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orldwide. insecl or t i t 'k-trans-
mitted diseases are among the
mos l  comnron ( 'auses  o l 'dea th

and disabi l i ty. While the hiker in New
York is unlikely to contract a latal ar-
thropod-borne illness, bugs are high on
the misery index.

In honor of spring, we wil l  consider
three categories o[critters with the po-
tential to spoi l  one's day. I  wi l l  refer
to  a l l  by  the  un techn ica l  te rm "bug"
to rel lect the fact that not al l  are true
" i n s e c t s "  b i o l o g i c a l l y . ' l h e  t h r e e
groups into which I have categorized
these bugs  are  a lso  no t  s t r i c t l y  b io -
log ic :a l :  ra ther ,  they  re f lec t  the  s imi -
la r i t y  o l '  c l in ica l  d isorders  p roc luced
by nrenrbers  o l .each group.
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Ticks. The l ist of disorders transmit-
tecl by ticks is lengthy, although most
arttention in the Northeast is directed
at Lyme disease. The first line of de-
fense against ticks is physical. I-ong-
sleeved shirts and long pants wit.h cull's
stuff'ed in socks (or with gaiters) are de
r iger r r  in  t i ck  count ry .

Since most t ick-borne diseases re-
quire an interval for the animal to at-
tach and inoculate, a clai ly skin inspec-
tion while hiking can generally detect
them in time. Everyone has a favorite
trick lbr dislodging ticks; most of these
are old spouse's tales. The current prac-
t icre guidel ines of the Wilclerness Medi-
cal Society call for gentle traction with
small tweezers; this will usually remove
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skin. I l 'a port ion of the t ick
remains behind, gentle attempts to dis-
sect i t  out with a needle or sharo scis-
sors can be made, but do not go over-
board with this. Be sure that the wound
from your removal efforts is cleaned
with soap, w:rter and a topical antibi-
otic to prevent local inl'ection.

In regions of heavy tick infestation,
application of a permethrin product on
clothes may provide additional protec-
t ion, as wil l  appl icat ion of one of the
DEET-based reoel lants on skin.

Painful st inl ing insects. Al lergic
reactions to wasps, bees, hornets and

the animal and
( p a i n l e s s l y )  a
a l l  c h u n k  o f
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Don't be Bugged by the Bugs!
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Adult, Youth and Family Programming
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Animal Tracking Glasses & Adventures

Wilderness Survival & Nature Awareness

Special  Family.Events

Canoe, Snowshoe & Hiking Tr ips

Youth Classes & Camps

<it, Native Atnerican & Adirondack Storytell ing

Skilled, professionalstaff of guides and educators. Directed by storyteller, author
and licensed guide Jim Bruchac. Scheduled and private programming
avai lable for al l  ages.
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their relatives kill 50 to l0O Americans
annually. In terms of l ikel ihood of pro-
ducing fatality, these are the mosl dan-
gerous animals in the woods.

Bites from these insects are not pre-
ventable by repel lants. They usually
result from surprise contact, so mini-
mizing the chance of such encounters
is the best prevention. This entails such
obvious strategies as checking poten-
tial campsites for nests. Some of these
insects are ground-dwellers, and are
discovered by barefoot campers walk-
ing in grass.

Most bites of stinging insects require
little if any first aid. There are, how-
ever, two types of reactions of which we
should be aware. Local reactions are
defined as swell ing, redness and ten-
derness that are cbntinuous with the
bite. Thus, swellin{ of the forearm and
back of the hand after a bite on the fin-
ger is a local reaction. While these can
be very dramatic and painful, they are
harmless and do not reoresent true "al-
lergz. '  AJt hough even experienced phy
sicians may confuse these reactions
with infection ("cellulitis"), insect stings
rarely become infe( ' led. The only treat
ment for these local reactions is the use
of cold and pain medication.

