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Northern exposure
In 2010, adventure athlete Andrew Skurka made a 7,530-kilometre circumnavigation  
of Alaska and the Yukon by foot, ski and packraft. Here, he describes some of the gear 
and tactics he used during the summer segment of his odyssey

p h o t o g r a p h s  b y  a N D r E W  s K U r K a

I
was no match for the storm on Alaska’s  
Lost Coast, an 800-kilometre strip of beach 
and temperate rainforest sandwiched 
between the Pacific Ocean and the Chugach 
Mountains. When I attempted to walk along 

the exposed shoreline, I was pelted by driving rain, 
buffeted by a headwind and chased up the sand 
by the surging surf. When I tried to follow the  
bear trails that run parallel to the coast through 
sitka spruce forests I was soaked and chilled  
by the dripping-wet leaves of alder, devil’s club  
and western sword fern.

My efforts to get warm and dry were only 
marginally effective. I put on all of my clothing 

underneath my rain gear, including the personal 
flotation device that I usually wore in my packraft;  
I stopped at midday to build a roaring fire and to 
make a cup of hot tea; and I broke up my normal 
walking pace with short jogs to generate more 
heat. But I was quickly sent back to square one 
when I forded thigh-deep rivers or paddled across 
deeper and swifter outlets in my packraft.

After pushing through the storm for two days, I 
arrived at the northern edge of La Perouse glacier. 
Its five-kilometre-wide tongue, which terminates at 
the beach, was shrouded in fog. I had walked only 
22 kilometres from the morning’s campsite (well 
below my trip average and my goal for the day) 
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How to make a £1 backpacking stove
On my solo trips – except for those made during the winter, 
when I must melt snow for water – my evening meals come 
courtesy of a homemade stove and windscreen. Here’s how  
to make one.

Obtain a small tin of food (I prefer an 85-gram tin of cat food), a 
handheld paper hole-punch and a roll of aluminum foil. Remove 
the food, feed a cat and wash the tin. Smooth out the can’s sharp 
edge and make a row of holes about three millimetres apart  
just below the tin’s rim. Then make a second row of holes offset 
below the first row.

Measure the circumference of the pan you’ll use for cooking. 
Tear a piece of foil that’s about ten centimetres longer than this 
measurement. Fold the foil in half lengthwise. Double-fold all of 
the edges to a depth of about five millimetres to improve the 
windshield’s tear strength. Before sealing the final edge, squeeze 
out any trapped air, which will otherwise expand when heated 
and puncture the screen.

Pour alcohol fuel into the stove – 25 millilitres should be 
sufficient to boil about half a litre of water. Light the fuel with  
a match and wait for about 20–30 seconds until the flame is  
hot. Put your pan on top and wrap the windscreen around it, 
leaving between one and two centimetres of space between  
the pot and the windscreen. 
• Watch Andrew’s how-to video at goo.gl/3qYAD
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and was tempted to push on to the glacier’s southern 
side, despite the inclement weather, the possibility that  
the glacier could have surged into the water since the  
last trekkers came this way two years earlier, and the  
fact that I was cold and wet. But in the end, I accepted 
that Mother Nature was making the decisions that day,  
and I started looking for a protected campsite.

My eventual course of action may have been obvious 
to some readers, but to me, it highlighted my maturing 
mindset about wilderness travel. I was becoming more 
willing to work on nature’s terms. 

This had rarely been necessary during my previous 
long-distance trips in the contiguous USA, notably my 
12,500-kilometre sea-to-sea route across North America 
and my 11,000-kilometre ‘great western loop’ through  
12 national parks and more than 75 wilderness areas  
in the USA. I successfully completed both of these 
journeys by following four simple steps: define my  
trip objective; assess the environmental and route 
conditions I would encounter; determine the necessary  
gear, supplies and skills to achieve my objective while 
remaining safe and comfortable; go! 

In the six months preceding the start of my Alaska–
Yukon expedition I methodically completed the first  
three steps. However, during the 90 days it took to  
reach La Perouse glacier, I learned that the fourth step 
wasn’t always guaranteed.

Planning aHEaD
Before setting out, I had identified the conditions that  
I would encounter during my journey down the Lost 
Coast: average temperatures between 7°C and 13°C; up  
to 150 millimetres of precipitation a month; abundant 
daylight, fresh water and mosquitoes; a mixture of beach 
walking and slow bushwhacking; and natural hazards 
including glacier-fed rivers, powerful tides and grizzly 
bears. Bail-out options were limited if I ran into difficulties.

