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How to Use This Book


ABOUT THE CAMPGROUND PROFILES

The campgrounds are listed in a consistent, easy-to-read format to help you choose the ideal camping spot. If you already know the name of the specific campground you want to visit, or the name of the surrounding geological area or nearby feature (town, national or state park, forest, mountain, lake, river, etc.), look it up in the index and turn to the corresponding page. Here is a sample profile:

[image: Image]


ABOUT THE ICONS


The icons in this book are designed to provide at-a-glance information on activities, facilities, and services available on-site or within walking distance of each campground.
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	Hiking trails
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	Biking trails
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	Swimming
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	Fishing
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	Boating
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	Canoeing and/or kayaking
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	Winter sports
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	Hot springs
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	Pets permitted
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	Playground
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	Wheelchair accessible
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	5 Percent Club
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	RV sites



	[image: Image]
	Tent sites




ABOUT THE SCENIC RATING

Each campground profile employs a scenic rating on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being the least scenic and 10 being the most scenic. A scenic rating measures only the overall beauty of the campground and environs; it does not take into account noise level, facilities, maintenance, recreation options, or campground management. The setting of a campground with a lower scenic rating may simply not be as picturesque as that of a higher rated campground, however other factors that can influence a trip, such as noise or recreation access, can still affect or enhance your camping trip. Consider both the scenic rating and the profile description before deciding which campground is perfect for you.

MAP SYMBOLS
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ABOUT THE MAPS


This book is divided into chapters based on major regions in the state; an overview map of these regions precedes the table of contents. Each chapter begins with a map of the region, which is further broken down into detail maps. Campgrounds are noted on the detail maps by number.
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Author’s Note


Going on a camping trip can be like trying to put hiking boots on an octopus. You’ve tried it too, eh? Instead of a relaxing and fun trip full of adventure, it turns into a scenario called “You Against the World.” You might as well try to fight a volcano.

But it doesn’t have to be that way, and that’s what this book is all about. If you give it a chance, the information herein can put the mystery, excitement, and fun back into your camping vacations—and remove the snarls, confusion, and occasional, volcanic temper explosions that keep people at home, locked away from the action.

Mystery? There are hundreds of hidden, rarely used campgrounds listed and mapped in this book that most people have never dreamed of. Excitement? At many of them, you’ll find the sizzle with the steak: the hike to a great lookout or the big fish at the end of your line. Fun? The Camping Tips section of this book can help you take the futility out of your trips and put the fun back in. Add it up, put it in your cash register, and you can turn a camping trip into the satisfying adventure it’s meant to be, whether it’s just an overnight quickie or a monthlong expedition.

It’s estimated that 95 percent of American vacationers use only 5 percent of the country’s available recreation areas. With this book, you can leave the herd, wander, and be free. You can join the inner circle, the 5 Percenters who know the great hidden areas used by so few people. To join the 5 Percent Club, take a hard look at the maps for the areas you wish to visit and the corresponding campground listings. As you study the camps, you’ll start to feel a sense of excitement building, a feeling that you are about to unlock a door and venture into a world that is rarely viewed. When you feel that excitement, act on it. Parlay that energy into a great trip.

The campground maps and listings can serve in two ways: 1) If you’re on the road late in the day and you’re stuck for a spot for the night, you can likely find one nearby; or 2) if you are planning a trip, you can tailor a vacation to fit exactly into your plans rather than heading off and hoping—maybe praying—it turns out all right.

For the latter, you may wish to obtain additional maps, particularly if you are venturing into areas governed by the U.S. Forest Service or Bureau of Land Management. Both are federal agencies that offer low-cost maps detailing all hiking trails, lakes, streams, and backcountry camps reached via logging roads. The Resources section at the back of this book details how to obtain these and other maps.

Backcountry camps listed in this book are often in primitive and rugged settings but provide the sense of isolation that you may want from a trip. They also provide good jump-off points for backpacking trips, if that’s your calling. These camps are often free, and I have listed hundreds of them.

At the other end of the spectrum are the developed parks for RVs. They offer a home away from home, with everything from full hookups to a grocery store and laundry room. These spots are just as important as the remote camps with no facilities. Instead of isolation, an RV park provides a place to shower and get outfitted for food and clean clothes. For RV cruisers, it’s a place to stay in high style while touring the area. RV parks range in price from $35 to $50 per night, depending on location, and an advance deposit may be necessary in summer.

Somewhere between the two extremes—the remote, unimproved camps and the lavish RV parks—are hundreds and hundreds of campgrounds that provide a compromise: beautiful settings and some facilities, with a small overnight fee. Piped water, vault toilets, and picnic tables tend to come with the territory. Fees for these sites are usually in the $25-35 range, with the higher-priced sites located near population centers. Because they offer a bit of both worlds, they are in high demand. Reservations are usually advised, and at state parks, particularly during the summer season, you can expect company. This doesn’t mean you need to forgo them in hopes of a less confined environment. For one thing, most state parks have set up quotas so that visitors don’t feel as if they’ve been squeezed in with a shoehorn. For another, the same parks are often uncrowded during the off-season and on weekdays.


KEEP IT WILD

“Enjoy America’s country and leave no trace.” That’s the motto of the Leave No Trace program, and I strongly support it. Promoting responsible outdoor recreation through education, research, and partnerships is its mission. Look for the Keep It Wild Tips, developed from the policies of Leave No Trace, throughout the Camping Tips portion of this book. This copyrighted information has been reprinted with permission from the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics. For more information or materials, please visit www.LNT.org or call 303/442-8222 or 800/332-4100.



Before your trip, you’ll want to get organized, and that’s when you must start putting boots on that giant octopus. The trick to organization for any task is breaking it down to its key components and then solving each element independent of the others. Remember the octopus. Grab a moving leg, jam on a boot, and make sure it’s on tight before reaching for another leg. Do one thing at a time, in order, and all will get done quickly and efficiently.

In the Camping Tips section that follows, I have isolated the different elements of camping, and you should do the same when planning for your trip. There are separate sections on each of the primary ingredients for a successful trip: 1) Food and cooking gear; 2) Clothing and weather protection; 3) Hiking and foot care and how to choose the right boots and socks; 4) Sleeping gear; 5) Combating bugs and some commonsense first-aid; 6) Catching fish, avoiding bears, and camp fun; 7) Outdoors with kids; and 8) Weather prediction. I’ve also included sections on boat-in and desert camping and ethics in the outdoors, as well as a camping gear checklist.

Now you can become completely organized for your trip in just one week, spending just a little time each evening on a given component. Getting organized is an unnatural act for many. By splitting up the tasks, you take the pressure out of planning and put the fun back in.

As a full-time outdoors writer, the question I am asked more than any other is: “Where are you going this week?” All of the answers are in this book.


Best Campgrounds


The most common emails I get are those from readers asking me to plan their adventures and to rate campgrounds as launch points for specific activities. While I can’t respond to all emails, I do often rate the top 10 campgrounds in California for scenery, hiking, fishing, boating, water sports, rafting, and family activities.

I’ve organized the following selections by activity, then rated them 1 through 10, starting with my pick for the best. These are among America’s preeminent campgrounds, so if you plan a trip to any of them, be sure to plan your stay far in advance.

B Scenic Campgrounds

1. Emerald Bay State Park and Boat-In, Tahoe and the Northern Sierra, tap here.

2. Donner Memorial State Park, Tahoe and the Northern Sierra, tap here.

3. Sardine Lakes, Tahoe and the Northern Sierra, tap here.

4. Santa Rosa Island, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here.

5. Sabrina, Sequoia and Kings Canyon, tap here.

6. Manresa Uplands State Beach Walk-In, Monterey and Big Sur, tap here.

7. Sky Camp Hike-In, San Francisco Bay Area, tap here.

8. Steep Ravine Environmental Campsites, San Francisco Bay Area, tap here.

9. Salt Point State Park, Mendocino and Wine Country, tap here.

10. Upper Hell Hole Walk-In/Boat-In, Tahoe and the Northern Sierra, tap here.

B Boat-In Campgrounds

1. Emerald Bay State Park and Boat-In, Tahoe and the Northern Sierra, tap here.

2. Santa Rosa Island, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here.

3. Englebright Lake Boat-In, Sacramento and Gold Country, tap here.

4. Bullards Bar Reservoir, Sacramento and Gold Country, tap here and tap here.

5. Stone Lagoon Boat-In, Redwood Empire, tap here.

6. Tomales Bay Boat-In, San Francisco Bay Area, tap here.

7. Gaviota State Park, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here.

8. Lake Sonoma Recreation Area, Mendocino and Wine Country, tap here.

9. Captains Point Boat-In, Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

10. Sarah Totten, Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

B for Easy Backpacking

1. Goldfield, Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

2. Toad Lake Walk-In, Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

3. Mill Creek Falls, Lassen and Modoc, tap here.

4. Van Damme State Park, Mendocino and Wine Country, tap here.

5. Henry W. Coe State Park, San Francisco Bay Area, tap here.

6. Wildcat Camp Hike-In, San Francisco Bay Area, tap here.

7. Woods Lake, Tahoe and the Northern Sierra, tap here.

8. Tuolumne Meadows, Yosemite and Mammoth Lakes, tap here.

9. Onion Valley, Sequoia and Kings Canyon, tap here.

10. Buckhorn, Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.


B for Families


1. Vermillion, Sequoia and Kings Canyon, tap here.

2. Serrano, Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.

3. Pine Cliff Resort, Yosemite and Mammoth Lakes, tap here.

4. Lake Siskiyou Resort & Camp, Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

5. Silver Lake West, Tahoe and the Northern Sierra, tap here.

6. Lake Alpine Campground, Tahoe and the Northern Sierra, tap here.

7. El Capitan Canyon, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here.

8. Rancho Seco Recreation Area, Sacramento and Gold Country, tap here.

9. Dorst Creek, Sequoia and Kings Canyon, tap here.

10. Historic Camp Richardson Resort, Tahoe and the Northern Sierra, tap here.

B for Fishing

1. Campland on the Bay, San Diego and Vicinity, tap here.

2. North Shore/South Shore San Antonio, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here and tap here.

3. Snug Harbor Resort, Sacramento and Gold Country, tap here.

4. Hirz Bay, Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

5. Panther Flat, Redwood Empire, tap here.

6. Cachuma Lake Recreation Area, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here.

7. Almanor North, South, and Legacy, Lassen and Modoc, tap here.

8. Agnew Meadows and Equestrian Camp, Yosemite and Mammoth Lakes, tap here.

9. Convict Lake, Yosemite and Mammoth Lakes, tap here.

10. Dillon Creek, Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

B for Hikes with Views

1. Yosemite Creek (hike to Yosemite Point in Yosemite National Park), Yosemite and Mammoth Lakes, tap here.

2. Canyon View Group Camp (hike to Lookout Peak in Kings Canyon National Park), Sequoia and Kings Canyon, tap here.

3. Wilderness Walk-In Camps (climb San Jacinto Peak), Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.

4. Whitney Trailhead Walk-In (climb Mount Whitney), Sequoia and Kings Canyon, tap here.

5. Angel Island State Park Walk-In/Boat-In (hike to Mount Livermore), San Francisco Bay Area, tap here.

6. Manker Flats (climb Mount Baldy in Angeles National Forest), Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.

7. D. L. Bliss State Park (hike Rubicon Trail), Tahoe and the Northern Sierra, tap here.

8. Panther Meadows Walk-In (climb Mount Shasta), Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

9. Tuolumne Meadows (hike the Pacific Crest Trail to Grand Canyon of the Tuolumne), Yosemite and Mammoth Lakes, tap here.

10. Summit Lake: North, South, and Stock Corral (climb Lassen Peak), Lassen and Modoc, tap here.


B Island Retreats


1. Catalina Island Boat-In, Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.

2. Santa Cruz Island, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here.

3. Two Harbors, Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.

4. Santa Rosa Island, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here.

5. Angel Island State Park Walk-In/Boat-In, San Francisco Bay Area, tap here.

6. Anacapa Island, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here.

7. San Miguel Island, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here.

8. Little Harbor Hike-In, Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.

9. Parson’s Landing Hike-In, Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.

10. Brannan Island State Recreation Area, Sacramento and Gold Country, tap here.

B for Waterskiing

1. Havasu Landing Resort and Casino, California Deserts, tap here.

2. Eddos Harbor and RV Park, Sacramento and Gold Country, tap here.

3. Pirate Cove Resort, California Deserts, tap here.

4. Holiday Harbor Resort, Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

5. Lake Nacimiento Resort, Santa Barbara and Vicinity, tap here.

6. Lake Perris State Recreation Area, Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.

7. Lake Piru Recreation Area, Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.

8. La Laguna Resort, Los Angeles and Vicinity, tap here.

9. Los Alamos, California Deserts, tap here.

10. Snug Harbor Resort, Sacramento and Gold Country, tap here.

B for White-Water Rafting

1. Lumsden, San Joaquin Valley, tap here.

2. Matthews Creek, Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

3. Fairview, Sequoia and Kings Canyon, tap here.

4. Tree of Heaven, Shasta and Trinity, tap here.

5. Camp Lotus, Sacramento and Gold Country, tap here.

6. Kirch Flat, Sequoia and Kings Canyon, tap here.

7. Merced River Recreation Area, Yosemite and Mammoth Lakes, tap here.

8. Elk Creek Campground and RV Park/Dillon Creek, Shasta and Trinity, tap here and tap here.

9. Auburn State Recreation Area, Sacramento and Gold Country, tap here.

10. Hobo, Sequoia and Kings Canyon, tap here.


Camping Tips


SLEEPING GEAR

On an eve long ago in the mountain pines, my dad, brother, and I had rolled out our sleeping bags and were bedded down for the night. After the pre-trip excitement, a long drive, an evening of trout fishing and a barbecue, we were like three tired doggies who had played too much.

But as I looked up at the stars, I was suddenly wide awake. I was still wired. A half hour later? No change. Wide awake.

And as little kids can do, I had to wake up ol’ Dad to tell him about it. “Hey, Dad, I can’t sleep.”

After the initial grimace, he said: “This is what you do. Watch the sky for a shooting star and tell yourself that you cannot go to sleep until you see at least one shooting star. As you wait and watch, you will start getting tired, and it will be difficult to keep your eyes open. But tell yourself, you must keep watching. Then you’ll start to really feel tired. When you finally see a shooting star, you’ll go to sleep so fast you won’t know what hit you.”

Well, I tried it that night and I don’t even remember seeing a shooting star, I went to sleep so fast.

It’s a good trick, and along with having a good sleeping bag, ground insulation, maybe a tent, or a few tricks for bedding down in a pickup truck or RV, you can get a great night’s sleep on every camping trip.

More than 20 years after that camping episode with my dad and brother, we made a trip to the planetarium at the Academy of Sciences in San Francisco to see a show. The lights dimmed, and the ceiling turned into a night sky, filled with stars and a setting moon. A scientist began explaining the phenomena of the heavens.

After a few minutes, I began to feel drowsy. Just then, a shooting star zipped across the planetarium ceiling. I went into such a deep sleep, it was like I was in a coma. I didn’t wake up until the show was over, the lights were turned back on, and the people were leaving.

Feeling drowsy, I turned to see if Dad had liked the show. Oh yeah? Not only had he gone to sleep too, but he apparently had no intention of waking up, no matter what. Just like a camping trip.

Sleeping Bags

The first rule of a good nights’ sleep is that you must be dry, warm and safe. A good sleeping bag can help plenty. A sleeping bag is a shell filled with heat-retaining insulation. By itself, it is not warm. Your body provides the heat, and the sleeping bag’s ability to retain that heat is what makes it warm or cold.

The cheap cotton bags are heavy, bulky, cold, and, when wet, useless. With other options available, their function is limited. Anybody who sleeps outdoors or backpacks should choose otherwise. Use a sleeping bag filled with down or one of the quality poly-fills. Down is light, warm, and aesthetically pleasing to those who don’t think camping and technology mix. If you choose a down bag, be sure to keep it double wrapped in plastic garbage bags on your trips to keep it dry. Once it’s wet, you’ll spend your nights howling at the moon.

The polyfiber-filled bags are not necessarily better than those filled with down, but they can be. Their one key advantage is that even when wet, some poly-fills can retain up to 85 percent of your body heat. This allows you to sleep and get valuable rest even in miserable conditions. In my camping experience, no matter how lucky you may be, there will come a time when you will get caught in an unexpected, violent storm and everything you’ve got will get wet, including your sleeping bag. That’s when a poly-fill bag becomes priceless. You have one and can sleep. Or you don’t have one and suffer. It is that simple. Of the synthetic fills, Quallofil made by DuPont is the industry leader.


KEEP IT WILD TIP 1: CAMP WITH CARE

1. Choose an existing, legal site. Restrict activities to areas where vegetation is compacted or absent.

2. Camp at least 75 steps (200 feet) from lakes, streams, and trails.

3. Always choose sites that won’t be damaged by your stay.

4. Preserve the feeling of solitude by selecting camps that are out of view when possible.

5. Don’t dig trenches or build structures or furniture.



But just because a sleeping bag uses a high-tech poly-fill doesn’t necessarily make it a better bag. There are other factors.

The most important are a bag’s temperature rating and weight. The temperature rating of a sleeping bag refers to how cold it can get outside before you start actually feeling cold. Many campers make the mistake of thinking, “I only camp in the summer, so a bag rated at 30 or 40°F should be fine.” Later, they find out it isn’t so fine, and all it takes is one cold night to convince them of that. When selecting the right temperature rating, visualize the coldest weather you might ever confront, and then get a bag rated for even colder weather.

For instance, if you are a summer camper, you may rarely experience a night in the low 30s or high 20s. A sleeping bag rated at 20°F would be appropriate, keeping you snug, warm, and asleep. For most campers, I advise bags rated at 0 or 10°F.

But guess how the companies come up with their temperature ratings? Usually it’s a guy like me field-testing a bag before it is commercially released, and then saying, “Well, it got down to 40°F and I was pretty warm.” So they rate it at 30 degrees. Obviously, testers can have different threshold levels for cold, while others base their ratings on how much fill is used.

If you buy a poly-filled sleeping bag, try not to leave it squished in your stuff sack between camping trips. Instead, keep it on a hanger in a closet or use it as a blanket. One thing that can reduce a poly-filled bag’s heat-retaining qualities is if the tiny hollow fibers that make up the fill lose their loft. You can avoid this with proper storage.

The weight of a sleeping bag can also be a key factor, especially for backpackers. When you have to carry your gear on your back, every ounce becomes important. Sleeping bags that weigh just 2-3 pounds are available, although they are expensive. But if you hike much, it’s worth the price to keep your weight to a minimum. For an overnighter, you can get away with a 4- or 4.5-pound bag without much stress. However, bags weighing five pounds and up should be left back at the car.

I have several sleeping bags; they range from a seven-pounder that feels like a giant sponge to a three-pounder. The heavy-duty model is for pickup-truck camping in cold weather and doubles as a blanket at home. The lightweight bag is for expeditions.

Insulation Pads

Even with the warmest sleeping bag in the world, if you just lay it down on the ground and try to sleep, you will likely get as cold as a winter cucumber. That is because the cold ground will suck the warmth right out of your body. The solution is to have a layer of insulation between you and the ground. For this, you can use a thin Insulite pad, a lightweight Therm-a-Rest inflatable pad, a foam pad or mattress, an airbed, or a cot. Here is a capsule summary of each:

• Insulite pads: They are light, inexpensive, roll up quickly for transport, and can double as a seat pad at your camp. The negative side is that in one night, they will compress, making you feel like you are sleeping on granite. But they are light and they help keep you warm in the wilderness.

• Therm-a-Rest pads: These are a real luxury for wilderness travel because they do everything an Insulite pad does, but they also provide a cushion. The negative side is that they are expensive by comparison, and if they get a hole in them, they become worthless without a patch kit. Most wilderness campers carry one “bonus item”—and a full-length Therm-A-Rest is often what they choose.

• Foam mattresses, air beds, and cots: These are excellent for car campers. The new line of air beds, especially the thicker ones, are outstanding and inflate quickly with an electric motor inflator that plugs into a power plug or cigarette lighter in your vehicle. Foam mattresses are also excellent; I think they are the most comfortable of all, but their size precludes many from considering them. I’ve found that cots work great, too. I’ve always had one and they’re great for drive-in tent sites. For camping in the back of a pickup truck with a camper shell, the cots with three-inch legs are best, of course. Here’s the trick: Put a blanket over the sleeping surface, then add a Therm-A-Rest pad; you need insulation to keep the cold air beneath you from sucking out the warmth.
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    Even with the warmest sleeping bag in the world, if you just lay it down on the ground and try to sleep, you will likely get as cold as a winter cucumber. That is because the cold ground will suck the warmth right out of your body. The Solution? A sleeping pad.

  



A Few Tricks

When surveying a camp area, the most important consideration should be to select a good spot for sleeping. Everything else is secondary. Ideally, you want a flat area that is wind-sheltered and on ground soft enough to drive stakes into. Yeah, and I want to win the lottery, too.

Sometimes, the ground will have a slight slope to it. In that case, always sleep with your head on the uphill side. If you sleep parallel to the slope, every time you roll over, you’ll find yourself rolling down the hill. If you sleep with your head on the downhill side, you’ll get a headache that feels as if an ax is embedded in your brain.

When you’ve found a good spot, clear it of all branches, twigs, and rocks, of course. A good tip is to dig a slight indentation in the ground where your hip will fit. Since your body is not flat, but has curves and edges, it will not feel comfortable on flat ground. Some people even get severely bruised on the sides of their hips when sleeping on flat, hard ground. For that reason alone, they learn to hate camping. What a shame, especially when the problem is solved easily with a Therm-a-Rest pad, foam insulation, an air bed, or a cot.

After the ground is prepared, throw a ground cloth over the spot, which will keep much of the morning dew off you. In some areas, particularly where fog is a problem, morning dew can be heavy and get the outside of your sleeping bag quite wet. In that case, you need overhead protection, such as a tent or some kind of roof, like a poncho or tarp with its ends tied to trees.

A Great Nights’ Sleep

Some people sleep seven, eight hours at camp, but it comes in 10 installments. They keep waking up. They wake up and half their body is paralyzed. Heh, heh, heh. They can’t get comfortable. To solve this, practice camp-style sleeping at home until you get it perfect. At home, you have flexibility and complete control over your sleeping surface. Get it right. Get it just how you like it.

For wilderness travel, my bonus item is an extra inflatable pillow; that’s right, I carry two, not one. I inflate them about half full. It puts my head at a perfect comfort zone for deep sleep. Whatever it takes, know how to get a great night’s sleep and your entire trip has the chance to feel epic, no matter what you do.

Tents and Weather Protection

All it takes is to get caught in the rain once without a tent and you will never go anywhere without one again. A tent provides protection from rain, wind, and mosquito attacks. In exchange, you can lose a starry night’s view, though some tents now even provide moon roofs.

A tent can be as complex as a four-season, tubular-jointed dome with a rain fly or as simple as a tarp roped up to a tree. They can be as cheap as a $10 tube tent, which is nothing more than a hollow piece of plastic, or as expensive as a $500 five-person deluxe expedition, multi-room dome. They vary greatly in size, price, and assembly time. For those who camp infrequently and want to buy a tent without paying much, off-brand models are available at considerable price discounts. My experience in field-testing outdoor gear, though, is that cheap tents often rip at the seams if subjected to regular use. If you plan on getting a good one, plan on doing plenty of shopping and asking lots of questions. With a little bit of homework, you can get the right answers to these questions:

WILL IT KEEP ME DRY?

On many one-person and two-person tents, the rain fly does not extend far enough to keep water off the bottom sidewalls of the tent. In a driving rain, water can also drip from the rain fly and onto those sections of the tent. Eventually, the water can leak through to the inside, particularly through the seams.

You must be able to stake out your rain fly so it completely covers all of the tent. If you are tent shopping and this does not appear possible, then don’t buy the tent. To prevent potential leaks, use a seam water-proofer, such as Seam Lock, a glue-like substance that can close potential leak areas on tent seams. For large umbrella tents, keep a patch kit handy. Coleman tents, by the way, are guaranteed to keep campers dry.

Another way to keep water out of your tent is to store all wet garments outside the tent, under a poncho. Moisture from wet clothes stashed in the tent will condense on the interior tent walls. If you bring enough wet clothes into the tent, by the next morning you’ll feel as if you’re camping in a duck blind.

HOW HARD IS IT TO PUT UP?

If a tent is difficult to erect in full sunlight, you can just about forget it at night, especially the first night out if you arrive late to camp. Some tents can go up in just a few minutes, without requiring help from another camper. This might be the kind of tent you want.

The way to compare put-up times when shopping for tents is to count the number of connecting points from the tent poles to the tent and the number of stakes required. The fewer, the better. Think simple. My two-person-plus-a-dog tent has seven connecting points and, minus the rain fly, requires no stakes. It goes up in a few minutes.

My bigger family tent, which has three rooms with walls (so we can keep our two kids isolated on each side if necessary), takes about a half hour to put up. That’s without anybody’s help. With their help, add about 15 minutes. Heh, heh.
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  Tents vary in complexity, size, and price. Be sure to buy the one that’s right for you.




Another factor is the tent poles themselves. Always make sure the poles are connected by an interior bungee cord. It takes only an instant to convert them to a complete pole.

Some outdoor shops have tents on display on their showroom floors. Before buying the tent, have the salesperson take the tent down and put it back up. If it takes him more than five minutes, or he says he doesn’t have time, then keep looking.

IS IT ROOMY ENOUGH?

Don’t judge the size of a tent on floor space alone. Some tents that are small on floor space can give the illusion of roominess with a high ceiling. You can be quite comfortable and snug in them.

But remember that a one-person or two-person tent is just that. A two-person tent has room for two people plus gear. That’s it. Don’t buy a tent expecting it to hold more than it is intended to.

HOW MUCH DOES IT WEIGH?

If you’re a hiker, this becomes the preeminent question. If it’s much more than six or seven pounds, forget it. A 12-pound tent is bad enough, but get it wet and it’s like carrying a piano on your back. On the other hand, weight is scarcely a factor if you camp only where you can take your car. My dad, for instance, used to have this giant canvas umbrella tent that folded down to a neat little pack that weighed about 500 pounds.

Family Tents

It is always worth spending the time and money to buy a tent you and your family will be happy with.

Many excellent family tents are available for $125-175, particularly from Cabela’s, Coleman, Eureka!, North Face, Remington, and Sierra Designs. Guide-approved expedition tents for groups cost more, generally $350-600. Here is a synopsis of some of best tents available:

CABELA’S TWO- OR THREE-ROOM CABIN

800/237-4444

www.cabelas.com

This beautiful tent features two to three rooms, a 10- by 16-foot floor available in different configurations with removable interior walls. Three doors mean everybody doesn’t tromp through the center room for access to the side rooms. It will stand up to wind, rain, and frequent use.

COLEMAN MODIFIED DOME

800/835-3278

www.coleman.com

Coleman Modified Dome tents are available in six different single- and multi-room designs. The pole structure is unique, with all four upright poles and one ridgepole shock-corded together for an integrated system that makes setup extremely fast and easy. Yet, because of the ridgepole’s engineering, the tent has passed tests in high winds. Mesh panels in the ceiling are a tremendous plus for ventilation.

