Fall 2011 National Parks of the West Tour

Tuesday, Sept. 20

Kirkland WA to Reedsport OR

I put Ian on the 6:20 am bus to Seattle where he will catch the Amtrak train to Eugene Oregon. 

Grant and I left Kirkland at 8:30 am in our newly-acquired 2004 Chevy Express van, towing a small one-way U-Haul trail containing Ian's stuff. 

We arrived in Eugene at 2 pm and drove to the train station to meet Ian. I love the old houses, big trees, and hippie cafes in this town! 

Ian's house is great. An old but well-maintained bungalow with 3 bedrooms, hardwood floors, a covered front porch, a big yard, and lots of sunlight pouring into the kitchen. 

His housemates are Taylor and Caroline, both architecture students. Caroline is a bit older, perhaps in her early 30's, and is from Brazil. Both are super nice. They helped us unload Ian's things. We had planned to take Ian out for dinner, but it was only 3:30, and he seemed eager to start the process of settling in, so we said goodbye, returned the trailer, and gassed up. At around 4 pm we headed for the coast, only an hour away. 

We camped at Umpqua Lighthouse State Park in Reedsport, in the heart of the Oregon Dunes. The dunes are beautiful and contain many lakes. The State Park is quiet and green. There are yurts and cabins for rent. We drove to the Umpqua lighthouse, up a on a hill a short distance from the campground, to watch the sun set. Below us were ORVs driving in the dunes - some sections of the dunes allow this. Beyond the dunes was the ocean, a mile away. The lighthouse cast red and white shimmers on the surrounding trees like a laser light show. 

We had a fabulous dinner of potatoes, eggs, onion, red pepper, and cheese, and sat by a fire. We slept great - the bed we built is very comfortable! (Foam camping pads with an eggshell foam and a 1" memory foam on top.)

Wednesday, Sept. 21

In the morning we walked a beautiful 1-mile trail around adjacent Lake Marie and hit the road at 9 am. 

We were surprised that there were few or no ocean views between Florence and Port Orford.

We drove a beautiful road into a vista at Cape Blanco State Park. It was extremely windy on the bluff, so we suited up and walked on a nice trail down to the beach, which turned out to be fairly sheltered from the wind. Once the other two people left, we were the only people on the beach, and it was a wonderful place! Wild buckwheat grew in profusion along the trail, the seeds attracting some sort of sparrows. The beach itself had what Grant called "Creatures and Features." The creatures included oystercatchers, dowitchers, and a vulture. The features were haystack rocks, which sure make a beach more picturesque. 

After a picnic lunch (sandwich wraps on whole wheat tortillas) at the city park in Port Orford, we finally started seeing the ocean. This part of the coast is fantastic! 

We drove a short loop up into the hills to see the upscale Tu Tu Tun Lodge on the Rogue River. An idyllic place but very expensive.

In Brookings, we stopped at the Farmer's Market and drooled over the fabulous local produce. We bought corn for dinner and potatoes for stew. 

We camped in Jedediah Smith State Park in Redwoods National park (yes, it's confusing). California State Parks now cost $35 a night, do not provide soap or paper towels, and showers are pay. California has terrible budget woes. But it's a beautiful campground, with large, private sites, a nearby river, and towering, majestic redwoods. 

Redwoods needs fog to grow huge. We saw some, but apparently fog is diminishing with climate change. 

Dinner was hobo stew with ground beef, onion, carrot, celery, diced tomato, and potato - yum! - plus corn on the cob. Quick, easy, cheap, delicious, healthy! 

It's been pleasant weather - warm days, cool nights, no rain. 

Thursday, Sept. 22

Redwoods Ntl. Park to Willits, CA

In the morning we walked along the Smith River on a nice trail and saw mergansers. After taking a few short scenic drives in the park we started south on the highway and stopped to walk the 1-mile (?) Yurok Loop trail. Highly recommended - wonderful coastal views and trail scenery.

Lunch at Humboldy Wildlife Refuge just south of Eureka: pelican, egret, march hawk.

Lunches have been tortilla wraps with meat, cheese, pickles, olives, red pepper, mayo mustard, and assorted other things. They are delicious.

After driving through peaceful, rolling oak hills with little traffic, we arrived at Karen's friend Louanne's a little after 4 pm. We decided to skip the Fort Bragg loop back to the coast because we were tired of driving, and we didn't want to get to Louanne's so late. It's very warm now - in the 80's. 

Louanne Rank is a Peace Corps friend I haven't seen in about 15 years. She is about ten years older than me. She lives part time with her elderly mother in a nice rambler on about half an acre of pine trees. She also owns a cabin in Depoe Bay Oregon. 

She made us a delicious lasagne with a pesto cream sauce for dinner, and scones for breakfast. We slept in our van in her driveway. 

Friday, Sept. 23

Willits to Shingletown CA

In the morning we picked pears, ate a Turkish breakfast, and admired her T@b trailer, a cute red teardrop. 

We left Louanne's at 10:20 am and drove east on hiway 20 along a series of cool, blue lakes (that's why they call it Lake County). Vacation towns, grebes, blooming oleander. 

Then we came down out of the hills and into the Sacramento Valley and miles of rice fields. A LOT of rice is grown here. We found a wonderful carniceria in Williams, where hiway 20 crosses I-5, and wished we needed meat. 

Stopped at a really nice city park in Colusa CA, east of I-5 at the intersection of hiways 20 and 45, with shade for parking and eating. We were so appreciative that we made a note to send a thank you note to the city.

Hiway 45 goes north through vast orchards. We passed a Menonite church. Marshes and wetlands along the Sacramento River. 

Hiway 99 north is dairy country. We love these agricultural roads! We passed a hitchhiker playing a Stratocaster! Lots of taquerias and BBQ joints. 

From hiway 99 we took hiway 36 and then A6 to Wildcat Road.

We arrived at Karen's cousin Michael Gerlach's about 4 pm and visited with Michael until Linda got home about 6:00. Shingletown is very small, with a few stores, a gas station, and a restaurant. Its size doubles in the summer tourist season. It's about 30 minutes from Redding, which is where Linda works.

Their house is a three-bedroom rambler he has fixed up really nicely. He has a detached 2-car garage for his two motorcycles and quad and Linda's jeep. They're on a quiet half-acre in a pine forest. Michael grilled up some tri-tip and we all chatted until 8:30 or so. Linda is Cuban and gave Grant lots of great Cuban cooking tips. 

We slept in their guest bedroom, but wished we had slept in our van so we didn't have to lug our gear in and out of the house. Seemed like I made 20 trips to the van to get things I'd forgotten. 

Saturday, Sept. 24

Shingletown and Lassen Volcanic Park

Lassen Volcanic National Park is right in Mike and Linda's backyard and they spend a lot of time there. They call it "their" park. We spent a lovely day in the park. It turned out to be free day, so it was a bit more crowded than usual for this time of year. Linda says this is one of the least-visited National Parks. It's beautiful, with 10,000 foot Lassen Peak, an old cinder cone, as its centerpiece.

