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THE LIGHT BREEZE TURNS INTO A TENT-

BENDING GUST. Rain tests our roof, fol-
lowed by the haunting sounds of munching 
and crunching behind the tent, and a devilish 
wail from somewhere in the woods. It’s only 
12:17 am.

I breathe deeply, trying to coax myself into a 
couple hours of decent slumber. My thoughts 
fade, my body releases. Almost there—

Tap tap tap.
“Dad,” Sophia says, “My tummy hurts and I 

think I’m going to throw up. But I think there’s 
a bear outside. You have to come with me!”

I slip on my shoes, unzip the front door 
and head into the collapsing darkness. My 
headlamp scans our site like a lighthouse. No 
animals that I can see. But really, that’s no con-
solation. My 10-year-old squats in the bushes, 
vomits, and we climb back inside.

“I feel better,” she says. “But I’m still scared.”
Join the club, I hear inside my head. “I’ll 

protect you,” I say.
And in that moment I realize that our nylon 

shelter, while adept at shielding me from the 
more tangible elements of nature’s uncertain-
ties, will never be enough to insulate me from 
myself.

A few years ago I went backpacking alone 
in Rocky Mountain National Park and was up 
most of the night trying to ignore the ominous 
snorts and grunts coming from the nearby 
bush. Black bear? An elk? A Charles Manson 
acolyte? I might have slept a couple of hours, 
but mostly I was waiting for daylight. That fear 
has stuck with me. 

Every summer I take my daughters camping, 
where I adopt the persona of the archetypal pos-
itive-at-all-costs dad. I make a mean stir fry over 
the campfi re, pitch tents and preach about steward-
ship for our planet. What I don’t know, I fake. So 
far, they seem convinced.

No matter how many times I venture into the 
woods or actually contemplate the statistical un-
likelihood of us being attacked by a wild animal, 
my fear of not being able to protect my kids from 
nature’s fi ercer elements remains intact. We’ve 
seen and heard bison, deer, snakes, all manner of 
varmints, and have shuddered when park rangers 
talk about the big cats that stalk the wilderness. 
Looking big and making noise are fi ne on paper, 
but neither my kids nor I have illusions of wrestling 
a mountain lion. We know who’s boss out there.

I’m no Bear Grylls, and my Swiss army knife’s 
utility essentially tops out at the bottle opener. For 
an involved father with a bit of perfection complex 
who works hard to be a positive role model, this 
accepted vulnerability is a tough one to swallow. 
I’ve basically conceded defeat to the natural world. 
And it feels…liberating.

I think it’s because unlike work, home, the gym, 
or any other contrived Western 
gathering place with its cushy 
redundancies, a campsite and the 
environment in which it resides 
strips us of barriers. The prox-
imity to other creatures, lack of 
protection, the need to depend on 
our own wit and wisdom, they 
all help release the tethers and let 
vulnerability take hold. In an in-
stant, we are human again.

Every year, like thousands 
of other twitchy outdoor junk-
ies, we exit our bubbles know-
ing that the infi nite starry sky, 
the doe practically reclining in 
the camping chair and that ex-
quisite lingering smell of ashes 
in the fi re pit serve as more than 
just ambience. It’s precisely this 
discomfort we crave, so we can 
also feel the relief that comes 

with waking up the next morning.
Yes, having the car 10 paces away signifi cantly 

eases the burden of advanced orienteering skills, 
and perhaps our pay campground in a national 
park, with its bathrooms and general store, isn’t ex-
actly Chris McCandless-esque. But when I’m miles 
from home with my kids, tucked into a thicket of 
piñon pines, without cell service and standing sen-
try against wild beasts while my daughter pees in 
the bushes, I accept that being human means both 
conquering and being conquered, sometimes in the 
same moment. And both are best done outdoors.

Mother Nature could care less that she makes 
us feel alone and afraid. She doesn’t really need 
us, but knows full well we need her. At least she’s 
polite enough to keep inviting us out. Somewhere 
she sways in her REI hammock, pulling levers and 
pushing buttons, and occasionally spilling from 
her Nalgene bottle with a wry smile.
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