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			It all starts at your kitchen counter.

			Here’s how to plan for incredible outdoor eating, what to pack, and how to pack it, whether you’re headed to the mountains for a five-day trek, or car camping with the kids for a night. Plus, the five simple keys to meal-prepping for the wild.

		

		The Five Keys

		Cook It Wild’s empowering make-ahead, prep-ahead system is built around just five simple keys: Chop Ahead, Mix Ahead, Cook Ahead, Seal Ahead, and Freeze Ahead.

		Some of the recipes incorporate every one of these, while others may use just one or two. But together, they unlock delicious, accessible, trip-making eating. Embrace them in your at-home prep, and you’ll never look at camping food the same.

		Chop Ahead

		Anything you can chop, mince, trim, grate, grind, food-process, puree, or otherwise break down in advance without a loss of quality, you should. It saves time and effort when you’re out in the wild, and it makes most foods smaller and lighter to pack.

		By cutting up vegetables at home, you can bring exactly the quantity your recipes need while leaving seeds, cores, and peels behind. By trimming meats of unwanted fat, skin, and bones, you’ll have far less at-camp trash.

		You’ll also need less kitchen gear in the wild, make less mess, and cook more quickly and efficiently.
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		Mix Ahead

		Anything that can be mixed ahead, should. That means spice blends for grilling, dry mixes for biscuits and pancakes, and doughs for flatbreads and baked desserts. Premix salad dressings before you leave, and marinate proteins ahead of your trip.

		Need grated cheese and butter at camp to finish a pasta? Combine them at home into a compound butter. A sauce for noodles or spiced honey for cheese? They’re done before you ever roll up to your site.

		The mix-ahead rule saves space, time, and at-camp effort. And it dramatically minimizes the packaging and containers you’ll need to bring into the wild.

		Cook Ahead

		Why caramelize shallots or onions at camp—using fuel and taking up time—when you can do it ahead and they’re every bit as good? Why wait until you’re tired (in a good way) and starving (all that fresh air!) to cook down a curry paste for an easy bowl of quick-cooking legumes (see this page)?

		Cooking ahead applies to showstopper lemon ribs (see this page), which get braised at home, so they’re fall-apart tender and loaded with flavor before you ever put them on the grill. Ground pork and cubed tofu get seasoned and oven-dehydrated weeks in advance; that pack-stable tofu will star in your instant ramen dreams (see this page). Hardy greens, like collards and spinach, cook beautifully ahead of time, and the same goes for soft vegetables such as green beans.

		Cooking ahead helps keep food from spoiling and decreases its packed weight by cooking off its water. It even makes many camp foods tastier, like shallot-y baked beans (see this page) and rosemary butter nuts (see this page), which are always more delicious a few days after they’re made.

		Seal Ahead

		Wrap, pack, and seal whatever you can to optimize your food’s lifespan, simplicity, and deliciousness.

		Sealing ahead means repacking condiments and sauces into light, reusable containers so you don’t have to bring the entire jar. Wrap tender greens, soft fruits, and vegetables smartly (see “Of Course You Can Bring Eggs!” on this page), so they last for days on end.

		Prep and fill foil vegetable packets (see this page) while you’re still at home, so you can slide them straight onto the grill.

		For cheeses, sealing ahead often means unsealing them—removing them from the plastic wrap they came in and placing them in breathable parchment paper instead. (See “The Best Cheeses to Bring” on this page.) For wine and spirits, transfer them from heavy, fragile glass into lighter, stronger containers—which also makes freezing them ahead easier. (See “The Art of the Seal” on this page.)
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		Freeze Ahead

		Whatever can be frozen ahead without a loss of taste or texture should be. Freezing food and beverages can dramatically extend their useful life. (Look for the [image: ] symbol throughout Cook It Wild’s at-camp ingredient lists.)

