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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.

Available at your favorite pet specialty store.
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W
ATERFALLS POURED  

down the slopes on either side 
of New Zealand’s Milford 

Track. Countless cascades—big, little, 
braided, some so wispy they blew apart 
before hitting the ground—spilled over the 
valley rim. “Countless” is usually hyper-
bole, but not here: There were so many thin 
ribbons and firehose streams that attempt-
ing to number them would have been as 
futile as counting the stars. 

It had rained for two days, and the 
fjordlands, already saturated with spring 
snowmelt, couldn’t contain the runoff in 
the usual channels. Now the sun had come 
out, glinting off the waterfalls, turning the 
whole scene into a fantasy garden: thickets 
of green, stripes of whitewater, and airborne 
droplets sparkling like diamonds. 

I recalled this scene when reading about 
a similar one in this issue (page 60), and it 
made me wonder: Is New Zealand the only 
place in the world where a hiker might wish 
for rain? 

And I realized that I remember the 
waterfall madness on the Milford Track like 

it was yesterday, even though it happened 
three decades ago. Heck, I remember it better 
than hikes I took three years ago. That’s what 
happens with big trips. They shake up your 
usual routine, imprinting the most vivid and 
lasting memories. Check out the rest of the 
stories starting on page 56. I guarantee the 
writers who brought back these tales will be 
able to conjure the details decades from now. 

 Why does this matter? Because shortly 
after this issue reaches readers, I will 
receive a letter. It will say something like, 
“Why are you covering all these places that 
I’ll never go?” The letter will give reasons 
why such trips are impossible—they’re too 
far, or too long, or too expensive.

I will receive only a small number of such 
letters. Most of you know the value of big 
trips. But even hikers who dream big often 
put off going, delaying travel plans until 
later. Well, here’s my advice: There’s no 
perfect “later.” Make later now.

I should know. I took that hike on the 
Milford Track a few months after graduating 
from college, when it would have been easy 
to dismiss New Zealand as too far, too long, 

and too expensive.  Instead, I saved enough 
money for a one-way ticket to Auckland and 
went on a two-month hiking spree. (In truth, 
the whole thing was a little too expensive, 
so I picked up some local work en route.) In 
the years since, I’ve managed to take plenty 
of big trips without resorting to the pay-as-
you-go plan, but that tour of New Zealand 
convinced me that I should always be 
planning a big trip—or returning from one.  

Coincidentally, I first read about the 
Milford Track in BACKPACKER. The story 
inspired me to find a way to get there, and I 
hope you’ll read one in this issue that does 
the same for you. 
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EDITOR’S NOTE by Dennis Lewon

Fill Your Bucket
If you want memories that last a lifetime,  
don’t put of big trips until “later.” 

 Milford Track’s 
water show 

THE GIFT OF KNOWLEDGE
Give the hiker on your list the most valu-
able thing a person can have in the out-
doors: knowledge. We’ve partnered with 
experts in navigation, survival, photog-
raphy, thru-hiking, and more to create 
online courses for backpackers. Take 
these comprehensive, multimedia classes 
anywhere you have an internet connec-
tion. Details backpacker.com/courses

BACKPACKER TREKS
Want good company on a great hike? Join 
other BACKPACKER readers on trips in 
the country’s premier wilderness areas, 
from the North Cascades to Yellowstone. 
We’ve partnered with Wildland Trekking 
to create a special program with profes-
sional guides, so you can confidently go 
backpacking in the wildest places.  
Details backpacker.com/treks2019



TREKS 
Dreamed of 
taking a life-list 
backpacking trip 
but don’t want 
to go it alone? 
Hike the country’s 
premier wilderness 
areas with other 
BACKPACKER 
readers. We’ve 
partnered with 
Wildland Trekking 
to create these 
special group trips.

•  All trips have a 
professional leader

•  Ideal for backpackers 
who want to join others

•  Make new friends on the 
trip of a lifetime
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2019 TRIPS

CAPITOL REEF NATIONAL 
PARK April 14-19
Explore the redrock canyons of 

the Southwest’s hidden gem. 

YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL 
PARK August 12-16
Look for bears, wolves, and 

moose—and then soak in hot 

springs. 

NORTH CASCADES 
NATIONAL PARK
August 26-30
Trek amid glaciers in the 

Lower 48’s wildest park. 

PARIA CANYON 
WILDERNESS October 21-25
Hike the world’s longest and 

deepest slot canyon.

Details and registration: backpacker.com/treks2019

Capitol Reef 
National Park
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TRAILCHAT Your opinions, photos, and feats

Dog Tired
In October’s LNT Confessional (“Leash Law,” page 35), 
we provided guidelines for when to leash dogs on the 
trail, and readers responded with a flurry of comments 
both for and against. “Almost every time we have come 
across a dog o� lead, that dog has attacked one of ours, 
said Carolyn Becker. On the other hand, Aaron Carpenter 
made the case that our furry friends should run free. 
“Canines need o�-leash experience in the outdoors to 
strengthen their senses, among many other things,” he 
said. However, to Mark Martinez, arguing about leash 
laws is missing the point. “Keep your dog out of the 
wilderness,” he said. “Bad enough I have to listen to  
them howl, bark, and whine in town.”

@mountainsandtheocean 
Alpstein Mountains, Switzerland
This small range in eastern Switzerland may not have the altitude or the fame of its  
larger cousins, but it’s still packed with stunning terrain. Fiona Stappmanns made the 
most of it with this shot of the ridge below the summit of Schäfler, where the slope drops 
nearly straight down 2,500 feet to the valley below. 

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

WEEKEND 
WONDERS

SHEER BEAUTY

OLD-SCHOOL COOL
In response to M. John Fayhee’s essay about 

the virtues of external frames (“External 

Gratification,” November 2018), Peter Zies 

wrote in with a love letter to his own old-school 

pack, a World Famous The Everest No. 228 

that he bought 25 years ago. “With 

my external, I can access any of 

its billion pockets easily and go 

right to the item I need without 

any fuss,” he said. “Even now, 

the packs that are lighter are so 

anemic that they can’t carry half 

of what mine can comfortably.” 

Some things never go out of style.
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SNOW PROBLEM
When we shared Deputy Editor Casey Lyons’s 
tips for tricking—er, persuading—your friends 
to go winter camping with you, our readers’ 
responses were hot and cold. We asked our 
followers on Twitter and Facebook: Do you  
go winter camping?

43%
[No]

57%
[Yes]

BACKTRACKING
In “Trick or Treat” (October 2018, page 17), we published 
pictures that we identified as a buckeye and a chestnut. 
According to Laura Barth, Horticulture and Pathology 
Specialist at the American Chestnut Foundation, both 
photos show buckeyes, which are not edible.
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PLAY THE NUMBERS.
CANYONLANDS NATIONAL 
PARK, UTAH
Spring and fall are considered prime time in this 
desert park, but if solitude is what you’re after, 
winter takes the prize. Just chew on the stats: 
Canyonlands draws fewer than 10,000 visitors 
in January. In May? More than 100,000. It snows 

here in winter, but not too often, and daytime highs hover 
around 40°F. And if you catch the morning sun as it seeps 
through Mesa Arch, illuminating the sandstone maze 
of the Island in the Sky District 1,300 feet below, we’re 
confi dent it will give you a very, very warm feeling. See 
for yourself on the easy .5-mile loop this month. From 
Mesa Arch, pick out the spindles of the Washer Woman 
formation and let it whet your appetite for an extended 
trip in the Gooseberry-Lathrop Zone beyond Buck Canyon. 
Winter is calling. PERMIT Required for overnighting ($30); 
reserve online. CONTACT nps.gov/cany

1
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PEAVINE SWAMP SKI TRAIL
CRANBERRY LAKE WILD FOREST, NY
Only in winter can people visit 
Cranberry Lake’s 38-plus islands 
without a boat. And they’ll want to: 
When the water freezes, the area is  
a virtual winter wonderland for 
hikers. Explore it on a 8.5-mile  
lollipop-loop from the Cranberry 
Lake 50 trailhead off NY 3. The 
cross-country ski trail hits 7,000-
acre Cranberry Lake—one of the 
largest bodies of water in the 
Adirondacks—near mile 4. (Stay out 
of the skin track if you’re hiking or 
snowshoeing.) From there, it’s .5 
mile east across the ice to Flatiron 
Point, a peninsula poking out of the 
Oswegatchie River inlet, and another 
mile to a mini archipelago, where you 

can explore the wooded islands and 
their icy peatlands on foot. Back on 
the shore, loop through red spruces 
to rejoin with the ski trail. Frozen 
season* January to March Contact 
bit.do/cranberry-lake-ny

EAST BLUFF LOOP
DEVIL’S LAKE STATE PARK, WI
Devil’s Lake, which has no visible 
inlets or outlets, sits in a basin 
among 500-foot-tall quartzite walls 
and slopes smothered in a mix of 
evergreens and hardwoods. Hikers 
can only score the fishbowl view 
from its center when it freezes over 
in winter. Check it out on a 3.2-mile 
loop from the East Bluff trailhead, 
beginning by scrambling over a 
snowy escarpment on the East Bluff 

Trail (traction devices recom-
mended). Hike past rock formations, 
like bison-shaped Elephant Rock (a 
misnomer, we know) at mile .6 and 
the arched window of Devil’s 
Doorway near mile 1.5. After, head 
onto the ice and enjoy the 1.5-mile 
crossing of the 368-acre teardrop to 
return to the north shore, a quick 
walk from the trailhead. Frozen 
season Mid-January to mid-March 
Contact bit.do/devils-lake-sp

WEST RIM DRIVE
CRATER LAKE NATIONAL PARK, OR 
Crater Lake’s winter snowfall is so 
relentless that park officials close 
the road encircling it every winter—
to cars, at least. Trekkers will be 
glad to brave the cold, though:  

ALE X NORIEGA

BEST SERVED COLD
Bundle up and tackle three hikes that can only  
be completed when the world is frozen.  
By Amanda Hermans2

* CONDITIONS CHANGE 
EVERY YEAR. ALWAYS 
CHECK WITH LOCAL 
PARK AUTHORITIES 
BEFORE CROSSING 
FROZEN WATER; ICE 4 
INCHES THICK IS SAFE. 

Score this view  
of Crater Lake 
dressed in white 
on West Rim 
Drive.
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A frame of snowdrifts makes the 
lake’s cobalt pool look even more 
radiant than normal (and it normally 
looks pretty great). For a day trip, 
strap on skis or snowshoes and 
head clockwise around the lake on 
the West Rim Drive from Rim 
Village. You trace the crater most of 
the way, so the views start right out 
of the gate. Follow the unplowed 
road as far as you’d like, or aim for 
the snowy figure of The Watchman, 
3.6 miles away. The best view of 
snow-covered Wizard Island is from 
the overlook on the other side of the 
tower. Turn around here, or pitch a 
tent and continue circumnavigating 
the crater the next day (free permit 
required). Frozen season November 
to May Contact nps.gov/crla

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

CREATURE OF HABIT
BACKCOUNTRY TRADITIONS
This holiday season, do it up diferent and start a new ritual— 
outside. By Ryan Wichelns3

I SLIDE MY SKIS gingerly up the 
slick track, hoping my skins wi ll 

hold on the rippled ice. New Hampshire’s 
T ucker m a n R av i ne T r a i l i s a hea dy 
endeavor year-round, but especially when 
shellacked in hard rime. And the stakes 
are high when the traveler is carrying pre-
cious cargo. Slipping and toppling my pack 
would be disastrous, given the contents: 
eggs, sausages, pulled pork, a whole pepper, 
an onion, s’mores fixings, and bourbon, all 
mashed inside next to my sleeping bag. And 
a six-pack, of course, at the top, where it’s 
dangerously close to my head. Overkill for 
a two-night trip? Not a chance. After all, it’s 
New Year’s Eve. 

We’re heading to Harvard Cabin, tucked 
on the ea stern f la nk of 6, 288-foot Mt. 
Washing ton, just below treeline at the 
base of Huntington Ravine. It’s privately 
operated and only open in winter, when it 
serves as a basecamp for hikers, climbers, 
and skiers who want to explore the frozen 
Whites by day and cozy up to a woodstove 
at night. And on December 31, it serves as a 
basecamp for hikers, climbers, and skiers 
who have more than outdoor adventure in 
mind. They feast, bust out costumes, and 
pop bottles. In short: They throw a New 
Year’s Eve party on Mt. Washington.

The celebration predates my hi k ing 
experience and its origins are unknown 
to those who participate today, but most 
agree that it just started happening, almost 
out of thin air, likely spurred by the college 
antics of the cabin’s owners—the Harvard 
Mountaineering Club. 

A few yea r s a go, my f r iend s a nd I , 
unaware of the holiday tradition, showed 
up on New Year’s Eve to get an early start 
on a climb the next day. We weren’t pre-
pared for the festivities, and let’s just say 
we’re still collectively known as “Mountain 
House” for our uninspired menu. But there 
was something infectious about the holi-
day stoke. Maybe it was the chin-up con-
test held on an axe handle hung from the 
cabin ceiling, or the nighttime ski jump  
competition, or the Swedish meatba lls 
made from scratch. Around the holidays, 
we’re hardwired to crave tradition—this 
one was unorthodox, sure, but it scratched 
the itch, in its own way. I was hooked, and 

celebrating the turn of the calendar in the 
backcountry became an annual ritual for 
which carrying a silly amount of good food 
to a tiny cabin was a no-brainer. 

This year, when we arrive at Harvard 
Cabin, I dump my top-heavy pack on the 
floor and begin organizing my gear into two 
piles: stuff for our climb and stuff for our 
party. As I sort, snowshoes and skis peri-
odically clank onto the logs of the cabin’s 
vestibule, announcing the arrival of more 
partygoers. Some I recognize as regulars. 
The cabin sleeps 16 (reservation required), 
and eventua lly, that ’s how many people 
show up. Everyone has objectives in mind 
for the morning and piles of gear to dry out 
beforehand. They also have apple pie moon-
shine, steaks, lumberjack getups, and plans 
to defend their chin-up records.

As the night wears on, plate after plate of 
delicious food comes off the stove, refresh-
ments f low, and beta is passed back and 
forth across the long table. The guy who 
wins the ski jump competition does so in his 
underwear. When the tiny, wind-up radio 
announces midnight, a round of shots go up, 
and we all clamber into the sleeping loft. 

It’s hard to reject family gatherings and 
conventional celebrations, but once you do, 
spending New Year’s—or Thanksgiving, 
or Christmas, or the Fourth of July—in the 
backcountry feels like the start of a tradi-
tion you’ll never want to break. Happy New 
Year indeed. 

B RIAN TAYLOR
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passes through four ecosystems 
teeming with unique flora and fauna. 
To do it, begin at the U.S. 17 trail-
head, and head 17.7 miles west on 
day one, trekking through grass-
lands and swamps with 100-year-old 
cypresses. Spy alligators lurking in 
the murky water (the Hesters have 
never seen them on the high-and-dry 
boardwalks). Snag one of the Hesters’ 
favorite campsites in the quiet pine 
forest .2 mile north of Bob Morris 
Road: It sits in a palm-shaded clear-
ing at the transition zone between 
forest and swamp and doesn’t appear 
on maps, so it’s rarely used (find 
water .3 mile north at Turkey Creek). 
Day two, stage a 12.8-mile push: 
Gain elevation as you hike through 
the Santee Experimental Forest, 
where longleaf pines painted with 
white stripes mark the homes of the 
endangered red-cockaded wood-
pecker. Land at a campground near 
the Witherbee Ranger Station and 
the waters of Little Hellhole Reserve. 
Day three is an easy 7.7 miles through 
lanky pines where swallow-tailed 
kites and wild boars live. Tent on a 
bluff overlooking the slow-moving 
water of Cane Gully, then finish with 
9 miles through the Wadboo Creek 
marshes to U.S. 52. Fun fact: Francis 
Marion and his troops hid in these 
swamps during the Revolutionary 
War, launching surprise attacks on 
British supply lines and earning him 
the nickname “Swamp Fox.”

RAILS TO TRAILS
Varied landscapes are the Hesters’ 
favorite thing about the Palmetto 
Trail: “One minute you’re in complete 
solitude, the next you’re descending 
an old railway into a historic indus-
trial town,” Bernie says. See for your-
self on an 11.4-mile shuttle hike from 
Poinsett State Park to the town of 
Wateree (a church, a power plant, 
and a few homes). Climb past oaks 

THE INSIDERS
The first time Bernie and April 
Hester set out to thru-hike the 
Palmetto Trail, April’s multiple scle-
rosis put a big question mark on the 
endeavor. “We weren’t sure if she 
could do it,” Bernie says. But she was 
strong, and the couple completed 
the trail in April 2017. They didn’t 
stop there. That October, they set 
out from the opposite trailhead and 
did it again, raising money for the 
National Multiple Sclerosis Society 
and becoming the first thru-hikers to 
complete the trail twice in one year. 
Then they did it a third time in 2018. 

TOAST THE COAST
Myrtle Beach might get all the atten-
tion, but South Carolina has 2,876 
miles of shoreline. Explore some 
of its best on a 7.1-mile hike along 
the coastal bluffs and marshes of 
Awendaw Creek. From Buck Hall 
Recreation Area, swoop through 
maritime forest and stands of the 
Palmetto Trail’s namesake minia-
ture palm trees, where fiddler crabs 
scurry across the trail (look for the 
males’ oversized claw). At mile 2, 
emerge on the bluffs above Awendaw 
Creek and the Intracoastal Waterway 
before crossing a salt marsh (there’s 
a boardwalk). From there, dip inland 
through a live oak forest to reach U.S. 
17. Hitch a five-minute ride back to 
Buck Hall or retrace your steps for a 
14.2-mile out-and-back.

SWAMP SOLITUDE
Find big-wilderness quiet on the 
Palmetto’s longest section, which 
winds through the otherwise trail-
less lowlands in Francis Marion 
National Forest. Case in point: 
During the 47.2-mile Swamp Fox 
Passage, the Hesters hiked for four 
days without seeing another person. 
They saw plenty of wildlife, though: 
This section of the Palmetto Trail 

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

draped in gray Spanish moss, paus-
ing at 260-foot Molly’s Bluff to catch 
views west all the way to Columbia. 
Then descend to the remnants of the 
19th-century SC Railroad, where 
the boardwalk beelines across the 
Wateree Swamp. Loop around the 
reservoir to the road, then catch a 
35-minute taxi back to your car.

Time the Middle 
Saluda Passage 
(Walk the Line, 
right) for March’s 
budding season.

SECRETS OF THE SOUTH
PALMETTO TRAIL, SOUTH CAROLINA
The Palmetto Trail winds 360 miles (and counting) northwest 
from the coast, threading together South Carolina’s wildest 
lowlands to its highest mountains. Between, it crosses historic 
battlefields and defunct railways, giving hikers a full immersion 

in the state’s history. Start planning a thru-hike, or knock of the best 
sections now: no bugs, no problems. By Morgan McFall-Johnsen

4

STE VE N McB RIDE
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WALK THE LINE
Though the mountains here seem 
gentle, the 10.9-mile Middle Saluda 
Passage packs a serious punch. “It’s 
our favorite section, and also the 
most difficult,” Bernie says. To taste 
it, park at Jones Gap (near mile 3 of 
the Passage) and head west along the 
Middle Saluda River before finding a 

waterside tent site near mile 2 ($19; 
reserve at southcarolinaparks.com). 
Next day, bear south along a tribu-
tary, then ascend .5 mile up steep 
wood-and-rock steps, gaining 400 
feet. Top out on a 3,000-foot ridge in 
the Mountain Bridge Wilderness, 
where the view includes farmlands 
to the south, a string of distant moun-
tains wrapping west and north, and 
the North Saluda Reservoir to the 
east. Continue along the spine to a 
suspension bridge that carries you to 
420-foot Raven Cliff Falls. Retrace 
your steps for a 15-mile out-and-back.

HIGHPOINT DETOUR
You could drive to the top of 
Sassafras Mountain, but what’s 
the fun in that? Earn the view on a 
24-mile loop that touches the high-
est point of the Palmetto Trail—and 
South Carolina’s tallest peak. At 
Table Rock State Park, head west on 
the Palmetto Trail, following a ridge 
above the Jocassee Gorges. After 
the boulderfield, hit a T in the trail 
at mile 8.9. Head north to stay on the 
Palmetto Trail, roller coastering into 
one of the gorges and then along gran-
ite cliffs to a rhododendron-crowned 
ridge, the trail’s highpoint. Veer onto 
the Foothills Trail to ascend 3,553-
foot Sassafras Mountain, dotted 
with the mountain’s namesake trees. 
“It’s drop-dead gorgeous up there for 
the sunset,” Bernie says, so set up 
camp anywhere (the whole peak is 
open) and enjoy. Next day, backtrack 
to the junction and continue on the 
Foothills Trail, tracing cliffs with 
Blue Ridge views, to Table Rock, a 
.9-mile road walk from the trailhead. 

CHEERS
After peakbagging and swamp 
splashing, head over to RJ Rockers 
Brewing Company in Spartanburg (6 
miles north of the Croft Passage) to 
clink pints of the Palmetto Trail Pale 
Ale. All sales of the brew benefit the 
Palmetto Conservation Foundation’s 
“Finish the Trail” campaign. 

TRIP PLANNER 
SEASON January to March and Sep-
tember to November SHUTTLE INFO 
Taxis are available near Wateree (taxi-
cabincolumbiasc.com), and Nature 
Adventure Outfitters (natureadven-
tureoutfitters.com) runs shuttles in 
the Swamp Fox Passage. PERMIT None 
CONTACT palmettoconservation.org

Have you hiked in Indiana before? What’s your favorite 

trail in the Hoosier State? Do you promise to be cool and 

respectful to the other members? Prospective members 
of the Hoosier Hikers must answer three simple 
questions to join Indiana’s largest trekking club. The 
800-and-counting members use a private Facebook 
forum to share beta and meet-ups before hitting the 
trail. They also post quirky contests—like the Purple 
Bandana Challenge—to make sure that the hiking 
is never dull. Think your club deserves a shout out? 
Write in to tell us why at intheclub@backpacker.com.

They don’t break, they’re light, and they’re quick 
 to chill. Cheers to you, beer cans.

5 JANUARY 24
NATIONAL BEER CAN 
APPRECIATION DAY
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…IN WHICH WE  
HONOR THE BEST  
HIKING CLUBS IN  
THE COUNTRY.



