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1 SPONTANEOUS DELIGHT


Imagine that. Here is another book by a guy who hits bottom, buys an RV, and goes on a mission seeking answers to big questions: In this case, visiting the nation’s most sacred landscapes, then feeling the need to share.1
 “One goes, not so much to see but to tell afterward,” John Steinbeck said, and that became my destiny six years and 175,00 miles ago. I am Sam. I live in a van. This is my story.

Divorced after thirty-four years, I moved into a loft in Los Angeles’s oldest skyscraper (built in 1904) with Benny, the Wonder Cat. In 2018, after six years of living alone, I found myself unemployed and feeling unnecessary and obsolete. Then my older brother, Ricky, died young like our father. My apartment lease was about to end, and whether to stay or move on became the question of the day.

Depression affects many people, and I wasn’t immune. So, I sought help. My therapist asked, “If you had only one week to live, what would you do with that time?” My prompt reply startled both my therapist and me. “Do I have to wait the entire week?” He quickly established that I had a problem and gave me a phone number to call if I had suicidal thoughts. We began to drill down to the root cause of my anxiety and to figure out what pushed my buttons and why. Working together, we settled on my feeling of unworthiness. The analysis resonated. I needed a change. But what to do?

“I saw in their eyes something I was to see over and over in every part of the nation—a burning desire to go, to move, to get underway, anyplace, away from any Here,” Steinbeck said of Americans. “They spoke quietly of how they wanted to go someday, to move about, free and unanchored, not toward something but away from something. I saw this look and heard this yearning everywhere in every state I visited. Nearly every American hungers to move.” He was describing me.

Like many of you, I began to watch YouTube videos of people living full-time in their RVs, and damn, that looked like fun. It certainly looked better than my current situation. One of those YouTubers is nomad guru Bob Wells, who suggests a proactive lifestyle whereby you redirect your shelter money from a landlord or a lender toward a van, car, or RV. He called this “wheel estate.” I can control how much I spend on where I park, ranging from zero dollars to whatever I wish. I would be in control, and this thinking reverberated. I wondered if this lifestyle would be a tonic for my pessimism. It was time for serious self-analysis. After much research, I determined that the nomad lifestyle checked all the boxes.

I love road trips and have always been interested in historical sites, places of natural beauty, museums, and strange, off-the-wall places. My parents started me off when I was young. My father had a bad case of wanderlust and would pack up the Oldsmobile 98, and we’d drive to a national park, monument, or historic site. Those experiences stuck with me, and my passion for these places never diminished. I’m also insatiably curious about things. When I get interested in something, I dive into the deep end. Could this curiosity be a benefit to a nomad?

I was reluctant to tell anyone what I was thinking. I felt like I was announcing my failures and becoming the “man who lives in a van down by the river.” One person I could trust was Leslie Haber. Along with editing this book, she has edited my life. She can make me realize when I have a stupid idea without mowing me down and making me feel bad. I love her dearly. Her immediate reaction surprised me: “Really! When? That is so you,” she said. “I get to join you occasionally, right? I’ll bring the Weezy [the dog]!” When I told my mother, her reaction staggered me: “Do it while you can!”

I decided to record my thoughts for purely selfish reasons. Leslie has called me a “cultural sherpa.” I’ve been fortunate, but this journey may end sooner than later, and I thought it would be nice to have a souvenir of my experiences. Alternatively, I figured that this document would explain everything when the time comes that they have found my bones in the desert, close to the van, after I tripped and fell and joined the great circle of life as a food source.

Paul Valery said, “The best way to make your dreams come true is to wake up.” On June 15, 2018, I woke up, got in the driver’s seat of my new van, put it in drive, and passed through a portal to another world. I’ve decided never to come back. I’m a nomad. These stories are about my view through the windshield as I travel across the National Park Service (NPS) system.

