
Featuring lightweight comfort and hiker-like durability, 
Nova 2 is built to take you places sneakers can’t.

merrell.com/nova2

N O V A 2

Go Places 
Sneakers 
Can’t.

Say 
a trail near me.”

Say, “Hey Google, ask Merrell to 

*enabling the skill/action may be needed for content.
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THOUSAND CANKERS DISEASE
of black walnut is caused by the 
walnut twig beetle and a fungus it 
carries to trees. The walnut twig 

of them could be hiding in the 
bark of a single piece of walnut 

EMERALD ASH 
BORER 

in forests and city trees 
across much of the eastern 

and central United States. 
This insect is notoriously 
good at hitching rides in 

give this tree-killing bug a 
ride to a new forest, or a 

new state!

OAK WILT is a deadly 
disease of oak trees, 
especially red oaks. 
This disease is a fungus 
spread between trees 

this deadly fungus could 
easily be brought to your 
neighborhood or favorite 
camping spot through 

GYPSY MOTH
of oaks and other trees. Female 
moths lay tan patches of eggs on 

these items are moved to new areas, 
this pest gets a free ride.

SPOTTED LANTERNFLY sucks 

species. This pest loves tree-of-
heaven but will feed on black 

walnut, white oak, sycamore, and 
grape. Like the gypsy moth, this pest 

lays clusters of eggs on just about 
any dry surface, from landscaping 

ASIAN LONGHORNED BEETLE
will tunnel through, and destroy, 

especially maple trees. The 
larvae of this beetle bore into 
tree branches and trunks, making 
it an easy pest to accidentally 

 Buy locally harvested firewood at or near your destination.

Buy certified heat-treated firewood ahead of time, if available.

Gather firewood responsibly on site, where allowed.

You have the power to protect forests and trees!

Pests like the invasive emerald ash 

borer can hitchhike in your firewood. 

You can prevent the spread of these 

damaging insects and diseases by 

following these firewood tips:

FIREWOOD ALERT!

What might be in your firewoodfirewood? ? 



FALL 2020
BACKPACKER.COM  04

P
H

O
T

O
S 

B
Y

 (
C

LO
C

K
W

IS
E 

FR
O

M
 T

O
P)

 C
H

R
IS

T
IA

N
 H

EE
B 

/ 
C

A
V

A
N

 I
M

A
G

ES
; C

O
U

R
T

ES
Y

;
IL

LU
ST

R
A

T
IO

N
 B

Y
 T

IN
A

 Z
EL

LM
ER

Skill Set
32 ADVENTURE U
FORAGE FOR FOOD
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COVER Judith Kasiama in Golden Ears Provincial Park. Photo by Pavel Boiko. Learn more on page 88.
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STAFF PICKS  
What’s your plan to salvage 2020?

Run more! I want 
to complete a half 
marathon in 1:25.

Fitness, fly fishing, 
and listening.

Keep in touch better with those 
closest to me. And learn more knots.

Teach my toddler to reliably  
sleep in a tent.

Eat more ice cream.

Learn the names of all 
the trees I see on local 

hikes.

Start my kid on 
XC skis.

Hike New York’s 
Long Path.

Volunteer in 
the Denver 
community.

Um...Get Out 
More!



There’s a reason they say, Curse like a sailor. 
That’s why we offer basic plans starting at $100 a year with 

options that won’t depreciate your watercraft and accessories*.

1.800.PROGRESSIVE | PROGRESSIVE.COM
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Hiking changes the world 
because it changes you. This 
may be the strongest belief I hold.  

A walk in the wilds lowers stress, deepens 
friendships, and transforms your perspec-
tives and values. As Judith Kasiama, the 
backpacker on our cover says, “When I’m 
out hiking or skiing, I feel like I can just be. 
Being outdoors allows me to pause.” But 
that’s only if there’s a wilderness to enjoy 
and all people feel welcomed in it.

BACKPACKER will always bring you 
inspiration and advice to help you get out-
side more. But when we take a hard look at 
how we’ve gone about accomplishing that 
mission, it’s clear we need to do a better 
job—both in our content and our opera-
tions. Climate change and racial equality 
are two of the main issues of our time, and 
we haven’t done enough. That makes us part 
of the problem. BACKPACKER can and 
will be a better advocate for the people and 
places we love, because, as Kasiama also 
says, “We’re in a pivotal moment right now 
to really make a change.” (Learn more about 
Kasiama and the group she founded, Colour 
the Trails, on p. 88.) 

So, here are some changes we’re making 

EDITOR’S NOTE by Shannon Davis

Meeting the Moment 
immediately. In regard to climate, start-
ing with this issue, BACKPACKER will 
no longer be shipped in a plastic covering. 
This will divert 310,427 bags from the 
waste stream each year (one for each sub-
scriber’s renewal mailing). 

We’re also partnering with a new com-
pany called Cooler to address our carbon 
footprint. According to Cooler’s analysis, 
each issue of BACKPACKER produces 
1,057 tons of greenhouse gas emis-
sions, which is equivalent to the carbon 
released by 2.34 million miles of driv-
ing, or sequestered by 2 square miles of 
mature forest. Cooler will neutralize that 
impact by buying permits in pollution 
markets from more than a dozen states 
and permanently retiring them. 

We are carbon neutral from now on and 
will report on this process, deliver useful 
ways you can reduce your own footprint, 
and grow our content stream in the cli-
mate arena. That’s a big topic and one that 
goes hand-in-hand with another threat to 
the outdoors way of life: systemic racism. 

The makeup of those who use our wild 
spaces does not mirror the makeup of  
our country.  And it’s a fact that racism  

prevents people from feeling free to explore 
the outdoors. If we’re going to protect the 
future, we need to start now. 

While BACKPACKER has had a long 
partnership with Big City Mountaineers, 
a nonprofit focused on getting disinvested 
youth on backpacking trips that has intro-
duced thousands of teens to the outdoors, 
we haven’t been diligent when it comes to 
racial equality or representation in our own 
content. Our staff is predominately white 
and has been since the magazine’s incep-
tion. This has created oversights  in our 
coverage and kept us from realizing our 
mission to help everyone get out into an out-
doors that’s welcoming to all. We’re work-
ing  to make our operations more reflective 
of the diverse outdoor community. That 
means staffing, story and contributor selec-
tion, and the subjects of our photography and 
video. I commit BACKPACKER’s eyes and 
ears to being fully open. 

To that end, we need your help. Hit me 
at sdavis@aimmedia.com with content 
ideas, advice, and to hold us accountable. 
It’s a long path to get to where we want to be, 
but the only way we’ll create the community 
we need is if we walk it together.    

BACKPACKER can and will be  
a better advocate for the people  

and places we love.



©2020 Yellowstone® Select Kentucky Straight Bourbon Whiskey, 46.5% Alc/Vol (93 proof), Limestone Branch Distillery, Lebanon, KY. 



TRAILCHAT Your opinions, photos, and feats

When Executive Editor 
Casey Lyons came out 
against synthetic fl eece 
(pg. 24, May/June 2020), a 
number of readers asked us 
what they should wear in its 
place. The simplest answer: 
wool. While it’s usually more 
expensive than synthetic 
fabrics, wool is comfortable, 
insulates when it’s wet, and—
unlike synthetic fl eece—
doesn’t shed microplastics 
in the wash. If you’re looking 
to stock your closet with 
something more eco-friendly, 
start with these favorites.

WILD AND WOOLY

EDITORS’ CHOICE
Appalachian Gear Company 
All-Paca Fleece Hoodie
This alpaca piece is soft enough to wear 
over a T-shirt, but hefty enough for ski season.
$137; appalachiangearcompany.com

BUDGET PICK
Uniqlo Extra Fine Merino Crew 
Neck Long-Sleeve Sweater
You can press any wool sweater into trail 
service. This one is cheap, soft, and looks 
good. $40; uniqlo.com

bigagnes.com

Keeping it ultralight at elevation in the 
San Juan Mountains of Colorado.

Comfort. Dependability.
Guaranteed Quality.

Completely redesigned sleeping pads 
from The Mother of Comfort.
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As we told a reader in our May/June issue (“Going 
Bananas,” pg. 43), we think that packing out trash—
including fruit cores and peels—is just common courtesy. 
Most of our Facebook readers concurred. “If you didn’t 
want to see it or carry it out, why should I be left to see 
it and carry it out for you?” asked Neal Rondeau. “While 
it degrades, hikers have to look at that trash for years,” 
Gwen Story Davis pointed out. But a few readers, like Will 
Flannery, noted that they’re not the worst things hikers 
leave on the trail: “Banana peels are a little more tolerable 
than when people leave their doggy bags along the way, like 
some magic dog poop picker-upper is going to show up.” 

When we pointed readers toward a hike through an old burn scar in the Rogue River-
Siskiyou National Forest (pg. 62, May/June 2020), reader Larry Sutton wrote in to say that 
while burned-over areas are relatively safe from wildfires, they contain another danger of 
their own: snags, or dead trees that can fall without warning. “Whenever I hike through 
a stand of fire-killed or bug-killed timber, the hair on my neck stands up as I listen to the 
trees creaking and swaying in the wind,” Sutton wrote. “For me and for other wildland 
firefighters, it is an ingrained habit to scan an area before setting up camp: Are there any 
snags within striking distance?” Readers, heed his advice.

MASS A-PEEL

HITTING A SNAG

OUT OF THE WILD
An era came to an end in June when the 
state of Alaska removed the Magic Bus, an 
abandoned transit bus near the border of 
Denali National Park. The bus was made 
famous as the final home of Into the Wild’s

Chris McCandless, by airlifting it to an 
unknown destination with the help of the 
National Guard. Readers seemed split 
on its fate. Some, like Travis McAdams, 
understood the decision: “They’re 
removing it because people keep getting stuck in the summer out there the same way 
McCandless did,” he wrote on Facebook. “It’s as if people watched 90 percent of the movie.” 
Others, like Roger Macko, bemoaned the decision to try to protect hikers from themselves: 
“Do people still rock climb? Do people still go white water rafting?” he wrote. “Do people 
still die or get rescued doing all of these?” To Kristina Ek, however, watching the airlift was 
a bittersweet moment: “I actually find the bus flying off into the sunset, as it were, a fitting 
end to the story of Chris McCandless and the Magic Bus,” she said.

CATCH THE GET OUT MORE TOUR ON YOUTUBE
The Get Out More Tour (GOMT), our 20-year-old gear-and-skills 
roadshow that has traveled to all 50 states, was grounded this year 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. So instead of taking it on the road, 
we’re taking it to the web. All GOMT action will now be in 15 video 
episodes, each featuring a different destination, highlights from 
the trail, essential skills, gear advice, and interviews with outdoor 
luminaries. Get Out More TV runs on Facebook, IGTV, and YouTube 
through October: backpacker.com/getoutmore.

GET OUT MORE

Comfort 
starts from the 
ground up

Insulated Q-Core SLX R-VALUE 3.2
Light and tough with quilted comfort

18oz, 4.25” to 3.5” thick

Insulated Q-Core Deluxe R-VALUE 4.3
Maximize camp sleep-ins with our 
most comfortable pad
25oz, 4.25” to 3.5” thick

Free upcycled Pad Inflation 
Sack included with all pads 

WE’RE COMMITTED TO MAKING 
THE GROUND COMFORTABLE

All weights are for a 20”x72” pad

Insulated AXL Air R-VALUE 3.0
Our lightest, most packable pad 

with 3-season warmth
13oz, 3.75” to 3.25” thick
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T H I S  S E A S O N ’ S  T O P  T R I P S  &  P I C K S

FIND SOLITUDE BY THE SEA
LOST COAST, CA
The Pacifi c Coast as nature built it—that’s what you’ll fi nd on the 24.6-
mile Lost Coast Trail, which traces one of the few remaining stretches of 
pristine shoreline left in California. The edge of the Kings Range tumbles 
right down to the water in a melee of cliff s and steep hills, providing a 
rampart against far-off  cities and sprawling suburbs. Most of the trail is 
right at the shoreline, with a few stretches of tumbled boulders that are 

impassable at high tide; carry your tide tables with you, and pay attention to the 
water.  Every campsite on the route comes with nightly views of golden sunsets 
over the Pacifi c; catch one from this prime spot at the mouth of Cooksie Creek, 
2.5 miles from the northern trailhead at Matthole Beach. PERMIT required (free); 
available at recreation.gov/permits/72192 CONTACT bit.do/lostcoast

1
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Play List
L I F E  L I S T

 B ILLY / STOCK . ADOB E .COM

THE STACCATO CALLS 
BLARE OUT of the mist, 

startlingly loud. We scan what little 
we can see of the wide valley for the 
source of the noise. It sounds prehis-
toric, a remnant of a wilder epoch, 
which perfectly describes what we’ve 
seen so far: To explore the far north-
east corner of Yellowstone National 
Park is to travel back in time.

In early fall, the roads through 
this part of the park are as busy 
as you’d expect. Herds of tourists 
gather to observe herds of bison, 
elk, and antelope from the road that 
winds through the Lamar Valley, 
while fly fishers line the water-
ways. But my hiking partner and 
I wanted to escape the crowds for 
a true Yellowstone backcountry 
experience, where we could find the 
spirit of America’s first national 
park. Upon checking in at the Tower 
Ranger Station we learned that we’d 
have our pick of campsites along 
Slough and Pebble Creeks—if we 
could rise to the challenge of the 

a bend in the creek. Mountain views, 
easy access to water, and a flat space 
to pitch tents—what more could we 
ask for? 

The next day we hiked up and over 
Bliss Pass, where we’d been warned 
deadfall and other obstacles might 
lurk. When you get this far off the 
normal Yellowstone itinerary, you 
never know what you’ll find. But 
besides the stiff grade—1,600 feet 
gained in about 1.4 miles—the path 

Sunset refl ects 
off  Slough Creek 
in the park’s 
remote northeast 
corner.
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seldom traveled trail over Bliss Pass.
From Pebble Creek Campground 

trailhead we started up the Pebble 
Creek drainage to a view over the 
Lamar Valley, its scythe of grassland 
peeking out between forested ridge-
lines. With the road now out of sight 
and earshot, the park was suddenly 
brooding, quiet, and empty—capital 
“W” wilderness. 

We worked our way from the 
forested valley edge to its grassy, 
flat-bottomed center, and when we 
stepped out of the trees and into the 
sunshine, the vale revealed itself: 
20,000 years ago, glaciers ground 
out a wide, U-shaped dell braided by 
Pebble Creek and guarded by blocky 
peaks—Hornaday, Baronnette, 
Cutoff—now frosted with snow in 
mid-September. This being prime 
grizzly country, we “Hey bear”-ed 
our way up the path, my heart racing 
at every blind turn before we broke 
out of the trees at the valley bottom. 
After 6 miles and a few easy fords we 
reached the campsite, perched above 

SANDHILL 
CRANES MATE 
FOR LIFE.

2 RETURN TO THE WILD
Travel to the unpeopled fringes  of America’s fi rst 
national park. By Eli Bernstein
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was easy to follow, and the reward 
even better: a view back over the 
broad upper half of the Pebble Creek 
valley, with the serrated tops of the 
Beartooth mountains in the dis-
tance. It’s a vista that’s changed little 
for tens of thousands of years. This 
timelessness is Yellowstone’s spe-
cial offering. The gear is lighter and 
the trails improved, but by and large, 
hikers standing on the brink of such 
vastness have always felt the same 

thrill. The world outside this wilder-
ness simply ceases to exist.

Mist fuzzes the valley the next 
morning, amplifying the eeriness. 
Suddenly, crazed cries sound from 
just off the trail. A minute passes as 
we hold our breath. Then the source 
of the noise reveals itself: a pair of 
sandhill cranes strutting through 
the sagebrush. They fly off into the 
mist that always seems to envelope 
this place, as if its past and present 

are mingling together beneath the 
snow-capped peaks.

DO IT TRAILHEAD Routes depend on 
the availability of campsites (reserve 
via mail or phone only for the 2020 
season). Leave one car at the Slough 
Creek trailhead and drop a second at 
Pebble Creek trailhead. SEASON Late 
June to October PERMIT Required 
($3), available from the park’s central 
backcountry office (bit.do/ynppermit)
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LIVE ON THE EDGE
BUFFALO NATIONAL RIVER, AR
The cliff s of Big Bluff  soar more than 500 feet to 
this view above the Buff alo River, one of the very 
few undammed waterways left in the Lower 48. 
Congress designated it a National River in 1972, 
protecting its free-fl owing 135 miles under the 
national park system, and putting a permanent 
stop to repeated eff orts to dam it. The bluff s 
are made of limestone, sandstone and shale 
that were once an ancient seabed. Reach this 
cliff side perch on the Centerpoint and Goat 
Trails, a 6-mile round trip from the Centerpoint 
trailhead. The Goat Trail branches off  at mile 
3.2, following a ledge carved into the cliff  face 
to this view from Big Bluff . The views out over 
the river and surrounding hills are impressive all 
along the Goat Trail, but the Big Bluff  viewpoint 
is the best; time your arrival for sunset (the bluff  
faces west) for a stellar photo op. PERMIT none 
CONTACT nps.gov/buff 

3
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THE INSIDER
Alan Carpenter has worked for 
Hawaii State Parks for 30 years, doing 
archeological surveying, mapping, 
and historical research along the 
coast. Between work and play, he says 
he’s spent “probably a year’s worth” of 
nights on the Nāpali Coast, mostly 
hiking the Kalalau Trail and its off-
shoots up the valleys. Like many 
locals, Carpenter views the area as 
more ancestral landscape than recre-
ational playground. “Underneath that 
mantle of green is a magnificent cul-
tural land that is extremely important 
to Native Hawaiians,” he says. His 
hope is that visitors will treat it with 
respect for both its natural and social 
significance. 

FALLING WATER
A veil of water plunges 300 feet from a 
lip of volcanic rock before foaming 
into an emerald pool; Hanakapi’ai 
Falls, considered by many one of the 
most remarkable waterfalls in the 
world, is well worth the 8-mile round 
trip. It’s a popular branch along the 
Kalalau Trail, which provides the 
only land access to Nāpali. The trail 
starts beside the ocean at Ke’e Beach; 
look for the Kalalau Trail sign at the 
far end.   

Start immediately into rooty, slick 
terrain, with  ferns and other tropical 
foliage crowding in from all sides. 
Gaps in the trees let you see back to 
Ke’e Beach, where white-capped 
waves roll in. And at mile .5, framed by 
native hala (screwpine) trees, you’ll 
get your first glimpse of the Nāpali 
Coast in its entirety: 10 miles of 
coastal cliffs, forested hillsides, and 
deep valleys that once held ancient 
Hawaiian villages. Descend a mile to 
Hanakapi’ai Beach, where you’ll cross 
a stream, then take a left up-valley on 
the Hanakapi’ai Falls Trail. The 
2-mile hike to the falls crosses the 
stream four times. Carpenter recom-

mends getting your feet wet rather 
than risk hopping over the slick 
stones. The  tumbling cascade is a 
perfect lunch spot, but watch out for 
falling rocks near the cliffs. 

BY THE BREAKERS
For a shorter trip, hike the first two 
miles along the Kalalau Trail as you 
would for the waterfall hike, and 
make Hanakapi’ai Beach your lunch 
spot. You’ll climb from sea level at 
Ke’e Beach to a 500-foot high point at 
mile 1 before descending to a thin 
strip of sand between the turquoise 
waves and the deep green of the forest. 

After lounging in the sand for a bit, 
reverse your steps for a 4-mile out-
and-back that serves up 1,060-feet of 
total elevation gain. This is a good 
option if you get a late start, or are just 
looking for a less committing hike 
than Hanakapi’ai Falls.

PRIVATE PARADISE 
Securing a permit (see Trip Planner, 
right) for overnighting on the Kalalau 
Trail is a golden ticket to hiking 
utopia. The coastal path, volcanic 
cliffs, and forested  valleys harken 
back to an unspoiled Hawaii. Before 
they mysteriously abandoned the 
region in the 1920s, Native Hawai-
ians lived in small enclaves up each 
valley, using the trail for commerce. 
The landscape has changed little 
since then, and current visitors might 
wonder why anyone would ever want 
to leave. 

“I would never spend less than two 
nights on Kalalau,” Carpenter says. 
He recommends getting an early start 
on day 1 and high-tailing it the whole 
11 miles to the trail’s end at remote 
Kalalau Beach, a white sand cove 
framed by  cliffs that alternate 
between red dirt and vibrant green.

 After passing Hanakapi’ai Beach 
at mile 2, the cliffside exposure starts. 
“Now you’re getting into sections that 

aren’t for the faint of heart,” Car-
penter says. Parallel the ocean on 
the edge of an 800-foot drop before 
cutting briefly back inland. The 
next serious exposure comes at mile 
7, at a section dubbed “Crawler’s 
Ledge.” But, Carpenter says, “it’s 
solid basalt and the footing is abso-
lutely secure. It’s only psychologi-
cally daunting.” The trail is narrow, 
though not unreasonable, but the 
few-hundred foot drop to the ocean 
makes it feel smaller.

Continue through invasive—
though lovely—sisal (a type of 
agave), with a magnificent view of 
your destination ahead. Dark cliffs 
loom above the scooped crescents of 
white sand coves, with the vast 
Pacific beyond. At the base of the 
descent, head through java plum 
forest to a final stream crossing and 
the pale sand of  Kalalau Beach, your 
campsite. Hiker numbers are 
limited by the permit system, so you 
don’t need to worry about crowds.  

On day 2, Carpenter suggests 
backtracking .5  mile and heading 
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Sunset on the 
Kalalau Trail, 
above 
Hanakapi’ai 
Beach. 

NĀPALI COAST
KAUAI, HAWAII
Kauai’s Nāpali Coast State Wilderness Park is a hiker’s 
haven, with cliffs plunging to the Pacific and waterfalls 
hidden in narrow valleys. The 11-mile Kalalau Trail, the 
area’s only thoroughfare, is by reservation only. Here’s how 
to do it best. By Lisa Jhung

4



FALL 2020
BACKPACKER.COM  

plants that hint at past attempted 
cultivation and the surrounding 
native forest.

SAFETY FIRST
The ocean may be calling your 
name, but rip tides and currents 
can be hazardous. “Hanakapi’ai 
Beach is among the most danger-
ous beaches in the state,” says Car-
penter, adding that the currents at 
Kalalau Beach are also hazardous.

