To Florida and Back, One Campground at a Time!

Fall 2012 Road Trip, Grant and Karen

Monday,  Sept. 24

Leave Kirkland at 8:45 am, 50 degrees and sunny. I-90 to Moses Lake. Although we usually take back roads, we want to make time. Eastern WA is very brown and smoky from drought and big fires. 75 degrees.

Lunch with Al-Kareem Shadeed at Tacos mi Casa on Stratford Road. Delicious!

After lunch we drove to Potholes North Reservoir. Five miles down a washboard gravel road. Lots of white pelicans and egrets.

Called Western about Colin's finacial aid and got frustrated with the bureaucratic hoops. Don't want to be crabby. 

Thirty miles west of Spokane -- so nice to see trees again after seeing none for miles. Pines. It would be hard for me to live in a place without trees. 

North from Spokane to Newport, WA on a scenic road. Although after navigating the mall congestion in Spokane, anything would be scenic... Our GPS was somehow set to take us to Newport, instead of to the Christenson's, so we had to backtrack 16 miles. Then it took us on an unnecessary dirt loop road. In the end we arrived an hour late, which I felt bad about. 

Bob and Sara Christenson are the parents of my old school friend, LIsa. They live on a beautiful farm at about 2800 feet elevation. They've already had several heavy frosts. They have horses and grow hay. They're retired. They served a delicious meal of beans cooked all day with meat, and taco fillings over fritos instead of tortillas. 

But things went rapidly downhill when they told me they are tea party members! I was stunned -- felt as if I'd been kicked in the stomach. I tried to steer the conversation away from politics, but they kept steering it back. Bob got increasingly strident and confrontational. Finally I couldn't take it anymore, and in a calm but trembling voice said that I felt it would be best if Grant and I left. It felt like I was setting boundaries. Their behavior was rude and inappropriate. These were not the people I used to know. He said they haven't changed, but to me they used to be happy and smiling, and now they are bitter, angry, and intolerant. 

Grant difused the situation by asking Bob if he'd give him a shop tour. They were gone for about an hour and had a good chat about politics, knife sharpening, and lathes. Sara and I were able to have a good, if awkward, chat as well, clearing the air somewhat. When we said goodnight (with hugs), Bob apologized for "scaring me off." 

We slept in their driveway from 8:30-5:30. We were exhausted from the driving and the events of the day. Coyotes yipping. 

Notes from the encounter with Bob and Sara:

"Friends are cool, but enemies are really valuable." - Dalai Lama

(About Bob) "He's been festering, and needs to be lanced." - Grant

"He [Bob] doesn't trust anyone anymore." - Sara

They've whipped themselves into a frenzy of fear

There are two ways to live: in love or in fear. They live in fear, thus creating their own hell. 

Tuesday, Sept. 25

Leave Christenson's at 5:45 am. 32 degrees outside, 52 degrees in the van. 

It was a very eye-opening experience to come face-to-face with ultra conservatism, and no doubt is good preparation for our journey through America's heartland during a presidential election. Today, everything looks like Deliverance... (Headlights behind us on dark country roads take on a menacing feel.)

Got light about 6:15. Gas $3.32/gal in Newport with Safeway discounts. Cross into Idaho panhandle (the real heart of ultra conservatism). Fooled by a plastic owl on a utility pole. Dense fog. Sign says "Progressive logging town." What does this mean? Aspen groves and pine, red sun rising through mist. 

Breakfast stop at a picnic table on Lake Pend Oreille. Our route: hiway 2 to Sandpoint, ID, then 200 to Misoula, MT. Cross into mountain time. Welcome to Montana, where they drive fast. "Drive slow or die fast," says Grant as he navigates the windy roads. 

Pull over to watch a flock of wild turkeys along hiway 200. A beautiful road through forests and very small towns. Lots of fire smoke in the air. Beautiful Montana isn't quite as beautiful coated in a pall of smoke haze. 

Lunch of ham sandwiches at an I-90 rest area (we got back on the freeway for a few miles from Misoula to the hiway 12 cutoff at Garrison). 

Sign on building says "Life After Meth." Guess it's a problem even out in the country, sadly.

In Townsend, MT we saw a sign that said "Wifi Park." We asked three people and none of them knew anything about it. Went into the cafe next door to the sign and bought a cookie so we could use their Wifi. The Wifi turned out to be a hotspot provided by the city of Helena, so we could have used it in the "park" next door. The not-very-friendly owner came in and got a little peeved thinking we were mooching her table to use the Wifi (I had finished the cookie by then).

The young girl working there said the wildfire smoke has been around all summer and gives people headaches. 

This is wheat country The fields have been harvested and are brown stubble. 78 degrees in Helena at 3:30 pm. 

Arrived at nearly-empty Lewis and Clark Caverns State Park in Montana at 5:45. Light wind, 73 degrees.

Very quiet here. Lots of Mountain bluebirds. No bugs! Three-quarter moon clear and bright at 8:30 -- is the smoke clearing?

Delicious meal of pan-fried brisket burgers and fire-roasted corn on the cob. Campground included a sink with hot water for dishes, but an RV nearby was blasting TV noise, so I washed fast.

Back at camp, the only sound is of leaves rustling. Dark at 7:45 Sat by a nice fire for an hour. So peaceful and quiet! Finally what we came for -- relaxation and getting away from it all. Sleep from 9-5:30. 

Wednesday, Sept. 26

Up at 5:30 to a sky blazing with stars. 52 degrees but about 40 with the wind chill. On the road at 6:15. Many deer lurking on the shoulders. 

A sprinkling of rain in Bozeman. Overcast but the fire smoke seems to have cleared. I-90 today because we want to make it to the Black Hills. Speed limit 75. Tinges of fall color -- orange and gold. 

Lots of pronghorn antelop grazing. Standing water in fields -- must have rained recently. Sunflowers blooming at a rest stop. Lots of magpies and wheat fields. Also lots of "pro life" (anti-choice) signs. Sheep, horses, cows, deer, antelope. 

Hardin, MT -- nice to see some trees again. WIllow, cottonwood, oak, fall yellows. 

Grant not interested in stopping at Little Bighorn Battlefield. (We just had a long rest area stop to brew up a carafe of the Turkish tea Grant now drinks in large quantities.)

This probably isn't the prettiest path through MT (Grant says "This stretch of road is undotted for a reason.") but it's the most direct for us. The sun has broken through now.

Stop for groceries in Sheridan, WY. 77 degrees. People are friendly. No cowboy or other boots in evidence. I-90 practically empty out here. LOTS of antelope. 

Stop for lunch next to a creek near Story, WY. Big salad with ham, cheese, quinoa, garbanzos, avocado, olives, and vegies. Grant says this is the high plains. Prairie dog by the side of the road. 

At Moorcroft, WY (elevation 4200 feet) we take the hiway 16 cutoff. Back in pine forests. 

Small town America: young children playing in the street in Upton, whose gleaming white water tower proudly proclaims it "The best town on earth."

Oil derricks, natural gas plants, mines, freight trains. Religious signs and symbols abound. 

As soon as we crossed into SD it got prettier. More trees, rolling hills, rock outcroppings. Comache Park Forest Service campground right next to highway 16 near Custer. Arrive 5:15, greeted by Hairy woodpecker, yellow jackets, and camp robber (Gray Jay) that stole the meat we put out for a wasp decoy. Only part of CG still open. We're the only ones here except the hosts, who aren't around. The sky is finally blue!

Cooking hobo stew with onion, cabbage, ground beef, mushrooms, tomatoes, corn, potatoes, spices. 

Lots of selective logging for pine beetle, burn piles for winter, and burned areas. No campfires allowed. A nearly full moon casts shadows across the campground. Grant heard an animal growl nearby. 

THursday, Sept. 27

38 degrees this morning. Took a short walk to warm up. Deer with long tails that stand up and flash white. 

Slept until about 6:30, on the road at 7:30. Turkeys, domestic bison, road kill skunks ("stunks"). 

Wind Cave National Park. Beautiful hike through the meadows of Cold Brook Canyon. Large buffalo piles and wallows, prairie dogs. The Black Hills are so called because from a distance the pine trees look black. The National Park does prescribed burns to keep the land as natural as possible, including open meadows. As a result, they haven't had any unwanted fires or pine bark beetles. The National Forests try to protect timber as a resource, so they don't take the same approach. They thus have a lot of beetle damage, and that's why we see so may stumps. 

Lots of bison and antelope in this park. 

Drove north to nearby Custer State Park, a huge area as glorious as any National Park. Drove the wildlife loop road, where we saw a large herd of wild donkeys and people feeding them, which is allowed. They mill about on the road, sticking their muzzles into open car windows and causing traffic jams. 

Picnic of sandwiches under an oak tree, acorns crunching and popping as we walked. 

Drove an approximately 40-mile loop of stunning scenery. North on Iron Mountain Road, with stunning views of Mt. Rushmore (reminding us to "rush less") framed in tunnel openings and visible from scenic stops. Then south on the truly spectacular Needles Highway, named for the rocky spires and crags. I was driving, so wasn't scared by the dropoffs, although the road wasn't too bad despite being very curvy and narrow. A Civilian Conservation Corps engineering marvel that includes "pigtail" curves where the road goes over a curved bridge, then curves back around under it. 

We saw a family of mountain goats - 2 big and 2 small - at close range, their tiny hooves sticking to the steep rocks like velcro. 

The south end of the road went through an alley of blazing fall color at its very peak. Yellow aspen and oak, red sumac, leaves falling like snow The FS CGs are closed already. 

At the junction with highway 16A we saw two large bison right next to the road. Then we saw a coyote and more turkeys. 

We headed east via highways 17 and 79, skirting Rapid City, and onto 44 east, across wide expanses of prairie. Then the badlands began, looking a lot like Utah at first, then erupting out of the flats like a long row of worn saw teeth, rising higher and higher. 

The CG at Badlands NP is, surprisingly, more than half full. We foun a spot on the edge with no one to either side, and spetauar views of the rugged peaks to one side and the nearly full moon to another. ONe of the best views I've ever had while washing dishes!

Arrived in camp about 6 pm after doing email at the visitor's center (both parks today had free wifi). 75 degrees. No fires allowed here. 

Cattle lowing nearby at sunset. Mountains silhouetted on the horizon. Leftover hobo stew with cut up polish sausage and pinto beans added. 

Meadow lark sang taps from the top of an adjacent picnic shelter. Wind strong during dinner, light after the sun dropped. Moon almost full and very bright. 

Friday, Sept. 28

42 degrees at 6:30 am. A gorgeous blue sky day. What a vista to wake up to! No condensation on anything. Drove through the Badlands to Wall, SD, stopping for a short walk on a trail. Saw two bighorn sheep!

