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 An American Journey

This is a photographic travel log.  It is an attempt to capture a uniquely American journey which my wife Maren and I made in the Spring of 2010.  Though I (Red) write for the most part in my own "editorial voice", the resulting story is a joint product of our many long conversations -- talks we had while on the road, with our Boxer Mollie dosing on the back seat or looking out our vehicle windows with doggy interest as the miles passed by. 
Highlights of the Journey

This American Journey was a (nearly) coast-to-coast drive across America.  Our nominal "purpose" was to see something of America while on the way to and returning from visiting Maren's favorite Aunt in Mendocino California, as well as our daughter Helene and her family in San Francisco, and a few other family along our way.    
For us, Aunt Edda Tinfo is "Die Tante" (in German, "THE" Aunt -- a sort of prototypical one-of-a-kind character who for us easily out-shines the Auntie Mame of popular fiction).    We looked forward equally to seeing Helene, son-in-Law Paul, and grandson Eric.  A granddaughter will join the family in July, and Maren will fly back across the country to help out for a few days, as well as spending a few days with Die Tante.  On our Spring visit, however, we wanted to take Mollie to meet Edda. So Die Tante added one more motivator for our adventure in recreational travel vehicles. As we passed through New Mexico, we also stopped to break bread with my brother Don and his family.  Brother Denny met us for dinner and a chat with Helene and Eric in San Francisco (well... Eric isn't saying much yet!).  
The trip rolled up about 6500 miles on our truck odometer.  We saw six National Parks and "camped" in a total of 22 RV parks.  Our lowest elevation was at sea level in San Francisco and Mendocino, California, and the highest at 14,110 feet at the top of Pike's Peak, Colorado.  Our truck and trailer got as high as 9,600 feet at Togwotee Pass, on our way from the Grand Tetons to Rawlins Wyoming.  Our routes west and east are shown below in clips from Google Maps.  Waypoints and destinations along the way will be apparent from the narrative headings on each day of our journey.
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Map 1:  Journey Outbound, East to West
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Map 2:  Journey Return, West to East

The Journey Began With a Dream

Maren has long dreamed of touring America -- and especially of seeing the Grand Canyon and National Parks of the American Southwest.  Initially, she had thought of touring in a recreational vehicle similar to one of the Winnebago (tm) "land yachts" we have often seen on US highways.  However, shortly after I retired from professional employment in the Fall of 2009, we began to consider this project in earnest.  When we did some more serious window shopping, sticker shock rapidly set in.  Prices for used 24-foot recreational vehicles (RV) tended to start around $50,000 dollars for equipment that had seen a lot of miles.  Larger and newer vehicles can easily cost over $250,000.  

So we took a mental step back and re-thought the project.  An early February 2010 visit with my niece Amanda and her family in Texas provided some very helpful information and experience.  That family of four has for several years vacationed in a 29-foot travel trailer, towed behind their heavy pickup trucks.  Such an arrangement provides the flexibility of being able to set up a "base camp" with the trailer, and then travelling conveniently in local areas with a smaller vehicle that doesn't have to be towed long distances behind a straining road cruiser.  With only the two of us and Mollie, we also didn't need quite as much space as a 29-foot trailer provides.
We took the plunge in late February 2010.  We gave our 1995 Ford Explorer to our son Mark and purchased a 2004 Ford F-150 truck in like-new condition, with moderate mileage.  The truck had already been equipped with a full towing package (an additional small radiator and coolant pump for the transmission, plus a weight-distributing trailer hitch).  After a few educational visits to local RV dealerships,  we turned instead to the local Internet Craig's List. We found a well-priced, one-owner, 19-foot, 2007 Trail Sport(tm)  super-lightweight recreational trailer.  Dry weight on this trailer is about 2850 pounds with a hitch load of 500 pounds.  Our truck has a towing capacity over 8,000 lbs, and a hitch load rating about 1,200.  So we had plenty of power to take us over western mountain passes in the US.  Another nice bonus of the trailer purchase was that the former owner threw in a load-balancing trailer-side hitch, which helps maintain directional stability if road conditions are windy.  They couldn't use the hitch on the large fifth-wheel rig they'd purchased to transport their four grandkids and themselves.  
As we went through our shopping process, we paid attention to money while trying not to be obsessional about it.  Retirement tends to change one's awareness of such issues. But there can be such a thing as being too budget-conscious to enjoy the ride.  We wanted a happy medium of affordability and comfort.  In hindsight, we would both say we found it.  