It’s imperative to stay aware of 
water levels in Hanakapi’ai 
Stream, too; in a rainstorm you 
might end up stuck until the water 
retreats.

TRIP PLANNER
SEASON Year-round (fall has the 
least crowds, spring can be rainy) 
PERMIT Day use, parking, and 
shuttle reservations necessary 
(shuttle fee includes day use reser-
vation); overnight permit available 
3-months ahead of time (at time of 
publication) at gohaena.com
CONTACT bit.do/napali

inland on the 2-mile Kalalau Valley 
Trail to a former settlement, where 
terraces mark abandoned taro fields. 
“It’s one of the most magnificent 
archeological complexes in Hawaii,” 
he says. The coast’s first human visi-
tors may have arrived as early as 1200 
CE, establishing a commerce center 
in the valleys. The smaller surf of the 
summer season brought visitors by 
outrigger canoe, or wa’a, while the 
abundant fish and fertile soil of 
Nāpali kept the inhabitants supplied 
through the winter. The valley also 
holds fresh-water bathing pools with 
natural waterslides, shaded by citrus 
and giant mango trees. Stumbling 
upon one of the low rock walls, 
already half-lost to the forest, feels 
like walking into an adventure novel.

Rise early on day 3 to hit the trail 
before dawn. “You don’t want the sun 
hitting you on the climb out of 
Kalalau,” Carpenter says. If there’s 
time on the way back, take a detour 
down the .5-mile trail behind 
Hanakoa Campground to the 500-
foot Hanakoa waterfall, past coffee 
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H I K E R  FO R E C A S T * 
Your guide to where’s good this season.5

*AVE R AG E HIG HS AN D LOWS FOR SE P TE M B E R AN D OCTOB E R

85°/41°
IN ARCHES NATIONAL PARK, UT

Desert Southwest
The oppressive summer heat is gone but the biting cold 
hasn’t swept in; this is the season to head for the desert. 
Try Arches’ Fiery Furnace hike to check out the brightly 
colored sandstone without the summer incinerator 
conditions. Rather go vertical? The cooler days of Sep-
tember and October are perfect for climbing the desert 
towers outside nearby Moab.

76°/40°
IN BADLANDS NATIONAL PARK, SD

Midwest
Fall brings color to the Midwest, where hardwood for-
ests and grove-dotted plains alike turn to bright orange 
and scarlet. Try Wisconsin’s Sandrock Cliff s Trail for a 
mix of green pines and bright red and yellow oaks and 
maples, all nestled along the St. Croix National Scenic 
Waterway.

70°/25°
IN THE SPANISH PEAKS, MT

Rockies
With an average of only 12 days of precipitation 
combined between September and October, fall is the 
perfect time to sneak in a few last trips in the northern 
Rockies. Temperatures swing wildly from T-shirt to 
puff y weather; check the local forecast before heading 
out. The peaks might be snowed in, but alpine valleys 
like Bear Basin, in the heart of the Spanish Peaks,  are 
still open for camping. 

65°/18°
KINGS CANYON NATIONAL PARK, CA

Coast Mountains
The best part of fall in the coast ranges: larches. Found 
from Washington to Montana and south through Or-
egon, these conifers turn alpine forests gold for two to 
three weeks all across the northwest, brightening val-
leys and ridges alike. Take a weekend on the Maple Pass 
Loop in the North Cascades to fi nd groves of larches 
and a small lake deep in a cliff -edged cirque.

50°/19°
IN BAXTER STATE PARK, ME

Appalachians
Temperatures drop and precipitation increases as au-
tumn sweeps into the Appalachians. You don’t have to 
hang up your boots for the winter just yet, though; lower 
elevation hikes like Middle Fowler Pond stay snow-free 
through October, and the red and gold foliage on the 
fi ve-pond loop is well worth braving the cold.
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TRAIL TO TAPROOM
These beer-and-trail pairings are refreshing 
from the first step to the last sip.  
By Erica Zazo

HIKE LOWER MACLEAY TRAIL, FOREST PARK, OREGON
BREWERY Great Notion Brewing NW  
Step straight from singletrack to the brewery at the 

Lower Macleay Trail in Portland’s 5,200-acre Forest Park. 

Hike first, following the curves of Balch Creek, where 

fluorescent-green mossy branches overhang the trail and 

pileated woodpeckers tap for insects. A weathered stone 

house (the “Witch’s Castle”), sprouts ferns at mile 1. The 

low rustle of the trees blends with the burbling sounds 

of a winding creek along part of the trail, the water 

slipping over moss-edged rocks. Continue straight onto 

the Wildwood Trail for another 1.6 miles, switchbacking 

up 850 feet to Pittock Mansion, the historic château of 

former Oregonian newspaper owner Henry Pittock. From 

this perch you’re eye-to-eye with 11,000-foot Mt. Hood, 

with downtown Portland spread across the valley below. 

THE WELL-KNOWN 
TRAILS AROUND my 

home in the South are short 
on grand vistas, but the woods 
make up for it with a profusion 
of color—the vivid overwhelm-
ing green of new growth, the red 
of the clay underneath my feet, 
the magenta of the redbud trees 
when spring reaches the region, 
the fading hardwoods when 
fall comes around. I know how 
to appreciate all the flavors of 
beauty near my home, but I was 
not near my home. 

It was early spring, and I was 
visiting Atlanta. When I asked 
several locals about their favor-
ite hikes, the 2.3-mile Arabia 
Mountain View Trail was at 
the top of almost everyone’s list 
as the closest wild space to the 
city. My mission was simple: Try 
a new trail, snap a photo, and 
share it on social media to sup-
port African-American Nature 
& Parks’ annual Hike Like A Girl 
Weekend. Outfitted with a map 
and my phone, I set off into the 
woods at the edge of the moun-
tain in search of a bit of photo-
graphic glory. 

It didn’t take long for me to 
figure out that this path was 
nothing like my usual forested 
walks. Less than half a mile in, 
the trees parted and I found 
myself standing on a large hunk 
of scraped granite that stretched 
as far as I could see. Cemented 
cairns marched resolutely to 
the horizon. I looked at the sun-
blasted stone and winced. The 
trail was close to Atlanta, but 
other than that, I couldn’t imag-
ine why it would be anyone’s 
favorite hike. 

Compared to the vivid green of 
my home turf, this spot struck me 
as, well, ugly. The gray monotony 
that spread in every direction 

looked like a parking lot. My eyes 
couldn’t find anything pleasing 
to settle on.  

Determined to finish the hike 
anyway, I trudged on under the 
blazing sun, dreaming of shade. 
My progress dragged. Every 
cairn looked just like the last one. 
I looked up, seeking relief from 
the heavens. But instead, owing 
to Arabia Mountain’s position in 
the flight path of the world’s busi-
est airport, the bass from air-
plane thrusters blasted me with 
enough force to rattle my fillings.  

At this point, sweaty and dis-
appointed, I decided there had 
to be a lesson here. I sat down 
on a rock to puzzle it out. No, 
this wasn’t like the hiking I was 
used to. Yeah, I probably never 
would have picked a trail like this 
myself. And in the midst of my 
pouting over what wasn’t here, I 
looked down. 

A profusion of hardy little 
plants bolted themselves to 
cracks in the granite. I pulled out 
my phone and booted up an app 
to learn more about species like 
this diamorpha, a low-to-the-
ground plant adapted to live in 
this mountain’s harsh environ-
ment. Beside the diamorpha, I 
noticed the tiny yellow blooms of 
a variety of Eastern prickly pear 
cactus. So there was beauty here 
after all, subtle but highlighted 
by the setting in which it had 
taken root. 

Later, when I went through 
my photos, there was no deny-
ing I hadn’t captured Arabia 
Mountain’s low-key charm. But 
I  left the place changed anyway. 
The friends that recommended 
this route knew something that 
I had to learn that afternoon: 
Beauty can be found on any trail, 
if you’re willing to change your 
perspective.  

HIKE UGLY
Is natural beauty always in the eye of 
the beholder? By Latria Graham6



FALL 2020
BACKPACKER.COM  21

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

21

Retrace your steps back to the parking lot to finish the 5-mile out-

and-back, then walk .5-mile north on 29th and NW Nicolai Streets 

to Great Notion Brewing NW. Having worked up a thirst, settle 

onto a stool at the lumberjack-inspired brewery and order up one 

of their award-winning IPAs—or a flight of beers on a board shaped 

like Oregon. CONTACT forestparkconservancy.org/forest-park; 
greatnotion.com

HIKE DRAGON’S TOOTH TRAIL, JEFFERSON NATIONAL FOREST, VIRGINIA
BREWERY Old Salem Brewing Company 
The Dragon’s Tooth trail takes strong legs to slay. This 4.8-mile 

out-and-back up Cove Mountain climbs more than 1,200 feet 

in 2.4 miles over steep, rocky terrain. Cross over creekbeds and 

through mountain laurel on this climb, reaching the Lost Spectacles 

campsite at mile 1.7. Turn right to pick up the Appalachian Trail and 

continue .7 mile up the most grueling section of the hike, which 

requires scrambling over tire-size boulders, a series of iron-rung 

ladders, and a final clamber up a 10-foot-tall rock slab. At the top, 

the trail’s namesake—a 35-foot quartzite spire—juts dramatically 

skyward. A body-width crack up the back of the “tooth” leads you 

to views of the rolling hills of the Blue Ridge Mountains fading into 

distant shades of indigo. Retrace your steps, then drive 19 minutes 

southeast to the Olde Salem Brewing Company—a taproom inside 

a 200-year-old brick building. Try the Work Hard Play Hard Pilsner 

and toast your accomplishment on the Dragon’s Tooth. CONTACT 
fs.usda.gov/gw; oldesalembrewing.com

HIKE SUGARLOAF MOUNTAIN TRAIL, SUGARLOAF MOUNTAIN, MICHIGAN 
BREWERY Barrel +Beam
The 2-mile hike up Sugarloaf Mountain might be short, but the views 

are some of the best in Michigan’s Upper Penninsula. Follow the sign 

at the junction away from the stairs and along a root-covered path. 

Both options lead to the same sweeping overlook, with Lake Superior 

to one side and rolling hills of jack pine and northern hardwood 

forests on the other. Fall foliage spreads around and below the trail 

in a blaze of color at the overlook, the orange leaves bright against 

the deep blue lake. Follow the stairs down the opposite side of the 

overlook for a new view of the fall forest. After returning to the 

trailhead, drive 15 minutes south to Barrell + Beam, a hand-hewn log 

cabin tucked into the fall leafage. The supper-club-turned-brewery, 

built by a Wisconsin couple who fell in love with the area on a sum-

mer vacation in 1933, pours and sells farmhouse and barrel-aged 

ales by the bottle.  

CONTACT travelmarquettemichigan.com/outdoor-recreation/ 
hiking/sugarloaf-mountain; barrelandbeam.com.

Looking southeast 
over Lake Superior  
from the summit of 

Sugarloaf Mountain
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8
CHASE THE RAINBOW
ACADIA NATIONAL PARK, ME
Fall is when this New England gem really shines. 
A mix of evergreens and hardwoods—birch, 
maple, oak, and beech—turns to a paint palette’s 
worth of colors as the weather cools, brushing 
the hills and seashore with bright yellow, fi ery 
orange and red, and deep green. Snag this view 
of the autumn splendor at the top of the Beehive 
Trail,  a .8-mile climb up steep rock. Traverse 
carved-out ledges and scramble up vertical stone 
with the aid of metal rungs to the summit, where 
the world drops abruptly away to fall-perfect 
forests and the Atlantic beyond. The trail can 
get crowded later in the day, so set out in the 
predawn twilight for a seaside sunrise all to 
yourself. PERMIT Park entrance fee ($30/car 
per week), available online at recreation.gov/
sitepass/74271 CONTACT nps.gov/acad
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AMERICA’S PUBLIC LAND 
system is the envy of the world.

It’s a testament to planning, the future, 
and our collective ability to project our 
values and way of life over longer intervals 
than the human life span. Across its various 
designations, the federal system currently 
sets aside 640 million total acres of some of 
the most scenic, richly resourced lands in 
our country for preservation and for exploi-
tation by extractive industries. But getting 
there isn’t easy; in some cases, it’s illegal.

Across the West, state and federal lands 
are being cordoned off by private landown-
ers, creating a vast inventory of landlocked 
acreage that is owned by a public that cannot 
access it. 

A 2019 study, conducted by digital-
mapping firm onX in association with the 
pro-hunting group Theodore Roosevelt 
Conservation Partnership, puts the figure 
at 16 million acres of state and federal land 
that lacks a legal public access point. That’s 
equivalent to 4.75 Death Valleys, the larg-
est national park complex in the Lower 48, 
and slightly smaller than Alaska’s Tongass 
National Forest, our largest public forest.

The reason behind these no-access lands 
is ingrained in the history of the West. The 
government once owned huge tracts of ter-
ritory, which it sold off to fund various proj-
ects or granted to states to set up townships, 
creating a mosaic of parcels with different 
ownership. In many cases, the government 
was left holding the less-desirable parcels 

(those that lacked easy access to a road), 
while private landowners with shrewd 
buying strategies sewed up their landhold-
ings to encircle a piece of public land. 

In previous generations, Western land-
owners (mainly ranchers) who abutted 
public land had handshake agreements to 
grant access to low-impact recreationists, 
like hikers and hunters. But as the era of 
working ranches sunsets across the West, 
owing in part to government restrictions on 
rangeland grazing, many of those parcels are 
being sold to large, national developers or 
wealthy hobby-ranchers who stop honoring 
such agreements.

In effect, by denying access to adjacent 
public lands, those landowners are convert-
ing public parcels into private backyards, 
while keeping taxpayers on the financial 
hook to administer them. 

Moreover, as the makeup of land use in the 
West continues to evolve away from active 
use of the land (ranching, grazing, and farm-
ing) to become developments, resorts, or 
vacation homes, the trend, if unchallenged, 
is set to continue.

While extractive industries can and do 
purchase rights-of-way from private land-
owners, there hasn’t been a rising voice of 
recreationists who might want to explore 
public terrain away from increasingly 
crowded parks. We now have an opportunity 
to change that.

In June 2020, the U.S. Senate passed a 
bipartisan bill, called the Great American 

Outdoors Act, which would fully and 
permanently fund the Land and Water 
Conservation Fund (LWCF), the primary 
tool for improving public access on a federal 
level (among other issues, like the legend-
ary deferred-maintenance backlog in the 
national park system). At press time, the 
House had indicated it would take up the 
measure in late July and President Trump 
has said he’d sign it.

That’s a huge win for hikers, hunters, and 
anglers, and promises to inject up to $1.9 
billion, sourced from drilling and energy-
exploration fees, into shoring up our public 
lands and parks. But it makes no specific 
earmark for improving public access to 
these captive lands. That’s where the hiking 
public comes in. 

The LWCF puts the onus on states to 
request appropriations according to a public 
document called a Stateside Comprehensive 
Outdoor Recreation Plan, which must be 
updated every five years. For the first time 
in a generation, there is about to be a lot more 
federal funding up for grabs to support such 
plans. Hikers must participate in this public 
process to lobby for improved access to 
public land. 

Yes, our public land system protects 
some of the wildest, most scenic terrain 
in the world. But not even the most ardent 
and active among us know precisely how 
good it is. As our old favorite spots become 
more crowded with a welcome influx of 
recreational visits to public lands, we need 
to identify the hidden gems in the land we 
already own but cannot get to.

We don’t require new land for this; we 
simply need to define the bounds of our 
shared natural spaces and influence the pro-
cess to prioritize legal ways to hike in them. 
What good is land we can’t use? 

NOT IN MY BACKYARD
The West is rife with public lands you can never visit—now’s the right time 
to change that. By Casey Lyons9

SPEAK FOR THE TREES 

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

The watershed of the North Fork of Washington State’s Nooksack River is a haven for 
hikers and wildlife alike, where old-growth forests provide critical habitat for spotted 
owls and elk and the trees shade clear-running creeks full of  endangered salmon. Like 
many woods on the west coast, it is scarred by previous logging, but there was an optimis-
tic outlook for recovery with a 2018 Forest Service management plan—until this April. In 
a sudden about-face, stream and forest (and hiking trail) restoration plans were replaced 
with logging proposals. This threatens the river itself, a glacial-fed torrent with some of 
the area’s best whitewater, parts of the ancestral and current home of the Nooksack Tribe, 
and trails that are among the finest in the Cascades. There’s still hope, though—the plan 
has been proposed, not accepted. Let the USFS know this area should be protected at 
comments-pacificnorthwest-mtbaker-snoqualmie-mtbaker@fs.fed.us.



SPONSOR CONTENT

LOOK AT THE WAYS OF THE HIKER and you’ll find an 

uplifting path. It starts with chasing spectacular sights deep in 

wild places and grows to include a bucket list destination or two. 

Primeval forests. Airy ridges. Cozy huts. The hikes that entice the 

most become those that wander through a rich culture, too. 

Take Poland. The country is huge and wild with more than 20 

national parks and some of Europe’s last undisturbed landscapes. 

Hikers can wander deep into old-growth forests or bound across 

alpine meadows to glimmering mountain lakes. At the end of the 

day you can pitch a tent or hoist a village pint. Here, some ideas 

to fill your bucket.

Bieszczady Mountains
About a dozen trails wend through the 72,000-acre Bieszczady 

National Park, the highlight of this colorful, rolling range that boils 

up to about 4,500 feet in extreme southern Poland. Ambitious 

hikers with plenty of time can piece together routes up to ten-

days long, following trails that drop into villages and climb over 

“polonyna” or the high mountain meadows that make this region 

so famous. To reach perhaps the most beautiful one, Polonina 

Wetlinska, hike for about two hours from Przelecz Wyzna up to 

about 4,100 feet to a small, rustic hut with no running water or 

electricity called Chatka Puchatka, from which you can base your 

adventures out to other peaks. To get a view of them all, make 

your way up 4,416-foot Tarnica, the highest peak in the region, 

via a challenging but popular two-hour hike from Wolosate that 

climbs nearly 2,000 vertical feet.

Chuda Przelaczka Loop, Tatra Mountains
The Tatra Mountains, with their craggy summits, sweeping valleys 

and glistening lakes, double as the Polish Alps both in grandeur 

and in the quality of the trails that explore them. There’s a reason 

why Pope John Paul II spent time in this 

heavenly range. Head to Zakopane and 

cast off on the ten-mile Chuda Przelaczka 

Loop that will take you on a 3,500-vertical 

foot journey into the mountains on a steep, 

thigh-burning trail where the views of the 

surrounding peaks more than make up for 

the sweat. Start just west of town by 

following the Kirowa Woda upstream through the Koscieliska 

Valley before quickly ditching the crowds for the climb up toward 

6,876-foot Ciemniak, one of the region’s famous “Red Peaks.” 

An easier trail brings you back down to the Ornak Hut where a 

beer—and bed—await.

Trail of the Eagle’s Nests
In the mid 1300s a Polish king named Casimir III the Great ordered 

a string of fortresses be built on rocky outcrops to help guard the 

capital of the day, Krakow, and protect trade routes from would-

be invaders. Today a 95-mile-long north-to-south route links these 

“eagles nests” from a starting point in Czestochowa to the end in 

Krakow at Wawel Royal Castle, a national museum with intricate 

coffered ceilings and an enormous dance hall. Along the way 

you’ll follow forest footpaths and country lanes through idyllic 

landscapes punctuated with limestone monadnocks rising over 

woodlands. Watchtowers and other strongholds like Bobolice, 

Ojcow, likely named by Casimir himself, and Ogrodzieniec, a 

collection of magnificent ruins on a 1,691-foot-high outcropping in 

the Jurassic Highlands, mark the highlights of each day.

The Wooden Architecture Route
The Malopolska region of southern—aka “lesser”—Poland could 

very well be the country’s best kept time-capsule. Here among the 

rocky peaks and moody forests you’ll find countless churches, inns 

and manors all built in classic wooden style with shingles, arcades 

and flared, droopy roofs. The Wooden Architecture Route links 

hundreds of these timeless treasures, many dating back to the 

15th and 16th centuries, on a 932-mile-long journey clearly marked 

with more than 600 sign posts. Many of the sites sit from two to 

ten kilometers apart, making it easy to walk or cycle between them 

(as many of the priests often do). Don’t miss Binarowa, Lipnica 

Murowana and Debno Podhalanskie, where 

you’ll find churches designated by UNESCO 

as World Cultural and Natural Heritage sites. 

Spend your nights in quiet villages before 

exploring the Vistula Ethnographic Park in 

Wygielzow to see how life in Polish villages 

once was. The Polish Tourism Organization 
can help you find maps and plan your trip.

Must-Do Hikes In Poland
ONE OF EUROPE’S LARGEST COUNTRIES IS ONE OF ITS WILDEST, TOO.

www.poland.travel
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Mud Lake outlet on 
the French Louie 
Trail.
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Distance  20.2 miles (lollipop)
Time  3 Days
Difficulty 

CUR LED UP IN my sleep-
ing bag, I poke my head out 
ju s t fa r enou g h 
to watch the mist 
roll off the water 
and drift  upward 
from the lakeshore through red-and-
gold leaves. I’m glad the next stretch of 
trail has bridges to see me over swol-
len bogs and fast-running streams—they’ll 
make crossings a little easier—but I’m not 
ready to crawl out of this lean-to just yet. 
A loon’s call echoes from the other end of 
West Lake, but I can’t spot the bird among 
the rain-made ripples. Backpacking in 
the rain isn’t my favorite, but as I listen 
to drops plop into the lake 20 feet away, I 
can’t help but think I’m in a good place to 
enjoy it. What’s the rush to leave? These 
mountains have drawn me in, and there’s 
no bet ter place to sur render to t heir 
pull than this 20.2-mile weekend hike.  
By Ryan Wichelns

TURN BY TURN FROM THE PILLSBURY MOUNTAIN 
TRAILHEAD
1)  Head north along the French Louie Trail. 
2) At mile 1.6, continue straight toward 

Cedar Lakes, crossing boardwalks through a 

marshy lowland. 

3) Intersect the Northville-Lake Placid Trail 
at mile 4.2, just beyond a wooden bridge 

below the Cedar Lakes Dam. Turn left 

(southwest) on the blue-blazed NPT, 

passing a clearing a quarter-mile later where 

you can sometimes spot wild turkeys.