Wall is famous for Wall Drug, which itself became famous because of their clever billboards offering free ice water, coffee for 5 cents, and other enticements. Now tour busses disgorge people to gorge on Wall Drug souvenirs. We didn't stop (Grant had been there and was underwhelmed), instead heading east on highway 14, avoiding I-90. As we happened to pass through Phillip, home of Scotchman Industries, which makes Ironworkers, Grant had to stop to say hi. 

Miles and miles of prairie, which is not flat but rolling. Fields of drought-stricken corn and sunflowers (for oil). Water-carved gulches. Tall stacks of round hay bales. A dead fox on the shoulder. 

The days start out blue and become hazy from dust. Dust devils swirl debris high into the air. Grant thinks a midwest newspaper could be called "The Prairie Contrarian." 

Lunch of tortilla wraps at a park in Pierre, SD's capitol, next to the Missouri River. The river is a welcome sight after the dry prairie. 

82 degrees in Miller, SD at 1:30 pm. Egrets in the wetlands near Huron. Oops, forgot we were crossing into Central time zone and we lose and hour today. 

De Smet, SD is "The Little Town on the Prairie." We didn't have time to stop at the Wilder homestead. Many lakes and waterfowl in easter SD. 

Cross into MN. Huge windfarm in Lake Benton. Harvest scenes and colors abound. Black soil. Seed names and numbers on the field signs. 

Motorcycle helmets haven't been required since MT. Bugs hitting riders' faces must hurt. Our windshield is thickly encrusted. 

Hundreds of terns here - eating bugs raised by harvesters? Hundreds of acres of nothing but corn broken up by occassional pockets of trees. Harvesters grind the corn as they mow, spitting it into the backs of trucks. It's taken to a place to be ground into powder, I'm guessing for ethanol. It's fun to watch the harvesters. Pheasants by the side of the road. Lots of anti-abortion billboards. 

Flandrau SP in New Ulm, MN. $25 includes showers (somewhat lukewarm), and a firepit, at last. It's very nice here. Since we didn't arrive until after 7, we made a quick dinner of bacon, eggs with feta, and bread. 

Saturday, Sept. 29

Up at 6:15, driving at 7 in full light. 38 degrees.Stop for groceries and to hunt for elusive block ice. Found some on our fifth stop. Finally on the road for real about 8. 

New Ulm is a lovely, prosperous-looking town. The entrance sign says "Willkomen." Wide roads, sidewalks, big trees. This is the home of Martin Luther College. Parts of town smell like manure. The ethanol refineries smell like breweries. There are more windfarms. 

Lots of red sumac. It's very pretty here, but hard to ignore the corn monoculture and pesticide use. 

Cross into WI on highway 14. At Black River Fals we saw two large Obama signs, like beacons of hope amidst the dark waves of Romney signs. (Campaign signs mar the scenery everywhere in this contentious presidential election year.)

The fall color is stunning from the WI border on. Sumac, maple, orange, gold, red - breathtaking! It's paradise here in the fall. Quintessential country perfection, everything neat, prosperous. 

Took highways 52, 82, etc. (really country roads) to Berlin, arriving at 3 pm. Went to Grant's cousin John Koch's house. He lives in the late-1800's Victorian house his parents owned - a historical gem with parquet floors, plaster bas relief, bric-a-brac, a copper tub enclosed with Mahogany. Met his wife, Sue, and daughter, Greta (25). Walked around town and saw Grant's grandma's house and other places he remembers from coming here as a kid. Went to the library but they had no books by Grant's mom. 

Back at the Koch's, other cousins began arriving: Gretchen, Tom, Tim and his wife, Joan, and son, Michael, Dave and his wife, Mary, Greg and his wife, Lisa. Kristin and Jim couldn't make it. 

Dinner was locally-made bratwurst, apple salad, baked beans. It was a really nice evening. I especially enjoyed talking to Gretchen, who is a grief and loss counselor. 

Sunday, Sept. 30

Slept well in our van in front of Sue and John's, next to the park. Up at 7, chat for a few minutes with Sue (she's very chatty) and went to Kristin's for coffee and a chat. She lives in Grant's grandma Iolyn's old house. She showed us the extensive genealogy research she's done on the Koch's. 

She took us to breakfast at the Berlin Family Restaurant (she warned us it wasn't very good, and it wasn't). Then she took us to the cemetery to see Grant's mother's grave (and other family members). We went back to Kristin's and she gave me four Norwegian sweaters that are too small for her. 

Then Grant and I drove to see the cottage in Wautoma, on Silver Lake. Tom was there fishing and gave us a tour. It's a beautiful place with a dock, fire pit, and big deck. 

Then we drove up to Waupaca to see the house and adjacent Red Mill, where Grant's Uncle John and Aunt Jeanette lived after they left Berlin. We had a nice picnic lunch at a little park on the river bend. Saw eight Sandhill cranes in a field next to the road!

Got back to Berlin about 2:30. Did some laundry and organized the van. I went for a nice, long walk with Greta, down by the river. 

Said goodbye to Sue and John and went to Kristin's. Her husband, Tim, was there. We had a nice meal of venison and elk stew (Kristin is a hunter), fresh corn, and bread. 

Monday, Oct. 1

Up at 7, shower at Kristin's, leave Berlin at 8. Overcast. It's been chilly in the morning and warm during the day. Breakfast stop in Fond du Lac. Lots of dairy farms. 

Arrive Manitowoc at 11. Nice walk along the waterfront. The maritime museum has a submarine. Back to the car at noon, and rush to make a big salad lunch and to pack. You can't go to your car during the trip, and they drive it on and off. I forgot to pack my motion sickness tablets and Grant forgot his reading glasses. They loan out motion-sickness wrist bands. Luckily the lake is smooth as glass today. 

This is a coal-fired ship. They have a quiet room, thank goodness, as there is loud music and bingo in the main cabin. We found out the wireless is not free, as we had assumed. We can't see land at all for most of the four-hour crossing.

We wouldn't recommend the boat. Even though driving ostensibly takes longer, by the time you factor in the load and unload times, you don't save much time. The boat is also expensive ($232 for a car and two people), and it's uncomfortable and smelly from the exhaust. The boat ran late, so we will get to camp after dark. The boat docked in Ludington, MI (we're now on Eastern time) at 7:15, but we didn't get our car until 7:45. We drove to nearby  LudingtonSP but it appeared to be closed (it turned out we hadn't driven far enough down the dark road). Luckily there was a private CG nearby with "rustic" sites for $22. There was no table, fire pit, restroom, or water (they were put away or shut down for the season). We made a quick meal of - you guessed it - bacon, scrambled eggs and feta, and bread. There was no one at the kiosk going in or out, so we ended up not paying. Given the lack of amenities, we would not have been happy to pay $22. 

Tuesday, Oct. 2

Leave camp at 8:30. Drive to Ludington SP, which is in fact open but was farther down the road than our GPS thought it was. It's a gorgeous park, with dunes and water. 

Drive north to Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore. Many swans in lakes, mounds of bright pumpkins for sale along the road, containers of apples.

At the Lakeshore, drive Pierce Stocking scenic route. Beautiful views of dunes, lake, trees. 1.5-mile hike through the dunes. Arrive at Grant's step-cousin Madeleine's at 4 pm. She's still at work at Idyll Farm down the road 2 miles, so we drove there. Sampled several of the delicious raw-milk goat cheeses she is developing and helped her jar up caramel (goat milk boiled with sugar until brown and creamy - same as dulche de leche) - ambrosial! Tour the creamery, which is under construction. Madeleine is the manager of the operation. They have 49 goats and tomorrow she's driving to OH to buy more. Back at her house in Northport we had a delicious meal of ground goat spaghetti and white bean salad with her boys, Leo and Jonas. Grant talked guitars and heavy metal with Leo. 

Wednesday, Oct. 3

Leave Northport about 10:30 after a short visit, shower, and walk. Northport is awesome! Big pool and community center, right on the lake, quaint as heck, swells in size with summer residents but is now in quiet off-season mode. It looks like a great place to grow up. 

Grocery shopping and lunch in Traverse City at a lakefront park. It feels congested after the small towns we've been in. Overcast and cool, with light rain on and off most of the day. Took highway 37 south to 115 east, then 10 east to 47/52. 

Camping at Green Lake DNR CG near Stockbridge, MI. $20 with pit toilets and no water. Arrive 5 pm. Beautiful spot on a lake with fall color. The road is somewhat visible and audible across the lake, but we don't mind. There are three or four other CGs occupied, but no sign of the occupants. 

Chili for dinner: hamburger, onion, kidney beans, etc. Watch three cranes fly over. Great blue herons on the lake. Chipmunks making a racket chirping and chasing each other through the leaves. 68 degrees, dry, and a little bit sunny. A perfect evening! We're on a lake, in MI, at dusk, and there are NO BUGS. 

Thursday, Oct. 4

Up at first light - 7 am (it gets dark later and light later on the western edge of a time zone). 55 degrees. It's a beautiful morning. Sun on the lake and not a breath of wind. Fish circles and grebes. Rolling at 8. Continue south on 52 through lush farmland and quaint small towns with stately historic homes. 

Cross into OH and stop at a fruit stand for a huge tomato, cucumber, corn grown right there, plus real OH honey for $4 a pound. We chatted with the friendly owner who confirmed that the scraggly, low crop we've been seeing is soy, and picked us a pod. We told her how beautiful it is here, and she said "Really? We all think it's so flat here, not like the Amish country down south, which has rolling hills." She also told us that there is a "war" between the corn farmers and ethanol producers. The farmers want to keep more corn for feed, because yield is low due to the drought. She said the corn is used for silage, corn syrup, and ethanol. The soybeans are used in car seats, among other things! The do rotate crops.

After a lunch of BLTs at Cherry Street Park in Clyde, OH, under a black walnut tree, we continued to Cuyahoga Valley NP. It got windy! 

Our GPS ("Jeeps," as in "ask Jeeps (Jeeves)") gave us faulty directions to the park When we found it, it turned out to be a somewhat urban ribbon of trails along the Ohio and Erie Canal. Beautiful, but not very NP-like. 

Having heard the fruit stand lady mention Amish country, we were hooked. We asked the NP ranger where to go and she pointed us to several of her favorite Amish towns not far away. We drove first to Kidron, both of us feeling very tired by the Akron-area traffic. How are we able to live in that kind of environment? We longed for more back roads and countryside. 

In Kidron we saw Amish people and horse-drawn buggies everywhere. They have to share their narrow, country roads with zooming cars. Grant said this was a place of "buggies, bonnets, and beards."