COLEMAN WEATHERMASTER

800/835-3278

www.coleman.com

The Weathermaster series features tents with multiple rooms, walls, and ample headroom, and they are guaranteed to keep rain out. The 17- by 9-foot model sleeps six to eight, has a 76-inch ceiling, and has zippered dividers. Since the dividers are removable, you can configure the tent in multiple layouts. The frame is designed with poles adjustable to three different heights to accommodate uneven ground.

KELTY

800/423-2320

www.kelty.com

Kelty offers top-of-the-line tents based on a sleek dome profile. This is a great package, with mesh sides, tops, and doors, along with a full awning fly and coverage for weather protection. Clip sleeves and rubber-tipped poles for easy slide during setup are nice bonuses.

REI

800/423-2320

www.rei.com

REI has 94 backpacking tents and 27 tents available for car camping, including their own designs as well as those from other manufacturers. A great backpacking tent for two is the REI Half Dome 2 Plus. The Eureka Copper Canyon 6 ($249) is one of the better family values.

Bivouac Bags

If you like going light or solo, and choose not to own a tent at all, a bivy bag or tarp can be the way to go. Bivy is short for bivouac bag and pronounced “bivvy” as in dizzy, not “bivy” as in ivy, and can provide the extremely lightweight weather protection you require. A bivy bag is a water-repellent shell in which your sleeping bag fits. It is light and tough, and for some is the perfect alternative to a heavy tent. My own bivy weighs 31 ounces and cost around $250; it’s made by OR (Outdoor Research), and I just plain love the thing on expeditions. On the downside, however, some say it can be a bit difficult getting settled just right in it, and others say they feel claustrophobic in such close quarters. Once you get used to a bivy, spend a night in a tent; the tent will feel like a room at the Mirage. For me, not a problem.

The idea of riding out a storm in a bivy can be quite worrisome for some. You can hear the rain hitting you, and sometimes even feel the pounding of the drops through the bivy bag. For some, it can be unsettling to try to sleep under such circumstances. On the other hand, I’ve always looked forward to it. In cold weather, a bivy also helps keep you warm. I’ve had just one miserable night in mine. That was when my sleeping bag was a bit wet when I started the night. By the middle of the night, the water was condensing from the sleeping bag on the interior walls of the bivy, and then soaking the bag, like a storm cycle. The night hit only about 45°F but I just about froze to death anyway. Otherwise, I’ve used it on more than 100 expeditions with great results: warm, dry quarters and deep, restful sleeps by night, and a pack lightened without carrying a tent by day.

Many long-distance hikers are switching to light tarps in the continuing mission to minimize weight. They work great in rain and the spacious feel beneath them is fantastic. You just need a tree to tie to and soft enough ground for stakes, so they don’t work above tree line. Tarps are great, except when there are bug problems; then you need some kind of mosquito netting. A bivy or tent solves that, of course.


  
    KEEP IT WILD TIP 2: KEEP THE WILDERNESS WILD

    1. Let nature’s sound prevail. Avoid loud voices and noises.

  

  2. Leave radios and tape players at home. At drive-in camping sites, never open car doors with music playing.

  3. Careful guidance is necessary when choosing any games to bring for children. Most toys, especially any kind of gun toys with which children simulate shooting at each other, shouldn’t be allowed on a camping trip.

  4. Control pets at all times or leave them with a sitter at home.

  5. Treat natural heritage with respect. Leave plants, rocks, and historical artifacts where you find them.



Pickup Truck Campers

If you own a pickup truck with a camper shell, you can turn it into a self-contained campground with a little work. This can be an ideal way to go: It’s fast, portable, and you are guaranteed a dry environment.

But that does not necessarily mean it is a warm environment. In fact, without insulation from the metal truck bed, it can be like trying to sleep on an iceberg. The metal truck bed will get as cold as the air temperature, which is often much colder than the ground temperature. Without insulation, it can be much colder in your camper shell than it would be on the open ground.

When I camp in my rig, I use a large piece of foam for a mattress and insulation. The foam measures four inches thick, 48 inches wide, and 76 inches long. It makes for a bed as comfortable as anything one might ask for. In fact, during the winter, if I don’t go camping for a few weeks because of writing obligations, I sometimes will throw the foam on the floor, lay down the old sleeping bag, light a fire, and camp right in my living room. It’s in my blood, I tell you. Airbeds and cots are also extremely comfortable and I’ve used both many times. Whatever you choose, just make sure you have a comfortable sleeping unit. Good sleep makes for great camping trips.

RVs

The problems RVers encounter come from two primary sources: lack of privacy and light intrusion.

The lack of privacy stems from the natural restrictions of where a land yacht can go. Without careful use of the guide section of this book, owners of RVs can find themselves in parking-lot settings, jammed in with plenty of neighbors. Because RVs often have large picture windows, you lose your privacy, causing some late nights; then, come daybreak, light intrusion forces an early wake up. As a result, you get shorted on your sleep.

The answer is to carry inserts to fit over the inside of your windows. These close off the outside and retain your privacy. And if you don’t want to wake up with the sun at daybreak, you don’t have to. It will still be dark.

Many campgrounds and RV parks enforce a quiet time. If that is important to you, make sure you don’t end up somewhere where a quiet time is optional.

HIKING AND FOOT CARE

We had set up a nice little camp in the woods, and my buddy, Foonsky, was strapping on his hiking boots, sitting against a big Douglas fir.

“New boots,” he said with a grin. “But they seem pretty stiff.”

We decided to hoof it down the trail for a few hours, exploring the mountain wildlands that are said to hide Bigfoot and other strange creatures. After just a short while on the trail, a sense of peace and calm seemed to settle in. The forest provides the chance to be purified with clean air and the smell of trees, freeing you from all troubles.

But it wasn’t long before a look of trouble was on Foonsky’s face. And no, it wasn’t from seeing Bigfoot.

“Got a hot spot on my toe,” he said.

Immediately, we stopped. He pulled off his right boot, then his sock, and inspected the left side of his big toe. Sure enough, a blister had bubbled up, filled with fluid, but hadn’t popped. From his medical kit, Foonsky cut a small piece of moleskin to fit over the blister and taped it to hold it in place. In a few minutes we were back on the trail.

A half hour later, there was still no sign of Bigfoot. But Foonsky stopped again and pulled off his other boot. “Another hot spot.” On the little toe of his left foot was another small blister, over which he taped a Band-Aid to keep it from further chafing against the inside of his new boot.

In just a few days, ol’ Foonsky, a strong, 6-foot-5, 200-plus-pound guy, was walking around like a sore-hoofed horse that had been loaded with a month’s worth of supplies and ridden over sharp rocks. Well, it wasn’t the distance that had done Foonsky in; it was those blisters. He had them on eight of his 10 toes and was going through Band-Aids, moleskin, and tape like a walking emergency ward. If he’d used any more tape, he would’ve looked like a mummy from an Egyptian tomb.

If you’ve ever been in a similar predicament, you know the frustration of wanting to have a good time, wanting to hike and explore the area where you have set up a secluded camp, only to be held up by several blisters. No one is immune—all are created equal before the blister god. You can be forced to bow to it unless you get your act together.

What causes blisters? In almost all cases, it is the simple rubbing of a foot against the rugged interior of a boot. That can be worsened by several factors:

1. A very stiff boot or one in which your foot moves inside as you walk, instead of a boot that flexes as if it were another layer of skin.

2. Thin, ragged, or dirty socks. This is the fastest route to blisters. Thin socks will allow your feet to move inside your boots, ragged socks will allow your skin to chafe directly against the boot’s interior, and dirty socks will wrinkle and fold, also rubbing against your feet instead of cushioning them.

3. Soft feet. By themselves, soft feet will not cause blisters, but in combination with a stiff boot or thin socks, they can cause terrible problems. The best way to toughen up your feet is to go barefoot. In fact, some of the biggest, toughest-looking guys you’ll ever see, from Hells Angels to pro football players, have feet that are as soft as a baby’s butt. Why? Because they never go barefoot and don’t hike much.

The Perfect Boot

Every hiker eventually conducts a search for the perfect boot in the mission for ideal foot comfort and freedom from blisters. While there are many entries in this search—in fact, so many that it can be confusing—there is a way to find that perfect boot for you.

To stay blister-free, the most important factors are socks and boot flexibility. If there is any foot slippage from a thin sock or a stiff boot, you can rub up a blister in minutes. For instance, I never wear stiff boots and I sometimes wear two fresh sets of SmartWools.
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Hiking shoes are perfect for short treks to day-long trips.



My search for the perfect boot included discussions with the nation’s preeminent long-distance hikers, Brian Robinson of Mountain View (7,200 miles in 2001) and Ray Jardine of Oregon (2,700 miles of Pacific Crest Trail in three months). Both believe that the weight of a shoe is the defining factor when selecting hiking footwear. They both go as light as possible, believing that heavy boots will eventually wear you out by forcing you to pick up several pounds on your feet over and over again.

It is absolutely critical to stay away from very stiff boots and thin socks. Always wear the right style boots for what you have in mind and then protect your feet with carefully selected socks. If you are still so unfortunate as to get a blister or two, it means knowing how to treat them fast so they don’t turn your walk into a sore-footed endurance test.

Selecting the Right Boots

The first time we did the John Muir Trail, I hiked 400 miles in three months; that is, 150 miles in a two-month general-training program, then 250 miles in three weeks from Mount Whitney to Yosemite Valley. In that span, I got just one blister, suffered on the fourth day of the 250-miler. I treated it immediately and suffered no more. One key is wearing the right boot, and for me, that means a boot that acts as a thick layer of skin that is flexible and pliable to my foot. I want my feet to fit snugly in them, with no interior movement.

There are four kinds of hiking footwear, most commonly known as: 1. Hiking boots; 2. Hunting boots; 3. Mountaineering boots; 4. Athletic shoes. Select the right one for you or pay the consequences.

One great trick when on a hiking vacation is to bring all four, and then for each hike, wear different footwear. This has many benefits. By changing boots, you change the points of stress for your feet and legs, greatly reducing soreness and the chance of creating a hot spot on a foot. It also allows you to go light on flat trails and heavy on steep trails, where additional boot weight can help with traction in downhill stretches.

HIKING BOOTS

Lightweight hiking boots are basically Gore-Tex walking shoes. They are designed for day walks or short backpacking trips and look like rugged, lightweight athletic shoes, designed with a Gore-Tex top for lightness and a Vibram sole for traction. These are perfect for people who like to walk but rarely carry a heavy backpack. Because they are flexible, they are easy to break in, and with fresh socks, they rarely cause blister problems. Because they are light, general hiking fatigue is greatly reduced. Like many, I’ve converted over 100 percent to them.

On the negative side, because hiking boots are light, traction can be far from great on steep, gravelly surfaces. In addition, they provide less than ideal ankle support, which can be a problem in rocky areas, such as along a stream where you might want to go trout fishing.

Regardless of the distance you anticipate, they are the footwear of choice. My personal preference is Merrell’s, but New Balance, Salomon, Asolo, Zamberlan, Vasque, and others make great hiking boots. Many of the greatest long-distance hikers in America wear trail running shoes.

HUNTING BOOTS

Hunting boots are also called backpacking boots, super boots, or wilderness boots. They feature high ankle support, deep Vibram lug sole, built-in orthotics and arch support, and waterproof exterior.

They have fallen out of favor among campers and backpackers. On the negative side, hunting boots can be quite hot, weigh a ton, and if they get wet, take days to dry. Because they are heavy, they can wear you out. Often, the extra weight can add days to long-distance expeditions, cutting into the number of miles a hiker is capable of on a daily basis.

They are still popular among mountaineers who hunt. Their weight and traction make them good for trekking off-trail or for carrying heavy packs because they provide additional support. They also can stand up to hundreds of miles of wilderness use, constantly being banged against rocks and walked through streams while supporting 200 pounds.

My favorite hunting boot is made by Mendl, out of Germany. I have also used Danner, Cabela’s, and RedWing.

MOUNTAINEERING BOOTS

Mountaineering boots are identified by mid-range tops, laces that extend almost as far as the toe area, and ankle areas that are as stiff as a board. The lack of “give” is what endears them to mountaineers. Their stiffness is preferred when rock-climbing, walking off-trail on craggy surfaces, or hiking along the edge of streambeds where walking across small rocks can cause you to turn your ankle. Because these boots don’t give on rugged, craggy terrain, they reduce ankle injuries and provide better traction.

The drawback to stiff boots is that if you don’t have the proper socks and your foot starts slipping around in the boot, blisters will inevitably follow. If you just want to go for a walk or a good tromp with a backpack, then hiking shoes or hunting boots will serve you better.

Vasque makes my favorite mountaineering boots for rock climbing.

AT THE STORE

There are many styles, brands, and price ranges to choose from. If you wander about comparing all their many features, you will get as confused as a kid in a toy store.

Instead, go into the store with your mind clear about what you want, find it, and buy it. If you want the best, expect to spend $85-200 for hiking boots, $100-250 for hunting boots, $250-300 for mountaineering boots. If you go much cheaper, well, then you are getting cheap footwear.

This is one area where you don’t want to scrimp, so try not to yelp about the high cost. Instead, walk into the store believing you deserve the best, and that’s exactly what you’ll pay for.

You don’t always get what you pay for, though. Once, I spent $200-plus on some hunting boots that turned out to be miserable blister-makers and I had to throw them out. Even after a year of trying to get my money’s worth, I never felt they worked right on the trail. Adios. Move on to what works.

If you plan to use the advice of a shoe salesperson, first look at what kind of boots he or she is wearing. If the salesperson isn’t even wearing boots, then their advice may not be worth much. Most people I know who own quality boots, including salespeople, wear them almost daily if their jobs allow, since boots are the best footwear available. However, even these well-meaning folks can offer sketchy advice. Plenty of hikers claim to wear the world’s greatest boot! Instead of asking how great the boot is, ask, “How many blisters did you get when you hiked 12 miles a day for a week?”

Enter the store with a precise use and style in mind. Rather than fish for suggestions, tell the salesperson exactly what you want, try two or three brands of the same style, and always try on both boots in a pair simultaneously so you know exactly how they’ll feel. If possible, walk up and down stairs with them. Are they too stiff? Are your feet snug yet comfortable, or do they slip? Do they have that “right” kind of feel when you walk?

If you get the appropriate answers to those questions, then you’re on your way to blister-free, pleasure-filled days of walking.


  KEEP IT WILD TIP 3: TRAVEL LIGHTLY

  1. Visit the backcountry in small groups.

  2. Below tree line, always stay on designated trails.

  3. Don’t cut across switchbacks.

  4. When traveling cross-country where no trails are available, follow animal trails or spread out with your group so no new routes are created.

  5. Read your map and orient yourself with landmarks, a compass, and an altimeter. Avoid marking trails with rock cairns, tree scars, or ribbons.



Socks

People can spend so much energy selecting the right kind of boots that they virtually overlook wearing the right kind of socks. One goes with the other.

Your socks should be thick enough to cushion your feet as well as fit snugly. Without good socks, you might tie your bootlaces too tight—and that’s like putting a tourniquet on your feet. You should have plenty of clean socks on hand, or plan on washing what you have on your trip. As socks are worn, they become compressed, dirty, and damp. If they fold over, you’ll rub up a blister in minutes.

My companions believe I go overboard when it comes to socks, that I bring too many and wear too many. But it works, so that’s where the complaints stop. So how many do I wear? Well, it varies. On day hikes, I have found a sock called a SmartWool that makes my size 13s feel as if they’re walking on pillows. I often wear two of them; that is, two on each foot. Several manufacturers now produce socks that are the equivalent of SmartWools, but are a lot less expensive. SmartWool socks and other similar socks are a synthetic composite. They can partially wick moisture away from the skin.

Some hikers wear multiple socks and it works for them—a comfortable cotton-poly blend sock on the interior and wool sock on the exterior. This will cushion your foot, provide that just-right snug fit in your boot, and give you some additional warmth and insulation in cold weather. It is critical to keep the interior sock clean. If you wear a sock over and over again, it will compact, lose its cushion, and start wrinkling or folding over while you hike and a blister will be born.

Do not wear thin cotton socks. Your foot can get damp and mix with dirt, which can cause a hot spot to start on your foot. Eventually, you get blisters, lots of them.

Inner Sole

If you are like most folks, the bottoms of your feet are rarely exposed and can be quite soft. You can take additional steps in their care. The best tip is keeping a fresh inner sole footpad in your boot. I prefer Dr. Scholl’s gel pad or the equivalent. Some new inner soles can be slippery for a few days, which, if your foot slides around while you’re hiking, can cause blisters. Just like new boots and new socks, they need to be broken in before an expedition.

Another cure for soft feet is to get out and walk or jog on a regular basis before your camping trip. On one trip on the Pacific Coast Trail, I ran into the long-distance master Jardine. He swore that going barefoot regularly is the best way to build up foot strength and arch support, while toughening up the bottom of your feet.

If you plan to use a foot pad and wear two heavy socks, you will need to use these items when sizing boots. Do not buy shoes if you’re wearing thin cotton socks; wear the socks you’re planning to wear when hiking, insert the inner sole, and then see how they feel. That’s the only right way to size a hiking boot.

Treating Blisters

The key to treating blisters is fast work at the first sign of a hot spot. If you feel a hot spot, never keep walking, figuring that the problem will go away or that you will work through it. Wrong! Stop immediately and go to work.

Before you remove your socks, check to see if the sock has a wrinkle in it, a likely cause of the problem. If so, either change socks or pull them tight, removing the tiny folds, after taking care of the blister.

To take care of the blister, forget Moleskin. (They changed how they manufacture it and I’ve found it will slide off the blister while hiking.) Instead, use “Second Skin,” which adheres over the top of the blister and does not dislodge. For small blisters, Band-Aids can do the job, but these have to be replaced daily, and sometimes with even more frequency. At night, clean your feet and sleep without socks. That will allow your feet to dry and heal.

Tips in the Field

Three other items that can help your walking are an Ace bandage, a pair of gaiters, and hiking poles.

For sprained ankles and twisted knees, an Ace bandage can be like an insurance policy to get you back on the trail and out of trouble. In many cases, a hiker with a twisted ankle or sprained knee has relied on a good wrap with a four-inch bandage for the added support to get home. Always buy the Ace bandages that come with the clips permanently attached, so you don’t have to worry about losing them.

Gaiters are leggings made of Gore-Tex that fit from just below your knees, over your calves, and attach under your boots. They are of particular help when walking in damp areas or in places where rain is common. As your legs brush against ferns or low-lying plants, gaiters deflect the moisture. Without them, pants can get soaked wet in short order.

Many hikers would never hit the trail without hiking poles. Personally, they are not for me; I like to hike in rhythm and keeping my arms swinging effortlessly. I don’t like to have to watch where I’m putting my poles all the time. But for those who have trouble with footing, a cranky knee or ankle, or want the upper body workout, poles can be a good fit. If it floats your boat, bring ‘em.

Another tip: Should your boots become wet, never try to force-dry them. Some well-meaning folks will try to dry them quickly at the edge of a campfire, or at home, actually put the boots in an oven. While this may dry the boots, it can also loosen the glue that holds them together, ultimately weakening them until one day they fall apart in a heap.

A better bet is to treat the leather so the boots become water-repellent. Silicone-based liquids are the easiest to use and least greasy of the treatments available.

A final tip is to have another pair of lightweight shoes or moccasins that you can wear around camp and, in the process, give your feet the rest they deserve.

CLOTHING AND WEATHER PROTECTION

What started as an innocent pursuit of the perfect campground evolved into one heck of a predicament for Foonsky and me.

We had parked at the end of a logging road and then bushwhacked our way down a canyon to a pristine trout stream. On my first cast—a little flip into the plunge pool of a waterfall—I caught a 16-inch rainbow trout, a real beauty that jumped three times. Magic stuff.

Then, just across the stream, we saw it: The Perfect Camping Spot. On a sandbar on the edge of the forest, there lay a flat spot, high and dry above the river. Nearby was plenty of downed wood collected by past winter storms that we could use for firewood. And, of course, this beautiful trout stream was bubbling along just 40 yards from the site.

But nothing is perfect, right? To reach it, we had to wade across the river, although it didn’t appear to be too difficult. The cold water tingled a bit, and the river came up surprisingly high, just above the belt. But it would be worth it to camp at The Perfect Spot.

Once across the river, we put on some dry clothes, set up camp, explored the woods, and fished the stream, catching several nice trout for dinner. But late that afternoon, it started raining. What? Rain in the summertime? Nature makes its own rules. By the next morning, it was still raining, pouring like a Yosemite waterfall from a solid gray sky.

That’s when we noticed The Perfect Spot wasn’t so perfect. The rain had raised the river level too high for us to wade back across. We were marooned, wet, and hungry.

“Now we’re in a heck of a predicament,” said Foonsky, the water streaming off him.

Getting cold and wet on a camping trip with no way to warm up is not only unnecessary and uncomfortable, it can be a fast ticket to hypothermia, the number one killer of campers in the woods. By definition, hypothermia is a condition in which body temperature is lowered to the point that it causes illness. It is particularly dangerous because the afflicted are usually unaware it is setting in. The first sign is a sense of apathy, then a state of confusion, which can lead eventually to collapse (or what appears to be sleep), then death.

You must always have a way to get warm and dry in short order, regardless of any conditions you may face. If you have no way of getting dry, then you must take emergency steps to prevent hypothermia. (See the steps detailed in First Aid and Insect Protection in this chapter.)

But you should never reach that point. For starters, always have spare sets of clothing tucked away so no matter how cold and wet you might get, you have something dry to put on. On hiking trips, I always carry a second set of clothes, sealed to stay dry, in a plastic garbage bag. I keep a third set waiting back at the truck.

If you are car camping, your vehicle can cause an illusory sense of security. But with an extra set of dry clothes stashed safely away, there is no illusion. The security is real. And remember, no matter how hot the weather is when you start your trip, always be prepared for the worst. Foonsky and I learned the hard way.

So both of us were soaking wet on that sandbar. With no other choice, we tried holing up in the tent for the night. A sleeping bag with Quallofil or another polyester fiberfill can retain warmth even when wet, because the fill is hollow and retains its loft. So as miserable as it was, the night passed without incident.

The rain stopped the next day and the river dropped a bit, but it was still rolling big and angry. Using a stick as a wading staff, Foonsky crossed about 80 percent of the stream before he was dumped, but he made a jump for it and managed to scramble to the riverbank. He waved for me to follow. “No problem,” I thought.

It took me 20 minutes to reach nearly the same spot where Foonsky had been dumped. The heavy river current was above my belt and pushing hard. Then, in the flash of an instant, my wading staff slipped on a rock. I teetered in the river current and was knocked over like a bowling pin. I became completely submerged. I went tumbling down the river, heading right toward the waterfall. While underwater, I looked up at the surface, and I can remember how close it seemed yet how out of control I was. Right then, this giant hand appeared, and I grabbed it. It was Foonsky. If it weren’t for that hand, I would have sailed right over the waterfall.

My momentum drew Foonsky right into the river, and we scrambled in the current, but I suddenly sensed the river bottom under my knees. On all fours, the two of us clambered ashore. We were safe.

“Thanks, ol’ buddy,” I said.

“Man, we’re wet,” he responded. “Let’s get to the rig and get some dry clothes on.”

The Art of Layering

The most important element for enjoying the outdoor experience in any condition is to stay dry and warm. There is no substitute. You must stay dry and you must stay warm.

Thus comes the theory behind layering, which suggests that as your body temperature fluctuates or the weather shifts, you simply peel off or add available layers as needed—and have a waterproof shell available in case of rain.

The introduction of a new era of outdoor clothing has made it possible for campers to turn choosing clothes into an art form. Like art, it’s much more expensive than throwing on a pair of blue jeans, a T-shirt, and some flannel, but, for many, it is worth the price.

In putting together your ideal layering system, there are some general considerations. What you need to do is create a system that effectively combines elements of breathability, durability, insulation, rapid drying, water repellence, wicking, and wind resistance, while still being lightweight and offering the necessary freedom of movement, all with just a few garments.

The basic intent of a base layer is to manage moisture. Your base layer will be the first article of clothing you put on and the last to come off. Since your own skin will be churning out the perspiration, the goal of this second skin is to manage the moisture and move it away from you. The best base layers are made of bicomponent knits, that is, blends of polyester and cotton, which provide wicking and insulating properties in one layer.

The way it works is that the side facing your skin is water-hating, while the side away from your skin is water-loving; thus, it pulls or “wicks” moisture through the material. You’ll stay dry and happy, even with only one layer on, something not possible with old single-function weaves. The best include Capilene, Driclime, Lifa, Polartec 100, and Thermax. The only time that cotton should become a part of your base layer is if you wish to keep cool, not warm, such as in a hot desert climate where evaporative cooling becomes your friend, not your enemy.

Stretch fleece and microdenier pile also provide a good base layer, though they can be used as a second layer as well. Microdenier pile can be worn alone or layered under or over other pieces; it has excellent wicking capability as well as more windproof potential.

The next layer should be a light cotton shirt or a long-sleeved cotton/wool shirt, or both, depending on the coolness of the day. For pants, many just wear blue jeans when camping, but blue jeans can be hot and tight, and once wet, they tend to stay that way. Putting on wet blue jeans on a cold morning is a torturous way to start the day. A better choice is pants made from nylon with detachable leggings; these are light, have a lot of give, and dry quickly. If the weather is quite warm, nylon shorts that have some room to them can be the best choice. My preference is for The North Face dark-green expedition hiking shorts.

Finally, you should top the entire ensemble off with a thin, windproof, water-resistant layer. You want this layer to breathe, yet not be so porous that rain runs through it. Patagonia’s Velocity shell is one of the best; its outer fabric is treated with DWR (Durable Water Repellent finish) and the coating is by Gore-tex. Patagonia, Marmot, and The North Face and others all offer their own versions. Though condensation will still build up inside, it manages to get rid of enough moisture.

Note: It is critical to know the difference between “water-resistant” and “waterproof.” (This is covered under the Rain Gear section in this chapter.)

But hey, why does anybody need all this fancy stuff just to go camping? Fair question. You don’t have to opt for this aerobic-function fashion statement. It is unnecessary on many camping trips. The fact is that you must be ready for anything when you venture into the outdoors. The new era of outdoor clothing works, and it works better than anything that has come before. Regardless of what you choose, weather should never be a nuisance or cause discomfort. There is no such thing as bad weather, so the saying goes, only bad gear.

Hats

Another word of advice: Always pack along a warm hat for those times when you need to seal in warmth. You lose a large percentage of heat through your head. At night in cold weather, I wear a skullcap. During the day, I almost always wear a wide-brimmed hat, something like those that the legendary outlaws wore 150 years ago. There’s actually logic behind it: My hat is made of waterproof canvas, is rigged with a lariat (it can be cinched down when it’s windy), and has a wide brim that keeps the tops of my ears from being sunburned. If you’re outside a lot, do not wear baseball hats—the tops of your ears will burn to a red crisp. Years ago, that’s how an old friend of mine lost his ears to skin cancer.

HEAD LIGHT

I’ve tried many head lights and the Trail Torch Hat Light is my favorite by a mile (www.halibut.net, $9.95). It comes with five white and green LED lights in a horizontal row that clips under the bill of your hat. For the best option, order the set with three green lights (for night vision) and two white lights. (At night you’ll look like a jet coming in for a landing.)