It’s time to get personal. I’m in a relationship. Her name is Darlene. We go everywhere together. She’s a beauty and takes good care of me. We’ve had good and challenging times, but it always works out. Darlene is my 2012 Airstream Interstate Grand Lounge edition, a black twenty-two foot Mercedes Sprinter with a 3.0L V6 turbocharged diesel engine, outfitted with a full-size bed, a toilet/shower combo, full galley with a propane stove, marine-style sink, microwave/convection oven, little refrigerator/freezer, an excellent furnace for those frigid days, and an air-conditioner for those hot nights. Mercedes plus Airstream? She isn’t a cheap date, but she’s worth every penny.

When Darlene and I met, I was in the right frame of mind to become a nomad and a full-blown minimalist. To increase my “liberty,” I needed to reduce my “stuff.” Leslie is a professional organizer at the top of her field. I became a “project.” We reduced my wardrobe to the essentials, sold my furniture, and raised enough money from my Los Angeles Dodger bobblehead collection to make the first van payment. It was painful parting with my vast book collection. I dearly love books, but sacrifices had to be made. What was left has been stuffed into half a dozen boxes in her garage.
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"Darlene," a 2012 Airstream Interstate Grand Lounge edition. Leslie Haber



As I write, I’ve been on the road for more than six years. Occasionally, I am asked, “Do you miss having a traditional home?” No. The way I look at it, people love to travel, and you’re probably one of them. But I know they soon miss the things most familiar: their bed, bathroom, and kitchen. As a nomad, I’m never without those things, so I’m always home; only my backyard constantly changes. What a concept!

I found that the best backyards are often federal campgrounds managed by the NPS, the U.S. Forest Service, the Bureau of Land Management, and the Army Corps of Engineers. They tend to be well laid out with room between the campsites. I get a 50 percent discount with my lifetime senior America the Beautiful pass. Imagine a night in the Grand Canyon for only nine dollars!

I also enjoy state parks, small-town central parks, county fairgrounds, marinas and boat ramps, nudist camps, highway rest areas, and the parking lots of minor league baseball parks. Urban camping includes Planet Fitness, Cracker Barrel, Walmart (sometimes), friends’ homes, Lowes, city parks, airports, and those big parking lots just off a freeway surrounded by multiple chain businesses. Some of my favorite urban camping experiences included four nights of stealth camping at the National Mall in Washington, D.C., two nights at the edge of Boston Harbor, and multiple nights across the street from the French Quarter in New Orleans in the tourist bureau parking lot. I am fond of casinos run by Indigenous American tribes. They usually have a flat, safe parking lot, bingo, unlimited soft drinks, and bathrooms open twenty-four hours. What I am not fond of are private RV parks. They’re cramped and filled with people who are there long enough to grow tomatoes. If I ever feel uncomfortable, I move. The need to change locations has rarely happened, but it has happened.

Life is a game, and games have rules. I knew when I dropped out that I needed structure or I’d go mad. The business mantra “You can only manage what you can measure” was drilled into my head when I was young and ambitious, and it never left when I grew older; I just became less aggressive and more obsessive. I took inventory: I had limited funds and few options for earning more. My aging body has increasing limitations, and I wanted to be flexible about how long I spent in one place.

I decided to adopt the NPS system of parks as my playing field. It has a diverse roster of 433 NPS parks (as of this writing), so finding the next destination would be easy. More importantly, visiting our nation’s most sacred spaces would expose me to the facts (history), our heritage (a reinterpretation of the facts through a contemporary mind), and our myths (our symbolic self-reflection). I am a history nerd who is always looking for the unintended consequences of our decisions. The NPS parks would feed my curiosity and help me understand how things have unfolded in America—good mind food for an older man. So, before shuffling off this mortal coil, I vowed to visit as many NPS parks as possible.

The NPS isn’t a collection of places but a system. The parks are bundled together by common themes that intellectually and emotionally tell the complete story of the American experience. In 1916, the agency’s first director, Stephen Mather, dreamed of this. He made his fortune selling 20-Mule Team Borax and knew how to communicate to the public. He also knew how to plus the visitor experience. Mather created the nation’s first theme parks.

