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Introduction

What AppSAR is About (and Not About)

Appalachian Search and Rescue, which we shall call 
AppSAR for short, is a textbook about wilderness search 
and rescue (SAR).

AppSAR is not about Urban Search and Rescue 
(USAR). That’s searching for and rescuing people from 
collapsed buildings. From my disaster response work, I 
know a little about USAR, enough to know that I don’t 
know nearly enough to write a textbook about USAR. 
AppSAR is not about urban search/wide-area search, 
which is searching in suburban and urban areas, except 
incidentally, as that’s again something I don’t know 
enough to write about in any sort of detail.

AppSAR is not about wilderness search and rescue 
at high altitude, in the desert, or in glacier-strewn or 
avalanche areas. Despite having spent a fair amount of 
outdoor recreation time at altitude, in the desert, and in 
avalanche areas, I haven’t done search and rescue in such 

areas, except incidentally when I’ve been present at a 
search and rescue incident on a recreational trip. 

Besides which, this textbook is long enough as is, and 
if we discussed search and rescue in all those different 
environments, it would be waaaaay too long!

AppSAR is about wilderness SAR as practiced in the 
mid-Appalachian region. That’s the mid-portion of the 
Appalachian Mountains and nearby areas of Virginia, 
West Virginia, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. 
This is where I’ve lived, enjoyed the outdoors all of my 
life, and done and taught wilderness search and rescue 
for over 50 years, mostly with the Appalachian Search 
and Rescue Conference (ASRC) and Eastern Region, 
National Cave Rescue Commission (NCRC).

The way that wilderness search and rescue is prac-
ticed in this area is different than in other areas, as are 
the forms of outdoor recreation. There are many influ-
ences that lead to these differences. 

First, geography. Outdoor recreation is a big deal 
in the Appalachians – Pennsylvania has more miles of 

Transect of the Appalachians from an Erwin Raisz Landform Map 
Used with permission; printed maps available from https://www.raiszmaps.com/ 

This map of “Appalachia” depicts a region defined county-
by-county by criteria including economics. The depicted 
area only partially corresponds to what geologists and 
geographers refer to as the Appalachian Mountains, 

which continue much farther to the northeast.
Public Domain, Appalachian Regional Commission

https://www.raiszmaps.com/
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The Appalachian Mountains and Foothills, from an Erwin Raisz Landform Map
Used with permission; printed maps available from https://www.raiszmaps.com/ 

https://www.raiszmaps.com/
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hiking trails than Colorado – but it is different from the 
western US in many ways. The topography is different. 
Unlike the Rockies or Sierras, we don’t have to worry 
about altitude illness. And the mountains are, not-
withstanding the Adirondack High Peaks of northern 
New York, and the Presidential Range of northern New 
Hampshire, which are not in the mid-Appalachians, 
below timberline and wooded. We don’t have to worry 
about avalanches or ice-axe self-arrest in the winter in 
the mid-Appalachians. And there are no glaciers, nor 
any crevasses.

And there are therefore some things that are taught 
in generic, all-of-North-America SAR courses that we 
leave out, or at least de-emphasize. For example, there 
seems to be an emergency consensus that, at least for 
the mid-Appalachians, fire-building is not a necessary 
skill. In 50 years of the Appalachian Search and Rescue 
Conference’s existing, with hundreds and like thousands 
of search and rescue missions, we’ve never had a situ-
ation where building a campfire would have made any 
difference. (Except for toasting marshmallows at one 
of our weekend get-togethers.) We did have a situation 
where someone using a flare caused a fire, but that was 
only once. 

And as far as land navigation, the techniques of 
resection and triangulation are just useless in Great 
Eastern Hardwood Forest. Unlike parts of the American 
West, you usually can’t see peaks or other identifiable 
landmarks to do resection or triangulation. You can use 
them with direction-finding equipment, which work 
through the trees, to narrow down where a downed-
aircraft might be, but you can’t use them for land 
navigation. And, since sight lines are so limited, and it’s 
so hard to go in a straight line, the techniques of boxing 
or triangulating around a body of water are essentially 
useless here, which is why, like building fires, they’re 
banished to sidebars. 

We do have lots of caves, and cave searches and 
cave rescues are not uncommon. Although this book 
is primarily about above-ground rescue (that’s what 

cavers call anything that’s not in a cave), some SAR 
teams in the mid-Appalachians do cave search and 
cave rescue, so that is covered just as far as horizontal 
cave search and rescue. The preeminent source of cave 

Profile (Vertical Map) of the Tardis Section of Hellhole Cave
By Nikki Fox, used with permission.

Entrance to Hellhole Cave, Pendleton County, West Virginia 
© 2007 by Brian Masney. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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rescue training in the mid-Appalachians is the Eastern 
Region, National Cave Rescue Commission (NCRC), 
for which I’ve been a medical advisor and staff member 
for many decades. While this textbook does not provide 
official NCRC doctrine, many of the NCRC staff and 
instructors have, wittingly or unwittingly, formally 
acknowledged or not, contributed to the textbook. 
There is a saying that 80% of cave rescue is the same as 
above-ground wilderness search and rescue in our area 
– which seems to be true – and so these contributions 
are by no means limited to the cave-rescue-specific sec-
tions of the book.

