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fD O t‘p a t h S ! BY KATHY FRITTS

Over 40 and Over the Hill:
Backpacking Seniors is a Growing Trend

“I needed an adveniure, so for a BOth birthday
present to mysall, | quil my job and hiked the
Paeific Crest Trall (PCT)." Ginny Banware ol
Portiand, OR, is not oul thare hiking by herselt,
wither, A growing number of older women are
reqguiarly loading up their backpacks ond hoad-
Ing out into the wilderness. On a Backpacker
magazing forum, Toeanorth (hof soraan name)
says, “On o backpacking trip last weekend,

my husband and | met a group of a hall dozen
women, masltly in their 508 at least, and they
fooked like thiey were having a blast. In fact, on
three of the las! lour backpacking trips, | have
encountered one or more all-malura-lamals
proups along the way.” Mingr! (screen nomie)
agreas. “The last couple of years, it seams |
se0 more groups of older gals out hiking the
trails.” The pleasures af wilderness hiking are
not just for the young and lirm,

Why

Why would wamen past 40 backpack when it

I can mean going aight days withoul a shower
or walking 15 miles a day lor five months?

- There is nothing easy aboul a long hike, so
what drives a woman to such a challonge?
Karen Pico ol Ruch, OR. says, “Thera's a tre-
mendous sense of satisfaction and pride in
physical condition that makes me able 1o do
this. This is somalhing | had to work lor, and
it's an achisvemont.”

Toesnorth says, "“The short answer |s
because wo can.”

The older a woman grows, the more she
leals her physical abillties fade and the
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clock of mortality ticking
im the background. Bast
fial 1o poslpone a physical
challango,

Start Easy
Backpacking does not
require a commitment as
axtreme as the 2 850 miles
ol the PCT, of course. You
might start with substantial
day hikes, carrying a doy-
pack with lood, water, angd
amergency supplies, William
L. Sullivan's 100 Hikes sarios
twww.oregonhiking.com)
provides plenty of detail 1o
get you started. Wildarnossa
Prass and Falcon Guides also have an exten-
alva saries ol trail guides.

You can join locnal hiking groups lor day
hikes ar short overnight trips, The Wilderness
Society. Mazamas, and Sierra Club regularly
sponsor hikes. Those are excellent ways
16 seeé il you really do like backpacking, o
natwork lor hiking pariners, and to teat drive
equipmant and lootwear. “Go with experi-
enced people” is the advice olfered by many
of the womaen in Susan Alcorn's book We're in
the Mowuntains, Not Over the Hil: Tales and Tips
from Seasoned Woman Backpackers.

Backpack4S.com is also an engaging source
of ingpiration and information aimed squarely at
“senior” hikers,

Preparation

It you can walk, you can hike, But a long hike
means preaparation; you eannol simply walk
out the door. Read Ginny Banware’s trail
journal anline at www.postholer.com/|ournal
to got an jdea of the pregaration involved.
Study Ray Jardine's books on ultralight back:
packing. Fead Backpacking magazing at the
library. Hang out at REL. Take short hikes with
experienced backpackers,

Worries

What aboul salaty? Google *“women hikera”
and the first article 1o pop up is antitled
“Trall Murders.” But Benware falt more wor-

ried about divulging her location data online,

and Pico nates you are more al risk driving
o car. Crime is vary rare, animal encounters
are nol, and injuries are uncommaon. Falls,
broken bones, and iliness brought on by

strenuous physical demands are risks.

Who will you hike with? A fow peopla hike
alona by cholce, bul Benware saya il was
lonaly on the PCT alter her hiking partner waa
Injured. Pico’s husband can’t hike, so sha went
online and found Bill, her hiking buddy, Cou-
ples olten hike logether. This practice can tes!
or atrengthen a relalionship. Groups ol friendsa
organize trips.

Rewards

“Bucket list” doos not have to mean idiotic
stunts like bunges jumping. It can mean
wiatching the sun set over an alpine lnke,
washing in snow mall, and fealing forest dull
under your feetl instead of pavemon!. Back:
pocking can provide reapile from frantic rou-
tine and electronic demands, 8 meditation and
connection to nature, physical challenge. the
swaol satisfaction of honost sweal. Pico says
“Hiking ig 3o tranguil. | am happy, almost ina
state of bliss.” Krazl (screen name) bast sum-
marizes why women hike. "Because for a shorl
pariod of time, all ihe ‘stufl’ we deal with every
day is reduced to Just aurviving on your awn.
Backpacking has changed how | view myael]
and how | view life.”

You may be like Benware and nood an adven-
ture, or you may be a committed walker lired of
city atreals and crowds. Consider backpacking
and croals your own adventure. WA

Kathy Fritts is a retired school ibvarian who
has worked bolth overseas and in the U5, a
gramndma, and freclance wriler, Fritts will be hik-
ing the Oregon saction of the Pacific Cres! Trail
nexi sumimer,
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