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  Introduction




  I discovered the joys of camping at the age of twelve in a rustic Scout camp set deep in the Michigan woods. It was 1952, just before the dawn of nylon tents and 60/40 parkas. Aluminum canoes were hot off the Grumman forms, though I’d never seen one. Deep down, I believed they’d never replace the glorious Old Towns and Thompsons.




  Like most kids my age, I had little money for outdoor gear. What I earned by picking pop bottles off the roadway went for a secondhand bike or a Randolph Scott movie. My camping outfit was carefully assembled from a ragtag assortment of military surplus and Salvation Army store items. I knew only one kid who had equipment that was new. Once I saved enough to buy an official Boy Scout knife, which in those days came with good carbon steel blades and a metal BSA insignia.




  One Christmas Dad gave me an all-steel Scout handaxe, which came complete with tooled leather sheath and varnished wood scales. For twenty years thereafter I proudly carried it on all my hiking and canoe trips. It was my edge for making fires on a rainy day. Early on, I decided that those who badmouthed hatchets simply lacked the skills to use them right. I still retain that conviction, as you’ll see in Chapter 2.




  On my fourteenth birthday I received another treasured gift—a solid brass M 71 Primus stove, which, at five dollars, was a genuinely expensive gift.




  These items, along with an army surplus wool sleeping bag and poncho, comprised my store of camping items. Everything fit nicely into a tan canvas packsack and together tipped the scale at barely 20 pounds. To this, add a week’s worth of dehydrated Seidel trail foods, a handful of big stick matches, and a spartan change of clothes, and I was ready for the great adventure.




  At last I owned all the tripping gear I’d ever need. What boy could be more fortunate? Admittedly, I yearned for an army down-and-feathers sleeping bag—the wool one I had was adequate only in the heat of summer. But no matter: With an extra blanket and knitted sweater, I got by. Even in snow. After all, being a little cold was part of the camping game, wasn’t it?




  My bible on how to camp was the Boy Scout Handbook, which, I was told, contained absolutely everything one could want to know about the great outdoors. It was all there—from how to trench a tent and build a bed of pine boughs to the construction of rope-lashed furniture and emergency dwellings. Axmanship was serious stuff, so it was treated as a separate chapter.




  Environmental concerns? There were none. Not that we didn’t care, you understand. We just didn’t see anything wrong with cutting trees and restructuring the soil to suit our needs. Given the equipment of the day, reshaping the land was the most logical way to make outdoor life bearable.




  Litter, of course, was another matter. We proudly packed out everything we (and anyone else) brought in. We were Boy Scouts, not slobs!




  In 1958 Calvin Rutstrum brought out his first book, The Way of the Wilderness. Suddenly, there was new philosophy afield. Calvin knew the days of trenched tents and bough beds were numbered. His writings challenged readers to think before they cut, to use an air mattress instead of a spruce bed. Wilderness camping was in proud transition. New products—nylon, Dacron, stainless steel, and vinyl—were already fragmenting the monopolies enjoyed by cotton, wool, and canvas. Outfitters by the thousands sold (or burned) their cotton tents and joined the nylon revolution.




  Suddenly the emphasis had shifted from skills to things. Knowing how was no longer good enough. Everyone needed a plethora of new gear—down sleeping bags and foam sleeping pads; Swiss Army knives with a tool for everything; waterproof boots with Vibram lugs; two-piece rain suits with clever hoods that moved with the turn of a head; polypropylene socks and underwear and pile pullovers; Erector-set tents that needed no staking; Gore-Tex suits that breathed in the rain; color-matched designer clothes that looked good at the All-Stars game; and tiny trail stoves that ran on canisters of liquid butane.




  Suddenly I felt quite inadequate, like a peasant in Camelot.




  Calvin Rutstrum summed it up one foggy morning on a mid-September day. I’d driven up to meet him at his wilderness cabin on the North shore of Lake Superior. Cal had built the place himself, every inch of it. No need to pour a concrete slab; a mirror-flat shelf of slate was good enough. The double cabin was artfully constructed from native pine. And it was solid!




  As Cal poured coffee, I baited him by pulling from its stuff sack a polyester-filled sleeping bag I’d purchased for my wife.




  “Whatcha think of these new poly bags?” I asked. “They dry really fast—could be a lifesaver if you get your down bag wet.”




  With that, Rutstrum, in his early eighties, slammed down his cup on the wood-pinned table and splashed brown liquid onto the varnished wood. Slowly he rose, his set jaw and steel gray eyes poised in anger.




  “Damn!” he called loudly: “I’ve canoed and camped for nigh on seventy years and I’ve never gotten my down bag wet. Never. Not ever! Those who get stuff wet on a trip need help. They need to learn how to camp!”




  I could have cheered!