Vests and Parkas

In cold weather, you should take the layer system one step further with a warm vest and a parka jacket. Vests are especially useful because they provide warmth without the bulkiness of a parka. The warmest vests and parkas are either filled with down or Quallofil, or they are made with a cotton/wool mix. Each has its respective merits and problems. Down fill provides the most warmth for the amount of weight, but becomes useless when wet, closely resembling a wet dishrag. Quallofil keeps much of its heat-retaining quality even when wet, but it is expensive. Vests made of cotton/wool mixes are the most attractive and also are quite warm, but they can be as heavy as a ship’s anchor when wet.

Sometimes, the answer is combining a parka with a vest. One of my best camping companions wears a good-looking cotton/wool vest and a parka filled with Quallofil. The vest never gets wet, so weight is not a factor.

Rain Gear

One of the most miserable nights of my life was on a camping trip for which I hadn’t brought my rain gear or a tent. Hey, it was early August, the temperature had been in the 90s for weeks, and if anybody had said it was going to rain, I would have told him to consult a brain doctor. But rain it did. And as I got wetter and wetter, I kept saying to myself, “Hey, it’s summer, it’s not supposed to rain.” Then I remembered one of the 10 commandments of camping: Forget your rain gear and you can guarantee it will rain.

To stay dry, you need some form of water-repellent shell. It can be as simple as a $5 poncho made out of plastic or as elaborate as a $300 Gore-Tex jacket-and-pants set. What counts is not how much you spend, but how dry you stay.

The most important thing to realize is that waterproof and water-resistant are completely different things. In addition, there is no such thing as rain gear that is both waterproof and breathable. The more waterproof a jacket is, the less it breathes. Conversely, the more breathable a jacket is, the less waterproof it becomes.

If you wear water-resistant rain gear in a sustained downpour, you’ll get soaked. Water-resistant rain gear is appealing because it breathes and will keep you dry in the light stuff, such as mist, fog, even a little splash from a canoe paddle. But in rain? Forget it.

So what is the solution?

I’ve decided that the best approach is a set of fairly light but 100 percent-waterproof rain gear. I recently bought a hooded jacket and pants from Coleman, and my assessment is that it is the most cost-efficient rain gear I’ve ever had. All I can say is, hey, it works: I stay dry, it doesn’t weigh much, and it didn’t cost a fortune.

The absolute best foul weather gear made is by Simms, both jacket and bib. While it is expensive, you will stay dry and warm in any condition but that in which you need a survival suit.

You can also stay dry with any of the waterproof plastics and even heavy-duty rubber-coated outfits made for commercial fishermen. But these are uncomfortable during anything but a heavy rain. Because they are heavy and don’t breathe, you’ll likely get soaked anyway (that is, from your own sweat), even if it isn’t raining hard.

On backpacking trips, I still stash a super-lightweight, water-repellent slicker for day hikes and a poncho, which I throw over my pack at night to keep it dry. But, otherwise, I never go anywhere—anywhere—without my rain gear.

Some do just fine with a cheap poncho, and note that ponchos can serve other uses in addition to a raincoat. Ponchos can be used as a ground tarp, as a rain cover for supplies or a backpack, or can be snapped together and roped up to trees in a pinch to provide a quick storm ceiling if you don’t have a tent. The problem with ponchos is that in a hard rain, you just don’t stay dry. First your legs get wet, then they get soaked. Then your arms follow the same pattern. If you’re wearing cotton, you’ll find that once part of the garment gets wet, the water spreads until, alas, you are dripping wet, poncho and all. Before long, you start to feel like a walking refrigerator.

One high-cost option is to buy a Gore-Tex rain jacket and pants. Gore-Tex is actually not a fabric, as is commonly believed, but a laminated film that coats a breathable fabric. The result is lightweight, water-repellent, breathable jackets and pants. They are perfect for campers, but they cost a fortune.

Some hiking buddies of mine have complained that the older Gore-Tex rain gear loses its water-repellent quality over time. However, manufacturers insist that this is the result of water seeping through seams, not leaks in the jacket. At each seam, tiny needles have pierced the fabric, and as tiny as the holes are, water will find a way through. An application of Seam Lock, especially at major seams around the shoulders of a jacket, can usually fix the problem.

If you don’t want to spend the big bucks for Gore-Tex rain gear but want more rain protection than a poncho affords, a coated nylon jacket is the compromise that many choose. They are inexpensive, have the highest water-repellency of any rain gear, and are warm, providing a good outer shell for your layers of clothing. But they are not without fault. These jackets don’t breathe at all, and if you zip them up tight, you can sweat a river.

My brother Rambob gave me a nylon jacket before a mountain-climbing expedition. I wore that cheap special all the way to the top with no complaints; it’s warm and 100 percent waterproof. The one problem with nylon comes when temperatures drop below freezing. It gets so stiff that it feels as if you are wearing a straitjacket.

There’s one more jacket-construction term to know: DWR, or Durable Water-Repellent finish. All of the top-quality jackets these days are DWR-treated. The DWR causes water to bead up on the shell. When the DWR wears off, even a once-waterproof jacket will feel like a wet dishrag.

Also note that ventilation is the key to coolness. The only ventilation on most shells is often the zipper. But waterproof jackets need additional openings. Look for mesh-backed pockets and underarm zippers, as well as cuffs, waists, and hems that can be adjusted to open wide. Storm flaps (the baffle over the zipper) that close with hook-and-loop material or snaps let you leave the zipper open for airflow into the jacket.

Other Gear

What are the three items most commonly forgotten on a camping trip? A hat, sunglasses, and lip balm.

A hat is crucial, especially when you are visiting high elevations. Without one you are constantly exposed to everything nature can give you. The sun will dehydrate you, sap your energy, sunburn your head, and in worst cases, cause sunstroke. Start with a comfortable hat. Then finish with sunglasses, lip balm, and sunscreen for additional protection. They will help protect you from extreme heat.

To guard against extreme cold, it’s a good idea to keep a pair of thin ski gloves stashed away with your emergency clothes, along with a wool ski cap, or a skull cap. The gloves should be thick enough to keep your fingers from stiffening up, but pliable enough to allow full movement so you don’t have to take them off to complete simple tasks, like lighting a stove. An alternative to gloves is glovelets, which look like gloves with no fingers. In any case, just because the weather turns cold doesn’t mean that your hands have to.

FOOD AND COOKING GEAR

It was a warm, crystal clear day, a perfect day for skydiving. That was exactly the case for my old pal Foonsky, who had never before tried the sport. But a funny thing happened after he jumped out of the plane and pulled on the rip cord: His parachute didn’t open.

In total free fall, Foonsky watched the earth below getting closer and closer. Not one to panic, he calmly pulled the ripcord on the emergency parachute. Again, nothing happened. No parachute, no nothing.

The ground was getting ever closer, and as he tried to search for a soft place to land, Foonsky detected a small object shooting up toward him, growing larger as it approached. It looked like a camper.

Figuring this was his last chance, Foonsky shouted as they passed in midair, “Hey, do you know anything about parachutes?”

The other fellow just yelled back as he headed off into space, “Do you know anything about lighting camping stoves?”

Well, Foonsky got lucky and his parachute opened. As for the other guy, well, he’s probably in orbit like a NASA weather satellite. If you’ve ever had a mishap while lighting a camping stove, you know exactly what I’m talking about.

When it comes to camping, all gear is not created equal. Nothing is more important than lighting your stove easily and having it reach full heat without feeling as if you’re playing with a short fuse to a miniature bomb. If your stove does not work right, your trip can turn into a disaster, regardless of how well you have planned the other elements. In addition, a bad stove will add an underlying sense of foreboding to your day. You will constantly have the inner suspicion that your darn stove is going to foul up again.


Camping Stoves


If you are buying a camping stove, remember this one critical rule: Do not leave the store with a new stove unless you have been shown exactly how to use it.

Know what you are getting. Many stores that specialize in outdoor recreation equipment now staff experienced campers/employees who will demonstrate the use of every stove they sell. While they’re at it, they’ll also describe the stoves’ respective strengths and weaknesses.

An innovation by Peak 1 is a two-burner butane-powered backpacking stove that allows you to boil water and heat a pot of food simultaneously. While that has long been standard for car campers using Coleman’s legendary camp stove, it was previously unheard of for wilderness campers in high-elevation areas. It’s a fantastic stove.

The standard Coleman car camping stove, the green one with the two burners, is a legend around the world. Electronic ignition has solved all the old lighting problems.

A stove that has developed a cult-like following is the little Sierra, which burns small twigs and pinecones, then uses a tiny battery-driven fan to develop increased heat and cooking ability. It’s an excellent alternative for long-distance backpacking trips, as it solves the problem of carrying a fuel bottle, especially on expeditions for which large quantities of fuel would otherwise be needed. Some tinkering with the flame (a very hot one) is required, and they are legal and functional only in the alpine zone where dry wood is available. Also note that in years with high fire danger, the U.S. Forest Service enacts rules prohibiting open flames, and fires are also often prohibited above an elevation of 10,000 feet.

The MSR Whisperlite is an icon among backpackers. I’ve gone through several of them. It uses white gas in a separate fuel container so you can easily monitor fuel consumption. The one flaw is the connector links from the fuel line. After a few years of heavy use, they can develop leaks; ignite and you’ve got meltdown.
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Stoves are available in many sizes and burn a variety of fuels.



For heavy, long-term use, ease of cleaning the burner is the most important. If you camp often, especially with a smaller stove, the burner holes will eventually become clogged. Some stoves have a built-in cleaning needle: a quick twist of the knob and you’re in business. Others require disassembly and a protracted cleaning session using special tools. If a stove is difficult to clean, you will tend to put off the tiresome chore, and your stove will sputter and pant while you watch that pot of water sitting there, staying cold.

Before making a purchase, have the salesperson show you how to clean the burner head. Except in the case of large, multi-burner family-style camping stoves, which rarely require cleaning, this run-through can do more to determine the long-term value of a stove than any other factor.

Fuels for Camping Stoves

White gas and butane have long been the most popular camp fuels, but a newly developed fuel could dramatically change that.

LPG (liquid petroleum gas) comes in cartridges for easy attachment to a stove or lantern. At room temperature, LPG is delivered in a combustible gaseous form. When you shake the cartridge, the contents sound liquid; that is because the gas liquefies under pressure, which is why it is so easy to use. Large amounts of fuel can be compressed into small canisters.

The following summaries detail the benefits and drawbacks of other available fuels:

• Butane: You don’t have to worry about explosions when using stoves that burn bottled butane fuel. Butane requires no pouring, pumping, or priming, and butane stoves are the easiest to light. Just turn a knob and light—that’s it. On the minus side, because it comes in bottles, you never know precisely how much fuel you have left. And when a bottle is empty, you have a potential piece of litter. (Never litter. Ever.)

The other problem with butane is that it just plain does not work well in cold weather or when there is little fuel left in the cartridge. Since you cannot predict mountain weather in spring or fall, you might wind up using more fuel than originally projected. That can be frustrating, particularly if your stove starts wheezing when there are still several days left to go. In addition, with most butane cartridges, if there is any chance of the temperature falling below freezing, you often have to sleep with the cartridge to keep it warm. Otherwise, forget about using it come morning.

• Butane/Propane: This blend offers higher octane performance than butane alone, solving the cold temperature doldrums somewhat. However, propane burns off before butane, so there’s a performance drop as the fuel level in the cartridge lowers.

• Coleman Max Performance Fuel: This fuel offers a unique approach to solving the consistent burn challenge facing all pressurized gas cartridges: operating at temperatures at or below 0°F. Using a standard propane/butane blend for high-octane performance, Coleman gets around the drop-off in performance other cartridges experience by using a version of fuel injection. A hose inside the cartridge pulls liquid fuel into the stove, where it vaporizes—a switch from the standard approach of pulling only a gaseous form of the fuel into a stove. By drawing liquid out of the cartridge, Coleman gets around the tendency of propane to burn off first and allows each cartridge to deliver a consistent mix of propane and butane to the stove’s burners throughout the cartridge’s life.

• Denatured alcohol: Though this fuel burns cleanly and quietly and is virtually explosion-proof, it generates much less heat than pressurized or liquid gas fuels.

• Kerosene: Never buy a stove that uses kerosene for fuel. Kerosene is smelly and messy, generates low heat, needs priming, and is virtually obsolete as a camp fuel in the United States. As a test, I once tried using a kerosene stove. I could scarcely boil a pot of water. In addition, some kerosene leaked out when the stove was packed, ruining everything it touched. The smell of kerosene never did go away. Kerosene remains popular in Europe only because most campers there haven’t yet heard much about white gas. When they do, they will demand it.

• Primus Tri-Blend: This blend is made up of 20 percent propane, 70 percent butane, and 10 percent isobutane and is designed to burn with more consistent heat and efficiency than standard propane/butane mixes.

• Propane: Now available for single-burner stoves using larger, heavier cartridges to accommodate higher pressures, propane offers the very best performance of any of the pressurized gas canister fuels.

• White gas: White gas is the most popular camp fuel in the United States because it is inexpensive and effective—not to mention, sold at most outdoor recreation stores and many supermarkets. It burns hot, has virtually no smell, and evaporates quickly when spilled. If you are caught in wet, miserable weather and can’t get a fire going, you can use white gas as an emergency fire starter; however, if you do so, use it sparingly and never on an open flame.

White gas is a popular fuel both for car campers who use the large, two-burner stoves equipped with a fuel tank and a pump and for hikers who carry a lightweight backpacking stove. On the latter, lighting can require priming with a gel called priming paste, which some people dislike. Another problem with white gas is that it can be extremely explosive.

As an example, I once almost burned my beard completely off in a mini-explosion while lighting one of the larger stoves designed for car camping. I was in the middle of cooking dinner when the flame suddenly shut down. Sure enough, the fuel tank was empty, and after refilling it, I pumped the tank 50 or 60 times to regain pressure. When I lit a match, the sucker ignited from three feet away. The resulting explosion was like a stick of dynamite going off, and immediately the smell of burning beard was in the air. In a flash, my once thick, dark beard had been reduced to a mass of little, yellow, burned curlicues.

My error? After filling the tank, I forgot to shut the fuel cock off while pumping up the pressure in the tank. As a result, the stove burners were slowly emitting the gas/air mixture as I pumped the tank, filling the air above the stove. Then, strike a match from even a few feet away and ka-boom!


  
    KEEP IT WILD TIP 4: CAMPFIRES

    1. Fire use can scar the backcountry. If a fire ring is not available, use a lightweight stove for cooking.

  

  2. Where fires are permitted, use existing fire rings away from large rocks or overhangs.

  3. Don’t char rocks by building new rings.

  4. Gather sticks from the ground that are no larger than the diameter of your wrist.

  5. Don’t snap branches of live, dead, or downed trees, which can cause personal injury and also scar the natural setting.

  6. Put the fire “dead out” and make sure it’s cold before departing. Remove all trash from the fire ring and sprinkle dirt over the site.

  7. Remember that some forest fires can be started by a campfire that appears to be out. Hot embers burning deep in the pit can cause tree roots to catch fire and burn underground. If you ever see smoke rising from the ground, seemingly from nowhere, dig down and put the fire out.



Building Fires

One summer expedition took me to the Canadian wilderness in British Columbia for a 75-mile canoe trip on the Bowron Lake Circuit, a chain of 13 lakes, six rivers, and seven portages. It is one of the greatest canoe trips in the world, a loop that ends just a few hundred feet from its starting point. But at the first camp at Kibbee Lake, my stove developed a fuel leak at the base of the burner, and the nuclear-like blast that followed just about turned Canada into a giant crater.

As a result, we had to complete the final 70 miles of the trip without a stove, cooking instead on open fires each night. The problem was compounded by the weather. It rained eight of the 10 days. Rain? In Canada, raindrops the size of silver dollars fall so hard they actually bounce on the lake surface. We had to stop paddling a few times to empty the rainwater out of the canoe. At the end of the day, we’d make camp and then face the critical decision: either make a fire or go to bed cold and hungry.

Equipped with an ax, at least we had a chance for success. Although the downed wood was soaked, I was able to make my own fire-starting tinder from the chips of split logs; no matter how hard it rains, the inside of a log is always dry.

In miserable weather, matches don’t stay lit long enough to get tinder started. Instead, we used either a candle or the little waxlike fire-starter cubes that remain lit for several minutes. From those, we could get the tinder going. Then we added small, slender strips of wood that had been axed from the interior of the logs. When the flame reached a foot high, we added the logs, their dry interior facing in. By the time the inside of the logs had caught fire, the outside was drying from the heat. It wasn’t long before a royal blaze was brightening the rainy night.

That’s a worst-case scenario, and I hope you will never face anything like it. Nevertheless, being able to build a good fire and cook on it can be one of the more satisfying elements of a camping trip. At times, just looking into the flames can provide a special satisfaction at the end of a good day.

However, never expect to build a fire for every meal or, in some cases, even to build one at all. Many state and federal campgrounds have been picked clean of downed wood. During the fire season, the danger of forest fires can force rangers to prohibit fires altogether. In either case, you must use your camp stove or go hungry.

But when you can build a fire and the resources for doing so are available, it will enhance the quality of your camping experience. Of the campgrounds listed in this book, those where you are permitted to build fires will usually have fire rings. In primitive areas where you can make your own fire, you should dig a ring eight inches deep, line the edges with rock, and clear all the needles and twigs in a five-foot radius. The next day, when the fire is dead, you can scatter the rocks, fill over the black charcoal with dirt, and then spread pine needles and twigs over it. Nobody will even know you camped there. That’s the best way I know to keep a secret spot a real secret.

When you start to build a campfire, the first thing you will notice is that no matter how good your intentions, your fellow campers will not be able to resist moving the wood around. Watch. You’ll be getting ready to add a key piece of wood at just the right spot, and your companion will stick his mitts in, confidently believing he has a better idea. He’ll shift the fire around and undermine your best-thought-out plans.

So I enforce a rule on camping trips: One person makes the fire while everybody else stands clear or is involved with other camp tasks, such as gathering wood, getting water, putting up tents, or planning dinner. Once the fire is going strong, then it’s fair game; anyone adds logs at his or her discretion. But in the early, delicate stages of the campfire, it’s best to leave the work to one person.

Before a match is ever struck, you should gather a complete pile of firewood. Then, start small, with the tiniest twigs you can find, and slowly add larger twigs as you go, crisscrossing them like a miniature tepee. Eventually, you will get to the big chunks that produce high heat. The key is to get one piece of wood burning into another, which then burns into another, setting off what I call the chain of flame. Conversely, single pieces of wood set apart from each other will not burn.

On a dry summer evening at a campsite where plenty of wood is available, about the only way you can blow the deal is to get impatient and try to add the big pieces too quickly. Do that and you’ll get smoke, not flames, and it won’t be long before every one of your fellow campers is poking at your fire. It will drive you crazy, but they just won’t be able to help it.

Cooking Gear

I like traveling light, and I’ve found that all I need for cooking is a pot, small frying pan, metal pot grabber, fork, knife, cup, and matches. If you want to keep the price of food low and also cook customized dinners each night, a small pressure cooker can be just the ticket. (See Keeping the Price Down in this chapter.) I store all my gear in one small bag that fits into my pack. If I’m camping out of my four-wheel-drive rig, I can easily keep track of the little bag of cooking gear. Going simple, not complicated, is the key to keeping a camping trip on the right track.

You can get more elaborate by buying complete kits with plates, a coffeepot, large pots, and other cookware, but what really counts is having a single pot that makes you happy. It needs to be just the right size, not too big or small, and stable enough so it won’t tip over, even if it is at a slight angle on a fire, filled with water at a full boil. Mine is just six inches wide and 4.5 inches deep. It holds better than a quart of water and has served me well for several hundred camp dinners.

The rest of your cook kit is easy to complete. The frying pan should be small, light-gauge aluminum, and Teflon-coated, with a fold-in handle so it’s no hassle to store. A pot grabber is a great addition. This little aluminum gadget clamps to the edge of pots and allows you to lift them and pour water with total control and without burning your fingers. For cleanup, take along a plastic scrubber and a small bottle filled with dish soap, and you’re in business.

A sierra cup, a wide aluminum cup with a wire handle, is an ideal item to carry because you can eat out of it as well as use it for drinking. This means no plates to scrub after dinner, so washing up is quick and easy. In addition, if you go for a hike, you can clip its handle to your belt. Some people bring a giant cup called a “Fair Share.” In expeditions where food has to be rationed, they manage to get a lot more than their “fair share” because a cup of food looks so small in these giant vessels.

If you opt for a more formal setup, complete with plates, glasses, silverware, and the like, you can end up spending more time preparing and cleaning up after meals than enjoying the country you are exploring. In addition, the more equipment you bring, the more loose ends you will have to deal with, and loose ends can cause plenty of frustration. If you have a choice, go simple.

Remember what Thoreau said: “A man is rich in proportion to what he can do without.”

Food and Cooking Tricks

On a trip to the Bob Marshall Wilderness in western Montana, I woke up one morning, yawned, and said, “What’ve we got for breakfast?”

The silence was ominous. “Well,” finally came the response, “we don’t have any food left.”

“What!?”

“Well, I figured we’d catch trout for meals every other night.”

On the return trip, we ended up eating wild berries, buds, and, yes, even roots (not too tasty). When we finally landed the next day at a suburban pizza parlor, we nearly ate the wooden tables.

Running out of food on a camping trip can do more to turn reasonable people into violent grumps than any other event. There’s no excuse for it, not when figuring meals can be done precisely and with little effort. You should not go out and buy a bunch of food, throw it in your rig, and head off for yonder. That leaves too much to chance. And if you’ve ever been really hungry in the woods, you know it’s worth a little effort to guard against a day or two of starvation. Here’s a three-step solution:

1. Draw up a general meal-by-meal plan and make sure your companions like what’s on it.

2. Tell your companions to buy any specialty items (such as a special brand of coffee) on their own and not to expect you to take care of everything.

3. Put all the food on your living room floor and literally plan out every day of your trip, meal by meal, putting the food in plastic bags as you go. That way, you will know exact food quotas and you won’t go hungry.

Fish for your dinner? There’s one guarantee as far as that goes: If you expect to catch fish for meals, you will most certainly get skunked. If you don’t expect to catch fish for meals, you will probably catch so many they’ll be coming out of your ears. I’ve seen it a hundred times.


  HOW TO MAKE BEEF JERKY IN YOUR OWN KITCHEN

  Start with a couple of pieces of meat: lean top round, sirloin, or tritip. Cut them into 3/16-inch strips across the grain, trimming out the membrane, gristle, and fat. Marinate the strips for 24 hours in a glass dish. The fun begins in picking a marinade. Try two-thirds teriyaki sauce, one-third Worcestershire sauce. You can customize the recipe by adding pepper, ground mustard, bay leaf, red wine vinegar, garlic, and, for the brave, Tabasco sauce.

  After a day or so, squeeze out each strip of meat with a rolling pin, lay them in rows on a cooling rack over a cookie sheet, and dry them in the oven at 125°F for 12 hours. Thicker pieces can take as long as 18-24 hours.

  That’s it. The hardest part is cleaning the cookie sheet when you’re done. The easiest part is eating your own homemade jerky while sitting at a lookout on a mountain ridge. The do-it-yourself method for jerky may take a day or so, but it is cheaper and can taste better than any store-bought jerky.

  —my thanks to Jeff Patty for this recipe



Keeping the Price Down

“There must be some mistake,” I said with a laugh. “Whoever paid $750 for camp food?”

But the amount was as clear as the digital numbers on the cash register: $753.27.

“How is this possible?” I asked the clerk.

“Just add it up,” she responded, irritated.

Then I started figuring. The freeze-dried backpack dinners cost $6 apiece. A small pack of beef jerky went for $2, the beef sticks for $0.75, granola bars for $0.50. Multiply it all by four hungry men, including Foonsky.

The dinners alone cost close to $500. Add in the usual goodies—candy, coffee, dried fruit, granola bars, jerky, oatmeal, soup, and Tang—and I felt as if an earthquake had struck when I saw the tab.

A lot of campers have received similar shocks. In preparation for their trips, campers shop with enthusiasm. Then they pay the bill in horror.

Well, there are solutions, lots of them. You can eat gourmet-style in the outback without having your wallet cleaned out. But it requires do-it-yourself cooking, more planning, and careful shopping. It also means transcending the push-button, I-want-it-now attitude that so many people can’t leave behind when they go to the mountains.

Now when Foonsky, Mr. Furnai, Rambob, and I sit down to eat such a meal, we don’t call it “eating.” We call it “hodgepacking” or “time to pack your hodge.” After a particularly long day on the trail, you can do some serious hodgepacking.

If your trip is a shorter one, say for a weekend, consider bringing more fresh food to add some sizzle to the hodge. You can design a hot soup/stew mix that is good enough to eat at home.

Start by bringing a pot of water to a full boil, and then add pasta, ramen noodles, or macaroni. While it simmers, cut in a potato, carrot, onion, and garlic clove, and cook for about 10 minutes. When the vegetables have softened, add in a soup mix or two, maybe some cheese, and you are just about in business. But you can still ruin it and turn your hodge into slodge. Make sure you read the directions on the soup mix to determine cooking time. It can vary widely. In addition, make sure you stir the whole thing up; otherwise, you will get those hidden dry clumps of soup mix that taste like garlic sawdust.

How do I know? Well, it was up near Kearsage Pass in the Sierra Nevada, where, feeling half-starved, I dug into our nightly hodge. I will never forget that first bite—I damn near gagged to death. Foonsky laughed at me, until he took his first bite (a nice big one) and then turned green.

Another way to trim food costs is to make your own beef jerky, the trademark staple of campers for more than 200 years. A tiny packet of beef jerky costs $2, and for that 250-mile expedition, I spent $150 on jerky alone. Never again. Now we make our own and get big strips of jerky that taste better than anything you can buy.

For a crew of four, you can get by with two freeze-dried dinners that you cook right in the container pouch. Liam Furniss discovered that by adding a separate bonus pack of garlic-seasoned mashed potatoes, which cook in 90 seconds; everybody has plenty of food. That goes even for his dad Mo, with his gigantic, crater-of-the-moon “Fair Share” cup.

You can supplement your eats with sweets, nuts, freeze-dried fruits, and drink mixes. In any case, make sure you keep the dinner menu varied. If you and your buddies look into your dinner cups and groan, “Ugh, not this again,” you will soon start dreaming of cheeseburgers and french fries instead of hiking, fishing, and finding beautiful campsites.

If you are car camping and have a big ice chest, you can bring virtually anything to eat and drink. If you are on the trail and don’t mind paying the price, the newest freeze-dried dinners provide another option.

Some of the biggest advances in the outdoors industry have come in the form of freeze-dried dinners. Some of them are almost good enough to serve in restaurants. Sweet-and-sour pork over rice, tostadas, Burgundy chicken—it sure beats the poopy goop we used to eat, like the old soupy chili-mac dinners that tasted bad and looked so unlike food that consumption was nearly impossible, even for my dog, Rebel. Foonsky usually managed to get it down, but just barely.

To provide an idea of how to plan a menu, consider what my companions and I ate while hiking 250 miles on California’s John Muir Trail:

• Breakfast: instant soup, oatmeal (never get plain), one beef or jerky stick, coffee or hot chocolate.

• Lunch: one beef stick, two jerky sticks, one granola bar, dried fruit, half cup of pistachio nuts, Tang, one small bag of M&Ms.

• Dinner: instant soup, one freeze-dried dinner (split between two people), one milk bar, rainbow trout.

What was that last item? Rainbow trout? Right! Unless you plan on it, you can catch them every night.

