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    INTRODUCTION


  




  All my best memories of child-hood are outdoor adventures with my family, mostly day hikes among the pine and fir trees, granite boulders, mountain springs, and July wild-flowers of the Eastern Sierras. On the trail to Thunder Mountain, where the Indian caves offered no fewer than five echoes reverberating off the rock face, we would stop for a snack in a meadow of lupine and mountain daisies. My mother would read aloud to us as we lay on our backs chewing grass and watching the floating, ever-changing menagerie of clouds in the blue sky. We sang songs in harmony as we walked. “Edelweiss,” the “Country Marching Song,” “Kookaburra,” and “An Austrian Went Yodeling” were a few of the regulars. It was on a crimson mountain evening my dad taught me to play cribbage, and on another when I finally triumphed over him. On Silver Lake I learned to skip rocks, to turn my small hands into a water pistol, to fish, to paddle a canoe, to catch a crawdad, and once I created a ladybug hospital out of the tackle box when the surface of the water was covered with them.




  Back home my parents had their routines, their weekend tennis matches. My brother and I had our homework and baseball practices. At home the television came on in the evening, and all conversation ended. In the mountains we talked.
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  I learned about my parents’ childhoods. We laughed together. We did activities together. We shared lazy afternoons reclining with hors d’oeuvres and watching aspen leaves dance and the sun shimmer on the lake.
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  Now that I’m a parent myself, I try to regularly set aside time away from our hectic schedule to create moments like these and take my kids out into nature. Camping can be a great time for family. In the outdoors you have the opportunity to be with one another in a meaningful way that can be hard to re-create at home in the everyday land of work and obligations, electronic entertainment, and society. While camping or even staying in a rustic cabin, you can be active and present: hiking, biking, fishing, swimming, and exploring the environment inall kinds of ways. You can relax in a hammock or camp chair, listen tothe world around you, and let your thoughts wander. You can breathefresh air and engage in life in its basics: Prepare food simply, set up your own home away from home,and feel a sense of belonging withnature and the people around you. This is the stuff of treasured, lifelong memories.




  But sometimes it can be a struggle to engage the kids in experiencing the world around them. Sometimes we find ourselves tangledin tent poles wondering how to have the kids help but not get in the way. Sometimes we want to reconnect our busy family, but it just isn’t happening. Sometimes we have a reluctant camper. And sometimes we just want to add a little more fun.




  The Camping Activity Book for Families: The Essential Guide to Fun in the Outdoors will help you do all these things and have a darn good time doing it. The goal is to help families get the most out of camping and being in the outdoors, to have fun and discover new things about nature and one another while creating cherished memories. Camping trips are going to get better than ever!




  The best part? A lot of the activities in here don’t have to be done just while camping, so even when you’re home you can continue the fun and sharing and make more memories!
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    HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


  




  This book is designed to be a handy guide to making your family camping experience extra fun. Read this at home before you leave, and bring it with you to use during your trip. Choose activities that appeal to you. Have family members choose something that appeals to them. You might ask older kids to take charge of certain activities (for example, leading a game to keep everyone occupied while you’re making lunch, or even helping to make lunch for everyone). Put younger children in charge of picking one family activity for each day or collecting the rocks and sticks needed for an activity. Follow the easytoread instructions, or let the games and crafts spark your own creativity.




  The first couple of chapters provide advice on planning your trip—preparing, packing, getting the kids excited, and setting everythingup for a successful outing with the family. Chapter three focuses on the most popular family outdoor pastime that will likely be your main activity each day, from hiking to birding to fishing. This isn’t a how to guide for each activity, but you’ll find ideas for making sure each planned activity is as successful and family friendly as it can be. After that you’ll find tons of ideas on howto keep everyone engaged during the natural ups and downs of the day, with chapters on ways to explore and be active in nature, games you can play outdoors, outback arts and crafts projects, and favorite camp songs to sing. You can find quiet time activities, energy busters, solo activities, and recommended ages for fun and games of all kinds in the Activity Finder at the end of the book. Of course, each child and family is unique, so use this as a general guide. You know your kids best.
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  Enhancing each chapter are sidebars with fascinating facts that will bring you even closer to nature (“Did You Know?”), special tips for kids (“Psst . . . Kids!”), topics for conversation (“Family Conversation Starters”), and jokes to share (“Laugh Time!”).




