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BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN

“I’m headed into the wilderness,” I said. I 
looked at Hammy, who, the previous day, I’d 
discovered halfway submerged in a bag of 
flour, looking like Casper the Friendly Beagle; 
Georgie, a young foster bunny who had re-
cently eaten my third-to-last piece of fresh 
fruit; and James, the human I’d invited to be 
my quarantine (Dan Savage wittily rhymes it 
with “valentine”). “There’s no reception. No 
texting.”

“When will you be back from your trip?” 
James asked, playing along. 

I shrugged. “Maybe never,” I said, smiling 
impishly. Then I slipped on my flip-flops, 
picked up my pillow and canvas bag, and 
opened the back door. With the house and 
monotonous quarantine life in my wake, I 
took a deep breath, scanned my surroundings 
and headed into the wilds of my 11-foot-wide 
backyard. 

Until I began planning a camping trip 
behind my house, an acceptable loophole to 
stay-at-home orders, I didn’t realize the extent 
of my longing for a trip — and for the 
excitement that comes with its anticipation. 
Until I made the decision to camp solo, I didn’t 
understand how much I was craving alone 
time. 

Isolation isn’t exactly what most people are 
hungry for during this pandemic, but if you’ve 
spent the past couple of months sheltering 
with other people, well, that’s a lot of together 
time. I figure I’ve spent more hours this spring 
with James, my partner, than I’ve spent with 
any other human in a single season since 
childhood. Cooking together. Cleaning togeth-
er. Walking together. Video conferencing to-
gether. My introvert warning system alerted 
me to impending unrest. Must. Be. Alone. 

I shared my camping plan with a friend, 
who understood my need for creative space 
and the importance of solitude. “It’s the 
opposite of a man cave,” she said. But it’s not a 
she-shed. It’s a she-tent.” 

When I last slept in my backyard, I was a kid 
in the suburbs. I remember the delight of 
getting cozy in the pop-up trailer with my 
sister or a friend and the thrill of having a little 
space all our own. (I also remember being 
paralyzed with fear, during Truth or Dare, 
when I was challenged to walk to the end of 
the dark driveway. I chose truth.)

So on Day 44 of the District’s stay-at-home 
order, I busted out. The backyard felt different 
immediately. For years, I’d known the space as 
an extension of my house. Now, it was a 
destination. Twinkly lights peeped out from a 
climbing hydrangea, and branches of cherry 
and red maple trees swayed in the breeze, 
softening the voices of neighbors in their 
backyards.

After setting up my tent in a small patch 
between the blooming irises and the motorcy-
cle, I lit a fire in the fire pit. Before dinner (a 
precious box of Annie’s mac and cheese a 
houseguest had left in March — which I’d 
abstained from in my plant-based kitchen), I 
foraged for edible plants to garnish my feast. 
Cilantro! Oregano! Basil! Chives! My campsite 
was lush and green and plentiful. 

Birds cheeped loudly as I sat in front of the 
hissing fire, stabbing macaroni with my spork. 
For the first time, I found the space to grieve 
for my 99-year-old grandmother, who died 
alone in April. I wished I could call and tell her 
about this adventure. She would have loved it 
— and wanted to join.

Well before the sun set, I crawled into my 
tent and changed into pajamas, feeling more 

see camping on E15

Making the yard your campground
A vacation steps from the house  offers solitude — to reflect, to grieve, to count blessings — or a memorable experience for kids

James Haworth

Shanna Guevin

TOP: The author reads to an attentive beagle in her backyard in the District. 
ABOVE: Four-year-old Alice camps with her mom in their yard in South 
Portland, Maine. They’ve now made backyard camping a regular activity.

The coronavirus pandemic has disrupted travel domestically and around the world. You will find the latest developments on The Post’s live blog at www.washingtonpost.com/coronavirus/

BY LIZA WEISSTUCH

Civilization, as William 
Faulkner once said, begins with 
distillation. Long before our age of 
international commerce, each cul-
ture around the world made drinks 
with their own indigenous ingredi-
ents and techniques. Hundreds — 
if not thousands — of years later, 
some spirits have gone on to play a 
starring role on the international 
drinks scene while others remain 

far more popular in their place of 
origin. But one thing’s for sure: 
Wherever you go, there are drink-
ing traditions that go back genera-
tions. We put together a few sug-
gestions for how to drink like a 
local in far-off destinations, even 
when you can’t be there.