Trout Dinner

If all this still doesn’t sound like your idea of a gourmet but low-cost camping meal, well, you are forgetting the main course: rainbow trout. Remember: If you don’t plan on catching them for dinner, you’ll probably land more than you can finish in one night’s hodgepacking.

Some campers go to great difficulties to cook their trout, bringing along frying pans, butter, grills, tinfoil, and more, but all you need is some seasoned salt and a campfire.

Rinse the gutted trout, and while it’s still wet, sprinkle on a good dose of seasoned salt, both inside and out. Clear any burning logs to the side of the campfire, then lay the trout right on the coals, turning it once so both sides are cooked. Sound ridiculous? Sound like you are throwing the fish away? Sound like the fish will burn up? Sound like you will have to eat the campfire ash? Wrong on all counts. The fish cooks perfectly, the ash doesn’t stick, and after cooking trout this way, you may never fry trout again.

If you can’t convince your buddies, who may insist that trout should be fried, then make sure you have butter to fry it in, not oil. Also make sure you cook them all the way through, so the meat strips off the backbone in two nice, clean fillets. The fish should end up looking like one that Sylvester the Cat just drew out of his mouth—only the head, tail, and a perfect skeleton.

FIRST AID AND INSECT PROTECTION

Mountain nights don’t get any more perfect, I thought as I lay in my sleeping bag.

The sky looked like a mass of jewels and the air tasted sweet and smelled of pines. A shooting star fireballed across the sky, and I remember thinking, “It just doesn’t get any better.”

Just then, as I was drifting into sleep, a mysterious buzz appeared from nowhere and deposited itself inside my left ear. Suddenly awake, I whacked my ear with the palm of my hand, hard enough to cause a minor concussion. The buzz disappeared. I pulled out my flashlight and shined it on my palm, and there, lit in the blackness of night, lay the squished intruder: a mosquito, dead amid a stain of blood.

Satisfied, I turned off the light, closed my eyes, and thought of the fishing trip planned for the next day. Then I heard them. It was a squadron of mosquitoes making landing patterns around my head. I tried to grab them with an open hand, but they dodged the assault and flew off. Just 30 seconds later, another landed in my left ear. I promptly dispatched the invader with a rip of the palm.

Now I was completely awake, so I got out of my sleeping bag to retrieve some mosquito repellent. But en route, several of the buggers swarmed and nailed me in the back and arms. After I applied the repellent and settled snugly again in my sleeping bag, the mosquitoes would buzz a few inches from my ear. After getting a whiff of the poison, they would fly off. It was like sleeping in a sawmill.

The next day, drowsy from little sleep, I set out to fish. I’d walked but 15 minutes when I brushed against a bush and felt a stinging sensation on the inside of my arm, just above the wrist. I looked down: A tick had his clamps in me. I ripped it out before he could embed his head into my skin.

After catching a few fish, I sat down against a tree to eat lunch and just watch the water go by. My dog, Rebel, sat down next to me and stared at the beef jerky I was munching as if it were a T-bone steak. I finished eating, gave him a small piece, patted him on the head, and said, “Good dog.” Right then, I noticed an itch on my arm where a mosquito had drilled me. I unconsciously scratched it. Two days later, in that exact spot, some nasty red splotches started popping up. Poison oak. By petting my dog and then scratching my arm, I had transferred the oil residue of the poison oak leaves from Rebel’s fur to my arm.

When I returned home, Foonsky asked me about the trip.

“Great,” I said. “Mosquitoes, ticks, poison oak. Can hardly wait to go back.”

“Sorry I missed out,” he answered.

Mosquitoes, No-See-Ums, Horseflies

On a trip to Canada, Foonsky and I were fishing a small lake from the shore when suddenly a black horde of mosquitoes could be seen moving across the lake toward us. It was like when the French army looked across the Rhine and saw the Wehrmacht coming. There was a buzz in the air. We fought them off for a few minutes, then made a fast retreat to the truck and jumped in, content the buggers had been foiled. But in some way still unknown to us, the mosquitoes gained entry to the truck. In 10 minutes, we squished 15 of them as they attempted to plant their oil drills into our skins. Just outside the truck, the black horde waited for us to make a tactical error, such as rolling down a window. It finally took a miraculous hailstorm to squelch the attack.

When it comes to mosquitoes, no-see-ums, gnats, and horseflies, there are times when there is nothing you can do. However, in most situations, you can muster a defense to repel the attack.

When under heavy attack by mosquitoes, the first key is to wear clothing too heavy for them to drill through. Expose a minimum of skin, wear a hat, and tie a bandanna around your neck, preferably one that has been sprayed with repellent. If you try to get by with just a thin cotton T-shirt and nylon shorts, you will be declared a federal mosquito sanctuary.

So, first, your skin must be well covered, with only your hands and face exposed. Second, you should have your companion spray your clothes with repellent. (I prefer Deep Woods Off!) Third, you should dab liquid repellent directly on your skin.

At night, the easiest way to get a good sleep without mosquitoes buzzing in your ear is to sleep in a bug-proof tent. If the nights are warm and you want to see the stars, new tent models are available that have a skylight covered with mosquito netting. If you don’t like tents on summer evenings, mosquito netting rigged with an air space at your head can solve the problem. Otherwise, prepare to get bitten, even with the use of mosquito repellent.

A newer option is a battery-powered, clip-on mosquito repellent made by Off! that is also portable. It includes a canister that lasts 12 hours and a small fan, so you can set right next to you. That’s right, you don’t spray it on.

If your problems are with no-see-ums or biting horseflies, then you need a slightly different approach. No-see-ums are tiny black insects that look like nothing more than a sliver of dirt on your skin. Then you notice something stinging, and when you rub the area, you scratch up a little no-see-um. The results are similar to mosquito bites, making your skin itch, splotch, and, when you get them bad, swell. In addition to using the techniques described to repel mosquitoes, you should go one step further.

The problem is that no-see-ums are tricky little devils. Somehow, they can actually get under your socks and around your ankles, where they will bite to their hearts’ content all night long while you sleep, itch, sleep, and itch some more. The best solution is to apply a liquid repellent to your ankles, then wear clean socks.

Horseflies are another story. They are rarely a problem, but when they get their dander up, they can cause trouble you’ll never forget.

Always wear sunglasses when you hike. If you enter an area with flies, the moisture from your eyes will attract them. The sunglasses will keep them from getting in your eyes.

On one trip, Foonsky and I were paddling a canoe along the shoreline of a Lake Quesnel in British Columbia. This giant horsefly, about the size of a fingertip, started dive-bombing the canoe. After 20 minutes, it landed on Foonsky’s thigh. He immediately slammed it with an open hand, then let out a blood-curdling “Yeeeee-ow!” that practically sent ripples across the lake. When Foonsky whacked it, the horsefly had somehow turned around and bit him on the hand, leaving a huge red welt.

In the next 10 minutes, that big fly strafed the canoe on more dive-bomb runs. I finally got my canoe paddle, swung it as if it were a baseball bat, and nailed that horsefly as if I’d hit a home run. It landed about 15 feet from the boat, still alive and buzzing in the water. While I was trying to figure what it would take to kill this bugger, a large rainbow trout surfaced and snatched it out of the water, finally avenging the assault.

If you have horsefly or yellow jacket problems, you’d best just leave the area. One, two, or a few can be dealt with. More than that and your fun camping trip will be about as fun as being roped to a tree and stung by an electric shock rod.

On most trips, you will spend time doing everything possible to keep from getting bitten by mosquitoes or no-see-ums. When your attempts fail, you must know what to do next, and fast, especially if you are among those ill-fated campers who get big, red lumps from a bite inflicted from even a microscopic mosquito.

A fluid called After Bite or a dab of ammonia should be applied immediately to the bite. To start the healing process, apply a first-aid gel (not a liquid), such as the one made by Campho-Phenique.

DEET

What is DEET? You’re not likely to find the word DEET on any repellent label. That’s because DEET stands for N,N diethyl-m-toluamide. If the label contains this scientific name, the repellent contains DEET. Despite fears of DEET-associated health risks and the increased attention given natural alternatives, DEET-based repellents are still acknowledged as by far the best option when serious insect protection is required.

On one trip, I had a small bottle of mosquito repellent in the same pocket as a Swiss army knife. Guess what happened? The mosquito repellent leaked a bit and literally melted the insignia right off the knife. DEET will also melt synthetic clothes. That is why, in bad mosquito country, I’ll expose a minimum of skin, just hands and face (with full beard), apply the repellent only to my cheeks and the back of my hands, and perhaps wear a bandanna sprinkled with a few drops as well. That does the trick, with a minimum of exposure to the repellent.

“NATURAL” REPELLENTS

Are natural alternatives a safer choice than DEET? Some are potentially hazardous if ingested, and most are downright painful if they find their way into the eyes or onto mucus membranes. For example, pennyroyal is perhaps the most toxic of the essential oils used to repel insects and can be deadly if taken internally. Other oils used include cedarwood, citronella, and perhaps the most common, eucalyptus and peppermint.

How effective are natural repellents? The average effective repelling time of a citronella product appears to range from 1.5-2 hours, so it must be reapplied to be effective.

What other chemical alternatives are there? Another line of defense against insects is the chemical permethrin, used on clothing, not on skin. Permethrin-based products are designed to repel and kill arthropods or crawling insects, making them a preferred repellent for ticks. The currently available products remain effective—repelling and killing chiggers, mosquitoes, and ticks—for two weeks and through two launderings.

Ticks

Ticks are nasty little vermin that will wait in ambush, jump on unsuspecting prey, and then crawl to a prime location before filling their bodies with their victim’s blood.

I call them Dracula bugs, but by any name they can be a terrible camp pest. Ticks rest on grass and low plants and attach themselves to those who brush against the vegetation (dogs are particularly vulnerable). Typically, they can be found no more than 18 inches above ground, and if you stay on the trails, you can usually avoid them.

There are two common species of ticks. The common coastal tick is larger, brownish in color, and prefers to crawl around before putting its clamps on you. The feel of any bug crawling on your skin can be creepy, but consider it a forewarning of assault; you can just pick the tick off and dispatch it. The coastal tick’s preferred destination is usually the back of your neck, just where the hairline starts. The other species, the wood tick, is small and black, and when he puts his clamps in, it’s immediately painful. When a wood tick gets into a dog for a few days, it can cause a large red welt. In either case, ticks should be removed as soon as possible.

If you have hiked in areas infested with ticks, it is advisable to shower as soon as possible, washing your clothes immediately. If you just leave your clothes in a heap, a tick can crawl out and invade your home. They like warmth, and one way or another, they can end up in your bed. Waking up in the middle of the night with a tick crawling across your chest can be unsettling, to put it mildly.

Once a tick has its clampers in your skin, you must determine how long it has been there. If it has been a short time, the most painless and effective method for removal is to take a pair of sharp tweezers and grasp the little devil, making certain to isolate the mouth area, then pull him out. Reader Johvin Perry sent in the suggestion to coat the tick with Vaseline, which will cut off its oxygen supply, after which it may voluntarily give up the hunt.

If the tick has been in longer, you may wish to have a doctor extract it. Some people will burn a tick with a cigarette or poison it with lighter fluid, but neither is advisable. No matter how you do it, you must take care to remove all of the tick, especially its clawlike mouth.

The wound, however small, should then be cleansed and dressed. First, apply liquid peroxide, which cleans and sterilizes, and then apply a dressing coated with a first-aid gel, such as First-Aid Cream, Campho-Phenique, or Neosporin.

Lyme disease, which can be transmitted by the bite of a deer tick, is rare but common enough to warrant some attention. To prevent tick bites, some people tuck their pant legs into their hiking socks and spray tick repellent, called Permamone, on their pants.

The first symptom of Lyme disease is a bright red, splotchy rash that develops around the bite area. Other possible early symptoms include headache, nausea, fever, and/or a stiff neck. If any of these happen, or if you have any doubts, you should see your doctor immediately. If you do get Lyme disease, don’t panic. Doctors say it is easily treated in the early stages with simple antibiotics. If you are nervous about getting Lyme disease, carry a small plastic bag with you when you hike. If a tick manages to get his clampers into you, put the tick in the plastic bag after you pull it out. Then give it to your doctor for analysis to see if the tick is a carrier of the disease.

During the course of my hiking and camping career, I have removed ticks from my skin hundreds of times without any problems. However, if you are worried about ticks, you can buy a tick removal kit from any outdoors store. These kits allow you to remove ticks in such a way that their toxins are guaranteed not to enter your bloodstream.

If you are particularly wary of ticks or perhaps even have nightmares of them, wear long pants that are tucked into your socks, as well as a long-sleeved shirt tucked securely into your pants and held with a belt. Clothing should be light in color, making it easier to see ticks, and tightly woven so ticks have trouble hanging on. On one hike with my mom, Eleanor, I brushed more than 100 ticks off my blue jeans in less than an hour, while she did not pick up a single one on her polyester pants.

Perform tick checks regularly, especially on the back of the neck. The combination of DEET insect repellents applied to the skin and permethrin repellents applied directly to clothing is considered to be the most effective line of defense against ticks.

Poison Oak

After a nice afternoon hike, about a five-miler, I was concerned about possible exposure to poison oak, so I immediately showered and put on clean clothes. Then I settled into a chair with my favorite foamy elixir to watch the end of a baseball game. But the game went on for hours, 18 innings; meanwhile, my dog, tired from the hike, went to sleep on my bare ankles.

A few days later, I had a case of poison oak. My feet looked as though they had been on fire and put out with an ice pick. The lesson? Don’t always trust your dog, give him a bath as well, and beware of extra-inning ball games.

You can get poison oak only from direct contact with the oil residue from the plant’s leaves. It can be passed in a variety of ways, as direct as skin-to-leaf contact or as indirect as leaf to dog, dog to sofa, sofa to skin. Once you have it, there is little you can do but feel horribly itchy. Applying Caladryl lotion or its equivalent can help because it contains antihistamines, which attack and dry the itch.

My pal Furniss offers a tip that may sound crazy but seems to work. You should expose the afflicted area to the hottest water you can stand, then suddenly immerse it in cold water. The hot water opens the skin pores and gets the “itch” out, and the cold water then quickly seals the pores.

In any case, you’re a lot better off if you don’t get poison oak to begin with. Remember that poison oak can disguise itself. In the spring, it is green; then it gradually turns reddish in the summer. By fall, it becomes a bloody, ugly-looking red. In the winter, it loses its leaves altogether and appears to be nothing more than the barren, brown sticks of a small plant. However, at any time and in any form, its contact with skin can quickly lead to infection.

Some people are more easily afflicted than others, but if you are one of the lucky few who aren’t, don’t cheer too loudly. While some people can be exposed to the oil residue of poison oak with little or no effect, the body’s resistance can gradually be worn down with repeated exposure. At one time, I could practically play in the stuff and the only symptom would be a few little bumps on the inside of my wrist. Now, more than 15 years later, my resistance has broken down. If I merely brush against poison oak now, in a few days the exposed area can look as if it were used for a track meet.

So regardless of whether you consider yourself vulnerable or not, you should take heed to reduce your exposure. That can be done by staying on trails when you hike and making sure your dog does the same. Remember, the worst stands of poison oak are usually brush-infested areas just off the trail. Also protect yourself by dressing so your skin is completely covered, wearing long-sleeved shirts, long pants, and boots. If you suspect you’ve been exposed, immediately wash your clothes and then wash yourself with aloe vera, rinsing with a cool shower.

And don’t forget to give your dog a bath as well.

Sunburn

The most common injury suffered on camping trips is sunburn, yet some people wear it as a badge of honor, believing that it somehow enhances their virility. Well, it doesn’t. Neither do suntans. Too much sun can lead to serious burns or sunstroke.

Both are easy enough to avoid. Use a high-level sunscreen on your skin, apply lip balm, and wear sunglasses and a hat. If any area gets burned, apply first-aid cream, which will soothe and provide moisture to the parched skin.

The best advice is not to get even a suntan. Those who tan are involved in a practice that can eventually ruin their skin and possibly lead to cancer.

Giardia and Cryptosporidium

You have just hiked in to your backwoods spot, you’re thirsty and a bit tired, but you smile as you consider the prospects. Everything seems perfect—there’s not a stranger in sight, and you have nothing to do but relax with your pals.

You toss down your gear, grab your cup, dip it into the stream, and take a long drink of that ice-cold mountain water. It seems crystal pure and sweeter than anything you’ve ever tasted. It’s not till later that you find out it can be just like drinking a cup of poison.

Whether you camp in the wilderness or not, if you hike, you’re going to get thirsty. And if your canteen runs dry, you’ll start eyeing any water source. Stop! Do not pass Go. Do not drink.
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Always filter water before drinking.



By drinking what appears to be pure mountain water without first treating it, you can ingest a microscopic protozoan called Giardia lamblia. The ensuing abdominal cramps can make you feel like your stomach and intestinal tract are in a knot, ready to explode. With that comes long-term diarrhea that is worse than even a bear could imagine.

Doctors call the disease giardiasis, or giardia for short, but it is difficult to diagnose. One friend of mine who contracted giardia was told he might have stomach cancer before the proper diagnosis was made.

Drinking directly from a stream or lake does not mean you will get giardia, but you are taking a giant chance. There is no reason to assume such a risk, potentially ruining your trip and enduring weeks of misery.

A lot of people are taking that risk. I made a personal survey of campers in the Yosemite National Park wilderness, and found that roughly only one in 10 was equipped with some kind of water-purification system. The result, according to the Public Health Service, is that an average of 4 percent of all backpackers and campers suffer giardiasis. According to the Parasitic Diseases Division of the Center for Infectious Diseases, the rates range from 1 percent to 20 percent across the country.

But if you get giardia, you are not going to care about the statistics. “When I got giardia, I just about wanted to die,” said Henry McCarthy, a California camper. “For about 10 days, it was the most terrible thing I have ever experienced. And through the whole thing, I kept thinking, ‘I shouldn’t have drunk that water, but it seemed all right at the time.’”

That is the mistake most campers make. The stream might be running free, gurgling over boulders in the high country, tumbling into deep, oxygenated pools. It looks pure. Then in a few days, the problems suddenly start. Drinking untreated water from mountain streams is a lot like playing Russian roulette. Sooner or later the gun goes off.


  
    KEEP IT WILD TIP 5: SANITATION

    If no refuse facility is available:

    1. Deposit human waste in “cat holes” dug 6-8 inches deep. Cover and disguise the cat hole when finished.

  

  2. Deposit human waste at least 75 paces (200 feet) from any water source or camp.

  3. Use toilet paper sparingly. When finished, carefully burn it in the cat hole, then bury it.

  4. If no appropriate burial locations are available, such as in popular wilderness camps above tree line in granite settings, then all human refuse should be double-bagged and packed out.

  5. At boat-in campsites, chemical toilets are required. Chemical toilets can also solve the problem of larger groups camping for long stays at one location where no facilities are available.

  6. To wash dishes or your body, carry water away from the source and use small amounts of biodegradable soap. Scatter dishwater after all food particles have been removed.

  7. Scour your campsites for even the tiniest piece of trash and any other evidence of your stay. Pack out all the trash you can, even if it’s not yours. Finding cigarette butts, for instance, provides special irritation for most campers. Pick them up and discard them properly.

  8. Never litter. Never. Or you become the enemy of all others.



STERIPEN

We would never do another wilderness trip without one and I keep mine with me all the time. By using UV light, the SteriPEN destroys viruses, bacteria, and protozoa (like Giardia) that can make you sick. Dip your water bottle in a cold stream, purify the water with the UV light in under two minutes, and drink all the cold, clean mountain water you can. It’s like having a cooler full of ice-cold water with you all the time. On expeditions of more than four days, make sure you bring extra batteries.

FILTERS

Handheld filters are getting more compact, lighter, easier to use, and often less expensive. Having to boil water or endure chemicals that leave a bad taste in the mouth has been all but eliminated.

With a filter, you just pump and drink. Filtering strains out microscopic contaminants, rendering the water clear and somewhat pure. How pure? That depends on the size of the filter’s pores—what manufacturers call pore-size efficiency. A filter with a pore-size efficiency of one micron or smaller will remove protozoa, such as Giardia lamblia and cryptosporidium, as well as parasitic eggs and larva, but it takes a pore-size efficiency of less than 0.4 micron to remove bacteria. All but one of the filters recommended here do that.

A good backcountry water filter weighs less than 20 ounces, is easy to grasp, simple to use, and a snap to clean and maintain. At the very least, buy one that will remove protozoa and bacteria. (A number of cheap, pocket-sized filters remove only Giardia lamblia and cryptosporidium. That, in my book, is risking your health to save money.) Consider the flow rate, too: A liter per minute is good.

All filters will eventually clog—it’s a sign that they’ve been doing their job. If you force water through a filter that’s becoming difficult to pump, you risk injecting a load of microbial nasties into your bottle. Some models can be back-washed, brushed, or, as with ceramic elements, scrubbed to extend their useful lives. And if the filter has a pre-filter to screen out the big stuff, use it: It will give your filter a boost in mileage, which can then top out at about 100 gallons per disposable element. Any of the filters reviewed here will serve well on an outing into the wilds, providing you always play by the manufacturer’s rules.

• First Need Deluxe: The filter pumps smoothly and puts out more than a liter per minute. The 15-ounce First Need Deluxe from General Ecology does something no other handheld filter will do: It removes protozoa, bacteria, and viruses without using chemicals. Such effectiveness is the result of a fancy three-stage matrix system. The First Need has been around since 1982. Additional cartridges mean you just replace the cartridge, not the entire unit. If you drop the filter and unknowingly crack the cartridge, all the little nasties can get through. A small point worth noting.

• Basic Designs Ceramic: It clogs quickly and therefore is not a good choice for long trips. The Basic Designs Ceramic Filter Pump weighs eight ounces and is as stripped-down a filter as you’ll find. The pump is simple, easy to use, and quite reliable. The ceramic filter effectively removes protozoa and bacteria, making it ideal and cost effective for backpacking—but it won’t protect against viruses. Also, the filter element is too bulbous to work directly from a shallow water source; as with the PentaPure, you’ll have to decontaminate a pot, cup, or bottle to transfer your unfiltered water.

• Katadyn Hiker Pro: The Katadyn effectively removes protozoa and bacteria. I found it challenging to put any kind of power behind the pump’s tiny handle, and the filtered water comes through at a paltry half-liter per minute. It also requires more cleaning than most filters—though the good news is that the element is made of long-lasting ceramic.

• MSR MiniWorks: The 14-ounce MiniWorks looks similar to the more expensive WaterWorks, and, like the WaterWorks, is fully field-maintainable, while guarding against protozoa, bacteria, and chemicals. It attaches directly to a standard one-quart Nalgene water bottle. Takes about 90 seconds to filter that quart.

• MSR WaterWorks II Ceramic: At 17.4 ounces, the WaterWorks II isn’t light. You get a better flow rate (90 seconds per liter), an easy pumping action, and—like the original Mini Filter—a long-lasting ceramic cartridge. This filter is a good match for the person who encounters a lot of dirty water—its three-stage filter weeds out protozoa, bacteria, and chemicals. The MSR can be completely disassembled in the field for troubleshooting and cleaning.

• SweetWater WalkAbout: The WalkAbout is perfect for the day hiker or backpacker who obsesses on lightening the load. The filter weighs just 8.5 ounces, is easily cleaned in the field, and removes both protozoa and bacteria: a genuine bargain. There are some trade-offs, however, for its diminutiveness. Water delivery is a tad slow at just under a liter per minute, but filter cartridges are now good for up to 100 gallons.

The big drawback with filters is that if you pump water from a mucky lake, the filter can clog in a few days. Therein lies the weakness. Once plugged up, it is useless, and you have to replace it or take your chances. One trick to extend the filter life is to fill your cook pot with water, let the sediment settle, then pump from there. As an insurance policy, always have a spare filter canister on hand.

BOILING WATER

Except for water filtration, this is the only treatment that you can use with complete confidence. According to the federal Parasitic Diseases Division, it takes a few minutes at a rolling boil to be certain you’ve killed Giardia lamblia. At high elevations, boil for 3-5 minutes. A side benefit is that you’ll also kill other dangerous bacteria that live undetected in natural waters.

But to be honest, boiling water is a thorn for most people on backcountry trips. For one thing, if you boil water on an open fire, what should taste like crystal-pure mountain water tastes instead like a mouthful of warm ashes. If you don’t have a campfire, it wastes stove fuel. And if you are thirsty now, forget it. The water takes hours to cool.

The only time boiling always makes sense, however, is when you are preparing dinner. The ash taste will disappear in whatever freeze-dried dinner, soup, or hot drink you make.

WATER-PURIFICATION PILLS

I bring water-purification pills for back-up use only. They are cheap and, in addition, they kill most of the bacteria, regardless of whether you use iodine crystals or potable aqua iodine tablets. The problem is they just don’t always kill Giardia lamblia, and that is the one critter worth worrying about on your trip. That makes water-treatment pills unreliable and dangerous.

Another key element is the time factor. Depending on the water’s temperature, organic content, and pH level, these pills can take a long time to do the job. A minimum wait of 20 minutes is advised. Most people don’t like waiting that long, especially when they’re hot and thirsty after a hike and thinking, “What the heck, the water looks fine.”

And then there is the taste. On one trip, my water filter clogged and we had to use the iodine pills instead. It doesn’t take long to get tired of iodine-tinged water. Mountain water should be one of the greatest tasting beverages of the world, but the iodine kills that.

NO TREATMENT

This is your last resort and, using extreme care, can be executed with success. Michael Furniss, the renowned hydrologist, has shown me the difference between safe and dangerous water sources.

When I was in the Boy Scouts, I remember a scoutmaster actually telling me if you could find water running over a rock for at least five feet, it was a guarantee of its purity. Imagine that. What we’ve learned is that the safe water sources are almost always small springs in high, craggy mountain areas. The key is making sure no one has been upstream from where you drink. We drink untreated water only when we can see the source, such as a spring.

Furniss mentioned that another potential problem in bypassing water treatment is that even in settings free of Giardia lamblia, you can still ingest other bacteria that cause stomach problems.

Hypothermia

No matter how well planned your trip might be, a sudden change in weather can turn it into a puzzle for which there are few answers. Bad weather or an accident can set in motion a dangerous chain of events.

Such a chain of episodes occurred for my brother Rambob and me on a fishing trip one fall day just below the snow line. The weather had suddenly turned very cold, and ice was forming along the shore of the lake. Suddenly, the canoe became terribly imbalanced, and, just that quickly, it flipped. The little life vest seat cushions were useless, and using the canoe as a paddleboard, we tried to kick our way back to shore where my dad was going crazy at the thought of his two sons drowning before his eyes.

It took 17 minutes in that 38-degree water, but we finally made it to shore. When they pulled me out of the water, my legs were dead, not strong enough even to hold up my weight. In fact, I didn’t feel so much cold as tired, and I just wanted to lie down and go to sleep.

I closed my eyes, and my brother-in-law, Lloyd Angal, slapped me in the face several times, then got me on my feet and pushed and pulled me about.

In the celebration over our making it to shore, only Lloyd had realized that hypothermia was setting in. Hypothermia is the condition in which the temperature of the body is lowered to the point that it causes poor reasoning, apathy, and collapse. It can look like the afflicted person is just tired and needs to sleep, but that sleep can be the first step toward a coma.