Mather targeted the tin-can tourists: people who drive to the parks. That’s me. I want to drive Darlene through a front gate, find something to see or do, pull over whenever possible, and spend quality time. Picture my sliding door open, the bug screen down, and me doing my thing while enjoying the million-dollar vistas. This is happiness.

The NPS makes this possible because many parks are based on the “One Good Road.” “For many people, what they see from the road is the National Park experience,” author Timothy Davis said. Frederick Law Olmsted noted that the roads should become “successive incidents of a sustained landscape poem, to each of which the mind is gradually and sweetly led up, and from it gradually and sweetly led away so that they become part of a consistent experience.” In the NPS parks, internal roads hug the landscape, not overcome it; the constant curves in the roadways minimize the views of pavement and increase the sensation that I’m driving through the wilderness; side medians are minimal, yet there are plenty of turnouts, allowing me to explore. Many more tricks are to be revealed, as you’ll see.

Not all NPS sites are equal. Mather created a system. At the top of the pyramid are the national parks. They’re the oldest, most prominent part. “National parks are the best idea we ever had,” writer and conservationist Wallace Stegner famously said. “Absolutely American, absolutely democratic; they reflect us at our best.” A national park generally encompasses large land or water areas to supply adequate protection of the resources. They feature distinctive, spectacular, natural scenery plus something more. That something more can include wildlife, forests, canyons, geysers, waterfalls, cultural antiquities, and other natural phenomena. The emphasis is on the wilderness with limited development. Only Congress can create a national park, which can be difficult. As of this writing, we have sixty-three national parks.

Next are the national monuments. National monuments exist by presidential proclamation without Congressional approval, sometimes leading to controversial additions to the nation’s park inventory. A national monument is no less important than a national park but “typically features one primary resource of cultural, scientific, or historical interest worth preserving,” according to the NPS. National monuments are typically smaller than national parks and lack their diversity of attractions. National monuments upgraded to national park status include the Grand Canyon, Mesa Verde, Petrified Forest, and Death Valley. National monuments number eighty-four.

More than half of the NPS parks preserve places commemorating persons, events, and activities essential to our nation’s history. These sites come in two flavors: national historic sites and national historical parks. National historic sites range from archaeological sites associated with Indigenous civilizations to properties related to the lives of inspirational Americans. Many of these parks are immersive experiences and some of my favorites. National historical parks are usually more complex, with many structures sometimes scattered throughout contemporary uses, so a good map is essential. We have seventy-six national historic sites and sixty-three national historical parks. The NPS also manages national memorials, preserves, battlefields, seashores, lakeshores, historic trails, recreation areas, and one national shrine.

Titles mean money and prestige. A national park designation can bring millions of additional dollars to gateway communities. The system isn’t stagnant. Facilities can move up or down within the hierarchy or be removed from the NPS roster; it has happened dozens of times.

It’s hard to believe, but some have been to all publicly accessible sites. I’ll never be one of those people. I have rules. I am an auto tourist. I must be able to either go to a visitor center, have a meaningful experience, or camp within the park’s borders. This eliminates the overseas NPS parks in American territories, such as the five parks in the Virgin Islands and those in American Samoa, Guam, and Puerto Rico, as well as the eight parks in Hawaii.

I have not been to Alaska. Those parks differ from those in the lower forty-eight and reflect the NPS’s newest tradition by prioritizing conservation over the visitor experience. To enjoy the Alaska parks, you must be willing to park the car and go primitive. Auto tourists are rightfully second-class citizens in Alaska. Someday, I will get there.

