feel like a losing battle, 
and I’ve begun to wonder if I should stop fighting against 
the current. Maybe Koreans are on to something. Maybe 
“crowds” and “solitude” aren’t necessarily opposites after 
all. Can Koreans’ approach to hiking—large, inclusive, fes-
tive—help our jam-packed trails feel more like a celebration 
of the outdoors than an intrusion on wilderness privacy?

From left: At scenic 
overlooks, hikers line up 
for photos; the 4050 Seoul 
Metropolitan Mountain 
Club disembarks at 
Songnisan National Park.

         South Koreans  
  hike in droves.
      And they like it that  
way. What can an  
       American who    
              craves solitude  
    learn from the party? 
              STORY AND PHOTOS  
         BY SCOTT YORKO

wd
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At one point I leap onto a flat granite rock beside the trail and run along its edge 
to catch a few hikers up ahead of me. “Slow, slow,” calls out a fit-looking man. “We 
are all together.”

THIS ENTHUSIASM FOR outdoor recreation may seem like a new 
fad for Korea’s burgeoning middle class, but mountain culture runs 
deep in the country’s history. “Thousands of years before modern reli-
gion made its way onto the peninsula, Koreans worshipped mountain 

spirits, which they believe to be a powerful source of mountain gi,” says David 
A. Mason, a 30-year American expat and local guide with a master’s degree in 
Korean Studies who has written nine books on the subject, including Spirit of the 
Mountains: Korea’s SAN-SHIN and Traditions of Mountain-Worship. Gi is a vital 
life force and, Mason says, while Buddhism and Christianity now dominate here, 
many Koreans still believe that one can refresh and amplify their gi by going into 
nature, especially on top of a mountain.

In the 1960s, hiking as a widespread recreational pursuit got an unlikely 
jump start. After military dictator Park Chung-hee forced rural citizens to 
move into the cities for rapid industrialization, hiking was promoted as a 
teambuilding activity with coworkers. In 1967, Chung-hee established a 
national park system, which supported the growing adventure scene and 
brought economic development to remote areas. Though it’s a tiny country 
the size of Indiana, South Korea now has 43 major public parks, 40 of which 
are in the mountains. Several high-speed trains from Seoul will get you 
within 10 minutes of a trailhead. 

Add easy access to a population of 51 million and a cultural enthusiasm for 
group activities, and you have a recipe for some seriously busy trails. One South 
Korean park, Bukhansan, long held a world record as the national park with the 
highest number of visitors per square foot. It hosts 6 million people per year, 
and the whole park covers only 31 square miles. That’s about the same number 
of people who annually visit the Grand Canyon, which encompasses 1,902 
square miles. But no one’s complaining. 

Suyeon Kim, a 23-year-old student working the front desk of my hostel back 
in Seoul, says hiking with other people—lots of other people—is what Koreans 
prefer. When I asked her about hiking clubs, she told me, “They do it to have a 
group to belong to, to find community. I don’t really see anyone who hikes alone.”

THE 4050 SEOU L  Metropolita n Mounta in 
Club’s destination, Chilbosan Mountain, lies 
80 miles southeast of Seoul. The day’s objec-
tive: a 3-mile hike in Songnisan National Park. 

The route follows a stream up steep, well-maintained 
trails with granite steps. It tops out at 2,553 feet on a 
rocky ridge where several sharp peaks jut out from the 
pine canopy. 

As we pull up to the trailhead parking lot, I see a soli-
tude seeker’s nightmare. It’s a mob scene. Middle-aged 
hikers dressed in multicolored nylon spill out of giant 
buses. They perform group-stretch routines and joust 
selfie sticks through the air. It’s a moderate, half-day hike, 
but everyone looks outfitted for alpine battle: mountain-
eering pants with reinforced knees, heavy hiking boots, 
carbon-fiber trekking poles, fingerless gloves, sun hats, 
headbands, and sun sleeves. A few women wear masks to 
cover their cheeks on this partly cloudy, fall day. Every 
pack looks full enough for an overnight. What could they 
possibly be carrying? I wonder, as some of them look ner-
vously at my minimalist trail runners and collapsible 
nylon summit pack.

A muscular fellow wearing all-white technical gear and 
a serious face is clearly the leader of today’s hike. With a 
bulging, 50-liter pack and a radio on his left shoulder strap, 
he barks at everyone to get ready while pointing to his tacti-
cal wristwatch. The congregation has swelled to 82 mem-
bers. After a safety spiel and more formal introductions, 
someone unfurls the club’s banner and we pose for a group 
shot with two professional photographers. It’s all standard 
procedure for a club hike.

When the horde finally pushes off around 10:30 a.m., we 
immediately bottleneck at a turnstile. Eventually, we file 
onto the trail, crossing small streams and switchbacking 
through trees that let in streaks of light. It’s a steep path, 
and between the grade and the crowding, it would be gen-
erous to call our progress slow. But despite the pace, not 
one hiker asks to pass the single-file train or elbows his 
way to the front.
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wind blowing through the trees. The terrain isn’t unlike the mountains of New 
England, with steep granite outcroppings shaded by oak trees. The low clouds 
have a calming effect and I take a deep breath, sucking in the fresh mountain air. 
For the first time all day, I have that old familiar feeling of peace and quiet. Then 
the silence is broken by a guy in red pants and a Titleist hat who rips a long, loud 
fart. After a moment of wide-eyed shock, the group erupts in laughter. 

After lunch, the women reapply makeup before the hour-long hike down a 
series of steep, wooden staircases. On the descent, I’m much more relaxed, con-
tent to smile and wait patiently while a slower hiker cautiously navigates a rock 
feature. I fall in next to a 49-year-old buyer for Samsung nicknamed Hampton, 
who says he’s excited to be on his first hike with the club. “A big group gives you 
the chance to meet many more people,” he says. 

I don’t argue. Sure, there will still be times I want to be truly alone outdoors. But 
here, I realize that maybe I don’t need to fight the tide all the time. Maybe hiking 
with  friends, even 81 of them, is different than swimming in a sea of strangers.  

