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A CAMPER IN THE CATSKILLS


back to the mountains

John Burroughs, one of my favorite writers, was a famous naturalist born in the Catskills and known for his deep connection to the natural world. He wrote, “The most precious things of life are near at hand, without money and without price. Each of you has the whole wealth of the universe at your very door. All that I ever had, and still have, may be yours by stretching forth your hand and taking it.” And when I read that, boy, did it stick with me.

My name is Lee Kalpakis and I live in a twenty-two-foot-long 1976 Fleetwood Prowler camper in the woods of the Catskill Mountains. I am also a professional cook. It would have been easy, when I set out on this adventure, opting for an alternative lifestyle, to rely on peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches and canned soup. But daydreaming about exciting meals and looking forward to making them has kept me at my happiest here and has opened up an entirely new world for me.

I feel that I’m exactly where I should be, that I’ve been barreling toward living this way for a long time. I felt a calling to live like this before I understood what it would mean. And although some days I’m still frazzled with anxiety living this way—away from people in a tiny makeshift home nestled among the trees—overall it has felt like medicine. Cooking in this small, unconventional space has been a challenge to be enjoyed—one that leaves me with more understanding every time I fail. And teaching myself to extend my kitchen to the outdoors has been the most exciting part. If I’ve learned anything through cooking in and around this little camper, it’s that leaning into simplicity is what helps replace frustration with joy.

It’s not an easy way to live. A lot of the time it feels like a fight with nature instead of living in harmony with it, which is the intention. In the past year and a half, Sean, my partner of ten years; our dog, Mac; and I have experienced flooding, rodent infestation (mice yes, but also an occasional chipmunk on the kitchen counter), hornet stings, Lyme disease (yep, all three of us), frozen pipes, blizzards, bears, fallen trees, and a giant feral pig. But we continue to stay. Waking up in a camper we renovated with our own hands, stepping out into the morning amid old trees and shafts of sunlight, and starting a fire for breakfast make everything worth it. It is messy, difficult, and exhausting, but it’s still so worth it.

I should mention that this isn’t our permanent residence. We created this temporary home to live in while we build our first real home—a small and simple cabin, also surrounded by trees. I also should mention that, before this, I had absolutely no carpentry experience. It has been an overwhelming couple of years, one filled with unimaginable highs and crushing lows. But this time has also been the kind that makes you feel alive, like you aren’t just coasting through life. And above all the feelings—good and bad—most of all I’m just looking to feel alive and present.

In years before this, I experienced the discomfort of being stagnant, of a life consumed by a job you hate. Waking up every day wishing it was already over, desperately wanting to be somewhere else far away, going through the hollow motions of daydreaming about some other chapter of my life that hopefully would come one day. And I only got myself out of that headspace and into the chapter I’d hoped for by saying yes to a poorly planned wild idea and, for the first time since I was a kid, truly stepping outside again.

I was born and raised in New York’s Hudson Valley. I’ve said that so many times that I am sick of hearing myself repeat it. But it is true, and it’s a gigantic part of who I am. When I was a kid, I lived in a dreamland. I grew up in the hamlet of Olivebridge, in a house that was brought up from the valley that was flooded to create the Ashokan Reservoir. Our home was surrounded by meadows, forest, a pond, mountain views, and a horse farm across the street. It wasn’t anything fancy but to me it was paradise. Every day that I wasn’t in school or busy with some extracurricular activity, I’d set out to do my favorite thing in the world: play outside. It felt like meditation, though I don’t think I knew what meditation was yet. I’d stare at fields, climb trees, taste the tree sap that stained my fingers. I’d fish the pond, turning large rocks over looking for the chubbiest worms to use as bait. I’d climb to the top of the hill in our back field, stand there, listen to the wind, and think about how it felt on my skin. I’d lie down on the ground and watch the treetops move. I’d smell lilacs and pick iris, and I’d eat strawberries from under the largest catalpa tree. I’d stuff my mouth with pineapple mint and drink from the hose, making a fun little beverage in my mouth. I’d talk to spiders, check on birds’ nests, and sing to myself. This was my happiest time. I didn’t really want to go inside to watch TV, didn’t want friends to come over, didn’t want to do much of anything but observe what was happening outside.
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Our family’s restaurant was also brought up from the reservoir site. Steeped in local history, Winchell’s sat just across the water from Olivebridge in the town of Shokan. Working there with my dad was my first job. Both my big brothers worked there, too. Within the building, next to the restaurant, we also had an antique store where you could usually find my mom selling furniture to wealthy tourists from the city.