  It seems as though high-tech gear and high-powered salesmanship have become a substitute for rock-solid camping skills. Chemical fire-starters take the place of correct fire making; indestructible canoes are the solution to hitting rocks; blizzard-proof tents become the answer to one’s inability to stormproof conventional designs. And the what-if-you-get-your-down-bag-wet syndrome attracts new converts each year. In the end only the manufacturers win. For even the best gear falls short of expectations without proper know-how.




  And that, friends, is what this book is all about. No pressure to buy the new, discard the old. Just a mash of proven procedures to enhance your camping trips.




  How to Use This Guide




  This guide covers all the basics you need to know before you go camping, from selecting gear to building a fire. To ensure that you make the most of every outing, this book also includes tips for dealing with common camping problems. There are luscious recipes and slick tricks for managing meals on miserable days, ways to stormproof the popular self-supporting dome tents, and tips for rigging tarps in big winds. The recommended procedures you should follow when confronted by a bear—and when protecting your food from one—have changed considerably in recent years. So you’ll want to read this section carefully before your next campout.




  There’s ammunition to help you win your battle with bugs and bad weather as well as tips for sleeping soundly on rough ground. Check out the chapter on the dangers of camping out.




  If you like what you read and want to learn even more about the topics covered in this book, look for my other books: Camping’s Top Secrets, Basic Essentials® Cooking in the Outdoors, Basic Essentials® Map and Compass, and Basic Essentials® Knots for the Outdoors.




  I’m proud of this edition. It’s chock-full of all the important things you really need to know to enjoy camping out.




  

    

      	

        CHAPTER 1
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        HOW TO USE YOUR GEAR EFFECTIVELY


      

    


  




  I once checked the contents of a popular backpacking book and found that around 90 percent of its pages were devoted to the selection of equipment. There were full chapters on Choosing the Sleeping Bag, A Tent for All Seasons, and Getting Booted Up. Except for some obvious advice about pitching camp on high ground and packing clothes in waterproof bags, there was precious little of value to crow about. Right then, I vowed to take a more practical tack in this book.




  Certainly, proper equipment is important to a quality outdoor experience. Only a fool would suggest otherwise. But the engineering specifics of every product are available free from the manufacturer, and detailed equipment evaluations are the annual rule in almost every outdoor magazine. And if you’re still confused over what variables go into selecting a great tent or sleeping bag, just ask the folks who sell outdoor gear at first-rate camping shops. Most of these young men and women are quite knowledgeable, and just about all are active hikers, bikers, canoeists, and skiers. High-tech camping equipment is not usually sold on commission, which means the purveyors will react honestly to your concerns.




  So rather than clutter this chapter with equipment trivia that is readily available elsewhere, I’ll suggest some ways to make your good gear perform at its best.




  Sleeping Bags




  Selecting Your Sleeping Bag




  What you choose depends on how classy you want to travel and how much you want to spend. At the top of the list are three-hundred dollar down bags, while at the bottom are twenty-nine dollar astro-fill specials that are no better than paired blankets. And speaking of blankets: a set of airy acrylic or loose-woven wool blankets, sandwiched a la Boy Scout style (Figure 1-1), makes a perfectly good bed for typical summer campouts. If cost is an object, here’s the place to cut: There’s no sense buying three-season protection if you’ll use it only in the blistering heat of summer. Most campers own bags that are too warm. Only if you’re heading to the far north should you consider the merits of an autumnrated (25-degree Fahrenheit) sleeping bag.




  For car camping (which really can’t be called sleeping out), any sleeping bag will do. Otherwise, my vote goes to a roomy mummy bag with a fully formed head and boxed (raised) foot. Be sure the bag has a two-way zipper that runs from foot to chin.




  In sleeping bags, more than any other camping product, you get exactly what you pay for. At this writing, one hundred dollars will put you into a quality synthetic bag. Twice this will buy a good down bag.




  FIGURE 1-1:




  For summer use, blankets will work as well as a sleeping bag. Here’s how to fold them for maximum warmth.
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  Most people choose sleeping bags that are too warm. For summer camping, a bag rated to 35 degrees F is warm enough. For three-season camping, a 20 degree rated bag will do. For snow camping, place two summer weight bags inside one another. Generally, mummy bags, with their built-in hoods are lighter, warmer and more compact than rectangular shaped sleeping bags (which don’t have hoods). Tip: If you’re a cold sleeper, wear light wool or synthetic (no cotton!) long underwear to bed. The long johns will add 10 degrees or more of warmth to your sleeping system.




  So which one is for you? First, be aware that good down will outlast the best Polarguard/Hollofil/Quallofil by decades. Conscientious bag makers suggest a useful life of around five years for a heavily used synthetic bag. With down bags, the nylon shell goes first. How long? Well, one of my down bags is now more than thirty years old, and it’s still going strong!
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