Camping

Back in Nebraska, when | was a kwing on our farmwe r eal |y di dndot wund
word fAcampi ng. 0 wasfust eecupesating from tha Greadjidessiont r vy

where many millions had been living outdoors, not for recreation, bsufeival.

Sleeping outdoors under the stars was not something that most folks yearned to do.

As for us little kids, we did enjoy the occasional outdoor sleeping experience but mostly

that happened within the confines of our big screengubrch. Thescreening was there

to keep the bugs at bay. Without it youodd
mosquitoes and other flyingenaces

However, after we
moved off the farm and
became town dwellers, |
joined the Boy Scouts.
This was my first
exposir e to Afor mal
camping including such
appliances as tents and
sleeping bags. It was
also my first experience
at cooking over a
campfire and learning

= ' 1 how to eat a steak that
had beernnlstakenlydropped in the coals a few tlmes We were assured thattastak
a lot better after being dredged through the campfire

Ourscout troop was in Laurel, a very small town in northeastern Nebraskan many
small towns, theut troop was supervised by churches, in our case the local Lutheran
and Catholic chwhes. The Lutheran pastor ahe Catholic priest were the-co
scoutmasters. As with mangaut troops, we did a major campout every sumauangt

my first outing was week at the Niobrara river.

Prior to leaving for cap, | noted that one of our youngest members, a quietsdted

Joeywho lived just down the street from our house, was not going to go with us as his
parents didndét think he was ol d enough. I
even spoke with hisparents. dondét r e me mb éutlsmterely wishthato | d t |
he hadndét come with us.

The park where we campedthé Niobrara River was a wonderful place with lots of

swimming holes and places to explore or just hang out. e@eing after darka bunch

of us Aol dero kids decided to slgedk out of
pavilion to enjoy a lateveninggame of poker. We also had some cigars that someone

had smuggled in, so we felt very grown up, puffing away on our stogies and betting

pennies on our poker hands. At one point in the eveldiogycame around and, after



watching us for awhile, announced that he was going swimniihgre were no other
kids his age in the trogpo he was probably lonel\50 many times | haweished |

could go back to that moment and change history. It was at least thirty minutes later
when someone in our group inquinetdereJoeyhad gone. Within a few minutes, the
camp was alive with adults swarming over the lake, feehedbttom for a body. The
local gym coach found our lad and brought him to the beach. It was too late.

But most of our camping experiences over the years have been very joyful. | camped a

great deal with my dad when | was in my teens. He was a dasealways telling

hi mself that he was a Aprospectoro and not

desert. We camped in places where you cou
tire tracks made by o u backsandenjoytheAntredible ght , w
display of stars and shooting meteors that only seemswigibée deep in the desert, far

away from city lights.

My dad was a true minimalist.
His idea of an appropriate
boonrdocking vehicle was an
old AMC station wagonvith R
reduced air pressure in its tires*
With that rig he fearlessly 2
drove everywhere in the :
trackless desert. Sometimes hi
came to the aid of people out %
there with bi oGS
managed to get stuck. It must
have been embarrassing for
t hem. tentDvasdhe s
interior of his old station "
wagon. His only source of healss
for cooking and illumination
was a campfire made with
whatever materials he could
find. His campsite was wherever he had stopped at the end of the day. | often chafed at
the inconveience of his camping style, but looking back | have to admit it was the best

of times for me.

When | got married my wife Carolynandili dndét i mmedi ately take wu
probably because both of us had experienced living in a small travel imadler youth

and didnét relish the idea of going back t
Nancy Citso, talked us into accompanying them on awek camping trip from where

we lived in Southern California all the way up the coast to Vareolsland in British

Columbia. John had a hatin Chevy pickup and to make the trip he rented aova,

slide-in camper.



It was a wonderful trip. We stayed at

state and federal campgrounds every day

and found the experience to be restful

and often rather exciting. It also hadsit

humorous moments. At a very small

private campground near Vancouver,

B.C., wewere assigned to a spot

conveniently adjacent to the bathroom
/laundryfacility and were delighted to

find a water spigobext to our camper

We quicklyrigged a hose from the

spigot to our water tank inlet, thus providing us withuatimited supply of water. About

an hour later we were inside the camper playing cards when there was a knock at the

door. We opened the door and saw a line of people standing behind our camper with

buckets in hand. The person at the head of the lpeiin r ed, fAare you done
water ?0 We had connected our camper to th
guess that made us fAugly Americans. 0

Not long after that experience we decided to purchase a vehicle that was designed for
camping, but beig young and not wanting anything that smacked of our bad old days in
travel trailers, we opted for a VW van that been converted into a camper. It had lots of
cabinets and a cooking station that required you to open the side doors and unfold the
working sufaces. It was all very elementary but we thought it was luxurious. What we
really loved doingn those days of little money and even less time with work and school
was driving into a supermarket parking lot, buying some sandwatking materials, and
then dining inside our camper.