When a reaction occurs remote from
the bite (a generalized rash or difficulty
breathing, for example), the condition
is virtually always caused by an aller-
gic reaction to the venom. Such reac-
tions can cause profound respiratory
distress and shock. This condition is
called anaphylaxis, and if untreated can
be fatal. The emergency treatment of
anaphylaxis is injected epinephrine.
For tunate ly ,  most  ind iv idua ls  w i th
venom anaphylaxis have milder reac-
tions first, prompting physician evalu-
ation and the prescription of an emer-
gency epinephrine injector (EpiPen'rM).
Hikers requiring such devices should
carryr them on their person, and inform
everyone else in the party where they
have it and how to use it.

Although there is debate about this,
epinephrine is not currently available
over the counter in the United States.
Thus, the casual hiker may not legally

obtain this medication to carryr in a first
aid kit .

Itchy stinging insects. Mosquitoes.
black f l ies, punkies, no-see-ums: cal l
them what you will, these bugs can be
a real pain. Fortunately, while pesky.
they rarely have any important health
consequences in our area.

There is more nonsense written about
these pests than all of those with much
more important health consequences.
For example, there are loads of ideas
on what "attracts" mosquitoes and simi-
lar insects. Colors, sweat, oily skin, fra
grances and a host of other factors are
often implicated. In actuality, properly
p e r f o r m e d  s c i e n t i f i c  s t u d i e s  h a v e
shown only one consistent attractant:
carbon dioxide in exhaled breath. Thus.
short of stopping breathing, there is
l i t t le one can do to control the maior
persona l  a l l rac tan l  fo r  these bugs l  
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Similarly, there i5, an ehdless array
of proported repel lants. I  know folks
who swear by crushed bracken fern, fab-
ric softener sheets, B-complex vitamin
tablets and lotions such as Avon Skin-
so_softr Nl.

The reason that there are so manv
" fo lk  med ic ine"  repe l lan ls  to r  i t chy  in -
sects, in my opinion, is easy to discern.
There is a dist inct psychological basis
for how bothered one is by bugs, so
there is a great potential for placebo
effect. I am frequently struck by the
differences within a group in how much
bother is created by mosquitoes. Some
folks seem to be attacked unmercifully,
while others just go about their busi-
ness with minimal disruption. Yet, i f
one tries to look at something objec-
tive. like numbers of bites or the size of
the personal swarm, there is little to
differentiate these two groups. Some
people seem better able to accommo-
date these ubiquitous pests. Probably
the best discussion of this tooic is in
o n e  o f  m y  a l l - t i m e  f a v o r i t e  o u t d o o r
books, Davidson and Rugge's Tlrc Com
plete Wilderness Paddler. Here you will
f ind the ult imate placebo: a song to
keep flying insects at bay!

If all prevention fails, and you are
kept awake at night i tching a day's

w o r t h  o f  b i t e s ,
one o f  the  over -
t h e - c o u n t e r  a n t i -
h is tamines  (such as
Benadrylrrr) wi l l  often
rel ieve i tching
dramatical ly.

Bugs are as much a part
of the outdoor experience as
mountains, rain and sunshine. Sure,
they are sometimes a hassle, but they
just come with the territory. If you find
yourself bothered too much by them,
maybe you should take up bowling.

-Thomas R. Welch. M.D.

k

Fon Hrcnns Al.rD l/olr-IfiKERs.
The adventures of a father and his two sons as thev conquer the,16.

With 282 phrrttr5, 6,1p5 and mourrhin prof i les, 'exccri t t  from
thc author's cl imbing journal, and hisbrical insights.
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Helping Us Appreciate Earth Scenery
- and Preserve lt!

Comorehensive . Authoritative
Plainly written

352 pages (most in color)
556 interpretive photos

75 drawings . 6,000-entry index

Jerome Wyckoff
Au tho r  and  Pho tog raphe r

Donald R. Coates, Ph.D.
Technical Adviser
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