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On the eve of his retirement, Bil Vandergraff, Grand Canyon’s most 

experienced search-and-rescue ranger, sits down for a career debriefing 

and explains why you should absolutely hike in wet cotton and never 

leave home without cold pizza. By Annette McGivney

WORDS  
TO   
LIVE BY

Rangers practice victim 
extraction in a park that 
sees a lot of it.

SURVIVAL
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Bil Vandergraff walked into the Grand Canyon backcoun-
try in 1990 and never left. That’s good news for you. In 
his 25 years as a SAR ranger, he logged 3,600 missions 
in the busiest national park for rescues, 10,000 back-
country patrol miles, and more than a few opinions on 
what’s wrong with hikers today. “Bil became the go-to 
person when a complex or rapidly developing incident 
required the best SAR expertise and decision-making,” 
says Ken Phillips, Branch Chief of Search and Rescue for 
the National Park Service and former SAR program direc-
tor at Grand Canyon. Phillips adds that Grand Canyon 
has the “busiest and most complex” SAR operation of 
any national park, with 324 SAR incidents in 2014 that 
involved 267 injured or ill patients. Coming in a distant 
second was Yosemite, with 181 incidents and 71 patients. 
In June, Vandergraff retired, having helped develop the 
park system’s SAR manual and been awarded the Harry 
Yount Award, the highest honor given to rangers by the 
NPS. We caught up with him the day after he finished his 
last wilderness patrol. He shared his wisdom on searching 
for the missing, saving the injured, finding the dead, and 
not pampering the whiners. Consider these 7 rules to live 
by, no matter what terrain you’re in.

“WHAT 
WE 

REALLY 
WANT 

PEOPLE 
TO DO 

IS SLOW 
DOWN 

AND TAKE 
THEIR 

TIME AND 
ABSORB 

THE  
CANYON. 
FATIGUE 

IS THE 
EASIEST 

THING TO 
FIX.”
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HELP  
YOURSELF
“What we deal with more than anything is people who say they can’t,” Vandergraff says. 
“They can’t hike out. They can’t keep going. But their legs and arms still work. Their lungs 
still work. Their brain has shut down.” While physical training and wilderness skills are 
important for backpacking in difficult terrain, Vandergraff places equal importance on 
“having the psychology to get yourself out of the canyon.” Anticipate possible difficulty 
and have confidence in your ability to solve your own problems. “Many people think it 
should be easy to hike downhill so they are just overwhelmed by the realization that 
their body is thrashed after the 5,000-foot descent from rim to river,” notes Vandergraff. 
Instead of simply resting, nursing their blisters, and adjusting their trip itinerary to fit a 
new reality, many of these shaken hikers immediately call for rescue. But, Vandergraff 
says, “We are not babysitters.”

STUDY UP 
Of the scores of hikers who have died in Grand 
Canyon from dehydration and exposure, 
Vandergraff says the tragedies “often happen 
in the same places, with people making the 
same mistakes. Just the names change.” They 
are hiking in summer, run out of water, and 
launch a desperate attempt to reach more. This 
is when their lack of knowledge of the terrain 
leads them to a dry dead end. Nuria Serrat, 46, 
died from exposure to heat on the shadeless 
Tonto Trail on a 110°F day in June 1999. “She had 
dropped her pack and was making a beeline 
for water,” Vandergraff says. “She should have 
been able to look at a map and know that the 
Boucher Creek drainage, which was close to 
her, would take her to the river, but instead she 
tried to travel much farther to Hermit Creek. She 
died less than a mile from Hermit.” Thoroughly 
research the terrain in which you will be travel-
ing and become intimately familiar with the 
topographic maps. In addition, ask park rangers 
for information about water availability and 
other route specifics.

“I DON’T TAKE 
CARE OF  
BLISTERS. I 
REFUSE TO. 
IF YOU CAN’T 
TAKE CARE OF 
YOUR OWN 
BLISTERS THEN 
YOU DON’T 
BELONG IN  
THE CANYON.”