P
H

O
T

O
S

 B
Y

 C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

JANUARY 2019
BACKPACKER.COM  18

Play List
V I E W F I N D E R



P
H

O
T

O
S

 B
Y

 C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

JANUARY 2019
BACKPACKER.COM  19CH RIS B E N N E T T PHOTO

SEE THE ICE CAPADES.
ALLAGASH WILDERNESS 
WATERWAY, MAINE
If you want to experience winter in its purest form—
cold, lonely, and beautiful—bundle up and head to 
north-central Maine like photographer Chris Bennett. 
Here, subzero temps turn the 92-mile-long Allagash 
Wilderness Waterway into a frozen footpath of rivers 

and lakes. Bennett has tried to cross the whole thing twice, but 
impassable running rivers on the north end have turned him around 
both times. We recommend heading to the frozen lakes and ponds of 
the southern half, where he’s never had an issue. Hauling your gear 
in a pulk sled (read more on page 34), trek north across Chamberlain 
Lake from the Chamberlain Bridge. If the surfaces are snow-covered, 
skis or snowshoes are best, but if they’re not, opt for simple traction 
devices. It’s about 10 miles to a short portage into sprawling Eagle 
Lake, where Bennett camped. Expert winter skills required. Check 
conditions before heading out on the ice (it must be at least 4 inches 
thick), and study up at backpacker.com/ice-travel-skills. PERMIT 
Special activity permit required in winter; inquire beforehand. 
CONTACT bit.do/allagash-waterway

7
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beauty. This is camp.
By the basic laws of backpack-

ing, this sandstone cathedral in the 
Grapevine Mountains should be hard 
to reach. It’s a stunner, it’s ideally 
positioned for day trips deeper into 
the range, and it’s devoid of evidence 
that humans have ever set foot here. It 
should require a gonzo, 40-mile haul, 
or at least a super-hard-to-get permit. 
It doesn’t. If I walk around the can-
yon’s mouth, I can still make out the 
road where we started hiking. There’s 

WHEN WE FINALLY DROP 
our packs, it almost feels arbi-

trary. The water jug awkwardly 
lashed to my Gregory thuds to the 
desert floor, sending a small poof of 
bronze dust skyward. I curse the 
heavy load under my breath, but my 
frustration is short-lived. We’re 
standing at the mouth of a slot 
canyon, its carrot-colored walls 
reaching for the heavens and closing 
in around us at the same time. It’s the 
kind of place where talking mars the 

20 HARRY HITZE M AN PHOTOG R APHY

Play List
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Choose your own 
adventure in 
Death Valley’s 
Grapevine 
Mountains.

HIDDEN TEMPLE
You don’t have to go far away to get far 
away in this winter-perfect national park. 
By Maren Horjus8
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just one catch: There’s no trail. 
For backpackers, hiking off-trail 

is like the deep end of the pool. It’s 
mysterious and a little bit scary, but 
there’s something exciting about let-
ting go of the wall. This late-fall trip 
to Death Valley National Park is my 
first time taking the plunge, and I 
couldn’t have picked a more forgiv-
ing introduction. My group of eight 
caravanned up Scotty’s Castle Road, 
the main drag through the north-
ern folds of the park, paralleling the 

Grapevines. When we pinpointed 
a canyon across the open, treeless 
alluvial fan, we parked and walked 
2 miles to it. That’s it. 

After divesting ourselves of 
our overnight gear, we continue 
deeper into the range in search of 
an unnamed, unmapped arch that’s 
supposedly in our general vicin-
ity. We carry a topo map, compass, 
and GPS unit, but don’t use them. 
Instead, we follow tight chasms east 
into the crumbly maze, squeezing 
through narrows until we hit a dead 
end. But we don’t turn around. We 
scramble up the sloping, 30-foot-tall 
wall and follow it to a high, sinuous 
ridge that overlooks the rocky laby-
rinth. The Cottonwood Mountains 
anchor the horizon 15 miles west 
and the 8,000-foot-high peaks of the 
Grapevines sprout out of the rubble 
around us. We don’t find the arch, but 
no one seems too upset about it. As we 
retrace our steps to camp, we wonder 
if we’re the first people to walk along 
this spine, through this cavern, and 
around this column.

That night, the mercury drops into 
the 50s. There are no bugs and the 
skies are clear. With conditions and 
stoke aligned, we choose to forgo our 
tents and arrange our pads on the 
desert floor. For one of us, it’s her first 
time sleeping under the stars with-
out a mesh barrier (OK, me again). 
It’s a trip of firsts for me, and yet it’s 
so easy, it feels like cheating. Modest 
mileage be damned, this is desert 
camping at its finest.

DO IT Off-trail newbie? Do it like the 
writer, and drive north on Scotty’s 
Castle Road, stopping anywhere 
before the road closure in Grapevine 
Canyon. Park about 26 miles north of 
the Stovepipe Wells Ranger Station 
(near 36.8365, -117.2264) to try her 
route. Navigation pro? Tackle the 
three-day, 26-mile Cottonwood-
Marble Loop. Plan to pack in water 
wherever you go. SEASON October to 
April PERMIT None required, but we 
recommend filing a voluntary permit 
at a ranger station (always good 
practice, regardless of your route—
and especially in Death Valley).
CONTACT nps.gov/deva 
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S T O P  A N D  S M E L L 
T H E  F LOW E R S .

Hit the trail this month to check out these 
winter blooms.

9
Spanish Dagger
Look for pinecone-like woody 
clusters on this shrubby 
yucca. They burst into white- 
or purple-tinged fl owers. 
See it 5.8-mile County Trail, 
Laguna Atascosa National 
Wildlife Refuge, TX

Redstem Filaree
This trendsetter shows of  
its lavender blossoms before 
neighboring plants have even 
budded. Fun fact: It’s edible, 
and it tastes like parsley. See 
it 3.5-mile Mishe Mokwa 
Trail to Split Rock, Santa 
Monica Mountains National Recreation Area, CA

Bladderpod
The fl owers on this 
evergreen unfurl this 
month, accentuating their 
rocky desert homes with an 
explosion of bright yellow. 
But don’t stop to smell 
them—they stink. See it 2.4-
mile Cottonwood Spring and Mastodon Peak Loop, 
Joshua Tree National Park, CA

Woolly Sunbonnet
This southern daisy has 
a cluster of white mini-
fl orets at its center. On the 
undersides, fi nd a magenta 
streak. See it 10.5-mile 
Caroline Dormon Trail, 
Kisatchie National Forest, LA

Southern 
Twayblade
It might not even look like a 
blossom at fi rst glance, but 
this tiny orchid is a miniature 
marvel. The forked fl owers 
grow on solitary, 3-inch-tall 
stems rising from the forest 
fl oor. See it 2.3-mile Lake Eaton Trail, Ocala 
National Forest, FL
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GLUTTONS FOR 
PUNISHMENT

One reason we love backpacking is because it’s hard—but are we 
maximizing the benefit? By M. John Fayhee

EVEN THOUGH THEY were clearly having a good time, the majority of 
the thru-hikers were sizzled with sunburns and hobbled by blisters. They 

appeared exhausted, dehydrated, and lame, and one even wondered aloud what 
manner of insanity had convinced them that the idea of walking for half a year 
through some of the toughest terrain in North America was a good one.

I observed the hikers from afar at the annual CDT Trail Days event in Silver 
City, New Mexico, where I live. It was April, meaning that this was the first wave 
of northbound thru-hikers to have completed a poorly marked, bone-dry, two-
week stretch through New Mexico’s rugged Bootheel. (“The Bootheel kicked 
my ass,” lamented one experienced long-distance hiker.) The CDT Trail Days 
gathering was something of an institutionalized airing of grievances.

Suffering is, of course, a common component of many otherwise worthwhile 
activities. Triathlons come to mind. But misery achieves its practical apex when 
one is carrying a weighty load over long, challenging distances. For days on end. 
It is as much part and parcel of backpacking as instant oatmeal and moleskin.

There can be bad weather, swarms of insects, and chronic toenail loss. Record-
setting superhumans notwithstanding, most of us backpackers huff and puff 
into camp and plop our bug-bit selves down onto the ground with a resounding 
thud. We then must rouse our weary carcasses to pitch the tent, purify water, 
cook dinner, wash dishes, and crawl into a sleeping bag that could stand a good 
fumigating. In the predawn chill, we emerge stiffly, change into still-damp trail 

clothes that would gag a goat, tend to our blisters, 
and then load up and shoulder a pack that somehow 
seems heavier than it was the day before. And yet, 
this we do in the name of rest and relaxation, day 
after day, mile after mile. We have, in fact, raised 
suffering to an art form.

But if backpacking is so damned hard, why do 
we continue to do it? “To immerse ourselves in 

beauteous wilderness” is the most obvious answer, followed by “to get away from 
civilization,” “to shed a few pounds,” and “because my partner talked me into it.”

But I submit that there’s one more reason we subject ourselves to this labor 
of love. We may not realize it when it’s whipping gale-force winds or when we’re 
running low on food, but we like the feeling we get from overcoming pain and 
discomfort. We like persevering and being the leading character in our own 
David-beats-Goliath stories. 

But why must our narratives end at the trailhead? What if we brought these 
lessons back to real life and attacked rush-hour traffic with the same can-do 
attitude we do when crossing a seemingly insurmountable mountain pass? After 
all, if we can stoically march along for 43 miles sporting the worst case of thigh 
chafe since Hannibal’s poorly attired troops crossed the Alps, then we ought to be 
able to flip that Zen switch and easily handle the line at the Department of Motor 
Vehicles. By the same token, if we can endure a night tenting in a marsh after 
voluntarily passing over a lakeside bluff, parent-teacher conferences should be 
a breeze. And is slow restaurant service anything to gripe about when you’ve 
subsisted on trail mix and hot sauce alone? No matter how many blisters we bear 
or how inflamed the tendons in our knees are, when we’re in the backcountry, 
we’ve got to hoist a torture device known as a pack, and keep hiking. 

I say we do that more. I say we learn from our suffering and soldier on through 
real-world problems. Take what you learn when the miles are slow, and bring 
it back with you. I bet you’ll find the frontcountry version of yourself is a much 
more decent and pleasant human being when he or she takes cues from the 
backcountry version. That’s reason enough to keep backpacking.  

BACKPACKERS 
HAVE, IN FACT, 
RAISED SUFFERING 
TO AN ART FORM.

10
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TAKE A LOAD OFF.
LITTLE BIG ECON STATE 
FOREST, FLORIDA
You’ve earned it. With the holidays 
behind you, get your year of  the 
ground on the Econlockhatchee 
River outside of Orlando. There’s 
no wrong way to stage a trip in 
this fl atwater paradise, but we 
recommend paddlers put in at 
the launch on CR 419 and fl oat up 
to 20 miles east to the St. Johns 
River. Stop over in the East Camp 
Area, about 10 to 11 miles from the 
starting point, to sling a hammock 
among the waterside oaks and 
palms or fi nd a patch of dry land 
for tenting. Not the seafaring 
sort? That’s OK: Take of  on foot 
from the Barr Street trailhead, 
following the Florida Trail east 
along the blackwater river. You’ll 
pass through the West Camp 
Area in the fi rst 2 miles—your 
best bet is to claim a campsite or 
hammock-friendly pair of trees 
beside the tannic water, then keep 
going on the 1.5-mile Kolokee Loop. 
It follows the Econlockhatchee 
before doglegging north through 
pine woods and circling back to the 
West Camp Area. With January 
highs in the 70s and few bugs, 
this is the perfect spot to get your 
year started on the right foot—or 
paddle. PERMIT Required for 
overnighting ($10); call the state 
forest (407-971-3500) to reserve. 
CONTACT bit.do/little-big-econ-sf

11
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TURN-BY-TURN  
FROM THE KUKUI TRAILHEAD
1) Pick up the Kukui Trail and take it 2.2 

miles into the canyon until it dead-

ends at the Waimea River.

2) Turn north (hiker’s left) onto the 

Koai’e Canyon Trail and take it 1.1 

splashy miles along the red-hued 

Waimea River to its confluence with the 

Koai’e Stream, beneath the dome of 

1,485-foot Po’okaeha. 

3) At the fourth river crossing, don’t 

ford; instead, veer northeast, following 

the Koai’e Stream upriver to stay on the 

Koai’e Canyon Trail (this turn is poorly 

marked) 2.7 miles to Lonomea Camp. 

4) Retrace your steps. 

CAMPSITE
LONOMEA (MILE 6)

Set up your tent in an established site 

beside the Koai’e Stream (pictured). The 

river changes based on the season, but 

expect to find between one and four 

swimmable pools near camp and 

waterfalls between 5 and 30 feet 

pouring down the ravine. In rain, snag 

the covered shelter in the wooded area 

adjacent to the river—but it isn’t as 

pretty. Reserve online.

GEOLOGY
Called the “Grand Canyon of the 

Pacific,” Waimea Canyon is 3,600 feet 

deep at its lowest, up to a mile wide, and 

TWO RIBBONS OF WATER,  
including one taller than 30 
feet, fill the pool I’m floating in. 
I lean back on my sleeping pad to take 
in the panorama: the waterfalls, the river 
coursing down the valley, the foothills full 
of wild guava, avocado, and mango. The brick-
red walls of Waimea Canyon rise above it all like 
the Colosseum. Waimea is one of the most-visited 
places on Kauai, popular for its scenic overlooks, 
helicopter tours, and infrastructure. But all that 
stu� is confined to the rim. Here, below the walls, it 
feels like—and is—one of the least explored places 
on Kauai. The 6-mile route to get here is tough 
and barely marked, but that’s how it should be. It’s 
not the Hawaii you hear about, but it’s exactly the 
Hawaii I’ve been looking for. By Will McGough

Play List
W E E K E N D S

12 PARADISE 
FOUND
WAIMEA CANYON  
STATE PARK, HAWAII
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close to 14 miles long. Its name means 

“reddish water,” derived from the 

erosion of exposed basalt, which 

weathers from its original black to brick 

red. Runoff from  Mt. Wai’ale’ale, one of 

the rainiest spots on Earth, flows down 

the Waimea River, turning it red.

GEAR TIPS 
Wear sturdy sandals (such as Chacos or 

Tevas) for the hike in if you can—river 

crossings and swimming opportunities 

abound. If you prefer traditional boots 

for the rocky trails, bring sandals or 

water shoes for fording. Pack an inflat-

able pad (or a cheap inner tube) for float-

ing in the pools at Lonomea.

DO IT TRAILHEAD 22.0515, 
-159.6601; 32 miles west of Lihue on 
State Hwy 550/Waimea Canyon Dr. 
SEASON Year-round, but beware of 
flash flooding in the rainy season 
(usually November to March). 
PERMIT Required ($18/night for 
nonresidents); reserve at bit.do/
lonomea-permits. CUSTOM MAP 

bit.do/BPmapWaimeaCanyon ($15) 
CONTACT bit.do/waimea-canyon-sp

Distance 12 miles (out and back)
Time 2 days
Difficulty

1,000’

0 mi 1 mi 2 mi 3 mi 4 mi 5 mi 6 mi

1,500’

2,000’

2,500’

3,000’

SAVE THE SANTA RITA 
MOUNTAINS, ARIZONA.

Hikers, hummingbirds, agave plants—there’s room 
for everyone in the Santa Ritas, just south of Tucson. 
Thanks to the “sky island” phenomenon, wherein the 
9,000-foot peaks are ringed with desert, the Santa 
Ritas serve as natural refuges for unique ecosystems. 
While biologists drool, mining companies eye the range 
for the copper a mile below the surface. Since 1996, 
Save the Sce nic Santa Ritas has fought to protect the 
area, but without wilderness designation, there isn’t 
much stopping mining attempts. Lately, members have 
campaigned against the Rosemont Mine proposal. 
Explore active lawsuits and learn how you can help at 
scenicsantaritas.org.

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

13

The Santa Rita 
Mountains
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Camp beside 
Koai’e Stream 

at Lonomea.
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3) Split east to reach the beach, and hike 

3.6 miles north on the sand to where the 

Willow Pond Trail emerges from the 

forest on hiker’s left. (Feel free to collect 

shells along the way; your permit allows 

it, as long as the shell is unoccupied.)

4) Follow the Willow Pond Trail 1.4 miles 

inland to Hickory Hill.

5) Next morning, trek south on the 

Parallel Trail from camp, taking it all the 

way back to Sea Camp at mile 12.1.

CAMPSITE HICKORY HILL (MILE 6.9)

Palmettos, pines, and large, sprawling 

live oaks shade this cozy spot. Claim one 

of the tent sites, and get freshwater at 

the well a mile north along the Yankee 

Paradise Trail. Reserve site online.

WILDLIFE
Poke around in the palmettos around 

dawn and dusk to spot armadillos 

foraging. For the feral horses, look in the 

dunes, where they munch on the 

grasses. The herd of roughly 150 is likely 

descended from horses of the British 

occupation. Beginning in May, some 500 

loggerhead sea turtles will build their 

nests on the empty beaches (don’t 

approach them, of course).

TURN-BY-TURN FROM SEA CAMP 
1) Follow the social trail .2 mile inland to a junction.

2) Head north on the Parallel Trail, ducking through a corridor 

of live oaks, to Little Greyfield Crossing at mile 1.9.

Play List
W E E K E N D S

HISTORY
Park visitation numbers be damned, 

humans have been drawn to Cumberland’s 

seclusion and scenery for centuries. 

Case in point: the ruins of the Dungeness 

Mansion, occupied by the British during 

the War of 1812 and later owned by 

Andrew Carnegie. Explore it by linking 

the River Trail and Main Road 1.7 miles 

south from the trailhead. From camp at 

Hickory Hill, take the Yankee Paradise 

and Duck House Trails 2.2 miles to visit 

the Plum Orchard Mansion, built in 1898 

and also occupied by the Carnegies.  

DO IT TRAILHEAD 30.7643, 
-81.4697; a 45-minute ferry ride east 
of St. Marys ($28 round-trip; 
cumberlandislandferry.com) SEASON 
Year-round PERMIT Required ($9); 
obtain from the visitor center or 
recreation.gov. CUSTOM MAP bit.do/
BPmapCumberlandIsland ($15) 
CONTACT nps.gov/cuis

ETERNAL SUMMER
CUMBERLAND ISLAND 
NATIONAL SEASHORE, GEORGIA

BEACH GETAWAYS ARE not my 
thing: Crowds, heat, and sitting 
around all day make me restless. 
But backpacking on a beach has me 
reconsidering my prejudice. I’ve 
hiked miles barefoot along a sandy 
shore without passing another 
human on Cumberland Island, 
a national seashore reserve tucked away on the 
southeast coast of Georgia. The place is quiet year-
round—just 50,000 people visited in 2017—but even 
more so in January. That leaves the live oak forests, 
wide beaches, and clear, 60°F weather all for me 
and the wild horses that I see grazing in the dunes. 
The herd lives on the island year-round, and now I 
think they may be onto something.  By Ryan Utz

14

Distance 12.1 miles (lollipop-loop)
Time 2 days
Difficulty

FORD NIXON

Pass Staford Beach  
on day two; if time 

allows, spend the night 
in a grove of live oaks.
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the frozen surface of the lake. The wind-

protected bay on the north edge is 

perfect. From there, the view stretches 

south to the cliffs lining the opposite 

shoreline and east to the remnants of the 

2006 Redeye Fire. Be on the lookout for 

moose, lynx, and wolves.

ICE-TRAVEL SAFETY
Avoid weak spots—like inlets and 

outlets—that hide underwater currents. 

(Clear, blue ice is the strongest. White, 

milky ice is weaker.) To check ice 

thickness, make a hole with an auger, 

then dip a stick or trekking pole in; the 

Minnesota Department of Natural 

Resources says ice 4 inches thick is safe 

for traveling by foot, skis, or snowshoes. 

Study up at backpacker.com/ice-travel-

skills. And be always be prepared: Carry 

ice claws and a 50-foot rope. 

STAY COOL
It’s easy to work up a sweat when 

postholing through portage trails. Pay 

attention to your internal temperature 

and move at a pace that keeps you dry. 

With air temps dipping below 0°F at this 

latitude, you do not want to sweat. 

GONE FISHIN’
Huge lake trout and northern pike swim 

in Winchell Lake, which gets 130 feet 

deep in spots. Carry along a manual 

auger (no motors allowed), a tip-up, and 

frozen smelt for a chance at ice fishing.

DO IT TRAILHEAD 48.0541, 
-90.5204; 32 miles north of Grand 
Marais off of Gunflint Trail SEASON

January to March for winter 
conditions; pack for deep cold (the 
writer brought a canvas tent and 
woodstove). PERMIT Required (free in 
winter); self-issue at the trailhead. 
CUSTOM MAP bit.do/BPmapWinter-
BoundaryWaters ($15) CONTACT 
www.fs.usda.gov/superior

But fi rst, sci ence: Turns out most 
hibernating animals shut of  their 
brains during a long winter’s 
snooze. No neuro activity means no 
dreaming—but bears don’t actually 
hibernate. Rather, they go into an 
extended, ultraslow metabolic 
state called “torpor.” That means 
that while they drop their internal 
temperatures for the winter, it’s not 
at the expense of brain waves. And 
that means they go into REM states. 
But what are they dreaming about 
all winter? We have our theories.

16

TURN-BY-TURN FROM ROCKWOOD LODGE AND OUTFITTERS 
ON THE NORTH SHORE OF POPLAR LAKE
1) Donning skis, snowshoes, or skishoes, find an entry point 

onto Poplar Lake (near 48.0541, -90.5204) and cross the 

frozen surface to the Lizz Lake portage at mile 1.2. You don’t 

have to haul a boat, but portage trails in winter are still tough: 

Expect to encounter waist-high drifts, and avoid tree wells.

2) String together Lizz (beginning at mile 1.3), Caribou (mile 

2.2), Horseshoe (mile 3.3), and Gaskin Lakes (mile 5.6). 

3) At the far end of Gaskin Lake, hike .2 mile south to reach the 

eastern tip of string bean-shaped Winchell Lake at mile 7.3.

3) Find a campsite on the north shore near mile 7.9.

4) Retrace your steps to Poplar Lake. 

CAMPSITE WINCHELL LAKE (MILE 7.9)

The summertime campsites on this tarn are either buried in 

drifts or tough to access in winter. Instead, set up your tent on 

WINTER 
WONDERLAND
BOUNDARY WATERS 
CANOE AREA WILDERNESS, 
MINNESOTA

AS WE FASTEN the bindings of our 
skishoes, the talking stops. We’d 
been laughing about the contrast 
between this place now, in January, 
and last summer, when we’d done the 
same trip, but in canoes. Instead of 
blue rimmed with green, we stare out 
at white. The lakes that have made 
the Boundary Waters renowned among paddlers are 
frozen. We embrace the silence and glide onto the 
ice. By Joseph Friedrichs

15

Distance 15.8 miles (out and back)
Time 2 days
Difficulty 

D R E A M 
B I G .

LIZZ LAKE

P OPLAR LAKE

CARIBOU LAKE

HORSESHOE LAKEGASKIN LAKE

WINCHELL LAKE
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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

Ratchet up the adventure with tips for safely tagging snowy summits. Plus: Survive a blizzard, cure 
knee pain by strengthening your hips, and add three chocolate-infused recipes to your camp menu.

K E N NAN HARVE Y

When you go high in winter, like 
this hiker on Colorado’s Engineer 
Mountain, check the weather 
beginning several days in advance 
to get a read on snow conditions.

HIKE LIKE A 
MOUNTAINEER 
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Look for routes that 
follow ridgelines; less 

snow above you means 
less avy danger.

CH RISTIAN MU RILLO

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

1) KNOW THE REAL FORECAST. 
Local weather reports often predict 
conditions around the base of a peak, not the 
summit, but temps usually drop by about 
5.4°F for every 1,000 vertical feet you gain. 
Antin uses Mountain-Forecast.com, which 
offers predictions for various elevations. 
Plan for the lows, not the highs, and check for 
both precip and wind speed. Consistent 
winds over 25 mph? Consider rescheduling. 
 
2) INTERPRET PRE-TRIP WEATHER. 
Antin starts checking the forecast for his 
objective at least a week in advance to get a 
sense of how much ice or snow he might be 
dealing with. (Rule of thumb: After two days 
at 50°F, you’ll lose 2 to 4 inches of snow, 
which could be the difference between 
snowshoes and bare boots.) And if you see 
subfreezing temps after a warm spell, 

expect ice. Depending on slope angle and 
mode of travel, you’ll want crampons, ski 
crampons, or mini spikes, and an ice axe for 
steep snow.

