
CHAPTER 9

When You’re Lost

It had been raining off and on all day, and not just occasional
showers, but sporadic torrential downpours. Even with my rain gear,
water seemed to find a way in and I was soaked from head to toe. I
hadn’t expected this when planning my route that morning. The sky
was relatively clear, with only a few clouds and a moderate wind, but
this had all changed by the time I hit my first checkpoint. The wind
picked up and the clouds rolled in, completely covering the sky and
turning the landscape into dark shadows. From checkpoint to
checkpoint, not once did the clouds give way to the sun, making the
entire day dark and gloomy.

I had planned this trip perfectly—well, almost. Whenever I’m
preparing for any trip into the mountains, I do extensive planning.
With up-to-date maps, I lay out my intended course. From beginning
to end, I plot checkpoints, distance, terrain, time, weather, obstacles,
and hazards. I try to consider all the possibilities of what could
happen, like unavoidable detours or an injury, and I prepare for these
as well. Under normal circumstances, I would also verify the
contents of my backpack with my written checklist, developed over
the years to include the most important essentials that I always carry.
However, on this particular trip I did not use my checklist. I had
misplaced my list, but having planned countless similar trips, I was
not concerned that memory would fail me. I was wrong. Without
extra batteries for my GPS device, it became just added weight after
the first day. I was not too concerned; many times, I’d been unable to
receive a signal anyway, and I always carry my compass.



I knew that I had just missed my last checkpoint, but it couldn’t have
been by much, so I pushed on. My next checkpoint was close and
even though visibility was poor, I was sure I would hit my mark.
Certain of this, and knowing my final destination was just beyond, I
continued. I picked up the pace, knowing I had only an hour or so to
reach my planned camp before that gray day turned to night.

Soon, I’d missed both of my last checkpoints and I was unable to
see landmarks at all. If I’d wanted to continue, I would have been
navigating in the rain at night, by dead reckoning alone, on a course
I was no longer sure of. Continuing at that point could only make
matters worse. Instead, I remained calm, sat below a nearby tree
that offered a little protection from the rain, and faced the humiliation
of being lost as I waited for morning to bring new light.

The following morning found me in a better mood. Though I got no
sleep the night before, I did manage to get a fire started. With the
fire, I was able to stay warm, and as the rain subsided, I had
somewhat dried out my clothing. It was still overcast but there was
no rain, and I had plenty of light to inspect my surroundings. Not far
from my current location was a ridge that looked as if it could provide
a good vantage point to better survey the area. After a quick meal, I
left my campsite and hiked the 20 minutes it took to reach the top of
the ridge.

From my new vantage point, I was able to identify several outlying
objects and find these same landmarks on my map. Using resection,
I was able to take compass bearings to three different objects and
transfer them to my map, pinpointing my exact location. I was only
off course by approximately 200 yards, but had I continued on the
night before, it could have been much worse.

Thinking back now, I had two clear options that could have left me in
better spirits. Option number one would have been to backtrack to
my last confirmed checkpoint after realizing I missed the next
checkpoint before continuing on. Option two, and probably the best
option considering it had been late in the day, would have been to



backtrack to my last confirmed checkpoint, build a shelter and fire,
and camp there for the night.

Knowing When You Are Lost
Seasoned adventurers know they are not immune to getting lost.
Even with a map and compass, many of the most experienced in
land navigation have found themselves wondering exactly where
they were. Whether due to an outdated map, faulty equipment, or
changes in terrain and landmarks, countless scenarios can all lead
to doubt and errors in navigation. The first step in recovery from
being lost in the wilderness is accepting the possibility that it has
happened. Then you can take the necessary steps to fix the
problem.

Fear and Panic
When you find yourself with even the slightest doubt as to where you
are or where you should go, you are lost. Immediately finding or
recognizing a landmark does not change the fact that for a moment,
you were lost. It’s during this moment of realization that fear,
however slight, begins to grow in the back of your mind.

Both fear and panic will lead to hasty and often wrong decisions and
must be dealt with before making your next steps. Stop whatever it is
you’re doing, relax, and stay calm. Take the time to sit and think
about where you’re going, where you have been, and the steps
taken leading up to this point. Picture in your mind the landscape,
terrain, or other features and landmarks seen along the way. Study
your current surroundings, the horizon, the clouds in the sky, and
even the time of day. This time spent on close examination of your
situation will keep fear and panic at bay and may give you clues as
to your position.



A large pack on your shoulders will never carry as much or be as
useful as a clear head. However, when planning a trip into the
wilderness, a wise person will also plan on getting lost and prepare
for the event. Fishing line and a few hooks, waterproof matches or
lighters, a map, a compass, some concentrated food, and a good
knife may save you a lot of grief.

