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INTRODUCTION


I WASN’T THE FIRST PERSON TO SAY THE PHRASE “HUNGER IS THE BEST SEASONING,” but I’m one of the most fervent believers in the concept—exercising and earning the right to replace calories, I think, makes eating a joyful experience. I have, at least once, calculated how many slices of New York–style pizza I could mathematically justify eating by running a 50-mile ultramarathon. (For the record, I also calculated the number of Chicago–style deep-dish pizza slices justified by the same amount of running.)


I have run/hiked rim to rim in the Grand Canyon in a single day and promptly purchased two ice-cream cones on the South Rim to eat before even changing out of my running gear. I have downed decadent feasts in small towns at the feet of mountain ranges like the Tetons, the Wind Rivers, and the Sangre de Cristos after days or weeks of earning those calories—and fantasizing about them.


I have organized and packed way too many calories for day hikes, weekend-, and weeklong backpacking trips and thought for a second at the end of each trip, “Wow, I guess I could have left some of that food at home and not had to carry the extra weight.”


And then I immediately thought, “Nah. What fun would that be?”


I find great joy in earning calories by moving myself under my own power in wild places and replacing those calories in the most satisfying way possible—whether that’s cooking my own recipes over a camp stove or shopping for cookies that I know won’t crumble in my backpack and breakfast burritos that will slowly thaw in my pack as I make my way to the top of a peak for lunch. Oh, and of course, what’s a cookie break without coffee?


With Best Served Wild, we wanted to share this joy of eating in the outdoors, or “extreme picnicking,” or whatever you want to call it when you’re out there. There’s a famous climbing saying that the late alpinist Alex Lowe first coined in an interview in 1993: “The best climber in the world is the one having the most fun.”


Well, we agree with that wholeheartedly, whether you’re climbing some gnarly peak in the clouds, kayaking down the coast, camping out of the back of your car for a weekend, or just going for a nice day hike to see if the wildflowers are out yet or if the leaves have started changing. And having the most fun means eating food you enjoy. I’ve been on long trips where food was a little light, and I prefer to err on the side of gluttony, or whatever word you use to mean “enough chocolate, coffee, and foods that taste so good I would eat them even if I weren’t 10 miles from the nearest road with no other options at hand.”


We’ve used that ethos to guide us in writing this book, including a range of recipes that you can make at home and take on one-day adventures, meals you can make when you’re camping near your vehicle and weight isn’t a concern, and meals to pack on longer trips where you’re carrying everything in a backpack for several days and you want to pack the lightest-weight (but, again, tastiest) food possible.


Recipes, Not Rules

Keep in mind that this is a book of recipes, not a book of rules. You have enough of those in your day-to-day life. We want you to have fun, not feel restricted. The recipes we’ve assembled in Best Served Wild are open to your own personal interpretation.


If, for example, you want to cover every recipe in here with Sriracha or some other hot sauce, that’s up to you. We recommend maybe not doing that with the pancakes, but again, to each his or her own. If you want to add fresh chopped vegetables to either of the chili recipes, by all means go for it. If you want to quit your job, sell all your possessions, empty your life savings, move into a van, and live in it while traipsing around the American West and writing poetry, well, neither of the authors of this cookbook is judging you.


You might notice that the recipes in here are vegetarian. That’s because both of us are vegetarian, and that’s the way we think about food. We’re not that qualified to advise anyone how to cook meat. Instead, we designed recipes we believe work just fine without meat, but you should feel free to supplement and get as wild as you want when using this cookbook. If you want to add precooked chicken to the chilaquiles, please do. If you want to add bacon to the nachos, go for it. If it makes you feel better to wear a chicken suit and sing Flaming Lips songs while standing at your camp stove cooking all these things, you know what, it’s your life. Your campground neighbors may look at you a little funny, but you do you.


As you’re flipping through the pages of Best Served Wild, look for the frying pan symbol—that’s the sign for a recipe we think works well with some improvisation on your end, whether it’s precooked chicken, precooked bacon, Spam, seitan, or tempeh. Feel free to add whatever you think works.
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The whole point of going camping is to escape from many of the restrictions and pressures we have at home in our daily lives, so keep that idea in mind out there. Go wild. But keep your food stored properly so you don’t get visited by bears during the night. That’s probably a little too wild. Bears are fascinating and awesome creatures, but they lack both table manners and empathy for the general well-being of nearby humans.