  Many activities include suggestions for recording the experience in a NATURE JOURNAL.
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  This is highly recommended but really depends on whether individual campers are into it or not. There are also options for being a PHOTOJOURNALIST. A camera is one of the few pieces of technology we recommend you bring along. (See chapter 1 for more information on Nature Journals and being a Photojournalist.)
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  CHAPTER 1




  AT HOME BEFORE YOU GO




  Everyone in the family can help in the research and preparation of your camping trip, and it gives them more ownership of the experience. Even the anticipation can be fun! If you have new or very young campers, introducing them to some of the equipment and aspects of the camping experience can inspire comfort and confidence. A little familiarity can go a long way.




  Picking a Campground




  As long as you are well prepared and supplied, you can stay anywhere. However, for younger or inexperienced campers, it’s a good idea to stay at a developed campground, one with flush toilets and hot showers and fully equipped sites with a picnic table, fire pit, and bear box. If some family members just won’t camp, look to rent a rustic or developed cabin or tent cabin. Many state and national parks and private campgrounds have limited numbers of these. If you’ve gone camping before and are interested in roughing ita little more, consider walkin campsites, rustic camping like on Bureau of Land Management (BLM) land or national forest land, where you have to bring everything in, or backpacking. Occasionally you can find backpack destinations with pack animals, llamas or donkeys, available for hire to carry your gear. This can be a worthwhile expense when camping with very small children, who often require additional gear.
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  Think about the distance from home and how many days you have to camp. Want to start simple and just do one overnight? You might be able to find someplace close to home that still feels like a world away. Less driving, more camping!




  Think about what amenities/camping activities are most important to the family, and narrow down your choices accordingly. What do you want to do on your camping trip? Hike? Swim? Ride bikes? Take in nature programs and community campfires with a ranger? Climb rocks? Have privacy? Also consider what activities might be available nearby. There’s so much fun to be had in nature, but if the kids are less than enthusiastic about getting away from it all, consider an area where you can take a trip to an offsite attraction that will entertain them.




  Research thecampground conditions and environment. Is there poison oak? Is there a lake or river nearby? Have there been any bear sightings recently? Be prepared, and go with your comfort level. If you’re planning way ahead, don’t forget to check weather conditions for the appropriate season. Check out online reviewsto understand the kind of crowd to expect, seasonal differences, and input on the best campsites.
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    Did You Know?




    Poison oak does not grow above 5,000 feet elevation. Western poison ivy, however, grows at 8,500 feet in New Mexico and Colorado.


  




  Know the amenities, and pack accordingly. Does the camp host sell firewood? Are there flush or pit toilets? If pit, bring more toilet paper! Do you need to bring your own grill? Are the sites shaded, or should you bring a tarp or canopy?
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  Plan to arrive during daylight hours. It’s much easier to set up. You can see what you’re doing. It’s especially important for inexperienced campers or for anyone a little nervous about nature. The best part is being able to look around, get your bearings, and start exploring and playing in nature right away, as well as have your first meal in the campground.




  Technology in Nature




  Decide on technology usage rules before you leave home. If you want no phones or other devices, be clear about why. Make your reasons positive: “We’re going to experience new things and places, the things you sometimes see on your iPad. This is going to be an adventure, and focusing on it makes it all the better.” If you decide on limited usage, explain the rules. Though a hiatus from video games and habitual texting—forboth kids and adults—whilecamping and limited useof technology in general isbest, some technology canbe put to great use in theoutdoors.




  

    WHY ENCOURAGE YOUR CHILD TO BE THE FAMILY PHOTOJOURNALIST?




    Photojournalism builds many skills. Along with keen observation, kids learn how to approach a live subject quietly to catch it in action. This builds patience and alertness. Kids become more aware of their surroundings, and this generally leads to increased curiosity and motivation to learn about what they see and experience. Photojournalists try to capture moments of truth, have compassion for their subjects, and take pictures that tell stories. Kids learn the basics of photography too: different types of shots, angles, and lighting.




    From age 2 or 3 all through adolescence, children are developing their memory. The human mind tends to be very visual and remembers things that stand out. Competing with the colorful palette or photorealism of video games, it helps to make a record of your adventure in nature—whether a slideshow, book, or album—so it can be remembered with affection. Your children will be more likely to want to repeat such experiences.