3) STAY ON TRACK. 
Snow covers more than just trails—it can 
also bury cairns and other landmarks you 
might use to navigate. That means you’ll 
want some sort of GPS or nav app to 
supplement your map and compass. (Antin 
relies on his phone as his primary navigation 
and recommends the Gaia GPS app.) Keep 
your gadgets in a chest pocket of your base- 
or midlayer to preserve battery life. 
 
4) AVOID AVALANCHE TERRAIN. 
Download Gaia’s Slope Overlay (premium 
subscription required) or use the same tool for 
pre-trip planning in CalTopo (free), and avoid 

hiking on or directly below yellow, orange, red, 
or blue slopes, which indicate angles between 
30 and 50 degrees, on days with considerable 
to high avy danger (see right).  

5) BE PREPARED TO BE ALONE. 
Solitude is great, but it means your group’s on 
your own if you get into trouble. Antin 
recommends traveling with at least one 
buddy and getting trained in first-aid (take a 
WFR course, or BACKPACKER’s online 
class at backpacker.com/wilderness-first-
aid). On more committing hikes, Antin 
carries a small shelter and a stove, just in 
case. “If you get stuck, daylight might be as 
many as 16 hours away,” he says.

7) KNOW WHEN TO RETREAT. 
Does the terrain feel above your pay grade? 
Turn back. Insufficient food or water? Ditto. 
Frostbite is also a risk. Make sure you can 
feel and wiggle your toes, and for cold hands 
take this test: Touch your thumb to your 
index, middle, ring, and pinky fingers in that 
order to make sure you still have full motion 
in each. If not, call it.

Winter High 
Who needs an of -season? Take on the challenge with Colorado mountain guide 
Jason Antin’s top tips for alpine travel in the fourth season. By Ryan Wichelns

Cornices can 
break under your 
weight; give them 

a wide berth.

Avoid routes that 
cross a bergschrund, 

a type of crevasse. 

Gray patches like 
this indicate ice; 
it won’t slide, but 

you will.

Full coverage and visible, 
longstanding runnels mean 

the snow has established 
drainage channels, an 
indication of stability.

6°17°

22°

65°
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Before hiking…
•  Take a class. There’s no substitute for expert 

instruction (sign up for a course at AIARE.info). 
•  Check the avalanche forecast. Find your local report 

at avalanche.org. Note key factors, like certain areas, 
aspects, or elevations to avoid.

•  Start early. Wet snow freezes at night, stabilizing it, 
but warmer afternoon temps can cause wet slides. 

Factors to consider 
1) Slope angle. Avalanches most often occur on slopes 
between 25 and 50 degrees, and dry avalanches, which 
are responsible for the majority of avalanche-related 
deaths, commonly at 37 to 38 degrees. Avoid hiking on 
or under those slopes.  
2) Aspect. In the Northern Hemisphere, north-facing 
slopes receive less sun than south-facing slopes in 
winter. The snowpack on colder slopes is more likely to 
develop persistent weak layers, which inhibit stability.
3) Natural anchors. Snow on slopes with lots of 
visible trees and rocks is less likely to break loose as 
one piece. Only a few trees or rocks? Those signify a 
localized shallow spot, where the snowpack could be 
insui  ciently anchored to the slope. Avoid these. 
4) Slope shape. Snow stretched over undulating 
slopes, especially convex hillsides, is under more 
stress than straight or concave slopes, making 
avalanches more likely. 

Red Flags
•  “Whumpfi ng.” When a denser top layer of snow 

collapses onto a weaker layer beneath it, it creates a 
deep, reverberating “whumpf” sound.

•  Shooting cracks. Stepping on unstable snow can 
cause it to crack and separate from the slope.

•  Cornices. Wave-shaped heaps of snow at the apex of 
a ridge mean wind has deposited a heavy layer on the 
slopes beneath, making them likely to slide. Cornices 
can also snap of , triggering those slopes. 

•  Recent avalanche activity. Look for scraped hillsides 
with clumpy snow debris at the bottom. Clean, 
white blocks with sharp edges, and/or visible, giant 
snowballs mean the slide happened within days.

•  Pinwheels. Rolling balls of snow portend wet slides.

Should I Hike This Peak in Winter?

I WAS IN the worst possible spot 
when the snow started to slide. 
My buddy and I had set out that 
morning to ski fresh powder in 
Grizzly Gulch near the Alta Ski 
Area. We found a slope that was 
small and just beyond the Alta 
boundary—safe, I thought.

After a turn, I felt the earth shift, 
like someone had pulled a rug out 
from under me. Then my worst 
fear: The snow surface splintered 
beneath my skis. I was right in the 
middle of a releasing avalanche—
and above a gully, where I’d surely 
be dumped and buried. 

I immediately deployed my 
airbag and angled my tips toward 
a stand of trees, fi ghting to stay 
upright on the river of snow. I 
managed to grab a branch, but a 
second wall of snow pummeled me 
like an ocean wave, ripping the tree 

out of my hands and sending me 
cartwheeling. It took everything 
I had to keep my arm crooked in a 
protective V-shape over my mouth.

I landed on my back at the bottom 
of the ravine and had a split-second 
view of sky before the snow fl ooded 
over me, turning the world gray and 
silent and cementing me in place. It 
all happened in less than 30 seconds. 

I knew I only had a few minutes 
of oxygen. I closed my eyes so I 
wouldn’t see the snow pressed 
against my goggles and repeated 
the same thought over and over: 
“Breathe slow. Stay calm.”

After about fi ve minutes, I heard 
crunching above me. Then I felt a 
probe strike—they’d found me. The 
fi rst thing rescuers uncovered was 
my right hand. Someone grabbed it 
and squeezed. I squeezed back and 
knew that I was going to live. 

IT HAPPENED TO ME 

BURIED ALIVE 
In December, 2013, 26-year-old pro skier Amie Engerbretson 
was completely buried by an avalanche near Alta, Utah. Her 
training saved her life. By Morgan McFall-Johnsen 

C H E A T  S H E E T

ASSESS AVALANCHE RISK 
Pay attention before and during your hike to 

make sure you’re on solid snow. 

PE TER SUCHESKI

Will there be snow?

Have you gone hiking in 
snow before?

What a weight saver! 
You can leave the snow 

gear at home. You’ve still 
got a good cold-weather 
layering system, though?  

Go 
shopping.And you 

know about 
frostbite and 

hypothermia?

Go do that 
fi rst. Save 
the peak 
for later. 

Educate 
yourself fi rst.

Do you have 
traction and 

fl otation?

Have you 
taken an avy 

course?

Climb it!
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HIP HIP HOORAY
Strengthen your hips to avoid pesky knee pain on the trail. By Meg Atteberry 

Weak at the knees? Your hips might be to blame. Lack of strength in major hip and glute muscles 
can result in imbalances that strain the tendons and tissues that connect your pelvis to your knees. 
Swelling, popping sounds, or pain lasting longer than two weeks can indicate a more serious issue 
(check with a medical professional), but pain below the kneecap can often be fixed with a regular hip-
strengthening routine. Do this one three days a week for eight weeks before your hiking season. 

THE EXPERT
Alex Lanton, from Atlas Physical 
Therapy in Colorado, has spent 
10 years treating knee issues in 
outdoor athletes. When he’s not 
helping patients, he’s traveling 
the world, trekking everywhere 
from Patagonia to Scotland.

Skill Set
B O O T  C A M P

LOUISA ALBANESE

STARFISH PLANK
What A sideways plank that activates the core 
and the lateral muscles of the leg   
Why Strengthen muscles that support your 
knee to improve stability under heavy loads.

SETS 3  REPS 10 (each side)  REST 15 seconds

1. Lie on your left side so you’re supported 
by your left elbow and forearm. Keep your 
shoulders in line with your upper left arm, 
stack your feet, and maintain a straight 
spine and neck. 

2. Activate your glutes and lift your hips to 
press into a side forearm plank.

3. Lift your upper leg up until it’s slightly 
above parallel to the floor, keeping 
your neck, spine, and lower leg aligned. 
Simultaneously raise your upper arm, 
keeping your hand, elbow, and shoulder in 
a straight line. Hold for 2 seconds.

4. Return to a resting position.

MAKE IT HARDER 
Add two seconds to each rep.

RUNNING-MAN LUNGE
What A single-leg static lunge  
Why Boost quad strength and hip stability.

SETS 3  REPS 10 (each leg)  REST 15 seconds 

1. Balance on your left leg and raise your 
right leg at a 90-degree angle (your thigh 
should be level with your hip). 

2. Keeping your knee stacked over your 
toes and your weight on your left leg, bend 
at the knee and slowly extend your right 
leg behind you until the ball of your foot 
touches the ground in a lunge position. 
Keep your pelvis level (put your hands on 
your hips to detect drooping). Lunge deep 
enough that it’s challenging but not shaky.

3. Activate your glutes to push your right 
leg up and forward to the starting position.

4. Complete all three sets on one side 
before switching legs.

MAKE IT HARDER
Increase the depth of the lunge until you 
can lower your knee to just above the floor.

CLOCK REACH
What A balancing exercise targeting the 
gluteus medius (hips) and quads 
Why Boost eccentric hip strength to improve 
strength and balance on descents.

SETS 3  REPS 10 (each leg)  REST 15 seconds

1. Balance on your left foot. Bend your left 
knee until it feels challenging but not shaky.

2. Extend your right foot forward and tap 
your heel to the floor. Keep hips level and 
keep your knee in line with your ankle. 
Return to the first position.

3. Reach your right foot 12 inches to the 
right and tap the floor. Return to the first 
position. 

4. Extend your right foot as far behind you 
as possible without further bending your 
left knee. Return to the first position. 

MAKE IT HARDER
Deepen the bend to reduce the angle 
between your thigh and calf (don’t go 
beyond 45 degrees). 

KNEE COLLAPSE 
It’s common to allow your knee to drift inward or one hip to droop, especially during clock reaches. These collapses cause misalignment and 
stress your joints, increasing your chance of injury and continued knee pain. Lanton recommends exercising in front of a mirror to keep an eye on 
alignment. “You want to train the way you move so you can build up that endurance in your joints,” he says. Plus, keeping your foot, knee, and hip 
aligned better isolates the hip muscles responsible for stabilizing your knees. 

Y O U ’ R E  D O I N G  I T  W R O N G
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T
HE SOUND OF VOMITING does 
not encourage optimism, especially 
in the backcountry. After dark. In 

the snow. Without a clear route to follow.
It was nearing midnight, and under dif-

ferent circumstances I would have enjoyed 
the steady spring f lurries. But the splatter 
of stomach contents hitting the ground was 
unmistakable, and though I kept my own 
dinner down, I think I actually felt worse 
than my buddy: A f ter a ll, I was the one 
who’d been pulling the 60-pound pulk sled 
for the past seven hours. 

Two days earlier, storms in Colorado’s 
San Juan Mountains had forced my group 
to relocate a backcountry ski trip on short 
notice. Fortunately, I knew of one hut that’s 
almost always available: the 10th Mountain 
Division’s Skinner Hut in the Sawatch 
Range. I had some idea that its frequent lack 
of reservations was due to a notoriously 
gruesome approach, but we had a seasoned 
crew, and 2,170 feet of gain over 10.6 miles 
seemed challenging but reasonable. 

The decision to use a pulk, a 5-foot-long 
plastic sled connected to a chest harness, 
seemed like a simple one. I’d been hauling 
them for years on hut trips to carry in the 
sort of deluxe provisions that are worthy of 

a basecamp with a full kitchen. But, until 
now, these hut missions had mostly been 
on snow-covered roads or wide trails with 
mellow g rades. This was my f irst time 
taking a sled on a steep skin track, but I 
didn’t hesitate: The physics of pulling a 
heavy load behind me still seemed better 
than skiing with 60 pounds on my back. 
Besides, I’d signed myself up for photo duty 
for this trip—how else was I going to carry 
all that food and all my camera gear?

On the day of the trip, we planned to start 
skiing before lunch, but due to an accumu-
lation of small issues that can be gener-
ally described by the Law of Backcountry 
Groups in Large Numbers, our crew didn’t 
depart from the trailhead until late after-
noon. Still, it was windless, temps were a 
balmy 45°F, and it wasn’t supposed to start 
snowing until midnight. Perfect, I thought. 

My optimism was short-lived: A few min-
utes after setting skis to trail, the top-heavy 
sled refused to glide across the late-season 
slush, and pulling it felt like hauling a row-
boat through sand. But given the choice 
between requesting to share the load and 
showcasing my grit, I chose the latter and 
soldiered on, sure we’d  hit firmer snow as 
we climbed.

PULL A SLED
Snow opens up new options for  
hauling gear, but that doesn’t always 
mean you should use them.   
By William M. Rochfort, Jr.

B R E T T AFFRU NTI

Skill Set
P A S S / F A I L



The first 7.5 miles of the approach to the 
hut follow a relatively f lat road that wraps 
around Turquoise Lake before climbing to 
the Continental Divide in earnest. Going up 
isn’t usually a problem with sleds, but this 
path went both up and around—something I 
hadn’t considered during my cursory glance 
at the map—and that meant sidehilling. 

Every 50 to 200 feet, the sled capsized 
downhill, crossing the fiberglass poles into 
my hips and threatening to pull me down 
with it. On a f lat trail, I’d simply unclip 
from the harness to right the sled, but here, 
that move would release a 60-pound mis-
sile down toward Turquoise Lake. Instead, 
I had to stand helpless, waiting for my wife 
Heather and our friend Crystal to sidestep 
downhill in their own overloaded packs, do 
an Olympic powerlifting move to flip the sled 
upright, and sidestep back up to our track. 
This continued for the remainder of the trek: 
For every few minutes we spent making 
progress, we spent an equal amount of time 
righting the sled. 

By sundown, we still had 4 miles—and 
most of the elevation gain—to go. Temps 
dropped to the upper 20s and the top layer 
of snow froze solid. I heard yelling and saw 
Crystal slip face-first, roll downhill, and 
end up pinned under her own pack. Stuck in 

my contraption, I stewed in my shame while 
Heather helped her out. So much for show-
casing my grit. 

Several hours and dozens of sled right-
ings later, we reached the base of the final 
climb to the hut. By this point, we knew we 
were about a mile out, but we couldn’t find 
the trail markers in the dark. That’s when the 
exertion and altitude finally caught up to my 
friend’s digestive system. 

I’d had enough. Throwing my remain-
ing pride to the wind, I ditched the sled and 
started skinning uphill to find the trail, 
finally free and unburdened. It was the best 
15 minutes of the trip for me, and briefly pre-
ceded the worst. At the top, while everyone 
else warmed by the fire, I set out to retrieve 
the sled. I popped off my skis, hooked myself 
in, and carried out the rest of my sentence by 
getting the pulk to the hut the only way that 
was physically possible: postholing.   

Key 
Skills

PULL A  
SLED THE 
SMART WAY

Invest in a good sled. Expect to spend 
around $300 (we like SkiPulk’s Snowclipper 
Pulk; $265). Chest harnesses are pricier but 
stay in place better and ofer more forward 
leverage than a belt. Opt for rigid poles in 
rolling terrain to keep the sled from colliding 
with your calves on descents. 

Choose an appropriate trail. Start with 
snow-covered roads—they’re wide , well-
marked, and generally gentle. Avoid grades 
steeper than 25 degrees, switchbacks, 
spring slush, and boilerplate.

Bring a friend (and some rope). If you must 
sidehill, have the friend tie of to the uphill 
back corner of the sled and move in tandem 
with you, remaining beside and uphill of the 
sled to keep the line taut. On downhills, get 
your friend to tie into the back. Then, pizza 
like you’re in ski school.

Pack smart. Put the heaviest items low 
and near the center of the sled, and keep 
the overall sled height as low as possible to 
reduce tipping. Store everything in a handful 
of large stufsacks or dufels to prevent 
small items from wriggling free.

I didn’t examine the topo well enough to antici-
pate the sidehilling, and I overloaded the sled, 
making it even more prone to tipping over.  And 
yes, the ski out was just as bad as the skin in.

FAIL
T H E  V E R D I C T

if you know,
    you know
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“the peak of weight savings and livability”

Backpacker Magazine, September 2018
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TORTILLA SOUP
Take a note from the mole 

playbook. Serves 2 

2 oz.  freeze-dried chicken

¼ cup ancho chile powder

¼ cup dried onion fl akes

½ cup freeze-dried corn

1 oz. Mexican chocolate 
  (such as Ibarra; 1 oz. 

is about 1.5 servings)

8 oz. can of tomato sauce

1 Tbsp. Mexican oregano

4 bouillon cubes (or enough  
 for 4 cups)

1 cup tortilla chips 

1  avocado 

AT HOME  Pack tortilla chips 
in a zip-top bag (it’s okay if 
they break). Combine all dry 
ingredients in another bag.  
Pack avocado separately.  

IN CAMP  Empty the zip-top bag 
of dry ingredients into a pot 
with 4 cups water. Bring the 
mixture to a boil, then reduce 
heat, cover, and simmer until 
all ingredients are rehydrated, 
about 15 to 20 minutes. Top with 
tortilla chips and diced avocado 
and serve.
WEIGHT* 10 oz. PROTEIN 32 g 
CALORIES 580    

S’MORES QUESADILLAS 
No campfi re, no problem: 

Toast s’mores ingredients in a 

tortilla. Serves 2

4  6-inch fl our tortillas 

½ cup mini marshmallows

½ cup semi-sweet chocolate chips

1 graham cracker, 
 broken into pieces 

2 Tbsp. butter 

AT HOME  Combine chocolate 
chips, marshmallows, and 
graham cracker pieces in one 
zip-top bag, and store butter 
in another. Pack tortillas 
separately. 

IN CAMP  Warm half the butter 
in a skillet over low heat. When 
fully melted, add a tortilla 
and top with half the bagged 
ingredients. Top with another 
tortilla and toast until the 
chocolate and marshmallows 
have melted, about 2 minutes. 
Flip the quesadilla to toast the 
other side. Continue cooking, 
flipping as needed until the 
tortilla is lightly browned 
on both sides. Repeat with 
remaining ingredients.
WEIGHT 6 oz. PROTEIN 11 g 
CALORIES 670

MEXICAN 
HOT CHOCOLATE
Add a dash of rum or whiskey 

to this rich chocolate drink for 

a perfect nightcap. Serves 2 

1 cup milk from powder 

2 oz. Mexican chocolate 
 (such as Ibarra)

¼ cup mini marshmallows

Pinch each: cinnamon and
 ground cayenne 

AT HOME  Combine chocolate 
and spices in a zip-top bag. 
Pack milk powder and marsh-
mallows each in separate bags.

IN CAMP  Rehydrate milk. 
In a pot over low heat, melt 
chocolate with spices. Reduce 
heat slightly and add milk, 
stirring constantly until well 
mixed. Remove from heat, 
pour into mugs, and top with 
marshmallows. 
WEIGHT 2 oz. PROTEIN 5 g 
CALORIES 230

Skill Set
T R A I L  C H E F

NICK COTE

*ALL N UTRITION AN D WE IG HTS ARE PE R SE RVING . WE IG HTS ARE FOR U NCOOK E D ING RE DIE NTS .

LOCO FOR COCOA
Nothing provides comfort like chocolate—whether it’s in a 
savory soup or a warm mug on a cold night. By Nick Cote

Add a few chips at a 
time to your tortilla 
soup to maintain the 
perfect level of crunch. 



#NoSponsor

Josh Sanders, 36
Here’s one for weekend warriors everywhere: This 
� atlander just set a record on Colorado’s Fourteeners.

At midnight on a clear night last June, Josh Sanders started up 

Grays Peak. It would have been easy to mistake the Michigan 

resident for any hiker getting an early start on a Fourteener. 

But Sanders is not just any hiker, and this was not just any hike. 

Grays was the i rst peak of Sanders’s attempt to climb 10 Colorado 

Fourteeners in less than 24 hours.

Some 45 miles and 18,000 feet of elevation change later, 

Sanders knocked of  number 10 (Belford) to set a new 

Fourteeneer record (10 peaks in 23 hours, 33 minutes). There 

were plenty of trying moments along the way, but Sanders 

says fatigue fuels him in a roundabout way. “I try to become 

the darkness, channel it, and get angry and aggressive,” he 

says, describing his Jekyll-like alter ego that kicks in when 

exhaustion overrides everything else.

Sanders, a marketing executive and father of two young 

children, started collecting speed records in 2015, when he and 

his sister highpointed the Lower 48 in just under 20 days. The 

ultramarathon runner says he’s curious about pushing his body’s 

limits. “I’m mostly average, but hate it,” he says. He relies on work 

ethic and careful strategy to meet what he says are “outrageous 

goals for a relatively normal dude.” 

His next outrageous goal? Sanders is taking aim at the 

supported speed record on the Appalachian Trail. 

 
Know someone doing great things outdoors for the love of it? 
Tag them #NoSponsor and tell us why at backpacker.com/
nosponsor.

PASSION PLAY

Sanders ascending 
Missouri Mountain 
(number 7 of 10)

TEXT BY CASSANDRA MAJEWSKI / PHOTO BY LAURA SANDERS 
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I
T SEEMED LIK E ever y where we 
wanted to go, wildfires beat us to it. My 
hiking partner Rook and I hit the north-

ern half of the Pacific Crest Trail at the 
peak of fire season, which in 2017 left large 
swaths of California and Oregon charred 
and impassable. It was almost as comical as 
it was frustrating to have our hike delayed by 
four weeks because we had to road walk 400 
miles. As the days passed, Rook and I became 
convinced that we were the last north-bound 
thru-hikers of the season.

Still, by mid-October we were only 150 
miles from the Canadian border, and the 
lower elevations were sunny and dry. We 
figured we could make it in six days, but the 
forecast showed the potential for snow up 
high. We packed snowshoes and 10 days of 
food in case our weather window closed on 
us, and reluctantly added a SPOT device at 
the request of Rook’s mom. Maybe we’ll have 
a stroke of luck for a change, I thought. 

We managed 17 miles the first day and 21 
the second, but when we crossed 4,985-foot 
Indian Pass, near Seattle, the trail vanished 
under a blanket of white. A passing hiker 

delivered the news: A massive storm was 
approaching fast. 

Rook and I weighed our options. We could 
hike 90 miles forward in uncertain condi-
tions or 44 miles back to the last road. We 
felt we had the right gear, and as long as we 
moved efficiently, we thought we might be 
able to outrun the storm. It wasn’t until we 
set up camp and pulled out our phones that 
we realized we had another factor to worry 
about: Rook’s smartphone was soaking wet, 
and the map files on mine were corrupted—
We’d lost our only means of navigation.

I wanted to tag that border, but not at the 
expense of our lives; we weren’t experienced 
winter hikers, and without a GPS, we didn’t 
trust ourselves to stick to the snow-covered 
trail. We decided to play it safe and retrace 
our footsteps over the pass in the morning. 

But when we woke up, we found ourselves 
packing up in a storm. The weather toggled 
between rain and nuking snow, and the wind 
slowed our pace to a half-mile per hour. Soon, 
the snow was up to 2 feet deep, and we were 
postholing even in snowshoes. On the pass, 
we dropped into drifts as high as our chests. 
Visibility shrank down to just a few feet.

We’d planned to hike 20 miles, but by the 
11-mile mark, the sun was setting. We were 
soaked and exhausted, so we decided to 
hunker down just below the pass and wait 
out the worst. Yelling to each other over the 
wind, we fought to dig out a pit for our flimsy 
ultralight tents, digging with our trekking 
poles and cook pots. We pitched our tents 
wall-to-wall and packed the edges of the flys 
with snow to keep out the blowing flakes.