Went to a store with many Amish people and enjoyed hearing them speaking Pennsylvania Dutch with each other. It's like being in another country!

Jeeps found us a G not too far away: The Lazy B. We arrived about 5:30. It's a trailer park really, sorta run down. For $10 we have a picnic table, fire pit, bath house with sulfurous-smelling water, and two adorable orange kittens to whom we fed our leftover chili. Dinner was leftover chili with polish sausage cut in, plus a salad of tomato, cucumber, feta, and vinaigrette. The inhabitants of the trailers to either side of us are not in evidence. 

Friday, Oct. 5

Up at 5:45, leave camp at 7:15. 57 degrees. The rising sun is bright red. Head for Charm, OH on narrow country roads (55 mph - yikes). Many creameries. Amish buggies, Amish kids heading for school, Amish people riding bikes or walking. Buggy track marks look like silvery spiderwebs on the pavement. Stopped at a store in Walnut Creek filled with Amish people, many Amish-made goods, books, and photos of Amish life. 

Yoder's Amish Home doesn't open until 10, so we weren't able to tour it. Amish country is absolutely, breathtakingly gorgeous. Green, rolling hills, farmhouses and barns, Amish dresses and pants hanging on clotheslines. 

Jeeps took us down tiny roads, some of them gravel. We saw a CG called Kandel's that looks nice for a future trip. I'd love to stay here sometime and explore more. Covered bridges too.

We reluctantly left Amish country about 9:30. To make it to my sister Susan's by dinner, we had to take the interstate (77, 70, 68), but it was beautiful, with tree-covered hills and very few towns or billboards. Five states today: OH, WV, PA, MD, VA. 

At our rest area lunch stop we made a salad of everything left in our cooler: lettuce, tomato, cucumber, bacon, olives, cheese, etc. Yum!

We crossed the eastern continental divide in MD. Arrived at Susan's near Leesburg, VA at 4:30. She and her husband, Ernie, fixed us a nice dinner of snapper, corn, and caesar salad and we had some hangout time with their kids, Kylie and Brandon. 

Saturday, Oct. 6

Grant and I went for a nice walk this morning, then we all went to Brandon's flag football game. It was quite hot when the sun wasn't behind a cloud. I took Kylie to pet the horses in a corral next to the field - she loves horses. After lunch, Susan and the kids took us to Harper's Ferry, a historic National Park town at the confluence of the Potomac and Shenandoah Rivers. Beautiful views from Jefferson's Rock and the old cemetery high on the hill above the river. Period costumes and stores, living history. Recommended. Ernie cooked a nice pork dinner. Grant and I grateful to have a quiet basement room all to ourselves, with wifi.

Sunday, Oct. 7

Susan, Grant, and I drove the hour into Washington DC, found free street parking, and had lunch at the Eastern Market. Grant and I had crab cakes, fish, fried green tomatoes, and baked beans at the popular lunch counter in the market. Susan wisely had Tuscan soup across the street. (Our meal was a little heavy.)

Then we walked down the mall, around the tidal basin, and back, about 6.5 miles. Fifty degrees and a small bit of light rain. A nice day! It's always special to see our nation's capitol. On our way home, Colin called to tell me he got charged with a "minor in posession" at a college party...

Spinach salad and chicken soup for dinner. 

Monday, Oct. 8

Leave Susan's at 7:30. Highways 15 and 29 to Charlottesville. Arrive at about 10 to meet Julie Quillon, my old junior high best friend. She took us to Carter Mt. Orchards, one of her favorite places on a mountain top overlooking the city and the Blueridge Mountains. It's a u-pick apple farm with pumpkins, hayrides, famous apple cider donuts, and a grill that served pulled pork sandwiches and mac 'n cheese (both mediocre, we thought). It was a bit crowded because today is a school holiday (Columbus Day). It was quite cold up there - 44 plus wind chill. Julie says this cold front is unusual. Not much fall color here yet. 

Then we drove to Monticello, Thomas Jefferson's estate. The tour was a bit pricey at $24 each, but I enjoyed it. Learning about Jefferson's home and life was fascinating. Grant was bored...  (Grant's not a big fan of tours, especially house tours.) I also loved the vegetable garden, grounds, and graveyard. Julie says the spring flowers are unbelievably gorgeous. 

While we were driving back to Julie's, a red fox ran across the road. She and Barry are living in a cute condo while they save money to buy a house. 

They've given us a key to their condo clubhouse, which has a kitchen, bathrooms, a gas firepace, and wifi. It's pouring rain now, so it's nice to have a warm, dry place to spend the evening. 

It was nice to see Julie, but we'll be happy to be back on our own again. Fell asleep to the sound of rain drumming on the van roof.

Tuesday, Oct. 9

Up at 5:30, leave at 6:15. Groceries in C'ville. En route to Shenandoah NP at 7:10. A bit warmer today; cloudy but not raining. The road out of C'ville challenged our serenity but soon we turned west onto highway 33. We intersected Skyline Drive, the scenic road that runs down the spine of Shenandoah park, at about the halfway point. We headed south. Lots of fog and limited views but pretty. After a while patches of blue appeared and some welcome sunshine. 

Breakfast at a pullout. 2800 feet elevation; 42 degrees with a wind chill. 

At Loft Mountain we hiked the 1.3 mile Frazier Discovery Trail through a lovely forest and up to a rocky knob with a sweeping view. 

The Blue Ridge Parkway (BRP) begins at the south end of Skyline Drive. At the first visitor's center is a really nice farm exhibit with a log cabin and other buildings that show what life was like for farmers here 100 years ago. Chickens, tobacco growing. The ranger said this is the coldest he's ever seen it this time of year, and he's been here for years. 

Grant was very tired. While he napped I stopped at Otter Creek and walked the canal and tree trails, both by the James River, both pretty short and really nice. So many trees I've never heard of. 66 degrees at 2 pm. Learned that they beautiful red vine climbing on trees is Virginia Creeper, not invasive here. 

Julie told us that Virginians love their bird houses, and that there are many birds here. 

The BRP is beautiful despite the clouds and limited views. Patches of nice fall color. I was surprised at how many farms there are along the BRP. It also goes very close to the big city of Roanoke. 

Max speed on the BRP is 45, so it's slow going. There aren't very many cars this time of year, so it's nice (we hear it can be clogged with RVs in the summer.)

Camping at Rocky Knob CG at milepost 167. Very quiet here. We found lots of firewood here so we hae a big, warm fire going. We're at 3100 feet so it's hilly. Arrived at 5:30. Joe's Special for dinner (eggs with burger, onion, cheese, spinach). Not a big hit.

Wednesday, Oct. 10

Awake at 7; 42 degrees. Light rain in the night. Stiff breeze, red sunrise, blue sky! On the BRP at 8. Stop at Mabry Mill to see old grist and saw mill, whiskey still, and other buildings. Beautiful and well worth a stop. 

There are so many stops on the BRP that it would take weeks to see them all. So I recommend following the guidelines in the NP brochure.

Next stop, the Blue Ridge Music Center, a must-see museum of the history of American roots music. My favorite exhibit was a panel where you could choose which video clip you wanted to see. My favorite clip was a 1962 Flatt and Scruggs. Nice porch with rockers.

We hiked the 2.5-mile Meadow Trail through forest and field, circling back on the road. The wind was cold but the sun was warm. The ground is covered with acorns. 

We've learned that the third "a" in Appalachia is pronounced like "hat," not like "hay." 

I love the views of rolling hardwood hills. Like nappy red and green carpets. Alternately sunny and cloudy, leaves swirling down like snow.

Salad lunch at Doughton Park. Our height-adjustabe, folding camp table, pulled up to the back of the van, us sitting on the back, makes a great eating surface, and the open doors shelter us from wind. 

The BRP is like a long, country road, but with no towns, no stop lights, no trucks. Idyllic. Alternating forest and fields, sweeping views out over layers of blue mountain ranges, down to bright, green rolling hills and farms. An occassional log house still stands. A cardinal darted across the road, a brilliant flash of red.

Stopped briefly at the Northwest Trading Post craft store. Not recommended. 

We saw a vulture sitting on the road. It looked like a turkey. Perhaps that's why they're called Turkey vultures. We call them "TV" for short. They are very common out here. 

Got off the parkway for wood and gas at Spruce-Pine around milepost 130. The pantry box fell out when we opened the side door, and the vinegar broke. I had a non-Buddhist moment when I thought al our dry food was ruined. But everything else was OK. Now the box is held in with a bungee cord.

Arrive at Crabtree Falls CG around 5. Elevation 3750. Use the wifi at the store. Potatoes and eggs for dinner. Scrounged firewood from empty campsites, then felt bad when three frozen bikers arrived with no firewood of their own. When we were done (early) with our fire, we took them the still-burning logs (our metal fire tongs were handy for this). Beautiful sunset, then it got quite windy. 

Thursday, Oct. 11

Very cold last night. Down quilt plus Hudson's Bay blanket. Very windy. Acorns dropping on the van roof all night sounded like gunshots. Awake to no wind, blue sky, and 37 degrees. Wifi stop and on the road at 8:30. A gorgeous fall day, the sky blue and clear, the sun warm. How lucky that our last day on the BRP is the best weather

Enter NC mid-morning. It's the best part of the BRP! Higher and prettier. More fall color. The farther south you go, the more spectacular it gets. If you can only drive one part of the BRP, do the NC section. There are many tunnels, high elevations, and spectacular views. Most of the NC portion is over 3000 feet, and the highest point is 6035. 

After a lunch of BLTs in the Mt. Pisgah trailhead parking lot, we donned hiking boots and embarked on the 3-mile round trip hike up Mt. Pisgah. Our friend David Pearce recommeded it. We saw lots of older folks hiking it and the brochure said it was moderate, but in fact it was steep, strenuous, and rocky. We wished we had trekking poles. It took just under an hour to get to the top. On the way we heard katydids chorusing madly above us in the trees. They sound like a cross between cicadas and bird calls. It was very warm in the sun, though most of the trail was in the shade. At the top is a wood platform and a 320 degree view of the mountain (the rest of the view is subsumed by a huge cell tower). It took another hour to get down..

Drove into the Pisgah CG to cadge showers (hot, clean, delightful!). We'd have been happy to pay, but there was no mechanism, since we aren't staying there. 

Drove the final two hours to the end of the 469-mile parkway. Saw a fuzzy, chubby groundhog by the side of the road munching. The last stretch of the BRP was incredible. Intense fall color, sweeping views, sparkling blue sky. It can't get any better!

Entering Great Smoky Mountains NP, we and about 100 other cars pulled over to watch a herd of elk grazing in a vast meadow, the lone male bugling protectively. 

