Wilderness Medicine: Into The Woods

CJ Lyons, MD
We all love to throw our Heroes curve balls, move them out of their comfort zones, give them physical challenges to overcome, and place them in life or death situations. One of the most common of these is the wilderness‑‑the stuff of Grimm fairy tales, boogey men and primal nightmares. But what to do once we get our characters out there in the deep, dark woods‑‑ how do we realistically get them back to the ranch in one piece?

Let's use an example from one of my WIP. The hero, Lucky, is a city boy, an ATF agent whose cover has been blown by some renegade militia types. Poor Lucky, he's been shot, the bad guys are hot on his tail, and the only place to go is into a wilderness area. Oh yeah, it's January and a nor'easter is heading right toward him. 

What does our hero need right now to ensure his survival? The most important survival tool is attitude. Not just a stubborn will to live, although that is vital, but also the ability to focus and prioritize, to accept that something bad has happened and move on, and to improvise, think outside the box. Aron Ralston, the climber who amputated his own hand when pinned beneath a boulder, didn't waste time on self‑recrimination. He spent five days improvising various methods to either move that boulder, attract help or free his arm. At the same time he also attended to his other physical needs: temperature stability, water, food.

Top of my wish list if I was stranded anywhere: duct tape. Got a broken arm or leg? Duct tape holds your splint together. Deep cut or gunshot wound (as in Lucky's case)‑‑duct tape holds the edges together or secures a dressing. By the way, your heroine can really help out if she's prepared for that time of the month‑‑ maxipads make ideal dressings. Need to build a shelter? Or make a pair of sunglasses so you don't go snow blind (punch a small hole in the duct tape for each eye to look through); wrap it around your ankles as gaiters to keep snow or water out; tape up a sprain; make a sling; blaze a trail; patch up some blisters (once applied, try not to remove it until you're back in civilization or major ouch); you can even fashion clothing from it!

Of course, the drawback is that you have to have the duct tape with you. Which means either a character who is familiar with the wilderness and knows what to carry with him, or someone who has duct tape for another reason. In our example, Lucky has it in his car and grabs it to fashion a nasty booby trap for the bad guys after they chase him off the road. He has no idea that roll of duct tape will end up saving his life. What other useful items might help our fearless hero during his wilderness experience?

A few trash bags can always come in handy. Lightweight, easy to carry, cheap and versatile. Got rain or snow‑‑instant rain poncho. Need a shelter to bivouac the night in? Fill one with dry pine boughs or leaves, and you've got an itchy but warm sleeping bag. Or cut it open and use your duct tape to fashion a "pup" tent. You can also cut strips to blaze a trail or to use as lashing. Caught wearing sneakers in the snow? Make goulashes. For first aid it gives you waterproof dressing material, also use the bag part (Ziploc bags work great for this as well) to flush out and irrigate wounds or burns. Just cut the corner off the bottom of the bag, fill with water, hold the top tight (or duct tape it) and poke a hole in the corner, and you have a high pressure irrigation system. And if you need to carry water but didn't bring your Camelbak, you can haul as much as you can carry.

I would also recommend bringing a water bottle or water system. Yeah, water's important for survival in the wilderness‑‑ but what you really want it for in a crisis that involves medical casualties is the straw part. Ever see the MASH episode where the Reverend performs a tracheotomy with a fountain pen? Not many people use fountain pens any more, but the straw from a water system works great (although, technically the maneuver usually done in the field is a cricothyroidotomy). In the case of our hero, Lucky, who was shot in the chest, the heroine uses the flexible straw as a chest tube, puts the outside part in a Ziploc bag of water (equivalent to what surgeons in the ER would call a waterseal) and secures it all to him with duct tape.

Obviously having some kind of cutting implement is essential for any of these‑‑nothing wrong with the good ole Swiss army knife that MacGyver was so fond of, or what many carry today: a multi‑tool such as a Leatherman. 

Priorities in a survival situation are: shelter (which includes anything from the skin out designed to protect you from the elements), water, communication and lastly, food. 

Keeping these in mind, a few other nice things to have on your person if you venture out into the wild: cotton balls (real cotton) and petroleum jelly combine to make an excellent fire starter, also the Vaseline is great to dress wounds or burns as a temporary protection; matches are nice, but the waterproof ones are difficult to strike, so a flint or magnesium fire starter may be better; and a small tealight type of candle (easier to keep burning than a match and lasts longer in case that fire doesn't start right away). 

Water purification tablets or a filter on a water bottle are nice luxuries, but you'll die of dehydration before you die of giardia, so knowing how to find water in a variety of situations is more vital. A whistle or signal mirror can aid searchers, and remember that three of anything, logs lined up, piles of rocks, etc, is the wilderness equivalent of an SOS. 

All these things are lightweight, small enough to fit into a pocket (I use an empty film canister to carry cotton balls, a small package of petroleum jelly, matches, and a big safety pin, and wrap the outside in duct tape) or you can purchase small "survival kits" that combine everything above and often include instructions in case the person who knows their stuff is the one unconscious.

What if you are caught out with "nothing"? Do a quick inventory, you'd be surprised what you really do have. Nasty gash on the scalp‑‑ tie the edges together with your hair; it worked for the frontier pioneers. Got a broken arm or collarbone? Use the cuff button to attach your shirt sleeve to your collar and viola, instant sling. Bitten by a snake and no Acewrap handy to use as a compression dressing to stop the venom flow‑‑use your sock. (Note: compression means you can slip one finger beneath it‑‑NOT a tourniquet, and please, no cutting and sucking snake bites! Depending on the kind of snake, almost half are "dry" or venom free, and all you're doing is making it worse by adding a laceration and your dirty mouth germs to an area that's already damaged.) 

Fall in the water and need a flotation device? If you're wearing anything water repellant, take it off, tie it like a balloon and blow it up.  This technique is one of the reasons people in Alaska swear by Carhartt clothing--there have been several people there literally saved by their pants! 

Need lashing for a shelter or to make a splint? Shoelaces or your belt. Need a signal mirror‑‑wearing any jewelry? Want a compass‑‑use your watch, or make a "sundial" compass with a stick. Got matches but no dry tinder? How about the lining from inside your coat or fuzz from your socks?

You get the idea. Remember, attitude is the most important survival tool there is, followed by imagination. Writers, with our positive, no quit attitudes and familiarity with the realm of possibilities, should make for the perfect survivalists!

Thanks for reading!

CJ
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