At the end of the nearly four-hour hike, we stop at the stream to remove boots 
and soak our feet. Everyone offers congratulations all around, then the bus takes 
the entire group to a restaurant for a long dinner of Korean barbecue and round 
after round of soju and plum wine. On the slow ride back to Seoul, the drinking 
and laughing continue. If there’s one thing I’ve learned after a 14-hour immersion 
in Korean hiking culture, it’s that the celebration is never over.  

Scott Yorko will never go back to gorp.

  

IN THE CONGA LINE plodding up Chilbosan, a tall 
man in a navy polypro long-sleeve introduces himself 
as Reason and Heart. He’s 63 years old and hikes with 
a few different clubs twice a week. “Relationship is 

the most important thing in Korea,” he tells me. 
“OK, but do you need all this gear to hike together?” I ask. 

He laughs and tells me that everyone’s backpack is mostly 
filled with lunch. As if on cue, 30 hikers stop at a flat spot 
along the trickling creek and dig out gallon bags of fresh 
fruit to share. This happens twice more in less than hour 
as we march toward a scenic overlook where each person 
takes a turn posing for photos. The process lasts 25 minutes 
and, although I’m not in a rush, I can’t help but feel anxious. 
Like being stuck in a traffic jam, it makes me antsy even if 
I’m not late. I try charging ahead but don’t get far before I’m 
called back to pose in photos with eight giggling women.

Just after 1 p.m., we reach the top. The f lat summit is 
barely distinguishable in the trees, but small openings 
reveal a green-canopied valley. Time for another picnic. 
Blankets and chairs appear, as do thermoses, bottles of 
rice wine, and an elaborate spread of food: more kimbap, 
bulgogi (beef), shrimp tempura, three types of kimchi, beef 
pancakes, and a whole cheese board of seaweeds, apples, 
grapes, plums, and peaches. I’m starting to understand that 
here, hiking is a means to an end as much as an end in itself. 
And the end is delicious.  

Everyone shares like it’s a competition, piling food on 
my plate. Shot glasses of soju appear from every direction 
and the shrieks of laughter grow louder and louder. One 
woman in a giant visor motions for me to drink more every 
time I look her way. (In fact, excessive drinking has become 
a problem in Korean parks, leading to an increase in acci-
dents. A new law introduced in 2018 prohibits alcohol con-
sumption on certain peaks and visitor areas.)

When everyone seems just the right amount of jolly, 
a gray-haired man asks that we all bow our heads in a 
moment of silence to appreciate the mountains. A long few 
seconds go by with just the sound of birds chirping and the 

From left: Pre-hike announcements and 
introductions; lining up for photos with a summit 
marker; flying the 4050 Seoul Metropolitan 
Mountain Club’s flag; trail “snacks”; no passing 
lane in Songnisan National Park.
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STEPHEN
JENNINGS
Jericho, VT
Jennings has been 
poring over maps 
ever since he was 
a kid exploring 
Vermont’s woodlands 
on day-long epics. At 
the Army Mountain 
Warfare School, he 
teaches American 
recruits (and in 
2010, the Afghan 
National police) how 
to find their way in the 
mountains.
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Before You Go
Maps don’t identify swaths of 
scree or talus. Check satellite 
views in CalTopo or Google 
Earth: Slopes that look 
granular are often composed 
of small rocks, which offer 
bad footing at best and pose 
a slide hazard at worst. Plan a 
route around if possible.  

Hug a Contour Line
Valley bottoms are natural terrain traps and can be littered with 
thick brush, boulders, and downed trees. Avoid them by keeping 
the stream or drainage in sight, but hiking higher on the hillside 
and following a contour line. This is where an altimeter proves 
essential, Jennings says. “We’re lazy by nature, so without an 
altimeter to keep us honest, we’ll naturally drift downhill.” Don’t 
have one? Ballpark it by identifying a feature that looks to be 
roughly at the same elevation you are. Hike to it. Repeat. 

Cross Snowfields
If snow lingers, there’s no safe 
way around, and the runout looks 
mellow, cross it in late morning, 
when it’s typically slushy enough 
that you can kick steps (snow can 
be hard as ice in early morning, 
while warm afternoons spike 
avalanche and rockfall danger). 
Avoid snowfields steeper than 
27 degrees.

Beware Nightfall
Daylight lingers longer 
on the summits than 
in the valleys—and 
that can surprise 
descending hikers 
with unexpected 
darkness. Trails 
can be navigated by 
headlamp, but if you’re 
lost or bushwhacking, 
stay put until morning 
or risk getting way off 
course, Jennings says.

MOUN TA INS
PEAKS AND VALLEYS PROVIDE OBVIOUS 
LANDMARKS, BUT FAST-CHANGING WEATHER 
AND IMPASSABLE TERR AIN CAN MAKE ALPINE 
NAVIGATION SURPRISINGLY COMPLEX.

Walk this Way
When plotting an off-trail route across alpine 
terrain, be cautious about getting “cliffed out.” 
Steep slopes can conceal short but sheer cliffs that 
don’t appear on topo maps (if the contour interval 
is 40 feet, you won’t see a 20-foot cliff band). If 
you’re probing for a way through such terrain, never 
get into a situation where you can’t retreat. 
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Check the Weather
Mountain storms roll in 
quickly, and hikers caught 
on exposed ridgelines often 
panic and invent shortcuts, 
which increases their odds 
of getting lost. If you must 
descend in a hurry, note your 
bearing so you can backtrack. 
And of course watch the 
weather and get a localized 
forecast before starting. 
Jennings likes the Spot 
Report feature at weather
.gov/spot. “You submit 
info about where you’ll be 
and when, and it gives you 
a 48-hour forecast for your 
precise location,” he says.  

Leapfrog in a Whiteout
Holding a bearing is tough if fog obscures landmarks. Send one hiker 
ahead in line with the bearing until you begin to lose sight of her. Yell 
“right” and “left” or use hand signals to reposition her on the correct 
bearing. Regroup at the new spot; repeat.