A thinking person is never lost for long. Often, surviving the first night
in the wilderness will bring a clear head the next morning with new
insight regarding your location. With a relaxed mind, you’ll realize
that you can eat the same wild food animals eat and that you won’t
die of hunger as quickly as you will die of thirst. A calm and clear
head will also tell you when it’s time to stay put or when it’s time to
move on to some definite objective; you’ll know how to avoid
becoming totally exhausted or further lost. Find strength in the
knowledge that someone will be looking for you; with this, the
experience of being lost becomes easier to deal with.

Make a Decision
When you’re lost, there are only two options: stay put, or continue
on. Both plans have their advantages and disadvantages. The
decision you make could be the difference between life and death.

Before making a decision, take inventory of what you have on hand,
giving particular attention to food, water, and shelter. With water and
food at the top of the list, how long can you survive after your
supplies run out? Unless you’re fortunate enough to have a resource
for water nearby, you have three days to be found once your supply
of water runs out.

Use the following list of questions as guideline in making your
decision:

How long will my current supply of food and water last?



What effects will weather conditions have on me if I should stay
or move?

Do I have the resources at hand to construct a temporary
shelter?

Can I signal for help using smoke, mirrors, phone, radio, or other
means?

When will I be missed by friends or loved ones, and how long will
it take them or others to start searching?

Staying Put
So here you sit. You’ve assessed the situation, taken inventory of the
supplies you have on hand, considered the possibility of being found,
and compared this to the alternative of moving on. You know there is
a chance that if you keep moving, you may find a landmark you
recognize—a road perhaps, or a river—but you also realize you may
only become increasingly lost while using up what little supplies you
have. So you decide to stay and wait for help.

Now that the decision has been made and you know you’ll be
spending an unexpected night in the wilderness, you need to start
planning. Darkness may be approaching, or it may be several hours
away. In either case, unless you’re experiencing a warm summer
night with perfect conditions, shelter must take priority over all else.
You must ensure that you’ll be protected from the elements.

Find the best suitable area at your current location to make camp.
Use your surroundings, keeping in mind that you want to make it as
easy as possible to be found while staying as comfortable as
possible. Look for the closest area near you that offers both
protection from the elements and the best opportunities to be found
and to signal others of your location. Once steps have been made to
secure a shelter, you can spend time on other essential actions.



Signaling for Help
When lost or even hurt in a survival situation, time may not be on
your side. If not properly prepared, or if you’re dealing with
unfavorable conditions, survival may be short lived. Even when
others notice your absence or late arrival, they have to find you
before they can rescue you.

There are many methods of alerting people to your location,
including electronic devices. However, because of the possibility of
failure, damage, or dead batteries, take the time to focus more on
using simple items. Learn and practice the following techniques to
signal for help.

There are several ways to signal for help. Before you choose a
method, consider your location: can you be seen or heard from
where you are? The best location for signaling is a large, flat
elevated point that is clear of obstruction and can be seen from the
greatest distance possible.

Remember the rule of three. When it comes to signals, whether
gunshots, smoke signals, a whistle, signal fires, or most other means
used, a group of three is commonly recognized as an emergency
distress signal.

Whistles
The whistle is the simplest of audio devices that can be used when
in distress. The most common universal distress signal with a whistle
is three short blasts. While range is limited, whistling will make it
easier for those looking for you as they get closer to your location.
While you may have other means of signaling at your disposal, it’s
advised that you use the whistle periodically. You may not see them,
but searchers may start to hear you and need additional whistles to
pinpoint your location. If you’re traveling with others, make sure that
all recognize the distress signal or other signals you may implement.



Choose a whistle that can be easily attached to your pack, belt loop,
or other item of clothing. A one-piece whistle that does not require a
pea is the best choice. These are usually less susceptible to damage
and freezing conditions. I would also recommend a bright color so
you can easily find it if dropped or misplaced.

Mirrors
A mirror may be the best way to visually create signals when you
have the sun to work with. The sun’s reflection from even a small
mirror can be seen for miles on a clear day. A properly directed flash
of light can be seen by aircraft, vehicles, or other people, catching
their attention. Some mirrors are equipped with a sighting lens to
help direct your signals. If your mirror does not have this feature,
hold the mirror under your eye, and place the reflected beam of light
onto the tip of an outstretched finger. While keeping the reflected
light on the finger, move the finger and mirror together until the finger
is on your target. Slowly move the mirror up and down, right to left.
This will move the beam of light across your target.

If you don’t have a mirror, other metallic items in your possession
may fill the need. Try polishing a belt buckle, a canteen or cup, a
large silver coin, or another object that will reflect the sun’s light. As
with all survival equipment, practice with what you have.

Fire and Smoke
Nothing beats a fire for getting the attention of anyone within visible
range, especially at night. During the day, smoke from a fire can be
seen for many miles. Be careful in selecting your location. As with
any distress signal, find the nearest location with an open area that
can be seen from the greatest distance and multiple directions. A
signal from the side of a ridge or mountain generally can only be
seen on that side. At the same time, you must consider your
surroundings and look out for nearby flammable objects. A clearing
devoid of trees or near a stream or river (which will act as a
firebreak) will help you keep a signal fire under control when a larger



fire is used or needed. Take caution not to endanger yourself or
others when using fire.