Once we took possession of the trailer, we did a couple of "shake down" trips on long weekends in March.  This allowed us to get a taste of our new-to-us hardware as well as sampling the rhythms of the RV-camper version of "living small".  We were pleased to find that 10 previous years of weekend cruising in sailboats on the Chesapeake had already tuned many of our instincts.  We knew how to travel light, and this 19-foot mobile home had more space than our narrower 34-foot Bristol sloop, with its tapered hull.   As we neared our "jumping off" date for the American Journey that we contemplated,  our initial investment turned out to be less than half the cost of the used mid-sized RVs we'd seen initially.  
As we neared departure, all that remained was to christen our roving home and load-hauler.  We were going to be living closely with these vehicles for a few weeks.  So it seemed appropriate to treat them as personal friends.  There was also a certain element of whimsy about our later-in-life gypsy migration.  As our son Mark once said about our first boat purchase in the 1990s, "you guys have been sensible all of your lives -- so do something a little crazy for once." In that spirit, our trailer became a flighty "Tinkerbell" and the truck was named for her gruff and powerful nemesis, "Captain Hook".  
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Image 2137:  Captain Hook and Tinkerbell

Now let us take you on our American Journey, one day at a time.  The following narratives are edited from a series of emailed travel logs that we sent to friends and family as we traveled across the US and back. 

Day 1: Thursday May 6 -- Fort Mill South Carolina to Crossville Tennessee (310 miles)
The end of our first day out of Fort Mill found us about 40 miles west of Knoxville, Tennessee. Pulling 3,000 pounds of trailer through the Great Smoky Mountains on Route 40, we found our gas mileage someplace on the low side of terrible (under 8 mpg).  But the scenery was very green and lovely along the road.  The highway had reopened only a couple of weeks before, after months of closure due to a major rock slide.  One lane was still closed westbound.  These mountains are quite steep in places.  

Molly didn't eat much on her first night out, but seemed to be doing better as we continued westward in our "home away from home". Maren was spoiling her rotten, of course... no news to anyone who knows either one of them.

As we began this tour, we concentrated initially on learning the routines of the road, setting up camp each night and breaking camp the next morning.  Later this year, we may come back and spend some time in the Smoky Mountains just for themselves, rather than passing through to other destinations.  
This first photo may provide some idea of the general feeling in a lot of RV parks. Trees can get to be a necessity on warm summer days.  One also gets used to walking on a lot of gravel and using trailer jacks to level the vehicle for the night. Heat is provided by a propane furnace, built into the trailer.
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Image 3155:  Crossville Tennessee Campsite, with Tinkerbell and Captain Hook
Day 2:  Friday May 7 -- Crossville Tennessee to Marion Arkansas (340 miles)
Day 2 was 340 miles more of the same, with variations as we passed through Nashville and further to the west. Marion, Arkansas is just across the Mississippi River from Memphis Tennessee.  Though the main highway was clear and dry, we several times noted evidence of the heavy flooding that had occurred as recently as the previous weekend. There were large, tangled piles of broken trees along the banks of very full streams and rivers. 
The Mississippi also deserves its nickname: "The Big Muddy". At Memphis it was swollen over its banks and spread out onto adjacent farms in the bottom lands. Driving across the bridge into Arkansas, what we could see of the overflow areas must have extended more than a mile along the highway. 
On our way through Tennessee, we had a minor delay to have Captain Hook's air conditioner checked at a Ford dealership near Jackson. A mechanic found a bad actuator on the AC/Heat Door (?), causing the unit to cool inefficiently.  We also blew a fuse when the cell phone charger came apart in the 12-volt convenience power socket.  George (our GPS) was no longer speaking to us for a while.  Wanting to get into our campground before dark, we bought the AC component for later installation and replaced the fuse. The actuator decided to go back to work when lightly tapped by the AC mechanic... Hmmmmm.... something of Murphy going on there... 
No pictures of consequence on Day 2.

