Day 17-21:  Saturday to Wednesday, May 22-26 -- Mendocino CA. (3 ½ hours North of SF)
The drive from San Francisco to Mendocino is familiar from many recent visits here and earlier from my youth.  I grew up on the San Francisco Peninsula and worked two summers near Clear Lake, a bit to the east of our route. This time, we started out by ignoring the directions provided by our GPS unit, and passed through the city on US 101 – on the relatively forgiving terrain of Van Ness Avenue. There was NO way we wanted to pull a 3,000 pound trailer over the steep hill on Divisidero Avenue to reach the Marina area as we've done a  few times from Helene and Paul's home, in their loaned Mini-Cooper. The Mini can really “scoot” places where Captain Hook must lumber along with greater care in lower gears. Tinkerbell would not appreciate being left behind abruptly in a catastrophic accident.

The coastal highway California route is in some manner a “quiet” one for us, despite spectacular views as one crosses the Golden Gate Bridge, and a differently spectacular redwood forest further to the north along Route 128 out to the actual coast at Mendocino. The suburbs of San Francisco gradually peter out as one drives north and away from waterways that connect to the Bay. In place of the urban sprawl are grassy rolling hills that are green this time of year -- though soon to become a golden brown during hotter summer months. The hills are at first shaded by scrub Oak and Eucalyptus, and at higher elevations by Redwoods or Spruce. On the occasions when we stopped in small towns or pull-outs on Route 128, the first impression one gets is of a blanket of silence accompanied by the fresh scent of evergreen trees. 

It often strikes me that there is no season in this State during which some variety of plant is not in bloom. In May, that trend includes row upon row of Oleander bushes in the median strips between freeway lanes. Oleander is somewhat famed for (supposedly) having been used to concoct a poisonous tea, in the plot in a popular Broadway play. But few Californians are aware of this minor public hazard -- or care much if they are. Like the many tall windbreaks of Australian Eucalyptus in coastal valleys here, the oleanders are practically a public institution along many California roads. 

Route 128 passes through the Redwood forest on its way to the coast south of Mendocino. The light is deeply shaded by these red-barked trees which are sometimes over ten feet in base diameter and more than 150 feet tall here – not large by redwood standards but still majestic in their own right. Highway 101 further inland is called the “King's Highway” not only for its association with the Spanish El Camino Real which once connected the Spanish Missions along this coast, but also for these gentle giants which stand sentry beside our puny human roads. Another highlight of the trip for some folks might be the many small vineyards and winery tasting rooms along this route.  For those so inclined, one may mutter a ecumenical "Via con Dios" and hope they arrive home safely.  

As we swung onto the rugged coast and north through the touristy town of Mendocino, we were both anticipating our visit with two of our favorite people. “Die Tante” is Maren's aunt Edda Tinfo. Ilja is Edda's son, for whom Maren has also become an  unofficial "big sister".  Edda will have her 90th birthday two days after Christmas this year, and we both intend to be there for the party. Maren will also come for an earlier visit in August, while she's in San Francisco to help Helene for a few days following the birth of our granddaughter. 

Last year, I created a photographic essay of Edda and another “Grand Dame” whom she somewhat favors in appearance if not notoriety: Marlene Dietrich. Edda's husband Ava did many studio-quality portraits of Edda during the 60+ years of their marriage. He also did at least one set of natural light portraits of Dietrich in a night club in New York during a performance in the middle 1960s.  I found the original negatives in his photographic archives, after he passed away two years ago. Putting the two together in a photo essay was both a natural comparison and a tribute to a Grand Dame (which Edda most definitely is).  Perhaps you can see the resemblance in this print, extracted from the essay:
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Grande Dame: Edda Tinfo

Grande Dame: Marlene Dietrich
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Some of the stories of Edda's early career in stage shows for the German Army equivalent of our USO, bear a striking resemblance in tone to scenes from the widely popular Broadway play “Mame”. For Edda, however, the drama was more acute and more real.  She once found herself bundled onto the last military transport plane to depart westward from a forward base of the German Army, as artillery rounds fell nearby with the advancing Russian troops.  One of the girls in the chorus was wounded by shell fragments and died before the plane landed.
The Mendocino coast is a photographer's natural playground.  I have included here primarily pictures done during our American Journey.  However, at the end of this Voyage log I will also offer three picture from two years ago, which I consider to be among the best seascapes I have done in 45 years of learning to see through a camera's lens. 
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Image 4299: Believe it or not, the shade of these blooms has not been retouched
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Image 4302: Is this a primrose? They bloom by the hundreds around Edda's home on the Mendocino Coast.
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Image 4304: Petunias seem to grow everywhere...
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Image 4307: These fluted lavender flowers grow in “spikes” almost 20 feet tall
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Image 4310: Daisy (though a variety I've never seen before)
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Image 4315: Heart of an ice plant bloom, on cliffs overlooking the Pacific
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Image 4323: Rugged Mendocino Coast
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Image 4341, 4347, 4350: Mendocino Coast near Cabrillo Point Light
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Image 4433: Russian Gulch State Park, Mendocino Coast.
The abundant Spanish Moss in these photos reflects the frequent fog and rain which characterize this area. We were very pleased to get two very sunny, bright, blue days in which to walk and ramble. 
Image 4375: Molly loved romping through neighboring acreage around Edda's home. We walked a couple of miles through headlands near Cabrillo Point Light, one morning.  I then had to give her a bath before we could let her back in the house. She'd charged into a local creek for a drink, and the creek bottom comprised some of the blackest adobe earth mud you'll ever see... 
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Image 4462: And at the end of the day, Molly thinks she's now living at a very fancy hotel – such places being the only ones where she's allowed on the beds!
Day 21: Wednesday, May 26 -- Mendocino to Truckee California (260 Miles)

