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The following articles have appeared in Footnotes in recent years. They represent the views of the author and do not necessarily represent the views of Bushwalkers of Southern Queensland Inc.

· Should I use a walking stick?

Walking sticks (or trekking poles) are used a lot in Europe and NZ and are becoming more common among walkers in bushwalking clubs in Australia. Why use a walking stick? Those who use them commonly say that the sticks improve balance when going uphill or down slopes and they transfer some of the load from the hips and legs onto the arms. They are useful when carrying heavier backpacks. They assist if walkers are carrying injuries. Some people suggest that it is wise to use TWO sticks; using two sticks results in an even walking gait but if you use one, you might introduce a limping action and strain the leg on the side without the pole. Many walkers report that using two sticks is problematic on very steep slopes when a hand is needed for scrambling. At this time, the two-stick walkers commonly fold one stick up and hang it from their backpack. Some walkers don’t like the sound of walking sticks on hard surfaces. And some wonder about how much erosion sticks cause.
And why use a folding stick rather than collect a sapling from the bush to use as a stick? The reason is that the piece of timber might not always be available, while the metal walking stick folds for storage and carriage and can be adjusted so that it is shorter to help with climbing hills and longer to assist the descent. Some modern tents use the adjustable sticks as the poles for the tents.

 

The July-September 2004 issue of Wild magazine, pp. 65-67, included a good review of walking sticks. Based on this article, my observations and my personal experience, a summary of some key issues with walking sticks for bushwalking is as follows: 
· all major brands come in three segments (to fold small to go in your luggage or to carry when not using them), but some fold to a smaller length than others, while some are longer than others when extended and this is needed for tall people; 
· all major brands are of similar weight; 

· all major brands have plastic 'basket' attachments to go on the bottom and stop the sticks from getting buried in snow or sand; 

· all major brands have replacement parts available; 

· an option to consider is 'antishock' in the top section of the stick so that it gives when used. This reduces wrist jarring but leads to some waste of energy; 

· some have a straight handgrip, while others are angled to make use easier on the wrists (but this makes them longer when folded for carriage); 

· the sticks can be made of aluminium (commonly used, and light) , titanium (lighter still and stronger)  or carbon (less strong, but shock-absorbing); 

· the tips of the sticks can be tungsten carbide (very hard) for gripping on hard surfaces, but some are only steel; 

· some sticks have a screw-off handle which conceals a camera mount, so they double as a camera monopod (I love my Leki Sierra Photo stick!); 

· most sticks have expanding plastic screws that you tighten to adjust the length of the segments in the pole. Some users have trouble with these. An alternative that might be worth looking for is the 'flicklock adjustment'; and

· costs for good sticks vary from about $50 to $100 for one stick, but many cheaper sticks are available.

The bottom line is that the decisions to use one or two walking sticks or not to use one at all are personal ones. If one or two sticks help you and give you support and confidence, go ahead and use them.
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