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Introduction

Many years ago, when I was still in my single digits, my father took me on a camping trip with what was probably the Cub Scouts.  Now, you need to understand who my father was.  Having served for years in the Navy, he was not your typical father.  He knew how to handle a knife and a rod and pitch a tent.  And it was through my dad that I learned how to become a hiker and camper.

I remember that camping trip as if it were yesterday.  My dad led the pack on a 10 mile hike to our campsite in the middle of nowhere (and when you live next to the Everglades, nowhere is really nowhere).  Despite my feeble attempts to help my dad, he was able to pitch the tents in moments.  And after catching dinner, he fried it up over our campfire.  After a good night sleep and a 10 mile hike back to our car, we headed home, full of memories and lessons.  

Of course, that’s how the 8 year old saw it.  Looking back things were probably a tad different.  While my dad is a wonderful man, he was an orthodontist from Great Neck.  Not exactly the outdoors type.  True, he was in the Navy.  But, he was a dentist in the Navy and the closest he had to roughing it stationed in Puerto Rico was having to do 2 root canals the same day.  Looking back, I guessing that reality was a bit different than an 8 year old’s vision.

We loaded up the car with a couple of bed rolls and a tent that my dad borrowed from his friend who bought it hoping that his son would want to camp (he didn’t) and headed around the corner to the city duck pond.  I can’t actually imagine the tent going up easily next to the car, though I imagine that one of the other dads eventually took mercy on him and helped.  I mean, I think that even I would have noticed if we slept in the car.  There very likely may have been fishing.  Not that there were fish in the duck pond, but dad did own a rod and Holsom was still making bread.  You can rest assured that the ducks were happy to finish off the bread when we were done.  But, I’m pretty sure that he didn’t catch a deli sandwich and I can’t imagine we ate anything else.  You can rest assured that after a night in a collapsed tent, he threw the tangled mess into the trunk and drove back down the block where he handed me off to my mom before letting go with a chain of expletive and swearing never to camp again with “that useless kid.”

Funny how generations pass, but the stories remain the same.  And the key thing to take away from this isn’t the fact that you should always bring back ups to fishing.  Instead, remember that in the 8 year old’s eyes, this fumbling clod was a well seasoned camper.  You just have to be better than your 8 year old.  Cub scouts is extremely age appropriate.  By the time your kid is an Eagle Scout, he will understand the fine points of camping.  But he’s not there.  Cub Scouts do Camping light.  Sure there are tents and such, but you aren’t going to see us roughing it with our equipment on our back as we live off the land.  We camp as a group in well defined camps with (at least) port-a-potties.  With a little effort, you can stay a step ahead of your kid and come through the hero.  And there are always friends around to help pitch your tent or pull your car out of a ditch.

Anatomy of a Campout

No two campouts are exactly the same.  But, the general format is pretty standard.  More importantly, most campouts aren’t exactly rough stuff.  We have plenty of woods and hiking, but the Scouts are age appropriate and we do camping that is age appropriate for elementary school kids.

Most of our camping trips begin late Friday afternoon.  The startup period stretches a long period since parents are walking the fine line between leaving the office early and arriving before sunset.  The order for the evening is controlled chaos.  During this period, folks generally put up tents, help set up common amenities, help friends with tents and catch up with friends.  At this point, the chaos begins.  The tribe of boys wanders around playing.  Think Lord of the Flies.  Food Friday night is frequently on your own.  With such wide arrival times, this just makes sense.  There is frequently a Friday night activity.

Morning breakfast is done by some element of the pack (wolves, volunteers, …).  Cereal, Danish and fruit are the old fall back.  Nobody likes getting up to cook.  Saturday activities are varied (hiking, fishing, working on badges, general camping stuff).  These events are typically a combination of pack things and age specific den events.  Lunch is frequently coldcut sandwiches supplied by the pack.  They travel easily and boys can take them on hikes.  

Dinner is usually a cookout.  It’s supplied by the pack and it’s a chance for the cooks to show up.  After dinner and maybe another activity, we get back together for a Havdallah service and a camp fire.  The camp fire can include skits and songs and stories.  These are often the highlight of the campout.