  




  It is empowering for kids (and shutterbug parents) to take pictures to memorialize their camping trip and to fine tune powers of observation. There are suggestions throughout this book for your young PHOTOJOURNALIST. After the trip, your kids and you can turn the pictures into a slideshow or photo book, which continues the fun and benefits the entire family, solidifying memories and encouraging campers to reflect on their experiences.
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  Kids love to share things they see and to connect with their friends, so you could have one time a day when they send pictures via Instagram or text message to relatives and friends. Or wait until you’re in the car heading home for outside communication.




  A great use of your smartphone while camping is for apps like geocaching or star and planet finders. If you don’t have field guides for the flora and fauna in your area, a smartphone—with reception—can be useful as a walking encyclopedia. You can also listen to a camp song on YouTube to teach to the family.




  The rules of technology use are up to you, but you have to follow them too. You can adjust them if what you initially decided doesn’t work, but once you set them, don’t break them!




  Think Like a Child




  Once the adventure begins, don’t push the pace. Be aware of your own agenda. If you camped PK (prekid), plan on doing different stuff, doing less, going slower, and covering less distance. Bring patience to camp, and pay attention to how children and any new campers respond to activities, suggestions, and the new environment. Let kids find their own pace and choose some of the activities. They might need encouragement to try new things; but to make camping a positive experience, it’s important not to push kids into situations they find scary. And it might surprise you what they find scary.




  Provide chill time. Longer vacations have waves of emotions. After the first exciting day or two, there is almost always a day or a few hours when energy dips and moods swing. Small children can suddenly get very upset by little things. Older kids can get sullen or homesick. Adults can get cranky and shorttempered. Make sure your children know that if they feel this way, they should tell you. Make sure they know it’s totally normal. Give them (and yourself) a chance to RECHARGE. You don’t have to do or see everything on the agenda.




  Read aloud to your children, or do a quiet oneonone activity or paper andpencil game (see page 150). If the family is in the middle of an excursion and can’t be back in camp when a down period is needed, find other ways to take a break. It could be something simple, like having a cool sip of water or splashing water on their faces. Have them throw a towel over their heads or put on sunglasses to block out some of the stimuli.




  

    Psst . . . Kids! Everyone needs to RECHARGE at times. If you are feeling annoyed by a family member, tired of the sun, and ready to go home, take some time and be nice to yourself. Rest, nap, relax, read, doodle, or just get out of the sun or wind. Ask yourself what would recharge you? Play a game of cards. Lie on your sleeping bag and breathe for a while, or sit and watch the trees blowing in the breeze. Daydream and let your mind wander. Some people even like to have a good cry. After a recharge, you can usually once again enjoy your family and the great outdoors.


  




  Don’t overschedule. Not every activity needs to be carefully planned. If kids get into imaginary play, for example, maybe the swim or hike you had in mind can wait ten minutes. The kids might find a decomposing stump to take apart, or they mighttake more time with an activity than you expected. Give them time and space to play and explore, supervising as appropriate for their ages.




  Outdoor & Camping Ethics




  Model the behavior you expect ofyour children, and be clear aboutyour expectations. Bring extra trash bags and keep a clean camp, be considerate of other campers, stay on trails, tread lightly around wildlife. Give your children opportunities to be responsible too. It will build their confidence and give you all a unified purpose. Your children are the next stewards of our Earth.




  Decide on your family’s ethics concerning the natural environment. The general rule of camping is to “Leave No Trace.” None of the games in this book leave trash in the wild. In fact, you will find ways to make games out of cleaning up the forest! None of the games disturb living things (with the exception of bug, lizard, and crawdad hunting, which involves the temporary displacement of these animals). A number of the games do involve moving and using rocks and sticks and other debris. You decide, depending on where you camp and your beliefs, whether to put the natural debris back as close as possible to where you found it or to leave your rock sculptures and leaf creations for other campers and hikers to discover and enjoy.
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  Always practice safety first. When doing activities involving being on the ground or picking up leaves and sticks, for example, know how to identify poison oak and poison ivy. When picking up bugs and critters, don’t pick up anything with your bare hands that you don’t know to be safe. Supervise your children in the camping kitchen, around the fire, and using tools, especially if they are inexperienced. Decide how far away and where kids can go on their own based on their age and your own comfort level. Boundaries make kids feel safe (parents too) and are even more important in new surroundings. In any activity, make sure you have the right ageappropriate safety equipment for everyone.