		Freezing ahead means you can prep showstopper Sizzling Cumin Lamb Kebabs (this page) well before your trip. Pack cooked black beans or chickpeas without the cans, and eat crumbled feta cheese on Day 4 of your trip—without taking along its heavy brine. Freezing ahead turns rigatoni with Sunday meat sauce (see this page) into dead-easy camping food. Enjoy fast food–style shrimp burgers (see this page) in the middle of nowhere with lemony, deliciously sugary Dutch babies (see this page) for dessert. Plus, slushy cocktails, fresh-tasting salsas, and pre-marinated meats. And a bonus: Everything you freeze helps cool the rest of your food.

		Always be sure when freezing liquids to leave a bit of headspace in the bottle; the liquid will expand as its temperature drops. And suck or squeeze the air from resealable bags before sealing them for freezing. This will help protect your food from freezer burn.

		
			The Art of the Seal

			For condiments, sauces, oils, prepared batters, pickles, syrup, salt, sugar, and myriad other foodstuffs, Nalgene’s reusable jars and bottles are easy to find, affordable, and effectively indestructible. Note that the jars are best for dry goods, though; anything liquid and leak-prone is best left to the bottles.

			Alternatively, silicone food tubes are increasingly popular, although they generally don’t come cheap.

			Resealable bags, whether silicone zip-tops or otherwise, are indispensable for carrying snacks, cereals, and other ingredients, as well as for protecting prep-ahead vegetables and sauces from freezer burn. No matter what kind of bag you use, be sure to press or suck the air out of it before sealing. Your food will last longer that way.

			Although strictly optional for Cook It Wild’s recipes, vacuum sealers and their bags protect food from freezer burn and extend the pack and cooler life of almost any meal. If you have a sealer, you can use it anywhere that calls for a resealable bag, bearing in mind that vacuum bags are not generally resealable out in the field.

			For beverage-specific packing advice, see “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Wild Drinkers,” this page.
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		Of Course You Can Bring Eggs!

		(How to Pack the Delicate Stuff)

		Eggs may take a bit of care, but they aren’t nearly as hard to pack as you’d think. If you plan to scramble, make an omelet, or otherwise use them beaten at camp, whisk at home and then freeze the raw mixture in a leakproof container. Keep them cold and eat within two days of thawing.

		For whole eggs, forget those yellow plastic egg carriers—unless you’re into getting broken egg all over your stuff. Instead, cut a standard cardboard egg-carton to whatever size you need, then double-wrap it with a second carton. Tape the package shut and stick it in a resealable bag. (See the note about washed versus unwashed eggs on this page.)

		Tender herbs, like cilantro, parsley, thyme, rosemary, and sage, hold up well in cool to moderate temperatures, provided you wrap them first. Trim away any brown stems and be sure to discard any pieces that are slimy, wilted, or not perfectly fresh. Wash the herbs in cold water, then dry them in a salad spinner or on a clean kitchen towel. Lay a length of paper towel on your counter, then place the herbs on it so they’re ½ inch apart. (It’s important that they’re not touching.) Now roll up the paper towel from one end to the other, enveloping the herbs inside it as you roll. Label the roll and store it in a bag left open at the top for ventilation. Avoid crushing the whole thing if you can.

		This paper towel–rolling method works great for delicate vegetables such as miniature cucumbers, greens such as endive and radicchio, tender vegetables such as green onions and baby lettuces, and even cooked undressed string beans. Keep them all cool.

		The best-tasting tomatoes are heavy, prone to bruising, don’t do well in coolers (the cold can turn their flavor insipid), and make a sticky mess when they aren’t handled with care. Yet, it’s hard to imagine camping without at least a few of them. The vented clamshell containers many hothouse varieties come in do a terrific job of protecting them, as do reusable plastic food containers. Baby them like the wilderness gold they are.

		Soft summer fruit, whether they’re peaches, plums, nectarines, or super-tender berries, travel reasonably well in the pint containers they’re sold in, as well as in the larger cardboard baskets many fruit stands still use. If you’re backpacking, that’s going to be a stretch; but in a tripping canoe or on the dashboard of a camper van, it’s a medium-effort/high-reward proposition. Buy stone fruit and strawberries a bit unripe; it doesn’t take long for them to soften up in the sun. Line the containers with a sheet of paper towel (to soak up moisture), and make sure to keep the berries ventilated—they’ll turn in no time if it’s warm and they can’t breathe.
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		The Right Dairy for Any Kind of Trip

		Being in the wild doesn’t have to mean giving up milk, cream, nut milks, and other nondairy alternatives. Here’s a rundown of the options and how to use them.