Luckily we arrived on a Thursday night. The campground is completely reserved for the weekend and there were only a few spots left tonight. The campsites are close together, like Zion, but everyone is quiet. 

Grilled tuna sandwiches and cheese sandwiches for dinner. Sound of the Oconaluftee River nearby. Much warmer night - even cracked some windows. 

Friday, Oct. 12

Doesn't get light enough to wake us up until 7 am. 48 degrees. Grant thinks he left his shaving kit in the restroom, and that it's now gone. Hike 3/4 mile nature trail through rhodies and mt. laurel. Stop at Visitor's Center to use wifi and ask questions. The town of Cherokee has an Indian museum and other cultural activities, but we decided not to take the time. The town itself seemed a little commercial - kids would probably love it. It's the center for the Cherokee people who didn't go on the Trail of Tears. 

Stop at a mom and pop fruit stand for apples ($6 for a peck - about 12 apples). They say it was a very bad crop this year due to bad weather. We bought about eight different kinds of apples to try, including Arkansas Black (which we didn't end up liking). Tried a boiled peanut, but didn't like it. They're boiled in salted water in their shells, a local specialty. 

After a big grocery shopping trip, we had lunch in Waynesboro at Big Mountain BBQ, recommended by one of the guys on Grant's BBQ forum. Grant was underwhelmed, but I loved the collards (boiled with bacon and fatback) and Brunswick Stew (thick with chicken and beans). The meat comes plain and you add your choice of four different house-made sauces. 

We then climbed onto I-40, as there were no back road choices. We're heading for the coast. We passed on Asheville and the Biltmore Estate ($59 each, takes a whole day, and Grant dislikes house tours). After an hour or so of gritting our teeth on I-40 with the semis (to its credit, it did have lovely swaths of pink wildflowers), we gratefully climbed onto highway 18 north at Morganton. 

Very warm today, blue sky with a few puffy, white clouds. LOTS of Baptist churches in many flavors. Huge Tyson chicken plant. 

Highway 268. Narrow, no shoulders, windy, and 55 mph - felt crazy fast, like we were hurtling along a race track. Huge lawns everywhere and many huge homes amidst the modest ones. 

Arrive at Hanging Rock SP, on a very windy road, about 4:30, to find it full. Luckily Morrie's Springs CG nearby had spots. $20 for a rotting table, fire pit, and "port-a-john" next to a stream. We were the only campers until a young couple arrived in their sporty car. They carried their gear across the stream to the site there. They remind us of Colin and Maggie. They asked for help to start their fire. They're new to camping, and don't have much gear. I remember those days. We're glad we're here to help them. 

It's dark and peaceful, with lots of chirping noises, and pretty warm too. 

Dinner is Bush's baked beans with sausage, and tomato/cucumber/feta salad. 

Grant's shaving kit was found - it was in the firewood box... 

Saturday, Oct. 13

Up at 5:45, 41 degrees. Leave camp at 6:30. Still dark. Fabulous stars, sliver moon, sky soon begins to glow, horizon red. Stop at Danbury General Store for gas, and found women's Carhartt pants for me (only $35), and a shirt for Grant. North to highway 58 across VA.

Long stop in Danville for errands. Lots of black people, which we were happy to see - we haven't seen very many thus far. Everyone friendly. Highway 58 is great. Fast, but two lanes with shoulders and no semis. Roadsides covered in something that resembles ivy and is probably the highly invasive kudzu. 

Lunch at Occoneechee SP by a reservoir. Walked on a bird trail, saw a red-bellied wodpecker. A very impressive park with many amenities. 

Arrive at First Landing SP, near Virginia Beach, on Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean, about 5 pm. We were thrilled that they still had campsites on a Friday night. Headed straight to the beach to say hello to the ocean. Saw a pod of porpoises frolicking, a well as many white pelicans and sanderlings. 

Fried potatoes and eggs for dinner. They have a real sink for washing dishes. The CG appears to be popular with church and scout groups. It's very beautiful here. The sites are fairly private. The have showers too. It's a bit pricey at $30 a night. 

Met Jean and Jeffrey Madden, a really nice local couple who gave us lots of great tips and info. Her son lives in Seattle. 

Sunday, Oct. 14

Up at 5:30, shower, walk on beach. 48 degrees at 7 am. Drive to Colonial Williamsburg an hour away. $40 each for a ticket that allows you to go inside the shops and watch the artisans and shopkeepers at work and hear their stories. If you only want to walk the streets you don't have to pay. They also have re-enactments of historic moments in the town just prior to the Revolution. Imagine Camlann Medieval Village in Carnation, but ten times bigger and Colonial. Everything is made the way it was in the late 1700s. Well worth going, but plan to spend a whole day and rest a lot. We were there for about five hours and we got very tired. We had lunch at one of the restaurants. It was good if a bit pricey. 

We came back to last night's CG. It's almost empty tonight - very different from last night. Grilled sandwiches and tomato soup for dinner. 

Monday, Oct. 15

Up at 6, leave camp at 7 (60 degrees). Hit Starbucks for wifi. On the road at 8. Hiway 615 south to Currituck Ferry. Very happy to get back into rural area. Stoplights, strip malls, and traffic take a toll on one's mood. 

Stop briefly at Mackay Island Wildlife Refuge. Nice trails here but we wan to catch the 10:00 ferry. The boat is small like the Lummi Island ferry and it's free. The crossing to Currituck takes 45 minutes. It's a warm, balmy day - high clouds with sun. Outer Banks, here we come!

The north end of the Outer Banks is densely developed, like Ocean Shores but not as ugly. Most houses here are on stilts. Kill Devil Grill, recommended by a friend, is closed on Mondays. Instead, we saved 20 bucks and many calories and had sandwiches at a beach access parking area. 77 degrees. 

After lunch we visited Kitty Hawk, the Wright Brothers National Memorial. They have life-size replicas of their glider and plane, and an entertaining ranger presentation. There's a monument on the hill they used, a 90-foot sand dune now stabilized with grass. The chose the location because of the constant sea breezes, and sandy slope to cushion crashes. Very interesting and definitely worth a stop. 

Stop at Bodie Island Lighthouse, which has a wildlife viewing pond. Saw many white ibis, little blue herons, egrets, herons, and a blue crab! The latter was cruising in shallow water, feasting on a thick stew of tadpoles and tiny fish. Also saw a huge yellow and green locust (?).

Next we pulled into Oregon Inlet Fishing Center. Often you can watch charter boats unload their catch, but nothing was happening today They did have some locally-caught, world record stuffed fish on display, including a 1200-pound marlin. 

On Pea Island, a wildlife refuge, we walked a short trail and saw more herons and egrets. The four NP campgrounds all closed October 8. 

In Rodanthe, the first town south of the refuge, we pulled into a Good Sam park. When we found out they charge $48 for tent sites, we pulled right back out! We then bactracked to a little place we'd seen driving in and we love it. Rodanthe Watersports and CG is $25 the first night, $20 after that. It includes hot showers, sink, and wifi. It's right on the sound with a beautiful view of the setting sun. The sites are mall, but everyone here is into windsurfing or kiting, and socializes with each other. It feels like a small village. Many people stay for weeks. Age range is mostly our age and older. We're told it's usually colder and windier this time of year. Today it's very warm with a light breeze - it's idyllic! Everyone is very friendly. Many people here are from Quebec, and speak French. 

After a delicious meal of hobo stew, we're sitting outside in the fading light, staring at the water and setting sun - it doesn't get much better than this. There was supposed to be a storm today, and we did hear some thunder, but no storm. They say it will get windier tomorrow.  

Tuesday, Oct. 16

A storm blew in just after we went to bed. Thunder, lightning, wind, and rain. The stove blew off the table - luckily no damage. Grant leaped out into the fray to batten things down. I slept great with the cool breeze from the slightly open windows. Up at 6:40. 

This morning it's breezy and partly sunny and no rain. The sky is filled with kite boarders. Retraced our steps up to Pea Island to walk the trail and see more birds. Neither one worked out too well. Trail buggy and overgrown, and not many birds. 

Highway 12 goes south through dunes (man-made, it turns out - the Outer Banks used to be covered at high tides). The sand invades the road and has to be pushed back by bulldozers. [Postscript: just a week later, Hurricane Sandy reduced this road to shreds. We wondered if all the campers we'd met were safe.]

Hatteras lighthouse is beautiful, white barbershop pole black and white striping with a pink base. It's the symbol of NC. Hike 3/4-mile Buxton nature trail through dune forest, sheltered from the wind. Palmetto four-feet high among the pine and hardwoods. 

The high today is supposed to be 68, but it feels much warmer in the sun. The sky is mostly blue. It's beautiful here near the water, but I have realized that as much as I like to see and be near water, I am not a beach or water person. Beach towns with their trinket shops, water sports, and sand in everything, aren't my idea of paradise. I want to be doing things, not sitting on the beach, and I prefer to have my feet on terra firma. Windsurfing isn't for me. 

Arrive at Hatteras-Ocracoke ferry at 11:30 (free). Missed the 12:00 ferry (full). Found out we need reservations for the Ocracoke-Cedar Springs ferry. Made reservations by phone for the 2:00 ferry before missing the noon Hatteras ferry. Called back to reschedule for tomorrow, but they said we'd forfeit our $15 if we didn't go today. This means we'll catch the 4:30 ferry, arriving at almost 7 pm and getting to camp in the dark, something we try to avoid. On the positive side, this will force us to spend a short time in Ocracoke, a "quaint historical village" on the NPS-owned island of Ocracoke. 

The 40-minute Hatteras ferry goes through a channel that must be dredged. We see a dredge spewing sand out a long side spout. We are crossing Hatteras Inlet - the Atlantic Ocean with frothing white waves on our left, Pamlico Sound, shallow and calm, on our right. They're running three small ferries concurrently; each holds about 15 cars. 

After all that, we made it on the 2:00 Cedar Island Ferry. We arrived at 1:55 and are the fifth of only five cars on the boat. Go figure why we needed reservations. Two hour and 15 minute crossing time. 

On Cedar Island we drove along a watery paradise of marshes, fishing boats, and tiny towns, crossing a network of rivers, inlets, and estuaries. Oleander blooming along the roadsides. 

We arrived at Fort Macon SP, near Atlantic Beach, to find they did not have camping. Amazingly and luckily for us, they were still open and the very helpful ranger gave us directions to a FS CG about 20 miles south, near Cedar Point. 

Cedar Point CG is part of the Croatan NF. It's the fanciest FS CG I've ever been to, with water, electricity, showers, and many RVs, some of which are festooned with colored lights (I'd rather see the stars). We pulled in about 6:30, hungry and on the verge of crabby. The host accosted us, asking loudly if we had reservations On a Tuesday night in a FS CG? Luckily they had a spot for us. 