We woke up to collapsed tent ceilings 
and a still-raging storm. The slopes around 
us were loaded and we didn’t have any ava-
lanche training or gear, but we were keeping 
warm just fine and had more than enough 
food. We agreed to stay put. If the sun reap-
peared soon, we could wait a few days for the 
snowpack to settle and then move on. To pass 
the time, we told stories through our tent 
walls. By this point, Rook probably knew me 
better than anyone else in the world. 

He spent most of his time melting snow, 
and I chain-rolled cigarettes to the tunes we 
played out of my still-functioning phone. We 
oscillated between trying to stay positive 
and staring gloomily at the ceilings of our 
respective cells. 

We also debated using our SPOT device, 
unsure if we should call for rescue or not. In 
our minds, any step could trigger a slide. But 
our communication options were limited. 
We could call for a rescue, but we couldn’t 
give any detail. The message would ping our 
GPS coordinates from the satellite to a dis-
tant rescue coordination center, and from 
there to a local SAR team, who would pre-

CAUGHT IN  
A WHITEOUT
Dylan “Flip” Zitawi, 25, and Colton 
“Rook” Lulfs, 21, spent 60 hours in a 
snow pit near Indian Pass, Washington, 
when a blizzard struck in 2017.  
As told to Mary Beth Skylis 

Skill Set
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Dylan Zitawi (left)  
and  Colton Lulfs right 

before the storm hit 
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Key 
Skills

GET RESCUED 
WITH AN ALERT 
BEACON

1. Assess the need.
Only send an S.O.S. if life or limb is at risk 
and there’s no cell service that could enable 
two-way communication (which is more 
helpful to rescuers). If it’s reasonable to hike 
out or wait for the weather to improve, try 
that first. If you’re in a group, only activate 
one device.

2. Give it some space. 
Satellite communication requires a clear 
view of the sky, which means signaling can 
be unreliable in narrow canyons or dense 
forest. Find a spot at least 10 feet away from 
rocks, trees, and people, and set the device 
with the antenna pointing directly upward.   

3. Stay put.  
Once you’ve activated the device, you’re 
committed to that spot. Moving can delay 
rescue and increase the risk to rescuers.

4. Be patient. 
It can take anywhere from two to 20 
minutes for a message to send, or up to a 
couple of hours with a poor line of sight to 
the sky. If the weather’s too bad for crews 
to set out, plan to hunker down; rescue 
could take up to several days. 

sumably launch into action to find us. But 
after the S.O.S call, the rest of the world 
would hear only silence from our end. 
Everyone was going to think the worst. 

It took more than a day of sitting in our 
tents, watching the relentless snowfall 
make travel more and more dangerous, to 
convince us to hit the button. 

We waited, expecting a chopper to stir 
its way through the froth of clouds any 
minute. But it didn’t. About 24 hours after 
sending the S.O.S, we started to realize 
what we’d done: We tied ourselves to this 
spot by hitting that button. If we moved 
on, we could get lost or buried in a slide, 
and rescuers might never find us. But what 
if we stayed put and help wasn’t coming? 

The snow was still piling up outside and 
showed no signs of quitting. How long 
could we last before we ran out of food to 
eat and fuel to melt snow? A few days? 

Quitting the PCT no longer seemed 
like the worst thing that could happen. I’d 
promised my girlfriend that I’d make it 
back. Now, even that seemed questionable. 

After two days tent-bound, we thought 
we heard a helicopter. But the sound faded 
almost as soon as it arrived. We’d been in 
the pit so long we were imagining things. 

About 48 hours after pressing the button, 
we decided to push on regardless of the 
weather; we didn’t know how long it would 
take to hike the 10 miles to the nearest road 
in deep snow, and we needed to go before 
we ran too low on food and fuel to make it 
there. As daylight broke through the wall of 
white around us, we stood in silence next to 
the flames of our cookstove. 

Around 7 a.m., the snow stopped. We 
looked at each other and nodded. We knew 
we were in a minefield of avalanche trig-
gers, but conditions were just as likely to 
get worse as they were to get better, and we 
couldn’t last out there forever. It was time 
to go.

As we started packing up, we heard buzz-
ing. Overhead, a chopper emerged from the 
clouds. Our luck had finally changed.  

Zitowi and Lulfs fought 
through waist-deep 
snow near Indian Pass.

Dear Nostalgic, 
When starry-eyed thru-

hikers say that everyone 

brings a piece of the trail 
home with them, they don’t 
mean it literally. You know 

the code: Take nothing but 
pictures, leave nothing but 
footprints. 

While the AT is pretty 
hard to miss in most places, 
in others, blazes are the 
only means of wayfinding, 
and they’re often already 
fewer and farther between 
than most hikers would 
prefer. Chipping one off 
a tree is about as helpful 
a move as uprooting a 
trailhead sign (albeit easier 
to fit in a toplid). 

So next time you want to 
remember your time on a 
trail, take a photo. Or, you 
know, do what those other 

thru-hikers probably did 
and get a calf tattoo.

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

BARKIN’ UP THE WRONG TREE
“ When I was young and hiking the Appalachian Trail,  

I came across a downed tree with a blaze on it. Since  
I thought it was only a matter of time until a trail crew 
cleared the deadfall, I flaked of the blazed bark and 
brought it home as a memento. Now it sits in my 
garage, a constant reminder of a good, formative 
time—and my lousy outdoor ethics. What can I do to 
feel less guilty when I see it?” –Nostalgic in Nederland

M ALDO M AL ACE K

Y O U R  P E N A N C E
We haven’t heard about any 
mass lost-persons events in 
the AT’s history, so your 
pilfered blaze likely didn’t 
cause any large-scale 
damage. Still, you’ve got a 
debt to pay. Sign up for a 
volunteer crew marking the 
Continental Divide Trail 
(continentaldividetrail.org/
blaze-the-CDT), which sorely 
needs it. Setting blazes is 
guaranteed to be a healing 
experience—as long as you 
resist the urge to remember it 
by bringing one home.

Got a confession? 
Email us at confessions@
backpacker.com. 

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



Find a Get Out More Tour event near you 

at BACKPACKER.COM/GETOUTMORE

Special thanks to our brand partners, 

retail shop hosts, festivals, and most 

of all to YOU our readers for joining 

BACKPACKER Brand Ambassador 

Randy Propster on his 7-month 

adventure around the United States, 

sharing his expertise and personal 

trail stories while bringing the page of 

BACKPACKER to life!

PRESENTED BY

THANK YOU FOR AN 
AMAZING 2018 TOUR

WE CAN’T WAIT 
FOR NEXT YEAR!
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The best new travel gear takes you from plane to peak and back again. Plus: Glide through winter 
wilderness with a Nordic skiing setup, pitch a tent for all seasons, and more.

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

Fıeld Test

PACK FOR 
ANYTHING

Taking in the view in Chiapas, 
Mexico, with the Sea to Summit 
Ultra-Sil 18L Nano Daypack (page 
42) and the Fjällräven Greenland 
Wind Jacket (page 43)
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CONVENIENT CARRY-ON

Peak Design Travel 
Backpack 45L
$300; 4 lbs. 8 oz.;  peakdesign.com 

From airplanes to camel trains, this 
sleek pack can handle just about any 
commute. Tuckaway shoulder 
straps and a lay-flat bottom make it 
easy to stash in overhead bins, and 
12 lash points let us strap it to pack 
animals and canoes. And when you 
do need your gear, it offers superb 
access. Backpanel entry let us pack it 
like a suitcase, and curved, 23-inch 
zippers along the sides of the main 
compartment allowed us to grab our 
stuff no matter how the pack was 
stored. Organization is dialed, too: A 
plush  pocket on the outside fits 
goggles or sunglasses, and the 
smaller front pouch has two mesh 
pockets that can hold clothes for a 
weekend. The pack also has a laptop 
sleeve, and two side stretch pockets 
that each fit a 1-liter Nalgene. “The 
pack’s ability to compress down to 
30 liters came in handy on dayhikes 

in the Peruvian Andes, and its EVA 
framesheet let me comfortably carry 
40 pounds of gear,” one tester says.

TOUGH DUFFEL

Big Agnes 
Stagecoach 125L
$300; 8 lbs. 12 oz.; bigagnes.com 

Rolling duffels can be a godsend for 
weary travelers, but they’re often  
heavy, pricey, one-trick ponies. The 
Stagecoach doesn’t break the scales, 
and comes in at a reasonable price 
given its durable construction. Its
420-denier, waterproof, TPU-coated 
nylon on the upper portion survived
a full year of globetrotting, from 
France to Iceland to Idaho, without 
any damage, and it fits a 60-liter 
backpack with room to spare. “We 
didn’t choose this bag for its versatil-
ity, but that’s one of the things we’ve 
come to love about it,” one tester 
adds. “The backpack-style shoulder 
straps are comfy even when the bag 
is fully loaded, and the chunky 
wheels handled a trip down a rocky 

road to a campsite in the Channel 
Islands without slowing us down.”

EDITORS’ CHOICE UPDATE

Sea to Summit Ultra-Sil 
18L Nano Daypack 
$40; 1 oz.; seatosummit.com

We gave this pack’s cousin, the Ultra-
Sil Daypack, an Editors’ Choice Gold 
award in 2017 for its durability and 
versatility in a tiny package. Sea to 
Summit improves upon that in the 
Nano, halving the weight and making 
it even more packable (it stuffs down 
to the size of a hacky sack). “I stored 
it in my bike’s tool pouch, and then 
pulled it out for hikes up to scenic 
lookouts,” one tester said after her
five-week bikepacking trip through 
Central Asia. The wispy, 15-denier 
nylon (the regular Ultra-Sil has 
30-denier fabric) is strong for its 
weight, and ours didn’t suffer any 
rips. The Nano fits a puffy, sandwich, 
water bottle, and hat, and its unpad-
ded shoulder straps comfortably 
support loads up to 20 pounds.

Gear Up, Go Far
These products will hold up to whatever the world has in store. By Nancy Bouchard

Field Test
S H A K E D O W N

   THE TESTING LIFE
“ As dawn broke 
over the Tian 
Shan mountains, 
the guards at 
the tiny border 
post between 
Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan 
were surprised 
to see us. They 
of ered us a bag 
of fried, whole 
fi sh and part 
of a sheep’s 
head they’d 
cooked with a 
blowtorch. We 
took the fi sh, but 
left the sheep’s 
head for the 
next traveler.” 
 – Amy Jurries

ALL WE IG HTS PROVI DE D BY M AN U FACTU R E R S
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VERSATILE SHELL

Fjällräven Greenland 
Wind Jacket 
$220; 15.9 oz. (m’s M); m’s XS-XXL, 

w’s XXS-XL; fjallraven.com

The best travel apparel works 
everywhere: on the way, on the trail, 
and on the town. This natty number 
blocked gusts on exposed hikes in 
Idaho’s Selkirk Mountains, but is 
breathable enough that our tester 
didn’t sweat out completely on 
uphills. Our tester also praised the 
hand pockets that sit above a hipbelt 
and a hood that fits over bike and 
climbing helmets. The Greenland 
stuffs down to grapefruit size. Eco 
bonus: It’s made of 100 percent 
recycled polyamide, and a PFC-free 
DWR sheds moderate precip. “I 
washed it a dozen times in the name 
of testing. The DWR hasn’t fal-
tered,” our tester reports.

ALL-DAY TOP

Patagonia Capilene Cool 
Daily Long-Sleeved T-Shirt 
$39; 5.5 oz. (m’s M); m’s XS-XXL, w’s 

XXS-XL; patagonia.com

No wrinkles and no stink mean 
that we wore this shirt straight 
from the trail to the airplane. A 
Polygiene treatment on the polyes-
ter knit banishes odor, and the 
fabric resists wrinkles even after 
being packed for days. The weave 
is airy and soft against skin, and 
the fabric’s UPF 50+ rating 
combats UV. It also breathes well:
“On a three-day backpack in New 
Hampshire’s White Mountains, I 
wore this shirt for sun protection 
but never felt too swampy, even in 
80°F weather,” one tester says. 
After a rain shower in the Whites, 
it dried in less than two hours, 
even with the humidity. 

JUICE BOX

myCharge Portable 
Power Outlet 
$180; 1 lb. 8 oz.; mycharge.com

This charging block means never 
having to sit next to an outlet on 
an airport floor again. The novel-
size battery pack has four power 
outlets (a 65-watt AC power port, 
two USB-A ports, and a USB-C port), 
so it might even help you make some 
friends to boot. Its 20,000mAh 
battery provides up to 10 iPhone 
charges, and  we used it to fuel up a 
MacBook Pro nearly twice. The rub-
berized casing can take a beating: 
“Mine was strapped to a pack that 
fell off a pickup in Guatemala. My 
camp mug was totaled, but the 
myCharge was dent- and crack-
free,” one tester reports.  

CAMP SHOE

Columbia Spinner 
Vent Moc 
$55; 8.5 oz. (m’s 9); m’s 7-15, w’s 5-12; 

columbia.com

Want to simplify  your kit? The 
Spinner doubles as a supportive 
camp slipper and a shoe you 
can kick around town in. “I 
even wore it to hike the rocky 
and rooty Pipiwai Trail in 
Hawaii,” one tester says. “The 
shoes are so light that I felt 
like I was barefoot, and the 
mesh upper and drain ports 
on the heels meant they dried 
quickly after I hopscotched 
among tidepools later in the 
trip.” Make no mistake: The 
shoes aren’t a substitute for 
hiking boots, but the EVA 

midsole provided plenty of 
support for a quick lap on the 3.7-
mile Misery Ridge Loop in Smith 
Rock State Park, Oregon, while the 
shallow, diamond-shaped tread 
held firm in loose dirt.

COUNTRIES 
VISITED

11

AIR MILES

50,000

TRAIL MILES

1,750

LONGEST DAY

15 MILES
Apurímac Canyon, 

Peru

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

VERSATILE PANTS

Women’s Pick

Helly Hansen 
Vanir Hybrid Pant
$120; 10.2 oz. (w’s M); w’s XS-XL, 

m’s S-XXL; hellyhansen.com

Piling on performance-enhancing 
features can be a slippery slope: 
Before you know it, you start to look 
like you walked out of an Everest 
documentary. These trousers resist 
that by balancing aesthetics and 
functionality (there’s a men’s 
version, too). The Vanir’s polyester/
elastane material breathed well on a 
100°F hike up Schweitzer Mountain 
in Idaho, and a smooth interior
makes it feel like pajamas next to 
skin. (Nylon sections on the sides 
and bottom add durability.) “The 
loose ankles let me roll the pants up 
above my knees while chasing steel-
head in Oregon’s Santiam River,” 
one tester says. “And because they’re 
so light, they were dry by the time we 
hit the local taproom for a cold one.” 
One zippered pocket on the hip fits a 
credit card and ID, and another on 
the thigh holds a smartphone.

Men’s Pick

The North Face 
Motion Pants
$75; 1 lb. 1 oz. (m’s 32); m’s 28-40; 

thenorthface.com

These well-priced pants check all 
the boxes: mobility, weather resis-
tance, durability, and a sleek profile 
that easily transitions from hike 
to après. On a recent trip to New 
Hampshire, one tester crawled 
over boulders, stemmed chimneys 
while rock climbing, and waded 
through a bog while trying to get a 
good moose photo. “The Motion’s 
gusseted crotch, two-way stretch, 
and articulated knees didn’t restrict 

movement,” he says. The
cotton-and-synthetic blend stood 
up to all that abuse and still looked 
good when he took his mother out 
for dinner. (Dry time is decent at a 
bit over an hour at 70°F.) Plus, a zip-
pered thigh pocket is big enough to 
hold a smartphone and cash. 

FOOT SAVERS

Point6 37.5 
Compression Socks
$42; S-XL (unisex); point6.com

Long flights and hikes can wreak 
havoc on your circulation. 
Compression socks help increase 
blood flow, but most aren’t actu-
ally good for hiking. These are. 
“After an 18-hour travel day to 
Peru, I spent four days of hiking 
above 10,000 feet, but I had no 
swelling in my ankles or toes,” one 
tester says. “The socks wicked so 
well that I didn’t get blisters, and I 
never had to dry them at night.” 
For moisture management, the 
sock’s merino and nylon fibers are 
coated with tiny particles of volca-
nic ash, which expand to soak up 
sweat. Tradeoff: price.

 When adventuring abroad, basic navigation rules still apply. And that 

means having a map on you at all times. Here are our favorite options.

Digital We recommend the ViewRanger app. A yearly subscription 

($20) accesses downloadable, o�  ine maps, and ViewRanger’s base map is 

serviceable (it’s not super detailed, but has topo lines and terrain features, 

including roads and trails) for countries that lack their own, specialized apps.

Paper Omnimap sells paper maps of just about everywhere on the globe, 

sourcing from speciality publishers or even military and government surveys 

for hard-to-fi nd places. Order online at omnimap.com.

M A P  H A P P Y



GE T OU T MO RE
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Field Test
T H E  K I T

J E FF DIE N E R

QUICK TIPS
Just starting out? Snow-covered 
Forest Service roads often make 
for easy-to-follow touring routes 
with moderate slopes.

Carrying gear? Opt for a 
slimmer backpack and avoid 
strapping things to the outside; 
that will leave plenty of room for 
elbow swing.

SK IS

Fischer S-Bound 112 with Easy Skin
When it comes to taking your Nordic rig into the 

backcountry, bigger is better. These relatively 

fat skis have huge, 112mm shovels for better 

stability, maneuverability, and fl oat when you 
dip of  of the groomed stuf . “On lower-angle 

downhills, I could carve with these,” one tester 

says. Steel edges help on descents, while the 

scaled bottoms stuck like glue on an uphill 

charge at Montana’s Chief Joseph Pass. Add the 

mohair-nylon Easy Skin climbing skins ($75), 

which cover the kick zone, for added traction. 
$425; 5 lbs. 15 oz. (179); 169, 179, 189; 
fi schersports.com

B O O T S

Alpina Alaska BC 
These burly boots are what we want for 

rough, steep terrain and deep snow. 

Full leather uppers lend excellent 
durability, a waterproof membrane 

keeps feet dry, and the  medium fl ex is 
stif  enough to handle fatter skis like 

the Fischers, but soft enough for 

comfort on all-day missions. 
A layer of Thinsulate 

insulation kept a tester’s 

toes cozy down to -20°F on a tour in Montana’s 
Yaak Valley, and he reports that he never 
had a problem with swamp foot in warmer 
temps. $250; 4 lbs. (size 9); unisex 6-14; 
alpinasports.com

BINDINGS

Rottefella NNN-BC Magnum 
Our testers say there’s only one choice in 

this category: The super-stable, 67mm-

wide Magnums deliver the best control on 

ungroomed terrain, thanks to increased 

contact area between boot and ski. But 

they’re still versatile, since they fi t on skis 
down to 52mm wide (meant for groomed 

tracks). And manual bindings like these—

you have to bend over to lock and unlock your 

toes—outperform automatics in deeper snow. 

“They’re less likely to have problems with icing 

and are easier to clean out if snow gets packed 

in,” notes a tester. $90; 1 lb. 3 oz. (pair); 
rottefella.no

P O L E S

Black Diamond Razor 
Carbon Ski Poles
Made for backcountry alpine skiing but perfect 
for of -piste cross-country, too, the Razors 

combine tough aluminum on top with ultralight 
carbon fi ber on the bottom for a just-right 

combination of durability and weight. These 

two-section poles’ 10 inches of adjustability 
let us shorten up for climbs and then extend 
for level kick-and-gliding. “Plus, the rubber grips 
and wide straps are much more comfy than 
those on typical cross-country poles, especially 
with bare hands in warmer weather,” one tester 
reports. $120; 1 lb. 4 oz. (39-49 in.); 39-49 

in., 45-55 in.; blackdiamondequipment.com

PA N T

SportHill XC 
These slim, polypropylene/
spandex bottoms 
roll four-way stretch, 
breathability, warmth, and 
weather protection into 
one lightweight package. 
They’re windproof up 
to about 35 mph and 
sui  ciently water resistant  

to shed snow for several 
hours. A brushed, wicking 
interior also kept us warm 
down to 0°F without a 
baselayer. Twelve-inch 
ankle zips make for easy 
boot adjustments. $140; 15 oz. (m’s M); 

m’s S-XXL, w’s XS-XL; sporthill.com
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ALL WE IG HTS PROVI DE D BY M AN U FACTU R E R

MAKE YOUR OWN TRACK
Glide through the backcountry with these time-tested picks for cross-country skiing. By Elisabeth Kwak-He� eran

Jackson Lake, 
Grand Teton 

National Park
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HIS IS SO MUCH BETTER than hypothermia. That’s what went through 
my mind before I nodded off to sleep on a 25°F March night on Mt. San 
Jacinto in California, 16 years ago. I lay, cozied up in my REI Co-op Sub 

Kilo, in my tent atop several feet of snow. Until that moment, I’d never realized 
that spending a freezing night in the wilderness could be so easy.

Then, I was still a backcountry neophyte. For most of my life, I’d spent all 
my free time playing soccer. But after my second ACL surgery, my doctors told 
me my field time was over. I needed a new activity, and backpacking didn’t 
appear to involve much quick, lateral movement. Plus, I’d just read an issue of 
BACKPACKER  that made me want to explore the landscapes of the West.

My first trip, to Horseshoe Mesa in Arizona just three months before that night 
on  San Jacinto, was a disaster. Temps dropped into the 30s, and the old synthetic 
bag I got from my university’s outdoor club was probably good down to 60°F by 
the time I checked it out of the gear library. (Adding insult to injury, my girlfriend 
refused to zip our sleeping bags together because hers “worked just fine.”)

Upon my return to civilization, I started researching new bags. I built detailed 
tables, accounting for baff le design and denier (unlike backpacking, spread-
sheets were something my education had prepared me for). Finally, I settled on 
one that seemed to offer the perfect balance of warmth, weight, and budget: the 
20°F, down Sub Kilo. I spent the night in an REI parking lot to ensure I was first 
in line to purchase the bag of my dreams at a used-gear sale. 

A few weeks later, I was snuggling into the bag on Mt. San Jacinto. When I 
awoke, warm and refreshed, an entire new world had opened up overnight. I 
could now camp in Yosemite in fall, or Joshua Tree in winter. Many years and 
many bags later, wilderness camping has become an essential part of my life. 
You can have a great pack or pair of boots, but the key part of “sleeping outside” is 
actually sleeping. And if you can do that, the world is yours. 

