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			“Sometimes all you need is to climb a simple hill, to spend time staring at an empty horizon, to jump into a cold river or sleep under the stars, or perhaps share a whisky at a small country inn in order to remind yourself what matters most to you in life.”


			—Alastair Humphreys, Microadventures: Local Discoveries for Great Escapes
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Introduction


			by Brendan Leonard


			While scrolling through my phone one day, I came across an interesting quote about nature: how a huge number of us were discovering we needed it as an antidote to our hyperconnected, always-on, drinking-from-the-data-firehose lives. It was a pertinent quote for 2020, when you might find yourself in a coffee shop, looking up from your laptop to take a five-second break from fifteen open browser tabs and ever-multiplying e-mails and see everyone else looking at some sort of glowing screen or two, trying to keep up with their own personalized stream of information. 


			Except the quote I read was not from 2020—it was from 1901, when John Muir wrote it in Our National Parks: 


			Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized people are beginning to find out that going to the mountains is going home; that wildness is a necessity. 


			If John Muir noticed in 1901 that people needed wildness to deal with “civilization”—back before e-mail, before texting, before cell phones—imagine what he would think now. And how much more we probably need wildness in our lives these days, with our overflowing inboxes, pocket computers that buzz with notifications all day, and twenty-four-hour news cycles. 


			There’s a real thing that happens to all of us when we run away from all that electronic chatter and into the wildness John Muir was talking about: As we drive away from cities and towns and toward the mountains or forests, we notice that our cell service is gradually becoming spotty. We become anxious at first: What if someone at work needs to get a hold of me? (Yes, even on Saturday.) What if I miss something on Instagram or Twitter? What if some sort of national news happens and I don’t read an article about it right away, or for a day or two? We rapid-fire through apps, trying to get one last update before we lose contact.


			As we drive farther, our cell phone service fades more and more. Eventually, we arrive at a campground or at a trailhead where we begin walking or biking to a campsite somewhere. At some point, we either lose cell service altogether or we become frustrated trying to refresh our e-mail inbox with one lone bar of service, and we give up. Our phones are now useless. We have no choice: We are present. In nature. 


			Somehow, without a constant stream of data, we manage to fill the time: setting up tents, unrolling sleeping bags, sitting on rocks, maybe reading paperbacks, walking to waterfalls or mountain views, building campfires and sitting and staring at them as if they were streaming consecutive episodes of our favorite Netflix shows. And we’re fine. 


			The more days we’re away from the information-industrial complex and in the woods, the less we care. Sure, maybe we miss our spouse, friends, parents, or kids, but not so much our office, and definitely not social media or the news—the only news we need is whether it’s going to rain today. After a couple of days, we may wonder if we actually need to go back to our house, our to-do lists, our job at all. Certainly if anything has come up at work after two or three days, everyone at the office has figured out the solution by now, right? Can’t we just live here, with no e-mail and with campfires every night? 


			Of course, we can’t, and we all eventually go back to civilization. But on returning, we have memories, some stories, and photos we might put on our end-of-year holiday cards. By getting away from all the stuff we think we need on a daily (or hourly) basis, we’ve created something memorable, a narrative that rises above all the information wrangling and logistics of our everyday lives. We have something to talk about when someone asks, “What have you been up to?” 


			John Muir famously would take off into the Sierra Nevada range with hardly any supplies or equipment besides a bit of bread and tea, and he once spent the night near the snow-covered summit of Mount Shasta in California, next to a volcanic steam vent for warmth. Thankfully, we have much improved equipment and food nowadays, and “roughing it” can be a lot less rough. 


			This book is designed to inspire you to step away from the noise and get out there, whether “out there” is one-night camping at a state or county park thirty minutes from your house, a weeklong hut-to-hut trip in the Alps, or a sixteen-day raft trip through the Grand Canyon. We’re all busy, and any time away is a gift, even if it’s a weekend or two a year. 


			To immerse yourself in the outdoor experience, you don’t have to sleep on a portalege suspended a thousand feet up a rock-climbing route or in a tent on a snowfield at ten thousand feet on the side of a volcano (although we’ll cover these styles of camping). The point of a night in a campground with flush toilets and a night out in the desert twenty miles from the nearest road is the same: Connecting with nature. Feeling the wind on your face, listening to raindrops on a tent fly, breathing air filtered by a stand of pine trees. And not caring if you have mud on your shoes or if your clothes smell like campfire smoke. 