Ultimately, my brother and I shared what little dry clothing remained. Then we began hiking around to get muscle movement, creating internal warmth. We ate whatever munchies were available because the body produces heat by digestion. But most important, we got our heads as dry as possible. More body heat is lost through wet hair than any other single factor.

A few hours later, we were in a pizza parlor replaying the incident, talking about how only a life vest can do the job of a life vest. We decided never again to rely on those little flotation seat cushions that disappear when the boat flips.

We had done everything right to prevent hypothermia: Don’t go to sleep, start a physical activity, induce shivering, put dry clothes on, dry your head, and eat something. That’s how you fight hypothermia. In a dangerous situation, whether you fall in a lake or a stream or get caught unprepared in a storm, that’s how you can stay alive.

After being in that ice-bordered lake for almost 20 minutes and then finally pulling ourselves to the shoreline, we discovered a strange thing. My canoe was flipped right-side up and almost all of its contents were lost: tackle box, flotation cushions, and cooler. But remaining were one paddle and one fishing rod, the trout rod my grandfather had given me for my 12th birthday.

Lloyd gave me a smile. “This means that you are meant to paddle and fish again,” he said with a laugh.

Getting Unlost

I could not have been more lost. There I was, a guy who is supposed to know about these things, transfixed by confusion, snow, and hoofprints from a big deer.

I discovered that it is actually quite easy to get lost. If you don’t get your bearings, getting found is the difficult part. This occurred on a wilderness trip where I’d hiked in to a remote lake and then set up a base camp for a deer hunt.

“There are some giant bucks up on that rim,” confided Mr. Furnai, who lives near the area. “But it takes a mountain man to even get close to them.”

That was a challenge I answered. After four-wheeling it to the trailhead, I tromped off with pack and rifle, gut-thumped it up 100 switchbacks over the rim, then followed a creek drainage up to a small but beautiful lake. The area was stark and nearly treeless, with bald granite broken only by large boulders. To keep from getting lost, I marked my route with piles of small rocks to act as directional signs for the return trip.
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  Rock cairns (small piles of rocks) can act as directional signs to keep you from getting lost.



But at daybreak the next day, I stuck my head out of my tent and found eight inches of snow on the ground. I looked up into a gray sky filled by huge, cascading snowflakes. Visibility was about 50 yards, with fog on the mountain rim. “I better get out of here and get back to my truck,” I said to myself. “If my truck gets buried at the trailhead, I’ll never get out.”

After packing quickly, I started down the mountain. But after 20 minutes, I began to get disoriented. You see, all the little piles of rocks I’d stacked to mark the way were now buried in snow, and I had only a smooth white blanket of snow to guide me. Everything looked the same, and it was snowing even harder now.

Five minutes later, I started chewing on some jerky to keep warm, then suddenly stopped. Where was I? Where was the creek drainage? Isn’t this where I was supposed to cross over a creek and start the switchbacks down the mountain?

Right then, I looked down and saw the tracks of a huge deer, the kind Mr. Furnai had talked about. What a predicament: I was lost and snowed in and seeing big hoofprints in the snow. Part of me wanted to abandon all safety and go after that deer, but a little voice in the back of my head won out. “Treat this as an emergency,” it said.

The first step in any predicament is to secure your present situation, that is, to make sure it does not get any worse. I unloaded my rifle (too easy to slip, fall, and have a misfire), took stock of my food (three days’ worth), camp fuel (plenty), and clothes (rain gear keeping me dry). Then I wondered, “Where the hell am I?”

I took out my map, compass, and altimeter, then opened the map and laid it on the snow. It immediately began collecting snowflakes. I set the compass atop the map and oriented it to north. Because of the fog, there was no way to spot landmarks, such as prominent mountaintops, to verify my position. Then I checked the altimeter, which read 4,900 feet. Well, the elevation at my lake was 5,320 feet. That was critical information.
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    The topographical map is easier to read than many believe. Line close together mean steep gradients; lines farther apart mean gentle gradients; V-Shaped sets of lines pointing to higher elevation mean gulleys or stream-beds; V-shaped sets of lines pointing to lower elevation mean ridges.

  



I scanned the elevation lines on the map and was able to trace the approximate area of my position, somewhere downstream from the lake, yet close to a 4,900-foot elevation. “Right here,” I said, pointing to a spot on the map with my finger. “I should pick up the switchback trail down the mountain somewhere off to the left, maybe just 40 or 50 yards away.”

Slowly and deliberately, I pushed through the light, powdered snow. In five minutes, I suddenly stopped. To the left, across a 10-foot depression in the snow, appeared a flat spot that veered off to the right. “That’s it! That’s the crossing.”

In minutes, I was working down the switchbacks, on my way, no longer lost. I thought of the hoofprints I had seen, and now that I knew my position, I wanted to head back and spend the day hunting. Then I looked up at the sky, saw it filled with falling snowflakes, and envisioned my truck buried deep in snow. Alas, this time logic won out over dreams.

In a few hours, now trudging through more than a foot of snow, I was at my truck at a spot called Doe Flat, and next to it was a giant, all-terrain U.S. Forest Service vehicle and two rangers.

“Need any help?” I asked them.

They just laughed. “We’re here to help you,” one answered. “It’s a good thing you filed a trip plan with our district office in Gasquet. We wouldn’t have known you were out here.”

“Winter has arrived,” said the other. “If we don’t get your truck out now, it will be stuck here until next spring. If we hadn’t found you, you might have been here until the end of time.”

They connected a chain from the rear axle of their giant rig to the front axle of my truck and started towing me out, back to civilization. On the way to pavement, I figured I had gotten some of the more important lessons of my life. Always file a trip plan and have plenty of food, fuel, and a camp stove you can rely on. Make sure your clothes, weather gear, sleeping bag, and tent will keep you dry and warm. Always carry a compass, altimeter, and map with elevation lines, and know how to use them, practicing in good weather to get the feel of it.

And if you get lost and see the hoofprints of a giant deer, well, there are times when it is best to pass them by.

CATCHING FISH, AVOIDING BEARS, AND HAVING FUN

Feet tired and hot, stomachs growling, we stopped our hike for lunch beside a beautiful little river pool that was catching the flows from a long but gentle waterfall. My brother Rambob passed me a piece of jerky. I took my boots off, then slowly dunked my feet into the cool, foaming water.

I was gazing at a towering peak across a canyon when suddenly, Wham! There was a quick jolt at the heel of my right foot. I pulled my foot out of the water to find that, incredibly, a trout had bitten it.

My brother looked at me as if I had antlers growing out of my head. “Wow!” he exclaimed. “That trout almost caught himself an outdoors writer!”

It’s true that in remote areas trout sometimes bite on almost anything, even feet. On one high-country trip, I caught limits of trout using nothing but a bare hook. The only problem is that the fish will often hit the splitshot sinker instead of the hook. Of course, fishing isn’t usually that easy. But it gives you an idea of what is possible.

America’s wildlands are home to a remarkable abundance of fish and wildlife. Deer browse with little fear of man, bears keep an eye out for your food, and little critters, such as squirrels and chipmunks, are daily companions. Add in the fishing, and you’ve got yourself a camping trip.

Your camping adventures will evolve into premium outdoor experiences if you can work in a few good fishing trips, avoid bear problems, and occasionally add a little offbeat fun with some camp games.

Trout and Bass

He creeps up on the stream as quietly as an Indian scout, keeping his shadow off the water. With his little spinning rod he’ll zip his lure within an inch or two of its desired mark, probing along rocks, the edges of riffles, pocket water, or wherever he can find a change in river habitat. Rambob is trout fishing, and he’s a master at it.

In most cases, he’ll catch a trout on his first or second cast. After that, it’s time to move up the river, giving no spot much more than five minutes’ due. Stick and move, stick and move, stalking the stream like a bobcat zeroing in on an unsuspecting rabbit. He might keep a few trout for dinner, but mostly he releases what he catches. Rambob doesn’t necessarily fish for food. It’s the feeling that comes with it.

You don’t need a million dollars’ worth of fancy gear to catch fish. What you need is the right outlook, and that can be learned. That goes regardless of whether you are fishing for trout or bass, the two most popular fisheries in the United States. Your fishing tackle selection should be as simple and clutter-free as possible.

At home, I’ve got every piece of fishing tackle you might imagine, more than 30 rods and many tackle boxes, racks and cabinets filled with all kinds of stuff. I’ve got one lure that looks like a chipmunk and another that resembles a miniature can of beer with hooks. If I hear of something new, I want to try it and usually do. It’s a result of my lifelong fascination with the sport.

But if you just want to catch fish, there’s an easier way to go. And when I go fishing, I take that path. I don’t try to bring everything. It would be impossible. Instead, I bring a relatively small amount of gear. At home, I scan my tackle boxes for equipment and lures, make my selections, and bring just the essentials. Rod, reel, and tackle will fit into a side pocket of my backpack or a small carrying bag.

So what kind of rod should be used on an outdoor trip? For most camper/anglers, I suggest the use of a light, multi-piece spinning rod that will break down to a small size. The lowest-priced, quality six-piece rod on the market is the Daiwa 6.5-foot pack rod, number 6752, which is made of a graphite/glass composite that gives it the quality of a much more expensive model. And it comes in a hard plastic carrying tube for protection. Other major rod manufacturers, such as Fenwick, offer similar premium rods. It’s tough to miss with any of them.

The use of graphite/glass composites in fishing rods has made them lighter and more sensitive, yet stronger. The only downside to graphite as a rod material is that it can be brittle. If you rap your rod against something, it can crack or cause a weak spot. That weak spot can eventually snap under even light pressure, like setting a hook or casting. Of course, a bit of care will prevent that from ever occurring.
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brother Rambob’s big Almanor trout



If you haven’t bought a fishing reel in some time, you will be surprised at the quality and price of micro spinning reels on the market. The reels come tiny and strong, with rear-control drag systems. Among others, Abu, Cardinal, Shimano, Sigma all make premium reels. They’re worth it. With your purchase, you’ve just bought a reel that will last for years and years.

The one downside to spinning reels is that after long-term use, the bail spring will weaken. As a result, after casting and beginning to reel, the bail will sometimes not flip over and allow the reel to retrieve the line. Then you have to do it by hand. This can be incredibly frustrating, particularly when stream fishing, where instant line pickup is essential. The solution is to have a new bail spring installed every few years. This is a cheap, quick operation for a tackle expert.

You might own a giant tackle box filled with lures but, on your fishing trip, you are better off to fit just the essentials into a small container. One of the best ways to do that is to use the Plano Micro-Magnum 3414, a tiny two-sided tackle box for trout anglers that fits into a shirt pocket. In mine, I can fit 20 lures in one side of the box and 20 flies, split-shot weights, and snap swivels in the other. For bass lures, which are bigger, you need a slightly larger box, but the same principle applies.

There are more fishing lures on the market than you can imagine, but a few special ones can do the job. I make sure these are in my box on every trip. For trout, I carry a small black Panther Martin spinner with yellow spots, a small gold Kastmaster, a yellow Roostertail, a gold Z-Ray with red spots, a Super Duper, and a Mepps Lightning spinner.

You can take it a step further using insider’s wisdom. My old pal Ed “the Dunk” showed me his trick of taking a tiny Dardevle spoon, spray painting it flat black, and dabbing five tiny red dots on it. It’s a real killer, particularly in tiny streams where the trout are spooky.

The best trout catcher I’ve ever used on rivers is a small metal lure called a Met-L Fly. On days when nothing else works, it can be like going to a shooting gallery. The problem is that the lure is nearly impossible to find. Rambob and I consider the few we have remaining so valuable that if the lure is snagged on a rock, a cold swim is deemed mandatory for its retrieval. I’ve been able snag about five of these and they only get pulled out when fishing turns into Mission Impossible.

For bass, you can also fit all you need into a small plastic tackle box. I have fished with many bass pros, and all of them actually use just a few lures: twist-tail grubs, Senkos, Brush Hog, a white spinner bait, a surface plug called a Zara Spook, and AC plug. At times, like when the bass move into shoreline areas during the spring, shad minnow imitations like those made by Rebel or Rapala can be dynamite. My favorite is the one-inch, blue-silver Rapala. Every spring as the lakes begin to warm and the fish snap out of their winter doldrums, I like to float and paddle around in my small raft. I’ll cast that little Rapala along the shoreline and catch and release hundreds of bass, bluegill, and sunfish. The fish are usually sitting close to the shoreline, awaiting my offering.

Fishing Tips

There’s an old angler’s joke about how you need to think like a fish. But if you’re the one getting zilched, you may not think it’s so funny.

The irony is that it is your mental approach, what you see and what you miss, that often determines your fishing luck. Some people will spend a lot of money on tackle, lures, and fishing clothes, and that done, just saunter up to a stream or lake, cast out, and wonder why they are not catching fish. The answer is their mental outlook. They are not attuning themselves to their surroundings.

You must live on nature’s level, not your own. Try this and you will become aware of things you never believed even existed. Soon you will see things that will allow you to catch fish. You can get a head start by reading about fishing, but to get your degree in fishing, you must attend the University of Nature.

On every fishing trip, regardless of what you fish for, try to follow three hard-and-fast rules:

1. Always approach the fishing spot so you will be undetected.

2. Present your lure, fly, or bait in a manner so it appears completely natural, as if no line was attached.

3. Stick and move, hitting one spot, working it the best you can, then moving to the next.

APPROACH

No one can just walk up to a stream or lake, cast out, and start catching fish as if someone had waved a magic wand. Instead, give the fish credit for being smart. After all, they live there.

Your approach must be completely undetected by the fish. Fish can sense your presence through sight and sound, though these factors are misinterpreted by most people. By sight, fish rarely actually see you; more often, they see your shadow on the water or the movement of your arm or rod while casting. By sound, they don’t necessarily hear you talking, but they do detect the vibrations of your footsteps along the shore, a rock being kicked, or the unnatural plunking sound of a heavy cast hitting the water. Any of these elements can spook them off the bite. In order to fish undetected, you must walk softly, keep your shadow off the water, and keep your casting motion low. All of these key elements become easier at sunrise or sunset, when shadows are on the water. At midday, the sun is at its peak, causing a high level of light penetration in the water. This can make the fish skittish to any foreign presence.

Like a hunter, you must stalk the spots. When my brother Rambob sneaks up on a fishing spot, he is like a burglar sneaking through an unlocked window.

PRESENTATION

Your lure, fly, or bait must appear in the water as if no line were attached, so it looks as natural as possible. My pal Mo Furniss has skin-dived in rivers to watch what the fish see when somebody is fishing.

“You wouldn’t believe it,” he said. “When the lure hits the water, every trout within 40 feet, like 15, 20 trout, will do a little zigzag. They all see the lure and are aware something is going on. Meanwhile, onshore the guy casting doesn’t get a bite and thinks there aren’t any fish in the river.”

If your offering is aimed at fooling a fish into striking, it must appear as part of the natural habitat, like an insect just hatching or a small fish looking for a spot to hide. That’s where you come in.

After you have sneaked up on a fishing spot, you should zip your cast upstream and start your retrieval as soon as it hits the water. If you let the lure sink to the bottom and then start the retrieval, you have no chance. A minnow, for instance, does not sink to the bottom, then start swimming. On rivers, the retrieval should be more of a drift, as if the “minnow” is in trouble and the current is sweeping it downstream.



[image: Image]

While camping, the only fishing tackle you should bring is the essentials: several varying weights, about 20 lures, and about 20 flies, splitshot, and snap swivels. These should all fit into a container just bigger than a deck of cards.





When fishing on trout streams, always hike and cast upriver and retrieve as the offering drifts downstream in the current. This is effective because trout will sit almost motionless, pointed upstream, finning against the current. This way, they can see anything coming their direction, and if a potential food morsel arrives, all they need to do is move over a few inches, open their mouths, and they’ve got an easy lunch. Thus, you must cast upstream.

Conversely, if you cast downstream, your retrieval will bring the lure from behind the fish, where he cannot see it approaching. And I’ve never seen a trout that had eyes in its tail. In addition, when retrieving a downstream lure, the river current will tend to sweep your lure inshore to the rocks.

FINDING SPOTS

A lot of anglers don’t catch fish, and a lot of hikers never see any wildlife. The key is where they are looking.

The rule of the wild is that fish and wildlife will congregate wherever there is a distinct change in the habitat. This is where you should begin your search. To find deer, for instance, forget probing a thick forest, but look for where it breaks into a meadow or a clear-cut has splayed a stand of trees. That’s where the deer will be.

In a river, it can be where a riffle pours into a small pool, a rapid plunges into a deep hole and flattens, a big boulder in the middle of a long riffle, a shoreline point, a rock pile, a submerged tree. Look for the changes. Conversely, long, straight stretches of shoreline will not hold fish—the habitat is lousy.
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    The rule of the wild is that wildlife will congregate wherever there is a distinct change in habitat. To find where fish are hiding, look where a riffle pours into a small pond, where a rapid plunges into a deep hole and flattens, and around submerged trees, rock piles, and boulders in the middle of a long riffle.

  



On rivers, the most productive areas are often where short riffles tumble into small oxygenated pools. After sneaking up from the downstream side and staying low, you should zip your cast so the lure plops gently into the white water just above the pool. Start your retrieval instantly; the lure will drift downstream and plunk into the pool. Bang! That’s where the trout will hit. Take a few more casts and then head upstream to the next spot.

With a careful approach and lure presentation and by fishing in the right spots, you have the ticket to many exciting days on the water.

Of Bears and Food

The first time you come nose-to-nose with a bear can make your skin quiver.

Even the sight of mild-mannered black bears, the most common bear in America, can send shock waves through your body. They weigh 250-400 pounds and have large claws and teeth that are made to scare campers. When they bound, the muscles on their shoulders roll like ocean breakers. But in California, you don’t have to be scared of them. They aren’t interested in you, just your food.

Bears in camping areas are accustomed to sharing the mountains with hikers and campers. They have become specialists in the food-raiding business. As a result, you must be able to bear-proof your camp or be able to scare the fellow off. Many campgrounds provide bear- and raccoon-proof food lockers. In most wilderness areas, bear-proof food canisters are required. Never leave your food or trash in your car!

Bear-proof food canisters are so effective in wilderness areas at Yosemite, Kings Canyon-Sequoia, and Mount Whitney that I never see bears on trips there anymore—they’ve given up on backpackers. Instead, they head to the drive-in campgrounds where they can walk right in and often find food sitting out on top of picnic tables.

No problem. Use the bear-proof food lockers. The bear will just move on to the next site on his daily mooching round.

Food Hangs

If you are staying at one of the backpack sites listed in this book, it is unlikely that there will be food lockers available. Your car will not be there, either. The solution is to make a bear-proof food hang, suspending all of your food wrapped in a plastic garbage bag from a rope in midair, 10 feet from the trunk of a tree and 20 feet off the ground. (Counterbalancing two bags with a rope thrown over a tree limb is very effective, but finding an appropriate limb can be difficult.)
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Use bear-proof containers to protect your campsite.



The food hang is accomplished by tying a rock to a rope, then throwing it over a high but sturdy tree limb. Next, tie your food bag to the rope and hoist it in the air. When you are satisfied with the position of the food bag, tie off the end of the rope to another tree. In an area frequented by bears, a good food bag is a necessity—nothing else will do.

I’ve been there. On one trip, my pal Foonsky and my brother Rambob left to fish. I was stoking up an evening campfire when I felt the eyes of an intruder on my back. I turned around and saw a big bear heading straight for our camp. In the next half hour, I scared the bear off twice, but then he got a whiff of something sweet in my brother’s pack.

The bear rolled into camp like a truck, grabbed the pack, ripped it open, and plucked out the Tang and the Swiss Miss. The 350-pounder then sat astride a nearby log and lapped at the goodies like a thirsty dog drinking water.

Once a bear gets his mitts on your gear, he considers it his. I took two steps toward the pack, and that bear jumped off the log and galloped across the camp right at me. Scientists say a man can’t outrun a bear, but they’ve never seen how fast I can go up a granite block with a bear on my tail.

Shortly thereafter, Foonsky returned to find me perched on top of the rock and demanded to know how I could let a bear get our Tang. It took all three of us, Foonsky, Rambob, and me, charging at once and shouting like madmen, to clear the bear out of camp and send him off over the ridge. We learned never to let food sit unattended.

The Grizzly

When it comes to grizzlies, well, my friends, you need what we call an attitude adjustment. Or that big ol’ bear may just decide to adjust your attitude for you, making your stay at the park a short one.

Grizzlies are nothing like black bears. They are bigger, stronger, have little fear, and take what they want. Some people believe there are many different species of this critter, such as Alaskan brown, silvertip, cinnamon, and Kodiak, but the truth is they are all grizzlies. Any difference in appearance has to do with diet, habitat, and life habits, not speciation. By any name, they all come big.


GRIZZLY BEAR TERRITORY

If you are hiking in a wilderness area in Canada or Alaska that may have grizzlies, it is necessary to wear bells on your pack (grizzlies are not a problem in California, but you do not want to attract the native bears either). That way the bear will hear you coming and likely get out of your way. Keep talking, singing, or maybe even debating the country’s foreign policy, but do not fall into a silent hiking vigil. And if a breeze is blowing in your face, you must make even more noise (a good excuse to rant and rave about the government’s domestic affairs). Noise is important because your smell will not be carried in the direction you are hiking. As a result, the bear will not smell you coming.

If a bear can hear you and smell you, it will tend to get out of the way and let you pass without your knowing it was even close by. The exceptions are if you are carrying fish or lots of sweets in your pack or if you are wearing heavy, sweet deodorants or makeup. All of these are bear attractants.



The first thing you must do is determine if there are grizzlies in the area where you are camping. That can usually be done by asking local rangers. If you are heading into Yellowstone or Glacier National Park, or the Bob Marshall Wilderness of Montana, well, you don’t have to ask. They’re out there, and they’re the biggest and potentially most dangerous critters you could run into.

One general way to figure the size of a bear is from his footprint. Take the width of the footprint in inches, add one to it, and you’ll have an estimated length of the bear in feet. For instance, a nine-inch footprint equals a 10-foot bear. Any bear that big is a grizzly. In fact, most grizzly footprints average about 9-10 inches across, and black bears (though they may be brown in color) tend to have footprints only 4.5-6 inches across.

Most encounters with grizzlies occur when hikers fall into a silent march in the wilderness with the wind in their faces, and they walk around a corner and right into a big, unsuspecting grizzly. If you do this and see a big hump just behind its neck, don’t think twice. It’s a grizzly.

And then what should you do? Get up a tree, that’s what. Grizzlies are so big that their claws cannot support their immense weight, and thus they cannot climb trees. And although young grizzlies can climb, they rarely want to get their mitts on you.

If you do get grabbed, every instinct in your body will tell you to fight back. Don’t believe it. Play dead. Go limp. Let the bear throw you around a little. After awhile, you’ll become unexciting play material and the bear will get bored. My grandmother was grabbed by a grizzly in Glacier National Park and, after a few tosses and hugs, was finally left alone to escape.

Some say it’s a good idea to tuck your head under his chin, since that way the bear will be unable to bite your head. I’ll take a pass on that one. If you are taking action, any action, it’s a signal that you are a force to be reckoned with, and he’ll likely respond with more aggression. And bears don’t lose many wrestling matches.

What grizzlies really like to do, believe it or not, is to pile a lot of sticks and leaves on you. Just let them, and keep perfectly still. Don’t fight them; don’t run. And when you have a 100 percent chance (not 98 or 99) to dash up a nearby tree, that’s when you let fly. Once safely in a tree, you can hurl down insults and let your aggression out.

In a wilderness camp, there are special precautions you should take. Always hang your food at least 100 yards downwind of camp and get it high; 30 feet is reasonable. In addition, circle your camp with rope and hang the bells from your pack on it. Thus, if a bear walks into your camp, he’ll run into the rope, the bells will ring, and everybody will have a chance to get up a tree before ol’ griz figures out what’s going on. Often, the unexpected ringing of bells is enough to send him off in search of a quieter environment.

You see, more often than not, grizzlies tend to clear the way for campers and hikers. So be smart, don’t act like bear bait, and always have a plan if you are confronted by one.

My pal Foonsky had such a plan during a wilderness expedition in Montana’s northern Rockies. On our second day of hiking, we started seeing scratch marks on the trees 13-14 feet off the ground.

“Mr. Griz made those,” Foonsky said. “With spring here, the grizzlies are coming out of hibernation and using the trees like a cat uses a scratch board to stretch the muscles.”

The next day, I noticed Foonsky had a pair of track shoes tied to the back of his pack. I just laughed.

“You’re not going to outrun a griz,” I said. “In fact, there’s hardly any animal out here in the wilderness that man can outrun.”

Foonsky just smiled.

“I don’t have to outrun a griz,” he said. “I just have to outrun you!”

Fun and Games

“Now what are we supposed to do?” the young boy asked his dad.

“Yeah, Dad, think of something,” said another son.

Well, Dad thought hard. This was one of the first camping trips he’d taken with his sons and one of the first lessons he received was that kids don’t appreciate the philosophic release of mountain quiet. They want action and lots of it. With a glint in his eye, Dad searched around the camp and picked up 15 twigs, breaking them so each was four inches long. He laid them in three separate rows, three twigs in one row, five twigs in another, and seven in the other.

“OK, this game is called 3-5-7,” said Dad. “You each take turns picking up sticks. You are allowed to remove all or as few as one twig from a row, but here’s the catch: You can pick only from one row per turn. Whoever picks up the last stick left is the loser.”

I remember this episode well because those two little boys were my brother Bobby, as in Rambobby, and I. And to this day, we still play 3-5-7 on campouts, with the winner getting to watch the loser clean the dishes. What I have learned in the span of time since that original episode is that it does not matter what your age is: Campers need options for camp fun.

Some evenings, after a long hike or ride, you feel too worn out to take on a serious romp downstream to fish or a climb up to a ridge for a view. That is especially true if you have been in the outback for a week or more. At that point, a lot of campers will spend their time resting and gazing at a map of the area, dreaming of the next day’s adventure, or just take a seat against a rock, watching the colors of the sky and mountain panorama change minute by minute. But kids in the push-button video era, and a lot of adults too, want more. After all, “I’m on vacation. I want some fun.”

There are several options, such as the 3-5-7 twig game, and they should be just as much a part of your trip planning as arranging your gear.

For kids, plan on games, the more physically challenging the competition, the better. One of the best games is to throw a chunk of wood into a lake and challenge the kids to hit it by throwing rocks. It wreaks havoc on the fishing, but it can keep kids totally absorbed for some time. Target practice with a wrist-rocket slingshot—firing rocks at small targets, like pinecones set on a log—is also all-consuming for kids.

You can also set kids off on little missions near camp, such as looking for the footprints of wildlife, searching out good places to have a “snipe hunt,” picking up twigs to get the evening fire started, or having them take the water purifier to a stream to pump some drinking water into a canteen. The latter is an easy, fun, yet important task that will allow kids to feel a sense of equality they often don’t get at home.

For adults, the appeal should be more to the intellect. A good example is star and planet identification, and while you are staring into space, you’re bound to spot a few asteroids or shooting stars. A star chart can make it easy to find and identify many distinctive stars and constellations, such as Pleiades (the Seven Sisters), Orion, and others from the zodiac, depending on the time of year. With a little research, this can add a unique perspective to your trip. You could point to Polaris, one of the most easily identified of all stars, and note that navigators in the 1400s used it to find their way. Polaris, of course, is the North Star and is at the end of the handle of the Little Dipper. Pinpointing Polaris is quite easy. First find the Big Dipper and then find the outside stars of the ladle of the Big Dipper. They are called the “pointer stars” because they point right at Polaris.