Winchell’s was at the center of all our lives. It was who we were as a family for many years. I first fell in love with cooking while working the early shift with my dad during my summer breaks from school. I’d watch him bake bread, make soups from scratch, and toss pizza dough high over his head. I worked the counter, served tables, and helped him prep things for dinner service like meatballs and chocolate chip cookies. We’d work on projects like frozen custard flavors and lunch specials while listening to Van Morrison and Levon Helm. I loved the quiet focus of chopping vegetables and rolling out pizza dough.
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Then I turned eighteen and life felt different. I didn’t make time for going outside and I lost interest in the restaurant. It was a rush of pressure and emotion, of social engagements and expectations—an introduction to true stress that felt exciting. Friends, “lovers,” partying, lots and lots of partying. This rush continued all through my twenties. I chose to go to the city for college and stayed there for years after. Connecting or maybe disconnecting. Pushing myself, finding myself, working myself to exhaustion, getting my heart broken, really, really broken, feeling my world cave in. Moving and pushing and struggling, wanting but not really knowing exactly what. Coming back up to the Hudson Valley felt like waking up from a fever dream. For the first time in over a decade, everything slowed down. But the dream wasn’t for nothing. I woke up with skills and passion, a loving partner to share my life with, and a diligent work ethic I was proud of. Living in that city world made me stronger and smarter—and eager to return to what I missed. I was ready to go back home.
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the camper

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, Sean got a car and we started spending weekends upstate. Before we knew it, we were spending every weekend upstate. When the lockdown happened, we stayed at his dad’s house for what we thought would be two weeks, and we never moved back to Brooklyn. We made a plan—and acted fast—to build a home and live in a camper while we worked. The very last night we spent in our Bushwick loft was the Fourth of July. I remember looking out our giant wall of windows and seeing fireworks all across the skyline. I turned to Sean, who was staring at his phone, as he said, “I found it” and showed me a photo of a vintage camper. It had a retro yellow-and-orange stripe and looked like the mini version of the one in The Long, Long Trailer starring Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz. It was what we had been looking for. The next morning, we left the city bright and early for Roxbury, New York, which happens to be where John Burroughs was born and raised, to get the camper in exchange for $1,500. Driving past my parents’ old restaurant, out west on Route 28, through endless farmland met by soft, low foothills, we met a man who lived up a horribly rough dirt road, much like the one we would later live on. He was kind and easy to talk to. He towed the camper to Sean’s dad’s property for us, where it lived for a long time. We renovated the camper there, working day and night in the intense summer heat.

When September came and the air started to cool, we moved the camper to the plot of land we had bought for cheap up in the mountains and spent the first of many, many nights there. If I remember correctly, I made a pasta dish with sausage, peppers, and acorn squash over the fire. For the next morning with coffee, I made golden tomato sandwiches with garlicky yogurt and lots of olive oil. The process of making both meals was messy, but it was what I had long been dreaming about. Adjusting to life in the camper was messy too. But again, it was what I’d been hoping for. I found the silence of the woods at night unsettling; so did Mac. Every time a twig would snap at night, Mac would bark and howl, which didn’t make things easier for me. He and I would feed off each other’s anxieties while Sean slept peacefully beside us. As time went on, things got easier. I began to love the quiet and look forward to the owl sounds at night. I think we’re fed the idea that nighttime in the woods is dangerous, but once you realize that there’s nothing out there that’s out to get you, you sleep peacefully.