Yucca House and Hohokam Pima National Monuments are on Indigenous lands and are inaccessible to the public. California’s Castle Mountains National Monument requires a high-clearance vehicle for access. Some parks are only accessible by boat, including San Juan Island National Historical Park, Dry Tortugas National Park, Perry’s Victory and International Peace Memorial, Isle Royale National Park, Boston Harbor Islands National Recreation Area, and the Statue of Liberty and Rainbow Bridge National Monuments. Of the six national scenic trails, I walked short segments of the Appalachian, the Lewis and Clark, and the Potomac Heritage National Scenic Trails, so I’ve counted them.2
 I have missed other parks for one reason or another—but not many.3
 Overall, I’ve been to more than 380 NPS parks.

NPS parks come in three flavors: nature, history, and recreation. Under each category, I have grouped parks by the theme they share. For example, volcanic forces define much of North America’s landscape. Volcano parks such as Yellowstone, Mount Rainier, Lassen Volcanic, Devils Tower, Sunset Crater, and others bring that theme to the foreground. There are also desert, cave, and geology parks. Vignettes of primitive America parks preserve what is left of once-prevalent ecosystems and ecological diversity, such as the Everglades and Redwood National Parks. The fossil parks span the entire geological clock visible in the United States.

Interpreting historical places is the core mission at many NPS sites. They teach us what happened and why it matters. This is harder than it first appears. History is an ever-changing, dynamic story, and the NPS provides different viewpoints. I’ve found the changing story lines a story in itself. The Indigenous people parks embrace their long history before the arrival of Europeans. The European conquest, manifest destiny, war: a love/hate relationship, a more perfect union parks, and American industry and ingenuity parks document our path toward today. On a more intimate level are the presidents and inspiration parks.

Over recent decades, the NPS system has expanded its mission with parks that combine fun with protecting and preserving resources. The recreation parks include infrastructure, water, urban parks, and parkways.

Sitting underneath a screwbean mesquite tree in Death Valley National Park on a warm fall day, contemplating the world, I connected with my destiny. I was reminded that sublime natural spaces are transcendent and supply redemption; and authentic, singular, significant places have always been a passion of mine, fueling my curiosity and refreshing my soul. I have learned that the pursuit is happiness.

To enrich my NPS experience, I have volunteered at almost a dozen parks. While working in Yellowstone National Park, I asked myself why on Earth people want to pet bison. On the surface, bothering a one-ton mammal that has the patience of a petulant child and moves three times the speed of the fastest human seems like a dumb idea, but people do it all the time.

As a retired urban planner who has written about Disney and Universal theme parks, I noticed that the NPS uses similar environmental design tactics. In many ways, the NPS invented these. The DNA is the same. In the real world, where we spend most of our time, a certain level of “messy vitality” keeps us alert and engaged. The NPS and theme parks strive to eliminate those visual contradictions within their boundaries. As a result, the visitor’s lizard brain relaxes, allowing him to absorb the story more quickly. At the NPS parks, those stories could be about a natural phenomenon, a historical event, one person’s life, or a group of people who made a difference. This was a significant breakthrough in my perception of the parks and something I had never read elsewhere. As you will see, these tricks help manipulate and enhance the visitor experience. It’s pretty magical.4


[Spoiler Alert!]

This transformative journey of visiting the places we deem most sacred has been a search for answers to big questions about “we the people.” I have been guided by the advice from architect Christopher Alexander in A Timeless Way of Building: “A man is alive when he is wholehearted, true to himself, true to his own inner forces, and able to act freely according to the nature of the situation he is in.” I have retained my sanity by listening to Walt Disney, who said, “Happiness is spontaneous delight harmonized with circumstances.”

After visiting so many parks in such a short time, the cumulative experience has become a revelation. What did I learn? (1) Nature does redeem your spirit, (2) lives have always been cheap, (3) exclusion versus inclusion, the delicate balance, (4) “If you don’t succeed at first . . . ,” (5) enlightened self-interest binds us, and (6) we believe in American exceptionalism—until we don’t.

You bought the ticket; let’s go for a ride!


