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


—John Muir, Our National Parks, 1901



















There are no words that can tell the hidden spirit of the wilderness, that can reveal its mystery, its melancholy and its charm.


—Theodore Roosevelt, 1910
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Introduction



CAMPING FOR RECREATION IS NOTHING NEW, having become a popular pastime as early as the 1860s. As a way to experience the outdoors, camping has continued to grow and evolve over the past 100-plus years. In the United States, shortly after the first guide to recreational camping was published in 1908, the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts organizations were founded. Around that same time, vacations to explore national parks soared in popularity. In an increasingly industrialized society, the scouting programs and national parks offered paths for children and their parents to reconnect to the natural world—and they still do today.


In 1856, Henry Hopkins Sibley, an officer in the US Army, patented his canvas bell-style conical tent modeled after the traditional tepee structure used by native Plains and Great Plains peoples. Eventually, the functional design allowed campers to quickly set up and take down temporary outdoor shelters—a convenience that made camping more appealing and accessible. During the Great Depression, camping got a boost when the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) was developed as part of President Roosevelt’s New Deal program. The goal of the CCC was to lower the unemployment rate by hiring laborers to work on conservation and natural resource projects. One of the by-products of this program was the creation of more than 800 state parks, which made the outdoors more accessible to many.


After World War II, as a result of increased wealth and leisure time, a surge of campers flocked to wilderness areas across North America, embracing time-tested nomadic traditions and designs that certain Native American tribes had been employing for thousands of years. Summer camps gained popularity, teaching games and rituals adopted from various North American tribes. In the 1960s and ’70s, the cultural shift toward conservation and environmental protection sparked a growing interest in outdoor recreation. Now, with the advent of social media and instant photo sharing—a phenomenon that allows thousands of people to learn the exact GPS coordinates of a picturesque campsite—the popularity of camping has reached an all-time high. With this growing trend comes an ever-increasing urgency to link camping with environmental stewardship.


As people camp in the wilderness in greater numbers, fragile natural areas can suffer the consequences—a threat that necessitates extra care be taken to limit the environmental impact of camping. The Leave No Trace Seven Principles outlined in this book are not just codes of conduct for proper camping etiquette—they are rules that should be closely followed to preserve our wild spaces for generations to come.


Advancements in manufacturing have made camping more approachable for many. However, it can still seem out of reach for more marginalized groups in society, where cultural norms or the amount of leisure time or money can be limiting factors. Steps have been taken in the outdoor gear industry and the national parks system to help groups that are typically underrepresented in the outdoors world feel more welcome, but there is still a long way to go. One of the goals of this book is to present information about camping in a way that makes it more accessible to everyone. Camping doesn’t require investing in the most expensive gear or learning hard-core wilderness survival skills. It simply requires a bit of know-how, enough gear to stay safe in the elements, and the right temperament to revel in the joys that camping can inspire.


How to Camp in the Woods is a comprehensive guide to enjoying the great outdoors, covering trip planning, gear selection, basic skills, etiquette, cooking tips, activities, and safety protocols. If you are new to camping, you will find all the information needed to confidently plan and execute a safe and enjoyable trip. If you are an experienced camper, you will learn new tips and tricks to make your forays more streamlined, enjoyable, and sustainable.



WHY CAMP?



For some, camping is about exploration or testing the human limits of endurance. For others, it’s about leisure and quality time spent with family and friends. The common thread behind the myriad reasons for camping is usually the desire to connect with nature. Away from population-dense city centers, a starlit night sky is no longer obscured by light pollution. The stars shine with more definition, and in the most remote places on a clear night you can observe the sparkling expanse of the Milky Way. A chorus of birdsong accompanies each sunrise. Water filtered from a cold stream is the most refreshing reward at the end of a day spent in the wilderness, and when you’re camping, food simply tastes better. As the sun sets, frogs begin to croak in chorus, marking the time to gather around a campfire and share stories. When the moon is full, it casts so much light across the landscape that you can see your shadow. This time spent in nature can realign your sense of self. Even an overnight camping trip can feel restorative.


Camping in the traditional sense means finding the right balance between comforts and basic human needs for shelter, food, and water in the wilderness. However, it doesn’t need to feel like roughing it. Precautions can be taken and gear can be packed that will limit your exposure to uncomfortable or harmful situations. However, traditional camping isn’t typically luxurious. Luxuries like electronics, lavish living quarters, or modern amenities such as refrigeration, air-conditioning, or central heating aren’t considered part of the classic camping experience, so they won’t be covered in this book.


A number of situations have the potential to reduce your enjoyment of the great outdoors. A swarm of mosquitoes can convince even the most seasoned camper to retreat into the confines of a tent. Relentless rain can dampen high spirits. A poorly insulated jacket or sleeping bag, an unstable tent flapping in the wind, or a stiff sleeping pad positioned over a tree root can make sleep impossible. Yet with the right tools and know-how detailed in this book, you can take measures to minimize discomfort by packing and preparing for all possible variables. When you’re wearing the appropriate layers, and your tent is holding steady in the wind, and you’re cozy inside a warm sleeping bag and lying on a comfortable sleeping pad, you can then relax and listen to the breeze rustling through the trees.


Once any discomfort or safety issues have been addressed, the joy of engaging with nature can commence. There are many ways to interact with and enjoy the outdoors while camping. Many people relish the relief from the distractions and stress of work, technology, and household chores. Some look forward to the social aspect of gathering around a campfire and singing songs. Children delight in the opportunity to roast marshmallows and explore all the wonders of a forest. Intrepid campers like to test their outdoor skills and endurance by carrying minimal gear along a trail for days on end. Regardless of your motivation, the experience of spending time in the outdoors creates memories that bond people to each other and to the natural world in ways that can last a lifetime.


FRONTCOUNTRY VS. BACKCOUNTRY CAMPING


Just as there are many ways to appreciate the outdoors, there are many ways to camp. The choices range from amenity-packed recreational vehicle (RV) camping to an ultralight ramble with just a tarp and some cord to rig a makeshift shelter. The more luxurious the camping setup you require, the more money you’ll spend on gear and the less time you’ll spend in direct contact with nature’s elements. Choose the style of camping best suited to your disposition, budget, and fitness level.


