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Bockcounlry Heolth ond Hygiene

(Not Tonighl, Deor, I've Gol o Heqdoche!)

y clefault ,  I  seem to be the guy
who winds up carrying the f irst
a i d  k i t  o n  w i l d e r n e s s  t r e k s .

Busman's hol iday, I  guess.
Nothing very serious ever seenrs to

necessitate breaking into ttre kit .  By far
the most predictable requests start in
the late evening, especial ly on the sec-
ond or third day of any trip. Invariably,
one or more individuals in the group
has a  sp l i t t ing  headache and wants
some immediate rel ief.  On occasion, the
headache develops within a few min-
utes of ret ir ing for the night. At one
point, I  wondered i f  just being with me
for a few days was enough to give
p e o p l e  a  h e a d a c h e .  A l t h o u g h  t h a t
w e l l  m a y  b e ,  I  h a v e  h e a r d  f r o m
enough others to learn that this is a fairly
common complaint.

Why would what should be a rclaxing
tinre in a stress-free environment $ive
rise to a complaint we seem to associate
with "tension"? There are actual ly a
couple of simple explanations for this
unpleasant phenomenon. []oth are well
known in the medical literattrre, and are

Articles in
bockpacking magazines

o,nd books
mo,ke a big deal

obout recommending
speci/ic volumes oJ utater

to consume.

amenable to very simple prevention.
St range ly ,  they  do  no t  seem to  have
r.nade i t  into standard wilderness f irst
a id  tex ts  o r  backpack ing  handbooks .

First,  let 's be clear about what these
h e a d a c h e s  a r e  n o t .  A l t h o u g h  M t .
Marcy 's  5 ,344 fee t  may seem l i ke  a
lo t  on  a  ho t  summer 's  dav .  i t  i s  cer -
t a i n l y  n o t  e n o u g h  t o  c a u s e  a c u t e  a l -
t i tude sickness (high alt i tude cerebral
edema). Obviously, a severe headache
in  a  t rekker  v is i t ing  Nepa l  wou ld  be
an ominous  deve lopment  tha t  wou lc l
require serious evaluation. There may
be dangers  in  the  Ad i rondacks ,  bu t

a l t i tude  is  no t  among them.
The f irst factor that commonly con-

tr ibutes to "backpacker headaches" is
dehydration. We are not talking here
abor-rt  the kind of profound dehydra-
t ion  tha t  pu ts  someone in to  shock .
Rather, the problem is simply gett ing a
bit behind on f luid replacement, maybe
to the tune of two or three l i ters. Such
dehydration is a well-known cause of
headache. In fact, dehydration is one
of the prime contr ibutors to the head-
ache of the common hangover. I t  is not
unusual for a hiker, whose dai ly losses
of water may be three or four t imes
normal, to be a bit  dehydrated by the
second or third day of a trek.

Art icles in backpacking magazines
and books make a big deal aborrt rec-
ommending specif ic volumes of water
to  consume.  Such recommendat ions
are bogus. There is no way in which
meaningful "one size-fits-all" advice can
account for variat ions in body size and
composit ion, act ivi ty level,  or ambient
temperature and humidity. The best
advice is to look at what is coming out!
Individuals who are well  hvdrated oro-
dr r t ' c  la rge  vo lunres  o f  d i lu ie  ( i .e .  c fear )
urine. Ir-rfrequent, small  voltrme void-
ing of very conce ntrated urine is an in-
dication that one's hydration status is
marg ina l .  I f  th is  i s  accompan ied  by
headache, the treatment is f luid, f luid,
and more  f lu id .

The second cause o f  h ikers '  head-
aches is subtler, but very real.  About
seven ycars ago, a group of investiga
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tors in Balt imore showed that caffeine
withdrawal was commonly accompa-
nied by severe headache. Campers who
are used to drinking several cups of
coffee dai ly and do not have i t  or an-
other source of caffeine on their trip are
l iable to develop severe, seemingly un-
explained headache within a day or two.
With continued absence of caffeine, this
problem disappears in a few more days.

Keep in mind that many carbonated
beverages contain large amounts of
caffeine. I  have seen teenagers who
never drink coffee but who consume
several cans of cola dai ly develop sc-
vere caffeine u' i thdrawal headaches.
The best way to prevent such head-
aches is either to be sure that you are
well  stocked with Java in your pack, or
undergo a week of gradual withdrawal
from coffee-or cola-before your trek.

Both of these types of headaches are
more  eas i l y  p revented  than t rea ted .
Pushing f luid or ingesting caffeine af-
ter a headache is establ ished, unfortu-
nately, does not lcad to prompt rel ief.
This may require one of the over-the-
counter pain rel ievers. My col leagues
who special ize in headaches (Yes, there
are actual ly doctors who special ize in
headaches!) are nearly uniform in rec-
ommending nonsteroidal anti- inf lam-
m a t o r y  a g e n t s  ( N S A I D S )  s u c h  a s
MotrinrM, Advi lrM or OrudisrM as the
most effect ive preparations.

One f ina l  word  o f  warn ing .  Most

headaches are benign. On rare occa-
sion. however. headache is the symp-
tom of a major disturbance. A headache
that is described as an individual 's
'worst ever" or is accompanied by high

fever, vomiting, alteration in conscious-
ness, weakness or dif f iculty speaking
is worrisome and constitutes indication
for  immedia te  evacuat ion  f rom the
backcountry. -Thomas R. Welch. M.D.
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Halpern, Mitchell Hay,
Barbara Lemmel
First Edition
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Second Edition
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to. . .d iscover  new places,
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