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Amy and Dave’s COVID Escape Tour – 2021

Hi.  I’m Dave.  Married to Amy.  We live in Sequim, WA, on the Olympic Peninsula.  A beautiful place to be sure.  

After the COVID crap of 2020 when everyone and their mum had to stay indoors and couldn’t venture farther than the grocery store, it was not surprising that many would want to get away from home in 2021.  We decided to be part of that group of red-blooded Americans, seeking sanity and an escape from the mundane existences of home life.

With that said, there are always so many things one can do around home.  We got some of those home projects done.  We painted the outside of the house.  I built an extension on our backyard deck, then replaced the existing deck.  We installed a 10 X 12 gazebo on the newly replaced deck, adding chairs and plants and more to make it a fine place to congregate for BBQ’s or whatever.

We planted a garden for the first time in 2020.  I always had a garden when I lived in Birch Bay, WA, up near the Canadian border.  We moved to Sequim, eventually bought a house and after other outdoor improvements, took the time and bother of the coronavirus to cultivate and plant lots of yummy items.  My corn didn’t turn out very well, but my tomatoes loved it, and my jalapenos thrived like never before.  As the autumn weather cooled, I moved the plants into the greenhouse.  My last harvest of jalapenos was in December, 2020.

So, with all that accomplished, we considered taking a vacation in 2021.  COVID had relented a bit.  We didn’t have to wear face masks in the stores and all that.  The Delta variant was not yet big news.  

Amy works for the Port Angeles School District, so she has two and a half months of summer off work.  We discussed what kind of trip we wanted to take.  Europe was on our radar, particularly Portugal and Greece.  We’d considered moving to Portugal for a year – may still happen.  Also, I’d completed composing a novel called Patmos, about the Apostle John who was exiled and received the prophesies we now call the Book of Revelation.  Patmos has been for sale on Amazon Books since February, 2019.  I’d composed a few other books after that, but presently was not writing anything, so a trip fit my schedule perfectly.

Had we followed that idea, this would certainly be a very different book.  European travel has been mostly open, but that could change at anytime.

Thus, we instead opted to follow one of Amy’s dreams.  She had always wanted to get a motorhome and travel around the US.  Amy herself is not much of a driver, but I’m a drivaholic.  I love driving the open road, ever seeking a road I’ve never driven down before.  That became the goal.  Could we do it?  Could we afford it?  Where would we go?  All that jazz.

ANTICIPATION

Part of the preparation and planning is as much part of the trip as the actual journey.  We chatted about where we’d like to go, but it wasn’t until I bought a large US map at Dollar Tree, and placed some Post-It pointer flags that the trip took on its first dimensions of reality.  There were no holds.  No rules.  Wherever we might want to go we placed on that map.  This was the Dream Sheet.  This was the What If?  This was the Maybe or Maybe Not.  Anywhere either of us wanted to go, we would flag it.

After a week or two of that map covering our dining table, (a place we seldom eat if the truth be known), we started looking at dates.  First, Amy got out of school June 17th.  Another cast-in-stone-date was July 25-28 – a Stoeckl Family Reunion near Florence, OR.  My nephew Kevin had passed away from colon cancer in 2020.  We could not gather for his memorial in 2020, so waited a year.  My Aunt Annie also passed away in spring, 2021, so we could honor her as well.

As the map and a calendar came together, it became apparent some of our destinations would have to be cut.  Key West was the first to go.  Niagara Falls and Boston got chopped.  Amy had friends and family in Delaware and Maryland.  Sorry.  We wouldn’t have time to get to the East Coast and back to Oregon by July 25th, along with all the other places we targeted closer west.

I spent lots of hours pouring over possible routes.  I printed maps of the US and drew lines from destination to destination, listing dates at the bottom of the page.  Everything was still a Maybe.  If you’re visiting Mount Rushmore, you can show-up any day of the week, but if you’re visiting friends and family, it has to coincide with their schedules and itineraries and whatever.  Also, some were still scared of COVID, so didn’t want anyone coming to their homes.

As the itinerary started to take form, we contacted family and friends and found those who would love for us to grace their homes for a day or two.  

The trip would be somewhat circular.  I created two possible routes, but we were more inclined to try to make the southern part of the trip first when it was potentially cooler than would be later in the summer.

There was so much we wanted to see.  The Grand Canyon.  Arches National Park.  Mount Rushmore.  Arkansas has been the last state of the fifty I’ve never gotten to visit.  Somehow, I’d always gone past it to the north, south, east of west.  We would be seeing family in Joplin, MO, plus seeing some shows in Branson, MO, just a few miles from the Arkansas border.  We were going to Arkansas.