It got dark soon after we arrived. Leftover stew for dinner. Some kind soul left us a big pile of sticks, so we had a short fire before running out of steam.

Wednesday, Oct. 17

Up at 7 when it got light, rolling by 8:30. 49 degrees at 7, high today around 70. Highway 24 to 17. Stop at Clyde Phillips Seafood in Swansboro. But a piece of grouper and four large shrimp. Watch Clyde fillet. Sweet old guy. Four guys sitting in his store in rocking chairs, chatting. "Come November 7th, Obama and Big Bird gonna be out of a job," says one. We proceeded to have a nice chat with them, avoiding politics. 

Clouds of bright wildflowers planted by NCDOT on the roadsides. Overcast day after morning sun. Highway 17 is an endless ugly procession of strip malls and traffic lights.

Cross into SC at 11:30. Stop at Visitor's Center, where an incredibly nice and knowledgeable woman told us all about what to do and see in and around Charleston. When I told her we're bird watchers she said we must go to Huntington Beach SP. After lunching on a big salad we drove to the SP. We were reluctant to pay the $5 per person to get in, but once we realized what an amazing place it is, it was worth every penny. It's a must-see, and I'd recommend staying the day and camping (must make reservations). 

We walked the causeway and saw alligators up close. We also saw many wood storks, a tri-color heron, and a clapper rail, in addition to white ibis, various other egrets, herons, and shorebirds. There is a trail to freshwater ponds, and a beautiful beach. Highly recommended.

We reluctantly left at 4 to get groceries and find a campground. Buck Hall FS CG, recommended by the VC, was full, so we headed 10 miles inland to a free FS CG called Honey Hill. Other than mosquitoes and some garbage left by previous campers, it's great. We arrived about 6 pm and are cooking fish dredged in egg and cornmeal, shrimp, and fried potatoes. We bought coleslaw and tartar sauce. It's a great meal. 

Skeeters mostly gone by dark. No fire tonight. Instead, sit in car and plan for tomorrow.

Thursday, Oct. 18

Up at 7, barely getting light. On the road at 7:45. Overcast day, warm and muggy, brief light rain. 17 south to Charleston is slow and congested. 

Arrive in the core of historic Charleston at 9:15. Park near the city market for $2/hour (we later saw a $7 flat fee lot). Few tourists about this early, and it's still cool. The south end of Meeting Street is filled with picturesque homes and buildings that get better the farther south and closer to the water you go. 

The waterfront is pedestrian-friendly, with views of the bay. I never knew that parts of the city are below water level and flood at extra high tides. Part of the city is protected by a sea wall. 

The city market is similar to Pike Place without fresh food and with few local crafts. The main draw are the beautiful sweetgrass baskets, handwoven by local Gullah women, but they're expensive. A small one is about $75. 

The north end of the town is the College of Charleston; its campus is city streets. Fun to walk amongst the crowds of students.

We lunched in the parking lot on sandwiches. By 1:15 we felt we had seen enough. The crowds were thickening; the horse-drawn carriage traffic too. 

We drove green, lightly-trafficked highway 26 north to Harleyville and the Audubon Sanctuary at Francis Beidler Forest. It's a 1.75-mile boardwalk through a virgin bald cypress - tupelo swamp We saw only a cardinal and heard woodpeckers, but there was almost no one else there, and the forest itself is magical. The terminus is a small lake full of turtles. Cost was $7 per person.

From there it was a half hour drive to Givhans Ferry SP. We called this morning to make reservations. Arrived about 4:00, giving us time for some housekeeping. 78 degrees. About 5:00 the mosquitoes started coming out...

Saw a cute little frog hopping around. Brief heavy rains at 3 am. Still 68 degrees.

Friday, Oct. 19

Up at 7:30 (64 degrees), out at 8:30. Highway 61 to 95 to 15 to Congaree NP. Nice to drive through farm country instead of strip malls. Lots of cotton fields. Blue sky today. I-95 is very green, with light traffic this early. 

Congaree NP is much like Francis Beidler Forest but better. Given a choice, do the NP. 2.4-mile boardwalk trail through old growth bottomland with 130-foot tall loblolly pines, bald cypress, tupelo, palmetto, and cane breaks (stands of switch cane). No mosquitoes! Lunch of three-bean salad and tomato/cuke/feta salad. Grant's shoelace got caught and he took a bad fall in the parking lot. It was scary but he is OK, just a few sore spots so far. The trail is extremely peaceful and serene - quite magical. Nice warm day with a light breeze. Lots of logging trucks on surrounding roads. The acres of cotton fields and humble houses truly feel like the rural south. 

Since it's the weekend we called early to reserve a CG (camping season is in full swing here in the warm southeast). Several were already full so we opted for one south of Savannah. We only spent an hour or so at Congaree (it has many canoe and walking trails, but no roads).

We drove two-plus hours back to the coast to Beaufort (pronounced like 'beautiful'). It's a quaint waterfront town filled with Live oaks dripping Spanish moss and gorgeous antebellum homes. Well worth an hour or two strolling around. 

We had thought of checking out Bluffton, recommended by several people, but didn't have time. Instead we headed to the GA VC just over the border on I-95 then continued south to our campground, Fort McAllister SHP, just south of Savannah, arriving about 5:30. It's really nice! The CG is on Savage Island, surrounded by saltwater marsh. The sites are spacious and dark. The bathhouse has a washing machine! 

For dinner we made stroganoff over couscous - delicious! We used packaged gravy mix with a smidge of sour cream. 

To one side of us is a family with older kids and a string of colored rope lights (all the rage at CGs, we're finding). On the other side is a family with young kids and crabby parents. I'm trying not to be judgmental. 

Gas near Beaufort was $3.23/gallon, at least 30 cents less than elsewhere in the area. We've noticed that gas is cheaper near military bases, and there are a lot of military bases in coastal areas. 

We learned that a swamp is a drowned forest and a marsh is a drowned (flooded) grassland.  

Saturday, Oct. 20

Stayed up late reading and slept in til almost 8. 54 degrees at 9 am. Headed in to Savannah to catch a noon NA meeting. Lunched in a school parking lot then went to the meeting location but no one showed up. Drove to historic Savannah and found free parking (weekends are free at meters). Walked down busy, ugly MLK Way to the VC. It was mobbed, so we forged on with a map. 

I have to say that we were disappointed with the city. It just wasn't that pretty. The riverfront is touristy and commercial. Most of the city feels that way. Savannah is famous for its many green squares - shady parks surrounded by stately homes. Some of the parks have fountains. It was quite warm and Grant was very tired. It wasn't much fun. I did love seeing the Mercer-Williams House where one of my favorite books, Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, took place. (We were told the tour is a disappointing ripoff.)

After walking for about two hours we went to Starbucks for cold drinks and wifi, then headed back to camp, stopping en route for groceries. 

We've hit a low point in the trip. Alex can't host us for ten more days, we've run out of pre-planned places to go, and Grant is getting tired of being on the road. 

Sunday, Oct. 21

Up at 6 in the dark, shower, then take a lovely walk down to the causeway in the cool morning air with the sun rising red behind us. Hit the road about 8 and drive to Harris Neck Wildlife Refuge, a short drive south down the coast. It's free and empty and recommended. There's a driving loop and many trails. We saw dozens of black crowned night herons and common gallinules on Woody Pond.

Then we drove to Jekyll Island, farther south on the Georgia coast. It's a state park with tastefully developed hotel and commercial areas. We had lunch as South Dunes picnic area. I walked down to the gorgeous, hard, sandy, flat beach and walked for a while. It was warm with a cooling breeze and the water was warm. Better than Hawaii, in my opinion! Then we drove to Driftwood Beach at the other end of the island and walked among the tree carcasses - wow! This end of the island is eroding while the other end is growing (sand). This island would be a great place for a honeymoon or family vacation. There is a lot to do, wonderful trails - some paved for biking - and a campground. 

We left about 2:30 and drove to the Florida Visitor's Center, just across the border on I-95. After complementary orange and grapefruit juice we got lots of information and used the wifi. 

Then we drove back to Georgia to Crooked River SP, on the coast. It's a bit buggy and nothing special. I walked part of the Palmetto Trail through a beautiful pine-palmetto forest (dwarf palmetto). We've decided to go out to dinner tonight as a mood booster. Found a great place called Peppers in St Mary's. Grant's steak burrito and my tilapia tacos were excellent. The flan was tasty but not as creamy as I like. 

After dinner we went to an AA meeting at a nice hall in Kingsland, nearby. Really nice people. Back to camp at 9:30 - latest we've stayed up in a while! Half moon.

Monday, Oct. 22 - 4 weeks today

Up at 7, no see 'ums biting... Leave camp 8:40. Drive to historic St. Mary's nearby. Cute litte town on the river, not overly commercial. Lots of nice, old houses. You can catch the ferry to Cumberland Island National Seashore here, and see wild horses and a pristine barrier island with no vehicles. Wish we'd know about it. You can day trip or camp. The ferry is $20 per person and you must carry all your gear. 

Walked around St. Mary's a bit. It was all dolled up for Halloween with exhibits created by local businesses and clubs. Its other claim to fame is that this is where Georgia's first pecan trees were planted, from nuts found floating in the sea. 

Next we went shopping for supplies. Then we headed for Okefenokee Swamp. Our map only showed two entrances, on the north and west sides. It turns out that the main entrance is actually on the east side. But it all worked out. We drove into Okefenokee Swamp Park and realized it was too commercial for us (would be great for kids). So we had a picnic lunch and then drove to the west entrance of the Okefenokee, in Stephen Foster SP. We arrived at 2:30 and the last boat tour of the day was at 3. It seemed meant to be. We were the only two passengers. A nice young ranger took us in a small motor boat for 90 minutes. We went through the swamp and into the Suwanee River (yes, the one from the famous song - the SP is named for the author). We saw numerous alligators and several little blue herons plus Dixie sunflowers blooming. It was delightful to be floating along the dark water. Peaceful and magical. Well worth $15 each. We're staying tonight in the SP CG. The no see 'ums are thick, which makes being outside difficult. After dinner we went for a slow drive along the park road, hoping to see a bear, but no luck. 

Cute, tiny frog sitting on the dishes I left on the table to dry. Dinner was chicken stew.

Tuesday, Oct. 23

Up at 7 with first light, on the road at 7:50. Wanted to walk but the mosquitoes were too thick. 

Many dead trees in the swamp due to a huge fire that burned for 10 months last year. It burned the peat below ground as well as the vegetation above. A large portion of the swamp was affected. Fire is normal here however. 