Outdoor recreation and SAR are influenced by the 
flora and fauna: unlike California, we don’t have to 
worry about poison oak or poodle-dog bush, but we do 
need to worry about poison ivy, and unlike the northern 
Rockies, we don’t have to worry about grizzly bears.

Outdoor recreation and SAR are influenced by the 
climate and weather: we do sometimes have the chal-
lenge of bitterly cold spells deep below freezing, and in 
the summer it can be very hot and humid (“it’s not the 
heat, it’s the humidity”); we also get a lot of rain and 
snow, especially in the western Appalachians, unlike the 
desert Southwest. 

Outdoor recreation and SAR are influenced by the 
political geography: compared to the west, we have 
smaller states and much smaller counties and, inland 
from the great coastal cities, we have a much greater 
population density. Compared to the western USA, in 
the mid-Appalachians, there are lots of people living 
in the mountains and their foothills with many sizable 
cities. 

Unlike the western US, where most large counties 
have a single search and rescue team, we have lots of 
local fire departments and EMS agencies who do some 
basic SAR, and more SAR teams, mostly centered in 
or near larger population centers. It is true that the 
mountain population east of the big cities along the 
west coast is increasing rapidly, so SAR in the West 
may become more like that in the mid-Appalachians. 
Unlike the West, though, our counties are smaller, and 
in some states, there ar lots of little boroughs, town-
ships and municipalities that have independent law 
enforcement authority and responsibility. In my home 

Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, almost every one of 
the 2,564 boroughs, townships and municipalities has 
its own law enforcement agency with responsibility for 
searches. (A few small ones let the State Police handle it 
for them.) These small law enforcement agencies don’t 
think about SAR much because, in their little kingdom, 
it doesn’t happen often.

For the most part, each municipality has its own fire 
department and EMS service. For better or worse, most 
technical rescues are done by the local fire department 
or EMS service rather than a dedicated wilderness 
search and  rescue team. Even deep in a mid-Appala-
chian wilderness area, you’re only a few miles from the 
nearest road, so long, complicated wilderness rescues 
are few and far between. Most rescues accomplished by 
the ASRC come when a search find turns into a rescue.

The long, complicated wilderness rescues in the mid-
Appalachians tend to be underground, in a cave. Some 
ASRC (Appalachian Search and Rescue Conference) 
Groups offer a cave rescue capability. And, the ASRC 
has long had an agreement with Eastern Region, 
National Cave Rescue Commission to provide above-
ground support for cave rescues in this region.

Given the complex rigging required for some of these 
rescues, they can take a day or longer to accomplish. 
And, they tend to use up cave rescuers quickly, some-
times requiring hundreds of rescuers. To appreciate 
the challenges of cave rescue in this region, take a look 
at the sketch profile (vertical map) of one section of 
Hellhole Cave in West Virginia on the previous page.

And finally, SAR as practiced here has its own 
traditions. There’s not much wilderness in the flatter 
central US that separates east and west. There are some 
national organizations, like the National Association for 
SAR (NASAR) and the Mountain Rescue Association 
(MRA). But just as Darwin’s Galapagos finches on 
different islands evolved different beaks, SAR in the 
west and SAR in the east have evolved somewhat 
independently.

Appalachian Search and Rescue is about wilderness 
search and rescue as practiced in the mid-Appalachians. 
But that’s not to say that you can’t use it elsewhere, and 
develop your own add-on modules to cover the specifics 
you need for your own area. 



  7

    

The Appalachian Search and Rescue Conference 

Appalachian Search and Rescue (AppSAR) is not a 
publication of the Appalachian Search and Rescue 
Conference (ASRC). It is not endorsed in any way by 
the ASRC. Nonetheless, it is all about wilderness search 
and rescue as practiced by the ASRC, as that’s what I 
know. And it is designed to provide all the study mate-
rial needed for the various credentialing levels used by 
the ASRC. 

The ASRC’s field training and credentialing is divided 
into four levels: Field IV, Field III, Field II, and Field I. 

Field IV is a minimal trainee level, and what you need 
to meet that qualification is in a document published by 
the ASRC, called Essentials for Search and Rescue which 
you can find at:

http://www.asrc.net/pub/ASRC-Essentials-for-SAR.pdf

To read more about the ASRC’s training and creden-
tialing system, check out the ASRC Training Standards at

http://www.asrc.net/doc/ASRC-Training-Standards.pdf

and the ASRC Training Guide at:

http://www.asrc.net/pub/ASRC-Training-Guide.pdf

I hope AppSAR is of significant help for any wilder-
ness search and rescue team in the mid-Appalachians, 
and maybe other places. But I’ve been intimately 
associated with the ASRC for 50 years. I was one of the 
four founders, and over the decades have served many 
terms in different leadership positions within the ASRC. 
It is one of the largest wilderness search and rescue 

organizations around, in terms of membership numbers 
and geographic scope. So this textbook is shaped by that 
experience.

