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“Let’s be real quiet and listen,” the park
ranger says. 

Sprawling treetops sway 15 stories up. The
wind ripples through the branches like ocean
waves. Woodpeckers, warblers and scores of
other birds sing, their sounds stitched togeth-
er into a never-ending avian orchestra. 

The coffee-colored creek laps at our canoes
as a sad reality soaks in: We’re surrounded by
the biggest swath of old-growth bottomland
hardwood forest left in the Eastern United
States.

These 11,000 acres have evaded the ax and
plow since large-scale logging started in the
1880s, obliterating up to 50 million acres of
American forest within five decades. Ancient
trees fell along coasts and major rivers. Here
in the vast, tangled wetlands of Central South
Carolina, logging was more trouble than it
was worth.

So these giants stood, mostly forgotten,
until the 1950s, when journalist and conserva-
tionist Harry Hampton recognized the value
of the remaining old growth and worked to
preserve it. In the 1970s, when the threat of
logging loomed anew, a public campaign led
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BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN
Special to The Washington Post

The object of my desire was
silver and riveted.

A decade ago, Airstream intro-
duced a small, utilitarian trailer
called the Basecamp. The beauti-
ful, streamlined pod turned
heads on the highway. Inside, it
had no bathroom but the easy-to-
clean, minimalist interior was
perfect for muddy and sandy
gear. The recession-era trailer
was in production all of two years.
The company built a couple hun-
dred units and stopped in 2008
because of the slowing economy.

When I visited the Airstream
factory in Jackson Center, Ohio,
four years ago, I saw a Basecamp
on the lot and fell in love. Back
home in the District, I scoured
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the Internet for one, but before I
found my dream trailer used,
Airstream announced that the
Basecamp was coming back new.
The company introduced an up-
dated version, hoping for a more
receptive market.

The 2016 Basecamp (MSRP
$35,900) is 16 feet long and
weighs in at just 2,585 pounds,
the lightest in Airstream’s fleet. In
October, the first units rolled
through the doors of dealerships,
and there’s been a wait list ever
since.

I wanted to give it a whirl, so I
coordinated with Airstream. At
Safford RV in Thornburg, Va., my
friend Greg and I picked up the
trailer, which looked like a dis-
tant, futuristic cousin of the icon-
ic Airstream. Unlike the earlier
Basecamp, it has a full bathroom,
water tank and all sorts of innova-
tive features, including solar pan-
els on the roof to fuel the battery
and an interior shower head that
snakes outside for a rustic cleans-
ing. A technician set the thermo-
stat and explained that as we
drove, the propane tanks would
essentially preheat our living
quarters. He showed us the USB
ports, lock box for our valuables
and Bose Bluetooth speaker that
detects music-playing devices.

“For the glamper in all of us,”
Greg quipped.

Almost 20 years ago, we spent a
month together in Patagonia; he
was competing in the Camel Tro-
phy adventure race and I was
covering it. I didn’t know him
well until we reconnected a cou-
ple of years ago and relived our
adventures: pitching tents in
snow, wearing the same clothes
for weeks, driving Land Rovers
over rocks and through mud. So
when Airstream asked me what
kind of tow vehicle I’d like to
borrow, for old time’s sake, I
chose a Land Rover.

A mountain retreat
Greg took the wheel, and we

left the dealership in Land Rov-
er’s Range Rover Supercharged
LWB with a beagle and two bikes
in the back, the Basecamp in tow.
We had planned a fall weekend of
camping, cycling and paddling in
North Carolina’s Outer Banks,
but Hurricane Matthew foiled
our plans. At the last minute, we
set our sights on the West Vir-
ginia mountains.

By the time we arrived at Ca-
naan Valley Resort State Park in
the northeastern part of the state,
it was dark. We unhitched and
leveled the trailer, connected its
electrical cable, switched on the
lights and moved into our home
away from home for the next
three nights. After firing up the
gas stove for hot chocolate with
mac and cheese, we awkwardly
converted our dining-room table
and benches to a platform for our
two sleeping bags. We could have
fit a third, cozily.

It was a clear, chilly night, and
as we walked to the campground
facilities with toothbrushes, we
looked up to see the Milky Way.

“It’s not quite Patagonia,” Greg
said. “But it’s pretty nice.”

On our walk, we laughed about
the luxurious, semi-automated 
Range Rover and wondered how
it would do off-road. Maybe Land
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Rover had gotten soft over the
years. But then, so had we. In-
stead of melting snow for our hot
water, we turned a knob on the
kitchen counter. Greg drew the
line at some luxuries. He made it
clear that, even in the middle of
the night, he wouldn’t use the
trailer bathroom. I, on the other
hand, had no problem with our
posh facilities.

In the morning, the blackout
curtains and tinted windows let
me sleep two hours later than
usual. I woke to the sound of rain
pattering on the roof and RVs
pulling out of the campground,
their drivers protesting the foul
weather. I was thankful for our
climate-controlled refuge as I
looked out the panoramic win-
dows to the dripping-wet fall
colors.