Winter came and things didn’t feel as dreamy anymore. We were hit with a monstrous season: several feet of snow, ice, wind, even flooding. Our little heater and tiny wood stove kept us warm enough, but we had to wear sweaters and hats to bed most nights. Sean encouraged me to deal with it all by getting outside to snowboard with him, which helped at times. But mostly I stayed in to cook. I went from feeling trapped to feeling cozied up every time I planned a meal. I focused on practicing cooking in my new, strange, little space, and I started to understand how to make the camper work for me. I was simmering stock and soup, roasting chickens, and making potpies just like I used to. I was proving to myself that I was able to cook pretty much whatever I wanted to comfort me during the hardest winter of my life.

Then the ice melted and the snow was gone. The sweaters and hats came off, and we were able to step outside. That’s when the outdoor cooking really shifted. I abandoned the gas grill and obsessed over charcoal and wood. Sean built an open smoking rig, and I practiced my fire building. For long periods of time, we exclusively cooked on a campfire. Our clothes smelled like smoke when we went to bed, and my hair smelled like it even after I’d washed it. Our fingernails were always dirty, but we were happy and full and always excited for the next big cook.





the cabin

Sean is a carpenter—a very good one too. At some point we made the decision to build our first house all on our own: another pretty extreme challenge. For a while, we just enjoyed living in the woods while we planned. Sean made the architectural drawings as we dreamed up the best living space given what we could afford. During that time, we indulged in the bliss of summertime in the Catskills. We filled out mountains of paperwork and waited for permits and approvals and researched for hours. Yet we still found time to swim in our favorite creeks, climb to our favorite peaks, watch the sunset, and enjoy a fire every evening.

Once it was time to actually start building, I felt a rude awakening from an idyllic summer dream. We were racing against the cold to finish the foundation. Day after day after day, we were working in the dirt, taking pickaxes to giant boulders in the ground. The excavation, the plumbing, the concrete pour. I felt so proud of Sean and so grateful to our community for helping wherever they could. But I was completely overwhelmed and exhausted by it all. We stood our walls up—just the two of us—in fifteen-degree weather. We built the roof—just the two of us—with a foot of snow on the ground.

During that time, we couldn’t stay in the camper full-time. A long, hot shower at the end of the day was the only thing keeping me from fully giving up. So we spent some time at Sean’s dad’s house in Hurley and at our sweet friends’ weekend home in Hudson. I am so grateful for that time, and although at first I felt defeated, in retrospect, it’s what we needed. I remind myself that even Henry David Thoreau did laundry at his mom’s house while writing Walden. We all need a little help sometimes. Instead of feeling like a failure for asking for help, I feel lucky for having the option to ask and having people in our lives willing to lend a hand.

Now I sit here, on the couch, in our cabin. It is not yet finished, but it is already extraordinary. It has a working shower, it is warm, and the way the light pours in through the giant windows is unreal. I’ll be happy if we never have to carry roof beams up a hill in a snowstorm again, but I can look back on the experience with pride. I smile now, knowing that when this book comes out and as you’re reading this, Sean, Mac, and I will be settled in our home that we built ourselves from the ground up. I’m slowly coming to feel a deep sense of accomplishment that I’ve never known before.





living in the woods

One freezing-cold night as we were falling asleep, we heard a loud shriek. The sound was sharp and continuous, like a little yapping dog crossed with a crying child. It was terrifying to me—terrifying because it was unknown. We heard the sound quickly move from the south end of our property to the north end. I remember my heart racing and the hair on the back of my neck standing up. The fear of the unknown. I jumped up to research what the sound was. Growing up in Olivebridge, I’d never heard that animal. Maybe it wasn’t an animal? Maybe the “woods witch” I had had a dream about was real? After a quick Google search, Sean and I found a website that played recordings of every native species in the Catskills and discovered it had been a red fox. My fear was quickly replaced with overwhelming excitement. A beautiful red fox so close—gracing us with its presence. I felt so lucky to hear it.