  Family Camping Checklist




  Here’s a basic checklist to help make packing easier and to get everyone accustomed to camping supplies. Personalize this for your family, adding your own essentials. What may be an “extra item” for one family might be a necessity for another. The items on this list are for car or walkin camping. Backpackers would probably want to trim this list down even more. Make sure your car is in good working order before departing.
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  Information/Personal Stuff




  ❐ ID, reservation info, address and directions, money (wallet)




  ❐ Cell phone and charger




  ❐ Camera and batteries




  Sleeping/Bedtime




  ❐ Tent and tent footprint or tarp




  ❐ Sleeping pads




  ❐ Sleeping bags and/or sheets and blankets




  ❐ Pillows




  ❐ Books




  ❐ Comfort items like stuffed animals or blankies (optional)




  ❐ Extra blanket(s) (optional)




  Light & Fire




  ❐ Lantern




  ❐ Headlamps and flashlights with extra batteries (1 light per person and at least a couple extra)




  ❐ Matches, a disposable lighter, or a butane stove lighter




  ❐ Fire starters or newspaper




  FirstAid Supplies




  ❐ Bug repellent




  ❐ Sunscreen




  ❐ Acetaminophen or ibuprofen (or aspirin) for kids and adults




  ❐ Calamine lotion




  ❐ Tecnu or bentonite clay or other poison oak and ivy rash preventer




  ❐ Firstaid kit with adhesive bandages of different sizes, tweezers, antibiotic cream




  ❐ Any prescription meds




  Toiletries




  ❐ Toothbrushes, toothpaste, floss




  ❐ Soap




  ❐ Deodorant




  ❐ Hairbrush & hair bands




  ❐ Lip balm




  ❐ Feminine hygiene products—tampons & pads




  ❐ Toilet paper




  ❐ Towels (1 large and 1 hand towel for each camper)




  ❐ Moisturizing lotion or aloe vera




  Clothing




  ❐ An outfit to play in for each day plus 1 or even 2 extra (Think mud and wet.)




  ❐ Long pants or tights and long sleeve shirts, sweaters, or sweatshirts for morning and evening (possibly long johns)




  ❐ Jackets (Consider bringing 1 light and 1 winter/yearround jacket.)




  ❐ Warm hat




  ❐ Hat with sun visor, such as a baseball cap




  ❐ Extra socks (Long socks protect against ticks and poison oak/ivy.)




  ❐ Sunglasses




  ❐ Bathing suits (and goggles)




  ❐ Rain jackets, ponchos, or garbage bags




  ❐ Pajamas




  ❐ Flipflops, sandals, or water shoes (for water play, showers, and middleofthenight bathroom runs)




  Kitchen/Campsite




  ❐ An extra tarp (to hang for rain cover or general use)




  ❐ 2 or more ropes (for hanging tarp, for hanging clothes to dry, and more)




  ❐ Camp chairs




  ❐ Medium pot with lid, skillet, and mixing/salad bowl




  ❐ Knife & cutting board




  ❐ Cooking utensils: spatula, wooden spoon, tongs




  ❐ Pocketknife (extra knife, can opener, bottle opener, corkscrew)
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  ❐ Plates, bowls, silverware, mugs, cups




  ❐ Plastic tub for washing dishes, sponge, dish soap




  ❐ Paper towels and wet wipes




  ❐ Garbage bags




  ❐ Zipper lock plastic bags (large and sandwich size) for leftovers and easy awayfromcamp lunch and snack packing




  ❐ Water—water bottles for each camper/hiker and 2 jugs or 1 5gallon and one smaller (Refill at campground. Most have potable water; do your research. Bring more than you think you’ll need for rustic camping.)




  ❐ Duct tape (for activities and crafts as well as repairs)




  ❐ String or twine (also used for crafts and activities as wellas necessities)




  ❐ A folding backpacking shovel (for when nature calls away from camp and for activities)




  ❐ For walkin camping, a kids’ wagon to tote supplies to the campsite. (You won’t regret it!)




