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Path of my one-year, thirty-five-thousand-mile, road trip 
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Awesome adventures, met some wonderful people and developed an amazing admiration for our country.
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Afoot and light-hearted! I take to the open road,

Healthy, free, the world before me,

The long path before me, leading me wherever I choose.

Strong and content, I travel the open road.

Walt Whitman

––––––––
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Travels with Charley: In Search of America, written by American author John Steinbeck, depicts a 1960 road trip around the United States made by Steinbeck in the company of his standard poodle, Charley. Steinbeck wrote that he was moved by a desire to see his country on a personal level, since he made his living writing about it. He wrote of having many questions going into his journey, the main one being, “What are Americans like today?” However, he found that he had some concerns about much of the “new America” he witnessed.

I also had some of these concerns on my road trip in the ‘70s, but I found that most of this country and its people were still proud Americans who loved and appreciated their nation.

My book’s goal isn’t to capture the voices of the counterculture; instead, I want to explore the heart and soul of our nation and people with history, good stories, humor, and a little philosophizing.

My road trip was different from John Steinbeck’s road trip. From Maine, he spent four months traveling across northern America to the West Coast, down to Monterey, CA, then to Texas, before finishing up in New Orleans. In New Orleans, he delved into politics; in fact, it sadly cut his road trip short.

Travels with Charley is still an awesome read—John Steinbeck is definitely one of America’s greatest writers. Highly recommend.

In my book, I transport my reader into another world they may or may not ever occupy themselves, a road trip they may only dream about. I try to keep my book positive, adventuresome, humorous, and fun to read.

Do not take this book too literally; I have added touches to the road trip that one associates more with fiction than nonfiction. The book remains “true” in the way all good novels or narratives are true. That is, it mainly provides an authentic vision of America in the ‘70s combined with some references to today (10s). 

This journey described in this book might be considered a classic example of the heroic journey, the mythical structure that defines so much narrative literature. In the traditional myth, a hero—whoever they might be—abandons their safe haven and pushes forward into the wilderness in order to complete some quest. On the way, they face many tests, and discover their own rich resources and strengths. The story inevitably involves a returning that completes the cycle: the point being that, upon returning, the hero has been immeasurably strengthened and enlightened by the knowledge gained during the course of their difficult journey. 

I made this trip for the most part on my own. 

One downside of going solo: four eyes and two hearts via synergy will usually enhance experiences. 

An upside of going solo: I had complete freedom to go where I wanted to go and do whatever I wanted to do. Going solo tends to settle you down; past, present, and future all flow together. A memory, a present event, and the future become equally present. 

Having a companion tends to fix you in time.

I was not an Easy Rider Peter Fonda type. I was much closer to the Jack Nicholson character: preppy, not hippy, and just enjoying life. 

I have been an explorer and a wanderer all of my life. I have always wanted to live every day to its fullest. The harsh reality of life is that we do not make it out alive. 

Mentors assured me I would grow out of this state; maturity would turn me into a stable asset to society. When I felt the same at middle age, I was confidently told that old age would take care of this problem. When I reached old age (I am now seventy-nine), nothing changed. In fact, I just went on a two-week California road trip a few months ago and had an awesome time. My conclusion: this disease is happily incurable.

Travels, even if along the same path, are all different and they all have their own personalities. What you have to accept in order to enjoy traveling to the max is that you do not take a trip, a trip takes you. I have always been very good at understanding and doing this. 

Steinbeck discusses this in Travels with Charley: 


“A journey is a person in itself; no two are alike. And all plans, policing, and control are fruitless. We find after years of struggle that we do not take a trip; a trip takes us. Only when this is recognized can the traveler relax and go along with it. Only then do the frustrations fall away. A journey is like marriage. The certain way to be wrong is to think you control it. Only those who have experienced this while traveling will understand.”


The next stage when traveling is considering the lifespan of the journey. This seems to be variable and unpredictable. Who has not known a journey to be over and dead before the traveler returns, like Steinbeck’s journey? The reverse is also true; many a trip continues long after the journey has ended. My 1973 road trip has always stayed with me—you will know why by the final page of this book.