Find Your Way Out
Truly lost? If no rescue is coming, you can follow 
a mountain stream. Travel far enough, and you’re 
likely to run into roads, houses, and people. Hug 
the stream’s path, using the water as a handrail, 
since cliffs, dense vegetation, and downed trees 
can bar your path. 

KEY SKILL
Triangulation 
Disoriented? Here’s how to 
find your location using visible 
landmarks.  
1. Use your compass to orient your 
map so that north is pointing to 
true north. 
2. Identify a recognizable feature, 
like a peak. Take a bearing on it.
3. On the map, place one corner 
of your compass’s straightedge 
on the landmark, then rotate the 
entire compass until the needle 
lines up with north on the bezel. 
Using a pencil, draw a line along 
the edge.
4. Repeat steps 2 and 3 for at least 
one other landmark. The point 
where the lines intersect is your 
approximate location.



MAY/JUNE 2019
BACKPACKER.COM  100

Before You Go
If you’re exploring an area without 
dependable, known water sources, 
do your homework. Start with 
Google Earth. Dense greenery can 
suggest the presence of surface 
water for cool-season months, 
Holladay says. Scan the map for 
deep, narrow canyons that might 
hold pools after rain. And ask 
local experts: It takes legwork, but 
ranchers whose livestock graze on 
public land often have the best intel.

Estimate Travel Time
Heat, exposure, and terrain challenges 
can turn 4 miles in the desert into a 
day-long ordeal—so Holladay generally 
rounds up his time estimates by 25 
percent. If you think your route should 
take six hours, give yourself eight.

Get High
As soon as you suspect you’ve drifted 
off course, climb to the highest point 
you can. Not only does that help you to 
collect as much information as possible 
about the surrounding terrain, but it’s a 
psychological boost, too. “Never make 
a decision when you’re at a low point, 
physically or mentally,” Holladay says.Be Careful in Canyons

Note every side canyon you 
pass and scan the cliffs above 
for intersections up high 
(instead of entering at ground 
level, some side canyons end 
with elevated pourovers). 
Make sure each tributary 
canyon corresponds with the 
map and your elapsed time/
distance. If not, backtrack to 
a known location.

Walk this Way
The temptation to travel in a straight line is strong, 
but you’ll have to suppress it in the desert, where 
the best route from point A to point B usually 
means zigzagging. Even in rough canyon country, 
it’s important to plan a route around the best water 
sources instead of the easiest walking.

DESER T S
WHETHER YOU’RE IN THE WIDE-OPEN 
MOJAVE OR THE CONVOLUTED CANYONLANDS, 
THE LACK OF WATER IN DESERT TERR AIN 
MEANS YOU BETTER STAY ON TR ACK.
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Beware Sand Traps
Desert washes can be good to follow for navigational aid but will 
slow you down and sap strength. Walking on sand requires more 
than two times the energy compared to walking on a hard surface 
at the same speed. Factor that in if your route follows a wash.  

Get Above Mirages
Light refracting through hot air rising off the 
desert floor can create mirages. In coastal 
deserts, mirages look like small islands floating 
in a sea. In inland deserts, the shimmery haze 
obscures land features. Gain a higher vantage 
point (10 to 20 feet will do) to see over the 
shimmer. If possible, note the bearing of distant 
landmarks in the morning—before mirages 
appear—to stay on course all day. 

Stay Cool
In open deserts, night hiking 
can be practical, especially if 
you can use a topographical 
feature (like a canyon, 
mountain range, or wash) 
as a handrail. Pick a series 
of landmarks that are much 
closer (to you, and to one 
another) than you’d aim for in 
the daytime. And keep a close 
eye on your watch: In the dark, 
people invariably think time 
passes faster than it actually 
does, so clock yourself to 
gauge distance. 

DAVE 
HOLLADAY
Boulder, UT
On a recent, 800-
mile, off-trail walk 
from Mexico to Utah, 
Holladay carried 
no maps. The Utah 
resident has devoted 
his life to mastering 
millennia-old survival 
and navigation skills, 
and teaches desert 
travel though the 
California Survival 
School.
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Confirm Distances
Clear desert air makes it notoriously 
difficult to judge distance. “Many people 
set out for what they think is a 3-mile hike 
and find they’ve committed to more like 
20 miles,” Holladay says. Always double-
check estimates on your map.

KEY SKILL
Aim Off
It’s easy to blow right by the desert’s hidden 
water sources. So if a spring is nestled within 
a larger, linear land feature—like a wash, or 
the foot of a hill—try this. It’s a little more 
work, but it beats wandering.
1. Plot a route that’s slightly off-target. For 
objectives located a mile away or less, aim 
10 degrees off along the linear feature (aim 
off by 5 degrees for longer distances).
2. Follow the geographical handrail to your 
water source.
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ANDREA
DOERR
Ely, MN
After honing 
her wetlands 
navigation skills 
with the Minnesota 
Conservation Corps 
and the Minnesota 
Biological Survey, 
Doerr signed on 
with the Voyageur 
Outward Bound 
School. Now, she 
teaches beginners 
how to find their way 
in the liquid labyrinth.   
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Walk this Way
If you’re looking for a portage trail from water level, 
scan the tops of the trees: A V-shaped notch in the 
treeline could indicate a path. It’s not a foolproof 
rule, Doerr says, but it’s fairly reliable because many 
trails between lakes follow streams or marshlands 
that create a small gap in the forest.

Go to “No”
Thick vegetation makes 
it easy to mistake game 
trails for actual trails. 
Don’t hike blindly down 
a likely path. Go to “no,” 
meaning: Stay alert for 
evidence that your trail 
isn’t the path you’re 
seeking. That way, you 
avoid a navigation pitfall 
called “confirmation 
bias,” when you 
interpret details to 
confirm something that 
you want to be true—
rather than what’s 
actually true. 

Stay Married to the Map
“It’s essential to corroborate key features 
you see with what’s indicated on the map,” 
Doerr says. Are you passing beneath a bluff? 
Are you approaching the intersection of a 
stream and lake? Don’t move forward until 
you’ve lined up what you see on the map with 
what you see around you. 