Although the mod Basecamp
was built with many convenienc-

es (a two-burner cooktop, a full
bathroom, LED lighting), it
blessedly doesn’t have extrava-
gances such as a flat-screen TV
or fitted sheets. The trailer is
meant to be more rugged than its
brethren silver trailers, and it
passed the test in several catego-
ries, but not all. The gray-and-
red color scheme is well-suited
to hide the dirt from the out-
doors. The rear cargo hatch os-
tensibly makes it easier to load
gear such as bikes and surf-
boards, although we never fig-
ured out where that gear would
go once the space was filled with
humans. The interior is full of
handy cargo nets and bungee
cords for storage. But one over-
head net zipper broke on its first
use (stowing part of the convert-
ible bed, as the technician
showed us) and made me wish
that Airstream had skipped the

cute outdoor kit with a compass,
binoculars and a headlamp to
invest more on durability.

Weathering the climate
It was a good day to stay in

sleeping bags. I read for a couple
of hours, then we played back-
gammon and finally got geared
up for the outdoors at noon, using
the tiny bathroom as a changing
area. We had given up on cycling
because of the rain. Instead, we
drove down the street to hike at
Blackwater Falls State Park and
then eat lunch at Hellbender Bur-
ritos in Davis.

That night, I used the Base-
camp’s microwave to heat left-
overs, the aluminum walls re-
flecting the tiny lights on appli-
ances and glowing like a space-
ship. At 3 a.m., I heard Greg
opening the bathroom door. He
responded before I’d had a

chance to ask the obvious ques-
tion.

“I didn’t want to track mud
inside,” he said. I snickered into
my sleeping bag and fell back
asleep.

The rest of the weekend, we
made peace with the wet weath-
er and split our time between the
trailer and other indoor lures —
the resort hot tub next to the
campground, hot drinks at Tip-
Top in Thomas and dinner down
the street at Front Street Gro-
cers, my friend Justin’s new
store and cafe. I showed him a
picture of the trailer. His eyes
widened, and he exclaimed:
“RoboCop!”

On our final morning, we
packed up before daybreak and I
insisted on re-hitching the trailer
myself. A couple of years ago, I
struggled with the hitch on a
22-foot model, but this one is

more user-friendly. It took nearly
30 minutes of repositioning the
SUV by fractions of an inch to
align the parts, but that would get
easier with time. My confidence
was restored.

Driving out of the mountains, I
was amazed by how many times I
forgot about what I was towing
behind me. I barely noticed its
weight when I turned or braked. 

Unhitching the Basecamp at
the dealership, I felt a wave of
gloom, like I was returning a toy
with which I hadn’t finished play-
ing. I drove out of the parking lot
slowly, considering turning back.
It would be so easy now, I
thought, to add my name to the
waiting list.
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ClOCKWISE, FROM TOP: Airstream rolled out its 16-foot Basecamp last fall, the updated version of a short-lived utilitarian trailer that the company first built a 
decade ago; the back of the trailer opens for loading gear, such as kayaks, bikes and boards; the interior feels spacious, at least without bags and gear, among dining 
tables that lower to be come the base for a bed, as well as bench cushions that unfold to act as a mattress.

Mondays at 2 p.m., The Wash-
ington Post’s travel writers and
editors discuss your travel stories,
questions, gripes and more at
live.washingtonpost.com. Here 
are some edited excerpts from a
recent discussion:

My husband and I want to
spend a week on Sanibel or Cap-
tiva Island (in Florida) this sum-
mer. Any recs on places to stay,
things to do and eat?

I have visited both places, but
haven’t stayed overnight. I have
heard good things about Island
Inn and Waterside Inn on Sanibel.
On Captiva, Tween Waters Inn has
good rep. As for food, I did not do
any fine dining there, but quite
liked the Island Cow. As for what
to do, ride bikes and visit the Ding
Darling National Wildlife Pre-
serve. 

— Andrea Sachs

I read a very positive article
that suggested Vantage River
Cruises for solo travelers. Do you
have any information about Van-

tage? Are there any other river-
cruise companies that you would
recommend with solo cabins or
no single supplement fee?

Vantage Deluxe World Travel
has been around for about 35 years
and works directly with its passen-
gers. It doesn’t have a PR team and
last I heard, it does not work with
travel agents. I’m not sure where
you heard the issues you’ve cited
in your question, so can’t com-
ment on that. Most river-cruise
companies offer occasional deals
geared toward solo travelers in-
cluding Premier, Tauck, AmaWa-
terways, Avalon and Viking. I do
not know of any that have dedicat-
ed single cabins. 

— Carol Sottili

I need to stay somewhere inex-
pensive outside NYC, probably
in New Jersey. Can anyone rec-
ommend a basic hotel near trans-
portation into the city?

I would check hotels in Jersey
City and Newark, though you will
still pay around $150. I would not
go any less, for fear of the un-

known. (I have had some seedy
experiences.) Also, check Brook-
lyn. On Hotels.com, Hotel Le Jolie
is $134; Red Lion Inn is $136. In
the city, the Jane has good rates if
you don’t mind a shared bath.

— A.S.

Is there anywhere, within an
hour-or-so drive of Washington,
that’s great for birdwatching? 

My life list in the Washington
area has more than 160, so the
birds are definitely out there! Sign
up for the bird walks offered by
Audubon Naturalist Society and
the Audubon Society of Northern
Virginia: They are often free and
led by experts who know the ter-
rain. Some of my favorite spots in
and close to the District include
Huntley Meadows, south of Alex-
andria; Dyke Marsh, also near Al-
exandria; the C&O Canal Tow-
path; Theodore Roosevelt Island;
and Monticello Park in Alexan-
dria. Farther afield, check with the
Loudoun Wildlife Conservancy. 

— C.S
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