Sunday mornings are generally laid back.  There is breakfast and possibly an event or two, but none of it ever seems to be major.  The circumstances surrounding trips vary.  Since many kids go to Sunday school, the option is there for parents to leave after the campfire or leave early in the morning.  Mind you, it’s a much better experience if you leave Sunday.  Try to stick around.  We break camp Sunday morning.  This includes downing your tent (there’s always someone around to help) and helping break the common areas.  The last thing is typically garbage patrol where the boys clean any trash.  Scouts are serious about Leaving No Trail.

What Not To Pack

Think about the image in the back of your head of a hiking Boy Scout.  It’s a young man with a pack on his back, a walking stick in his hand and a smile on his face.  Contrast that with the rookie camper who shows up to the site with his SUV packed full of everything from a microwave to a generator to make it run.  The tip here is “Less is More.”  The trick is learning what you can leave home.  If you make it to the camp site to realize that you left your tent or shoes at home, you are going to have a rough weekend.

Unless told otherwise, you don’t need food for meals other than Friday night dinner.  Snacks are a good idea.  There are typically some Pack snacks around, but you know your own kid.  Bring what he will like.  Think Boy Scouts.  They typically do trail mix for a reason.  You may also want to consider some personal water.  Again, we supply, but you may want some of your own for convenience.

Camping is about nature and the outdoors.  There is nothing natural about Nintendo.  Please try to leave electronic entertainment at home.  Unfortunately, this includes cell phones.  Sure, you aren’t going to leave your cell phone at home.  Just try to use it away from the boys.  Keep the illusion alive.

If it involves gas, Keep It Out of Your Tent.  Combustables kill.  A GA Scout died this last year when the fumes in his tent filled with bad fumes and he never woke.  This isn’t meant to scare, but inform.  If you are putting something in your tent, think battery.

On our camping trips, we generally cook together.  The Pack supplies everything that you need.  We have grills and pots and a coffee maker (so much for roughing it).  We also supply paper plates and utensils.  Not exactly green, but efficient.  This all means that if not told otherwise, you don’t need to have kettles or pans or plates or silverware.  This should make your life much easier.

Sources

Be patient.  Once you decide what you need, there are many sources out there.  One of the cheapest is Walmart.  If you are willing to wait long enough, you can get much of what you need deeply discounted at Walmart.  Another favorite source is the Sierra Trading Company (http://www.sierratradingpost.com/).  Again, take your time.  You can get all kinds of cool stuff there cheaply if you wait for sales/clearance and look for online coupons.  Beyond that, consider REI.  They aren’t the cheapest source, but they have loads of stuff conveniently local.  And if nothing else, you can check things out at REI.

· www.campmor.com
· www.rei.com
· www.rei-outlet.com
· http://www.sierratradingpost.com/
· www.fogdog.com
Tents

“Bigger is not Better.”  Bigger means more cold air to move around.  On the flip side, even the diagrams on four man tents have trouble fitting 4 people in the tents.  A 3 man tent is a good choice for a scout and parent.  Most folks end up with a simple dome tent.  They are easy to put together and easy to collapse.  Three season tents are fairly standard.  Our camping is generally in Fall and Spring.

While we don’t rough it, we are still camping outside.  Many of our campouts are cold and many are wet.  Some are sold and wet.  Many of the hints in this document will try to keep you dry and warmer.  For example, be aware that most tents will come with a rain/wind cover.  With these models, much of the tent has much netting to make it light and airy for summer hiking.  The cover is just a tarp with rope and spikes to tie it down with a goal of covering the mesh.

When buying a tent, there is an add-on that you should consider.  Get a cheap tarp.  You want a reusable tarp, but it doesn’t have to be heavy duty. You will spread this tarp out under your tent, so similar in size is good (but not a requirement) or similar when folded.  Right about new you are asking why.  Adding this extra layer puts a bearer under the tent to keep you from water and cold.  This isn’t a requirement, but it helps keep you dry and less cold.