  [image: image]




  Entertainment Necessities




  ❐ Deck(s) of cards




  ❐ 5 or 6 dice (6 for Farkle; 5 for Yahtzee, Skunk, and other games)




  ❐ A couple permanent markers




  ❐ Paper and pen and pencils (with sharpener)




  ❐ Nature journal (See page 14 for preparing a NATURE JOURNAL.)




  ❐ Camera (See page 3 about being a Family PHOTOJOURNALIST.)




  ❐ Additional items as required (May be required for specific games and activities listed in this book, though most make use of found objects or camp supplies that you’d readily have at hand.)
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  Special Extras




  Adding a couple special items can add some really fun times at the campsite. Bring them out as a nice surprise or when enthusiasm is dwindling and you need a little shazam!




  Consider bringing field guides, star charts, compasses, a magnifying glass,binoculars, orbooks to read aloud to the whole family. Bring musical instruments, percussion instruments, and songbooks. Some sporting equipment can be fun to use together around camp or to entertain the kids while parents are taking a breather. Tennis balls can be used in many different ways. Perhaps your family would prefer a Frisbee, soccer ball, horseshoes, or a hula hoop.




  You don’t need many arts and crafts supplies to make some great nature art, but if you are a particularly creative bunch, you could bring paint (acrylic for rocks), solarprint paper, fabric paint and Tshirts, colored yarn, or lanyard supplies. Bubble liquid and wands pack light. Walkietalkies can be both fun and practical. Take the scary out of the night with glow sticks and a fiberoptic lamp for the picnic table. Try looking through your old toy bins for more entertainment options. Ignored toys and games often take on a new life in new surroundings.
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  Food, Glorious Food




  Food in the outdoors just tastes better. With a little extra preparation at home, you can minimize your cooking time, leaving more time for fun. Once in camp, involve kids in food preparation, setting the picnic table, and washing dishes. You’re all in this together and can take more time than during those rushed mornings before school or 20 minutes to get dinner on the table between piano lessons and soccer practice. Make food prep at home and in the campground a family activity.




  

    Psst . . . Kids! Helping your parents plan, shop for, and prepare meals before your trip is a good way to make sure you get food you like!
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  Plan the meals. Before you leave, write down all the meals, including snacks, you will need for your camping trip (Day 1: lunch, snack, dinner, dessert; Day 2: breakfast, trail snack, lunch; and so on), and make a menu plan for each, simple or elaborate. Use this list to create your packing/grocery list. Remember to include condiments (ketchup, mustard, barbecue sauce, and the like). Recruit the kids, and let them choose some of the snacks or meals.




  Premake what you can. Stew, soups, casseroles, spaghetti in sauce, and slow cooker meals can all be made at home and brought to camp in plastic containers. An added benefit is easy storage of leftovers and being able to use the containers for other activities. Salads that travel well, like bean, pasta, and potato salads, taste even better after several days. You can also precook your favorite rice, noodle, quinoa, and polenta side dishes at home. Plain cooked rice and noodles are easy to reheat as well. You can even prefry bacon and sausage and quickly refry it at camp. This eliminates the need to discard bacon grease.




  Freeze foods. Marinate or spice and freeze meat. Freeze the butter. With a little defrosting it will be ready to go—and it will help keep the cooler cold. Doublebag cheese and meats or anything else that can be ruined by melting ice in the cooler. You can also premake pancake batter and freeze it. Put it in a gallonsize plastic bag and just cut off the tip in camp to pour the batter in the skillet. This eliminates the need to wash a mixing bowl and spoon. You can also repurpose a ketchup bottle or glass jar for “shake and pour” pancakes. Do you like your pancake with fruit? Freeze some berries, banana slices, or mango chunks for the purpose. Freeze bottles filled with water. They will be nice and cold for your first day of hiking and help keep food fresh.




  

    Psst . . . Kids! Make your pancakes a little more fun. Pour your batter on the skillet to make one big round pancake and two small ones attached to the big one at the top. On your plate, add fruit or nuts to make eyes and a nose and finish your bear cake! What other shapes can you make?


  




  Wash and package healthy snacks. Wash andcut up fruit and vegetables before leaving, and putthem into sealed plastic bags or small storage containers. It makes it easy to get these healthy snacks out quickly. This is also true of vegetables you wish to steam for dinner.