FRONTCOUNTRY


Defined as the style of camping where you can drive right up to the campground or campsite, frontcountry camping lends itself to packing a lot more gear than you would for backcountry camping. Frontcountry camping includes RVing, glamping, car camping, van camping, and walk-in camping. When frontcountry camping, the size of your vehicle determines the amount of gear you can pack. Many frontcountry campgrounds include wheelchair-accessible paths and toilet facilities, running water, food-storage boxes, fire rings, picnic tables, and sometimes even showers.


Car camping


Car camping is most commonly used as an umbrella term for frontcountry camping. But in its truest form, car camping refers to parking right next to your campsite. This makes unloading gear incredibly convenient. Some car-camping campgrounds provide outhouses or composting toilets, while others are outfitted with amenities such as restrooms, a campground store, and sometimes even a swimming pool.


RV camping


Camper vans and RVs are permitted only in select campgrounds, so you should check ahead to make sure you can camp at your destination in a motor home. RV camping is appealing to people who want the comfort of certain amenities to make it easier to sleep, cook, and use the bathroom, while also enjoying easy access to the outdoors. Some RV-friendly campgrounds provide hookups for electricity, and sometimes even a dump station for disposing of human waste from RV toilets. It’s possible to park RVs in some campgrounds that don’t offer hookups. This is called dry camping, when no electricity, water, or sewer connections are supplied. RVs and camper vans are also well suited for roadside camping on long road trips in areas where campgrounds are few and far between.


Glamping


A term used to describe a luxurious camping style, glamping can be very high-end and almost resort-like, depending on the destination. Certain home-rental and camping reservation websites now advertise yurts, platform cabin tents, and bare-bones structures that come with amenities that make the camping experience feel downright deluxe, while still allowing for easy access to scenic areas. This type of camping is not covered in this book, but it’s easy to find online.


Walk-in camping


Many campgrounds include both car-camping and walk-in campsites. While you can park your car right next to car-camping sites, walk-in sites require you to park in a designated parking area and then haul your gear on foot to a campsite located away from the car. Some campgrounds provide wagons to help transport gear. Although walk-in sites require some extra work to unload the car and set up camp, they are often much quieter and farther removed from other campers. This is a good option when you want the ease of car camping but choose to avoid the potential downsides of nearby neighbors.
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Bike touring and bikepacking


Bike touring is similar to backpacking but instead of traveling on foot, you travel on a touring bike to get to each new destination. Panniers are typically used for carrying gear, as they securely attach to racks on the front and back of a bike. Some panniers are waterproof so gear doesn’t get soaked in wet weather. Bikepacking is different from bike touring in that a mountain bike is used to travel on trails and rougher terrain. The trick to bike touring and bikepacking is to pack as light as possible. The amount of gear that you would pack on a bike is about equal to the amount you would carry while backpacking. A bike that isn’t loaded down with a lot of heavy gear is also much easier to ride uphill and for long distances.


Van camping


It’s becoming increasingly popular to outfit a van with a built-in bed and sometimes even a kitchen unit. Van camping provides a comfortable place to sleep, even on the side of the road, and protection from the elements. Vans also usually get better gas mileage than RVs or camper vans, so they are a more affordable option when extra amenities are your style.
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In the past few years, manufacturers have begun making tents designed to sit on a rigid platform secured to the top of a vehicle roof rack. These rooftop tents come in a variety of styles and sizes. Some have vestibules and ladders and can accommodate a queen-size inflatable mattress. With a roof tent, you gain elevated sleeping space. Some roof-rack tents are made to fasten to the top of sedans. A similar type of tent can be set up in the bed of a truck.


BACKCOUNTRY


Backcountry camping encompasses the kinds of trips that require carrying gear into the wilderness via human-powered modes of transportation, such as backpacking, kayaking, mountain biking, canoeing, snowshoeing, or skiing. Backcountry camping often requires being much more weight- and space-conscious than frontcountry camping, because all gear must be hauled by you and packed into the limited confines of backpacks, dry bags, or panniers. Still, certain kinds of backcountry camping allow for a surprising amount of gear. For example, more gear can be packed into a canoe than, say, a backpack or kayak, but a canoe can hold only so much. If you overload a canoe, you risk gear falling overboard or weighing the canoe down so much that it becomes difficult to maneuver.


If you choose to pursue backcountry camping, be sure to read the rules and regulations that apply to the specific place where you plan to camp to learn about food-storage protocols, fire restrictions, and any safety updates.


Backpacking


Backpacking involves hiking on foot from a trailhead to a wilderness camping area. It requires owning a backpack fitted to your size and height and a selection of specialized gear and clothing.


The rule of thumb is that the pack, when loaded, shouldn’t weigh more than 20 percent of your body weight. So a 150-pound person should aim to carry a backpack no heavier than 30 pounds. A loaded backpack can be weighed at home by standing on a scale without the backpack and recording your weight, then stepping back onto the scale while wearing the backpack and subtracting the difference to determine the backpack’s stand-alone weight.


Some backpackers prefer to hike to a backcountry campsite destination and then stay at that site for a few days, day hiking from the home base. Others choose to backpack to a new campsite each day, which requires packing up the tent on travel days and setting it up again at each new destination.
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Minimalist camping


Considered to be one of the original minimalist campers, naturalist and author John Muir would carry little more than bread, sugar, a tin cup, and a couple of blankets on some of his expeditions. Today, minimalist camping is less extreme. Also referred to as ultralight backpacking, minimalist camping requires investing in featherlight gear, which is often more expensive. There are ultralight options for all sorts of gear, including stoves, backpacks, sleeping bags, sleeping pads, cooking utensils, and clothing. The goal of the minimalist camper is to strip down the number of items packed to only the bare essentials, with each item weighing as little as possible.


Thru-hiking


A term coined to refer to extended backpacking trips along one of the three longest trails in the US, thru-hiking requires an incredible amount of planning, preparation, and endurance. Thru-hikers typically backpack along the Pacific Crest Trail, Appalachian Trail, or Continental Divide Trail, which range in length from 2,100 to 3,100 miles and usually take several months and many resupply stops to complete. Many thru-hikers opt to pack ultralight gear given the sheer number of miles that must be traveled daily.


Winter camping


Some forms of winter camping require snowshoeing or skiing to your destination with a pack on your back. Rustic basic huts or cabins are sometimes located at the end point for these trips into the backcountry, which allows winter campers to leave their tents behind. Some people backpack in the winter or late fall, when snow blankets the ground. For this type of camping, a four-season tent is the optimal choice and an extra-warm sleeping bag and clothing are absolute essentials. Depending on the destination, taking an avalanche safety course may be necessary.


