
Day 23 -- Friday May 28, Truckee California to Elko Nevada (~380 miles)

On Day 23, we came down the mountain from Donner Pass and headed northeast through Reno to continue our journey cross Nevada.  Apart from echoes in the still snow-covered rocky slopes that the Donner Party laboriously climbed 160 years before, there wasn't a lot to capture our visual interest.  
Reno was another -- perhaps somewhat smaller-seeming -- version of Las Vegas, with 24-hours-per-day of bright neon lights and skyscraper hotel/casinos.   If there was anything remarkable about the city, it may have been that even at mid-morning, there was a lot of highway traffic.  This, despite stories we'd heard from our Albuquerque family, that business in the casinos has been depressed by the Great American Recession and many establishments have been forced to lay off workers. Parenthetically, I later learned that this trend is confirmed in home mortgage foreclosure rates in the State of Nevada -- now the highest in the US, with one property in 79 at risk for bank repossession.
The Reno casinos reminded us of a related trend we had seen across much of Arkansas, Oklahoma, New Mexico and Arizona.  We often encountered highway billboards for local casinos on Indian lands in those States (and would see them again as we later drove through Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado and Missouri). Frequently when we saw the casino buildings, they proved to be not only the "most" appealing structures in their area insofar as external appearance was concerned, but also practically the only buildings larger than double-wide trailers, with exceptions of an occasional church.  
There isn't much store-front business or industry on many Native American reservations.  As my brother Don told us, the casinos are the largest -- sometimes the "only" -- employers on the reservations.  One of Don's daughters has been looking for work more than a year.  Because this young woman has a Junior College certificate and experience as an accounting compliance administrator, she should have been an ideal candidate for announced vacancies at the casinos or in Navajo tribal administration.  However, the very background that marks her as competent now works against her:  she is considered "over-qualified" and has been passed over in favor of people with less education and better connections to tribal leaders. 
It seems to me that there is something profoundly cock-eyed about a subculture that operates this way in the job market.  But many Native Americans hotly defend it.  Some of the younger people have turned away from the majority white culture toward "nativist" associations and celebrations of the past.  In a way less visible than the wind-swept barrens around trailers beside the Interstate, this condition also can be a "desolation". 
East of Reno, the weather grew overcast and closed down on us with a steady drizzle of rain -- welcome in this high desert land of cactus and rock, but gray and a little depressing for travelers like us.  The two-lane highway threaded its way through Fernley, Lovelock, Winnemucca and Battle Mountain, beside mountain ranges that were largely unnamed on our roadmap (later review with on-line topographic maps would show some of the mountains to be the Humbolt range).  Even Mollie, otherwise a very sweet and cooperative traveler, sat quietly on Captain Hook's rear seat, hung her head, and heaved a pointedly heavy sigh that spoke volumes:  "Mommy, are we there yet?"
There were no pictures of consequence on Day 23.
Day 24 – Saturday May 29:  Elko Nevada to Pocatello Idaho (320 miles)

Day 24 brought us much nicer weather and more interesting terrain in northern Nevada and southern Idaho. Our route took us northeast from Elko to Wells Nevada on Interstate 80, then north on US 93 to Twin Falls Idaho and again east on Interstate 86 to Pocatello. 

We began the morning with a bright blue sky dotted throughout by fluffy white clouds... and a landscape to add further meaning to the terms “vast and empty”. Like stretches of Oklahoma and the Texas panhandle, there are places along this route where one can see a hundred miles at ground level to a horizon relatively unmarked by the works of man. But unlike the southern route on the westbound leg of our American Journey, this section of Nevada and Idaho is rarely out of sight of real mountains – with peaks that top 8,000 to 9,000 feet. There was frequently a dusting of snow on nearby terrain, occasionally a deeper covering that added chill to the air when I got out of the truck to take pictures. 

Maren remarked on one other difference in this land as compared to the central Atlantic coastal region where we now live. Roads here are almost universally bordered by barbed wire fences. Even on range that appears to provide forage too poor to support cattle, the fences prevail. 

Nearing the Idaho border, we also saw more frequent reminders of a largely lost or at least obsolescent element of traditional American culture: the American Cowboy shows up in place names, business signs, and a preponderance of trucks, horse trailers, and Sports Utility Vehicles on the roads. Maren thinks western life is unfair to Eastern horse lovers like herself,  in that she can't have one. But the meanest shack along the road seemed to sport a couple of Palominos decorating the front yard. 

I also noted another unconventional reminder of the culture of the cowboy in the restroom of a service station where we stopped to refuel Captain Hook and walk Mollie. A prominent sign on the wall read “Please do not spit chewing tobacco or chewing gum into urinals”. Among ranch hands and truck drivers in this part of the country, a lump of “chaw” in the cheek is still a common decoration. 

As we got closer to Pocatello, the skies lowered and became a quite threatening mixture of deep gray and almost-black, which put Maren somewhat on edge. However, we were able to reach our RV camp accommodations without incident, after driving several miles along the American Falls Reservoir. The camp itself was definitely worth the four-star rating that Woodall's RV Guide assigned. However, perhaps predictably, it was named “Cowboy RV Resort” – and this time the “resort” part was almost deserved. 

Maren also seemed to be telegraphing her dreams of an improved vacation diet, in that she rather consistently transposed “Pocatello” into “Portobello” (as in mushrooms).  We also added one other saying to Maren's list of “I don't think you meant that either, Honey” references. A couple of times this afternoon, she managed to omit the “e” from “Buttes”, resulting in “Butts” – which as far as I know are not a feature of the local landscape.  It could also have been a reference to political life instead. 