FIELD NOTES
V ER S AT IL E PA N T

Icebreaker Persist Plus
We often praise wool baselayers for their 
temperature regulation, and these wool pants 
from Icebreaker bring the same performance 
to outerwear. On a trip to Glacier National 
Park’s Granite Park Chalet, the Persist Plus’s 
cozy merino lining (which contains 34 percent 
Tencel for extra softness) kept one tester warm 
during a stargazing session on a 30°F night. 
On the 8-mile return hike, the pants breathed 
well enough that she didn’t overheat when 
temps rose into the 50s. The face fabric has 42 
percent nylon for durability and 10 percent Lycra 
for stretch. A DWR treatment repels moderate 
precip. Ding: price. $200; 1 lb. 2 oz. (m’s 32); 
m’s 28-40, w’s 26-33; icebreaker.com

S T URDY SHELT ER

REI Co-op Arete 
ASL 2

There’s no such thing as one 
tent for all conditions, but 

the Arete ASL 2 comes 
close. Consider it a fall-

through-spring shelter: 
sturdy enough for 

winter, breathable and light enough for 
shoulder seasons. The tent’s near-vertical walls 

easily shed snow in Canada’s Kluane National Park and Re-
serve, while the four-pole design kept the structure stable 
in 30-mph winds. The double-wall Arete’s 32.5-square-
foot fl oor is also bigger than average, which we found 
helpful for storing cold-weather gear that wouldn’t fi t in 
the single, 8.7-square-foot vestibule. Milder weather in the 
forecast? A mesh window on the door and the mesh ceil-
ing of the inner tent make for a breathable shelter that one 
tester used on an unseasonably warm 60°F spring night in 
Oregon’s Smith Rock State Park. It’s heavy for a true warm-
weather tent, but for everything else, it’s a deal. Bummer: 
only one door. $400; 5 lbs. 12 oz.; rei.com

EDIT ORS’ CHOICE UPDAT E

Outdoor Research 
Skyward II
We gave the original Skyward our 
highest award in 2016 for impres-
sive breathability and softshell-
like feel in a weatherproof 
hardshell. The new version 
ups the ante with a woven 
backer on the three-layer, air-
permeable AscentShell fabric. 
The update makes it even 
more breathable (a slimmer 
cut helps, too). “When I was 
cross-country skiing in New 
Hampshire’s White Mountains 
on a drizzly day in the 30s,  I 
never boiled over, even when I was pushing hard,” our 
tester reports. Full-length side vents help air things out 
even more. The Skyward’s large interior mesh pockets hold 
goggles, gloves, or skins. Tradeof : weight. $350; 1 lb. 10 
oz. (m’s L); m’s S-XL, w’s XS-L; outdoorresearch.com

MIKE CARINA

The secret to a good night in the wilderness? The right bag 
for the job. By William M. Rochfort, Jr.

SLEEP SCIENCE
MATERIAL LOVE The latest word from our testers

Field Test
T R A I L  M I X





COMING TO A CITY NEAR YOU!

WORLD PREMIERE  BOZEMAN, MT – 1/19/19

NEW CITIES BEING ADDED ALL THE TIME!

         UNITED  STATES

 ANCHORAGE AK

 SITKA AK

 WASILLA AK

 JUNEAU AK

 FAIRBANKS AK

 BIRMINGHAM AL

 FAYETTEVILLE AR

 MOUNTAIN HOME AR

 MORENCI AZ

 MAMMOTH LAKES CA

 ENCINITAS CA

 MODESTO CA

 NEVADA CITY CA

 REDDING CA

 SEBASTOPOL CA

 SACRAMENTO CA

 SANTA ANA CA

 SAN FRANCISCO CA

 SAN CARLOS CA

 TRUCKEE CA

 ASPEN CO

 BOULDER CO

 COLORADO SPRINGS CO

 LONGMONT CO

 EVERGREEN CO

 WINTER PARK CO

 DENVER CO

 DURANGO CO

 FORT COLLINS CO

 EDWARDS CO

 GRAND JUNCTION CO

 GUNNISON CO

 MONTROSE CO

 SILVERTHORNE CO

 STEAMBOAT SPRINGS CO

 PARKER CO

 BRIDGEPORT CT

 DANBURY CT

 HARTFORD CT 

 NEW HARTFORD CT

 STAMFORD CT

 TRUMBULL CT

 APALACHICOLA FL

 DESTIN FL

 SANIBEL ISLAND FL

 MELBOURNE FL

 ST. PETERSBURG FL

 FT LAUDERDALE FL

 ORLANDO FL

 SARASOTA FL

 ATHENS GA

 ATLANTA GA

 CARTERSVILLE GA

 YOUNG HARRIS GA

 IOWA CITY IA

 WEST DES MOINES IA

 BOISE ID

 LEWISTON ID

 SALMON ID

 IDAHO FALLS ID

 SUN VALLEY ID

 MOSCOW ID

 SANDPOINT ID

 VICTOR ID

 LAKE FOREST IL

 CHICAGO IL

 INDIANAPOLIS IN

 OVERLAND PARK KS

 WICHITA KS

 LEXINGTON KY

 BATON ROUGE LA

 LAFAYETTE LA

 GREAT BARRINGTON MA

 BOSTON MA

 TAUNTON MA

 COCKEYSVILLE MD

 HAGERSTOWN MD

 BALTIMORE MD

 BETHEL ME

 BRUNSWICK ME

 FRYEBURG ME

 MARQUETTE MI

 FLINT MI

 EAST LANSING MI

 ANN ARBOR MI

 BAY CITY MI

 BOYNE FALLS MI

 FREMONT MI

 GRAND RAPIDS MI

 MIDLAND MI

 OKEMOS MI

 ROYAL OAK MI

 SAULT STE MARIE MI

 TRAVERSE CITY MI

 DULUTH MN

 MINNEAPOLIS MN

 LEBANON MO

 ST LOUIS MO

 BIG SKY MT

 RED LODGE MT

 THOMPSON FALLS MT

 BILLINGS MT

 BOZEMAN MT

 BUTTE MT

 CORVALLIS MT

 HELENA MT

 LIVINGSTON MT

 MISSOULA MT

 WHITEFISH MT

 BREVARD NC

 HICKORY NC

 WILMINGTON NC

 ASHEVILLE NC

 BOONE NC

 CHARLOTTE NC

 OMAHA NE

 NORTH CONWAY NH

 SANTA FE NM 

 SUNLAND PARK NM

 ELKO NV

 LONG ISLAND NY

 SCHENECTADY NY

 ARKVILLE NY

 ROCHESTER NY

 HANCOCK NY

 LAKE PLACID NY

 NEW YORK NY

 WILLISTON PARK NY

 TOLEDO OH 

 CLEVELAND OH

 COLUMBUS OH

 OKLAHOMA CITY OK

 TULSA OK

 THE DALLES OR

 MEDFORD OR

 BEND OR

 CORVALLIS OR

 EUGENE OR

 PORTLAND OR

 FRANKLIN PA

 GLEN MILLS PA 

 KENNETT SQUARE PA

 LAKE HARMONY PA

 PHOENIXVILLE PA 

 STATE COLLEGE PA 

 WELLSBORO PA 

 COUDERSPORT PA

 BETHLEHEM PA

 ERIE PA

 MEDIA PA

 OAKMONT PA

 EAST PROVIDENCE RI 

 RUMFORD RI

 WESTERLY RI

 GREENVILLE SC

 CHARLESTON SC

 RAPID CITY SD

 BLOUNTVILLE TN

 BRISTOL TN

 NASHVILLE TN

 CHATTANOOGA TN

 KNOXVILLE TN

 DALLAS TX

 AUSTIN TX

 WACO TX

 DRIPPING SPRINGS TX

 EL PASO TX 

 FORT WORTH TX

 HOUSTON TX

 LUBBOCK TX

 NEW BRAUNFELS TX

 PLANO TX

 PROVO UT

 LOGAN UT

 OGDEN UT

 PARK CITY UT

 SALT LAKE CITY UT

 BRISTOL VA

 ARLINGTON VA

 CHARLOTTESVILLE VA

 HARRISONBURG VA

 RICHMOND VA

 UPPERVILLE VA

 MIDDLEBURY VT

 SUQUAMISH WA

 ELLENSBURG WA

 LEAVENWORTH WA

 MT. VERNON WA

 NORTH BEND WA

 SEATTLE WA

 SPOKANE WA

 TACOMA WA

 WEST SEATTLE WA

 HAYWARD WI

 GREEN BAY WI

 MADISON WI

 GREEN RIVER WY

 CASPER WY

 SHERIDAN WY

 LANDER WY

 CHEYENNE WY

 JACKSON WY

 LARAMIE WY

 ROCK SPRINGS WY

                         CANADA

 CALGARY AB

 EDMONTON AB

 LETHBRIDGE AB

 ABBOTSFORD BC

 CHILLIWACK BC

 KELOWNA BC

 SMITHERS BC

 VANCOUVER BC

 WINNIPEG MB

 CAMPBELLVILLE ON

 MISSISSAUGA ON

 THUNDER BAY ON

 HAMILTON ON

 WINDSOR ON

 OSHWA ON

 DAWSON CREEK BC

 SASKATOON SK

        INTERNATIONAL

 SAN PEDRO BZ

 LONDON UK

 STOCKBRIDGE UK

 CAPETOWN ZA

 DURBAN ZA

 JOHANNESBURG ZA



GIFT GUIDE
HOLIDAY

ADVERTISEMENT

Don’t let snow and ice stop you 
from exploring your favorite 
trails this winter! The Trail Crampon 

Ultras will help you stay on your feet 

no matter the trail conditions. Head 

over to our website to purchase and 

to learn more! hillsound.com

HITCASE designs the most 
innovative iPhone cases 
for adventurous lifestyles.
Waterproof (IP68 rating up 

to 33ft) and MIL-SPEC drop 

rating to 16ft, our line of tough 

and protective outdoor cases 

will keep your iPhone safe 

no matter what you throw its 

way. Plus, you can add lenses 

and mounts for better photo 

capture and added versatility. 

Cases start from $29.99 USD 

and up. Visit us at hitcase.com.

RAD Axle $59 
The RAD Axle puts an end to 

the obsolete and redefi nes 

the future of foam rolling. This 

spine-lengthening, leg-cradling 

innovation combines modern 

form with multi-functional 

features to deliver exactly what 

your muscles have been missing. 

radroller.com/products/rad-axle

Engineered with Personality $28 
Pure Grit Climbing bags are packed with 

personality. Our Boulder, Colorado made bags 

uncompromising quality and function. Choose 

from our ready to ship diverse selection or 

have a custom bag designed for you. Easy 

returns and exchanges. puregritclimbing.com

Hybrid Wool Fleece Jacket
Wool blended with fl eece 

for improved wicking 

performance, dry time, 

breathability, and insulating 

properties. orvis.com

Obōz Campster
Crag in comfort with the Obōz Campster. Featuring a pivoting heel 

strap for slip-on ease between climbs or security while belaying. 

Your go-everywhere adventure companion. obozfootwear.com

KOMPERDELL CARBON C2 Ultralight 
The ultimate lightweight pole for ambitious outdoor 

enthusiasts. Developing a special wrapping 

technique for carbon fi bers allowed us to produce 

an ultra-light tube with optimal sti� ness values. 

The exclusive TAC–technology guarantees an 

extremely lightweight, thermos–isolating grip which 

is especially non slip and comfortable to hold. 

The 2 section pole with Powerlock 3.0 fl apping 

mechanism made of anodized aluminum is extra 

lightweight and super sturdy. komperdell.com



ADVERTISEMENT

Get “Stuf ed”
Do yourself a solid and pick up one of our handmade “Waxey” 

chalk bags or “zippy” pouches. Get it stuf ed with all of our 

favorite climbing essentials. Whether you're a newbie or a pro, 

these products will keep your love of climbing brewing. High 

fi ve yourself and #getstoked at stokedclimbing.com

Warmlite® Vapor 
Barrier Clothing 
Gift Set $149
A base layer that warms and 

protects an individual from dehydration and 

mineral loss while preventing insulating layers from becoming 

sweat soaked. The Set includes a pair of gloves, socks, a long 

sleeve shirt and pants. Warmlite.com

Skeeter SL 20°
The Skeeter SL 20° sleeping bag is a down fi ll traditional mummy 

bag with the REM pad sleeve that transforms your bag into a 

Big Agnes system bag. With technical fabrics and 650 fi ll power 

DownTek™ insulation, this bag’s versatility is the perfect companion. 

Regular size: 2lb 4oz, 6" x 8" compressed size. bigagnes.com

We go to climb, 
not waste time!
No more getting lost! 

Easily fi nd your way to a 

climbing wall, see approach 

dii  culty, and plan your 

day using at-a-glance Crag 

Summaries. Get away from 

busy walls! Explore beyond! 

Red Rock, Joshua Tree, 

Smith Rock, and City of 

Rocks. climbonmaps.com

Packit Gourmet Trail Meals $4.99–$8.99
Packit Gourmet is a homegrown family business that creates 

delicious just-add-water meals that elevate every outdoor 

experience! These 45+ original family recipes deliver crave-worthy 

fl avors like the Works Burger, Pizza Margherita & Texas State Fair 

Chili. Want in on the yum? Use the coupon code BACKPACKER18 

at checkout for 15% of  your order this holiday season (exp 

12.31.18). packitgourmet.com

Nelore Jacket for Men & Women
A breakout brand blending materials x 

high design x premium performance, 

BLACKYAK brings you the Nelore, a 

water-resistant, insulated BEAUTY 

crafted of Cordura® Ripstop x Cordura® 

fl eece, and fi lled with high-loft down, 

making it a super lightweight and 

packable but supremely warm. Wear 

it under your 3-Layer or on its own. In 

men’s and women’s styles. Available 

at Backcountry.com



ADVERTISEMENT

peter w gilroy

Titanium Mountain Hat $34–$50 
Classic mountain designs combined with rugged titanium make 

for a unique gift. Choose from many dif erent hat styles and 

designs, also including beanies and jewelry, all handcrafted in 

Taos, NM. splitter-designs.com

Gorilla Grip $10–$25
Climbing Magazine’s 2018 Editor’s Choice! FrictionLabs 

Gorilla Grip is the go-to premium chalk for top climbers 

like Margo Hayes, Daniel Woods, and Pamela Shanti Pack. 

The perfect gift for any climber! #chalkupless #climbmore 

#frictionlabs frictionlabs.com
Stylish, unique, and fi nely crafted custom rings and jewelry 

handmade in Taos, NM. Mountain and nature inspired designs 

in titanium, Damascus steel, and precious metals with confl ict-

free natural diamonds and stones. peterwgilroy.com

Peak2Pub Gift Boxes
Make the journey more enjoyable with 

Wigwam’s Peak 2 Pub Gift Box. Perfect 

for breathtaking trails and outstanding 

brew pubs, and the branded box makes a 

great gift for any sock lover. wigwam.com

Mutant 22 $100
Designed by climbers and guides, 

this lightweight and streamlined 

pack is exactly what any climber 

needs for done-in-a-day alpine 

missions. With an integrated 

rope carry, wide-mouth zippered 

opening, customizable options 

on the front of the pack and a 

webbing hipbelt that won’t get in 

the way. osprey.com

They are with you 
every step of the way, 
now you can help your 

dog be their best even on 

long days getting to camp. 

Odessa’s Essential Health 

for Pet’s Recovery Bar is 

the perfect treat to keep 

your dog going strong, 

even on multi-day trips. 

EssentialOdessa.com

Vision and Craftsmanship
For over 49 years, David has been 

handcrafting jewelry in his New England 

studio. David’s jewelry is designed to 

express his customer’s lifestyle and 

passions. DavidVirtue.com



ADVERTISEMENT

 

30 Years...And Counting!

Warmth Wherever You Are

Crazy Creek…
30 Years of Comfort!
The Hex 2.0™ is the perfect gift 

to cure Sit Envy! It’s our lightest, 

most packable chair with all the 

comfort you expect from Crazy Creek. Great for hiking, camping 

and the beach. Clip it to your pack and go! Backed by our 

legendary Lifetime Limited Warranty. 

Don’t Just Do Something…Sit There™! CrazyCreek.com

MICROspikes® 
traction when the 
snow starts to fall, 
there’s gear you 
need and gear 
you want. Kahtoola 

MICROspikes® check 

the box for both, and 

with 25 years of gear 

reviews under their pack 

straps, we’re honored to be the winner of 

Backpacker Magazine’s Editors’ Choice 2018 

Hall of Fame Award! kahtoola.com

Great gifts for 
outdoor enthusiasts
Visit Backpacker’s t-shirt 

shop to fi nd cool designs 

that let the nature lover 

in your life show o�  his 

or her passion for the 

outdoors. See all of our 

styles at backpacker.

threadless.com

The Sea to Summit Du�  e is a versatile and comfortable to 

carry option for all your travel needs. Perfect for hauling gear on 

your back, shoulder or yak, it’s built for rugged durability with 

tough burly materials, a broad base and wide opening lid for 

easy packing and fast access. seatosummit.com

Copper Spur HV UL3
Winner of the 2018 Editor’s Choice 25th Anniversary Hall of 

Fame award from Backpacker Magazine. Weighing in at 3 lbs., 

7 oz., one of Big Agnes’ best-selling, full-featured, ultralight 

backpacking tents, the Copper Spur HV UL series is designed 

to stand up to your biggest adventures. bigagnes.com

Feathered Friends Down Booties
Looking to give the gift of warmth? 

Our popular down booties deliver. 

Crafted so your feet remain toasty 

warm whether you’re at home or in high 

camp, everyone on your list will want a pair. Made with a Pertex® 

weather-resistant shell and ethically sourced 800+ fi ll power 

goose down. featheredfriends.com

KiloJoule 3.0 Chalk Bucket $38
The new zipper pocket gives plenty of quick storage while 

keeping the contents dust-free, and allowing access in both 

open and closed confi gurations. Now more packable but still 

provides use without tipping, spilling, and wasting of loose 

chalk. Waterproof vinyl shell keeps moisture out. 

Save 10% at kinetikclimbing.com with code: climbingift2018



ADVERTISEMENT

Micro Vario Carbon $199.95
LEKI’s sophisticated, ultralite, super compact, yet 

FULLY functional answer to the growing “folding” 

pole category now features SpeedLock 2 for even 

more weight savings and secure performance. The 

push-button release mechanism allows for quick, easy 

assembly and knock-down to just 15.5". SpeedLock 

2 provides a 20cm adjustment range. With Aergon 

Thermo foam grips and super lightweight carbon shafts, 

these trekking poles will be your constant companion 

and one of your most useful tools on the trail and 

peaks. Includes travel/stow bag. leki.com

The new 
Discoverer AT3™ 
family of tires 
from Cooper Tires.
From the trusted 

name in truck 

tires comes the 

new Discoverer 

AT3™ family of 

tires, designed with superior all-season, all-terrain traction and 

true durability. All three tires are backed by excellent mileage 

warranties, so you can have the confi dence to tackle the road, 

and what lies beyond. us.coopertire.com

Sven Can See Anti-Fog Gel
If you’ve ever worn glasses or goggles outdoors, you know they 

can fog up easily. Sven Can See is an anti-fog, anti-frost solution 

that comes in an easy to apply gel or spray bottle. Sven Can 

See is safe to use on all lens types, including sunglasses, skiing 

goggles, or even diving masks! svencansee.com

The Trailhead
Our newest and most versatile shoe yet, the 

Trailhead is equipped to take on any adventure. 

Designed for the trail but styled for the town, 

this 100% vegan friendly shoe will take you far 

away from the ordinary and be the answer for 

your every move. Receive 15% o�  when you use 

discount code Backpacker15 at lemsshoes.com.



ADVERTISEMENT

Motorola MHC250 Motion + Light 
Sensing Headlamp $49.99
The MHC250 Motion + Light Sensing Headlamp is a high-

performance durable headlamp. The product is designed to 

provide you with the best possible functionality. The Luxeon TX 

White LED technology is geared for optimum ef ectiveness and 

high ei  ciency. The MHC250 has 250 lumens, 361' beam distance, 

3 light modes on the front, 3 light settings for the rear light, up to 

24 hour run time and is an IPX5 waterproof rating. bestbuy.com  

Cobra Chat Tag Rock 
Two-Way Radio $69.99
The Cobra Chat Tag Rock 

two-way radio is our smallest 

walkie talkie to date. This 

small but mighty two-way 

radio is a full functioning 

two-way radio  that is 

compatible with all FRS radios on the market, has voice prompt 

programming for hands-free use, 22 channels for privacy and 

provides a range of up to 12 miles under optimal conditions. This 

Cobra Chat Tag Rock two-way radio also has a built-in microUSB 

port for recharging the battery and up to 10 hours of battery life. 

basspro.com/shop/en/cobra-hands-free-walkie-talkie

Give a Gift of Pure Water: The Roving Blue® O-Pen™, 
the World’s Most Advanced Pocket Water Purifi er
› Purifi es .5L in under 1 minute

›  Dissolves Ozone into water. Ozone is more powerful than 

chlorine, highly ef ective against bacteria, viruses and cysts

› Reverts to Oxygen

› Kills odors, Improves taste

› Weighs 1.8 oz.

Free shipping with code: FREESHIP. rovingblue.com

Organic Cracker N’ Nut 
Butter Snack Bar
Honey Stinger’s not so guilty pleasure 

is organic nut butter and True Source 

Certifi ed honey sandwiched between two 

multigrain crackers sprinkled with sea salt 

then covered in chocolate. Available in 

three delicious fl avors – Peanut Butter 

& Milk Chocolate, Almond Butter & Dark 

Chocolate, and Cashew Butter & Milk 

Chocolate. honeystinger.com 

Make the most of your trail time with the complete line of 

recovery products from Floyd’s of Leadville. Floyd’s transdermal 

cream, supplements and balms help you recover by supporting 

your body’s natural response to infl ammation and stress. Light, 

compact and easy to add to your pack, the extra ounces are 

worth it. FloydsofLeadville.com

fēnix® 5 Plus Series
For athletes and outdoor adventurers, the fēnix® 5 Plus Series 

multisport GPS watches are the high-performance way to beat 

yesterday and bring your maps and music along. These rugged, 

premium-crafted watches feature routable color mapping, wrist-

based heart rate1, storage for up to 500 songs and the Garmin 

Pay™ contactless payment solution2. garmin.com
1See Garmin.com/ataccuracy. 2Available for supported cards from participating banks; contact 
your bank for more information. View current supported country, payment network and issuing 
bank information at Garmin.com/GarminPay. The Bluetooth word mark and logos are registered 
trademarks owned by Bluetooth SIG, Inc. and any use of such marks by Garmin is under license.
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Advent 
Let the crowds have  

the South Island.  
We found a paddling, 

trekking, climbing 
paradise on New 

Zealand’s North Island, 
where the adventure 

density means you  
can do three life-list 

trips in a week.

56PAGE

LOUISA ALBANESE

Plant life swallows the outside world  
in Egmont National Park’s Goblin Forest. 

BACKPACKER

365 Days of

Adventure

J A N U A R Y
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River of Life

Scale a frozen waterfall in Ouray, Colorado. Crawl into a lava tube on Sierra Negra in the Galápagos.
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he tells us that we’re standing on an old battleground: 
A group of Maori warriors lured their enemies into this 
canyon, then rained boulders down on them from above. 
We camp that night in the mowed fields below the Tieke 
Kainga, a Maori marae and ceremonial space, after receiv-
ing a traditional welcome from the hosts.

That evening marks the return of the rains, hammering 
our tents, swelling the class 2 rapids, and muddying the 
waters that will carry us to the takeout at Pipiriki. It’s as if 
the living river stood up to see us off, away from this magi-
cal, hidden place. 

Senior Digital Editor Adam Roy and his partner dubbed 
their canoe The Kraken.
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HE BUSH AROUND the Whanganui River is a 
color study in green. The mosses that begin at 
waterline give way to palm-like mamaku ferns 
that look like frozen fireworks, and then rimu 

trees that drip with long strands of viridian needles. The 
greenery clings to sheer walls, like a slot canyon cross-
bred with a rainforest. It’s dense enough to feel as if the 
Whanganui has ensconced itself in a secret world.