Camping with pack animals


Certain backcountry trails permit bringing pack animals with you. This means you can either bring your own pack animal or pay for a pack animal as part of a backcountry trip with a tour company that offers this service. Typically, the animals will carry your gear while you hike. Depending on the pack animal service, you can sometimes even ride the pack animal into the backcountry instead of hiking. This is a good option for people who still want to enjoy the backcountry but who aren’t physically capable of traveling the whole way while also carrying gear.


Water touring


Kayaks, canoes, and inflatable rafts allow you to pack more gear than you would think, and the speed and mobility of a watercraft can help you travel to remote backwater campsites located on ocean islands or along the shorelines of rivers and lakes. Various sizes of dry bags or tightly tied garbage bags are used to keep your gear dry.


Certain models of kayaks are built for sea kayaking versus lake or river kayaking. Similarly, certain models of canoes are better suited for camping trips and weigh less for easier portaging. Various types of rafts are used for camping trips along rivers. Framed rafts offer good stability for going over rapids without the risk of gear falling out. Lightweight pack rafts can be folded to fit into a backpack. This allows more mobility and the freedom to hike to a river put-in where there is no road access.


WHERE TO CAMP


Camping destinations abound if you know where to find them. The trick is determining where you are allowed to camp safely and legally. The other requirement is to strictly follow the Leave No Trace Seven Principles wherever you stop, especially in locations without designated campsites. To limit the traffic to fragile ecosystems, it’s always best practice to camp in designated campgrounds and campsites whenever possible.



NATIONAL PARKS



The US and its territories are home to more than 400 National Park Service sites, which are areas of scenic, historical, or scientific value that have been set aside for protection and outdoor recreation. Yellowstone National Park was established in 1872, after Congress signed an act designating it as a protected public park. This then set a precedent worldwide for preserving important scenic areas for generations to come. The National Park Service, created in 1916 by President Woodrow Wilson, was given authority to manage and conserve these preserved areas. It was also given the responsibility of limiting human impact on these natural and historic spaces, while allowing people enough freedom to recreate.


The 84 million acres set aside as national parks feature dramatic landscapes, unique geology, and seemingly endless opportunities for exploration. Consequently, some of the more popular camping destinations are national parks. They feature established campgrounds and campsites that are available for car camping, RV camping, and van camping, as well as designated campsites in the backcountry areas that are ideal for backpacking and getting away from the bustle. To reduce the human impact on fragile ecosystems, some of the most popular hiking trails enforce a reservation lottery system that limits the number of people camping along the trails each night. However, national parks reserve a small percentage of permits for walk-ins, either the day of or before your planned trip. Just be sure to get to the park office early to get in line. Whether you’re frontcountry or backcountry camping, check in advance of your trip to find out whether a campsite can be reserved.




The National Park Service website has a “Find a Campground” page (www.nps.gov/subjects/camping/campground.htm), where you can type in your destination location and find the national park campgrounds in that specific area.





FREE CAMPING


Free camping is also referred to as bandit camping, dispersed camping, boondocking, or wild camping. The essential idea is to locate a camping spot in an area where no fee is required to stay there. In some countries you can camp on privately owned property. Investigate applicable laws and ask for permission before pitching a tent. It’s inadvisable to camp right next to a main road or walking path. Instead, find a location hidden from view and near a water source, if possible. If you see any litter from previous visitors, pack it out.


You can sometimes purchase a book or find online sites that provide information about free campsites in your specific destination area. Free camping is a somewhat controversial form of camping because it creates the potential for irresponsible campers to damage wild areas. The benefit of paying an overnight camping fee is that the money helps pay for upkeep and maintenance of the campground and its facilities. These fees are especially important for government-managed park and forest systems that rely on a combination of user fees and tax dollars for maintenance and preservation.


NATIONAL FORESTS


Most designated national forests and grasslands in the US allow people to camp for free. Before you head for one of these areas, be sure to find out what rules apply to the specific area and whether camping is prohibited due to safety issues or environmental protection. Nightly fees might apply when staying in established campsites or campgrounds. Camping in a national forest or grassland is a good option for backpacking, car camping, bikepacking, van camping, and RV camping. Although the camping is free outside of designated campgrounds, the time that you’re allowed to stay in any one location is typically 14 days. For tent camping, you will want to pull off along a forest service road and then haul gear on foot from your car to a level spot to pitch a tent, at least 200 feet from any water source. For van camping or RV camping, you will want to find a spacious pullout on a forest service road and set up camp there. National forest and grassland camping usually does not provide easy access to amenities, so you will need to bring your own water, unless you know where to find a nearby body of water.


When camping in national forests or where there are no established campsites and campgrounds, be sure you camp responsibly. Before building a campfire, you should check in with a ranger station to see whether you need to secure a fire permit and whether any fire regulations apply to your specific camping area.


Pick up all trash, even if it isn’t yours. Dispose of waste properly (see here), and after you disassemble fire rings, scatter or bury all ashes.


STATE PARKS AND FORESTS


Similar to national parks, state parks and forests are areas that have been protected by state governments. They are managed by each state, not the federal government. Check the state-specific regulations for the park or forest you plan to visit, as rules and restrictions can vary. Many state parks provide established campgrounds and campsites with amenities, along with trails that lead to more remote campsites ideal for backcountry camping trips.


In some state forests, free camping is permitted outside designated campgrounds and recreation areas. The restrictions that apply to any specific state forest usually depend on the laws of that state, so advance research is necessary before camping anywhere you like in a state forest. Developed campgrounds can be found in many state forests, so you can find places to camp that provide amenities and established campsites.


BLM LAND


Many of the western states in the US include regions of land that are publicly owned and managed by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). Although these areas do not provide developed campgrounds, campsites, or amenities, you do not need to pay a fee to camp on the land. However, you’ll need to research the area where you want to camp to make sure it isn’t in the middle of cattle grazing land or a mining operation, since ranchers and miners can lease BLM land for these purposes. If you can find a spot away from these uses, camping on BLM land is a good option for car camping, van camping, bikepacking, and RV camping. In most areas you can set up camp in pullouts or carry your gear from a road to a more secluded area and camp there for a maximum of 14 days. A van or RV can be parked on the side of the road as long as the vehicle is situated completely off the road.