I traveled this road trip in a mid-’60s underpowered VW pop-top camper I called Charlie, and I became an expert at seeing many different hand signals through the rear window, especially on steep gradients. I wonder where the name Charlie originated?

When I first decided that I would like no home more than a Volkswagen camper, I was told that it was somewhat “unrealistic.” No truer a statement would reveal itself during the trip.

I went to sleep many nights reading the appropriate section of How to Keep Your Volkswagen Alive: A Manual of Step-by-Step Procedures for the Complete Idiot by John Muir, who was a cousin of Yosemite’s John Muir. 

If you like to cook lavish meals with loads of ingredients, chopped veggies, tasty sautéed sauces, and elegant layouts, forget it. In a VW bus, there’s about as much counter space as an escape pod sent from Krypton and, given that, you’ll likely have just two burners maximum on what is essentially a camp stove. Grilled cheese sandwiches and hot soup are about as fancy as it gets. I learned to eat raw: fruit, veggies, some good bread, and cheese can make for excellent meals and an incredibly healthy lifestyle. Oh, and don’t forget the chocolate. And coffee. And wine. Lots of wine.

There’s also not a whole lot of storage, so you’ll probably need to decide between having boxes of pasta around or underwear.

How about some good news, you ask? Actually, I’ve got plenty of it. 

As far as mobile living goes, you can’t really beat a bus. It fits easily into a parallel parking spot, and so I was basically unlimited as to where I could go. If you can get there by car, you can get there by bus.

And buses are great for socializing! Open the side door, sit there with a glass of wine, and you’ll have every interesting person in a quarter mile coming up to you. 

“Ah man, I always wanted to do that.” 

“Reminds me of my younger days.” 

“What? You live in that?” 

I met a lot of unforgettable characters. Good times.

Living in a bus is not like living at home. It is best suited, in my opinion, to those who prefer to be outside rather than inside. In fact, you really can’t live in a bus if you’re a tribe (as opposed to solo). But, whether your tribe or solo, you’ll still want to get out around the fire, wander the beaches, hike up a trail, or relax in a coffee shop.

When another bus owner drives by, you both wave—every single time. Hasn’t failed yet, and that’s a great feeling. The way people look at you: teenage kids motioning for you to honk the horn, old hippy-types smiling as you go by—it just makes you happy to be living this sort of life. It’s something I’d always wanted to do and I’m incredibly thankful for the experience.

Back roads, even dirt roads, were infinitely preferable to me: more scenic, reminiscent of a bygone era, but North America is vast and I had no option but to seek out superhighways when needed.

I stayed mostly at the National Park Service’s free primitive campgrounds, but I also had a regular annual NPS pass. The NPS pass gives you access to more than two thousand recreational sites managed by five federal agencies. It also provides discounts on guided tours and camping fees. If you were younger than sixty-two (like me in 1973—I was actually in my late twenties), an annual pass for fifty dollars would get you into all parks and monuments for a year from the day purchased. This pass was my ticket to thousands of federal recreation sites. Each pass covers entrance fees at national parks and national wildlife refuges as well as standard amenity fees (day-use fees) at national forests and grasslands, as well as at lands managed by the Bureau of Land Management, the Bureau of Reclamation, and the US Army Corps of Engineers. A fabulous deal.

Another mandatory guide for a road tripper in the ‘70s was a free National Park Service publication that listed thousands of locations of free “primitive” campgrounds in the United States. I tried to mainly stay in these campgrounds while traveling. These campgrounds were wonderful, peaceful, and most were not primitive.

Times have changed: today the government now calls the free primitive campgrounds “dispersed” campgrounds, and locating these sites has now become privatized. The “dispersed” campgrounds are now handled by commercial online public marketing sites. Free is suspect and a search engine is required. Progress?