When using fire to signal for help, also take note of the wind and the
effect it will have on the fire. A light wind of up to 10 miles an hour
may not be an issue in keeping a fire under control. However,
stronger winds will make both the fire and the smoke harder to
control and are much more dangerous.

During daylight hours, smoke is much easier to see than the fire
itself. Once you’re confident you have a hot bed of coals, add
“green” materials, like live plants, leaves, or pine needles. Even a
small fire with a good bed of hot coals can produce a large amount
of smoke. Plant material that has not completely dried out, such as
leaves, small bushes, or pinecones, will still burn and provide a
greater amount of smoke than dry limbs or branches. Most materials
you burn in the wild will produce a white or gray smoke and can be
harder to see on cloudy days. Petroleum-based products, such as a
few ounces of motor oil, brake fluid, or pieces of plastic, will produce
a black smoke.

When using fire to signal at night, use only dry materials, if possible.
Be sure you have enough material stacked and ready beforehand to
keep your fire burning. Don’t be caught having to leave your fire
unattended to gather more wood, especially at night. Smoke is not
always easily seen at night, but the light a fire emits is, and a larger
fire will be easier seen from greater distances. If enough material is
available and your area is large enough, build three fires in a straight
row, 50 to 75 feet apart. This pattern is identified by most search-
and-rescue teams as a distress signal. However, unless you have
help in maintaining three fires, it may be safer to concentrate on
building and using only one signal fire. Don’t build a fire larger than
you can control. Remove materials from the immediate surrounding
area that may easily cause a fire to spread.

Using an isolated tree as a giant torch is a great way to attract
attention. Trees producing a lot of sap or pitch are generally easy to
set afire, even when they are green. If the lower limbs and branches



are close enough to the ground, build a large enough fire around the
base of the tree that the flames flare up and ignite the foliage. If
needed, place dry twigs, branches, and other material into the lower
branches, and set this material on fire. Before the tree has
completely burned, cut and add more small green trees or bushes to
the fire.

When the ground is covered in snow, scrape away the snow from the
area where you intend to build a fire, or build a platform of limbs or
small logs on which to build the fire.

For more on fire-making skills, see Chapter 12.

Improvise
Using your imagination and the natural materials that surround you
to signal can get you found. Tree branches, limbs, small logs,
bushes, or even rocks can be used to spell out a message or
symbols on the ground. Use materials that stand out against the
ground you’re placing them on. Bright-colored clothing placed in an
open area may attract attention. Large geometric patterns will more
likely attract attention.

When there is snow, pack down the snow to form the message or
symbol and fill the packed area with contrasting leaves, brush, or
other darker materials. If there is little snow, scrape the snow away
to expose the darker ground beneath to form your message.

Many of the techniques described are most suited to signal aircraft,
but when placed on the side of a ridge or mountain, some of these
methods may still be seen by those on the ground. In taking this
approach, try to use the side of the ridge or mountain that is most
likely to be seen.

Lights or flags can be used to send an SOS. Internationally
recognized, an SOS is made up of three dots, three dashes, and
three dots. This can be communicated with the use of a flashlight by
interrupting the beam of light with your hand or other object. Many



flashlights have a button to facilitate signaling. A flag can also be
used to signal an SOS. When using flags, hold flags on the left side
of your body for dashes and on the right side for dots.

Continuing On
Sometimes, the best choice to make when lost is to keep moving.
Before you begin your move, look for an elevated area nearby, like a
ridge or large hill, climb to the top, and look around for any
recognizable landmark. Consider your immediate position and ask
yourself these questions:

If I continue in this direction, will I become even harder to find?

Do I try to backtrack to terrain, a landmark, or a trail that I will
recognize?

Do I know which direction to travel to find the closest populated
area?

Use your map and compass if these items are still available. You
already know the general direction you took to get to where you are.
If in getting there you traveled northwest, use your compass to head
back in a southeast direction. While traveling, look for landmarks and
other signs that you may recognize or find on your map. If you find a
landmark and can identify it on your map, try to find another, which
will allow you to do a resection and pinpoint your exact location. Or,
you can continue on to that landmark while searching for another
landmark.

As a last resort, especially if you’re in higher elevations or in the
mountains with no idea which direction to take, your first choice
should be down. Follow drainage, streams, or a river, if possible.
This could make for hard travel, but will often lead to a trail or a road.



Trail Markers
Let people know where you have been and where you’re going. Two
great tools to keep in your backpack at all times are brightly colored
survey tape or flash tape and a permanent ink marker. With these
tools, you can easily tear off pieces to mark trails you have taken
and even leave messages on the tape. Flash tape, used by
gardeners to scare off birds, is highly reflective and will act like a
mirror to reflect the sun’s light and catch the attention of anyone
looking in its direction.

Small logs, branches, or rocks can also be used to alert searchers or
others in your party of the direction you have taken. Make these
markers as large as possible and place in areas where they will most
likely be noticed.