Since we have so much extra time, we have time to head north to see more of Georgia. Grant remembers how beautiful it was when he drove through here with his mom in the 70s. We're driving through miles of pine "flatwoods."  Now I know why I've so often heard the phrase "Georgia pines." 

Lots of blueberries grown in the coastal area here.

So many flavors of Baptist Church! I can't remember all the names, but I think I've seen at least a dozen. 

We learned that Bald Cypress are so-called because they lose their needles in the winter. 

Highway 441 north. Soon we left the coastal region and were back amongst cows, hay bales, rolling hills, hardwood forests, and fall color. Very nice. 

A common sight in the south: rocking chairs on porches. 

Wealth appears in unexpected places. Driving along a country road, seemingly far from any sources of income, we'll see a huge estate or an entrance to an expensive-looking subdivision. 

Stop in Dublin, GA for a BLT picnic in the parking lot of the farmer's market (closed today). To our delight, they had not only clean, open bathrooms, but free wifi!

Spending the night at Unicoi SP near Helen, GA. Helen is a Bavarian village like Leavenworth. The SP is big and fany, but we're tucked away in a quiet tent site. It's cool, bug free, and the crickets are chirping. The moon is 3/4 full. Dinner was leftover chicken stew for Grant and leftover rice and beans plus a quesadilla for me. 

Wednesday, Oct. 24

Up at 6:30, 47 degrees. On the road at 7:30. Highway 17 to 180 to Brasstown Bald, the highest point in GA at about 4800 feet. The shuttle to the tower at the top isn't open this early. We're the only ones here. Beautiful, fall color, rolling hill views from the parking lot. 

Gorgeous fall color and winding country roads. Stop in Dahlonega for groceries. They sell things we don't see in our stores: canned succotash, mustard and collard greens, hush puppy mix. 

Highways 348, 356, 129, 19, 76 to Chickamauga and Chattanooga Military Park. Apple orchards, roadside stands. Stop to buy sweet corn and dried peaches from a woman who lived at Fort Lewis for two years. We've met a lot of people who've been stationed in WA. 

Saw a yard sign: "Obama, y'all." Love it! Also see lots of signs for "early voting." I'm not sure how this works. 

The battlefield was interesting. Fields and woods with dozens of marble monuments, cannons, and interpretive signs dotted throughout. Went for a nice walk on one of the many trails through oak forest, acorns crunching underfoot. At 82 degrees, a bit warm for our long pants. 

South on highway 27 to John Tanner SP, arriving about 5:45. Along the way stop at Starbucks in Rome, GA to use wifi. Dinner burgers and corn on the cob sitting by a fire. Nice evening and no bugs. 

Thursday, Oct. 25

Up at 7 (47 degrees), on the road at 7:45. 27 south. Pit stop in Pine Mt. Short walk past beautiful homes on side streets. 

South of Columbus we're back in the pines. Stop in Albany for very mediocre BBQ at Kregg's. Clouds as we approach Florida. Warm, muggy, and raindrops. Hiways 520 and 19 get us around Tallahasee.

At Manatee Springs SP we learned that the manatees won't arrive there for several weeks. Then we drove to Crystal Springs SP, which has some year-round manatees. They don't have camping but we got some info about manatees and other camping options. 82 degrees at 1 pm. 

Then we drove 17 miles to Fort Cooper SP, which has some primitive camping. However, it's walk in only. The ranger sent us to Holder Mine CG in Withlacoochee State Forest. Just then the skies opened up. We figured we'd have to set up our canopy for the first time. However, when we arrived at the CG, just a few miles south of Inverness, they had a covered picnic shelter with - get this - a light! 

We arrived about 6:30 and it got dark about 7:30. We cooked stroganoff. Meanwhile the rain stopped. Now we're in the car reading, writing, and mapping. It's warm and humid in here but we don't want to open the windows due to the bugs. We are not tropical people...

Hurricane Sandy looms on the coast, bringing wind and rain to the Gulf coast as well. 

We were very tired of driving by the end of the day. Last night we had focus time and discussed Grant's frustrations with my back seat driving and shopping. It was a difficult conversation but cleared the air and we're both in much better moods today. 

This spot is the farthest away from home that we will go on this trip. 

Friday, Oct. 26

Slept in until 8:00! A warm night for sleeping. 72 degrees this morning. A beautiful morning with a light breeze and blue sky. Lots of Eastern bluebirds flying around. Amazingly, no skeeters. 

Drive to Crystal Springs SP and take a 90-minute boat ride down the Crystal River to the Gulf of Mexico. Very windy. No manatees. One brief dolphin sighting. Lots of osprey and bald eagle. Very beautiful scenery. Watch mullet fish jumping. 

Saw three wild boar crossing the park road. (Imported pigs that have bred with local pigs - they're invasive. Park rangers shoot them and give the meat to the needy.)

Lunch next to the river. Then drive to Homosassa Wildlife P. It's a zoo for injured native animals. We got to see four manatees! They live there full time but in the winter wild manatees come as well. Then you can go out in a boat to see them. Today we watched from shore but could see the well. They're big, cute blobs that eat sea grasses. They must have warm water to survive the winter, and that's why they swim upriver to these warm springs.

About 2:30 we left to drive to Gainesville, where Tom Petty and Marty Jourard grew up. After a Starbucks wifi stop and some very heavy traffic we parked near an AA hall and went for a walk. 85 degrees. It was a kind of funky neighborhood near the University. We found a quiet side street to cook eggs and sausage for dinner. Then we drove to the AA hall but found the meeting not happening, so we went to another hall, The Triangle Club. Bigger, with a parking lot where we can spend the night. Birthday meeting from 8:30-9:30. Now they're having a Halloween party, so it may be a bit noisy trying to sleep :)

Saturday, Oct. 27

Up at 6:30. Cool, breezy, dark. Drive to nearest rest area (had to get on I-75 to find one). Freshen up, wash dishes, make tea and breakfast. On the road for real at 8. Light overcast. 

26 west to 19 north. Stop in Perry for groceries. Winn Dixie playing Christian music... Get on highway 98 west. Newberry is a very cute small town. 

Hiway 98 alternates between a tunnel of green pines, and strip malls and stoplights. Not a very interesting road until you finally break out onto the coast. 

St. George Island SP has white, sandy beach, warm, shallow water, and biting flies... We found the beach a bit boring so we walked on an inland trail past a nice lake. Hundreds of Gulf fritillary butterflies (they really should be called flutterbys). 

The town of Mexico Beach looks like a nice vacation spot. Picturesque and not too commercial. After that the going got ugly, I have to say. One long strip mall, with many billboards featuring guns, religion, and conservative politics. Big air force bases. 

St. Andrews SP full due to a seafood festival. We soon found out that all of the state parks are full. The only private CG we could find cost $80 a night! 

We had dinner at the Donut Hole. It had been recommended by a couple we met at Crystal Springs, but it wasn't very good. 

Then we decided to call Grant's friend Ned, who lives nearby. He hadn't been expecting us until tomorrow, but was happy to have us early. He and his wife, Carol, are really nice. We visited for a while and then slept in their driveway. We're now in the Central time zone. 

Sunday, Oct. 28

Went for a nice walk with Carol around their neighborhood. Very windy, which she says is normal this time of year (I thought it was due to Hurrican Sandy, which is hammering the east coast right now). Destin is on a peninsula with water on three sides 

Alex and Ben came over at noon. Alex and Grant cooked a bunch of good food and we had a big meal at 3:30. Two of Ned and Carol's kids came over, one with a week old baby. A few neighbors and friends came too, so it was quite a crowd. The TV was blasting the whole time, which drove me nuts. 

Now we're driving to Alex and Ben's at Hurlburt Field, nearby. 

Monday, Oct. 29

Sleeping in our van in Alex and Ben's nice, flat driveway. Woke at 6 am to the sound of reveille being played over the bast PA! ("To the colors" and the Star Spangled Banner sound at 5 pm, and Taps at 10 pm.) Grant and I walked for 45 minutes, down to the sound and back. Very cold and windy. 

Alex took us onto neighboring Eglin Air Force Base, which is much bigger than Hurlburt and has a bigger BX and commissary (food store). The BX was like a mall, and the prices weren't that great. The commissary prices were pretty good. We bought stuff to make jambalaya and spanakopita. Hung out at Alex's, cooked, caught up on email, watched a movie. Ben works the night shift as a sheet metal mechanic. 

Tuesday, Oct. 30

Drove to the base library (really nice) then walked to see the plane collection and other base amenities. Leftovers for lunch, then Grant and I drove to Home Depot to buy a dryer vent kit for Alex and to Target to buy teething rings for the baby she's babysitting. Then we walked to the library to use the internet and then met Ned and Carol for dinner at Brooks Bridge BBQ. I had catfish (so-so) and pecan pie (yum). Alex came by at the end and then we drove to a nearby NA meeting. It was nice to meet Alex's local support folks. 

Wednesday, Oct. 31

Much warmer today - yay! Went for a short walk by myself and discovered nice trails around Alex's neighborhood. Cassandra and her baby, Parker, came over. All of us went for a long walk. Then we drove to Destin for lunch at the Hog's Breath Saloon. Nice porch, but food a bit spendy and nothing special. Came back to Alex's to find that our ballots had finally arrived - yay, we can vote for Barrack Obama! 

Alex and I went grocery shopping. Soon trick-or-treating will begin. 

Never thought I'd spend time on a military base. It's good for me to learn more about the world of war I so dislike. There are things that are nice about the base, such as pretty decent housing, cheap rent, and tons of amenities such as pool, library, trails, playgrounds, shopping, and support services of all kinds. Besides the war element, however, I was uncomfortable with the exorbitant amount of taxpayer dollars that are spent to support the base infrastructure and employees. And this is just one very small base among hundreds. 

Thursday, Nov. 1

On the road at 9 after a poignant goodbye to Alex and Ben. 98 west to Pensacola. A warm morning - the air is soft. 

Cross into AL and it looks different. Farms, fields, no pines. It's nice. We didn't much like coastal FL. We find the beaches stark and boring and the development density stifling. 

It's a four-state day: FL, AL, MS, LA. Lunch at a rest area in MS (we had to get on I-10 to get through Mobile). Many ugly billboards in MS. Strong police enforcement presence. The VC lady claims it's due to drug traffic along I-10. Once in MS we were back in pine trees - they get a little monotonous. 

Arrive at the LA VC at 1:30. Arrive in New Orleans (NOLA) French Quarter at 3 pm. Find free street parking and walk for 45 minutes. We did not like it. Lots of street people, drug addicts, drunk people. Bars pumping out live music and drinks all day. It's a town that's all about partying and it's very unappealing. 