The ASRC is a federal system with members in dif-
ferent Groups scattered around the mid-Appalachians. 
ASRC members follow the same training standards 
and operational guidelines and wear the same uniform, 
so it is much more than an association of teams such 
as a state search and rescue council. I know whereof I 
speak: I was instrumental in setting up the Pennsylvania 
Search and Rescue Council and before that, the Virginia 
Search and Rescue Council.

To some degree, the ASRC sees itself as an elite orga-
nization, one which challenges its members to excel. It 
also prides itself on being on the cutting edge of wilder-
ness search and rescue. The quality of the presentations 
at the educational sessions at the ASRC’s annual winter 
retreat, including complex equations on some of the 
slides and the thoughtful comments they evoke, seem to 
support this. (These presentations are generally posted 
at the ASRC website for all members to see.)

On the other hand, the ASRC tries to right-size its 
training standards and credentialing process so that it’s 
not onerous to get credentialed at the various levels, 
particularly the lower ones.

So, AppSAR goes into more detail than more basic 
search and rescue textbooks, such as the GSAR Manual 
I wrote in 1972 for VA Wing CAP, based on input from 
the ASRC. 

In view of this, there are ways to read AppSAR, as 
described in the next section: 

http://www.asrc.net/pub/ASRC-Essentials-for-SAR.pdf
http://www.asrc.net/doc/ASRC-Training-Standards.pdf
http://www.asrc.net/pub/ASRC-Training-Guide.pdf
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How to Use This Textbook

If You’re New to SAR
 Field III 

Don’t be intimidated by the number of pages in each 
chapter. There are lots of pictures, diagrams and sidebars 
with nice-to-know-but-not-required information.

Why is the textbook so long? One good reason is that 
it’s a single textbook for multiple levels of training all in 
one. It might be nice to have separate textbooks for each 
level, but it’s taken us years to produce what’s in front 
of you, and we didn’t want to take even more years to 
do separate textbooks. Another reason is this textbook 
has a lot of useful information that’s not in other SAR 
textbooks, many things that you would otherwise have 
to learn from others. As they say in the military, “Train 
easy, hard mission. Train hard, slightly easier mission.”

If you are new to search and rescue, at least in the 
mid-Appalachians, you can read the entire main text, 
skipping the many footnotes and sidebars. That way you 
will get an excellent and in-depth tutorial on how to 
become an ASRC Field I or Search Manager or achieve 
an equivalent certification. 

If you’re just studying for the ASRC Field III or a 
similar credentialing level, read the main text selectively, 
only sections whose headings have  Field III  right 
below the section heading, just like at the top of this sec-
tion. That way you’ll learn everything you need for the 
ASRC Field III credentialing. 

If you’re studying for the ASRC Field II credentialing, 
you can quickly scan those sections tagged with  Field 
III  to review them, but concentrate on the sections 
tagged  Field II . And if studying for Field I or Search 
Manager III credentialing? Scan the lower-level sections 
and concentrate in the  Field I  or  SM III  sections.

If You’re Experienced

If you’re already very experienced at search and rescue 
in the mid-Appalachians or nearby? Just scan the main 
text but check out the footnotes and sidebars and sec-
tions without any of those colored subheadings we just 
reviewed above. Footnotes and sidebars often go off on 
tangents. We often try, at the end of that digression, to 
show how knowing about it can make you better at wil-
derness search and rescue. This enrichment material is 
not essential for any of the credentialing levels; it’s “nice 
to know” material. If people write test questions based 

on this non-essential, nice-to-know material, please 
let me know so I can publicly humiliate them. For that 
matter, if it doesn’t appear in the Important Points 
box at the end of a section, it shouldn’t be fair game 
for a test.

Many people join a wilderness search and rescue 
team already having some relevant knowledge and expe-
rience, such as:

 ◆ Outdoor knowledge and experience, such as from 
hiking, backpacking, mountaineering, rock climbing, 
caving or hunting

 ◆ Law enforcement knowledge and experience from 
having served as a law enforcement officer

 ◆ Medical/first aid knowledge and experience, either 
prehospital such as being an EMT or paramedic, or 
from being a medical professional such as a nurse, 
advanced practice provider or physician 

 ◆ Rescue experience, especially rope rescue experience, 
from being part of a fire department or EMS agency 
that does rescue

 ◆ Incident management and outdoor experience from 
having been in the military

Given that experience, you may not need to read 
specific chapters or sections. You might want to skim 
those chapters or sections for the high points to pick up 
a few things that might be new to you. If so, we’ve got 
you in mind. 

You can read through the Important Points box at the 
end of each section, browse through the pictures and 
diagrams, and be done. Look for the red-rimmed and 
tinted boxes with important points bulleted like at the 
end of this section. However, if you have relevant exper-
tise, we would appreciate your reading through those 
sections and providing feedback on how to improve 
them.