4) Cross the outlet between Cedar Lakes to 

the left and Beaver Pond to the right on a 

wooden footbridge. Immediately after the 

bridge (mile 5.1), a .4-mile side trail on the 

left leads to the Beaver Pond Lean-to. 

5) Climb gently up and over Cobble Hill (too 

small to provide any views) and cross a 

collection of streams and wetlands, passing 

Mud Lake and intersecting the Mud Lake 

Trail in a clearing at mile 10.8. A tenth of a 

mile later, look for a cairn and trail right to 

West Lake #1 Lean-to. 

6) Next day, pass through stands of white 

birches and green balsam firs before 

crossing the long bridge over the outlet of 

South Lake at mile 11.3, with panoramic 

views down the entire 1-mile length of the 

water. Cross another smaller bridge, then 

head straight (east) at an intersection (mile 

11.9), back onto the French Louie Trail. 
7) Follow the French Louie Trail past side 

trails to Sampson Lake (.3 mile out and 

back) and Whitney Lake (2.3 miles round-

trip). Hug the shoreline of skinny Pillsbury 

Lake, then turn right at mile 18.6 and 

descend back to the trailhead at mile 20.2.

CAMPSITE BEAVER POND LEAN-TO (MILE 5.5)
Despite its name, this shelter sits on a small 

rise overlooking the Cedar Lakes among 

open pines. If you would rather tent, there 

are a collection of secluded spots on the far 

side of the bridge, on the west side of 

the trail. The basic lean-tos along this 

route can fit up to 8 and are first-come-

first-served (as are the tent sites), and 

many have outhouses (bring your own hand 

sanitizer). The short approach makes this a 

good option for a late-start hiking day.

CAMPSITE WEST LAKE #1 LEAN-TO (MILE 10.9)
Catch this campsite after a big rain event 

with the wind rolling from the west, and you 

can watch the waves from your sleeping bag. 

This lakefront property comes with views 

over the fire pit and down the tree-lined and 

island-specked lake into the remote western 

end of the West Canada Lake Wilderness 

Area; in early and mid-October the beeches, 

maples, and birches of the Adirondacks 

paint the view in bright red and orange. 

FRENCH LOUIE
Circus performer, lumberjack, trapper, and 

hermit Louie Seymore, or French Louie, 

called the West Canada Lakes region home 

in the late 19th century. The clearing just 

north of the West Lake campsite is home to 

a burned-out foundation and fireplace 

which belonged to a former ranger’s cabin, 

but off to the side are the older-looking 

remains of another fireplace built by French 

Louie. His cabin once stood nearby, and he 

built this fireplace to anchor a separate 

cabin for guests, though it never got further 

than the stone column. Twice every year, 

Louie would emerge from the woods with a 

stash of pelts and furs, and, as the story 

goes, announce his arrival to town with a 

chorus of animal howls and cries from atop a 

nearby hill.

DO IT TRAILHEAD 43.5880, -74.4860; 10 
miles northwest of Speculator, NY off 
Military Road SEASON May to October 
PERMIT None CONTACTdec.ny.gov/
lands/105391.html 

LAKE 
HOPPING
ADIRONDACK PARK,
NY
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TURN-BY-TURN FROM THE TERMINUS OF FOREST 
ROAD 572
1)  Descend along the unmarked trail skirting 

Osha Creek. At mile 1, turn west where Osha 

joins Beaver Creek and follow Beaver Creek 

upstream for .3 mile, passing Diablo Creek 

flowing in from the southwest. 

2) Turn northeast at the next stream, Cruces 

12

Distance  17.5 miles  (round-trip)
Time  2 Days
Difficulty 

Creek, and follow it for .7 mile as it rounds the 

white cliffs of Toltec Mesa. As the waterway 

veers west and the cliffs diminish, turn north 

and climb a game trail up a grassy slope to the 

top of the mesa (mile 2.5). Look for the sheer 

granite walls of Toltec Gorge funneling out of 

sight to the east.

3) Now on the horseshoe of interconnected 

slopes enclosing the basin, follow cairns  

northwest along the gentle ridge for 4 miles 

until you reach the northern boundary of the 

wilderness and your campsite on Toltec Mesa.  

4) Dip briefly back into the basin before 

returning to the ring of mesas with Brazos 

Ridge, beginning the gradual ascent of the 

ridge at mile 9.5.

5)  Descend westward back into the basin for 

5 miles until you rejoin the confluence of 

Cruces, Diablo, and Beaver Creeks. Enjoy this 

stroll through the meadows, where you are 

bound to see a trout fisherman or two  as well 

as herds of cows.

6)  Follow Osha Creek south to your vehicle. 

CAMPSITE TOLTEC MESA (MILE 6.5) 
Select a pre-existing campsite in the aspen 

grove along the northern slope of the mesa 

for the best views of the Rio de los Pinos 

below. Be sure to keep your ears perked for 

the train whistles on the Cumbres-Toltec 

Scenic Railroad, which skirts the boundary of 

the wilderness to the north. Water is typically 

close at hand in the form of small snowmelt 

streams, though it can be scarce in late 

summer and early fall. 

THE CUMBRES-TOLTEC SCENIC RAILROAD
The history of this rail line dates back to the 

1880s, when the Denver-Rio Grande Railroad 

began building extensions from Alamosa, 

Colorado all the way to Durango in order to 

serve the booming lumber industry. Today, 

the Cumbres-Toltec is strictly a sightseeing 

train, operating from May to October 

between Antonito, Colorado and Chama, 

New Mexico. 

LIVESTOCK
Ranchers utilized the Cruces Basin’s pastures 

for grazing long before its 1980 wilderness 

designation. Today, cattle roam the basin 

from June to October, making a reliable water 

filter a necessity. If you wish to minimize  

contact with livestock, call the Tres Piedras 

ranger district for the grazing schedule.

DO IT TRAILHEAD  36.9253, -106.2854; 35 
miles NW of Tres Piedras, NM. After driving 28 
miles on Forest Road 87, turn north on FR 572 
and park your vehicle at the road’s terminus in 
front of the Wilderness Boundary sign. Note that 
because there are no designated footpaths 
within the wilderness area having a good topo 
map and accompanying navigation skills are 
musts.  SEASON Spring to Fall PERMIT None 
MAP bit.do/CrucesBasinMap CONTACT bit 
.do/TresPiedrasRD 

MESA WALK
CRUCES BASIN WILDERNESS, NM

THE PEACE OF the forest is broken with a crash as three bull elk 
come loping out of the aspens. They freeze instantly, swiveling 
their antlered heads toward me—no doubt just as surprised as 
I am. For a long moment we simply stare at one another before the elk continue 
along their way. Before me are nearly 20,000 acres of pristine wilderness—mesas 
sharpening into mountains, every ridge dropping rivulets of snowmelt into the 
headwaters of the Rio de los Pinos that sustain the basin’s mule deer, bobcats, and 
coyotes. I listen to the thuds of the elks’ hooves and the cracking of branches as our 
brief encounter fades into the enveloping quiet of this wilderness.   
By Adam James Jones

Play ListPlay List
W E E K E N D S
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Distance  10.7 miles  
Time  2 Days
Difficulty 

13 MIDWEST OASIS
FOREST GLEN PRESERVE, IL.

alighting in an ancient 
streamside sycamore. I’m 
only a few minutes away 
from acres upon acres of 
Midwest farmland, but as 
I trek in silence along the 
sandy riverside bluffs I feel 
like I’m a million miles away.  
By Paul Chisholm

TURN BY TURN FROM THE LORNA K. 
KONSIS VISITOR CENTER 
1) Head east on the River Ridge 
Trail through a restored prairie, 

where the meadow fades to 

green and gold in the fall. Head 

into the trees at mile .8 to 

experience the fluctuation 

between oak-hickory forest, 

which generally occurs on drier 

soil, and maple-beech forest, 

which tends to grow in wetter 

areas.

2) Cross several ankle-deep 

creeks before reaching East 

Camp, your home for the night, 

at mile 3.2.

3) The next morning, continue .3 

mile north to the Vermillion 

River, then follow the 

watercourse west to a trail 

junction at mile 4.8.

4) At the junction stay right, 

passing a second campground 

(not recommended for 

backpackers; it’s close to a road) 

at mile 7.8. 

5) Follow the gravel double-

I DIDN’T EXPECT to find a sprawling riverine 
wilderness in the middle of the Corn Belt. Yet 
here I am, diving into a dense emerald forest 
crisscrossed by a web of rocky-bottomed 
streams. Bright orange spotted touch-me-not 
pushes its shoots through the  fallen leaves, 
while trumpet creeper dangles its flowers from 
above. My lungs burn as I climb in and out of 
innumerable steep-sided ravines and hop across 
gurgling brooks rimmed by rocky outcroppings. It’s 
a treat of topography. I drop into one shady hollow and 
scatter a flock of chattering turkeys; in another I startle a herd 
of whitetail deer, their snorts puffing out through the morning 
air before they disappear into a green sea of maple and beech. 
As I climb out of the forest to a bluff beside the Vermillion 
River, a bald eagle swoops low over the lazy current before 
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track through the campground 

before turning back onto 

singletrack trail at mile 8.2 (look 

for the trail entrance on the right 

side of the two-track). 

6) Hike beside Willow Creek, a 

tributary of the Vermillion River, 

for 1.5 miles before passing 

through a grove of maple trees 

where the park harvests sap for 

maple syrup (taps and buckets 

are visible on the trees during 

late winter). 

7) Trace the west shore of 

Willow Creek Pond (watch for 

wood ducks and kingfishers) for 

the final mile to the trailhead.

CAMPSITE 
The backcountry sites at East 

Camp (equipped with pit toilets 

and picnic tables) are perched 

atop a rise beneath a thick 

canopy of oaks and hickories. 

You probably won’t see the 

mottled, superbly camouflaged 

whip-poor-will, but you might 

hear its lilting cry once night 

falls. Hike about 500 feet west 

and downhill of the camp to filter 

water from a stream (typically 

running year-round).

SOGGY SURPRISE 
Near mile 9.2, you’ll pass 

Howard’s Hollow Seep, an 

ecological oddity where 

groundwater coming up through 

the soil has created a boggy 

marsh. Although pioneer 

farmers drained most of the 

Midwest’s seeps, Howard’s 

Hollow remained untouched, 

likely due to the rough terrain 

surrounding it. Today you can 

find a unique community of 

plants and wildflowers in the 

seep, including marsh marigold, 

golden ragwort, skunk cabbage, 

and several kinds of sedges. 

DO IT TRAILHEAD 40.0083, 
-87.5715 SEASON Year-round 
PERMIT Required for overnight 
backpackers; $10/group for 
parties less than 10, $1/person 
for parties of 10 or more 
CONTACT vccd.org/forest-glen-
preserve



Five-point waist belt 

delivers stable weight 

distribution and eliminates 

slippage over your hips.

The Guide Light MT™ frame is 

rigid yet dynamic, providing a 

solid foundation for weight 

distribution and load hauling.

Quick attach frame capture 

reveals an OVERLOAD® 

feature via a load shelf 

between the pack and the 

frame, allowing you to expand 

and put the bulk of the weight 

closest to your back for 

optimal comfort.

Expandable load haulers for big mountain adventures – 

the TERRAFRAME series is available in three different 

styles and capacities.

TERRAFRAME SERIES

80L 65L 50L

TERRAFRAME SYSTEM

Adventure over to mysteryranch.com

The TERRAFRAME SYSTEM features patented MYSTERY RANCH 

technology that increases capacity. The bag removes from the frame, 

exposing the load shelf allowing you to compress additional gear and 

awkwardly shaped loads closest to your back for optimal carry comfort. 

This intelligently engineered load-lifting frame and harness technology 

gives you the edge over gravity.
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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

Learn to identify and harvest fl avorful fl ora as you hike. Plus: Take your training session outside, 
start your meal with three savory appetizers, and set up the coolest camp on the mountain. 

M AT RICK

Supplement your camp meals 
with wild edibles and impress 
your hiking buddies by naming 
the plants along the trail. 

FINDERS, 
EATERS
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1) BE CAUTIOUS 
Make sure you can identify a plant with 
100 percent certainty before touching or 
consuming it. Hone your skills by 
attending plant walks with an expert, 
studying basic botany, cross-referencing 
multiple guidebooks, or using websites like 
gobotany.nativeplanttrust.org. We 
recommend getting started with regional 
field guides and books by Thomas Elpel, 
Samuel Thayer, and Briana Wiles. 

2) UNDERSTAND YOUR LAND
Study up on the area you plan to forage. 
What poisonous or endangered plants 
grow there, and what edibles are 
abundant? Avoid spots near factories, golf 
courses, roads, or places where water and 
soil could be contaminated (off-trail areas 
away from human activity tend to be safe).

3) HARVEST RESPONSIBLY
Check local land management guidelines 
for harvesting limits or restrictions. Only 
gather in areas—and amounts—that are 
permitted. Take only what you need, 
leaving enough for the wildlife and for 
regrowth (no more than 5 percent of one 
species in a given spot is a good rule of 
thumb). Be mindful of your impact in 
sensitive habitats like wetlands, tundra, or 
desert. Areas that are frequently disturbed 
(grazing fields, trailsides, and campsites) 
are good places for beginners to try, since 
the impact you’ll have is minimal 
compared to more sensitive habitats. 

4) FEED ON WEEDS
Seek weedy patches where edible species 
grow in abundance. (A weed is an 
unwanted plant that grows aggressively, 

especially in disturbed habitats.) 
Dandelion, nettle, and other weeds are 
great to eat, and you’re unlikely to deplete 
them by taking your fill. 

5) WALK LIGHTLY
Be mindful of your impact when venturing 
off trail in search of plants. Travel on 
durable surfaces like logs and rocks and 
beware of trampling other flora as you go. 
Always practice Leave No Trace. 

6) KNOW THE POISONS
As important as being able to recognize 
the plants you can eat is identifying the 
ones you can’t. Some poisonous plants only 
give you a rash, but others could kill you. 
Study up so you can recognize the traits of 
toxic species, especially those that look 
similar to edible and medicinal plants. 

Wild Buffet
Reap the bounty of nature’s pantry by learning 

to identify and responsibly harvest wild 
edibles on the trail or in your neighborhood. 

By Kat Mackinnon and Briana Wiles

Plastic containers will 
suffocate your harvest and 
cause it to mildew. Collect 

plants in a breathable cotton 
sack, basket, or your shirt.

Clean your tools and clothes 
between harvests to avoid 

transplanting invasive seeds 
or disease to new areas.

Clip leaves and plant parts 
with a sharp knife to allow the 

plant to continue growing. 

Your senses of smell, 
taste, and sight all help 
with identification and 

will become attuned 
with practice.

Skill Set
A D V E N T U R E  U
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C H E A T  S H E E T

FRESH FEAST
Relying on nature to provide nourishment elicits a unique 
backcountry experience. By Kat Mackinnon

LONG BEFORE the onset of the ultralight camping craze, my partner 
and I decided to head into the woods with nothing but a knife, a small 
pot, and the clothes on our backs for five days and five nights. We took 
care of shelter, water, and fire on the first day, but food was trickier. 
We quickly realized the most reliable source of sustenance was in 

the plants—they rarely run away. By day two we were exhausted, covered in soot and with 
leaves in our hair. Our first meal of cooked wild greens felt like a banquet. We took turns 
eating the nettle and lamb’s quarter from the pot, smiling all the while at the absurdity of 
our situation, but also at the freedom of self-reliance. We slept that night with our bellies 
full, brimming with gratitude for the wild place feeding us. 

IT HAPPENED TO ME 

MINT
Find this cocktail 
or tea ingredient 
along riverbanks 
and in most soils across the country. 
Recognize mint by its squared stems 
and toothed leaves that grow across 
from one another. Gently pluck the 
leaves to harvest.

DANDELION
These familiar 
weeds grow all 
over, and every part 
of the plant is edible. 
Dig up the roots in 
loose soil and roast or sautée 
them, eat the leaves and fl owers in 
salads or fry them into fritters, and 
make noodles from the stems. 

WATE RCRESS
Look for this 
spicy green in 
wetland areas 
with its fl eshy 
stems, hairless alternating leaves, 
and small white to pink four-petaled 
fl owers. Harvest the leaves and 
fl owers from mid-spring to fall for a 
salad addition or cooked green. 

WILD STRAWBERRY
Find strawberries in 
sunny areas and 
forests from sea 
level up to 10,000 
feet. Pick the fruit from 
mid-summer to early fall—look 
closely, as berries like to hide near the 
ground. The stems are horizontal and 
green to pink, and the leaves are egg-
shaped with serrated edges. Look for 
fl owers with fi ve white to pink petals, 
and the unmistakable fruit. Berries 
can be eaten straight off  the plant; 
collect fl owers and leaves for salads 
and teas.

To learn more about foraging the 
plants in your region, sign up for 
Kat and Briana’s online course at 
backpacker.com/wildplants.

TINA ZE LL M E R

EASY EDIBLES
These plants grow in abundance 
across North America. In general, 
they are safe, plentiful, weedy, and 
hardy enough to survive harvest— 
making them great targets for 
beginner foragers. 

Make a Pine Infusion
Use this mixture to concoct an elixir to soothe coughs or, our favorite application, as an 
ingredient in a signature foraged cocktail. 

Cover the plant matter with your favorite 
   spirit (we recommend tequila for margaritas)
      or apple cider vinegar.  Add a few
          tablespoons of honey or 
             maple syrup. 

Cover and let steep 
for one week, shaking 
once daily. 

Mix your infused alcohol with 
lime juice and orange juice for a 
complex and refreshing cocktail. P

H
O

T
O

S 
B

Y
 S

T
O

C
K

.A
D

O
B

E
.C

O
M

 (
5

)

Clip off  a few small 
branches of pine, 
spruce, or fi r. (Avoid 
yew, which is toxic.)
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                     you go to find silky, smooth softness, 

we suggest slipping into these new twisted yarn socks. 

Unconditionally guaranteed to be the most comfortable,  

durable, best fitting socks you’ve ever worn.

WOMEN’S NOMAD MEN’S SCOUTWOMEN’S SCOUT MEN’S NOMAD
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UP YOUR ENDURANCE
Escape the gym with these movement-based routines designed to take your 
workout outdoors. By Meg Atteberry

Live in the fl atlands but training for a mountain trip? Stadium ramps 

or an inclined treadmill can pinch-hit for actual hills. 

M A K E  D O 

Uphill Lunges
Strengthen your hips and glutes while focusing on joint alignment 
to avoid stress injuries to your knees.
Reps 3 Sets One 5-minute interval

1. Find an uphill (5 percent grade or so) that’s at least 100 yards long. 

Shorter hills work, too, but you'll have to turn around.

2. Begin lunging uphill (see proper lunging technique in step 2 in the fi rst 

exercise above). Maintain an upright posture as you continue lunging for 

20 yards (roughly 10 lunges on each side), alternating the lead leg. It 

should take about 2 minutes to cover the entire distance. 

3. Walk normally (you should be able to hold a conversation without 

gasping for air) for the next 20 yards, or about 30 seconds. 

4. Return to lunges and continue the pattern nonstop for 5 minutes.

Side Shuffle to Backwards Walk
This multidirectional circuit workout improves balance and agility. 
Exercise with a buddy and alternate who walks backwards to avoid 
bumping into things. You can do this exercise on flat terrain or a 
moderate (5 to 10 percent) incline.
Reps 3 (a 4-minute circuit is one rep) 
Sets One 12-minute interval

1. Walk forward for 1 minute as your partner walks backwards several 

paces in front of you.

2. Together, turn sideways to the right and shuffl  e step for 1 minute at a 

brisk pace. You should be able to clearly speak a couple of sentences 

before you need to catch your breath. Keep your torso centered over your 

body with a slight bend in your knees for stability. 

3. Walk backwards, facing your partner, for 1 minute while they walk 

forward to spot you.

4. Turn to the left and shuffl  e for 1 minute.

5. Once you have completed the 4-minute circuit, repeat without rest. 

Increase speed or add a weighted pack as you get stronger.

Trail Squat Lunges
Stabilize your glutes with this butt-busting 
routine that will help you crush steeps.
Reps 5 (1 rep is 20 yards  of lunges and squats, and 
20 yards of walking) Sets 1

1. Find a hill with a gentle grade—around 5 percent— 

that is at least 100 yards long. You can also use a 

treadmill on a slow setting for an indoor workout.

2. Take a big step forward with your right foot and 

lunge: Drop your left knee to the ground, bending your 

front knee to a right angle. Focus on keeping your 

ankle, knee, and hips stacked.

3. Bring both feet together as you stand, then move 

your legs shoulder-width apart.

4. Move into a deep squat by pushing your butt out. 

Keep your back straight.

5. Stand, returning to your starting position, then lead 

with the left leg for your next lunge. Move as quickly 

as you can while maintaining good form.

6. Continue lunging and squatting for 20 yards, then 

walk for 20 yards to recover.  
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THE EXPERT
Exercise 
physiologist Robyn 
Fog-Wiltse is a 
former professional 
obstacle course 
racer and runs Sasquatch Training 
in Golden, Colorado.

ADAM MOWERY

Skill Set
B O O T  C A M P
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PFDS AND PADDLES banged into 
my shins as I schlepped the last load 
of gear from the shuttle van and 

dropped it in the red dust at my feet. That’s 
when I heard Andrew’s voice cut through 
the air: “Hey, did anyone grab my raft?”

I did not have Andrew’s raft. Based on the 
looks Will, Stew, and Kalen exchanged, they 
didn’t either. Our shuttle driver, having 
received his payment for the 2-hour jour-
ney from Moab to the Lathrop Trail on the 
White Rim Road, made a hasty exit. “Don’t 
call me!” he yelled before driving away, 
leaving us with a one-raft deficit in the 
middle of Canyonlands National Park.

Despite this blunder, we weren’t com-
pletely new to packrafting. Will, Stew, 
and I had recently voyaged to Alaska for a 
5-day packrafting trip on the Alatna River 
in Gates of the Arctic National Park. Since 
they’re lightweight and portable, packrafts 
are ideal for hiking-paddling hybrid adven-
tures. But on the Alatna, we spent five days 
on the water and never hiked. We wanted 
these inf latable boats to enable the kind 
of land-and-water trip we dreamed of, so 
we set out to link the Green and Colorado 
Rivers—by boat and foot—through all four 

districts of Canyonlands on a 50-mile jour-
ney over three days. It was an ambitious 
schedule, but we figured a swift current 
would do much of the work and our stout 
constitutions could handle the rest.