Aquavit, king of Scandinavia: 
Nordic countries are easily de-
fined by their extremes — extreme 
weather, scenery, minimalism. 
That applies to much of the native 

fare, too: intense rye bread, pi-
quant pickled herring, and the 
ever-polarizing lutefisk, which is 
lye-treated whitefish. The region-
al drink, accordingly, is an ac-
quired taste for some. Aquavit, a 
grain distillate flavored with dill 
and/or caraway and a host of 
other botanicals, seeds and spices, 
is traditionally made throughout 
Sweden, Denmark and Norway, 
but it’s the latter that, in February, 
received a European Union geo-

graphical indication, a legally en-
forced product identity such as 
Champagne or Kalamata olives. 
So while Norwegian aquavit is 
now formally defined as being 
made in Norway with at least 
95 percent native potatoes, 
among other stipulations, you can 
still make non-regional-specific 
aquavit anywhere. Like Portland, 
Ore., for example, where Chris-
tian Krogstad, founder of House 
Spirits Distillery, has been distill-

ing Krogstad Aquavit since 2007. 
A whiskey-maker by trade, his 
father’s family came from Norway 
and lived in Minnesota, so he’s 
known of the Scandinavian drink 
— and all the hearty Viking food 
ways that go with it — since child-
hood. His spirit delivers a lively 
loop-de-loop effect of caraway and 
star anise flavors that comes into 
stark relief when you drink it as a 
freezing-cold shot.

see spirits on E16

Pour a glass, and be spirited away to these faraway destinations
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most no sign of human life. At 
passport control, the customs 
agent didn’t flinch at our over-
stayed visa. 

We found our Los Angeles flight 
at the far end of the terminal, with a 
few passengers milling around the 
gate. A flight attendant later told 
me that they expected 64 passen-
gers on a Boeing 777-300 with a 
capacity of 296. Only 33 passengers 
checked in for Flight 66. It was an 
improvement, she said, from last 
week’s L.A. flight, where only 13 
people boarded. Shortly after take-
off, the crew distributed health 
declaration forms that asked us 
where we’d been and whether we 
had any covid-19 symptoms.

Air France takes social distanc-
ing seriously. Our section of the 
cabin had only three other passen-
gers, all seated on the other side of 
the aircraft. The flight attendants 
appeared only occasionally on the 
almost 11-hour flight to offer a 
shrink-wrapped meal or snack and 
then disappeared behind the cur-
tain. Otherwise, we were free to do 
what we wanted. We stood and 

walked around and practiced our 
yoga stretches and nobody cared.

Keeping a face mask on for 11 
hours isn’t easy. With no one else 
in the cabin, I saw other passen-
gers reverting to “half mask” after 
a few hours, with the cloth cover-
ing only their mouth or chin. 
Breathing through a mask can be 
difficult, and with no cabin crew to 
enforce the mask rule, it was clear 
that for now, full mask usage, like 
seat belts, was meant for takeoff 
and landing.

Air France disembarked the 
plane a few rows at a time to 
maintain social distancing. At the 
end of the boarding ramp, a cus-
toms agent wearing a clear plastic 
face shield checked our declara-
tions and asked us how we were 
feeling. He didn’t perform a tem-
perature check. Then he motioned 
for us to continue down the pas-
sageway, past several more uni-
formed agents. 

Based on media reports, I had 
assumed that Los Angeles would 
be busier. It wasn’t. Maybe they’d 
moved to a smaller room, I won-

dered. But no. At the end of the 
hall, a lone customs agent scanned 
our passports and waved us 
through. The kids, bleary-eyed 
from lack of sleep, didn’t seem to 
care that we’d just made it through 
customs without having to wait.

It was a short, memorable walk 
from the international terminal to 
Terminal 2. It led past a complete-
ly shut down Terminal 3 formerly 
occupied by Delta Air Lines. It’s 
been closed since the first week of 
April. Fortunately, what’s left of 
Delta’s operations looked almost 
normal. Some of the shops in Ter-
minal 2 were open, including a 
Starbucks where I could re-caf-
feinate. Masks have been manda-
tory at LAX since May 11, but not 
everyone wore them.