So, as the route became more and more real, tweaked and established with those we would visit, I finally printed off my last US map to mark the roads and where we’d go.  It’s so funny to see it printed off before you go, because it’s so plain and sanitary as you look at it, but it represents an adventure like no other that can only be experienced once we actually leave.

THE MOTORHOME

We’re not rich people.  We had some extra money set aside for the trip, but we are regular, working-class folks.  We knew we had to have a motor home that could actually make the trip – a tall order when you don’t have more than say ten grand to spend on the RV.  We checked Craigslist and Facebook Marketplace.  We looked at a few motorhomes, but never found the one we thought could make the trip and be big enough as well as comfortable for us.  

We looked at a Bounder in Joyce, WA – a well cared for vehicle, and I think that one would have been good, but we were not that ready to buy when we looked at it.  We checked some others locally, but living out on the Olympic Peninsula, one becomes accustomed to having to drive farther to get what one wants.  That goes for medical schtuff, various stores, restaurants, shows, sporting events, etc.  Seattle is over two hours away.  Seatac Airport a tad closer.  Sometimes we would take one of the four ferries, though to be honest, when going to Seatac or Seattle, we usually drove south through the Tacoma Narrows and paid the six bucks toll, rather than twenty bucks for a ferry each way.  

The one exception was Mariner games.  It is perfect to take the Bainbridge Island Ferry to downtown Seattle, walking on.  Much cheaper than taking my car.  It is like only a 15-20 minute walk to the stadium.  We enjoyed that ferry for other shows we caught in the big city, or to take visiting friends to Pikes Place Market and other Seattle sites.  The ferry becomes part of the fun.

One big consideration was that our home has a back driveway off the alleyway that’s made for an RV – whether trailer or motorhome.  It measures thirty feet from the house to the gate, but with the eave, I might have been able to fit a flat faced motorhome of 27 or 28 feet in length overall.  Not a bad size for a motorhome.

So, what did we get?  Did we stay within the size limit?  Nope.  When we found our baby, we knew it was the right one.  A 1990 Tiffin Allegro, 31’ long.  It had a bathroom and shower along with a separate bedroom in the back.  No slide outs.  Amy didn’t want any slide outs because she was concerned they would be the first thing to break down.  

The best feature on this rig was the engine and tranny.  It had the 5.2 liter Cummins diesel engine and an Allison tranny.  From my work with Dodge many years back, plus working for Blaine Public Works up on the US/Canada border, I knew both that engine and tranny to be very reliable.

We found this Allegro in Olympia – 100 miles away from Sequim.  We arranged to see two motor homes while there.  The first one was a NO pretty much from the start, but when we saw the Allegro, though older, it seemed more like home.  You know how it is.  Some vehicles just touch you as better when you drive them.  Even though this one was 31 years old, the diesel engine had 93,000 miles – barely broke in for this diesel.  This is the same engine you’ll find in a Bluebird School Bus.  When I worked for Dodge in Salt Lake City, a school district employee told me they retired the school buses after half a million miles.  93,000 miles ain’t anywhere close.

The brakes were mushy.  The seller, named Maurice, said he would have the brakes bled and we’d be back in a few days to get it.  True to his word, the brakes were far, far better when we returned.  With that said, we were still foolish buyers.  The blinkers didn’t work right.  The cruise control didn’t work.  The dash fan didn’t work.  Other items, but the price allowed us to put a bit more into the vehicle before our adventure would begin.  Maurice asked $8,500, accepted my offer for 8 grand, and we became proud owners of a 31 year old motor home that had been at the top of its class when built.

Driving home, it kept threatening to overheat, the needle in the red zone.  I stopped along the winding two lane road following Hood Canal, with Amy following, and checked the engine.  Nothing smelled hot, so I continued and got it home with no mishaps.  We determined later that some of the electrical wiring under the dash caused the instrument panel to not read correctly – another one of the repairs we had done before departing.

We had this beautiful driveway in the back, but still had to park it in the front driveway.  It’s there right now as I write.  It’s always funny how quickly one becomes accepting of such a change in our regular lives.  I had to trim back some tree branches, but otherwise it fit perfectly.

We took the RV to Eric’s RV Repair in Sequim.  Eric’s a very friendly and likeable person, but I wouldn’t recommend taking your vehicle to him.  They claimed they fixed the dash fan.  It wasn’t fixed, so they charged me another $110 to fix it again.  And, even then it still didn’t work right once we left.  The fuel gauge worked fine the first time I took it in, then didn’t work when I got it home.  When I took it in the second time, they charged me another $110 to tell me it wasn’t working and maybe I should put a couple bottles of Seafoam in the fuel – maybe that would loosen up the float so the gauge would work again.  That’s what I did, and it did work, but should not have cost me $110 for that info.  For another $110, they allegedly checked the cruise control for an entire hour, and reported to me that it would need to be replaced.  That’s $330 of nothing I was charged for the second visit.