A tree identification book can teach you a few things about your surroundings. It is also a good idea for one member of the party to research the history of the area you have chosen and another to research the geology. With shared knowledge, you end up with a deeper love of wild places.

Another way to add some recreation into your trip is to bring a board game, a number of which have been miniaturized for campers. The most popular are chess, checkers, and cribbage. The latter comes with an equally miniature set of playing cards. And if you bring those little cards, that opens a vast set of other possibilities. With kids along, for instance, just take three queens out of the deck and you can play Old Maid.

But there are more serious card games, and they come with high stakes. Such occurred on one high-country trip where Foonsky, Rambob, and I sat down for a late-afternoon game of poker. In a game of seven-card stud, I caught a straight on the sixth card and felt like a dog licking on a T-bone. Already, I had bet several Skittles and peanut M&Ms on this promising hand.

Then I examined the cards Foonsky had face up. He was showing three sevens, and acting as happy as a grizzly with a pork chop—or a full house. He matched my bet of two peanut M&Ms, then raised me three SweetTarts, one Starburst, and one sour apple Jolly Rancher. Rambob folded, but I matched Foonsky’s bet and hoped for the best as the seventh and final card was dealt.

Just after Foonsky glanced at that last card, I saw him sneak a look at my grape stick and beef jerky stash.

“I raise you a grape stick,” he said.

Rambob and I both gasped. It was the highest bet ever made, equivalent to a million dollars laid down in Las Vegas. Cannons were going off in my chest. I looked hard at my cards. They looked good, but were they good enough?

Even with a great hand like I had, a grape stick was too much to gamble, my last one with 10 days of trail ahead of us. I shook my head and folded my cards. Foonsky smiled at his victory.

But I still had my grape stick.

Old Tricks Don’t Always Work

Most people are born honest, but after a few camping trips, they usually get over it.

I remember some advice I got from Rambob, normally an honest soul, on one camping trip. A giant mosquito had landed on my arm and he alerted me to an expert bit of wisdom.

“Flex your arm muscles,” he commanded, watching the mosquito fill with my blood. “He’ll get stuck in your arm, then he’ll explode.”

For some reason, I believed him. We both proceeded to watch the mosquito drill countless holes in my arm.

Alas, the unknowing face sabotage from their most trusted companions on camping trips. It can arise at any time, usually in the form of advice from a friendly, honest-looking face, as if to say, “What? How can you doubt me?” After that mosquito episode, I was a little more skeptical of my dear old brother. Then the next day, when another mosquito was nailing me in the back of the neck, out came this gem:

“Hold your breath,” he commanded. I instinctively obeyed. “That will freeze the mosquito,” he said, “then you can squish him.”

But in the time I wasted holding my breath, the little bugger was able to fly off without my having the satisfaction of squishing him. When he got home, he probably told his family, “What a dummy I got to drill today!”

Over the years, I have been duped numerous times with dubious advice:

On a grizzly bear attack: “If he grabs you, tuck your head under the grizzly’s chin; then he won’t be able to bite you in the head.” This made sense to me until the first time I saw a nine-foot grizzly 40 yards away. In seconds, I was at the top of a tree, which suddenly seemed to make the most sense.

On coping with animal bites: “If a bear bites you in the arm, don’t try to jerk it away. That will just rip up your arm. Instead, force your arm deeper into his mouth. He’ll lose his grip and will have to open it to get a firmer hold, and right then you can get away.” I was told this in the Boy Scouts. When I was 14, I had a chance to try it out when a friend’s dog bit me as I tried to pet it. What happened? When I shoved my arm deeper into his mouth, he bit me three more times.

On cooking breakfast: “The bacon will curl up every time in a camp frying pan. So make sure you have a bacon stretcher to keep it flat.” As a 12-year-old Tenderfoot, I spent two hours looking for the bacon stretcher until I figured out the camp leader had forgotten it. It wasn’t for several years that I learned that there is no such thing.

On preventing sore muscles: “If you haven’t hiked for a long time and you are facing a rough climb, you can keep from getting sore muscles in your legs, back, and shoulders by practicing the?Dead Man’s Walk.’ Simply let your entire body go slack, and then take slow, wobbling steps. This will clear your muscles of lactic acid, which causes them to be so sore after a rough hike.” Foonsky pulled this one on me. Rambob and I both bought it and tried it while we were hiking up Mount Whitney, which requires a 6,000-foot elevation gain in six miles. In one 45-minute period, about 30 other hikers passed us and looked at us as if we were suffering from some rare form of mental aberration.

Fish won’t bite? No problem: “If the fish are not feeding or will not bite, persistent anglers can still catch dinner with little problem. Keep casting across the current, and eventually, as they hover in the stream, the line will feed across their open mouths. Keep reeling and you will hook the fish right in the side of the mouth. This technique is called ‘lining.’ Never worry if the fish will not bite, because you can always line ‘em.” Of course, heh, heh, heh, that explains why so many fish get hooked in the side of the mouth.

On keeping bears away: “To keep bears away, urinate around the borders of your campground. If there are a lot of bears in the area, it is advisable to go right on your sleeping bag.” Yeah, surrrrrre.

On disposing of trash: “Don’t worry about packing out trash. Just bury it. It will regenerate into the earth and add valuable minerals.” Bears, raccoons, skunks, and other critters will dig up your trash as soon as you depart, leaving one huge mess for the next camper. Always pack out everything.

Often the advice comes without warning. That was the case after a fishing trip with a female companion, when she outcaught me two to one, the third such trip in a row. I explained this to a shopkeeper, and he nodded, then explained why.

“The male fish are able to detect the female scent on the lure, and thus become aroused into striking.”

Of course! That explains everything!


Getting Revenge


I was just a lad when Foonsky pulled the old snipe-hunt trick on me. It took nearly 30 years to get revenge.

You probably know about snipe hunting. The victim is led out at night in the woods by a group, and then is left holding a bag.

“Stay perfectly still and quiet,” Foonsky explained. “You don’t want to scare the snipe. The rest of us will go back to camp and let the woods settle down. Then when the snipe are least expecting it, we’ll form a line and charge through the forest with sticks, beating bushes and trees, and we’ll flush the snipe out right to you. Be ready with the bag. When we flush the snipe out, bag it. But until we start our charge, make sure you don’t move or make a sound or you will spook the snipe and ruin everything.”

I sat out there in the woods with my bag for hours, waiting for the charge. I waited, waited, and waited. Nothing happened. No charge, no snipe. It wasn’t until well past midnight that I figured something was wrong. When I finally returned to camp, everybody was sleeping.

Well, I tell ya, don’t get mad at your pals for the tricks they pull on you. Get revenge. About 25 years later, on the last day of a camping trip, the time finally came.

“Let’s break camp early,” Foonsky suggested to Mr. Furnai and me. “Get up before dawn, eat breakfast, pack up, and be on the ridge to watch the sun come up. It will be a fantastic way to end the trip.”

“Sounds great to me,” I replied. But when Foonsky wasn’t looking, I turned his alarm clock ahead three hours. So when the alarm sounded at the appointed 4:30am wake-up time, Mr. Furnai and I knew it was actually only 1:30am.

Foonsky clambered out of his sleeping bag and whistled with a grin. “Time to break camp.”

“You go ahead,” I answered. “I’ll skip breakfast so I can get a little more sleep. At the first sign of dawn, wake me up, and I’ll break camp.’’

“Me, too,” said Mr. Furnai.

Foonsky then proceeded to make some coffee, cook a breakfast, and eat it, sitting on a log in the black darkness of the forest, waiting for the sun to come up. An hour later, with still no sign of dawn, he checked his clock. It now read 5:30am. “Any minute now we should start seeing some light,” he said.

He made another cup of coffee, packed his gear, and sat there in the middle of the night, looking up at the stars, waiting for dawn. “Anytime now,” he said. He ended up sitting there all night long.

Revenge is sweet. Before a fishing trip at a lake, I took Foonsky aside and explained that the third member of the party, Jimbobo, was hard of hearing and very sensitive about it. “Don’t mention it to him,” I advised. “Just talk real loud.”

Meanwhile, I had already told Jimbobo the same thing. “Foonsky just can’t hear very good.”

We had fished less than 20 minutes when Foonsky got a nibble.

“GET A BITE?” shouted Jimbobo.

“YEAH!” yelled back Foonsky, smiling. “BUT I DIDN’T HOOK HIM!”

“MAYBE NEXT TIME!” shouted Jimbobo with a friendly grin.

Well, they spent the entire day yelling at each other from the distance of a few feet. They never did figure it out. Heh, heh, heh.

That is, I thought so, until we made a trip salmon fishing. I got a strike that almost knocked my fishing rod out of the boat. When I grabbed the rod, it felt as if Moby Dick were on the other end. “At least a 25-pounder,” I said. “Maybe bigger.”

The fish dove, ripped off line, and then bulldogged. “It’s acting like a 40-pounder,” I announced, “Huge, just huge. It’s going deep. That’s how the big ones fight.”

Some 15 minutes later, I finally got the “salmon” to the surface. It turned out to be a coffee can that Foonsky had clipped on the line with a snap swivel. By maneuvering the boat, he made the coffee can fight like a big fish.

This all started with a little old snipe hunt years ago. You never know what your pals will try next. Don’t get mad. Get revenge.

CAMPING OPTIONS

Boat-In Seclusion

Most campers would never think of trading in their cars, pickup trucks, or RVs for a boat, but people who go by boat on a camping trip enjoy virtually guaranteed seclusion and top-quality outdoor experiences.

Camping with a boat is a do-it-yourself venture in living under primitive circumstances. Yet at the same time, you can bring along any luxury item you wish, from giant coolers, stoves, and lanterns to portable gasoline generators. Weight is almost never an issue.

Many outstanding boat-in campgrounds in beautiful surroundings are available. The best are on the shores of lakes accessible by canoe or skiff, and at offshore islands reached by saltwater cruisers. Several boat-in camps are detailed in this book.

If you want to take the adventure a step further and create your own boat-in camp, perhaps near a special fishing spot, this is a go-for-it deal that provides the best way possible to establish your own secret campsite. But most people who set out freelance style forget three critical items for boat-in camping: a shovel, a sunshade, and an ax. Here is why these items can make a key difference in your trip:

• Shovel: Many lakes and virtually all reservoirs have steep, sloping banks. At reservoirs subject to drawdowns, what was lake bottom in the spring can be a campsite in late summer. If you want a flat area for a tent site, the only answer is to dig one out yourself. A shovel gives you that option.

• Sunshade: The flattest spots to camp along lakes often have a tendency to support only sparse tree growth. As a result, a natural shield from sun and rain is rarely available. What? Rain in the summer? Oh yeah, don’t get me started. A light tarp, set up with poles and staked ropes, solves the problem.

• Ax: Unless you bring your own firewood, which is necessary at some sparsely wooded reservoirs, there is no substitute for a good, sharp ax. With an ax, you can almost always find dry firewood, since the interior of an otherwise wet log will be dry. When the weather turns bad is precisely when you will most want a fire. You may need an ax to get one going.
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Claim your own boat-in island.



In the search to create your own personal boat-in campsite, you will find that the flattest areas are usually the tips of peninsulas and points, while the protected back ends of coves are often steeply sloped. At reservoirs, the flattest areas are usually near the mouths of the feeder streams and the points are quite steep. On rivers, there are usually sandbars on the inside of tight bends that make for ideal campsites.

Almost all boat-in campsites developed by government agencies are free of charge, but you are on your own. Only in extremely rare cases is piped water available.

Any way you go, by canoe, skiff, or power cruiser, you end up with a one-in-a-million campsite you can call your own.

Desert Outings

It was a cold, snowy day in Missouri when 10-year-old Rusty Ballinger started dreaming about the vast deserts of the West.

“My dad was reading aloud from a Zane Grey book called Riders of the Purple Sage,” Ballinger said. “He would get animated when he got to the passages about the desert. It wasn’t long before I started to have the same feelings.”

That was in 1947. Since then Ballinger has spent a good part of his life exploring the West, camping along the way. “The deserts are the best part. There’s something about the uniqueness of each little area you see,” Ballinger said. “You’re constantly surprised. Just the time of day and the way the sun casts a different color. It’s like the lady you care about. One time she smiles, the next time she’s pensive. The desert is like that. If you love nature, you can love the desert. After awhile, you can’t help but love it.”

A desert adventure is not just an antidote for a case of cabin fever in the winter. Whether you go by RV, pickup truck, car, or on foot, it provides its own special qualities.

If you go camping in the desert, your approach has to be as unique as the setting. For starters, don’t plan on any campfires, but bring a camp stove instead. And unlike in the mountains, do not camp near a water hole. That’s because an animal, such as a badger, coyote, or desert bighorn, might be desperate for water, and if you set up camp in the animal’s way, you may be forcing a confrontation.

In some areas, there is a danger of flash floods. An intense rain can fall in one area, collect in a pool, then suddenly burst through a narrow canyon. If you are in its path, you could be injured or drowned. The lesson? Never camp in a gully.

“Some people might wonder, ‘What good is this place?’” Ballinger said. “The answer is that it is good for looking at. It is one of the world’s unique places.”

CAMP ETHICS AND POLITICS

The perfect place to set up a base camp turned out to be not so perfect. In fact, according to Doug Williams of California, it did not even exist.

Williams and his son, James, had driven deep into Angeles National Forest, prepared to set up camp and then explore the surrounding area on foot. But when they reached their destination, no campground existed.

“I wanted a primitive camp in a national forest where I could teach my son some basics,” said the senior Williams. “But when we got there, there wasn’t much left of the camp, and it had been closed. It was obvious that the area had been vandalized.”

It turned out not to be an isolated incident. A lack of outdoor ethics practiced by a few people using the unsupervised campgrounds available on national forestland has caused the U.S. Forest Service to close a few of them and make extensive repairs to others.

“There have been sites closed, especially in Angeles and San Bernardino National Forests in Southern California,” said David Flohr, regional campground coordinator for the U.S. Forest Service. “It’s an urban type of thing, affecting forests near urban areas, and not just Los Angeles. They get a lot of urban users and they bring with them a lot of the same ethics they have in the city. They get drinking and they’re not afraid to do things. They vandalize and run. Of course, it is a public facility, so they think nobody is getting hurt.”

But somebody is getting hurt, starting with the next person who wants to use the campground. And if the ranger district budget doesn’t have enough money to pay for repairs, the campground is then closed for the next arrivals. Just ask Doug and James Williams.

In an era of considerable fiscal restraint for the U.S. Forest Service, vandalized campgrounds could face closure instead of repair. Williams had just a taste of it, but Flohr, as camping coordinator, gets a steady diet.

“It starts with behavior,” Flohr said. “General rowdiness, drinking, partying, and then vandalism. It goes all the way from the felt-tip pen things (graffiti) to total destruction, blowing up toilet buildings with dynamite. I have seen toilets destroyed totally with shotguns. They burn up tables, burn barriers. They’ll burn up signs for firewood, even the shingles right off the roofs of the bathrooms. They’ll shoot anything, garbage cans, signs. It can get a little hairy. A favorite is to remove the stool out of a toilet building. We’ve had people fall in the open hole.”

The National Park Service had similar problems some years back, especially with rampant littering. Park Director Bill Mott responded by creating an interpretive program that attempts to teach visitors the wise use of natural areas, and to have all park workers set examples by picking up litter and reminding others to do the same.

The U.S. Forest Service has responded with a similar program, making brochures available that detail the wise use of national forests. The four most popular brochures are titled: “Rules for Visitors to the National Forest,” “Recreation in the National Forests,” “Is the Water Safe?” and “Backcountry Safety Tips.” These include details on campfires, drinking water from lakes or streams, hypothermia, safety, and outdoor ethics.

Flohr said even experienced campers sometimes cross over the ethics line unintentionally. The most common example, he said, is when campers toss garbage into the outhouse toilet, rather than packing it out in a plastic garbage bag.

“They throw it in the vault toilet bowls, which just fills them up,” Flohr said. “That creates an extremely high cost to pump it. You know why? Because some poor guy has to pick that stuff out piece by piece. It can’t be pumped.”

At most backcountry sites, the U.S. Forest Service has implemented a program called “Pack it in, pack it out,” even posting signs that remind all visitors to do so. But a lot of people don’t do it, and others may even uproot the signs and burn them for firewood.

On a trip to a secluded lake near Carson Pass in the Sierra Nevada, I arrived at a small, little-known camp where the picnic table had been spray painted and garbage had been strewn about. A pristine place, the true temple of God, had been defiled.


  KEEP IT WILD TIP 6: PLAN AHEAD AND PREPARE

  1. Learn about the regulations and issues that apply to the area you’re visiting.

  2. Avoid heavy-use areas.

  3. Obtain all maps and permits.

  4. Bring extra garbage bags to pack out any refuse you come across.



Getting Along with Fellow Campers

The most important thing about a camping, fishing, or hunting trip is not where you go, how many fish you catch, or how many shots you fire. It often has little to do with how beautiful the view is, how easily the campfire lights, or how sunny the days are.

Oh yeah? Then what is the most important factor? The answer: The people you are with. It is that simple.

Who would you rather camp with? Your enemy at work or your dream mate in a good mood? Heh, heh. You get the idea. A camping trip is a fairly close-knit experience, and you can make lifetime friends or lifelong enemies in the process. That is why your choice of companions is so important. Your own behavior is equally consequential.

Yet most people spend more time putting together their camping gear than considering why they enjoy or hate the company of their chosen companions. Here are 10 rules of behavior for good camping mates:

1. No whining: Nothing is more irritating than being around a whiner. It goes right to the heart of adventure, since often the only difference between a hardship and an escapade is simply whether or not an individual has the spirit for it. The people who do can turn a rugged day in the outdoors into a cherished memory. Those who don’t can ruin it with their incessant sniveling.

2. Activities must be agreed upon: Always have a meeting of the minds with your companions over the general game plan. Then everybody will possess an equal stake in the outcome of the trip. This is absolutely critical. Otherwise they will feel like merely an addendum to your trip, not an equal participant, and a whiner will be born (see number one).

3. Nobody’s in charge: It is impossible to be genuine friends if one person is always telling another what to do, especially if the orders involve simple camp tasks. You need to share the space on the same emotional plane, and the only way to do that is to have a semblance of equality, regardless of differences in experience. Just try ordering your mate around at home for a few days. You’ll quickly see the results, and they aren’t pretty.

4. Equal chances at the fun stuff: It’s fun to build the fire, fun to get the first cast at the best fishing spot, and fun to hoist the bagged food for a bear-proof food hang. It is not fun to clean the dishes, collect firewood, or cook every night. So obviously, there must be an equal distribution of the fun stuff and the not-fun stuff, and everybody on the trip must get a shot at the good and the bad.

5. No heroes: No awards are bestowed for achievement in the outdoors, yet some guys treat mountain peaks, big fish, and big game as if they are prizes in a trophy competition. Actually, nobody cares how wonderful you are, which is always a surprise to trophy chasers. What people care about is the heart of the adventure, the gut-level stuff.

6. Agree on a wake-up time: It is a good idea to agree on a general wake-up time before closing your eyes for the night, and that goes regardless of whether you want to sleep in late or get up at dawn. Then you can proceed on course regardless of what time you crawl out of your sleeping bag in the morning, without the risk of whining (see number one).

7. Think of the other guy: Be self-aware instead of self-absorbed. A good test is to count the number of times you say, “What do you think?” A lot of potential problems can be solved quickly by actually listening to the answer.

8. Solo responsibilities: There are a number of essential camp duties on all trips, and while they should be shared equally, most should be completed solo. That means that when it is time for you to cook, you don’t have to worry about me changing the recipe on you. It means that when it is my turn to make the fire, you keep your mitts out of it.

9. Don’t let money get in the way: Of course everybody should share equally in trip expenses, such as the cost of food, and it should be split up before you head out yonder. Don’t let somebody pay extra, because that person will likely try to control the trip. Conversely, don’t let somebody weasel out of paying a fair share.

10. Accordance on the food plan: Always have complete agreement on what you plan to eat each day. Don’t figure that just because you like Steamboat’s Sludge, everybody else will, too, especially youngsters. Always, always, always check for food allergies, such as nuts, onions, or cheese, and make sure each person brings his or her own personal coffee brand. Some people drink only decaffeinated; others might gag on anything but Burma monkey beans.

Obviously, it is difficult to find companions who will agree on all of these elements. This is why many campers say that the best camping buddies they’ll ever have are their mates, who know all about them and like them anyway.


  
    KEEP IT WILD TIP 7: RESPECT OTHER USERS

    1. Horseback riders have priority over hikers. Step to the downhill side of the trail and talk softly when encountering horseback riders.

  

  2. Hikers and horseback riders have priority over mountain bikers. When mountain bikers encounter other users even on wide trails, they should pass at an extremely slow speed. On very narrow trails, they should dismount and get off to the side so hikers or horseback riders can pass without having their trip disrupted.

  3. Mountain bikes aren’t permitted on most single-track trails and are expressly prohibited in designated wilderness areas and all sections of the Pacific Crest Trail. Mountain bikers breaking these rules should be confronted and told to dismount and walk their bikes until they reach a legal area.

  4. It’s illegal for horseback riders to break off branches that may be in the path of wilderness trails.

  5. Horseback riders on overnight trips are prohibited from camping in many areas and are usually required to keep stock animals in specific areas where they can do no damage to the landscape.



OUTDOORS WITH KIDS

How do you get a youngster excited about the outdoors? How do you compete with the television and remote control? How do you prove to a kid that success comes from persistence, spirit, and logic, which the outdoors teaches, and not from pushing buttons?

The answer is in the Ten Camping Commandments for Kids. These are lessons that will get youngsters excited about the outdoors and that will make sure adults help the process along, not kill it. I’ve put this list together with the help of my own kids, Jeremy and Kris, and their mother, Stephani. Some of the commandments are obvious, some are not, but all are important:

1. Take children to places where there is a guarantee of action. A good example is camping in a park where large numbers of wildlife can be viewed, such as squirrels, chipmunks, deer, and even bears. Other good choices include fishing at a small pond loaded with bluegill or hunting in a spot where a kid can shoot a .22 at pinecones all day. Boys and girls want action, not solitude.

2. Enthusiasm is contagious. If you aren’t excited about an adventure, you can’t expect a child to be. Show a genuine zest for life in the outdoors, and point out everything as if it is the first time you have ever seen it.

3. Always, always, always be seated when talking to someone small. This allows the adult and child to be on the same level. That is why fishing in a small boat is perfect for adults and kids. Nothing is worse for youngsters than having a big person look down at them and give them orders. What fun is that?
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4. Always show how to do something, whether it is gathering sticks for a campfire, cleaning a trout, or tying a knot. Never tell—always show. A button usually clicks to “off” when a kid is lectured. But kids can learn behavior patterns and outdoor skills by watching adults, even when the adults are not aware they are being watched.

5. Let kids be kids. Let the adventure happen, rather than trying to force it within some preconceived plan. If they get sidetracked watching pollywogs, chasing butterflies, or sneaking up on chipmunks, let them be. A youngster can have more fun turning over rocks and looking at different kinds of bugs than sitting in one spot, waiting for a fish to bite.

6. Expect short attention spans. Instead of getting frustrated about it, use it to your advantage. How? By bringing along a bag of candy and snacks. Where there is a lull in the camp activity, out comes the bag. Don’t let them know what goodies await, so each one becomes a surprise.

7. Make absolutely certain the child’s sleeping bag is clean, dry, and warm. Nothing is worse than discomfort when trying to sleep, but a refreshing sleep makes for a positive attitude the next day. In addition, kids can become quite scared of animals at night. A parent should not wait for any signs of this, but always play the part of the outdoor guardian, the one who will take care of everything.

8. Kids quickly relate to outdoor ethics. They will enjoy eating everything they kill, building a safe campfire, and picking up all their litter, and they will develop a sense of pride that goes with it. A good idea is to bring extra plastic garbage bags to pick up any trash you come across. Kids long remember when they do something right that somebody else has done wrong.

9. If you want youngsters hooked on the outdoors for life, take a close-up photograph of them holding up fish they have caught, blowing on the campfire, or completing other camp tasks. Young children can forget how much fun they had, but they never forget if they have a picture of it.

10. The least important word you can ever say to a kid is “I.” Keep track of how often you are saying “Thank you” and “What do you think?” If you don’t say them very often, you’ll lose out. Finally, the most important words of all are: “I am proud of you.”

PREDICTING WEATHER

Foonsky climbed out of his sleeping bag, glanced at the nearby meadow, and scowled hard.

“It doesn’t look good,” he said. “Doesn’t look good at all.”

I looked at my adventure companion of 20 years, noting his discontent. Then I looked at the meadow and immediately understood why: “When the grass is dry at morning light, look for rain before the night.”

“How bad you figure?” I asked him.

“We’ll know soon enough, I reckon,” Foonsky answered. “Short notice, soon to pass. Long notice, long it will last.”

When you are out in the wild, spending your days fishing and your nights camping, you learn to rely on yourself to predict the weather. It can make or break you. If a storm hits the unprepared, it can quash the trip and possibly endanger the participants. But if you are ready, a potential hardship can be an adventure.

You can’t rely on TV weather forecasters, people who don’t even know that when all the cows on a hill are facing north, it will rain that night for sure. God forbid if the cows are all sitting. But what do you expect from TV?

Foonsky made a campfire, started boiling some water for coffee and soup, and we started to plan the day. In the process, I noticed the smoke of the campfire: It was sluggish, drifting and hovering.

“You notice the smoke?” I asked, chewing on a piece of homemade jerky.

“Not good,” Foonsky said. “Not good.” He knew that sluggish, hovering smoke indicates rain.

“You’d think we’d have been smart enough to know last night that this was coming,” Foonsky said. “Did you take a look at the moon or the clouds?”

“I didn’t look at either,” I answered. “Too busy eating the trout we caught.” You see, if the moon is clear and white, the weather will be good the next day. But if there is a ring around the moon, the number of stars you can count inside the ring equals the number of days until the next rain. As for clouds, the high, thin ones—called cirrus—indicate a change in the weather.

We were quiet for a while, planning our strategy, but as we did so, some terrible things happened: A chipmunk scampered past with his tail high, a small flock of geese flew by very low, and a little sparrow perched on a tree limb quite close to the trunk.

“We’re in for trouble,” I told Foonsky.

“I know, I know,” he answered. “I saw ‘em, too. And come to think of it, no crickets were chirping last night either.”

“Damn, that’s right!”

These are all signs of an approaching storm. Foonsky pointed at the smoke of the campfire and shook his head as if he had just been condemned. Sure enough, now the smoke was blowing toward the north, a sign of a south wind. “When the wind is from the south, the rain is in its mouth.”

“We’d best stay hunkered down until it passes,” Foonsky said.

I nodded. “Let’s gather as much firewood now as we can, get our gear covered up, then plan our meals.”

“Then we’ll get a poker game going.”

As we accomplished these camp tasks, the sky clouded up, then darkened. Within an hour, we had gathered enough firewood to make a large pile, enough wood to keep a fire going no matter how hard it rained. The day’s meals had been separated out of the food bag so it wouldn’t have to be retrieved during the storm. We buttoned two ponchos together, staked two of the corners with ropes to the ground, and tied the other two with ropes to different tree limbs to create a slanted roof/shelter.