Cooking over a Fire

You’ll notice that almost all the recipes in this book are cooked on a camp stove except Campfire Corn on the Cob (page 104). “Camp Stove Corn on the Cob” just didn’t have the same ring to it.


The lack of campfire recipes is not because we are campfire averse—we love a good campfire. There’s nothing better than a cup of hot chocolate in your hands and the smell of smoke seeping into your clothes. Really, our tendency to not cook over a campfire is because we’re lazy; when we want to eat, we want to eat. For that, cooking on a camp stove is reliable and quick (not to mention you’re not always in a place where a campfire is an option). Cooking over a campfire isn’t a science. It’s more of an art—one that can vary greatly depending on how big your fire is, what you’re cooking in, etc. Sometimes things cook quickly; other times they don’t. Really, you could call it the Zen of Campfire Cooking.


For those of you who happen to love the art of campfire cooking, there are plenty of recipes in this book that can be adapted to an open fire, such as Clean Out the Cooler Vegetable Sauté (page 111), Seven-Can Chili for Six People (page 82), and Home on the Free-Range Veggie Burgers (page 132).


We’re not going to give you any fancy guidelines for campfire cooking because, really, it all comes down to common sense:


> Only make campfires in appropriate places. Respect fire bans, and please don’t harvest wild wood when you’re not supposed to.


> Use a proper cooking vessel that won’t melt or explode if over a fire; cast iron yes, plastic no.


> Adjust cooking times accordingly.

> Stir regularly.

> Don’t burn yourself when picking up a pan.


One thing is for sure: If you cook on a campfire, your dinner will be one hundred times more photogenic, and you’ll get that hint-of-smoke flavor that chefs charge extra for.


Whether over an open fire or a camp stove, we hope you’re as into outdoor cooking as we are. Have fun out there, and remember that eating well is a big part of having fun. And if you make it to the summit or get some cool photos, that’s pretty cool too.


—Brendan Leonard
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SINGLE-DAY ADVENTURES
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NUTELLA CREPES FOR PEAK BAGGERS WHO CAN’T MAKE CREPES




Do you like making crepes? How about at 4 a.m. before you leave for a hike to the top of a mountain? If you answered, “Of course not—that’s ridiculous!” then this recipe is for you. It’s basically the guts of a standard crepe recipe without the painful mixing of flour, sugar, salt, milk, eggs, and butter and pureeing all that in a blender.

Sacrifice a bit of texture and a small amount of taste (which you won’t care about after you’ve been hiking for a while) by swapping the crepe outside for a large flour tortilla. After you eat this on a day hike, we promise you’ll scream, “Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are for SUCKERS!” Each crepe contains enough sweet chocolate to power you through the second half of the uphill portion of your summit mission, or to celebrate at the top after you’ve signed the summit register.


MAKES Enough for 1 person who is climbing a mountain today


INGREDIENTS

1 enormous gob of Nutella

1 large (aka burrito-size) flour tortilla

1 banana, sliced

1 handful of walnuts


OPTIONAL

Honey

Peanut butter


PREPARATION

Spread the Nutella over half the tortilla.

Arrange banana slices over the Nutella-covered side of the tortilla; place walnuts in the gaps between the banana slices.


Fold the naked half of the tortilla over the half with all the good stuff on it, like a quesadilla. Slice it in two triangle-shaped halves.

Place in a ziplock bag for later.


ADDITIONAL TIPS


> For enough sugar to give your pancreas the workout of its life, drizzle the Nutella, banana slices, and walnuts with honey just before you fold the tortilla.


> For more protein and fat with less sugar, spread peanut butter on the tortilla; add a streak or thin layer of Nutella over the top of that before adding the bananas.
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NOTE You can make and eat these even if your hike doesn’t involve a summit. You can make and eat them if you’re not hiking, or even going outside anytime soon. It’s a free country, isn’t it?