That quick turnaround made a big impact on me. I realized that it was the unknown that scared me, not the woods. Knowing makes the fear go away. That kind of understanding made me want to learn everything about my surroundings. I began to look forward to the nighttime sounds—to hearing two owls calling to each other and eventually getting together to hang out, the howling of coyotes, the quiet steps of a black bear roaming the property. I even saw a fisher just this morning! Instead of resisting it, I’m now marveling at the wildlife around me. Nothing is here to harm me. All the creatures were here long before we were. It’s been the greatest joy to learn about them and how to live symbiotically with them, to truly enjoy their nearness. Recently I read John Burroughs’s “The Snow-Walkers,” an essay about winter in the Catskills. In it he wrote the following:


I see the hills, bulging with great drifts, lift themselves up cold and white against the sky, the black lines of fences here and there obliterated by the depth of the snow. Presently a fox barks away up the next mountain, and I imagine I can almost see him sitting there, in his furs, upon the illuminated surface, and looking down in my direction. As I listen, one answers him from behind the woods in the valley. What a wild winter sound, wild and weird, up among the ghostly hills! Since the wolf has ceased to howl upon these mountains, and the panther to scream, there is nothing to be compared with it. So wild! I get up in the middle of the night to hear it. It is refreshing to the ear, and one delights to know that such wild creatures are among us.



When I read that I realized that although living decades apart, Burroughs and I had a shared experience. My growing gratitude for the wild and weird of my surroundings felt so right.
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ABOUT THIS BOOK

Whether you’re living in a camper or just camping for the weekend, I want this book to be a guide to simplify your operation and encourage you to think outside the hot dog and s’more box. There is a wonderful middle ground between committing to using fewer ingredients and exploring possibilities. I hope this book will teach habits that will stick with you while inspiring you to be creative in the process.

It’s hard enough to follow a recipe to the letter in a conventional cooking space, so I’ll never ask you to be rigid in following a recipe out in the wild. Sometimes the market or farm stand won’t have what a recipe calls for. Sometimes you’re headed to the woods for the weekend and forgot an ingredient at home. Sometimes the only place for groceries is a gas station. This lifestyle is about making do, and I see that as a gift. I believe that one of the greatest skills a good cook can have is knowing how to properly swap ingredients. It can even make the meal feel more rewarding. With any of these recipes, it’s important, first and foremost, to enjoy yourself and ultimately just to do your best. Swap cilantro for basil, use Kalamata instead of Castelvetrano olives, and I’m sure rye bread will be just as delicious as sourdough. All the recipes in this book are based on what’s easily available to me here in upstate New York, and that availability looks different to all of us. All you have to do is let the ingredients you can get your hands on guide you.

I also want these recipes to serve as a way to get more out of your campfire experience. Maybe you’re camping for a few days, maybe you’re staying in a tiny home for vacation, or maybe you live in a yurt or a trailer or an RV. Maybe you’re traveling cross-country in a Sprinter van, or maybe you’re backpacking and sleeping in a tent. Whatever your adventure, you can use these recipes however you want. Follow them exactly, substitute ingredients as you wish, or just use the photos as inspiration. My goal is to show how fun cooking outdoors or in an alternative living space can be. Giving up mainstream luxuries does the human brain and body good, and it doesn’t mean you have to eat granola for every meal. Celebrating food while living this way is exhilarating. The joy you feel surrounded by nature and during an incredible meal should be experienced together. It was meant to be!
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OUTFITTING A TINY KITCHEN

During our time in Bushwick, I worked as a recipe developer, cooking-show host, culinary producer, food stylist, and private chef, so I had accumulated a serious kitchen collection in the years leading up to our transition back upstate. When we moved to the camper, I had boxes and boxes of cooking tools and appliances. I kept everything in our shed and took things out as needed. Several months into living there, most of the boxes in the shed were still full, which made me realize that what I considered essential was a very short list—much shorter than expected. Here is my list of must-have tools for a small kitchen.


essential tools

Cooler. A large, high-quality cooler is a necessity. We are so pleased with our YETI. Expensive, yes, but worth it.

Chef’s knife. If I had to pick just one knife to have with me in the woods, a chef’s knife would be it. It is great for doing everything from chopping herbs to dicing an onion to carving a chicken.

Paring knife. Essentially a shorter version of a chef’s knife, a paring knife is useful for such tasks as cutting citrus and peeling apples. I also sometimes wrap mine in a napkin and take it with me on a picnic for slicing cheese.

Serrated knife. A wonderful option to have around for slicing bread. Most of the loaves at my local farm stand aren’t sliced, and it’s nice to be able to cut bread easily.