As the first raindrop fell with that magic sound on our poncho roof, Foonsky was just starting to shuffle the cards.

“Cut for deal,” he said.

Just as I did so, it started to rain a bit harder. I pulled out another piece of beef jerky and started chewing on it. It was just another day in paradise.

Weather lore can be valuable. Here is the list I have compiled over the years:

When the grass is dry at morning light,

Look for rain before the night.

Short notice, soon to pass.

Long notice, long it will last.

When the wind is from the east,

‘Tis fit for neither man nor beast.

When the wind is from the south,

The rain is in its mouth.

When the wind is from the west,

Then it is the very best.

Red sky at night, sailors’ delight.

Red sky in the morning, sailors take warning.

When all the cows are pointed north,

Within a day rain will come forth.

Onion skins very thin, mild winter coming in.

Onion skins very tough, winter’s going to be very rough.

When your boots make the squeak of snow,

Then very cold temperatures will surely show.

If a goose flies high, fair weather ahead

If a goose flies low, foul weather will come instead.

Small signs provided by nature and wildlife can also be translated to provide a variety of weather information:

• A thick coat on a woolly caterpillar means a big, early snow is coming.

• Chipmunks will run with their tails up before a rain.

• Bees always stay near their hives before a rainstorm.

• When the birds are perched on large limbs near tree trunks, an intense but short storm will arrive.

• On the coast, if groups of seabirds are flying a mile inland, look for major winds.

• If crickets are chirping very loudly during the evening, the next day will be clear and warm.

• If the smoke of a campfire at night rises in a thin spiral, good weather is assured for the next day.

• If the smoke of a campfire at night is sluggish, drifting and hovering, it will rain the next day.

• If there is a ring around the moon, count the number of stars inside the ring, and that is how many days until the next rain.

• If the moon is clear and white, the weather will be good the next day.

• High, thin clouds, or cirrus, indicate a change in the weather.

• Oval-shaped lenticular clouds indicate high winds.

• Two levels of clouds moving in different directions indicate changing weather soon.

• Huge, dark, billowing clouds, called cumulonimbus, suddenly forming on warm afternoons in the mountains mean that a short but intense thunderstorm with lightning can be expected.

• When squirrels are busy gathering food for extended periods, it means good weather is ahead in the short term, but a hard winter is ahead in the long term.

And God forbid if all the cows are sitting down.…



  CAMPING GEAR CHECKLIST

  Cooking Gear

  • Camp stove and fuel



• Dish soap and scrubber

• Fire-starter cubes

• Heavy-duty paper plates

• Ice chest and drinks

• Itemized food, separated by groups

• Knife, fork, cup

• Large, heavy-duty garbage bags

• Matches stored in resealable (such as Ziploc) bags

• One lighter for each camper

• Paper towels

• Plastic spatula and stir spoon

• Pot grabber or pot holder

• Salt, pepper, spices

• Two pots and no-stick pan

• Water jug or lightweight plastic “cube”

Optional Cooking Gear

• Aluminum foil

• Ax or hatchet

• Barbecue tongs

• Can opener

• Candles

• Dustpan

• Grill or hibachi

• Plastic clothespins

• Tablecloth

• Whisk broom

• Wood or charcoal for barbecue

Clothing

• Cotton/canvas pants

• Gore-Tex parka or jacket

• Gore-Tex rain pants

• Lightweight, breathable shirt

• Lightweight fleece jacket

• Medium-weight fleece vest

• Polypropylene underwear

• Rain jacket and pants, or poncho

• Sunglasses

• Waterproofed, oilskin wide-brimmed hat

Optional Clothing

• Gloves

• Shorts

• Ski cap

• Swimsuit

Hiking Gear

• Backpack or daypack

• Hiking boots

• Fresh bootlaces

• Innersole or foot cushion (for expeditions)

• Moleskin and medical tape

• SmartWool (or equivalent) socks

• Water-purification system

• Optional Hiking Gear

• Backup lightweight shoes or moccasins

• Gaiters

• Water-repellent boot treatment

Sleeping Gear

• Ground tarp

• Sleeping bag

• Tent or bivy bag

• Therm-a-Rest pad

Optional Sleeping Gear

• Air bed

• Cot

• Catalytic heater

• Foam pad for truck bed

• Mosquito netting

• Mr. Heater and propane tank (for use in pickup truck camper shell)

• Pillow (even in wilderness)

• RV windshield light screen

• Seam Lock for tent stitching

First Aid

• Ace bandage

• After-Bite for mosquito bites (before you scratch them)

• Aspirin

• Biodegradable soap

• Caladryl for poison oak

• Campho-Phenique gel for bites (after you scratch them)

• Mosquito repellent

• Lip balm

• Medical tape to affix pads

• Neosporin for cuts

• Roller gauze

• Sterile gauze pads

• Sunscreen

• Tweezers

Optional First Aid

• Athletic tape for sprained ankle

• Cell phone or coins for phone calls

• Extra set of matches

• Mirror for signaling

• Thermometer

Recreation Gear

• All required permits and licenses

• Fishing reel with fresh line

• Fishing rod

• Knife

• Leatherman tool or needle-nose pliers

• Small tackle box with flies, floats, hooks, lures, snap swivels, and splitshot

Optional Recreation Gear

• Backpacking cribbage board

• Deck of cards

• Folding chairs

• Guidebooks

• Hammock

• Mountain bike

• Reading material

Other Necessities

• Duct tape

• Extra plastic garbage bags

• Flashlight and batteries

• Lantern and fuel

• Maps

• Nylon rope for food hang

• Spade for cat hole

• Toilet paper

• Toothbrush and toothpaste

• Towelettes

• Wristwatch

Other Optional Items

• Altimeter

• Assorted bungee cords

• Binoculars

• Camera with fresh battery and digital card or film

• Compass

• Feminine hygiene products

• GPS unit

• Handkerchief

• Notebook and pen






REDWOOD EMPIRE
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Visitors come to the Redwood Empire for one reason: to see groves of giant redwoods, the tallest trees in the world. But the redwoods are only one of the attractions in this area. The Smith River canyon, Del Norte and Humboldt Coasts, and the remote edge of the Siskiyou Wilderness in Six Rivers National Forest all make this region like none other in the world. Three stellar areas should be on your must-see list for outstanding days of adventure: the redwood parks from Trinidad to Klamath River, the Smith River Recreation Area, and the Lost Coast.


Redwood campgrounds are in high demand, and reservations are necessary in the peak vacation season. On the opposite end of the spectrum are primitive and remote settings in Six Rivers National Forest, the Lost Coast, and even a few surprise nuggets in Redwood National Park.
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1 SALMON HARBOR RV RESORT


2 SHIP ASHORE RESORT


3 CRESCENT CITY REDWOODS KOA


4 JEDEDIAH SMITH REDWOODS STATE PARK


5 HIOUCHI RV RESORT


6 LITTLE BALD HILLS


7 NORTH FORK


8 PANTHER FLAT


9 GRASSY FLAT


10 PATRICK CREEK


11 BAYSIDE RV PARK


12 VILLAGE CAMPER INN RV PARK


13 SUNSET HARBOR RV PARK


14 NICKEL CREEK


15 DEL NORTE COAST REDWOODS STATE PARK


16 BIG FLAT


17 DEMARTIN


18 MYSTIC FOREST RV PARK


19 CHINOOK RV RESORT


20 FLINT RIDGE HIKE-IN


21 KLAMATH’S CAMPER CORRAL RV PARK AND CAMPGROUND


22 TERWER PARK


23 GOLD BLUFFS BEACH


24 ELK PRAIRIE


25 STONE LAGOON BOAT-IN


26 BIG LAGOON COUNTY PARK


27 PATRICK’S POINT STATE PARK


28 SOUNDS OF THE SEA RV PARK


29 SYLVAN HARBOR RV PARK AND CABINS


30 VIEW CREST LODGE


31 EMERALD FOREST


32 HIDDEN CREEK


33 CLAM BEACH COUNTY PARK


34 MAD RIVER RAPIDS RV PARK


35 EUREKA KOA


36 SAMOA BOAT RAMP COUNTY PARK


37 E-Z LANDING RV PARK AND MARINA


38 JOHNNY’S MARINA AND RV PARK


39 HONEYDEW CREEK


40 VAN DUZEN COUNTY PARK: SWIMMER’S DELIGHT


41 GRIZZLY CREEK REDWOODS STATE PARK


42 CUNEO CREEK HORSE CAMP


43 ALBEE CREEK


44 BURLINGTON


45 HIDDEN SPRINGS


46 GIANT REDWOODS RV AND CAMP


47 DEAN CREEK RESORT


48 BENBOW KOA


49 MADRONE, HUCKLEBERRY, AND DAWN REDWOOD


50 OAK FLAT


51 RICHARDSON GROVE CAMPGROUND AND RV PARK


52 MATTOLE


53 A. W. WAY COUNTY PARK


54 HORSE MOUNTAIN


55 TOLKAN


56 SHELTER COVE RV AND CAMPGROUND



1 SALMON HARBOR RV RESORT
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Scenic rating: 6


on the Smith River


Map 1.1


If location is everything, this privately operated campground rates high for salmon and steelhead anglers in the fall. It is set near the mouth of the Smith River, where salmon enter and school in the deep river holes in October. The fish are big, often in the 20-pound range, occasionally surpassing even 40 pounds. Year-round this is a good layover for RV cruisers looking for a spot near the Oregon border. It is actually an RV parking area with hookups, set within a mobile home park. Salmon Harbor RV Resort overlooks the ocean, with good beachcombing and driftwood and agate hunting nearby. Note that most sites are filled for the entire summer, but several sites are kept open for overnight campers. Restaurants are within walking distance and golfing only 20 minutes away.


Campsites, facilities: There are 93 sites for tents or RVs up to 40 feet; most sites have full hookups (30 and 50 amps) and some are pull-through. Picnic tables and fire grills are provided. Drinking water, restrooms with flush toilets and showers, cable TV, coin laundry, storage sheds, Wi-Fi (some sites) and modem access, and a recreation room are available. A grocery store, ice, gas, propane, a restaurant, boat ramp, fish cleaning station, RV storage, snack bar, and a bar are available within three miles. Leashed pets are permitted with a pet walk on the beach.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted at 800/332-6139. Sites are $38 per night, $3 per person for more than two people. Monthly rates are available. Open year-round.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive north on U.S. 101 for 13 miles to the town of Smith River. Continue three miles north on U.S. 101 to the Salmon Harbor Road exit. Turn left on Salmon Harbor Road, drive a short distance, and look for Salmon Harbor Resort at the end of the road.


Contact: Salmon Harbor RV Resort, 707/487-3341, www.salmonharborrvresort.com.


2 SHIP ASHORE RESORT
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Scenic rating: 7


on the Smith River


Map 1.1


This is a famous spot for Smith River anglers in late fall and all through winter, when the tales get taller as the evening gets late. In the summer, the resort has become quite popular with people cruising the coast on U.S. 101. The park is set on five acres of land adjacent to the lower Smith River. Note that in addition to the 120 RV sites, another 80 sites have mobile homes. The salmon and steelhead seem to come in one size here—big—but they can be as elusive as Bigfoot. If you want to hear how big these fish can be, just check into the Captain’s Galley restaurant any fall or winter evening. Salmon average 15-25 pounds, occasionally bigger, with 50-pounders caught each year, and steelhead average 10-14 pounds, with bigger fish occasionally hooked as well.


Campsites, facilities: There are 200 sites for RVs, and a separate area for 10-15 tents. Most RV sites have full hookups (30 amps); some sites are pull-through. Two houses and motel rooms are also available. Picnic tables are provided. Restrooms with flush toilets and showers, boat dock, boat ramp, coin laundry, propane, and a restaurant are available. A grocery store is two miles away. Leashed pets are permitted, with a maximum of two pets.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are not accepted. Tent sites are $16 per night; RV sites are $26 per night, $2.50 per person per night for more than two people, additional fee for cable TV. Weekly rates available. Some credit cards accepted. Open year-round.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive north on U.S. 101 for 16 miles, three miles past the town of Smith River, to the Ship Ashore sign at Chinook Street. At Chinook Street, turn left and drive a short distance (less than half a block) to the motel lobby to register.


Contact: Ship Ashore Resort, 707/487-3141, www.ship-ashore.com.


3 CRESCENT CITY REDWOODS KOA
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Scenic rating: 6


five miles north of Crescent City


Map 1.1


This KOA camp is on the edge of a recreation wonderland, a perfect jump-off spot for a vacation. The park covers 17 acres, with 10 acres of redwood forest. A few farm animals live here, and guests are allowed to feed them. In addition, there are three golf courses nearby. The camp is only two miles from Redwood National Park, Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park, and the Smith River National Recreation Area. It is also only a 10-minute drive to the beach and Tolowa Dunes Wildlife Area to the east, and to Crescent City Harbor to the south.


Campsites, facilities: There are 12 sites for tents and small RVs with partial hookups, 28 sites with full hookups (30 and 50 amps) including some pull-through sites for RVs of any length, and 35 sites with no hookups. Seventeen cabins and one lodge are also available. Picnic tables and fire grills are provided. A dump station, restrooms with flush toilets and showers, a coin laundry, free Wi-Fi, cable TV, playground, propane, convenience store, ice, firewood, recreation room, pool table, tetherball, table tennis, horseshoes, go-carts, and volleyball are available. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations for RV sites are accepted at 800/562-5754 or online at www.crescentcitykoa.com. RV sites are $30-45 per night, tent sites are $25-35, $3-4 per person per night for more than two people. Some credit cards accepted. Open mid-March-mid-November.


Directions: From Crescent City, take U.S. 101 north for five miles to the campground entrance on the right (east) side of the road.


Contact: Crescent City Redwoods KOA, 707/464-5744, www.crescentcitykoa.com.


4 JEDEDIAH SMITH REDWOODS STATE PARK
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Scenic rating: 10


on the Smith River


Map 1.1


This is a beautiful park set along the Smith River, where the campsites are sprinkled amid a grove of old-growth redwoods. Reservations are usually a necessity during the summer. This park covers 10,000 acres on both sides of the Smith River, a jewel and California’s last major free-flowing river. There are 20 miles of hiking and nature trails. The park has hiking trails that lead right out of the campground; one is routed along the beautiful Smith River, and another heads through forest, across U.S. 199, and hooks up with Simpson-Reed Interpretive Trail. In the summer, interpretive programs are available. There is also a good put-in spot at the park for river access in a drift boat, canoe, or raft. The fishing is best for steelhead from mid-January through March. In the summer, a seasonal footbridge connects the campground with more extensive trails. The best hikes are on the south side of the Smith River, accessible via Howland Hill Road, including the Boy Scout Tree Trail and Stout Grove (for access, see listing for Hiouchi RV Resort). Note that in winter, 100 inches of cumulative rainfall is common.


South Fork Road provides an extended tour into Six Rivers National Forest along the South Fork Smith River, with the option of visiting many of the largest trees in Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park. The turnoff is on U.S. 199 just northeast of the town of Hiouchi. Turn right, cross two bridges, and you will arrive at a fork in the road. Turning left at the fork will take you along the South Fork Smith River and deep into Six Rivers National Forest. Turning right at the fork will take you to a series of trailheads for hikes into redwoods. Of these, the best is the Boy Scout Tree Trail.


Campsites, facilities: There are 86 sites for tents or RVs up to 36 feet (no hookups) and trailers up to 31 feet, five hike-in/bike-in sites, and one group site for up to 15 vehicles and 50 people. Picnic tables, fire grills, and food lockers are provided. Drinking water, showers, flush toilets, and a dump station are available. There is a visitors center with exhibits and a nature store. Propane gas and groceries are available within one mile. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted only in the campground and on roads.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted May through early September at 800/444-7275 (800/444-PARK) or www.reserveamerica.com ($8 reservation fee). Sites are first-come, first-served September through May. Sites are $35 per night, $8 per night for each additional vehicle, $300 per night for the group site, and $5 per person per night for hike-in/bike-in sites. Open year-round.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive north on U.S. 101 for four miles to the junction with U.S. 199. Turn east at U.S. 199 and drive five miles. Turn right at the well-signed entrance station.


Contact: Jedediah Smith Visitors Center, 707/458-3496, Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park, 707/465-7335, www.parks.ca.gov.


5 HIOUCHI RV RESORT
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Scenic rating: 7


near the Smith River


Map 1.1


This camp is out of the wind and fog you get on the coast and set instead in the heart of the forest country. It makes a good base camp for a steelhead trip in winter. Insiders know that right next door, the fried chicken at the Hamlet’s market can be good for a quick hit. An excellent side trip is to drive just east of Hiouchi on U.S. 199, turn right, and cross over two bridges, where you will reach a fork in the road. Turn left for a great scenic drive along the South Fork Smith River or turn right to get backdoor access to Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park and three great trailheads for hiking in the redwoods. My favorite of the latter is the Boy Scout Tree Trail. Note that about one-fourth of the RV sites are filled with long-term renters, and many other sites fill up quickly with summer vacationers.


Campsites, facilities: There are 120 sites with full hookups (30 and 50 amps) for RVs of any length, six tent sites, and one yurt. Some sites are pull-through. Two park-model cabins and six furnished apartments are also available. Restrooms with flush toilets and showers, a dump station, coin laundry, Wi-Fi, high-speed modem hookups, cable TV, recreation room, fish cleaning station, horseshoe pits, basketball court, grocery store, propane, and deli are available. A motel and café are nearby. A golf course is available within four miles. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted at 800/722-9468. RV sites are $34-45 per night, $2 per person per night for more than two people; tent sites are $19-25 per night; and a yurt is available. Some credit cards accepted. Open year-round.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive five miles north on U.S. 101 to U.S. 199. Turn east (right) on U.S. 199 and drive about five miles (just past the entrance to Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park) to the town of Hiouchi. In Hiouchi, turn left at the well-signed campground entrance.


Contact: Hiouchi RV Resort, 707/458-3321, www.hiouchirv.com.



6 LITTLE BALD HILLS
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Scenic rating: 8


in Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park


Map 1.1


Little Bald Hills is a little-known campground located in the backcountry at Jedediah Smith. The camp, set in a deep forest, is very quiet and is often overlooked because of its location off Howland Hill Road on the far side of the Smith River (not at the main entrance along Highway 199). Reaching the camp requires a 3.3-mile trip, accessible for hikers, mountain bikers, and horseback riders. For newcomers, the drive to the trailhead can seem circuitous and remote compared to other state and national parks. Nearby Stout Grove and the Boy Scout Tree Trail provide excellent side-trips. Bears are occasional visitors at night, so be sure to use the food lockers provided.


Campsites, facilities: There are four tent sites and one group site for up to 20 people. Picnic tables and fire rings are provided. Pit toilets, bear-proof lockers, a horse corral, and a water trough are available. Drinking water is not available, but there is a spigot for stock water. Garbage must be packed out.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are not accepted. A free backcountry permit is required (available at visitors centers in Crescent City and Hiouchi). There is no fee for camping.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive north on U.S. 101 for four miles to the junction with U.S. 199. Turn east at U.S. 199 and drive just past Hiouchi to the turnoff on the right for South Fork Road. Turn right and drive over two bridges to the junction with South Fork Road (on the left) and Howland Hill Road (on the right). Turn right and drive a short distance to the Little Bald Hills Trailhead on the left (just before Stout Grove).


Contact: Redwood National and State Parks, 707/465-7335, www.nps.gov/redw.


7 NORTH FORK
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Scenic rating: 7


on the North Fork of the Smith River in Six Rivers National Forest


Map 1.1


This remote and primitive camp is a put-in for rafting and kayaking the North Fork Smith River in winter. Since there is no dam it can only be run in the rainy season, but this is a sensational Class III rafting trip in a rainstorm, including a spot at an overhanging rock along the northern shore where you can raft right through a waterfall. In the summer, the flows on the North Fork turn into a trickle and you can virtually walk down the stream. The campsites are primitive, open, and located within view of the river—not in the forest. Though there is space for RVs at the camp, the road in can be impassable for RVs during wet weather.


Campsites, facilities: There are five sites for tents or RVs up to 18 feet (no hookups). Large RVs are not advised. Picnic tables and fire rings are provided. Vault toilets are available, but there is no drinking water. Garbage must be packed out.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are not accepted. Sites are $8 per night, $5 per night per additional vehicle. Open year-round.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive north on U.S. 101 (straight ahead past the Highway 199 turnoff) to Rowdy Creek Road. Turn right on Rowdy Creek Road (it becomes Forest Road 308) and drive about 4.5 miles on Rowdy Creek Road/FR 308 to Forest Road 305. Turn left on Forest Road 305 (a dirt road) and drive 11 miles to the campground.


Contact: Smith River Recreation Area, Six Rivers National Forest, 707/457-3131, www.fs.usda.gov/srnf.



8 PANTHER FLAT
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Scenic rating: 8


on the Smith River in Six Rivers National Forest


Map 1.1


B


This is an ideal alternative to the often-crowded Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park. The park provides easy road access since it is set right along U.S. 199, the two-laner that runs beside the Smith River. This is one of the featured campgrounds in the Smith River Recreation Area, with excellent prospects for salmon and steelhead fishing in the fall and winter respectively, and outstanding hiking and backpacking in the summer. A 0.25-mile interpretive trail and viewing area is one mile north of the campground, off U.S. 199. A great nearby hike is Stony Creek Trail, an easy walk along the North Fork Smith River; the trailhead is in nearby Gasquet on Stoney Creek Road. Redwood National Park is a short drive to the west. The Siskiyou Wilderness is a short drive to the southeast via forest roads detailed on Forest Service maps. The wild and scenic Smith River system provides fishing, swimming, sunbathing, kayaking for experts, and beautiful scenery.


Campsites, facilities: There are 38 sites for tents or RVs up to 40 feet (no hookups). Picnic tables and fire grills are provided. Drinking water, restrooms with flush toilets and coin showers, a visitors center, and horseshoe pits are available. Propane gas, groceries, and coin laundry are nearby. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted at 877/444-6777 ($10 reservation fee) or www.recreation.gov ($9 reservation fee). Sites are $15-30 per night, $5 per night for each additional vehicle. Open year-round.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive north on U.S. 101 for three miles to the junction with U.S. 199. At U.S. 199, turn east and drive 14.5 miles to Gasquet. From Gasquet, continue for 2.3 miles east on U.S. 199 and look for the entrance to the campground on the left side of the highway.


Contact: Smith River Recreation Area, Six Rivers National Forest, 707/457-3131, www.fs.usda.gov/srnf.


9 GRASSY FLAT
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Scenic rating: 4


on the Smith River in Six Rivers National Forest


Map 1.1


This is one in a series of three easy-to-reach Forest Service camps set near U.S. 199 along the beautiful Middle Fork of the Smith River. It’s a classic wild river, popular in the summer with kayakers, and the steelhead come huge in the winter for the crafty few. The camp itself is set directly across from a CalTrans waste area, and if you hit it when the crews are working, it can be noisy here. Most of the time, however, it is peaceful and quiet.


Campsites, facilities: There are 15 sites for tents or RVs up to 30 feet (no hookups) and four walk-in tent sites. Picnic tables and fire grills are provided. Drinking water and vault toilets are available. Propane gas and groceries are available nearby. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted at 877/444-6777 ($10 reservation fee) or www.recreation.gov ($9 reservation fee). Sites are $10 per night, $5 per night for each additional vehicle. Open June through September.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive north on U.S. 101 for three miles to the junction with U.S. 199. Turn east on U.S. 199 and drive 14.5 miles to Gasquet. From Gasquet, continue east on U.S. 199 for 4.4 miles and look for the campground entrance on the right side of the road.


Contact: Smith River Recreation Area, Six Rivers National Forest, 707/457-3131, www.fs.usda.gov/srnf.



10 PATRICK CREEK
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Scenic rating: 8


in Six Rivers National Forest


Map 1.1


This is one of the prettiest spots along U.S. 199, where Patrick Creek enters the upper Smith River. It is also a historic California Conservation Corps site that was built in the 1930s. This section of the Smith looks something like a large trout stream, rolling green past a boulder-lined shore, complete with forest canopy. There are small cutthroat trout in summer and salmon and steelhead in fall and winter. A big plus for this camp is its nearby access to excellent hiking in the Siskiyou Wilderness, especially the great day hike to Buck Lake. It is essential to have a map of Six Rivers National Forest, both for driving directions to the trailhead and for the hiking route. You can buy maps at the information center for the Smith River National Recreation Area on the north side of U.S. 199 in Gasquet. Patrick Creek Lodge, on the opposite side of the highway from the campground, has a restaurant and bar. A paved trail connects the campground to Patrick Creek Lodge.


Campsites, facilities: There are 13 sites for tents or RVs up to 35 feet (no hookups). Picnic tables and fire grills are provided. Drinking water and flush toilets are available. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible, including a fishing area. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted for individual sites and are required for group sites at 877/444-6777 or www.recreation.gov ($9 reservation fee). Sites are $14 per night, $5 per night for each additional vehicle. Open May through September.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive north on U.S. 101 for three miles to the junction with U.S. 199. Turn east on U.S. 199 and drive 14.5 miles to Gasquet. From Gasquet, continue east on U.S. 199 for 7.5 miles and look for the campground entrance on the right side of the road.


Contact: Smith River Recreation Area, Six Rivers National Forest, 707/457-3131, www.fs.usda.gov/srnf.


11 BAYSIDE RV PARK
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Scenic rating: 6


in Crescent City


Map 1.1


If you are towing a boat, you just found your personal heaven: This RV park is directly adjacent to the boat docking area in Crescent City Harbor. There are several walks in the immediate area, including exploring the harbor and ocean frontage. The Crescent City Harbor provides views of seals and sea lions lounging on floating docks. For a quick change of scenery, it is only a 15-minute drive to Redwood National Park and Jedediah Smith Redwoods State Park along U.S. 199 to the north. Note that about 20 sites are filled with long-term renters, and most of the spaces book up for the entire season.


Campsites, facilities: There are 110 sites for RVs up to 34 feet. Most sites have full hookups (30 amps) and/or are pull-through. No tents. Picnic tables are provided. Restrooms with flush toilets and showers, cable TV, Wi-Fi, and a coin laundry are available. A restaurant is adjacent to the park. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted at 800/446-9482 or at www.baysidervcc.com/reservations. Sites are $28-33 per night, $5 per person per night for more than two people. Open year-round.


Directions: From U.S. 101 at the southern end of Crescent City, drive to Citizen Dock Road and continue one-half block south to the park office.


Contact: Bayside RV Park, 750 U.S. 101, Crescent City, 707/464-9482, www.baysidervcc.com.



12 VILLAGE CAMPER INN RV PARK
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Scenic rating: 7


in Crescent City


Map 1.1


Woods and water, that’s what attracts visitors to California’s north coast. Village Camper Inn provides nearby access to big woods and big water. This RV park is on 20 acres of wooded land, about a 10-minute drive away from the giant redwoods along U.S. 199. In addition, you’ll find some premium beachcombing for driftwood and agates a mile away on the spectacular rocky beaches just west of town. Note that about half of the sites fill up for the entire summer season.