Enjoy now, a few pictures that attempt to capture a sense of the largeness of this land:
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Image 4547: High Plains Panorama near Wells Nevada
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Image 4548: Adobe Range, Northern Nevada
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Image 4556: Highway 93 in the Great Central Basin, North of Wells Nevada
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Image 4650: Captain Hook and Tinkerbell in the Great Central Basin
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Image 4570: Matterhorn Peak
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Image 4594: Open Plains and Buttes East of Idaho Falls
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Image 4599: High Plains Panorama, South of Idaho Falls
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Image 4606, 4608 : Sky closing in near Pocatello Idaho
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Image 4546: Molly safe in her portable Home, in one of her favorite resting places...
Day 25: Sunday May 30 – Pocatello Idaho to Moran Wyoming via Grand Tetons (175 miles)

On Day 25, we turned south from Pocatello on US 91 and 30 through Lava Hot Springs and Montpelier Idaho, then east across the 6922-foot Geneva Summit and into Wyoming.  Turning north again, we hauled ourselves through Salt Canyon to the Salt River Pass (7630 feet), entering the Grand Teton National Park via Jackson Wyoming.  Passing through for the first time, we found Jackson to be a sprawling western town that still has a certain flavor of the cowboy to it.  

The scenery was initially more of the “vast” we'd been experiencing through northern Nevada and southern Idaho. However, several sections of the route on Day 25 passed through richly green, wide valleys surrounded by spectacular snow-capped mountains. The valleys are home to many large farms and ranches, and not a few horse ranches. 

Maren and I both noticed one horse in a pasture as we drove by, that was still showing a very ragged winter coat. I barely missed voicing Maren's thought before she spoke it: “that horse needs grooming!” When Maren talked by phone with her aunt Edda that night, our favorite grand dame remarked that I should count myself lucky that Maren hadn't told me to stop the truck so she could get out and put matters right with a curry comb. {:-)

A little later in the day, Maren saw three horses grazing on a very wide-open range, far from any sign of a barn or shelter.  "Those poor babies!  If only we had a semi-trailer truck.... I don't think anybody would miss just one of them!"  I gently pointed out that "Honey, in this country they used to hang horse thieves.  And I don't think anybody bothered to take that law off the books..."  
She merely sighed, in a perfect imitation of Mollie. 

As we drove across Salt River Pass, we learned that this route was first attempted in 1849 by a gold miner trying to shorten the wagon road to California. After very hard work breaking a road through the rugged terrain on the east side of the pass, the miner and his friends discovered that the route really wasn't much shorter than the road they hoped to replace. Still, the Salt River trail became the main road to the west in this region at the time. Even in the last week of May, there was plenty of remaining snow on nearby peaks as we drove through. 

Making our way north from Jackson beside the Grand Tetons was a visual adventure by itself. The afternoon light had progressed from broken clouds to a kind of misty gray mountain feeling in which the light seems to shift from second to second. Especially in the parts of the range around Nez Perce Peak, Middle Teton, Grand Teton and Mount Owen, the rugged terrain seems to actively reach upward into the clouds. These peaks are all higher than 12,000 feet (Grand Teton is 13,770).  For practical purposes, hey are high enough to make their own local weather. This might have accounted for the persistently cloudy conditions in this range, even when the valley below was brightly lit by sun. 

For all of our neck craning, we were still able to drive through the south half of the park and reach our RV camp by late afternoon.  We arrived in time to set up Tinkerbell and walk Molly before driving a couple of miles to dinner at a recommended cafe along the Buffalo Valley Road. In the late afternoon light, the Buffalo Fork River wound its way through ox-bow serpentine turns framed small ranches against the spectacular terrain of the Tetons, leaving us without words to adequately describe the scene.  The evening drive also gave us our first glimpse of local wild life. Elk are fairly common here and appear to share grazing range with ranch horses.  We saw only female elk, as the males seem to be relatively reclusive. 

Thus, enjoy our ramblings on Day 25 with a few pictures from the over 300 I shot in 8 hours. 
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Image 4618: Along US 30, South of Pocatello
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Image 4621: Wide Agricultural Valley Near Grace Idaho
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Image 4635, 4639: Alpine Meadows and Evergreens Along Salt River Pass.
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Image 4659: Fertile farmlands Framed by the Rockies in Star Valley, Wyoming
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Image 4675: South View of the Grand Tetons

This part of the Teton range is dominated by the Matterhorn-like spike of Nez Perce peak. Foreground trees appear to be cottonwoods, just leafing out in spring green.
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Image 4679: Telephoto Close-up of Nez Perce Peak From the South.
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Image 4695: Nez Perce Peak in High-Contrast, Overhead Light (3 PM)
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Image 4696: Nez Perce Peak, Middle Teton and Grand Teton, 3 PM Light and Clouds
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Image 4709: Nez Perce Peak
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Image 4718: St. John's Mountain From Jenny Lake Shore.
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Image 4724, 4730: St. John's Mountain from Jackson Lake.
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Image 4731: St. John's Mountain and Nearby Peaks from Jackson Lake
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Image 4734: Grand Tetons Panorama from Oxbow Bend
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Image 4743: Middle of the Grand Teton Range
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Image 4750:  Glaciers on Mount Moran, Grand Tetons
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Image 4756:  Telephoto View Into Grand Tetons From Our RV Camp Near Moran WY
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