But we’d lost a boat. Dauntless, Kalen 
offered to paddle Andrew in her raft if the 
rest of us could manage his gear. Stew’s 
boat was fun-sized, barely fitting him and 
his pack. That left Will and I to wrangle 
all of Andrew’s belongings. After lashing 
down the final item on the bow of my craft, 
I watched as the stern popped up in the air, 
forfeiting its battle with physics.

Andrew’s legs dangled over the sidewall 
of Kalen’s raft as she paddled behind him. 
Within minutes, we had a second problem: 
Where was the current?

Based on beta from a park ranger, we’d 
planned the trip around a 5-miles-per-hour 
flow rate. Instead, we found a lazy current 
moving at less than half that speed. His face 
obscured by a mountain of drybags, I heard 
Will say, “this is slower than bath water.” 
We’d never cover 23 miles to Spa nish 
Bottom by sunset as planned. So we nixed 
the Green River and The Maze from our 
itinerary, instead aiming for a more direct 

PADDLE THE 
DESERT
Can a group of novice packrafters make 
it out of Canyonlands in one piece?
By Heather Balogh Rochfort

LI ZHANG

Skill Set
P A S S / F A I L



paddle to a hikeable drainage we’d scouted 
on the map before the trip. 

We paddled through the rest of the 
day, our red-and-yellow boats meander-
ing through the murky brown water like 
Skittles floating in chocolate milk. We set 
up camp on a sandbar, then continued pad-
dling the next morning. Our new sched-
ule had us arriving at the confluence of the 
Colorado and the Green Rivers at dusk. 
From there, we would def late our boats, 
hike 1 mile off-trail up the drainage, and 
pitch our tents on the canyon rim.

But now we had a third problem: We 
couldn’t find a way up the drainage. We 
fumbled through the dark, tortoise-like, 
with 75-pound packs full of raft gear and 
water teetering on our backs. After an hour 
of reconnaissance, we hit an impassable 
20-foot-tall rock band. Foiled. 

We returned to the river at midnight, 
bedraggled and exhausted. I’d never strug-
gled so much with routefinding on a hiking 
trip—the packrafts had let us access an 
area that was unreachable on foot, and in 
doing so they’d gotten us into trouble. We 
were stuck a thousand vertical feet below 
the rim, hours before Stew’s f light home. 
Our ambitious weekend suddenly felt like 
a bad idea.

After an impromptu bivy near the shore-
line, we awoke before dawn with renewed 
optimism. We’d inf late our boats once 
again and paddle a quick mile to Spanish 
Bottom. From there, we’d deflate the rafts 
and hike 11 miles up the Lower Red Lake 
Canyon Trail to return to our vehicles. 

And so, with our rafts packed up for good, 
we toiled upwards. At some point, the waist 
belt on my pack ripped open the skin on my 
hips. Blood stained my pants as I struggled 
up the steep trail, cursing the rubber boat 
weighing down my monstrous backpack. 

Eventually, we arrived back at the cars, 
9 hours late, Stew’s f light from Denver 
long departed—and having travelled just 
38 miles of our planned route. I’m not sure 
which fared worse: our feet, coated in dried 
blood from opened blisters, or our egos, 
having taken such a massive beating. I’ll 
call this one a draw. 

Skill 
School PACKRAFTING 

101

Multisport voyages take double the 
preparation. Here’s how to get 
started. 

1. Pack strategically.  
With the addition of a raft, your kit will 
need some rearranging. Cinch paddles 
and your life jacket to the outside of 
your pack to free up room inside for 
your boat and camping gear.  Leave 
behind non-essentials; you won’t 
regret it.

2. Start easy.  
Packrafting involves a lot of variables 
that regular hiking doesn’t. The gear 
adds around 15 pounds to your back, so 
plan to hike at half your normal speed. 
Paddling pace largely depends on the 
current, but beginners can expect to 
cover around 2 miles per hour.

3. Get to know your boat.  
Practice inflating and deflating your 
raft at home—it will save time in the 
field. Getting the hang of paddling on 
flat water ahead of time will also make 
your trip smoother.  

FAIL
T H E  V E R D I C T

Turns out an adventurous spirit and a tight 
schedule weren’t the best fit. We needed 
everything to break in our favor, but we kept 
getting skunked. 

www.mishmitakin.com

“WATERPROOF BOOT BUILT TO HANDLE THE HEAT”
– BACKPACKER

Say goodbye to sweaty 
and smelly feet with the 
Jampui boot featuring 
ultra breathable eVent 

membrane. Light as a trail 
runner, Supportive as a 
boot—Jampui is perfect 
for work as well as ultra 
light backpacking and 

through hiking. 
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OYSTERS WITH 
SRIRACHA MIGNONETTE
Live it up with this seafood 
snack. Makes 1-2 servings, 

or enough sauce for 1 can of 

smoked oysters.

1 Tbsp. minced shallot
3 Tbsp. white wine vinegar
1 tsp. Sriracha
¼ tsp. salt
¼ tsp.  sugar
¼ tsp. ground pepper
1  3.75-oz. can smoked 

oysters

AT HOME  Mix all ingredients 
except oysters until salt and 
sugar are dissolved. Pack in a 
leak-proof container.  

IN CAMP  Open can of oysters 
only slightly and drain the 
oil (pack it out to follow LNT 
principles). Pour mignonette 
sauce directly into the can and 
stir to combine. Enjoy as is or 
with crackers.  

CALORIES* 181 WEIGHT 4.7 oz. 
PROTEIN 18 g

CRUNCHY EDAMAME
Packed with protein and iron, 
this crispy snack is just the 
ticket. Makes 1 cup, or roughly 

2 servings.

2 cups frozen shelled edamame
2 Tbsp. soy sauce
½ tsp. salt

AT HOME  Preheat oven to 350°F. 
Toss frozen edamame (no need 
to thaw) with soy sauce and 
salt in a large bowl until evenly 
coated. Spread on a baking 
sheet in an even layer and bake, 
stirring occasionally, for 45 
to 60 minutes, or until lightly 
browned and crispy. Let cool 
and store in a zip-top bag. 

IN CAMP  Enjoy as-is. 

CALORIES 65 WEIGHT 2.3 oz 
PROTEIN 7 g

CHIPOTLE-LIME
BANANA CHIPS
Chili powder adds a smoky 
heat to this trail mix staple. 
Makes 11/2 cups dried banana 

chips. 

2  bananas, ripe but still fi rm
1 lime
1 tsp. chipotle chili powder
1 tsp.  salt

AT HOME  Preheat oven to 
250°F. Slice bananas into 
1/8-inch-thick rounds and 
toss with juice from the lime. 
Arrange on a large, parchment-
lined baking sheet (do not 
use foil, bananas will stick). 
Combine chili powder and salt 
in a small bowl, then sprinkle 
over bananas (you might not 
use all of the mixture). Bake for 
one hour (or dehydrate at 135° 
for 8 to 10 hours), then flip the 
banana slices. Bake for at least 
another 30 to 45 minutes for a 
softer texture, or up to 1 hour 
for crispier chips. The banana 
slices will be pliable right out of 
the oven but will harden as they 
cool. Store in a zip-top bag. 

IN CAMP Eat them straight 
or add them to your gorp or 
oatmeal. 

CALORIES 210 WEIGHT 1 oz. 
PROTEIN <1 g

Skill Set
T R A I L  C H E F

NICK COTE

HORS D'OEUVRES OUTDOORS
We all need a little something to munch on while we wait for the 
chili to rehydrate. These tasty, easy-prep apps might just be the 
most memorable part of the meal.  By Nick Cote

Elevate your snack 
game by leaving the 
granola at home.

*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 .



Supercharge your health 
with antioxidants.

Recharge your batteries with P∂M Wonderful 100% Pomegranate Juice. 

With more antioxidant power on average than red wine, blueberry juice, or green tea, 

P∂M has the free-radical-fi ghting juice your body needs.

© 2020 POM Wonderful LLC. All Rights Reserved. POM, POM WONDERFUL, ANTIOXIDANT SUPERPOWER, the accompanying logos and the Bubble Bottle Design are trademarks of POM Wonderful LLC or its affi liates. PJ200504-05
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I
’ ’VE BEEN SHOT, I thought. I lay on 
my back, and a light rain mingled with 
the blood trickling from my mouth and 

ears. Someone must have shot me—why else 
would I be incapacitated in the middle of 
the woods? I didn’t yet realize that what had 
actually happened was just as scary. 

When I moved to Colorado, I fell in love 
with the snow-f lecked peaks and granite 
boulders of Rocky Mountain National Park, 
and spent as much time there as I could, 
hiking and climbing almost every weekend.

One Saturday in August, I packed my bag 
to hike up to Lower Chaos Canyon in search 
of boulders to climb. I threw in a thermal 
shirt, a rain shell, some food, a headlamp, and 
water. One last look at the forecast revealed 
only a 20 percent chance of rain. Perfect.

But by the time I got to the parking lot 
around 1:30 p.m., dark clouds of a clockwork 
thunderstorm were cluttering the sky. I sat in 
my car, watching rain and hail rattle off the 
hood. Colorado storms never stick around for 
long; 15 minutes later, the sky brightened. I 
grabbed my pack and started walking. 

As I hiked, patches of blue sky widened 
above me. About halfway up the trail, around 
2:30 p.m., I passed two climbing rangers. We 
stopped to chat, and one of them warned me 

that there was another cloudburst on the 
radar, about an hour away. 

In retrospect, I should have turned around 
then, but I was still below treeline and my 
destination was less than a mile away. After 
seven years in the Rockies, I had learned 
that there’s a certain regularity to summer 
storms and had grown comfortable with 
taking shelter under large boulders or below 
treeline until they passed.

At Lake Haiyaha, the trees opened up, 
revealing views of prow-like Hallett Peak 
and the Continental Divide. The rangers 
had been right—clouds were building on the 
western horizon. Normally, I would have 
pushed through, but I needed to get home 
and pack for a weekend trip to celebrate my 
mom’s 61st birthday. I didn’t want to be late. 
This isn’t worth it, I thought, looking at the 
incoming front. I’ll just hike down. 

I’d been descending for about 10 minutes 
when it started to drizzle. I stopped to pull 
out my rain jacket. That’s where my memory 
goes blank.

When I regained consciousness, I lifted 
my head and could feel the blood oozing 
down my face. What happened? Why am I in 

the national park? Then I felt the pain flood 
in. It was a burning sensation, more intense 

STRUCK BY
LIGHTNING
Minko Nikolov, 32, suffered a near-fatal 
lightning strike while scouting a 
bouldering objective in Rocky Mountain 
National Park in August 2019. 
As told to Corey Buhay

JACOB MYRICK

Skill Set
O U T  A L I V E

For more real-world survival 
stories, listen to our Out Alive 

podcast at backpacker.com/podcast. 
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than anything I’d felt before. I thought that 
my leg had been severed, and that my arm 
had been broken or shot. 

I wanted to move but couldn’t. My muscles 
felt fused together, and any stretching of my 
skin caused searing pain. I was surprised to 
see that my leg was indeed intact—and that it 
was steaming. I smelled burning flesh. 

“Don’t move!” I heard voices up the trail. It 
was two hikers, a man and a woman. “You’ve 
been struck by lightning!” 

So that’s what happened, I remember 
thinking, eerily detached. I wonder if I’m 

going to make it. If I lose two limbs, I could live. 

Later, I found out that lightning struck 
the aluminum frame of my backpack and 
entered my body through my left shoulder. 
It exited through my left big toe, missing my 
heart by inches and burning 30 percent of my 
body. The blood came from facial wounds, an 
injured eardrum, and my jawbone, which had 
cracked when my head hit the ground. 

The hikers called 911. They asked me 
questions and, after a while, details started 
floating back. The time of year. My itinerary 
that morning. My name. 

While we waited for rescuers, I asked the 
hikers to turn me into a more comfortable 
position. Afraid that I was somehow still siz-
zling with electricity (which is impossible), 

they wouldn’t touch me. I begged them for 
help, but they refused. 

Aside from feeling helpless, I don’t recall 
much emotion going through my head. The 
pain was so bad, I figured I’d be a goner 
before help arrived. I thought of my family 
and felt vaguely sad that my mother would 
learn about my death so close to her birthday. 
But mostly I felt calm. I wanted to live, but 
accepted that I might not. 

After 45 minutes, the first ranger arrived, 
followed by the two climbing rangers from 
before. I could see on their faces that my situ-
ation was grim. 

But as they asked questions—name, age, 
date of birth—I began to relax. At least I’d 
get off the mountain. The rangers cut off my 
clothes and lifted me onto a stretcher, care-
ful to avoid damaging the burned tissue. 
I was airlifted to the emergency room, where 
doctors discovered that a good chunk of my 
left deltoid (where the lightning entered 
my body) was blackened, dead tissue. They 
removed 50 percent of it. That was the first of 
six surgeries and 25 days in the hospital. But 
a few months later I was back on the rock.

It’s rare to get struck by lightning, but it’s 
even rarer to survive and make a full recov-
ery. I paid for my luck with pain, but that’s the 
price of getting a second chance at life. 

Skill 
School WEATHER THE 

STORM
Avoid getting struck by lightning 
with this advice from Kathy Kupper,  
spokesperson for the National Park 
Service and a former ranger. 

Seek shelter. As soon as you notice 
lightning or thunder, evacuate exposed 
areas. Head downhill and to a car or 
building if possible.“If you’re camping, 
get out of the tent,” Kupper says. The 
best option for shelter is a stand of 
shorter trees at low elevation. Try to 
avoid contact with anything that 
conducts electricity, like water or metal. 

Single yourself out. When traveling in a 
group, stay 50 feet apart. If lightning 
strikes, the chance of multiple injuries or 
casualties will be minimized. 

Act fast. If someone is struck by 
lightning, contact help. Make sure the 
scene is safe, then assess the person and 
treat wounds to the extent that you are 
capable. Lightning strikes often result in 
cardiac arrest—administer CPR if you’re 
able to. You will not be harmed by 
touching someone who has been struck.  
 

Dear Backstroking,
Insect repellent, 

sunscreen, and lotion can, 
in fact, contaminate water 
sources even in small 
quantities. DEET is toxic to 
fish and insects that live in 
backcountry lakes and 
streams, and sunscreen 
containing oxybenzone has 
damaged coral reefs across 
the world. What’s bad for 
fish is bad for you, too, 

when you drink the water 
that they swim in.  

Leaching all your sprays 
and creams into that lake 
means it’s less pristine for 
the next hikers looking to 
quench their thirst. But, 
relax: It’s still OK to go 
swimming. Just don’t take 
the lotion with you (solar 
shower, anyone?). Where 
fresh water is scarce, think 
twice before taking a dip.

D O  T H E  R I G H T  T H I N G 
If you use sprays or lotions, 
treat yourself to an on-land 
bath at least 200 feet from 
shore before your next 
backcountry soak. And, if 
you’re a frequent ocean 
swimmer, invest in some reef-
friendly sunscreen. You can’t 
scrub years’ worth of micro-
contaminants from all those 
lakes and rivers, but you can 
set a good example to other 

hikers who take the plunge. 
Cannonball!

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

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

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

REAL SLICK
Like any backpacker, I’m a sucker for a nice 
swimming hole on a hot day. I’ve taken 
hundreds of dips over the years—often with 
sunscreen and bugspray on. A few spritzes of 
insect repellent can’t do much harm, right?  
—Backstroking in Bozeman

JA M E S DECK E R



Enough already.

Over the next year, we will remove the equivalent of 7.3 million miles of driving 
by eliminating the carbon footprint of every magazine subscription we deliver.

Backpacker 

www.enoughalready.wtf
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Skill Set
T R A I L  C R A F T
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M C T  1 2  V A R I O  C A R B O N

W O M E N ´ S  M C T  1 2  V A R I O  C A R B O N

FAST ¬ LIGHT ¬ VERSATILE 
M C T  1 2  V A R I O  C A R B O N

weight: 190 g I pack size: 42 cm I length: 100 - 120 cm adjustable

weight: 200 g I pack size: 42 cm I length: 110 - 130 cm adjustable
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G E A R  P I C K S  A N D  T I P S
Fıeld Test

Warm, ultralight down jackets are the MVPs of shoulder season, so we’ve rounded up the 
best new models. Plus: Gear up for dayhikes, and live large in a luxurious basecamp tent.

WILD  GINA / GINA DANZ A

PUFF 
PIECES

The Montbell Plasma 
1000 Alpine Down Parka
(page 46) wards off the 
early morning desert 
chill in Arizona’s Tucson 
Mountains.
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Field Test
H E A D  T O  H E A D

1. BEST ALL-AROUND 
Montbell Plasma 1000 
Alpine Down Parka
$439; 8.4 oz.; m’s XS-XXL, 
w’s S-XL 

WARMTH 4.9
With temps in Utah’s Little Death 
Hollow hovering around freezing on 
a November trip, the Plasma 1000 
kept us warm over a T-shirt and light 
fleece as we did camp chores. On 
ski tours in the Rockies, we paired 
it with a baselayer and midlayer for 
comfort into the single digits. While 
sitting around camp, we overheated 
in this puffy at around 55°F. 
PACKABILITY 4.7
For a jacket with such a dialed fea-
ture set, the Plasma doesn’t take up 
much space. It leverages premium, 
1000-fill down (it’s not hydrophobic, 
but still jacks the price up) to squish 
into an eggplant-size cylinder with 
its included stuffsack. This feat is all 

the more impressive given that it’s 
the warmest jacket in the test. 
DURABILITY 3.5
The 7-denier ripstop nylon is among 
the most delicate here, crinkly, and 
saw its share of dings over a season. 
While scrambling up boulders to 
get a photo of the night sky from 
Little Death Hollow, one sleeve suf-
fered a small tear on a sharp corner; 
we experienced a few of these tiny 
snags over 5 months of testing, but 
they never spread and we patched 
them easily.
FEATURES 4.7
A beefy, fully insulated hood (not 
helmet compatible) is adjustable 
on the sides and back. The Plasma 
1000’s full zipper makes for easy on/
off, and two zippered hand pock-
ets keep your digits toasty and hold 
small items. A DWR treatment was 
welcome while we pushed through 
dewy brush, but it doesn’t hold up to 
more than a quick drizzle.

2. MOST DURABLE
Western Mountaineering 
QuickFlash Jacket
$365; 8 oz.; m’s S-XL, w’s XS-L

WARMTH 4.4
When the temperature dropped to 
15°F on the final climb to the top 
of 10,804-foot San Jacinto Peak in 
California, the QuickFlash, paired 
with a midweight baselayer, was 
all we needed to finish the hike 
in comfort. We also stayed warm 
while wearing the jacket in camp on 
a sunny afternoon with tempera-
tures in the high 30s.
PACKABILITY 4.5
On the lower, warmer slopes of San 
Jacinto Peak we barely noticed 
the 850-fill QuickFlash inside our 
packs, owing to it’s half-pound 
weight and compressibility to can-
taloupe size. The jacket doesn’t 
pack into its own pocket or come 
with a stuffsack, though. 
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ALL WE IG HTS ARE FOR A M E N ’S SIZE M E DIUM . WE IG HTS ARE PROVIDE D BY TH E M AN U FACTU RE R .

Weightless 
Warmth
Banish worries about 
pack space and morning 
shivers on your next cool-
weather trip with these 
packable puffi  es. 
By Ryan Wichelns

2. OVERALL 

4.4

1. OVERALL 

4.5
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3. OVERALL

4.3

DURABILITY 4.9
“Durable ultralight puffy” might 
sound like an oxymoron, but the 
QuickFlash is the most resilient in 
the test thanks to its 12-denier nylon 
fabric and sturdy accents. Over a few 
days we spent schlepping climbing 
gear around Joshua Tree National 
Park—during which we scraped the 
jacket along the park’s notoriously 
coarse rock—the material didn’t rip 
once. The beefy front zipper also 
spat out sand like it was nothing. 
FEATURES 3.6 
The QuickFlash lacks a hood, but 
the tall collar wrapped snugly 
around our necks and did a nice 
job of sealing out wind. Unique to 
this jacket, the two hand pockets 
are insulated on both the inner 
and outer layers, a rare (and warm) 
design; all other jackets in the test 
have uninsulated fabric as the 
pocket backer. (The pockets lack 
zippers, though, so they’re not great 

for holding small objects.)  Our 6’2”, 
200-pound tester found the fit of his 
men’s large to be boxy; size down.

3. MOST PACKABLE
Mammut Broad Peak Light 
IN Jacket
$279; 8.6 oz.; m’s S-XXL, 
w’s XS-XL 

WARMTH 3.8
Thanks to 2.7 ounces of 850-fill 
down, the Broad Peak Light provides 
year-round warmth. On a climb-
ing trip to Utah’s Indian Creek with 
temps in the 30s, it was the ideal 
around-camp jacket with a fleece 
underneath. We also wore it over 
other layers on single-digit ski tours 
outside Cody, Wyoming.
PACKABILITY 4.8
Like a first-aid kit and a backup 
Prusik loop, the Broad Peak Light 
always found a way into our kit, even 
for an ascent of Red Rock, Nevada’s 

1O OZ.
o r lighter, 

shoulder-season 
ready

TOTAL PRODUCTS 
TESTED

17

TEST 
CRITERIA

TEST 
STATS

classic 5.9 route Epinephrine. Its 
puny packed size (no larger than a 
pint glass, the smallest in the test) 
made it a constant staple, ready to 
add some warmth just in case.
DURABILITY 4.6
A 10-denier by 15-denier Pertex 
Quantum face fabric (only slightly 
less robust then the Western 
Mountaineering QuickFlash) holds 
the Broad Peak’s guts in place. The 
jacket only lost a couple feathers 
through the stitching, even when we 
scraped it up sandstone chimneys. 
FEATURES 4.1
High, zippered hand pockets are 
accessible under both a climbing 
harness and a hipbelt—they’re the 
only ones in the test high enough to 
comfortably reach with a pack on. 
This jacket doesn’t have a hood, but 
we appreciated that design while 
layering it under a shell for skiing. 
The Broad Peak Light has a snug fit, 
so consider sizing up. 