  Organize yourcooler. Label containers with tape andmarkers, giving all campersthe ability to find thingsin the cooler and helpout more in the campingkitchen. (Kids can help withthe labeling.) Make sure themostused items or first fewmeals are packed near thetop for easy access and sothe cooler stays open forless time. Buy ice as closeto the campsite as possible, and divide it up into ziplock plastic bags to avoid flooding food and allowing you to distribute it as needed in the cooler. Keep your cooler in the shade by day, and reorganize it on occasion if things get shuffled around. A good cooler makes a great extra seat too.




  Use less commercial packaging. Prepackaging only what you need and taking items out of commercial packaging before your trip means less garbage at camp and fewer pieces in the packing puzzle. Save money and space by packing your own small containers of condiments. Empty beaten eggs into a mason jar for easy travel, and pour them out to make scrambled eggs or omelets. (Make personalized omelets by pouring egg into ziplock bags along with desired ingredients, seal the bags well, and boil them in water in a pot on your cooking stove.) Hardboil some eggs, and cut your egg carton in half to carry them compactly.
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  Have the first campground meal ready and handy in your cooler so you don’t have to stop setting up camp to make a meal and can take it easy after the drive in. Sandwiches are great; so is a precooked entree. Add drinks, veggies, and fruit and you’ve got a meal.




  Make campfire meals fun. Cooking meals over a campfire can be exciting and empowering for kids. You can find great recipes for aluminum foil packet meals in cookbooks or online (try allrecipes.com or usscouts.org). Most can be prepped at home, and you can cook the foil packets on a grill overan open fire or in embers. You can even cook scrambled eggs in paper bags over a grill. These websites also have recipes for Dutch oven cooking.You can roast hot dogs and meatballs, rolls and toast, pigs in a blanket, shishkebobs, marshmallows, and more on sticks or skewers (check out reserve america.com/outdoors/skewer-recipesforcampfiremeals.htm). Pie ironscan also be used to cook entrees and desserts over the fire. Check them out at pieiron.com/recipes.htm.
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    Did You Know?




    Dutch OvenA Dutch oven, a thick-walled cooking pot with a tightfitting lid, has been used for cooking over an open fire for hundreds of years. It is usually made of cast iron but sometimes ceramic or clay. In 1704 an Englishman named Abraham Darby went to the Netherlands to check out the Dutch system for making these cooking vessels. It was far better than in his country. Four years later, back in England, Darby patented a way to make pots similar to what he had seen. He sold the pot in Britain and the new American colonies, where it was known from then on as a Dutch oven.


  




  Bring a few funkitchen extras. Forsome added varietyin food preparationor consumption, bring straws or silly straws, try out a solar oven (prepurchased or made; look for instructions and recipes online), or bring a batteryoperated blender for smoothies or a container to make sun tea.




  Try repurposing. Like the pancake dispenser, there are many other clever ways to repurpose food packaging and the like:




  

    	
Reading lamp. Wash a gallon milk jug and fill it with drinking water. At night, point a headlamp into the water to make a nice light on the picnic table or in the tent. You can drink from it and read by it!




    	
Fire starters. Wad up dryer lint and stick it inside a toilet paper tube for an effective campfire starter.




    	
Toilet paper caddy. Put a roll of TP in an old coffee can or oatmeal container with lid to keep it dry and ready for use in any weather. Fashion a handle out of duct tape. Tape a ziplock plastic bag on the side and fill it with other baggies so they are handy to packout paper from nature poops. Tape another ziplock bag on the side to hold sanitizer or hand soap. It’s your nature poop caddy!




    	
Travel spices. Use labeled Tic Tac containers for spices. The Tic Tacs can be kept in a baggy and used as trail treats or edible game pieces.




    	
Individual coffee bags. Fill a filter with enough of your favorite coffee grounds for one cup. Tie with thread, baker’s twine, or a twist tie at the top so it is securely closed. Make enough of these for your trip, and freeze them in a gallon bag to store in your cooler. When it’s time for coffee in camp, just drop one in a mug of hot water and let it seep for several minutes for great instant coffee.