My kit was critical. As I wanted to move as quickly as 
possible, I opted for a super-light backpack. My clothing 
and footwear needed to be flawless because I couldn’t 
afford the time to camp whenever the conditions were 
unpleasant. I normally hiked in a long-sleeve, hooded 
merino-wool shirt. This garment was more odour-
resistant, and warmer when wet, than a polyester 
equivalent. A pair of nylon trousers would protect my legs 
from brush and bugs. I used compression shorts made 
from polyester and spandex as underwear because they 
could be worn on their own in fine weather.

My waterproof and breathable jacket and matching 
trousers were the poorest-performing items in my pack. 
The Achilles heel of waterproof and breathable outerwear 
is the water-repellent finish. Once this fails – as a result of 
dirt, abrasion or body oils – the exterior fabric ‘wets out’. 
This causes the material’s breathability to halt and, I would 
argue, allows moisture to pass through the fabric from 
the outside to the inside. 

With hindsight, I would have carried a fleece top (and 
maybe fleece leggings) to wear underneath the parka 
with synthetic insulation that I carried on the Alaska–
Yukon expedition so that I would have been less cold 
after becoming unavoidably wet. Synthetic fibres may 
perform better than natural down insulation when damp, 

time I woke up, the storm would have calmed down. All of 
my dinners were boil-only meals. I added butter, cheese 
and spices to angel hair pasta, couscous, instant potatoes, 
instant rice, instant beans and anything freeze-dried  
or dehydrated. I usually made a soup for additional 
hydration and warmth. My daytime food required no  
prep or cooking. I usually ate six 100-gram servings of 
chocolate, crisps, beef jerky, nuts and trail mix each day.

While my homemade alcohol-stove (see How to make 
a £1 backpacking stove) came to life, I hovered over its flame. 
After putting my one-litre titanium pot on top of the stove 
and surrounding the entire system with a windscreen, I 
normally performed other tasks such as stretching tight 
muscles, finding the maps for the next day’s leg and sending 
a text message to my parents on my satellite phone. But 
that night I was content to regain the lost dexterity in my 
fingers using the heat escaping from my stove.

Before going to bed, I peeked outside to make sure that 
there weren’t any grizzly bears in sight. Although I had 
been camping among them since they had emerged 
from hibernation in April, I had never felt totally at ease. 
Regardless of where I camped, how I stored my food and 
how much noise I made while bushwhacking, I couldn’t 
eliminate the chance of an encounter.

The storm slowly subsided during the night. When  
I set off again at 7am, the beach had been wiped clean  
by an abnormally high tide. In Alaska, nature takes  
control whenever it wants to. If I had tried pushing on the 
previous day, the water could have pinned me against the 

snout of the glacier. I wouldn’t have been just cold and 
wet, I would have been terrified while running from 
highpoint to highpoint between surges. In that situation, 
better gear, more supplies and extra skills wouldn’t have 
helped me. Brute force had worked on my other trips, but 
on this journey, my greatest asset was finesse.
 
Andrew Skurka is an adventure athlete, speaker and 
guide. His new book, the Ultimate Hiker’s gear guide, 
describes the lessons he has learnt during 50,000 
kilometres of wilderness travel. www.andrewskurka.com

but in my experience, synthetics are still cold when  
they get soaked.

I haven’t worn conventional hiking boots on any of  
my long-distance trips. I find that trail-running shoes are 
more comfortable, more breathable, lighter and dry more 
quickly. No supposedly waterproof shoe is capable of 
keeping feet dry from both the outside and the inside  
in prolonged wet conditions, but these shoes will expel 
water quickly after being submerged.

Normally, I wear unpadded merino-wool socks. On this 
occasion, I knew my shoes would almost always be wet 
and riddled with gritty sand, so I wore thicker merino-
wool hiking socks. Ankle gaiters made of stretchy nylon 
helped to keep a lot of debris out of my shoes.

Given the distances that I was walking each day in wet 
shoes, footcare was critical. It’s difficult to enjoy walking 
unless your paws are healthy. My biggest challenge was 
avoiding maceration (aka immersion foot), which results  
in sore, blistered and prune-like skin. I minimised this 
condition by applying an oil- and wax-based salve to my 
feet each night, wearing a pair of dedicated sleeping 
socks and letting my feet air during midday rest stops.

taKing sHEltEr
The pelting rain and mist were replaced by huge drops  
of rainwater as I entered the forest on the north side of 
the glacier. I found a flat spot that wasn’t covered with 
downed logs and erected a pyramid tarp using my 
carbon-fibre trekking poles and threw my belongings 
inside. The mosquitoes had taken refuge from the storm, 
which made the tarp’s modular bug net unnecessary.  
I created a groundsheet by putting my closed-cell foam 
pad and empty backpack on top of my deflated packraft. 