takeaway tips

DEAL WITH HEAT
Wear the right clothes. Choose apparel made of breathable, moisture-retaining fabrics 
(like cotton) for your hike. And don’t forget a hat that shades your face.  
Embrace the sweat. Sweating cools your body through evaporation. On hot days, you 
should worry if you’re not sweating.
Go slow.  It takes 8 to 10 days to acclimatize to a hot environment. Plan A: Acclimate by training 
in the heat for 60 minutes per day. Plan B: Modify your itinerary to allow adjusting on the trail.
Stick to mornings and evenings. While the sun is most intense between noon and 2 p.m., 
temperatures usually don’t peak until between 3 and 4:30 p.m. Plan afternoon siestas, and 
in the hottest weather, hike at night.
Know when to stop. Heat exhaustion (symptoms: confusion, nausea, vomiting) can lead 
to heatstroke, which can be deadly. If you or a partner exhibit these signs, seek shade, 
hydrate, put your feet up, dump water on your clothes. If you suspect heatstroke, sub-
merge the victim in a body of cool water, or apply wet rags to neck, underarms, and groin 
(where major arteries flow). This is a life-threatening emergency. Call for help.

OUTSMART
SUMMER
“People can hike safely in the Grand Canyon 
in the middle of summer,” Vandergraff says, 
“but you need to know how to do it and it 
should not be your first trip in the canyon.” He 
advises hiking at night and sleeping during the 
day. The tent, sleeping bag, and stove should 
also stay at home to achieve minimal pack 
weight. When daytime temps reach the triple 
digits, Vandergraff recommends wearing cot-
ton and keeping it wet. “All the gear—the com-
ponents that many people believe are critical 
to safe backpacking—becomes superfluous 
when hiking in the Grand Canyon in summer,” 
he observes. “What really matters is that you 
adapt your style and technique to be part of 
the natural world you’re entering.”

Bil Vandergraff,  
photographed in 

Arizona’s Coconino 
National Forest in July
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“Some people pushed 
[their emergency bea-
con’s distress] button 
because the  
water tasted bad at 
Royal Arch. There was  
one lady who was  
concerned for some-
one in an adjacent tent 
who was snoring. She  
pushed the button  
at night because she  
thought he was having 
difficulty breathing.”

“People 
die at 
Grand 
Canyon 
either by 
falling, 
drown-
ing, or the 
weather.”

MOST DANGEROUS PLACES  
IN THE MOST DANGEROUS PARK
1. Tonto Trail Long and utterly shadeless, the Tonto Trail has few water 
sources, all unreliable. 2. The Colorado River People, mainly from river 
trips, go down to the water to pee, or maybe they’ve had too many cocktails. 
For whatever reason, they fall in and the current takes them. 3. Corridor 
Trails Because of their easy access, the Bright Angel Trail and the North 
and South Kaibab Trails claim a lot of lives, mainly due to cardiac arrest.

“Almost everybody I have 
convinced to hike out makes 
it. They just have to go slow. 
Many times I get a letter later 
saying they made it.”

takeaway tips

ESCAPE  
FLASH FLOODS
Watch the weather. The best way to escape 
a flash flood is to avoid one altogether. Check 
the forecast over the entire drainage of the 
area you’re visiting.
Scout an exit. See the line of debris halfway 
up the canyon wall? That’s the height the last 
flash flood reached. You’ll need to scramble 
higher than that in case of an emergency.
Recognize the warning signs. Flash floods 
sometimes start as a trickle and can be pre-
ceded by a rumbling coming from the canyon.
Get in the whitewater swimming position. If 
you get swept away, try to remain calm. Float 
on your back, feet first. Flash floods can pick 
up considerable speed and carry crushing 
debris; protect your head.
Bide your time. Stranded on high ground? 
Don’t venture back into the water. Rather, wait 
for rescue or for the flood to subside. 

[ Editor Pick ]
Communicate off-
the-grid by renting 
or purchasing a 
Delorme inReach 
SE ($300 plus plan 
costs; inreachde-
lorme.com), which 
offers two-way 
satellite texting, or 
a satellite phone. 
Don’t rely on cel-
lular texting alone, 
since coverage in 
the backcountry 
can be spotty.

 
takeaway tips

AVOID FALLS
Mind your feet. Pick up your feet when you walk—don’t drag, even 
when tired legs protest.
Stay tied. Make sure your shoelaces are secure. 
Boot up. Wear boots or trail runners with good traction. Choose deeper 
lugs for softer ground and sticky rubber soles for trips on rocky terrain 
or slickrock. In both cases, ensure the tread is in good condition and the 
soles aren’t delaminating.
Take your time. Pick slowly through scree slopes or loose hillsides to 
avoid slipping. Stay clear of edges and steep drop-offs.
Work out. Fit joints are sturdy joints. Weak ankles and knees can send 
you flailing even when you’re being careful. 
Improve your balance. See page 33 for expert tips.