Before You Go
Identify an “attack point” near your destination. An 
attack point is an obvious location (like a lake, creek, or 
hill) that you can easily navigate to and is relatively close 
to the intended target, such as a campsite, which may be 
buried in the forest. From a well-chosen attack point, the 
campsite will be an easy compass bearing away.

WE T L ANDS
FLAT, FEATURELESS TERR AIN AND 
WATERLOGGED GROUND MAKE FOR 
CHALLENGING ROUTEFINDING WHETHER 
YOU’RE ON FOOT OR IN A BOAT.
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Use Your Ears 
In thick vegetation, 
you may not be 
able to see watery 
landmarks such 
as waterfalls and 
streams—but you 
might be able to 
hear them.

Stick to the Shore
Fog and heavy mist are common in wetlands. In low visibility, 
hug the shoreline and mark your progress by paying close 
attention to landmarks. Hikers on land can use a stream or river 
as a handrail instead of the shore. Have to cross open water? 
Keep your eyes glued to the compass, make sure the crossing 
connects easy-to-identify points, and keep such crossings as 
short as possible. 

Size Up Bays
Anytime you’re passing a bay or other finger of 
water, check its size and shape against what’s 
indicated on the map, Doerr says. “I might look over 
my shoulder and say, ‘Oh yeah, it looks like that bay 
goes really far back there, and that jibes with what 
the map says.’”

Learn to Use a Map and Compass
The advice on these pages will be a lot more useful if you master 
the map and compass. Ready to get started? Take our new online 
class, Basic Map and Compass Skills, and learn the essentials of 
navigation at your own pace, wherever and whenever you want. We 
partnered with the Colorado Outward Bound School to provide expert 
instruction that makes it easy to learn no matter your experience level. 
Find details at backpacker.com/basicnavigation.

KEY SKILL
Circumnavigation
If there’s an obstacle you must detour around, and 
there’s no prominent landmark to keep you on track, 
use this method.
1. Turn 90 degrees right or left from your bearing. 
2. Time how long it takes until you’re past the 
obstacle.
3. Turn and walk your original bearing until you’ve 
passed the obstacle. 
4. Now turn 90 degrees again. Walk the same 
amount of time, then resume along your original 
course. 

EVERYWHERE
Know Your North
When it comes to navigation, there are 
two types of north to understand. True 
north is the location of the north pole, 
while magnetic north is where your 
compass needle points. The difference 
between them, called declination, varies 
depending on location. (Learn how to 
adjust for declination in the class at 
right.) But there’s a catch: Magnetic 
north moves around due to changes in 
the Earth’s core. And in recent years, 
it’s moved faster than expected, racing 
north toward Siberia at 34 miles per 
year. That’s four times faster than the 
20th-century average. Scientists aren’t 
sure why it’s moving, but backcountry 
navigators shouldn’t be affected.    
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This New Hampshire footpath      —
the oldest continuously maintained hiking trail in the 
country—is a rite of passage for anyone who cares about 
America’s history of preserving and exploring wild places. 
By Ryan Wichelns

CLIMBING MOUNTAINS FOR
the sake of climbing moun-

tains has been, for most of his-
tory, a funny thing to want to do. 
For eons, peaks were a nuisance 
to travel at best, and at worst, a 
danger zone where gods, not people, 
ruled. And New Hampshire’s White 
Mountains, formed some 400 mil-
lion years ago, were some of the New 
World’s most treacherous. 

Scoured for millennia by gla-
ciers, then covered with impenetra-
ble forests, the White Mountains 
didn’t exactly put out the welcome 
sign, despite that the Abenaki tribe 
called the area home. So it’s any-
one’s guess why sometime around 
1791, Abel Crawford moved his 
wife and two sons from Vermont 
to a desolate pass amid some of the 
young nation’s tallest-known peaks. 
Around the same time, however, 
mountain climbing was catching 
on as recreation, and soon the peaks 
where the Crawfords lived—par-
ticularly the highest, 6,288-foot Mt. 
Washington—became something 
people wanted to see.

It didn’t take long for Crawford 
to see the potential for tourism. He 

began supplementing his home-
steading by offering beds to visitors, 
eventually building a collection of 
inns. But there was still the matter 
of fighting through trees and brush 
to reach Mt. Washington’s summit. 
In 1819, the Crawfords set to work 
cutting a route to the top.

 Originally little more than a 
vague collection of markings on 
trees, the route sliced through thick 
krummholz to treeline, then con-
tinued up a broad ridge and over 
a series of smaller peaks before 
ascending the rocky summit cone. 

The Crawfords soon constructed  
a second summit route, a series of 
huts, and converted the original 
trail into a bridle path. Eventually, 
the family moved on, but the name 
stuck and Crawford Notch became 
the adventure hub it is today.

The Crawfords’ original trail was 
maintained in part by one of the 
country’s earliest hiking groups, 
the Appalachian Mountain Club, 
founded in 1876. Despite 200 years 
of hiking boots, the trail would 
likely still be familiar to the pioneer 
family that built it: a narrow, wind-
ing, rocky path along the skyline. 

1. WATERFALL Just under a half mile up the trail from 
Crawford Notch, stop at Gibbs Falls to see a 35-foot 
cascade that tumbles over rocky ledges into a pebble-
bottomed pool (best in spring). A foot soak is all but 
mandatory on the return trip.

2. OVERNIGHT Camping is prohibited above treeline 
north of Mt. Pierce unless there’s 4 or more feet of snow 
on the ground. If you want to stretch the hike into two 
days, split off  from the Crawford Path at mile 1.6 and 
take the Mitzpah Cutoff  and Appalachian Trail for .8 mile 
to Nauman Tentsite ($10/person per night; fi rst-come, 
fi rst-serve), tucked in the trees alongside the Appala-
chian Mountain Club’s Mizpah Spring Hut.

3. TREELINE After climbing 2.7 miles through the Gibbs 
Brook drainage, break out of the trees near the summit 
of 4,310-foot Mt. Pierce. The trail bounces in and out of 
pockets of stunted balsam fi r, but you’ll enjoy big views 
from here to the summit.