TOTAL MILES 
HIKED

1,013

COLDEST TEMP

6°F
Rocky Mountain 

National Park, CO

HIGHEST 
ELEVATION

14,150 FT.
Mt. Sneff els, CO
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Field Test
H E A D  T O  H E A D

4. MOST VERSATILE
Mountain Hardwear Ghost 
Whisperer/2 Down Hoody
$325; 8.8 oz.; m’s S-XXL, 
w’s XS-XL

WARMTH 4.3
The Ghost Whisperer has long been 
considered a classic in the ultralight 
category, and it retains that status 
with this update. It’s not the warm-
est in the test, but it’s also not the 
wimpiest; the Ghost Whisperer/2 
worked well over a base layer 
while we hiked in low 30s temps 
in Alaska’s Chugach State Park, 
and fended off the late-fall chill in 
Wyoming’s Titcomb Basin over a 
fleece in 40°F weather. 
PACKABILITY 4.5
The Ghost Whisperer/2’s 800-fill 
down makes it an adequately tota-
ble jacket that weighs just under 
9 ounces. It squishes down small 
enough to slide into a backpack’s 
water bottle pocket, which is where 
one tester “lost” it while backpack-
ing near Bird Creek, Alaska.
DURABILITY 3.8
 Lightweight, 10-denier ripstop 
nylon face fabric is the standard for 
jackets in this category, but it’s far 
from invincible: It suffered a small 

rip while we bushwhacked through 
alders and willows in search of a ski 
line on Alaska’s Turnagain Pass. 
On that same trip, falling snow and 
wind couldn’t dent the warmth 
thanks to a PFC-free DWR treat-
ment and the nylon’s tight weave, but 
harder precip would have called for 
a shell. Testers on desert trips noted 
the lightweight zipper needed to be 
babied around sand, which messed 
with the delicate teeth.
FEATURES 4.5
The helmet-compatible (yet snug-
fitting) hood has elastic around 
the opening, and the double hand 
pockets zip shut, though they can 
be a little finicky to open and close 
because of the lightweight material. 
A drawcord hem seals out drafts. 

5. MOST COMFORTABLE
Black Diamond 
Approach Down
$299; 9.7 oz.; m’s S-XL, w’s XS-XL

WARMTH 4.1
For chilly (low 40s) evenings in 
Wyoming’s Wind River Range, the 
Approach was our tester’s chosen 
outer layer (over a T-shirt and 
fleece) for hanging around camp 
thanks to 800-fill, hydrophobic 

down. However, in even a slight 
breeze the narrow baffles admitted 
a small draft. On more active days, 
like a September paddling trip in the 
Adirondacks, we could only keep it 
on until temps hit the low 50s, after 
which it became too warm.
PACKABILITY 4.3
The Approach packs down to an 
average size for the jackets in this 
test—slightly larger than a Nalgene 
in its own pocket—so our tester was 
able to store it in the brain of his 
pack for quick deployment. But, due 
to beefy zippers and adjuster tog-
gles, it’s  also the heaviest jacket on 
this list.
DURABILITY 3.3
After a season of wear, the 
Approach’s 10-denier by 7-denier 
nylon face fabric (par for the course 
in this test) has succumbed to 
some superficial scuffing, with one 
tester noting a couple scratches 
and feather leakage through the 
seams. A PFC-free DWR treatment 
handled paddle splashes in the 
’Dacks  but rain for more than a few 
minutes started to dampen (but not 
flatten) the hydrophobic down.  
FEATURES 4.2
Where this jacket really shines is 
the feel of its interior fabric—not 

4. OVERALL

4.3

5. OVERALL

4.0
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6. OVERALL

4.0

a trait low-denier nylons are typi-
cally known for—which made it soft 
rather than slick, a bonus when worn 
over just a T-shirt. Testers appreci-
ated the helmet-compatible hood 
(with a drawcord adjustment) and 
high collar, which easily warmed 
their chins. The Approach has two 
zippered hand pockets as well as an 
insulated chest pocket large enough 
for an iPhone.

6. AMAZINGLY AFFORDABLE
Decathlon Trek 100 Down 
Hiking Jacket
$80; 9.2 oz.; m’s S-3XL, 
w’s XS-XXL

WARMTH 4.0
For the most part, down performs 
like down no matter what gar-
ment it’s packaged into, and the 
non-hydrophobic, 800-fill variety 
in the Trek 100 works just as well 
as it would in a jacket four times as 
expensive. (Decathlon, a European 
retailer, keeps costs down through 
in-house designs and sheer volume.) 
When the temps dropped into the 
low 40s while our tester backpacked 
in Alaska’s Caines Head State Park, 
it was all the warmth he needed over 
a baselayer. 

S C E N E S  F R O M  A  M I S S I O N
It’s all too easy to capture a summit view on your 
phone—just a quick snap and you’re done. But my 
brother-in-law Max takes an old-school approach 
to memorializing hikes: He paints. Per the usual, 
he took his en plein air kit on his “bachelor party” 
hike, an outing we planned up Rendezvous Peak 
near Anchorage, Alaska. We left from Arctic Valley 
Ski Area and ascended through a cold, misty rain. 
(I stayed warm, as I was testing the Mountain 
Hardwear Ghost Whisperer/2.) The top of the ridge 
was windy, so we decided to run all the way back 
to Symphony Lake after summitting Rendezvous. 
Throughout, we chatted about the plans for the wedding and winter adventures to come, and eventually 
we climbed up to the old tower perched on the glacial moraine between Symphony Lake and Eagle Lake. 
It was there that Max pulled out his sketchbook and paints. As we ate potato chips and gummy bears and 
drank beer that we had hauled all the way up for the occasion, Max studied the view and went to work. 
The fi nal product captured a memorable day in all its glory.  –Puck Van Dommelen

PACKABILITY 4.0
The Trek 100 scrunches down (in its 
own pocket) to the size of a football. It 
also slips in well under the 10-ounce 
barrier, which is mind-boggling 
given that it costs only $80. 
DURABILITY 3.8
Thanks to a burly, 15-denier nylon 
face fabric, this jacket would have 
scored higher in durability if it 
weren’t for a dinky main zipper. We 
found it hard to use, especially in 
the cold, and prone to separating. 

(We fixed it easily with a multitool, 
though.) Feathers stayed in and 
seams stayed tight over a year of 
use, and a DWR treatment knocked 
back light precipitation. 
FEATURES 4.0
The Trek 100 comes with a snug-
fitting hood (with a single cinch in 
back) and a high collar, zippered 
hand pockets, and a hem cinch. Our 
only complaint about the fit is that 
the cuffs feel a bit too tight, espe-
cially if you’re wearing a watch. 



July 9th: Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina
• MAST General Store (Waynesville, NC)
• River Sports (Knoxville, TN)
• The Local Hiker (Spartanburg, SC)

July 16th: Blue Ridge Mountain of Virginia
• Walkabout Outfitters (Richmond, VA)
• Appalachian Outdoors (State College, PA)
• Ramsey’s Outdoors (Succasunna, NJ)

July 23rd: Red River of East-Central Kentucky
• Quest Outdoors (Louisville, KY)
• Benchmark Outdoor Outfitters (Blue Ash, OH)
• J&H Lanmark (Lexington, KY)

July 30th: Adirondack Mountains of New York
• Gear for Adventure (Amherst, NY)
• Appalachian Outfitters (Peninsula, OH)
• Rusted Moon Outfitters (Indianapolis, IN)

August 6th: White Mountains of New Hampshire
• Eastern Mountain Sports (North Conway, NH)
• Kittery Trading Post (Kittery, ME)
• Outdoor Gear Exchange (Burlington, VT)

August 13th: North Shore of Lake Superior, Minnesota
• Midwest Mountaineering (Minneapolis, MN)
• Yellow Wood (Whitefish Bay, WI)
• Moosejaw (Ann Arbor, MI)

August 20th: Black Hills of South Dakota
• Roam’n Around (Rapid City, SD)
• Fin and Feather (Iowa City, IA)
• Bushwhacker (Peoria, IL)

August 27th: Bitterroot Mountains of Montana
• The Basecamp (Billings, MT)
• Trailhead (Missoula, MT)
• TBD

JOIN US ONLINE FOR THESE EPISODES:

GET OUT MORE

WE KEEP YOU OUTDOORS

September 3rd: Cascade Range of Washington
• REI (Spokane, WA)
• REI (Anchorage, AK)
• NEXT Adventure (Portland, OR)

September 10th: Sierra Nevada of California
• Redding Sports (Redding, CA)
• Sunrise Mountain (Livermore, CA)
• REI (Fresno, CA)

September 17th: Eastern Sierra of California
• The Mountain Air (San Luis Obispo, CA)
• Nomad Adventures (Escondido, CA)
• Uloha (Honolulu, HI)

September 24th: Rocky Mountains of Colorado
• JAX Outdoors (Fort Collins, CO)
• Bent Gate (Golden, CO)
• Mountain Chalet (Colorado Springs, CO)

October 1st: Guadalupe Mountains of NM/TX
• Good Sports Outdoor Outfitters (San Antonio, TX)
• Summit Hut (Tucson, AZ)
• Mountain Sports (Arlington, TX)

October 8th: Ozark Mountains of Arkansas
• Ozark Outdoors (Little Rock, AR)
• REI (Overland Park, KS)
• Buffalo Peak Outfitters (Jackson, MS)

October 15th: Florida Trail
• Bill Jackson’s Shop for Adventure (Pinellas Park, FL)
• REI (Winter Park, FL)
• Red Beard’s Outfitter (Mobile, AL)

For more details, visit:
BACKPACKER.COM/GETOUTMORE

The Get Out More Tour 
    has gone virtual!
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Field Test

T H E  K I T

RELIABLE RUCKSACK

Osprey Hikelite 26
The ideal dayhiking pack 

is small but durable, 

organized but simple, and 

comfortable but able to 

carry moderate weight. The 

Hikelite nails that trifecta, 

and has emerged from a 

year of near-constant use 

in fi ne condition thanks to a 

100-denier nylon packbag 

and 500-denier nylon bottom. Storage op-

tions include a hydration sleeve, side mesh 

pockets for a water bottle and doggie bags, a 

front stuff  compartment for quickly stashing 

a windbreaker, and a 2-liter front pocket to 

hold sunglasses, a GPS, and snacks. A mesh 

trampoline backpanel kept our backs from 

overheating even in 90°F temps, and we 

didn’t feel too much pack sway while carrying 

up to 30 pounds.$100; 1 lb. 9 oz.; 26 liters; 
unisex one size

LIGHT-AND-MIGHT Y BOOT

Vasque Breeze 
LT GTX
You don’t always 

need heavy 

clompers for a 

single-day outing. 

The sub-2-pound Breeze LT is nimble enough 

for dayhiking but burly enough for light 

backpacking: Its EVA midsole ranges from 24 

to 18 millimeters thick, and combined with the 

ultracushy midcut ankle cuff  kept us comfort-

able in rough terrain. “This boot is just high 

and stiff  enough to add confi dence while you 

bomb downhill, but is extremely agile,” one 

tester said after navigating steep rock scram-

bles in Wyoming’s Caribou-Targhee National 

Forest. The Breeze LT breathes well thanks to 

a superlight synthetic upper, but after a year 

of use some of the PU overlay has started to 

peel (no dip in performance, though). $170;     
1 lb. 11 oz. (m’s 9); m’s 7-14, w’s 6-11 

ENERGY BOOS T

Kate’s Real Food Bars
Food fatigue is less of a problem 

on dayhikes than overnights, 

but we still reach for the best-

tasting nutrition available. With 

a satisfying organic brown rice 

and oat-based crunch, this bar 

adds a crackle to a usually blah 

category. It packs in 260 calories, 6 grams of 

protein, and 9 grams of fat per bar, which kept 

us going on desert jaunts near Moab, Utah. 

Our favorite: The Handle Bar, made with dark 

chocolate, cherries, and almond butter. $2.49 
each; 2.2 oz.

SUN SHIELD

Duckworth Vapor Snorkel Hood
Getting blasted by the sun can end any hike 

early (or add pain later), so covering up is key. 

This hooded, long-sleeved shirt will prevent 

you from frying, and also 

grants superb temp control 

and durability. Made from 

an airy merino/poly-

ester/modal blend, 

it kept us from 

overheating on a 

sunny, 80°F day 

during a hike outside 

Silverton, Colorado. 

The poly and modal 

ensure that the Snorkel 

Hood is more robust than 

a pure merino layer, and 

ours has never snagged or ripped. Tradeoff : 

It’s more expensive than synthetic sun shirts. 

$120; 7.5 oz. (m’s M);  m’s S-XXL, w’s XS-XL

EMERGENCY AID

AMK Mountain Hiker 
Medical Kit
An expedition-worthy 

fi rst aid kit is overkill, but 

you should still be ready 

to address minor injuries. 

This kit has a dialed-in combo 

of organization, useful contents, and a nice 

price: It holds essential medical supplies, 

as well as a pair of EMT shears—useful for 

cutting tape or clothing, and not usually found 

in small med kits. The internal organization 

is labeled by injury type, and everything is 

neatly packed into a bag that zips open and 

closed with a smooth action. $25; 7.2 oz.

ALL WE IG HTS ARE PROVIDE D BY TH E M AN U FACTU RE R .

UP AND AT ‘EM  On both 
quick hikes and all-day 
epics, hitting the trail early 
can help you avoid crowds, 
beat the weather, and make 
the most of daylight hours.

L AU RE N DANILE K

YOU’VE GOT ALL DAY
Even on a lowkey dayhike, good gear can be the diff erence between a forgettable outing and a fun one. 
By Lauren Danilek

Hiking an early summer 
meadow in Colorado’s 
San Juan Mountains



Field Test
R O U N D U P

For trips that don’t take you far from 
the car, these tents will let you rest your 
head in spacious comfort and style.
By Will McGough

Frontcountry 
Fortresses 

ALL WE IG HTS ARE PROVIDE D BY TH E M AN U FACTU RE R .
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1. MOST VERSATILE
Klymit Cross Canyon 2
With its combination of breathability, ample 

storage options, and relatively light weight, 

the double-walled Cross Canyon is a great 

pick for car-camping duos who want to occa-

sionally head into the backcountry. This tent 

notched the highest ventilation marks in the 

test thanks to fl oor-to-ceiling mesh panels, 

which one Florida camper says helped keep 

the tent fresh on muggy, drizzly nights in Big 

Cypress National Preserve. A 31-square-foot 

fl oor, two doors, and two small vestibules 

(7.5 square feet each), combined with an im-

pressive amount of interior storage space—

three overhead hanging pockets, each large 

and strong enough to hold a full Nalgene, as 

well as two corner pockets at ground level—

make it easy for two people to stay organized. 

At well under 6 pounds, the Cross Canyon 

pulls double duty as a backpacking tent. 

However, our testers in Colorado found the 

Cross Canyon’s tall silhouette and relatively 

thin poles susceptible to collapse in wind 

gusts over 25 mph (the poles bent, but didn’t 

break). Bonus: Testers liked the simplicity of 

the roll-up style stuff sack.

$200; 5 lbs. 6 oz.; 2-person

2. BEST GEAR STORAGE
Big Agnes Blacktail Hotel 3
The double-walled, two-door Blacktail Hotel 

3 now has a new, 28-square-foot front ves-

tibule that makes it the choice for climbers, 

bikepackers, and basecampers who place a 

high value on storage space. “The massive 

vesti made us the envy of everyone in camp,” 

one tester said after she and a partner com-

pleted a 20-day river trip through the Grand 

Canyon. “We laid out our clothes, shoes, and 

dry suits to air out under the fl y without fears 

of rain.” The tent has six internal pockets as 

well as loops for hanging clotheslines, all of 

which our tester used to dry additional gear. 

She also appreciated the position of the front 

fl y door, which is set at a 90-degree angle to 

the tent body door. During a mist- and sand-

storm, she kept the fl y open for airfl ow and 

found that no water or sand blew inside. Add 

in the 9-square-foot secondary vestibule, 

which is accessible from  both inside and out, 

and there’s nearly as much storage space (37 

square feet) as there is interior space (44 

square feet). Condensation formed during 

large temperature swings, but the tent venti-

lated eff ectively on low-50s mornings. 

$280; 6 lbs. 5 oz.; 3-person

1



5. BEST FOR KIDS
Decathlon 2 Second Fresh 
& Black Three Person Tent
For increasingly independent young camp-

ers, the Fresh & Black is a smart option for 

your kids’ fi rst tent thanks to its ease of setup. 

This shelter is unconventional: It comes in a 

fl at, 3-foot-wide, disc-shape bag held in place 

by buckles. Once you release the buckles it 

unfurls to its full size with no pole assembly 

required, so children can pitch it on their own. 

“My 7-year-old always wants to do things 

herself, and had been asking for her own 

tent,” one parent says. “Because the whole 

thing just pops into place, it was easy for her 

and a friend to set up.” The tent has 41 square 

feet of fl oor space, but the interior feels 

much smaller due to low ceilings. (Adults can 

sleep in it, but might have trouble sitting up.) 

Our parental testers also liked the black-out 

interior, which kept the tent dark even during 

the middle of the day for naptime. The Fresh 

& Black can withstand light rain (it’s double-

walled, with the fl y permanently attached 

to the canopy), but it’s not made for severe 

weather. Note: Guying the tent out and fold-

ing it back up will require adult assistance. 

$149; 9 lbs. 3 oz.; 3-person

FALL 2020
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3. MOST DURABLE
MSR Habitude 4
This tent is designed to handle whatever you 

throw at it: rough campsites, bad weather, 

boisterous occupants, anything. Durabil-

ity helps soften the sticker shock, and one 

tester says that the double-walled Habitude’s 

68-denier polyester fl oor was unaff ected by 

rocky ground in Arizona’s Coconino National 

Forest. He reports that his 3-year-old son 

was no match for the stainless-steel zippers, 

which are built to endure the wear-and-tear 

of repeated family use. He also praised the 

tent’s sturdy frame, which uses three hubbed 

poles. (We found setup time to be about 5 

minutes with two people.) The 6-foot-tall 

Habitude and its 62.5-square-foot fl oor-

plan allowed our 6’5” tester to sit up fully 

and sleep with his legs extended. It held up 

without issue in 40-mph gusts on the Grand 

Mesa in Colorado, and the full-length rainfl y 

kept us dry. Tradeoff s: The Habitude sacri-

fi ces ventilation for increased storm protec-

tion (we had to remove the fl y completely on 

a 75°F day to cool down the tent), and setup 

is best with two people given the tent’s height 

and multitude of poles.

$500; 12 lbs. 10 oz.; 4-person

4. MOST SPACIOU S
Eureka! Copper Canyon LX 4
In search of  a true home away from home? 

You’re in luck: The Copper Canyon is one 

of the biggest, most cabin-like new tents 

on the market. With 64 square feet of fl oor 

space, palatial, 7-foot-high ceilings, and four 

zippered windows, it’s made for those who 

might prefer cots and air mattresses to sleep-

ing pads. “I don’t even have to duck when 

entering,” one 6’ tester says. The fl oorplan af-

fords each sleeper plenty of shoulder space, 

as well as room between their feet and the 

entryway. Steel corner poles, pole sleeves, 

and four guy-out points provide stability in 

moderate wind, while  a small rainfl y covers 

the mesh top of the tent adequately in mild 

storms. The zip-up storm windows are water-

proof, as well. (The rest of the body is single-

wall.) This setup allows for great breath-

ability and ventilation—testers reported no 

condensation on 30°F nights in Rabbit Valley, 

Colorado. Setup is straightforward, but most 

people will need to be on their tippy toes to 

secure the rainfl y. Caveats: At more than 17 

pounds, you won’t carry this tent far, plus 

there’s no vestibule and only one door.

$250; 17 lbs. 8 oz.; 4-person



Guided Climbs to Premiere Peaks
Professional Training and Gear 
100% of Proceeds Go to Youth Nature Programs
Lock down your spot at BigCityMountaineers.org.

THIS ISN’T YOUR
STANDARD 5K FUNDRAISER …

Take on the climb of a lifetime while raising funds for Big City Mountaineers. Together, we’ll 
transform the lives of under-resourced youth in the great outdoors. And it will be extreme. 

Mt. Whitney Appalachian Mt. Hood Pres. Traverse Grand Teton Mt. Rainier Longs Peak
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W H E N  I  G O T 
PREGNANT, my 
pa r ent s w a r ne d 

me, “You won’t be able to do the 
outdoor activities you love any-
more.” Maybe that was true for 
them in the ‘80s, but they didn’t 
have a Thule Chariot Cross. 

Before we got our Chariot, 
when my son Sam was 8 months 
old, life in Missoula was some-
what housebound and isolated. 
I longed to get back into the 
wilds again—without the hassle 
of hiring a sitter or carrying a 
breast pump—to reconnect with 
the person I’d been before this 
Mom role took over my life.

Who knew a piece of parent-
ing gear would answer my wish? 
From Sam’s first outing in the 
Chariot, I knew it was much 
more than a fancy kid-hauler. 
It was our ticket to escaping 

t he treadmi l l of day-to-day 
baby care to get out on the trail 
a ga in. It wa s freedom, pure 
and simple. No other method of 
child conveyance is as comfort-
able, tough, and capable as this 
stroller, which has attachments 
for running, cycling, and cross-
country skiing modes.

The Chariot quickly became 
a central component of build-
ing meaningful family memo-
ries. One that stands out was a 
backcountry cabin trip in the 
Beaverhead-Deerlodge National 
Forest when Sam was 18 months 
old: We buckled him into the 
stroller, loaded the rest with 
food, and strapped a Pack ’n Play 
to the top for our ski in. After 
two days of mellow touring and 
snow angels, we woke to a foot of 
fresh snow. The Chariot plowed 
steadily through the powder—

me pulling, my husband push-
ing—while Sam snoozed inside, 
wrapped in sleeping bags. The 
trip brought back all the famil-
iar feelings of exhilaration and 
escape—but better, because I 
was sharing it with my son. 

The Chariot facilitated navi-
gating another new parent chal-
lenge, too. When Sam broke his 
femur, it was the only stroller 
wide enough to fit his body cast, 
or rugged enough to bump over 
the trail to a wildflower meadow 
that finally made him smile. Its 

burly suspension lets my hus-
band mountain bike Sam up a 
5,000-foot peak in town for a 
morning workout. And that’s 
on top of countless everyday 
farmers’ market jaunts, daycare 
drop-offs, and afternoon hikes 
in the hills.