As with camping in national forests, you should camp at least 200 feet from any water source, pick up any trash, dispose of human waste responsibly, and remove any evidence of a firepit. You should also check in with a BLM field office to identify any fire restrictions, and to see whether obtaining a campfire permit is required.



WILDERNESS ETHICS



The only way beautiful, pristine areas will remain accessible to the record number of people who want an outdoor experience is to take steps to reduce recreational impact on the environment. This is a matter of taking personal responsibility for your own actions. The following guidelines should not be considered optional. They are critically important for ensuring the enjoyment of all campers and preserving our last remaining wild spaces.




When camping is an entirely new endeavor, easing into it will help ensure a pleasant experience that may lead to future—more adventurous—campouts.


Beginner-friendly camping options include:




• A rustic cabin with running water


• A campground near your home so that you can easily pack up and find comfort if necessary


• An overnight stay in a large tent furnished with cots, which can be found on a number of glamping websites like tentrr.com and hipcamp.com


• A true glamping experience, complete with running water, electricity, and furnished accommodations, located in a picturesque setting where you can still hear the sounds of nature







LEAVE NO TRACE SEVEN PRINCIPLES


Wilderness ethics have evolved in response to the environmental impact of increasing numbers of people participating in outdoor recreation. Camping is no longer the exclusive domain of rugged survivalists. Over the last century, inventions like sleeping bags, gas stoves, and synthetic tents have opened camping to people from all walks of life. After World War II, a surge of campers visited the national parks to enjoy the outdoors in a new, more comfortable way. By the 1960s, in order to help mitigate the effect of this influx of campers, the United States Forest Service, the Bureau of Land Management, and the National Park Service began teaching wilderness ethics to public land visitors. In 1987 these three government agencies collaborated to create a pamphlet titled “Leave No Trace Land Ethics.” These guidelines have since been nicknamed Leave No Trace. The principles were developed as a framework for making low-impact decisions in the backcountry, but can also be applied to the frontcountry, or campgrounds closer to civilization. A summary of the principles is listed below. More detailed explanations of some of the principles appear as side notations throughout the chapters of this book. They have been reprinted from the official website of the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics.




1. Plan ahead and prepare: When properly prepared, a camper is less likely to resort to high-impact strategies to resolve a dangerous situation that could put themselves or others at risk. When a camper plans ahead, it’s easier to think clearly and problem-solve, thereby reducing harm to the environment or to the campers involved.


2. Travel and camp on durable surfaces: Degradation to soil, vegetation, or communities of organisms is caused by veering off trail or camping outside of designated campgrounds. Over-trampling leads to erosion, exposed soil, and harm to plant and animal life.


3. Dispose of waste properly: All litter and human or dog waste should be carried out unless trash receptacles are available for this specific type of waste. Otherwise, leftover trash and waste will detract from the natural beauty of an area, and has the potential to cause environmental damage to soil and waterways.


4. Leave what you find: While it can be tempting to alter a campsite by permanently clearing an area of rocks or debris, or to take home a souvenir like an animal bone or feather, this can disrupt an ecosystem or leave a campsite beyond repair. Campers should avoid making alterations like digging tent trenches, hammering nails into tree trunks, or cutting live tree branches.


5. Minimize campfire impacts: Because wildfires are so easy to start, it’s important to practice low-impact fire techniques or use alternatives to campfires when appropriate or required.


6. Respect wildlife: Do not follow, feed, or motivate animals to flee, as this can impact animal survival. Give animals the space they need to find water, to feel unthreatened, and to care for their young.


7. Be considerate to other visitors: The golden rule applies to camping. Do unto other campers as you would have them do unto you is a good principle to follow to ensure that every camper has an opportunity to enjoy the outdoors.
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It is one of the blessings of wilderness life that it shows us how few things we need in order to be perfectly happy.


—Horace Kephart, Camping and Woodcraft, 1919

















Chapter 1



Gear Guide


WHETHER YOU’RE PREPARING FOR A multi-day adventure in the backcountry or getting ready for a low-key overnight trip to an outfitted campground, the first rule of camping is to plan ahead. Having a plan increases the likelihood of a safe and enjoyable outdoor excursion. Prepare for sudden changes in weather conditions, unexpected injuries, and scenarios that necessitate camping for more days than you originally scheduled. Nature can be unpredictable, so it’s critical to prepare for the worst. You want to avoid getting stuck in a snowstorm wearing only a cotton sweatshirt and jeans, or enduring an especially bug-ridden area without insect repellent, or waking up in a soggy down sleeping bag drenched by rain from a leaky tent. While sleeping under the stars without a roof over your head is something every camper should try, weather can shift quickly and it’s also hard to get a good night’s sleep with a mosquito buzzing in your ear. Invest in the right gear for the outdoor activities you’re most likely to undertake, and pack the essential items necessary to keep you comfortable, in high spirits, and most importantly—safe.



WHAT TO BRING



When car camping, it’s tempting to pack too much, while every backpacker struggles to eliminate items to lighten the load they must carry. The trick is to pack the right things for the type of camping you plan to pursue. And there are certain items that you just don’t want to leave home without. For example, once you’re out in the wilderness, there’s no simple substitute for a lighter or matches. That’s why it’s critically important to remember to bring—at the bare minimum—the 10 Essentials, listed below. Minimalist campers will bring little else. For a more comfortable outing and added safety, an expanded packing list is also included. The expanded list will help you make tasty camp cuisine and dress appropriately for the elements, and it will also remind you to bring the coffee filter.


To the novice camper, gear can seem to come in endless variations, so a more thorough explanation of the types and technologies is featured later in this chapter.


THE 10 ESSENTIALS


The original 10 Essentials list first appeared in 1974 in Mountaineering: The Freedom of the Hills, which was written by 40 outdoor experts. Over the years, the list has evolved to adapt to gear trends and new modes of camping. The original list is now referred to as the “classic” essentials, and is recommended for the bare minimum gear to take, whether camping in the backcountry or in an established campground. The classic essentials follow:




1.    Map


2.    Compass


3.    Sunglasses and sunscreen


4.    Extra clothing


5.    Headlamp (or flashlight)


6.    First-aid kit


7.    Fire starter


8.    Matches


9.    Knife


10. Extra food
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The new and improved 10 Essentials list has been updated with a more functional, systems-based approach to include the following:



1. Navigation



Map, compass, and GPS system (optional)


Navigation tools are used for trip and route planning, as well as for orienting to your map and surroundings. Before leaving home, learn how to use a compass (and GPS unit if you have one), in addition to being able to read a topographical or relief map.