These two websites will get you going in today’s world of road tripping!

https://www.forestcamping.com/dow/intro/introduc.htm

https://freecampsites.net/how-to-find-more-sites/

This was the best road trip of the many I have taken in my life. I was a different and a much better person at the conclusion of the trip and I learned a lot about America, Americans and myself. 

I hope you enjoy reading about my road trip as much as I enjoyed living it.
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1.The Beginning: Northern and Central California.
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San Francisco Bay Area
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I stopped at a small picnic area at the famous Ridge Vineyards winery overlooking the San Francisco Bay area and surrounded by tree-covered hills, a gorgeous meadow, and a pristine little lake. I had decided to eat at least one “picnic” per day for one reason: I wanted to try to keep costs down. I thought it was boring just packing my food into a normal backpack, so I immediately dubbed it the “magical knapsack.” Eating out of the magical knapsack seemed infinitely more exciting than just grabbing some trail mix and a PB&J sandwich. I dined on French bread, cheddar cheese, and, yes, some Ridge Zinfandel. That seemed like part of the adventure, at least on day one. Who knew what it would feel like on the final day?

After lunch, I hiked out to the little lake, reasoning that this adventure was absolutely about the journey, not the destination. I watched little polliwogs swim, soaked up the sun, and eventually made my way back to Charley. I drove north alongside a stream as it gurgled, sang, and beckoned to me. I gave in at last, pulled over, and walked down to listen to its song. I found a flat rock, took off my sandals, and put my feet in the cold water. I was sure every day wouldn’t be as relaxed as this first one, but it was a good way to start.
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City of San Francisco
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I have lived in the South Bay San Francisco area most of my life. I enjoyed SF in the ‘70s, and still enjoy visiting the city by the bay today.

Fisherman’s Wharf 

San Francisco’s historic fishing neighborhood encompasses the northern waterfront and stretches up to Ghirardelli Square and Van Ness Avenue. The wharf has been the docking point for the last three generations of fishermen and you can still see their descendants tying up their fishing boats nearby. Thanks to the fresh seafood, the wharf is also known for its famous Dungeness crabs and other delicious crustaceans. I had New England clam chowder served in a hollowed-out, round piece of sourdough bread at the Blues Bar at the far end of Fisherman’s Wharf. It was gorgeous: the bread, the chowder, tabasco sauce, and an Anchor Steam micro-beer combining as if put together in an experiment by a mad scientist. If San Francisco didn’t actually invent this, they certainly perfected it, and the Old Monterey Wharf was not far behind.

If you take the Port Walk along the water’s edge, you can follow signs that indicate where historic events have occurred on the waterfront.

Stop by for some awesome dark chocolate at the historical Ghirardelli Chocolate Company.

Then walk out Hyde Street Pier to look at the old boats and tall ships, and take in the view of the Golden Gate Bridge, probably half-shrouded in fog.

On the waterfront, you will find the cable car turntable where the cable cars are rotated to make their return journey through San Francisco. Next to the turntable is a fun park for a rest or, across the street, a superb Irish coffee at the Buena Vista, allegedly the first place to serve Irish coffee in America.

Cable Cars 

You must ride a cable car. Cable cars have been transporting people around San Francisco since the late nineteenth century. The cars run on tracks and are moved by an underground cable along three routes. Their familiar bells can be heard ringing from blocks away. Each one-way ride will provide spectacular views of the city’s celebrated hills, as well as exhilarating transportation.

Golden Gate Park 

One of the country’s largest and most-visited urban parks in the heart of the city: Golden Gate Park. The rectangular park is home to numerous museums, lakes, a botanical garden, a conservatory, and landscaped gardens. I spent a relaxing afternoon visit exploring the Japanese tea garden and enjoyed a lakeside picnic on one of the park’s shaded lawns.

Chinatown 

Centered on Grant Avenue and Stockton Street in San Francisco is the oldest Chinatown in North America and the largest Chinese enclave outside of Asia. It is the oldest of the four notable Chinatowns in the city. Since its establishment in 1848, it has been highly important and influential in the history and culture of ethnic Chinese immigrants in North America. Chinatown is an enclave that continues to retain its own customs, languages, places of worship, social clubs, and identity... a great place to bargain or play checkers, chess, or mahjong.