		Dry milk

		The lightest, most pack-stable, and most time-tested choice.

		Instant milk powder is the most widely used dry dairy product, especially in the outdoors. Simply mix it with water to make liquid milk, or sprinkle it over food or into hot drinks for milky, creamy flavor and texture. (See the sugared oatmeal topper on this page.) Although non-fat and skim versions are typically the easiest to find, whole and low-fat instant milks are also available. Be sure to check for the word “instant” when purchasing dry milk; non-instant varieties, although excellent for baking, are harder to mix and often have a cooked taste reminiscent of evaporated milk.

		Powdered buttermilk is brilliant in pancakes, biscuits, and other baked goods. It adds dairy tang, tenderness, and light airy leavening. Find it in well-stocked baking sections of supermarkets, in bulk stores, or online.

		Powdered coconut milk and powdered coconut cream are inexpensive, shelf-stable, calorie-dense (great for backpackers!), and easy to mix. They’re surprisingly tasty, too, with a full, creamy texture and flavor that’s not far from fresh. Try them sprinkled on hot or cold cereal, added to the water when cooking rice, or poured over dessert.

		Powdered soy milk, cashew milk, oat milk, and even goat milk powders, are also increasingly available in health food stores and online.

		UHT

		Ultra-high temperature (UHT) processed dairy is the everyday standard across Europe and much of the world, in large part because it’s shelf-stable until opened. Although less popular in North America, UHT milk is nonetheless widely available—and perfect for camping. You can find it at major retailers as well as online.

		UHT whipping cream can be harder to find—Trader Joe’s has been one of the main sources. When available, the 8-ounce cartons are perfect for drizzling over campfire desserts.

		And UHT soy, rice, oat, and nut milks are pretty much everywhere, including in pack-friendly juice-box formats.

		Fresh Milk

		Not much tastes better than the real thing, especially on short-duration and cooler-equipped trips. If you’d rather freeze them, cream and milk both benefit from a vigorous post-thaw shaking.

		Canned Milk

		Canned evaporated milk is heat-treated to remove more than half of its water. It’s good in hot drinks or reconstituted 1:1 with water, but has a notably caramelized taste.

		Sweetened condensed milk is essentially evaporated milk, but with a whole lot of sweetener added. It’s a traditional component of Vietnamese coffee and many desserts. (See the Buttered-Rum Coffee Cake on this page.)
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		The Best Cheeses to Bring

		(and How to Keep Them from Going All Sweaty)

		If you’ll have a fridge or ice wherever you’re headed, bring whatever you love. But if you need a few good cheeses that will last when unrefrigerated (see Note), here are some standouts. Just be sure to wrap them as directed.

		Hard and aged cheeses will always pack best for longer trips or spotty refrigeration.

		Parmigiano-Reggiano and Grana Padano last weeks in a pack if you don’t let them get hot.

		Aged sheep’s milk Pecorino cheeses are similarly durable; they bring a savory punch reminiscent of the Parms, but with a deliciously salty, briny, grassy edge. Pecorino Romano is brilliant for grating over pastas and is also the hero of cacio e pepe (see this page).

		Aged Manchego, from Spain, keeps nicely unrefrigerated, while most aged Gouda-style cheeses, including ever-popular Beemster, arguably taste better when stored unrefrigerated. Aged cheddar can go weeks without refrigeration too.

		Many French cheeses are traditionally stored unrefrigerated. The bright-orange, caramel-tasting Mimolette keeps beautifully, as does aged Gruyère (the backbone of the shallot-cheese fondue on this page) and mild, buttery Comté. And small, rind-covered goat cheeses, like Chabichou and Charolais—think of the little gray pyramids and pucks you might have seen at the cheese counter—are often stars in a backpack. Be sure they’re dry and firm to the touch when you buy them, and if they start to get soft or oozy, that’s your cue to finish them up.

