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9 Thoughts for Staying Alive Out There

“Brevity,” Shakespeare said, “is the soul of wit,” and in this, he both captured an essential truth and epitomized
it. With trepidation, I add to The Bard’s words to suggest that brevity can also be the soul of wisdom. I am
always impressed when, with but a few words, someone captures a truth succinctly, accurately, and sometimes
even poetically. So I share with you a collection of 9 such proverbs and quotes that, with some reflection,
might help our outdoor experiences to be more enjoyable or safe, for ourselves and for those we lead and serve.
Read them, think about your own experience in the light of them, and then send me more if you have favorites!

1. Gravity never sleeps. We must adapt ourselves to natural laws; they will not temporarily suspend on our
behalf, no matter how good, moral, and upright we might think we are.

2. Look at the terrain — then imagine a carryout. | routinely direct my caving groups to this thought when
we are back in underground a good distance. It usually sobers up the attitude and the travel pace.

3. Slow is safe, and safe is fast. If we hurry our rescue crew into another accident or navigation error, we have
exponentially complicated the situation and dramatically added minutes and hours when we should have been
subtracting them. Safe is the fastest that we should try to move.

4. Better to be aware than smart. Constant and broad situational awareness is the “leadership radar” of the
outdoors. Cultivate constant awareness of group strength and mood, weather conditions, behavior (who is
drinking water, etc.), and your own energy level.

5. “The prudent see danger and take refuge, but the simple keep going and suffer for it” (Proverbs 27:12),
and “The rigid person is a disciple of death; the soft, supple, and delicate are lovers of life.” (Tao Te Ching).
These speak to flexibility and adaptability as more significant survival traits than dogged determination or rigid
adherence to a pre-formed plan.

6. “Go carefully lads, be careful; a single moment is enough to make one dead for the whole of one’s life”
(G. Pecoste). Many of our mistakes in life, both physical and moral, are the result of hurry.
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7. In the outdoors, natural forces do the killing, but human attitudes and behaviors often do the selecting
and positioning of the victim. It might be cold, or water, or massive impact that actually delivers the blow, but
it is often ego, competitiveness, disregard for the changing situation, or an unfounded sense of invincibility that
sets us up for the Kill.

8. Don’t create a second victim. This is a favorite of my friend and Wilderness First Aid instructor Chris Tate.
It reminds us that, in our efforts to rescue the perishing, we should first protect ourselves and the unhurt. You
are useless as a rescuer if you give away your fleece or your water bottle and so become compromised. A dead
guide is not a guide.

9. Little things become big things in the backcountry. Small blisters can become infections, mild dehydration
can become a debilitating headache or heat stroke, and missing breakfast or allowing insulation layers to
become compromised by rain can quickly complicate hypothermia. Deal with small things while they are
small.
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