PROTEIN BARS THAT DON’T TASTE LIKE CHALK




Rumor* has it that protein is necessary for sustaining life. Believe the hype—you should eat protein when you’re in the out-of-doors. If you can’t find a protein-rich energy bar you like (or you’d just like to bask in the satisfaction of making your own), my friend Jayson has developed this recipe for bars that will give you that “I just ate a bunch of protein” full feeling you crave when you’re out on the trail.


Feel free to experiment and add dried fruit or try different flavors of protein powder with this recipe if, for example, you don’t like chocolate. Although if you don’t like chocolate, what is wrong with you?


*also, science


MAKES About 24 (2 × 2-inch) protein bars. Basically, you could live off the contents of this pan for 3 or 4 days.


INGREDIENTS

2 cups peanut butter or almond butter

1½ cups raw honey

½ cup coconut oil

2¼ cups chocolate protein powder

3 cups regular oatmeal

1 tablespoon cinnamon

2 tablespoons raw cacao powder

½ cup raw pumpkin seeds or almond slivers


PREPARATION

Combine peanut (or almond) butter, honey, and coconut oil in a pot or pan, and warm it on a stove over low heat.


In a large bowl, mix the dry ingredients.


Add the warm and gooey peanut/almond butter, honey, coconut oil, and mix it thoroughly with the dry ingredients. You can try to use a wooden spoon or other implement, but you’ll probably give up and just use your hands after a while. Don’t be afraid. Get all up in your food. It’s going to get all up in you sometime soon. If the mixture is crumbly, don’t be afraid to add a few sprinkles of water.


Press the mixture into a 13 × 9-inch pan and place in your refrigerator. Keep the pan in the refrigerator for at least 1 hour.


Remove the mixture from the refrigerator and cut into bars the size of your choice.


Place in plastic bags before putting them in your backpack.
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THE DIMINISHING RETURNS OF THAT NEW ENERGY BAR FLAVOR YOU’RE CURRENTLY EXCITED ABOUT


HEY, THAT NEW BANANABERRY CHOCO MOCHA CHIP WALNUT ALMOND PISTACHIO Cinnamon Vanilla Cardamom bar you just pulled out of your backpack—it’s tasty, huh?

Yeah, compared to the other flavors of energy bars you’ve had recently, it’s pretty OK. When you consider the other types of food you can toss in a backpack and hike for 6 or 10 miles, it’s decent.

But let’s be honest here. Have you noticed that there are approximately eleven billion different flavors and textures of energy bars in your local supermarket or outdoor gear store? Why is that?

Here’s one idea: You can only tolerate a specific flavor of energy bar for a fixed amount of time. Some of them you can eat a dozen before you’re sick of the flavor; some of them you can eat thirty or forty. I would argue that the maximum number of bars of a specific flavor that you can eat and still enjoy is around fifty. And then it falls off a cliff. One day you’re out hiking and pull out your fiftieth Black Cherry Salted Cacao Nib Peanut Pretzel Truffle Oil bar of the year. You take a bite, and instead of enjoying the view from your lunch spot, you ask yourself: “What the hell am I doing with my life? Why am I eating something that sort of reminds me of food instead of just eating food? Would I be happier with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich?”

Hey, I don’t want to tell you how to live your life, but consider taking some real food with you next time instead of taking the easy way out and filling your backpack with prepackaged food products hammered into squares or rectangles.

Don’t get me wrong; energy bars have a place in the outdoors. They’re an easy, compact way to add 250 to 400 calories to your food supply each day on a long backpacking trip and a good source of nutrients (and often fiber) on a long day hike in combination with your other snacks that taste good no matter what. But if you eat two of them every day of a three-day backpacking trip, or on a dozen day hikes in a row, you’re probably going to start hating them. So consider some stuff that’s closer to real food: slices of pizza, sandwiches, a box of leftover Chinese food from the other night, or a frozen breakfast burrito that will slowly thaw on your drive to the trailhead and hike to the summit. Or, you know, any of the recipes from the first section of this book.

You’re often working hard in the outdoors—hiking up quad-busting trails, feeling your heartbeat pound inside your ears, and stopping every once in a while so you don’t cough up a lung. Why not reward yourself with some decent food when you take a periodic break from all that? You’ve probably earned it. Don’t ruin
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