I decided to eat early and go to bed, hoping that by the 

OPEning PagE: the author descends into 
the Canning river watershed from an 
unnamed pass in alaska’s Brooks range; 
lEFt: resting and drying feet while plotting 
a route through Yukon’s richardson 
Mountains; BElOW: a campsite with a view  
in the Yukon arctic, nearly 160 kilometres 
from the nearest village
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DON’T  
FORGET...

… a can of bear spray, which can be more effective 
in deterring an attacking bear than a firearm. 
the can is also lighter, cheaper and safer than  
a gun. thankfully andrew never had to use his
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1. Base layer
ibex Hooded indie
Us$100/285 grams
Base layers are usually commodity items. 
Pick your flavour: polyester or merino wool; 
short-sleeve or long-sleeve; zip-up or crew 
neck. However, this midweight wool top 
stands apart from the competition thanks 
to its integrated hood and thumb loops, 
which help to keep wrists and hands warm

2. Bug shirt
Ex Officio Halo long-sleeve
Us$90/255 grams
Faced with Alaska’s notorious mosquitoes, 
you’ll want to replace a knitted base-layer 
top with this woven button-front shirt. The 
Halo’s permethrin-based treatment serves 
as a deterrent to insects

3. gaiters
simblissity levagaiter
Us$27/50 grams
Unlike conventional gaiters, the Levagaiters 
will stay put on low-cut trail-running shoes 
thanks to their stretchy nylon fabric  
and their cut. The gaiters, which don’t  
need an instep strap, will add weight and 
complexity to your footwear system. They 
can also help to improve your average 
speed as you won’t have to stop to empty 
debris from your shoes

4. Visor
Headsweats superVisor
£15/50 grams
A hat with a visor can be tremendously 
useful. It will keep rain and snow out  
of your eyes, prevent your jacket  
hood from obscuring your vision and 
protect your face from bright sun. The 
SuperVisor has better ventilation than  
a conventional baseball cap

5. Mosquito protection
Coghlan’s Mosquito Head net
£4/30 grams
Although a lathering of DEET on your skin 
will stop insects from biting, this headnet 
prevents them from dive bombing you, 
which is terribly bothersome when the 
bugs are fierce. It isn’t a perfect design but 
it’s cheap and effective

6. Backpack
Ula Epic
Us$275/1.125 kilograms
Few lightweight backpacks are capable of 
accommodating a packraft, a paddle shaft 
and blades. However, the Epic seems to 
have been designed for packrafting trips. 
Andrew protected it with a Dyneema cover 
because he was concerned about the 
durability of the included dry sack

7. Packraft
alpacka Yukon Yak
Us$820/2.45 kilograms
It’s impossible to go very far in Alaska or 
Yukon without encountering a river, ocean 
bay or fjord. This packraft is your ticket 
across these obstacles. It will also allow you 
to use waterways as a means of transport, 
which can be a faster and more pleasant 
way of travelling than bushwhacking

8. shelter
Mountain laurel Designs soloMid
Us$170/370 grams
Andrew’s SoloMid performed superbly  
in snowstorms in the Alaska Range and 
during gales in the Arctic. He beefed up  
its bug resistance by using the InnerNet, a 
225-gram inner tent made of bug netting 
with an integral waterproof floor

9. trousers
golite Yunnan
Us$85/285 grams
Andrew’s preferred hiking bottoms are split 
running shorts, similar to those worn by 
marathon runners. But nylon trousers are 
mandatory for bushwhacking and the 
peak bug season. Unusually, the fabric  
in the Yunnan consists of 15 per cent 
spandex, so it has great stretch and won’t 
constrict your range of motion

10. sleeping system
Mountain laurel spirit Quilt
Us$195/595 grams
Quilts are warmer for their weight than  
a sleeping bag because no insulation  
is wasted on the bottom. They are 
comfortable across a wider range  
of temperatures. And their variable  
girth accommodates clothing systems  
of various thicknesses

t E n  O F  
t H E  B E s t

battling with the cold, the wet and 
clouds of mosquitoes, andrew needed 
all the right gear for his alaska–yukon trip