Day 3:  Saturday May 8 -- Marion Arkansas to Checotah Oklahoma (354 miles)
Arkansas may well have been the locale that invented the term "washboard" with respect to road surfaces.  Long sections of US Highway 40 have evenly spaced humps and valleys, with seams in the road causing a sound somewhat similar to riding on a train.  This sound is accompanied by a sensation very like the very rapid slapping of wind-driven storm chop against a boat hull.  Day 3 became a very tiring drive. 
Though this land was still green with spring, the character was changing as we moved west.  Thick hardwood forest of the eastern seaboard gave way to smaller oaks, spread out in a thinner ground cover.  I suspected that our elevation was increasing as we moved into the central plains of the US -- though our road atlas didn't indicate (I'll look it up on the Net).
Our Saturday evening stay at a KOA Kamp ground in Checotah was a nice change.  KOA appears to invest a lot of effort creating an upscale RV experience.  In addition to very clean shower facilities which Maren finds absolutely necessary, the couple who ran the camp also double as cooks for a tasty full-service menu, in a small cafe in the main reception building.
These good folks were also kind enough to loan me a power drill to open the door on our RV...  after I discovered to my dismay when we checked in, that I'd dropped our only set of keys at a previous highway rest stop... (sigh).  Fortunately, both cylinder locks drilled out clean, leaving the door able to open and close as usual from inside.  One can't see the absence of locks beyond perhaps 10 feet away.  I'll replace the cylinders at an RV sales and service store when we get out to California.  Chalk up another one to learning experience.
No pictures on Day 3. 

Day 4, Sunday May 9th -- Checotah Oklahoma to Amarillo Texas (375 miles)
Today we fought a 40 MPH headwind for almost the whole day.  Combined with the stiff suspension of the F-150 truck and roads which again qualified as "washboards" through much of Oklahoma, seven hours of driving got tiring.  We were a little concerned with the weather forecast for the next morning:  again very strong headwinds from the West.  
Along this stretch, we rediscovered a new variation on Murphy's Law, that we first observed on a visit to Clear Lake California a couple of years ago:  any RV campground with the term "Resort" in its name probably isn't a resort.  The RV Park where we stayed on Day 4 was clean enough, but on the very bare side.  There were no trees to speak of.  The winds nearly blew us off our feet whenever we went outside.  Much of the Texas Panhandle that we've driven through could be described this way.  
Early this morning, we left the rolling oaks of Oklahoma and came out onto true high prairie -- nearly flat grass lands that go out seemingly forever to a distant horizon, with a few cottonwood trees here and there if streams come to the surface without the aid of windmills.  For Maren, this place has a "desolate" feeling. 

No pictures on Day 4.
Day 5:  Monday May 10 -- Amarillo Texas to Albuquerque New Mexico (287 miles)

If we thought Day 4 of our trip was windy, we were quickly disabused of that notion on Day 5.  We almost literally "fought" our way west through headwinds that frequently gusted over 60 MPH.  There is a phrase sometimes used in novels, that the wind "clawed at" the walls and windows of an old house, seeking entry to have its way with the occupants.  When gusts caught us from directly ahead, Captain Hook's hood rattled and strained at its hold-down brackets as the entire rig instantly slowed down by 10 miles an hour.  The wind indeed clawed at us.
Later on in the day, we also learned that the installers of the cover on our truck bed had improperly placed one of the hold-down brackets which engage the key locks of the cover. A rear corner of the cover began to lift off the truck body when the winds quartered on us from the side.  In such high winds, a lift-off can become truly dangerous.  The heavy plastic of the cover provides an efficient sail, especially when the truck is towing a trailer.  Fortunately I was able to pull off the road and rotate the lock tab by a few degrees to  better secure the bed cover.  Still, the driving on Day 5 could only be called "brutal" from the sheer physical pounding.  

As the go-on-forever plains of the Texas panhandle fell behind and the road climbed into New Mexico, we found ourselves once again driving parallel to Old Route 66 - a road sometimes maintained and sometimes not, regardless of contemporary legends that seem to surround the route.  This two-lane road seems far too narrow in the present day to qualify as the "Great American Highway", though it was called by this title at the time.  Perhaps even more striking for us was the fact that many buildings and farms which once thrived near this road are now in ruins, abandoned and hollowed out by the relentless winds of northeast Texas and eastern New Mexico.  This area of America was always basically arid.  However, one wonders if it ever truly recovered from the Dust Bowl era.  