We’re not the only ones to think so. According to Maori 
legend, the first person to navigate the river was the 14th-
century explorer Tamatea-Pokai-Whenua, who crossed 
the sea from Polynesia before paddling his canoe upstream. 
If Tamatea’s ocean voyage left him humbled, the legends 
certainly don’t record it: Upon reaching the mouth of the 
Whanganui on the western shore of the North Island, the 
first thing he did was climb the highest cliff he could find 
and leave a mark of ochre-red paint at the top, just to prove 
he was there. In a dreamscape like this one, it’s important 
to ground yourself in reality. 

As my group paddles downstream on a 55-mile, three-
day section from Whakahoro to Pipiriki, our own real-
ity check f loats just over the gunwales. Fist-size chunks 
of pumice bob along the water, reminders that this river’s 
origin is a volcano named Tongariro . 

In total, the river cuts 180 miles across the North Island 
and occupies a unique place in the country’s lore and land-
scape. The Maori consider it an ancestor and a taonga—
a cultural treasure—and in 2017, the government of New 
Zealand made it the first river to be granted personhood, 
with all the attendant rights and protections. Ninety of its 
miles are also the only riverine member of the country’s 
Great Walks, adventures considered to be the best.

Our guide, Phil, has been paddling the river long enough 
to tease out its secrets. After our first night’s extrava-
gant ice cream dessert at a terraced campsite called John 
Coull Hut, he swings us around the cook shelter to an over-
hang filled with glow worms, shimmering in faint points of 
blue light. Around a bend in the river on our second day, we 
follow him through a  boat-wide break in the gorge. There, 

FEBRUARY

REALLY SEE THE STARS
AOTEA TRACK , GREAT BARRIER ISL AND, NEW ZEAL AND
This International Dark Sky Sanctuary has been designated free of light 
pollution and is managed to stay that way. Far north of the Whanganui 
River, Great Barrier Island uses its isolation to its celestial advantage: It’s 
a 30-minute flight (or 4.5-hour ferry ride) from Auckland, and more than 
half the island is protected as a nature reserve. See the star show on a 
7-mile trek from Green Campsite to Mt. Heale Hut ($15/night; reservations 
required). But the area isn’t all about the nightlife: Add a stop at Kauri Falls 
and soak in Kaitoke Hot Springs. CONTACT doc.govt.nz 
 –Cassandra Majewski

Paddle a wilderness  
waterway with a soul. 

BY ADAM ROY

W HER E NEXT

Do it
Getting there From Whanganui, drive to Whakahoro for 
the put-in. Route Whakahoro to Pipiriki. Spend nights 
at the John Coull Hut and Tieke Kainga. Reservations 
are required for huts between October and April Guide 
Canoe Safaris ($527/person for guided trips or rent for 
$121/person; canoesafaris.co.nz) Season October to 
April Contact doc.govt.nz/whanganuijourney

SEE MORE STARS.

Left: Waterfalls 
of all heights 
and volumes 
pour into the 
river along its 
entire length.

Above: 
The author 
high-fives the 
riverbank.

Snag a soak in Taiwan’s Dawu and Hayouxi Hot Springs.
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The 12-mile Pouakai Crossing contours well below 
Taranaki’s snow-mantled summit, passing through rain-
forest, subalpine scrub, and muddy marshes as it takes in 
the view of the mountain. Or, is supposed to, anyway.

Yesterday, we set out from the Dawson Falls Visitor 
Center to join the Pouakai proper. After a break at Wilkies 
Pools, a cascading series of falls and swimming holes 
joined by natural water slides, we descended into the 
Goblin Forest. So named for its gnarled, moss-bandaged 
trees that loom over the path, and combined with the day’s 
mist, it felt like stepping into a storybook. That was right 
around when the rain started.

By the time we reached Manganui Lodge on our first 

I
T’S BEEN RAINING HARD for 24 hours, but I can’t 
stop looking up. Far above our heads, the runoff takes 
a series of leaps down the mountain’s craggy slopes, 
hanging flumes from every outcropping and creating 

a wonderland of waterfalls. Cascades thunder down all 
around as we step across steep gullies and precipitous rock 
slides. It’s worth every drop that splashes into my collar.

This is why we came to Egmont National Park on New 
Zealand’s North Island—to be surprised. And despite 
being a look-alike for Mt. Fuji, Taranaki, the park’s volca-
nic centerpiece, is still a locals’ mountain. We came to the 
Pouakai Crossing to see the place in solitude—and if soak-
ing in a bit of a rain is the price, so be it. 

Score the North Island’s best scenery  per mile 
on the Pouakai Crossing. 

BY ELI BERNSTEIN

NZ ACTION
Watch the editors 
trek and paddle 
their way across 
the North Island 
at backpacker
.com/NZvideo.

Crossing Guard
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revealing Taranaki from forested base to ice-covered 
summit, bathing the tussock around the pool in golden 
light. All we can do is cheer.

Associate Gear Editor Eli Bernstein was the only one to 
finish the trek with dry feet.
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night, clouds had snuffed out the earlier break-through 
sunshine, dumping inch after inch of wind-revved rain. 

But when dawn grayed the horizon, we stepped over the 
small pond that formed at the hut’s doorstep and into a 
world that seemed more water than air. We weren’t on the 
trail long when we saw the first sheets of water crashing 
onto the footpath. For the next six hours we went in, out, 
over, and under the waterfalls, while clouds ripped past, 
revealing and swallowing the cliffy terrain. By the time we 
arrive at Holly Hut, a wooden shelter with bunks and a fire-
place, we’re as dazzled as we are drenched.

The final day brings a short side trip to 102-foot-high 
Bells Falls, the tallest in the park, and a crossing of the 
Ahukawakawa Swamp, where we fight through deep mud. 
This section of the hike should offer that glory shot of Mt. 
Taranaki, but the clouds still keep it hidden. With only one 
morning left, we head to bed at Pouakai Hut hoping the 
weather might relent in the morning.

Of course, it doesn’t, but we’re willing to trade a little 
sweat for the chance to see the view that’s eluded us. We 
aren’t at Pouakai Tarn long before the gloom finally lifts, 

Clockwise from 
left: After days 
of rain, Mt. 
Taranaki reveals 
itself. Runof 
turned gullies 
into games 
of hopscotch. 
Botany runs 
amok in the 
Goblin Forest.

do it
Getting there From Auckland, fly to New Plymouth 
and hire a car to Egmont National Park. Route Egmont 
National Park Visitor Center to Holly Hut. Huts are 
first-come, first-serve, but you need Backcountry Hut 
Tickets to use them. Manganui Lodge is $30/person per 
night (skitaranki.co.nz) or stay in the public shelter next 
door (free). Season October to April Guide Top Guides 
($195/person, four-person minimum; topguides.co.nz) 
Contact bit.do/pouakai
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solid snow. We strap on our crampons. The steel bites.  
“We’ll just give it a nudge, eh?” Greg says again. We nod and 
ascend as the color vanishes beneath our feet. 

Time passes in this white room as we push up the 
45-degree slope, until the wind gives a gasp, and Taranaki 
lifts his veil. For an instant, we can see the flank of the vol-
cano dropping away beneath us and the green skin of the 
island stretching all the way to the sea. In another exhale of 
fog, the view is gone, but Taranaki draws us onward. 

Then suddenly, the slope steepens and we rope up for 
the last push to the lip of the crater, a bowl plastered with 
rime ice, shining white in the gusts of fractured sunlight. 
Descending into it is like walking into the basin of a snow 
globe. The Shark’s Tooth, a massive pyramid of cauli-
f lower ice, looms above us. We start our upward spiral 
around it to reach the true summit, labored breathing 
drowned by the wind. 

This is the last stretch. We’re on our way to meet a moun-
tain. We’re on our way to meet a god. 

We skip the summit block itself (the Maori consider 
Taranaki a person, and to stand on the tip of his head is 
disrespectful), but a nearby hunk of piled rime rises above 
the summit rock, and it’s there we finally stop. Below us, 
the wind fights with itself on the slopes, leaving the air 
around us calm. Silent. It’s not hard to feel we’re some-
where sacred. 

For a moment, the sun shines; the mountain has paused 
his grief long enough to allow us our elation. And unlike 
on other climbs I’ve done, I don’t feel like I conquered this 
peak. Instead I’m a guest, drawn to this spot by an exiled 
god. And that’s an invitation you can’t pass up.  

Mt. Taranaki is the first deity that Associate Skills 
Editor Corey Buhay has ever climbed. 

W
HEN THE WIND hits the ancient tow-rope 
of the Manganui Ski Area, it screams. It’s 
cool inside the lodge, which is lit only by 
the muffled, watery sunlight that makes its 

way through the bank of fog outside. We watch the cloud’s 
ragged hem through the high windows as it rises and falls 
on the slope like an ocean tide. Tomorrow, we’re to climb a 
vertical mile up a mountain we’ve yet to see.

Mt. Taranaki, an 8,261-foot dormant volcano, stands 
at the heart of Egmont National Park. According to Maori 
legend, the volcano is a once-mighty god, who fought nearby 
Mt. Tongariro for the heart of the beautiful Mt. Pihanga and 
lost. As a result, he was banished to the west where he now 
stands alone by the sea. To this day, Taranaki’s face is often 
hidden in clouds, veiling the tears he still sheds for his lost 
love. On the eve of our ascent, his grief is hard to ignore.   

Summiting Taranaki in the rainy season is no easy feat, a 
fact that Greg, our guide, gently emphasizes as my climbing 
partner Casey and I stare out the window. Most hikers bag 
the peak via the mellow Northern Summit Route between 
February and mid-April, when the slopes are snow-free. 
But make a bid in shoulder season, and there’s a good 
chance you’ll be alone with the mourning mountain, look-
ing down on the park from his crown.

That’s our plan. Or at least, it was. Now, the issue isn’t the 
clammy air, or the predicted 40-mph gusts. Greg’s concern 
is the 6-plus inches of rain that have fallen over the last few 
days; he’s worried about avalanches. 

“I suppose we can wake up early, head up to the moun-
tain, and just give it a nudge,” Greg says. “And we’ll continue 
only so long as the mountain is drawing us onward.”

Kiwis are famous for sandbagging, but it sounds good. 
We go to sleep, and in the morning, the fog has receded a 
few hundred feet, and the sun is fighting through. We gear 
up and hit the track, a little-used path up Curtis Ridge on 
the east side of the mountain, which we expect will be more 
sheltered from the forecasted winds and rain. Our foot-
steps leave depressions in the thick moss, which springs up 
behind us to erase all signs of our passing. 

After about half a mile, the path grows steep, and the 
wind starts to howl. 

The weather of an island volcano is a peculiar thing. 
Unlike mountain ranges, which form a wall against oncom-
ing weather, solitary volcanos merely stand like boulders 
amid rapids. As we claw our way up the exposed ridge, fog 
streaks clockwise above us and counterclockwise below us. 
We ascend through it, passing waves of tufted ochre grass 
and fins of black andesite. 

We decide to ta g Fa nt ha ms Pea k, a consolation 
summit on Tarana ki’s southern shoulder. But as we 
approach it, our boots hit snow. Miraculously f irm, 

Above: The 
author steadies 
herself against 
40-mph gusts on 
Curtis Ridge. 

Below: The 
Shark’s Tooth 
collects a sheath 
of rime ice near 
Taranaki’s 
summit.

Rise through rainforest to come face to face with a Maori god. 
BY COREY BUHAY

Embrace the Invisible

do it
Getting there Start at the Dawson Falls Visitor Center. 
Route Connect the Ridge Loop Track to the Manganui 
Gorge Track and stay the night at Manganui Lodge ($30 
/person per night; skitaranaki.co.nz). Next day, hike 
north from the lodge to ascend 2.8 miles to the summit 
via the Northern Summit Route. Descend by connect-
ing the Southern Summit Route with the Fanthams Peak 
Track. Season February to April Guide Top Guides 
($325/person for a group of eight, $585/person for 
groups of one or two in snow-free conditions; topguides 
.co.nz) Contact bit.do/climb-taranaki Trip & Travel Info 
newzealand.com



Nepal’s Great 
Himalaya Trail 

combines hiking  
and mountaineering  

to reach some of  
the country’s most 

remote regions.

BY WIEBKE NEDEL

64PAGE

WIE B K E N E DE L

Approaching Sherpani Col: The going is slow  
when you’re above 20,000 feet.
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DAY 45, WEST COL, EASTERN NEPAL:  

I was hanging on a rope, the front spikes of 
both crampons rammed into a wall of blue 
ice. I had already descended more than 100 
feet from the pass, but the conditions were 
forcing us to retreat. I had to climb back up.

Nothing is easy at 20,000 feet, but 
this seemed impossible. My calves trem-
bled like a sewing machine, while snow 
swirled around my goggles. I had no ice 
a xe, just a jumar to grip the rope as I 
hauled myself up, kicking one foot after 
another into the ice. 

I had been moving for 11 hours straight 
at this point, and I had never been more 
exhausted or more focused. But lower 
down on the mountain, a member of our 
expedition had just been killed by rockfall, 
and safety was above, not below. 

W
HEN I STARTED T HIS  
1 ,056 -m i le t rek a cross 
N e p a l  o n  t h e  G r e a t 
Himalaya Trail, in early 

2018, it was my dream come true. Since the 
GHT was established in 2011, only about 
30 people have completed the east-west 
traverse of the high route (there’s an easier 
low route). I was about one third of the way 
to joining them, crossing from the Makalu 
area into the Everest region, when I found 
myself inching back up that wall of ice. 

I had known there’d be risks. Climbing 
in the Himalaya, crossing glaciers and 
high passes, and depending on the weather 
for a little bit of luck invites danger that no 
expertise, no team of accomplished guides, 
no high-tech gear, and no level of fitness 
can ever totally eliminate. As my Nepali 
friends say: “The gods reside in the highest 
mountains and only they know when your 
time has come.”

But it’s one thing to be told, and another 
to experience. While I was heading down-
ward just minutes before, eight of our 
group had already reached the bottom of 
the pass ahead of the main party. There, 
the weather changed fast, causing ava-
lanches of rock and snow. A boulder tum-
bled down the slope, gathering speed, and 
no one had time to react. The rock struck  
Khem, the expedition’s head cook,  killing 
him instantly. 

The others in his party were OK, but 
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conditions below the pass were deteriorating. And since 
most of our team and equipment were still up on West Col, 
our guide decided it was safest for everyone to spend the 
night together on top, at an elevation above 20,100 feet.

On the pass, we took shelter from the wind in the 
kitchen tent, and I cried when I saw the shock and watery 
eyes of our assistant cook Ramesh, who had worked 
alongside Khem for 15 years. I helped clean the wound of 
a porter with a minor injury and poured hot tea for others 
who were shivering. In the aftermath of the accident, 
Satish Man Pati, the lead guide, quickly made a plan for 
recovering Khem’s body and getting the team off the 
mountain the next day. 

The accident affected a ll of us—and even now, six 
mont hs later, I ca n’t sta r t a stor y about t he Great 

Himalaya Trail without first thinking of Khem. He was 
doing what he loved—working and living in the moun-
tains—but that’s small consolation to those left behind.

I 
FIRST HEARD OF the Great Himalaya Trail in 2014, 
during a seven-week sojourn through the Himalaya. 
It’s the longest and highest alpine trekking route in the 
world, stretching more than 3,000 miles from Bhutan 

to Pakistan. I was immediately drawn to the Nepali section 
because I’d already fallen in love with country. The idea of 
being in the mountains for five months—trekking every 
day, crossing the highest ridges in Nepal, and sleeping in a 
tent every night—ignited something in me. 

That year, I also met Satish, an accomplished moun-
taineer and the owner of Nireka Adventures, an outfitter 
based in Kathmandu. We stayed in touch, talking about the 
Great Himalaya Trail, and after Satish summited Everest 
in 2016, he agreed that guiding the GHT would be his next 
big challenge. Organizing an expedition across Nepal’s 
most remote regions would be a bigger logistical job than 
Everest, but he was confident he could do it. All he needed 
was clients. I signed up without hesitation.  

We launched our journey in March 2018, traveling east to 
west. The route is divided into seven sections; some require 
technical mountaineering and some are so remote that only 
local guides know the way across the glaciers and through 
the forests. Though I would end up being the only trekker to 
do the whole five-month journey, 20 people from five coun-
tries joined us on different sections at various times. 

MARCH

Clockwise from 
top left: Lhonak 
Camp in the 
Kanchenjunga 
Valley, section 
1; the author 
(right) and head 
guide Satish 
Man Pati enjoy 
cofee service; 
terraced fields 
around a village 
in the GHT’s 
final section in 
western Nepal. 

Hike California’s 37-mile Trans-Catalina Trail. See ancient shrines on Japan’s Miyajima island.
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The whole endeavor involved crossing 22 passes, 
including 15 above 16,000 feet and two above 20,000 feet. 
Every time we traversed a high pass, we prayed to the gods 
and left prayer f lags behind. We visited monasteries and 
received blessings from the lamas for the climbs ahead. 
Among the guides and staff, there was a constant aware-
ness of the dangers and the fact that we are not entirely in 
control—which is why, after the initial shock and griev-
ing, the team quickly came to peace with Khem’s death. 
(Satish later created a fund for Khem’s wife and two sons 
to provide for them in the future.)

But there was no suggestion of ending the journey. I had 
spent enough time with Nepalis to know that they take 
the biggest hardships in stride. No river is too wide to 
cross, no mountain pass too high to climb, no school too far 
to walk to. In the Himalaya, people live with risk in a way 
that outsiders don’t always understand. 

DAY 133, RARA LAKE, WESTERN NEPAL: Our mules 
ran away. Just two weeks from the finish and the expe-
dition came to a halt because of the wayward animals. 
Kale, the strongest of the mules and a bit of a rebel, disap-
peared first. Then two others followed. And while Sudip, 
the mule driver, was out looking for them, climbing all 
the way back up a 13,000-foot pass we’d already crossed, 
the remaining four mules escaped as well. Since we 
couldn’t go on without them, our journey came to a halt. 
All thanks to Kale. 

Rara Lake is surrounded by dense pine forests, with  
pocket meadows spread throughout. Sudip was hoping 
he’d find the missing mules grazing in one of these fields, 
but no such luck. Still, he didn’t give up. The mules were 
his livelihood, his pride, and his future. It took two days 
and at least 50 miles of walking, but he finally found the 
rogue animals. 

The journey continued, and the great mule mutiny 
became part of our story. Throughout those five months, 
we faced small and big challenges, heart-warming and 
heart-wrenching ones. We felt lucky when we happened 
upon a traditional Tibetan wedding in a village at the 
foot of the Kanchenjunga glacial valley in eastern Nepal. 
When leeches attacked us in the jungle, we suffered itchy, 
bloody legs for days afterward. We enjoyed views of gla-
ciers in the morning light, of alpenglow on the peaks, of 
langur monkeys watching our every move.

I lea rned a lot about technica l a lpine travel a nd 
Himalayan geography, but more than anything else, I 
learned about the Nepali people. Over a thousand miles, I 
walked through countless villages clinging to the steep-
est  slopes, with terraced grain fields carved into the moun-
tainsides. I saw the effort that goes into cultivating these 
vertical crops: the plowing, sowing, weeding, and harvest-
ing. I saw that no object is too heavy to carry up to a village 
in need, even if it’s a hospital bed for a village that does not 
have a doctor or a nurse. Nepalis are people who can envi-
sion the impossible and then tackle it.

I learned that we limit ourselves; it’s not our circum-
stances that limit us. And I learned that when you live 
among the world’s highest mountains, you understand that  
avalanches can occur at any time, and you accept it. 

Someday I will return to the Great Himalaya Trail and 
cross the West Col again, in Khem’s memory. It will remind 
me that life is an adventure, and adventure is never per-
fectly safe. And it shouldn’t be.   

Wiebke Nedel lives in South Africa, but has spent much 
of the last four years in Nepal. She is a guide herself, 
and uses the wilderness as both tool and teacher. Since 
2017, she’s been running social immersion programs in 
Nepal with Nireka Adventures.  

GO COASTAL
FISHERMEN’S TRAIL,  ROTA VICENTINA, PORTUGAL
If you’re afraid of heights, this one’s not for you. The trail on this 56-mile 
section of Portugal’s Rota Vicentina is often narrow, hugging cliffs with 
sheer dropoffs. (Did we mention the unstable sand?) Sure, each step’s a 
slight risk, but keep a safe distance from the edge and the views across the 
ocean and up and down the coast are more than worth it. Start easy, on the 
beaches at Porto Covo, before exploring more difficult terrain as you head 
south to finish in Rogil. Extend your trek with any of the four optional cir-
cuits nearby. Camping is only allowed at designated campsites; book in 
advance. CONTACT rotavicentina.com/fishermens –Cassandra Majewski

W HER E NEXT

do it
Getting there Fly to Kathmandu. Logistics will vary 
depending on your route. Season February to end of July 
for the whole traverse Permit Required; if you don’t use 
an outfitter like Nireka, you’ll need to research permits 
for each section. Route The 1,056-mile journey con-
nects Kanchenjunga in the east with Hilsa in the west. 
It’s a network of trails, not a precise path. There’s a low 
route (nontechnical) and a high route (mountaineering 
required). Guide Nireka Adventures is one of the only 
outfitters to successfully guide the whole GHT across 
Nepal ($28,450 for the entire GHT; sections range from 
$2,830 to $5,450; nirekaadventures.com). Contacts 
nepalimmigration.gov.np; greathimalayatrail.com

APRIL
Spy migrating gray whales from Cape Lookout State Park, Oregon. HIKE A WILD COAST IN PORTUGAL.



On a packrafting trip  
in Alaska’s Wrangell- 

St. Elias National 
Park and Preserve, 

our scout finds 
what lies behind the 
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landscape—and her  

own past.

BY LOUISA ALBANESE

68PAGE

LOUISA ALBANESE

The edge  

Packrafts make it easy to explore icebergs in 
the Nizina River.
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I
S IT 4 P.M.? Or maybe 8? As I traverse the moraine 
that leads back to camp, Alaska’s endless summer 
sunshine gives me chronological vertigo. To steady 
my mind I begin an audit of the day’s events: a bush 

plane ride past mile-high cliffs, packrafting across a gla-
cial lake studded with icebergs, six grizzy sightings, one 
30-foot leap into freezing water, one calving iceberg, a tur-
quoise alpine lake, and (so far) three hours of “golden hour.” 

It’s the first day of a paddling trip in Wrangell-St. Elias 
National Park and Preserve, on my first trip to Alaska. 
And the sunlight—19 hours of it a day in late June—
isn’t the only thing I find disorienting. Even as grizzlies 
and icebergs and midnight sunsets come and go, I feel 
haunted. I know if ghosts exist, I’ll find my father’s here.

  

M
Y DAD WAS stationed in Anchorage when 
he served in the Air Force in the 1970s. As a 
child, I was unimpressed by his nostalgia for 
memories that struck me as absurdly grim, 

like spending months of darkness and isolation in a cabin 
with doors on each of the four walls because of the like-
lihood that three might become inoperable due to snow-
drifts. Whenever his temper flared, which was often—over 
anything from politics to the car not starting—he’d declare, 
“I think it’s time to move back to Alaska.” I took this state-
ment as a personal threat. On more than one occasion, it 
left me in tears. When you grow up making regular trips to 
visit extended family in the Caribbean, the idea that anyone 
might prefer a barren, snow-covered hellscape to warm, 
sugary sand is beyond comprehension. 

My dad died a few years ago, and like many losses, this 
one left me with questions and regrets. Our relationship 
had been tense and complicated. My sisters insisted that 
we clashed because we were so similar, but I refused to 
believe we were anything but opposites. The only thing 
we shared was a zeal for adventure, but even that, he’d 
turn into a competition. Whatever I set my mind to, he’d 
done it better, farther, with more pizazz.

