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Boo-Boos on the Troil

rea t ing  cu ts  and scrapes  l l ra t
occur on the trai l  is sort ol ' l ike
delivering babies. Although obste-

tr icians are loath to admit i t .  chi ldbirth
is 99.9olo uncomplicated, needing l i t t le
i f  any intervention. How else do you ac-
count for the fact that virtually all those
news reports of deliveries by police of-
f icers, taxi drivers, newspaper ( 'arr i( ' rs
and the l ike end happily? Similarly,
nrost skin injuries easi ly heal
themselves. The oroblem is
lha l  in  the  very  ra ie  c i rcum-
s tance where  son. re th i r - rg  l i
goes wrong, i t  can go very, I
v e r y  w r o n €  v e r y ,  v e r y  \
qu ick ly .  The occas iona l  one \ ,
can  progress  a lmost  over -
n igh t  to  a  severe ,  l i fe  th rea t -
en ing  in l 'ec t ion .

The skin is the ntost important parl of
our bocly's imn)une syslem.' l-he rut l tro-

ken skin separates our .,'ulnerable "in-
sicles" lrom an or:tside world teeming
with nasty microorganisms. Any time
the integrity of the skin is broken,
it represents a breach in /J
t h i s  p r o t e ( ' l  i o n .
Thu s, th e -tz ' ' "
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t priority
in treatingany

rvound, Iiom:r severe'' 
knife injtrry to r-nere "ro<'k

rash," is prevention of inl 'ect ion.
Prevention of inf.er:t ion begins with

soap ancl water <' leansing. No nced lbr
any th ing  h igh- lcch  here- i r rs t  a  v igor -

ous soap and water cleansing and thor-
ough r insir.rg. The iclea is not to remove

or ki l l  bacteria, btrt  rather to qet
.  r i c t  o f  any  debr is  in  the  wound

' that could provide organisms
' a foothold. Unless the water

is grossly putr icl  (unl ikely in
the Adirondacks). i t  need not

'  b e  t r e a t e d  b y  b o i l i n g  o r
chemical tneads before'irse.
lf the injury is nothing more

than an abrasion. such as a
sr:rapecl knee, this is probably all the

first aid that is neecled.
With deeper laceratiorrs, the poten-

t ial  for cclntamination and infection is
increasecl. In addit ion to sinrole cleans-
inq  w i th  soap and water ,  these may re .
quire pressure irrigation to remove for-
eign matter. In the f ield, this may be
clone with a plast ic lood b:rg in which a
small  hole is cut with a scissors. By f i l l -
ing the berg with water ancl squeezing,
water uncler pressure can be directecl
in to  lhe  lacera t ion .  ' I -he  Wi lderness
Medical Society prac:t ice guidel ines cal l
fbr pre-treatment of water being r-rsed
for  p ress t r re  i r r iga t ion  by  bo i l ing  or
chenrical cl isinl-cct ion ( i .e. iodine).

Fol lowing irr igation, ctrrrent practicc
gui( lel ines cal l  for the application ol 'zrn
antibiot ic ointment to the wound. Neo-
mycin, available in the brand name for
n-rulation Neosporin"', as well as a vari
ety of generic preparations, is suitable
frrr this plrrpose. A sleri le clressing is
then appliecl,  both to keep the ointr lent
in r:ontzrt-t  with the wouncl ernd to oro
l e c l  i t  I r o r n  f r r r l h t ' r  ( ' o n t a l n i n a t i o l l .

Signs of infection

Wounc ls  so  t rea tec l  s l tou ld  be  in -
spected claily for evidence of inl'ection.
One of the f irst signs of this is redness
surrouncl ing the wound. Keep in mind
that the healing process i tself  usual ly
is associated with a small  amount of
reclness: however. this is rrsual ly maxi-
rn : r l  by  the  seconc l  c lay .  Cont in r red
sprezr<l in{ of the redness beyond the
borders ol ' the irr jury, especial ly i f  the
red area is painlLl to t<luch, suggests
infection. ' l 'he 

developntent of pus is
another worrisome sign. Some degree
of clear yel low drainage is common in
sk in  wounc ls ;  a  th ick .  wh i te  d ra inaee
is l ikel-y to represent pus.

Wound inl'ections may spread into the
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lymph system. In this case, tender,
swollen lumps (lymph glands) may be
lound near the wound. T]pically, such
swelling is found in the armpits with
injuries to the upper extremities and
in the groin for lower extremity inju-
ries. These are sometimes accompanied
by streaks ofredness extending upward
from the wound. Finally, the develop-
ment of fever is a very worrisome sign,
supgesting that a local wound infection
may be spreading.