Sam is 3 years old now, and 
ready for his own bike and skis. 
Just in time, too: Baby sister Eve 
is just about big enough to stake 
her own claim to the Chariot. 

Organization is also improved, with a storage 
pocket at the foot and a large ceiling pocket at 
the head, plus media pockets. In other respects, 
the new Copper Spur preserves the features 
we’ve always loved: taut pitch, color-coded poles 
for easy setup, and great ventilation. On a rainy 
night with very little wind and temps in the 40s, 
we saw zero condensation. The tent’s 29-square-
foot fl oor is adequate for two, but just barely.
$450; 2 lbs. 11 oz.

P E A K B A G G ING PA C K

Mountain 
Equipment 
Orcus 24+
When the elevation 
profi le tips toward 
vertical, the Orcus 
24+ will keep you 
charging ahead.
It’s light enough for 
fastpacking (12 ounces 
fully stripped down), 
and low-profi le enough 
for unencumbered 
scrambling. One tester reported minimal pack 
sway, even when loaded down with 15 pounds of 
climbing gear and a day’s food and water on an 
ascent of the Third Flatiron in Boulder, Colorado. 
We were also impressed with the durability of 

the PU-coated, 210-denier nylon fabric. One 
interior zippered pocket fi ts keys, wallet, and 
a phone, and adjustable toggles make it easy 
to strap on an ice axe for trips into the alpine. 
A removable EVA backpanel provides a buff er 
between the spine and poky gear. (Its breath-
ability is subpar, though.)
$110; 1 lb. 1 oz.; unisex one size 

COMF Y CLIMBERS

Salomon 
X Ultra 3
Light, low-top 
shoes are 
more nimble 
than chunky 
boots when you’re pursu-
ing rugged summits, and we stand by the X 
Ultra 3’s combo of grip, support, and comfort 
when the trail tilts upward. The chevron- 
and T-shape lugs on the proprietary rubber 
outsole glommed on to steep scree slopes on 
Colorado’s four-Fourteener DeCaLiBron Loop. 
Brake treads on the heel were also useful on 
downhills, and an EVA midsole off ers support 
under packs up to 25 pounds. This shoe isn’t 
waterproof, making it ideal for breathability in 
warm weather, and its Kevlar quicklace stays 
put for all-day security. 
$120; 1 lb. 10 oz. (m’s 9); m’s 7-14, w’s 5-12

FIELD NOTES

ULT R A L I VA B L E T E N T

Big Agnes Copper Spur 
HV UL2
For more than a decade, the Copper Spur 
has been the benchmark for lightweight, 
freestanding tents. This updated design raises 
the bar even higher—it’s not the absolute 
lightest shelter in the line, but is easily the 
most livable. The most obvious upgrade is the 
awning feature on each vestibule, which you 
can use two trekking poles to pitch: “It’s like 
having a covered porch on each side,” said one 
tester after a weekend trip in Colorado’s Indian 
Peaks. “I loved sitting in the doorway during a 
light rain or when I just wanted some shade.” 

MIKE CARINA

How a stroller saved my outdoor sanity. 
By Elisabeth Kwak-Heff eran

PRECIOUS CARGO
MATERIAL LOVE

The latest word from our testers

Field Test
T R A I L  M I X
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HIKERS CROSS 
EVOLUTION LAKE  ON 
THE 200-MILE SIERRA 
HIGH ROUTE
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Thanks to COVID-19, big-name national parks 
are drawing larger crowds than normal this year, 

leading to busy trails and hard-to-get permits. 
So skip ‘em and set your sights on these 

sleeper alternatives instead. Not only will you 
still nab beauty to rival any national park, 

but there’s a good chance your social distancing 
will extend for miles and miles. 

B Y  H E AT H E R  B A L O G H  R O C H F O R T
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TAKE A PASS
 SKIP Gunsight Pass Trail,  Glacier  National Park,  Montana 

 HIKE The Beaten Path Trail, Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness, Montana 

The sharp peaks and mesmerizing lakes of Glacier National Park are safeguarded by lim-
ited permits on the most popular hiking route in the park. So venture off the beaten path to, 
well, The Beaten Path Trail. On the 26-mile point-to-point between East Rosebud Lake and 

Cooke City, the path dances around cerulean waters teeming with rainbow and cutthroat trout, 
like Rainbow Lake at mile 8 (camp here). Waterfalls plunge toward enchanted shorelines, the most 
impressive of which can be found at mile 12’s Impasse Falls near Duggan Lake. At roughly 16 miles, 
Fossil Lake (the high point of the trek at 9,750 feet) appears as a world-class foreground to some of 
the behemoth Beartooths, including 12,779-foot Granite Peak, the tallest in the state. How do you 
soak in so much beauty? Spread the trip over at least four days. Then you can slow down to take full 
advantage of the huckleberry-laden shrubs (fruiting July and August) on your hike out.

TRAILHEAD East Rosebud (45.1976, -109.6343) SHUTTLE Clarke’s Fork (45.0178, -109.8684) ROAD Rough 2WD 
PERMIT None SEASON July to September INFO bit.do/BeatenPathMT

SIERRA SKYLINE
 SKIP Half Dome, Yosemite National 

Park, California 

 HIKE Mt. Ritter, Ansel Adams 
Wilderness, California 

A permit to summit Half 
Dome is practically cur-
rency in California (also, 

the famed chunk of glacier-ground 
granite is on the state quarter), 
but 13,150-foot Mt. Ritter is the 
true king of the peak-rich Eastern 
Sierra. This pyramid blends mod-
erate scrambling with snow-slope 
trekking up the Southeast Glacier, 
all nestled in a wilderness far off 
the tourist radar. The 20-mile out-
and-back starts by climbing 1,100 
feet into a deep granite bowl that 
cups the summit-reflecting waters 
of Ediza Lake. Meadows freckling 
the western shore make for excel-
lent camping (choose an impacted 
spot). Next day, ascend to a  dark-
glassy volcanic saddle, bookended 
by Mt. Ritter and Banner Peak, the 
latter a favorite subject of Ansel 
Adams. Hopscotch to the left of 
the grassy ledges before ascend-
ing class-2 granite slabs that dump 
you at the base of the glacier. 
Secure your crampons and kick-
step up the crevasse-free snow 
toward the summit. You can see 
the entirety of Yosemite to the 
north—but far enough away that 
no cables or crowds mar the view.

TRAILHEAD Agnew Meadows (37.6831, 
-119.0855) ROAD 2WD PERMITS 
Required and limited; reserve in advance 
($5/person + $6) or get them day of at 
the ranger station (free) SEASON May 
to October INFO sierrawild.gov/wilder-
ness/ansel-adams
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GO WITH A GROUP
Rather travel with others? Join 
BACKPACKER and Wildland 
Trekking on life-list backpacking 
trips in the U.S. and around the 
world. There are still some spots 
available on fall 2020 trips with 
built-in COVID precautions. 
INFO backpacker.com/travel

RAINBOW LAKE POOLS 
7.2 MILES FROM THE 

NORTHERN TRAILHEAD.



WATER WORLD
 SKIP 7 Lakes Basin, Olympic 

 National  Park, Washington

 HIKE Spade Lake, Alpine Lakes 
 Wilderness, Washington 

If you’re willing to sweat 
for your solitude, then 
hike heaven-ward to the 

lonely stained-glass pool of 
Spade Lake, four hours east of 
Olympic. As one of the most 
pristine bodies of water in the 
seldom-seen Alpine Lakes 
Wilderness (150,000 annual 
visitors versus 3.4 million 
to Olympic), Spade owes its 
enduring isolation to a hefty 
14-mile approach to access the 
rocky cirque high on 7,959-foot 
Mt. Daniel. The trail starts by 
tracing a mellow path beside 
the Waptus River through old-
growth cedar—the climbing 
doesn’t begin until the halfway 
point. Ford the slow-and-easy 
river at mile 8 then follow it 
until you reach the two-mile-
long Waptus Lake, where the 
fun begins. The grade grinds 
up nearly 2,300 feet in 4 miles 
before depositing you at the 
shore of Spade Lake itself, 
where low-lying greenery 
fringes the water and camp-
sites perch on the rocky bluffs 
a dozen yards above the teal 
pool. Once you camp here, the 
congestion at 7 Lakes will seem 
like a silly fiction.

TRAILHEAD Salmon La Sac 
(47.4092, -121.1038) ROAD 2WD 
PERMIT Self-issue (free) at the trail-
head SEASON May to October INFO 
bit.do/SpadeLakeWA

SPADE LAKE



RIDGERUNNER
 SKIP  Shenandoah Loop, 

 Shenandoah National Park, Virginia 

 HIKE Sipsey Wilderness Loop,  
 Bankhead National Forest,  
 Alabama 

Finding solitude in the East’s 
parks is harder than it is out 
West—not least because 

there are fewer parks—so get 
ready to ramp up your effort if 
you want to score alone time. 
Ditch the hiking highway that 
is Shenandoah’s portion of the 
Appalachian Trail and travel 600 
miles southwest to the Sipsey 
Wilderness, a 25,000-acre para-
dise buried deep within Alabama’s 
Bankhead National Forest. It’s a 
long haul from Virginia, but the 
wild-flowing river (61 miles of 
Sipsey Fork are designated Wild 
and Scenic) and chimneys of 
limestone and sandstone create 
a region flowing with cascades, 
earning it the nickname “Land of 
1,000 Waterfalls.” Piece together 
the nine trail segments that create 
the park’s perimeter and you’ll 
have a 22-mile weekend loop 
filled with mysterious sinkholes, 
sun-dappled hardwood forests, 
and pocket waterfalls with primo 
campsites. The green-tunnel 
effect is palpable, as is the utterly 
remote feeling in many sections: 
If you hear something rustling 
underbrush, it’s more likely a wild 
boar than another hiker.

TRAILHEAD Randolph (34.2881, 
-87.4713)  ROAD 2WD PERMIT Required 
(free) during gun-hunting season for deer 
(November to January); acquire at ranger 
stations SEASON September to May 
INFO bit.do/SipseyAL
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DESERT DWELLER
 SKIP Under-the-Rim Trail,  

 Bryce Canyon National Park, Utah 

 HIKE Egypt-25 Mile Wash, Grand  
 Staircase-Escalante National  
 Monument, Utah 

Bryce is a beauty, but canyon 
country without the crowds 
really only exists in the sun-

drenched desert of the Grand 
Staircase. Even after it was down-
sized in 2017, the national monu-
ment still protects more than 1 
million acres of deep slot canyons 
and sandstone goblins. This 20-mile 
loop begins high above the Escalante 
River on sculpted-from-slickrock 
Egypt Bench before plummeting 
1,000 feet into Fence Canyon, a lush 
oasis you’ll likely have to yourself. 
Nestle your tent into any one of the 
shelves along the water or snag a 
site in the old cowboy camp near 
the junction of the canyon and the 
Escalante River. From there, wade 
downriver (up to knee-deep in late 
summer) to the confluence with 25 
Mile Wash before snaking back up 
the wash itself, willow-whacking 
through the middle and navigating 
over dozens of beaver dams before 
arriving at the desert floor. Conclude 
the trip with a 6-mile cross-country 
trek over slickrock and sand to arrive 
back at your vehicle. 

TRAILHEAD Egypt (37.5932, -111.2184) 
ROAD 4WD PERMITS Required (free); self-
register at the trailhead SEASON March to 
May, September to November INFO bit.do/
Egypt25UT
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THE BIG EMPTY
 SKIP Mt. Eielson Loop, Denali National Park, Alaska 

 HIKE Resurrection Pass Trail, Chugach National Forest, Alaska 

Everything is bigger in Alaska; size up to local-favorite 
Resurrection Pass Trail. This 38-mile point-to-point trek through 
the Kenai Mountains covers more than twice the mileage of the 

Mt. Eielson Loop while crossing through some of the country’s most 
inspiring terrain. Start in the small community of Hope, winding your 
way up singletrack as it rises through spruce forests before breaking 
free from the canopy and heading into a sloping tundra. You’ll find no 
people but plenty of daisies and views that remind you of all your good 
choices. Top out at the halfway point, 2,600-foot Resurrection Pass, 
which boasts commanding views from the Harding Icefield all the way 
to Denali itself. From the 7-mile-long summit, it’s 19 miles of downhill 
into the town of Cooper Landing on the Kenai Peninsula, but take at 
least 4 to 5 days to complete the entire trek. Eight public-use cabins 
(operating, as of press time) and 19 designated backcountry camp-
sites sprinkle the route; we’re willing to bet you won’t mind cozying up 
at a hut for an extra day or two.

TRAILHEAD Resurrection Pass North (60.8696, -149.6301) SHUTTLE Resurrection 
Pass South (60.4844, -149.9536). Shuttles/taxis are also available from Wildman’s 
Store at mile 47.5 of the Sterling Highway (Group rate of $125/hour; wildmans.org) 
ROAD 2WD PERMIT None needed for tent camping but reserve cabins six months 
in advance via reserveamerica.com SEASON June to September INFO bit.do/
RessPassAK

MOUNTAIN 
RAMBLE
 SKIP Teton Crest Trail, Grand 

 Teton National Park, Wyoming 

 HIKE Granite Highline Trail, 
 Gros Ventre Wilderness, 
 Wyoming 

It’s a backpacker’s fantasy: 
wildflower-dotted mead-
ows and big-sky views that 

start by hot springs and end 
with beer and burgers. The 
Granite Highline Trail hides 
in the interior of the Gros 
Ventre, a vast wilderness so 
close to the Tetons you can 
watch the sun skewer itself 
on those famed gneiss peaks. 
This 23-mile point-to-point 
trek begins near the man-
made swimming pool and 
natural hot bath of Granite 
Hot Springs, a local favor-
ite for easing sore muscles 
(check COVID guidelines 
ahead). Steeply climb an ini-
tial 1,200 feet until the trees 
dwindle; around mile 6, end-
less ridgelines stack out to 
the horizon. Then cruise 
through meadows filled 
with prairie-fire and lupine 
(blooming in June and July) 
that skirt the lower flanks of 
the 11,180-foot Gros Peak. At 
mile 13.3, the route plunges 
into the Cache Creek drain-
age where it meanders along 
until reaching the terminus 
at the Cache Creek trailhead 
in east Jackson. It’s only 2.2 
miles to Snake River Brewing 
to chug a Jenny Lake Lager 
and inhale a bison burger. 

TRAILHEAD Granite Creek 
(43.3485, -110.4408) SHUTTLE 
Cache Creek (43.4650, -110.7300) 
ROAD 2WD PERMIT None 
SEASON May to October INFO bit
.do/GraniteHiLineWY

PH
O

T
O

S 
BY

 H
A

G
EP

H
O

T
O

 (
2)

JUNEAU FALLS, 4 MILES 
FROM THE SOUTHERN 
TRAILHEAD



FALL 2020
BACKPACKER.COM  63

UP HIGH
 SKIP John Muir Trail, California 

 HIKE Sierra High Route, California 

John Muir once said that 
Yosemite was a place of rest, 
but then again he never had 

to navigate the permitting system 
of the trail that took his name. 
Skip the crowds (and formalized 
path) of “America’s Most Famous 
Trail” in favor of the Sierra High 
Route, a 200ish-mile cross-coun-
try hump through the expansive 
Sierra Nevada. Like the JMT, the 
15- to 17-day journey runs south-
north and the two routes even 
share 30 miles of trail. But when 
the JMT trends lower, the SHR 
runs the ridges into an alpine zone 
filled with diaphanous lakes and 
polished granite. With 33 oxygen-
depleting passes and more than 
60,000 feet of gain, it’s no walk 
in the park. And that’s exactly the 
idea. Tip: Begin the hike at the 
southern trailhead at Road’s End 
for easier pick-up logistics.

TRAILHEAD Road’s End (35.9266, 
-118.4993) SHUTTLE Mono Village 
(38.1474, -119.3774). No commercial 
shuttles are available. Hitchhike or pay 
roughly $150 for a taxi from Fresno. 
ROAD 2WD PERMITS Required ($10 + $5 
per person); nps.gov/seki SEASON June 
to October INFO nps.gov/seki; 
nps.gov/yose

HIKERS  APPROACH 
GROUSE LAKE PASS, ONE 
OF 33 PASSES ON THE 
SIERRA HIGH ROUTE.



SACRED SPACE
SKIP Rim-to-Rim, Grand Canyon 

National Park, Arizona

HIKE Canyon del Muerto-Bare 
Rock Loop, Canyon de Chelly 
National Monument, Navajo 
Nation

Grand Canyon may be the 
bigger ditch, but Canyon 
de Chelly is the spiritual 

heart of Navajo Nation—and it 
feels like it. About 40 Diné fami-
lies reside on the floor of the 
aeolian sandstone canyon in this 
84,000-acre national monument, 
and you must have a Diné guide to 
explore the 21-mile trek between 
ankle-deep sand and amber-hued 
walls stippled with ancient picto-
graphs. Descend 600 feet to the 
White House Ruin before mean-
dering to broad-reaching Canyon 
del Muerto via stream crossings 
and a jeep road, surrounded by 
golden spires and craggy cotton-
woods. Day two brings Black Rock 
Canyon’s half-wild horse herds 
and ancient log ladders clinging to 
the cliffs high above. But the true 
highlight is the third day. Hike back 
down Canyon del Muerto before 
ascending to the juniper-domi-
nated rim via the Bare Rock Trail. 
Traverse red slickrock pocked with 
Moqui steps (hand and toe holds) 
carved into the stone by Ancestral 
Puebloans, Diné, and Hopi people 
while you listen to your guide’s 
stories about the old ones who 
walked the same path. 

TRAILHEAD White House Overlook 
(36.1304, -109.4775) GUIDE Most trips 
in Navajo Nation Parks require local 
guides; navajonationparks.org. ROAD
2WD PERMIT Required and avail-
able at the Navajo Parks & Recreation 
Department or through your tour guide 
SEASON April to October INFO Navajo 
Tribal Trust of the Navajo Nation and 
Canyon de Chelly National Monument 
(nps.gov/cach)
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HOWDY, NEIGHBOR
 SKIP Longs Peak, Rocky Mountain 

National Park, Colorado 

 HIKE Lone Eagle Peak, Indian 
Peaks Wilderness, Colorado 

Longs Peak is overexposed. 
We’re not talking about 
the fall-forever ledges near 

the Fourteener’s summit, or the 
miles upon miles of shadeless 
scree. We’re talking about the 
hundreds of people you’ll share 
all that with—more than 350 per 
day attempt the standard route 
in the height of summer. When 
locals need an alpine fix, they 
head 13 miles south to the empty 
heights of Lone Eagle Peak. The 
8-mile approach and semi-techni-
cal climbing on the summit ridge 
combine to dissuade most of the 
crowds. Ascend from the Monarch 
Lake trailhead while paralleling 
Buchanan then Cascade Creeks. 
At about 7 miles, skirt past pocket-
sized Mirror Lake with the pin-
nacled bell of Lone Eagle crowding 
the background. Press on to Crater 
Lake and set up camp besides a 
cobalt pool that looks straight out 
of the Sierra. The least technical 
route to the 11,920-foot summit is 
Solo Flight, a devious route-finding 
endeavor with 1,600 feet of gain 
around broken granite benches 
and cairn-laden cliff bands with 
a class-4 crux. Tiptoe your way 
across the sawtooth-like ridge to 
the narrow summit and contem-
plate in solitude a view of Longs 
Peak, the mountain you skipped.

TRAILHEAD Monarch Lake Trailhead 
(40.1119, -105.7472) ROAD 2WD 
PERMIT $5 for a backcountry permit 
required from June 1 to September 15, 
available in advance or at the ranger sta-
tion at the trailhead SEASON July to 
September INFO bit.do/LoneEagleCO

AROUND THE HORN
 SKIP The Wonderland Trail, Mt. Rainier National Park, Washington 

 HIKE Broken Top Loop, Three Sisters Wilderness, Oregon 

As the most popular backpacking circuit in a park that sees a couple million visitors annu-
ally, the Wonderland Trail is everything you dreamed of—except quiet. Around 3,000 
hikers request permits for the marquee loop, but rangers issue just 450, leading to dreams 

deferred. Instead, go now and secure that elusive solitude a day’s drive to the south. The Broken 
Top Loop, a 22.8-mile circumnavigation around the 9,175-foot glacier-ground volcano that lends 
the route its name, ribbons around alpine lakes with steady views of Mt. Bachelor (9,065 feet) and 
North, South, and Middle Sister peaks. Knock the burly climbing out first by approaching the loop 
clockwise. The initial 1,800-foot ascent feels about as abrupt as crashing cymbals, so think of it as a 
wake-up call to appreciate the Cascadian vista. Viridian-colored lakes litter the route, ranging from 
the lonesome No Name Lake at mile 5.4 to the popular Green Lakes that hikers treat as a standalone 
destination. Continue on a faint path for the last 2.6 miles, vacuuming up wonder on a trail that’s not 
named for it. 

TRAILHEAD Tam Macarthur Rim (44.1008, -121.6220) ROAD 2WD PERMIT Central Cascades Wilderness Permit 
required ($6), available at recreation.gov or at the national forest office SEASON April to November INFO bit.do/
BrokenTopLoop

NO NAME 
LAKE
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TOUR DE FORCE
 SKIP Rae Lakes Loop, Kings Canyon and Sequoia National Parks, California 

 HIKE Cottonwood Lakes Loop, Golden Trout Wilderness, California 

This 21.3-mile clockwise loop through classic Sierra alpine will leave you feeling like a kid in 
a backcountry sweet shop, even though it just barely enters the stately interior of Sequoia 
National Park. Glassy lakes teeming with trout and expansive vistas filled with snow-speck-

led peaks are just the tip of the Golden Trout experience. After Cottonwood Pass (mile 3.8), pick 
your way across the glacial cirque to Chicken Spring Lake. There, you’ll find a ridge to the west that 
doubles as a bench to marvel at the setting sun disappearing over the Sierra. Cross into Sequoia 
and camp near the wildlife-rich Soldier Lake (mile 10.1), where you’ll also find a bear box. If you have 
time, pause for an extra evening and spend a day or two peak bagging Mt. Langley (14,026 feet) for 
a fine Mt. Whitney substitute. Continue up and over New Army Pass (12,300 feet) at mile 13.4 with 
the oblong Cottonwood Lakes below. It’s big-name views with a lot less red tape. 