North Beach 

A neighborhood in the northeast of San Francisco adjacent to Chinatown. The neighborhood is San Francisco’s “Little Italy,” and has historically been home to a large Italian-American population. It is still home to many Italian restaurants today, though many other ethnic groups currently live in the neighborhood. A place where, as if desperate to mark out and preserve its territory, the Italian flag is painted on every lamppost. 

The neighborhood is also the historic center of the beatnik subculture in the 50s. A popular pilgrimage for fans of the Beat movement seeking the old haunts of Alan Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac. The latter the author of another popular travel book called On the Road.

Then there’s Broadway in North Beach, buzzing with neon and strip clubs and adding an incongruous dash of sleaze to San Francisco’s culture and history. It was called the “Barbary Coast” in the 1800s during the Gold Rush. Carol Doda, the nightclub entertainer, made waves in San Francisco’s North Beach neighborhood.

San Francisco claims to have hosted the first topless dance (Carol Doda at the Condor Club on North Beach in 1964), the first bottomless dance (Carol again at the Condor, this time in 1969), the first paperback book shop (the City Lights Bookstore, est. 1953), and the first Chinese fortune cookie. Of all of these, you would imagine that the fortune cookie would be the one most likely to be a first in America only, and strangely enough per my research, is the only one that is a genuine world first.

Washington Square 

Washington Square’s claim to fame is as the place where, during the first Summer of Love, San Franciscan hippies held a mass sit-in calling for the end of the Vietnam War. The Summer of Love was a social phenomenon that occurred during the summer of 1967, when as many as 100,000 people, mostly young hippies, converged in the San Francisco neighborhood Haight-Ashbury. Although hippies also gathered in many other places in the United States, Canada, and Europe, San Francisco was at that time the most publicized location. I lived in San Francisco’s South Bay at this time, and heard the good and bad stories that emerged from the Summer of Love. 

Lombard Street

As well as various world firsts, San Francisco also boasts what is allegedly “‘the world’s most crooked street.” Lombard Street is a narrow, diagonal road leading down one of San Francisco’s many steep hills. Because of problems regarding the volume of traffic and the speed people went down the road, the city redesigned it and created a zig-zag structure, meaning that after every two cars’ length, the road twists and heads off in the other direction until it reaches the bottom. Most other places would have gone with speed bumps, and for that reason alone I’m tempted to accept without question that no street in the world is more crooked than Lombard Street. 

Golden Gate Bridge 

Walking or biking across the Golden Gate Bridge is fun. I biked it and ended up in Sausalito, where I had a fab lunch on the bay. In true San Francisco style though, the bridge is not golden and doesn’t have any gates. It is more of a red copper color, the “Golden Gate” moniker coming from it being a gateway to a land (the Sierra foothills in the mid-1800s) where gold was discovered. Today was one of those rare days when the bridge wasn’t shrouded in fog, and from one side of it I could see most of the almost nine thousand-foot long construction. The city views from the bridge were awesome.

My two best night-time activities in San Francisco: 

Beach Blanket Babylon, the world’s longest running musical and one of the most popular San Francisco attractions, is a high-energy pop culture satire and the perfect night out with friends. Celebrating over sixteen thousand performances, Beach Blanket Babylon has become a world-renowned, record-breaking success. Seen by over six million people from around the world, this internationally acclaimed musical revue continues to delight audiences at Club Fugazi in the city’s North Beach district with its hilarious spoofs of pop culture, spectacular costumes, and outrageously gigantic hats! I have seen it many times.

The Tonga Room & Hurricane Bar, located at Fairmont San Francisco, has delighted guests with its tropical décor, decadent libations, simulated rain storms, and Asian cuisine since 1945. The dance floor is from an old eighteenth century sailing ship. An experience! Having reigned as a swanky outpost of South Seas high style for much of its storied history, Tonga Room more recently gained a following as an icon of tiki’s pop culture heyday in the 1940s and 1950s. 
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City of Santa Cruz
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Santa Cruz is the quintessential Californian beach town. It’s a bit quirky, a bit hippy, and a bit surfer dude, but it’s a whole lot of fun.