    	
Kitchen organizer. A hanging pocket shoe organizer hung on a tree branch or secure clothesline can hold nonfood items for your kitchen as well as firstaid supplies, sunscreen, playing cards, and more. The kind with clear pockets means less labeling. You can also repurpose a tool organizer for your camping kitchen. Need a place to put your cooking vessels? Wrap a leather belt around a tree, and use hooks to hang pots and pans.
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  Making Food Bear Safe




  Though it’s great to see critters in nature, you don’t want to attract them to your camping kitchen. A bear in camp could create a traumatic moment for the family, and it’s not healthy for chipmunks and birds to eat human food. Use any metal food lockers provided for coolers as well as food. Parks near bear habitats often require that you use bearresistant canisters for food storage, so do your research. Keep your tents and sleeping area as far as you can from your kitchen. Don’t leave your food unattended while you’re away from camp. Food never belongs in the tent, even in the rain. Check children’s backpacks and jacket pockets for forgotten snacks before bringing them in. Dispose of your trash in the bear proof trash cans provided, or else burn what you can and double-bag the rest to pack out. And be sure to leave your campsite clean for the next campers. This includes picking up those random pieces of cereal and fruit pits that may have found their way to the ground.
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  Nature Journals




  Nature journals are a great way to get in touch with your surroundings and capture and remember all you see and experience, creating a lasting log of your trip. Our family considers a nature journal a necessity, because there are so many ways to useit while camping, even if you just tear out the paper to make paper airplanes or to play paperandpencil games. Many of the suggested games and activities in this book contain a NATURE JOURNAL component.




  Campers can each have their own personal journal, or you can just have one communal journal for the whole family to share and write in.




  At its most basic, a nature journal could be as simple as a storebought composition notebook or spiral binder, which you can add onto and customize as fits your needs. Or you can make your own from scratch, allowing campers to make theirs unique and personal to them.




  

    Psst . . . Kids! Your nature journal doesn’t have to be “perfect.” It is okayif it has crossedout words, sentence fragments, unfinished drawings, and stick figures. Trying to make your journal perfect might hold you back from using it. Journals give you an opportunity to let your thoughts flow naturally while you lose yourself in your subject, whatever it is. The pages of your journal may look nothing like someone else’s journal, and that’s okay too. One person might like to write facts about all the cool stuff she sees. Another might like to make up stories or describe what he sees or how he feels when looking at a beautiful view. Someone else might prefer to color and draw, inspired by nature. A journal is also handy to use for pencilandpaper games, to make stuff, or to tally how many cool animals or insects you see on your hike. Let your journal be a reflection of YOU!


  




  [image: image]




  Ideally you want a securely bound pad (glued, tied, or spiral bound) without lines so you can create your own compositions on each page and to allow for writing, drawing, and collecting fallen leaves, photos, and cutouts. It should be small enough to fit in a day pack, have a sturdy cover, and stay open when you’re working on a page.




  To make your journal extra usable and special, tie a push pen or mechanical pencil to it with string or make a plastic pencil pouch (say that ten times fast!) by tapinga ziplock bag to the front. This pouchcan also be used to hold colored pencils, a magnifying glass, and tape and to collect small trail treasures. If desired, add another cool feature by creating an overtheshoulder strap for your journal out of string or duct tape. Your children can hike or explore with their journals accessible and ready for use. Have children write their name on the inside or outside cover with a message to please return the journal if found, along with a parent’semail address and/or home phone number.
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    Did You Know?




    The Juice on Journals




    Scientists and researchers commonly keep natureor field journals as an important part of their work—recording their observations, hypotheses, and findings, as well as daily and seasonal changesand their effects on plants and animals. If naturalistand scientist Charles Darwin hadn’t kept a nature journal on his famous voyage of the Beagle, we might not have known about all his amazing discoveries, thoughts, and theories. His journals are priceless artifacts today. Darwin once said about making notes in the field: “Trust nothing to the memory, for the memory becomes a fickle guardian when one interesting object is succeeded by another still more interesting.”
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  First entry. Suggest to kids that they make their first entry before leaving home. They can write about where the family is going camping and print and cut out pictures to paste in. They may want to add what they would like to see or do or how they are feeling about the trip.
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  Preparing New Campers




  You can play games at home before going on your adventure in nature to get used to all the camping gear and learn more about being in the outdoors and what to expect. It’s a really fun way to get ready!




  Name That Camping Thing! (ages 2 and up) See if you can identify this object you take with you when camping . . . blindfolded!




