
One of the advantages of hiking during 
the summer is the opportunity to munch 
on the wild berries that often grow in 
grassy areas on the side of the trails 
and on some of the open summits. This 
is especially true on the upper slopes of 
Blueberry Mountain in Keene Valley.

The 46 Peaks:

Leave no 
trace.“ “
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President, adventurer and 
naturalist Theodore Roosevelt 
wrote, “There are no words that 
can tell the hidden spirit of the 
wilderness that can reveal its 

mystery, its melancholy and its charm.” 

As an outdoor writer more than a century 
later, I can attest that people are still trying 
to describe the wonder of the wilderness. 
More importantly, after a couple of 
industrial and technological revolutions, 
they’re still going outside. Almost half of all 
Americans (142.4 million) participated in 
some outdoor activity in 2015, according to 
the Outdoor Foundation. 

The top-ranked aspirational activity among 
non-participants? CAMPING. 

So for people itching to go sleep in the 
woods, good news: As one of the most 
spectacular and well-protected regions in the 
country, the Adirondacks offer true—and 
accessible—wilderness. The honey-dipped 
shores of the Saranac Lakes at sunset, the 
rugged vistas of the High Peaks. Chances are, 
you’ll get hooked. 

But keep in mind: Wilderness isn’t always 
the elegant muse Roosevelt described. Just 
swallow your first blackfly or trudge through 
your first downpour. As vice president in 
1901, Teddy learned of William McKinley’s 
imminent death at Lake Tear of the Clouds 
on Mt. Marcy and became president in the 
Adirondack backcountry. In the woods, 
unpredictable happens—along with the 
most memorable moments. 

Welcome to Camping 101. 

Camping Rules and 
Guidelines - The Basics

-Camping is prohibited within 150 feet of 
any road, trail or body of water except at 
areas designated by a “camp here” disk.

-Lean-tos are available on a first come first 
served basis and can’t be used exclusively.

-Use pit privies provided near popular 
camping areas and trailheads. If none 
are available, dispose of human waste 
by digging a hole 6”-8” deep at least 150 
feet from water or campsites. Cover with 
leaves and soil. 

-Do not use soap to wash yourself, 
clothing or dishes within 150 feet of water.

-Leave plants and wildlife undisturbed.  

-Don’t feed wildlife.

-Camping is prohibited above 4,000 of 
elevation between December 15 and 
April 30. 

Find the full list at dec.ny.gov. 

Camping 101:
How to sleep outside in the 
High Peaks and Northern Adirondacks
— and love it. WRITTEN & PHOTOGRAPHED BY MATT McDONALD 
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Choosing Your Style
To plan your first camping trip, start with two basic 
questions: Where will you camp, and how will you get 
there? For most people, this means choosing between car 
camping—pitching your tent near or next to your vehicle—
and the graduated rucksack approach known as primitive 
camping. While the former requires fewer logistics and less 
attention to detail, the latter can give you more places to go 
and fewer neighbors once you arrive. 

By Car
Car camping is an accessible, low-risk way for inexperienced 
campers to enjoy the Adirondack Park. Look for 
campgrounds, where you’ll be able to park your vehicle at a 
designated tent site, owned and operated by the Department 
of Environmental Conservation. You’ll find amenities 
beyond the picnic table and fire pit. DEC campgrounds 
include flush toilets or outhouses, day-use areas, firewood 
for sale, boat launches and, in some cases, hot showers. 
Campgrounds charge an overnight fee, typically in the $17-
$22 range.

By Foot
Ditching the car means you’ll need to carry camp in a backpack (and 
a couple totes if the walk is short). While more demanding than the 
campground approach, primitive camping offers the potential for 
greater variety and adventure, along with the chance to make your own 
destination. As long as you’re on state-owned Forest Preserve land, you 
can pitch your tent just about anywhere—and the Wilderness and Wild 
Forest areas near Saranac Lake, Lake Placid and Keene Valley cover 
more than 450,000 acres.

Camping 101: The Gear
Whether you’re a newbie or a grizzled old-timer with a dusty 
aluminum-frame backpack in the garage, the myriad options in 
today’s camping gear could overwhelm your ambition. Consider how 
you’ll be camping. You don’t need a self-inflating, ultralight sleeping 
pad at a campground, but it will save space and weight for long trips 
with a full pack. 

Keep things simple. Start with the essentials. Then spring for gadgets 
that will make the experience easier and more fun. This isn’t the 
DMV—it’s camping. 

The Essentials
A TENT. If you only plan to car camp, you have the freedom to be 
decadent. Look for models that will give you enough space, and 
consider getting a tent with a capacity greater than your group size. 
You can take the same approach for primitive camping, but you also 
need to consider packaged weight and packed size. The tent should fit 
in your pack with the rest of your gear and weigh no more than three 
pounds per person. Let the kiddos give it a test run in the backyard so 
you can practice setting it up.  