4. WRAPAROUND VIEWS Mt. Eisenhower culminates 
in a genteel, bald dome, and because of its position near 
the center of the Southern Presidentials, the views extend 

         The Crawford 
Path at 200

Hikers on the Crawford Path in 1906
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 What’s best on 
the Crawford Path?
We asked Zach Urgese, AMC’s 
White Mountains Trail Supervisor.
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along the entire route. A .6-mile loop departs 
the Crawford Path around mile 3.8 and runs 
up and over Eisenhower’s 4,780-foot summit. 
This side trail, as well as another over Mt. 
Monroe, is well worth the extra eff ort.

5. REFUGE When two Appalachian Mountain 
Club members died in a midsummer snow 
storm in 1900, the AMC decided a refuge was 
needed near the summit of Mt. Washington. 
By 1915, a small stone shelter stood by a 
collection of glacial tarns. Today, the AMC’s 
Lakes of the Clouds Hut—renovated and re-
built several times over the years—sleeps 90 
(up to $145/person per night; outdoors.org).

6. REROUTE The Crawford Path itself has 
shifted through the years, most notably here. 
The early route took a less direct but more 
moderate path through the Bigelow Lawn. 
Look for a faint indent in the grass, rocks 
pushed aside, or even broken cairns heading 
east-northeast between the Camel Trail and 
the Davis Path.

7. TINY LIFE Keep a sharp eye to the ground 
(without wandering off -trail) in search of 
the extremely rare dwarf cinquefoil. The tiny, 
yellow fl ower exists only in a couple patches in 
the White Mountains’ alpine zones, including 
Monroe Flats, surrounding Lakes of the Clouds.

8. STEEPEST CLIMB Tighten your laces for 
the fi nal 1.4 miles and 1,200 vertical feet to the 
top. Expect steep boulder hopping and balanc-
ing across loose rock fi elds, not to mention, 
you’re climbing an exposed side of a mountain 
that is home to some of the world’s worst 
weather and fi ercest wind (strongest recorded 
gust: 231 mph on the summit in 1934).

9. HIGHPOINT The fi rst building on top of Mt. 
Washington—a hotel known as The Summit 
House—opened in 1852, and a year later the 
Tip-Top House was built to compete. The 
Summit House burned down in 1908 but the 
Tip-Top House survived. Look for the low-slung 
rock building just a few yards from the summit 
sign, near the parking lot and visitor center.

STATS
Designated 

as a National 
Recreation 

Trail in 
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6,000,000
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Mountain National Forest
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First documented ascent of 
Mt. Washington 

  1642 by 
Darby Field
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Theodolite combines a compass, two-axis inclinometer, rangefinder, GPS, 
maps, nav calculator, sun/moon/star tracker, and data overlay camera.

Learn more at  theodolite.app  or visit the App Store.

THEODOLITE
The original, indispensable, pioneering augmented reality viewfinder

for iPhone and iPad. Where will you take it on your next adventure?

Theodolite is a registered trademark of Hunter Research and Technology LLC. Apple, the Apple logo, iPhone, and iPad are trademarks of Apple Inc., registered in the U.S. and other countries. App Store is a service 
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On California’s Mt. Baldy, 
Sam Kim found spirit, grace, 
and fulfillment summit after 
summit after summit. 
B Y  W I L L  C O C K R E L L

A

Man

and

His

Mountain
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S
AM WAS LATE.

Evening had slipped into night, night 
had faded into dawn, and the driveway 
in the Culver City neighborhood of Los 
Angeles where Sam’s car normally sat 
remained empty. 

It wasn’t unusual for Sam to keep odd 
hours, but his wife Sunny and his son 
David worried all the same. W hat in 
the world was a man of Sam’s age doing 
climbing mountains? 

It wa sn’t the f irst time Sa m had 
stayed out overnight—he would sometimes sleep in his car 
so that he could hit the trail at sunrise—but it was the first 
time he hadn’t returned home without calling. The next 
morning his phone was going straight to voice mail. Sunny 
was worried enough to call one of Sam’s friends to see if he 
had heard from him. He hadn’t. 

David, who lived just a few miles away from his parents, 
tried to fight the anxiety by reminding himself how tough 
his father was. Sam had survived the L.A. riots of 1992, 
been robbed at gunpoint, and had hiked millions of vertical 
feet, many of them after his 60th birthday and on the most 
difficult trails in Los Angeles County. He had come through 
it all with the grit of those who seek better lives in America. 
And he had always come home. 

Sam clocked more miles the older he got. At age 75, his 
current obsession was Iron Mountain. With a 7,200-foot 
ascent up a rock-strewn StairMaster, and 15 miles round-
trip, it is considered by many the toughest dayhike in the 
San Gabriels, a mountain range imposing enough to halt 
L.A.’s sprawl on the northern edge of the city.

Sam was known to set grand goals and it surprised no 
one when he vowed to climb Iron Mountain 100 times in a 
single year. And having already summited dozens of times, 
he was on course to reach the goal before his 76th birthday. 
He was a year-round creature of the mountains, so much 
so that it was impossible to imagine anything happening 
to him. And so David and Sunny did what Sam would have 
wanted them to do—they waited. 

Finally, Sam called from the road to say he was on his 
way home. And, sure enough, a little after noon, he strode 
through the front door as if time were as loose and casual 
as he considered age to be. He was 5’5” standing straight, 
which he always did, and his slightly oversized blue jacket 
draped over a wiry, mountain-made frame. Sunny doesn’t 
remember being angry with him. 

Sam explained to her in Korean that he’d become 
benighted without a cell signal, but had stumbled across a 
perfectly comfortable abandoned cabin, stayed the night, 
continued his descent at first light, then jumped in his car 
for the nearly two-hour drive back across Los Angeles. And 
less than 24 hours later, he’d do the drive in reverse, return-
ing to the base of Iron Mountain. 

Over two decades, Sam’s dedication to the mountains 
had slowly become the most important thing in his life. His 
wife, four children, and five grandchildren had watched 
him evolve from hiking enthusiast to evangelist, from an 
every-Sunday Catholic to someone who’d skip church to 
climb a mountain.