		Even firm blue cheeses such as English Stilton and Spanish Valdeón are remarkably hardy when unrefrigerated.

		And although caseophiles might be pained to hear this, those processed, foil-wrapped The Laughing Cow triangles are shelf-stable for weeks, if not months. As are wax–wrapped Babybel cheeses; my kid has basically lived on them through extended wilderness trips.

		How to Wrap Cheese

		Whether you’ve got a fridge, cooler or otherwise, your cheese will last longer and taste better if you wrap it right. The best scenario for storage is usually vacuum-packed; if it came that way from your cheesemonger, leave it vac-packed until you’re ready to dig in. But once it’s opened, the most important thing is to let it breathe to prevent off-flavors and mold.

		For cheeses that will be kept COLD

		Wrap your cheese in a sheet of parchment paper, followed by aluminum foil. The parchment lets it breathe; the foil keeps it from drying out. Label using a Sharpie and you’re good to go.

		Wrapping for unrefrigerated storage

		Wrap the cheese in a layer or two of clean, cotton cheesecloth, then wrap it again in aluminum foil. The fabric will absorb and retain the butterfat droplets—aka cheese sweat—that separate out; this helps keep it moist and schvitz-free.

		Note

		[image: ] “Unrefrigerated” here means 70°F or cooler; hot temperatures will shorten the life of most cheese.
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		How to Pack a Cooler

		Start Cold

		Coolers are best at keeping things cold—not at making them that way. Everything that goes in should be cold from the start. Freeze any foods or liquids that can be frozen ahead (see this page). Anything else should go in straight from the fridge.

		And the “start cold” rule applies to the actual cooler too. If you store it in a warm place, chill it down with water or sacrificial ice, then drain it before you pack.

		USe enough ice

		For long-lasting cold, aim for a ratio of 2:1—two parts ice for every one part food or drink. If that seems like a lot of ice, remember: All that food and drink you froze ahead counts toward the total.

		What Kind of Ice?

		Block ice—sold alongside bags of the cubed stuff—is the best for the bottom of your cooler. (It’s also easy to make; see following.) Cubes are best for filling air gaps once the cooler’s full (air gaps warm coolers fast). For larger coolers, I’m a fan of reusable Techni Ice sheets for the gap between the food and the underside of the lid.

		If you have the freezer space at home, consider making your own ice blocks in repurposed cartons, jugs, or water bottles. Or do what Grand Canyon river guides do: Fill the bottom of a hard cooler with 4 to 5 inches of water and stick it in a large freezer (with the cooler lid open!) ’til everything’s solid.

		And remember: Not all ice is created equal. Always start with hard, frosty ice; it’ll last longer than ice that’s wet or soft.

		Meltwater Is Your Friend

		That melty water sloshing at the bottom of your cooler serves an important purpose: It takes up space that warm air would otherwise fill. And as long as the water has some ice left in it, it’s plenty cold enough to keep your food chilled.

		But Keep Food and Meltwater Separate

		Resealable, watertight bags or stackable food containers will keep your food protected from a cooler’s meltwater. As a bonus: They help keep your cooler organized, which means you’ll spend less time rooting around  for things.

		Shut the Freaking Lid!

		The less you open your cooler, the longer it’ll stay cold. Transfer high-frequency grabs—drinks, especially—to a smaller cooler if you have the space. And if you’re traveling in a group, or bulk is not an issue, consider packing two coolers instead of one. One is dedicated to a trip’s first day or two, and then becomes the drinks cooler; the second one doesn’t get opened (not even a peep!) until later on.

