Let’s Go Camping!
This summer I took eight of my neighbor kids camping.  Have you ever been camping with 8 kids aged 6 to 13?  Boys and girls? Boys who make noises and girls who giggle?

I survived such an adventure and I’m here to tell you what a fabulous experience it was. I would highly recommend it.

The idea came about after I made a simple statement at a spring time neighborhood party. Parents were grousing about their kids and wouldn’t it be great if the kids had some outdoor activies. So I said out loud; no I blurted out loud, “Why don’t you let me take all of your kids camping this summer.  In fact, I’ll take all the kids in the neighborhood! Just me and the kids for the weekend; no parents, no rules, no washing, no cleaning their rooms, no vegetables, it’ll be great. And all of you will get some alone time to mend!”

I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised when they went for the idea almost instantly. We have a pretty tight neighborhood, and consider one another real family.  So, even though every parent was totally for it, they also thought I was absolutely nuts. I was hoping I could prove them wrong.  
A few days later all the kids and I huddled and talked about plans for our big adventure. We pack up, we get in the car, we go to the campground, we set up camp, we do what people do when the go camping (eat, throw rocks, see how cold the water is, swat mosquitoes, comment on how great the weather is and then we pack up and go home. Simple.  We had planned our entire trip in about 3 minutes flat.

I really did want this to be a treat for the kids, so we took it easy on the detail planning stuff. We decided it would be more fun to be just like Lewis and Clark and live off the land -  and maybe a couple convenience stores. 

Our departure day finally arrived and we all gathered for a quick pep talk before heading out to who knows where. I told the kids basically what to expect; they were to have fun, treat each other with respect, everyone helps out with garbage and cooking, no complaining, I’m in charge, and it’s going to be incredible; most likely the greatest trip ever taken by man and kids.     

After saying non-tear goodbyes to their folks, we hopped in the rig and hit the road. 

I’m afraid the 'no complaining' rule didn’t last more than ten minutes.
“When will we get there?”

“Soon.”

“Where are we going?”

“I don’t know yet. Some campground somewhere.”

“Do you know how to get there?”

“Yep, I know exactly where I’m going.”

“Bob, my stomach doesn't feel too good.”

“Sit real still – it’ll go away soon. Imagine ocean waves in your mind and see if you can count the number of waves that break in 5 minutes.”

“I don't want to sit next to so and so.”

“Tough it out; it won’t kill you.”

“Bob, I really have to go.”


“Tell me if it gets critical.”

What an excellent time we were having! I wondered for a moment whose great idea this was, but I remembered it was mine so we trod ahead.
After a quick stop at the convenience store to stock up on essential candy, pop and magazines, we finally arrived at our home for the weekend. It was a cozy little camp ground off Highway 2.  There was plenty of room, it wasn’t overrun with people, and it had the requisite slow-moving river; it seemed a perfect spot, or at least perfect for us, anyway. The retired folks in the camp spot right next to us didn’t appear to be that thrilled to see us.  In fact, I’m almost sure I heard an exclamation when they watched eight kids get out of the van. Something like – ”Dang, Mildred; why us?”
We upacked a little, put up the tent, fought the bugs, killed a package of Fig Newtons and searched the wilderness for firewood. Unfortunately, it was the one thing we sort of forgot. But we were in the woods; there’s got to be a ton of firewood out here. I sent a wood detail out yonder to gather our firewood. 

My crack wood detail returned in about 5 minutes with 4 twigs, a rotted log, and 2 broken branches. I could tell this was going to be a cold weekend.

Soon we had found enough twigs to get a pretty good fire going; we just had to take turns blowing on it to keep it going, but it was great. Here we were at last in the great outdoors; breathing fresh smoke from the fire, spilling pop, sisters hitting brothers, brothers hissing at sisters, chewing on 3 week old Oreos we got at the convenience store, and 2 of the 8 kids mentioning how they couldn’t wait to get home.   

Paradise.  

We rustled up some dinner grub and then decided we’d better check the area for bears before we turned in. A quick search down by the river revealed nothing, and after everyone had gotten their shoes wet we headed back to camp. 

We lightly doused the fire and set about preparing for a peaceful, restful sleep in God’s great outdoors. It was then I realized along with firewood I had forgotten pillows; I made a pact with myself to add at least another 5 minutes to our planning time next time. Fortunately I had brought along a couple beach towels, and they worked fine as pillows in a pinch. Girls in one tent, boys in another tent. Good night every body.    

The giggles lasted for about a half hour but then it became quiet. Just as I was nodding off, the seven year old boy who by virtue of being the littlest got the outside wall of the tent; traditionally where wild animals strike first.  He said, “Bob, we're not safe here."  Oh maann, He finally went to sleep after I told him the true story of me and the three bears, and how these critters came into my camp site once in broad daylight and started eating my food. It wasn't the fruits and vegetables they 

were after; they were after my burger. Prime burger with 9 percent fat at $18 a pound. Let them have the marshmallows and hot dogs and even the licorice.  But don't mess with my burger. 
I told this kid that what I did next I couldn't even tell him as it was too gruesome, but suffice to say that the bears never came back.  Well sure we packed up and left right after, but I'm sure they never came back.  This kid bought it and was practically asleep by the time I got to the good parts.  

The rest of the night was uneventful, thankfully. At 5am I had to go to the bathroom and three other boys were suddenly awake and thinking that was a good idea. I think this was the first time they had peed in the woods. Goofy giggles but I knew the freedom made an impact. Got back in the tent and I told them to sleep in. 
At 5:15 am I heard some of the girls get up to visit the bug-infested latrine, but after enduring that hardship they stayed up and hung out by the picnic table. It was barely light and they were starting to get pretty noisy. I was hoping that the folks next to us remembered what it was like to be kids.

So I used my quietist ‘whisper-yell’ and told them to pipe down. Have you ever noticed that when you want kids to be quiet and you can't yell out loud, our whisper-yells of ‘be quiet you guys’ are usually much louder than our normal yell.
They quieted down a bit, but after all that everyone else was awake so we decided to get up and start breakfast cooking. We wound up having cold hot dogs and candy kisses for breakfast, and most of these kids had thought they’d hit the jackpot! When was the last time you had candy Kisses for breakfast? 

We spent the rest of the morning looking for gold, checking for animal tracks, wading in the river, running through the woods and doing lots of other neat stuff that their mom's would never have approved of. But after all that fun and adventure and death defying stuff, the kids agreed that they’d really like to just go home instead of staying another night.

I expressed my slight disappointment, even though I was secretly relieved. So we packed up, and headed back to the big city. But we had proved a point; that one man and 8 kids could survive in the forest for one night and live to tell about it. We didn’t get attacked by killer squirrels, the food we ate was mostly edible though most likely not USDA approved, no one was swept away by the river and we didn’t run into one serial killer during the whole trip. 

I was also sure that the kids had grown up a great deal during this trip, and learned things they wouldn’t have learned otherwise. But while we grew as human beings, some things didn’t change. We weren’t in the car more than four or five minutes before I heard some familiar expressions…..
“Bob, how soon until we’re home?”

“Soon.”

“Do you know how to get there?”

“Yep, I know exactly where I’m going.”

“Bob, my stomach doesn't feel too good.”

“Sit real still – it’ll go away soon. Imagine ocean waves in your mind and see if you can count the number of waves that break in 5 minutes.”

“I don't want to sit next to so and so.”

“Tough it out; it won’t kill you.”

“Bob, I really have to go.”


“Tell me if it gets critical.”

What a way to live!  