Santa Cruz Beach and Boardwalk 

The West Coast’s oldest beachfront amusement park, this 1907-founded boardwalk has a glorious old-school Americana vibe. The smell of cotton candy mixes with the salt air, punctuated by the squeals of kids hanging upside down. It all combines to create a fun atmosphere. I loved the summer free music concerts on the beach: Drifters, Shirelles, Platters, Kingston Trio, etc.

The boardwalk extends along the coast of the Monterey Bay, from just east of the Santa Cruz Municipal Wharf to the mouth of the San Lorenzo River.

The eastern end of the boardwalk is dominated by the Giant Dipper roller coaster, one of the best-known wooden coasters in the world and one of the most visible landmarks in Santa Cruz. The Dipper and the Looff Carousel (merry-go-round), which still contains its original 342-pipe organ built in 1894, are both on the US National Register of Historic Places. They were, together, declared to be a National Historic Landmark in 1987. The park is California Historical Landmark number 983.

There are old-fashioned carnival games and food booths throughout the 24-acre park and there is an unending arcade/games area underneath the Cocoanut Grove.

Cocoanut Grove’s conference center features banquet rooms and a performing arts venue at the Santa Cruz beach boardwalk. Food, drink, and theater have been profitable aspects of the resort since the original Casino of Swanton in 1904. Although gambling was never legal, it was generally known that guests could take boats from the “pleasure pier” to a ship in the harbor to play games of chance in the early days. During Prohibition from 1920 to 1933, serving alcoholic drinks was also outlawed. The name Cocoanut Grove includes an old spelling of “coconut,” which was used in the popular Marx Brothers movie The Cocoanuts of 1929. The name was also used by a number of popular nightclubs of the era, including one in the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles, California.

In the 1930s and 1940s, the Grove was a popular spot for major big-band acts, including Stan Kenton, Benny Goodman, Lionel Hampton, and Tommy Dorsey.

Today, the Grove rarely hosts musical acts. It is a venue for weddings, banquets, school formal occasions and reunions, and corporate events. The grand ballroom and sun room complexes fill over twenty thousand square feet of space.

Municipal Wharf 

Next to the boardwalk is the Municipal Wharf. Seafood restaurants, gift shops, and barking sea lions all compete for attention along Santa Cruz’s wharf, the longest pier on the West Coast of the United States.

Main Beach 

The hot scene in Santa Cruz, with a huge sandy stretch, volleyball courts, and swarms of people. 

The Santa Cruz harbor (especially the Crow’s Nest restaurant) was a great place to have lunch or dinner with a great view. 

A few miles north of Santa Cruz on Hwy 1 was the clothing-optional Red, White, and Blue beach, very popular during the ‘70s but since closed down by the property owners in 2008. This is a shame because it was a perfect sandy beach located at the mouth of Majors Creek, which created a cove complete with high sandstone walls at both ends for total privacy.

Wine-tasting has always been great in this area. My favorite winery from the ‘70s is still there: Bargettos in Soquel. In addition to great reds and whites, they are still making great fruit wines to this day: apricot and olallieberry were always my favorites.
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Monterey Bay 
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As I enjoyed SF in the ‘70s, I also enjoyed visiting the Monterey Bay. I still do today.
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City of Monterey
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Old Fisherman’s Wharf 

The wharf in downtown Monterey should be on the must-do list of every visitor to the area. This is a great place to take in the sights, sounds, and smells of Monterey.

The wharf is full of opportunities to view wildlife on the Monterey Bay. Photograph sea lions and otters frolicking in the calm inner harbor waters. Stroll down the wharf to sample cups of hot clam chowder, or stop by one of several restaurants, where almost every seat has an ocean view. After making your chowder choice from the samples on the wharf, buy your choice of clam chowder in a sourdough bread bowl with tabasco and an Anchor Steam micro-beer on the side. As good, if not better, than the San Francisco Fisherman’s Wharf.