As a young adult, I went rock climbing for the first 

Above: Paddling 
the Nizina River, 
protected by dry 
suits and closed-
deck packrafts

Right: a long-
lost,  1971 picture  
corroborating 
the ice-racing 
stories the 
author’s father 
told
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Trek Peru’s Huayhuash Circuit. Climb Mt. Olympus in Greece.
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time. When I started to tell him about it, he interrupted 
with a story about his own ascents of Yosemite’s granite. I 
couldn’t mention the time I’d spent trekking in Guatemala  
without my dad recollecting the jungles of Vietnam. At 
best, these exchanges annoyed me. At worst, we argued 
until we stopped speaking.

Somewhere along the way, I began to suspect his sto-
ries were exaggerated truths or even shameless fiction. A 
detective, a decorated war hero, a helicopter engineer, a 
motorcycle-riding competitive sharp shooter who would 
race his Fiat on the frozen lakes of Alaska—how could all 
these things describe the man I’d grown up with? The dad I 
knew shoveled coal for a living, never finished college, and 
was overweight and out of shape. By the time I was 20, the 
idea of him climbing in Yosemite began to seem as fanciful 
to me as if he’d claimed to have wrestled an Alaskan grizzly. 

In early June last summer, as I was rummaging through 
some boxes in my garage, I found an envelope marked with 
his familiar, perfect penmanship: “Alaska.” It was full of 
slides. I carefully held up picture after picture to the f lu-
orescent lighting and recognized a boyish version of my 
father smiling beside a snow-covered cabin, and images 
of cars racing on ice. Hot shame prickled my neck, and I 
could hardly see through my sudden tears as I slumped to 
the concrete floor. Where had these slides been during my 
childhood? I longed to confess to him that I’d been wrong, 
to ask for forgiveness. But it was too late for that. Instead, I 
hung the slides in my office—an act of contrition. 

But fate would not be satisfied with my silent offering. 
The day after I discovered the slides, I was invited to go 
packrafting in the Last Frontier. In my mind, I could see my 
dad grinning at the irony. Despite my lifelong resistance to 
going anywhere cold, I understood that I owed my dad this 
belated act of allegiance. 

  

A
FTE R AN E IG HT- HOU R  d r ive ea st f rom 
Anchorage, our group of 10 arrived in McCarthy, 
the historic mining-era town that now serves as 
the gateway to Wrangell-St. Elias. It was the end 

of June, and the weather was sunny and 70°F—a soft land-
ing by Alaska standards.

We spent two days in McCarthy learning the basics of 
whitewater packrafting before our three-day, 45-mile trip 
in Alaska’s largest national park. Our plan: paddle across 
Nizina Lake to connect with the Nizina River, then navigate 
the class III rapids through the heart of the Wrangell Range.

But Alaska has a way of making you second guess even 
the most well-planned trips. Standing on the edge of the 
black waters of Nizina Lake as our bush plane buzzed 
away, I felt doubt seep into the pit of my stomach. We were 
now deep in the Alaskan wilderness, where the conse-
quences of any error would be magnified. Was I in over my 
head, trying yet again to outdo my dad? 

That morning, we paddled for two hours through a quiet 
as pervasive as the silence in a cathedral. The lake was a 
maze of icebergs, and for lunch, we stopped to explore one 
on foot. The ’berg was bigger than a luxury yacht, and it con-
cealed a perfectly circular cave, the thinning ice reflecting 
a brilliant blue bowl. Nearby, we found a 30-foot cliff above 
the frigid water, and others started jumping in. The leap was 
way out of my comfort zone, but I could feel my dad looking 
on and knew I had to do it. Plunging beneath the surface was 
a shock—even in a dry suit you feel the cold. The baptism in 
glacial water reminded me that I wasn’t here to compete; I 
was here to surrender. 

After another two hours on the water, we pulled ashore 
and made camp a few hundred feet from the rocky beach. 
We’d barely finished setting up when one of the guides 
calmly mentioned that we “had a visitor.” A lone male griz-
zly was marching along a ridge 500 yards away. Even at this 

PIONEER A NEW TRAIL
VIA DINARICA, BALK ANS
This 800-mile route from Slovenia to Albania touches the highest peaks in 
all the Balkan countries. It’s still in development, but much of it is  
walkable, including one of the best sections, in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
Traversing ridges, canyons, and fields, this 205-mile stretch bottoms out in 
a 5,200-foot-deep canyon, and serves up a multisport adventure of white-
water rafting on the Neretva River and caving in Vjetrenica (also fun: ask for 
a taste of rakija, the local fruit brandy, in any village). Stay at huts along the 
way, like the Vilinac Mountain Hut, the highest on the trail at 6,400 feet.  
Do it: Pick up the White Trail at Prisika, on the western border with Croatia, 
and head east. CONTACT viadinarica.com –Cassandra Majewski

W HER E NEXT

Trek the GR20, a 124-mile trail across Corsica, when it’s less-crowded.HIKE THE BALKANS.

JUNE
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onto the beach. Ice chunks the size of boulders wash up all 
around us, and we run between them, squealing like kids at 
summer camp. It’s 2 a.m. before the ice show quiets, and no 
one is the least bit tired—another gift from Alaska. 

The next day, we paddle down a braided, silt-filled 
river, ready for anything. The sound of the water splash-
ing against my boat provides a soothing rhythm, and my 
thoughts bubble along like the waves. 

In a way, both my dad and I were right about Alaska. It’s 
as captivating as it is unforgiving. But it’s also the gift he 
always tried to convey: His stories were never meant as a 
challenge, but an invitation. There in my boat, heading into 
the wildest country I’ve ever been, I cry. I cry for myself, 
knowing I’ll never get to tell him that I finally traveled here. 
I cry for him, that it took his daughter 35 years to see him as 
he truly was. And I cry for my own two kids, who will now 
have to endure my own tales of magical Alaska.   

Louisa Albanese is the Photo Editor and Staf  Photog-
rapher at BACKPACKER, and she will probably not be 
jumping into any more glacial lakes.

distance his size was impressive, and he paced back and 
forth as if to make sure we knew whose turf we were on. 
Then a biting crack broke the stillness and a hunk of ice the 
size of a school bus fell from the glacier two football fields 
away. A spontaneous cheer rose from the beach. “Alaska is 
really showing off for you guys!” our guide laughed. Nope, I 
thought, this wasn’t Alaska’s doing. This was my dad. 

Or maybe I was giving his ghostly presence too much 
power. I drifted away from the group to think, which is 
when I get confused about the time. Is it 4 p.m. or 8 p.m.? 
It’s actually close to 9. 

Seeing Alaska in all its wild reality, I realize that my 
dad’s descriptions were actua lly modest—there’s no 
exaggerating this place. Maybe he wasn’t showboating—
Alaska just made a big impression on him. Maybe he’d 
only wanted my admiration, my approval, or just my love. 
These kinds of questions began moments after he died. 
Before I’d even left the hospital parking lot, my mind, as if 
acting on its own, began to pardon each injustice. Was my 
dad really as difficult as I remember? I realize I need to let 
go of the uncertainty, just like I need to give up checking 
the unreliable numbers on the clock.     

That night, a single lonely star appears in the semi-dark-
ness. For hours, fragments of ice the size of three-story 
buildings fracture from the glacier as if detonated. They 
splash into the water and send 3-foot-tall waves crashing 

Clockwise from 
top right: Route 
planning on 
day two; blocks 
of ice washed 
ashore after a 
glacier calved 
into the water; 
exploring Nizina 
Lake’s shoreline 
on a 3-mile hike.

ALASKA LIVE
See a gallery of 
the whole trip 
and a video of 
glaciers calving 
at backpacker
.com/wrangell.

Do it
Getting there Fly into Anchorage and drive or shuttle 
to McCarthy. Season June to August Permit None 
Route The Nizina River is referred to by the National 
Park Service as a “class III river with class V conse-
quences.” Expert paddlers can do this route DIY (go 
to backpacker.com/nizina for details), but a guide is 
highly recommended. Guide Kennicott Wilderness 
Guides ($1,600/person for a group of four for a three-
day trip, includes bush plane flights and all gear; kenn-
icottguides.com) Contact nps.gov/wrst
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710 10th Street Unit 200
Golden CO 80401

303-996-2759
for more information visit: 
www.ContinentalDivideTrail.org/ENO
OFFER EXPIRES 12/31/18

Make a gift of $250 or more and receive a 

FREE 
Doublenest Hammock 
and a

FREE 1-year subscription to

This season, support the Divide that unites us.
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On British Columbia’s 
remote west coast, 

countless animals—
and the occasional 

kayaker—thrive 
in the Great Bear 

Rainforest. 

BY TED ALVAREZ
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TEG R A STON E N U E SS

The author paddles around a collection of small 
islands called the Serpent Group.  
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I
T RAINS 262 INCHES  a yea r in the Great Bea r 
Rainforest—that’s 22 feet, roughly the height of a 
giraffe. It rains for whole days and whole months, in 
mists and fogs and drizzles and spits and downpours. 

It comes in hurricanes spun off like angry orphans from 
Hawaiian Pineapple Expresses and Siberian Southwesters. 
A proper atmospheric tantrum can uproot and polish a 
Sitka spruce into a 200-foot-long toothpick. Sometimes it 
rains 356 days out of the year. 

Lies, I now suspect. At minimum, I’m convinced it’s 
a clever smokescreen to keep hordes away from a hidden 
tropical paradise, a bit of local hokum meant to keep 
Sandals Resort from setting up a far-north outpost. If 
the “scientists” are right, my five straight cloudless days 
of kayaking through Caribbean-blue inlets to ivory-sand 
beaches means I’ve taken almost all the sunshine for the 
year in one mid-August gulp. I have to dive into the 55°F 
water to remember I’m not in Bermuda. 

But my guides are impressively committed to keep-
ing the tall tales alive. “Really, this isn’t normal,” one says. 
“They usually call it ‘Fogust’ around here.” 

On every wilderness trip, it’s important to be prepared 
for unexpected conditions. But somehow I forgot to pack 
extra sunscreen. 

I
’VE LONG BEEN DRAWN  to the centra l British 
Columbia coast, a nameless stretch of wild between 
Vancouver Island and Alaska. On a topo map, the maze 
of veiny passages and dense peaks looks like crinkled 

aluminum foil. The region harbors a particularly huge, par-
ticularly dense patch of temperate rainforest—the largest 
remaining swath in the world. Roughly the size of Ireland 
and twice as green, this mossy Amazon is home to only 
about 20,000 people—and lots and lots of animals. A pro-
fusion of grizzly bears, crab-eating wolves, cougars, eagles, 
and other wildlife live in densities higher here than almost 
anywhere else. Most otherworldly is the Kermode bear: a 
rare, white-furred version of a black bear also known as a 
‘spirit bear.’ Between 100 and 400 live only here. 

That’s just the life above the surface. Below, some of the 
fastest, most powerful tides in the world firehose nutrients 
into the waiting mouths of sea anemones, mussels, clams, 
scallops, sea stars, octopi, and fish. Whales and sea otters 
and seals make frequent appearances. There are too many 
things under the sea to name, but it’s hard to argue that 
anything is more important than salmon. There can be as 
many as 22 million sockeye in a single spawning season, 
feeding everything from human beings to 9,000-pound 
orcas. Inland, bears leave the fish carcasses in the forest, 
fueling giant, 1,000-year-old trees with nitrogen.

This all sounds like a classic pristine wilderness, but, 
in fact, the Great Bear Rainforest has been inhabited for 
a very long time. In 2015, scientists discovered ancient 
footprints buried in the sand of Calvert Island, detailed 
enough to make out arches and toes. They carbon-dated 
those footprints to 13,000 years ago—among the oldest in 
North America. The discovery helped resolve a longstand-
ing archaeological mystery: Scientists had wondered how 
human beings had crossed ice-plastered Canada after 
entering the continent via the Bering Land Bridge. These 

JULY

Landing on a 
hidden beach in the 

Serpent Group
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footprints showed that they’d hugged the coast, where the 
Great Bear remained ice-free, sustaining southbound early 
humans with its ecological bounty and temperate climes. 
And it appears some of them discovered what I had—that 
a sunny day here is worth 40 elsewhere—and their descen-
dants became the Heiltsuk Nation, who still live here today. 

In the inter vening centuries, the reg ion’s wea lth 
didn’t go unnoticed by logging, fishing, and other extrac-
tive interests. But in 2016, a movement led by Canada’s 
First Nations and environmentalists succeeded in con-
vincing the British Columbian government to protect 
85 percent of the Great Bear Rainforest. Because of that 
effort, exploring the Great Bear still means seeing North 
America as the very first immigrants did. 

There’s really only one way to trace that journey, and 
that’s by water. That’s what I’m doing in August, on a 
weeklong journey with Spirit of the West Adventures, a 
Vancouver Island-based outfitter. Thick clouds follow us 
on the water taxi from the outpost of Bella Bella, a First 
Nations town where I count seven bald eagles fighting 12 
ravens for rotting salmon on the rocks by the dock.

The co-captain of our water taxi is a burly Heiltsuk 
named Russell Windsor, who wears a bright-red sweat-
shirt, f lip-f lops, and shorts. “Welcome to the Heiltsuk 
Nation,” he booms. “Two things to know: no fish farms, 
and no pipelines.” This is a point of pride for the Heiltsuk: 
For the entirety of their history, they’ve had to fight to 
protect the spoils of their land, first from Haida raiders, 

then colonists, then industrialists. The establishment of 
the Great Bear Rainforest and the foiling of the Enbridge 
pipeline and its millions of gallons of tar-sands oil are the 
latest victories.

The water taxi deposits me on Snipe Island with 10 other 
guests and hundreds of pounds of gear and food. The clouds 
have evaporated and a late afternoon sun bathes our camp 
in golden light. “I’ve led trips here and had 10 straight days 
of rain,” says Daniel Nammour, our tall, blonde guide from 
Texas who writes Western film scripts on the side. “Doesn’t 
matter. It’s still my favorite place on Earth.”  

We sink our feet into sand the color and texture of vanilla 
bean ice cream. A miscommunication means we’re one 
tent short, so I tarp it al fresco on a lonely stretch of beach 
and hope to see the Pleiades meteor shower, which peaks 
tonight. Black clouds roll in to blot out the stars, but when I 
look down, my footsteps sparkle: Bioluminescent plankton 
must have washed in with the last high tide. Our group of 
fit, adventurous retirees has already gone to bed, but I stay 
up late skipping, tracing words in the glowing sand, and 
dancing in my own private “Billie Jean” music video.     

It doesn’t take long for the wildlife to come say hello. 
Our first day of proper paddling takes us through fields 
of kelp and eelgrass fringing a bony, driftwood-choked 
coast. About the time we tire of counting bald eagles, Leah 
Chandler, Daniel’s colleague, spots a sea lion cruising under 
our boats. It bursts out of the water about a foot away. I can 
see the hulking pinniped’s eyes go cartoon-character wide 
as it startles and abruptly somersaults away with a splash.

After five hours on the water, we pull up to camp number 
two at the north end of Goose Island, near a dilapidated 
longhouse with a fire pit. Heiltsuk kids gather here for youth 
camps, exploring the island’s 1,000-year-old bent cedars 
and huckleberry thickets to reconnect with their land.

Fresh wolf tracks freckle the beach. When a dead sea lion 
washes up about 25 yards from my tarp, Daniel goes into 
naturalist mode to explain that wolves here rely on dead 
things to survive, and that naturally makes them curious 
about anything lying on the beach. “Don’t be surprised if 
they come by to tug at the foot of your sleeping bag,” he says. 
He bids us goodnight, and I wonder if he’s joking—about the 
wolves, the rain, everything.

I 
AWAKE WITH all my toes, and after breaking camp 
we drag our boats into the ocean. We cluster together 
to cross Golby Passage, an open-water channel dotted 
with hidden, wave-making rocks called “boomers.” 

We’re surrounded by fog, but the sun follows us above like a 
spotlight and the fog burns off by the time we reach a set of 
tiny islands where buoyant sea otters pinball between mats 
of brown-green kelp. Below, rockfish dart in the blue-green 
canyons, and jellyfish with bells the size of beach balls drift  
between streamers of bull kelp. 

The water shallows and clears until I’m looking at a 
reef as if through glass. Crabs and sculpins skitter under 
my paddle as we pull ashore in low tide, and jaws drop at 
tonight’s camp: A white-sand beach extends in an isth-
mus to a smattering of tiny, RV-size islands mohawked 
with wind-bent evergreens. If you ignored the snowy 
peaks in the far distance, you could mistake this for 

TAKE A SNEAK ROUTE
BILL PUTNAM HUT, BRITISH COLUMBIA, CANADA
In winter, backcountry skiers covet Bill Putnam Hut so much that it requires a 
lottery system. But in summer, beds at the 20-person hut are easier to book, 
and the hiking and climbing in the Selkirk Mountains will make you want 
to stay a while. Most visitors assume you have to reach the remote hut via 
an expensive helicopter shuttle, but there’s a low-budget option: the Swan 
Creek Trail. From Golden, it’s about 70 miles to the trailhead, at least 40 
miles of which is on a gravel road (get details at the website below). You’ll 
have to walk a 2-mile logging road to reach the Swan Lake Trail, and then 
it’s about a seven-hour hike to reach the hut. Reservation required: $40 per 
night. CONTACT alpineclubofcanada.ca  –Cassandra Majewski

W HER E NEXT

31

AUGUST
Camp in a crater on Guatemala’s 13,045-foot Acatenango.GO DEEP.
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Turks and Caicos. We spend the afternoon doing what 
comes naturally: tanning, swimming, reading.  

Vacation ends the next day on 12 or so nautical miles 
of paddling to Superstition Point. The tropical weather 
holds, but the group fractures under the grueling distance. 
Everyone is struggling, and photographer Tegra Nuess 
gives voice to the mood. “I think I hate kayaking,” she says. 
“I’m not getting stronger—I’m getting tendonitis.”

We lunch (and recover) near a historic Heiltsuk beach. 
In fact, almost all the few-and-far-between landing spots 
on this rocky coast are traditional First Nations sites, 
with an abundance of archaeological remains. The hills 
around this beach are actually midden piles (centuries of 
clam shells and prehistoric garbage, basically). We snack 
on salmon salad sandwiches and pick briny sea aspar-
agus from the ground. As wild and empty as this place 
looks, nearly everywhere we step is a native garden, every 
channel we paddle is a buffet table for an ancient way of 
life that still persists. This abundance fuels the potlatch, 
a massive traditional feast and elaborate gift-giving cer-
emony historically used to celebrate seasonal transi-
tions, mark special occasions, and even resolve disputes. 
Basically, if you were feuding with your neighbors, you 
might saddle up your toughest bros into a burly, 30-person 

ocean-going war canoe, load it with nature’s groceries, 
and try to feed your foes into submission.     

Despite our high-tech kayaks, I’m sure a Heiltsuk crew 
would crush us on the water. We struggle into Superstition 
camp in the early evening, haggard and bent and sore. But  
we’re reenergized by the sight of a humpback lazily surfac-
ing in the pinking light. Its massive back looks serpentine 
and makes it easy to believe in sea monsters.

  

O
UR ARMS GET A BREAK the next day, with 
a mellow open-water crossing to reach the 
Serpent Group. If there’s a heart to this archi-
pelago, this is it: a cluster of steep-walled gran-

ite barrier islands furred with salal, ferns, and berry bushes 
and crowned with an impenetrable forest. Daniel weaves 
around a headland and ducks into a keyhole entrance to a 
tongue of ivory sand with a small patch for camping . . . and 
three tents already on it. With nothing but empty beaches 
to ourselves until now, this is a shock. I can hear Daniel say 
“What the—” under his breath.

It doesn’t matter: With its paddle-up private tidepool and 
a nearby canyon where the sea flumes through at high tide, 
the spot feels like an oceanic robber’s roost, a Pirates of the 

Clockwise from 
top: Beaches 
like this one 
in the Serpent 
Group make 
for easy entry 
into the water; 
paddling with 
orcas; a spirit 
bear (though 
none were 
seen on this 
trip, since the 
islands are not 
good habitat); 
a bald eagle 
visits camp in 
the McMullin 
Group.   
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“Here, there’s nothing between us and Japan,” Daniel says. 
We stop at a barren outcrop of islands to plan and prep. 

Just then, a jet of water in the distance shoots three stories 
high: another whale. A few minutes pass and it blows again, 
closer. There could be more than one. Everyone is exhilarated 
except Daniel. He’d rather see killer whales out there.

“Killer whales notice you. They’re smart and can maneuver 
and don’t really want to get close,” he says. “A humpback is just 
not aware. It doesn’t care—we might as well be a piece of drift-
wood to them. One could plow into us like a semi.” 

Hakai feels like the raw, open ocean. The sun is blazing, 
the winds are steady but calm, and still the swell comes in 
rolling, 3-foot hills. We try to stick together, but inevitably 
disappear into deep, blue troughs. Chop spills over my bow 

Caribbean hideout. We take the potlatch 
approach and make fast friends with our 
rivals, who share space with us on the 
small beach. Steve Nagode, a Seattle res-
ident who once owned a kayaking shop, 
has been coming to the Great Bear to fish 
for 25 years. He almost never sees other 
kayakers, and he never repeats routes. 

Steve butchers a fat aqua-blue ling-
cod on a driftwood cutting board. After, 
he and his son Alex join me and Tegra to 
scramble up a narrow granite chimney 
and skirt a grippy cliff edge, 25 feet above  
the churning tide. We reach the outer 
island in time to watch the sunset over 
the open ocean. A lazy humpback plows 
into the bay between us and the next 
island; it looks like a gray-black school 
bus breaching in slow motion.

“I think it’s sleeping,” says Steve, just before its tail slaps water already 
twinkling with starlight. 

When we leave the Serpent Group, we tackle our hardest crossing of the 
journey: Hakai Passage, where we are most susceptible to large swells 
coming off the Pacific. 
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when I crest them. We might be feet from each other, but 
in the bottom of the trough, with the full Pacific bearing 
down on you like an office building made of water, you are 
purely alone. 

Fighting the swells, I wonder what drove the first 
Americans to continue. Why forsake the bounty of one 
set of islands for the unknown promise of another? Was 

it bare curiosity or raw necessity that pushed them across 
the next channel, the next intimidating set of waves? I 
paddle harder.

When we land on Calvert Island, we’re saddle sore and 
salted through like brined turkeys. Our final camp is on 
Wolf Beach, our biggest stretch of sand yet—a mile or so 
of soft Hawaiian stuff. Everyone drains their last drops 
of wine or whiskey as we gather at the far side of Wolf to 
watch the sun melt into the horizon, a hallucinogenic set 
of oranges and purples.

I’ve spent more than a decade seeking out remote places, 
and this is one of the most isolated spots I’ve been—among 
the wildest corners of the Earth. And yet here on this 
island, humans have been walking for 13,000 years. It’s 
hard not to feel humbled by the unbroken line of human his-
tory and survival in the Great Bear, to recognize the jour-
ney of those ancestral Heiltsuk wasn’t so different from the 
one we just took. And to be a part of this millennia-old tra-
dition, all you have to do is pick up a paddle. And don’t forget 
the sunscreen, no matter what they tell you.  

Northwest Field Editor Ted Alvarez wrote about 
primitive survival skills in the October issue. He says 
grilled salmon is way better than charred mouse.

