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INTRODUCTION




I WASN’T THE FIRST PERSON TO SAY THE PHRASE “HUNGER IS THE BEST SEASONING,” but I’m one of the most fervent believers in the concept—exercising and earning the right to replace calories, I think, makes eating a joyful experience. I have, at least once, calculated how many slices of New York–style pizza I could mathematically justify eating by running a 50-mile ultramarathon. (For the record, I also calculated the number of Chicago–style deep-dish pizza slices justified by the same amount of running.)




I have run/hiked rim to rim in the Grand Canyon in a single day and promptly purchased two ice-cream cones on the South Rim to eat before even changing out of my running gear. I have downed decadent feasts in small towns at the feet of mountain ranges like the Tetons, the Wind Rivers, and the Sangre de Cristos after days or weeks of earning those calories—and fantasizing about them.




I have organized and packed way too many calories for day hikes, weekend-, and weeklong backpacking trips and thought for a second at the end of each trip, “Wow, I guess I could have left some of that food at home and not had to carry the extra weight.”




And then I immediately thought, “Nah. What fun would that be?”




I find great joy in earning calories by moving myself under my own power in wild places and replacing those calories in the most satisfying way possible—whether that’s cooking my own recipes over a camp stove or shopping for cookies that I know won’t crumble in my backpack and breakfast burritos that will slowly thaw in my pack as I make my way to the top of a peak for lunch. Oh, and of course, what’s a cookie break without coffee?




With Best Served Wild, we wanted to share this joy of eating in the outdoors, or “extreme picnicking,” or whatever you want to call it when you’re out there. There’s a famous climbing saying that the late alpinist Alex Lowe first coined in an interview in 1993: “The best climber in the world is the one having the most fun.”




Well, we agree with that wholeheartedly, whether you’re climbing some gnarly peak in the clouds, kayaking down the coast, camping out of the back of your car for a weekend, or just going for a nice day hike to see if the wildflowers are out yet or if the leaves have started changing. And having the most fun means eating food you enjoy. I’ve been on long trips where food was a little light, and I prefer to err on the side of gluttony, or whatever word you use to mean “enough chocolate, coffee, and foods that taste so good I would eat them even if I weren’t 10 miles from the nearest road with no other options at hand.”




We’ve used that ethos to guide us in writing this book, including a range of recipes that you can make at home and take on one-day adventures, meals you can make when you’re camping near your vehicle and weight isn’t a concern, and meals to pack on longer trips where you’re carrying everything in a backpack for several days and you want to pack the lightest-weight (but, again, tastiest) food possible.




Recipes, Not Rules


Keep in mind that this is a book of recipes, not a book of rules. You have enough of those in your day-to-day life. We want you to have fun, not feel restricted. The recipes we’ve assembled in Best Served Wild are open to your own personal interpretation.




If, for example, you want to cover every recipe in here with Sriracha or some other hot sauce, that’s up to you. We recommend maybe not doing that with the pancakes, but again, to each his or her own. If you want to add fresh chopped vegetables to either of the chili recipes, by all means go for it. If you want to quit your job, sell all your possessions, empty your life savings, move into a van, and live in it while traipsing around the American West and writing poetry, well, neither of the authors of this cookbook is judging you.




You might notice that the recipes in here are vegetarian. That’s because both of us are vegetarian, and that’s the way we think about food. We’re not that qualified to advise anyone how to cook meat. Instead, we designed recipes we believe work just fine without meat, but you should feel free to supplement and get as wild as you want when using this cookbook. If you want to add precooked chicken to the chilaquiles, please do. If you want to add bacon to the nachos, go for it. If it makes you feel better to wear a chicken suit and sing Flaming Lips songs while standing at your camp stove cooking all these things, you know what, it’s your life. Your campground neighbors may look at you a little funny, but you do you.




As you’re flipping through the pages of Best Served Wild, look for the frying pan symbol—that’s the sign for a recipe we think works well with some improvisation on your end, whether it’s precooked chicken, precooked bacon, Spam, seitan, or tempeh. Feel free to add whatever you think works.
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The whole point of going camping is to escape from many of the restrictions and pressures we have at home in our daily lives, so keep that idea in mind out there. Go wild. But keep your food stored properly so you don’t get visited by bears during the night. That’s probably a little too wild. Bears are fascinating and awesome creatures, but they lack both table manners and empathy for the general well-being of nearby humans.




Cooking over a Fire


You’ll notice that almost all the recipes in this book are cooked on a camp stove except Campfire Corn on the Cob (page 104). “Camp Stove Corn on the Cob” just didn’t have the same ring to it.




The lack of campfire recipes is not because we are campfire averse—we love a good campfire. There’s nothing better than a cup of hot chocolate in your hands and the smell of smoke seeping into your clothes. Really, our tendency to not cook over a campfire is because we’re lazy; when we want to eat, we want to eat. For that, cooking on a camp stove is reliable and quick (not to mention you’re not always in a place where a campfire is an option). Cooking over a campfire isn’t a science. It’s more of an art—one that can vary greatly depending on how big your fire is, what you’re cooking in, etc. Sometimes things cook quickly; other times they don’t. Really, you could call it the Zen of Campfire Cooking.