Because neighboring Wharf 2 is the heart of the area’s thriving fishing industry, you can usually watch the working trawlers unload the catch of the day—just look for all of the seagulls hoping for a handout to know who’s had a successful day on the Bay! You can also buy fresh fish straight from the boats at a small fish market on Wharf 2.

In the ‘70s (and for over fifty years), there was a theatre called the Wharf Theatre at the end of the wharf, presenting mostly ‘40s and ‘50s musicals like Oklahoma, Sound of Music, Guys and Dolls, Pirates of Penzance, etc. It showed great local productions and was owned by an unforgettable director and friend named Angelo DiGirolamo. I always enjoyed his productions and his great energy; he was a great friend and was like a father to me. He just passed away last summer. I hope his theatre lives on.

Cannery Row 

Cannery Row’s buildings are updated, shinier versions of turn-of-the-century sardine canneries. They house an eclectic blend of specialty shops, local artists’ galleries, and more than twenty-five restaurants and world-class attractions that make it a top tourist destination.

Cannery Row by John Steinbeck, published in 1945, was set during the Great Depression in Monterey, California, on a street lined with sardine canneries now known as Cannery Row. The story revolves around a colorful Monterey past, the people living there, and the cannery culture of the time. The actual location Steinbeck was writing about, Ocean View Avenue in Monterey, was in 1958 renamed “Cannery Row” in honor of the book. 

John Steinbeck is one of my favorite authors. He was born in Salinas—about ten miles from Monterey—and lived in Monterey.

Monterey Bay Aquarium 

This aquarium is a must-see world-class attraction. It is the main attraction on Cannery Row and a favorite for visitors to the Central Coast. Constantly surprising with new exhibits and programs, and with a steadfast dedication to marine education and conservation, the aquarium is consistently ranked among the top attractions in the world. Be sure to visit the “Secret Lives of Seahorses,” “Tentacles,” and the children’s “Splash Zone” exhibits.

Monterey is simply the best place to go whale-watching. These massive creatures of the sea can be seen year-round alongside dolphins, seals, and sea lions.

Make your way through 17-Mile Drive in Pebble Beach to the Inn at Spanish Bay for a one-of-a-kind serenade at sunset. Every day at sunset, a lone bagpiper puts the golf course to sleep with an unforgettable Scottish tradition you must hear for yourself.

Watch the sunset at Pacific Grove coast road. Participate in a local tradition and get a taste of why some people visit Pacific Grove and never leave. During evening, hundreds of locals gather at the state beach to watch nature’s nightly spectacle. It is similar to the Key West, Florida sunset experience.

Visit the Monarch Butterfly Sanctuary. Stop by Pacific Grove and say hello to several thousand of the Monterey Peninsula’s favorite winged tourists, the monarch butterfly. Pacific Grove is an overwintering ground for monarchs coming from across the continent, who take refuge in the grove’s eucalyptus trees and fly around the city. Stop by November through March to get your best monarch moment.

My best restaurant in Monterey is the Monterey Fish House on Del Monte Ave. The Monterey fish house is owned and operated by the DiGirolamo family, who have deep roots in the Monterey fishing and restaurant industries. David DiGirolamo grew up working in his family’s restaurant, Angelo’s, on Fisherman’s Wharf in Monterey, preparing and serving fresh fish his father caught daily. It has been voted Best Seafood in Monterey year after year. Enjoy historic family photos and the patron photo wall where fish stories abound! As mentioned already, I was friends with Angelo DiGirolamo for years. He was a wonderful person.

Dinner recommendation: the “Holiday Pasta” cioppino in red sauce on a bed of homemade fettucine and barbequed garlic California mussels. Yum!

Monterey Bay also has some of the best golf courses in the world, including Pebble Beach, and the month of August is dedicated to endless classic car shows, like the Concours d’Elegance.
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