Once you get the tent, put it together a few times in your backyard.  You wouldn’t be the first parent to show up to a camping trip with a tent missing parts.  The bonus is that you will be able to put the tent together for the first couple of times without performance anxiety. 

Once a tent comes out of its bag, it’s tough to get it back in.  An old scout leader once recommended that I purchase a canvas bag that is a big bigger than the original one supplied with the tent.  These are available at REI and elsewhere.  You may find that it is just as easy to loosely pack it on leaving and fix it at home.  The classic excuse is that you plan on cleaning it before packing it up.

Sleeping Bags

For cold-weather camping, a good sleeping bag is very, very important.  Sleeping bags are usually either rectangular or “mummy” shaped.  Most campers and backpackers prefer mummy shaped bags because they offer more warmth with less bulk and weight.  Others find that mummy bags hurt sleep.  Bags are filled with either down or synthetic fillers such as Hollofil, Lite-Loft, or Polarguard.  Ounce for ounce, down is the warmest and most compressible, but is relatively expensive and does not insulate well when wet.  Most campers will find a synthetic fill bag rated to 15° F adequate for year-round camping in the Southeast.  This is a place where it is good to be patient.  Sleeping bags frequently go on deep sale and clearance.  Be patient.

Sleeping Pads etc

It is important that your sleeping bag be lifted off of the ground.  This is, in fact, assumed when rating sleeping bags.  This insulates the body from the ground, which will rob the body of heat through conduction.  There are many suitable choices, such as inflatable air mattresses, closed-cell foam pads and portable cots.  Let comfort, ease of use, tent size and cost be your guide.

Flashlights & Headlamps

While a flashlight is an essential, you really don’t need a very big one.  Boy Scouts typical use mini-Maglights.  Since our hiking isn’t as intense, we can use something a little bigger.  Even so, you don’t need something that can light Stone Mountain.  Think Maglight or similar.

Headlamps are pretty handy and can replace a flashlight for almost any use.  There are many models available, the latest (and lightest) being the LED models, which weigh next to nothing and batteries last 150 hours!

Lanterns

Lanterns are nice around the campsite.  Do not put lanterns in your tent if they are not battery operated.  The risks are too high.  Battery lanterns have come a long way.  And as long as you keep it out of your tent, propane does a good job.

Camping Chair

We do what is called “drive and drop” camping.  This means that the distance from your trunk to the camp site isn’t 10 miles.  When you don’t have to carry your site on your back, a camp chair is a nice to have.  I recommend buying a simple canvas chair at Walmart or similar.  It doesn’t matter if the frame is made of cast iron or titanium since you aren’t carrying it.  Think cheap.
Emergency Kits

On every campout, the Pack supplies a Pack emergency kit.  It is clearly displayed and every adult will know where it is.  It gets used.  While it is available, you are welcome to bring your own first aid kit.  It may give you or your son or sibling piece of mind.
Clothing

The correct clothing is critical to comfort and safety.  Layering is the only way to dress for outdoor activity.  Outdoor wear should consist of a wicking layer, insulation layer(s) and a shell.  Winter or summer, the first layer should be polypropylene.  The outer layer should be something wind and water-resistent.  Parkas, jackets or pants made of breathable laminates, such as Gore-Tex, make an ideal shell layers.  Fleece or down make great insulation layers,  Remember to avoid cotton wherever possible.  Cotton holds water.  This can very literally make the difference between life and death in bad circumstances.  It will make a big difference in comfort even in the best circumstances.  Silk, wool, polypropylene, and nylon are best.  Great outdoor clothing can be purchased at REI, Dick’s FogDog.com and Campmor.com .  I’ve also found some of my favorite outdoor wear, particularly fleece, at Old Navy, Walmart and K-mart often have acrylic flannel shirts that are good for cold weather camping and cost less than $15.

In order to do you any good, your clothes needs to be dry.  Pack it in something that will stay dry.  While REI and its cousins will be happy to sell you high end waterproof bags, there are many cheap solutions such as giant Ziploc bags and garbage bags.  Just do something to keep your clothes dry.