  Supplies: Camping supplies, bandanas or blindfolds of some kind (optional)




  

    	Players sit in a line or circle with eyes closed or with blindfolds on.




    	The leader hands one common camping and hiking supply or tool to one player, who feels it and hands it to the next player, and so on.




    	Players guess aloud what it is and what it is used for. Repeat with a new object.


  




  Variation




  If the players don’t know what the object is, they can call out “Creative!” and make up something wild about the object. A clever reply can earn a point.
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  Backyard Camping (ages 3 and up)




  Get to know your tent at home before going camping. It’ll transform your back yard! This also works as a good trial run for families who have never camped before.




  Supplies: Tent, sleeping bags or sheets and blankets, pillows




  

    	Set up your tent in the back yard.




    	Play in it as a fort during the day:



      

        	Read a book in it.




        	Bring your stuffed animals or dolls in it.




        	Play with a soft ball in it.




        	Play a board game in it.


      


    




    	At night, have a family campout in the back yard and spend the night in the tent with at least one parent. In the morning, talk about the experience.
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  Nocturnal Exploration (ages 4 and up) Get to know the night!




  Supplies: Warm jacket, flashlight or headlamp (or both), short book (optional)




  Stay up a little late and do something exciting and new right at home. Go into the back yard or someplace outside close to home after dark. Be sure to bundle up! Give your eyes time to adjust, and look around. Use your various senses. Talk about what you experience. The idea is to become more acquainted with the night. Acquaintance is one of the best ways to rid ourselves of fear. Consider doing this a few times to get more comfortable with nighttime sounds and shadows. For younger children, make the night visits brief.
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    	Look up at the night sky. Do you see stars and planets? Airplanes? Satellites? If you live in the suburbs or the city, you won’t believe how many more stars you will see in the campground where there is a lot less light made by people!




    	Listen to the night sounds. Do you hear animals? The wind in the trees? Try to identify the sounds. Try to remember them so you can see how different the sounds are at the campground.



      

        Psst . . . Kids! Talk to your parents about anything in the night you are afraid of. The night is a very important time for all animals. Night animals (nocturnal) catch food and find companionship in the dark. People and many animals (diurnal) use the night to sleep and recharge for the next day.


      


    




    	Experiment using a flashlight and shining it around you.




    	Sit somewhere comfortableand read a storybook by headlamp.(For younger campers, youcan do this inside with the lights off.)
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  Backyard Explorer




  Before going into the great outdoors to explore, be a nature detective in your own back yard or neighborhood park. Try any of these activities. You might want to break in your new NATURE JOURNAL and describe or sketch what you see. Or be a PHOTOJOURNALIST and start your nature photography collection.




  

    	Birding. Look and listen for the birds in your back yard. Using a field guide or on the computer back inside, try to identify what kinds they are.
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    	Bug Hunter. Look for insects. If you don’t see any right away, look underneath stuff. Where else might they be? What kinds did you find?




    	Plant Private Eye. Look around at the different plants. What are they? Do any serve a specific purpose? What shapeare their leaves? Do they have flowers or fruit? What do they feel like? Do they have a smell? Do they attract certain kinds of animals?




    	

      

        Psst . . . Kids! Exercise your new skills as a PHOTOJOURNALIST by taking both close-ups and long shots of plants, critters, and people. Try taking pictures from different angles to see where your shadow is and what the light does to your subject.


      


    




    	Animal Detective. Do you see any animals other than birds or insects? Have any been around? Look for footprints and scat (animal poop). Can you identify what animal they belong to?
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  Photo by Kevin Meynell




  Other Pre Camping Activities!




  Try some of these other activities to start learning about camping.




  

    	Go on day hikes.




    	Visit a planetarium and learn even more about the night sky!




    	Visit a natural history or science museum to learn more about nature.




    	Read books about camping, nonfiction or fiction. Some of your favorite characters have had great camping adventures. For the younger set, you’ll find Little Critter, Maisy, Curious George, Fred and Ted (from Big Dog, Little Dog), Olivia, Mr. Magee, Amelia Bedelia, and more.
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    	Find songs online or in songbooks that you can sing around the campfire.




    	Find or make up ghost or spooky stories to tell around the campfire, or tell funny or interesting folktales or fairy tales if you don’t want it too scary.




    	Research famous camping expeditions, and share the stories with your family.
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