Either way, we got the blinker fixed.  Being diesel, it has a 30 gallon propane tank for the stove and generator.  The generator showed only 84 hours total use in 31 years – not much use at all, and it worked like a charm each time we had to use it.  Eric’s made sure there were no leaks in the propane lines.  We did get some value from Eric’s but not a thousand dollars worth, so I shan’t be taking our Allegro back whenever it needs more work.

We also had the oil changed and tranny oil changed elsewhere.

There were two headlights out which I replaced.  The bright lights were also needing the connections cleaned.  The antifreeze reservoir was cracked, so I replaced that.  A couple other lights needed replacing, but for the most part, it was more than ready to go.  I got a new battery for the engine.  It had a dual battery set up for the interior lights which seemed okay at the time.

We got the Allegro like six-seven weeks before departure, so plenty to do before we would leave.  What’s even crazier, because of the lengthy time Eric’s had the RV, we never had a chance to try it out camping before we left.  Not even one night.

Another problem is that I’m around six and a half feet tall.  I don’t know if you’ve ever tried RV beds, but they’re classically shorter than a normal bed.  This one was cloth wrapped around foam rubber – probably the original bed with two corners lopped off for easier access to the sides of the bedroom.  We knew before we bought it that we would need a larger bed.  So, I found a full queen-sized mattress online for fifty bucks that would be perfect.  I paid more than that for the plywood to extend the platform, securing the wood to the box that contained the fresh water tank and we had a good bed that was plenty long enough for me.

One thing we considered was whether to tow my car behind.  I asked Eric what kind of fuel mileage I should get with the Allegro, and he estimated around Ten MPG.  I then asked what mileage I’d get if I towed my car and he answered, “Around ten MPG.”  

I have a Solara Convertible, so driving with the top down is very attractive for me.  I think Amy gets tired of it at times.  I never do.  We looked at getting a tow dolly.  Prices were around a grand for the mini-trailer.  The more we discussed it, the more we decided to not tow a car with us.  

Instead, we bought a $50 bike rack that fit into the tow hitch.  I brought my bicycle and Amy brought her little battery powered scooter.  They were not ideal since the scooter only goes a few miles on a full charge, and it was not like I wanted to ride the bike any farther than that as well, but we brought both and used them sparingly on the trip.

Other considerations?  It would have been a bit cheaper to drive my Solara the whole way and lodge at motels.  The gas mileage vs. the Allegro would have been more than enough to pay for lodging, but we’d also eat out more, digging deeply into any savings.  The motorhome became that much more attractive.  When we stayed with someone, we could still ‘sleep in our own bed’.  That’s all part of the attraction of an RV.

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATE

We had a child graduating from high school in 2021.  They still weren’t doing the graduating ceremonies, so we bought cap and gown, took our own pics, and sent out announcements.  The graduation would be held just over a week before our departure date of June 18th.

Amy’s mom, who lives in the tiny town of Julesburg, CO, came to attended the graduation.  Her health isn’t very good, so having the get together at our home instead of a big ordeal at the school, was plenty for her.  

But the big question became how to get her back to the airport before we left?  As the plans came together, she would be flying out the morning we wanted to depart.  We had to do a practice run the day before we left, to make sure she could get into the motorhome.  She struggled and was slow, of course, but I’m pleased to say she was able to get in and out.  If she’d not been able to climb into the motorhome, I offered to drive her in my car to Seatac, drop her off, drive back home, then leave on our trip – another five hours of driving before we even left.  Fortunately, she was able to be taken to the airport in our Allegro.  Yay!

ARTANIS

Another consideration was one of our dogs, a nine-pound little mongrel named Artanis.  He sleeps with us, and Amy is his favorite person on earth.  We talked about taking him with us throughout all plans, but as we came closer to leaving and wondering how he would do if left in the motorhome by himself, we started thinking maybe it’d be better to not bring along the dog.  

We have three dogs.  Two of the kids, ages 23 and 18, have been home.  The younger one I mentioned just graduated from high school.  The other is in his last year of college.  When COVID hit in February of 2020, he was attending the University of Alaska in Fairbanks.  All the classes became online classes, so he came home, partially to save money and partially because he was living in a dry cabin – no running water or sewer.  He had a dog named Mira, short for Miracle, who fit right in with our canines.  We also had a mini-Aussie named Esme who belongs to the 18 year old, and an old cat named Cooper. 