Drove to the Garden District a few miles away. Quiet and charming. Lafayette Cemetery with above ground burial vaults shaped like little houses. Many beautiful, old houses surround the cemetery. Walked for half an hour or so then drove to St. Bernard SP, southeast of the city, arriving about 6 pm. To get there we took a short, free ferry trip aross the MS River. It was a side-loading boat. A guy on the boat told us we'd be driving through an area that had been under 12 feet of water after Hurricane Katrina. 

The houses looked mostly find on the outside, but inside many were gutted. We also saw many empty fields that may once have been houses. Billboards advertised "House leveling." The CG is nice and quiet, $22 a night. Drove through an ugly industrial area to get here. Leftover stirfry for dinner. Lots of skeeters so we're holed up in the car. We're both tired of being on the road and are talking about faster routes home. Owl hooting. 

Friday, Nov 2

Warm this morning - 65 degrees at 8 am. Heavy dew coats everything with moisture, rivulets on the windshield, foggy. Looks like a typical, foggy fall morning in the Northwest, except it's warm, which feels eerie.

Washing dishes in the dark last night, I heard something large-sounding crashing about in the brush next to camp. This morning I noticed that we had inadvertently parked next to water. Covered in green vegetation, it had looked like land at dusk. Perhaps the noise I heard was an alligator...

The tap water here is brown with tannins. 

Lots of LA satsumas for sale by the roadside. I guess LA is known for them. Also lots of hurricane-damaged houses being rebuilt. Saw a sign for "gutting estimates." Why rebuild when it seems so risky here? I guess people can't afford to walk away from their land and go elsewhere. 

Sugar and oil refineries, casinos, street corner beggars, rundown neighborhoods as we drive through the east and north sides of NOLA. Here they call counties "parishes" and neighborhoods "wards." Water everywhere. NOLA and southern LA are water worlds. 

Drive to highway 18, the Great River Road, also known as Plantation Alley. First stop Laura: A Creole Plantation. The tour cost $18 and lasts 75 minutes. We're allergic to tours. We just can't stand and listen to someone talk for that long. Instead we peeked over fences to see the house and grounds. [When we got home we ordered Laura's memoir, upon which the tour is based, available cheap on Amazon. I found it .]

We drove a few miles down the road to Oak Alley plantation and parked. All I wanted to see here was the alley of oaks, so rather than pay $18 each for the tour, we walked down the driveway to the road and looked at the huge, old oaks framing the house. Then we walked up onto the dike, where we found a lovely, paved trail with benches and views of the river, tug boats, barges. The "riverfront" houses no longer have a view of the river - all they see is the levee. (We drove our Chevy to the levee.) Turned out there was a nice parking lot next to the dike just west of Oak Alley and we could have parked there. 

The fog began to burn off and it was getting very warm when we stopped walking about 11. 

Hiway 20 south to Thibodaux. Lunch in a nice park. 84 degrees and the sky is now blue. 

Hiway 20 west. Sugarcane and bayous. Hiway 182 west is the Bayou Teche Scenic Byway (also known as the Old Spanish Trail). Nice roads. Franklin historic center has stately homes with columned porches, white lampposts marching down the main street, and an above ground cemetery. 

Many homes have lush vegie gardens with lots of greens. The town of Jeanerette bills itself as "Sugar City." Sugar is also called "white gold." Mesh-sided trucks are filled with harvested cane. 

Here they call sno cones "snow balls." Lots of French names and terms on signs. 

14 west - rice fields - it's a great blue highway. Stop for boudin balls at the highway 397 junction. (Spicy, deep-fried sausage and rice balls.)

Southern LA is very flat. We like it. At St. Charles we got back on I-10 to cross into TX. Made the VC at 4:50, 10 minutes before closing. Found out that the SP we'd hoped to stay at is full. They had a great brochure listing all government campgrounds, so we wearily drove two hours to Double Lake CG neard Cold Spring. We were hugely relieved that they still has empty sites. $18. Eggs and bacon for dinner by lantern light. 

I got a big headache. I think it was motion sickness from the high speed roads and all the hurtling, lane changing, slowing down for lights, speeding up to pass. 

Birds "burbling" on the lake all night. 

Saturday, Nov. 3

Today is Grant's 60th birthday. 65 degrees at 9 am. Nice walk on the paved trail around the lake, lovely in the morning light. Loud, happy children playing all around us. Leave camp at 9:30. 

Three hour drive on beautiful back roads to Lockhart. Lots of signs for "yard eggs"(?) Lots of butterflies hitting the windshield :( They leave large splats. 

Kreutz Market in Lockhart had a line out the door. So did Blacks. Big reunion in town. So we settled for choice #3, Chisholm Trail. The pork ribs were delicious. 87 degrees at 3 pm. 

After lunch we stopped at a Tractor Supply store so Grant could see what they have (we don't have TS stores in WA). Lots of great stuff at good prices. 

Arrived at our friend Dan Harsh's in north San Antonio about 4 pm. He took us to dinner at Lupe's Tortillas where we had really delicious shrimp/chicken/beef fajitas. 

Sunday, Nov. 4

We fell back an hour. Up at 7:30 new time. Slept in Dan's parking lot. 

Drove to downtown San Antonio to do the River Walk. Arrived about 10, before the crowds. It's really magical and totally different than I expected. Come during the week if possible. Nights are said to be magical because of all the lights, but also more crowded. I expected a shopping strip, but it's a park. There are hotels and restaurants along it, but mostly it's a beautiful path along the river, with big, shady trees, gardens, and art. It feels like Mexico. We really enjoyed it. 

After a stroll through the Alamo and its beautiful gardens we had a nice lunch at a Mexican restaurant on the river. 

Then Dan drove us up into the hills north of the city where he hopes to buy a house on some land in the country. It's like a cross between AZ and CA here, with lots of trees but also cactus and palms. Housing is quite a bit cheaper than the Seattle area. 

While Grant and Dan watched football, I went food shopping and made a big salad for dinner. Grant made fried potatoes. It was delightful weather today - we sat on the porch and read in the shade and it was the perfect temperature. 

Monday, Nov. 5

Leave San Antonio at 7 am. Highway 281 north. Blue sky and sunshine. Grant crabby due to high blood sugar and too much TV at Dan's. Nice visit with Dan, but we don't have as much in common as we used to. 

Stop at Pedernales Falls SP. Not much water in the river, but very beautiful and no one there at 8 am. Turtles, goats (domestic), orange butterflies. I went for a long walk. 

Wenzels Lone Star Meats in Hamilton to buy polish sausages for dinner. Lunch at the park in town. Cute little town. 

Getting scrubbier and more arid the farther north we go. Huge revival tent. 

Took the interstate the last stretch through Fort Worth to my sister Kelly's in Southlake, thinking it would be less stressful than surface roads. Wrong. Not much faster either. 

Arrived at Kelly's about 2:45 (when we got home we received a red light camera ticket for not stopping at a red light when making a right turn in Southlake...). Sausages and grilled vegies for dinner. Sat in the hot tub. Chilly evening after a mid-80's day. 

Tuesday, Nov. 6

A "day off" at Kelly's. Nice long walk around her neighborhood lake. Laundry, computer time, groceries, cook stew for the road. Went to Levi's football game in the evening. It was cold. 

Home for chili, cornbread, salad, and packing while watching the election results. Obama won! 

Idyllic weather today. Mid-70's, blue sky. 

Rob taught us the expression "You can't put lipstick on that pig!"

Wednesday, Nov. 7

Up at 4:15, on the road at 5. Long drive to Big Bend National Park today. Took interstate 20 because it saved two hours. Sun rise 645. Road pretty empty this early, and quieter than I-10 to the south. Still, very happy to get off at 11:30 in Monahans for lunch and a nap. Speeds were 75 to 80... 

Saw gas in Fort Worth for $3.07. By the time we needed gas in West TX, however, the price had risen back up to $3.59. 

Drove through the barren, flat scrub of Midlands, TX, home of George W. and Barbara Bush. This is oil country - derricks and refineries abound. It seems a grim place to live. 

At Monohans we took 18 south to Big Bend NP. The desert kept getting prettier. Lovely weather today, warm but comfortable. We were tired and sleepy from all the driving. I drove the last hundred miles or so. Nice to see the mountains on the horizon. Lots of border patrol presence. 

Arrived at 5 pm. Camping at Chisos Basin, 5400 feet elevation. Beautiful and quiet. Astonished to see mosquitoes. It's been cold and night and it's very dry here. How do they live? 

Hobo stew with ground turkey for dinner, and cornbread. 

Incredible stars! This park is one of the darkest places in North America. The moon hadn't risen. The Milky Way was a thick swath of milky white. We lay on the picnic table and gazed up for a while. It was very romantic. Wonderfully quiet except for crickets serenades, which I love the sound of. 

Thursday, Nov. 8

Up at 6:15. 51 degrees, feels balmy. Short stroll to watch sun come up near Chisos Lodge. Wifi stop, wash windows, then head to Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive. 

The Chihuahuan Desert is like AZ without saguaro Saw a road runner! Places like this are good for the sou. No billboards, developments, or semis - just quiet, wide-open spaces of incredible natural beauty. It's very green despite being a desert, with layers of mountains disappearing into the horizon.

Hike the 0.8-mile Santa Elena Canyon trail. The Rio Grande River is very low right now. The other side is Mexico! In the summer, when the water is high, people raft it. It's a lovely hike. Warm in the sun but the canyon is cool and shady. Got there at 10 and when we left at 11 lots of people had arrived. 

Old Maverick Roa north to Terlingua. Fourteen miles is unpaved but well-graded. Felt like we were the only people in the world - didn't see another car. Terlingua and it's neighboring ghost town are cute, little outdoor adventure towns like Moab. Stopped for ice at the General Store and had lunch (Kelly's BBQ chicken and leftover sausage). 

170 west to Presidio. A dotted road along the Rio Grande. Highly recommended. Lots of roller coaster dips. You know you're on an empty road when you only see one other car, and they wave. 

Presidio is a border town and a deportation processing place. Lots of Border Patrol presencec. So sad to think of all the Mexicans desperately trying to cross the border, many of them dying in the process, and many others caught and returned, minus the money they paid to get across. 

67 north, 97 west, and 54 north to Guadalupe Mountains NP. Arrive 5:15 except it's actually 4:15 because we're now on Mountain Time. 65 degrees at 6 pm. Store-bought spinach paneer plus corn bread and coleslaw for dinner. 

Unusual CG. The tent area is walk-in only. The RV area is just a big parking lot with a few tables on a grass median. Luckily generators have to shut down at 8 pm. It would be nice and dark here if it weren't for the vending machine...