TRAILHEAD Horseshoe Meadows (36.4509, -118.1720) ROAD 2WD PERMITS Required for overnights, available via 
walk-in or up to six months in advance SEASON June to September INFO bit.do/CottonwoodLakesCA

1. Choose trip 
partners care-
fully. Ask poten-
tial companions 
about their travel 
history and risk 
tolerance.

2. Call ahead for 
up-to-date info 
on area closures 
and requirements 
for social distanc-
ing and mask use.

3. On trail, wear 
masks when 
passing or follow-
ing other hikes. 
Give those you’re 
trailing a 25-foot 
buffer.

4. Negotiate with 
other parties to 
complete passes 
safely. Stand on 
durable surfaces 
when you step off 
the trail.

5. In camp, don’t 
share tents or 
shelters with 
people you don’t 
know or may be 
sick, and don’t 
crowd around the 
campfire.

 STAY 

COVID-SAFE 
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THE SQUEEZE
SKIP The Narrows, Zion 

 National Park, Utah

 HIKE Parunuweap 
Canyon,  Greater Zion 
Region, Utah 

Take the grandeur 
of The Narrows, 
remove the 

parade vibe, and ditch 
the training wheels. 
That’s what you will 
find when tackling the 
experts-only Upper 
Parunuweap Canyon 
through the East Fork of 
Utah’s Virgin River. The 
point-to-point 20-mile 
route begins at Mt. 
Carmel Junction with a 
4-mile dirt road through 
private land that sees 
fewer people in a year 
than The Narrows does 
in a weekend. Then, 
you’re on your own as 
the orange and white 
sandstone walls tighten 
against the East Fork. 
Chilly knee- to chest-
deep water alternates 
with overgrown river 
banks for a puzzle of 
route finding. No tech 
gear needed but bring 
your routefinding skills; 
a handful of worthy side 
canyons beg for explo-
ration. Just before you 
reach Zion, the canyon 
cinches to a 20-foot 
width with golden walls 
shooting out of the 
narrow darkness in a 
feature dubbed The 
Barracks. It’s like the 
Narrows’ Wall Street, 
only better.

TRAILHEAD Mt. Carmel 
Junction (37.2151, -112.6846) 
SHUTTLE Checkerboard 
Mesa in Zion National 
Park (37.2276, -112.9795) 
ROAD 2WD PERMIT None 
SEASON June to October 
INFO blm.gov/visit/search-
details/16288/2

PARUNUWEAP CANYON 
SINKS AS DEEP AS 
1,200 FEET FROM THE 
RIM AND NARROWS 
DOWN TO 20 FEET.
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HOLY 
ROLLERS
 SKIP Big Creek Loop, 

Great Smoky Mountains 

National Park, North 

Carolina 

 HIKE Standing Indian 
Loop, Nantahala 
National Forest, 
North Carolina 

Vast hills covered 
in thick forests 
are quintessen-

tial Great Smoky, but 
they come with plenty of 
company in America’s 
most popular park. Find 
those same views with a 
fraction of the crowds on 
the Standing Indian hike, 
a 23.6-mile clockwise 
loop 90 minutes south 
in Nantahala National 
Forest. Wade through 
tunnels of rhododen-
dron and laurel (bloom-
ing early summer) on the 
Long Branch Trail before 
taking the Appalachian 
Trail up 5,280-foot 
Albert Mountain to its 
iconic fire tower at mile 
5.1. Camp here for tent-
door views of the Milky 
Way made possible by 
limited light pollution. 
On day two, ramble 
along swelling ridge-
lines peppered with 
small streams and shel-
ters. Then, make a final 
push to Standing Indian 
Mountain (5,499 feet) 
at mile 17.4, originally 
named Yunwitsulenunyi 
in Cherokee. During the 
golden hour, the sun rays 
on the mountains make 
it easy to understand 
why the Indigenous 
people call the region 
the “Great Blue Hills of 
God.” 

TRAILHEAD Long Branch 
(35.0748, -83.5269) ROAD
2WD PERMIT None SEASON 
March to May, September 
to November INFO bit.do/
StandingIndianNC
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WILD THING
 SKIP Gallatin Crest Traverse,  

 Yellowstone National Park, 

 Wyoming  

 HIKE Alaska Basin, Jedediah 
Smith  Wilderness, Wyoming 

Perched in a subalpine 
glacial bowl made from 
some of the oldest 

rocks in North America, this 
16.1-mile loop in Alaska Basin 
remains one of the best-kept 
secrets in the Rockies. You’ll 
cruise through a bear-rich 
evergreen forest before the 
valley opens up at 1.5 miles, 
where meadows of anemone 
and daisies (blooming July to 
August) fill the horizon. At 
2.7 miles, split off from the 
Alaska Basin Trail onto the 
Teton Shelf Trail for views 
of Mt. Meek, a 10,681-foot 
scrambly summit that rivals 
the prominent vistas found in 
Yellowstone. Head up 9,726-
foot Mt. Meek Pass and 
survey the scene before you: 
Below, glimmering lochs and 
commanding views of 11,938-
foot Buck Mountain await as 
it peek-a-boos along the hori-
zon. Descend to Sunset Lake 
at mile 10 and camp, keeping 
your eyes peeled for wolves 
and moose, and enjoy the 
seclusion that doesn’t exist 
100 miles to the north. We 
promise you won’t miss the 
traffic.

TRAILHEAD Teton Canyon Road 
(43.7556, -110.9155) ROAD Rough 
2WD PERMIT None SEASON 
July to September INFO bit.do/
AlaskaBasinWY
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In a remote corner of Montana,  
hikers and activists clash over  
the future of a grizzly bear population  
hanging on for dear life. 

BY ELISABETH KWAK-HEFFERAN   ILLUSTRATIONS BY NIKOLAI SENIN
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THEY SAW THE FIRST sign of bears near 
dusk, on the way up to their campsite on the 
broad slope of Davis Mountain in northwest 
Montana. Levi “Rocks” Mason spotted the 
track, a five-toed, long-clawed imprint in 
the garden-rich soil of the trail, dwarfing the 
span of his hand. A little farther on, when he 
and his girlfriend, Cara Foley, found a clear-
ing f lat enough to pitch their tent in the 
wildflower-dotted slopes  below the 6,000-
foot summit, they also noticed flipped-over 
rocks, furrowed dirt, and sizable piles of 
scat, unmistakable signs of grizzly bears.

The pair considered their options. It was 
nearly dark, the end of a 23-mile day on 
the Pacific Northwest Trail through the 
Yaak Valley. Neither wanted to hike on into 
the uncertain twilight. So they put up the 
tent, retreated several hundred yards to an 
overlook to cook dinner and hang food in 
Ursacks, like always, then crawled into their 
bags back at camp. 

Mason wasn’t exactly surprised to see 
evidence of grizzlies in the Yaak. In fact, 
when prepping for his 2019 thru-hike, he’d 
heard a podcast about how a local group was 
fighting to reroute the PNT out of the region 
because of concern about hikers’ impact on 
the bears here. Mason had even considered 
leaving the official trail and hiking around 
the Yaak. “I love wildlife, and the last thing 
I want to do is jeopardize wild bears,” he 
says. When he reached the area, however, he 
decided that his and Foley’s presence would 
barely register against the logging activity 
and ATV trails they saw around them. They 
pressed on, following the trail.

That night on Davis Mountain, the griz-
zlies felt close—so close that Mason slept 
with his bear spray within arm’s reach. 
But chances were the bear that had been 
scratching for grubs in their campsite was 
long gone, f leeing for a spot that might not 
have the best food sources, but at least was 
free from humans. Backpackers might fear 
grizzlies, but to the four-legged inhabit-
ants of these mountains, people are the real 
bogeymen. 

We hikers tend to think of ourselves as the good ones: a quiet, 
unobtrusive presence in the wilderness that takes only 
photos and leaves only footprints. By virtue of travelling 
on foot, the reasoning goes, we impact the places we travel 

less than anyone else. That’s probably true, but it turns out hikers’ impact 
is still significant. A variety of studies conducted over the last decade 
on wildlife like elk, wolverines, coyotes, and bobcats suggests that any 
human presence—be that on skis, snowmobile, ATV, or even on foot—can 
change the way animals travel, forage, and live in their home ranges. As 
more people venture into the wilds, animals are subjected to stress and 
must expend additional energy to flee from recreating humans, which in 
turn affects reproduction rates and individual survival. 

Grizzlies (despite the camp-raiding, hiker-mauling fears they inspire 
in some) shy away from people the same way that deer do. Research out 
of Yellowstone found that bears give backcountry campsites a wide berth 
when occupied, and other analyses show that grizzlies avoid trails, shift 
their activity to dusk and nighttime when pedestrians are around, and 
work hard to distance themselves from any people they encounter. 

All that’s particularly notable in the 1,100-square-mile Yaak Valley eco-
system, which stretches across the far northwestern corner of Montana, 
roughly between the Idaho border on the west, Lake Koocanusa on the 
east, and British Columbia up north. Thick forests of western hemlock, 
larch, ponderosa pine, and spruce cover an expanse of glacially bulldozed 
peaks drained by the lazy Yaak River. Among the extensive logging oper-
ations and motorized trail networks, there’s an island of pristine lakes, 
high-elevation huckleberry patches, wildflowers, and snow-mantled sum-
mits. The area is home to just 25 to 30 grizzly bears, roughly half of what 
biologists would consider to be a recovered and stable population, and now, 
the PNT.

For decades, the Yaak’s trails have been traveled primarily by a hand-
ful of local hikers and hunters. But that began to change with the arrival 
of the national scenic trail. The PNT spans 1,200 miles of peaks, for-
ests, and backcountry lakes from Glacier National Park’s Belly River to 
Olympic National Park’s Cape Alava, passing through the likes of Flathead 
Nationa l Forest, North Cascades Nationa l Park, and the Pasay ten 
Wilderness. Sixty-nine of those miles traverse the Yaak on a combination 
of existing trails (65 percent of the route) and Forest Service roads. First 
proposed in the ‘70s, the route didn’t notch official national scenic trail 
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status until 2009. The route has been slowly gaining recognition in the 11 
years since. In 2014, about 20 people thru-hiked it; from 2016 to 2019, the 
numbers have held steady at 60 to 70 per year.

One group of local activists, the nonprofit Yaak Valley Forest Council 
(YVFC), fears the extra hiker traffic this trail might attract would be 
the last straw for a bear population that already has to contend with log-
ging, encroaching development, and climate 
change. The YVFC was formed in 1997 over 
concerns about logging in the area and other 
threats, working to a contentious stalemate 
that saw no new logging but no new pro-
tected lands, either. Over the past six years, 
the Y VFC has mounted an increasingly 
vocal campaign of local and national op-eds, 
community meetings, and lobbying to move 
the PNT south, out of the Yaak entirely, for 
the sake of the grizzlies. They’ve been met 
by an equally determined group of Yaak 
locals, some thru-hikers, and the Pacific 
Northwest Trail Association, which counters that hikers don’t actually 
pose any threat to the bears, and that the YVFC is really just trying to keep 
people out of its backyard. 

Just how much disturbance the Yaak bears—and the rest of the wildlife 
jostling for elbow room across public lands everywhere—can take remains 
an open question. But as a growing body of research suggests that we 
hikers aren’t quite the innocuous force we thought we were, it raises hard 
questions about where, exactly, we should go for our wilderness fix. 

In Yellowstone, where more than 700 grizzlies (in the greater ecosys-
tem) roam 3,500 square miles of protected terrain, park biologists still 
seasonally close the best bear habitats, such as spawning fish streams and 
carcass-rich areas, to give grizzles undisturbed access and prevent dan-
gerous encounters. How much more critical might that kind of buffer be 
when the population numbers just 25?

“The recreation pressure in the northern Rockies is increasing expo-
nentially,” says John Waller, supervisory wildlife biologist at Glacier. 
“It does affect bears, particularly outside the confines of national parks, 
where bears are at risk of being shot,” whether that’s because of hunters 

misidentifying their targets or hikers citing 
self-defense. “When you get to critically 
small population sizes, there’s a lot working 
against you.”

Wayne Kasworm spotted the 
g r i zz ly sow a nd her cubs 
from above. It was late May 
2019, and the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service biologist was on a routine 
monitoring f light over the Yaak’s Kingsley 
Creek drainage in a four-seater Cessna 185. 
Antennas on the plane’s wing had picked up 
signals from the collar on this particular 
bear, a 6-year-old female, so he knew it was 
in the area—but actually getting eyes on it 
was a special event. The animal happened to 
be ambling across an open, grassy hillside at 
about 5,000 feet, trailed closely by two cubs, 
her first litter. 

It was a welcome sight for Kasworm, the 
man in charge of grizzly recovery efforts in 
the Cabinet-Yaak ecosystem (the Cabinet 
Mountains, just south of the Yaak, also hold 
25 to 30 grizzlies). Since 1983, he’s been 
watching over the grizzlies of northwest 
Montana, collaring bears, monitoring their 
movements and reproduction rates, and 

transplanting new bears into the Cabinets 
to boost the population. It’s likely nobody 
knows more about the Yaak grizzlies than 
he does. And these cubs represented one step 
closer to a full grizzly comeback.

Grizzlies a re doing a ll right in some 
recovery zones across the Rockies. The 
Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem’s popula-
tion is five times larger than it was when 
the bea rs were f irst put on the enda n-
gered species list in 1975; the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service even delisted them in 2017 
(it restored the protection last June, follow-
ing a 2018 court ruling that cited the lack of 
connectivity between the West’s disparate 
bear populations that would ensure genetic 
diversity). And the grizzlies of the Northern 
Continental Divide Ecosystem (including 

Backpackers might fear grizzlies,  

but to the four-legged inhabitants  

of these mountains,  

people are the real bogeymen. 

The view from Northwest Peak  
on the PNT above Yaak Valley. 
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Glacier and the Bob Marshall Wilderness) 
now number around 1,000 and have begun 
to expand into new territory along the Rocky 
Mountain Front. But in the remote Cabinet-
Yaak, recovery has lagged.

Three weeks a f ter his f irst sighting, 
as fresh grass greened up the high-eleva-
tion meadows, Kasworm spied the sow 

again—without the cubs, and with an adult 
ma le griz in hot pursuit. “Sometimes a 
female will lose cubs and come into estrus 
again, attracting a male,” Kasworm says. 
“Sometimes males do kill cubs. Sometimes 
reproduction fails. That’s disappointing, but 
we’ve seen it a number of times.” 

Still, Kasworm says the Yaak bears are on 
an upswing. “The current growth rate we’ve 
projected is 1.2 percent, which is not much,” 
he says; at that rate it would take 50 years 
for the population to recover. But, Kasworm 
adds, more robust grizzly populations near 
Yellowstone and Glacier only have a 2 to 
3 percent annual growth rate. “We’ve got 
some bears moving from the Yaak into the 
Cabinets now, so we’re seeing some expan-
sion of the population, albeit slow.”

Kasworm doesn’t think hikers in the 
Yaak will do his precariously recovering 
bear population any favors. “If it were up 
to me, I’d prefer not to have a PNT,” he says, 
for two main reasons. One, displacement. 
“A lot of bears will avoid the habitat around 
ca mpsites a nd tra i ls,” ex pla i ns Ker r y 
Gunther, Yellowstone National Park’s bear  
biologist. “If the campsite is in really high-
quality habitat, it reduces high-quality hab-
itat [available to bears].” In a place like the 
Yaak, where huckleberry patches and undis-
turbed nature are in relatively short supply, 
being pushed to the margins could make a 
difference.

And two, bear-human conf lict. “A lot of 
it depends on how many people are going to 
be on the trail, and how those people act,” 
Kasworm says. He’s concerned that the PNT 

could bring in hikers who don’t carry bear spray or follow proper griz-
zly country precautions, upping the chances for food-conditioned bears 
or close human encounters. Both scenarios tend to go south quickly for 
bears. (These concerns aren’t without precedent: The Forest Service 
initially rejected plans for the PNT in 1980, partially because the “trail 
would likely have a major adverse impact on the endangered grizzly bear.” 
But when Congress designated the trail, the Forest Service became obli-
gated to create the route, despite its concerns.) And several other indepen-

dent biologists, including David J. Mattson, 
Frank Craighead, and Wayne McCrory, back 
up his worries in recent papers and a YVFC-
commissioned report, none of which have 
been peer reviewed.

“ There’s a mor ta lit y risk a ssociated 
with people,” Kasworm says, “people who 
would encounter bears and defend them-
selves, or frankly, just choose to kill bears.” 
Lest you think that a bit far-fetched: Last 
August, two backpackers surprised a griz 
in a huckleberry patch near Dad Peak in 
the Cabinet Mountains, a designated wil-
derness area about 50 miles south of the 
Yaak. Reportedly fearing for their lives, one 

of them fatally shot the bear with a handgun. “Turned out to be an adult 
female,” Kasworm notes, shaking his head.

If Kasworm is the cool voice of science for the Yaak bears, then Rick 
Bass is their Lorax. Nobody personifies the argument against the 
PNT like the bespectacled writer, environmental activist, and long-
time Yaak Valley resident, who speaks out the most in favor of the 

YVFC’s proposed reroute of the trail (he’s the chair of the group’s board 
of directors). And it’s clear he feels the issue viscerally: When discussing 
the controversy his group’s plans have generated, Bass twice checks his 
smartwatch to make sure his heart rate isn’t spiking too high.  

The Yaak bears “have taken everything the 20th and now 21st centuries 
have to throw at them—mining, logging, clearcutting, second home devel-
opment, goat ranches, chicken farms—to be winnowed to this 25,” Bass 
says. The YVFC has been pushing back against many of those threats, 
too, since its founding; the PNT is simply the latest, and one that pres-
ents a possible win-win scenario between hikers and bears. “As a commu-
nity of environmentalists and recreationists, if we can’t protect a species 
that is the most charismatic, keystone foundational species in an ecosys-
tem, what else has a chance? Where do we draw the line if not with griz-
zlies?” After all, the grizzly bear is more than just a symbol of the untamed 
American West; it’s also a sign of a thriving ecosystem. 

Well, that line may be redrawn completely if Bass and the YVFC con-
vince the Forest Service to move the PNT south. Where the current trail 
tracks west across the isolated Purcell Range, their proposed reroute (a 
modified version of one first identified by University of Montana grizzly 
biologist Charles Jonkel in 1978) jags south down the Salish Range, zig-
zagging along trails and gravel roads to the towns of Libby and Troy before 
swinging north to follow the Kootenai River into Idaho. 

Of course, it still crosses grizzly territory—there’s no way around that in 
northwest Montana. But the YVFC says the reroute minimizes the miles 
that track through the most critical recovery habitat. “This is the eye of the 
needle,” says Bass. “Keeping hikers out of those high-elevation meadows 
is a way to pay respect to the grizzlies and make ethical choices. I believe 
strongly that this gives both populations, the Cabinet and the Yaak, a fight-
ing chance.”

If we can’t protect a species  

that is the most charismatic,  

keystone foundational species  

in an ecosystem,  

what else has a chance?
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That’s where things get a little murky. Where the YVFC sees a gor-
geous new hike that will protect a fragile population of bears on the brink 
of extirpation, fans of the current PNT see a clunky route with too much 
roadwalking. Plus, it’s not even necessary, they argue: PNT hikers don’t 
pose a threat to the grizzlies now, and they never will.

Even Kasworm, who’s no fan of the spotlight the PNT shines on the 
Yaak, finds fault with the proposal. “The reroute goes right through the 
link between the Yaak and the Cabinets,” he says, noting that the ability 
for those two bear populations to connect with each other and interbreed 
is crucial for their success. “We’ve already got a highway and a rail-
road, people living there. It’s already kind of a tough spot for bears to get 
through.” He leans forward, clasping his hands across his knees. “And if 
the trail is so bad that we have to move it out of the Yaak, then what are we 
doing to the linkage area?”

A handful of times a season, a PNT thru-hiker strolls down to 
Randy Beacham’s place. Beacham, the area’s only official trail 
angel, lives on a wooded acre-and-a-half right on the trail, where 
he offers weary travelers rides to town, internet access, and a 

woodshed-turned-shelter. Usually, talk eventually turns to the Yaak griz-
zlies and the reroute proposal.

The PNT first piqued Beacham’s interest a decade ago, when he was 
working at the Yaak Mercantile and started meeting thru-hikers pick-
ing up resupply packages. “The majority of these thru-hikers were very 

experienced and savvy about traveling in 
backcountry areas,” he says. “And they are 
literally walking ambassadors for our road-
less areas in the Yaak. Not many people who 
live here actually get out and hike, and they 
make comments like, ‘Wilderness is land of 
no use,’ or ‘It’s only used by rich elitists.’ But 
when [thru-hikers] walk into Yaak and talk 
about their experiences, they listen up and 
understand why people value backcountry 
areas.”

Beacham considers himself an environ-
mentalist, worked for the YVFC in the late 
‘90s and early 2000s, and served on the 
board around the same time. “I have been 
and always will be an advocate for griz-
zly bears,” he says. But he’s opposed to the 
PNT reroute. For one, he believes thru-hik-
ers travel through grizzly habitat respon-
sibly. “From what I can tell, there hasn’t 
been a single bear that’s lost its life due to 
an unarmed backpacker in more than 30 
years,” he says. (Kasworm’s research into 
bear mortality in the area from 1982 to 2016 
doesn’t definitively confirm or deny this, 

The Yaak Valley covers 1,100 square miles in 
the northwest corner of Montana.
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showing that of 51 human-caused deaths 
documented, 30 could be traced to poach-
ing, hunters mistaking grizzlies for black 
bears, train collisions, or management-
related actions. The rest are chalked up to 
self-defense or unknown circumstances.) 
Plenty of thru-hikers agree, arguing that 
most other user groups—from ATVers to 
mountain bikers—have a higher impact on 
local wildlife than they do.

Of course, that might change if thousands 
of adventurers start tromping through the 
Yaak every year, like they do on the Pacific 
Crest Trail or the Appalachian Trail, and 
as Bass and Kasworm fear they will. But 
many argue that won’t happen. According 
to Jeff Kish, executive director of the Pacific 
Northwest Trail Association, thru-hikers 

will always be limited by the number of 
backcountry permits available at Glacier, 
the trail’s eastern terminus. Others say 
the trail’s allure won’t ever build to those 
levels because it’s too difficult, too remote, 
even too ugly. “There’s no way the PNT will 
ever receive the number of visitors the PCT 
does,” says Mason, the thru-hiker, bluntly. 
“It’s not a pretty trail. You walk hundreds 
of miles of roads. It’s devastated forest after 
devastated forest from logging and forest 
fires, strung together by tiny islands of beau-
tiful, undisturbed forests.”