Notes


	1. I am standing on the shoulders of giants: William Least Heat-Moon, John Steinbeck, John Muir, Hunter S. Thompson, Bill Bryson, Jack Kerouac, Robert Pirsig, Larry McMurtry, Alexis de Tocqueville, Mark Twain, Philip Caputo, Bruce Brown, and others.

	2. Parks I’ve visited will be in bold type.

	3. New River Gorge National Park, the Carter G. Woodson Home, Blackwell School, New Philadelphia, Amache National Historic Sites, the Medgar and Myrlie Evers Home, Emmett Till-Mamie Till-Mobley, Springfield 1908 Race Riot, Carlisle Federal Indian Boarding School, and Frances Perkins Homestead National Monuments.

	4. Magic happens when apprehension turns into awe and delight.







2 NATURE



The Volcano Parks

The world’s first national park is a volcano: Yellowstone National Park (Wyoming/Montana/Idaho). Volcanoes are at the heart of the NPS system. Of the sixty-three national parks, thirty-two contain volcanic resources. I lived and worked in Yellowstone, getting to know the place well. In 2019, I worked part-time at the front desk of the Bridge Bay Campground. My job was to check people in and tell them how to avoid getting eaten by a bear or run over by one of the two bison who lived in the campground. On my days off, I explored the park. I returned in 2020. I treasured my time living in Yellowstone.

Yellowstone is the most fabulous authentic theme park in the world. Its primary theme is timeless: hydrothermal spectacles. The park sits on one of the world’s most enormous, explosive, and unusual volcanoes. Yellowstone has more than ten thousand thermal features, including geysers, hot springs, mud pots, and fumaroles, with more geothermal activity than the rest of the world combined. Legendary conservationist John Muir said, “These valleys at the heads of great rivers may be regarded as laboratories or kitchens in which, amid a thousand retorts and pots, we may see Nature at work as a chemist. Look into a few of the tertiary volumes of the grand geological library of the park and see how God writes history.” Plus, there are animals galore.

The hydrothermal features and the animals bring the visitors through the front gate, but how visitors interact with the park makes for magic. Like a theme park, there is no “messy vitality” because the visual contradictions have been removed. Everybody who works there is in costume (uniforms); there are signature animals, attractions and adventures, and a backstory for everything. The road signs are different (brown backgrounds, some made of wood), and the roads are deliberately designed differently (the One Good Road). Behavioral signage is limited, and the parks use visual tricks to direct pedestrians and vehicles toward their destinations or away from hazards (notice all the one-way roads). The brochures are called Unigrids and are based on a clever standard format where the information may differ for each park, yet they are of uniform quality and collectible. There is more.

Yellowstone was born on March 1, 1872, when Ulysses S. Grant signed legislation to set aside a “tract of land . . . near the headwaters of the Yellowstone River” and declared it “reserved and withdrawn from settlement, occupancy, or sale under the Laws of the United States, and dedicated and set apart as a public park or pleasuring ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people” and “for the preservation, from injury or spoilage, of all timber, mineral deposits, natural curiosities, or wonders.” This was a bold move, considering that the United States was a young nation, the Industrial Revolution was in full swing, and the new intercontinental railroad had just conquered the frontier.

The first visitors to Yellowstone came by rail. The Northern Pacific Railroad claimed the park as its own. Later, the Union Pacific Railroad would enter the market with a beautiful station in West Yellowstone. Inside the park, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers began constructing the Grand Loop, which connected significant attractions along a one-way road. The first hundred miles were completed by 1883. The railroad started building hotels a day’s journey apart, providing transportation in iconic yellow stagecoaches. The trip around the park took five days. Beginning in 1913, the roads were improved to accommodate automobiles, the first of which entered the park on August 1, 1915, with permission from the United States Army. Private cars and horses pulling stagecoaches shared the road, and everybody went counterclockwise. The six hundred stagecoaches were gone by 1917 when the concessioners upgraded to 175 motorized vehicles.