2. Sun protection


Sunglasses, sunscreen, and hat


Sun protection includes items that are essential for shielding your skin and eyes against damaging UV rays. To prevent sunburns and minimize skin cancer risk, be sure to take and use sunscreen with an SPF of at least 30. Protect your ears and face and other areas with an SPF 50 lotion if you have sensitive skin. Covering your skin with sun-protection clothing, like long-sleeve shirts, lightweight pants, and hats, will help reduce your exposure. Wear sunglasses in sunny weather, especially near water or snow, where the reflective glare can hurt your eyes.


3. Insulation


Jacket, warm hat, gloves, rain jacket, and thermal underwear


Anticipate sudden changes in weather by bringing appropriate clothing for all types of conditions, and pack extra layers.


4. Illumination


Flashlight, lanterns, and headlamp


Artificial lighting is essential for safety at night. It’s best not to leave it behind. The only substitute for artificial lighting is a fire, which is difficult to control as a light source. Headlamps can be more convenient than flashlights, because they’re hands-free. Lanterns are best for illuminating a larger circumference. It’s always a good idea to bring a backup light and extra batteries.


5. First-aid supplies


First-aid kit, insect repellent, and prescription medications


Pack first-aid supplies and a guide for how to handle medical emergencies. You can purchase a premade kit and modify it by adding items specific to your trip and your medical needs, such as an EpiPen or inhaler. Be sure to replace any expired supplies before you head out. See here for a more detailed list of first-aid supplies and emergency procedures.



6. Fire



Matches, lighter, and fire starters


In addition to using fire as a heat source for staying warm and cooking, it can be used as an emergency signal. Cover your bases by packing waterproof matches, a lighter, and fire starters.


7. Repair kit and tools


Knives, scissors, screwdriver, pliers, multi-tool, trowel/shovel, duct tape, cable ties


Pack a kit that includes all the tools necessary to repair your gear. A multi-tool is handy because it includes several useful tools like a knife, can opener, and screwdriver. Don’t forget to pack tools specific to your trip or activity, like a bike pump and tire patch kit if you plan to go mountain biking or bikepacking.


8. Nutrition


Meals for every day of the trip and extra food for one additional day


Bring enough food to cover every meal of every day of your trip, plus at least one extra day as a precaution. No-cook items such as dehydrated foods are lightweight and compact, and just require adding water. Salty and high-energy snacks like nuts, trail mix, and granola bars are ideal for sustained outdoor activity.




Based on the specifics of your planned trip, research whether you should pack any other items not included in the 10 Essentials list that might be necessary for your health and safety. Some examples include a life jacket, radio, or personal locator beacon. Various lists are available from different outdoor organizations, some of which are specific to local conditions and camping areas.





9. Hydration


Water and water purification supplies


Pack water treatment supplies and enough water to cook with and drink. Dehydration is a greater risk during physical activity because your body loses water and salts at a higher rate. To prevent dehydration, drink one-half liter to a full liter every hour if you’re participating in an outdoor activity like running, swimming, biking, or hiking. One liter equals approximately four cups, or two standard 16.9-ounce water bottles. If you’re well hydrated, your urine should be a pale color. Calculate how much water you should pack if you’re planning to camp in an area without a nearby water source. If you’re camping in a place where you will need to purify the water yourself, locate the water sources you plan to use on a map ahead of time. Be sure to prepare the water and drink it before getting thirsty. Pack an extra two liters of water for one additional day, to be used in case of emergency.


10. Emergency shelter


Tent, space blanket, tarp, and bivy


While it can be memorable to sleep under the stars without a roof over your head, shelter will protect you from harsh conditions and exposure to the elements in an emergency situation. Pack a tent at the very least, and bring a tarp, bivy sack (personal-sized waterproof shelter), or emergency Mylar space blanket as backup.






FRONTCOUNTRY CHECKLIST



Car camping allows the flexibility to pack more and bring heavier items. Everything in the backcountry gear checklist should be packed when frontcountry camping, along with the items listed below.


CAMPSITE GEAR




[image: image] Tarp (doesn’t need to be lightweight)


[image: image] Extra blankets


[image: image] Lantern and lantern fuel




KITCHEN GEAR




[image: image] Stove (can be a larger propane camp stove)


[image: image] Propane tank (if applicable)


[image: image] Cutting knives


[image: image] Pots and pans (can be heavier)


[image: image] Food-storage containers and bags


[image: image] Paper towels or reusable cloths
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[image: image] Multi-gallon water container
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[image: image] Cutting board
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[image: image] Dish towel or cloth




OTHER OPTIONAL ITEMS
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[image: image] Board games


[image: image] Dutch oven
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[image: image] Measuring cups and spoons
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[image: image] Camp chair(s) or stool(s)





BACKCOUNTRY CHECKLIST



Some backcountry campers enjoy packing a few luxury items from the above frontcountry checklist, such as lightweight chairs or lanterns. This list should be considered the bare minimum required gear when camping in the backcountry, with additional items added only when space and weight permit.


CAMPSITE GEAR
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[image: image] Tent poles


[image: image] Tent rainfly


[image: image] Tent footprint


[image: image] Tent guylines


[image: image] Tent stakes, plus extra stakes


[image: image] Sleeping bag with stuff sack


[image: image] Sleeping bag liner (optional)


[image: image] Sleeping pad


[image: image] Pillow (optional)


[image: image] Lightweight tarp (optional)


[image: image] Headlamp and/or flashlight


[image: image] Extra batteries
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[image: image] Rope or cord (nylon or parachute)


[image: image] Insect netting




KITCHEN GEAR
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[image: image] Stove fuel


[image: image] Matches and lighter


[image: image] Cutting knife
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[image: image] Lightweight pots and pans


[image: image] Ziplock bags


[image: image] Large trash bags
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[image: image] Spatula (optional)


[image: image] Ladle (optional)
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[image: image] Biodegradable soap
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CLOTHES