Friday, Nov. 9

Up with the sun at 5:45, on the road at 6:45. Windy. Beautiful red and orange sunrise, blue sky. North to Carlsbad Caverns NP. I had seen the caverns in 1975 when I was 15. We arrived at 7:30 and people were already pouring in, even though it's midweek and off-season and the caverns don't open until 8:30. 

We chose to walk in via the "natural entrance" rather than take the elevator. It's magical descending 750 feet down into the earth. The path is smooth but steep, and dimly lit. Your eyes adjust. Along the way are magical limestone formations. It took perhaps 45 minutes to walk down. Then we walked a one-mile loop through the "Big Room," the best part. I remember colored lights when I was last here, but now it's all natural lighting. Still it's really beautiful and a "must see." 56 degrees and 90% humidity - very pleasant. We saw very few people and it was very quiet. We recommend walking in if you can - it really enhances the experience. We took the elevator back up, not knowing we were allowed to walk. In all, we spent 1.5 hours (the staff had said to allow 2.5-3). 

Then we drove to nearby Carlsbad, NM for wifi and groceries. It's an ugly town. 285 north to Artesia and a roadside picnic. It was so windy my sandwich blew off my plate! 82 west to Alamogordo is a gorgeous, windy mountain road with brilliant yellow cottonwoods, pine trees, and a river. Lots of agriculture, including fields of ripe, red chili peppers. Drove past a tarantula crossing the road. Intense crosswind. Dark clouds on the mountaintops. Car got a nice bath in a brief, heavy rain. The summit, Cloudcroft, is 8650 feet and has a ski area. Jeeps, which is set to avoid highways, took us neatly around Las Cruces on empty side roads, then north on 185 to Percha Dam SP, north of Hatch. $10 for a nice site with showers. The place is almost empty. Saw huge flocks of Sandhill cranes wheeling overhead. Arrived at 5 and it was pitch dark by 6. 

Hobo stew and feta salad for dinner. No fire tonight. A canopy of stars. 

Saturday, Nov. 10 

Rain off and on in the night. A very windy morning, but gorgeous, blue sky, puffy pink clouds, cranes wheeling above. Leave at 6:45. Hiway 187 north through a beautiful valley. Lush, green fields, a lake, rainbows everywhere, the Caballo Mountains to the east. 

Highway 152 east on a scenic byway. Winding mountain road up to an 8228 foot pass. Dark clouds, light rain and hail, pine trees - magical! Hillsboro is a cute little town. A police car was parked as you enter town - looks like a speed trap, but as you pass by you see a dummy in the front seat!

Cows on the road. These beautiful, wild, empty roads are the reason we take these trips. The heart soars. 

Enormous copper mine in Santa Rita - tailing piles loom over the town. 

Hiway 180 west is the "Trail of the Mountain Spirits National Scenic Byway." It's beautiful! 

We like to play a trivia game by asking the other person "Where were we when...?" to see if they can remember the name of a place on our trip.

Hiway 78 west - enough heavy rain to wash the windshield. Picnic lunch in Safford - the town felt a little rough around the edges. First saguaro cactus near Peridot. Bought a beautiful string of fresh chili peppers at a roadside stand as a hostess gift for my sister-in-law, Denise. 

Arrived at my brother Mark's at 5 pm (half an hour late - Jeeps was wrong about our arrival time for the first time). Went for a nice walk with Mark and Denise around their neighborhood. It's cold and windy here and has been raining. 

Visited with my nieces, Emma (17), and Casey (15). Had a delicious lasagna meal. Watched a great movie about happiness, called "Happy." 

Sunday, Nov. 11

Coldest night yet - 39 degrees this morning. Clear blue sky. Pancake breakfast with Mark, Denise, Emma, Casey. Lots of laughs. The girls got up early to see us and were tired. We left at 9. 

Scottsdale freeways as art - pink pricklypear cactus, red bougainvillea, beautiful wall art. If every road were half this beautiful, stress levels would plummet. 101 nearly empty on a Sunday morning. 

93 north, "Joshua Tree Scenic Byway," is so beautiful! Alternating Joshua trees and saguaro (they never grow together). Roadside picnic salad. Drive over Hoover dam - high walls so you can't see much if you don't stop. 

Grant had never seen the Vegas strip so we drove partway down it so he could see how horrid it is. It was mobbed, it being a weekend. We got out of there as quick as we could. Lots of long traffic lights to wait through. Happy to get back on empty roads to Death Valley. 

Arrived just before 5 pm Pacific time. Nice camp at Texas Springs. No RVs or generators. $14. Eggs, sausage, potatoes for dinner. Lots of stars. Feels cold but it's 55 degrees. 

Monday, Nov. 12

The family next to us at camp had seven children! They seemed very happy and were amazingly quiet. Up at 6, on the road at 7. 42 degrees at 6 am. Short walk to Zabriskie Point to gaze out over the colorful tumult of rock formations. Drive Artist Point scenic drive to see the palette of mineral pigments. Colors muted in the morning (best in afternoon light) but still lovely. 

Two-mile round trip hike up Golden Canyon. Stark, shady, chilly, lovely. Nice views of Red Cathedral, an iron-red cliff formation. Alone until almost back to the card, when a Veteran's Day "crowd" of five cars' worth of people appeared. 

Hiway 190 west to 136 to Lone Pine to 395 north. Coyote "posing" by roadside. Lots of elevation gain and loss as you climb out of the valley and back down to 395.

395 is a gorgeous road, especially north of Bishop. Soaring Sierra Mountains to the west. We had driven this road southbound last year but it looks completely different going north. 

Picnic at a lovely streamside park in Independence, CA. I had a "BPT" (bacon, pickle, tomato) sandwich, because we were out of lettuce, but it was yummy. Jeeps said it was faster to take 395 to 88 to 89 (via a shortcut in Gardnerville) than to take 89 all the way to our campground in Markleeville, so that's what we did. Arrived at Grover Hot Springs SP a little after 5, in the dark. Snow all around, road bare and wet. Amazingly there was someone working the entry booth. We are the only ones here. It's cold so we put on, for the first time, all our cold weather gear. For me, that included long underwear and a down coat. Cooked sausage, eggs, and potatoes for dinner. Cleaned up and in the van reading by 6:45. All food, dishes, and toiletries in the bear box. 5700 feet elevation. $25. Hot springs open til 7 but we didn't feel like going. 

Tuesday, Nov. 13

20 degrees at 5:30 am Just starting to get light at 6. We slept comfortably with flannel sheet, quilt, and wool blanket. Leave at 6:20. Road a bit icy but not slippery. Markleeville is a very cute ton. 89 north around west sie of Lake Tahoe. Beautiful views around Emerald Bay at the southwest end, but the road is a bit scary because you're on the cliff side when driving north. Blue sky, green pines, reddish tree trunks, white snow - a glorious combination! Snow glittering in the sunshine. Truckee River steaming. There are nice trails along the river and lake. 

Gas and groceries in Truckee, where 89 crosses interstate 80 (near Donner Pass). At Sierraville, we took 49 east to 70 east to 395 north, through vast, high plains with cattle fields that turn to desert on hiway 70. 49 degrees in Susanville at 11 am. High clouds moving in. Mostly above 5000 feet elevation all day. Picnic lunch at rest area 23 miles north of Susanville. Quiet here, would be a good camping option. 

From Susanville it's 80 miles to my cousin Mike's in Shingletown on hiway 44. Drizzling all the way. Pulled in to Lassen NP VC - the road through the park is closed, but so is the VC, so no brochure for our collection. Lassen itself not visible due to clouds. 

Arrived at Mike and Linda's at 2:15. Chatted all afternoon. Tri-tip, mashed potatoes, soup, salad for dinner. Dark at 5 pm. Bed at 9. Slept in their guestroom. The bed is small but warmer than the van, plus their driveway isn't flat. 

Wednesday, Nov. 14

Up at 6:30, 38 degrees. Went for a nice walk around Mike and Linda's neighborhood. Pine trees and lots of deer. Leave their house at 9:30. 44 west to Redding, then I-5 north. This section of I-5 is dotted and it's beautiful. Stunning views of Mt. Shasta and blue sky. Fall color. North of Weed it becomes arid again. At a rest area north of Yreka, we saw an older man sitting in his car gasping for air. He said he didn't need help but we called the State Patrol anyway. (A few days after we got home, the State Patrol called to let us know the man had extremely low blood sugar and had been taken to the hospital. We are so glad we called!)

Over the Siskiyou Summit (4310 ft.) and on to Oregon and down into fog. Drive through downtown Ashland - cute. 

Arrive at Grant's friend John's, near Grant's Pass, at 4 pm. John is an old friend Grant hasn't seen in 45 years. He and his wife, Linda, live on 10 acres in the country, yet are only 30 minutes from Grant's Pass. Linda had a stroke 6 years ago that left her wheelchair-bound and unable to speak, yet her facial expressions and spirit are so strong that I felt we could communicate surprisingly well. 

I showed Linda our photo book and trip pictures. We petted her orange tabby cat. We told them about the assistive communication devices that are available - amazingly, they didn't know about them. I also showed Linda my Kindle. She hasn't been able to read books because she can't hold them open. It was a poignant experience to spend time with them.  

Thursday, Nov. 15

On the road at 8 am. I-5 north to Roseburg, when the fog turned to blue sky. Eastbound on hiway 42 until coast range fog, then blue sky again on the coast. (Had to visit the west coast to make our trip truly "coast to coast.") Fall color and farms on 42. Fish and chowder on the boardwalk in Coos Bay, then we walked the boardwalk along the bay (it only goes about a mile). Drive north to Florence, forgetting that there are no ocean views along this stretch of the coast due to the dunes. Park near Heceta Beach, just north of Florence, and walk along the ocean for a bit, enjoying the waves (so different from the Atlantic). 

Highway 126 to Eugene takes 80 minutes. It's a very pretty road along the Siuslaw River. Arrive at my son, Ian's, at 4:15. Ian made a delicious salmon chowder for a potluck at one of his professor's houses. We met all kinds of delightful, young architecture students and ate amazing food, including goat cheese, fig, and pancetta on Italian bread crustinis. 

Home about 9:30, built a fire in Ian's fireplace, then Ian and I talked until about 11 about his school and love life and the stresses of long distance relationships (his new girlfriend, Haley, lives in Seattle). 

Friday, Nov. 16

Up at 7. Heading to Portland for lunch at Pambiche, a Cuban restaurant, with Grant's cousin John's daughter, Jennifer. Then home. Mixed feelings! Back into WA rain south of Olympia. It's going to take some time to adjust to WA winter weather. The worst traffic of the entire trip around Lakewood and Tacoma. At least heavy rain gave us a free car wash. 

Arrive home at 4:40. 