Delta boarded our Seattle flight 
a few rows at a time to keep pas-
sengers apart. The moment I 
stepped on board, a flight atten-
dant pressed a sanitizing wipe 
into my hand without telling me 
when to use it. Should I disinfect 
my hands? The tray table? The 
armrest? The in-flight announce-

BY CHRISTOPHER ELLIOTT

As we dragged our luggage 
across Los Angeles International 
Airport’s cavernous customs pro-
cessing hall, my 15-year-old son 
asked, “Are we in the right place?” 
Customs at LAX is typically over-
filled with arrivals. This time, 
there were banners welcoming us 
to the United States, but no peo-
ple. Only a maze of retractable belt 
barriers greeted us. 

My kids and I had been asking 
the same question all day. We’d 
just discovered what it’s like to fly 
internationally during the corona-
virus shutdowns and were about 
to experience our first domestic 
flight since the pandemic began. It 
had been a long day. We’d already 
crossed nine time zones and spent 
12 hours flying from Nice, France, 
to California. And we still had a 
long way to go. 

It was a series of flights that 
would expose us to the reality of 
flying during the covid-19 out-
break — a strange new world of 
deserted terminals, Purell packets 
parceled out to passengers and 
social distancing requirements. 

My three teenage kids and I had 
been stuck in Nice during the out-
break. We battened down the 
hatches for two months while the 
virus raged through Europe and 
then planned our escape to Uncle 
Pete’s basement in Spokane, Wash.

Getting out wasn’t easy. My 
travel agent had recommended a 
flight from Nice to Los Angeles via 
Paris on Air France, and then con-
necting to a nonstop on Alaska 
Airlines to Spokane. But airlines 
were canceling various legs of our 
trip before we could book them. 
Ultimately, we had help from our 
Medjet Horizon membership. 
Medjet contracted with a compa-
ny called FocusPoint Internation-
al, which booked an almost can-
cel-proof itinerary that took us 
through Seattle. 

That brings us to the first time 
we asked ourselves whether we 
were in the right place: when we 
arrived at the Nice airport early on 
a Saturday morning. In the air-
port, we found a small group of 
masked passengers waiting in a 
roped-off area for the terminal to 
open. It felt like a doctor’s office. 
No one said a word, and there was 
a sense of anticipation, as if some-
one was about to receive a bleak 
diagnosis. 

Half an hour later, after a police 
officer checked our passports and 
collected affidavits declaring that 
we were traveling for an essential 
purpose, we were allowed inside 
the terminal.

Nice’s airport is the third-busiest 
in France, but remarkably, there 
were only two flights leaving that 
day: one to Paris, the other to Lon-
don. That made gate announce-
ments unnecessary. On the aircraft, 
everyone wore masks and every 
middle seat remained empty. No 
snacks, no drinks. And as in the 
waiting area, there was almost com-
plete silence on the half-full flight.

On any other Saturday, the in-
ternational terminal at Paris 
Charles de Gaulle Airport would 
be controlled chaos. But when we 
arrived, it had been drained of 
passengers and sat like an empty 
monument to a forgotten war. I 
saw vacant gates, empty waiting 
areas and shuttered shops but al-

ments were different, too — the 
usual safety information com-
bined with messages about Delta 
Clean, the airline’s initiative to 
block middle seats and sanitize 
the aircraft. I fell asleep after take-
off and woke up to find a goody bag 
in the seat between my son and 
me. It was a clear plastic bag with a 
mini-bottle of water, Cheez-It 
crackers, Biscoff cookies and an-
other sanitizing wipe.

It had been nearly 20 hours 
since we left France, and we were 
starting to feel the sleep depriva-
tion when we landed in Seattle. My 
two youngest kids found our gate 
and fell asleep in their chairs. My 
oldest son and I decided to take a 
walk around the airport to see if 
this was the Sea-Tac we remem-
bered from just a few years before, 
when we’d been here on a stopover 
on our way to Alaska. 

Most of Seattle’s flights ap-
peared to be operating out of the 
main terminal. The Terminal A 
gates looked completely aban-
doned. This emptiness prompted 
me to wonder once again whether 
I was in the right place. This didn’t 
look like any airport I’d ever seen; 
I felt like an extra in a movie about 
Armageddon. 