Indeed, Iron Mountain was only one of his obsessions, 
and not even the most potent one at that. Sam had climbed 
10,064-foot Mt. Baldy, the tallest peak in Los Angeles 

County, nearly 300 times by the time he even set foot on 
Iron Mountain. And he’d vowed to climb Baldy 1,000 times 
before his 80th birthday.

“The first time he told me about his goal, my reaction was 
‘why?’” David recalls. “‘Why do you need to do that? What 
does it mean?’”

S AM WAS AN EXPERT at uphill climbs. When he came 
to America in 1981, he arrived as Seuk Doo Kim, 43 
years old, a well-respected manager for the Bank of 
Seoul, and a father of four. After 17 years working in 

the South Korean capital, he was offered a position manag-
ing an American branch that served the growing Korean-
American population in Los Angeles. So he became Sam.

Three years later, when his job transfer expired, he 
resigned so he could remain in his adopted home, later 
attaining citizenship in 1988. Together, Sam and Sunny 
opened a gas station and convenience store on the corner 
of Venice Bouleva rd a nd Vermont Avenue, south of 
Koreatown. It was a dangerous time in a dangerous part of 
the city, but Sam and Sunny manned the cash register 15 
hours a day, seven days a week, for nine years straight. It 
was a routine punctuated by the occasional robbery, none 
scarier than the day Sam had a gun pointed at his head. 
That nearly broke him.

Sam began to seek strength through a higher power. 
He grew up without religion, but his wife Sunny became 
Catholic in her 20s and her invitations to join her in church 
began to sound comforting. (Sunny, now in her 80s, speaks 
little English and chose to translate her thoughts and 
memories through her son David for this story.) Sam was 
baptized in his 50s, became head of the lay ministry at St. 
Agnes Church in Koreatown, and busied himself welcom-
ing new people to the flock. He and Sunny alternated going 
to mass on Sundays in order to keep the convenience store 
staffed. 

Business was good, but after a decade without a break, 

Sam and Sunny 
explored the 
high country all 
over Southern 
California 
together. 
Opposite page: 
Sam filled 
memory cards 
with selfies and 
photos he took 
with other hikers 
he met on the 
trails across 
California.
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Sam grew weary of the toil, the tension, and the violence. He and Sunny sold the 
convenience store and opened a gift shop in Burbank, a part of L.A. that might 
be described as boring if it weren’t for its famous film studios. They no longer 
felt obligated to personally staff the store at all business hours. Their newfound 
calm—and leisure time—compelled Sam to reconnect with his past. He began 
to daydream about hiking the hills beyond the city. 

He started out hitting the trail on weekends and holidays. As Sam would tell 
anyone who would listen, Koreans have a special relationship with the outdoors. 
Seventy percent of the country is mountains and the trails around Seoul fill up 
with ethusiastic hikers every weekend (see page 92). Hiking in his native coun-
try was an expression of national pride and Sam often reminisced about his own 
childhood spent galloping around the countryside where he lived.

At age 69, 13 years after opening the gift shop, Sam retired. He began spend-
ing every free moment he had in the San Gabriels, gravitating toward long uphill 
slogs that require as much mental toughness as they do quad and lung strength. 
But as he neared 70, Sam had more questions about his life than answers. His 
relentless pursuit of the American Dream left little time for looking inward. In 
church, he found community but little inspiration to reflect. So he went looking 
for answers in the mountains. 

“My father was a very spiritual person and this became his time to reflect on 
his life,” David says. “He began to say he felt God’s spirit in the mountains more 
than at church.” 

Sam first hiked to the summit of Mt. Baldy in early 2000. But it wasn’t until 
June 7, 2007, when he hiked to the top via the less-traveled—and less-forgiving—
Ski Hut Trail, that he fell in love. He felt an instant bond with the mountain’s 
steep switchbacks and returned to hike to its summit every chance he got, qui-
etly accumulating ascents. He found freedom there and peace like he hadn’t any-
where else. He was home.

S AM ENTERED A NEW, freer phase in his life. He was finally able to give him-
self fully to hiking, often with Sunny by his side. The next year, in 2008, the 
two began making annual trips back to Korea to section hike the 450-mile 
Baekdu-daegan Trail. Sam later wrote a guidebook about the trail.

Meanwhile, he continued making his weekly—sometimes daily—pilgrim-
ages to Mt. Baldy. By the end of 2013, David estimates that his father had climbed 
Baldy roughly 300 times (only Sam kept the true count). At the same time that 
Sam was becoming disenchanted with orthodox religion—and what he would 
call its “hypocrisies,” often referencing things like sexual abuse scandals—he 
was finding an alternative in the wilderness. He eventually told David that he 
had found a new way to show God how much he loved Him. “I really think my 
father was happiest at the summit of Baldy,” David says. “Sometimes he stayed 
there for hours, just sharing food and talking to other hikers.”

The camaraderie Sam found on the mountaintop extended to the quirky off-
grid community in Baldy Canyon. Through brute repetition and an outgoing per-
sonality, he endeared himself to the locals. 

He took a particular liking to a man named Dick Tufts, a former Marine and 
truck driver, who lived just above the Baldy trailhead in a small cabin with his 
black lab Bullet. Tufts is an impressive outdoorsman, even in his early 70s. But he 
and Sam shared more than stomping grounds. “Sam and I had both more or less 
given up on churches,” Tufts says. “I guess we sort of considered this our heaven.”

But while Sam got to know Tufts and other locals, his only regular hiking 
companion was Sunny, who has climbed Baldy at least a couple hundred times 
herself and says she could probably walk to the summit with her eyes closed. “It 
was fun—it’s what he always wanted to do,” Sunny says laughing. “Ever since we 
were married, we were always together—at the store, at the gift shop . . . always 
together.” But as the years got on, only she seemed to get older, and she left her 
husband to his summits. 