A GROUND CLOTH. The ground cloth, or footprint, lays between 
your tent and the ground, providing extra protection from rocks, 
pinecones and the elements. A tarp or sheet of plastic works well for 
car camping, and many backpacking tents come with an integrated 
footprint.

A SLEEPING BAG. Sleeping bags are rated for various temperatures, 
so pick a bag that’s designed for temps at least 10 degrees colder than 
the chilliest night you’ll camp. It’s easier to unzip a 20-degree bag on a 
warm night than to make a 40-degree bag warmer. Look at mummy-
style for versatility. 

A SLEEPING PAD. The smaller it packs, the better—unless you’re 
car camping, where full-on air mattresses are fair game. Aim for a 
packed size smaller than your sleeping bag.      

A BACKPACK. For primitive camping, you need a pack that fits 
comfortably and carries what you need it to. Try it on before you close 
the deal, and make sure you get the right capacity. A 40- to 50-liter 
model should do the trick. Go bigger for extended trips.

LIGHT. To avoid tripping over roots on your way to a midnight 
pee, make sure you’re well-equipped with light (and extra batteries). 

Headlamps are golden, and solar-powered lanterns come in 
all shapes and sizes.

WATER. At campgrounds, you should have access to water 
taps (so don’t forget some bottles or jugs). Carrying water 
adds weight fast, so for primitive camping, plan to boil water 
or invest in a purification system. Some models use a filter, 
like the Katadyn Hiker Microfilter ($74.95, katadyn.com), 
while the SteriPEN Adventurer Opti ($89.95, steripen.com) 
purifies water with UV light. 

The Extras
You’ll find more gadgets in a camping section than in a James 
Bond movie. Some accessories will legitimately improve your 
experience—but not all of them. Here are some winners. 

THE MULTITOOL. You’ve seen the basic Swiss Army knife, 
but have you seen the version with 14 features, including can 
opener, screwdriver and corkscrew? Numerous companies sell 
similar tools. Have fun with this one.

THE SHELTER. Rain falls regularly in the Adirondacks, and a 
pop-up shelter or lightweight tarp means you don’t have to sit 
in the tent when it does. 

THE TABLE. Most campground sites include picnic tables, 
but out in the woods, you could be left fixing dinner on a log. 
Check out lightweight, collapsable options like the Helinox 
Camping Table ($128, helinox.com). Cupholders included.

THE STUFF SACKS. Available in all sizes and colors, these 
organizational wizards will keep your clothes separate from 
your kitchen. Spring for the waterproof models.

THE CHAIR. If you don’t want to settle for a picnic table 
bench or log, check out portable camping chairs. You may 
not need to look further than the Crazy Creek Original Chair 
($50.50, crazycreek.com). 

Where to Gear Up
The Mountaineer  1866 NYS Route 73, Keene Valley
Eastern Mountain Sports  2453 Main Street, 
Lake Placid 
High Peaks Cyclery  2733 Main Street, Lake Placid

What’s for Dinner?
TRY THIS CAMPGROUND FAVORITE: Foil dinners.

YOU’LL NEED:
-a campfire burned to a bed of coals
-a roll of aluminum foil
-tongs
-a knife
-a cutting surface
-plates or bowls
-your choice of vegetables, meat, etc.
-a cooler (optional)

Chop assorted veggies and wrap them in foil with sauces, 
spices, bread and so on. Foil dinners allow creativity—I 
cooked up half a leftover turkey club with barbecue 
sauce, onions, carrots, potatoes and mushrooms. Close 
any gaps in the foil, and place the wrapped goodies on 
the bed of coals. 

After about ten minutes, carefully flip the foil with the 
tongs. When the contents of the foil are cooked through, 
unwrap the package onto a plate and enjoy with your 
favorite brew (here’s a vote for Saranac Pale Ale). 

Camping 101: The Fare
If you’re new to the camp meal scene, you’re about to get in on a 
secret. Food tastes better when you’re outside, especially after you hike 
trails or paddle a kayak. With a fire pit and cooking grate—and a car 
to carry cookware—you could have a full kitchen at a campground. 
And although you may have to forgo the cast iron skillet and huevos 
rancheros, the backcountry should be no less delectable. 

The Lowdown
Do not pass go, do not make your first camp—until you understand 
the do’s and don’ts. You shouldn’t be camping if you can’t do it 
responsibly. This means carrying out what you carry in, the “leave no 
trace” approach, and following general DEC rules and guidelines and 
posted regulations at state campgrounds. 

Be safe. Have fun. 
And welcome to the wild. �
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