For those of you who happen to love the art of campfire cooking, there are plenty of recipes in this book that can be adapted to an open fire, such as Clean Out the Cooler Vegetable Sauté (page 111), Seven-Can Chili for Six People (page 82), and Home on the Free-Range Veggie Burgers (page 132).




We’re not going to give you any fancy guidelines for campfire cooking because, really, it all comes down to common sense:




> Only make campfires in appropriate places. Respect fire bans, and please don’t harvest wild wood when you’re not supposed to.




> Use a proper cooking vessel that won’t melt or explode if over a fire; cast iron yes, plastic no.




> Adjust cooking times accordingly.


> Stir regularly.


> Don’t burn yourself when picking up a pan.




One thing is for sure: If you cook on a campfire, your dinner will be one hundred times more photogenic, and you’ll get that hint-of-smoke flavor that chefs charge extra for.




Whether over an open fire or a camp stove, we hope you’re as into outdoor cooking as we are. Have fun out there, and remember that eating well is a big part of having fun. And if you make it to the summit or get some cool photos, that’s pretty cool too.




—Brendan Leonard
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HOW USING ONLY ONE BURNER MAKES YOU A BETTER COOK








COOKING WELL IN A FULLY STOCKED KITCHEN IS ONE THING. Cooking on a camp stove? An entirely different matter. On one burner, away from the modern comforts of our kitchens, you have to be scrappy. You have to simplify the list of ingredients and create shortcuts that get around the fact that you don’t have hours to soak or boil something. You have to think about how to turn a dish that usually requires a few different pots and pans into a one-pot meal. You have to think about new ways to reuse basic ingredients and which spices are going to pack the biggest punch. In the wild, creativity is rewarded with flavor, an ability to make something out of seemingly nothing.




Cooking outdoors is first and foremost about keeping yourself and your counterparts well fueled for adventure. But if all you needed was to be well fueled, you could turn to spoonfuls of peanut butter throughout the day and instant, freeze-dried meals at night.




Cooking outdoors is a creative challenge. It’s the act of working within constraints and managing to pull even the most basic of meals together. We get excited about a meal outdoors not just because it puts fuel in our stomachs, but because there is something special about cooking on one stove, with one pot. Outdoors, we are stripped to the essentials, far from fast food and fast life. Here, the experience is as meaningful as the end product.




After a long trip, returning to your kitchen can be both exhilarating and overwhelming. It feels good to use the oven to roast vegetables or bake a cake, and yet it’s tempting to want to stick to the one-pot meal strategy. Get nostalgic enough, and you might even take out that camp stove to use as a vehicle for revisiting fond memories.




By cooking outdoors, you discover a newfound appreciation for simple things: fresh food, a burner you can actually regulate, a sink that’s easy to do dishes in. Cooking outdoors makes you a better cook because it forces you to be more aware of the process and more engaged in it, not necessarily because you’re food-crazed or recipe-obsessed, but because you have a better knowledge of what it takes to put a meal on the table, no matter the circumstances. Return home after a trip, and cooking a meal at home can feel almost too easy—like you’re cheating.




Forget all those cooking shows with their quick tips and cooking shortcuts, and their branded gadgets that do everything and nothing at all. If you’re cooking successfully on a camp stove, you’re a better cook than most people out there. You have a heightened awareness of the value of food, that what you put in your system actually does matter. You’re creative; you can use oats to make veggie burgers. Turn dried fruit into a fancy dessert? No problem.




Throw any culinary problem at an outdoor cook, and he or she is sure to be able to find a solution. Ultimately, that’s what gives you power in the kitchen—your ability to make use of what you have and scrape together a meal, no matter what.




It doesn’t matter if you only know how to make pasta; cooking outside makes you a better cook full stop. I am certain even Julia Child would agree.




—Anna




SINGLE-DAY ADVENTURES
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NUTELLA CREPES FOR PEAK BAGGERS WHO CAN’T MAKE CREPES








Do you like making crepes? How about at 4 a.m. before you leave for a hike to the top of a mountain? If you answered, “Of course not—that’s ridiculous!” then this recipe is for you. It’s basically the guts of a standard crepe recipe without the painful mixing of flour, sugar, salt, milk, eggs, and butter and pureeing all that in a blender.


Sacrifice a bit of texture and a small amount of taste (which you won’t care about after you’ve been hiking for a while) by swapping the crepe outside for a large flour tortilla. After you eat this on a day hike, we promise you’ll scream, “Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are for SUCKERS!” Each crepe contains enough sweet chocolate to power you through the second half of the uphill portion of your summit mission, or to celebrate at the top after you’ve signed the summit register.




MAKES Enough for 1 person who is climbing a mountain today




INGREDIENTS


1 enormous gob of Nutella


1 large (aka burrito-size) flour tortilla


1 banana, sliced


1 handful of walnuts




OPTIONAL


Honey


Peanut butter




PREPARATION


Spread the Nutella over half the tortilla.
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