The presence of any of these indica-
tors is reason enough to leave the back-
country for definitive medical evalua-
tion. Infections with some skin bacte-
ria may take a few days to become es-
tablished, and then spread with terri-
lying rapidity. Thus, taking a "wait and
see" approach when one is a day or two
away from a trailhead is hazardous.'fhere 

are a few special considerations
in handling wounds on the trai l .  Wild
animal bites in the Adirondacks are
most unusual and always merit imme-
diate evaluation. In addit ion to the ob-
vious consideration of rabies when a
wild animal makes an unorovoked at-
tack. such injuries olten have a major
underlying "cmsh" component, and may
be worse than they appear at first glance.

Puncture wounds are another special
concern. Because they have a tendency
to close off and seal over, it is much
more  d i f f i cu l t  to  c lean a  punc ture
wound. In addition to the above care.
placing a wick of steri le gauze or a
small, sterilized rubber band into the
puncture  w i l l  he lp  to  keep i t  open.
Puncture wounds of the foot, from step-
ping onto a sharp object such as a nail,
are a particular infection risk. Interest-
ingly, the risk is much higher if the
puncture goes through the shoe (espe-
cially sneakers) than if it goes directly
into the foot.

Crush iniuries are somewhat un-
usual, but may result from entrapment
from activities such as scrambling on
talus slopes. These may have minimal
outer evidence of injury while underly-
ing tissues are horribly damaged. Se-
vere pain to palpation of what seems
superficially like a trivial wound mer-
its quick evaluation.

Professional help

'lhere 
are several other reasons for

which wounds should be evaluated bv
prolessionals immediately. Gross con-
tamination that cannot be cleaned com-
pletely in the field should certainly be
seen. Wounds in which there is a pos-
sibility of damage to underlying stmc-
t u r e s  s h o u l d  a l s o  b e  e v a l u a t e d
promptly. The most common example
of this is a knife wound to the hand.
severing one ofthe tendons responsible
for moving the fingers or thumbs.

It goes without saying that wounds
associated with significant bleeding or
with exposure of underlying bone need
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Treating cuts and scrapes
tha,t occur on the trail

is sort oJ like
d.etiuertng babies.

definitive care. Special consideration
must be given to wounds with cosmetic:
implications, such as those on the face.
While facial wounds mav actuallv be
less l ikely to become infecied than those
on other areas, they may also benefit
from early examination and suturing to
assure an acceptable cosmelic result.

Questions often conte up as to thc
necessity of tetanus boosters fol lowino
wouncls in the f ielcl .  The entire nratter-
of inrntunizations for backpackerrs is
probably deserving o[ a whole column:
I plan to do so soon. The best aclvicc
Ibr now is that the time to consider tet:r
nus immunization status is belbre a
w o r r n d  d r a w s  a l t e n t i o n  l o  ( h e  r r i a t t e r !

-Tl'romas R. Welch. M.D.

The otillrcr llrnnks Frcri Rr;ckrncut, MD,
assoctale proJ-essor qf surger!] al lhc,
U niuersiLg oJCrncinnalr Colltglt: o l' Mecli
cine,-[or lrclp-/irl srrggestiorrs itt tltt, prepa
raliorr of' tl tis cohirnn.
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Adirondack Mountain Olult Canoc Guidt to

East-Central Nen, Torh Stntc

Vllhere do you
want to g9!

Fr<lrrr  thc lof t incss of a cl lssic f l rc tou'cr
to thc rush of rr  chl l lcnginu rapicl ,
Al) I( 's rurthors r l rc ()ut  t l tcrc cnj<lvinu
thc Ac'lironclrrcl( r.urd (latskiII P:rrks,
rvriting guicics thrt gct \,()u \\'hcrc )r()u
wrrnt t() go. So prrck ncrtrl)' lJ0 r'cars of
cxPe r l c l laa  i r t to  1 'o t r r  nc \ t  r ldVcn lu l ' c ,
ancl trrl<c rrlong irn Al)l( guiclc.
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Classic favorites
()uide to Adirondnch' l t 'aik: Hi17h l 'cahs l leTiott sl .3.s( '1n,,rr rrrerlbers' l(r .".1
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AI)K* and rcccivc thc
mcmbcr cl iscotrnt, cl l l
I  800  395 U080,  Mon.  Sr t .
8 :30-5 :00 ,  o r  shop on  l inc
rt u,rv* ' .adk.org. Al)K
ptrbl ic:rt ions arc :r lso avrr i l rblc
rt \ ' ()ur local bookscl lcr.
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