This first VW camper was a 1966
model hat came with a trusty
1,500ccair-cooled engine and a fronft
suspension that positively guarante¢

t hat you coul dnogs
in a strong cross wind. Going up
hills was not exactly its strong point
either. Ther e wis
low geargoing up grades where
everyone else was flying along at 7¢
And, of course, at that vintage it
totally lacked creature comforts su
as air conditioning.
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We took the old VW camper to just about every state and federal park of note in the
Southwest. Walso did a great deal of weekend campesgpecially after our son Robert
was born. His portacrib fit perfectly in the back of the camper so we could just chuck it



on the ground when we arrived at a campground and use it to confine him while we
riggedt he camper . We had friends with similail
right after work on Friday, hoping to beat the crowd and get a nice canmpi$itesse days

well before the existence of park reservation systems.

Ri ggi ng f osrstajgimthe&W eampehigcdbn 6t require a whol e
formal campsites have picnic tables and th
installing an oitloth covering to serve as a tatiteth and to protect us from whatever
grungemight have been left on the taltdg previous campers. We always had a

Coleman stove and a Coleman lantern, and both required frequent maintenance. Both
appliances used a fuel similar to kerosene and both were somewhat cranky in their

operation Howe\er, that was part and parcel of the true camping experience, and the

older looking your Coleman gear was, the more égola had among other campers.

Not all of our camping memories
involve family outings. Sometime
around 1968 when | was working for
Beckman Instruments in Fulten,
California, oumn®ompany
club decided to have a great adventure
by driving from Ensenada cressuntry
to the Gulf of California town of San
. . Felipe. There is a formal road that goes
that way nowadays, but battken it was

By mostly just trails.

Onceduring this trek, after driving across a
which trail on the other side led to San Felipe, so we just selected one and started driving.
After an hour or so, our caravanlled into a farm yard, creating a huge dust cloud that

covered the poor farmer trying to milk a cow. Our interpreter, the one guy in our group

who spokeSpanish, went over to the farmer to apologize for our intrusion. The farmer
lookedupfromts mi | Kk bucket and said, Al know, yo
his forsaken farm unless they were lost. Later we were driving along the beach below

San Felipe when one of our vehicgst stuck in the sand. As we were standing around

trying to figure out how to get it out, an old gentleman came out of nowhere with a piece

of steel tread and a shovel. He waved us out of the way so that he could place the tread

and veryguickly and expertly got the rig free of the sand. As we were reaching for our

wallets, thinking he helped us only to earn a fee, the old man just waved l&ed wa

away. He was just a goodrearitan. We had many good experiences on that trip that
changed forever my thinking about AMexi can



When VW campers became closel%‘ &0
assocated with the hippie culture, S
we decided to abandon ours and b
a nice, respectabMolvo sedan.
However, we also decided to

purchase a huge Coleman tent whig
we carried in a bag on a roof rack.
The tent was very spacious but a lo
of work to erect.As a result, we s
di dn 6 tpinggfrom dne p i
campground to the next like we did .
in the VW camper. Once the tent
had been erected it was time to setf -

in for a few days. T i——

It took awhile for us to learn the ins and outs of tent camping. We swiftly leanagd t
there is no such thing as a secure tent. No matter how flaps and zippers you close, the
little critters will get still get inside if you leave some tempting morsels such as a box of
crackers. Also, we had to learn all about bears and their nodbainits of raiding
campgrounds. Our first night of
tent camping in Sequoia we
learned the hard way {a)
always put your ice chest in the
trunk of your car angb) always
eat the good steaks on the first
night rather than the hamburger.
The bear got thetsaks.
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I 61 | have to say t he

camping styles we tried later on

ever provided the sleeping room

of the big 9 X 12 Oasis Coleman

tent Unfortunatelythere was
always a problem with the air mattresses. We had the very finest air mattresses that
moneycould buy. They were built so ruggedly that you could also use them for surfing,
however, they always ran out of air at about two in the morning. As you descended into
the acorns, rocks and pine cones that materialized under your tent, serious thought ha
be given as to whether or not you wished to crawl out of your sleeping bag, find the air
pump and refill your mattress. Usually the answer was to endure the pain and postpone
the blowing upuntil the morning.

After a few years of tentingve decided tget back into van camping and this time we
wanted something bigger. Vgeld the Volvo andbought a brand nevghortwheelbase
Ford Econoline van that, except for a driver and passenger seat, had no interior
accouterments. | spent the better part of atmamorking weekends paneling the interior