On our puddle jumper from Se-
attle to Spokane, I was too tired to 
sleep. I fidgeted nervously with 
my third Purell packet. I was still 
trying to process what I’d seen that 
day: sharing a terminal with pas-
sengers who all seemed to be trav-
eling to a funeral. Boarding an 
almost empty plane to cross the 
Atlantic. Walking through a de-
serted customs area. Entire termi-
nals shut down, seemingly forever.

I asked my kids what they 
thought of the adventure. They 
just offered a collective shrug, the 
default response of a teenager. 
Okay, maybe they don’t have half a 
lifetime of memories of full air-
ports and a vibrant travel industry. 
They just know that they’re back 
in the United States after being 
trapped abroad for months. But 
maybe they’re onto something. In-
stead of focusing on what’s 
changed, I should think about 
what hasn’t. The planes are still 
flying. The airports are still open. 
People are traveling.

All along the way, we saw signs 
of an imminent comeback. If pas-
senger numbers continue to grow 
at this rate, our Air France plane to 
LAX will be full by June and they’ll 
add another flight, and then an-
other. It’s just a matter of time 
before Terminal 3 is back in busi-
ness in Los Angeles. And for every 
downbeat passenger, we also met 
people like the family from Ala-
bama who were on our last leg 
from Seattle to Spokane, who act-
ed as if it was just another flight. 
Except they were all wearing face 
masks, of course.

What’s it like to fly during the 
pandemic? It’s weird and emotion-
ally exhausting. Two days after ar-
riving in the United States, my kids 
and I are symptom-free. But we’ll 
stay in my uncle’s basement during 
our two-week self-quarantine, just 
to be sure. And then, who knows? 
I’d like to document the recovery 
of America’s tourism industry — if 
my kids let me.

travel@washpost.com
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Mid-pandemic, air travel is an unfamiliar adventure

made backyard camping a regu-
lar activity. Below are 10 tips for 
making your own adventure a 
stellar one. 

Practice Set up your tent in-
side first, especially if borrowing 
one you haven’t used before. Out-
doors, use a ground sheet or tarp 
to protect your tent. If you need 
advice on purchasing gear, REI is 
setting up appointments for vir-
tual outfitting with an expert.

Bring an overnight bag Noth-
ing says “I’m going on a trip” like a 
packed bag by the door. Toss in 
your PJs, toothbrush, water bottle 

refuge. Then I unzipped the tent 
and tiptoed into the quiet house.

Backyard camping 101
The same week I camped, I 

asked some friends to do the same 
and report back with tips. My 
friend in Maine camped with her 
4-year-old daughter, Alice, and 
said it was probably the best thing 
they could have done during 
quarantine. Alice was crawling in 
and out of the tent all day and was 
fascinated with the sleeping bag 
zipper. She was “over the moon,” 
her mom said, and they’ve now 

mattresses are not recommend-
ed). Use a sleeping bag that’s 
rated for the weather; if you’re 
not sure, check REI’s sleeping bag 
temperature ratings. Expert tip: 
Fill a Nalgene bottle with warm 
water and slip it into the bottom 
of your bag before you zip in. 
Don’t forget to pilfer a plush 
pillow from your bedroom.

Canines love camping, too In-
vite your pup to join the fun, and 
make sure he has his own water 
bowl, snacks, and pad or blanket. 
Dogs, watch those nails on the 
tent floor.

Go early, stay late If your 
schedule allows, set up the tent 
early in the day so kids can play 
inside; don’t rush to take it down 
the next day. Remember to let 
your tent and sleeping bags dry 
completely before storing to pre-
vent mildew. 

Try the great indoors If your 
outdoor space isn’t practical or 
safe for camping, set up in your 
living room or basement. Hang a 
string of lights, load a virtual 
crackling fire on your device, and 
set a few plants outside the tent 
door. No tent? Grab some sheets, 
blankets and brooms, and dust off 
your fort-making skills.

travel@washpost.com

Kaplan is a freelance writer in the 
District. Her website is 
melaniedgkaplan.com. Find her on 
Twitter: @melaniedgkaplan.

and a book. If you forget some-
thing, hike back to the house. 

Set realistic expectations Un-
derstand, especially with wee 
campers, that you might not 
make it till morning — and that’s 
okay. If the night sounds are too 
scary or the bugs too pesky, sim-
ply head inside. With kids, know 
that bedtime might be later than 
normal. That’s okay, too. 