[image: image] Sun-protection clothes, like long pants and long-sleeve shirt


[image: image] Rain jacket and rain pants


[image: image] Sleepwear


[image: image] Extra pair of socks
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[image: image] Thermal underwear
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[image: image] Hats (cold-weather hat and sun hat)


[image: image] Appropriate footwear for conditions, activities, and terrain (e.g., hiking boots, tennis shoes, sandals, down booties)


[image: image] Warm base layers (shirt and pants)


[image: image] Warm jacket (down or synthetic down)




FIRST-AID SUPPLIES AND TOILETRIES




[image: image] Sunscreen (for lips and face)


[image: image] Insect repellent


[image: image] Biodegradable soap
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[image: image] Prescription medications


[image: image] Toilet paper


[image: image] Face cloth/hand towel or bandanna


[image: image] Feminine products




OTHER ESSENTIALS




[image: image] Maps, area information, stored in a resealable plastic bag


[image: image] Pet supplies and food


[image: image] Compass and GPS (optional)
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OTHER OPTIONAL ITEMS
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[image: image] Journal and pen/pencil
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[image: image] French press or portable drip coffee cone and filters


[image: image] Can/bottle opener








HOW TO SELECT THE RIGHT GEAR



Today’s wide range of outdoor gear choices can be overwhelming. Down or synthetic? Ultralight or a few extra ounces? Zero-degree or 20-degree? Learning how to read the specifications on labels will help you confidently select the right type of gear for your purposes. Before heading to the store, make a list of all your requirements for each item of gear. What is your budget? What kind of camping will you be doing? What will the average size of your group be? The following list covers the important factors to consider when choosing the most expensive items of camping gear, but it does not recommend specific brands as new gear comes out daily. Read product reviews to narrow down your options. Any outdoor gear store or online retailer sells products from quality brands like Patagonia, Mountain Safety Research (MSR), The North Face, Outdoor Research (OR), Marmot, Cascade Designs, Cotopaxi, and Mountain Hardwear. Some national retailers include Recreational Equipment, Inc. (REI), Cabela’s, Backcountry.com, CampSaver.com, Sierra Trading Post, and Moosejaw.


TENT


Mode of camping


Before buying any piece of gear, you’ll need to consider what type of camping you plan to do most of the time. Do you need a featherweight tent you can carry for miles into the backcountry, or would a heavier, roomier tent make more sense for all the car camping you plan to do with your family? Consider renting a tent before buying, so you can figure out what features and amenities best meet your camping needs. Many brick-and-mortar outdoor retailers offer gear rentals. A quick internet search for gear rental outfitters in your area will usually lead you to the right place.


If you only have the budget to buy one tent, but plan to do all kinds of camping, it’s best to opt for a lightweight backpacking tent. You might be sacrificing space and certain amenities, but your back will thank you for sacrificing those extra pounds of material on your backcountry trips. Ideally, a two-person backpacking tent should weigh no more than six pounds, including the rainfly and footprint. Often, the lighter the tent, the more expensive it is, and the less durable it may be in rough weather conditions or over its useful life.


If you plan only to car camp, or won’t do more than one backpacking trip per year, it might be worth buying a more spacious tent. Larger tents offer convenient amenities like extra vestibules for storing gear or additional entries. If you end up needing to pack it on backcountry trips, splitting up the weight between several people in your party can help lighten a single backpacker’s load. For example, one person can pack the rainfly and stakes, and another person can carry the tent body and poles.


Sleeping capacity


On average, how many people will be sleeping in your tent? Do you prefer to have extra room to store some gear inside your tent or would you prefer to use an exterior vestibule for storage? Do you have a dog that will also be sharing the sleeping quarters? You should assume that the fit will be snug. For example, in a two-person tent, two adults of average size will be sleeping shoulder to shoulder. There are a number of reasons why you might buy a larger, three-person tent for two people: if you tend to get claustrophobic, if you want the room to accommodate more gear, if you need space for a dog or a child, if your tent partner is a larger person, or if you would simply like to have more elbow room. A tent’s shape can make it feel roomier. For example, you can stand up in some domed tents with high ceilings. But a bigger size means more—and often heavier—material, which isn’t ideal for backpacking. A taller tent is also often less wind- and snow-resistant.


Seasonality


Consider climate and conditions. You’ll be thankful for more ventilation materials like mesh when camping in hot or humid weather. During temperate months a three-season tent will provide the weather resistance to keep you dry, but may fall short when it comes to withstanding a sustained storm or harsh winds. Three- to four-season tents offer a better balance of ventilation, warmth retention, and durability. They’re a bit sturdier and warmer, because most come with one or two extra poles and less mesh. For snow camping, or any camping in extreme cold conditions, a four-season tent is optimal, as it will provide that extra resistance to cold, wind, and snow. Four-season tents are often made of more durable fabrics, and are therefore heavier to carry and can feel warmer and stuffier in mild weather. But if you encounter extremely inhospitable conditions, like fierce wind and snowstorms, you’ll welcome the extra warmth and won’t mind packing a few extra ounces.


Ease of use


Not all tents are created equal when it comes to how easy they are to set up or pack away. Always read the instructions before setting up a tent, and follow the diagrams. If the retailer allows for it, set the tent up a couple of times in the store. Some tents come with all sorts of poles, hooks, pockets, and sleeves, and it can be telling if you still struggle to set up the tent the second time you try. For example, it’s often easier to attach a pole to a hook than it is to slide a pole through a long sleeve of tent fabric. A large tent can be difficult to fold back up and pack away, so take note of how it was packed by the manufacturer before you start setting it up for the first time. Once you get caught in a rainstorm while setting up or putting away a tent, you’ll truly appreciate having chosen a model that has an intuitive design.


Key features


Peak height: If you want to be able to stand up in your tent, opt for a dome-style or cabin-style structure, which will be listed in the tent specifications on the tag. Dome-style tents are good for withstanding wind, but have a sloping ceiling that reduces the interior space. Cabin-style tents are engineered with vertical walls that create more livable space, but can be less stable in the wind. Keep in mind that taller tents are often heavier, and therefore not optimal for carrying into the backcountry.






[image: image]

Dome-style tent








Floor length: Taller people should pay close attention to the floor length measurement listed in the tent specifications. If you’re over six feet tall, opt for a tent that is 90 inches in length. Make sure there will still be a few extra inches between the ends of the tent and your head and feet.