Knife roll and knife magnet. Keep your knives somewhere safe. Shoving them into a drawer causes them to dull from rubbing up against one another, and knife blocks are unhygienic and take up way too much space. I love keeping my knives on a magnet.

Two cutting boards. One wooden and one plastic. I use a smaller plastic one for raw meat and fish and a larger wooden one for everything else. I also sometimes use them as serving platters.

12-inch cast-iron frying pan. I use mine on the campfire, inside the camper, and for almost every meal. It’s the most important pan I own. I have a few antique ones I’ve used over the years, but I love my Lodge cast-iron frying pan the most. It’s my old faithful—the one I just keep going back to. It’s reliable and easy, and if I leave it out in the rain, it’s a quick fix to restore it. I recommend picking just one cast-iron pan and using it frequently so you really break it in. Season it well, and after a while, it becomes an extension of you. If you are able to find a cast-iron pan with a lid, you’ve hit the jackpot because they’re hard to find. I use the cast-iron lid from my Lodge camp Dutch oven on my frying pan. Both are 12-inch so the lid works interchangeably, which comes in handy when you want to trap heat above what you’re cooking. For example: a sunny-side-up egg or cheese over a burger.

Cast-iron Dutch oven. I use my 5 ½-quart enameled cast-iron Le Creuset Dutch oven almost as much as my cast-iron frying pan. I’ve been using it for many years, and when I started really cooking over fire, I was hesitant to bring it outside. But I’m glad I did. I try to be mindful of the flame when I’m using it, as I don’t want to blacken the sides too much. But to be honest, the soot comes off pretty easily, and I’ve found my Le Creuset stands up to some seriously raging fires. I also have a 6-quart cast-iron Dutch oven, which is a whole other animal. It’s less precious and feels more like an oven than a pot. I nestle it right in the hottest embers and throw hot coals onto the lid. It has the ability to cook whatever you are making from all sides, which is incredibly useful.

Baking pan. I have a square pan for things like brownies and jam bars and a round pie pan too, but having just one will serve you well. Mine are small enough—just 9 × 9 inches with 1 ½- to 2-inch sides—to fit into my tiny little oven, and they bake whatever I need. No muffin pan, no Bundt pan, nothing fancy at all. Any muffin recipe will do just fine as a cake. Even a cookie recipe is more fun as one giant cookie to slice. A camper is not the place for fussy baking.

Baking dish. I keep a small oval baking dish in the camper for desserts like crisps and cobblers. I also use it for roasting things like chicken and vegetables.

Saucepan. Small or medium. This comes in handy when melting butter to bake with, it works well for heating up a single portion of leftovers, I make jam out of overripe fruit in it, and it is most often used in our home for making a speedy package of ramen noodles.

Quarter sheet pans. These 9 × 13-inch pans with 1-inch sides are for roasting and toasting but mostly for prepping. There’s something soothing about your mise en place fitting perfectly on a quarter sheet pan.

Wire racks. Purchasing a wire rack for each sheet pan is helpful. If you need something to stay crispy as it cools or you want to drain off the excess oil from items just fried, a wire rack is a must. Wire racks are used in professional kitchens, save paper towels, and are less messy. Look for wire racks sized to fit your quarter sheet pans.

Nesting mixing bowls. If I could manage with just one bowl, I would, but it’s not realistic. For the amount of cooking I do in the camper, I need large, medium, and small mixing bowls. Anything that nests is a camper’s best friend.

Tongs. You need both big and little ones! The big guys are for grilling and the little ones are for tossing salads, sautéing, serving pastas, and more.

Wooden spoon. A true necessity—and an obvious one. I feel like my entire identity as a recipe developer is based on deglazing a pan, and nothing gets the job done like a wooden spoon.

Pastry brush. Essential for any sort of barbecuing.
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Fish spatula. My favorite spatula—so thin and perfectly shaped. It is able to handle the most delicate fish, fritter, or pancake with grace and respect. And I use it every time I sear a piece of meat. With a fish spatula, a wooden spoon, and a rubber spatula on hand, I don’t see a need for a regular metal or plastic spatula at all.
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