		Throw Some Shade

		No matter how rugged or pricey a cooler you buy, it’s no contest for direct sun or the heat of a scorching vehicle. Keep its exterior cool as best you can. If it’s got to be in the sun, cover it with a foam sleeping pad, lifejackets, wet fabric (for evaporative cooling),  or other items to keep the heat off.
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		Modern heavy-duty, high-insulating coolers have dramatically changed what kinds of foods and drinks belong in the wild. But they don’t mean a thing if you don’t pack them right. Whether you’re hauling a 5-quart soft-sider, a canoe-friendly 30-quart-er, or a bear-resistant, hard-sided, 120-quart behemoth, here’s how to keep your deliciousness cold.
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		1. Place block ice at the bottom for long-lasting cold.

		2. Set frozen and later-trip items directly on the ice. This is the coldest area in the cooler.

		3. Use containers or resealable bags to organize your food and protect it from meltwater.

		4. Place early-trip items near the top. No sense digging around for things you’ll need right away.

		5. Pour ice cubes into any air gaps.

		6. Stand bottles and other tall items upright if your cooler allows it. They’re easier to find that way.

		7. Anything fragile or less perishable should go near the top.

		8. Fill the air gap under the lid with a towel (good) or sheet ice (best).

		
			My Condiments to the Chef

			A well-curated selection of camp condiments can help make a meal. Here are a few gimmes.

			Classic

			[image: ] Ketchup, mustard, and relish packets

			[image: ] Olive oil

			[image: ] Plum sauce takeout packets

			[image: ] Soy sauce takeout packets

			[image: ] Vinegar packets

			Creamy

			[image: ] Hellmann’s mayo packets

			[image: ] Olive tapenade

			[image: ] Tartar sauce

			Sweet

			[image: ] Fig jam and Spanish membrillo (killer with cheese)

			[image: ] Maple syrup

			[image: ] Raw honey

			Spicy

			[image: ] Bomba sauce

			[image: ] Calabrian peperoncini piccanti

			[image: ] Harissa paste in a tube

			[image: ] Horseradish root, fresh or prepared

			[image: ] Powdered hot mustard (Colman’s every time)

			[image: ] Tabasco, sriracha, and sambal oelek packets

			[image: ] Wasabi in a tube

		

		Packing Everything Else

		The finer details of how people pack their food can get highly personal. Some campers pack a different food bag for each day of their trip. Others (including me) do four siliconized stuff sacks: one for breakfast ingredients; one for lunches; one for cocktail snacks and dinners; and one for desserts, trail snacks, and staple ingredients.

		All that matters is finding a system that works for you. Preferably a system that’s at least somewhat organized. (A basic meal list, combined with a little labeling, can go a very long way.) Because there’s only one certainty that I’ve gleaned through the years: Throwing your food randomly into a single bag is closely correlated with frustrated cursing at mealtimes.
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		The Instant, Awesome, Easy-to-Find Eats That Belong in Every Pack

		(for When You Can’t Be Bothered)

		I like to call these “emergency rations.”

		Boil-in-a-Bag Curry

		The best are as good as takeout. The worst are still pretty good.

		Boil-in-a-Bag Instant Rice

		Quick, comforting, deliciously empty calories. Zero cleanup.

		Chocolate Hazelnut and Almond Butter Packets

		An ounce and a bit of instant happiness.

		Fancy Chocolate

		You’ve probably earned it.

		Foil-Packed Fish

		Tasty, tear-open protein for soups, starches, salads, and sandwiches.

		Foil-Packed Olives

		Gin and martini glasses optional.

		Freeze-Dried Fruit

		It’s not another bag of banana chips.

		Instant Korean Noodle Soup

		What Mr. Noodles wishes he could be.

		Instant Miso Soup Packets

		Weighs nothing. Tastes delicious. A warm hug for your electrolytes.

		Instant Risotto

		Puts pretty much every freeze-dried backpacking entrée to shame. A slice of compound Reggiano butter (see this page), if you have it, is the pro move here.

		Jerky

		Plenty of fancy butcher and charcuterie shops make top-shelf gourmet takes, but in a pinch, even the gas-station brands can be pretty good.

		OvaEasy Egg Crystals

		Dad-joke name, winning taste and texture. Whether in hashes, on chilaquiles, or smothered with hot sauce, you’d be hard-pressed to distinguish these from fresh eggs.