Poles: Fewer poles often make for a faster tent setup. Also, check whether the tent poles create a freestanding shape. A freestanding tent doesn’t need to be staked down to maintain its own shape. Once set up, it can be conveniently picked up and placed in a different location. When packing up, you can also hold a freestanding tent upside down to shake out any debris.
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Cabin tent








Doors: Decide how many tent openings are necessary by taking convenience, ventilation, and material weight into consideration. Certain lightweight one- or two-person tents have only one opening at the head of the tent, which can make getting in and out more challenging. An opening on only one side of the tent may mean you will be crawling over your tent partner to get out to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night. Be sure to also test zipper noise. Does it make a lot of noise to zip and unzip the door? Check the make of the zipper. YKK zippers are manufactured to be more durable and snag less.


Rainfly: A rainfly is a separate piece of material that acts as a waterproof barrier between you and the elements. Rain-only rainflies offer reasonable rain protection, let more light in, and increase outside visibility and views from inside the tent. Cover the tent with the rainfly for added warmth, or whenever dew or wet weather is a possibility.


Manufacturing: Is the tent’s fabric high-denier or low-denier? High-denier fabrics are more durable, thick, and sturdy than low-denier materials. However, the higher thread count in high-denier fabrics usually means the material will weigh more—a consideration for minimalist and ultralight backpackers. Also make sure the seams joining the tent floor to the walls of the tent are elevated a few inches off the ground and taped, or use high-denier fabric, rather than stitching. This reduces unwanted leakage during wet weather.


Amenities: Tents come with an array of additions and upgrades that can help with organization and comfort. How many ventilation panels are included in the design? Larger mesh panels are good for hot, humid climates, and can improve views from inside the tent. A panel on either side of the tent helps with cross-ventilation. Check whether you like the style and placement of interior pockets and loops. Some tents come with a center loop in the ceiling where a battery-powered lantern can be hung. Also note the number and size of any vestibules. Are they big enough to store your gear and does the rainfly come down far enough to protect stored items from getting wet? Finally, check that there are enough loops (guyouts) on the tent’s exterior to hold the structure down in high winds. You can string guylines to guyout loops to prevent a tent from flapping and shaking too much in stormy weather.


Footprint: Most tents don’t come with a ground cloth known as a footprint, but it is an essential item during wet weather. A footprint is an extra piece of fabric spread over the ground under the tent, which is pitched on top of it. It provides an additional layer of protection between the tent’s floor and any dampness, twigs, rocks, or dirt that can damage the tent’s fabric. When buying a footprint, make sure it has the same dimensions as the surface area of the bottom of the tent. Some are designed for specific tents and fit the tent floor shape perfectly, preventing any water from pooling around the edges of the ground cloth. If you use a tarp larger than the surface area of the bottom of the tent, tuck the edges of the tarp underneath the tent to prevent condensation or rainwater from pooling.


Accessories: Extra accessories that you may want to pack are tent stakes, anchors, and utility cord for fashioning guylines. Other options include a repair kit, seam sealer, and an inside or outside floor mat to reduce the amount of debris tracked into the tent.


BACKCOUNTRY BACKPACK


Used to haul gear on backpacking, thru-hiking, and minimalist backcountry trips, a backpack can make or break a camping trip. When a backpack has the appropriate holding capacity for the length of your camping trip and fits your body well, it can be a back-saving asset. But when a backpack isn’t the right size for your gear or it rubs or causes strain on your body, it can cause extreme discomfort, and in some cases may even be a safety liability. To find the right backpack, you’ll need to take four elements into consideration: style, features, fit, and capacity.


Style


Before choosing a style of backpack, consider what kind of backpacking you plan to do most, how much gear you plan to bring, and how much your gear weighs.


External-frame backpacks: The classic style of backpack, an external-frame pack often comes with many pockets, compartments, and straps to help organize gear. However, it is often the heaviest pack option, meaning that you will be carrying the extra weight of the pack in addition to your gear. External-frame packs are best designed for hauling especially heavy loads.


Internal-frame backpacks: The style of choice for most backpackers, an internal-frame pack is somewhere in the middle between an external frame and a frameless in terms of weight and organizational features. An internal frame usually has one main compartment to store gear, whereas an external-frame pack has more pockets and compartments, making organizing gear a little easier. Some people prefer an internal-frame pack for its load-supporting design that allows the hips to hold up most of the weight, rather than the back.


Frameless backpacks: Also composed of a single main compartment, frameless packs are designed for minimalist and ultralight backpackers. However, frameless packs don’t come with as many load-supporting design technologies, so it’s important to pack as light as possible, since the weight isn’t transferred onto your hips as much as it is with a framed pack.


Features


Backpacks come with an array of added features, pockets, straps, and compartments—some of which you may find to be necessities for organization and comfort, while others may not feel as crucial. When selecting a backpack, take time to explore all the features and consider how they might come in handy or whether, for your purposes, they are just adding unnecessary weight to the pack’s design.


Lid/brain: The lid, or brain, of a backpack often comes with pocket compartments to store lightweight gear. Some backpack designs also allow you to remove the brain and wear it as a makeshift fanny pack or shoulder bag—a useful feature for day hikes or if you just want to save weight and remove it entirely from the backpack on shorter overnight trips.


Padding: Frameless packs are often designed with minimal padding around the hip belt and lumbar area. If you’re someone who needs extra support around those areas to reduce soreness, consider opting for a backpack design with more padding.


Ventilation: Some packs come with ventilation features like a mesh panel that provides a breathable barrier between your back and your backpack.


Compartments and pockets: Compartments and pockets provide options for organization, so it’s prudent to observe where pockets are located and to consider how you might use them to your advantage. Top-loading backpacks are the most common style of pack, where a main compartment stores larger items like your sleeping bag, clothes, and cookware. Panel pockets come with some packs, which allow access to the interior of the main compartment to avoid having to blindly dig down to the bottom of the pack or pull everything out to get to the bottom. Packs with wider hip belts sometimes come with hip-belt pockets, which are convenient for storing small items that you want to keep handy, such as lip balm, bug spray, or a phone.


