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Backcountry Health and Hygiene

In Praise of Soap

or several weeks last sum-
Fmer, [ was part of a 12-

person expedition into
Alaska’s Northern Talkeetna
Mountains. Befitting a trek into
such remote country, which was
to include technical climbing and
glacier travel, we were prepared
for nearly any medical emergency.
In addition to qualified personnel
{a physician and three wilderness
first responders), we brought
along an array of sophisticated
rescue, medical and emergency
communication gear.

Thanks to good preparation and
common sense, we never needed
any of this stuff. We did, however,
have a medical problem which
affected nearly half of the group.
While not life-threatening, it
seriously impacted group morale
and could have compromised the
success of the expedition.

Ironically, control of the prob-
lem did not require any of our
expensive, high-tech medical gear.
[t required soap.

The problem was a skin infec-
tion, bullous impetigo. Impetigo is
caused by one of a couple com-
mon bacteria, which usually
spread within a group by hand-
to-hand contact. If the integrity of
the skin is broken (as it was by
the wind, rain and cold of late
summer Alaska), the bacteria set
up housekeeping and nasty, fluid-
filled sores develop. One of the
bacteria that cause impetigo can
also cause food poisoning, a
particularly unpleasant affliction
when one is deep in the woods.

Once established, impetigo is
generally treated with antibiotics.
either directly on the skin or by
mouth. Prevention, as is usually
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the case, is a whole lot easier:
interrupt the spread of the bacte-
ria by careful hand-washing. With
liberal use of local antibiotics,
and a shift in “expedition behav-
ior” toward better personal hy-
giene, the miniepidemic ceased.

[ am inaugurating this column
with this story because it teaches
an important lesson. There is a
lot more to wilderness medicine
than improvising litters and
hypothermia wraps. Whether it be
a month in the Alaskan interior or
a long weekend in the Sewards,
backcountry travel puts folks into
very close contact without such
usual amenities as soap and
running hot water. These condi-
tions can set the stage for rapid
spread of disease. Granted,
impetigo and food poisoning are
not usually fatal. but either could
be the first step in a chain of
events leading to catastrophe.

Hand-washing in the backcoun-
try, as at home, is most important
in two situations: after defecation
and before food preparation. The
purpose of hand-washing is not to
“kill” bacteria or other organisms;
that's actually very hard to do.
Rather, it is intended to loosen
the particles in which they are
embedded and allow them to be
flushed off of the skin. Keeping
this in mind, the important steps
in hand-washing are developing
copious suds, allowing plenty of
time to rub these suds around the
hands, and then a long rinse with
a liter bottle of water. As for
drying, I have a simple rule. If you
walked the requisite 200 feet from
trail or water before washing,
your hands will have air dried by
the time you get back!

Soap has received an unjusti-
fied environmental “bad rap” in
the wilderness. While I agree that
it should never be needed to clean
utensils, and should always be
used far from any water source,
there is simply no acceptable
substitute for its use in personal
hygiene. I occasionally see folks
carrying disposable towelettes or
“antibacterial” skin lotions.
Setting aside the environmental
impact of all the packaging these
gimmicks entail, neither has ever
been shown to interrupt the
spread of disease as efficiently as
simple hand-washing. Neither is
considered acceptable in the
health care industry.

Environmentally sensitive
campers may fret over their soap
selection. Don't bother. Essen-
tially all soaps are “biodegrad-
able” today. While I avoid scented
and deodorant products, this is
more for aesthetic than environ-
mental reasons. After all, who
wants to smell like an “Autumn
Breeze” in the summer? Commer-
cial products such as Mountain
Suds® are simple and work well.
They are no better, however, than
a plain chunk of Ivory® in a
plastic bag.

Hand-washing may be one of
the most important, and most
frequently overlooked. safety
measures on a wilderness trek.
Its importance increases exponern-
tially as the size of the group and
the length of the trip increase.
Since failure to practice it actually
endangers others, it must become
a shared expectation of the group.

—Thomas R. Welch, M.D.
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Adirondack High Peaks Hiking/Climbing Center

Warm and welcoming. Come home after a day on
the trails to relax while you soak in mountain vistas
and tranquility. Full hiker’s breakfast served in
solarium with breathtaking views.

* ADK Member Discount ¢ Car Shuttles
« Expert help in planning your hikes.
¢ 10 Trailheads only 5 min. away—
Great Range traihead right across the road!
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