If you’ve viewing this as a PDF on a tablet or PC 
screen, you can keep the bookmarks open in the left-
hand pane: it’s the same as the Table of Contents, which 
itself is also clickable.

For that matter, anyone can just browse through the 
Important Points boxes to get the gist of what the sec-
tions’s about. If you read through the text, though, you 
will achieve a broader and deeper understanding of the 
topic, and remember it better. 



  9

    

If You’re Creating a Test

If you’re creating a written or practical test, do the 
honorable thing. Only select items from the Important 
Points boxes at the end of each major section. 

Why a Single Textbook?

People ask, “Why is there a single textbook covering all 
of the levels rather than a different textbook for each 
level?”

There are multiple answers. 
Since this textbook is free and online, there is no cost 

consideration that pushes for separate textbooks for all 
of the levels.

Are you studying for ASRC Field II or equivalent? If 
so, you’re responsible for the material you learned for 
the prior ASRC Field III. It’s easier to read and make 
mental connections if that material is all grouped by 
topic rather than by level.

Are you preparing to teach a class? Or preparing to 
mentor a field team leader on some specific wilderness 
search and rescue topic? Or writing a test question for a 
wilderness search and rescue test? You’ll be able to find 
all the relevant information for that topic in one section 
of the appropriate chapter. That’s also why the textbook, 
wherever possible, provides references to why we rec-
ommend, or recommend against, a particular technique.  
We not only want you to know what to do and how to 
do it. But also we want you to know why you should do 
it the way we recommend.

One of the purposes of a textbook like this is to be, 

as much as possible, a definitive reference as to the best 
way to do things, citing evidence and when available, 
test results. This may be helpful if you’re teaching or 
mentoring and get a perplexing “why” question. Say 
“I’ll get back to you on that” and then see what you can 

find in this textbook. If you can’t find an answer, maybe 
shoot me an email and the contributors and I will try to 
work on it. This need to serve as a definitive reference as 
well as a teaching tool makes the textbook longer, with 
lots of footnotes and sidebars, but you can always skip 
those unless you’re deeply interested in a topic.

But if you’re going to be teaching or mentoring on a 
particular topic, you’ll also want to read through those 
sidebars and footnotes on that topic. When (not if) a 
student or field team leader asks you a difficult question 
about the topic, you’re well-read on that topic. 

It’s important to keep one step ahead of your students.  
It’s also easier to create a textbook separated by topic 

rather than by level. 
Related to this is the topic of what drives SAR 

training standards. If you believe in totally top-down 
reasoning, you figure out what the job requirements are, 
then use those to create training standards, use those 
to create a training curriculum, and then use that to 
create a textbook. With arrows pointing one way, thusly: 
job requirements > training standards >  curriculum > 
textbook. 

But as I’ve learned from helping to create a couple of 
different editions of national EMT-Paramedic curricu-
lum, the process is not one-way. There should be arrows 
with feedback from each of those levels to each of the 
other levels. (If you look at the ASRC Training Standards 
at https://www.asrc.net/doc/ASRC-Training-Standards.
pdf, you will find such a diagram.) 

We expect the ASRC Training Standards to change, 
based in part on this textbook. And it will be much eas-
ier to simply change the subheadings, and maybe move 
some material out to sidebars or back into the main text, 
to correspond with the revised Training Standards. 

Speaking of using this for non-ASRC teams, and spe-

cifically for teams outside the mid-Appalachians: if you 
need material specific to another area, consider mak-
ing up your own addendum, for example, dealing with 
desert flora, fauna, geography and weather. 

 ▸ This is an important point
 ▸ So is this

 ▸ Actually, this box is just an example to give you an 
idea of what the important points boxes look like.

H o w  t o  U s e  T h i s  Te x t b o o k :  I m p o r t a n t  P o i n t s

https://www.asrc.net/doc/ASRC-Training-Standards.pdf
https://www.asrc.net/doc/ASRC-Training-Standards.pdf
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A Work in Progress; Chapters

I am putting up chapters as soon as they are in final 
draft form. This is due to demands for their use for 
training. Here is the planned chapter setup, though 
it may change. The order is based on what the 
Appalachian Search and Rescue Conference chose for 
its training standards and training guide, starting with 
that which is most important for the safety of members.

 • Preface

 • Introduction

 • Chapter 1: Survival and Wilderness Travel

 • Chapter 2: Communications

 • Chapter 3: Land Navigation

 • Chapter 4: Leadership and Followership

 • Chapter 5: Search Tactics

 • Chapter 6: Incident Management

 • Chapter 7: Search Theory and Strategy

 • Chapter 8: Nontechnical and Semi-Tech Evacs

The ASRC decided to integrate basic wilderness first 
aid into training and standards, a strategy with which 
I agree completely. So, wilderness first aid and medi-
cal issues are integrated throughout AppSAR chapters. 
Wilderness first aid assessment and medical issues, heat 
and cold, fatigue, health and fitness and prevention 
along with stress management and psychological first 
aid are covered in Chapter 1: Survival and Wilderness 
Travel. Musculoskeletal issues are addressed Chapter 8: 
Nontechnical and Semi-Tech Evacs.