		Roasted Seaweed

		Caloric value? Negligible. But still.

		Shelf-Stable Bacon

		Ordinary bacon, but pre-cooked and vac-packed.Win-win.

		Snickers Bars

		You’d be shocked at the number of wilderness athletes who live on these things. Also? Tasty!

		Sugary Processed Peanut Butter

		For when you need your moody preteen (or hangry hiking partner) to go just one more &*%^$# mile.
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		Making a Plan

		I have camping friends who can’t leave home without minutely detailed meal, snack, and beverage spreadsheets. It works all right if you stay rigorously on-plan, don’t mind the lectures (You were supposed to eat the Funyuns on Day 2!), and don’t decide in a fit of, I don’t know, joy? to eat an off-schedule cookie or two.

		Other people I’ve camped with have no other plan than “bring way too much.” They’re convinced they’re always just a few calories away from starvation.

		But Cook It Wild’s trip type and gear symbols, plus its planning features, make planning your camp eating easy. Here’s how.

		Trip Type

		What kind of trip you’re planning will have the biggest impact on what you pack, cook, and eat. (You can find a full run-down of Cook It Wild’s planning symbols on this page.)

		For backpacking, bikepacking, ski touring, and other self-propelled travel, start at the recipes marked with the backpacking symbol. They’re designed to be lightweight, reasonably long-lasting, and easy to prepare with minimal gear. And remember: The recommended trip types are guidelines only. If you’re a backpacker, for instance, who prioritizes absurdly good eating, be sure to check out the recipes with paddling symbols too.

		For paddling trips, you can typically pack along more weight and gear. A medium-size soft- or hard-sided cooler will also expand what food makes sense. Start your planning at the recipes marked with backpacking or paddling symbols before taking into consideration the other criteria listed.

		For car camping, RVing, and cabin stays, you’ll face the fewest limits. Any recipe with the backpacking, paddling, or car/RV symbols will work for your trip, subject to the other planning criteria listed.

		To further fine-tune your food plan, every recipe includes its ingredient weight at the top, so you won’t get a surprise when you sling on your pack.

		You should also consider your group’s expectations. Is it a destination trip, where you’ll get to one spot and mostly hunker down? Or is your party’s plan to be striking camp and setting up each day?

		On most of the trips I do, it’s a mix of the two, so I plan a combination of simple, delicious, quick-serve meals and leisurely, more involved ones. That mix also helps when it comes to prepping; a bit of what’s simple and a bit of higher effort, so you’re not knocking yourself out before you even leave.

		And no matter how you’re camping, here’s a dose of reality: Not every meal you eat must be made from scratch. For those (all-important) times when you don’t feel the cooking vibes, some well-chosen instant eats (see “The Instant, Awesome, Easy-to-Find Eats That Belong in Every Pack,” this page) are exactly the right choice.

		Trip Length

		The longer the trip, the more you’ll need to bring. For self-propelled campers and paddlers especially, longer trips mean ingredient weight matters more, as do meals that can last without coolers and ice. So, dishes with ingredients that need to be kept cold are marked with the cooler symbol. And every recipe includes a breakdown of how long it keeps, so you’ll know what makes sense for the later stages of a trip.
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		Party Size

		Your group size not only determines how much food you’ll need, but it changes what gear you can bring and how adventurous (or otherwise!) the eating and drinking should be. In group situations, it’s easier to share that load of heavier gear. A cast-aluminum Dutch oven that would feel ridiculous for a solo camper or duo suddenly makes total sense for a party of six. (Hello, lemony, sugary Dutch babies!) And if there’s more than one cook in your group, the eating can be more ambitious as you divide and conquer.

		Gear Requirements

		Will most of your cooking be done on a backpacking stove? Or do you plan to also cook over a fire? Will you be bringing a grill or a Dutch oven? Check the simple gear symbols, included with each recipe, to know what you’ll need.

		Other Considerations

		The weather will impact what you can cook, what you can bring, and what you

		
		
		Calories, Protein, and How Much You’ll Need
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