Campsites, facilities: There are 135 sites for RVs of any length, and a separate area for tents. Most RV sites have full hookups (30 and 50 amps); some sites are pull-through. A one-bedroom vacation cottage is also available. Picnic tables are provided. Drinking water, a dump station, restrooms with flush toilets and showers, coin laundry, pickleball court, Wi-Fi, and cable TV are available. Leashed pets are permitted, with certain restrictions.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted at 800/470-3544. Sites are $31.50-36.50 per night, $2 per person per night for more than two people. Monthly rates available. Some credit cards accepted. Open year-round.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive north on U.S. 101 to the Parkway Drive exit. Take that exit and drive 0.5 mile to the campground on the right.


On U.S. 101, driving south in Crescent City: Drive south on U.S. 101 to the Washington Boulevard exit. Turn left on Washington Boulevard and drive one block to Parkway Drive. Turn left on Parkway and drive one block to the campground on the right.


Contact: Village Camper Inn RV Park, 707/464-3544, www.villagecamperinn.com.


13 SUNSET HARBOR RV PARK
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Scenic rating: 4


in Crescent City


Map 1.1


People camp here with their RVs to be close to the action in Crescent City and to the nearby harbor and beach frontage. For starters, drive a few minutes to the northwest side of town, where the sea is sprinkled with gigantic rocks and boulders, for dramatic ocean views and spectacular sunsets. For finishers, go down to the west side of town for great walks along the ocean parkway or south to the harbor and adjacent beach, which is long and expansive. About half of the sites are filled with long-term renters.


Campsites, facilities: There are 69 sites with full hookups (30 and 50 amps) for RVs up to 45 feet. No tents. Picnic tables are provided at some sites. Restrooms with flush toilets and showers, cable TV, Wi-Fi, coin laundry, recreation room, boat storage, and banquet hall are available. A grocery store is available nearby. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted, and a spacious dog run is available.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted. Sites are $28-31 per night, $3 per person per night for more than two people. Monthly rates are available. Some credit cards accepted. Open year-round.


Directions: In Crescent City on U.S. 101, drive to King Street. At King Street, turn east and drive one block to the park entrance at the end of the road.


Contact: Sunset Harbor RV Park, 707/464-3423, http://sunsetharborrv.com.



14 NICKEL CREEK
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Scenic rating: 8


in Redwood National Park


Map 1.1


This camp is set 100 yards from the beach on a bluff, right near the mouth of Nickel Creek. One of the least-known national park campgrounds in the whole state, Nickel Creek Walk-In provides a backpacking-type experience, yet it requires only a short, moderate walk (some steep grades and switchbacks). In return for the effort, you get seclusion and beach frontage, with seashore walks and tidepool exploration available. Enjoy ocean vistas from the high bluff.


Campsites, facilities: There are five hike-in tent sites. There is no drinking water. Picnic tables, food lockers, and fire pits are provided. Composting toilets are available. Garbage must be packed out. No pets are allowed.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are not accepted, but a free backcountry permit is required (available at visitors center or online at www.nps.gov/redw). There is no fee for camping. Open year-round.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive south on U.S. 101 for two miles to Enderts Beach Road. Turn right on Enderts Beach Road and drive about a mile to the trailhead at the end of the road. From the trailhead, hike in 0.5 mile to the campground.


Contact: Crescent City Information Center, 707/465-7335; Redwood National and State Parks, 707/465-7335, www.nps.gov/redw, www.crescentcity.org.


15 DEL NORTE COAST REDWOODS STATE PARK
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Scenic rating: 8


near Crescent City


Map 1.1


The campsites are set in a series of loops in the forest, so while there are a lot of camps, you still feel a sense of privacy here. In addition to redwoods, there are also good stands of alders, along with a rambling stream fed by several creeks. It makes for a very pretty setting, with four loop trails available right out of the camp. This park covers 6,400 acres, featuring 50 percent old-growth coastal redwoods and eight miles of wild coastline. Topography is fairly steep, with elevations ranging from sea level to 1,277 feet. This range is oriented in a north-to-south direction, with steep cliffs adjacent to the ocean. That makes most of the rocky seacoast generally inaccessible except by Damnation Trail and Footsteps Rock Trail. The best coastal access is at Wilson Beach or False Klamath Cove, where there is a half-mile of sandy beach bordered by excellent tide pools.


The forest interior is dense, with redwoods and tanoaks, madrones, red alders, bigleaf maples, and California bays. One reason for the lush growth is what rangers call the “nurturing” coastal climate. Nurturing, in this case, means rain like you wouldn’t believe in the winter—often more than 100 inches in a season—and lots of fog in the summer. Interpretive programs are conducted here. Insider’s note: Hike-in and bike-in campers beware. There is a 900-foot elevation change over the course of two miles between the U.S. 101 access road and the campground.


Campsites, facilities: There are 145 sites for tents or RVs up to 31 feet (no hookups). Hike-in/bike-in sites are also available. Picnic tables, fire pits, and food lockers are provided. Drinking water, a dump station, and restrooms with flush toilets and coin showers are available. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted only in the campground.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted at 800/444-7275 (800/444-PARK) or www.reserveamerica.com ($8 reservation fee); search for Del Norte Coast Redwoods. Sites are $35 per night, $8 per night for each additional vehicle, $5 per person per night for hike-in/bike-in sites. Open May through September.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive seven miles south on U.S. 101 to a signed access road for Mill Creek Campground/Del Norte Coast Redwoods State Park. Turn east at the park entrance and continue 1.5 miles to the campground entrance.


Contact: Del Norte Coast Redwoods State Park, 707/465-7335, www.parks.ca.gov, Redwood National and State Parks, 707/465-7335, www.nps.gov/redw.


16 BIG FLAT
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Scenic rating: 7


on Hurdygurdy Creek in Six Rivers National Forest


Map 1.1


This camp provides an ideal setting for those who know of it, which is why it gets quite a bit of use for a relatively remote camp. Set along Hurdygurdy Creek, near where the creek enters the South Fork of the Smith River, it provides nearby access to South Kelsey Trail, an outstanding hiking route whether you are walking for a few hours or backpacking for days. In the summer, it is a good layover for rafters or kayakers paddling the South Fork of the Smith River.


Campsites, facilities: There are 23 sites for tents or RVs up to 22 feet (no hookups). Picnic tables and fire grills are provided. Vault toilets and food lockers are available. There is no drinking water and garbage must be packed out. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are not accepted. Sites are $8 per night, $5 per night for each additional vehicle. Open May through mid-September.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive north on U.S. 101 for three miles to the junction with U.S. 199. Turn east on U.S. 199 and drive five miles to Hiouchi. Continue just past Hiouchi to South Fork Road. Turn right and cross two bridges. At the Y, turn left on South Fork Road and drive about 14 miles to Big Flat Road/County Road 405. Turn left and drive 0.25 mile to the campground entrance road (Forest Road 15N59) on the left. Turn left and drive a short distance to the camp on the left.


Contact: Smith River Recreation Area, Six Rivers National Forest, 707/457-3131, www.fs.usda.gov/srnf.


17 DEMARTIN
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Scenic rating: 9


in Redwood National Park


Map 1.1


For hikers on the Pacific Coastal Trail, this camp is ideal for an overnight spot. It is set in a grassy prairie area on a bluff overlooking the ocean along the DeMartin section of the trail, aside Wilson Creek. Sound good? You can chase the waves, hike the Coastal Trail, or just hunker down and let the joy of a peaceful spot renew your spirit.


Campsites, facilities: There are 10 tent sites. Picnic tables, fire pits, and food storage lockers are provided. Composting toilets are available. There is no drinking water. Garbage must be packed out. No pets are allowed.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are not accepted. A free backcountry permit is required (available from visitors center or online). There is no fee for camping. Open year-round.


Directions: From Crescent City, drive south for approximately 18 miles on U.S. 101 to Wilson Creek Road. At Wilson Creek Road, turn left and drive 0.25 mile to the trailhead at the end of the road. From the trailhead, marked Coastal Trail, hike in about 3.5 miles to the campground.


Contact: Redwood National and State Parks, 707/465-7335, www.nps.gov/redw.


18 MYSTIC FOREST RV PARK
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Scenic rating: 6


near the Klamath River


Map 1.1


The park features gravel roads, redwood trees, and grassy sites amid a 50-acre park designed primarily for RVs with a separate area for tents. Set in a unique natural environment, campsites are nestled among the redwoods and RV sites are on open grass (no blacktop). A bonus here is the 18-hole miniature golf course. The Trees of Mystery is less than a mile away and features a nearly 50-foot-tall Paul Bunyan and his blue ox, Babe. (In the winter of 2008, you may recall the tale of Babe’s head falling off in a storm. Have no fear—Babe again has a head.) The park is about 1.5 miles away from the ocean and 3.5 miles from the Klamath River. Jet-boat tours are available on the Klamath River.


Campsites, facilities: There are 30 sites with full hookups (30 amps) for RVs of any length and 14 tent sites. Some of the RV sites are pull-through. Picnic tables and fire rings are provided. Drinking water, restrooms with flush toilets and showers, Wi-Fi, cable TV, playground, recreation room, horseshoes, miniature golf, a coin laundry, convenience store and gift shop, group facilities, and firewood are available. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted. RV sites are $34 per night, tent sites are $20 per night, $4 per person per night for more than two people. Group rates available. Some credit cards accepted. Open year-round.


Directions: From Eureka, drive north on U.S. 101 to Klamath and continue north for five miles. Look for the entrance sign on the left side of the road. If you reach the Trees of Mystery, you have gone a mile too far north.


Contact: Mystic Forest RV Park, 707/482-4901, www.mysticforestrv.com.


19 CHINOOK RV RESORT
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Scenic rating: 7


on the Klamath River


Map 1.1


The camping area at this park consists of grassy RV sites that overlook the Klamath River. Chinook RV Resort is one of the more well-known parks on the lower Klamath. A boat ramp and fishing supplies are available.


Campsites, facilities: There are 70 sites with full hookups (30 and 50 amps) for RVs of any length and a grassy area for tents. Some RV sites are pull-through. An apartment is also available. Picnic tables and fire grills are provided. Restrooms with flush toilets and showers, cable television, Wi-Fi, coin laundry, fish cleaning station, recreation room, horseshoes, propane, convenience store, RV supplies and storage, boat ramp, boat rentals, and a tackle shop are available. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted at 866/482-3511. RV sites are $30-35 per night, tent sites are $20 per night, $3 per person per night for more than two people, $3 per night for each additional vehicle. Some credit cards accepted. Open year-round.


Directions: From Eureka, drive north on U.S. 101 to Klamath. After crossing the bridge at the Klamath River, continue north on U.S. 101 for a mile to the campground on the left.


Contact: Chinook RV Resort, 707/482-3511, www.chinookrvresort.com.



20 FLINT RIDGE HIKE-IN
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Scenic rating: 7


in Redwood National Park


Map 1.1


This little-known camp is on a grassy bluff overlooking the ocean along the Flint Ridge section of the Pacific Coastal Trail. From the parking area at the trailhead, it’s only a five-minute walk to reach a meadow surrounded by a thicket of wild blackberries, alders, and redwoods, with the ocean looming huge to the west, but there is no trail to the beach from here. The parking area, by the way, is an excellent perch to watch for the “puff-of-smoke” spouts from passing whales. A hike out of camp is routed into the forest; it’s a two-mile climb to reach a hill filled solid with redwoods. The only problem is that there is no real destination—just in and out with your friend. It’s the “Trail to Nowhere.”


Campsites, facilities: There are eight tent sites. Picnic tables, fire pits, and food lockers are provided. Composting toilets are available. There is no drinking water. Garbage must be packed out. No pets are allowed.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are not accepted. A free backcountry permit is required (available from visitors center or online). There is no fee for camping. Open year-round.


Directions: From Eureka, drive north on U.S. 101 to the Klamath River. Just before reaching the bridge at the Klamath River, take the Coastal Drive exit and head west up the hill for four miles to a dirt parking area on the right side of the road. Park here. The campground trailhead is adjacent to the parking area on the east side of the road. Hike 0.25 mile to the camp.


Contact: Crescent City Information Center 707/465-7335. Redwood National and State Parks, 707/465-7335, www.nps.gov/redw, www.crescentcity.org.


21 KLAMATH’S CAMPER CORRAL RV PARK AND CAMPGROUND
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Scenic rating: 6


on the Klamath River


Map 1.1


This 50-acre resort offers 3,000 feet of Klamath River frontage, grassy tent sites, berry picking, access to the ocean, and hiking trails nearby. And, of course, in the fall it has salmon and steelhead, the main attraction on the lower Klamath. A boat launch is about 1.5 miles from the resort. Nature trails are on the property, and there is room for bike riding. River swimming is popular in summer. A nightly campfire is usually available. Organized recreation is available in summer. A free pancake breakfast is offered to campers on Sundays.


Campsites, facilities: There are 134 sites for RVs of any length and 50 tent sites. Many RV sites have full or partial hookups (30 amps) and are pull-through. Picnic tables and fire rings are provided at the tent sites. Drinking water, restrooms with flush toilets and showers, seasonal heated swimming pool, recreation hall, general store, playground, dump station, coin laundry, cable TV, ice, firewood, bait and tackle, fish-cleaning station, fishing guide service, group facilities, arcade, basketball, volleyball, badminton, shuffleboard, horseshoes, table tennis, croquet, and tetherball are available. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted at 800/701-7275. RV sites are $32.50-39.50 per night, tent sites are $24.50-29.50 per night; $4 per night for each additional vehicle, $4 per person per night for more than two people. Weekly and monthly rates are available. Some credit cards accepted. Open April through October.


Directions: From Eureka, drive north on U.S. 101 to Klamath. Just after crossing the Klamath River/Golden Bear Bridge, take the Terwer Valley/Highway 169 exit. At the stop sign, turn left, drive under the highway, and continue a short distance west to the campground.


Contact: Klamath’s Camper Corral, 707/482-5741, www.campercorral.net.


22 TERWER PARK
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Scenic rating: 7


on the Klamath River


Map 1.1


This RV park is situated near the Terwer Riffle, one of the better shore-fishing spots for steelhead and salmon on the lower Klamath River. You’ll find grassy sites, river access, and some fair trails along the Klamath. When the salmon arrive in late August and September, Terwer Riffle can be loaded with fish, as well as boaters and shore anglers—a wild scene. Note that at this park, tent campers are separated from the RV park, with tent camping at a grassy area near the river. Some sites are taken by monthly renters.


Campsites, facilities: There are 35 sites with full hookups (30 amps) for RVs up to 34 feet, and a separate tent area. Several sites are pull-through. Five cabins are also available. Picnic tables are provided. Restrooms with flush toilets and showers are available. A pulley boat launch is nearby. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted. RV sites are $25 per night, tent sites are $20 per night, $5 per night for each additional vehicle. Weekly and monthly rates available. Open April through October.


Directions: From Eureka, drive north on U.S. 101 to Klamath and the junction with Highway 169. Turn east on Highway 169 and drive 3.5 miles to Terwer Riffle Road. Turn right on Terwer Riffle Road and drive two blocks, then bear right on Terwer Riffle Road and continue five blocks (about 0.5 mile) to the park at the end of the road.


Contact: Terwer Park, 641 Terwer Riffle Road, Klamath, 707/482-3855, 866/662-1219.


23 GOLD BLUFFS BEACH
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Scenic rating: 8


in Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park


Map 1.1


The campsites here are set in a sandy, exposed area with windbreaks and with a huge, expansive beach on one side and a backdrop of 100- to 200-foot cliffs on the other side. You can walk for miles at this beach, often without seeing another soul, and there is a great trail routed north through forest, with many hidden little waterfalls. In addition, Fern Canyon Trail, one of the best 30-minute hikes in California, is at the end of Davison Road. Hikers walk along a stream in a narrow canyon, its vertical walls covered with magnificent ferns. Sturdy hikers can continue heading north on the Coastal Trail and its pristine woodlands and fantastic expanses of untouched beaches.


There are some herds of elk in the area, often right along the access road. These camps are rarely used in the winter because of the region’s heavy rain and winds. The expanse of beach here is awesome, covering 10 miles of huge, pristine ocean frontage. (See Elk Prairie in this chapter for more information about Prairie Creek Redwoods.)


Campsites, facilities: There are 26 sites for tents or RVs up to 24 feet (no hookups). There is one backcountry site (#25). No trailers or vehicles wider than eight feet. Fire grills, food lockers, and picnic tables are provided. Drinking water and restrooms with flush toilets and showers are available. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are not accepted. Sites are $35 per night, $8 per night for each additional vehicle. The backcountry site is $10 per night; a free permit is required. Open year-round, weather permitting.


Directions: From Eureka, drive north on U.S. 101 for 45 miles to Orick. At Orick, continue north on U.S. 101 for three miles to Davison Road. Turn left (west) on Davison Road and drive six miles to the campground on the left. Note: No vehicles more than 24 feet long or eight feet wide are permitted on gravel Davison Road, which is narrow and very bumpy.


Contact: Redwood National and State Parks, 707/465-7335 or 707/464-6101, www.nps.gov/redw; Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park, 707/465-7335, Visitors Center, 707/465-7354, www.parks.ca.gov.


24 ELK PRAIRIE
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Scenic rating: 9


in Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park


Map 1.1


A small herd of Roosevelt elk wander free in this remarkable 14,000-acre park. Great opportunities for photographs abound, including a group of about five elk often found right along the highway and access roads. Where there are meadows, there are elk; it’s about that simple. An elky here, an elky there, making this one of the best places to see wildlife in California. Remember that these are wild animals, they are huge, and they can be unpredictable; in other words, enjoy them, but don’t harass them or get too close.


This park consists of old-growth coastal redwoods, prairie lands, and 10 miles of scenic, open beach (Gold Bluff Beach). The interior of the park can be reached by 70 miles of hiking, biking, and nature trails, including a trailhead for a great bike ride at the visitors center. There are many additional trailheads and a beautiful tour of giant redwoods along the Drury Scenic Parkway. A visitors center and summer interpretive programs with guided walks and junior ranger programs are available. On the James Irvine Trail (trailhead near the visitors center), you can see world-class redwoods, Sitka spruce, western hemlock and Douglas fir in the span of a few miles. The forest understory is very dense due to moisture from coastal fog. Western azalea and rhododendron blooms, peaking in May and June, are best seen from the Rhododendron Trail. November through May, always bring your rain gear. Summer temperatures range 40-75°F; winter temperatures range 35-55°F.


Campsites, facilities: There are 75 sites for tents or RVs up to 27 feet (no hookups), and one hike-in/bike-in site. Picnic tables, fire rings, and bear-proof food lockers are provided. Drinking water and restrooms with flush toilets and coin showers are available. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted January-September at 800/444-7275 (800/444-PARK) or www.reserveamerica.com ($8 reservation fee). Sites are first-come, first-served September-January. Sites are $35 per night, $8 per night for each additional vehicle, $5 per person per night for hike-in/bike-in site. Open year-round.


Directions: From Eureka, drive 45 miles north on U.S. 101 to Orick. At Orick, continue north on U.S. 101 for five miles to the Newton B. Drury Scenic Parkway. Take the exit for the Newton B. Drury Scenic Parkway and drive north for a mile to the park. Turn left at the park entrance.


Contact: Redwood National and State Parks, 707/465-7335 or 707/464-6101, www.nps.gov/redw; Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park, 707/488-2039 or Visitors Center, 707/465-7335, www.parks.ca.gov.


25 STONE LAGOON BOAT-IN
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Scenic rating: 10


in Humboldt Lagoons State Park


Map 1.1


B


Virtually nobody knows about this ideal spot for canoeists. While Stone Lagoon is directly adjacent to U.S. 101, the camp is set in a cove that is out of sight of the highway. That makes it a secret spot for a lucky few. It is a great place to explore by canoe or kayak, especially paddling upstream to the lagoon’s inlet creek. After setting up camp, it is possible to hike to a secluded sand spit and stretch of beachfront. You may see elk in this area on the rare occasion. The water is usually calm in the morning but often gets choppy from afternoon winds. Translation: Get your paddling done early on Stone Lagoon. There is also good fishing for cutthroat trout here. The early 1900s saw several dairy ranches established along Stone Lagoon’s shore; however, today’s regenerated marshland habitat is home to a wide range of marsh flora, as well as birdlife and other creatures.


Campsites, facilities: There are six primitive tent sites accessible by boat only. There is no drinking water. Picnic tables, food lockers, and fire rings are provided. Pit toilets are available. Garbage must be packed out. No pets are allowed.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are not accepted. Sites are $20 per night; includes one vehicle, second vehicle $8 per night (two-vehicle limit). All campers must register at the Patrick’s Point State Park entrance station. Open year-round.


Directions: From Eureka, drive 41 miles north on U.S. 101 (15 miles north of Trinidad) to Stone Lagoon. At Stone Lagoon, turn left at the visitors information center. The boat-in campground is in a cove directly across the lagoon from the visitors center. The campsites are dispersed in an area covering about 300 yards in the landing area.


Contact: Patrick’s Point State Park, 4150 Patrick’s Point Dr., 707/677-3570, www.parks.ca.gov.


26 BIG LAGOON COUNTY PARK
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Scenic rating: 7


north of Trinidad overlooking the Pacific Ocean


Map 1.1


This is a remarkable, huge lagoon that borders the Pacific Ocean. It provides good boating, excellent exploring, fair fishing, and good duck hunting in the winter. It’s a good spot to paddle a canoe around on a calm day. A lot of out-of-towners cruise by, note the lagoon’s proximity to the ocean, and figure it must be saltwater. Wrong! Not only is it freshwater, but it provides a long shot for anglers trying for rainbow trout. One reason not many RV drivers stop here is that most of them are drawn farther north (another eight miles) to Freshwater Lagoon.


Campsites, facilities: There are 25 sites for tents or small RVs (no hookups). Picnic tables and fire grills are provided. Drinking water and restrooms with flush toilets and showers are available. A boat ramp is also available. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are not accepted. Sites are $20 per night per vehicle (10 people per site); bike/walk-in sites are $8 per person per night; children 12 and under free with adult; $5 per night for additional vehicle, $2 per pet per night. Maximum stay is 10 days. Open year-round.


Directions: From Eureka, drive 22 miles north on U.S. 101 to Trinidad. At Trinidad, continue north on U.S. 101 for eight miles to Big Lagoon Park Road. Turn left (west) at Big Lagoon Park Road and drive two miles to the park.


Contact: Humboldt County Public Works/County Parks, 707/445-7651, www.co.humboldt.ca.us or http://humboldtgov.org; Humboldt Lagoons State Park Visitor Center, 707/488-2041.


27 PATRICK’S POINT STATE PARK
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Scenic rating: 10


near Trinidad


Map 1.1


This pretty park covers 640 acres of coastal headlands and is filled with Sitka spruce, dramatic ocean lookouts, and several beautiful beaches, including one with agates, one with tidepools, and another with an expansive stretch of beachfront leading to a lagoon. You can see it best on the Rim Trail, which has many little cut-off routes to the lookouts and down to the beaches. The campground is sheltered in the forest, and while it is often foggy and damp in the summer, it is always beautiful. A Native American village, constructed by the Yurok tribe, is also here. At the north end of the park, a short hike to see the bizarre “Octopus Trees” is a good side trip, with trees that are growing atop downed logs, their root systems exposed like octopus tentacles; the trail here loops through a grove of old-growth Sitka spruce. In addition, there are several miles of pristine beach to the north that extends to the lagoons. Interpretive programs are available. The forest here is dense, with spruce, hemlock, pine, fir, and red alder covering an ocean headland. Night and morning fog are common almost year-round, and there are periods when it doesn’t lift for days. This area gets 60 inches of rain per year on average. For camping, plan on making reservations.


Campsites, facilities: There are 85 sites for tents or RVs (no hookups), 39 sites for RVs up to 31 feet, and two group sites for up to 100 people. Fire grills, storage lockers, and picnic tables are provided. Drinking water and restrooms with flush toilets and coin showers are available. Some facilities are wheelchair-accessible. Leashed pets are permitted at campsites, but not on trails or beaches.


Reservations, fees: Site-specific reservations are accepted at 800/444-7275 (800/444-PARK) or www.reserveamerica.com ($8 reservation fee). Abalone and Penn Creek sites are $35 per night, Agate Campground sites are $35-45 per night, $8 per night for each additional vehicle, $300 per night for the group sites. Open year-round.


Directions: From Eureka, drive north on U.S. 101 for 22 miles to Trinidad. At Trinidad, continue north on U.S. 101 for 5.5 miles to Patrick’s Point Drive. Take that exit, and at the stop sign turn left and drive 0.5 mile to the park entrance.


Contact: Patrick’s Point State Park, 707/677-3570, www.parks.ca.gov.


28 SOUNDS OF THE SEA RV PARK
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Scenic rating: 6


in Trinidad


Map 1.1


The Trinidad area, about 20 miles north of Eureka, is one of the great places on this planet. Nearby Patrick’s Point State Park is one of the highlights, with a Sitka spruce forest, beautiful coastal lookouts, a great easy hike on the Rim Trail, and access to several secluded beaches. To the nearby south at Trinidad Head is a small harbor and dock, with deep-sea and salmon fishing trips available. A breezy beach is to the immediate north of the Seascape Restaurant. A bonus at this privately operated RV park is good berry picking in season.


Campsites, facilities: There are 52 sites with full hookups (30 and 50 amps) for tents or RVs of any length; some sites are pull-through. RV rentals and four park-model cabins are also available. Picnic tables and fire rings are provided at most sites. Restrooms with showers, cable TV, Wi-Fi, exercise room and indoor spa (fee), dump station, coin laundry, convenience store, gift shop, propane, firewood, and ice are available. Leashed pets are permitted with certain restrictions.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted at 877/489-6360. RV sites are $33-45 per night, tent sites are $33-38 per night, $3-5 per person per night for more than two people. Some credit cards accepted. Open year-round.


Directions: From Eureka, drive north on U.S. 101 for 28 miles to Trinidad. In Trinidad, continue north on U.S. 101 for five miles to the Patrick’s Point exit. Take the Patrick’s Point exit, turn left, and drive 0.5 mile to the park.


Contact: Sounds of the Sea RV Park, 707/677-3271, www.soundsofthesea.us.



29 SYLVAN HARBOR RV PARK AND CABINS
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Scenic rating: 8


in Trinidad


Map 1.1


This park is designed as an RV park and fish camp, with cleaning tables and canning facilities available on-site. It is a short distance from the boat hoist at the Trinidad pier. Beauty surrounds Sylvan Harbor on all sides for miles. Visitors come to enjoy the various beaches, go agate hunting, or look for driftwood on the beach. Nearby Patrick’s Point State Park is an excellent side-trip getaway. This is one of several privately operated parks in the Trinidad area, offering a choice of shaded or open sites. (For more information about recreation options nearby, see Sounds of the Sea RV Park listing.)


Campsites, facilities: There are 73 sites with full hookups (30 amps) for RVs up to 35 feet. No tents. A storage shed and cable TV are provided. Three cabins are available. Restrooms with showers, fish-cleaning stations, fish smokers, canning facilities, coin laundry, and propane are available. Leashed pets are permitted.


Reservations, fees: Reservations are accepted for cabins only. Sites are $34.25 per night, $3 per person per night for more than two people. Weekly and monthly rates available during the summer. Open year-round, weather permitting. Cash or checks only; no credit cards.


Directions: From Eureka, drive north on U.S. 101 for 28 miles to the Trinidad exit. Take that exit to Main Street. Turn left on Main Street and drive 0.1 mile under the freeway to Patrick’s Point Drive. Turn right on Patrick’s Point Drive and drive one mile to the campground on the right at 875 Patrick’s Point Drive.
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