  11

    

Content and Style

This textbook is free. It’s online. And given the 
Creative Commons license, someone could even try to 
make money printing and selling it. (Good luck.)

Why free? Well, nobody, not even publishing com-
panies, make much money off of textbooks, especially 
textbooks aimed at organizations that mostly operate on 
short shoestring budgets. 

Why do it at all? Well, two generations of ASRC 
members have complained that there is a lack of a good 
textbook covering the fundamentals. There are many 
good specialized texts but nothing that quite fits their 
needs.

The main reason someone writes a textbook is 
because it’s an honorable thing to do, and might do 
some good in the world. Another reason is for recogni-
tion, and in this internet age, that’s as likely online as 
with a printed book. And even big textbook publishers 
like Pearson are moving to online textbooks.

Single Author

AppSAR is a single-author textbook. Sort of. I pretty 
much write every word, though sometimes I cut-and-
paste suggestions from the chapter reviewer/contribu-
tors.  It’s a lot of work. But, it helps prevent some of the 
sins of multi-author textbooks: duplication of mate-
rial, lack of cross-referencing between chapters and 
conflicting recommendations between chapters.1 (Full 
disclosure: I have contributed chapters in multi-author 
textbooks. A significant number. With this textbook I 
am trying to atone for those sins.)

I need to share a story my long-time colleague and 
ASRC member Bob Koester told me, two weeks after 
the six-year gestation of his lost-person-search software 
FIND and it became available. He admitted that 6 years 
was a long time to develop the software, but that the 
process was less expensive and probably easier than 
similar-sized software projects. That was because there 
was a single programmer/coder who was working on all 
of the code. That coder, he said, related this saying about 
such software projects. 

It may take nine months for a woman to gestate 
and birth a child. But if you try to have nine women 

1 I have stated these concerns in the medical literature in my invited 
review of the textbook Mountain Emergency Medicine https://www.
wemjournal.org/article/S1080-6032(22)00058-8/fulltext (unfortunately 
paywalled).

each spending a month trying to birth a child, it 
won’t work nearly as well, and the same thing is true 
of coders and a big software project. 

This book is sort of the same. It’s taking years to get it 
done because I’m responsible for every word in it. That’s 
why I’m publishing chapters as they become available, 
so people can get some use out of the chapters while 
waiting for the whole thing to be done. 

There are technical advantages to a single-author 
textbook, many of which are driven by the relative ease 
of doing book design with current computer software 
like InDesign, Illustrator and Photoshop. Thirty years 
ago or so I tried to create a Wilderness EMT textbook 
using the existing computer technology. It failed for a 
number of reasons including the clunky technology of 
the time. Things are different now. I can typeset and do 
page layout and create and modify graphics as I’m writ-
ing (typing). It may have taken a couple of years (OK, 
decades) to learn how to use computers and software to 
do it, but I can do it.

Having a single author means that I can (somewhat 
laboriously but worth it) insert clickable cross-refer-
ences throughout, and avoid duplication of material. I 
can also keep it tightly organized. 

Stories

With a single-author textbook, I can insert personal 
stories, mine and those I have gleaned from my col-
leagues. My “day”2 job for decades has been as an aca-
demic emergency physician, teaching medical students, 
teaching interns from multiple specialty residencies, and 
teaching emergency residents and fellows. So I enjoy 
telling stories, and it is a best practice for education. We 
learn best from stories. As Khalil Gibran said, “It has 
been said that next to hunger and thirst, our most basic 
human need is for storytelling.” 

“It has been said that next to hunger and thirst, our 
most basic human need is for storytelling”  

—Khalil Gibran.

2 Here’s an example of a bit of enrichment. People ask me what my 
“day” job schedule is like. Given the shift nature of emergency medi-
cine work, and the need to teach classes mixed in, I say, “Imagine a 
calendar on the wall. Now imagine firing birdshot at it with a shotgun 
from 20 paces away. That’s what my schedule looks like.”

https://www.wemjournal.org/article/S1080-6032(22)00058-8/fulltext
https://www.wemjournal.org/article/S1080-6032(22)00058-8/fulltext
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An NPR segment1 starts “In a talk in Pittsburgh in 
1997, the late evolutionary biologist Stephen J. Gould 
allegedly characterized humans as ‘the primates who tell 
stories.’” 

And, for thousands of years, at least since the time 
of Pericles of Athens (~450 BC), on through Aristotle’s 
textbook Rhetoric (~390 BC), and up through orators 
such as Cicero in the late Roman Republic (~60 BC) 
teachers of rhetoric have emphasized the use of stories 
and emphasized how important they are in persuading 
people of your point.2

So be prepared for some stories. Most of them are 
mostly true. More importantly, these stories teach, in the 
same way that religious parables or Aesop’s fables teach 
important lessons. 