Another "sign of the times" appeared on a chain link fence across the road from our bare-bones RV Park in Amarillo.  The fence was topped with six strands of barbed wire, cut or broken at a number of places and rusting.  It had been erected to protect an abandoned industrial facility now displaying window openings gaping through broken glass.  But prominent on the fence was a fresh, industrial-grade sign:  "All copper has already been stolen from this facility. Keep Out!"  Chilling thought, that such a sign pattern would be useful enough to be manufactured rather than hand-painted -- not to mention the sentiment of the message itself.
Our visit to Albuquerque was very pleasant.  We were met at our RV Park by my brother Don and his wife Mary Helen.  They drove us across town to meet two of their kids, an off-spring spouse, and a  grand-niece who was "new to us".  Though I did not immediately remember the details of the visit, Don's son Scott reminded me that he had stayed a couple of days with me in Los Angeles over 35 years ago, to talk about career options.  He later decided to build a career in information technology, based partly on our talk.  I found surprising parallels between some of his jobs over the years, versus a number of my own.  
Our family group took the tramway up Sandia Peak, climbing from 6,200 to 10,300 feet elevation, with overlooks of Albuquerque and the surrounding high desert and mountains.  When we came down again, we shared a good chat over dinner at the restaurant adjacent to the ticket office for the Tram.  
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Image 3177:  Sandia Peak, Albuquerque NM, Late Afternoon Light
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Image 3195:  Shoulders of Sandia Peak, Albuquerque NM
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Image 3216:  Rugged High Country Below Sandia Peak
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Image 3227:  Family Gathering Atop Sandia Peak
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Image 3259:  Gathered After Dinner

I wrote earlier that Mollie had been a bit off her feed while we've been traveling.  Apparently, while she was waiting for us to get back from our family dinner, she caught scent of some "people food" that Maren had stored in a plastic bag on a low shelf of our trailer.  Thus we returned to find that she had not only polished off half a bag of Pecan Sandies, but also decided to sleep off her sugar binge on our bed. Hmm... did I say this dog is getting spoiled?

Day 6:  Tuesday May 11 -- Albuquerque New Mexico to Holbrook Arizona (230 miles)
Did I mention that it gets windy down here on the High Desert?  For the third day we were pounded by gusts exceeding 60 MPH.  On Day 6, however, there was a new wrinkle:  US 40 was closed by a dust storm at Winslow Arizona, so we decided to weather the blow at Holbrook Arizona, continuing to Flagstaff and the Grand Canyon in calmer winds the next morning.  
A nice aspect of the Day 6 shortened travel schedule was that it gave us more time to visit with Don and Mary Helen at their home in Jamestown NM, east of Gallup.  Starting over after a ruinous arson-set fire several years ago, they have built a lovely place at the edge of a small high desert canyon.  Don has constructed an oasis in the Pinot Pines, with a series of descending pools skipping down the hill below the house.
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Image 3270:  Fountain and Pools, Jamestown New Mexico
Once we got underway again, the day's terrain was more interesting than the day before.  Much of the drive was along mesa lands shot through with old volcanic cinder cones and even a few folded lava fields.  When we got out of the mesa lands, however, the wind ramped up even stronger than before, with gusts over 60 MPH, across arid plateaus.  
Looking out into the swirling clouds of dust, Maren then glanced over at me and remarked, "no wonder these people drink!"  She was referring indirectly to a sense of desolation that is remarkably similar between the flat lands of the American southwest and the gray, winter-shrouded environs of western Russia which we visited a couple of years ago during our Baltic Capitals cruise.   
The winds finally proved too strong for us to complete our driving plan for this day.  As we drove into Arizona, we learned that US 40 had been closed for the seventh time in 2010 due to high winds and dust storms between Winslow and Flagstaff.  After confirming by phone with the Arizona State Highway Patrol that the road was not anticipated to open again until after 8 PM, we decided to over-night at Holbrook Arizona, about 90 miles east of Flagstaff.