			One of the most famous Muir quotes—you’ve surely seen it on a T-shirt, sticker, or Instagram bio—is “The mountains are calling and I must go.” For sure, we’re in a moment on this planet where we all have a million things pulling at us—but we can still hear that call from the mountains. Or the desert or the forest or the river. And it’s arguably one of the most important—or at least one of the most memorable—calls we can answer. 
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Packing List: All-Purpose Camping Gear


			Tent


			You don’t need to spend several hundred dollars on a tent, but, of course, pricey tents offer more features. Lower-priced tents are fine for car camping, but be forewarned that their corresponding rainflies are often sold separately. Confirm that your tent comes with a rainfly before you leave the store (or purchase the tent online) rather than when you get to your campsite and see rain clouds forming. Backpacking tents are more compact and lighter weight and thus more expensive. You can use a backpacking tent for car camping, but a car camping–style tent isn’t great for backpacking because it’s several pounds heavier and much bulkier—some can eat up all the space inside a backpack. So if you want to leave your options open, buy a backpacking tent. 


			Sleeping Bag


			In the same vein, a backpacking (or mummy-style) sleeping bag works great for all types of camping, whereas a rectangular sleeping bag, while usually less expensive, is better suited for car camping. Rectangular bags don’t pack down very small and tend to be heavier. You can purchase a decent synthetic or down mummy bag without breaking the bank, and it should last for years.


			Sleeping Pad


			Whether the pad is three inches thick and as comfortable as your bed at home or a half-inch-thick piece of foam, the only general rule about a sleeping pad is that your camping life will be better with one than without one. You don’t need to spend a lot, and you can go as big and bulky as you want (especially if you’re not squeezing the pad into a backpack). But be aware that a big, six-inch-thick air mattress holds a lot of air underneath you as you sleep, and that air can get cold in the middle of the night, making it impossible for you to stay warm and fall asleep. So bigger isn’t always better. I recommend a Therm-a-Rest ProLite pad as a good basic sleeping pad or a Big Agnes Insulated Air Core Ultra for a little more cushioning. 


			Stove


			On one end of the spectrum is the classic green Coleman two-burner propane stove. It’s the size of a briefcase, available at almost any discount retail store in the United States for less than fifty dollars, and has gotten the job done for thousands of campers for decades. On the other end of the spectrum is a lightweight backpacking stove that weighs less than a pound, will work at an elevation of fifteen thousand feet, and runs on almost any type of gas. Both stoves are great for different reasons, but they both essentially do the same thing: warm up pots that you cook your food in. If you’re not planning on backpacking, a two-burner stove can handle your needs. Even the inexpensive ones work well, and you can find fuel canisters in almost any town. If you’re planning on backcountry camping as well as car camping, a single-burner backpacking stove will work fine, too. It won’t offer you a second burner, but generally that’s a hardship only for a gourmet camp chef. 


			Pots and Pans


			You’ll need something to cook in, whether that’s an expensive, ultralight nesting set for backcountry travel or a used saucepan you picked up at a garage sale. Be warned that if you bring your nice pans from home and use them over an open fire, you may find yourself scrubbing for a long time to get the black soot stains off the bottom. Basic pots like the MSR Ceramic 2-Pot Set are inexpensive, work in car-camping and backcountry settings, and will last for years. 
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			Plates/Bowls


			If you’re by yourself, you can eat right out of the pot if you want to (and then you only have to wash one dish!). But a plastic, aluminum, or titanium bowl and/or plate can be nice, depending on what you’re cooking. Avoid glass: It’s heavy, and broken glass at a campsite is never cool—or easy to clean up. 


			Flatware


			The minimalist will tell you that you can do everything with a single spoon, but if weight and bulk aren’t a consideration (i.e., you’re not going into the backcountry), knock yourself out and bring the whole flatware set. Just make sure you have something long enough to use to stir inside a big pot. 


			Water Container


			If you’re certain your campground has water available, you can buy a couple one-gallon plastic jugs full of water at a grocery store and refill them at the campground. Or you can purchase a five- or seven-gallon plastic jug at an outdoor store to refill and reuse every time you go camping. These are nice options also because you don’t have to refill the jugs as often as with smaller containers. For backpacking, you usually won’t need to carry more than 2 or 3 liters at a time, so you can use a couple of water bottles or a large reservoir like the MSR Dromedary bag.