This is, after all, Appalachian Search and Rescue, 
and the Appalachians have a long tradition of telling 
tall tales. This tradition in the English language has 
been around for about 500 years, ever since the first 
intrepid European settlers ventured from the eastern 
seaboard into the mountains to the west and settled 
there. Based on what I learned from my Cherokee high 
school hiking partner, such tales also abounded in these 
same Appalachian Mountains for thousands of years 
before European plagues killed off most of the native 
population.

Multiple Authors

AppSAR is not a one-author textbook. Not really. 
Although I take personal responsibility for everything 

in AppSAR, I have dragooned lots of knowledgable 
people – many of them ASRC members – to review, 
contribute to and help update the chapters, and when 
and where appropriate, provide their own wilderness 
SAR stories for others to learn from. 

At the beginning of each chapter, you’ll see a list of 
acknowledgements. These are people who contributed 
to the chapter in some major way, and deserve to be 
recognized for that (because they’re certainly not getting 
any money for it). In many cases, I have cut and pasted 
material they sent directly into the textbook.

1 http://www.npr.org/sections/13.7/2016/06/13/481827994/
are-stories-a-key-to-human-intelligence
2 Perhaps the most famous text that addresses storytelling as part 
of rhetoric is Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory (AD 95). See: https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Institutio_Oratoria.

Content

This textbook needs to stay at a level and with material 
appropriate for beginners. It also needs to provide extra 
material. This extra material is in footnotes and sidebars 
to allow beginners to ignore them. At least for the time 
being. 

More advanced readers will likely skim through most 
of the main text (“I know all this”) but stop at some of 
the footnotes or sidebars (“Oh, interesting, I didn’t know 
that!”).

There is two different audiences for the wilderness 
first aid sections of Chapters 1 and 8. First is those 
interested in learning basic wilderness first aid, at least 
as practiced in a wilderness search and rescue team. 
IF that’s you, read just the sections marked  Field III  
or  Field II . (We figured that basic wilderness first aid 
is taking care of a single patient. So the section on tri-
age – dealing with multiple patients – is reserved for 
the  Field I level.)

What about those with advanced medical training, 
such as EMTs, RNs, APPs and physicians? That’s the rea-
son those sections have so many footnotes and sidebars. 
In particular, we wanted to address the needs of those 
advanced providers who haven’t been trained in wilder-
ness first aid or wilderness EMS. Stuff that helps them 
mind-meld what they already know with what’s being 
taught to those just learning wilderness first aid. In what 
we hope is an evidence-based but interesting way. 

For those people, we may in effect be saying, “Don’t 
do this thing you’ve been doing for years. Instead, in the 
wilderness first aid/wilderness EMS setting, do it this 
way.” That’s a big ask. In order for that to work, we need 
sidebars and footnotes that provide evidence to support 
these recommendations.

There are some also terms those working at the 
wilderness first aid level may want to know as they 
work side-by-side with advanced medical providers. 
That’s not a significant need for most wilderness first 
aid classes. But for this textbook, aimed straight at those 
in wilderness search and rescue teams? Some of the 
footnotes and sidebars provide that kind of useful infor-
mation. The same applies to the rope rescue material in 
Chapter 8; members need to know the basics, but also 
need to be able to work with those with more advanced 
rope rescue expertise.

And we have little bits (OK, sometimes big bits) of 
enrichment here and there, in footnotes and sidebars 
and clickable hyperlinks. Enrichment being, in this 
sense, extras: stuff that isn’t needed for the core topic 
being discussed. But stuff that some might find inter-
esting. (If you’re in a hurry to get through the core 

http://www.npr.org/sections/13.7/2016/06/13/481827994/are-stories-a-key-to-human-intelligence
http://www.npr.org/sections/13.7/2016/06/13/481827994/are-stories-a-key-to-human-intelligence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Institutio_Oratoria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Institutio_Oratoria
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material, ignore all of the footnotes and sidebars, and 
whatever you do, don’t click on the links to Wikipedia.)

And interesting stuff makes it easier to remember 
things, by linking the core topic to other less closely-
related things in our memories, thus making it easier to 
recall. When I read something or listen to it, I appreciate 
enrichment. I hope you do too; if not, just skip those 
footnotes and sidebars. 

Writing Style

We assume that you, the reader, might be ignorant1 
about some of the topics, but intelligent and interested 
in learning.

I hate the “elevated” medical writing style expected 
by most medical textbook and journal editors. It makes 
most medical and scientific textbooks and journal 
articles boring and stuffy. It sucks. It is so 20th century. 

In this less-formal era, I have tried to set a textbook 
writing style that is memorable and easy to assimilate. 
And that keeps readers awake. Even for a medical text-
book, as wilderness first aid is by definition medical and 
thus part of the content. Here are some principles that I 
at least try to observe:

 ◆ Use first-person pronouns, active constructions and 
the imperative: not “To avoid XXX, one should…” 
but “Do this, not that, because you don’t want to…”

 ◆ Use a mix of long and short sentences, as for writing 
fiction or newspaper copy.