Pack light After sunset, bust out 
the fun lights. If you have a head-
lamp, you’ll look like a pro, but just 
as useful is a lantern, flashlight or 
book light. REI sells cool solar-
powered lanterns and string lights.

Make it extra special Bring a 
telescope, board game, ukulele, 
podcast, tunes or scary movie — 
whatever makes you happy. Re-
member ear buds to keep your 
neighbors happy.

S’mores, of course Fire pits 
have never seemed so essential. 
Pack chocolate, marshmallows 
and graham crackers, plus what-
ever other snacks or breakfast 
you’ll want to enjoy in your tent. 
Keep food in sealed containers so 
you’re not feeding critters outside 
your family.

Be comfy Winning at backyard 
camping doesn’t mean roughing 
it to the point of discomfort. Set 
up a couple of camp chairs or a 
hammock if you have them. Each 
camper needs a sleeping pad, 
which provides an important lay-
er of insulation (indoor blowup 

world’s woes.
During the night, I woke sever-

al times and listened to the crin-
kle of the tent in the wind. Once, I 
tensed after hearing an unidenti-
fiable sound, a frightening mo-
ment that somehow made my 
camping adventure feel authen-
tic. Another time, I woke and was 
surprised that the night was de-
void of bird sounds, as though 
someone, at a prescribed hour, 
had flipped off the bird switch. 

Just before sunrise, I woke to 
someone rolling a trash bin in the 
alley. The birds stirred and began 
staggering their songs, like an 
orchestra warming up by section.

I slithered out of my bag and 
looked for my jar of overnight oats. 
My back was a little stiff, but I felt 
relaxed, even recharged. And then, 
as my trip neared its conclusion, I 
felt something curious, a fleeting 
sentiment that I hadn’t experi-
enced since the Time Before. With-
out warning, I found myself miss-
ing Hammy and James. 

Later, I would ask them to join 
me for breakfast in the tent, and I 
would invite them to camp with 
me a few days hence. But in that 
moment, I sat alone, my imagina-
tion carrying me away and the 
morning sounds of the District 
bringing me back. Outside, the tall 
irises leaned in the breeze, and a 
few petals dropped to the ground. 
I smoothed out my sleeping bag 
and tidied up my little place of 

freedom and glee than I’d felt in 
months. I considered my fortune 
during this time: I have my 
health, a pantry full of food, al-
most enough work, a human and 
dog I love sharing my life with, 
and friends who drop off fresh-
baked bread or cutout hearts that 
say “Stay strog” [sic] in marker. 
And now, I even had a vacation — 
what a luxury. I gave myself per-
mission, for the evening, to stop 
thinking about friends who are 
sick, family members at risk, peo-
ple out of work, food manage-
ment in my kitchen, the teddy 
bear on my windowsill. 

A siren wailed in the distance, a 
motorcycle engine revved nearby, 
and dogs barked next door. 
Zipped away from the rest of the 
world, I could transport myself 
anywhere. I thought about solo 
camping trips in the olden days: 
in Colorado, when I left my tent 
before sunrise to hike the largest 
sand dune in North America; and 
in Baja California, Mexico, when a 
coyote stole a bag of water from 
my kayak as I slept. 

The sun dipped, and I began 
rereading a John Irving book by 
headlamp, dozing and wakening. 
I scribbled ideas in my notebook 
and watched tiny bugs on the roof 
of the tent. They scurried around, 
making circles on the thin net-
ting, blissfully ignorant of the 

camping from E13

A backyard break from your routine, without flouting stay-at-home orders

Melanie D.G. Kaplan for The Washington Post

 The author’s backyard camping trip yielded many of the 
same benefits of far-flung travel, including the anticipation.
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TOP: Only 33 passengers checked in for Air France Flight 66 from Paris to Los Angeles; the Boeing 777-300 has a capacity of 296.
ABOVE LEFT, RIGHT: Iden Elliott and Aren Elliott pass through customs in no time at Los Angeles International Airport. 

Paris Charles de 
Gaulle Airport had 

been drained of 
passengers and 

sat like an empty 
monument to a 
forgotten war.

The coronavirus pandemic has disrupted travel domestically and around the world. You will find the latest developments on The Post’s live blog at www.washingtonpost.com/coronavirus/