BEWARE 
NATURAL  
HAZARDS 
Accidents can happen to anyone. George 
Mancuso, the paragon of an experienced can-
yoneer, was swept away in August 2001 dur-
ing a flash flood on a tributary of the Little 
Colorado River. Although no clouds were in 
the sky when Mancuso left camp the morning 
of his death, a storm moved in suddenly and 
flooded the canyon he was hiking. In addition 
to not hiking in narrow slots during summer 
monsoon season, Vandergraff urges vigilance 
in watching out for falling rock during rain-
storms. “It doesn’t take a very big rock landing 
on you to cause serious injury,” he says. “I love 
to hike during monsoon season, but when I’m 
on certain trails where there is high potential 
for rockfall, I wear a helmet. It gives me peace 
of mind. And it keeps my hair dry.”

takeaway tips

STAY HYDRATED
Don’t forget electrolytes. Supplementing water with 
a sports drink that contains electrolytes helps prevent 
hyponatremia (low blood sodium; see below).
Drink on a schedule.  Don’t just wait until you’re thirsty 
to drink. Start drinking water before your activity starts 
and sip a little every 15 minutes on hot days.
Eat carbs. The body converts carbs into glycogen, 
which binds to water and helps you retain more water. 
Incorporate carbs into hourly snacks.
Know the signs. Headache, dry mouth, and confusion 
are all symptoms of dehydration.
Read your colors. If your urine is apple juice-colored, 
you’re dehydrated. If it’s as clear as water, you might 
be over-hydrated and at risk for hyponatremia. Drink 
enough water that your pee remains a pale yellow.

EAT FOOD YOU LIKE
“Food is fuel,” Vandergraff says. “If you don’t eat, you don’t go.” But forget about fancy energy goo, 
gels, and baby food. “If you have never eaten a gel before and you squirt that into your mouth, it 
is not going to give you the psychological satisfaction of real food,” he says. Instead, load up with 
high-sodium, calorie-dense stuff. Vandergraff recommends junk food: Doritos, Pringles, bean bur-
ritos, and cold pizza. Beyond the emotional boost, having trail food you actually want to eat helps 
avoid hyponatremia, a potentially fatal condition where critical salts are flushed from your body by 
excess consumption of water. Vandergraff points to the advent of hydration bladders and copious 
Park Service reminders to drink water as the reason Grand Canyon SAR teams now deal with hypo-
natremia far more than dehydration. “People lose their appetite in the heat and they are just sucking 
on water all day long and not supplementing with food and electrolytes.” 

COMMUNICATE  
EFFECTIVELY
While personal locator beacons are popular among tech-savvy 
backpackers, Vandergraff isn’t a fan. “When you push that distress 
button on the device, the SAR team has no idea what your situa-
tion is and how or if we should respond,” he says. “I’m an advocate 
of [cell phone] texting or anything that facilitates two-way com-
munication.” Unlike many county-funded search-and-rescue orga-
nizations, the National Park Service is not mandated to respond 
to distress calls within park boundaries. And if the call is coming 
from a personal locator beacon, Grand Canyon’s SAR team is even 
more reluctant. “I’ve probably sent teams out to 25 activations and 
only one was a legitimate emergency,” Vandergraff says. “Having 
a communication device where we can talk back and forth in real 
time with the distressed party to determine the severity of the situ-
ation is critical.” Still, the NPS mounts a formal response to the vast 
majority of SAR requests.

DOWNSIZE
One time when Vandergraff was stationed at 
Indian Garden Campground, 4.5 miles below the 
South Rim on the Bright Angel Trail, a family 
appeared with the dad hauling a large roller suit-
case. “They were on their way to the bottom to 
stay at Phantom Ranch and they wanted to take 
all this stuff,” Vandergraff says, laughing. “The 
wheels had all broken off and the suitcase was 
falling apart. It was amazing they had made it 
that far before we turned them around.” Over-
packing is the root cause of much hiker misery. 
“Think of enjoying your time on the trail as the 
goal rather than luxuriating in camp,” he advises. 
Along with that lighter pack, Vandergraff encour-
ages first-time Grand Canyon hikers to also scale 
back on distances. “The faster people try to do 
things,” he says, “the more susceptible they are to 
illness and injury.” 

“WHEN IT’S 
HOT, I’LL 
TAKE A  
FROZEN 
WATER 
BOTTLE 
THAT MELTS 
DOWN  
DURING  
THE DAY.”