 ◆ Use a conversational style even if it’s not “grammati-
cally correct.” (See the sentence “Even for a medical 
textbook” above.)

 ◆ Use medical or scientific terms when necessary, but 
only when truly needed, and define them in simple 
terms.

 ◆ If a short word suffices instead of a long word, use it. 

1 “Ignorant,” that is, in the official sense: simply not knowing some 
things about some of the topics. We don’t mean “ignorant in the sense, 
used in the Pittsburghese dialect of American English, that “ignorant” 
means “mean and hateful.”

There is no excuse for ever using the word “utilize” 
instead of “use.” “Utilize” should be expunged from 
the English language.

 ◆ Use lots of metaphor, simile and analogy, both to 
make unfamiliar concepts more memorable, and 
when a bit of a stretch, to provide some entertain-
ment value to keep readers reading.

 ◆ Use lots of humor and sarcasm, but make sure that 
it’s clear when they are being used.

 ◆ Be crude when it’s appropriate. As, in this quote 
from Chapter 1: “Even in a protected area such as the 
watershed of a drinking-water reservoir, the most 
pristine-appearing clear, sparkling creek may make 
you sick if you drink it untreated. Why? Because just 
upstream, around the bend, a beaver just pooped a 
shitload of Giardia in the creek.” 

If you are old and old-fashioned and reject these 
principles, I understand. But if you were born after me 
(1953), get with the program!

Reference Text

It’s important to all of the above without sacrificing 
being viewed as a trusted authority. That means provid-
ing reasoning and references to the literature to support 
our recommendations. And not shying from saying 
when recommendations change, why they are changing, 
and what evidence supports these changes.

That’s one of the primary roles of the chapter 
reviewer/contributors: making sure we stay on the 
straight and narrow. At least as far as our current knowl-
edge, which then probably changed as soon as we put 
something in the textbook. But we’ll keep an eye out for 
such changes and update as needed.



14   

    

Equipment

You can’t get around the fact that you need clothing and 
equipment to spend time in the mountains and woods 
of the mid-Appalachians. And that gear has to come 
from somewhere. That’s usually from some company 
that sells the stuff. And like most companies, those who 
sell outdoor gear do so for a variety of motives: making 
a living for those who work there, making profit or big 
salaries for the owners, and for publicly-held companies, 
maximizing their shareholder payouts. But many com-
panies see ethical duties to their employees, customers 
and society and the planet as part of their responsibili-
ties. The ratio of these motives, of these duties and 
responsibilities, varies widely. Some companies are 
good, some companies are bad, most are somewhere in 
between. And companies that sell outdoor gear tend to 
be good, ethical companies.

But companies change over time, and even outdoor 
companies vary along that good-bad axis. So we’re not 
going to endorse any companies.

And technology advances and the world changes. 
Whatever we put in the textbook about headlights and 
multipurpose rope rescue devices, to consider just two 
examples, will be outdated as soon as we publish it. 

I and others are going to endorse certain specific 
pieces of clothing and equipment, because we like 
them. That doesn’t mean we endorse the company. It 
doesn’t mean you’ll still be able to get that specific thing; 
companies change their models from year to year, and 
not always for the better. Even something with the same 

manufacturer and same model name may be much dif-
ferent the next year. 

Even if you can’t find or don’t like what we recom-
mend, you can learn what we think’s good about it, and 
look for those features in a comparable item.

For instance, the Outdoor Research Rando cap is 
waterproof Gore-Tex including the earflaps, insulated 
including the earflaps, has a brim to shield your eyes 
from rain and sun, and folds up into a small bundle in 
your pocket when you don’t need it. I am still bitter that 
Outdoor Research quit making the Rando cap. So if you 
can find another cap that does the same thing, go for it.

And sometimes companies go out of business. Some 
of many people’s favorite outdoor clothing, for example, 
is wool stuff from Ibex, which went out of business in 
2018. I’ve tried other companies’ wool gear and none of 
it is as good as what Ibex made. They started back up, 
online only, in 2019, and so now you can get a few of the 
items they used to make. I wear their full-zip Shak tops 
as a wool sweater-shirt through the winter, indoors and 
out. (The new 2019 version has handwarmer pockets 
which I didn’t want, because I wear mine tucked into my 
pants. I had our tailor take out the pockets of a couple 
of the new ones and put washable leather patches on the 
wearing-out elbows of my two old ones.)

And I have some great softshell tops and bottoms 
from Cloudveil that I still wear all the time, and they 
went out of business decades ago. 

C’est la vie.
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AppSAR Antecedents

Back in 1978, my wife and I, with help from a lot of oth-
ers in the Appalachian Search and Rescue Conference 
and the Virginia Wing, Civil Air Patrol, produced a 
Ground Search and Rescue textbook for (if not by 
VA Wing, I’ll tell you the story over a beer sometime) 
the Virginia Wing. I copyrighted it under my own 
name, and later, occupied by medical school, assigned 
non-exclusive rights to its continuations to Search 
and Rescue Training Associates, which updated and 
expanded it. For a number of years, those updated 
“GSAR Manuals” became the standard texts for not 
only Virginia Wing, CAP and the Virginia state Ground 
Search and Rescue program but the ASRC as well.