So, almost last minute, we talked with the son about taking care of Artanis.  Artanis actually had been his high school graduation present in 2018, but this dog definitely did not have enough hair to survive Alaskan winters.  So, he became Amy’s dog while her son was off to college far, far away.  Poor Artanis was confused at first, especially when our son would come home for a visit, but eventually time with us, sleeping under the covers at the foot of our bed, we became his preferred norm.  Leaving him for a month and a half would have him wondering what gives, but it was still the better option, and many times during our adventure, we realized what we would not have been able to do if we’d had our precious, little doggie with us.

PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

I guess it would be nice to add a little paragraph, like an Introduction or Forward, to say as I considered this book, I thought of two main points to focus on.  One is RV life – always a welcome consideration for people who live in RV’s, trailers, camper vans, etc.  The second it to share the areas we visited.  Some will be friends and family, but with the PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK in mind, I’ll try to also share the fun and interesting parts of the region.  With that said, lets dive into the trip.

SEQUIM, WASHINGTON AND

THE OLYMPIC PENINSULA

When someone does travel writing, they often wait until they’re gone on some wild adventure to take pics and write about what they’ve seen and done.  I’ve not done a bunch of travel writing, but I do know I could write volumes about where I live.  The Olympic Peninsula has books of its own already composed, telling of this remarkable chunk of real estate.

First, the Olympic Peninsula could be identified with its five counties: Clallam, Jefferson, Kitsap, Mason and Grays Harbor.  The Olympic National Park and the accompanying Olympic National Forest takes up roughly half of the peninsula.  Parts of the park are part of all five counties.  Along the north side of the peninsula are three main cities – Port Angeles, Sequim and Port Townsend, (32 miles east of Sequim).  The locals call Port Angeles PA and Port Townsend PT.  Sequim is pronounced like “Squim,” not like the word sequin.

Forks might be the fourth city, way out toward the west end of the peninsula.  That’s where the Twilight movies were filmed, so have some vampire signs posted around the city, and a duplicate of Bella’s truck by the Visitor Center.

I can see the mountains from my home office, although looking at a map, I think it’s not actually the National Park, but a section called the Buckhorn Wilderness.  It’s all treated in some ways as the National Park.  The houses of Sequim head as far south as the road takes them, then gets shut off by the range of mountains.

Sequim itself is the second largest city in Clallam County, about fifteen miles from Port Angeles, the county seat.  It has a population of around 6,600 people.  The north side of the city juts up against the Strait of Juan de Fuca.

US Highway 101 used to run right through town, but new construction twenty years back ran the highway along the south side of town with three exits.  It’s fun to see the signs on the on-ramps that all say, “Highway Entrance” instead of, “Freeway Entrance.”  Only place I’ve seen that so far.

Sequim is kind of funny commercially.  It’s smaller than Port Angeles but has many more box stores including Home Depot and Costco.  Situated between Port Angeles and Port Townsend, the stores thought better to build in Sequim to attract PT residents.  Their marketing departments were right, so get a fair amount of business from PT who likes being old world quaint and won’t allow any large conglomerate businesses within their borders.  I understand it took a whole bunch of pressure on McDonald’s part to get Port Townsend to agree to having the restaurant.

There’s an awesome bike trail called the Olympic Discovery Trail, that stretches from Port Townsend to the Pacific coast, (or vice versa).  Lots of picture opportunities along the way, from mountains to ocean to rivers and lakes.  

Sequim has mostly retired folks living here – over 50% of the population.  The locals have been known to say that “Port Angeles is full of old people, and their parents live in Sequim.”  Plenty of accommodations for the aged but makes it hard to get bonds passed for the school district.

The best places to eat in Sequim?  We like Oak Table, a breakfast and lunch restaurant.  Slightly fancy and really good food.  101 Diner has the 50’s motif.  There’s a Black Bear Diner near the Holiday Inn Express on the east side of town.  Sergio’s has the best Mexican food, though a lot of people also like Baja Cantina.  Bentos offers large portions for teriyaki and rice.  

Sequim allegedly is located in a rain shadow, so gets less rain than Port Angeles.  It has the nickname The Big Blue Hole.  I worked in Port Townsend for two years, and found PT oftentimes had less rain than Sequim.  I jokingly have the theory that the PT folks knew their town was better weatherwise than most of the Pacific Northwest, but they didn’t want others to know, so they made up the story that Sequim was the Big Blue Hole so retirees would move there instead.
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