As the popular C&W song goes, we were “On the Road Again” after four days of quiet “R&R” time with Aunt Edda and Cousin Ilja. 

Our Day 21 return through the redwood forest between Fort Bragg and Willits was lovely -- if more than a bit twisty for the first 40 miles. The rain and winds of the previous day eased somewhat during the morning. The road (California Route 20) wound through tall redwoods and then into rolling hills populated by typical California scrub oaks.  As we started out, banks of rhododendron and other flowers bloomed wild beside the road. We also enjoyed views of Clear Lake and reminders of the “resort principle” (any campground with that word in the title probably doesn't qualify, at least not around Clear Lake!). 

Emerging from foothils into the central valley of California north of Sacramento, I was again impressed with a sense that this area is among the bread baskets of the world. We drove for miles beside apricot and almond orchards, rows of tomatoes that converged at a distant horizon, alfalfa fields and rice paddies... Yes RICE paddies. Irrigation from multiple canals and the Sacramento River makes possible a major rice crop from this warm and fertile land. 

As the afternoon wore on, the driving got a bit more “interesting” than either of us liked. Donner Pass is 7229 feet elevation, where Highway 80 comes over the crest. The drive up from Sacramento was a long, noticeably steep pull at times. At the pass itself, we inched our way through an hour of bumper to bumper traffic, backed up from an accident several hours earlier that morning, a couple of miles east of the summit. A tanker truck had rolled over and spread diesel fuel across a long segment of the highway and slopes. Road crews were still cleaning up the mess. 
However, before traffic slowed, we'd been shrugging off intermittent snow showers and drizzle, with the scenery of the pass mostly masked by clouds and mist, and a frost-heaved road surface to equal the washboards in the Texas panhandle. We also kept an eye on our external thermometer gauge, wondering if it would get lower than the 36 degrees we observed at one point along our way.

Truckee measured up to the promises that Cousin Ilja made for the place: it's a funky little town in a very scenic valley, overlooked by mountains on nearly all sides that are still a sparkling white with snow, even in late May. We arrived at our RV park early enough in the afternoon to do a little shoe shopping in town, and then to have a delicious Mexican dinner at a restaurant recommended by one of the shoe sales ladies. 

No pictures of consequence today. 

Day 22: Thursday May 27 -- Lake Tahoe Area Excursion
On Day 22, we drove with Molly from Truckee to Donner Pass State Park, then a short distance along Donner Lake, followed by 24 miles down California Hwy 89 to Tahoe City.  Our drive around Lake Tahoe was punctuated by many roadside stops at scenic viewpoints. Fortunately, the weather folks missed their forecast just a tad. Instead of a 70% chance of rain and snow showers, we had mostly broken clouds in the morning and early afternoon. Only later in the day did we get caught by snow and rain showers on the last third of our circumnavigation of the lake.  Then, the overcast closed down almost in seconds, with blowing snow squalls. Temperatures were high enough that nothing stuck to the road, but it still looked like time to beat a tactical withdrawal from the area... 

Our visit to the Donner Pass State Park included half an hour for a film on the history of this region and of the travails of the Donner party itself. I'd known some of the outlines, but the film helped place the events of that record winter of 1847 in better perspective. A monument to those settlers sits upon a 22 foot high column of stone – the height of the snow drifts at the same location during that record winter. 

The Donner party seems to have suffered from a combination of factors that so often contribute to more contemporary human disasters and accidents: their own inexperience, bad advice from others whose human limitations obstructed common sense, over-extension of their supplies, physical and emotional exhaustion, and only finally the weather and terrain which forced them to spend months in the high Sierra without resupply or local game to sustain themselves. 
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Image 4480: Lake Tahoe Western shore from near Kings Beach on the North Shore
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Image 4482: Lake Tahoe Panorama – Western Shore From Sand Harbor
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Image 4504, 4509: Sand Harbor Coves on the Lake Tahoe Eastern Shore - from near Glenbrook NV
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Image 4505, 4506: Lake Tahoe Panorama – South Shore to Emerald Bay, From Near Glenbrook NV
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Image 4507:  Lake Tahoe and Snow Showers, May 2010
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Image 4511, 4516: Lake Tahoe Western Shore and Snow Showers
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Image 4530: South Lake Tahoe and Tahoe Keys Marina
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Image 4531: Lake Tahoe Panorama – Eastern Shore From Near Camp Richardson
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Image 4536: Slopes of Mount Tallac From near Emerald Bay – Weather Closing In.
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