The original 1978 GSAR Manual is available on the 
ASRC Archive and now under a Creative Commons 
license so that anyone who wishes to print it is welcome 
to use it:

http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-Training-CAP-GSAR-

Over the decades,  there have been various proposals 
for the ASRC to create its own textbook/training man-
ual, but they never carried to completion. I proposed 
one back in the 1980s, but then some things happened 
to prevent me from pursuing this further (medical 
school, residency and paying off medical school loans1). 
If you’d like to see it, here it is:

http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/1988-04-00-
ASRC-Training-Manual-Outline.pdf

When I finished my residency in 1986, I went right 
to working in the Emergency Department at Mercy 
Hospital of Pittsburgh, later UPMC Mercy (UPMC = 
University of Pittsburgh Medical Center, a 40-hospital 
system and the largest private employer in Pennsylvania 
with ~92,000 employees last I checked). And became 
faculty for the medical school and for the emergency 
medicine residency. 

And along in there I started working on a Wilderness 
Emergency Medical Technician curriculum textbook, 
which never reached fruition, either. Part of the problem 

1 From the most expensive medical school in the US, at least half the 
time; both Georgetown and George Washington University medical 
schools at the time had the highest tuitions in the country, some of 
which was from the fact that they got no “state” support, being in DC 
and not a state; it was said at the time that the alternated announcing 
raises in their tuition so that neither one would be the most expensive 
medical school all the time.

was that I was trying to do the book myself in an early 
desktop publishing program called Ventura Publisher. 
It was painful, both the administrative overhead and 
dealing with Ventura Publisher. Before the process 
ground to a halt, we did come up with a curriculum that 
was taken up by others and extended, but the textbook 
foundered. The results are at:

http://archive.asrc.
net/#IDASRC-CEM-WEMSI-WEMT-

Sometime after that, I became aware of the works 
of Edward Tufte on the presentation of scientific data. 
Most importantly, I picked up on his views of how 
to use PowerPoint to give educational presentations. 
Anyone who teaches should read his Cognitive Style of 
PowerPoint.2 Tufte also teaches how that a handout is a 
much higher-resolution and more useful teaching tool 
than a PowerPoint presentation. 

And I read Bob Bringhurst’s Elements of Typography 
so that I would not need the services of a typesetter for 
my handouts to look nice. This turned out to be handy, 
as my daughter decided to major in graphic design in 
college, and we could go through the book together. 

So I started getting almost all the words out of my 
PowerPoint presentations, and started creating handouts 
for my classes. I found that Microsoft Word, although 
it’s a great word processor, is really sucky for real page 
layout. I finally plunked down the money for Adobe 
Photoshop, Illustrator and InDesign, and took some 
DVD-based courses on how to use them, and started 
doing all my handouts in InDesign. 

I put them all online so that anyone who is interested 
can reference them. They have filenames like Ticks.
pdf, Poison-Ivy.pdf, Diarrhea.pdf, The-Common-Cold.
pdf, Austere-EMS.pdf, and Disaster-Medical-Self-
Sufficiency.pdf. There are also many other things there 
I keep there for quick reference from any internet-
connected device, including medical articles that I can 
print off right away for bedside teaching with medical 
students and emergency medicine residents.

They’re all at

http://www.conovers.org/ftp/

In 2012, the ASRC’s Mountaineer Area Rescue Group 
asked me to give a talk on legal aspects of search and 

2 https://www.edwardtufte.com/tufte/powerpoint

http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-Training-CAP-GSAR-
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/1988-04-00-ASRC-Training-Manual-Outline.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/ASRC-Training/1988-04-00-ASRC-Training-Manual-Outline.pdf
http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-CEM-WEMSI-WEMT-
http://archive.asrc.net/#IDASRC-CEM-WEMSI-WEMT-
http://www.conovers.org/ftp/
https://www.edwardtufte.com/tufte/powerpoint
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rescue. So I took some material I’d gathered over the 
years, and created the first of a new series of handouts 
I called SAR Topics, using my experience from creat-
ing medical handouts. The SAR Topics: Legal Aspects 
was the first, but then I realized that the ASRC also 
needed one for our nontechnical and semi-technical 
evacs (low-angle rope rescue) training, so a SAR Topics: 
Nontechnical and Semi-Tech Evacs was born. (They are 
both morphing into AppSAR chapters.)

Along in there somewhere I realized that technology 
had advanced enough, and I had learned enough about 
using that technology, that creating a textbook would 
now be a lot easier than in decades past. And there 
would be no need to work with a publisher: I could cre-
ate the textbook right in InDesign.

And thus was born Appalachian Search and Rescue.