Today, the 140-mile loop road roughly follows the same right-of-way as in 1883. Like a wheel with spokes, the loop is connected to the five entrances to Yellowstone. At the north is Gardiner, featuring the impressive Roosevelt Arch, one of the most iconic pieces of NPS architecture. The massive, solitary fifty-foot stone arch was designed by Robert Reamer (Old Faithful Inn and Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel) and built by the Northern Pacific Railroad. Theodore Roosevelt was present to lay the cornerstone in 1903. Inscribed along the top of the monument is a quote from the park’s enabling legislation, “For the benefit and enjoyment of the people.”

The spoke from the northeast entrance at Cooke City connects to the loop via the Lamar Valley with its bison herd and occasional bear sightings. Along the road, if I see people with scopes pointing in the same direction, I pull over. I’ve seen many bears that way! From West Yellowstone, the spoke follows the magnificent Madison River through a stunning valley. There, I have found many spots to pull over and escape the crowds. The southern spoke connects to Grand Teton National Park. The spoke I frequently used was to the east along Yellowstone Lake’s rim, toward Cody. There, I found groceries, the Buffalo Bill Museum, and a nightly rodeo.

Let’s go for a ride. Once on the loop, I can choose from picturesque landscapes filled with hydrothermal spectacles, stand at the rim of a great chasm, visit dramatic architecture, or be entertained by the bison and elk, bears, trumpeter swans, and people.

Historically, the grand tour started at Mammoth Hot Springs and went counterclockwise around the Grand Loop Road, and that is where I’ll begin. Mammoth is the largest known carbonate-depositing spring in the world. The historic district features Fort Yellowstone and the Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel, and elk herds frequently inundate the area. You’ll find me wandering among the buildings or strolling the boardwalk over the hot springs.

Just south of Mammoth Hot Springs is the Obsidian Cliff, where Indigenous people have gathered glass-like volcanic black stones for hundreds of years. This stone is perfect for arrowheads. Not far is the Norris Geyser Basin, “the hottest, most dynamic geyser basin in Yellowstone.” The basin is located at the intersection of three fault systems and helps propel the waterworks, creating a colorful yet desolate landscape. The Norris Geyser Basin Museum (1929) is the gateway to this little slice of Hell. This architectural treasure has exaggerated features and organic forms that hide and frame the Zen view of the geologic wonders below.

Walking along the boardwalk, I take in the vibrant colors of the volcanic basins. Sometimes, the cause of the colors is light refraction or suspended mineral particles, especially in the deep pools. But along the edges are single-cell organisms that thrive in this harsh environment. These creatures, called archaea, were once considered bacteria but now have their realm within the animal kingdom. They thrive in hot-spring water and highly acidic ponds. Related to the stuff that generates the atmosphere we rely upon, their discovery has aided scientific research in DNA analysis for law enforcement, medicine, and agriculture.

Further south is another must-do: the Museum of the National Park Ranger. The park ranger’s philosophy is: “Protect the park from the people, the people from the park, and the people from themselves.” With smiling faces, I’ve heard rangers gently but firmly warn visitors that what they want to do is beyond their capabilities and that they’ll die. Their level of tact is to be admired. Another skill is interpreting complex ideas or describing a resource to an audience that makes an emotional connection—putting on a good show. The NPS calls this process interpretation
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The Geology Parks
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Vignettes of Primitive America
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The Cave Parks
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The Desert Parks
























[image: ]










[image: ]










[image: ]











The Fossil Parks
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Notes


	1. Underwood was also responsible for the Zion National Park Lodge, Grand Canyon Lodge North Rim, Grand Teton’s Jackson Lake Lodge, and the extraordinary Ahwahnee Hotel at Yosemite.

	2. Sam Gennawey, Jaybangs: How Jay Stein, MCA, & Universal Invented the Modern Theme Park and Beat Disney at Its Own Game (Orlando: Theme Park Press, 2016).
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