			Camp Chair


			If you’re fine with sitting on sometimes-damp rocks and logs (or don’t anticipate having a lot of downtime), you can omit a camp chair. But if you plan on some solid sitting time around a campfire or expect to take a day to chill at a campsite, a chair is advisable. Technology and bright design minds have delivered us compact, sub-one-pound camp chairs for backcountry travel, but any fifteen-dollar camp chair from an outdoor store (or even a grocery store) will do the trick for any other type of camping. 


			Hatchet


			To build a campfire at a car-camping site, a basic hatchet is a must—not a huge ax, just a simple, one-handed wood splitter. It’ll help you chop the logs you picked up at the 7-Eleven near the campground into smaller pieces that will actually burn (most states don’t want you to transport firewood over state lines due to insect and disease transfer issues). 


			Lighter


			A cheap lighter from a convenience store will do, both for lighting your stove and lighting your campfire. (Not a bad idea to bring two of them, just in case.)
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			Setting up camp in Cumberland Island National Seashore





			Backpacking, quite simply, means camping with more solitude, more stars, and a more immersive experience in nature. You will rarely, if ever, find a backpacking campsite interrupted by the headlights of a car or the music from a neighboring campsite (situations that can happen when car camping). In the backcountry, you’ll encounter fewer people, too. But you’ll see more stars and more uninterrupted panoramas because you’re farther from the lights of a city or town. The deeper you get into wilderness, away from civilization, the more you fully experience nature—moose, old-growth pines, pristine mountain streams. Being absorbed in nature can give you a pretty wonderful feeling. It might surprise you. 


			If you haven’t done it before, backpacking probably seems like a lot of work: Gather all the food and gear you need to survive for a few days in the wilderness, load it into a backpack, then throw that big, heavy pack on your shoulders and walk for miles until you find a campsite. 


			Well, I’ve got good news for you: Yes, backpacking actually is work, whether you’ve done it before or not. But two things make it easier: first, knowing that in the end, the experience is worth the effort, and second, learning to pack only what you need so your backpack is less heavy. (Spoiler alert: The pack will probably always feel heavy, no matter how minimally you pack. Unless you forget to pack one or two important things, in which case it will feel eerily light.)


			Backpacking isn’t rocket science. You don’t necessarily need fancy equipment. Sure, it’s nice to have an ultralight tent and sleeping bag, but that’s not required. You can tie any sleeping bag or tent to the outside of a pack. If you’re hiking with a friend, you may be able to share some of the load.


			Also, you don’t have to hike ten miles into the backcountry to have a good time. Even if you hike only two miles from the parking lot before you set up your tent, you’re still backpacking. Yes, the farther from the parking lot you travel, the more solitude you’ll gain, but if you hike into the backcountry at all, you’ll quickly notice how few camping neighbors you have. 
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			Popular Destinations


			Bright Angel Trail (Grand Canyon National Park). A nine-mile hike dropping 4,500 vertical feet to the campground at the bottom of the Grand Canyon, the Bright Angel Trail is a popular two- or three-day backpacking trip—if you can snag a permit for it.


			Appalachian Trail (Georgia to Maine). Can’t quit your job to thru-hike the entire Appalachian Trail? Do a section of it at a time. Plenty of great scenery along the 2,191-mile AT can be accessed in two- or three-day trips. 


			John Muir Trail  (California). Definitely not a beginner’s trail, the 210-mile JMT is a life-list goal for many backpackers, featuring three weeks of hiking in the Sierra Nevada. 


			Teton Crest Trail (Wyoming). A forty-mile route through the heart of the Tetons, this trail crosses several high passes with nearly constant views of craggy peaks.


			Long Trail (Vermont). This 272-mile trail was America’s first long-distance hiking trail, and like the AT, you can tackle it in pieces. Lots of shorter options exist on this path that summits many of the highest Green Mountain peaks.


			Chicago Basin (Colorado). Take the Durango & Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad into the San Juan Mountains to access this alpine lake basin, from which you can hike to the top of one (or several) 14,000-foot peaks.


			W Trek (Torres del Paine National Park, Chile). This five-day, four-night trip is one of the world’s most famous, a marquee tour of the glaciers and towering peaks of one of Patagonia’s most photographed national parks. 
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