And besides, say some, a few simple man-
agement tweaks are all that’s needed to 
prevent hiker-bear conf licts in the Yaak. 
“They could have designated campsites with 
places we can hang our bear bags, or bear 
boxes,” says Dyana Carmella, a 2019 thru-
hiker. “And more warning signs—I think 
I saw one. It’s more about educating back-
packers and setting us up to succeed.”

Discussions between the two sides in 
the Yaak tend to get mired down quickly in 
management-speak and the nitty-gritty: 
designated core grizzly habitat, FOCA com-
mittees, comprehensive management plans, 
the exact definition of a “high-volume trail.” 
But above it all, sits the fact that there are 

grizzlies in the Yaak. There are hikers in the Yaak. Everyone agrees that 
right now, under current use levels, they can probably coexist. Nobody’s 
arguing for restricting existing access. But if the PNT attracts more 
hikers—then what?

It’s unclear when the top brass will settle the question of where, exactly, 
the PNT should go. In August 2019, the YVFC sued the Forest Service 
over its failure to produce a comprehensive management plan for the 
trail on time, and it’s likely that case will have to work its way through 

the courts before anyone makes any rerouting decisions. (The Forest 
Service declined to comment on the route proposal, citing the ongoing law-
suit.) For now, the only people in the position to make a difference are PNT 
hikers themselves.

By pushing the southerly reroute, Bass hopes prospective thru-hikers 
will voluntarily opt out of the Yaak. “No hiker goes out to harm or stress a 
grizzly bear,” he says. “I believe that when hikers are presented with the 
information, they’ll make the ethical choice.”

The PNTA’s Kish doesn’t see that happen-
ing. “When [hikers] see an open, legal route 
with a 42-year history, which has 100 miles 
less roadwalking, the choice they’ll make is 
obvious,” he says. “If you want to move the 
users, you need to offer them a suitable alter-
native.” And then there’s Kasworm’s view, 
that no National Scenic Trail at all is what’s 
best for these bears.

Mason, the thru-hiker who decided to pass 
through the Yaak despite some reservations, 
isn’t sure he’d make the same call again. “I 
understand the conf lict between the bears 

and the PNT, because they don’t have a lot of territory,” he says. “There’s 
logging all around it, and all the roads and infrastructure that support that. 
These bears appear to have this little island in the sky, and the PNT goes 
right through it.” He pauses. “I don’t know how to feel about it.”

Other hikers will have to ask themselves the same thing: What lasting 
impacts might our passage make here—or in any wild place where wild ani-
mals are trying to go about their business far from the threats we humans 
represent? We already accept that some fragile ecosystems shouldn’t be 
overrun by our footsteps, through strict visitation caps in places like the 
Grand Canyon’s Colorado River corridor. Are still more access limitations, 
like seasonal wildlife closures and trail-use quotas, the toll we owe for 
sharing these ever-shrinking habitats?

We’re all used to considering our own impact when it’s notable in the 
presence of something—a trail eroded by footsteps, say, or ashes left behind 
in a campsite—not its absence. But that’s the heart of the wildlife issue. 
Anyone would notice a grizzly (or a wolverine, bighorn sheep, or even squir-
rel) on the trail ahead. But when’s the last time you’ve consciously thought, 
“Huh, I don’t see any bears out here,” and considered that problematic 
rather than happenstance?

Future thru-hikers might indeed spot signs of the Yaak’s grizzlies as they 
travel the area’s piney ridges: clawed grooves on a tree trunk, serviceberry-
laden scat. Maybe they’ll even see a grizzly itself—but probably not. Hikers 
will approach, and the bear will catch their scent on the breeze. It will pause 
for a moment, swiveling its head toward the intruders, considering. Then it 
will fade back into the trees, disappearing in search of a quiet place. 

Elisabeth Kwak-Hefferan would like to apologize to the three grizzly bears she 

displaced in Montana’s Flathead National Forest while hiking with her family 

last fall. She deeply appreciates their retreat. 

Nobody’s arguing for  

restricting existing access.  

But if the PNT attracts  
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Staying warm in Death Valley, 2019
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EIGHTEEN-YEAR-OLD SCOUT and I are lying in our 
tent with the cold moon glaring through. I am trying to 
sleep despite teeth-clenching shivers; Scout is out. His eyes 
track a dream beneath his lids. Predictable. He is positiv-
ity personified. No care or discomfort has ever kept my son 
from easy sleep.  

We shouldn’t be this chilled. Sure, it’s late fall in Death 
Valley, but we checked the forecast before leaving our home 
in Colorado. It called for daily highs in the 60s and nightly 
lows in the 40s. We threw our summer-weight bags and 
lightweight clothing, visors, and sunscreen into duffels 
and hopped cheap flights to my parents’ home in Las Vegas, 
where we borrowed my mom’s SUV and hit the highway 
to Death Valley for one last mother-son trip before Scout 
leaves for college. 

The drive was windows down, The Black Keys pumping, 
lemonades on gas station ice, and cotton T-shirts fluttering 
in the wind. But as we descended into Badwater Basin—282 
feet below sea level—a haze cloaked the sun, the tempera-
ture dropped, and we closed the windows. By the time we 
rolled past The Inn at Furnace Creek, I was reaching into 

the back seat for a flannel. Then, just after 4:30 p.m., the sun 
dropped beneath the Panamint Range, dusk spread across 
the basin, and it grew cold enough for thick wool socks and 
mittens. Hastily, we pitched our floorless tent, threw down 
our uninsulated sleeping pads, and unfurled our 30°F bags 
in the sub-freezing desert night. 

Now, as Scout sleeps, I study the oldest of my three chil-
dren. Tufts of ginger hair poke out of his old-school Swix 
Nordic ski hat. The beard he’s trying to grow only makes 
his boyish face look dirty. And his body—wiry from years of 
endurance-sport training—weighs a slight 140 pounds and 
stretches to just 5’6”. His friends call him “a petite man,” 
but it doesn’t bother him in the least. 

From beside him in the tent, I envy Scout’s comfort. The 
valve on my pad emits a menacing hiss, as the ground comes 
up to meet my hips. I flip around like a gasping fish trying to 
find a comfortable divot, but the more I do, the colder I get. 
I’m neither passive nor long-suffering so instead of duking it 
out with the dirt for a second longer, I get up, crawl out of the 
tent, and scavenge the floor mats from the car.

Sometimes you plan for one thing and something 
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entirely different happens, like prepping for the desert and 
getting the Arctic. Or like raising your kid to love what you 
love so he’ll always want to adventure with you, and he does 
grow to love those things, but not always with you. That’s the 
hardest part, but isn’t it also the point?

I remember the feeling in my chest the first time my hus-
band Shawn left for work and it was just infant Scout and 

me alone in our Granby, Colorado, home. Scout was wail-

ing and I was trying not to. I lay him on my bed in a ring of 
pillows and tore through the place seeking his carrier. I’d 
only put him in it a few times without someone else’s help. 
As soon I pulled him and the pack to my chest and I felt the 
warmth of his baby breath, my tears stopped, as did his. The 
road from our home led to a burbling creek. I walked there 
with Scout and felt the world expand beneath our feet. 

It amazed—then thrilled—me to learn that he could nurse 
while we hiked. If he still fussed in the pack, I’d take him out, 
cradle him in my lap, and tickle his feet with wildflowers. In PH
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this manner we wiled away the hours of our first summer 
together. More often than not, he’d snooze on our walks, and 
I dreamed of all of the dayhikes, backpacking trips, moun-
tain bike rides, and ski tours we’d take as he grew into the 
person I hoped he would, the person Shawn and I would help 
him become. 

My willful toddler soon became my willful little kid, who 
to my delight, rejected the various organized sports our 
small mountain town offered. Scout mirrored me as some-
one who feels more comfortable outdoors than anywhere 

else. He grew to love trail running—like me!—and Nordic 
skiing—like me!—so I found myself sharing more of these 
adventures, teaching him, splitting the parenting work with 
Shawn and the wilds. 

Pretty soon, outdoor adventures eclipsed all of Scout’s 
other interests, and Shawn and I fed our budding outdoors-
man a steady diet of opportunities. There was the Outward 
Bound course in Oregon’s Three Sisters Wilderness when he 
was 15 (on which, his instructors say, he clandestinely car-
ried more group gear than he was supposed to); the three 
different multiday, multisport, front-door-to-sidecountry 
trips he led for his friends (at 14, 15, and 16); and countless 
half-day trail runs, all-day speed hikes, Nordic ski days, and 
mountain bike rides he and I took together. 

I watched my son grow spiritually, emotionally, and phys-
ically. Along the way, he became adept at everything from 
winter camping to class 3 scrambling to backcountry skiing. 
Then he turned 18, graduated high school, and got into col-
lege, which I’d more or less prepared myself for. 

But he decided not to go seven days before he was set to 
leave. He said he was worried about the debt he’d accrue at 
the state school he was accepted into, but I think his nerves 
were about something else. He’s grown up in a neighbor-
hood in the woods, where there are often more elk outside 
than humans on any given day. His entire graduating class 
was a whopping 26 kids. He’d had the good fortune of train-
ing for cross-country running on trails that wind through 
a national forest and for ski racing at our local hill. He can 
navigate with a map and compass as adroitly as he can with 
a GPS, but when it came time to leave the safety of his sur-
roundings for the “real world,” it proved too much. 

He tried organic farming in Hawaii but wanted to come 
home after just two weeks when the party atmosphere made 
him uncomfortable. When Shawn and I tried to cajole him 
into finding a different farm to work on, he wrote back, “I 
want to come home. I’ll chop wood and sling coffee.” But 
back at home, despite (or maybe because of) his return to the 
nest, he seemed disappointed, bitter, and had a new distance 
about him. He’d been so excited for the farming program—
for the big world—and watching it let him down made me 
wonder if the outdoor childhood we’d given him had actually 
prepared him for a world that contains as much disappoint-
ment as joy. 

It wouldn’t be long before Scout would confront that idea 
with me directly.

T he first morning in Death Valley, we’re up with the 
desert sun to walk the cold out of our bones. Scout and 

I are eternal optimists; if tonight gets as cold as last night, 
we’ll just pile on more summer-weight layers and ride it out. 
But what we can’t do is let the prospect of a little more dis-
comfort distract us from the time we came here to spend 
together. Resiliency is a lesson Shawn and I have tried to 
instill in Scout and his siblings since they were young. We’ve 
backpacked through surprise snowstorms in July and 
searched for shade in extreme heat on springtime raft trips. 
Every morning is a fresh start. 

In Death Valley’s backcountry office, Scout throws the 
ranger off with his joyous, “Good morning. How are you? 
Beautiful day!” She eyes him suspiciously, sees he’s sincere, 

Marble Canyon 
in Death Valley 

National Park
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and smiles. I smile, too—can’t help it—and shake my head. 
A hundred times a day it feels like I’m saying, “Oh, Scout,” 
to myself with eye-rolling annoyance, when in truth his 
exuberance is the thing I admire about him most. Within 
minutes we’re out the door, headed toward the 31-mile 
Cottonwood-Marble Canyon Loop, a Death Valley classic. 

We’ll spend three days walking, two nights camping, and 
hours laughing and telling stories like we always do. I also 
want to bring up something painful Scout said to me not 
long before this trip, when he was still sour after Hawaii and 
I was in fix-it mode trying to build him up. 

Shawn had met Scout’s retreat with criticism that had 
started when he backed out of going to college. I’d welcomed 
him home with open arms, happy to have my favorite adven-
ture partner back. But the longer Scout lingered, the more 
annoyed Shawn seemed to get with his absentminded teen-
ager behavior. And when this happens, with any of the kids, 
I have overreacted, pulling them in tight or whisking them 
away into the backcountry (as school schedules allow).

Over time, I began to see myself as a motherly pied piper 
of fun, delivering them into happy, pine-scented memories. 
But this only created more tension with Shawn, who wanted 
solidarity in parenting. Instead of confronting the source of 
the discomfort, I was quick to make space around it—to let 
wilderness smooth over the rough edges and hope to wake 
up the next morning feeling right. In hindsight, I can see 
how I’ve been the architect of family stress.

Now I was doing it again, only this time it felt different.
Back at the trailhead, as Scout and I organize our gear, I 

see a young man both Shawn and I have helped become an 
dedicated explorer and champion of environmental and 
social justice. He’s decked out in a worn pair of blue knick-
ers, a striped T-shirt, an overloved pair of La Sportivas, 
two different socks (“But they’re the same weight, so they 
match!”), and a 10th Mountain Division-brand whiskey 
trucker hat that he’s had since he was 10. He paid for most 

of his gear with money he makes fishing sockeye 
salmon each summer in Alaska and donates part 

of his earnings to causes he cares about.
Looking at him now, I would have given anything 

to be as fit,  confident, compassionate, and backcoun-
try-cool when I was his age. I had known the outdoors 

by then, but my relationship with wilderness was com-
plicated by sexual abuse from my stepfather. By the time I 
was Scout’s age, I was cleaving myself from my parents. 

I can still recall the empowerment I felt when I started 
that process. It was messy and I was sad, but at least I was 
owning my life. I always imagined a better relationship 
with my own kids and I have that. So I never thought I’d find 
myself on the receiving  side of a similar conversation.

It all came out one day in late November when Scout and 
I sat down at a cafe in Boulder. He’d been home from 

Hawaii for a few weeks and I’d noticed he’d seemed deflated. 
I wanted to lift him up, so I offered to buy.  

We sat and I asked him how he was feeling. He hedged, 
looking past my shoulder. Normally he was effusive and 
forthcoming, so I pressed. I thought I knew, deep down, that 
he needed to unburden himself from Shawn’s criticism. 

Instead Scout said that because of how both Shawn and I 
are, he didn’t want to be like either of us.  

It caught me so far off guard that for the first time I can 
remember, I stuttered. 

“Uuuuh. Oh-kaaay. Iiii, uuu…understand.” I did not 
understand.

“Dad is impossible to please,” he said. “And you’re…reac-
tive. No offense. I’m just going to be different.”  

My chest tightened, but I arranged my expression in what 
I hoped was neutral surprise.

The next few minutes felt like an hour, as I stiffened in my 
seat, attempted to smile, and listened as he said his piece. I 
fought tears until the time seemed right to say, “That’s fine. 
No worries. I think I’ll head home.”  

I walked to my car, jammed myself in, and immediately 
broke down. I’d anticipated him saying something like 
this—teenagers do—to help himself achieve exit velocity 
from childhood into adulthood. But fat tears streamed down 
my face and a lump filled my throat when it happened. It 
took forever for me to fit the key into the ignition. 

Because even with all of our adventures, heart-to-hearts, 
philosophical debates, and mutual respect, Scout was this 
angry?

I am far from a perfect parent. There have been times 
when it seemed like our small mountain cabin would fall 

in on itself if Shawn didn’t continuously fix it, or times when 
we let the oven stay semi-broken so we could buy a new raft. 
Choosing to raise outdoor kids has meant we didn’t give 
them a different kind of upbringing, didn’t create college 
funds, haven’t saved for retirement. But Shawn and I were 
not willing to compromise on access to nature and all of 
its barbs and balms—and we feel tremendously lucky that 

My eldest

Map check in Death Valley, 2019



Train to peak fitness with mountain 
performance coach and guide Jason 
Antin in this 6-week online course. 

Sign up and recieve:

-Daily full-body workout plans

-Technique instruction

-Expert training advice

-Motivation to achieve your goals 

Prepare your body (with minimal 
equipment required) to enjoy the miles 
on your next big hike.

Learn more and start 6 Weeks to Trail 
Fit by visiting: Backpacker.com/TrailFit

and

bring you



we’ve been able to give our kids this kind of life. I’ve seen 
Scout work through heartache over a summer of daily trail 
runs. He’s watched his younger brother Hatcher pivot out of 
bad behavior through immersion in kayaking and his little 
sister Hollis forget all about screens when the snow flies and 
she can ski every weekend. And when the going gets really 
rough for Shawn and me, Scout has seen how a day in the 
backcountry can be the best couples’ therapy. 

But as he grew older, I’ve questioned if I’ve relied on the 
outdoors too heavily in teaching him life skills. Does a long, 
rainy slog actually build character? What does a trail have 
to teach about emotional intelligence, or group trips about 
problem solving? Had a childhood focused so much on out-
door fun taught him how to approach the grinding aspects 
of life with a sense of fortitude, self-confidence, and calm?

The way Scout bounced around after the he ditched his 
college semester, the way he reproached me at the coffee 
shop, made me wonder. Now he was going back into the real 
world, finally to college. And I no longer knew if I’d prepared 
him at all.  

In Death Valley, the land transitions from moonscape 
studded with cacti flowering pink to an alluvial fan heading 
toward a tighter canyon. I follow Scout up the wash between 
narrowing cliffs into a grove of oaks with leafless branches. 
It’s slightly overcast but the sky is huge. Cheesecloth clouds 
create a rainbow around the sun. We hike at a clip, because 
that’s what we do. I breathe harder than Scout—our normal, 
too. Our pace makes me sweat, but I’m too happy cruising 
through the desert with my son to care what sweaty clothes 
do to a body on a cold winter night. Scout starts to sing his 
favorite Pogues song, “Waltzing Matilda.” I love his voice, so 
I don’t join in. 

Just before mile 10, we find a flat, sheltered spot to camp. 
We’re above a creek and out of the wind. As soon as we 

stop, the sun falls behind the peaks, the temperature drops, 
and we are once again freezing.

Normally, when any number of our family backpacks 
together, we split the chores as evenly as possible when 
we get to camp. But very quickly, on account of me having 
sweated out my baselayers and not having another set to 
dive into, Scout takes over all camp duties. First, he places 
water on the stove to boil; then he pulls out my sleeping bag. 
By now I’m shivering so much that he has to hold it open 
while I worm inside. It feels weird to have my child see me so 
vulnerable. I hadn’t intended a role reversal like this.

Within minutes, we’re wolfing down dinner. Then I crawl 
into the tent while he stays busy. I—brilliantly—had hauled 
the floormats into the backcountry, so I’m already ahead of 
last night’s attempts to sleep. While I do some sleeping bag 
calisthenics Scout boils water, pours it into a Nalgene, and 
slips it into the tent, saying, “Mom. Down by your feet.” 

He repeats this act of kindness twice more throughout 
the night. The kid who always slept now stays awake to look 
after his mom. 

In the morning, I think of him watching me like I had 
watched him for most of his life. I hope he saw more good 

qualities in me than flaws, more parts he wants to emulate 
than not. I know that the compassion, knowledge, and skill 
he showed me last night would be enough to get him through 
to adulthood—that the skills Shawn and I had given him 
would serve him well in the transition. There’s no way I can 
ask him about that day at the cafe or to grade his childhood 
in general, because the morning is too lovely to mar with 
words. I want to let the wilderness soak in, to be fully pres-
ent with my kid, maybe for the last time. Because from here 
on out, who knows where our lives go. 

But I have an inkling based on how we both act on our 
third morning. Once we realize the cold will be locked in for 
hours before the sun pops above the canyon walls, we make 
ourselves pack up camp. Then we debate our next move—to 
carry on or to turn around. The problem is, I want to go for-
ward and back. 

I think that’s also how it is when a kid you love more than 
anything prepares to leave the nest. There’s a part of you 
that wants to keep him, make everything right, and send 
him off with only happy memories of his youth. But another 
part knows that raising a kid authentically means showing 
him that people, even or perhaps especially his parents, are 
imperfect.

We check each other’s packs to make sure we aren’t leav-
ing anything important behind. We’d always have the trips  
we took and memories we made, even the ones when we 
froze. Maybe especially those ones. As we stand in the sun 
that’s just cresting the mountains, I think about this whole 
enterprise of raising a kid and watching him leave. I think 
of all of the promise, adventure, love, joy, and independence 
coming Scout’s way. I acknowledge in the same moment that 
releasing a kid is both the saddest and most satisfying thing. 
Then I turn to my son. We hug. And hike on.   

Tracy Ross is an author, memoirist, and frequent contributor to 

BACKPACKER—and as all her children know, she’ll always be 

their mother and their trip buddy.

His mom
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I grew up in a village 
named Kikwit. 
Congo is a beautiful 

country, and I had total 
freedom to be out in 
nature. Exploring the 
jungle was our way of 
life as kids. After the 
Rwandan genocide, 
conflict started to move 
over the Congolese 
border, and my family 
emigrated when I was 
7. About 10 years ago, 
we came to Canada 
through a refugee 
program. I moved 
to British Columbia 
in 2012 because I 
wanted to get into the 
mountains more.

After graduating 
from college, I started 
to do a lot of hiking. I 
quickly noticed a lack of 
diverse representation 
in the outdoor media. 
When I would go gear 
shopping, the imagery 
around me was mostly 
white men and women. 
It made me feel as if I 
wasn’t invited to those 
spaces. But when I 
went out on trails, the 
people I met were a lot 
more diverse.

The majority of 
hiking groups in 
Vancouver are still 
very white. I would go 
on hikes with them 
and find it hard to 
relate, or suffer a lot 
of microaggressions. 
Instead, I started 
inviting out my friends 
who were looking for 
partners or intimidated 
by the outdoors. That’s 
how Colour the Trails 
was born. —JK 

ACCESS ADVOCATE Judith Kasiama
Born and raised in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo and currently 
based in Vancouver, Judith Kasiama is a 
Mountain Equipment Co-op ambassador 
and the founder of Colour the Trails 
(jujumilay.com/colourthetrails). The 
organization works to increase access to 
the outdoors for Black people, Indigenous 
people, and people of color through group 
trips and clinics.

“When we see people 
that look like us doing 
amazing things, it 
helps us change our 
perspective of what we 
can do. The outdoor 
industry has worked 
hard to include 
women, and I think 
this is the opportunity 
for it to back people 
of color. We’re in a 
pivotal moment right 
now to really make a 
change.” —JK

Location: Golden Ears Provincial Park, British Columbia, Canada   DETAILS: bit.do/goldenears
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