Do it
Getting there Fly (from Vancouver) or ferry (from Port 
Hardy) to Bella Bella. Season May to September Permit 
None, though many spots are sacred or off-limits. DIY 
trips are not recommended for any but the most expe-
rienced kayakers; ask locals about sacred sites if you go 
alone. Route Endless options, but try this: Get dropped off 
at Goose Island, follow its protected eastern shore, cross 
to the McMullins, and then cross east to make your way 
to Calvert Island. Guide Spirit of the West Adventures 
runs trips in July and August ($1,902; kayakingtours.com). 
Guidebook The Wild Coast Vol. 2, by John Kimantis ($29; 
amazon.com) Contact greatbearrainforest.gov.bc.ca

The sun burns 
of the fog as 
guide Daniel 
Nammour 
paddles on  
day seven.    
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GET OUT MORE

Backcountry 
Navigation
BACKPACKER and the Colorado Outward Bound School designed this 7-part  

online course that will teach you how to use a map and compass, plan a route,  

use GPS and digital maps—and confidently travel into the wilderness knowing  

you have the tools to get back home safely.

Get started at Backpacker.com/BackcountryNavigation

Get $25 OFF with code BPMAG



On Italy’s Alta Via 4,  
a new mom finds 

strength in the 
Dolomites’ vertical 

terrain.

BY HEATHER BALOGH 
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I 
WHITE-KNUCKLE MY trekking pole, wishing it was 
an ice axe. Stopping to catch my breath and my bear-
ings, I look up to make sure that my husband Will is 
still 20 feet above me. My boots are immobilized in 

slick, slushy snow. Try as I might, I can’t will myself up. Or 
back. Or sideways. I stand rooted 1,000 vertical feet up a 
50-degree snowfield with impossibility in every direction.

Tears fill my eyes before I can stop them. Get it together, I 
think. I give myself the no-nonsense pep talk that’s worked  
for me in the past. But it doesn’t help. We’re nearly halfway 
through our six-day trek of Italy’s Alta Via 4, on a trip that 
was supposed to help me break through my self-imposed 
limits, and all I can feel is their bitter weight, heavier than 
ever. How had things changed so much in less than a year? 

Eight months earlier, Will and I entered a new phase 
in life with the birth of our first child, a girl. As is the case 
with all new parents, our lives were reoriented by joy and 
sleepless nights. But her arrival also ushered in a series of 
complications caused by childbirth. It was my first lesson 
in motherhood: I have no control. The obstacles contin-
ued throughout the postpartum months, first with nurs-
ing, then with pregnancy-onset carpal tunnel that left me 
unable to even hold a pen. But my literal breaking point 
didn’t come until a late-season backcountry skiing excur-
sion in Idaho. During my very first descent of the trip, I fell 
in some sticky snow, shredding my right ACL. I had to ride 
out on a sled, my dignity in worse shape than my knee. And I 
had to confront a question I’d never had to face during years 
of taking outdoor adventure for granted. Could my body 
handle the future I had in mind? 

Everyone around me knew I was struggling. My parents 
encouraged a reset and offered to watch the baby. So Will 
and I set our sights on the Alta Via 4, a 52-mile route in the 
Dolomites that had been incubating in my mind as the first 
critical trip of my renaissance. Like its famous cousins, 
the Alta Vias 1 and 2, this trek uses via ferratas, the cable-
and-ladder “iron ways” that enable hikers with no climbing 
experience to penetrate the heart of the Italian Alps. 

I sought mountain vistas and Old World charm like any 
hut-to-hut trekker in the Alps, but I also believed the Alta 
Via 4’s vertical challenge and heady exposure would help 
me regain my outdoor confidence. So two months after I 
injured my knee (and before surgery), we set off from the 
Alta Säge trailhead, near San Candido, in northeast Italy. 

Entering the Dolomites feels like an undoing. Their 
beauty is so intense that it sweeps the mind clear of every-
thing else. Our first day, we hiked just two hours from the 
bus stop to Tre Scarperi hut. The path meanders through 
conifer forests before popping out at the edge of the Campo 
di Dentro Valley, where the wooden hut sits in the corner of 
the valley, cows wandering through the front yard. There, 
we feasted on caprese salads and venison ravioli.

The next morning, we ascended into the mountains 
proper. We reminisced about our daughter’s giggles as we 
climbed a larch-lined trail out of the valley and into one 
of the eight distinct mountain groups scattered along the 
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In early June, lingering snow 
nearly stopped the author 
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route. I struggled over thigh-high stone steps, awkwardly 
throwing myself up the largest of the stairs to accommo-
date the knee brace stabilizing my ACL. After three hours 
and 2,600 feet of climbing, we rose high enough to see the 
peaks of Tre Cime di Lavaredo shooting skyward, forming 
what looked like an archipelago of rock among the clouds. 
That night, at the large and modern Rifugio Auronzo, I fell 
asleep thinking, So far so good.

Of course, we hadn’t actually climbed anything hard yet. 
On day three, rain spat in our faces as we ventured along 
the Sentiero Bonacossa, our first foray on a via ferrata. We 
hiked past caves and tunnels hand-cut into the rock by 
Italian soldiers during World War I. They also installed 
cables, bolted ladders, and iron rungs, which enabled the 
movement of troops and material. Today these historic bits 
of metal allow hikers like us to ascend vertical rock faces by 
simply clipping into the cables with a harness—no technical 
skills required. Occasionally, we crossed ledges so exposed 
that our insteps gripped iron rungs while our heels hung 
over the abyss.

Will and I fell into a comfortable pattern, and with every 
click of a carabiner, I felt my confidence and physical com-
fort returning. Adrenaline pushed self-doubt to the back of 
my mind. I marveled at the wobbly ladders, which are fre-
quently missing a bolt or two. “I suppose someone checks 
these every season?” I called down to Will as the metal jig-
gled under my weight. He snorted in response.

But then we reached the snowfield where I got stuck. A 
mishmash of slush and sliding pebbles covers the gully. 
A small rock comes loose and I fixate on its trajectory as 
it careens downhill, pinballing hundreds of feet through 
the rubble. I look up and see Will climbing with ease.  
Subconsciously, my hand reaches for my right knee to but-
tress the weakened joint. And all at once, free climbing in 
ankle deep snow with a bum knee and a baby at home feels 
like a bad idea. 

“Will, I can’t move,” I holler, my voice edging up a half 
octave. He’s heard this tone before. “I’ll come to you,” he 
calls down, and does. But there are no other options. The 
only way out is up.

I place my good leg forward and weight it, loosening a 
small slide as I toe off. Next, I force my gimpy leg upward, 
concentrating my gaze on the brace wrapped around my 
knee. And then, suddenly, this is the step. All my anxiety 
and fear—about getting off this slope, about the future—are 
wrapped up in my ability to simply ascend 2 feet. I just have 
to trust myself.

I step up. My knee holds. I dig the tip of my trekking 
pole into the slope, finding purchase. I’m moving forward 
again. 

Atop the snowfield, I shield my eyes against the glare of 
the sun, somehow brighter now than it was an hour ear-
lier, when it burned through the mist. Sharp peaks rise into 
the blue sky, offering the kind of view that’s triply better 
because it’s earned. I’m not shaking anymore. I’m a mother, 
a wife, and an outdoorswoman—a holy trinity that I needed 
to go into the mountains to get back.  

Heather Balogh Rochfort had successful knee surgery 
in September. She can’t wait for ski season.

OCTOBER

Do it
Getting there From San Candido (two hours by car from 
Innsbruck), catch a 45-minute bus ride to the Alta Säge 
trailhead. Season Mid-June (depending on snowpack) 
to mid-September, but avoid August, the busiest month. 
Permit None Gear You need a via ferrata kit (helmet, 
harness, two locking carabiners, and webbing lanyard; 
the latter costs roughly $130, or rent everything but 
the helmet for about $35 for six days; snowservice.it). 
Optional: grippy gloves to protect your hands. You also 
want approach shoes and a sleeping bag liner (the rifu-
gios have blankets). Itinerary Most hikers go north to 
south and take up to 10 days to finish the 52-mile trail 
(from San Candido to Pieve di Cadore). For a shorter, 
32-mile version (with via ferrata side trips), start in San 
Candido and end in Passo Tre Croci. Rifugios Most huts 
offer both private and dorm lodging. Plan on 50 to 60 
euros per person per night (includes bed, dinner, and 
breakfast; add 10 to 15 euros if you plan to buy lunch). 
Discounts are available for members of the American 
Alpine Club. Reservations recommended; for a list of 
huts and contact info, go to backpacker.com/altavia4 
Guidebook Trekking in the Dolomites: Alta Via 1 and Alta 
Via 2 with Alta Via routes 3-6 in outline, by Gillian Price, 
offers minimal beta but is in English ($24; amazon.com).

GO REMOTE
ARCTIC CIRCLE TRAIL, GREENL AND
If you’re looking for a bright side to a warming planet, try this one: hiking 
in Greenland. Ice is melting at increasing rates, opening up the coasts, so 
before crowds arrive, move this up on the priority list. The island’s Arctic 
Circle Trail sees just 1,000 or so hikers annually—it’s never crowded—but 
do the 100-mile trek in early September to maximize solitude (and mini-
mize mosquitoes). You can stay in free huts along the way, but some only fit 
four people, so pack a tent just in case. Fly to Kangerlussuaq and hike west 
toward Sisimiut on the coast. There, catch a 25-minute flight back to the 
start. CONTACT arcticcircletrail.net –Cassandra Majewski

W HER E NEXT

Climb 17,057-foot Mt. Kenya, Kili’s uncrowded cousin in northern Kenya. Float the Green River, Utah.
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heart of Peru to find a 

forgotten Incan refuge. 

BY MAREN HOR JUS
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The  
Lost City

Only hikers can reach Choquequirao, a 16th-
century citadel perched high in a cloud forest.
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I
’VE BEEN HIKING for 10 minutes along a wide, dusty 
track when I turn a corner and the world ends. The 
red dirt gives way to 5,000 vertical feet of air between 
me and the teal ribbon of the Río Apurímac, wedged 

between slopes of broken limestone on one side and jungle 
across the way. The mountains form a perfect V where the 
river splits them, like a gunsight straight to the glacier-
mantled high peaks of the Andes.  

I can feel my heart respond, thumping in my eardrums, 
and I have to remind myself that I shouldn’t be surprised. 
Peru sits at the epicenter of contrasting topographies—
where the Pacific coast rushes up to meet the western 
cordillera of the Andes. It results in a tapestry of des-
erts, plains, rivers, arroyos, jungles, and mountains, 25 of 
which stand more than 20,000 feet tall, all within an area 
half as big as Alaska. 

On this 40-mile loop, I’ll cross a high desert and dive 
into a tropical cloud forest at 10,000 feet in the “foothills” 
of the Andes, steering clear of the big peaks, but always 
standing in their shadows. And in that seam, hidden in the 

greenery and tucked behind the ridges and ravines that 
splinter out from the range, sits an ancient citadel con-
structed 500 years ago. That’s where I’m headed: perhaps 
the last refuge of the Incas, just what you’d expect at the 
end of the world.

T
HE CITY, CHOQUEQUIRAO, is often heralded 
as Machu Picchu’s “little sister.” Officially dis-
covered in 1909, lost to time, and rediscovered in 
the 1960s, it’s as wrapped in mystery and lore as 

it is tangles of the untamed pepper trees that try to devour 
it. Most researchers agree that it was commissioned by 
Pachacuti—the same Incan emperor responsible for Machu 
Picchu—for religious purposes, their logic basically, Why 
else would it be so far away from anything else? They have 
a point: Choquequirao (literally “Cradle of Gold” in the 
native Quechua language) is a 15-mile walk from Cachora, a 
teeny village on the outskirts of Cusco, and remains as hard 
to get to today as it was 500 years ago. 

The Apurímac 
canyon lies 
between 
hikers and 
Choquequirao. 

Top right: The 
500-year-old 
ruins nestle 
below 19,000-
foot peaks. 

NOVEMBER
See fall colors in the Grand Canyon. Sea kayak the Solomon Islands.
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I hike on the same trail the Incas used to reach the cita-
del in the early- to mid-1500s. It’s also the same path that 
American archaeologist Hiram Bingham III followed 
when he found the ancient city in 1909. Choquequirao had 
been abandoned for more than 300 years at the time, so it 
probably didn’t look like a ritual worship place or an opu-
lent kingdom, its stone walls and terraces wrapped by the 
jungle like a squid pulling down a ship. Bingham marked 
the place on his map, then continued on the ancient Inca 
Trail until he found something that made him forget all 
about Choquequirao: Machu Picchu, perched high on a 
truncated mountaintop and framed by impossibly slender 
peaks. Excavations began the next year.

The world was instantly smitten. Today, Machu Picchu 
sees as many as 5,000 people per day, though the site itself 
is estimated to have housed just 1,000 souls at its most pop-
ulated. The result? Machu Picchu is literally sinking under 
the weight of all those footfalls, while pollution is harm-
ing the 350 varieties of orchids that paint the surround-
ing peaks and is expected to affect the already endangered 
spectacled bear. Despite quotas and price hikes, the world 
can’t seem to get enough of Machu Picchu.

Meanwhile, Choquequirao fell back off the map until 
1968, when Peruvian authorities included it in the Official 
Register of Archaeological Monuments for the first time. 
Excavations started in the ’70s, and even today, it’s only an 
estimated 30-percent restored. Any hiker can reach it, but 
information is lacking, and the dearth of beta means your 
best bet is to hire a local guide to show you the way. The 
guides know a ton about the local culture, flora and fauna, 

and economy, but, like scholars, historians, and everyone 
else, even they can only speculate about Choquequirao’s 
origins and ultimate fall. That means that, without the 
assist from informational placards, roving tour guides, or 
interpretive trails, people who visit the place aren’t spoon-
fed its history or significance. In Choquequirao, you get to 
use your imagination.

T
HE EDGE OF THE WORLD is not as final as it 
first appeared. From my aerie overlooking the 
Andes, the trail crashes 50 stories down to the 
Río Apurímac on an elevator shaft-steep path. 

At the bottom, we pass Playa Rosalina, where a few locals 
raise crops and mules and offer me and my small hiking 
group tea. It’s 10 miles from Choquequirao and the last reli-
able water on the way; I can imagine pilgrims stopping here 
on their way to appointments with the divine. My motiva-
tion is different, of course, but there’s something powerful 
in taking the same path to the same place at such different 
times. I feel my anticipation for whatever lies beyond this 
canyon grow with every step. 

After Playa Rosalina, we cross the roiling whitewater of 
the Río Apurímac on a newly installed suspension bridge. 
On the other side, we have plans to splash in the shallows 
and spend the night on the riverbank nearby, but the humid, 
80°F weather and the prospect of a camp higher—and 
closer to Choquequirao—propel us onward. So we continue 
up the other side of the canyon, mules hauling our night’s 
water and much of our overnight gear.

But mules or not, all pilgrims suffer. Switchbacks dec-
orate the lush north wall, dancing up the mountainside 
until they disappear into the sky. It feels good to climb out 
of the oppressive heat, but it’s a grind: There are no camp-
sites between the riverine one we passed and the one we’re 
gunning for below the ruins, another 5 miles and 5,000 ver-
tical feet ahead. The forest grows thick around the trail, 
and before long I feel tunnel vision set in. But each time 
I come across a break in the vegetation—where a mule 

RIDE THE DESERT
VALLE DE LOS CIRIOS, BA JA, MEXICO
Kayakers and surfers have long known the attractions of Baja’s coast. Now 
bikepackers are discovering the secrets of the peninsula’s rugged inte-
rior on the 1,700-mile Baja Divide route. The mapping job was completed 
in 2016, and now adventurous (and experienced) riders can pedal dirt 
roads from San Diego to San José del Cabo. More than you have time for? 
Try the 559-mile Valle de los Cirios, which starts on the Pacific coast in 
Vicente Guerrero, travels through desert and pine forest across to the Sea 
of Cortez, and finishes in San Ignacio. Expect lots of endemic wildlife—and 
long stretches without resupply. CONTACT bajadivide.com  
 –Cassandra Majewski

W HER E NEXT

Hike with wallabies in Tasmania’s Walls of Jerusalem National Park.
DECEMBER

BIKE THE BAJA COAST.
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sad, and that night, as I watch the last rays of sunlight 
on Coisopacana’s snowy summit from my tent, I think 
about the fall of the city. Like its origin, everything about 
Choquequirao’s demise is up for speculation, but if the 
citadel was indeed abandoned in 1573, as many research-
ers believe, that means it very well could have stood longer 
than every other major bastion of the Incan rebellion, 
including Machu Picchu. The Sons of the Sun must have 
fled the Sacred Valley during the Spanish conquest, head-
ing even deeper into the mountains and jungles to a strong-
hold where no one could find them, where their way of life 
would be safe. As the stars pour tiny light onto the terraces 
and facades around me, I can feel the ancients still here.

T
HE NEXT MORNING, we continue 3.5 miles along 
the trail, crossing into the designated archaeo-
logical complex, a 7-square-mile parcel of jungle 
so dense that I wonder how the Incas were able to 

coax livestock back here, let alone haul stones and build-
ing materials. The path tunnels through the rainforest, all 
muddy chutes, slick roots, and grabby ferns that leave me 
battered when I emerge into the main square.

At 10,000 feet, the jungle gives way to a manicured lawn 
so abruptly that I feel whiplash from the sudden change 
of scenery. The meadow, perfect as a putting green and 
rimmed with stone walls and fig trees, balances on a skinny 
ridge a vertical mile above the Río Apurímac, like it was 
dropped here by angels. On one side of the plaza, stone 
rooms and buildings fleck the forested mountainside in the 

has chomped away the ferns or scratched its back in the 
shrubs—I can see the Río Apurímac shrinking.

At the top, the trail follows a ridge that eventually runs 
past Machu Picchu all the way into the Andes, topping out 
on 20,574-foot Salkantay. We won’t go that far—we link 
air-starved meadows popping with red cantuta f lowers 
a few more miles to Marampata, an itty-bitty village built 
for trekkers on a sheer canyon wall high above the con-
f luence of the Ríos Apurímac and Chunchumayo. There, 
locals have carved campsites into the grassy slope, like por-
taledges hanging above the sleepy hamlet. It’s about as civ-
ilized as the hike to Choquequirao gets, but as with many 
international treks, “village camping” is as much a part of 
the experience as the landscape itself. 

And yet for something that seems so inherently part of the 
trip to Choquequirao, this piece of the journey—and every-
thing that comes before—would be eliminated, or at least 
irrelevant, if long-term goals to install a tram ever move for-
ward. In 2013, the Peruvian government approved plans for 
an aerial tramway that would whisk visitors 3 miles from 
San Ignacio to the main Choquequirao complex, bypass-
ing the trail completely. Fortunately, the project stalled two 
years later when it got hung up on the rocks of local bureau-
cracy: The cable car would start and end in different states, 
and neither side could agree on how to share profits. Though 
it’s possible they could still break ground on the tramway, my 
guide, a local, thinks it’s extremely unlikely—or maybe that’s 
just her wishful thinking.

As with all hikes, much of the power of Choquequirao 
is in the journey. The prospect of the tram makes me 

White granite 
llamas adorn 
8- to 10-foot-tall 
stone terraces, 
called the 
Llamas del Sol. 

Right: Ruins 
from the 
Choquequirao 
main square 
bathe in 
starlight.
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shadow of glaciated summits. On the other, terraces climb 
a truncated peak, where the ruins of the main temple kiss 
the heavens. There, another manicured garden framed by 
broken and crumbly stone walls towers above the one on 
which I stand. In any other context, I’d think it was a heli-
pad. For now, at least, it’s not.

For now, we have the place to ourselves, save for a party 
of two. They’re the only other people here beyond the few 
locals who are working to free the remaining ruins from 

the cloud forest. So after exploring annexes and buildings 
off the central plaza, we embrace our solitude and ven-
ture down ancient canals to see the Llamas del Sol, where 
white granite pieces embedded into the gray limestone ter-
races create the shapes of llamas. They could be a tribute to 
a sacred creature, a badge of an army hiding in a fortress, 
or an ostentatious decoration required by a king. This is a 
place where some things will never be known.

That night, we decide to return to Choquequirao by 
headlamp. When we abandon daytime perks, like easy foot-
ing, long views, and warm sunshine, we see the ancient 
city in a new light. I notice the original stone blocks, rough 
and mossy, as well as the first attempts at restoring them, 
where cement and rebar indicate doorways revamped in 
the 1970s. When the walls glow in the starlight, they seem 
taller. If this was the last refuge of the Incas, I feel it.

In the central plaza, I throw my sleeping bag down in the 
grass and watch the night sky go through its paces. From 
here, the Milky Way looks like a llama; I can see the purple 
smear form a long neck and pointy ears. At night, every-
thing seems plausible in this kingdom of kings. The only 
mystery is how long it will stay this empty.   

Maren Horjus is a senior editor at BACKPACKER and 
author of BACKPACKER Hidden Gems: 100 Greatest 
Undiscovered Hikes Across America. 

Do It
Getting there From Cusco, drive four hours to Cachora. 
Walk 45 minutes down the cobblestone road to the 
starting point at Capuliyoc. Season Year-round; the 
weather is fairly consistent, but there’s a bit more rain 
December to March. Permit Required (less than 20 
cents per person); pay the attendant when you enter 
the Archaeological Park. Itinerary Do it in as few as 
three days, camping at Marampata and Choquequirao. 
Loop around to end at Villa Los Loros in Huanipaca for a 
30-miler. Guide It’s optional, but hiring one means you 
get fun facts on tap, mules to carry your stuff, and meals. 
Inquire with SA Expeditions (saexpeditions.com). 
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GET HERE 
See the best of Norway’s pristine coastline by first 
visiting Anderdalen National Park on Senja Island in 
the northwest part of the country. Then, head to the 
island’s wild northwest side, about 45 minutes from the 
park, to nab this view. From the trailhead in the town of 
Skaland, ascend about 750 feet through birch forest 
before breaking through treeline and finishing the first 
mile after gaining around 1,000 feet. Catch your breath 
on the hike’s only flat section (camp here to make it an 
overnight; no permit required). Then cinch down your 
pack straps for the final 1,090-foot climb to the top of 
2,073-foot Husfjellet. Explore the dramatic pinnacles 
(pictured) clustered around the peak, and soak in 
the spin-around views of mountains, fjords, and the 
Norwegian Sea. Retrace your steps on the return. 
 
EXTEND IT
Backtrack about a mile from the summit, then take 
a spur .9 mile east to reach the white-sand beach of
Bøvær, an old fishing outpost on the Norwegian Sea. 
Return the way you came.  
 
DO IT  TRAILHEAD 69.4461, 17.2995; park right 
behind Berg Church in Skaland. SEASON May to 
October PERMIT None CONTACT www.dnt.no 

UNCOVERED Hike to this month’s cover shot.
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Husfjellet
SENJA ISLAND, NORWAY

Get a workout—and classic 
fjordland views—on this steep, 
4-mile out-and-back. 
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1,713 FEET
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1,844 FEET

*Photographer is on the peak. 



Sonequa Martin-Green, SU2C Ambassador

Photo Credit: Matt Sayles 
Stand Up To Cancer is a division of the Entertainment Industry Foundation, 
a 501(c)(3) charitable organization.

STAND UP 
FOR US ALL
Clinical trials bring us closer to the day when 

all cancer patients can become survivors.

Clinical trials are an essential path to progress and the 

brightest torch researchers have to light their way to better 

while giving participants access to the best options available.

Speak with your doctor and visit 

StandUpToCancer.org/ClinicalTrials

to learn more.