Sam invited his children to join him, but they were busy with families of their 
own. In his grandchildren, however, he saw an opportunity to pass on what he’d 
learned in the mountains: Tradition, strength, and integrity were the touch-
stones in Sam’s life and central to his Korean identity. Hiking was the physical 
manifestation of all three. His eldest grandson Brandon was 6 when Sam first 
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brought him to the top of Baldy. Three years later, when 
Sam brought Brandon to the top of Iron Mountain, they cel-
ebrated what Sam would refer to as “the indomitable spirit 
of Koreans.” Brandon wrote: “[These hikes] are the great-
est gift my grandfather ever gave to me. He gave us a taste of 
that same happiness he felt.”

One year after Brandon’s first Mt. Baldy climb in 2010, 
his grandfather brought him back to the mountain, this 
time stopping to say hello to his friend Dick Tufts before 
their drive home. Tufts mentioned how many times he 
had been to the top of Baldy—more than 1,000—and gave 
Brandon an antique candy jar as a memento. His example 
inspired Sam to reach the milestone himself. Sam insisted 
that he, Dick, and Brandon sign and date the jar to com-
memorate the moment: “Dick Tufts Mt. Baldy Cabin; To 
Sam, Brandon; 1,000 times; 3-28-11.” 

While it was a typically ambitious proclamation for Sam, 

David barely registered the signifi-
cance when he later saw the candy jar 
in Brandon’s room. Sam and Sunny 
had only just finished their hiking 
project in South Korea; Sam had yet 
to begin his effort on Iron Mountain. 
Even those closest to Sam had no idea 
that he intended to follow through 
with this promise.

T HE SAN GABRIELS ARE a hulking, 
1,000-square-mile spine that 
runs east-west along the north-
ern border of Los A ngeles. 

Right where the city stops, the San 
Gabriels shoot up from near sea level 
to 10,000 feet, over just a dozen miles, 
with the peaks holding a thick frost-
ing of snow for much of the winter. 

The range’s highest summit is properly known as Mt. San 
Antonio. But anyone who has been to—or even seen—its 
bare, wind-scoured summit hump knows it simply as Baldy.

The San Gabriels are so big, they can easily be seen from 
Sam’s home near the coast. But visible never means acces-
sible in L.A. Each time he went to hike there, he would have 
to navigate a 60-mile stop-and-go labyrinth of concrete. 

A single road snakes its way to the base of the mountain 
from the south, following a ravine that steepens and nar-
rows as it climbs to the trailhead. First, it passes through 
the small mountain village of Mt. Baldy, then 5 miles later 
it dead-ends at Manker Flats. From there, the only way to 
continue is on foot. Giant lodgepole pines shade the gravel 
parking area and obscure views of the summits above.

It’s an unforgiving, nearly 4,000-foot ascent over 4.5 

Clockwise from 
top: The north 
face of Mt. Baldy 
under a blanket 
of snow; Sam and 
his grandsons at 
his friend Dick 
Tufts’s cabin 
near the Baldy 
trailhead; Sam 
led these two 
lost hikers off 
the summit in a 
snowstorm.



miles to the top. Beyond the map kiosk, the route starts out on a deceptively gentle 
fire road. Just 1 mile in, the steeper Ski Hut Trail zags away from the main Baldy 
Road trail and up toward the Sierra Club’s San Antonio Ski Hut. At the 80-year-
old green cabin, the trees thin and the steep, scree-covered amphitheater of 
Baldy Bowl looms ahead. 

Those who built the trail on the top third of the mountain didn’t waste any 
time trying to find the gentlest ascent. They just put their heads down and began 
chopping steps. Nearing the top, the gnarled, thinly spaced junipers look soaked 
in acid and the views stretch toward the sea in one direction and the desert in the 
other. It’s rock and dust underfoot for the final few hundred yards, until the pile of 
rocks that serves as a wind break beside the summit plaque.

It was here, on the summit, that Sam saved the life of Ethan Pontz. In late 
November 2016—the same year Sam climbed Baldy 250 times—Pontz and a 
friend were trying to sneak in an ascent before the summit was consumed by 
an approaching storm. Pontz and his climbing partner did in fact make it to the 
top. However, by the time they arrived, so had the weather. “Clouds engulfed us,” 
Pontz remembers. “Winds gusted over 40 mph and sleet pounded our faces. And 
it was so cold my phone battery died.” 

A few steps after starting down, just as Pontz was beginning to panic, he spot-
ted Sam, who was on his way up. “His eyelashes were covered in snow,” Pontz 
says. “I asked him if he would guide us back down. He said he would, under one 
condition: that we return to the summit with him for a selfie”.

Once, when Deputy Richard Farrow of West Valley Search and Rescue was 
looking for four lost hikers who had gotten stuck high on the mountain after 
dark, he ran into Sam at 2 a.m. Farrow asked Sam if he had seen anyone on the 
mountain. “Sam tells me, in his broken English, ‘Don’t worry, they’re not injured, 
they’re just lazy,’” Farrow recalls. “Sam said he offered to lead them down to 
safety but that they wouldn’t follow him. The funny thing is that when they called 
and said they were lost, they also said there was some crazy guy up there.”

By the end of 2016, Sam had climbed Baldy more than 750 times. He was 
known to set off at all hours and in all conditions and his routine captivated other 
hikers. People started calling him the Spirit of Mt. Baldy. He first made the news 
for his accomplishments in 2014, when he and Sunny were featured in Mammoth 
Lakes’ local paper, The Sheet. In 2016, the L.A. Times ran a story titled: “Hiking 
Mt. Baldy? You’ll probably meet Sam, a 78-year-old Mountaineer.”

Later that same year, local CW affiliate KTLA aired a short segment about 
him. Not surprisingly, his legend was growing among the Southern California 
hiking community. Local bloggers posted about him and message boards lit up 
with Sam sightings. “Mr. Kim is amazing,” one commenter wrote. “It was my 
first time up Mt. Baldy and he encouraged me to push forward. He is the patron 
saint of the mountain.” One author on socalhiker.net said he ran into Sam half a 
dozen times on Baldy: “And every time I’d look at his infectious smile and think, 
Damn, this old guy is awesome.” Almost all of those he met recall Sam asking their 
names, ages, and if he could take a picture with them.

As for his family and friends, Sam’s quest was a lesson in acceptance. They 
had come to terms with the idea that his spiritual fulfillment far outweighed the 
physical risk. 

