START

Are you rashy?

You’re halfway through a great weeklong trip
when something feels wrong. Is it cramps?

Skills

muscle

Had diarrhea for days?

Do you have nausea
or vomiting?

no

yes

Rest and water will
cure what ails you.

Headache?

yes

You may have
pushed it with that
10-day-old summer
sausage. Wait for the
pain to, um, pass.

Symptoms Fatigue, headache, ache, rash
Prevent Check all over body for poppy- to
apple-seed-size deer ticks. Deet on skin
and permethrin on clothes deter bites.
Ticks must feed 24 hours before Lyme
transmits. Remove them with sterilized
tweezers: Grab near the head and gently
pull straight back.
Treat If a bull’s-eye rash develops, see a
doctor asap; early Lyme is easier to treat.

You’re fine

no

Nothing to see
here, folks. All
systems go, so
keep hiking.

sigh, yes

Itchy?

yes

no

This dangerous mix
of symptoms goes
beyond backcountry
illnesses. Get help.

Illness appears out of thin air.

Symptoms Fatigue, headache, nausea, disorientation, loss of breath, aches
Prevent Acclimatize: If coming from sea
level, camp at 8,000 feet before attempting to go higher. Ascend at most 2,000
feet each day and then camp. Hydrate.
Treat Stop ascent; hydrate. If symptoms
don’t subside in 24-48 hours, descend.

Heat
exhaustion
Mercury rises,
down you go.

Symptoms Headache,
fatigue, nausea. Plus,
disorientation can hit
as heat stroke strikes.
Prevent Rest and
drink fluids; 2 weeks
before hike, exercise
regularly in heat to
acclimatize.
Treat Rest in shade,
hydrate, and douse
yourself with water.

Am I Dying?
Sometimes you’re screwed.
And sometimes it just feels that
way. Learn which symptoms
should scare you—and how to
treat them—with our diagnostic
chart. By Casey Lyons

no

Do you have any
muscle pain?

yes

Symptoms Nausea, fatigue, GI
distress, low-grade fever
Prevent Giardia is a protozoa
found in backcountry water
sources—even some pristinelooking ones. Boil, treat, or
filter all water, and keep good
hygiene: Wash up with soap
or alcohol-based hand sanitizer after privy stops.
Treat Pop Imodium to slow
output: Two tablets for adults
for starters, and one tablet
after each bowel movement—
up to six tablets in 24 hours.

Muscle aches?

no

no

no

tension
headache

Many triggers, but no
definite cause. Drink
water, take two aspirin, and keep hiking.

Do you have a runny nose?

Are you having trouble breathing?

no

Run, trot, don’t try to stop.
Symptoms Nausea, fatigue,
fever, and GI distress 2 to 10
days after infection.
Prevent Boil, treat, or filter all
backcountry water. Wash up
post-cathole or apply hand
sanitizer liberally.
Treat Take Imodium (see
Giardia for dosing guidelines),
and drink water or a sports
drink with up to 8% carbohydrates (more than this slows
rehydration) until urine is clear.
Most people are symptomfree within 10 days. In rare
cases, arthritis or temporary
paralysis can result.

cough! cough!

Symptoms Rash
Prevent Know ’em, avoid ’em. If you brush against poison oak, ivy, or
sumac, cleanse area with alcohol or gasoline (use new wipes each time),
then scrub with soap and water, to wash off the rash-causing oil urushiol.
Treat Wash rash to remove urushiol; apply calamine and wet cloth 3-4
times/day. Prednisone’s prescribed for bad cases. Rash clears in 1-3 weeks.

sniff

common cold
Fever?

Campylobacter

yes

no

Like your doctor says: Rest
and drink plenty of fluids.
Symptoms usually clear
fully in 1-2 weeks.

west nile virus

hantavirus

Symptoms Fatigue, aches, headache, fever,
and disorientation
Prevent For 8 hours of protection, cover
exposed skin with 25% to 35% deet bug
dope (3M Ultrathon: $10, 3M.com), and
treat clothes by soaking them in permethrin and letting them dry.
Treat Hike out slowly; West Nile Virus saps
strength and can even cause paralysis
and vision loss. There is no treatment, but
most people (80%) show no symptoms
and recover within several weeks.

Symptoms Fatigue, shortness of breath,
fever, aches, and headache
Prevent Avoid areas with evidence of mice.
If you must camp at a spot with mice
signs, hold your breath and use a tree
branch to sweep out shelters and campsites between Texas and Washington.
Treat Symptoms take up to 5 weeks to
develop. Two in 5 cases are fatal; no cure
exists. Hike out and get to a doc asap for 2
weeks of aggressive pulmonary support.

Skeeters are today’s scariest critters.

Symptoms Winded, fainting, hives, disorientation, nausea, sense of doom
Prevent Get tested and avoid known
allergens (food and insect). If
allergic, always carry an epinephrine shot, and pack antihistamine
(Benadryl) in your first-aid kit.
Treat Immediately administer epinephrine shot (EpiPen) if available,
and swallow antihistamine (follow
dosage instructions for tablet number; typically, it’s 1 mg Benadryl per
2 lbs. of body weight). Symptoms
should clear quickly, but can suddenly rebound (keep another
EpiPen handy). If symptoms persist
after a second dose, seek medical
attention right away, but know this:
“If it doesn’t kill you, it will go away,”
says Loren Greenway, CEO of the
Wilderness Medical Society.

Leaves of three, next time let them be.

yes!

no

Devastating allergic reaction
causes systemic malfunction.

Poison oak, ivy, sumac

Is your throat closing?

yes

Anaphylaxis

Symptoms Fatigue, headache, aches, fever,
nausea, rash—and small, flat, pink spots
Prevent Check armpits, hairline, behind
ears, and crown of the head for lentil-size
American dog or Rocky Mountain wood ticks.
Pull them out using same method as for deer
ticks (see Lyme Disease); ticks must feed for
10 hours before bacterial disease transfers.
Treat Within two days of spots appearing on
palms and soles (or if malaise follows a bite),
see a doc for a 5- to 10-day antibiotic course.
Note: One-third of cases present no rash.

On the feet?

no

If OTC remedies
don’t kill the fungus,
see a doc for an Rx
anti-fungal. To prevent, dry feet before
donning socks, and
change them often.

One bite, and you’re a Dalmatian.

ew! no!
yes

Athlete’s Foot

Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever

Is it bloody?

Incubate tiny aliens for
10 days, then surprise!

See a doctor!

Acute Mountain Sickness
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Lyme Disease

Giardia

At altitude?

yes

Dehydration

Blame moisture and
skin-on-skin friction.
Grease up with Body
Glide ($6 for 1.3 oz.;
bodyglide.com).

You’ve been targeted.

upset stomach

no

Chafing

bull’s-eye

no

Are you
disoriented?

huh?

yes

no

stomach

yes

no
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BASECAMP

Inhaling the vapor of infected rodent
excrement messes with your lungs.

Seasonal influenza

Shouldn’t have shared that spork.
Symptoms Fever, aches, fatigue, runny nose
Prevent Proper hygiene and a vaccine.
Wash hands often with soap and water
for 15 seconds, don’t touch your mucous
membranes (eyes and nostrils), and avoid
sick people—the flu is contagious for up to
a week after symptoms first present.
Treat Hike out if able and manage symptoms. Rest until 24 hours after fever
breaks; control high fevers with Tylenol.
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Your guide to backcountry illness
Unknown
Deadly

Least deadly
Contagious

Geographically isolated

Most deadly
Wildlife vector
Sudden onset
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