Hydration reservoir: Only useful if you plan to use a hydration bladder to hydrate, a built-in reservoir is used to store a bladder inside a backpack. A hydration bladder is used in place of a water bottle for convenience, since a bladder comes with a sipping hose that eliminates the hassle of pulling a water bottle out of a pack and unscrewing the lid. Packs that include hydration reservoirs come with holes and loops through which you can run the hydration bladder’s hose so that it hangs just over one shoulder in such a way that you can easily sip water while hiking.


Rain cover and day pack: Some backpacks come with a custom-fitting rain cover—used to keep the contents of your pack dry. A rain cover can be purchased separately when the pack does not include one. Small, minimalist day packs are also sometimes included in the larger backpack, which can be used for day hikes out from a backcountry base camp.



Fit



Even the most state-of-the-art backpack with all the bells and whistles won’t be well suited for your needs if it doesn’t fit you right. A backpack fitting is recommended for anyone trying on new packs. Expert staff at outdoor gear stores are often trained to do these fittings. They’ll take your measurements and then select a backpack sized for your dimensions. They’ll also help you adjust all the straps so that the pack hugs your hips and rests on your shoulders correctly and safely. Packs can also sometimes come with an adjustable suspension system so that the pack can be lengthened or shortened if your dimensions put you between sizes.


Eighty percent or more of the weight should rest on your hips, not your shoulders. So be sure to move and walk around the store to make sure that your shoulders don’t get sore and that the pack isn’t rubbing in an uncomfortable way. Some stores have return policies that will even let you try out a backpack in the backcountry before deciding whether it’s the one for you.
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		Backcountry food storage



		Bear canister or bear bag method



		Food-hanging method





















		Chapter 6 CAMP ACTIVITIES



		Games



		Card games for adults



		Hearts



		Rummy









		Card games for kids



		Spoons



		Go Fish









		Dice games



		Farkle



		Fork Over the Chocolate









		Active games



		Cornhole



		Bocce ball



		Flashlight tag



		Scavenger hunt









		Group circle games



		Mafia



		Twenty Questions



		Salad Bowl















		Wildlife watching



		Do your research



		Tread quietly



		Look around



		Don’t bring the dog



		Don’t be detected



		Leave space









		Junior Ranger programs



		Other activities



		Reading



		Children’s books



		Campfire stories



		Novels



		Poetry



		Nonfiction









		Journaling



		Whittling



		Storytelling



		Stargazing



		North circumpolar constellations



		Summer



		Autumn



		Winter



		Spring





















		Chapter 7 CAMPING ETIQUETTE



		Standard camping etiquette



		Follow the rules



		Review fire regulations



		Don’t uproot, trample, or damage living flora



		Be polite, late arrivals and early risers



		Use biodegradable soap



		Be respectful when smoking or drinking



		Use toiletries sparingly



		Swim with caution



		Clean up after yourself



		Leave tech at home



		Don’t cut through campsites



		Don’t blare music



		Reduce light pollution and glare



		Set up hammocks responsibly



		Help when necessary



		Keep groups small



		Check unsolicited advice or remarks



		Leave souvenirs behind



		Respect wildlife



		Do not roll rocks



		Leave drones at home









		Frontcountry-specific etiquette



		Store and dispose of trash and recycling properly



		Don’t bring your own firewood



		Don’t bring generators



		Wash dishes at your campsite or at a designated washing station



		Don’t burn trash



		Treat the campground facilities respectfully









		Backcountry-specific etiquette



		Pack it in; pack it out



		Don’t dig tent trenches









		Social media best practices



		Camping internationally



		Check laws and regulations



		Invest in a good map



		Research camping options



		Ask for help



		Research the local risks



		Plan for local weather



		Respect cultural norms



		Communicate effectively



		Be prepared to change your meal plan



		Pack a liquid-fuel camp stove















		Chapter 8 CAMPING WITH KIDS



		Camp at home first



		Don’t underestimate the power of food



		Set reasonable goals



		Set reasonable responsibilities



		Reduce fear with lighting



		Entertain with outdoor-friendly activities



		Pack the right clothes



		Set children up for sleep success



		Pack security items



		Schedule nap times



		Apply sunscreen and insect repellent



		Set fire-safety rules



		Don’t fret about dirt



		Set plant-safety guidelines



		Establish campsite and campground boundaries



		Set guidelines for etiquette around other campers



		Review emergency plans



		Let children help pack



		Set reasonable expectations for yourself









		Chapter 9 CAMPING WITH PETS



		Before you go



		Check locations where pets are allowed



		Assess your pet’s health and temperament



		How much can your pet participate?



		Get up to date on vaccinations



		Invest in collars and ID



		Train your pet









		What to bring



		Food and water



		Medication



		First-aid kit



		Leash



		Lights



		Waste bags



		Towels



		Carrier



		Bed and blanket



		Warm jacket



		Cooling jacket



		Pet gear checklist









		While camping



		Preventing car sickness



		Vehicle safety



		Food storage



		Waste management



		Keep your pet on a leash



		Etiquette around pack animals



		Monitor behavior



		Water etiquette



		Co-sleeping



		Stay vigilant



		Tick removal















		Chapter 10 CAMP SAFETY



		First-aid kit



		First-aid checklist



		Basic



		Medications



		Additional items















		Wilderness hazards and prevention



		Blisters



		Poisonous plants



		Mosquitoes



		Ticks



		Insect stings



		Insect and spider bites



		Snakes



		Burns



		Heat exhaustion



		Hypothermia



		Frostbite



		Altitude sickness



		Acute mountain sickness (AMS)



		High altitude pulmonary edema (HAPE)



		High altitude cerebral edema (HACE)









		Allergic reactions



		Sunscreen



		Poisonous plants









		Gastrointestinal pain



		Sprained ankle



		Broken bone



		Shock



		Lightning



		Know what to do if lightning strikes









		Cougars



		Bears









		How to handle an emergency situation



		Know when to call for an emergency evacuation



		Keep yourself safe



		Assess the scene



		Take action



		When the injured person is conscious



		If the injured person is unresponsive









		Protect the head and neck



		Don’t panic



		Attempting a self-rescue















		Chapter 11 RETURNING HOME



		Before leaving your campsite



		Put the fire out



		Pick up trash



		Put everything back



		Check out on time









		After returning home



		Clean gear



		Wash clothes



		Re-waterproof gear



		Dry out gear



		Do repairs



		Replenish gear



		Keep gear organized



		Remove batteries



		Make a shopping list



		Start planning the next trip















		Discover More



		Glossary



		Resources
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