In the spring of 2017, David was due to return from a family vacation in Europe 
and Sam was set on picking him and his family up at the airport. But because he 
didn’t want to miss any hiking, he climbed Baldy the previous day, slept in his car 
at the trailhead that night, then climbed it again the following morning before 
driving back to Los Angeles in time to greet his son.

Sam returned to Baldy again the following day, and, of course, the day after 
that. On the morning of Friday, April 7, 2017, Sam waited longer than usual for 
the freeways to thin out. He parked up at the Manker Flats trailhead that after-
noon and set off up the Ski Hut Trail a couple hours before sunset, with clouds 
descending. Shortly after he began his hike, the weather turned ugly. “It was 
really bad, and by evening it was horrific,” Deputy Farrow recalls. “I lived in 
Claremont, at the bottom of Baldy Road, and if I can hear the storm outside my 
house, that means that at 10,000 feet it would be coming down hard: rain, snow, 
and whiteout conditions.”

Nevertheless, Sam had climbed Baldy in extreme conditions before, many 
times. Whatever he walked into that day wasn’t anything he hadn’t seen. 
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“I noticed it had rained that afternoon,” David says. “And 
I remember thinking about him that evening. I wasn’t wor-
ried, but I wondered if he was cold.”

David woke up the next morning to sunny skies in L.A. 
He called his mother to see if Sam had returned. He hadn’t. 
But, once again, David thought his father just had other 
plans that day. Or perhaps he had bunked down somewhere 
near the mountain, or slept in his car and was already 
headed up the mountain again. He always came home.

By late Saturday, there was still no word from Sam. 
David called his mother over and over, asking if she had 
heard from him. Finally, they both went to bed, fending off 
dueling emotions about Sam’s invincibility and his vulner-
ability. He was a solo hiker nearing his 80th birthday, but 
also someone who knew Baldy better than almost any other 
human on the planet.  

“Even as I fell asleep, I still thought he would come 
home,” David says. “I could even picture him leaving again 
the next morning to do another hike.” 

David woke up before sunrise and drove by his par-
ents’ house. The moment he noticed the empty driveway, 
his heart sank. He immediately began driving toward Mt. 
Baldy. On the way, he phoned Dick Tufts to ask him if he 
could see his dad’s car in the parking area. Tufts confirmed 
that Sam’s white Land Cruiser was there. He also immedi-
ately laced up his running shoes, grabbed a backpack, and 
set off up the Ski Hut Trail with Bullet.

When David arrived in the village of Mt. Baldy that 
morning, he stopped at the visitor center to file a missing 
persons report. It landed on Deputy Farrow’s desk. “When 
we had to search for Sam, we weren’t just searching for an 
individual, we were searching for a friend,” he says. “I just 
couldn’t believe it.”

Clockwise from 
top: Hiking was 
a family value 
Sam passed onto 
his grandsons, 
seen here at the 
summit of Mt. 
Whitney; Sam’s 
children David 
and Heather and 
their children at 
the Baldy summit; 
Sunny and Sam 
hiked together 
in California and 
South Korea.
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S AM HAD ALWAYS TRIED  to encourage his son David to 
hike more, but David, who is a physician, says he was 
never really an “outdoorsy” guy. Even his two young 
sons had been up Mt. Baldy more times than he had. 

That Sunday, however, David wanted nothing more than to 
climb Baldy to help search for his father. But the SAR crew 
insisted it would be safer for David to remain at the fire sta-
tion. Instead, 30 or so trained volunteers fanned out toward 
the Sierra Club Ski Hut while David waited nearby for any 
word about his father. 

The next morning, Sunny and her other son Kenneth 
arrived in Mt. Baldy Village. David and his younger brother 
were finally allowed to join the search, while their mother 
remained at the command post. As David and Kenneth 
made their way toward the top—for what would be David’s 
15th ascent and Kenneth’s first—they shouted their father’s 
name and hoped for a miracle. 

By Monday, more than 50 members of West Valley 
Search and Rescue were scouring the mountain looking 
for Sam, including a specially trained alpine unit. At 2 p.m. 
on Tuesday afternoon—a full four days after Sam set off up 
the trail—Deputy Farrow got a call on his radio saying that 
the helicopter had spotted a body, face down on the trail-

The final summit 
selfie, taken the 
day before he 
died (top); Sam’s 
son Kenneth rests 
on the summit 
of Baldy during 
the search for his 
father.
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less north side of the mountain, about 2,000 feet below the 
summit. There was no mistaking the blue jacket. 

Sam was found in a steep, rocky bowl, which would have 
been rimed in snow and ice the last day he climbed Baldy. “I 
honestly believe that when he began descending, he simply 
didn’t turn far enough,” Farrow says. “He lost his bearing, 
ended up just slipping and going down that chute.” The 
medical examiner suggested Sam likely died before his 
body came to rest. 

Everyone from Sam’s family to Deputy Farrow are quick 
to point out one thing they are all certain of: Sam summited 
that day. At the time of his death at age 78, he had climbed 
Baldy more than 800 times and was on track to reach 1,000 
by his 80th birthday.

But despite Sam’s own obsession with setting goals, 
numbers are not what defined him. Every climb mattered. 
That’s something those left behind take comfort in. They 
may never fully understand what drove him to the top of 
that mountain again and again, but Sam did.

Dick Tufts misses his friend but sees the poetry of 
Sam dying while doing what he loved. “I still feel like he is 
around me at times,” he says, “especially when I’m out there 
on the trail.”

Since his father’s death, David has hiked Mt. Baldy 
nine more times, and says he will continue to do so every 
Father’s Day. “It’s the ultimate tribute and it makes me 
feel closer to him,” he explains. “The cemetery where he is 
buried is only a couple miles from where I live, but when I go 
there it doesn’t seem like he’s there. He’s on Baldy.”  

L.A.-based writer Will Cockrell climbed Mt. Baldy while 
reporting this story. It was his first summit.

A month after 
Sam’s death, 200 
people whose 
lives he touched 
returned to 
Baldy’s summit to 
celebrate the man 
and his mountain.
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