Day 7:  Wednesday May 12 -- Holbrook to Flagstaff + Grand Canyon South Rim (265 miles)

We woke bright and early on Day 7 -- in part, thanks to the maverick mentality of voters in Arizona, the only US State that doesn't observe Daylight Savings Time.  We were already vertical before either of us realized we'd gotten out of bed at 0530, with the sun already well above the horizon.  Having gotten that far, we figuratively propped our eyelids open and I took Molly for her morning walk while Maren assembled our breakfast.
The drive to Flagstaff was relatively short, though we negotiated a substantial 2200 foot climb between Winslow and this city on the shoulders of the extinct volcano which is Elden Mountain.  Along the way, we saw repeated reminders of the winds that sweep through this area so often.  All of the temporary roadwork signs were of the variety that stands upon a pair of heavy springs, atop a wide "X" base.  The wind can blow the signs nearly flat (which we saw repeatedly) without sailing or tumbling the whole assembly down the road until it rolls up in a crumpled ball. 

By 10:30 AM, we arrived and bedded down Tinkerbell at Fort Tuthill, a military recreation area just south of Flagstaff.  This facility is associated with an Air Force base over a hundred miles to the south near Phoenix.  The recreation area is adjacent to a county park, on rocky hills forested with Ponderosa Pine.  Though not quite up to the standards of a KOA, it was still a lovely setting.  It turned out to be a place where Mollie could bound about without her leash, getting her first introduction to piney woods.   This was also the only campsite on our trip where we had no direct sewage hookup.  For one night, that wasn't a hardship.
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Image 3273:  Molly "Pointing" on a Squirrel
We quickly parked Tinkerbell and got underway to the north and west, on Routes 180 and 64 to Grand Canyon Village.  This drive, marked "scenic" on the map, took us through a high Pinot Pine forest and across a 7,100 foot summit.  The land in several places appeared to have suffered a severe burn -- tens of thousands of acres.  But as advertised, the rolling terrain was beautiful. Breezes were light enough to be pleasant, with temperatures in the 50s.  After the stiff winds of the night before, there was little high overcast and the sky between the clouds was a brilliant deep blue.  This combination can make for startling photographs of the Canyon, and a few of those herein might approach that standard (you decide).  
We parked Captain Hook at the Mather Point visitor center on the South Rim.   With Molly on a short leash, we walked some little distance to the canyon rim.   The three of us then meandered about two miles from Mather Point to Yavapai point and back, with Molly attracting friendly overtures from strangers along the way, as usual.   

When we were not simply stunned into silence, we spent a lot of time searching for words adequate to describe the vistas that emerged around each bend of the trail.  There simply aren't any. This is a place that defies being reduced to words. You must see it to get even a partial grasp of its immensity and subtlety. I was often reduced to a startled and inarticulate "wuff!" or "wow" of general exclamation,  as we came upon something not seen before or that we had seen before some moment-to-moment change of the light.

The moving clouds added shifting shadows across the reds, greens, and limestone greenish-whites of the canyon and the Colorado River, thousands of feet below.  A photographer could sit in one spot for hours on this rim and not see quite the same picture during any two minutes of the time.
If you possibly can, this is a place you must visit, whether you were born in America or someplace else.  With a few arguable exceptions such as river gorges of the Donau or the Rhine in Europe, there is no place else like this Canyon anywhere else in the world.  The pictures below are only a few of the over 250 that I shot during the afternoon we spent at Mather Point and several other overlooks along the South Rim along Desert View Drive to the East entrance of the park.  
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Image 3301 - Vista from Mather Point.  
Bright Angel Canyon to the right, Isis Temple and Cheops Pyramid to the far Left.
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Image 3315 - Close-up on Isis Temple 
(Canon Rebel EOS Camera + Tamron 18-250 mm zoom telephoto lens)
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Image 3330 - Grand Canyon South Rim Panorama, Centered on Isis Temple
[image: image15.jpg]



Image 3398-2 - Panorama from Yaki Point
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Image 3507 -  Colorado River and Lippan Point Cliffs from Zuni Point
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Image 3502  - Colorado River from Navajo Point
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Image 3505-2:  Panorama to the East from Navajo Point
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Image 3511-2 - Panorama to the North West from Navaho Point
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Image 3332 - Molly and Maren (Molly has never been trained as a show dog - that we know of - but she still strikes these "poses")
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