Peeing in the Woods and other Female Issues

Backcountry Skills Workshop

Where to pee:
Behind log, rock, tree off trail, 200” away from any river, lake, swamp.  Post a guard.

Can be done very modestly if not much cover.  Face toward & butt away from people.

Some places in Olympic Natl. Park and perhaps elsewhere you are supposed to pee in the trail, so you really need a guard or two then.

One or two other women can always hold up a tarp, coat, tent fly, etc. to make a temporary shield, European style.

How to pee:

The Squat:  put legs about shoulder width apart, pull pants down and forward, squat all the way down.  The Lunge: put legs shoulder width apart,  but with one leg behind the other, and bend knees into a lunge.  Either way, make sure your pants are out of the way, urinate, avoiding peeing on your clothing or shoes. Look at the ground where you are peeing to make sure the urine is not going to flow right down onto your feet. If you are wearing shorts, you can often pull them and your underwear to the side and urinate without actually pulling your pants down.  This helps if there are bugs or if there isn’t much privacy.

There are special plastic tube type devices that enable women to pee like a guy. Available at Olympia Food Coop, REI, or google “female urinary devices.” These are really helpful where you have to urinate in exposed locations or have a lot of clothing on.  They take a little practice.  Store in a holster or a plastic Ziploc.

Dresses:  Wearing a dress while hiking during warm weather provides instant privacy for peeing.  Set a new fashion trend!

Wiping:  

Toilet paper usually has to be hauled out with you, so consider using a leaf to wipe or scrape urine off.  Salal, thimbleberry or salmonberry make good wipers.  Don’t use fuzzy leaved nettles!!!  Pick clean leaves.  You can also shake and wiggle to get excess urine off.  Use a mini pad in your underwear to catch any remainder.  If you use toilet paper in  place where it can be buried, consider getting biodegradable or recycled TP that breaks down more easily. Only use 2 squares….as little as you can.

Feminine Hygiene:  

Usually, all your tampons and pads will have to be packed in and out.  Have a large Ziploc with toilet paper and clean hygiene products and a smaller (quart) Ziploc for used products.  You cannot throw these into latrines in the backcountry and most of them are not really biodegradable. You might also want to pack in baby wipes in a snack sized Ziploc so that you can keep clean without the benefit of sink and shower.  Several diaphram-like products that collect menstrual flow for many hours internally can be purchased on line or in some stores.
Keep some emergency pads &/or tampons in your 10 essentials.  Altitude, exertion, and being with other women can sometimes alter your cycle and catch you or your friends by surprise.  Also, using minipads routinely during hiking helps keep you cleaner without bathroom facilities, even if you are not menstruating. 

Disposal:  Depends on the terrain. Used toilet paper and hygiene supplies can be burned if there is a fire.  TP can also be torched on the spot and the ashes buried.  TP can also be thrown into any latrine that is in the area.  Feminine hygiene products can NOT be thrown into backcountry latrines. Sometimes TP or biodegradable hygiene supplies can be buried 6-8” underground if you are off the beaten track and it is feasible to dig a 6-8” hole and cover it well.  If this is not practical (sand or snow or rocky terrain) or if you are in a populated area, put it in a Ziploc and pack it out with you.

Be aware that your Ziploc of used hygiene products or TP must be hung with food or kept in a bear canister or another animal proof container at night if you are in an area where that is required.  Consider using an opaque outer bag.

In some alpine and desert areas you are required to pack out your feces as well as any paper products.  Special “human waste” bags and kits are available online and in some stores to make this easy and doo-doo-able.  Pet poop bags, durable opaque Ziploc pet food bags, and old coffee tins will also do the trick.

Can you hike or backpack during your period: 

If you have heavy flow and feel bad during your period, you may choose not to go on a hike more than a few hours.  During light flow days, it isn’t really a problem as long as there is time for changing tampons/pads and you are willing to carry supplies in and out.

A small study showed that bear attacks did NOT occur more often with menstruating women.

For important outings like a weeklong backpack or mountain climb, work with your gynocologist/female practitioner to regulate your periods so that they aren’t happening during your expedition.