Headwear

Headwear is an area that is often neglected.  The proper headwear can make a big difference.  In winter, a wool or polypropylene fleece (again, cotton is very bad for winter use) stocking cap is absolutely essential.  A hat (or cap) in the summer can prevent sunburn, improve visibility, and significantly add to comfort on the trail or in camp.

Gloves

Needless to say, gloves are very important in cold weather.  Choose a glove that insulates when wet.  I prefer fleece gloves and waterproof shell mittens, but most Scouts will be better served with a variety of ski glove which can be purchased just about anywhere in season.  I also carry a pair of cotton work gloves year-round.  They can come in handy, and weigh almost nothing!
Boots

Boots can make a big difference in how much you enjoy a hike.  That doesn’t mean that you should spend $200 for a pair of boots that a Scout will outgrow in a year.  The first thing that you need to consider is that the extent of camping is age specific.  Tigers go on short hikes, Webelos II go on longer hikes as they prepare to be Boy Scouts.  Backpacking and hiking boots need to be sturdy, water resistant, and stable.  They offer good ankle support.  Really fine hiking boots from Vasque, Merrill, Raichle, and others can cost $150-$300.  Good, serviceable, entirely adequate boots by Hi-Tec, Timberland or Nike, for example, can be had for $50-$75 and sometimes less.  Look for all leather construction with few seams.  Use Nikwax or mink oil to waterproof boots.  Even inexpensive leather work boots from Wal-Mart or K-Mart work well as long as you make sure they fit right.
Socks

Socks really are more critical than boots.  A Scout should have at least two pairs of sock liners and hiking socks.  Sock liners are made of silk or propylene.  I recommend “poly.”  Wool outer socks are best.  Winter or summer, layering socks like this keeps your feet dry and blister-resistant.  A hiker will fare better with poor boots and good socks than with good boots and poor socks.  Scout socks are not good hiking socks.
Hiking Staff

Boy Scouts swear by hiking staves.  They tend not to be popular among cubs.  It is fairly common to see local tree limbs used.  Wonderful telescoping anti-shock poles available for $75 or so, but… sticks are free and do the job.  Besides, you won’t be out $75 when it is lost in the woods.
Personal Items

There are some personal items that all Scouts should carry whenever hiking or camping.  A comb, toothbrush and toothpaste, ½ roll of toilet paper in a Ziploc bag (most of our camping includes porcelain or at least out houses), a small towel, sunscreen, lip balm, insect repellent are examples.  These items are best kept together in a “ditty bag” so they can be found easily and will not be forgotten.

Knives

We are men.  Rrrr!  We’re camping.  We need knives.  Big knives.  Crocodile Dundee blades.

Truth is that most knives weigh more than they are worth.  Additionally, Scouts are not allowed to have knives until they pass their knife achievement during their Bear year.  Even after that, boys don’t typically need knives.

The BSA strongly discourages the use of fixed-blade knives.  A simple lock-blade knife is adequate.  Swiss Army knives are also good choices, and many Scouts like “multi-tools,” which tend to be a little heavy for backpacking (come Boy Scouts), but sure come in handy at times.  In my experience, boys lose knives.  Think about this before purchasing a $50 knife. 
Compass

Every Scout should have a compass.  A simple liquid filled compass with index (lubber) lines will work fine.  Silva and Suunto offer excellent Scout compasses priced from around $10.  The Scouting Store also sells one.  The compass will be used for achievements from Wolf on.

Canteen

The pack always brings plenty of water.  But it is a good idea to bring a canteen or similar for hiking.  Options include traditional canteens, water skins or plastic bottles with holders.  The idea is carrying something that won’t weigh you down while providing hydration.
Other Items

Other things to consider bringing include:  a few trash bags (these are cheap and waterproof), sunglasses, camera, binoculars, Frisbees, throwing balls. 
Great thanks to Wade Patrick and the Balloo guide, from whom I stole mercilessly.


